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   Empty of presence, Veronica Alvarez is now forever alone. The gift from her foreign lover is gone. They are both gone. She walks into her daughter’s dimly-lit apartment and closes out the evening’s snowfall behind her. Fuh-fee the fish, M-mama, ev . . . every other day, Fortuna had asked before Veronica and Sierra left the hospital. Don’t . . . l-leave the light . . . on . . . all night . . . burn out their e-eyes, Mama . . . Were her lasts words heard. A condensed glow of blue-green streams from the seventy-five gallon aquarium that sits against the living room wall; a sea of liquid shadows overlay a room of notebooks, textbooks, novels, astronomy magazines, and countless articles. “Oh, shit,” Veronica says aloud, and thinks I’ll have to get a timer. A chalkboard, opposite the aquarium, is covered with haste and patchy notes and numerous logic equations of which Veronica has no idea represent. She gazes over the college life of her beloved and departed child. She walks into the shadowy swell, drawn by the filters calm torrent.  Three or four fish peek out of their Greek-themed hollows; one, an anxious black eel, slides out of Delphi. Veronica keys a hole in the plastic bag filled with feeders, stretches it wider, and dumps two dozen goldfish into the hoodless aquarium. Two slim and sleek sharks swim out from behind a reef in union, eating feeders unceremoniously. If we had a baby together, he or she would be so diverse . . . So lucky! Camrin had said to Veronica a year into their relationship. Your father’s from Spain and your mother’s from Egypt; my mother’s parents are from Germany and my father’s parents are Apache. He or she would become so cultured. I would read him or her nighttime stories like Calvino’s “The Distance from the Moon,” and “A Sign in Space,” and then cuddle with them, falling asleep to “Moonlight” Sonata. Them! Gorgeous, what if we had twins? The sharks swim off to the far-right of the aquarium, sawing playfully at two feeders’ tails; the eel lengthens into a gentle eddy of turquoise blood and swallows up a lonely feeder. Veronica clicks off the two lamps which hang above the aquarium and is left with a distant streetlamp’s faint light seeping through the ranks of closed window blinds. She clicks one lamp back on; liquid blue shines into a cascade throughout which it echoes sinuously. The steady outpouring of water and the sapphire-like light soothes her grief and a scared Fortuna speaks clearly in her mind: Mama, God is working fast on me . . . We’ll see each other in your dreams, when you sleep. Let not my misery and coming death keep you awake—I’ll never see you! Veronica blinks away tears which are forbidden by her daughter. Did she ever dream about Camrin? she thinks, staring at hardcover and paperback books stacked on the couch’s end table. Memories swim from out of the literature: Work! You have to start working! There’s an open position at the north Warren branch. You just have to formally apply—then I can get you in! You’re so gorgeous, Fortuna—you don’t need to be so isolated all the time. 
 
   I’m not working at a bank and going to school and writing! No way! I am going to take a year off from school so I can have more time to write, by the way! We have plenty of money, and as long as I am alive—there’s always time for school! Always! 
 
   You need work. That is it. You have to learn and practice skills!
 
   I’m just spending time with, Daddy! She said, shooting me a look of gracious hate. I’m learning to write! Practicing writing! Developing the skills to express my thoughts in writing! I have language and philosophy to master, and I won’t waste a moment saying, “Would you like hundreds or fifties back?” No way! I’m not you!
 
   And you’re not you Father . . .
 
   No, but I have the freedom he had, and so much more: You’ve taken me all over the world. Countries so far and exotic Daddy would have waited twenty lifetimes to see. He didn’t understand money like you, but Daddy understood art . . . He saw beauty inside and out and died creating art and beauty. I know money and love art! Let me practice writing, for the sake of art and beauty! Don’t you believe in me?
 
   Veronica walks into Fortuna’s office and is greeted by aquaria of bluish-pink lighting. She sits at her daughter’s desk and watches the lithe fish glide through the water. I’ll have to get more food, she thinks, sprinkling the last of the colorful flakes over top the two twenty gallons. She throws away the empty container. A fury of feeding shadows swarm her reaching hand as Veronica grabs a manuscript from within the wastebasket. She reads what Fortuna had penned on the title page—
 
   The dream I had last night (I reached into the sky of my mind, grasped the moon, twisted and pulled, tearing the veil of sky from the four corners of my mind as if it were a tablecloth that covered my brain; I was transfixed by an indescribable blizzard; my brainstem looked but a coaxial cable of ectoplasmic blue which steadily discharged electricity to billions of tiny sapphire suns), reminded me of the dream I had when I was a little girl: I dreamt that my Great Aunt Sierra read me a letter my father had written to her. It was about, the letter, him dreaming about confronting the inner workings of his own mind. Is this real—did she really read to me such a psychotic and wonderful letter . . . or did I dream it all up? 
 
   —and then begins reading the manuscript . . . 
 
    
 
    
 
   Part I: God in Silhouette 
 
    
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   No longer confined by the limitation of time, Camrin Triton read René Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy three times between Thursday night and Sunday night. I can’t fucking believe this, and I thought I was crazy! Camrin had thought to himself, reviewing notes. Friday, reading Meditation One: Those Things That Could Be Called Into Doubt, he was shocked for never hearing about The Father of Modern Philosophy before, nor his philosophical contributions and ontological arguments. 
 
   This is insane! Fucking insane! I remember way back when I was six or seven—I would think, on a number of occasions, about how my life could be all a dream, and at any moment Someone could blink awake and my life and surrounding landscape would suddenly dissipate into nothing. An awareness of “self” would just start all over as “I” woke out of sleep in a new bed, with a new body . . . a new life altogether, Camrin had thought before rereading Meditation One, for the second time.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   Camrin cut the ignition and drew alongside his sister’s brick house, rolling to a stop in the driveway; the WARNING! SECURITY DOG sign and privacy gate was floodlit with high beams. The duals died, and he got out of his1969 Dodge Dart and walked through the scintillating raindrops. He gave the front door a light knock. Hostile woofs rang inside. 
 
                 “Scenta! Down, girl. Stay.” Obedient silence followed.
 
   “Hey, Dawn,” Camrin said as she opened the door. 
 
   “We gotta be quiet. We’re gonna wake up Sheriden.”
 
   “Okay, cool,” he said quietly, looking at the large Rottweiler sitting in the dim glow of candlelight. “Scenta. Where’s Mike?”
 
   “Detroit called him in for a tow. There’s an accident over on Seven and Gratiot; didn’t you see it when you drove here?”
 
   “Na. I dragged raced through the neighborhoods . . . Beatin’ on it,” he said, petting Scenta’s black smooth coat.
 
   “You’re such a douche.”
 
   Camrin sat on the couch, and rolled up his finest marijuana while Dawn went on about her day. 
 
   A nearby pistol fired twice. Scenta growled. Dawn and Camrin looked up at the ceiling and then back at each other when they heard Sheriden’s footfalls race out of her bedroom. 
 
   “Mommy! Mommy!” Sheriden screamed. She ran down the stairs—right past Camrin without notice—and into her mother’s arms. 
 
   “It’s okay, baby. Shhh . . .” Dawn said calmly.
 
   Once Sheriden peeled her sobbing face from Dawn’s heart and took one look at Camrin, she jumped off her mother’s lap, leaving behind her beloved blankly, to hug her uncle. “Uncle Cammer! Uncle Cammer,” Sheriden cried. 
 
   “It’s okay, Sherbear. Look up, baby.” As Sheriden brought up her crying eyes to Camrin’s he lowered his head and dropped two kisses on her forehead. “Come on. I’ll take you up to bed.”
 
   “No way! I’m not goin’ up!” Sheriden bemoaned. 
 
   “Why not, sweet-baby?” asked Camrin.
 
   “Because the bullets will get me. I wanna stay down here and watch The Simpsons with you guys.”
 
    “It’s almost over, Sherbear. I’ll take you up to bed.” He handed the joint to Dawn.
 
   Camrin carried a fearful Sheriden in his arms up the stairway with warm comfort—filling her ears with a reassuring note:  “Sherbear, no need to fear those whistling bullets. We hate your tears—these dark eyes like mirrors that reflect your fear. Sleep, never mind the gunshots or the chorus of weeps . . . Here’s my heart . . . Your forehead kissed, you in tucked sheets, baby, now sleep . . .” Camrin lay Sheriden down in her bed, in the very bedroom that was once his, tucked her sheets and kissed her forehead as assured. 
 
    “What about the bullets?” Sheriden demanded. “The strays?” 
 
   “Most bullets whistle for their target at street level. I’m gonna turn on your aquarium light, Sherbear. Watch the fish swim into your dreams. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, Uncle Cammer.” Sheriden reached under her pillow and pulled out for her latest birthday present, which was an Mp3 player. She plugged the amplifiers into her ears, and Camrin could hear Nickel Back’s song If Everyone Cared play peacefully into Sheriden’s ears.
 
   Camrin took notice to Dawn in Sheriden’s doorway.
 
    “Let’s get baked. Had three classes damn near in a row, and then I read some philosophy for a few hours.”
 
   Camrin and Dawn went down into the basement, stepping around their dad’s four-forty engine block and over discarded auto parts. Standing under a fluorescent light next to boxes and crates filled with miscellaneous engine and transmission parts, they smoked Camrin’s marijuana and reflected on how their dad would get them out of the hood once or twice a month. 
 
   “I miss going up north to 28 Mile Road. Miss mud bogging,” Dawn said. 
 
   “And bonfires that could rival house fires.” Camrin relit, hit, and then passed the joint.  
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   After cruising through muddy memory trails of the old days, Dawn’s intense high got the best of her bloodshot eyes: she was starting to fall asleep. They sat in the living room and were watching an old Tales from the Crypt episode on, Chiller, where a curiously mad doctor was trying to extract a soul through the spine of a corpse, when Dawn said, “Well, brotha, I’m gonna check on Sheriden, then I’m passing out, too.”
 
   “Cool. I’m gonna head home and go to bed my damn self,” Camrin said half asleep. “Love ya.”
 
   “Love ya, too. Drive slowly. It’s still raining.”
 
   Having bored through the neighborhoods, Camrin now cruised along East 11 Mile while Metallica thundered Enter Sandman through the Dart’s Sony Explodes. He turned onto Hollywood Street and coasted in neutral, and then dropped the shifter into first and bellowed up his driveway, tires spinning over the wet pavement with graceful ease, then stopped dead, and opened up the four barrel once to piss off his Roseville neighbors, followed by an abrupt cut of the ignition.
 
   The rain was nothing more than a light mist now; the moon highlighted the outward appearance of two cloudy wings and its reflection, which Camrin thought looked as if the Virgin Mary had kissed the sky and left a translucent outline of her lips. 
 
   Camrin walked into his house and looked over to his kitchen table that had the latest mound of text books, five of them for one class, and he thought: Fucking Center Campus!  He sat at the glass table packing pungent marijuana crystallites into his glass bowl. He took a hit, coughed, and then fed the fish and his calico. He took another hit and went upstairs to his bedroom. Flicking on the hallway light, Camrin walked into his room and saw himself lying peacefully asleep. 
 
   When he comprehended that that was actually himself lying there sleeping in his bed, the comforter pulled up to and tuck under his face, Camrin screamed so loud reality shattered like a brick thrown through a sheet of glass—and he awoke in his bed. “Holy shit! What the fuck—! ” While the dream echoed throughout Camrin’s mind, he noticed that the hallway light was on. Looking over to his left, he saw a frozen outline of himself in a state of fright. The outlined image of Camrin fell over like a cardboard figure pushed by light wind, hitting the floor as the surrounding reality shattered into millions of pieces. Reality speckled down into endless darkness like a witch sprinkling magic over a sleeping town; Camrin floated in unalloyed shadows blacker than Satan’s soul, but this emptiness looked familiar; familiar, indeed. Stars appeared in the distance reminiscent of angels’ eyes peering back with interest. At that moment a bright blue glow illuminated from behind Camrin. He spun around weightlessly and saw the most stunning sight: a sphere of beautiful blue. Camrin, tantalized, stared at its perfectness, becoming hypnotized as a force began to pull him slowly toward the hypnotic sphere.
 
   He stared into the sphere’s radiant wonder; his marvelous view turned sour and bleak as he freefell toward a recognizable continent. The sphere’s gravitational forces carried him closer, faster to another recognizable piece of geography, a piece that looked like The Great One Himself had put His hand print on the bedrock as His Own Personal signature. The G-force pulled Camrin in closer and closer. He noticed that Lake Saint Clair and its circumferential outline had some giant red globby membrane jutting out of the surrounding rock layer. As he drew in closer he saw it was actually a beating heart, pumping blood into North American rivers like blood flowing through arteries.  The heart gave off slow beats at first. Fear hitched a ride along Camrin’s visual senses with what he saw next. The Interstate system looked like a web of never ending nerve fibers. The cars seemed to be electrochemical impulses that were racing over their highway-like nerve fibers like neurons firing trough one’s cortex. The sphere was a biomechanical machine, and this machine was Earth. With violent force, Earth’s gravitational pull propelled Camrin through the stratosphere. The beating heart that was once Lake Saint Clair was much bigger now. It was throbbing, pulsating, pumping blood into the ecological veins more rapidly. Then the stale view of Michigan’s synthetic ruins suddenly turned to desert. And Camrin hit the desert sand as if God rejected his repentance in Heaven, discarding him back to Earth unforgivingly.  
 
   Camrin gazed past thousands of aquamarine springs and immaculate dunes, gawking at a fierce sun roasting beyond the clouds with a fiery iron-red. “Where the hell am I?” Camrin said as perplexity executed his self-assurance. 
 
   Ascending up the side of a dune was a little blonde headed girl with pigtails. She looked over to Camrin and waved. He waved back, stammering to his feet. He ran down the side of the dune and up another one to be closer to the little blonde girl. “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m little Miss Princess,” she declared and put two balled up fist at her sides.
 
   “Okay, tough-one. Where are we?”
 
   Little Miss Princess smiled, turned around and plucked one unique dandelion out of the sand and looked back. It was no longer Little Miss Princess with blonde pigtails who stared back, but Sheriden with her dark hair and giggling face. She said quietly, “Shhh. I’m trying to be near you to spare your fear, Uncle Cammer.” She focused her eyes back on the dandelion and blew away the white seed heads; at the same time light wind unrolled between dunes and blew Sheriden’s dissipating essence over one of the springs like silver glitter being blown over a lake. Sunlight reflected off of her consciousness and revealed translucent eyes. Then, like a mirage, she was gone.      
 
   Camrin looked over to where Sheriden had plucked the dandelion and saw a dull object jutting out of the sand. He ran over to it: down a dune, up a dune. He grabbed and pulled it through the sand with ease. Sand poured out through the object as he turned it over. A jawless skull stared back at Camrin. It had a short poem written across its cranium in Latin. He knew whose skull it was. This is the skull of René—
 
   His thoughts were abruptly cut off by the presence of an approaching shadow that slanted across the hot sand. 
 
   “What do you have there?” said a voice that could only rival God’s and his Angels’. Camrin looked up at a baby-faced man who wore an intensely bright white suit with a sharp white tie which was tucked under a black vest. The blue in his eyes were like the radiance of sapphire gemstones in moonlight.
 
   “Who the fuck is you?” Camrin demanded. 
 
   “Walk with me. Let me tell you about a story where senses deceive and the Incarnation of Jesus Christ was a lucid dream.” Camrin stood and looked back anxiously at the man in the white suit. As he started to walk beside this peculiar man, he dropped the skull in the sand . . . on his landscape of thought—his mind.      
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   Camrin knocked on the front door.
 
   “What’s up, Uncle Clint?”
 
                 “I’m good, Junior; come on in. How’s you?”
 
   Camrin’s Aunt Sierra and Grandma Sequoia were in deep historical debate over the French and Indian War. Grandma Sequoia sat in her chair in the living room, hooked up to her respirator, and listening to Sierra hype up the historical debate. She went on about The Three Fires fall while pointing a freshly dried two-foot stalk of branching buds—which looked like an oversized monkey paw—back and forth from Grandma Sequoia to The History Channel on the flatscreen as if it were a lecture stick. 
 
                 Camrin gave his aunt and grandma each a hug and kiss, then followed Clint into the basement.
 
   Clint opened the door to his secret room’s secret room. Four seventy-five gallon aquariums blazed with moonlight; two mounted on top of one another, separated by cinder blocks. The aquariums created a botanical hallway within which Clint and Camrin admired the various marijuana clippings. 
 
   A ten-gallon aquarium sat on the workbench. Several clippings were assorted in a candescent glow.
 
   “Here’s the Red strain you wanted,” Clint said. 
 
   “Thanks. I look forward to blazing it this winter.”
 
   “Let me show you my plants that are in vegetation. They grew a foot and a half since the last time you were here.” Clint put on a pair of sunglasses, and opened the door adjacent to his workbench. “Watch your eyes.” Four synthetic moons dangled in between twelve six-foot Mothers of various kinds of the finest Marijuana. Clint and Camrin were momentarily stunned by the high output of the four-thousand watts of whiteness.
 
   “Did you finally get your medical card, Junior?” Sierra asked.
 
   “It came in the mail yesterday.”
 
   “Very good. I’m going home to pick up Jimmy and the kids, Clint. I’ll bring something back for you to cook.” 
 
    
 
   4
 
    
 
   Camrin had a fine evening with his family; he loved the home cooked tacos and spicy rice and Uncle Clint’s crash-courses. On his way home Camrin sat at a red light at the intersection of Hayes and Seymour. The Dart’s big-block idled with fierce gentleness. He reached for the cold steel tube that was wedged between the side of his seat and the floorboard when he took notice to a shadow spilling toward him rapidly. Vigilance of the hood was a quality Camrin took to his advantage since childhood. Just as the shadow’s creator came into view—and Camrin saw the reflection of the red traffic light glimmer off of the nickel being pulled from the thug’s crotch—he shot a jet-stream of pepper spray right into the thug’s eyes. The thug fired one shot into the pavement before dropping his gun, throwing his hands to his face—letting out unexpected screams of burning horror. While the thug fell over, slamming the side of his head against the pavement, Camrin yelled, “That’s right, hoe! Wipe your feet before you walk down my street—bitch!” Camrin slapped the Dart into first, and spit on the thug. Dual-quad intakes opened up; the engaged supercharger took in gusts of air through the black hood-scoop as the four-forty’s exhaust system murdered Detroit’s surrounding silence. The Dart’s rear tires roasted over the pavement with smoldering violence. Camrin left the thug crying in a facial glaze of liquid misery and suffocating in sickening clouds of scalded rubber. 
 
   “That’s right, bitch! You ain’t robbin’ my ass or gettin’ my ride!” Camrin shouted to himself. He slapped the shifter from third to second-gear, creating powerful low-end torque as he turned left down a dilapidated side street. He slammed the gas-pedal against the firewall, riding out second gear as the black Dart tore across the pavement like five-hundred horses blazing through a trail, leaving the neighborhood in tremor. Calm yet annoyed, Camrin took his aggravation out on the Dart’s superfluous horsepower. Crossing city-limits he cruised down Gratiot in fourth gear and went home. The night was dark. No stars. Autumn’s overcast shielded their brilliance; what little brilliance Detroit gets.  
 
    
 
   5
 
    
 
   Camrin flexed in the bathroom mirror for five-minutes, took a hot shower, and then put on shorts and a white t-shirt. He went and sat at his desk, grabbed his Bible—The Word! he thought.
 
                 He read and reread Proverbs chapter 17. Then Genesis chapter 1.
 
   Camrin stretched in his chair, got up and thought: After Your imagine and likeness . . . Psychology alike. He took a deep swig from his water bottle, and went upstairs to settle in bed. Without long, the soothing drone of space heater assured him dead to the world. 
 
   . . . I was cruising through southeast Ohio on my way home from my dad’s in Beckley, West Virginia over Thanksgiving break. I was listening to Zeppelin smoothly playing Stairway to Heaven as I reflected on the crazy conversations my brother and I had from our overblazed week-long vacation. I was gliding along the shallow bend of Byway-35, around a mountainous peak, part of the endless mountain chain that fades away in the mid-morning mist. I finally started to come around the bend of the mountain, and instantly the late dawning sun’s radiant beams blasted through the broken-up fluffy clouds that dotted the horizon. The atmospheric phenomena shined immaculate ripples of red-violet and Persian pink through the thin layer of haze that hung high over the western lowland mountainside; intense pastel like coloring shined through my windshield; immediately my eyes drowned in tears. After I wiped away the tears, I was hypnotized by a blend of the heavens and the widespread iced-over mountain valleys, which hung below the elevated byway as I began my descent. It was like God himself sidestepped that mountain top and shook art and beauty in his right hand as if they were dice and threw them across the landscape Vegas style, which resulted in exploding splashes of deep coral orange that speared through the highway and pierced behind the leafless frosted trees which settled in the deep dense snow. Staring at the flawless panorama of the byway, my mind became a raging civil war between the theories of physical science and religion. I gazed deeper into the byway’s aurora while my mind was swelling with universal understanding . . . 
 
   Then his eyes exploded, and he awoke. It was 2:26 A.M. 
 
   Camrin shot out of sleep . . . and then laid back down. 
 
   The vividness. Holy shit. What if. . . 
 
   Camrin closed his eyes while his mind’s opened wide. He felt a sense of self-discovery . . . A psychological universe, the ubiquitous mind of God . . . I’m an “I” who exists on the stage of God’s imagination . . . I exist behind His Eyes . . . 
 
   Soothed by thoughts that would otherwise cause ignorance in others, Camrin thought of God and the universe, and deliberated his collective understanding. 
 
   He fell back asleep, into a darker dream. It was 3:20 A.M. . . . 
 
                  . . . I was standing in my Grandmother’s house, which is next store to Dawn’s in Detroit, in a time before it was Dawn’s and when it still was my parents’. I was greeted by a fresh Happy Halloween, which was written below the cutout jaw of a paper jack-o’-lantern that I made when I was in first grade. I shut the front door. Halloween décor dressed the bluish-dim living room. Dead time, ancient space, I thought dreamily, looking at a cardboard witch; she hung from the center of the fireplace’s mantelpiece, arm missing since the 70’s. I went up the stairway, gazing at the ceiling light, which was eight feet above my head; it kicked on and shone a yellowish tint of light through the floating motes and along the white walls of the upstairs hallway. I continued toward my old bedroom. Opening the door I went weightless. Luckily grabbing the wall, I saved myself from a free-fall into utter nothingness, the source of my intellectual power. I gawked at a chrome rollercoaster track. It descended into forever stretching darkness and raised back up out of the shadows with a sharp curve that lead into the infinite emptiness that engulfed my bedroom.  
 
                 Then a single two-seat coaster cart creaked along the tracks, out of a mist of darkness. A bare boned skeleton sat in the backseat of the coaster cart, M-16 in his right hand, muzzle pointing in the air, and a half-bottle of Jack Daniels in the other hand; it stared at me with its grimy, emotionless skull. While the cart continued to taxi along the tracks, the Skeleton Man let out a howling cry of laughs, and then its jaw chattered, “Whiskey Caption to Copy Leader, this is Unit Sub Con, over . . . Acknowledge . . . Copy Leader: Emptiness is the starting point, over!” At that moment the Skelton Man abruptly flared-up with an angry outburst: “Do you know why this darkness is so useful?” and then it took a hard knock-back-guzzle of the bottle of Jack; the copper-brown whiskey washed down the back of its vertebrae and trickled alongside its fleshless ribcage. Then it said, “Because it’s empty like this fifth.” The Skeleton Man threw me the bottle of Jack and said, “Act like liquor and fill it up with light!” and then it squeezed its boney finger against the trigger—letting loose a rapid hell fire of bullets that pierced through the combustive blaze of the M-16’s muzzle, slicing through the darkness above. 
 
   The coaster cart launched itself into a sudden plunge into sheer darkness like an evil spirit death-diving a bottomless pit as a gateway to hell. Metallic shrieks echoed over the thundering M-16’s barrage of bullets. Moments later, the coaster cart ascended back up out of the shadows—Skeleton Man gone—and explosively glided along the sharp curve toward—
 
                 The alarm clock went off. It was 7:30 A.M.  
 
    
 
   6
 
    
 
   Wednesday afternoon Camrin called MARVIN, and then he called his brother, Danny, and told him he was coming up to the garage to drop off his Dodge Dart. Later that afternoon, Camrin drove to his stepdad’s auto shop at Houston Whittier and Hayes on Detroit’s eastside. He walked into the garage and took in the sweet smell of greasy air. He asked, “What’s up?” to his stepdad who was looking at him through his transitions, while sitting in his ’68 Plymouth convertible shooting the breeze with his buddies. His way of saying hello was firing up his big block, then opening up his Holly and letting combustion shriek through dual pipes, followed by an immediate kill of his engine, as he gave Camrin a quarter-smile.
 
                 He walked back to the east wing of the garage, where his brother, Danny, was starting the process of body-off restoration to his ’79 Ram Charger. “What’s up?” Danny walked over to his workbench where his Sony stereo was blasting Black Sunshine, and he turned it down to a mild low. Camrin said, “You and Dad got some projects goin’ on around here, huh?”
 
                  “Yep,” Danny replied, “every chance we get, so we’re ready for the mud-pits and drag strips!”
 
                 “Hell yeah.” 
 
                 Then Danny started to fill Camrin in on his plans to wash his frame with mineral spirits and paint it all black afterward, and add a three-inch body lift with a four inch suspension. After twenty minutes of Danny speed talking Camrin’s ear off on high performance this, Mopar that, and taking out Mustangs with his 383 sleeper, Danny asked, “What’s up with the Dart?”
 
                 “Man, I think I fucked up the ring and pinion the other night when I opened up the Dart’s reserve. I keep hearin’ a faint grind coming from the rear end.”
 
                 Danny peered over his transitions, grinned, and said, “That happens,” and then walked back to his workbench and shuffled through his tools. He grabbed his pneumatic wrench and then walked under his Ram Charger which was suspended seven-feet high by the hydraulic lift. “Hold on a minute.” Danny went on air blasting the bolts off the body-mounts; and in between the high speed torque blasts, Camrin could hear his dad and his buddies laugh it up surrounded by their haze of blue smoke. 
 
                 At that moment, Camrin started to reflect on his unexpected date for the night as he glanced back around the garage and gazed at his dad’s electric blue, Plymouth GTX. The juxtaposition of two beauties vied for his attention. 
 
                 Camrin dropped the Dart’s keys on the workbench and said, “My ride texted. I gotta go, bro.”
 
                 “Who’s getting’ ya? Dawn?” Danny asked.
 
                 “Na, her friend, Lily.”
 
                 “Lily Reese, really?”
 
                 “Bet.” 
 
                 “No shit.”
 
   “I gotta go.”
 
                 Danny walked back to his workbench to turn up his Sony. Metallica’s Seek and Destroy began to play violently through the Sony’s speakers; a gunshot echoed nearby, and sparks showered from underneath an ’81 Power Ram that was suspended within the garage’s last bay.
 
    
 
   7
 
    
 
   Camrin and Lily found themselves in a deep conversation on their way home from Family Video. Late October brought forth a chilled night and light rain; rain droplets dotted the windows of Lily’s Mercury Mariner like tiny diamonds that absorbed and reflected sharp rays of light from the overhead streetlamps.  
 
   “One day I came home and, at my surprise, met my Aunt Sierra. Come to find out she lived five-minutes from the house I’m rentin’ in Roseville, and my Uncle Clint’s house in Detroit is right around the corner from my grandma’s and dad’s houses on Rochelle.”
 
                 “That’s incredible . . . How didn’t you know?”
 
                 “Well, as I was kept from my real dad, he eventually moved to West Virginia for work and went on to have four more kids while I grew up with Danny and Dawn here in Detroit. Growing up without, and not knowing them, there’s nothing to know, so—”
 
                 “Cam—”
 
                 “It’s cool. I’ve become acquainted with them. I’ve made a few trips to the mountains to see them, and having Aunt Sierra and my cousins around the corner has been a paradoxical blessing.”
 
                 Lily pulled up Camrin’s driveway. “A paradoxical blessing?” she asked, confused and getting out of the Mariner.
 
   “It’s wild, but true.  After twenty-years, I finally met my real dad and his family, four has passed since we’ve meet, however, I don’t know my new family any better since the first day we met, although I’m much closer to my new family than I am with my mom’s and stepdad’s family, the kin I’ve known for the last twenty-four years . . . well, except for Danny and Dawn.”
 
   Lily, taking hold of Camrin’s hand, considered. 
 
    “Basically, babe, it like this: although I met my new family four years ago—they’re like distant shadows—and the fact I grew up with my Michigan family and I never see them of late—I’m blessed to have met my real dad’s extended family because they’ve been more of an immediate family, naturally, over the last four years as if twenty.”
 
   Camrin keyed the front door open, and before they went in, Lily kissed Camrin on the lips, and then she said, “Blessed you are.”
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   Camrin woke up to the original Amityville Horror’s DVD play menu’s daunting melody and three recurring shotgun blast: BOOM . . . BOOM (and then the raw silence in between blasts as if to walk from the third-story bedrooms to the second story bedroom) . . . BOOM! 
 
   Camrin refocused his sight by blinking his eyes, looking at the flatscreen’s reddish backlight. The Amityville house’s murderous eyes stared back, and the shotgun’s combustive flash gave those eye-like windows momentary pupils.  
 
   BOOM . . . BOOM . . . 
 
   . . . BOOM!
 
   The reverberating shotgun blasts were somewhat hypnotizing while Camrin softly kissed Lily’s neck, gliding his fingertips across her bare waistline; he brought her warm body closer to his with a final night’s kiss, then fell back asleep and he woke up in a dream with a shotgun in his hand. He forced the shotgun’s pump back and forth, loading a slug into its chamber. He walked slowly throughout the upper floor of his Grandma’s three-story Detroit home. Beads of sweat ran along the sides of his face, but the smell of rooting flesh calmed his nervous impulse to execute his family. He went to each room: no one was in their beds to be put to death, so he went downstairs, but on one was there either.
 
    Rushing toward the strengthening stench of rotting flesh through the living room, dining room, kitchen, then down a flight of steps that lead to a flooded basement, Camrin stepped in ankle deep water as a sailboat made of tin foil floated toward him, crashing into his shin. Camrin heard a childish giggle; he reached and clicked on the basement lights, then he pointed the shotgun at his baby cousin, Isaiah. Camrin lowered the shotgun, and a tear streamed down his cheek, landing in the basement’s retained water; the teardrop created a ripple that gently flowed across the flooded surface; a wavelet kissed Camrin’s Uncle Clint’s, Aunt Sierra’s, cousin James’ toes, but his cousin Teresa’s, Florian’s and Sara’s, and James’ eldest baby, Carmen’s, toes were untouched for they hung slightly higher. Isaiah gave that same childish giggle again. Staring at his new family hanging by nooses from the basement’s ceiling, as if the arrangement of their deaths were in order of age, he looked back to his cousin, Isaiah, and asked, “Buddy-boy—what the fuck’s goin’ on?”
 
   Isaiah giggled again, his blue eyes cutting through the basement’s dull yellowish light as he climbed on top of an old wooden stool, and said, “Because!” fixing the noose around his neck, “you were going to kill us in our sleep, so we’re saving you the trouble and killing ourselves in yours.” 
 
   Isaiah kicked out the wooden stool and hung himself . . . 
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   Thursday morning came, Camrin, distraught, woke up to answer his cell phone, and then turned off the flatscreen, along with the murderous melody it produced. “What’s up?”
 
                 “What’s up, bro? Your Dart’s ready.”
 
                 “Sweet. See ya in a few,” Camrin replied, and hung up. 
 
                 “Hey, babe, wake up. Wake up, babe; you got to get ready for class.” Camrin kissed Lily awake; they had slow, intoxicating sex. Then they went to the shower, where the shower’s hot steam would enhance their morning’s passion.
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   He spent the afternoon watering and caring for his plants followed by researching the latest discoveries of contemporary science. He scrutinized astronomy and theoretical physics for three hours before he almost forgot to call Dawn. 
 
                 Reaching over to grab his cell phone with his left hand, he took a final hit of the last Red through his glass bowl with the other. Pain curled and clenched in the base of his thumb when he released his fingertip from the bowl’s choke.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “What’s up, Sherman?”
 
    Camrin grinned, then said, “Come pick me up. Take me to Danny’s shop to get my ride.”
 
                 “You puttin’ gas in my car?”
 
                 “Yeah, I got a few bucks.”
 
                 “Okay. But I gotta get Sheriden from school first. I’m on my way, so I won’t be too long.”
 
                 “Sweet, love ya.”
 
                 “Love you, too.”
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   When Sheriden refused to drive back home with Dawn, she fell to her knees, squeezing her mother’s hand, erupting in tears and screams.
 
   “—I want to go with Uncle Camrin! I wanna go! I wanna—” 
 
   “Okay, baby-girl. I’ll take you. Let’s go,” he said looking over to Dawn. “I’ll take her.”
 
   “Whatever. Just be careful, Camrin!” Dawn shouted. “And don’t break her neck!”
 
   “Yeah, be careful, Camrin!” Danny mimicked. “Don’t break her—”
 
   “Shut up! I’m a skilled driver. Aware and mindful,” Camrin said, glaring back at Dawn and passing Danny his joint. He helped Sheriden into the Dart, fastened her into the race seat, and then kissed her cheek.
 
   As Camrin pulled out onto Hayes, Dawn following behind, his stepdad bored into the garage with his GTX convertible, coming within inches to a dead stop in front of his Craftsman toolbox. 
 
   “Did you see Grandpa, Uncle Camrin?!” Sheriden yelled and pointing at the two trails of smoke rising off the rubber stained concrete. “That was cool! Let’s go fast, too!”
 
   “Maybe, baby-girl; I just got my ride fixed. But maybe a quick rip down a side street when we get closer to home.” 
 
   Camrin and Sheriden sat at the Houston Whittier and Hayes traffic light, listing to 2-Pac’s Staring at the World through my Rearview and his engine idle when a brown ’78 Chrysler Cordoba pulled alongside the Dart. Camrin thought, For a piece of shit it looks mean. He took a closer look at the Cordoba. The rust is ungodly! The Cordoba’s idling growl was much deeper than Camrin’s Dart, and Camrin was shocked to hear its penetrating exhaust bursts. The diver was a clean-cut white guy who wore sharp sun glasses, had a black and blue tribal-eagle tattoo on his left forearm, and he nodded to Camrin as he continued to float the Cordoba’s idle from a furious growl to exhaust-shrieking revolutions. Camrin nodded back, then looked over at Sheriden giggling in the front seat. 
 
   “Hold on tight, Sherbear, and crunch your stomach tight or this car will break your neck!” 
 
   Engines revved and fell off. Revved and fell off. Metal shuddered. A tire kissed the pavement, anticipating climax. 
 
   The lights turned green. 
 
   —No rain, no clouds, no lightning in the sky—just thunder exploding over pavement.
 
    Camrin’s tachometer needle drowned in red, Sheriden screamed: “GOOO FAST UNCLE CAMRIN! GOOO FAST!” The two Mopars dragged raced down Hayes, a Clark station and retail stores streamed past them. The brown Cordoba, with the driver flexing his tattooed forearm out the window and swearing like a raged fool, took the lead by two bumper lengths. Camrin power-shifted into second as the Dart emitted the deepest bellow of a lunatic bull. No longer letting the violent driver take the lead, Camrin’s Dart leaped ahead of the Cordoba with ease. A quarter mile down Hayes, Camrin downshifted from third to second—the engine roaring in protest—and turned left onto Rochelle; the clean-cut white guy stormed on; Sheriden’s excited laughter was the Dart’s only rival for an authentic sound for his eardrums to process into a sense to be addicted to. 
 
   “Sherbear, I swear if I could trap your laughter in a bottle so I can hear it forever—I would, sweet-baby!”
 
   Camrin shot up his grandmother’s driveway: the rear end squatted as tires boiled to provoke Sheriden’s thrill; Dawn pulled in her driveway next store, glaring at Camrin through her driver’s side window, then got out and slammed the door.
 
    “Really? What the fuck, Camrin?!”
 
   “Her neck’s fine,” Camrin said, cracking an insolent smile.
 
   “Mommy! We went fast as hell! Did you see, Mommy?” Sheriden wailed.
 
   “Sheriden Rose! Watch your tongue, and yes, I saw everything, baby.”
 
   A massive drape of smoke hung in the windless air, slowly lingering down Rochelle. “She sounds like her mother did when Dad took us street racing back in the day, ‘Go fast, Daddy!’ you’d scream; remember?” Sheriden was examining and admiring the newest slashes of black rubber that had melted onto the driveway.    
 
   “Yeah, whatever. You staying for dinner?”
 
   Camrin waved to their grandmother, who was waving at them from the backyard.
 
   “Na, I gotta get back home and prepare my philosophy presentation. But, thanks. Tell Mike, I said, ‘What’s up?’ I haven’t seen him in a while.” 
 
   Camrin then bent down on his knees and said, “Let me see your cheek, Sheriden, and close your eyes, for the surprise is a kiss, from me, and once you feel my heart for you convey through my lips, with this kiss, your mind will speak of my love, although my lips and your cheek never touch, I assure you—we are one love.”
 
   Once kissed, Sheriden ran passed her mom, who blushed with gratitude at a transfer of tender affection, toward the neighborhood kids who were picking up bricks around an abandoned house, digging and searching for worms. “Here! I found one!” one of the kids yelled.
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   On this night there’s a hundred and fifty-eight square miles of potential Detroit landscape that could burn for the next three days. Every dilapidated home and building has the potential to be set ablaze; incinerating Detroit’s realty to burning rubble with embers popping in and out of existence while silvery gray ashes float up into the night’s hellish-lit sky.
 
   Camrin downshifted into second, then first, pulling alongside the shoulder of Hayes for Engine 17.
 
   The City’s getting’ an early start. 
 
   1984! The year I was born; the year the Tigers won the World Series; the year a plan was laid out to construct the MLK stone memorial; the year eight-hundred arsons cooked Detroit properties like souls roasting in Hell! How many will burn on this anniversary of Angels’ Night? Camrin thought despairingly, shifting into second and watching Engine 17 turn down Cedargrove and speed toward a house fire; then, shifting into third, still looking to his left but now down Troester, Camrin saw a group of teens racing out of an abandoned house that had scarlet flames dancing behind the broken glass of a kitchen window. 
 
   Powering through gears, he turned onto Schoenherr from Seymour. Camrin looked out through the windshield toward his right at the old billboard that once had a metallic Jason Voorhees’ mask surrounded by a billow of inferno. It was pasted on the billboard for a decade or more promoting Jason Goes to Hell. Camrin reflected on how the strips of the promotional poster had peeled off, like paint chipping off of an old Detroit garage, year after year before the Friday the 13th poster was finally replaced with a fresh ad. Now the billboard promoted Secret Window, and the illustration, Camrin thought, had already begun to endure the same fate as its predecessor. 
 
                 Deep in sudden thought, slowing, and knowing better, Camrin coasted past State Fair, the Dart’s tailpipes twin metallic echoes of its true power, and turned into Wish Egan Field’s gravel parking lot, and killed his engine and continued to think. The steady tick-tick-tick of the cooling engine and the sudden expel of neighboring gunfire were melodic notes. Checking his surroundings, Camrin reached for his wallet, and took out a couple of receipts from miscellaneous expenses. Still thinking, he took his pen from his pocket and begun to put thought to paper.
 
    
 
   If God dreamt us all up, and we’re just a part of His imagination, then he’d control our thoughts and actions, right?! That’s bullshit! And it’s simple, because when I dream, I create a subconscious world that my dream-self is aware of, and the people I interact with are independent and separate from my will; it’s all involuntary—like humanity evolving in the mind of God. Although free will is an involuntary gift which allows the identity of a self-sufficient being to evolve, divine self-interest dictates everyone’s life with His all-encompassing impressions that create this universe . . . He conceives as humanity evolves . . . It’s like an author who’s writing—developing characters which are grounded in a particular scene or setting—and along the way they grow and surprise the author with their unpredictable behaviors while the story unfolds. This is how a good story develops naturally, like God’s subconscious materialization of humanity—the greatest epic ever dreamt . . .   
 
   . . . Existence existing as a divine dream seems to be the cause of the wild world we live in. Only in my wildest dreams can true free will run limitless. My memory, emotions, and thoughts can influence my subconscious imagination to create vivid mental imagery of anything of my likeness; however, I can’t control the solipsistic population that interacts with my dream-self. I remember when I spent seven long days writing a 14-page essay on the aggressive nature of prehistoric creatures.  As I was finishing the first-draft, I got so drowsy from mental fatigue that I’d fell asleep right next to my essay. As I slept, my dream raced through the words in my essay and the letters turned into raging Terror Birds—running wild through my imagination—as I unconsciously reflected back on my week long work researching and writing about South American predators from 65-million years ago. My mind created raging Terror Birds to run wild with unlimited free will, and they chose to attack one another.  One drove the tip of its massive beak into another’s eye while two ran for my hand. When I awoke the essay was simply just lined papers, with my thoughts written down like information printed on the surface of a black hole. 
 
    
 
   Double checking his surroundings, Camrin noticed Detroit’s intense sunset: a hot-pink membrane
 
   (a Saint’s Glow) 
 
   along the horizon. As the membrane cooked the atmosphere between Seven and Eight Mile, reflecting its blazing portrait in puddles, Camrin listened to the approaching and waning sounds of fire engine sirens and horns blasting. 
 
   Camrin then wrote on the second receipt:
 
    
 
   The Trinity: consideration of reality as stimulated in a divine mind . . . if God broke into human history again, while suffering a nightmare, manifesting Himself into the person Jesus, he would be His own Anti-Christ.
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   When Camrin finally made his way home, he noticed the two carved pumpkins that sat on his brick porch were illuminated. The pumpkins’ slow burning internal souls flickered unsteadily, bringing wicked expressions to life, and Lily sat in between them on the porch swing. “Hey, gorgeous, I wasn’t expecting you. Thanks for lighting my pumpkins.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “My Sherbear and I carved them last week.”
 
    “She told me all about it. They’re pretty scary looking; you guys did a good job.” 
 
   Camrin took Lily by the hand, standing her up to kiss her lips.
 
   “I thought you had environmental science?” Camrin asked.
 
   “Nope, it was cancelled. Dawn said you were on your way home when I talked to her, so I drove over to see you.” Lily leaned in to kiss Camrin on the cheek, and whispered in his ear, “I needed to see you.” She glided her tongue along the outer edge of his earlobe, “Now, I can’t wait any more to have you.” 
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   Halloween morning, Lily served French toast as Camrin finished composing. “No dream shall ever go unperceived,” he said, putting down his pen for a fork. 
 
                 “You wrote all that just now?” asked Lily amazed at how he dashed off three pages.
 
                 “A web of dreams, a whorl of thoughts . . . Sometimes I can see my imagination so clearly.”
 
                 “What’s it for? Creative writing?”
 
                 “A letter for another day’s discussion.”
 
                 They ate and talked about sex in ancient Roman society.
 
   Lily, now running late for class, had one demand. Camrin ravished her in the kitchen. 
 
                 Kissing Lily goodbye, and then locking the door behind her, Camrin thought, About time! 
 
                 Still bound to his morning chores, Camrin went to wash and water his plants. Then he showered. 
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   With a fresh packed bowl of Blue Dream, Camrin finally sat at his glass table, powered on his laptop, and lit his bowl. Better clear my mind with smoke, he thought, while I contemplate what’s divine and what’s practical.
 
   Finishing off the last good hit of Blue Dream, Camrin opened PowerPoint. He considered the visual style for his presentation, deciding to construct the slides’ background with solid black with a sharp blue wave cutting above the heading-text box, except for the slide he had planned for the introduction of Jesus. That sharp wave, he envisioned as split blood, would be deep red.
 
   Three hours passed before he finally lay on the couch, resting his bloodshot eyes. During a nap, a dream consumed Camrin. He saw himself type on his laptop in the same blackness which engulfed his childhood bedroom. He came up from behind, looked over the shoulder of his dreamself: You’re here—in thenow—with me, without your body,his dreamself typed. Like a dream, life feels just as real until it ends . . . 
 
   Then his dreamself opened a file titled V.C. II. 
 
   Reading and rereading random sentences from an unreal manuscript, Camrin realized it was the ever developing story of his life events past and present. The dream Camrin looked back at to where Camrin was standing, staring as if looking into a mirror, and thenhe gazed back at the laptop and typed:“Camrin, wake up! Veronica is going to call.”
 
                 Camrin shot out of his nap. The afternoon sunshine crept through the partially closed window blinds, striping the living room with prison bars of light. He looked at his silent phone for a moment and laughed. This is real life! My dreams just don’t foreshadow my life or some creator’s intrigue and means to secure a network of fate within his tale of humanity. The phone rang six times before he answered it, and it was Veronica’s soothing accent on the other end. 
 
   “Hey, sweet-one,” Camrin said, “I hug and miss you!”
 
   “Hey, baby, how you are?” Veronica said sweetly. 
 
   “Well, I just woke up from a wild dream.” Camrin rubbed his eyes, and then he reached for his glass bowl, packed a fresh bud of Blue Dream into its black hole, and lit it. “Sweet-one, I’ve been having wild dreams for weeks now. They’re just so vivid! I wish you were here,” Camrin said, exhaling. 
 
   “Oh gosh, baby. I love and miss you too! You ‘us need to relax. How you been otherwise; I miss you so much, baby.”
 
   “Kickin’ it with family . . . power studying.” 
 
   “That is good.”
 
   “How about you, otherwise? Seein’ anybody?”
 
   “Oh no. I ‘us been working long hours here at the southern branch, baby.”
 
   “Well, I trust you. I know you really love me, but I know you’re the one who really lives in the now—kind of an instantaneous person—so when you’re down there, away from me, and something comes along in the now, I’m afraid you’ll go for it,” Camrin said, letting the words release his repressed feelings.
 
   She giggled, and the truth surfaced with her quiet laughter. “Baby! Right now I love you, and I called to hear your beautiful voice; I love your accent; I miss you. —Busy at the bank, my colleague is coming. I will call back soon; there something I have to tell you, baby.”  
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   Camrin, deep in biblical and cosmological thought, decided to take a break from his research and go for a walk. He walked down Oakwood enjoying the witches, ghost and blood stain replicas of cinematic horror icons that dressed the neighborhood in frozen suspense, and the hour anticipation before the Motor City trick ‘r treaters rise to seek, followed by the sun descending below the scope of sight. 
 
                 Before finishing off his walk, he sat on the concrete peak of the I-696 pedestrian bridge. Lighting and hitting a prepacked bowl of Blue Dream, Camrin admired the skillful graffiti spray-painted on the overpass, and still in deep philosophical thought, he gazed at what he intended to see while getting high: a Halloween sunset kindling in the west; clouds glowed like embers in a smoldering sky.
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   Passing little goblins, demons, ninjas and a princess, Camrin made his way home to meet up with Dawn and Sheriden. 
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   “Sherbear! You’re so damn cute in your polar bear costume! Come here and give me a hug. I love you.” 
 
   “Love you, too, Uncle Camrin,” Sheriden said amiably while Camrin hugged her like a pillow. 
 
   Camrin took his fiberglass hockey mask down from the living room’s center wall (where one can find a crucifix in a Christian’s home) wiped dust off and then handed it to Dawn. “For you.”
 
   “Fuck yeah, bro. Thanks!” Dawn put her hair into a ponytail, then pulled the mask down over her face, looking in the bathroom mirror. “This is awesome. Sheriden, come look!”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a cool Jason mask!” She quickly looked back and said: “You coming with us, Uncle Camrin?”
 
                 “Just for a couple of blocks, then I have to get back home and pass out treats so my house doesn’t get tricked. But, when you’re done, I’ll be here. The new Simpsons’ Treehouse of Horror is on tonight. We’ll watch stories while we check and eat the goods.”
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   In between passing out candy and listening to the prerecorded six o’clock news, Camrin stood at the doorway sketching out a detailed outline for his PowerPoint presentation.
 
                 “ . . . Eastside murder mystery still an ongoing investigation,” the news anchor said boldly over the broadcast. “Detroit Police have identified the tires that left over a hundred feet of peeled rubber along Hayes, Tuesday night, at the murder scene where Kevin William of Detroit’s Eastside was left for dead after what appears to be an attempted carjacking gone horribly wrong. Detroit Police—” 
 
                 Camrin paused the newscast and then called his brother, Danny.
 
                 “What’s up?” Danny said, answering.
 
                 “—Hey, bro, you still at the shop?”
 
                 “Yeah, for about twenty-minutes. Why? You runnin’ through?”
 
                 “Hell yeah! I need used tires for my ride, put on, followed by an ungodly burnout. Then we’re going to Grandma Plumley’s to have us a 28 Mile Road bonfire from hell. See you soon!” And then Camrin hung up, wrote a note for Dawn to watch the house, writing he was sorry to leave Sheriden for the evening, but would be back by eleven to watch The Simpsons’ Halloween specials with her, eating treats.
 
                 In the kitchen, Camrin filled three of the largest bowls he could find with Kit-Kats, Snickers and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, and then he left the bowls on the front porch swing with a note that read: While you seek, save your trick, take a treat—or I’ll cut off your feet in your sleep on Christmas Eve, but all this can be avoided in exchange for chocolate treats! Take two, because, remember your feet . . . I’ll seek.  
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   Ignoring the incoming call from Veronica, Camrin looked up and stared at stars.  Oh, so many stars. It’s been years since Camrin took noticed of so many stars, and three fell into the heavens. Holding a hit of Blue Dream in his lungs, listening to the bonfire’s crackle and Danny’s approaching footfalls crunching overtop of leaves and twigs, he thought: Murder! Hardening my soul by taking someone else’s. Then he exhaled. 
 
   “Danny, remember a long time ago,” Camrin said, looking down from the stars to the bonfire, “when we got high for our first time, in the alley?” 
 
   “How could I ever forget? That was the day two distinct smells would haunt me forever. One was the smell of piney bud and another one of rotting life.”
 
   “Man, could you imagine that, Danny? The state of dying? That intense suffering stretched over a period of time. Nothing you can do, but accept your place as much as the person watching your fate can accept his and walk away without a helping hand—or in our cases running off.” But could we’ve helped the man in the trashcan? Would I’ve helped that gangster although I could be the one dead, and my ride stripped of everything and sold on the black market by this time tonight? The answer is a resounding No! Fuck ‘em. The price they for—
 
   “You know I was thinking about that day last week, and that rotten smell . . . Every time, Camrin, when I watch a zombie movie or something, that smell soaks up the room as if it just rolled out of that garbage can.”
 
   “Fatalism . . . I gotta get goin’. I wanna stop by Aunt Sierra’s before I meet back up with Dawn.”
 
   “When am I gonna meet your Aunt?” Danny asked, then taking a swig of Budweiser.
 
   “One of these days,” Camrin replied, “when we’re not all so damn busy.”
 
   Danny threw the rear tires in the bonfire and decided to throw a last minute party. He began calling his friends as Camrin fired up his Dodge Power Wagon he had stashed on top of a considerable woodchip pile. Honking the horn, revving up the engine till the side pipes were crackling-bellows of foul-smelling exhaust, he switched on the Power Wagon’s high beams and off-road floodlights. Creeping slowly off the woodchip pile, Camrin shouted out the window: “Idling rich! Soundin’ mean!” Then he turned toward the trail that cut through the field and led toward the woods; harsh white light washed over ground mist which looked as if a ghostly creature’s tentacles were feeling its way out of an ancient grave behind the tree line. Faintly, Camrin could hear: “Hit it!” He cranked up the engine and steered through his grandmother’s back acreage, muscling through narrow trails, fresh mud painting the Power Wagon as it fell back from the star filled sky; Metallica’s Wherever I May Roam resounded off a dormant forest and the Power Wagon’s uproars shook the land with reverberations. 
 
   Camrin hit the kill switch to the Power Wagon’s floodlights, then the one for the high-beams as he approached 27 Mile Road by starlight. Unpinning a life from his conscience, a life momentarily detained in Camrin’s memory by virtue of having killed its silhouette which grew from Detroit’s pavement . . . I merely reflected back the fate . . . It saw glaring red irises, too, before auburn mist filled its lungs. 
 
    After topping off the gas tank, and making a cup of coffee, Camrin bought six three-digit tickets of triple-sixes, six of triple-twos, then six of triple-eights. “Good luck,” the cashier said, and Camrin retorted back with a “Thanks!” while walking out of the station, admiring how muddy the Power Wagon had gotten. 
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   Merging onto I-94 West while leftover mud chunks smacked against the wheel wells, the powerful acceleration ignited Camrin, and there was a thunderstorm forming, pushing over the horizon. Except this thunderstorm began to rage over a freeway of neural lanes. Camrin’s subconscious deductions merged in the forefront of his conscious mind like lightning striking through a dense mass of condensation in every direction, stimulating a rainfall of thoughts. 
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   By the time he exited I-94, turning right onto Nine Mile, Camrin’s mind went from a violent hailstorm of conflicting ideas, to an overcast heaven, breaking to a lingering haze that let in sunbeams of complementary insight; a cognitive sunset.
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                 Killing his ignition and coasting in neutral, so that the fast idling engine didn’t disturb his aunt’s neighbors. Camrin pulled alongside the curb behind her minivan. Looking at the stereo’s digital clock while putting the Power Wagon into park, he thought: I still have a half hour. 
 
   Before getting out, Camrin drafted two text messages to himself, as notes: 
 
    
 
   Subject: A Network of Fate
 
   Note: There’s a force that freely penetrates a meaningful connection into nature’s most sacred gift: individual perception; a force that predetermines decisive events within a universal network of human relations: our fate.   
 
    
 
   Subject: PowerPoint
 
   Note: There’s an unseen force causing the universe to expand at an accelerated rate, a force becoming stronger than gravity which may eventually strengthen and become stronger than the forces that bond atoms together; so one day the universe may rip apart like a dream dispelled when one awakes.
 
   The constitute properties that are essential to makeup the self-aware brain can originate in the inverse reflection of the constitute properties that makeup the universe. Like dual mirrors’ endless reflections, so are the psychological qualities that collate to the universe and human mind’s parallel framework. 
 
   I see the semblance of the Thinker’s/Dreamer’s imagination within my own.
 
    I am truly a subject within a solipsistic mind.
 
   Intelligent Thinker—not Designer. 
 
   Simplicity. It’s a fact that Earth was not hung in space like an ornament hung on a tree; therefore, Earth was not placed by the hand of God, but, in fact, Earth materialized by gravitational forces which had condensed vast amounts of dust, like thoughts taking shape in one’s mind.
 
   My mind, like the Master Craftsman’s, lies in darkness yet littered with brilliant and ever-changing thoughts. Is the sun not a source of thought? I am composed of the ash from an ancient star; everything, as I, is sun fossilized. It exploded, spread, condensed into our star; the distant ash the clay from which everything, as I, is possible. This new star—our sun but an emanating sphere of preimagination—continues to form and sustain planetary figments and mortal filaments. One must imagine the sun for what it is: an effluence of energy; rays of every spectrum stretching out from every possible angle—a spherical sea of luminous formation. 
 
   I am an aspect of God seeing that I am an aspect of the universe. Considering I am not a subject of the universe—not a subject of God, but an aspect of Him—to kill an aspect of God is an inconceivable waste of personalized Transcendence. The sin of murder is Personal.
 
    
 
   His aunt’s porch light kicked on, and then her front door opened. Camrin, realizing she wouldn’t recognize the muddy Power Wagon, finished drafting his note:
 
    
 
   Faith and Reason, for me, is a great feeling of diversified unity: like waves of information—atoms in superposition—which collapse to form complex imagery: Nature.
 
    
 
   He got out of the Power Wagon, and walked toward the driveway. “Aunt Sierra, it’s me, Camrin. Sorry I didn’t call.”
 
   “Ah damn, Junior, I thought someone was trying to steal my damn van again! Come in,” Sierra said, reaching to give Camrin a hug. “Fuckers almost got me the other night, but Jimmy spooked ‘em off when he pulled up the driveway; they scattered from my van and ran through Paul and Annie’s yard, then over the fence. I have to start my fucking van with a screw driver now. Little assholes!”
 
   “My brother can fix your ignition for ya.”
 
   “It’s okay. Jimmy’s coming to put a new one in the morning, but thanks. How is your brother?” Sierra asked, sitting in Grandma Sequoia’s chair, holding her hands together close to her heart; her dark eyes struck with concern. 
 
   “He’s real good. Working hard with his dad, and two days a week at Belle Tire . . . and still taking care of his grandma on the regular.” 
 
   “Such a good boy, your brother. How long has he been taking care of your guy’s grandma?”
 
   “Close to eight-years.”
 
   “Damn!” Sierra said sharply. “I know that one. I’m going on fifteen-years taking care of Ma. It’s just been getting worse with my daily services: doctor visits, physical therapist visits, medication ten times a day, nose bleeds . . . I can never get anything done for myself, or for Clint. And he needs help with the plants. —Oh, Junior, how’s your plants doing?” 
 
   “To be honest, nurturing nature is fascinating as well as relaxing. I chopped the Purps last Sunday; they’re drying now; wait till you see the tops! The Red, I’m about to transplant once the roots poke through the wool. I can’t wait for that shit!”
 
   “I got this new stuff from Dad. They call it Blue Dream—”
 
   “I’ve been blazin’ on that.”
 
   “You been?”
 
   “Oh yeah. Jimmy dropped some off the other day when I was studying.”
 
   “I like this stuff. It really keeps me hyped and focused.”
 
   “For sure. I like it, too, when I’m studying, especially the Red.”
 
    “—Oh, Junior! I told Sara about how we ran into one another the other day.”
 
   “Yeah, that freaked me out a little bit,” Camrin said, relighting the finger-sized joint.
 
   “No fake.”
 
   “I know; it was like clockwork: a predetermined chain of events that took place so precisely, Aunt Sierra. You know, there were multiple things that could’ve kept me from walking around that one corner of Randazzo’s and you around the other corner to meet at the front doors like that. I mean fuck. I left a half hour earlier than I planned; abruptly stopped at the CVS to get a new toothbrush and a FLEX magazine, and I thought about walking through CVS for a minute, maybe to glance at the vitamins or something, but I decided not to; and for once, there was no one in line waiting; otherwise, that would’ve been the delays of all delays. Then I go to the Randazzo’s instead of the supermarket altogether and run into you like that,” Camrin said as gooseflesh breezed up the skin of his forearms.
 
   They smoked and talked about their interwoven fate, and then they got talking about their numbers. 
 
   “Come on, Junior, let’s think of something. What are we gonna do? You been thinking about your numbers? Playing them?” 
 
   “For sure! I played my triples tonight: sixes, twos, eights.”
 
   “Good! Did you see that two-sixty came out the other day? Times four, got me another two-thousand,” Sierra said, sitting upright in Grandma Sequoia’s chair, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “The government sits in think tanks all day on how to fuck us. The least we could do is think of something that can sidestep their bullshit, and put some money in our pockets.” She breathed deeply as if the air purified her thoughts.
 
                 Hearing Sierra’s voice, competent and determined, was refreshing, but Camrin’s thoughts began to drift. 
 
   Either way, I’m still a good person! 
 
   (how can God transcend into physical reality?) 
 
   No fucking guilt is going to keep me from doing good for the sake of just doing good!
 
                 “These kids never listen,
 
                 —I’m not going to fear what happened because of my intense instincts for self-preservation. No fucking way! 
 
   (Jesus was aware of his divine nature and performed miracles here in the real world—God’s awareness as Jesus Christ like one’s awareness in one’s dream—psychological likeness was His means of transcendence . . . a likeness We share) 
 
                 “and I’m afraid their future’s going
 
                 —I’m not going to live in fear that God is displeased with me; it could be harmful to my mental vigor while I sin intense curiosity—and most importantly—my desire to do good!                            
 
   “to be fucked,” Sierra said, momentarily freezing Camrin’s thoughts.
 
   “I hear ya. Sara’s probably the only one with a real chance nowadays,” Camrin said while thinking: 
 
   —Take me from my family 
 
    “—Why don’t they                                          
 
   —And I have to repent murder in hope for prime real-estate in heaven 
 
    “listen?” Sierra asked. “You’re the only one who listens to me Junior. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Cultivate our talents in the meantime—then apply those talents to make and recycle capital through the economy; let’s run it!” Camrin answered swiftly, without derailing his trains of thought.
 
   “What’s wrong, Junior? You look like someone who’s got a lot on his mind. That’s the same look your dad always had. You’re just like him, you know? You have that same look on your face when something twistin’ your feelings with conflict . . . I can tell. What is it, hun?”
 
   Camrin let out a hit of Blue Dream, passed it back to Sierra and said, “For the last week now, I’ve been thinking at a ferocious pace: School, Veronica, Christy, and Lily, and all the bullshit in the neighborhoods—the fires, the murders. The only things that makes me feel any better are my college projects. Remember that Martin Luther King Junior presentation I told you about, for my history class, well, I finished making that PowerPoint last Wednesday and presented it Thursday. It was quite edifying; made an impact in class and made me feel better. But shit’s been going down outside of college, and bad memories are stalkin’ my conscience.
 
   “You know, Aunt Sierra, there’s two things I never told you since we’ve met, and I feel like I can tell you anything because I can relate to you the most! There’s one thing from back in the day, and one from the other day.
 
   “Remember me telling you about how my stepdad’s always been a cool dude—especially toward me growing up. Well, he was and is, and he’s also a stone-cold murderer nonetheless.”
 
   Sierra’s dark eyes locked onto Camrin’s; his dark memories flashed forward to the present, revealing repressed ambiguity.  
 
   “Back in the day, when I was about thirteen and living on Pelkey with my mom, this crackhead from the neighborhood kept coming up to us kids when we were playing street hockey or basketball. He would try to talk to us. He’d asked if we had any money to buy his rap cassettes or if my boys had an extra cigarette to spare. My stepdad took notice to that shit one day, and then he followed him back into the alley behind my old house and whooped his ass a bloody-mess. Then he threw ‘im into an abandoned city garbage can, the black ones we put curbside in Detroit, slamming the top lid shut. My stepdad hurt him bad. Probably broke the dude’s back after having stomped and kicked at it until he went fatigued. He had just enough strength to deadlift the crackhead and then trash his ass. A few days went by, and then Danny and I were smoking trees for our first time in the alley, and we were compelled to see if he was still in there. I opened the lid and he gazed up at me with sunken eyes; then he called out for help in a slow, dry rotted voice. His lips were chapped with slits of dried blood. Maggots coated his withered body and face, and that fucking smell was ungodly! I dropped the lid shut and we ran back to the house like nothing ever happened; we left it at that. About a year later, right before I moved back to my Grandma’s on Rochelle, Detroit police pulled into the alley one night with their lights flashing, lighting up my bedroom with red and blue while I was watching The Simpsons. 
 
   (I gotta get back home—Sheriden’s waiting!)
 
   “I leaned up, raised the blinds and watched the police secure the scene. Then they took his flesh-rotten corpse out of the trashcan. A year later, that motherfucker was found. I know it. One last fucking, ‘You got me a square’? Wanna be got my rap tape for ten?’ He had a death-grip around one of those cassettes, too. It was the first thing I saw when an officer shone his Maglite at that corpse being pulled out. Suddenly the officer jumped away, fumbling the beam of light in every direction at the sight of two cat-sized rats darting out of the trashcan. I noticed that the crackhead had no feet; the rats must’ve gnawed them off to the ankles. 
 
   “When I think about it, I reasoned both a predetermined and random gotcha . . . Those memories I’ll never forget it. I wasn’t sure if anyone ever found him before, and I think my stepdad just forgot about him, too; he was always too busy building muscle cars and mud-trucks to care. For all I knew, that dude could’ve been found one day by the police when I was at school, up north, or runnin’ wild in the neighborhoods. I had a clear view of the trashcan from my bedroom, too, and every once in a while I’d look at it, wondering if he was still in there; Danny, too, sometimes. But I think we both knew he was in there, rotting away until winter came to freeze him solid. We never told Dawn, even till this day she doesn’t know. And that night, when I saw the police extract his body from the trashcan, I suffered from a severe case of idée fixe for weeks. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I slept next to a corpse night after night: I’m tucked in comforters followed by prayers and he’s tucked in a tomb of rubber followed by silence. I mean, he couldn’t have been more than thirty yards from my bed. He was a neighbor, just dead. The fucked up part is, none of this really disturbs me, and that’s disturbing when I reflect. I guess I just don’t care, and the more I learn about national and world history—its ruthlessness—sleeping next to a dead body is nothing. Can you imagine back in the fifteenth-century, for instance, a young one who sneaks a peek out his hut and sees thousands of people impaled eight to ten feet in the air; the sharpened stakes tearing through their organs; Vlad watching them as he sits at a banquet table, eating dinner, and feverishly drinking the victims’ blood? 
 
                 “Oh my, God, Junior! I couldn’t imagine that either!” Sierra said with a burst of struck shock, hand over her heart. 
 
   “It doesn’t bother me one bit, and I move forward in life undisturbed, gettin’ shit done. Like the other day when I was on my way home from Uncle Clint’s, something like that happened and almost got in my way of living peacefully and productively, and maybe I’ll wait another twenty years to tell ya about that one, because I feel so much better for telling you about the man in the trashcan instead.” 
 
   “Happy to help absorb your memories—I’m probably going to have nightmares about dead bodies in garbage cans, tonight,” Sierra said, revealing a grin. “Knowing how my dreams work, I’ll dream of thousands of Detroit garbage cans impaled seven-feet in the air with rooting corpuses popping the lids open, trying to escape into my mind.”
 
   Camrin smiled while checking his phone for the time and said, “Aunt Sierra, you have a genuine surrealist’s mind. Vlad taking out the trash; I like that. I’m gonna paint your imagination after I finish my philosophy project.” He stretched and yawned. “I gotta run, though, Aunt Sierra. Dawn and Sheriden have been waiting for me all evening.”
 
   (keeping my family without fearing God or the police and decades of incarceration! Like my stepdad—I’ll do what it takes to keep what is)
 
   “I ran Danny out at 28 Mile Road and dropped him off at my other Grandma’s. He’s having a bonfire tonight.”
 
    “It is gettin’ a little late. I’m gonna try to get a few hours of sleep before Ma wakes up with a nose bleed or a busted bag.”
 
   “I hear ya. Do you think I can get a twenty of something dry, if you don’t mind? Something for me and Dawn to blaze.”
 
   “Oh yeah, Junior. You ain’t gotta pay either; you get the family deal.” Sierra reached over to Grandma Sequoia’s end table, opened a small drawer, then picked out a bag that had the number 20 written on a piece of masking tape. “Here you go, Junior, this bag looks like the fattest one; it’s some of the Kush Jimmy grew. That boy is becoming quite the horticulturist, like his dad; both of you. Clint and I are so proud of you young growers.”
 
   “Hell yeah. I wish I had more room at the house to grow—I’d really throw down; maybe before winter I’ll finally clean out the garage and throw down in there, too. Wish I had a damn basement.” 
 
   Camrin put on his shoes and had a quick theological debate with Sierra while he stood at the front door, then he gave her a kiss on the cheek followed by a secure hug. “Thanks for listening to me vent about shit, Aunt Sierra, I feel so much better.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Junior. Stop on by when you can, and bring Dawn and Sheriden; she can finally play with Carmen and Isaiah.” 
 
    “I will. Goodnight and I love you!”
 
   “I love you, too!”
 
   Camrin closed the door. He took an envelope from his hoodie’s pocket, AUNT SIERRA written on it; opening her mailbox he dropped it in. 
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   “ ‘On way, be there in ten,’ ” Dawn said aloud, reading Camrin’s text to Sheriden. 
 
   While Sheriden watched Halloween specials, Dawn picked up Sheriden’s half-eaten bowl of Macaroni and Cheese and took it into the kitchen. After she washed their dishes, she stood in the kitchen taking resin hits from Camrin’s glass bowl, admiring his marijuana chandelier that was mounted to the kitchen’s light fixture. Now that’s a dream catcher! Dawn thought. The six pruned marijuana plants hanging upside down, clipped to linked coat hangers, reminded her of growing up and watching her dad clip the crystallized leaves, then chop his plants and hang them upside down in her basement. 
 
   Wish Mike would let me grow. Fucking drunk. I’m so sick of his shit! I wonder what he’s up to. 
 
   Dawn called Mike.
 
   After a few attempts, she gave up and then went into the living room. She sat down and looked at Camrin’s glass table and laughed to herself at how much of a scholar her brother had become. There were piles of text books, novels, folders, and notebooks surrounding the circumference of the table, starting from the laptop then ending at the laptop. Each chair, except for the one in front of the laptop, had their own pile of scattered books, notebooks, index cards and credit card receipts with messy shorthand written on the unprinted backs. She thought about logging into Camrin’s laptop to check her email, but instead, she grabbed a folder that had Eng: CW Winter ’10 written across it. Curious of her brother’s work, she opened the folder and skimmed through his assignments and notes. “I’m so proud of your Uncle,” Dawn said to Sheriden, not realizing she’d fallen asleep. She randomly pulled out an assignment and read her brother’s work for the first time.
 
    
 
   Saturn’s Day with Isis 
 
   by Camrin Triton
 
    
 
    
 
   No-selfish cue while soothing a soul.
 
   It’s dark and light seeps.
 
   No stress—God bless, we undressed.
 
    
 
   Mirrors surround, sex was the sound.
 
   Saw our reflections while so deep;
 
    
 
   Turned her around 
 
   And thrusted hard. 
 
    
 
   Felt her tender quiver and heard a soft Spanish whisper. 
 
   It’s dark and light seeps,
 
   We released, we fell asleep . . .
 
    
 
   . . . Waking up dead, 
 
   A shadow explodes when he takes a soul.
 
   He lays and dreams of death.
 
    
 
   It’s 5am; his cue.
 
   He gets dressed and grabs his list.
 
    
 
   The white of his skull—the sharp black suit,
 
   The metallic of the revolving 45—Ms. Myer’s next to die.
 
    
 
   In thought of moonlit skin with a kiss; one wish,
 
   A shadow explodes when he takes a soul.
 
   There she sits and writes; there he stands and chatters a grin.
 
    
 
   One bullet for so many sins.
 
   Who’s next on the list?
 
   Veronica, his one wish: thoughts of kissing her skin.
 
    
 
   His reality is governed by sins.
 
   The 45’s horizon kisses his flawless skull; he looks up and saw the moon lit. 
 
    
 
   He gives a kiss,
 
   Closes his eyes—then rolls the dice:
 
    
 
   He arrives amongst Satan’s land.
 
   Who’s next on the list?
 
   His throne: The Dark One sits . . . the dreadful glow, ebb ‘n’ flow of fallen souls.
 
    
 
   God’s wicked-wildcard faces up:                                          
 
   Assassination of the darkest shame.
 
   He takes aim; six bullets in vain.
 
    
 
   The 45 revolves thunder. 
 
    —He wastes him.
 
    
 
    Blazing coals, jagged peaks,
 
   Firestorms surge and every demon shrieks!  
 
    
 
   —He came: 
 
   Assassination of the darkest shame.
 
   He rests . . . and dreams of Death . . .
 
    
 
   . . . Three-years later, so much has changed.
 
   He’s cold; he wears a black hoodie.
 
   We named him Angel Alejandro DeBlaere.
 
    
 
   “The sins of life refresh our sight.
 
   But, Angel, there’s one Saturday night.”
 
    
 
   Waves crash; I put the new 45 up to the sunlight,
 
   Sin engraved; his means to seize your life.
 
   It’s 2:14 PM; my son’s eyes lit bright.
 
   He’s cold; he wears a black hoodie.
 
   I aimed. The chamber revolved thunder; Angel chattered a grin.
 
   ————
 
   He’s grown.
 
   ————
 
   God’s murderous angel for hire essence runs on empty.
 
   He hates poetry; it’s too difficult to write.
 
   One night, two wishes with deep kisses unite.
 
    
 
   13, first kill.
 
   He met a gorgeous girl; no chase,
 
    
 
   Gave way; withdrew a wish from Chase Bank! 
 
   23, an artist.
 
    
 
   He paints a picture in everyone’s’ mind by way of the 45.
 
   He hates poetry; it’s too difficult to read.
 
   The facial bone; the revolving chrome; he’s hunting your soul.
 
    
 
   24, he reads his prose poem to class:                                                         
 
    
 
   “Wandering from the Path of Righteous Murder”
 
    
 
   Millionaires linger, seek and open accounts; then send flowers and hope for a wish and never collect a kiss.
 
   Her light skin; every English syllable stressed: an accent that puts every man’s heart to the test. Spoken from lips—full and designed to kiss: she’s my Boss’s purest image, and millionaires wish. 
 
   In your misery we met; our lust cured your heart; you fell in love ‘cause of my art; you say I’m a quixotic soul however smart; baby, I’m so cold at heart; I’m a fourth-generation wildcard, never mind—you kiss and say I’m your wish.
 
   Our true wish, through sin, cannot and does not last; but our love’s so forceful—we embrace our unexpectedness: moonlit skin I shade with sin; soothed by her soft Romanian tone, I glide my fingers along her waistline and say, “Babe, we’re alone . . . and there’s endless snow, yet I plucked you a rose; you kiss of Death, baby, I’ll forever caress.”
 
                            
 
   —Angel A. DeBlaere
 
   Relic, MI ‘10
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn thought: Wow! He must’ve really liked that bitch. I should have kicked her ass when I had the chance instead of killing her with kindness all that fucking time. She put the poem back into its folder, sighed, and then turned on his laptop. The screen lit up and read Resuming Windows. The screen flicked off momentarily, then flicked back on, displaying a Microsoft Word Document. Still curious to understand how her brother’s brain works, she was compelled to read his latest work:
 
    
 
   Raison D'être
 
   by Camrin Triton
 
    
 
   Descartes pursued faith and reason by chance.
 
   She was five, died; you looked deeper inside.
 
   Your thoughts were forever a complex dance,
 
   Because you’re two clocks—synced like abstract math.
 
   Senses deceive; this is a dream. 
 
    
 
   Your wisdom’s not dated, it’s further related.
 
   Replicate your mind as a part of mine:
 
        I blended them together
 
    
 
   “Sure beats using a typewriter,” Camrin said, startling Dawn. “I couldn’t imagine using one to write.”
 
    “You scared the shit out of me! I didn’t even hear your Dart, or you come in. What the fuck?” 
 
   “Got my Power Wagon. I cut the engine at the service-drive and coasted down the street. If my neighbors are pissed about the Dart’s exhaust, then they’re really gonna be pissed with that country thunder.” 
 
    
 
   like they’re Einstein’s:
 
   To study the sky all through space and time:
 
   Gawk at what I find—it’s purely divine.
 
   Senses deceive; we’re all in a dream.
 
   “I like your work. You can almost write as good as you can sketch and paint. Keep practicing.” And I’m kickin’ Veronica’s ass next time I see her, Cam.
 
    
 
   Your philosophies lead me to modern
 
   Psychology; through creativity
 
   Atoms are pixels that construct reality.
 
   I explored the cosmic web . . . hidden is
 
   Mirrored biology;
 
    
 
    
 
   “Thanks! Come to find out, I like to write. In fact, I’m thinking about studying philosophy along with creative writing,” Camrin said, looking over at Sheriden sleeping comfortably on the living room floor, in front of the Sony flatscreen.
 
    
 
   Like snapshots deep within my mind,
 
   You’d be surprised of the subconscious find.
 
   Plexus of the divine!
 
   Senses deceive because of one dream . . .
 
   “Whatever makes you happy? Just go—and keep going,” Dawn said. You’re doing so well lately, and if she thinks she’s taking you to Texas—
 
   “Oh, I’m all about it. Being a truth seeker—contemplating the deepest questions and discussing the radical conclusions, writing prose and poetry—well, the combination is deadly yet good for my soul. It won’t be long before I start to master the literary craft and think my life away along with receiving direct-deposits for my intellectual efforts. Fuck landscaping, it got me nowhere.”
 
    
 
   Faith and Reason forever coalesce,
 
   As though opposed to your skull and bones!
 
   —Senses deceive, Father!
 
   “Well, if you’d listened to me, Ma and Dad, you would’ve finished high school and you could’ve already been done with college.”
 
   “Yeah, but I wouldn’t have taken school as serious then. I was too hyped. But I think running a crew since I was sixteen has really grounded discipline and focus into my behavioral qualities. You know, applying real-world skills to something that’s supposed to prepare you for the real-world. I think that was the only real payoff I got from working for Mowing Madmen: well-rounded discipline, except for maybe getting laid off to collect and lock in my unemployment with the state while I go to school full-time.”
 
   “Did you get your extension?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Yep. On my third one, and it’s locked in. My work-search requirements are waived because I’m still registered in Macomb’s Law Enforcement program. State approved while I study the arts . . . Paid to go to school around here!  So happy!”
 
   “Nice, Camrin!”
 
   “I’ll still get my associates in law enforcement, though. I’m thinking about taking Intro to Forensic Science next semester; that class will be badass for sure! ” Camrin said, packing his pipe’s charred, hollow bowl with Jimmy’s Kush. “Or I can drop after this semester and move to Texas—” 
 
   “And I’ll kick your ass!” Dawn snapped. “You better fucking not!” Bitch is gettin’ it now for puttin’ shit in your head! Wait till I see her!
 
   “Don’t worry—I won’t. I emailed a counselor to petition a student overload. If they let me take seven classes this winter, I’ll graduate in May with an associate’s degree in arts and one in law enforcement before I transfer to Wayne next fall.”
 
   “Sounds great. Lily’s gonna be transferring there, too.”
 
   “Ah, Lily . . . She’s hot! She says she wants to be an anthropologist. She’s too hot to be one of those—but I’m game. Been balls deep, too.”
 
   “Shut up, Camrin.” What a fucking moron, she thought, hitting his shoulder. “Be nice! She likes you a lot.”
 
   “I can tell by the way she—” 
 
   He took three more shoulder punches when his calico jumped on his lap, striking out a paw at Dawn’s fourth punch, leaving a minute tear in her skin. 
 
   “Little, bitch!”
 
   “Good girl,” Camrin said, getting up to take his calico into the kitchen, “you get a treat for that one, Kitty-Girl.”
 
   The calico purred and brushed hugs against the sides of his ankles until she got her Temptations. Then he changed her water dish, filled her food dish with Cat Chow. Meanwhile, Dawn gave up on checking her email and tried to call, Mike, two more times. 
 
   No answer. 
 
   Camrin, decidedly hungry himself and eyeing his blender, grabbed two bananas from the kitchen fruit bowl. He peeled and put them into the blender. He then grabbed a gallon of milk, strawberries and blueberries from the refrigerator. Adding a mix of berries followed by adding a half a cup of whole milk, Kitty-Girl stuttered a purr-like meow, running to Camrin when she saw him pour the milk into the blender, but abruptly darted off as he pressed Liquid. 
 
   The metallic razor blades whirred, the countertop vibrated insubstantially.  
 
   Now that the fruit was a fine mess of pleasing nutrients, he added two-scoops of vanilla protein. Covering the blender he then pressed Liquid. 
 
    “UNCLE CAMRIN!” Sheriden yelled from the living room!
 
   Sweet, she’s up, he thought, pouring the protein shake in a Detroit Piston’s cup. “I’m coming, baby.
 
                 “I’m so sorry for not being here
 
   (like your father)
 
   when you got back. Danny needed a ride out to Great Grandma’s for his bonfire, and there was no one to take him there.”
 
   (hate lying)
 
   “What are you talking about? He has three trucks and a Jeep,” Sheriden said suspiciously.
 
   “Sherbear, you know how Danny is; he’s always working on his vehicles. When he realized none of them were put together or ready to drive, he called for a ride.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “Are you sleepy?”
 
   “No, I was just taking a nap till you got home.” She sat up and grabbed four individual Take-5s from under her pillow and said, “I hid these before Momma put up my candy bag. Want one?”
 
   “Hell yeah, thanks!”
 
                 “Here, take two. Wanna watch The Simpsons with me?”
 
                 “Yeah, we can watch two, then bedtime.”
 
                 Camrin got up to grab the remote and took notice of Dawn in the kitchen, who was swearing into her phone. He scrolled through the DVR’s list and put on Treehouse of Horror VI and then snuggled up beside Sheriden.
 
   Dawn stormed in the living room and interrupted: “Come on, Sheriden, we’re leaving.”
 
   Camrin paused The Simpsons and said, “Who the fuck is you, girl? We’re startin’ a Simpsons’ Halloween special here!” Camrin shouted back.
 
   “Mike! He’s pissing me off! He won’t answer his phone. I think he’s at that shithole stripper bar on—”
 
   “When you’re ready let me know; I’ll go extract him from that shit-shack and slap his face to the floor!” 
 
   “I’ll talk to him first,” Dawn said, wiping tears from her eyes. “He could be home passed out drunk.”
 
   “Uh-huh, right! Have fun; call if you need anything, because we’re staying here. Come back if you need to stay here tonight . . . I ain’t playin’.” 
 
   “Whatever. I probably will.” Dawn grabbed her keys off the table, and then stormed out the house to her car.
 
   “What happened?” Sheriden ask.
 
   “Hold your tears back, Sherbear; it’s your dad being a weirdo.”
 
   “I don’t want you to slap my dad to the floor.”
 
   “I won’t, although we both know I’ll fracture his body in a blink of an eye. I just say that to motivate your mom to take care of your dad’s drunkenness, so I won’t have to. Come on, let’s finish The Simpsons. The last story’s the best, and then you’re off to bed. We’ll watch the new one later.”
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   They watched Homer step through a wall and into the third dimension of space-time, and Sheriden giggled at Homer becoming increasingly bewildered of his surroundings while they ate Take-5s, Camrin finishing off his protein shake.
 
   Once The Simpsons was over, and although Sheriden was wide-awake, he picked her up while she clung around him tightly, and carried her into the spare bedroom that was setup for her (and his little cousins, Carmen and Isaiah, too, when Jimmy came over to lift weights, blaze and crash).
 
   “Uncle Camrin, tell me a story; I’m not that sleepy.”
 
   “Tell you a story? I can read you one.”
 
   “No, tell me one.”
 
   Camrin looked at his phone and said, “You’re lucky. There’s seven-minutes left before Halloween’s over, and all I know are horror stories thanks to growing up with your Great Grandma on Rochelle. She loves her Stephen King. He is inspiring. I’ll verbally write out the new piece I’ve been conceiving.” 
 
   He trucked Sheriden in the twin-sized bed, left the room and then came back with two pumpkin candles. Deep in thought, he sat the candles on the edge of his old drawing desk, lit them, and then he turned off the bedroom light. 
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
    “ ‘Something whipped across the bay, Todd,’ Rene said, but he was already too far ahead. She had been looking out at the bay as they biked along the soft shoulder of M-29. There was about a half mile of break between the houses that lined America’s border, offering a vast view. She’d got off her bike and now stared at the bay with vacant and fixated eyes. Todd, looking back, skid to a stop. ‘Hey, babe! What’s up?’ He pedaled back. ‘Something whipped across the bay,’ was all she said. He saw her strain her eyes to see something, and then he looked out into the bay himself. Nothing. A few boats. It was the Fourth, and hot. Barbeque, fireworks, sex was all that was on his mind. Besides, night was coming nearer, and they ought to get the hell off the side of the road before a drunk driver comes along—
 
   “ ‘Something black and incredibility fast, Todd, dashed across the goddamn bay—I saw it.’ Todd was always bemused by Rene’s intense curiosity in things, but when he saw her unwavering stare, he said, ‘Maybe it was a UFO.’
 
   “That broke her absorption. She turned to Todd and glowered. He reached for her hand, a bit concerned. It was like grasping a cold stone. She turned her attention back to the open stillness of the bay. Overawed by apparently something that she saw, he was disdained and only saw the stars coming out. Over one of the distant islands, fireworks began to explode, the brilliance left dwindling on the air current.
 
   “ ‘Come on, let’s go. We’re gonna get hit by one of these drunks, babe. That one dude actually tried to spit on me.’ 
 
   “Unsatisfied, she submitted to his better judgment.
 
   “They rode off. 
 
   “Rene’s heart was racing, her curiosity boiling. Whether supernatural or otherworldly after all, she knew she’d seen something extraordinary. There was something wrong—very wrong here. She knew it, and it was too much. She wanted badly to continue on following Todd. His parents were awesome, and always threw the best parties. His dad, a fertilizer executive, had his own amateur observatory in the backyard, and his mother was a successful poet and retired teacher. An only child who enjoyed the perpetual newness of things, Todd was naturally an altruist, and Rene liked that. She’d met him over the winter at her friend’s birthday party. She overheard him reenacting the time he’d broken the ribs of a wrestler—‘I pinned the bitch against the locker and let loose hellish hooks to the body’—and took noticed to him instantly. But the last few weeks he has been the one taking more notice to her, and tonight Todd had intended—
 
   “ ‘Hey,’ she shouted. ‘I’m heading back home.’ 
 
   “Todd skidded to a halt. ‘We’re almost there, babe.’ A few headlights beamed over them as northbound traffic flowed around the slight bend. The sun had finally winked out, and with its disappearance, lightning bugs began to flash their lime-green allure, trying to gain each other’s love. ‘Let’s go.’
 
   “ ‘Nope. I’m headin home! Something isn’t right.’ Todd had been progressively falling in love with Rene. At first when she introduced herself, it was her tanned and flawless complexion he’d fell for. Lately it had been her same firm, straightforward attitude, but now that was it directed at him, he felt disdained again. She turned her bike around, remounted, and then rode off back toward that break in real estate. 
 
   “ ‘Hey!’ was droned over by oncoming traffic. Todd, being blown off, stood undecided—should he ride after her or just ride on home? Hell, he’d already ridden six miles around the bay to get to Rene’s motel. Before he came to a decision, an ugly hand with raptor-like claws whickered across Todd’s throat. Blood flew. Horrific laughter rose into the air as a Demon tore Todd’s skull in two. It clawed out his brain, then ran Its obsidian-sharp nail over the wrinkled surface. It shrieked with dizzying laughter, and split the brain in half with the same deftness as a farmer splitting a peach in two with his bare hands.
 
   “His body was flung into traffic as a Ram came around the blend. Sickening laughter jawed into the air. Todd’s ever-so-precious pineal gland popped and dribbled onto the Demon’s pronged tongue. Deep within Its own mind, the Demon stayed awaked. It did not surrender to sleep and wake to another beginning. This is new, It felt, for It could not linguistically develop thoughts. The Ram struck Todd’s crooked body and crashed head-on with a southbound minivan. The Demon took in this dazzling impact with lucid clarity. Its prey did not fade away. This fantasy did not fade away. Hunting damned souls in the real world was exciting, but in Its dreams the prey always pretended not to see It until It came directly for one of them. It didn’t like that. It always preferred the terrified humans who scattered throughout Its scorching lands. The still-dazzled Demon only understood that something had gotten in the way of Its instinct to fall back asleep. These dreams could become too pleasant to bear, so It would rummage through the brains of Its prey for the essence of their dreams. Only when finding them would It awake from Its miserable dream of humanity. Stuck in this awful dream, the Demon darted across M-29 and melted into the woods.”
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   “So what happens?” Sheriden asked, captivated by his last minute Halloween story. “Does the demon get Rene’s brain?”
 
   “How about you decide her fate,” Camrin said, blowing out the candles, leaving them in darkness, “and we can pick up with this story another day, and we’ll find out what happens.”     
 
   When Camrin got up, Sheriden asked The Question. The Question that can be asked at any moment—without warning—and puts an adult on the spot to whom answers The Question with uncertain honesty. She asked, “Uncle Camrin is there a God? My Grandma says He’s real and He loves me, but I don’t know if I love Him. Should I? I give myself life when I breathe air. My teacher says we do.” Camrin, blown away by his niece’s curiosity, turned on the light, and then sat back down on the edge of the bed. “Do you love Him, Uncle Camrin?”
 
   “—God no, but I love you. I wouldn’t dare live my life in the fourth-person,” Camrin replied, thinking about his intensive philosophical research. “But there’s a catch. A Cacth-22 God Himself can’t contest against.”
 
   “Catch-22? What’s that?”
 
   “Well, baby, let me explain to you,” he said, tucking Sheriden in bed. “I’m happy. But, if I have to love God to get into Heaven otherwise I go straight to Hell, then I don’t believe in pretending to have love for God out of fear. However, if there’s a God and He lets me live my life without being distracted and influenced by His Presence, then, I’d love Him sincerely. He wouldn’t turn a soul down which is pure love for Him.” 
 
   Sheriden eyebrows furrowed. She thought hard. She was developing her youthful reason right in front of Camrin, drawing her own conclusions, without being tainted by bias objections and irrational judgments from society at large. “My Grandma never told me I could live without God and still love Him, Camrin.”
 
   She didn’t say Uncle; she called me Camrin, like an adult—no, like her mother correcting me.
 
   “Love is a harmonizing cycle. Remember . . . to God, love is like diamonds; His most cherished treasure. To us, love is like God; its powerful transcendence is a feeling of divinity.” He kissed her forehead and then said, “Goodnight, Sherbear. I hope tonight’s dream takes you to a turquoise sea so you can swim with dolphins, and maybe you’ll see me toward the shore, waving from atop a sand dune.”
 
   He kissed her again, and before long, Sheriden was fast asleep for her night was complete: she got to hang out with Camrin, and wasn’t completely robbed of her quality time with her favorite Uncle.
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   It rained all morning. Water whooshed though the gutters, a gale of wind whined around the house while heavy rain smacked against the bedroom windowpane, waking Camrin. The text A Briefer History of Time fell off the side of the bed when he turned to sit up, swinging his feet onto the floor. He picked it up, and set it on the end-table.  
 
    
 
   26
 
    
 
   Checking on Sheriden, he saw that Dawn had come back and was now lying in bed, asleep, cuddling her. Then he went upstairs and checked on his plants.
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   The house pulsed with lightning; a distant grumble followed. He opened the front window blinds, and saw a stain of goo and broken egg shell dried to the pane. Dammit! Then he pulled the blinds apart, revealing violent weather and a black sky. Lightning discharged a continuous flow of electricity; blue-white fire lit the sky; a garbage can summer salted down the street, and skeleton branches from leafless trees littered the neighborhood; one crashed through the windshield of a Honda Civic that was parked by the corner. “Holy shit!” Looks like a horror scene on silver screen. 
 
   He grabbed his bag of Kush, and sat on the couch. Glancing at Roseville’s horror clip through the front window, he packed his glass bowl while reflecting on Hawking’s text.  Bishop Berkeley. I have to look him up, he thought, raising glass to his mouth, lighting the Kush.
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   “What the hell is that smell?” Dawn asked half awake.
 
                 “Egg whites,” Camrin said, turning off the tea kettle.
 
                 “ . . . Ronnie Coleman’s special, right?”
 
                 “But I don’t use grits, and out of cheese. After I scramble up the whites, I mix ‘em together with a serving of maple and brown sugar oatmeal. Want a bowl?”
 
                 “No thanks!”
 
   “Tea?”
 
    “Yeah . . . I’m gonna wake up Sheriden. We gotta get home soon; Mike should be ‘bout sobered up. He was passed out drunk in his truck when I got home, so I just left him there.”
 
                 “Maybe one of the hoods got him during the night,” Camrin said, pouring hot water over the oatmeal.
 
                 “Shut up! If he doesn’t shape up by Christmas, I’m having Dad come kick him out by New Year’s.”
 
                 “There you go, now you’re thinking. Nobody cares about that fucking drunk, nor should you.”
 
                 “Sheriden does!” Dawn fired back.
 
                 “She has us! Nobody cares for a slob who is blacked out half the time. Hell of a guy when he’s not down a rabbit hole full of liquor. And, the only care she has for her father is that I don’t hurt him. She sees the person he’s turning into, and so do I.”
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   By ten o’clock, the rain had lightened. Dawn and Sheriden left for home, and Camrin reread the first six chapters of A Briefer History of Time, glancing at the neighborhood aftermath now and then. On top of page sixteen, he scribbled: Respond without mechanical ignorance—and discover truth. 
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   The rain came back, the clouds an outburst of natural anger, a fit of childish rage that lightened up after twenty minutes. He spent an hour automatically writing notes as the thoughts came billowing out of his subconscious, but he was confused by the overwhelming, fragmented information. Lightning struck, filling the interior with electric blue light; the sky became darker, faster, and the rumble of thunder ever closer, shaking the earth with each eruption. The nasty day finally penetrated into the base of Camrin’s right hand, aggravating an old work injury which grated deep in his thumb bones. Lighting up a new bowl, taking mild hits, he switched to using his left hand, writing legibly but at a slower pace.
 
   After a while, he lay down for a nap, and Kitty-Girl hopped onto his abdomen. They fell asleep together as the house became an ambiance of gloom. An endless web of interstate laid the groundwork for Camrin’s dream, and the interstate’s off ramps lead to infinite scenic destinations for introspective and divine contemplation. 
 
   Which way to go? dream-Camrin thought, driving over a frozen overpass on a dark night, right or left? Then—without hesitation—he decided to merge left toward the horizon with the buried sunlight beaming across it, cutting through short bursts of heavy snow flurries. 
 
                 Noticing the raising sunlight with each impending mile, and the downward spill of darkness draining into his subconscious well in the rearview mirror, and although every off ramp he drove passed, which extended across vast stretches of flatland or around jagged mountain ranges that were littered with giant redwoods, blazed with a glow of reachable daybreak, he felt an urge to chase the heavenly sunshine head on, passing a county sign: 
 
    
 
   Arrowhead:
 
   20 Mile Drive Through 
 
   Florida’s Wetlands
 
    
 
                 Driving, he looked to his left at ash tinted countryside: charcoal shaded sky, rolling hills with rivers of mist flowing ubiquitously around scattered willow trees, which intensified the uniform grimness. Instead of the usual conscious spotlight of focus, illuminating a narrow tunnel of ignorant reality, his imagination was like a lantern illuminating the infinite universe of his mind.
 
                 He was getting closer and closer toward the sunbeams that revealed the forthcoming marshland. Driving along the two-lane highway, Camrin noticed hundreds of black gemstones that peeked through the parallel streams’ surface tension, and taking a closer look, he saw that those black gemstones were eyes.
 
   Camrin slammed on the brakes, and skidded over the pavement, coming within a hair’s width of slamming into an alligator as its jaws crashed down. He backed up, then killed the engine, and got out of his Power Wagon, slamming the door while gawking at the alligator. Its powerful jaws opened slowly, suddenly crushing down. The alligator stared back intensely, opening its toothed jaws with acerbic slowness. Then Camrin saw a white light flare out of the yellow sunrise miles behind the massive alligator. He knew he had to get to it. The white flare collapsed into a bright white dot, then inflated into a human-like form. A manifestation like that can only be divine, he thought, and then climbed back into the Power Wagon, keying the ignition. 
 
   Backing up about two-hundred feet, Camrin abruptly slammed the Power Wagon into gear, charging forward as the alligator maintained its grin, raising its stomach off the pavement. It leaped forward, crushing its jaws down on the hood of the Power Wagon the moment Camrin collided into it— 
 
   Sunlight shone through talon-like tears in the overcast; a rod of light concentrated on Camrin’s closed eyelid. He snapped awake; Kitty-Girl stretched out her limbs, then lightly emitted purrs. 
 
   He lay there, thinking. 
 
   Heavy eyed, he powered on his laptop, and got down to it, thinking: I don’t care if God Himself rips the roof off of my house, plucks me out, and then throws me into the sun—I’m runnin’ with it! 
 
   Metallica’s The Day That Never Comes played through the Sony laptop speakers while he searched the internet for neurobiological and neuroanatomical images. He saved a few and searched for more.  Smoking a fresh bowl, he then typed Hubble Telescope in the search box. Surfing through galactic beauty, he saved a few of those images as well. Opening a new tab on his browser, he checked the local weather loop. Even typing key words in the search box, the ache worsened in his right hand, and it almost felt as though the moisture in the air was like acid dissolving his thumb’s first metacarpal. He learned to tolerate his degenerating hand, and for the last few years, he would say or think to himself, Gotta take it, and, kept the miles off of the hand, while he conditioned his left as the primary. Every chance he got, he’d take three point shots or turn wrenches, write or use the laptop’s mouse with his left hand. During the early stages of recovery, when his right hand was constantly immobilized by a splint, he thought the most challenging left handed motor skill to fine tune was brushing his teeth while looking in the mirror. Weeks went by before he had finally mastered brushing his teeth as if he’d used his left hand all his life. And that was about the same time he’d started to drift from drawing and painting, years before discovering a new art; he drew less and less, even after his hand started to feel better. However, of late, his hand has been feeling just fine, until fall’s moister suddenly outweighed the air, soaking through his skin and into his arthritic bones. He has been forced to welcome pain that feels like a drill bit drilling in and out of his first metacarpal bone, but the new overwhelming tension that was inflaming along the sides of his neck, shoulder blades, and lower back was making him restless. Camrin’s stationary production the past few weeks, sitting at the laptop or writing in notebooks, developing historical and philosophical presentations for his college courses, has finally settled in as muscle tension throughout his body, so he decided to take a walk while there was a break in the storm.
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   Stripping off hisD-hoodie, which had gotten wet when it started raining again, he thought, Better write that down, hurry, before its becomes a blur . . . Fuck!
 
                 His phone started ringing. He saw that it was Lily.
 
                 He rushed over to the couch, grabbed blank index cards off the floor on his way, sat down and wrote his thoughts with barely legible sentences:
 
    
 
   I’m an analyst of theoretical reasoning—whether I scrutinize physics, philosophy or religion, or all three like a madman—so my place in this universe is to interact with great minds. It’s like I’m taking the historical work from countless intellectuals, combining their thoughts with mine, then contemplating rigorously to see where my reasoning leads; however, the conclusion is pointing to the greatest mind of them all: God’s 
 
   The Absolute Perceived gives rise to the perceiving; the perceiving’s perceptual structure is identical to the Absolute Perceived; without the rise of the perceiving the Absolute Perceived cannot be perceived: conscious iteration. In the neural structure I see a perfect reflection of the whole universe at its farthest resolution. When I look in—I look out, and when I look out—I look in: into infinity, back out to infinity. Conscious iteration, mind with Mind, as to cosmic iteration: the Whole’s infinite expansion is Its infinite singularity. 
 
   Imagine a face, remove the skin, muscles, veins, skull, fluids; remove the brain matter and imagine a neural web flaring like a sparkler; this web of electricity is what creates inner, holographic reality . . . And as observed in the larger, electricity binds the universe into a harmonious Whole.
 
   In the finite, the infinite can be known. In the temporal, the external, for the whole is in a perfect relation to its parts (minds)—exactly the same proportion as the larger is to the smaller: Ф. It is this sense of proportion I perceive God/Nature and I as One—Whole. Self-similarity is why creation resembles the Creator. Observers (neural network) and Absolute Observed (cosmic web) are the most important fractals in existence: these two fractals are essential and complementary: to perceive and to be perceived. The Absolute Perceived conceives the conceiver perceiving Itself . . . like being in a dream and studying the working brain, gazing at its structure through a telescope.
 
   A glint of consciousness in the cosmic void can appreciate this sense of proportion—omnipresent principles—in a dream: one’s point of perception in a dreamscape created by the dreaming brain is analogous to one’s point of perception experienced in awakened reality. There is an extraordinary economy of scale as inner realities project within the dreaming brain that reflect the whole. The whole of the universe to the human mind appears to be in exactly the same proportion as the brain is to a mind within a dream (point of perception in a dreamscape). 
 
   Mystic maxim: God created the universe so He could study Himself.
 
   “The painter’s mind is a copy of the divine mind . . .” Leonardo da Vinci
 
    
 
   Looking up for only a moment when a car drove by, and while his mind was still highly stimulated from the twenty-minute walk, he kept writing his thoughts:
 
    
 
   From absolute resolution looking in, it is like nothingness contemplates the Whole. 
 
   I’m a student who’s becoming a philosopher in the interim of my fulltime freedom. I’m aware of self-discovery as I approach self-realization, and my intense curiosity for truth fuels my mental vigor as my imagination boils in the caldron of my skull! 
 
    
 
   Once he finished, he went into the kitchen and ate an apple, thinking. He packed a bowl, then smoked it, thinking. Making his way down the hallway, he stopped to strip off his shirt, jeans, and boxer briefs. He went upstairs to the bathroom, flexed, and then took a hot shower. Steam flowed overtop and out the sides of the shower curtain.  Letting the hot water hit the back of his neck, he stood there for a moment as his mind became an ocean on which his ideas sailed. He washed, shaved then toweled off. Lathering with lotion, he flexed his abdomen as he glided his hands over a wall of stomach muscles. The mirror reflected his vain admiration.
 
   He texted Lily, and told her he’s studying and then going to bed for the night. But he decided to take a break for himself, and he lay along the couch with the novel Pet Sematary, and did some personal reading. 
 
   The story was hot, right, and frightening, but he was forced to take a break after a half hour of reading. The tension stiffened back up along his neck, through the temple lobe, and then to the forefront of his cranium. A headache took; he was pissed. So he sat up and ran through some neck stretches, loosing up the muscles and letting in fresh blood flow. 
 
   His phone rang four times, and he wasn’t going to answer it, but he felt the urge to at least see who was calling. He looked at the display, and saw it was his cousin Jimmy. 
 
    “What’s up?”
 
   “Hey, bro, you should come over,” Jimmy said. “Sara’s having her party here.”
 
   Camrin, ready to stay home and throw down on his philosophy presentation and novel, thought it might be a good idea to get out and rest his eyes for the night. “Yeah, sounds good. I’ll shoot over.”
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   “Get in the fucking basement!” Jimmy yelled to a group of Sara’s friends as they walked in through the side door. He stood atop of the stairs directing the flow of traffic from the kitchen. “There’s no party up here. You come through the kitchen; it’s the point of no return. Remember that!”  He continued to glare at random dudes who came through the side door and winked at their girlfriends.
 
   “Me go potty,” Isaiah said, tugging on Jimmy’s tight jeans.
 
   “Let’s go to the bathroom. Bryan, watch the door.”
 
   Bryan took a swig of Budweiser, lit a cigarette, and then shifted his eyes over to the side door as another group of Sara’s friends walked through it. “Basement,” he ordered, pointing downstairs, and someone from the basement turned up the receiver when The Good Die Young started playing. Bass vibrated throughout the house, and voices rose to talk over the song’s lyrics. A group of girls came in with Sara all looking fabulous. Sara stood in the kitchen talking to Bryan when her sister surprised her by yelling, “Happy birthday, Sara!” from the living room. 
 
   “Is that Teresa?” Sara asked Bryan.
 
   He smiled and Teresa walked into the kitchen with Carmen.
 
   “Oh my God—you came up!” Sara screamed, rushing over to hug her sister. “What about your classes?”
 
   “I fly back to Cali tomorrow, so I’ll be back performing by Monday. I’m so happy to see you—you look great.” The girls hugged, caught up, and Sara forgot about her friends for a record breaking twenty minutes. 
 
   Meanwhile, Jimmy and Bryan continued to monitor who came in and who left and those that tried to walk in and out of the house were checked by Jimmy’s quick burst of instructions to go downstairs or get the fuck out altogether. Jimmy sent Bryan downstairs to regulate and enforce his rules while he talked to his sisters. 
 
   “Where’s Florian?” Sara asked.
 
   “He left for the club,” Jimmy said, opening a bottle of Budweiser.
 
   “He kept trying to argue with me,” Teresa interjected, “about studying theater out in Cali.”
 
   “They argued for an hour. When he left he said he’s got business to tend to anyway; he’ll see us later.” Jimmy explained.
 
   “His exact words were, ‘I’m building my Cathedral, so there’s money to be made’ and then he slammed the door,” Bryan added, walking back into the kitchen from the stairway.
 
   “He’s pissed that I’m letting you have your party here,” Jimmy said.
 
   Jimmy looked out the window when he saw headlights roll up the driveway, and he thought it was Camrin, but it was another group of teenagers getting dropped off. Where is that, mug? 
 
   Young Jeezy’s Put On played from the basement. Sara let in her friends when they knocked, and followed them downstairs. Then another group who were the first to arrive left for a beer run on Jimmy’s okay.
 
   “What’s takin’ you so long,” Jimmy said to himself, looking out the kitchen window, “I’m ready to smoke, bro.”
 
   “Who?” Bryan asked.
 
   “My cousin, Camrin.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My cousin, Camrin; he’s from my Ma’s side.”
 
   “No shit. I thought I knew all of your family.”
 
   “He didn’t grow up with us because his ma took him away. Remember my Uncle Kyle and my cousins from West Virginia?”
 
   “Yeah! Last time I remember seeing them, we were all swimming at the Warren Rec’ when that blackout left us in the dark for three days.”
 
   Jimmy, shaking his head in agreement, said, “Uncle Kyle is his dad, and those are his brothers and sisters.”
 
   “No fucking shit,” Bryan said, then taking a hit of his cigarette, somewhat amazed by Jimmy’s family glitch. “How’s he? He cool?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jimmy said, letting another four girls in. “He fits right in. He grew up over by Eagle’s supermarket on Hayes, and he’s got his card and grows. He used to kick box and box like we used to wrestle . . . He’s pretty fucking good and deftly fast.” 
 
                 “That’s wild,” Bryan said.
 
                 “Hell, he’s been around for a while now. It just goes to show how much you haven’t been, fucker!” Jimmy said, busting into a series of laughs.
 
                 “Fuck you,” Bryan said, lighting another cigarette. “Finally doin’ good for myself—workin’ almost every day, twelve hours a day. And when I’m not working, I’m working on the new house. You and Vara should come by and see.”
 
                 “Maybe. Fort Gratiot is pretty far, dog.”
 
                 “If you’re free, I’ll come down and get you guys next weekend. I could use your help with some ductwork.” 
 
                 “For sure.”
 
   At Carmen’s request, Jimmy put on The Gate for the kids, and then called his mom. A loud crash came from the basement, and he ran downstairs to investigate. He kicked out two teenagers: one who knocked over his barbell stand and another one who spilled beer on his weight bench. 
 
   What was left of the rain was now a light drizzle. The Power Wagon’s wipers swiped the ripply raindrops off the windshield as Camrin coasted down Firewood Avenue in neutral; the engine sounded like some fatigued beast panting with coffee cans placed over its nostrils. He cut the ignition, pulling alongside the curb six houses before Jimmy and Florian’s. A moment later, when Camrin was getting out of his truck, Sierra drove past him, and then pulled up and parked in the driveway. From outside, the music was faint, and a crowd of voices low; the basement walls retained the party’s true uproar, and Camrin, judging from the lack of cars parked along the street, thought that hardly anyone was here, and everyone opted for somewhere else.
 
   “Hey, Junior.”
 
   “What’s up, Aunt Sierra? What are you doing here, coming to party?”
 
   “No way,” Sierra said, happy to see Camrin, giving him a hug. “I’m here to get the kids, and get ‘em back to my house before Eastpointe pulls me over for expired plates.”
 
   Dr. Dre’s Big Ego’s and a mob of anxious voices spilled out through the side door when Jimmy opened it. Jimmy, yelling down the stairs at Sara’s friends for leaving cigarette butts on the concrete floor, let Sierra and Camrin in, and then told one of Sara’s friends, “Fuck off, we’re full,” slamming the door in his young, flamboyant persona, bolting it to show further authority. 
 
   “Fuck ‘em. What’s up, bro?”
 
   “Nothin’ much but a long ass day of studying,” Camrin said holding his breath, and then he took in slow breaths of air. He almost dropped to his knees walking up the short flight of stairs and into the kitchen. The bluish, noxious cigarette smoke burned Camrin’s nostrils and esophagus instantly, eyes watering. As his headache worsened, he thought the pulsing throb of pain felt like there were demons inside of his head, smoking cigars, hammering away at his skull, mining bone to throw at his brain. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been around so much cigarette smoke. The basement, he thought, was an area of containment for those willing to come induce themselves with a poisonous gas, like a cult gathering for a mass suicide . . . The self-eradication from smoking eventually claims generations all the same. 
 
   Leather So Soft was turned up, the house was shaking, and then Jimmy sent Bryan downstairs. 
 
   “Goddamn, Jim! Throw some of these fucking people out,” Sierra demanded, “damn, and open some windows. All this fucking smoke and I’m here taking care of Grandma every day because she chose to start smoking when she was fourteen! You guys better hope there’s gonna be somebody around to take care of you! Hi, Bryan.” 
 
   “Hey, Sierra.”
 
   “I’m going too! It’s not even ten o’clock yet, and this party’s all ready gettin’ out of hand!” Jimmy shouted back. “Get the kids!”
 
   Sierra went into the living to get Carmen and Isaiah but yelled, “Teresa! You’re here!”
 
   “Do you think the cops will come?” Bryan asked, lighting another cigarette after having put one out.
 
   “Na, it’s pretty quiet outside, unless you open some windows,” Camrin said, then thought: The basement continues to fill with cigarette smoke like gas taking up space in a chamber. As the agent becomes too deadly within the entertaining containment, the partiers stub out their delightful necessities so to unconsciously preserve their well-being . . . then passively succumb to their desirousness to relight. 
 
   “Bryan,” Bryan said, reaching his hand out for a shake, cigarette slanted across his mouth, beer in his other hand.
 
    “Camrin.” 
 
   They shook hands and became acquainted, but Camrin was brief, and he used a sly turn of phrase to slip out of the kitchen and escape the suffocation of Bryan’s throat burning haze. 
 
   As these motherfuckers’ exhale their smoke, it’s like their future ghosts are already lurking throughout the house—haunting me—trying to kill my ass before they themselves die! 
 
   The kids—Carmen who was putting her beloved demon movie back into its case and Isaiah who was stowing his Schleich dinosaur set into his tyrannosaurus rex backpack—dropped what they were doing and rushed to Camrin and crashed into his thigh and shin, throwing their arms around him for a big hug. Camrin, loving the dual hugs, was excited to see that Teresa was up from California. 
 
   “Wanna fight?” Isaiah screamed, “Wanna fiiiight?” throwing punches at Camrin as he gracefully blocked the abrupt blows with his forearms, and then he flung Carmen off of his back, onto the couch. Carmen exploded with giggles and Sierra stepped in as a mock referee saying that's enough wrestling for tonight, and then invited Camrin back to her house, but he told her he was staying because he was sure that Jimmy could use the extra backing. 
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   The entertaining containment was worse than he had thought. When Camrin saw everyone drinking and smoking simultaneously, he thought the party looked like a contemporary remake of Dick Morrison’s daydream scene from the movie Cat’s Eye: a room full of obnoxious Americans drinking and chain smoking after living a week’s worth of life, suffocating the one who’s wise enough—instead of forced—not to smoke. 
 
   Jimmy grabbed rolling papers and a steel tray from the weight room, and he and Camrin went back up to the kitchen.
 
    “Got-damn,” Camrin said as Jimmy took a pristine bud out from the cupboard, “that’s a nice fucking top!”
 
                 Jimmy rotated the bud by its clipped stem between his finger and thumb saying, “Hell yeah it is. Eight grams. I been savin’ it since last night. I tried to call, but your phone was off.”
 
    “Phone died. I forgot to grab my car charger from the Dart when I decided to take my Power Wagon home from my brother and sister’s Grandma’s . . . so I can work on it before winter.”
 
   “Daannng. Good thing I saved this mug.”
 
   “Those goddamn resin glands look like crystals of hoar frost. Impressive.”
 
   “This bud is special. Like I was sayin’, it’s the only plant that was supplemented with sunlight every day,” Jimmy explained, cutting the viscid bud into chunks overtop the steel tray. “Turned my blinds down on a sharp slant so forty slits of light could concentrate on the buds; then I’d rotate her every couple of hours.”
 
   Clever, Camrin thought, tactical photon-bombardment. “What kind is it?”
 
   “I don’t know? I call it Mystery; my dad gave me a clone last spring, and he forgot what strain it is, but he says it’s potent.”
 
   “Fuck it is. The fucking top looks like a pine tree after evening dew froze against the landscape.” 
 
   “Hell yeah, bro, we’re about to smoke the sunlight that’s frozen in this bud. Here roll this for me. I gotta get the door.”
 
   Camrin, talking with Teresa and Bryan, struggled to roll the joint because his fingers tips were like an adhesive, sticking to the rolling paper after pinching and spreading the Mystery along the paper’s curved surface. 
 
   Jimmy shoved his fist into the chest of one of Sara’s friends when he came up the stairs, and then he opened the door. “Vern, what’s up?” 
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Come in, bro. And you: Stay the fuck down stairs. I’m sick of you motherfuckers trying to come in and out every ten minutes.”
 
   “I’m leaving right now, man,” the husky teenager said. “My ride’s coming.”
 
   “Na—fuck that shit. You leave when everyone you came wit’ leaves.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “—But shit! Go!”
 
   Camrin lit the joint, took a few hits, and then passed it to Bryan, who passed it to Teresa, saying, “No thanks. Drug tests.” 
 
   Bryan grabbed a beer out the refrigerator for Jimmy and Vern when they stepped into the circle, then one for Teresa, and then one for Camrin who, filling a glass with cold water from the sink’s tap, said, “No thanks. Got a headache.”
 
   “Cool,” Brain said, looking at Camrin, uncapping the bottle of beer with his lighter, “I’ll drink it.” 
 
   Vern took a hit and passed the joint to Camrin. 
 
   “I wonder how many people are down there,” Teresa said, tweezing the joint from Camrin’s precision pinch, then flicking an ash into the sink that was full of Budweiser bottles and dirty dishes.
 
   “Probably thirty motherfuckers,” Jimmy said.
 
   “Everybody’s down there,” Bryan added, pulling a Pall Mall out of its pack. “Arabs, Mexicans, blacks, whites, hot chicks—they’re all down there!”
 
    Camrin looked over to Jimmy, alarmed, and said, “There’s going to be a fight!”
 
   Jimmy nodded with a grin and said, “I been thinking that, too. I’m gonna get changed.”
 
   Camrin passed the joint to Teresa and they talked about the arts while Bryan rushed over to answer the door. He let in Jimmy’s girlfriend, Vara, and her cousin, Christy. 
 
   “Hey, girls,” Camrin said, smiling at Christy. “Come here.”
 
   “Wanna beer?” Bryan asked.
 
   The girls each took a Budweiser while Camrin whispered to Teresa, and then he said, “Christy, sweetie, how you been? I missed those lips.” 
 
   “I missed—” Christy began, but her words were cut off at the tongue when Camrin kissed her, grasping both of his hands tightly around her waist. Kissing him back, she slid her hand up the back of his head, fingers combing through his light brown hair. She pressed her brow against his, and whispered, “I missed yours too.” Camrin spun her around, hands locking onto her tiny waist, directing her to stick out her two perfect mounds of desirable cheeks which were wrapped in tight blue jeans.
 
    Then he ran his fingers through her long red hair, pulling it back over her left shoulder. He took Christy by the jaw, and lightly tilted it toward the kitchen light, kissing along her neck in seek of her shoulder. Teresa and Vara looked at each other and exploded in laugher. 
 
   “That’s enough, Gomez,” Bryan said, putting his cigarette out in an empty beer bottle. 
 
   “What’s up?” Jimmy shouted as he walked back into the kitchen. He’d changed from wearing a black shirt and tight rocker jeans to a black tank top and white sweat pants that had East Detroit printed down the left leg; TKO boxing wrist wraps covered his fists and half his forearms.
 
   “What the fuck are you wearing, Jimmy?” Vara said, laughing as she hugged him. 
 
   “Hell yeah, Jimmy. I’m jealous,” Camrin said.
 
   “There’s gonna be a fight, and I ain’t fucking up my clothes.”
 
   “Your tap water taste like shit, cuz. Need to get ya a filter. Come on, babe,” Camrin said, pressing his thumbs along the curve of Christy’s hips. “It’s smoky in here, and I have to tell you something.”
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   They feverishly kissed in the living room. 
 
   “Oh my God! I missed your kisses, Camrin,” Christy said as she pulled back her wavy fire and put it into a ponytail. 
 
   He laid her along the couch, kissing her lips. Her neck. Her breast, making his way down to her toned stomach which drove her sexually insane. Camrin gently massaged her waist and inner thighs until she squeezed his hand with her legs. He rubbed his thumb over her jeans, stimulating her. She forced herself to turn away from his lips and said, “I want you right now!”
 
   “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   Camrin grabbed the blanket off the couch, and, sneaking passed the kitchen where Jimmy and Bryan were drinking beers, they went upstairs to the master bedroom.
 
   Camrin spread the blanket over the bed, and then he turned to Christy.
 
   He kissed her as if she was the only love of his life. Unbuttoning her jeans, he knelt down to undress her. He kissed between her legs, gliding his tongue against her panties. Christy ran her fingers through his hair, pressing his head into her while Camrin kissed down on her clit with meaningful lips. He pulled down her panties, kissing slowly and licking gently, and then he laid her along the bed, looking at her body and said, “I’m going to melt your beauty from within.” He undressed. A streetlamp shone dimly through the bedroom window, exposing Camrin’s defined body. The music and voices from the basement were low and faraway, and shadows undulated on Camrin’s body like evil spirits clawing at his abdomen, tearing it open when he stepped out of the dim light and toward Christy. He slid his heat inside of her, and she climaxed moments after his shaft stroked against her walls. She dug her nails into his back and kissed him aggressively. Then Camrin flung up, breaking away from her grasp and kisses, sinking his shaft deeper inside of her; the muscles in his back and buttocks tightened as a wave of tingling sensations surged throughout his body. 
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   Camrin, intoxicated with euphoria, slipped away. 
 
   He walked along a beach, a strange and unfamiliar beach that had an odd, citric smell like rotting lemons. The sky was a bright pastel green, purple ocean waves curled over and fell, washing ashore, and the wind felt denser than its usual sensation as it blew against his skin. Even the sound of the waves spilling ashore was louder, shaper than usual. Am I on another planet? Or dreaming? he thought, grazing his fingers against tall, teal blue grass that got thicker as he walked away from the ocean and toward the foreign land. Reddish-orange leaves fell from a treeless sky; I’m in heaven, he thought, gawking at a mountain chain in the far, far distance. The mountain tops, even at a great distance, rose higher than any peaks he’d ever seen, forcing the Colorado Rockies to look like an ant hill in comparison.
 
   He turned and walked back toward the purple ocean, and when he sat down on the colorless sand, the man in the white suit came up from behind, and sat down beside him. 
 
   Camrin stared into His glassy blue eyes—solid blue eyes; for a moment, he thought he saw white clouds passing along where irises and pupils should have been. They talked forever, and the man in the white suit explained His secrets in a simple, poetic lecture that eased Camrin’s mind. Then He stood up without a single grain of sand stuck to His suit, and what He said next didn’t come from His mouth, but from a thunderous voice that came from the surrounding environment as a reverberating whole, as if the strange landscape had spoken out to forbid Camrin from sharing the divine insight with anyone. 
 
   The purple ocean swelled with potential energy and heaved a vicious wave,which collapsed ashore, spreading out as thin liquid glass.Eyes of a Blue Dog Eyes of a Blue Dog Eyes of a Blue Dog Eyes of a Blue DogThe skyline brightened with a greenish-yellow glow like the idyllic town of Haven, Maine approaching twilight. The man in the white suit walked toward a path that cut through the teal savannah and said, You’ll like it here. He stopped, and turned back to Camrin. Your dreams are all you can be. Pain free. But heightened emotions will consume your consciousness. The self-projection of your sentience can be Paradise, or it can be Hell, so it’s up to you to forgive and let go.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   Rapidly blinking his eyes, Camrin, for a moment, had no idea where he was. He had no sense of the era, of the time, or even who he was. He only knew nothing. Knowing that he knew nothing but his concentrated self-aware “I”, which seemed to be drifting along darkness as a bottle wafting in a sea’s current, he undoubtedly felt stripped of the perceptible qualities to discern his own existence. The feeling of his physical absence never went away, although he found himself momentarily restored, sitting up, staring out the window, feeling his bicep—the “I”—that he can touch. This is wild, he thought. Talk about taking a shot of Lethe, I can’t believe I’m feelin’ my arms to remind myself that I’m me after existing as only a thought . . .without a body . . . like water poured out of a cup, over soil. Entropy, dammit. Nobody can take the water back from the earth and refill the cup with the water’s original purity, like my soul entangling itself back into its corpse long after my spiritual and physical separation. Hell, I’m no Lazarus, and there’s no Jesus here calling for a soul to return to its body. But it feels like it, like there’s something bundling my impressions together as a collective image of myself, an image that will manifest into a physical form from another observer’s perception, allowing my existence to take shape and unfold.
 
                 He got up and opened the window. Cold air breezed against his perspired body. He stared out the window, thinking, cooling down. After a while he said, “Get up, babe. I’m going back downstairs. Come on.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Christy said, as she turned over to sit up.
 
                 Camrin got dressed, and kissed Christy before she had a chance to light her cigarette.
 
                 She said, “I’ll be down in a minute.”
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   Jimmy rolled a joint when Camrin came downstairs, and he rolled another one for Vara, Teresa, and Vern to go smoke with Sara in the basement. 
 
   “Dude, I keep having these dreams,” Camrin said, hitting the joint. “I just had one after giving it to Christy. It’s so vivid, man.” He hit the joint again, and then passed it to Jimmy.
 
                  “I hear ya, bro. I had a wild dream last night. In the dream I was walking around somewhere downtown. Then some guy jumped off a building. A bunch of people rushed over and crowded around him. I had to squeeze and fight my way through the crowd to see the dead guy for myself. When I saw him, I saw that he was me.”
 
   “No shit! I just had a dream like that the other day, but I saw myself lay asleep, then I woke up to see myself in shock, staring back at me. And that was still a dream.”
 
   “You guys are weird,” Bryan said. “Let me hit that dank once, Jimmy. It smells too good.”
 
   After they smoked, Jimmy and Camrin sparred in the kitchen, and the party brewed with boisterous adolescents drinking heavily under their footwork. They trapped boxed, practicing high and low feints, and emphasizing hammer-fist strikes which were aimed at each other’s liver, followed by transitioning the strikes over defending blocks so to strike the edge of their hands centimeters from one another’s eyes. They repeated the combination twenty times each, then they broke their rhythm once Camrin abruptly threw punches from different angles. He sped up the flow of his punches, landing each hit precisely where Jimmy left himself open, almost pausing for a moment as if to taunt his cousin before recoiling his arms back into acceleration. He threw a flurry of punches that became blinding flashes of fists, pushing Jimmy back into the refrigerator.
 
                 “Okay . . . OKAY!” Jimmy wailed, laughing and trying to block Camrin’s punches. “Damn . . . You’re too fast, bro!” 
 
                 “You sure can generate speed,” Bryan said, flicking ash into his loyal beer bottle that was full of cigarette butts. “How the hell you get so fast?”
 
                 “I always wore ankle and wrist weights when I practiced martial arts growing up. And I boxed for a few years before college, which increased the proficiency of my punches and footwork.”
 
                 “Yeah, I couldn’t punch that fast for that long. I’d have to punch you one good time to avoid all that shit.” 
 
                 Camrin chuckled for a moment, looking over at Jimmy, who sat on the countertop, winded; then he glared back over to Bryan as his grin faded. “You could never land a hit on me. For a while there you could’ve tried; me and Jimmy had been training and lifting weights in the backyard all summer before my semester started.”
 
                 “Hell yeah, bro. If you didn’t live so fucking far you could workout,” Jimmy said, reaching over for the steel tray. 
 
                 “Fuck that. I work out enough roofin’ every day.”
 
                 “After this next week, when presentations are done, I’m coming to work out,” Camrin said.
 
                 “Right on.” Jimmy rolled a joint that was superior to Camrin’s last two. “Perfect,” he said, handing it to Camrin. He lit it, took a deep drag, inhaled a shot of air, exhaled 
 
   (my ghost)
 
    the smoke just as fast as he took it in. He passed the joint back to Jimmy, and then took off his Detroit Tigers hoodie.
 
                 “I’m burning up, again,” Camrin said, coughing. He flexed his arms, and his biceps and triceps stretched the selves of his t-shirt. “I’m thinking about getting’ a vaporizer, Jimmy. You should get one, too.”  
 
                 “Motor City Boxing,” Bryan read, ‘It’s a lifestyle’.” 
 
                 “Camrin,” Jimmy said, holding a hit of Mystery, face turning red and passing the joint to Camrin.
 
                 “Nice shirt. You don’t look that built when you’re wearing your hoodie,” Bryan said.
 
   “I try not to bulk up too much. I’m all about muscle quality, symmetry, and functional strength. Plus the extra weight would slow me down.”
 
   Ridin’ Overseas switched off, and only the voices of adolescences continued to stream from the basement.  
 
   “How much do you weigh?”
 
   Death before Dishonor blared from the basement; then someone suddenly turned the volume down.
 
   “Right now, I’m a hundred and eighty-eight pounds, and I stand seventy-two inches exactly.” Camrin flexed his forearms, letting blood fill his veins as if they were fuel lines about to explode under pressure. He thought about the other day when he’d drag raced the guy in the brown Cordoba, and how the guy flexed his tattooed forearm at him with a clinched fist. What’s she doing? he thought. “I’ll be right back. I’m gonna check on this girl.” 
 
                 “Turn that shit back up!” Jimmy yelled down the stairs. 
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   Christy fell asleep. Camrin, beside her, put her cigarette out. 
 
   “Wake up, babe.” While he caressed her hair, she stretched slightly and opened her eyes. “You fell asleep.”
 
   “I know, you fucked the life out of me,” she said turning over on her side, smiling.
 
   “We can’t stay up here for long, babe.”
 
   “Hold me for a minute; it’s cold.”
 
                 They laid back-to-stomach. 
 
   Camrin, hard and erect, kiss her neck and entered into her.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   He dozed away, and dreamed of sitting cross-legged in the middle of a forest; high winds blew through dense pine trees and shrieked against his face. Afar, a destructive wave approached; the mile wide tsunami obliterated trees and then combusted into a firestorm; the billowing inferno incinerated the forest along with Camrin. He bolted upright, sweating. Fuck! I can’t ever sleep again, he thought, putting on his boxer briefs. Must be all the goddamn reading and studying that has amped up the electricity in my brain so my dreams process with maximum voltage. Then he opened the window again to cool off, but saw Florian’s car parked out front. 
 
   “Get up, babe, he’s home.” Camrin got dressed quickly and said, “Hey, babe, don’t fall back asleep. Flow’s home. Wake up!” She sat up, lit a cigarette, and he went downstairs.
 
                 Camrin, noticing that the music was cut off and hearing people yell from the basement, stopped dead when he saw Florian stand in the kitchen with his 686 Smith and Wesson pulled on one of the teenagers. 
 
                 “Get the fuck out of my house. I will kill you,” Florian ordered.
 
   The teen threatened to catch back up with Florian over his armed assault, but Florian threw in, “Bitch, I don’t give a fuck what you say! I’m teasing this trigger like it’s a clit and she ‘bout to wet yo’ face!” He pointed the gun closer to the teen’s face, and then the teen ran out the side door.
 
                 “Flow, what the fuck’s going on?!” Camrin asked, perplexed.
 
                 “Dude! Sara’s fucking friends! They were all yelling and fighting when I came in, so I went back out to my whip and got my representative. I ain’t having this shit! I told Jimmy this shit was gonna fucking happen!”
 
                 Florian pulled his 686 on another teen, ordering him to get the fuck out of his house! He backed the teen out through the side door, and Camrin went for the basement stairs.  
 
                  —I gotta take it, Camrin thought, as he rushed down toward the dense origin of tobacco smoke. Once he made it to the edge of the stairs, he saw that three or four fights had broken out, and when he looked over the heads of the chaotic mob of adolescents, he watched Vern punch a teenager, who was the size of a linebacker, right in the nose; the teen hit the floor like a bag of bones, but was back on his feet as if a football had snapped  into the hands of a quarterback; blood spurted between his fingers while he cupped his hand over his ruptured nose. Then Camrin looked over to his far right and saw that Jimmy was being backed into a corner by a husky Irish-looking teen; Jimmy punched at his face as fast as he could—jaw to eye, jaw to eye, then nose to jaw—maintaining control of the fight by allowing the distance to be shortened, using the walls to hone in his awareness. In the middle of the basement, Bryan was trying to break up a fight, and when Camrin was making sense of the disorder, distinguishing who was who, and where who was, he raced through the crowd of teenagers toward the husky teen and hit him in the kidney so hard the teen fell to Jimmy’s feet in a flare of agony. They made eye contact, but their moment of high regard for one another was shattered when Sara was pushed into Camrin by the husky teen’s girlfriend. Sara held on to her hair and then kneed the girl in her face. Camrin plucked Sara off the girl once she got in another five kicks to the back of the girl’s head. 
 
   “Sara, get off her!” he yelled. “There’s blood comin’ out of her ear, damn! Get upstairs before you get hit by one of these dudes!” 
 
                 Camrin struggled to get Sara to go upstairs while Jimmy yelled, “Get the fuck out!” to everyone, helping Vern forcefully direct antagonistic teens to the stairway. Meanwhile, a few teens ran up the stairs, hesitated, came back down, and threatened to bring their people back and do everyone in. Jimmy swore back at them as Florian came through the dark slot of the side door and used his 686 to calmly escort them out. Camrin pistoned out a sidekick when he caught sight of an incoming jab. Instinct predetermined circumstantial fate, and he felt ribs break beneath impact. “Touch me not!” Camrin howled, and then he finger jabbed the attacking teen’s eye, slicing an iris with a fingernail. Two other teens backed away from Camrin, and ran up the stairs but tripped over a crying girl who had slipped and bashed her chin against the last step as she tried to escape the entertaining containment. 
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   Florian had another face, the face of pain he aimed at each teen when they exited his house, allowing them one chance to flee into the neighborhood or become acquainted with his other half. The teen that looked like a linebacker stumbled out of the house in a drunken, bloody daze, leaving a trail of blood spattered up the stairway and out of the house, and along the driveway as his friends helped him toward their approaching ride. A couple of teens yelled, “We’re fucking you up!” and “You’re fucking dead!” from the Blazer that peeled away. 
 
   Camrin and Jimmy chased two more teens out of the house and into the bitter cold night, and were now standing at the edge of the driveway. The wind was a steady gale in the open street. Bryan and a furious Sara came rushing out of the side door.
 
   “Jimmy, where’s your girl? Teresa?” Camrin asked, hyped and alert. I smell bonfire.
 
   “They went to Meijer to get more liquor—”
 
   They all turned, looked up, and saw an eerie orange shine reflecting off of the neighbor’s master bedroom window, which had begun to cast them with a bright and unsteady glaze of scarlet. Wind channeled through Florian’s bedroom window and back out the side door, carrying the fresh reek of burning timber. “That’s my fucking room!” Florian yelled, running for the side door, but Bryan stepped in front of him, holding him back when Camrin shouted, “Christy! Christy’s up there!”
 
                 “Oh my God!” Sara screamed, “she is? Who else is in there?”
 
   Florian’s pillow top mattress produced layers of hot, buoyant smoke which thickened across the ceiling and combusted into a fierce conflagration that rapidly spread through the master bedroom. Jet flames blew out upper level windows as if the house was ready for a descending takeoff to Hell. Intense heat radiated through the house creating thermal drafts. The brick and mortar walls began to lurch, and then the kitchen ceiling collapsed, bringing down blazing wooden framework. Camrin would think later on that he had heard Christy’s faint screams over everyone’s yelling and saw her flaming body fall through the ceiling along with the fiery debris. By the time Teresa and Vara arrived, the whole upper left side of Jimmy and Florian’s house was engulfed by a mass of inferno which scorched the neighboring foreclosed home, and emitted an extensive pillar of smoke that drifted aslant the already grim sky. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Part II: A Collision of Minds
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    Living alone, and lying awake in a dark room without his love to distract his way of thinking, he felt the onset of discontentment and the detachment with Veronica forever. Reaching for his phone, but reluctant to call her back before she goes to the bank to hear what she had wanted to tell him, he chose not to. The sunny Sunday morning, following the fire at his cousin’s house, he cleaned the front yard of branches, leaves and Halloween decorations. When he finally brought himself to pull the plastic rods with swirling, entangled morning glory vines, the thought about how their relationship had withered and died also passed through his mind. I planted you morning glory flowers, baby. Fuck buying you flowers; I’ll grow ‘em for you, he had said to her one day last spring when she pulled up the driveway, parking behind the Dart. What are those? she asked, getting out of her car, smiling brightly, and wearing her dark and light blue bank issued suit Camrin loved to see her in. They’ll climb up the rods all summer as vines, and come fall, they’ll bloom colored trumpet-like flowers: blue, pink, white, and purple flowers open in sunlight, take your breath away, and then they close up at night, he had explained. Their beauty attracts eyes . . . like your beauty does, baby, and he kissed her, first on the cheek, then on the lips. He raked the withered vines into the leaf pile, wishing she was here with him, together. Wishing they could be here like they had planned when she found the house for them the year after they met at Barnes and Nobles. But one day, like that sun-drenched day during the spring, she pulled in the driveway as Camrin was washing his Dart in the late July heat, and broke the news to him that she had an opportunity to transfer to Texas and manage a bank of her own, and she wanted him to move with her.  He looked at the empty space between the front porch and driveway that once bloomed with tropical flowers for Veronica; the flowers that started to bloom when they were arguing over her decision to further her career. It’s stupid! Camrin had shouted, You can just be patient and wait for that position to come along here in Michigan, but to Veronica’s defense, It could be years, and we’ll have the money to travel back and forth—and we can still keep this house so when we come visit! A few weeks later, when Camrin was starting his first week of classes, she left for Texas without ever watching her flowers unfold with dazzling colors during the Indian summer.  
 
                 Feeling terrible for not feeling terrible, Camrin got out of bed, showered, dressed, and then he sat at the glass table and reviewed his PowerPoint. 
 
   It’s tight and right, he thought. 
 
   He packed a bowl of Kush. 
 
   Thoughts lingered. 
 
   He downloaded the PowerPoint onto his flash-drive. 
 
    
 
   ————
 
                  
 
   There are worlds within this world that have their own laws and languages outside of our own— unstuck in time—worlds ebbing into nothingness, Camrin wrote in his philosophy notebook, yet this nothingness gives me a physical shape and allows me to write in the one I experience, but what I have been experiencing in this world, a world which my consciousness has been pinned to, is a hollowed out feeling of nothingness. This continuous stream of enlightenment that I have been absorbing, the understanding that this reality and my life are complementary to one another seems to lift the harsh sensation of murder and the death of one of my girlfriend. I know I can let go without the drawback of guilt and anger—their essence are inevitability recycled into new perception within newly formed physical traits—so why would I feel bad about that?! Out of sheer reason—I’m forced not to.
 
   Meanwhile, as I play a game of chess with Death, and before I execute, I have to say: “Checkmate! I’m here to stay!” 
 
   His phone rang. He saw that his dad was calling: W.V. 1 his cell phone display read, and over the last few years with limited trips to see each other because of high gases prices and abrupt layoffs—Camrin’s boss letting him go for making too much money as a leading supervisor, and for his dad in West Virginia, he got let go because factory employers were laying off their employees. They were preaching about how they have to cut back as well but really it was at the expense of their workers’ lifestyle, as opposed to their own so they can maintain their socioeconomic status as if there’s no global recession contributing to Anima mundi’s depression. But what made their bond two ripple-less ponds without a stream to connect them were the daily hour-long phone calls gone stagnant, vacant, which were once lively and interesting the first year they met, and then monthly the year after that with a couple of short trips in between the seasons to catch up, to the bi-monthly phone calls three years later which were becoming stale routine conversations of weather and politics. On a few occasions his father’s political views aggravated Camrin to the point that he wanted to throw his phone against the wall—he had no intention of getting into a political discussion now, and Veronica wasn’t here to soothe his pensive mood because she was more than a thousand miles away, so he answered the call and lit his bowl.
 
                 “Hey, how’s it goin’, Dad?”
 
                 “Good. Pretty good, Son. I heard what happened when I called to check on your grandmother last night. Sierra told me your girlfriend and friends died. How you holdin’ up?” his dad asked sympathetically.
 
                 “Yeah, she did, but she wasn’t my girlfriend, and those other four were Sara’s friends from school.”
 
                 “Oh, really?”
 
                 “That girl was too much of a partier for me to date,” Camrin said relighting the bowl, and thinking about his cousins. “After the investigation, the fire chief made a statement saying the fire wasn’t arson or electrical but it started from her falling asleep with a lit cigarette.”
 
                 “Man! Well . . . cigarettes will kill you! Fuck was that girl thinking?”
 
   “Fuck, if the fight had never broke out, I’d went back to wake her up . . . but . . . but the fight.”
 
   “What fight?” 
 
   “I lay with that girl, Christy, when a massive brawl had broken out in Jimmy’s basement. I didn’t know, and when I walked into the kitchen, Flow had his gun pulled on some dude. At some point during the brawl, Christy must’ve fallen back asleep while she was smoking. I caught her the first time.”
 
   “You know—it’s always something with these damn kids!” his dad said, voice deepening. “Your brothers are learning it the hard way, too—with their . . . fighting!”
 
   “So is Jimmy and Flow. They’re gettin’ arraigned this morning. They’re being held for stealing power, manslaughter . . . and all kinds of shit. The firefighters found a goddamn scorched jumper cable clamped to an outside electrical wire that ran to Jimmy’s grow room; the chief thought it was the point of origin—but they determined otherwise. I’m gonna call Aunt Sierra after classes later today to see how things went for them.”
 
    “Yeah, Sierra told me! I can’t believe these fucking kids. They never fucking listen. Sierra didn’t say much about those other kids; what happened to them?”
 
   “They didn’t even have a chance. When the roof and second story floor caved in, the basement stairway got barricaded with debris and two dudes and two chicks suffocated to death. They tried to escape through the basement windows, but too much smoke seeped through the basement floorboards, drowning them with smolder,” Camrin said, hitting the bowl one good time, thinking: Like the thug I drowned in smolder last week in Detroit. “When the firefighters finally mined their way in, Sara’s people were found lying lifeless in broken glass below the windows.”
 
   “Oh, that’s fucked up!”
 
   “Shit in a bucket it is.”
 
   “Well, Son, take it easy. We’re gonna try to come up this Thanksgiving to see everyone, and I plan to pick up Jenny and the kids on our way through Ohio. You get to meet your new niece, Olivia.”
 
   The conversation continued to carry for another ten minutes, and when his dad turned political, Camrin interjected: “Oh shit! I’m runnin’ late, I gotta head to class,” although he still had more than an hour. They hung up, and Camrin wished he could escape to his secret getaway like he did late last night instead of getting ready for today’s classes. 
 
   It was one o’clock on Monday morning when he was sitting in his truck, smoking a bowl of Kush in Forever Fitness’s parking lot, thinking about the fight, the fire, and the state police arresting his cousins. He could either lay awake in bed and replay the scenes in his mind or go burn off the energy in the gym to dull the haunting recollections, so he drove to Shelby Township.  After he ran for thirty-minutes on the treadmill, he went down to the pool area and swam countless lengths, and then he relaxed in the heated whirlpool. He had the aquatic palace to himself, and every once in a while an employee would come out of a locker room, cross the pool area to access the laundry wing, but otherwise, he was undisturbed and at ease. Feeling his body temperature rise rapidly, he got out of the whirlpool and took a cool shower. He walked over to the unisex locker room that was the third door after the Men’s and Ladies. He had sat, locked behind a steal door with a frosted glass window, in one of the shower stalls which were designed to be occupied by parents and their children, smoking a bowl of the freshly dried Purps he’d been waiting two and a half months to try. While he got high, he had thought about the times when he brought Veronica here after their workouts and they had had the greatest sex under the fall of hot water. He had gotten up and turned on the shower, revolving the handle’s arrow to HOT. The dual bay shower stall quickly filled with hot steam, and he decided to stay here instead of going off to the steam room in the Men’s locker room. He had finished smoking his bowl while sitting in a dense fog of water vapor; he took in slow, deep breaths of humid air, expanding his lungs; crystal-blue see-through roses flowered in his vision as his clammy body went numb—mind wobbly. He did not want to go home, go to bed, then wake for a day of classes and finish it off with a philosophy presentation, but he had wished he could stay and rest in this subterranean-like getaway forever . . . as much as he wanted to be there right now. 
 
   Camrin laced up his brown Columbia boots, fed his leather belt through his jeans’ loops, buckled it, and then he put on his black Carhartt hoodie. Nervousness fell over him the moment he thought that the day had finally arrived. He didn’t feel this way when he had delivered his Martin Luther King Jr. presentation to his history class the week before, but today he would not just inform—he would provoke. 
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   By afternoon the sun shined immensely through a cloudless sky. He walked the stretch of drive. Other students walked the enormous parking lot to and from their classes; another student drove by a third time in search of a parking spot. The bitter air had breezed through Camrin’s hoodie as he approached South Campus’s landscape, but the sun shone in the steel-white sky, warming his face and heightening the symmetry of a group of maple trees’ golden orange leaves that faded up in color to a bloody red.
 
    Wind blew in from the west and assisted the college maintenance crew with blowing dead leaves off the walkway. Camrin waved to the worker who cut his backpack blower to an idle so he could walk passed. I remember those days. I loved working in autumn; I miss it. Getting high in the work truck, then blowing leaves into piles while a sunset reflected off the Saint Clair River; looking through colorful trees, those glimpses displayed the most amazing landscape, and I miss it, he thought, meeting Lily at the café in South Campus library. 
 
                 While Camrin drove to Macomb Community College, he had thought about delivering his presentation in front of class, everyone’s eyes fixed on his, their attention captivated. He daydreamed of delivering a powerful, straightforward presentation regardless of the weekend’s unexpected grief. He imagined speaking with a clear, firm voice, looking from student to student while elaborating on important points. In his daydream, he was confident, but the flash memories of leaving someone to die and not being able to help someone live on, encouraged him to get the presentation over with and skip classes for the rest of the week, sleeping during the day and escaping to his getaway in Shelby at night.
 
                  Upon arriving, Camrin sat in South Campus’s parking lot, stretching and massaging his right hand, trying not to rub out the faded outline of a flower Sheriden drew on his hand Sunday afternoon. 
 
                 “There you go, Uncle Cammer. You have a flower to look at when your hand hurts,” Sheriden had said.
 
                 “Thanks, baby,” Camrin had said, kissing her on the head. Then the thought that he could’ve
 
                 DIED! 
 
                 had finally arrived.
 
                 I could have died, again! Goddamn! Taken away from my Sherbear, he had thought, kissing Sheriden on her shadowy hair and dismissing the anxiety of an unfulfilled life. What a fucked up week. Going to Forever to swim through water when Dawn picks up sweet Sherbear. 
 
                 “I heard Daddy tell Mommy you broke his window? Did you?” Sheriden had asked.
 
                 Camrin grinned. “Sure did! Last night when I was headin’ over to my cousin’s party in Eastpointe, I saw your dad come out of a party-store with a brown bag. I knew he had liquor, and when I confronted him, he didn’t want to roll down his window to talk to me, so I blew it out with the back of my elbow; glass flung in his face and I told him to get the fuck out.”
 
                 “Why?” Sheriden had asked, eyes swimming in tears. Tears then erupted, streaking along her soft tan cheeks. Sniffles, lips trembling, not even a moan.
 
                 “Because, baby, your dad’s a drunk! I’m sorry your momma’s not clear with you, and I know he’s never around for you to see him a sloppy mess, but he’s digging himself a hole, and I don’t want you to be buried next to him in one.”
 
                 “Wha . . . what do you mean?” 
 
   As her tears continued to seep down her cheeks, Camrin had said, “Every time I see your dad he reeks of liquor, just getting’ off of work. That tells me he’s out-and-about drinkin’ and drivin’ in the neighborhoods. You don’t want to be with him the one time he causes a severe accident because of his sloppiness. Drunk drivers are assholes who drive overconfidently and carelessly . . . I made him throw away the liquor and told him he just made some bum’s day and to get the fuck home before I blew out his jaw.” 
 
   Sheriden snuggled into Camrin’s side; her tears bleeding into his shirt and down his stomach.
 
   “It’s okay, baby, me and your momma are always here with you, watchin’ movies and readin’ stories.”
 
   “Tell me what happened to Rene, Uncle Camrin. I don’t wanna talk about Daddy no more. It makes me sad he don’t love me.”
 
   “Ah, baby, he loves you. He just uses work as an excuse to go out and drink,” Camrin had said, playing with her hair, and combing it away from her dark, teary eyes. “He’s always been a heavy drinker. Your momma thought he’d changed after she was pregnant with you, but seven years has past, and he’s just as drunk as ever. He does love you, even though he’s never around to show it, baby.”
 
   “Tell me about . . . about, Rene.”
 
    For a moment, Camrin was surprised with Sheriden’s request to hear the story he himself used to escape the unwanted thoughts and feelings of despair when he had wrote it along with its conclusion, and then said, “I wrote the conclusion to the demon story last night when I couldn’t sleep. I’ll go print it off and read it to ya.”
 
   Relaxing in the driver’s seat, looking up into the light blue sky, Camrin’s phone had vibrated, and he saw that it was Lily. Her text read: 
 
   In da library gettin coffee n blueberry muffin. Come see me be4 class.
 
   Ok, Camrin had replied, thinking about his Sunday with Sheriden, be there in 5.
 
   He was utterly bothered by one fact: he could have been taken from his family, twice—from his Sheriden. Sharing his poetry and stories with her was the world to him, and he would have been a great father, given the chance. 
 
   He’d lit a bowl and gazed at the college’s sky.
 
    If so, death would probably be like an illusion, because I felt how my self-aware “I” is forgetful of its physical origin when it lingered from my body before it suddenly returned and my brain was able to process it—my conscious;  my “I” reloaded with memories and expectations for the future. Keep my body—it’s used to ground my thoughts so reality’s perceived as a lucid whole, not a distortion of random possibilities for my “I” to swim through . . . keep me and I together, he had thought, taking the demon story from the printer’s tray.
 
   “I call this story ‘Inconceivable,’ ” he had said, sitting back down on the couch, wrapping an arm around Sheriden, then reading her the demon story which subsided his restless thoughts when he sat home writing it after the state police had released him 2:00 A.M. on Sunday morning.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   “Biking for most of the hot evening, Rene was spent. She keyed open her room and stepped in as a mass of cool air unfolded on her skin. She went to the bathroom and took a cold shower. Her mind kept enhancing the memory—the snapshot of the bay and the something which defied everything.
 
   “Rene clicked on her aquarium light, and dropped three dime-sized chunks of steak into the twenty-gallon. Her baby snapping turtle snatched one up and forced a chunk down its throat. She started to feel hot again, so she lay along the couch. Far down in her mind was a demon sprinting over the bay. She knew it had to be so. Rene Carla Whittier was a very introspective girl. She would often examine her ‘I,’—think on the thoughts she’d dwelled on—or reflect on her meaningless dreams. So when she has time to waste on daily reflections or thought experiments—which, now that she’s seventeen and jobless, time ever plentiful—she can create a well-defined world deep inside herself. Her mind, nonetheless, shines! 
 
   “A dot of white light strobes on her waist. She unclips her digital and reads Todd’s message: It got my pineal gland. I was run over twenty minutes ago, too. It’s okay. I was already dead, babe. She knows she is dreaming. Simply fell asleep too fast while her brain is still wide awake. She engages the random lucidity, applying her foremost love of metaphysics. Last week a man in her dream came up to her and shook her hand and thanked her for the life by which he can exist. He was so sincere and utterly real with a depth of personality Rene found it a bit startling. My mind made up every detail of that man—and he was conscious of himself within me, she had thought when she awoke, oiled with sweat, but now lying on the couch in her dream she thinks, Underneath the Demon’s mind Rene exists, and she’s dreaming of a reality concealed only in her mind, waiting for It to appear, to confront this apparition that lives in Its dream, the girl who knows she’s really an aspect of Its mind. 
 
   “She knows she cannot kill the Demon . . . The attempt in itself would be too much like trying to kill God, and no matter what century one found oneself in, nobody can kill God. Nobody. A suicidal God couldn’t even kill Himself if He so desired.” Sheriden’s eyes, black ponds encompassed by pink glass, became anxious. She had connected, for she was affected.
 
   “Rene gets up and leaves her dream-body sleeping on the couch. She looks out the huge living room window. Over the bay the atmosphere is stromlit with a teal hue. If I can’t kill It, I bet I can trick It, she thinks. I can invert my being as deep as I’d like—but It’s still going to find ‘me’ seeing that ‘I’ am just an offshoot of Itself. She conceives what a cranial power saw would look like, and wills one in her right hand. Thunder rumbles over the bay. She stares down at herself lying on the couch. White-hot lightning flies across the sky, illuminating the living room with its brilliance. Rene steadies herself for the fantastic. Only one way in, she thinks.  Thunder bellows. White-purple flashes, streaking her sleeping body. She rests her left hand over her face, powering on the saw with the other. She lowers the pneumatically powered saw blade, nicking her forehead. She winces. Her sleeping body is impassive. Thunder whacks. Purple lightning strikes down from the teal sky and electrocutes the bay.  Rene continues with her unreal feat of self-mutilation. The smell of sizzling bone smoking up her nostrils brings on painful memories of root canals. She grips her blond ponytail tautly, cutting a line into her skull just above the right ear. Knowing she is sleeping safely above this abstract experience, she uses the flat surgical leverage bar her mind had placed into her left hand to pry open her skull. A colorless fluid spews out. Rene pictures hairy hands prying open a dug up coffin, and pulls off the top of her skull. Relentless thunder and lightning rages outside; heavy rain now pelts as the winds gust back and forth. Rene’s ghostlike eyes take in corrugated flesh. ‘A tub of cold pink butter,’ she says to herself. ‘Better hurry, Rene—The Eternal Genius will be coming along . . .’ For a moment she wonders if this feat will kill her. She carefully presses her fingers into the soft jelly-like hemispheres, then presses her two thumbs into the cleft that runs down the middle of her brain and lifts it back. Rene then severs her optic nerves with a scalpel. She places the bloody scalpel on the steel tray which materialized into existence as she reached over it. Having pulled her brain slightly out of her skull’s cavity and now resting it in the cup of her left hand, Rene snips her pituitary gland. She is chilled, distant. ‘The hypophysis,’ she whispers, extracting it, and then placing it momentarily on the steel tray. Her sanity sways as she flutters and whirls about inside of her mind. Lunatic laughter is nearing. Hot flashes of electric purple scorch the sky, printing a shadow of Rene’s ghostself on the living room wall. Becoming unnerved, she slices through her corpus callosum, and then uses forceps to remove her pineal gland. She replaces it with her pituitary gland. Grasping hold of her ponytail as if it’s the stem of a pumpkin, Rene lowers the top of her skull over her brain. Cold, inhuman laughter is now outside the motel. Pressing each index finger on her forehead, she erases the bloodless saw line as she glides the tips around her head. Mastering the physiology of imagination so I can trick the devil, she thinks, debilitated. The surgical tools and steel tray evaporate. Rene breaks her paralysis and steps into the dark shadow of her living room. The Demon fills the huge window; Its contemptuous glances picks out Rene sleeping peacefully on the couch. Rene’s mental agility crystalizes her dream—solidifies this intermediate creation. Appearing before her forged form, unknowing It’s been absorbed into Its apparition’s mind, It tears into Rene’s face and snatches her brain out from where a flawless complexion had been weaved from deceit. It shears into the pinkish matter and hooks out what It believes is Rene’s pineal gland. Elated with eternal greed, it sucks out the gland’s slimy mucus, and sees an impossible reflection of Itself step out of the shadows; Rene sees Its eyes blooming purple roses and heart-shaped teeth began to salivate. Singular wisdom bedeviled It; Another Mind within Its Own had turned in on Itself, utterly distinct and as lucid as You. The Demon becomes ill with fear and disorientated by the sight of an abhorrent and deceptive spirit who adrenalizes the sedated heartbeat of all that is Eternal. Rene and the Demon perish into one point . . . The dead white and absolute void goes untouched by thought.”
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   “Mommy says you’re ghetto eccentric, and you write grimly,” Sheriden had said, “but well. Why do you write grimly, Uncle Camrin?” 
 
                 “Well, Sherbear, legend has it that my mama read countless Stephen King stories while she was pregnant with me. She said when she was seven months pregnant, she read, ‘The Breathing Method,’ which was one of King’s stories that really freaked her out. The day after I was born, yo’ grandmamma told me she read Christine in one day: I kept sleeping in her embrace, she kept reading. What was left of our psychological entanglement was my only sphere of influence, so, maybe, the literary stress during my ma’s pregnancy and after is the reason why I am susceptible to grim creativity. I’m sure when I was in utero my dreams were filled with scenes of King’s imagination—contributing to my implicit memory. Essentially, this predisposition to scare the hell out of you has shaped my creative tone and style, baby.” 
 
   “Oh.”
 
                 That sweet, understanding, “Oh,” reassured Camrin that Sheriden knew his dark tales are merely tales to take pleasure in, and she seems to be drawn to a genre of gloom and darkness where grotesque situations unfold in unfamiliar settings. He smiled brightly when Sheriden had asked: “Wanna watch a Stephen King movie?”
 
                 “For sure,” Camrin had said. 
 
   They watched Pet Sematary, eating leftover Halloween candy and washing it down with Country Fresh chocolate milk. Then they started watching It, and just as Georgie was kneeling down to look in a storm drain, Camrin saw that Sheriden’s eyelids bared two slivers of white glass; she fought to keep awake, but slipped under the sheets of sleep. He grabbed his novel Pet Sematary off the end table, and then he had lain along the couch with a sleeping Sheriden snuggled between him and the cushions. Analyze and compare cinema with literature before my mind wanders and the interior of my house becomes engulfed with flames, then replaced by Flow’s flaming bedroom, then to the thought of the roof collapsing under the weakening frame. 
 
   He glanced at his sister Jenny’s newest daughter he’s yet to meet. Once Saturday’s mail was delivered, he’d taped the wallet-size picture to the Power Wagon’s dash broad. . . Come up this Thanksgiving to see everyone, his dad’s voice spoke in his mind then.
 
   Now he was in the library, My second favorite getaway, and saw Lily sitting at one of the tables, drinking her coffee.
 
   “Hey, good-looking,” Camrin said, kissing Lily on her soft cheek. “How are you?”
 
   “Good. How are you? How was your weekend studying?”
 
   “Real good. I’m sorry I missed your texts. My battery died, and I didn’t even know it. Wasn’t until—”
 
   “I wanted to come see you when you were burnt out from studying, so I could rub you.”
 
   “Damn . . . studying was intense, too. When I finished revising my philosophy presentation last night, I had to go to Forever. I swam lengths to cool my mind from catching fire from all the thinking.”
 
   “Swimming sounds nice. I had a lot of homework, too. I studied hard for two exams I have to take today.”
 
   “Good luck, babe.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I got a quiz in history today, and my philosophy presentation is the last major project for the semester. Once that’s done, it’s just a few quizzes till finals in December. And I got to write one more story to add to my portfolio for my Advanced Creative Writing class, but I’m thinking about submitting the story I just wrote for Sheriden.”
 
   “So . . . you free after classes?” Lily asked, sipping her coffee.
 
   “Yeah, I should be home around four o’clock.”
 
   “Wanna hang?”
 
   “Hell yeah. When’s your last class?”
 
   “It’s at two, then I get out about four.”
 
   “Cool. Run through and see me so I can grip and kiss you.”
 
   “I will. I think about your kisses all the time.”
 
   I know, he thought, smiled, and said, “I shall kiss you then.” 
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   After walking Lily to class, Camrin sat at an open computer in the library. George Berkeley. I better check this motherfucker out, he thought, skipping his U.S. history class. One quiz and my first absence. I’ll be good. 
 
   He logged on, and then he opened Internet Explorer. 
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   Camrin was shocked. After he had read the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy on George Berkeley, his mind was at ease yet racing with ideas and agreeable conclusions of a divine nature. He felt that same gratifying high of self-discovery by reading Berkeley’s work as he had analyzing and contemplating René Descartes’.
 
   Opening his Swiss Gear backpack, he grabbed his Meditation on First Philosophy text and philosophy notebook, and then adjusted his Phi Theta Kappa pin to square up next to the Wenger emblem. After reading over the relevant facts on Stanford’s online encyclopedia one more time, and flipping through his text, rereading what he had highlighted—he opened his notebook to a blank page and wrote intensively:
 
    
 
   No! My conception of universe is that it is not one giant mechanical system, but my conception of the universe is that it is a Thinking Thing where I’m directly preserved and dependent upon this other being’s faculty. 
 
                 God cannot be a deceiver, for all fraud and deception depend on some defect, Descartes reasoned in Meditations Three. 
 
   Descartes acknowledged he made mistakes because he lacked the infinite faculty of judging the truth, and one of the biggest mistakes he made was judging a universe that he did not clearly and distinctly understand. He says God does not deceive because deception is a product of imperfection, but the premise here is inspired from machine-driven concepts where the world Descartes lived in was material, mechanical. 360 years later (full circle), the world I know, the immaterial, unpredictable universe where waves of probability rule our senses, deception is the heart of reality, and God deceives!
 
   Reading highlighted premises in Meditation Three, I see that Descartes believed he had been made in God’s image and likeness, a likeness—a contained idea of God—he could perceive by way of the same faculty by which he perceived himself.
 
   I’m impressed with how Descartes reasoned out his place in the universe with subjective experiences; it took objective evidence for me to understand that I am something incomplete and dependent upon another, and although I have an idea of an infinite God, I have the ability to perceive His sensory apparatus in which I exist.
 
   The idea is innate in us, Descartes reasoned, just as the idea of ourselves are innate in us.
 
   The illusion of time, this frozen river of time that only flows, unlocking every moment, when there’s an “I” to drive the frames of reality within one’s personal now, is but the collective memory of one immanent consciousness. The illusion of space, planets, mountains, oceans is the perfection of imagination: God’s (subjective) imagination, and not the imperfection or defect of (objective) craftsmanship. Furthermore, and done so with the empirical aid of advance technology, an extended thing—an extended idea—the idea of a Thinking Thing—can perceive the deceptive nature of the Thinker’s essence within His existence!
 
    
 
   “Cogito Ergo Sum: I think, therefore I am,” Descartes eternalized. Hence, a thinking thing exists. 
 
   —The universe – the reality I perceive is created by waves of information; 
 
   —Information, as condensed light, forms nature.
 
   —This complex imagery of nature exists both as a subjective and objective thought.
 
   —Objectively, the universe itself is a thinking thing.
 
   —The universe I empirically perceive is God’s faculty: His mind.
 
    
 
   In this light of nature, I also have a clear and distinct idea of God to be most true with all the perfection of an infinite substance (a substance that I can clearly see with my own eyes and distinctly compare with the human mind), and as Berkeley points out, an idea can only be like another idea, such as my mind-dependent brain imagining God’s brain imaging the universe all about me. 
 
    My brain, hidden in my skull, cannot perceive its unobservable self, but it exists nonetheless—for it is the thing which does the perceiving . . . the existence of an idea is composed by perception. 
 
   God perceives the unperceived world so it exists in relation to me and everyone else, such as the marijuana growing unobserved in my house while I’m here in the library (and my brain, which I cannot see). His perception of our world is formed within His inner mind, and we humans are the involuntary copies and resemblances of a supreme thought, idea, desire. (The thoughts and ideas that exist in my mind, and in several billion others’, are like the infinite personalities that can rise out of one supreme Consciousness.)
 
   When I consider man’s and God’s mental framework—the impressions of the reality that I am able to discern from this juxtaposition are a physical resemblance of a creator, perceiver, and the One who provides the ideas which exist in my mind.
 
   Although I exist as an extended thing, do I doubt I exist as a thinking thing? No! I have experiences whether I’m awake or asleep, and to be is to be perceived, as Berkeley considered, so perceiving, experiencing and being perceived (even in a dream) is all I need. Since experiences are gained and acknowledged by a thinking thing’s perception, to have “I” experiences with or without a body is essential and meaningful. 
 
   I know for certain that objects aren’t real or finite at all . . . but figments of infinite possibilities . . . like dreams. 
 
   Tommyknocking around in God’s mind, he thought while writing at a fast pace, ignoring the onset of the arthritic pain erupting in his hand. 
 
   —I’ll spend the rest of my days interacting with the greatest minds, Camrin penned. Note: look up Spinoza—Deus Sive Natura. He stretched his arms out overhead, yawning, looking up at the library’s clock. After packing up, he grabbed his other text, Discovering Biological Psychology, and notebook, which was headed in black marker: PSYC–2750: Brain and Behavior. 
 
   Rushing over to E building, Camrin pictured himself in the eyes of his fellow philosophy students, presenting his argument with the effectiveness of a veteran professor.
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   The lecture on the anatomy of the human nervous system had hypnotized Camrin, and after reading and writing for an hour in the library, his buzz wore down, leaving him extremely drowsy and mentally sluggish. Twenty minutes into class, Camrin began to nod, snapped awake, and then he finally dozed off. He had fallen asleep and fell victim to sleep paralysis: he was trapped in his own mind in his psychology class. At first, he wanted to open his eyes; he tried, but the heavy marijuana high weighed his eyes shut as his waking-self fought against the loss of external reality. 
 
   Professor Kellie’s calm, soft voice lectured on, comforting his overstimulated mind; the pain in his hand faded away along with the mental flash clips of his cousins’ house burning down and the zoomed in shot of Christy’s flaming body falling through the kitchen ceiling. His mind went back to that endless stretch of Florida highway. No Power Wagon. No alligator. No luminous flare taking shape of a human being. Just a concrete barrier that ran forever across the highway, blocking that glorious sunrise and ensnaring Camrin at arms’ reach: all eight of his fingers where cemented into the barrier at shoulder level. He jerked his arms back, but all that gave were the hinges in his knuckles separating from their junction. “Fuck is this?!” he yelled. Standing here, he examined the feat of mysterious engineering that imprisoned him. 
 
   Camrin’s head lay in his arms at his desk, dreaming that the concrete barrier started to lift slowly off the ground, tilting back as if it were the world’s widest up-and-over garage door opening; Camrin tried to clinch to, then curl his knees level with the concrete, but as the barrier revolved, dreamful gravity pulled his feet toward the highway. The barrier stopped once it was parallel to Florida’s wetland, eclipsing shafts of sunlight that raged through a break in the clouds, throwing a thin rectangular shadow for miles. Camrin hung by his finger joints, trying to flex his mighty grip against the painful stretch. He tried to curl himself up again to take the pressure off his fingers, but a coaster of pain railed through his hands and down his forearms; he started screaming and cursing, and then, he heard the sounds of boards smacking together below his dangling feet. He looked. The surprised sight of hovering thirty-feet over the highway by his fingers sent a whirlwind of dizziness up through his flexing stomach, weakening his center, leaving him hang by dead weight. The barrier began to lower. Boards smacking . . . snapping . . . he looked down—then he heard the pops as each knuckle disjointed from their sockets—he gazed back up to the sight of blood running from tearing skin—then he looked back down as the barrier continued to lower and saw dozens of alligators crowded around beneath him, snapping their jaws and awaiting their meal; the man in the white suit stood outside the gathering of starving alligators, smiling. 
 
   Then a wonderful, powerful voice spoke from the surrounding sky, So she thinks she’s going to reanimate your spirit through possessed imaginations; she can try, and when I recall her, I’ll save a special place for her, too, just for you! Live your life then, but you’re here with Me forever!
 
   Confused, he felt momentarily weightless as the final bands of ligaments tore away from cartilage. Arrows of blood shot from his torn knuckles, trailing behind stupidly like long strips of red confetti. Screaming and falling toward jaws snapping in anticipation, blood raining all around him, Camrin could hear the man in the white suit clapping and laughing. He caught a final glimpse of the concrete barrier and the eight circular tombs fading to small back dots
 
    (like water bugs) 
 
   as he fell into massive jaws brutally and sadistically chomping at his body with devilish hunger.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   Camrin jerked awake to a dismissing class. Groups of students huddled around Professor Kellie, handing her their assignments; others shot for the door as they reached for their pack of cigarettes or thumbing the touch screen of their cell phones. The dream was but a haze, except for the pain. He could only remember fragments: the concrete barrier, the sky, falling; but the pain was center stage . . . and real. It swelled deep in his right hand. He ignored it, and bagged his text and notebook. On his way out, he winked at Professor Kellie as she turned her bright blues onto his hazels.   
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   Marijuana exhaled from the Power Wagon as Camrin opened the door.
 
   Walking the stretch of pavement that cut between two rows of endless vehicles, he waived to Campus Police as he drove by. The officer nodded back. 
 
   Camrin thought about what it would be like to be an officer after he earns his associates in law enforcement, although he had absolutely no intentions of pursing such a career. He walked the long walk from Parking Lot 1 to C building, and envisioned himself patrolling a stretch of highway in West Virginia on a foggy morning:
 
   Snow flurries across the windshield. He roars his Dodge Dart equipped, undercover, and ready to race down suspects. Gliding along the smooth two-lane highway, passing the hypnotic road stripes and guard rail, as the frost covered median sparkles and glistens, Camrin smells and tastes the early morning mist. He glances at the dark daunting shadows on the trees while he blazes through the stunning landscape. Ahead is the beautiful clear blue of the dawning sky and the widespread fog flowing and seeping in between the late autumn forest of the surrounding Appalachia Mountains. Entering the dense eerie fog, he cruises north on U.S. Highway 219 . . . 
 
   Daydreaming, he welcomed, distracted the anxiety that seems to unexpectedly increase as the afternoon gives way for philosophical presentations. He entered C building and saw a green note taped under room 205. You gotta be fucking with me! Class is cancelled? Oh, come the fuck on! I’m fucking ready to present my argument got-dammit! 
 
   He read over the dismissal notice: 
 
    
 
                                             CANCELLED:
 
    
 
   Professor: James Keystone
 
   Introduction to Philosophy: 2010-S0401
 
   11-3-10 – Monday-10 AM
 
    
 
                 With a fresh high, and his mind racing with vivid imagination: thoughts of patrolling a West Virginia highway successive to presenting his presentation, he overlooked the dismissal time and became irritated. 
 
   Then Professor Keystone walked up and said, “Good morning, Camrin.” 
 
                 Camrin asked, “Why’s class cancelled?” as he followed his professor into class. After Professor Keystone set his folder and coffee down, he walked over and twisted open the window shades, letting in a hell fire of orange that shined through the blinds and along a beautiful girl reading a book, in the front row; he said, “Was cancelled. That notice was for my morning class. I better go take it down before students rush off, excited.”
 
                 “Oh! Sweet,” Camrin said, and then took his seat, which was the last desk in the second row closest to the doorway. He grabbed his notebook and personal philosophy hardback. Zipping close the Swiss Gear backpack, Camrin said, “Hi,” to the heavyset but extremely pretty black girl that took her seat one desk ahead of him in the third row.
 
                 “Hi!” she said, smiling with a full of set of lips which revealed snow white teeth, “how are you?”
 
                 “I’m good, and you?”
 
                 “I’m good! I don’t have to present today, thank God, but I gots me an English quiz after class, though.”
 
                 “I have to present today,” Camrin said, glancing at his book then back to the pretty black girl. “What English class?”
 
                 “Prose fiction; we be gettin’ quizzed on last week’s readin’.”
 
                 Two of Macomb’s volleyball girls, both lean and tall—one a sun-bronzed Palestinian, the other a honey-brown Ethiopian—strolled into class wearing their Macomb sweats, and took their seats on the far side of class by the professor’s desk, behind the girl reading a book.
 
                 “What was the read?” Camrin asked.
 
                 “Stupid ass detective story The Thin Man. It’s not like the other books we read. I can’t fi’ no cognitive message.” 
 
                 “It’s got one to uncover. I read that book two-weeks ago for my prose—”
 
                 “You takin’ fiction, too? Who yo’ teacher?”
 
                 “Johnny Brand. He teaches at Center.”
 
                 “Oh. I take mines here.”
 
                 “They don’t offer an advanced creative writing course here at South. So I drive out to Hall Road every Tuesday for those two classes. Then sometimes I go to Forever Fitness after.” Gazing at her full figure, Camrin forced himself to pull his attention away from her ethnic beauty and gaze at the solid black dragon imprinted on the center of his red canvas hardcover.
 
                 “What’s The Thin Man’s cognitive message?”
 
                 “Oh, the message is that the detective is a stone-cold drunk. Every other paragraph Nick is having a drink, and getting drunk throughout the whole story. But! He was the cleverest, brightest character solving the story’s murder mystery one drink at a time. You have to think of the story from the time in which it was written and published, which was during the years following the end of prohibition. The story’s cognitive message suggests that society ought to widely accept, as well as, it’s okay to be a respectable, highly intelligent individual who is under the influence of alcohol, although alcoholism was frowned upon by whomever during the era of prohibition.”
 
   “Fo’ real? —I’m gonna use that for my essay response. Cool?” she asked, smiling those perfect white teeth. 
 
   He couldn’t refuse her. “For sure.”
 
   “What you readin’ there?”
 
   “Striking Thoughts. It’s a collection of Bruce Lee’s philosophies.”
 
   “Philosophies? He a philosopher? I thought he was a . . . fighter.”
 
   “Both. He majored in philosophy at Washington University. I’ve been readin’ his work for years. I admire his belief in simplicity and to use what’s practical—useful—in life while disregarding what’s irrelevant, which is usually what’s widely accepted. Lee’s the only reason I was interested in taking a philosophy course. I was curious, so here I am.”
 
   She smiled; Camrin sinned, for thought-destroying lust, at that moment, in class, was his only desire.
 
   More students came in and took their seats. Professor Keystone had pulled down the Da-Lite projection screen, and then glanced at the clock. 
 
   “What you readin’ now in fiction?” she asked.
 
   “The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle. It’s pretty damn good. I would be done, but, when I’m lying around, I keep reading Pet Sematary.”
 
    
 
   45
 
    
 
   Professor Keystone, slim yet wide and stocky—an old Penn State track star—was the silent intellect type. When he spoke, he spoke with concise wit. His language carried heat, and he never missed a beat. Years of academia ran deep for such a young professor. Camrin thought he was probably in his early thirties, remembering the first day when he said that he came from a brainy family from a small town in Pennsylvania. On that day, he told the class that they were all extremely fortunate to have him as their professor for he was the sixth perfect person in the world. Then he said everyone ought to be thankful they’re not taking a philosophy course at Center Campus; after having said that, Professor Keystone shivered as if he had gotten a cold chill.
 
                 Looking up and confirming it was 2:00 PM, Professor Keystone got up and shut the classroom door. “Good afternoon, everyone,” he said. Most students weren’t interested, others said, “Hello,” or “Hey.” Then he quickly took attendance. Camrin flipped through his hardcover, reading what he had highlighted years ago, before the college days. 
 
   “There are four presentations today . . .” Professor Keystone announced with a deep, doomful tone. “Mike J. Jessica, Camrin, and Kimberly, will be today’s blood sacrifice, I mean presenters. But first, there’s a surprise quiz! Everything off of your desks.” 
 
    
 
   46
 
    
 
   The first three presentations went smoothly, as did Camrin’s, except for his twist. Camrin reserved the right to go last when the professor asked who would like to have their beating heart extracted first. Camrin played it off as if he had to tweak some sentences he’d written on his index cards, but he really wanted to be the one to finish off and leave his classmates with a lasting impression. He wanted them to leave class with a new perspective for their very existence like his research had done for him. Some new perspective he felt Descartes himself would have concluded if he were alive today, applying his philosophical methods here in the twenty-first century. Wild what he reasoned out in the seventeenth-century; it’s what some physicists are determining now, and he thought of this insight in his nightie next to a candle, Camrin thought while reviewing his notes and reading over his index cards. After a moment’s silence, Jessica had volunteered to go first. 
 
   “Class, my desk will suffice as the sacrificial mound for today’s blood. We must please the scholar Gods,” Professor Keystone said. “Dammit!” padding his pockets, checking his desk drawer and then picking up his folder with a quick glance underneath, “I seem to have forgotten my obsidian knife.” He grabbed his coffee and folder, “Oh well, let’s proceed with today’s enlightening presentations,” then sat in an empty desk in the middle of the class. Professor Keystone leaned over toward a student, who looked like he was fresh out of high school, wearing a Detroit hat that was cocked up to the northeast of his right eye. “Have you ever stood on the summit of a pyramid in Mexico?” 
 
   The freshman froze his thumbs from jabbing at his touch screen phone, shook his head while giggling, “No.”
 
   “When you get a chance—go. Standing there, knowing on countless occasions that priests have ripped tribesmen’s beating hearts out of their chest, then kicked the heartless bodies down a stretch of blood-stained stone steps, is quite humbling . . . Too bad I can’t exercise this Mayan alternative for students who choose to use their electronic devices during my course,” Professor Keystone said. “And your hat will serve nicely to burn your beating heart—” The freshman apologized and pocketed his phone while Jessica, her pregnant stomach pouching out her black top, uploaded her PowerPoint. “Thank you for pleasing the scholar Gods. Let the sun shine its fire.”
 
                 Jessica delivered her presentation confidently. Although her PowerPoint had rather wordy slides, she lectured from off the top of her head as if she’d practiced daily in front of friends and family or a mirror. Her bright eyes shifted from students’ to the professor’s, and back to random students’ while she lectured the austere lifestyle of Saint Augustine and his participation in the development of an ascetic religious community. Then she advanced to the next slide which was a portrait of Saint Augustine. A new slide (which was packed top to bottom with two black paragraphs on a white background) replaced the portrait, and Jessica argued Saint Augustine’s fourth-century view of Christianity: “Augustine’s view of human life is that one should suffer,” she said, “because of his or her body’s evil desires. He says the soul is what’s important, and the soul should be developed morally. One can condition him or herself by pulling away from the world and going inside oneself by praying or meditating.” She then transitioned to Saint Augustine’s proposition that an unforgiving, judgmental, and punishing God created the universe and that everyone is predestined for salvation or are doomed to hell. “The predestined people that will enjoy everlasting paradise are ‘the chosen’ ones; they are given a gift from God when they are born, what Augustine coined ‘Efficacious Grace.’ ” She knew she was on point and concluded her presentation soundly. “No one knows who’s predestined for salvation, so everyone ought to live a righteous lifestyle because living virtuously prefects the soul, a soul that obtains virtue by worshipping God,” Jessica finished, blinking her green eyes around at them. Everyone clapped their hands.
 
                 “So divinely illuminating, Jessica. Questions for Jessica?” Professor Keystone asked the class. Dead silence. Eyes turned away from the professor and Jessica. Then there was a “Great presentation, Jessica!” from the Ethiopian volleyball girl. “Thanks Jessica. Your slides looked like a brick wall of words, but your delivery was impressive. Good job. Is there anyone who’s presenting today discoursing Plato?” the professor asked as Jessica unplugged her flash-drive. “If so, you’re next.” 
 
   “No, sorry,” and a “Nope,” flowed into the air; Camrin shook his head.
 
    “That was a noble risk to go first, Jessica. Class! Take notice that Jessica is unharmed. She was fully competent while delivering her presentation. She did not pass out, fall over and die. Next, please.”
 
                 “I’ll go,” Mike J. said, reaching for his folded over poster broad that was wedged between desks. He got up and handed his outline to the professor.
 
   “Excellent,” Professor Keystone said, glancing up from his notes. 
 
   As Mike J., a tubby boy who wore faded blue jeans, walked toward the front of class, his considerable thigh smacked against Jessica’s desk, knocking over her purse, spilling its contents: cigarette pack, lighter, cash and change, a key.  
 
   His untannable face inflamed with embarrassment. “S-Sorry, Jessica!” 
 
   “It’s okay.” Smiling, her bright green eyes flashed up at him.
 
   “I love your Macomb Mavericks hoodie, Mike!” the Palestinian volleyball girl said, her accent surprisingly that of a girl who grew up in southern Tennessee. 
 
   He continued and then unfolded his poster broad, resting it on the ledge of the blackboard. Unlike Jessica’s well-spoken presentation and natural body language, Mike J had begun his nervously, stabbing hands into his pockets, stepping back and forth on his feet as if waiting in a long line for a bathroom. Afar, his poster board was unreadable, but Camrin could make out the center picture of a man with slick black hair, thin circular glasses, and a long pipe that hung from the corner of his mouth. “I’ll be presenting the existentialist thinker, Jean-Paul Sartre,” Mike J. said, pointing to the picture. He began by discussing how Sartre denied that the universe was designed by God, a loss of a God that Sartre’s atheistic emotions did not mourn. Looking back at class from his poster board, licking his lips, and, eyes shifting from student to student, Mike J. explained that Sartre believed that the universe and mankind had no intrinsic meaning—no purpose, and there’s no eternal afterlife. The only destiny man faces is his own freedom. “Once man acknowledges that his existence precedes his essence, and that he is condemned to his freedom along with the burden of responsibility,” Mike J. elaborated timorously, “man will then have to commit himself to the absurdity of life processes of becoming an individual by making decisions and performing actions along with constant rational and emotional reflections in his role in the world. Although man may refute and deny the solidarity of other people or authority, he will have to face the hell or happiness in others around him in order to become a moral human being who’s committed to his freedom.” 
 
   Then Mike J. turned on the ceiling’s projector, and the screen lit up with Macomb Community College’s homepage. He searched and, after a moment, found a video clip online. “I have a quick video to share. There’s a ton of videos on Sartre, but I liked what this guy had to say about him.” Mike J. gave a hesitant glance over to the student who sat closest to the door and said, “Oulu, hit the lights, please.” Oulu stretched out her arm to switch off the lights and Mike J. clicked play.
 
   The video started off with a black screen. Then a cigarette lighter sparked alit, fusing its flame with a wick of a candle. The candle glowed dimly. Out-lined in the midnight black, a man lit a cigarette. A red glare stained the shape of a middle-aged face as the man took a powerful draw. Then he inhaled deeply as the candle’s flame caught hold, climbing the wick cruelly, emitting trails of soot. He exhaled and said, “Jean-Paul Sartre was a twentieth-century French philosopher, novelist, and playwright.” He took a strong hit of his cigarette, and then tapped it on the rim of a glass ashtray. “As a philosopher, Sartre focused on the nature of human life and the structures of consciousness.  
 
   “The self . . . the man, within a developing life that’s finite—transcendent, can transcend himself constantly by the way he responds to a changing world that’s filled with anxiety and despair, and still value self-knowledge and find meaning, although there are no transcendent or objective values . . . there is no infinite and perfect consciousness to think it. ‘Thus, there is no human nature,’ Sartre says, since God doesn’t conceive it or an a priori Good for man to value by which he can live his life by.” Mike J. paused the video and said, “A human being’s life and meaning is a personal matter. According to Sartre, we live; we know we will die; that is it.” He played the rest of the video: “A man does not need other humans or God in order to find meaning. Other humans and God just get in the way and are utterly distracting. We as responsible human beings create our essence through our willed actions. It's up to the individual to give oneself meaning in one’s life from the ethical principles one chooses to adhere to and apply. The anguish of our consciousness is that we act consciously; therefore, choose your humanness responsibly . . . You offer possibilities to others who may respond to your life experiences.” Camrin suddenly thought about the Detroit police and an EMS unit responding to the dead body he’s responsible for leaving on the corner of Hayes and Seymour. The man stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray, “We are all free agents . . . everyone is subjected to bad faith; therefore, condition your curiosity to recognize opinions and facts without averting your gaze from the truth. Admit to your own authorship.” He pinched the candle’s flame; the room went midnight black, and the video was over.
 
   Mike J. was on a roll. He recognized his momentum, and it gave him a burst of confidence as he concluded his presentation. “You are everything you have ever done in your life,” Mike J. said to his classmates and professor. “Sartre argued that each person has the possibility to change and create for himself a more meaningful existence by developing a deeper self-conscious. We are responsible—not God!” Then Mike J. wrote a quote next to the projection screen, on the blackboard:
 
    
 
   “I do not believe in God; his existence has been disproved by science. But in the concentration camp, I learned to believe in men.” —JPS
 
    
 
   “Excellent presentation! I didn’t think you had it in you, Mike J,” Professor Keystone said over a soundless room. “Questions for Mike J?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   Everyone applauded. The lights came back on. Mike J. took his seat.
 
   “You’re next, Kimberly, unless Camrin’s done adjusting his thoughts?”
 
   The class room went dead silent again. The afternoon sun shone through the windows; scattered leaf blowers droned unremitting hums from the college’s distant grounds. Camrin shook his head no, and then Kimberly said, “I’m ready to go.”
 
   “Proceed.” 
 
   Kimberly, short and thin, got up out of her desk, pushed her rimless glasses up on her nose, and went before the class and introduced herself. The fringes of hair that curled over her forehead, her wavy-brown hair—that tight white turtleneck sweater tucked into and around the tight jeans shaping her delicate waist . . . Camrin’s raptured-mind was a sinful performance of  aggressive lust.
 
   She told the class that she and her family were devout Catholics, and that she and her siblings had also attended Catholic schools growing up. While uploading her PowerPoint, Oulu cutting the lights, she said she had just graduated this last spring, and that she knows a great deal about Christianity. Then her devoutness compelled her to quietly say a faithful reminder: “Jesus loves you.”
 
   Thirteenth Century Philosophy and Theology, her introductory slide read. She clicked the mouse: the next slide had a picture of Saint Thomas Aquinas depicted in the stained glass of a church’s window, and she read from the small paragraph underneath it. “I’m presenting Saint Thomas Aquinas, and I’ll discuss his philosophical contributions to the Christian faith, such as his view of God and humans; how humans gain knowledge; the two types of truths; proof of God’s existence; and the Sacred Doctrines of Christian Theology.”
 
   She clicked to the next slide, and continued reading: “Aquinas viewed God as a spirited being: a pure soul without matter. And Humans are “embodied spirits” because we’re immortal souls encompassed by matter: the personification of the abstract as something tangible and visible. Aquinas felt that human nature mirrors the nature of the natural world of form and matter, and one’s body is merged by a less than pure spirit. The composite of this matter and self-awareness is the unity of one’s body and soul. Furthermore, Aquinas felt everyone is open to salvation. God is loving and forgiving, and He gives everyone the gift of ‘Sufficient Grace’,” (she wrote the phrase under Jean-Paul Sartre’s quote), “and we are all destined to go to heaven, but people can lose their gift if they choose not to live morally.” 
 
   She smiled brightly, advancing on to the next slide. She engaged the attention of each person in the classroom by meeting their eyes for a moment before looking to someone else. “Humans gain knowledge of the world through a process illustrated by the great circle of being:  God is both the alpha (the start) and the omega (the end). After birth, one then senses that he or she is an "I", which exists in a world with other objects. Then one notices that he or she is self-governing and can also act and observe his or her actions and those of others. Although one can gain knowledge through one’s senses, the knowledge and experiences doesn’t tell the person what he or she is. Therefore, one has to use one’s reason and contemplate his or her sensory information to make abstract claims about the world, and then check and verify his or her claims by observing others. Once the claims are verified, they form general concepts: knowledge of what the material world is. And, through this process of gaining knowledge, one can reason out a sound conclusion that the world he or she lives in is rational, created by a rational first cause, and determine that that first cause is God.”
 
   Kimberly absorbed the ceiling projector’s soft emanating light when she slightly stepped in front of the projection screen. Her body language coincided with her dialogue dexterously, and Camrin thought she radiated like the angel that she was as she brought her speech to life. 
 
   “Aquinas says there are two types of truth,” she said, moving on to the next slide.
 
    
 
   1. The Truth of Reason:
 
   Observe oneself and the natural, material world.
 
   First cause created everything that exists out of nothing.
 
    
 
   2. The Truth of Faith:
 
   What the first cause is: church fathers’ interpretation of sacred scripture.
 
   First cause cannot be proven by experimental and observable science;
 
   First cause can only be proven through natural reason and logic:
 
   We ought to use our free will and take a “Leap of Faith”.
 
    
 
   She clicked the mouse and read from the next slide: “Aquinas defended his faith from skeptics and the likelihood to read Christianity in Neoplatonic terms that was derived from Saint Augustine’s theology. He believed he could use the philosophy of Aristotle to rationally explain Christianity. He also claimed that everyone has a natural born impulse to seek truth by using their senses in order to understand their world as a whole, and also everyone can determine that God exists through their abstract reasoning alone. He himself reasoned the abstract concepts of God’s existence as the unmoved, first mover, ruling out the possibility of infinite regress, by formulating five rational proofs he called the ‘Five Ways’. 
 
    
 
   The Five Ways are:
 
   1. Motion is only explicable if something caused the movement.
 
   2. Cause and effect demand a first cause.
 
   3. Necessary existence.
 
   4. Gradation of value requires something most valuable: perfection.
 
   5. The orderly first cause demands a designer.
 
    
 
    
 
   “The problem with Aquinas’ proofs is that the Five Ways can only tell us that God exists—and not what God is. To know what God is, one must turn to the church fathers’ interpretation of revelation to tell us what God is while reason can tell us that God is.”
 
   The slide advanced:
 
    
 
   The 13th Century Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas
 
    
 
                 Under the new topic’s heading was a picture of an inverted pyramid that had the word God printed in its center. Three nodes along the outer edge of the diagram circled the names The Father, The Son, and The Holy Spirit with “Is Not” trailing behind each name while the core word God united each divine Person by an askew “Is” that was aligned toward its center node. “This is a picture of the Shield of the Trinity,” Kimberly said from her diaphragm, maintaining her rhythm. “I wear the shield every day.” As the projector streamed waves of light, displaying information on the screen, her Trinity pin glimmered flashes of silver when she twiddled it for class. She then clicked to the next slide and read:
 
   “Thomas Aquinas viewed theology as a divine science, and faith and reason are the confluent tools to study the sacred scriptures of God’s wisdom and the truth of God Himself; although no one can obtain the quidditative knowledge of God, one can only understand Him in a topic-neutral way. For instance, God’s essence is identified with His existence, because the predicate of the proposition is included in the essence of the subject,” she said aloud, then wrote “ipsum esse subsistens” on the blackboard. “Furthermore, Aquinas says the doctrines of the nature of the Trinity and the Incarnation can only be known through revelation. He argued that the Christian doctrine of the Holy Trinity declares that God exists in three Divine Persons: The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are amalgamated within one essence—one being. If God did not exist as three perfect Divine Persons in harmonious communion, He would not have acquired love. Therefore, the Holy Trinity generates Love, creates man in their image and likeness through the will and love of one God.” 
 
   Like an ambitious God subjectively reflecting on His objective creation, Camrin interpreted.  
 
   “The Holy Trinity—God incarnated Himself in human nature as a united but separate spirit in the Person Jesus Christ.” 
 
   It’s like the Father is consciousness and the Son is subconsciousness and the Holy Spirit is God’s self-awareness: His “I”, Camrin thought while Kimberly presented enthusiastically. 
 
   “Aquinas argued that the purpose of God taking on His second attribute as Jesus’ Incarnation was to remove “the contamination of sin”, which humans weren’t able to accomplish themselves. He says God truly manifested Himself into a dualistic soul of divinity and rationality which was embodied by the same nature as you and me: flesh and blood. Aquinas held the belief that the reconciliation between God and His creation through the death of Jesus Christ was to satisfy humanity, which otherwise had a death sentence on the account of their unwashed sins. However, Jesus washed humanity’s sins in His blood, so he could rid everyone the eternal punishment of damnation, the legal consequence of lurid, nightmarish sins, and restore everyone’s well-being by offering them virtue, righteousness, satisfaction, and eternal rapture through salvation.” 
 
   Camrin thoughts blocked out Kimberly’s culmination: A nightmare would be like involuntary evil . . . per se. Because of God’s infinite psyche, instinctive evil would reside everywhere and in everything.   
 
   “. . . And God is a self-evident, incorporeal being, and He possesses the perfect qualities of omnipotence, omniscience, omnibenevolence and omnipresence. God cannot be found in space although His essence is everywhere and in everything because everything is present and knowable to Him and subject to His powerful Presence.”
 
   —His essence, which includes the elements that make up each and every one of us, Camrin finished in his mind.
 
   Her last slide displayed quotes from the Bible, and Camrin immediately recognized a distinction between these quotes and the theory of quantum mechanics. This is true: my essence consists of light—of enteral energy. 
 
   “Excellent, Kimberly! You actually covered all of the ten-minutes,” Professor Keystone said. “Are there any questions for Kimberly? Anyone?” The class took a vow of silence. Kimberly gazed the darkened classroom. Leaf blowers droned closer. “Camrin, you’re next.”
 
                 “Okay,” Camrin said as his mouth went dry. Fuck. I got this. I know my material—I just wished I would’ve practiced yesterday, he thought. I should’ve of read my notes aloud to Sheriden.
 
   He plugged his flash drive into the college’s computer. Standing at the professor’s desk, uploading his PowerPoint, his heart rate increased and he felt motion sickness as he analyzed his audience. He inconspicuously took a couple of deep breaths of air and wiped his sweaty palms on the thigh of his jeans. Then he double-clicked on a small jawless skull icon titled: DO NOT ENTER. 
 
   Everyone’s eyes illuminated a soft white from the dim glow of Camrin’s first slide: the projection screen displayed a skull the hue of the moon which was centered in a solid black backdrop, eye sockets eclipsed in shadow and a scribble of paragraph was inked across its cranium.
 
   “Developing my presentation I focused on a proposition that harmonizes the discrepancies of faith and reason,” Camrin said, redirecting his energy and turning his fear into verbal power. “I envisioned the universe through the insight of a seventeenth-century philosopher. I took this thinker’s premises to heart when I contemplated the natural coherence of philosophy and science in relation to the subjects of faith and reason. I quickly recognized that this philosopher’s viewpoints are relevant to contemporary consensus of the multiple disciplines of astronomy, mysticism, quantum mechanics, and psychology.” The physiological effects of public speaking wore fast, the fear fading.
 
                 He clicked to the next slide that had a black background with a sharp sky blue wave shrieking across its top. In bold bright blue his introductory heading read: 
 
    
 
   21st Century: Ontological Argument
 
   By Camrin Triton
 
    
 
                 He advanced to the next slide and read from it:
 
    
 
   Purpose:
 
    
 
   Lecture the known universe.
 
   Analyze a sense of historical certainty.
 
   Determine how certain humanity really is…
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Looking at anxious faces from the crowd, Camrin noticed the professor’s illustrated perplexity. He advanced, reading from his index cards: “This is an image of the universe’s microwave radiation taken by WMAP satellite,” he explained, pointing at an ovoid image of heat sensitive data. “WMAP detects the oldest energy left from the Big Bang. This is just one tool physicist use to discern the heavens,” Camrin said confidently, although he saw Professor Keystone frown through the projector’s high beam.  
 
   He advanced to an image that illustrated the expansion of the universe: a timeline that began from the point of inflation and stretched out through the Dark Ages, growth of planets and ended with WMAP scanning the effects of Dark Energy—the accelerated expansion of galaxies. 
 
   “Scientists theorize that at the moment of the Big Bang the first small particles of matter called quarks were produced from a singularity. The quarks joined together to form the building blocks of the universe within a thick fog of hot plasma for four-hundred thousand years. As the universe expanded and cooled, gravity, also created at the time of the Big Bang, drew the universe’s limited elements together, such as Helium and Hydrogen, which eventually created nuclear fusion and gave birth to the first stars; some stars evolved into supernovas, and then exploded. Thus, the explosion produced new elements such as carbon, iron, oxygen, and nitrogen, for instance. The new elements formed together which created more stars than one can envision. Over billions and billions of years, this galactic reproduction of elements has given rise to galaxies, plants, and you and me.”
 
   The next slide was a mass of cosmic fabric; delicate purplish threads knotted, twisted and wove between black spaces, creating a universal meshwork.
 
    “Although it’s still only a fraction of what’s really out there, this is one of the most profound images of the universe—the Cosmic Web. Physicists have determined that these black voids of space in between the cosmic web are invisible matter which stabilizes galaxy clusters, and gives the universe its distinct spider-web-like nature.”
 
   Advancing, a deep navy-blue emanated the projection of Hubble Telescope peering between galaxies, through three separate images, each of which date back another three- or four-billion. Below, defined in the color of artic ice, was a holographic copy of an undetectable mass that was the shape of an organ, a liver or brain, perhaps.
 
   “Hubble Telescope has zeroed in and analyzed these black voids of space, and one physicist has constructed a three-dimensional model of the unknown matter from Hubble’s data. Scientists and physicists have classified this mysterious substance as ‘Dark Matter’ since its essences cannot be identified on the periodic table.”
 
   Camrin advanced and read from the next slide: "So
 
    
 
   Where does God fit in?
 
    
 
   He looked to his fellow classmates and shrugged his shoulders and slightly raised his hands as he read, creating an emotional attachment to the idea through a subtle change of body movements. He hit the ENTER key on the keyboard and the PowerPoint flashed to the next slide. He read:
 
    
 
   I cannot look to religion for truth—for I could be blinded by uncertain fairy tales.
 
    
 
   Therefore, I sought philosophy . . .
 
    
 
   And met the Father of Modern Philosophy:
 
    
 
                 He hit the ENTER key again and said, “And he is
 
    
 
   17th Century French Philosopher 
René Descartes
 
    
 
                 Camrin read from the next slide:
 
    
 
   Descartes’ Interest:
 
   Descartes’ goal was to establish solid foundations for all knowledge based upon indubitable truth.
 
    
 
   Role of certainty:
 
   To reach truth one must first reach certainty.
 
    
 
   Senses deceive:
 
   One can be confused about whether he/she is awake or asleep.
 
    
 
   Questions:
 
   How do I know I’m not dreaming when I’m awake?
 
   How do I know you exist?
 
   What can I know?
 
   Does God exist?
 
   What Am I?
 
                 
 
   One can look within to use his or her infinite free will that goes beyond one’s limited understanding to determine the truths of the divine and nature of the human mind.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Descartes’ doubts compelled him to write his philosophical masterpiece: Meditation on First Philosophy,” Camrin said as he glanced up from his index card and advanced to the next slide, which was the picture of a historical manuscript.
 
   He advanced again and read from the new slide:
 
    
 
   Descartes Argued:
 
    
 
   He had within himself an idea of God; and the idea had infinite objective reality.
 
    
 
   He could not be the cause of this idea, since he was not an infinite, perfect being; he didn’t have enough formal reality. Only an infinite, perfect being could cause such an idea, and be the source of his idea of God.
 
    
 
                 As Camrin read, a leaf blower roared around the corner of C building; the maintenance man blew a cyclone of leaves against the tall, narrow windows.
 
   (motherfucker!)
 
   Annoyed, he continued reading Descartes’ arguments from a new slide. “Descartes had a
 
    
 
   Strong inclination to believe in the reality of external material things due to his senses. And God must have created him with this nature. 
 
    
 
   A cause must have as much reality as its effect.
 
    
 
   If independent material things did not exist, God is a deceiver.
 
    
 
   However, God does not deceive, because he is a perfect being, and deception is a product of imperfection.
 
    
 
   He could not doubt that he was thinking these things at that moment: “I think, therefore I am.”
 
                 
 
                 The screaming leaf blower drew students’ attention away from Camrin’s presentation; some gawked at the dying whirlwind of leaves. He felt heat flash up his chest, flame through his throat and sear his brain. Sweat began to perspire along his forehead again. He tentatively read aloud from the new slide’s heading:
 
    
 
   Descartes concluded:
 
    
 
   1. He exists: That which thinks must exist.
 
    
 
   2. God exists: Perfection includes existence.
 
                 
 
                           
 
   Although Descartes’ argument is strong, there is a problem!
 
    
 
                 Camrin paced his rhythm, and as he finished reading from the slide, he was relieved that the students returned their attention when he emphasized the key word “problem” by lowering his pitch. The leaf blower faded away, but Camrin still maintained a dynamic speaking volume that even amazed him. He smiled when he caught sight of the dreamful stare from the girl in the front row who had otherwise never taken noticed to Camrin before. He read from the next slide: 
 
    
 
   Descartes was Deceived:
 
    
 
   The external material world he observed through his senses is in fact doubtable!
 
    
 
   All matter—whether quantum or galactic in size which constructs reality—are essentially atoms that are bonded together by four frequency-like forces, such as electromagnetism and gravity.
 
    
 
   Today’s physicist discovered that atoms are nothing more than empty space filled with electric fields (electrons) that entrap light (nucleus, quarks etc . . . ).
 
    
 
   The only reason I do not fall through the floor as I stand here presenting my analysis is because the electrons of my shoes are repelling against the electrons of the floor. Essentially, I am hovering over the floor 10 to the minus 8 centimeters. 
 
    
 
   So, how can I exist if I am not truly made of solid matter?
 
    
 
                 He skillfully paused at the right moment to let the concepts convey with impact. Then he advanced as he spoke clearly and persuasively from the next two slides:  
 
    
 
   It’s almost like atoms are in a perpetual computational state.
 
    
 
   However, reality may not be a computer simulation!
 
    
 
   Unlike Neo, let us take the green pill . . .
 
    
 
   . . . And study the sky like it’s divine
 
    
 
                 He hit the ENTER key. The slide changed from three human figures standing in a digitized world of emerald 1s and 0s to a neuroanatomical image of a fluorescent green neuron culture within a human brain.
 
    
 
   I am intrigued by how universe is like a snapshot of a neuron deep inside one’s mind.
 
    
 
   I think that Descartes would have classified the contemporary interpretation of the known universe as a subconscious discovery in regard to a Higher Being. 
 
    
 
                 Moving on to the next slide, he read from index cards: “When I compared and analyzed the cosmic web with a human neuron—I was captivated by the parallel between the two images.”
 
                 Someone gasped. Kimberly, perhaps. The slide exemplified Camrin’s purpose. Following the heading Human Neurons: were two new neuroanatomical images placed side by side, but more defined than the previous slide: the images looked like thin bolts of lightning discharging throughout blackness.  
 
   Beneath the two tile-shaped images of neural anatomy was the heading Cosmic Web: and two highly defined and concentrated images of a universal meshwork of galaxies.
 
   “Examining the human neuron images, we know that these black voids of space essentially represent brain matter, as much as the cosmic web’s mysterious space is dark matter,” Camrin said, taking a laser pointer from his hoodie’s pocket and beaming its red dot on random black voids between the images of the human neuron culture and cosmic web. He shuffled index cards and progressed to another slide of an elegant comparison: the concentrated cropped-shot of that holographic copy of dark matter was placed next to the profile image of a holographic copy of the human brain. 
 
   Looking at the projection screen, Camrin thought the mystic hues of black and blue describing the theatres of imagination were visually exotic. 
 
   “Furthermore, comparing and analyzing dark matter with brain matter, I found that, although the two forms of matter differ vastly in distinct physical scales, both substances fundamentally shape and stabilize complex neural-like network systems. What’s more, the cosmic web changes its shape and structure over time like a human brain rewiring itself throughout its life cycle,” Camrin read, untying the knot of his dénouement.
 
    
 
   When I juxtapose a human way of thinking with that of the divine, I infer:
 
    
 
   Human:  A thought is stimulated and formed into imagination by rhythmic waves of electrical activity within one’s brain. 
 
    
 
   Divine: Atoms, bonded together by gravitational brainwaves, are pixel-like particles stimulating a three-dimensional structure of a subconscious creation of reality within a mind of a Higher Being: Electromagnetic Imagination. 
 
    
 
                 The glare from Professor Keystone made Camrin unsettled, but the stare from the girl in the front row calmed and comforted him as he took the floor. 
 
   The slide with the bleeding wave:
 
    
 
   Thus, I dug deeper with my psychological inquiry of a conceptual universe while I took an honest approach to analyzing another divine mystery.
 
    
 
                 He tapped ENTER and revealed Jesus Christ. Burning red wavelets of light scattered across a grim overcast sky; leafless maples and dense pines silhouetted in midnight lined the sunken horizon of highland. Stenciled in shades of ash was the bearded face and torso of a suffering Jesus. Thorns stabbed into the skull which encased the mind that conceives us all. One arm—a nail driven through His wrist—stretched across a wooden beam while the other faded into the underlying landscape.
 
   “I reflected what would be a rational explanation for the existence of Jesus Christ as a divine man.
 
    
 
   History’s literature states that Jesus was aware of his divine nature.
 
    
 
   Christians believe that Jesus Christ is the Incarnation of God, existing as a three-divine-life-form within one-substance—united as one supreme divine being: God’s presence on Earth. 
 
    
 
   Consequently, the Incarnation of Jesus Christ was God in the flesh, for The Great One was mindful of his short-lived lucid dream. 
 
    
 
   ENTER:
 
    
 
   Considering we are created after The Great One’s image and likeness, as well as a cause must have as much formal reality as its effect, this inquiry made sense when I compared the subconsciousness of the human being with that of the divine.
 
    
 
   To take into account that every one of us are cognitive beings that are embodied by physical matter, I can appreciate how The Great One could have taken on human characteristics in the person Jesus.  
 
    
 
   ENTER:
 
    
 
   Anyone of us can potentially manipulate our dreams to take on the characteristics of anything of our likeness within the subconscious-laws that govern our imagination . . . 
 
    
 
   . . . Like the laws of physics that governed The Great One’s mind during His Lucidity as Jesus Christ.
 
    
 
   ENTER:
 
    
 
   As an analyst of theoretical reasoning, I deduce:
 
    
 
   ENTER:
 
    
 
   There is only one essence responsible for the creation and evolution of everything that is in existence:
 
    
 
   God,
 
   otherwise known as Mother Nature,
 
   which is a universal Thinker and
 
   humanity’s collective consciousness.
 
    
 
                 ,” Camrin read. “And that concludes my presentation,” he said, erasing Mike J.’s quote from the blackboard. Everyone applaud. “Thank you!” He chalked: Sum Ergo Deus Est — I Am: Therefore God Is. The girl in the front row blushed; Camrin smiled. 
 
                 The professor looked at Camrin, and for the first time in his life, or at least the first time Camrin ever noticed, Professor Keystone tried to speak but sputtered a faltering sentence, stammering over every syllable, and then just stopped, closing his eyes momentarily. Then he looked back at Camrin. The students were faithfully devoted to their vow of silence. “Idiosyncrasy, Camrin. You’re idiosyncratic means to deliver the philosophies of René Descartes is gonna cost you.” Professor Keystone penciled Camrin’s outline. “Everyone, if Camrin were to follow directions, he’d be a student most likely to succeed in life . . . like Kimberly.” He stopped penciling, looked up and around at everyone: “Disregard Camrin’s supplemental ontology. There won’t be any test questions on the final exam in regard to his radical argument.” Then he continued to write feedback on Camrin’s outline. “As boring as it sounds, Camrin, I would have liked to have heard more about Descartes. These presentations are to help everyone prepare for the final. I made that as clear as I could on the directions, and I don’t give extra credit for over thinking. C+.”
 
                 “Sorry. I wanted to present—”
 
                 “Questions for Camrin, anyone?”
 
   A student from the fourth row broke the classes’ vow of silence and said, “The totality of everything . . . this Dream, you speak of . . . I like it. It’s like how physicists are saying that the material universe is a hologram, and time is an illusion because past, present and future exist equally throughout a two-dimensional record of a three-dimensional universe—”
 
   “—Nature or God visually contemplating Its collective memory.”
 
   “Poetic, man.” 
 
    “Thanks! Descartes says, ‘Deception is the product of imperfection.’ But our deceptive reality is the product of perfect imagination. And perfect imagination requires necessary existence,” Camrin said glancing over at Kimberly with a smile.
 
   “—Questions on Descartes, please,” Professor Keystone said to the class.
 
   The class repented, and the presentations ended with their faithful silence. Kimberly sat at her desk and she seemed to be in a lustrous relief and, sitting behind her one desk to her right, Mike J. seemed to be in mourning. Then Jessica spoke: “The way you illustrated the Trinity and Incarnation reminds me of Augustine’s analogy. I was just reading about it, but decided to leave it out of my presentation.”
 
   “What is it? Please, share,” Camrin said.
 
   “He says we can discern the Trinity in the depths of our minds because there’s a trace of the God who created us—our Archetype—in our minds.” Everyone noticed Jessica look down at the gooseflesh rising on her arms. “The three properties that make up one’s mind—memory, understanding and will . . . or knowledge, self-knowledge and love—are aspects of God’s presence in our minds. Augustine’s says this psychological Trinity reflects the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”  
 
   “Research yields insight,” Professor Keystone said. “Class, expect to be tested on Augustine’s Trinity, and for homework read the assigned pages for Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. You’re dismissed.”
 
                 Camrin removed his flash-drive, and for a brief moment he felt awkward and embarrassed for disappointing professor Keystone. He thought that the weight of the moon had just plummeted from the heavens and his feelings had been the safety net, but when Kimberly rushed over to give him a hug before her shyness redirected her back toward the doorway, he had felt her admiration and the gravity of her glee wrap around him, which restored his purpose to share his insight and smash through the moon with everything he had.  
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   After giving another academic lecture, he felt he was fine tuning his developing rhetorical skills just right, and one day he could teach a class of his own. 
 
   I could teach! and get paid to corrupt the youth with enlightenment—
 
   “That was an amazing presentation, Camrin,” a girl shouted as she rushed out C building’s doors to catch up with him. Camrin turned around and saw a girl with lustrous light-blue eyes
 
   (like today’s sky) 
 
   and blond hair with black streaks. It was the girl who sits in the front row. She buttoned up her coat and said, “Hey, wait up.” 
 
    “What’s up?”
 
   “I’m Christine,” she said, catching up to him and shaking his hand.
 
   “Camrin.” 
 
   “I love science and philosophy. I’m so surprised that you know so much about the physical world, Camrin. When you were presenting, I could imagine how the universe could be conceived by a . . . Thinker.”
 
   “Thanks! Yeah, it’s wild. It’s like the immaterial world exists as an idea and is perceived like a dream.”
 
                 “Well, I was thinking . . . how do you explain how stable reality is? Wouldn’t reality be like a dream which can be distorted and ever-changing?”
 
                 “A supreme, perfect idea is subject to supreme, perfect contemplation and reflection. Everything does distort along with objects leaping into and out of being—just not at a rate we can distinguish. Everything that ever was, and is, and ever will be is contained within an isolated system—and during the last fourteen-billion years, everything has gone through a physical or chemical change although the fundamental properties that make up everything at one given time remains constant at its essence. Such as atoms and subatomic particles, for instance. They just recycle themselves into another form again and again . . . Like the particles that make up your beautiful blue eyes could have once been bonded together with other elements to form the decorative diamonds of an ancient princess’s necklace. I guess you can call it the evolution of imagination . . . or the conservation of matter. Whichever you prefer.”  
 
   “Huh.” Christine absorbed Camrin’s cunning response and said, “Then why doesn’t time jump around and overlap like it does in a dream. Like, why doesn’t some point in human history just interweave with the present?”
 
    “It does. Time jumps around all the time when one individual’s perspective is not in respect to someone else’s. You have to consider one’s motion along with their viewpoint. If someone else, who is across the universe, light-years away, stands still in respect to us sitting there on that bench, his perspective will be aligned with our ‘now’. But if that alien-like dude moves away from our solar system—our plant, then that alien-dude will have a different concept of time then us. His motion slows the rate at which our discernment relates; therefore our time no longer agrees with one another.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, Einstein—what’s up?” Christine said eagerly.
 
   "His perspective, in a sense, would be angled only to the slightest degree away from ours, but over a vast universe, this misalignment of each other’s perception accounts for hundreds of years of each planet’s history, and, if he decides to turn around and move toward us, his perspective will be angled toward our future. The past and future have just as much reality as right now. Take a supreme Thinker into account and you have perfect memory that’s contained within a perfect mind.
 
    “So God can contemplate on any moment in time—when he reflects?”
 
   “Yes! You got it. Perfect reflection.”
 
   “Wild. You know, buddy, you smell good.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah! Like some dank.”
 
    “I got baked before class to settle my nerves for the presentation, and when I finished packing my bowl, I unconsciously wiped the resin-crystals on my pants. I could smell bud the whole time presenting. You smoke?”
 
   “Yes! I got my medical card, and I’m aloud to grow twelve plants. I’m gettin’ pretty good at it.”
 
   “Hell yeah! Got my card, too,” Camrin said, excited to have finally talked with the pretty girl he’s had an eye on since the first day of class. Hell, baby, I’m just as surprised about you, too: a superhot horticulturist who loves philosophy . . . Shit! And she took a wild walkthrough my imagination and understands it perfectly. And if she was a smoker, she would have lit up by now. She would’ve done that as she walked out C building’s doors and before she buttoned up her coat.  
 
   “Wanna come over and smoke with me?” Christine asked, glowing with anticipation for Camrin’s response.
 
   “I’d love to blaze, but I have to go over to my sister’s after class and babysit for her,” Camrin said effortlessly. “How’s tomorrow?”
 
   “I got classes till two, then I’m free.”
 
   “I got to go out to Center Campus tomorrow for prose and advance creative writing. I get out—”
 
   “—I’m goin’ for my graduate’s degree in English,” Christine cut in, hitting him playfully.  
 
   “I’m thinkin’ that, too, along with philosophy. After winter semester, I’m cleared for a student overload, and I’ll graduate with two degrees. Arts and Law Enforcement.”
 
   “Law Enforcement,” Christine said curiously, “—you look like a cop. No, you look like you’d be one of those sharp lookin’ state troopers.” Her face blushed. “Not a wrinkle in your blue uniform . . .”
 
   (her eyes)
 
   “Well, that’s what I was gonna be. I failed the civil service written exam back in oh-eight, and that’s why I enrolled into college. Hell, after a couple of English classes, I was just gonna go retake the exam. You don’t need a degree to be recruited into the Michigan State Police.”
 
   “No way,” Christine said as they continued their walk toward the parking lot.
 
   “But, I ended up falling in love with writing and its unique creative processes; I’ve also discovered a love for metaphysics, too, since taking Professor Keystone’s class.” He gazed into her eyes and said, “Fate and a thousand what ifs has brought me here before your beauty,” Camrin said, walking Christine to her car, “so let’s meet tomorrow evening. I’ll take you out.”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   They exchanged cell numbers and then Camrin said, “What’s that?” pointing to a random car in the parking lot, and when she looked, Camrin laid a soft kiss on her cheek. “I’ll call you tomorrow between classes,” he said before leaving on another kiss of her blushing cheek.
 
   Those eyes, man . . . I have to have them! Got-damn moral ambiguities, I want them both! he thought, and then texted Lily:
 
    
 
   I’ll be home in about an hour n a 1/2. 
 
               See you soon!
 
    
 
   Before he keyed his ignition, he had to read Professor Keystone’s comments. He grabbed the scroll of paper that was stuffed in the side-mesh pocket of his Swiss Gear backpack. He unrolled it and read over his outline:
 
    
 
    
 
   Outline
 
    
 
    
 
    
    	 Introduction 
 
   
 
      A: Contemporary view of the universe  
 
      B: Analyze 17th Century Philosophy
 
    
 
    
    	God?
 
   
 
      A: René Descartes
 
   —Interest and Conclusions
 
    
 
    
    	René Descartes: deceived
 
   
 
     A: Reality is deceptive, not material
 
    
 
    
    	Human and God
 
   
 
    A: Neural network
 
    B: Matter: internal neural network
 
    C: Ideas
 
    
 
    
 
    
    	Jesus Christ
 
   
 
    A: The lucid, rational awareness of God
 
    B: Laws of imagination
 
    
 
    
    	Conclusion:
 
   
 
    A: Oneness 
 
    
 
    
 
   Virtuosity!
 
   You’re on your way to becoming an exceptional thinker! Great Job!! See the movie Animal House.
 
   C+
 
   B+ Keep Thinking!
 
   Take my philosophy of religion course this winter . . .
 
   . . . And when you do, empty your cup young grasshoppa.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   On his way home, he had gotten pulled over by a Warren Police officer and ticketed for failing to signal when changing lanes. 
 
   “I come quickly,” whispered into his ear from everywhere, but Camrin disregarded it as that perfect voice from his dreams . . . just a buried reflection deceiving his senses.
 
   Then Camrin had looked in his driver’s side mirror and watched the officer get out of his cruiser and walk toward the Power Wagon.
 
   “I could’ve also written you for five over!” the police officer said, handing Camrin his citation. “Drive safe!” And as the officer turned to walk away, he caught a glance of the far right side of Camrin’s windshield and noticed a minuscule crack and bawled, “You’re windshield’s cracked! I didn’t see that! I’m—”
 
   “Sir. I have another vehicle to drive until I get it fixed,” Camrin interjected without hesitation, “and it will be fixed within the next day or so. My Dad and brother have their own shop—”
 
   “Drive safe, and get the windshield repaired or replaced!”
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   Home from college, Camrin rushed upstairs and thought: I forgot to water my plants this morning! Fuck!  He went into his own secret room and unplugged the air pump and took the air tube out from a gallon of water. Thankful that none of his plants were wilting, he kneeled on the tarpaulin floor as his T-5 light systems drenched him with fluorescence. He pinched one of the plant’s buds and inhaled deeply through his nose as the intoxicating aroma of marijuana released all around his face. He loosened and churned some eroded soil with his fingers and then watered ten, two-foot plants of the Purps that were four weeks into flowering. My babies are so beautiful, he thought, and to think someone out there in America would love to see me locked up for life as if I committed—
 
                 “There’s a motherfucking spider mite!” Camrin said to himself. “Oh, you got ta go!” He placed his thumb and pointer finger between the tip of a leaf and pinched down, killing the mite for trying to invade his territory and feast on his sacred resources. “Sorry, buddy! If you didn’t destroy the aesthetic beauty and potent quality of my bud, I’d let you live like the spiders I see around the house.” 
 
   Suddenly, surrounded in darkness, Paul McCartney was strumming the guitar in the back of Camrin’s mind as Allen Ginsberg read his poem, “The Ballard of American Skeletons,” from a piece of paper.
 
   He hunted for those litters of black dots that mine the plants of their essential pigment: the reflective tissue which captures and traps light for photosynthesis. He looked through the plants’ leaves for white dots, too—the sign of mined chlorophyll—but there were none, nor were there any other sign signifying an incursion of spider mites assembling sleeper cells on the undersides of leaves. Relieved to have found and assassinated the one encroacher, Camrin went into his second secret room to check on the Red plants that his uncle had given him.   
 
   Gorgeous!
 
    “You gorgeous girls look so healthy.”
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   After caring for nature, Camrin stripped to his boxer briefs, and flexed various poses in the mirror. Then he shut the bathroom door and turned the shower on. He sat on the toilet’s porcelain lid, leaning back, lighting his last bowl of Kush. Camrin smoked it as the bathroom filled with a thick membrane of steam, leaving him feeling the status quo of personal euphoria.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   Revitalized, Camrin finally brought himself to look at the text messages he had gotten Saturday night.
 
   Confronting Mike at the party store overwhelmed Camrin with a mixture of anger and disgust as he drove to his cousins’ house. What was worse was the emergence of Sheriden’s pretty face resonating behind Camrin’s thought of ripping Mike out of his truck. He imagined punching Mike’s face and heel stomping his torso as he fell to the ground, but when he approached his cousins’ house, he was surprised to have run into his Aunt Sierra at exactly the same time again. Anger and disgust fled when calm love arrived, and Camrin hurried to say “Hi,” forgetting to reply to Christy’s text after the show of authority, leaving his phone in the Power Wagon.
 
                 There were six texts from Lily:
 
                 Hey hot-stuff!
 
   Miss you!
 
   Are you there?
 
                 You must really be dedicated to your studies, huh?
 
   Then, two hours after the first four, the fifth text read:
 
   When you’re done, I can come over . . . and we . . .
 
   Another hour later:
 
   Goodnight?  
 
   He loved it. Then he deleted the text messages as if he never read them. He looked out the front panoramic window and into his Roseville neighborhood. The sunshine was as bright as the power of God’s sight, and the wind sang like a distant choir of guardian angels. He glanced at the DVD player’s clock which displayed: 2:22. He thought of his Aunt Sierra again, and then grabbed his phone off the glass table as Kitty-Girl brushed against his ankle. Just as the call began to dial out, he hung up. He suddenly felt the urge to call her just to say hi and thank her one more time for influencing him to go to Macomb’s financial aid office and apply for the Pell Grant, but Camrin knew the seriousness of her boys’ weekend weighing on her, and decided to just text her instead:
 
    
 
   It’s Jr. 
 
   2:22 thinking of you!
 
   . . . I’ll see you soon.
 
   (Presentations went great, unorthodox, but great!)
 
   Thanks, again! 
 
   Love ya
 
    
 
   He hit SEND and then looked back out the huge window. 
 
   The decision to continue reading a novel for class or finish reading a personal novel for himself, took Camrin a good five minutes to reconcile. Promising himself that he would read twenty pages of the Wind-Up Bird Chronicle later, and another twenty pages tomorrow morning, he laid along the couch as Kitty-Girl leaped on his stomach. 
 
   He began to read from the remaining pages of Pet Sematary . . .
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   Thin clouds ran along the sky. The western sunset burned through the kitchen’s sliding doors and lit the interior with superhot-orange. Wall mirrors were like snapshots of heaven—emitting and heightening the dazzling flood of sunlight. Camrin, staring off into the sky, was like the spiritual embodiment of the holiest blessing who stood in the Light. Kitty-Girl sparred with the cloud’s dim shadows that were treading across the living room floor. Then Lily drove down Wildwood and turned the corner.
 
    
 
   ————
 
    
 
   He greeted her at the front door, and let her and the eastern sky’s back glow of purplish light in.
 
                 “I miss you,” Lily said, hugging him tightly. 
 
   She held on.
 
                 “Hey, beautiful, I miss of you, too!”
 
                 She forced herself to let go.
 
                 He kissed her.
 
                 “Here, unzip your hoodie and let me take it.” 
 
   Kitty Girl sat on the windowsill and stretched her paw toward Lily as if to wave hello.
 
   “Hi, Kitty.”
 
   “How’s your day?” Camrin asked.
 
   “Miserable and depressing. Ever since this afternoon—”
 
   “Those exams, huh?”
 
   “Do you have something to smoke? Maybe it will ease the burden of all this grief, if I can just sit next to you and smoke.”
 
   Oh no! You don’t have your medical card. If I smoke with you, I could do hard time! Paul McCartney plucked and brushed the stings of his guitar, and Allen Ginsberg’s voice rose in his mind again. 
 
   “For sure. My bud will make you feel brand new,” Camrin said walking into the kitchen. 
 
                 Camrin opened the refrigerator door and grabbed a steel lunchbox from the bottom drawer. Its alloyed chrome absorbed and echoed the sky’s setting luster of deepening red and bluish purple that emanated eloquently throughout the kitchen; rays of the Law shot in Camrin’s eyes. Damn, that was bright! A fiery galaxy bloomed in his vision; meteors fell, flaming butterflies fluttered out of sight; blinking, he noticed Sheriden’s childish script on the drywall: 
 
    
 
   I 
 
   Love 
 
   You 
 
   Camrin
 
    
 
   I love you, too, Sherbear, he thought, walking back into the living room. 
 
   "Hey, babe, I’ve been saving this bud for a few weeks. I only have an eighth, but it’s enough to smoke against the sunset while we relax. The only thing we’re missing is a Florida spring to mirror the colors. One day.” 
 
                 “It was so dark the first time I was here, and now it’s so bright. I can actually see your house.”
 
                 “I love living right in front and behind the rising and setting sun,” he said.
 
                 “It’s nice. You can see everything,” Lily said, looking out into Roseville’s fading day.
 
                 “Sure can. But one day, I want my own land; maybe out in Marine City or Algonac, in a house with windows like this one: immense, wide, and in every room.”  With another one in Citrus Springs, Florida! he thought decisively. “And next time, I’ll take you to the pedestrian bridge down the street. It’s the only other vast stretch of sky to see these wild sunsets at, other than the view from around the grounds of South Campus.” Heaven above enlightenment, his mind produced. 
 
                 Lily pushed two novels aside and sat on the couch. Camrin rested the steel lunchbox on the glass table, and then grabbed the novels.
 
                 “Gees, how many Stephen King books do you have?” Lily asked Camrin as he put his novels back on the bookshelf that had the author’s named etched into the wooden ledge in daunting characters.
 
                 “A ton. I bought a few, and my aunt and grandma on my mom’s side lent me some,” Camrin said, unlocking his lunchbox.
 
                 He pulled out a glass jar that had a glittering bud inside. He took it out and then turned on the lamp next to the couch. 
 
                 “Look, babe,” Camrin said, holding the bud under the lamp’s cold white light. “It’s got the tint of a blue pit.”
 
                 “I see it,” she said. “It looks like the bud’s got an off blue hue. And those crystals are dazzling. Lovely, Camrin.”
 
                 “Thanks. It’s called New-2. My uncle created his own strain, and my cousin is 
 
   (was!)
 
   growin’ it like mad. After we smoke it, it’ll take away your blues, babe.”
 
                 “I hope so.”
 
                  Turning off the lamp, Camrin sat on the couch next to Lily and hesitated for a moment, just looking at the bud. Then he cut the bud overtop the glass table. Lily tried to pet Kitty Girl, but the calico only lured her in with a burst of purrs and kitty kisses; then she turned on Lily and bit her finger followed with a furious hiss.
 
                 “Bitch!” Lily hollered. “Fuck!”
 
                 “Babe! You all right? Let me see,” Camrin said, taking her hand, kissing it, and then examining two teeth impressions with resin-stained finger tips.
 
                 “I’m fine. She scared the shit out of me when her ears went back and she dove for my hand.”
 
                 “She’s ruthless,” Camrin said glancing at Kitty-Girl, winking at her out the corner of his right eye. Kitty-Girl sat on in the windowsill and nuzzled the air with her nose, purring.
 
                 “She loves you.”
 
                 “Yeah she does,” Camrin said as he went back to packing his glass bowl. Camrin got up and tapped the spacebar on his laptop, waking it. He lit the bowl and took a smooth hit. Then the room took on an overwhelming ruddy flush as the day's end blazed around the sky, attracting twilight. He put on Twista’s Warm Embrace and hit the bowl again. 
 
                 He sat down and leaned against the arm of the couch, glancing out the window. “I feel light and weightless . . . almost transcendent, babe. I don’t know if it’s a sense of self-realization or what, but since I’ve left 
 
   (my cousins’ house)
 
   class, I’ve been feelin’ lightheaded and nauseated.”
 
                 Lily hit the bowl, her face saddened.
 
                 As Warm Embrace ended, Stairway to Heaven began.
 
                 Camrin packed another bowl, and they smoked together quietly, watching the neighbor kids use half of his front lawn to expand their game of tackle football. Across the street, another neighbor was raking leaves into a pile while his wife plucked daylilies from their flowerbeds. Two teens wearing Hatchet Man hoodies charged by on their Mongooses, stopping on the corner as they met with a group of girls. Camrin and Lily gawked at how the atmosphere dyed the neighborhood with a reddish colorant; trees and falling leaves flamed. Camrin burrowed his face into Lily’s warm body, and wrapped his arms around her securely. Nightmarish nature, his mind whispered. “I’ve been thinking so hard lately,” Camrin said, closing his eyes. “I’m probably just feeling the onset of another tension headache.”
 
   “Whatcha ya thinking about?” Lily asked, playing with Camrin’s hair. 
 
   “The problem of evil . . . and how God is everything at once, a God Who can never be too powerful, because there can be no limitation by what an infinite God—an All-Inclusive God—is. So if God is all powerful, all knowing, and everywhere, and in everything as much as He is everything, then how does Satan influence this Holy Reality—this mind of God—and encourage agents, who are essentially made up of Holy Light, to carry out nefarious deeds? Evil is all around us, babe.”  Lily listened, and continued to soothe Camrin. “This presence of Satan . . . this 
 
   (Unholy Trinity)
 
   evil must be inherit within the Light that forms nature . . . us. 
 
   “I’m about to read some writings on the problem of evil, because I’ve been thinking about it obsessively. When I got back from Forever, I was exhausted and passed out for an hour, but I woke up because I kept dreaming about
 
   (the fire)
 
   the problem of evil. It felt like my mind flourished with electrical energy as if I was wide-awake, but I wasn’t. When I finally did snap awake, I could feel a faint migraine settling around the fading vividness. I laid there trying to think of nothing. After a few minutes, I went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face and neck. I took a drink of water, and then went back to my room. I pushed the blinds aside and looked out my bedroom window, a force-of-habit, I guess, to check on the neighborhood every chance I get, and I saw that the moon was full and resting mid-sky; it was aligned dead-center with my window, staring right at me . . . Just me and the moon . . . I stood there staring back at that sphere which highlighted the vast midnight sky with ashy twilight, and I couldn’t help but feel as if that heavy moon had accelerated my thoughts the whole time I slept.” 
 
                 Lily seemed to fade away. The smooth stroke of her fingers gliding through his hair faded along with her. The reddish clouds boiled, and then combusted and conflagrated across the sky. Camrin shot to his feet, tripped, and caught his balance between the couch and the glass table. The table melted into a cool liquid that swam around his ankles, mirroring the blazing sky. 
 
                 “What the fuck is happening!” Camrin cried, darting for the front door—ripping it open.
 
   The sky was an abyss of fire. His neighbors’ anguished souls bled from their eyes and were drawn up into the flames. The endless moment of watching human spirits flee their physical embodiment and melt into a sky of fire beguiled Camrin. Citywide screaming began to mute. The last thing he remembered was listening to Lily’s heartbeat, listening to His imagination flow though her body. 
 
   Camrin turned to run back into his house, but it was so far away; Kitty Girl was a blurry scribble sitting in the distant window. He leaped the porch’s steps and raced for his Power Wagon as it dissolved into the wind. The street gave out and collapsed into darkness; Camrin ran down what was left of a crumbling sidewalk and took his last step on a concrete fragment and fell into the unknown, his conscious awareness lost to the universe as absolute vitality when He awoke. Everything that was once something became nothing. Existence blew out like a candle when billions of self-aware personalities transmuted back into One.  
 
   The Universal Thinker looks back at His absent creation of Earth and reflects on His nightmare of human civilizations. He then reaches over toward an endless workbench, glancing at the spherical fire blazing in Heaven’s sky with unexplainable brightness, and grabs a mountain chain and an ocean with translucent hands followed by fitting them in conjunction with deserts, savannahs, and wetlands on a planetary paradise. Now gawking at the forever stretching sunset that scorched the unnatural sky with incredible colors, He continues to reflect on humanity with intense hopelessness. His nightmare, so quick but so vivid, leaves him terrified and in despair. The magnitude of His anxiety saddens Him deeply, and He gives way with the desire to animate the human race with immortality after all. 
 
    
 
   49
 
    
 
   No! For my descriptive narrative is still a personification of a universal consciousness, and it provokes the notorious question: “Who created God?” 
 
   On the contrary, the One’s emergence and eventual fate may have as much reality as a false awakening, an endless transformation of reality: the Whole’s infinite expansion is Its infinite singularity.
 
                 To my father, this universal consciousness—no—imagination is like two mirrors slightly facing each other with an idea in between, an “I” that reflects throughout its own dreamful awareness infinitely. One of the first quotes I found of his where he’d written it on the back of a receipt was:
 
                  Reflections of water rippling throughout mirrors are a dreamful echo of flowing in the now.
 
   I loved it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Camrin died on the night his cousins’ house caught fire when he was sleeping in the master bedroom. During the state police investigation, Vara and Christy confessed to troopers that they had drugged Camrin. They said it would be funny if Christy slipped GHB into his water to loosen him up for the party. But when Christy awoke to a flame searing her arm, she panicked. She tried to wake Camrin—screaming and punching at his torso, jerking his arms. When the room filled with flames, she said she cut through the narrow hallway and could hear windows blowing out as she raced down the flight of stairs and into the kitchen. Sometime later, before Christy’s trial, she told Jimmy that she should have run down to the basement to get him so he could have saved Camrin, my father. Jimmy told me she said there may have been time but that she just ran out the house while everyone was fighting—ran out into the street screaming, “FIRE!” as Vara and Teresa pulled up. Her spitefulness . . . her smoking . . . her drunken-drugged frame of mind killed my father while I was but a gifted soul fusing into substance in my mother’s womb.
 
   My Uncle Danny and Aunt Dawn finally met my Great Aunt Sierra and cousins at my father’s funeral. Even my cousin Sheriden finally met Carmen and Isaiah for the first time, and they grew up together ever since. In fact, during the memorial service, and although my father was lying in a closed coffin as a charred, lifeless corpse, it was the first time my father and all six of his brothers and sisters stood in the same room together. 
 
   My mother, Veronica, fell into a deep depression and she didn’t come out of it until long after I was born; I was almost four from what my Aunt Dawn tells me. She blamed herself unforgivingly, and wished she had never left him, and knowing I was my father’s baby girl growing inside of her was too overwhelming at times. The day I was born, my mother’s father named me, Fortuna, after the Roman Goddess, and he told my mother from that moment forth I would live an extremely fortunate life because the curse of being born into such unfortunate grief had now been broken. My mother told me when grandpa did that, it cheered her up after the pregnancy and gave her the strength to live on although the death of my father weighed on her heavily . . . like the weight of the moon on the other end of a noose.
 
   She transferred back to Michigan and bought a house in Grosse Pointe so, when I was born, we could live close to both sides of my father’s new and old family. At least twice a year, my mother would book a resort near Grandview State Park in West Virginia, so I could see my other grandparents and their extended family. I took Carmen with me one time when we were teenagers, and it was the first time I ever smoked marijuana. She stole some from her dad’s stash and brought it with us. When we were with the family, riding snow mobiles throughout my grandpa’s mountainous property, Carmen and I trailed off so we could smoke. At a heavenly altitude, we passed a joint back and forth laying in a fresh coating of snowfall, making snow angels, watching a sky of evening stars coming alight, and I said, “Don’t Orion’s Belt and its lower half resemble the Temple of Kukulkan?”
 
   “Who?” Carmen had asked. I love her, and over the years, we became more like sisters. 
 
   I only know my father from the stories my mother, uncles, aunts, and cousins have told me and the photos he took, or were taken in, and the artwork he drew or painted. But one day, when I was sixteen, my cousin Sheriden gave me my father’s fireproof safe that he had used to keep all the writings he valued that my Aunt Dawn had given her when she started college at Macomb. She thought since Sheriden took a liking to English so much in high school, maybe reading through her Uncle’s work would inspire her; it has, as much as his work inspires me to this day. Nowadays, Sheriden is a full blown scholar and has written dozens of articles for philosophy magazines and websites focusing on ethical issues such as moral ambiguities, and has published four horror novels before she became an English and philosophy professor at Wayne State University. 
 
   Over the last four years, I’ve read through hundreds of pages of notes and searched through dozens of folders filled with scarp paper, envelops, receipts, sticky notes (or whatever he could find at the time when he had a sudden thought or idea rush forth) to become better acquainted with my father. 
 
   As I read and became familiar with his detailed notes on metaphysics, aesthetics, religion, and daily events, I could envision his personality, and was able to connect his thoughts together as a reel of memory before transitioning to the possibility of my father completing his presentation and then delivering it to class. I ordered his thoughts in a disorder of chronology, nonetheless. Majority of this story is written in my father’s own words. Sentences throughout this narrative and dialogue are my father’s philosophy, confessions, poems or stories, and dreams as his thoughts written down. I simply collected, drafted, and edited his written memory. Toward the beginning of this tale, the two dreams that are written in first-person are original, unedited pieces he wrote after a night’s sleep. One produces strong, vivid images and the other is so philosophically profound that I didn’t want to change a word like I did to the dream he had of his family hanging themselves. That one, and others, I changed to the third-person narrative. At first, I did not intend to write a story. I was only curious with what my father was working on and I was compelled to make sense of it. I was able to power on his cell phone by way of its wall charger and read through it, but I never had a chance to look through his laptop. My Aunt Dawn used it while she finished college, and who knows what happened to it or his flash-drives since. I asked and looked, but they never turned up. I was lucky, though, because my father felt that his PowerPoint presentation was important enough for him to create a transcript as a backup. He kept a copy of the transcript in a folder that was marked, V.C II, and filed it away in his safe. As I develop the material, his character emerged, and that “what if he would have lived on” haunted me for weeks: What if he lived and Christy didn’t. As much as he would have loved to live on, experiencing the fruits of his hard work for himself, along with raising his daughter, he was robbed of those opportunities after all. I kept thinking about the “what if” more and more until I finally wrote down my thoughts and feelings. Writing this reflection, I feel so much better, because in a way, as my father’s tale is read, one’s imagination breaths a breath of life into his spirit so that his thoughts and feelings and mind live on. 
 
   One rainy day when I was bored, I found the conclusion to the demon story he jotted on the back of a Martin Luther King Jr.article, “King’s God: The Unknown Faith of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.” He noted the date, 11-1-12; it was the last story he’d written; the last piece of art he left this world. Under the finished piece, he wrote: Type up, print, and follow back up with my Sherbear. I asked Sheriden about it, and she said that was the last story he had told her and she retold it to me the best she could remember. At the time I was talking with her, I had just started writing this story, and I knew I wanted to blend the demon story within it, so I didn’t tell her I found the ending. A month later, I asked her if she would review a story of my own, and she said she’d be more than happy to and to give her a copy at Grandma Plumley’s during Christmas. Sherbear will finally get a chance to read the analogous story’s conclusion. 
 
   In the meantime, I’ll finish this semester at Macomb, and I’ll revise a tale of a wishful “what if”.
 
    
 
    
 
   . . . Dammit! That drew blood?!
 
   I better call Sheriden and see if she knows about this. 
 
    “Hello? Veronica?”
 
                 “ . . . Hi, Sheriden, I know it’s late, and I’ll see you at the funeral tomorrow morning, but I had to know—”
 
                 “It’s okay.”
 
                 “Sorry for crying. It’s been so much. I ‘us read a story that Fortuna had wrote. It’s well written, and I think she wrote and finished it right before that goddamn grade-four ruined her brain! It’s about us. . . Our family; it revolves around Camrin’s life, like she tried to piece together her father’s life so she could’ve known him . . . understood him; I don’t think anyone could have ever understood Camrin, but she tried her damn hardest. Do you know anything about this story?”
 
   “She did ask me to look at one of her creative projects back in the beginning of October. I hadn’t gotten the chance to, though; that’s probably it. I told her I would between semesters, but by then—”
 
   “I didn’t think you did . . . She wanted you to. I’ll have it here for you to take a look at after the funeral. I’ll let you go. My finger won’t stop bleeding.”
 
   “What happened? Are you all right?” 
 
   “Yes. I fucking sliced my finger as I gathered Fortuna’s manuscript together. I’ll see you in the morning, Sheriden; blood’s seeping through the tissue paper and dripping on her desk. Goodbye.”
 
   “ . . . Goodbye.”
 
    
 
   Coming Death
 
    
 
   Fortuna must’ve been six when I read her this letter, Sierra thinks. I wonder if she remembers it. Death is the gold band around which it meets itself at the diamond of life, Camrin once told me. Pre-birth lasts as long as death, Aunt Sierra. Was it not an eternity before we were born?
 
    
 
   10/29/12
 
   Dear Aunt Sierra,
 
                 I cannot help but daydream the demonic discussion we had had last Saturday: the dialogue is now painting in my mind; I see Descartes’ Evil Demon holding up a medieval mirror at an unveiled sky; a thought bubble in Its head but our world It conceives for you and me. The infinite recursion is of the Evil Demon holding up a medieval mirror; this is runaway Deception, and within It, the reality that thinks . . .
 
   Descartes built certainty not on sand in which I found his skull. He, nearly a decade cloistered in Academia, gave away with seeking a career so he had the time to freely develop a method for properly using the mind. The mind he used himself while locked away from an uncompromising world. Philosophic ambitions can be one’s coffin nails, but Descartes became an Emperor of Reflection: his body fled the City of Scholars on horseback to travel Europe while his mind wandered unknown paths . . . I daydream ascending from Plato’s cave carrying the bones of Descartes.
 
   Learning about Descartes—about his prudence and death—I am astonished. There are others minds—“great minds”—from which I learn and I notice they share a uniform and recurring desire: to have plentiful and undistracted time to waste on mastering their talents . . .  
 
   Mozart’s conflagrant imagination may have been supernatural, for what came from it is perfection. Yet he knew that pupils got in the way. He was a pauper, as I, and to be a miraculous creator, there needs to be time to compose—not chase pennies! I am starting a new story—V.C. II—is the working title; closing the door for the winter; spring shall bloom new life, flowers, and a story that should not exist. Over the weekend, I finished that short horror story we spoke about, “Reaching through Mirrors.” I have ineffable feelings for this horror story. For I wonder whether the Devil is the Shadow of God. I do not know what to do with it just yet, but there is this overarching theme—extended analogy, the scaled logic of which I appear to be the Shadow’s shadow—that is causing my brain to ache. There may be an Evil Demon deceiving us, but I continue to find the will in me to see God’s “I” and mine!
 
   The cosmic web looks as if it is a snapshot of neurons deep inside one’s mind. If Descartes was alive today, I bet he’d classify the known universe as a cognitive discovery, and would use the human brain and mind as a base by which God can be measured. 
 
   Lucid and very real—I, in my dream, Aunt Sierra. Sunday night, after studying all weekend, sleepless, I got high and read the last twenty-five pages of Jaws; then I went back to bed and lay there for twenty minutes. I fell deep asleep and awoke standing in blackness, for my mind must have been forming the mock reality on to which I stepped. On fanciful impulse, I open my front door and step out into icy twilight. Fresh and heavy snowfall fills this recurring neighborhood; a mountainous snowbank covers the three arborvitaes that line my front patio. The moment I step out on the patio, I knew I was lying in my bed sleeping but awake here and very alive. I reach my hand out for the snowbank. Thinking, testing my lucidity, the snow melts inward and forms a crystalline forest of icicles. Purple and pink glimmers in the ice spikes. I then notice I am wearing my black, long-sleeved Detroit Red Wings shirt, jean shorts, and white and black Nike Shocks. I notice a few neighbors who populate my dream and one of the buildings is missing, and now the buildings behind it, too. I will the snow cover away and walk toward the vast green grass. Fuck trying to control things, I think coherently. I have to see my working mind—observe the electrical storm of my brain! 
 
   (if I can bear it?)  
 
                 I quickly examine my coherent and eloquent surroundings. I know this reality on where I stand is encased in my skull, the whole atmosphere here a holographic projection of my unconscious will. A mind of your own . . . I think, and grin. Have to tell Aunt Sierra about this dream when I wake up. I look up at my sky with intent to see through the thin membrane of overcast. The imagination I hold in my dream-mind is a sky split wide-open, revealing space and stars, but what I saw before me was pink and gray overcast. I become weightless, scared, and one thing is now certain: lucidity requires great energy! My head feels like the hemispheres of my dream-brain split when I intentionally imagined the sky splitting. With my pinking sky undisturbed and hovering over me, pressing, I fear that I may really see the workings of my brain . . . that the sight of my neural thunderstorm may ensnare me for eternity. Would not one glimpse of God kill us? I think. I take a knee and fear my infinite awareness. I hesitantly look up again. The sight above is too extreme; I cannot bear my vast shroud of omnipresence. I wake. 
 
   Would I go crazy if I saw my working brain, Aunt Sierra? This self-analysis isn’t like cutting out a square of your own skull so you can look at your brain in a mirror while thinking about it: Oh, how abstract . . .  What if I become tantalized by the internal sight and never wake up?! Paralyzed out there while I swim around in here—forever . . .  Here? My mind . . . And if my physical-self ever did  die while “I” was grounded in a dream, “I” may never know it . . . No more external writing. Rather pour salt on my brain, awake, than sleep forever, writing novels in my dreams which will never be published for you to read. Or one imaginary moment—the show’s over, folks!—total blackout. No more swimming, no more dreaming. No goodbyes . . .
 
   However, all this progressive lucid dreaming perhaps is preparing my mind to perceive my mind. Not for my mind to cannibalize my mind. Last night, I was all “I”—me. But, knowing I had been present everywhere in my dream and at one point thinking—My brain is the Dark Matter of my mind. It forms my neural meshwork!—I was scared. Awake, writing, I now know that facing the sight of my brain was difficult to cognitively manage because of this sense of imprisonment. As I write this sentence, I can feel my brain; dopamine has been dripping down its pathways; adrenaline flowing into my heart. 
 
   I am so determined to see my working brain; does this negate the “free will” I thought I had over my dreams in a dream? Next time, I’ll try to focus on smells—on the Stinky Cheese Man appearing and dashing across a pastel green hill—before I conceive an ocean so the off shore winds can breathe me free of his lingering dank; maybe, right then, I’ll summon great waterspouts, which I’ll have tear open my dreamful sky so I can finally see Oz the Great and Terrible. 
 
   The last two lucid dreams I had, I did not have the courage or power to pull back the curtain of persistent imagination. Last week I saw myself looking into blue-gray sky, then the lucidity faded as I slept. Some six months ago, I fell asleep and opened my eyes to a roofless room: I swelled with lucid awareness, but the vacuum of greenish-black sky pressing down on my bedroom was too great; I had my opportunity to stand up on my bed and gaze deeply into my faculty.  I feared my noetic self and pulled the comforter back over me.  
 
   There’s a pattern to my wakeful nights and lucid dreaming: I lay awake in bed for an hour—not by choice. Then I finally go downstairs (fully awake—not groggy) and smoke a bowl while reading for a half hour. At this point, I am stimulating and charging my deep-brain areas. When I lay back down in bed, I can feel the “language” areas’ rhythmic beating. Mind activated (and considering the moon, for late last night’s was fat, centered, alluring) I fall into sudden deep sleep while I am still awake. But the pernicious nature of my mind expels me from becoming an omnificent dreamer.  
 
   What reinforces this feeling of internal imprisonment is when I do wake out of a potent dream: I come right out of and then drop right back in deep sleep. My consciousness feels like it’s a rock that has been thrown high into the air, suspends freely for a moment, and then freefalls into the depths of my body. At this precise moment, I am deprived of movement but am fully conscious. Under this sleep spell, forcing myself to fling open my eyes, I am paralyzed with fear—stuck in my body, my mind but an unmovable rock. In truth, my mind is the simulacrum of creation itself. I must continue to ameliorate my pusillanimous spirit so I can see God. I shall tap His creative power so I can observe Our Souls—“Us.” 
 
   My mind, a boundless circumference with a ubiquitous center, is the unimaginable universe. Unbearable reality to encompass, infinity of a man who is all men—what if everyone knows—at the same time? Like all the mirrors of the world reflecting God—multitude of thoughts becoming concentrated in a single point of space—what if everyone who populates your dreams suddenly knows he or she is you?
 
    
 
   Love 
 
   Camrin
 
    
 
                 The mailman breaks her concentration when he knocks on the door. 
 
                 “Hi, Sierra. Got a priority delivery for you,” the mailman says.
 
                 “Oh, thanks!” she says.
 
                 She signs the release, and talks to the mailman about the heat, and then wishes him off for a cooler day. She sits in her chair and strips off the package flap and shakes out a magazine: in blood dripping red Evil King’s Horror Magazine. Under the cover’s heading are skulls that fade out of darkness and stare back at her with abysmal gorges for eye sockets, jaws hanging open, screaming silently. Each side of the cover features two titles and the authors’ names in bloody script: “Population Ghosts,” by George Judson Masen. “Emancipated Skeleton,” by Ray Russo, and on the right-hand side of the cover, “The Devil in form of Dusk,” by Louis Trenton, and “Raining Insane,” by Theodora Singleton. The bottom: And Many More Tales of Nerve Striking Horror! But, near the bottom right corner: “Reaching through Mirrors,” by Camrin Triton! 
 
                 Sierra, overwhelmed because her dead nephew’s short story has been published, turns to the contents page, finds his name, and then thumbs anxiously to page 83. Then she closes EKHM and cries. Cries hard . . .
 
                 Sierra calls Veronica.
 
                 “I got my copy this morning—and thank God! I didn’t think it would be in print in time,” Veronica says. “I’m going up to the hospital this afternoon to read it to Fortuna, would you like to come along?”
 
                 “Yes. I would love to.”
 
                 “I’ll stop in within the hour, Sierra. I love you.”
 
                 “I love you, too. Goodbye.”
 
                 Sierra thinks of Grandma Sequoia as well, then rolls and lights a fresh joint of Clint’s Moonkind. She smokes the lunar pine to mellow her downhearted day.
 
   Tears run . . . haunted by dead conversations. 
 
                 Veronica pulls up-in the driveway; Sierra, with her EKHM safely enclosed in its priority package, locks up and then rides with Veronica to the hospital.
 
                 The pain had gotten so bad Fortuna could no longer care for herself, could no longer get out of bed to pour a glass of water, for her brain is rapidly being devoured by C— . . . the internal murderer known throughout the world. Veronica and Sierra enter Room 213 knowing that Fortuna is bad, and, in a dazed half sleep, Fortuna glazed eyes roll over to them and reveal her misery: her knees are bent, lap is folded toward the window, which looks out to an industrial roof fan—metallic precision slices through a bead of reflecting sunlight—her thin feet peek from under the hospital sheets. Tears are her eyes. Fortuna, straining from within to say, “. . . Hello . . . ,” and to raise her skeletal ridden hand, is kissed on the check and greeted by the girls.
 
                 “The story . . . its print came in the mail, today, Fortuna, sweetheart,” Veronica says.
 
                 Fortuna draws a thin smile; her hands disappear within Great Aunt’s and Mother’s.
 
                 “We’ll read it to you.”
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