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THE APPOINTMENT


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





Hot day. Brilliant sun. It was difficult to wear the hooded robe.  It 


was a hated artifact; but it would have attracted too much attention not 


to wear it. After all ever since the treatment was proscribed by law, it 


was a criminal offense to anyone who missed a treatment to go without it. 


And NC1847 had gone without a treatment for a number of weeks.  Under 


normal circumstances this would have had dire consequences, but NC1847 


had friends in the Ministry of Youth and the official explanation was 


that he was hunting in a remote are of the Yukon where treatment centres 


were not available.  This was lie, but a lie, that was at least believe 


by someone, although with skepticism. NC1847 had missed a number of 


treatment before, but never several weeks at one time.  The ministry 


of Youth and the Youth Police had already opened a file. They had 


already marked it in their minds, "Final Chance." And indeed it was 


NC1847's wife who persuaded him to submit to another treatment.  She 


implored him in the name of his unborn children, his dying mother, and 


his long dead father.  He did not believe any of this, yet his sense 


of duty and his confusion of what his role in life should be, made him 


consent.  It was a forced consent, fraught with guilt and fear, and he 


hated himself for being such a coward.     





So, here he was, sweating in the rough woolen, what he called a monk's 


habit, since that is what it looked like, from the movies he had seen, 


walking across the busy traffic to treatment centre 98 in the 


back streets of the Byward market in the mega city of Ottawa, Ontario. 


The last vestiges of what was once a great and troubled country called 


Canada.  His trepidation mounted as a group of children accosted him.  


"There's a Leper!" and they began to throw stones at him.  He quickened 


his pace and ducked into the hallway of the treatment centre.  The youths 


seemed very disappointed that none of the stones had met their target, 


but they patiently waited for another heavily robed stranger.  The youth 


police stood down the street and applauded.  After all these were the 


moral children of the future.  They would never flaunt the law.  Respect 


of youth was everything to them.  





Once inside the damp dark hall he mounted the creaky stairs to the 


second floor office.  Treatment Centre 98 was not by any stretch of 


the imagination in the better part of town.  But this was where he had 


been ordered to report to for his treatment.  After all, a man in his 


shape should not be seen where he would offend the "politically correct" 


social strata of the middle class society, even though he himself was of 


that class.  He stood for a moment before the door with the smokey 


corrugated glass window upon which was written only Treatment Centre 


98, Division A.  It was with great trepidation he grabbed the door 


knob and gave it a twist.  





The door opened into a dingy dark reception room.  At the far end was 


a staid aluminum desk, where was seated a nurse shuffling papers and 


typing data into a computer terminal which was quite a few editions out 


of date.  Against the wall, underneath an inferior reproduction of a 


Renoir portrait of a young ballet dancer, five robed patients were 


waiting for their turn.  All of them were motionless, and one was 


escorted by a Youth Police officer who had wrists bound together by 


handcuffs.  All were motionless, as if resigned to their non retractable 


destiny.  NC1847  took a deep breath and walked up to the receptionist's 


desk and handed her his plastic identification card.  She took it without 


looking up and fed it into the computer.  A few seconds later the card 


was expelled and the monitor lit up with NC1847's person history.  The 


receptionist read what was on the screen.





"You are late for your treatment." she said after a moment's pause. Her 


tone was full of sarcasm and disdain.





"I was away on business."  NC1847 was almost apologetic."I see,,," the receptionist countered, "but I don't understand why that 


should be an excuse.  There are treatment centres everywhere.





"Tell that to the grizzly bears." He almost instantaniously regretted 


having said it.





The receptionist ignored the remark and kept typing.  





He hated the computer monitoring system.  He hated the arm band he was 


required to wear around the clock to record his every move. (He removed 


it for a number of weeks in the wilderness--but to admit this was a 


crime).  He believe with a passion that it was an infringement on his 


rights, but the Act of Freedoms required all members of society of  


account for their whereabouts at every moment of their lives.  It stated 


that "those who have nothing to hide should not object to being 


monitored" and "the state is only monitoring citizens for criminal 


activity" and "those who have noting to hide have nothing to fear from 


the law, which after all is there to protect all decent young citizens."  


It was the word "young" which stuck in his throat the most.  "Why must 


we be 'forever young' as the national anthem stated?  Why are we forced 


to undergo these horrendously painful treatments at least once a week 


and for some even more?  He tried to justify the means to an end...


beauty, wealth and security...Was this the goal of all society?  Was 


this the true happiness that the state literature dictated?  He doubted 


it.  But like anyone else, his job depended on it, and his wife and 


family depended on his to keep their reputation. 





The receptionist finally brought up his file on the computer:  "I see 


that you have been summoned seven times in the past week.  It's a wonder 


central agency did not issue you an arrest order.  Sit down over there." 


She pointed at a bench already filled with hooded people like himself.  


These hoods had to be worn if you had aged at least one year from that 


of the prescribed twenty one.  





"I have no idea," he said and walked over to the bench, sat down and 


waited.  





All the people wore hoods like himself.  But unlike himself, these were 


the cripples and outcasts.  Those that defied society's reasoning and 


society's dictates. They had to be brought in by the youth police and 


most were handcuffed.  He was transfixed by one wrinkled hand which was 


left uncovered.  It omitted a strange beauty to him.  Something that 


told him that this person had lived a long time, and lived a hard life.  


He was transfixed, and he was moved by these great crevices which to him 


meant so much more than the hollowness of prescribed youth.





The wait seemed like an eternity.  He watched others enter the clinic 


and he watched those who came after him admitted before.  He walked up 


to the receptionist to ask, but she just curtly referred him back to 


his seat. "The Doctor will see you when he is ready."





Another half hour passed: "The Doctor will see you now."  He entered 


the office...








THE DOCTOR'S OFFICE


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





The Doctor, in white smock, slightly plump, striped tie, sat at his 


mahogany desk, filled with the paraphernalia of someone who was 


successful, but not overly, just enough to say that he had a house , 


a car, a cottage for the summer, and  a wife and as the picture indicated, 


two teen age children: all in all, a successful practitioner, who took his 


vacations in exotic locations and probably had a better relationship 


with his receptionist than his wife.





NC1847 sat down in the studded leather chair in front of the desk.





"I see you have not had a treatment in 68 days" the Doctor said without 


looking up.  "Seventy days, and you would have been arrested and forcibly 


brought to this clinic...You are wise to see the severity of the situation.  


Unfortunately the treatment will have to be stronger than usual and there 


will be much discomfort.  But then you brought this on yourself.  It says 


here that you were away hunting in the Yukon.  Might be very well, but 


that still doesn't explain your disappearance.""The monitor broke down."





"It says here that it didn't."





"Maybe I just forgot it in the cottage...I don't remember."





"You know that is a criminal offense..."





"If I did it on purpose...but I'm here aren't I?"





"Yes, indeed... you are here."  He sounded almost belligerent, obviously 


not believing a word.  "Well, we can remedy that situation...If you just 


step this way..." He motioned NC1847 into a side room which contained an 


oblong chamber not much different from the tanning machines they used  


in the 20th century, and which were soon found to be even more harmful 


than the ultra violet rays which the depleting ozone layer had forced 


them to resort to to get a "perfect" tan.  Of course now, NASA had built 


an artificial "ozone" layer which allowed untreated tanning.  But that 


was only for those who had the "treatment"...those who didn't were hunted 


down and persecuted.  It was hard to see that there was anyone on the 


planet who still allowed themselves to grow old.





He s got up and slowly walked to the "Rejuvenation" room...It was a


painful process even at its minimum, but he knew that this would be 


torture.  He took off his robe, his clothes, and lay naked on the 


glowing slab and then felt the cover closing the area.  He closed his 


eyes...the lights began to get brighter and brighter and soon a terrible 


pain crept through him as if each cell in his body were being pulled 


apart.  It was excruciating.  He wanted to scream, but stifled his 


"indiscretion" and almost passed out, knowing that it would not be more 


than a few moments.   Knowing that no one would care.  The recreation 


of youth was everything to them...he knew that this was the only thing 


they cared about.  





After 15 minutes...trice the dosage recommended to "regular" clients he 


was "cured".   He got up slowly.  His guts hurt.  He felt as if someone 


slowly electrocuted him...as if his skin was peeled away bit by bit...and 


then grafted back...He hated it...he hated it...he hated the sensation...


this time ten times worse.  The nurse brought a mirror, held it up to him, 


he was both disgusted and amazed at the results.  He was 21 again,  The 


proscribed age.  But somehow he could not get those wrinkled hands out 


of his mind.  it was a complete juxtaposition of images.  Youth and aging.  


A struggle that was not recognized by the state.  He knew that he would 


have to bear it alone.  He knew, making up his mind, once and for all, 


that this would be his final treatment.  No matter what the consequences.  


Little did he know, the future would be much more difficult.





The nurse helped him get up, and he dressed before he went back into 


the doctor's office.  





"Now..you understand, because you have lapsed several treatments, you 


will have to have two treatments a month for 6 months.  This can't be 


avoided.  Once the procedure is over you will be able to return to your 


normal routine."





NC1847 nodded.  His head was spinning, and he did not quite understand 


what was happening to him.  He knew he no longer wanted these treatments, 


and he knew that the wrinkles he saw on the prisoner's skin were somehow 


"normal"...but he was not sure how...or what it meant.





He left the clinic without the cape.  The August breeze felt good upon 


his skin and there was a type of euphoria, which he knew he shouldn't  


cater to.  But he felt that breeze upon his skin was a type of osmosis...


a way of getting in touch with nature..but not an " artificial medium"...


he knew there was more depth...after all, hadn't the Rolling Stones 


played into their seventies? but that was banned along with any images 


that portrayed people over twenty one...








THE WAY HOME


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





He got home late, after stopping at the local bar and having one or two 


"youth" drinks...but he wanted something more "authentic" so he went to 


a dive in the back alley of Murray street.  There he found the pimps and 


whores and drug pushers who constantly evaded the law (but a law which 


seemed to tolerate them more than those who left their skin to wrinkle.) 


Here he found some solace, among the make-up and artificiality which 


people chose, but were not forced to participate within.  





He had several whiskeys.  He watched the evening news on the monitor in 


the corner above the bar.  There was a program on the news channel which 


was about the police search for the "last old man".  He was on the FBI 


most anted list as the number one criminal.  And he was rumored as being 


somewhere hiding in the Rocky Mountains around Colorado.  But to date 


the Youth police were unsuccessful. They displayed ugly composite drawing of what this man would look like; bent, frail and wrinkled beyond 


comprehension.  Almost inhuman.  The representations of the Abominable 


Snowman almost seemed cuddly compared to this.  NC18467 shook his head.  What a society,  he thought, and asked for another drink.  He knew it 


was getting late.  10:30 to be precise, and he knew that he would soon 


have to go home before his wife phoned the search police and they would 


locate him at this bar.  It wouldn't do for his employment if he was 


escorted home this way.   So he downed his last whiskey and headed out 


into the cold Autumn Ottawa air.  The market was filled with evening 


revellers.  Although the booths has long since closed their doors to 


the tourists and shoppers who thought they were getting fresh produce 


from the Ottawa valley (they were not--but why should the city council 


alert them?) A whore accosted him, "Hey Sweety. want some?" she swung 


her hips like a twelve year old posturing.  He shook his head and 


continued on to Sussex and then past the lighted Chateau Laurier on his 


way to the apartment building he lived alone with his wife.





On the way he passed the grand war memorial and stopped to remember when  as a youth he and a group of friends, after an all night party (and before the conscription) pushed an empty bottle of cheap champagne into the barrel of the cannon and took a picture of which he still had in one of 


the envelopes of precious material he kept in one of the drawers in the 


bedroom.  All this material had to be hidden from the Youth Police.  


Anything that was prior to when  the "youth proscription" was contraband.  Sentence: 


death.  But everyone had some mementos...pictures of their aged parents, 


relatives, and children.  This was an indispensable link to the past.  


Something they remembered from childhood.  Obviously it was not shared 


by the political entity which has "socialized" this country after the 


civil wars.  Not that any of it resolved anything.  The French were 


still french and the english still english. But what did change was the 


development of a "youth society" which was ushered in after most of the 


"baby boomers" had demised.  New advances in gene manipulation had 


created a process whereby the body could be rejuvenated and kept a 


certain age as long as a person was alive.  Unfortunately, what it 


could not do, was to free a body from the ravages of disease or of "aging".  


Even though the treatment made the body look a natural twenty-one, the 


inner body workings would still age.  This did nothing for the medical 


institutions, which were deluged as ever, but it did make it harder to 


diagnose certain illnesses, and with increasing strains resistant to the 


most modern antibiotics, many times this was nightmare and doctors could 


do nothing but stand by and watch a patient die: especially when the 


patient, through vanity or pride, (increasing) refused to divulge their 


age or their family medial history.  





And so it went. The doctors descried this procedure but the polititians 


could only see the surface and proclaimed (what ultimately the public 


believed) that looking youthful would inhibit all these new deceases.  It 


never did.  But polititians, like everywhere, under every system, are as 


blind as a uneaten horse radishes...but one they are eaten.  And NC1847 


knew he had eaten, he almost thought, the "apple", but this was much 


more bitter.  He looked up at the stars.  He could see a clear black 


sky with brilliant stars of light flashing. This was only recently 


available to city dwellers, since the hydro plants were no longer on 


a twenty-four hour schedule.  He saw a meteor flash before his eyes from 


the constellation of Hydra.  It was bright and  with a yellow white burst 


and then dissipated into the blackness.  He wondered a how the world had 


changed since the first contact was made with another civilization.  That 


was thirty years ago.  Just a beep on a monitor.  But a significant signal.  


A signal the scientist were still attempting to decode.  But they did know 


that it was a deliberate message from another civilization on another 


planet.  And the second Hubble telescope had even imaged this planet, but 


it was as gaseous as Jupiter and the signal was whale-like and very 


complex and it did say something revelatory, but no one as yet, after 


thirty years, knew what it meant.  He had a fleeting though, ask the 


whales, but dismissed it, sine the science community, even after Lilly's 


experiments in the mid 1960's, considered whales and dolphins as "smart" 


animals, but nowhere near human intelligence.  Did he believe this?  He 


wasn't sure.  There was enough speculation, enough data to the contrary, 


but no one had the funds to pursue this area of understanding.  All 


efforts were now concentrated into the "youth" experiments and how to 


regenerate the organs along with the now so "perfect" skin regeneration 


which were preformed all over the world  because the technology was there 


and the cost had become almost commonplace. Meaning, the state picked up the costs on behalf of their populace through taxes.





He forgot how long he walked, but suddenly as if waking from a deep 


inebriating dream, he found himself on MacLaren Street near Elgin in 


front of his apartment building.  He fumbled through his pockets for the 


key and entered the brightly lit hall.  There was a couple waiting for 


the elevator, and some children playing in the hall.  They were running 


around him and laughing.  He smiled at the little girl, but the mother 


noticed it and immediately told the children to quiet down, while she 


kept them near her.  Her husband said something to her in another 


language, he could not quite make out.  Slavic perhaps.  The elevator 


door opened and they all got in.  The couple with the children pressed 


the seventh floor button and he the tenth.  They silently ascended 


each looking at the digital numbers which designated which floor they 


were at.  He noticed that the display would bring up not the floor they 


were at, but the floor which they were going to be at next.  For some 


reason the ascent took an inordinate amount of time.  Finally the group 


got off at their floor and he watched them going to the apartment 


immediately across from the elevator.  He wondered how four people could 


live in a small one bedroom apartment.  








HOME


~~~~~





His key turned the lock and he opened the door slowly, noticing that it 


creaked a little.  Have to oil the hinges, he thought. His wife was in 


the kitchen making herself a coffee.  A cigarette was burning in the 


ashtray on the dining room table.  Several magazines were open next to 


it and obviously she had been reading.  There were several dirty dishes 


in the sink. She came and embraced him. 





"I'm glad you're back. Let me look at you."  She stood back and walked 


around him as if she were admiring a new haircut.  "They did a fine job. 


You look like a new man." 





He just frowned. "I guess they did. Anything left over from supper? 


I'm starved."





"Sorry. Only made some for myself."





"Obviously." There was a tinge of anger in his voice, but he quickly 


brushed it aside.  He was too tired to argue tonight.  He looked at the 


plume of smoke riding from the cigarette. "Could you open the window a 


bit. It's pretty stuffy in here."





She said nothing, finished preparing her coffee, opened the window, and 


sat down to read her magazines.  





He looked in the refrigerator and made himself a sandwich, since the only thing 


left was frozen, and he did not want to take the time to unfreeze it.  


Besides it was already ten thirty and he was dead tired and only wished 


to go to bed and sink into a deep relaxing sleep.





"So, what did you do all day?" he went to the window and looked across 


the the brightly lit windows of the other apartment buildings across the 


street.  He could see people moving about.  Above the building he could 


see the sky clearing and the stars and gibbous moon appear from behind 


the clouds.  He was always amazed at the wonder of the sky. Even now, 


when trips to the moon were common, and one could buy a trip to the 


international space station (not that he could afford it), but his boss 


had shown him pictures of last years trip. 25,000 dollars for a week. 


But then he would never make that kind of money.





"I went shopping with JV57t4, and we saw this beautiful pink dress, but 


neither of us had the money to buy it, so we just went looking around. 


At one point we saw this ugly fat woman trying on a dress that was much 


too small for her. J complained to the clerk and they called the Youth 


Police and I guess they took her away to rehab.  I'd like to know how 


people get away with not taking their treatments." The disgust in her 


voice was all too prevalent. 





"That's not the same." he corrected her, "The treatments don't get rid of 


excess fat."





"I forgot." She kept on reading, but looked up and smiled at him.





He didn't smile back. Finished his sandwich and yawned. "I think I'll 


check my email and then go to bed."





"You tired, dear?" she said almost as if talking to a child, "My poor 


baby is tired."  He went over to her and kissed her on the mouth and 


took the empty plate to the kitchen and put it in the sink along with 


the other plates and four or five coffee cups.  He could never understand 


why X523 had to use different coffee cups during the day.  They piled up 


so fast. 





He went to the kitchen cupboards and poured himself a drink.





"I thought you were going to quit drinking." She said looking as if she 


were hurt by this action.





"I thought you were going to quit smoking." he countered.





She said nothing.





Walking down down the corridor past the bookcase on his right (the book cases which could not fit into his study when he moved in) he noticed the three golden volumes of the Buddha's works which he had bought when he was so much younger and in the precious bloom of youth. His hand brushed the volumes almost lovingly as he turned to his right into the study and turned on the light  It contained additional book cases, an old sofa his 


wife had attempted to persuade him to get rid of--but it just stayed were 


it was. There were papers on the floor and piled up on the large pine 


table where his computer was located.  He turned it on and watched the 


numbers of the memory check click through its routine. He could have 


pressed the escape key to bypass it, but found it somewhat soothing, at 


least tonight.  When the display came up, he clicked on the icon for the 


Internet and checked his email.  There was a lot of junk mail, and he 


trashed it; two bills, which he paid on the spot with the bank program; 


at the same time checked his account and saw that he had just enough to 


get by till next pay day.  He chided himself for not being more frugal 


with his money, but both he and his wife just seemed to spend it as fast 


as they received it.  His wife just didn't seem to know the value of it, 


and he just didn't seem to care. Maybe I should begin putting some away 


for our retirement, he thought. But quickly turned his attention to 


the rest of his email.





There was a letter from a friend of his in Europe. "It is raining here." it said. "it is raining like the wavy fingers of the aurora borealis. I still remember you when you were with me. The sexual enterprise of our endeavors..."





He broke off  reading and closed the window when his wife came in rubbed his back.  





"What'cha doing?" she said lovingly.





"Nothing much."





"Any new messages?"





"Same old garbage...bills...junk mail..."





"Any news from WX24?"





"Why? I haven't had mail from her in months..."





"Just asking." noticing the slight strain in his voice. She rubbed his back.





"That feels good." 





"Is that all you want from me?"  It was a regular question with a regular answer.





"Of course..."





"You really don't love me, do you?"





"Of course I do." Even he wondered if he sounded sincere.  He knew she didn't.





"I'm depressed." She went into a sulk. He groaned; she left the room and he went back to reading WX24's letter.





"What positiveness is there in being apart?  What useful entity would want to remain an incorporeal entity? Are we not of a positive experience mingled with the juices of our sex?  But where are you now?  Were am I?  Who is that woman you married? And why?" 





He did not say, but thought: she believed she was pregnant. I married her too soon. I was such a fool.





"I miss you, my love.  Will you ever come to my arms again? Will our loins ever share that melt-wax passion we experienced that night in hot Marseilles?"





He knew that this could never be.  Yet he kept the candle burning.  He kept the thin threat strung like a spider's web above his vulnerability. It reminded him that he was human; that there was passion after all: that perhaps love was just a weak damp firewood crackling in a furnace of confusion.  Was he happy with his lot? He wasn't happy with his lot.  Maybe just comfortable. And that confortability factor stifled him. And he was above all sick and tired of the mask he wore.  The mask imposed upon him by a repressive and narrow minded government, whose polititians knew nothing of the medical consequences of their blind discriminate actions. Health care would be cut to a minimum, they thought.  Health care just increased until they had to cut social benefits and and cultural activities to fund it.  The police force grew into a raging maniac army.  Hardly controllable.  Nobody who looked a day over twenty one was safe from their batons and handcuffs and incarcerations. Orwell painted paradise to this.  





"Our apartness is an immense togetherness.  How can we not love the silence, the distance and the apartness of our flesh?  It is a catharsis; a cleansing punishment.  An offering, which, while violating togetherness pulls us ever more together."





He looked around the bookshelf-lined room.  Books he had amassed since he was a child.  There were books of science fiction by Robert Heinlien, which he used to read while, once even when he had the mumps, Strange in a Strange Land.  He revelled in that, even when he got back to school, writing an imitation novel called "The Jupiter Connection", long since lost, but ever fondly remembered. There were his beloved books on Buddhism, books by the 14th Dalai Lama, books on Tibet, and books on Arts, Turner, Modigliani and Picasso; painters that were frowned on now.  They were out of touch with reality, they said.  But he had kept them none the less, even though his wife constantly protested that one day the Youth Police would come and confiscate them.  And then there were the books he kept hidden: Durrell, Miller, Joyce...these were once more banned, and he had a special niche made in the wall behind the bookshelf. Only he knew how to get to it and only he would steal down at two in the morning by candle light and softy caress their fragile pages.  Mountolive, or Sabastien, and the Egyptian desert and the dark coptic rituals; the murder of Affad; Hamid...Oh how he would dream at night and venture through those realms.  Not the deserts, but the indefatigable minds.  In reality...the spirit of these places and characters...Constance...Livia...Justine and Clea...Darby and Sutcliff (Darby ten years later?), who will know?  He drank it all in, intoxicated by the bold descriptions, deliciously insane.    





"There is a distant world out there, where you and I belong.  Somewhere no one has ever been, that recreates our combined vision and creates a symbiosis of magical incantation.  A place where we can gather moments that no one has ever gathered before: moments of passion, fervor and unassailability.  Wouldn't you want to be omnipotent without the godhead presiding over you?"





Indeed.  The godhead.  What moments had we not experienced where the godhead was us or I or anything that didn't seem to matter to a subtle, sane and sequestered entity?  The knowledge to him was great, and he would soon make his choice. A choice that had already been made and which he was certain was the right choice but against every law that had been put in place to engender perfect paradise on earth...or the moon...or Mars...and maybe, if one believe the prefect talking...nothing less than the universe itself...There would be nothing left that could not be conquered...after all, this was one planet, one country, and one flag.  There was no dissidence, no crime, "and everyone lived a long long time." The words slipped from his tongue just as his wife was entering the room.





"What did you say," she asked, bringing him a glass of hot spiced tea.





She handed it to him.





"Thank you." he smiled a desultory smile. "You were saying something?"





 "You were mumbling."





"Oh, nothing in particular." Of course he was lying. There was still after all these years an animosity between them.





"I want a baby," she said.





Emotionless he nodded. This was a conversation they had had many times before.





"Well?" she asked with a tinge of vitriolity.





"I told you, I don't want you to have the procedure."





"That's selfish." she retorted.





"Look, I am not comfortable with you having someone elses child."





"Maybe I'm already pregnant."





"That's impossible."





"You don't love me, do you?"





"Of course I do." He embraced her, "I just have a lot on my mind.  Have you been to the doctor's?"





"No."





"Then how do you know you might be pregnant?"





"My period's late--it's been forty days."





"I think you should go to the doctor and find out for sure...before you go off on any tangents.  Remember the last time, and it turned out to be an ovarian cyst. "





"I guess you're right.  But I feel full."





"You shouldn't be able to feel anything until the sixteenth week."





"And besides, without the procedure..."





She left the room without saying anything.  He went back to his computer and the message he reluctantly kept reading.  In fact he couldn't tear himself away. It was like a poison jutting through his veins, building a volcano ready to explode. 





"Do we fear each other's madness?  Is that why we have refused to communicate except where we cannot touch?  Is there a poison in our veins?  Is there a premise where we select our opportunities instead of grabbing them when they present themselves?  Is there a purpose in us being apart? Are you a visionary? A hermit?  A holy man?"





He had not told her of his wife...





"Are you someone who is a being perfected beyond the borders of humanity?"





This embarrassed him a bit.  He cringed.  What was she thinking? An affair so many years ago. She waS 78 and he was no more than twenty five.  Something he did not now at the time. And he felt betrayed.  He wondered if being "forever young", as the state's official policy pretended was not a great disease, rather that, as they advertised, a solution.  Why, he asked himself, am I continuing these treatments, when I know they refuse me the complete understanding of my possibilities?  If I wrinkle, is that not preferable to being deluded in life and live and business alike?  After a month without the treatment he had begun to age, and he looked at himself in the mirror every day, and he followed the progression, minimal at first, but then the deep grooves began to appear on either side of his mouth and he found it quite intriguing, and rather fascinating.  What he did not find that it was, was "ugly".  Indeed he found it very beautiful. And secretly he had a desire to find out what he would look like if he left is own true age to nature.  But that would be a criminal offense; and like a perfect common citizen, he wasn't expected to rebel. 





And then, there was the subject of the child...if that were the case.





His wife came into the room again.  





"I wish you would get rid of that computer.  I might be pregnant and you don't care."





"I doubt it.  But talking about harming the child, the moment you thought you might be pregnant you should have quit smoking..."





"You're only thinking of yourself.  You're so selfish."





The retort mocked him and he was almost ready with a counterpoint, but he refrained.  It was not worth the effort to argue with a voice that was lost in a fantasy.  At least that was his thinking. he thought, perhaps I am the enemy...perhaps i am the lost soul and she is right.  how am I to judge.  I just wish she would give me a break and after she is certain i will make a judgment.  before that, how can I do anything.  I have so may thoughts on my mind.  Few solutions. Thoughts and projects she refuses to understand.


No wonder I reside by myself, in my own mind.  But how beautiful she was when we first met!  How I wanted nothing but to be in her presence...in her practice...in her vulnerabilities.  To bring stability to her life and she to mine was the presence of the perfect grace consummated.  But slowly through time it soured. It lost it's luster.  Lost it's feeling.  And the exceptional exploded to the mundane.  Is there any argument that could find a solution to such a separation?  But yet they stayed together, and now, again, a many-timed presentiment, she "thinks" that she is pregnant, and "I" must make "solutions", "adjustments", without her offering a modicum of help herself. Besides, no one could become pregnant without the permission of the Reproduction Office, and then only by anonymous donor.  No couple was allowed to have a child that was not a state child. But she always said that she "forgot" and always thought whenever her period was late she might be pregnant through regular intercourse. He knew it was a foolish dream of hers.  But sometimes it just wore her down.  The last time they went to the Reproduction Office they were turned down because og his status and her ill health.  They were not considered "perfect" enough to raise state children. 





But this was all  a useless exhibit of excessive petulance.  His fault or hers?  Neither.  They both had different agendas. And through the years their agendas grew more apart.  First a small brook, then a river, a lake, and now and ocean.  He himself was at a loss to gather the knowledge to heal the rift.  So he retreated into himself, which in all possibility made the rift even greater.  And of course, the possibility of children would shatter all his hopes for a reclusive life.  Something he has wished since his childhood. But ever stoic he would not make a commitment, as she desired,  until the surety was there.  This, of course, perforated the rift even more.  that he cared, wasn't the issue; he cared about the child, if there was a child; but he also refused to differentiate between his private life and his personal "extension".  He craved his own space. He always did, and now, even in relationships, could not do otherwise, one thing about his personality she refuse to understand, even after explanation after explanation, till he just gave up and kept his private moments to himself.





"And if you are a hermit, a holy man, a shaman... then what is the purpose of our correspondence where there is only a sexual tension?  You have no solution left, even if you never write me again, but to enter the violent path of true believable responsibility. And what responsibility is that?  To your son and daughter, years removed from your solution of a scholarly life.  Responsibility is everything.  It is not contemplation that pays the bills.  It's a hard earned sweat.  Where are you tonight, lover, where have you been?"





He wondered what she was talking about. He had had no children with her.  But then, she could have cloned then from his sperm.  That was not unknown, but in that case he was not responsible from whatever progeny developed from her womb.  He had other things to think about...things the law might prosecute his death...perhaps a greater isolation.  Oh how he hated this world!  A world of laws and "equity". And he knew that "equity" was the greatest lie, and he wanted to expose it, but the world "vanity" would never allow it.  He just knew that he did not ever want those treatments again.   


    


He wanted to have those wrinkles that he saw on the contraband photographs he had of Keith Richards and the Rolling Stones.  At least they never succumbed to the fallacies of a "youth society".  Now all was different.  And he sat before his glowing computer screen and he contemplated his present; his future; his agony in life...








THE OFFICE


~~~~~~~~~~~





"About the A576BX contract...I'm afraid we can't give it to you?"





"Why?"





"Why? Sit down... have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?


You look at least twenty two?  This company prides itself on it's executives 


being the perfect stature.  Is there something that is bothering you?  It has been evident from your colleagues that you have been distracted lately and looking at you it is evident that you have not been to any of your treatments  in the past week or so.  You know that this company is based on personality and without that you can't get anywhere.  It is part of your contract, or do I have to remind you? You must keep up appearances if you want to get ahead."





He listened as if a man in a trance.  Did he hear anything his employer had said? Did he care?





"The treatments make me very ill..".





"That is no excuse...you have a generous leave clause for that..."





"I understand, but this is somewhat different. "





"And how is it different?"





" I need some time to get over some emotional turmoil. "





"Perhaps if you confided in me, I could be of assistance?"





"A kind offering, but I am afraid the only solution is my own."





"Then I am at a loss to offer you any suggestions..."





"I didn't ask for any."





"Sounds to me a very belligerent reply..."





"Not at all.  I was just trying to express my thoughts..."





"Well , it is not a policy of this company to create an aura of compassion.  After all we are here to make a profit.  I would say, that if you persist in refusing future treatments we will have to terminate your contract.  There is no other avenue of redress."





"My wife is expecting."





"Congratulations.  But that does not clear these matters.  I have decided that it would be beneficial for you to take some time off to think about these issues. So I am authorizing a month's leave.  Take the time to think this over. Let me assure you that this is not an easy decision, and  that I respect your mental trepidations...that is why I am doing this...we are not without compassion in this company..."





"I appreciate your concern." The comment was acid, but ABX507 didn't notice, he hated these, to him, petty office politics.  It was hard enough, he thought, to be in command of a multi billion dollar organization without having to have to settle employee difficulties.  But NC1847 had been a loyal and productive employee for over thirty years.  Dedicated to the same company without a complaint.  Quite and resourceful; ready for any assignment given to him.  Above all the others he was still below the rank he should be in.  But that was a difficulty created by his education.  Younger men employees were placed above him; those he would have to train.  He trained them, without a word of dissent.  He was that kind of employee.  And when the present crisis came up, his supervisor decided that it would have to go to a higher level.  The man was clearly a "servant", and his experience was exceptional, and could not be compromised.  Indeed there were very few employees who stayed in the same position and did as much as he.  Most moved on before their fallacies could be detected.  NC1847 always knew that.  He could spot the fakes a mile away.  Yet he was still overlooked.  He was one of those employees who was trained on the job from the lowest clerical levels to supervisor positions and then to a position in which he was in all intents and purposed and officer of par with the finest officers of his branch, but without the rank.  That had always been denied him.  But rarely did he ever complain.  He had a sense of duty; and his pride refused to let him rummage after goals that were not in his sphere.  But this was something else.  He had always been the model employee, and now his suit was crumpled, his hair no longer combed, and he was visibly aging--no longer the company standard 21.  It was impossible to continue with him when he was in this shape. ABX507 couldn't help but find him ugly, and was concerned deeply how his clients would feel if he were put in charge of, not just a major contacts, but a minor one as well.  It was obvious that, if he persisted in this measure, he could not be employee in the company.  It was a difficult decision; but executives are not hired for their compassion: this was an exceptional occasion; to be offered leave instead of termination. NC1847 knew this and understood its consequences.  He knew they were giving him a second chance.  He knew he had, if not, made friends, in the upper echelons of the company, at least become a factor.





"I hope you understand what a sacrifice we are making on your behalf..."





NC1847 nodded.  His position was indeed a servitude.  He was quite embarrassed by it.  But he played along, knowing that he had already made his final choice, and that the month vacation was a reprieve on the sentence that will be imposed on him in another month or two. A sentence that would be without compassion, feeling or repeal.  His decision was aging gracefully and not conforming to the standard of what he now perceived, no, saw, realized, as a corrupt society.  He hated all it stood for, all the constitution stood for; all the company he owed his life to stood for; everything, everything was shallow compared to a natural progression no one believed in anymore.   





"Of course we will expect you to complete a full recovery upon your return."   





 "I understand," he mumbled.  Their eyes met.  Both men knew there would be no reprieve.











THE BEGGAR


~~~~~~~~~~~~





He left the office by the back way after emptying his desk of some personal possession.  A computerized notebook he was keeping a daily journal of his innermost thoughts in.  It was against the law.  And he thought it safer to keep the book at work.  If they discovered it at home his wife would be incriminated, whether she knew of the journal or not.





"I am in deep trepidation over the aging factor.  The law states we cannot age beyond a certain point. But what is aging?  Does the visible aspect of aging not give us a proper identity?  Is it not this identity we crave rather than the artificial panacea the state offers us?  I am deeply disturbed by this.  But every time I attempt to challenge this premise (not taking the prescribed treatments--against the will of my wife--) the law only pulls me back.  I realize that were it not for my family connections I would have been arrested or banished years ago.  There is no place for a rebel in this society---unless, of course, the rebel happens to belong to an influential family, and the indiscretions are kept quiet.  So much for what happened to the Goddess of Beauty, so many unknown years ago.  Hunted by the media until her untimely death.  Indeed, is that what not brought on these changes in the laws that lead to this?  Who would have known then?  Who would believe it now?  Just li\ke when in the early seventies, the barrier to the then Soviet Union was torn down by the Canada/Russia hockey series.  No one believed it then. In fact the scoffed at the notion, citing greater political reasons.  No professor could give himself to condescend to a lowly "hockey game".  Sometimes the common is more powerful than the intellectual.  This was proven by the deification of princess Diana, goddess of the disadvantaged, goddess of  beauty.  Displacing Venus, she maintained the status quo for generations.  And now to this.  Eternal promised youth.  State controlled "contentment."  What could ever be beyond this?"





He walked down the shadow alley, full of garbage, and rusting fire escapes, and the wino piss of centuries.  It smelled as if every disease was upon him, and every expurgation of his soul.  At the end the street was filled with anonymous faces, bodies, the Bay bought suits; all made the same.  Mass manufactured, since now everyone wore the same size.  No more need for those antiquate gyms of the 20th century.  Just perfect manufactured bodies.





"But what about the mind, the psyche?  Do these puppets ever realize that they are puppets?  Or are they just to blinded by the  panacea they obtain?  Age banished, youth forever.  Yet what about the internal aging?  Have they not seen the youthful figures that the state maintains are deceased and must be either cured or eliminated?  Have they no indication that these are those "eternal youths" who have still ages and have not been releases from the disease of aging, but only for the appearance? I do not think they can even see the difference, because they do not want to.  For who can refuse when a sixty year old can mate with a twenty year old woman and neither know the truth of the situation.  There are even sperm and fertility clinics where that barrier can be erased.  And after all the propaganda, I find all of this meaningless.  Why maintain the appearance of something that has become worn out? After all we do not continuously restore old automobiles?  We do not restore old appliances.  Only perhaps as museum pieces.  But not as an active ingredient to a functioning society.  Then why should we do this with human beings?"





The street appeared like a menace.  He was aware that everyone was looking at him.  Some appeared shocked, some disgusted, some just brushed him off as a beggar.  Some whispered.  Others just walked across the street, and yet when he looked at his reflection in the window pane of a corner store he could see no difference between himself and them.  But obviously they perceived him as different.  Was it possible that they could notice a month's worth of aging?  And if they could, how?  Was it the treatment that actually made them more sensitive to this?  More acute to the process of aging?  Or was it something else? It was hard to understand. Even his wife for the past month had regaled him with unsolicited opinions about the state of his appearance.  It was hardly a comforting experience: especially of a wife whom he thought loved him for what he represented rather than what he looked like on a physical level.





"There is a perception after Keats' "Beauty is a joy forever", that beauty will  last forever rather than decay.  Keats had it all wrong: the perception of beauty, the memory of it, is a joy forever, not the physical part of beauty.  But one can speculate.  Keats was often times obscure.  I guess what I am attempting to conceptualize is the ideal beauty versus the natural beauty.  The true beauty.  The beauty of nature, where even if everything ages and decays, everything is also rejuvenated through reproduction.  Is that what we have forgotten.  After all the birth rate has dropped to almost nothing since the "youth procedure" was developed.  With the "prospect" of "immortality" why have children.  Sex has become a joke.  A commodity.  No one cares about the other.  It is disturbing to me.  What has happened to our society?"





He turned his head toward the wall of the buildings he walked beside, yet it was uncertain to him why he should be doing this.   After all he had not been ashamed of his decision and his features. His mind worked itself back toward, either at home or at the office.  Yet these the stares of these strangers immediately unnerved him.  He felt like an outcast.  He felt that society at large, not just individuals, disapproved of him.  It was a disturbing experience, and he felt as if he had no choice but to run to the nearest clinic and offer himself to the process he despised so much.  Sweat was pouring off his brow, his upper lip.  He felt the back of his shirt soaked through and through.  He walked into another alley just to get away from the malicious stares.  He sat down on a back door step and put his head into his hands.  





His mind slowly worked itself back through his personal history.  Was it really a life of purpose?  After all what had he done?  He was born in April 1998 to a father who was a poet he never really knew until after he died, and a mother who was attentive, but was never able to keep up with his intellectual pursuits.  And then there was the fact that his father was 49 when he was born.  This kept a broad breach between them, although at an early age he was very close to his father, and it was he who instilled a philosophy of always searching for the truth in him; a love of reading the great literature; but he was had not literary talent, nor was he interested in the arts, which his father lived for, and this ultimately, as he grew older, made the rift grow ever more wider.  But he adored his mother, and he could never forgive his father for having a strained relationship with her.  She also could never understand her husbands interest in art and his love for poetry.  Neither realized until after his death that he was considered one of the finest poets of the century; but only after they had destroyed his journals and his manuscripts.  He now felt great remorse in this.  But since the new politics disapproved of poetry, his fathers works and memory were  ostracized, and no one, except so elders remembered his name.  He one did a search on the Internet and came up with a listing of over a hundred of his father's works, but all of them were deleted, and now there was nothing left but a memory of his father with his son on the balcony on a freezing January night looking at Orion's belt and speculating whether the three stars were really the inspiration for the pyramids of Egypt.  





"I do not understand this world anymore.  I look into the eyes of strangers and come away with a feeling substitution:  a feeling that what once was a freedom had now been replaced with a servitude.  This can never be acceptable.  There was a war fought, they say--a world war--that gave us inalienable rights which would never be taken away.  But that is contraband history.  We are not allowed to think this way, less speak, would we be locked up in the dungeons and re-acclimatized to this new 'youth-democracy'.  What illusions do I have?  I have none left.  But what can one man do?  What power do I have to change things?  None."





Someone put his hand upon his shoulder.





"Are you Ok man?"





At first startled, he jumped up and stuttered: "Yes, I'm ok.."





It was a beggar.  





"Don't be alarmed.  I'm just nobody. "





"I'm sorry," regaining his composure.





"What are you doing here?"





"I was just trying get away from the crowds..." he was still shaking.





"Get away from the crowds...Why?"





"It's a long story...I better go."





"If it's a long story, I've got time. " He lit a cigarette.





"That's against the law." NC1847 said with disdain.





"I'm against the law." the beggar said without the slightest trepidation.





"Where do you live?"  





"Here."





"Here? Oh you mean this building." he pointed to the door.





"Don't be so daft.  I live here..."  he motioned to a cardboard box at the end of the alley.





"I'm sorry."  NC1847 didn't know what to say.  By now it was getting dark, and he realized he had been here for hours.  And it was getting chilly, so he put his collar up.





"You running from the law?" the beggar said walking toward the cardboard box he used as a shelter.  For some reason NC1847 followed him.





"Want some food? You look hungry."





"I haven't eaten."





"The you can join me.  There's little company I get these days."  The beggar started a fire and opened a can of beans. "So,what brings you here?"





"I think I just lost my job."





"That's reason enough."





"But you mentioned something about trying to get away from the crowds."





"Oh...yes...well...can't you see...?"





"See what?"





"I haven't had a treatment for over a month..."





"You look fine to me..." the beggar didn't even look at him, but pulled out a bottle or 67 cherry.  "Here, have a drink...I don't have any glasses, so you better take the first few drinks lest you're afraid to catch whatever unsociable germs I've got,"





NC1847 accepted the bottle and took a long swig of the cloyingly sweet cheap wine.  He grimaced, and handed it back to the beggar.  "I don't understand.  You see nothing strange about me?"





"What should I see?"





"But I've aged quite a bit over the last month..."





The beggar chuckled. "And would that make a difference?"





 "I does out there." NC1847 looked toward the street.





"Maybe out there," the beggar handed him a spoon and some beans on a piece of old newspaper.  NC1847 accepted it without a word or thought of revulsion.  Was this what he was always writing about in his journals.  Natural beauty as opposed to ideal beauty?  He was still too confused to make a judgment.  But somehow he understood that here was something he was searching for.  Something that made him feel at home. "But not here.  Here one disease is as good as the other."





"How do you mean?"





 "Listen, once a week they round up all the beggars, vagrants, bums, or what have you, for forcible treatment.  Once a week.  We can't even hide..." he pointed at his bracelet," This is our imprisonment.  Slavery.  Horrendous thoughts to think, let alone speak verbally.  Let me tell you something.  When the project went up. I was one of the more important scientist; in fact I was the doctor who discovered the process in the first place; or a component of it, which allowed the others to savagely commandeer the complete process.  I got nothing. Ostracized."





"You?"  NC1847 was stupified.  He had no thoughts except anger and retribution.  At least if I strangle him, there will be some justice. Indeed I have always thought of what I might do if I came across Hitler.  Would I let him go, feeling sorry for the difficulty he endured while trying to destroy the world? No. I could not give myself tat luxury.  The scientist wa old, decrepit and slowly dying of his neglect and poverty.  No matter what he had done in the past, he had only created the formula, not the action that would be politically perpetrated upon the world in the name of justice. "You created all of this? This suffering? This hate?"





"Yes...Yes, I. Along with many others, of course.  We were not allowed to work alone."  The beggar spoke with a harvard accent. "I know you are angry at this revelation...others would hail me as a hero.  As it happened, the authorities wanted me out of the way."





"But why?"





The Doctor frowned, "Creators are hired to have no conscience.  They are the purveyors of the mechanical ingenuity of the supposed "greater" ten percent of the infantile human population.  After they severed me from my research, what was I too do?  The tribunal decided I should get no remuneration or pension for the service I provided.  One of the ironies of life, isn't it? Life of service...then you become nothing more than a commodity?  You provide them with the solution. and the solution is their excuse to terminate your employment, your purpose, and your existence.  To them, I am nothing now; to myself I am everything.  All though my career I believed that there would be nothing beyond it.  Nothing outside it.  I sacrificed my friends, my wife, my children; just for some twisted notion of immortality, which obviously isn't;t there; which doesn't even exist, except in the corrugated minds of some failure of a politition holding on to a decaying notion that power is the overriding force of all communication.  Does power equal anything? Power equals disillusion; death, precisely where the ax comes down.  That, my friend's the true power of reality.  When one knows one's dying, and no one, even all the doctors with their slick machines and computerized diagnosis, can turn back the tide.  All they can do it keep you alive artificially for another year or two; no quality, just quantity of aging.  Or, I should say, the quantity of not aging.  To be objective, the cult of youth has always been part of society since the mid nineteen sixties.  Actually it was one of the precepts of the Nazi era.  One of the most zestful physical cultural revolutions since the greeks founded a passion on the body beautiful.  One remembers  Heironimous; Narcissus; Apollo; Adonis...."  He slipped some execrable cheap sweet muscat between his chapped lips, which he wiped as clean as possible with his dry dirty ragged sleeve. "And then, this, making Diana a saint, that put a cap on all of it.  Not that she didn't deserve it, but she was young and vibrant and beautiful, and who could not resist the cult?  After all the cult of Elvis survived until it was banned by the world council. " e bent closer and whispered, "But you and I know that it still exists.  It's right before our noses, but we're so used to the stench of this society that we just never notice."        





NC1847 took another swig of cheap wine.  He grimaced.  This was getting surrealistic.  The crackle of the paint upon the wood he placed upon the kerosene fire popped like stepping on cockroaches, and disturbed him.  His mind was reeling from the wine.  He did not understand what was happening to him; did he even care? He knew he felt disturbed.  He did not know what he was doing here, or even if this beggar he was with was real or not.  Perhaps it was just a vivid dream?  Like the reflections in the water at Venice late at night.  Her bright blue eyes haunted him.  Her letters haunted him.  His marriage haunted him.  His past flooded through him like a great unknown experience.  His skin felt artificial.  He wanted to tear it off.  And all this time he felt the beggar's eyes staring at him.  Eyes that knew.  Eyes that stripped him naked, not only of his clothes, but also of his mind.  Especially his mind. He felt raped mentally.  He felt like he wanted to hide.  He felt as if this beggar was more than just a man, but was a shaman, a superhuman figure who transcended this reality.  Why am I here? What am I doing?  I wish my mind were clear.  





The shabby buildings towered above him.  Dust seemed to fall upon his face.  He could make out a star or two.  But even in this dark dank urine filled alley the lights were much too bright to allow the wonder of the stars to creep inside his head.  He thought about the long nights meteor observing when he was a youth.  In a clear field beyond the city glare, the galaxy, the universe, the mystery of everything that was opened to his dreams.  





"That's Arcturus," the beggar stood beside him, "And that is YB38's window.." He pointed to  a third floor window above the rusted fire escape.  





They looked at each other. The beggar winked.  





NC1847 didn't know what to do or think.  This was a strange reality to him: he remembered one of his father's early journals where he described a night he experienced on a drug called mescaline.  The descriptions were now turned into a real significance.  "Why would I want to go there?" He stumbled in his thought.  The beggar laughed.  "Because she 'wants' you."  "But, why should I want her?" "Believe me, you want her."  It was a suggestion from the devil, but for some unknown reason his primal instinct made him ascend the crumbling rusty steps of the ladder.  He wasn't even sure if he was doing this.  Why or how were an incosequence.  He was driven on like a madman driven to the slaughter.  The grimy window came in view.  There was a diffused light.  Shabby Zeller-bought curtains. He sat down on the last step and took another excruciatingly sweet swig of wine.  At last he knocked on the window.








THE ENCOUNTER


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





She was much too young for his sensibilities to acknowledge her as a woman.  Her blond hair flowed like water through the shadow of a tear.  He knew he would not touch her.  But at this moment there was no sensibility in him. No originality; just primitive passion that embraced them in an agony of illicit intent.  His mind reeled.  She beckoned him with her dark eyes, her heavy mascara, her rouge, her sensual lips, that whispered secrets only known to her and which he knew she would only reveal in their touching each other.   She caressed his body like a cobra squeezing ever tighter till his breath was all but spent.  Flakes of perspiration emanated from his brow.  HIs hands flowed over her so hard but tender breasts.  Globes of passion in a wilderness.  The room was spinning crazily.  He felt himself removing her blouse. She lifted her thin white arms and he pressed his lips against her dark erect nipple; hard and large in his mouth, her soft breasts buckled to his pressure; his tenderness was a baby's love for everything passionate and maternal.  It was the child left in him.  The deep promise of something great and fantastic in his future, something that never seemed to materialize to his satisfaction as he grew into manhood.  His whole persona regressed into his childhood memories; his mother's remonstrations about meeting and talking to "painted women"....beautiful women she called "prostitutes"; those who walked freely through the neon nights with a charged sexuality and who changed men into the very nature of their own demise.  Men, to her, had no self control over their own sexuality.  Temptation was the nemesis flooded through their brain.  She knocked this shocking sensibility into him with words of comfort and then when he confided in her, words of retribution.  Sexually he remained an adolescent, lost in an adult world he would cope against the law of his procedures.   





Slowly she undressed him, as he her, in the heavy breathing of a displaced passion.  This was deeply, dark, despairingly, what he feared in a limitless primal instinct:  the dark woman; the 'verlebt' woman; the woman his mother so passionately preached against, and he with which he equally 


forced his haunted passion into a self- declension of a fantasy.  The drooling passion of her lips tricked down his chin.  His erect penis pulsated with the red hot blood of animal insensibility.  Throbbing with intense pain, he threw her on the dirty dishevelled busted bed.  Thrusting himself upon her, he tore her clothes into a kleenex shredding frenzy.  One button reverberated on the hard parquet floor, rolling underneath the dusty dirty ripped neo-victorian sofa piled high with soiled dirty clothes waiting for the agitated laundromat eyes of darkness.  Even his own eyes could feel the stale insipid stench.  But still his passion rose like an inviolate Vesuvius pouring circumstance and molded reference on everything warm and human.   There was nothing he could do except submit to it's intensity.  He was no longer a human, but sub-human, ur-human, individual, but a mass hysterical lemming sanctioned beyond his wildest will to the norm of charnel-house house insensitivity.  Ergo, death is death because the will of death is stronger than the will to live: ergo, the smell of sex is stronger than the beauty of it's self denial.  Monks have killed themselves for less than this.  His hand ripped across her vulva in a dynamism of electric push and pull that mounted evolution to a peak.  His rough tongue moved across her wet heaving skin toward her belly button and then tangled itself into her dark wiry pubic hair.  The scent of her body was strong and he found himself breathing atoms of infinity, poised upon the edge of life and death, strangled by a passion woven like a spider's web upon his constrained post-adolescent pliocene reality.     


  


He entered her with a hunger he had not experienced since his late teens.


Voices shattered the deafening silence in him with crushing sensualities.  The vaginal wall rubs against the sense organs of the fluctuating penis.  Waves of magnetic explosions flood into the mind, agitating synapses and convoluting stark reality. His mind imagines, images, constant energy; push pull give take rob rape implode explode grand explosion mental physical primal energy focused quasar intensity upon the shadow of a struggling moth in the death thrown of a spider's web.  Ecstasy of living death in life's pure delvic struggle of intent.  Forever thrusting forward against the salmon activated tide.





His head was reeling.  He did not know where he was.  He did not know this strange alien reality.  He heard a cough.  He had a sensation of a rough woolen blanket, dirty, dusty and a bright flashing neon light blinded through the grimy half-opened window.  He heard street noises: car horns honking, motorcycles revving up, laughter, yelling, and dogs barking.  He felt nauseous.  He did not know what he was doing here. He was on her body.  This body he did not know.  This body he suddenly did not want.  This body's smell of sickly sweat, stale sperm and unwashed grime.  This body he could not tear himself away from.  This body much too young for him to enter.  This body he both craved with a blind passion and reviled.  This body he desperately thrust his penis, his whole body, his spirit and his most religious soul into.  Up and down, in and out.  Sigh upon sigh.  Her thighs brushing like a heaving shadow on his legs.  The hardened penis thrust thrust thrust deep into her dark vagina and then like a super nova...burst.  Waves upon waves of spurting sperm toward the target of the suction of the burst egg.  Except in this encounter there was no egg.  There was no sensuality on her part. She was just a robotacized waif, programmed to the sharp cold steel intensity of men.  He fell back, just lay there, his head  spinning, the \moths flittered around the flickering half-spent light bulb on the flaking led-paint ceiling.  He watched it for a second...seemed like many moments.  He noticed that she stirred beside him. He did not want to look at her.  It was imperative he did not look at her.  





Getting up, he heard her mutter something.  She slurred her words as if the drugs she had ingested were already far advanced in their disastrous affect.  He sat up on the edge of the creaking bed, she put her arms around him, but he shoved her off, putting on his socks and laboriously getting dressed. 





He still did not know where he was, but this was of no consequence, he just wanted to get home to his own warm comforting dream laden bed.  But he remembered the beggar. He must be downstairs in the alley.  All he could think of was to get out quickly: she was much too young, and he did not want to be caught be the youth police.  How could he explain..they would never believe his explanation.  He looked around the floating room, saw the ugly dark brown door with a bright blue night coat hanging from the hook; next to it a mirror, a filthy stuffed-up washbasin with dark black dirty water, and in the mirror, for the first time, unintentionally, saw her reflection.  Oh my master, he gasped, she is much too beautiful for such a place as this! She should be in school, and she should have a family which cared for her and he despaired at her poverty and her presumed forced decadence.  It crossed his mind how desperate her family must be to sacrifice a precious gem like this to a gaudy mud incrusted reality like this.  He wanted to say something; to comfort her, but her hurt eyes flooded into him as if a vortex sucking him toward a never ending pit of darkness.  He averted his eyes.  Finished dressing and looked for his wallet.  It was gone, along with his papers and identification.  Anger thrust his eyes toward the girl, but she was gone.  





Alone in the empty room, he sat back down on the bed and heaved a sigh of desperation.  His head ached like an avalanche. Cursed himself for being such a crazy fool he put his head in his hands and spread them through his unkempt hair.  A momentary madness flashed through his confused mind that said go after her, but he caught himself and knew this was all a perfectly well orchestrated set-up, so no matter how hard he tried he would never find her in an untold  millennium of years. But...whom he might find was the beggar; but how much hope could he have in that?  But at least it was worth a try.  He remembered vaguely the fire escape through which he entered the room, and which he now ascended to the garbage strewn alley.





A siren howled. A cat meowed. The wind blew random shreds of paper round the secular shadows.  A door creaked...someone coughed.  





"Well, I guess you're back." A voice from the blackness cornered him.





"Still here..."





"I live here..."





"Why?"





"The desert is frozen landscape...ever changing but ever the same.  Herakleitus knew no direction...the moon and the sun...but that was after all the sensibility nature, not humans exhibited...you were lucky...and angel sought your revenge, not a monster..."





"My wallet...my papers?"





"Safe..."





"What the fuck does that mean?"





"You'll get them back.. as soon as we make copies..."





"You could have asked and I would have given them to you..."





"Perhaps...but at least you had a good fuck..."





"That's not the point..."





"Not the point? But, ah, my man, that;'s precisely the point. You seem to think that you are the only morality, subjugated by the only law around. False."





NC1867 stood motionless.  He was still groggy from the wine, and the drugs that were slipped to him.  He still couldn't fully comprehend the disability he was put under...or how to react to his anger...





"The poison will wear off in time," the beggar volunteered. "Have some wine..."





NC1867 waved it off.





"OK, the more for me..." the beggar took a drink. "Ah...bad as it is it's good."





"What's happening to me?"





"Nothing much...just a little disability...a change in your reality...a change in your mode of thinking...you'll survive..."





"I've got to go home..."





"Think you'll make it?"





"Fuck you...You're the one..." he took a disjointed swing at the beggar who didn't even try to dodge him...





"I think you're in no condition go anywhere..."





"What time is it?" NC1847's head began to swim; his stomach began to knot inside and he ran to the nearest corner and threw up. The beggar shrugged and went back to stalking the slight fire which kept him warm through the frozen night.  Orion was rising in the east.  3 a.m.








MORNING


~~~~~~~~





NC1847 slept on the pavement beside the hot grill until a passing truck woke him from his disconcerted dream of something about shuffling papers to and from one office to another, and there was his boss and his secretary laughing at him, but he was singularity immune to their taunts and his mother kept saying there's nothing to worry about and his father kept screaming for solutions to the universal suffering in a silent scream which no one hears and his sister only showed her genitals to her younger brother who quite nonchalantly ate a live penguin after being voted the most perfect individual under a melting Arcturus before a false tribunal of uncertainties...three unknown gods of ancient macedonia pseudo religious cross-purpose singularity...None of it meant a thing but it was comfortable and he regretted that he could but remember only a few snatches upon waking...  





He woke in a haziness not unlike a foghorn masquerading as a silencer on a rifle.  Shot heard around the world...silently...His head throbbed like an unknown passion...God he wished he hadn't woken up...The dawn was slowly creeping across the eastern horizon...bright streaks of orange raged across the sky...He didn't know whether it was dawn or dusk...Slowly getting up he watched a dog urinate against a yellow fire hydrant. 





He decided it was best to walk home through he back streets. Kent, which he remembered he once walked back home during a night of drinking after he had gotten a promotion.  He recalled, hazily the small park behind th Supreme Court building which his father wrote so copiously about.  He had visited there two or three times and even once met a young blond girl (just like his father--this amazed him) whom he spoke to all night long and finally spent the night with.  But this was before he met his present wife, mistress, companion.  Be it as it may.   H walked with difficulty.  He wa aware he was quite drunk and unsteady on his feet,; something that very rarely accosts him.





He walked past St. Patrick's basilica and suddenly  hears a police van pass him and stop in front of a brownstone two story house.  He is struck awake as if a thunderbolt had hit him. He waits and watches. A woman is forced out screaming and into the waiting police cruiser.  Their task being accomplished the two guards share a cigarette..."ugly bitch..."one says "she can't afford the treatments...we'll now she can...she'll be in jail a long time."





The situation very much affected him.  He stood across the road and leaned upon a tree and threw up...some pedestrians made crass remarks.  "Look at that bum." "Disgraceful." "They should arrest people like that." He didn't care.  Wiped his mouth on his jacket sleeve and continued on his was.  His stomach churned and his head and back ached.  He sat down on a bench near a bus stop an tried to collect his thoughts.  What was he going to say to his wife.  How explain his absence this night.  It seemed as if he sat there for an eternity. At one point he even bummed a cigarette from a passerby.  It was almost twenty years since he had last smoked a cigarette.  The taste of cigarettes always reminded him of the smell of beer.  








HOME


~~~~~





"Where have you been?"





He sat down on the sofa exhausted.





"Well?  I've been frantic all night.  I haven't slept a wink.  I almost called the police."





He closed his eyes.





"Well...say something!"





"I lost my job."





It was a devastating statement.





"You lost your job?"  





Her voice echoed through his ears 





"Oh my God!"





Silence filled the room.  She waited for him to explain.  He could not even look her in the eye.  She gently massaged his shoulders. It was tender moment he was grateful for.





"They told me to take a month's vacation and then make some choices..."





"Then you haven't really..."





"Not yet...but I will."





"I don't understand...If you haven't lost your job, then what are you talking about?"





Her concern now turned to anger.





"Think about what?"





"My decision to no longer maintain the treatments."





This was the first time he looked at her, as if trying to judge her reaction, which he all too well knew would be negative.





"Your decision to what...?"





Her voice wove into a crescendo of consternation and confusion.





"What kind of fool am I married to?  Your decision to no longer maintain the treatments! Do you have any idea what that means?"





"Yes, I do..." His voice croaked.  "I thought about it for a long time."





"You only think of yourself!"  her anger was intensified manifold. "You're placing all of un jeopardy.  Do you ever think of what will happen to me? What about your mother?  They won't just come after you, you know.  They'll come after all of us."  





She was shouting to the point of exhaustion.  He leaned over and placed his head in his hands.  





She was silent and sat down at the dining room table. 





"I don't don't feel like discussing it now." he got up.





"Where are you going?"





"To take a bath and change my clothes."





For the first time she realized how grubby he looked.





"Oh my God, where have you been?"  she sounded surprisingly concerned.





"It's nothing.  I'll explain later."  he did not look back, but went upstairs, to the bedroom and closed the door.  She lit a cigarette and sat confused and empty, not daring to go after him.  Leave him be, she thought.  This is all a bad nightmare.  He really didn't loose his job, and he will change his mind about the treatments.  But somehow, deep inside she knew, but did not yet want to confront the truth.  The signs had always been there.  For years he had made excused for skipping a treatment or two.  But lately it had gotten worse, so much so, that he was visibly aging before her eyes.  It made her angry that he cared so little about her, her family, his family, their friend and acquaintances.  She could hear the running water in the shower.  She was not yet calm enough to wonder what he was doing out there the whole night, and why his appearance was so dishevelled.  From his breath she already ascertained that he had been drinking.  But as to the rest...would he ever tell her?  Would their relationship be that strong?





It was a long hour before he came down again.  Sitting on the blue sofa underneath the painting he inherited from his father of the house in Germany where his father was born. A house that was still in the family's possession.  A family he had never known.  His father always planned to return for a visit, but never did.  Life was just too hectic, and money was always scarce.  In his retirement years his father was still forced for economic reasons to go on the lecture circuit.  Whatever he could afford he sent to his wife.  And then there was his father's drinking...the money just did not go very far.  And those were unsettling days to both himself and his sister, whom he had not seen in twenty years.  After the old man died, his wife soon after, the siblings just drifted apart.  There was nothing there to hold them.  His sister married a doctor and moved to San Francisco, where she still lives her dull suburban life, five children, two cars and a dog. And NC1847? He just stumbled into stupefied oblivion.  And, it was precisely this oblivion which frightened him, made him realize how corrupt this "new" society really was; how empty his life and the lives of all the others who did not even realize how manipulated they were.  And the manipulation was still for all intents and purposes called, freedom.  Freedom of the press, freedom to make your own decision, freedom to decide your death, but freedom as specified within the Government's "Great White Book"...Purity of body, purity of spirit, purity of thought.  





His wife watched him with a quizzical expression.  She was fast running out of cigarettes.  She did not know how to confront him.  Anger shouldn't settle this, she thought.  But anger squeezed the salty water from the edges of her eyes, and she got up to get a kleenex.





"I never wanted to hurt you..."





She just looked at him with an expression that made him wince.





"When I got to the office I found a note on my desk to go up and see the president.  I thought it was about the contract I was working on.  You know, the one that would have given me a decent bonus for the first time in years.  I can't believe how hard I worked on putting that package together.  And what do they do?  They shit on me.  Clean up your act, he says.  You look like a man of twenty five, he says. So what? I say..."





"You can't say that to you boss...No wonder he's mad at you."





"That's not it. The world's gone mad.  No one cares about how well you do your work; they only care about productivity and appearance.  I'm the best person for the job, but all they can think about is what I look like."





"I think they're right."





"You couldn't give a shit about me, could you?" he tried to shake away the frustration mounting in his mind.  Would she ever listen? Would she ever understand? "Why are you always taking the side of those who are against me?"  It was a statement he immediately regretted.  "I'm sorry," he mumbled, "I'm just very tired."





"So, where were you?" She brought him a steaming cup of coffee.





"I don't know. " He heaved a sigh, "I guess, after I was hit with the news, I just couldn't think properly. I guess I just left the office and went for a long walk.  Before I knew it it was dark and I guess I went to a bar and drank quite a lot. After that I guess I just lost track of time."





It was hardly believable, but she said nothing.  He took a long sip of coffee.  





"So what happens now?"





"I guess we'll go to Arizona."  The company ran a resort near Phoenix where they sent their employees on vacation. 





That night in bed she said softly after making love. "I know you have been seeing others."





"Don't be absurd..."





"It's alright.  I know we haven't had the best of relationships.  Just promise me you'll be careful."





"Go to sleep." He kissed her gently on the eyes. 








VACATION


~~~~~~~~~





Cacti and desert flowers.  His first impression looking out a cross the blooming desert after an early morning shower.  It was always incredulous to him how fast the arid desert blooms after rain.  As if the flowers celebrated and absorbed each single drop of precious water.  The window faced west and he could make out the still lengthy shadows, first of the building, and then the great cacti scattered here or there.  The mountains were blue and hazy in the distance.  They fluttered in the hot air; almost alive, breathing: an unsettled landscape: mirage islands in a shimmering desert sea of sand.  Down below he could see the swimming pool and the tourists already around the pool and the waiters bringing trays of multicolored drinks.  This after all was supposed to be earthy paradise. But to him it was only dull and boring; an escape for those who could not entertain themselves; who needed to be entertained because their boring lives were just not enough for them to be satisfied with.  But they were satisfied with all this glitch and glitter.  This suburban desperation.  It seemed fitting it was all a mirage in the desert.  But the desert was much more beautiful then all this artificial concrete and contrived importance.  Did they even realize that once they had left, that once their money ran out, the waiters, and maids, and houseboys would laugh at them; that their importance would melt into the woodwork.    





He sat there for a long time loosing himself in the view.   His wife was busy in the bedroom unpacking the rest of the suitcases.  They had arrived from the airport at 10 p.m. and had gone straight to bed and fell immediately into an exhausting slumber.  He dreamed of waking up in a fog where he heard indistinguishable voices all around him, like a low mumbling.  Hundreds, thousands of voices.  He looked around him, but could hear nothing.  He was in deserted street and heard footsteps echoing his own whenever he began to walk the wet cobblestones, but could see no one following him.  Although he could not distinguish forms, he instinctively knew that they could were watching him; his every move. He woke up in a sweat, got up and opened a bottle of Chivas Regal in the bar and had a double.  It soothed his agitated nerves.  It was a long way from Ottawa and the firm.  But it was still the firm.  He knew they would be watching him, and everything he did would be reported back to the president.  He had taken another treatment a few days before they left Ottawa, and his stomach was still bad.  He only took the treatment to appease his wife.  He wished he would never have to take another.  Even his supervisor called him after, and congratulated him on his "recovery" and that he was glad that, NC1847 "had seen the light," and that he would be happy to have him come back and "work for the company" after his vacation.  There was no getting away from it.  Freedom of information slowly, over the decades, eroded the law to allow everyone to observe each other.    With no privacy left, people had to negotiate with their neighbors to not record "unacceptable behavior." For the most part these contracts kept people safe, and out of the clutches of the law.  But there was always the uncertainty element, those new neighbors; those one did not know.  Always the great question mark. That is why society developed into cliques.  Small units of people with like interests (especially sexual) who shielded the group from the law.  Every computer was monitored. And everyone had to wear an identity bracelet...for life. You were only allowed to re\move it in your home...and your home was also monitored, so that the central computer would always know that where you were was where you said you were.  NC1847 felt disgusted with this intrusion to his private life. His father's poems were banned...and he was monitored...spied upon..controlled. It was something he despised.  something more than anything he wanted to shake of.  Here at least he felt that he had the illusion of privacy.  Not that he believed any of the brochures.  Not that he believed anything anymore.  Life was a great struggle or immediate concerns. One was told what to do and to do it when.  All of a sudden he remembered his guitar; he had left it behind...and now he also renumbered some of the songs his father wrote.  It saddened him that only a few were ever collected and disseminated to the public consciousness.  Many of them spoke about alienation:





	"I would like to tell you a story


	"Of these lonesome men courting despair


	"Driving their demons before them


	"With scars that no time will repair


	"They live in a smoky destruction


	"Their minds in a tangled-up web


	"Who drink up their brandy and wager


	"Their indifference away with each bet"





	"You ask how they come to this living


	"Hell that they dubbed paradise


	"Irony raised on their shoulders


	"Like so much discarded advise


	"When love formed a scar on their ego


	"They rejected the good with the bad


	"These lonesome men plead to the silence


	"To offer what they never had"





	"A toss of the dice is their future


	"Each woman they hold is a threat


	"With blood on their manhood exacting


	"The ransom of thorns on each bed


	"Their future looks bleak so they promise


	"Themselves that there shall be no sure


	"For shutting away all their feelings


	"They thought would make martyrdom pure"





	"Each drop of this blood they've collected


	"In a vessel of mud and of clay


	"Performing their rites of spring passing


	"Whenever the dust blows away


	"So this is the story deflected


	"From one broken stone to the sky


	"So listen who have heart to listen


	"Do not let the message go by. "





He sat there in silence staring at the distant mountains.  His wife entered the room.





"You're awfully quiet."





He put his arms around her waist and pulled her gently toward him.





"Just thinking."





"About what?"





"The uselessness of it all."





"Of what?"





"Just this whole thing.  Life, society, death."





"Don't be silly."





"So, what do you want to do today?"





"D5478 and I are going to some shopping.  There are a lot of things we need if we're going to stay here for a month."  They had come with another couple, who were also on vacation from the firm, but only for a week.





"And you?"





"I don't know.  Finish reading the newspaper, then maybe check out the bookstore.  Maybe relax by the pool."





"We'll don't get sunburned."





She swung her purse over her shoulder and kissed him good-bye.  The door shut behind her and he picked up the morning newspaper. He read for a while, but his head was just not in it.  He paced the floor for a few moments and then decided to go downstairs to the bar and have a drink.








THE LEGEND


~~~~~~~~~~~





"He is said to live alone in the mountains where no one can find him.  The few who have seen him say that he looks like a grotesque parody of a human being.  The authorities have been trying to find him for ages without success.  He seems to be able to allude them at will.  And those who supply him with food protect him as their shaman." 





NC1847 was seated at a table in the dark shiny bar nurturing a whiskey and soda when this Pueblo Navaho came up to him and asked if he could spare some change.  When NC1847 shook his head then Navaho said that he would relate a story which might be of interested to him.  NC1847 three a few coins on the table and ordered a drink for the Navaho.  This could be interesting, he thought.  After all he wasn't doing anything for the next few hours.  But he wasn't prepared for the uncanny coincidence of the story he was told.  As if he had been singled out on purpose.  After all why would this Navaho relate the story to him?  And it was a story which he desperately wanted to hear.  Needed to hear.  





"They say that there are others like him further north in the woods of Oregon.  That there is a whole colony of these people who have never had even one treatment.  That they survive in a natural state.  hat they chose to grow old according to nature.  That they do not wish to stay young, and that they refuse the extra years the treatments allow us all to live.  Do you think these are foolish people?"





It seemed a strange question to ask.  And the answer could be used against him if it got into the wrong hands.  One was not allowed to sympathize with those who believed that aging was a natural process which should be adhered to without artificial interference.  





"Why do you ask?"





The Navaho leaned forward and whispered: "Because I can sense that you are a sympathizer."





NC1847 was shocked.  Small beads of sweat collected on his brow and his upper lip.  He wanted to get up and leave.  But something held him there.  The Navaho's eyes penetrated deep into his soul.  It was as if he was caught in a vice.  He could not move.  





"Why...why would you think that?"





"Because I can read it in your heart.  Your whole body struggles against the treatments.  You have come here for a reason. Do you want to meet this man?"





He did not know what to say.  Was this a trick?  Was this Navaho in the employ of the firm, or even worse, an uncover agent working for the youth police?  Either way he could find himself in jail for a very long time.  Was this man to be trusted?  He did not know.  He was confused.  He ordered another whiskey.  





"Why do you think I would wan to meet this man?"





"Because he is your mentor.  He is the person who will dictate to your your future. But I see you do not trust me.  That is to be expected. Let me allow you some time to make your decision.  Here is my address, he wrote it on a napkin. Contact me when you are ready.  You will need at least a week to travel there and back.  I have everything you need." He got up, "We will meet again."





The Navaho walked out of the bar.  NC1847 sat alone at the table.  A prostitute approached him, but he waved her off.  





He put the napkin with the Navaho's address into his wallet and walked back to the apartment.  His mind was still in a daze.  He was trying to sort out all the pieces of the puzzle.  





It was a week before he decided to contact the Navaho again.   








FIRST MEETING


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





"I am glad you have come.  We have been expecting you."





We?  NC1847 did not understand.  Was this a trick?  An ambush?  Was his secret exposed?





Then out of the shadows he appeared.  A frail figure. At first he did not understand what or whom he was looking at.





"I have been expecting you for a long time.  The spirits told me you would be here."





"Who are you?"





The man, who at first stayed hidden by the shadows, entered into the blinding brightness of the one bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the room.  NC1847 was shocked.  What was he looking at? A monster? A man?  He had never seen a person who looked like this? Did he have a hideous disease?  Was he disfigured in an accident?





"I am Tumac.  They call me the Old Man of the Mountains."





NC1847 looked at the Navaho.  "I thought...you said, that it would take days to get there..."





The Navaho looked at Tumac and laughted.  "Tumac..."





Tumac waved the Navaho aside and interjected, "I thought it best to come to town.  It would be less dangerous to you."





"You are concerned about my welfare?"





"We must be careful.  These are dangerous times."





"But you are risking your life..."





Yumac smiled.  "It is a risk I am prepared to take to have another ally.  It would be much too dangerous for you.  For me it is nothing.  I am a shaman, and my spirit is the crow."





NC1847 did not quite understand.  This was still too new to him.  





"I do not understand why you should jeopardize your safety for me. After all I am a strange to you."





"You are no stranger to me, my son.  The spirits have long prophesized your arrival."





"I do not understand."





"You will in time.  You will, in time.  I see you are looking at my face.  Yes...this is how old age looks.  Are you repulsed?"





"No.  The more I look at your face, the more I see your character.  I understand a natural beauty.  It's rather quite fascinating."





"That is good. Very good. It was my decision to surprise you, because I had to know your reaction.  It would not have been the same had you been prepared for this."





"But why?"





"There is an old saying: Those who are lost will always come home.  And you have come home."





NC1847 leaned back in his chair exhausted, dazed.  





"How have you been living?"





"I have many friends among the tribes.  They protect me...and the others."





"There are others?"





"Many."





"Where...?"





"All in good time...all in good time.  But now I must rest.  We will speak later."





"When..."





"My son will give you the time and place.  Even a shaman becomes exhausted.  Flying is such s difficult thing.  Even to one who has practiced so many years.  I must return to my people tonight for the ceremony of the going down, and it is such a long journey.  Oh to be young again!"  He got up and slowly walked back into the shadows.  Then he was gone.





"You must leave this place before they discover you have come her." Said the old man's son putting his hand on his shoulder. "So, was it what you had expected?"





"Nothing is ever what one expects."  He was shaking.  He was overcome with feelings he had never known.  Overwhelmed by something so spiritual to be almost oppressive, but also at the same time expansive, open free.





Sweat was running from NC1847's brow.








THE DECISION


~~~~~~~~~~~~~   





"So, how was your day?"  She came in all happy with parcels under in her arms from another shopping expedition.





"Fine.  Looks like you did more than just a little shopping."





"Well, I thought, as long as the firm is paying the tab."





"I don't quite think they had this in mind."





"Oh, you'll find some way of convincing them..." She came over and kissed him on the cheek.





"So, what all did you buy?"





"Let me show you..." and she walked into the bedroom to change.  





Back in Ottawa he would have been very angry, but at this point he no longer cared.  He had made a decision to not accompany his wife back to Ottawa, but stay on here and join the old man and the others in the mountains.  He felt it was the only decision he could make.  He just did not know how to mention it to her.  He even thought that maybe he could convince her to come with him, but he knew the change was very slim.  But right now the only way he could live with the thought was to believe that she might acquiescent.  He wished it were a difficult decision; but it was not.  He knew he had made up his mind a long time ago.  A woman might understand losing her husband to another woman, perhaps even to alcohol, but could she even understand a man leaving her for a conviction and an ideology?  That was a completely different thing altogether.  He did not know how to begin to explain.  Over the past two weeks he had put up a facade.  He had been very attentive to her, and he had spent time doing things she had wanted to do.  He had almost no complaints; even for those little things which irritated him.





She came back into the living room, modeling a tight red dress which hugged her figure like cellophane.  "Wow!" he exclaimed. "I like...I like." And he sent over and embraced her and they fell to the sofa and began to make love.  It was the first time he could remember in a very long time that they had been spontaneous.   It came as a surprise to him, and perhaps to her too, and their passion rose like hot lava to a crescendo.





That evening they went out to dinner at one of the local clubs:  glitter and after dinner show.  He could not but notice the faceless crowds move in an ant like unison.  Each looked the same as the other.  Each preoccupied with what preoccupied the other.  Money and sex.  Prestige and power.  The city was an explosion of light.  Storefronts, pedestrians, cars. A rumble of activity which never waned.  Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, year after endless year.  A cash-register town.  All in all,  they were having a good time.  Yet he could not but feel apprehensive at the forthcoming conversation brewing in his mind.  He felt rather bad about it, and wished the moment would never have to come.  Why did he have to feel like this?  Why was there such a conviction?  Why could he not be satisfied with his lot, let everything go, accept the status quo, and be like any other? Why was he constantly searching for that next horizon?  Questioning everything, he did not understand why everything had to be politically regulated, religiously regulated.  He once when he was young had found an old History book which predated the official history books of the government.  This history books told of a world where people still had free choices.  Where people made decisions about their own lives.  And it was a time when people aged.  He could never forget the faces of the people he saw in those books.  If caught he could have been arrested and "re-programmed", but he hid the book under the porch of his parents house.  But soon after that they were forced to move under the relocation program, and he did not have time to claim the book.  He wondered if the book was still there, and briefly thought about returning to Ottawa and going back to search for it.  Perhaps that would buy him some time.  Perhaps it would allow him to persuade his wife to come with him.  Yes, he thought, that is what I will do.  Perhaps it's only the desert that is twisting my thoughts.  





He slept badly that night.  He dreamed that he was running through the desert at night and a crow was following him.  The sky was clear and a full white moon wrought stark shadows over the arid wasteland.  He again, as in the first dream, heard voices, but these voiced were clearly audible, and they spoke in unison.  They sang of a journey, a long journey, and of a guardian spirit.  He felt he was lost, and he panicked.  And everything, the landscape, the stars and the moon revolved around him with a greater and greater intensity until he could no longer stand up, but fell to the ground as if in a drunken haze.  He woke up parched and sore, as if he had actually experienced the dream.  His head was aching.  He went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face.  Looking at himself in the mirror he suddenly found himself confronted by an old wrinkled face staring back at himself.  He was startled, and then the vision subsided and he saw himself young again.  This was all getting a bit too much for him.  He decided to search out the Navaho and tell him that he was returning to Ottawa with his wife.  








THE JOURNEY


~~~~~~~~~~~~~





"Before you leave, there is ritual the old man wants you to be involved in."





"What kind of a ritual?"





"A very ancient ritual.  It will be held tonight outside the town in a deserted town at the edge of the desert.  The old man will be there."





NC1847 did not know what to make of this new development, but he was curious.  It would be his last chance to meet the old man before he left for home.  Perhaps this was something that might put his mind at rest, and to help put this whole strange episode into perspective.  So he agreed to be there.





"Good," the Navaho said, "I will meet you here at dusk and we will drive out there once it is dark.  We cannot chance going there in the daylight.  Should we be caught, you must tell the authorities that we are going rattlesnake hunting.  I have all the equipment in the back, so that we will be covered in that respect."





NC1847 nodded.





He went home and took a short nap.  His wife was already packing some of their possessions.  





"Na4489 asked me to help her with her packing, would you mind?"





"No...not at all..." He was reposed on the sofa.





"You seem very quiet."





"I'm just tired..."





"What have you been doing?" she said playfully tickling him.  He shrugged away.





"Nothing...I'm just very tired..."





She got up and walked back to the dining room.. She looked worried.  He had so been so out of character these last few weeks that she even confided in her friend that something must be wrong.  Although she knew about his past behavior regarding the treatments, she dismissed it as one of his depressed states.  Ad besides, she was so happy to be on vacation, and even with her friends, that is wasn't possible that anyone else could not feel the joy she felt.  Little did she know the darkness that enveloped her husband's mind. A desert darkness rather like a light.  And it was light that he saw this time in his dreams.  A sheet of light illuminating the alien yellow desert above which he floated as if he were a great endangered bird. He could see the highway stretching out toward the horizon and swallowed by the darkness.  Suddenly he was in a deep black cave.  He heard the sound of his own echo shouting "Is there anybody here?" And the sound shattered back t his eardrums, "Is there anybody there?" He wasn't even startled by this.  It seemed as natural and comfortable as if it were a physical reality.  He walked into the darkness, and as if a hand were guiding him, every step was sure and he could hear bats fluttering at his disturbing them, and then he saw a great white light, and he shielded his eyes, and the light said "We have been awaiting you, my son." And he answered, "I have been on a long journey, but now I am home."  "We welcome you," the light spoke.  And just as he was about to enter the light, something held him back. "You have doubts," the light said, "You cannot enter this place with doubts.  Return to us when you have purged all your doubts."  "But I have no doubts," he answered.  "Then enter."  He tried again to enter the light.  And again something held him back.  Something not quite physical, and he sank to his knees and gently sobbed.





His wife shook him.  "What's the matter dear?"





He woke startled.  "Wha...?"





"You were dreaming..." she said gently.





"Oh..."





They got up and had a cup of coffee in the kitchen.  She reached over and held his hand.  





"Do you remember what you were dreaming?"





"Yes...very vividly," and he told her of the dream, and she for the first time listened attentively, and genuinely seemed interested.  





"That's a very strange dream.  Do you suppose it means something?"





"I don't know.  Maybe just some trepidation about returning to Ottawa."





"Do you still want to stop the treatments?"  It was the first time they had spoken about it in over a month.





"I don't know.  What time is it?"





"Almost seven. Why?"





"I have to meet someone..."





"Who...?"





"Don't be concerned.  The boss phoned last night and he wants me to meet a client about some contract before I get back.  I wanted to refuse, but you know how he is, and I'm the only agent in the area at the moment.  You know how it is."





"Can I come with you?"





"It's best you don't.  The hotel isn't in the best part of town, and I don't know how long I'll be."





"Ok...," she kissed him, "be careful."





He kissed her on the mouth and smiled.  She did not let it show, but a flood of concern came over her.  It's not that he had not gone out alone before, but she had a strange feeling about this.  But she did not stand in his way.  She knew he had many concerns he was trying to address, and anything that might put his mind at ease would be a welcome restitution.





After he had left, she sat down at the kitchen table and her thoughts wandered back through the difficult years, the happy years, the momentous years. She thought back to the day they first met at a friends apartment.  How she was captivated by his demeanor, his thoughtfulness, his kindness, and most of all his manners.  He was shy, and laughed with a strain in his face as if he were unsure of himself.  He spoke of poetry and art, and the great beauty in the world; but he also harbored resentment to the political order of things.  He even spoke about how his father had predicted the break-up of the provinces and the states into separate counties.  Something that had happened almost fifty years ago.  Now North America was as diverse as Europe.  But every country kept what they had inherited: the cult of youth.  Indeed it had by then become a world phenomena.  You would have to be lost in the arctic and the Himalayas to not be able to have the treatments.  And those places that were too remote were cordoned off and as policy dictated, were left go to waste and the people left to die.  She remembers how impressed she was by his conviction.  But like everything else, he only spoke about the problem, and did nothing about it.  He was as restricted as the rest of the community.  He was in fear of the Youth Police.


But everyone was, and no one thought anymore about.  She remembers her friend being very angry afterward that he should speak so freely in her apartment.  After all they may be listening, and if they were, it would be the death of all of them, or at minimum, years in a restructuring community in the middle of nowhere.  She remembered their first date,how she ordered spaghetti dinner and he was so nervous that he forget to order anything at all.  They walked through the dark narrow streets near the canal that night and there on a bench by the lamp light shimmering across the calm Rideau Canal the first kissed and professed their love for each other. Afterward they watched the morning sun come up over the buildings and they knew their future would be hopelessly entwined.   That was in August and it was a rainy day in September that they first made love in a friend's apartment.  He met her near the Collage she was attending for nursing courses, and he waited for her for over an hour outside a restaurant on the east side by the little bridge across the canal.  He was shivering, and he draped his jacket over her shoulders.  He led her through the streets and to his friend's place.  There he again reiterated his love for her, and even though she was reluctant she gave in to a passion of heavy bliss.  For four hours on that rainy afternoon they caressed each others firm and youthful bodies.  That night they went to a movie and in the silence of each other's company comforted the night away.  Her head on his shoulder.  His arm around her waist. So, what had happened?  Even before they were married there was something different about his demeanor.  Oh, he worked hard, even began to climb up the ladder in the firm, and become quite respected for his work.  But he was not happy, even though he seemed to love his work, and he had the freedom to be creative, it was as if there was something missing in his life.  She was at a loss to crack this shell, this safety net he wrought around himself, and which was increasingly getting tighter and tighter.  It seemed to keep him going, but it also seemed to put a serious and heavy burden on him. A burden which got increasingly difficult to carry.  And she was outside of this part of him. She could only watch him, and could do nothing about it.  And then he seemed, after their brief marriage ceremony at the local court house, to even further shut her out of his life.  She loved him.  She knew he understood her better than anyone ever had, but he did not give her that understanding.  Over the years they drifted ever further apart.  Their first child was aborted.  She had found him with another woman only a year after their marriage, and in retribution (oh how she cringed) had ru to the nearest hospital.  He was devastated.  They had horrendous arguments.  The neighbors even called the police.  But on the surface they always seemed the perfect "beautiful" couple.  She began to want to go out more often, he just wanted to stay home and talk to the demons in his head.  Perhaps she shouldn't have criticized him so much.  Perhaps their intimacy would have been more fully developed...but yet...even after he confessed to her that he wished to discontinue the treatments, she did not quite believe that he would be serious in this.  And this vacation seemed to appease her fears, they never once spoke about it, and he even went to weekly treatments at the spa.  It was such a turn-around that she began to believe that he would change and never mention it again.  





It was only when she found his identification bracelet in the top drawer of the bedroom dresser that she knew there was something ominous.  Something that was very much beyond her control.


 





THE DESCEND TO THE UNDERGROUND


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





It began with the chanting.  The central hearth exploded sparks into the foggy steaming atmosphere.  Heavy smoke.  Someone coughed.  No people, only shadows.  Fluttering shadows. Indistinguishable shadows. His head felt heavy with the smoke.  His senses dozed as if he were in a groggy sleep and did not want to wake up.  There were images and sounds taunting him.  He felt as if they were part of him, but a apart of himself that he did not know; did not want to know.  An evil part; a hidden part; a subterranean chamber in his subconscious mind.  He felt like passing out.  Shapes and sounds swayed around him, captivated him, they shook him, would not let him go.  He was told by an old tired but very soothing voice, "This is the meaning of your heart."  And he heard his heart beat. A piston pumping manna through his veins, enriching every part of his body, every part of the machine.  Opening his eyes, a flash of light blinded him.  He turned his head away.  "Look into the flames..."  He shook his head, shout his eyes tighter against the hot excruciating air. "Look into the flames..." the voice insisted.  He slowly opened his burning tearful eyes.  And there was dancing.  He saw dancing.  In the flames, or beyond the flames.  He saw bright feathers, giant hawks, eagles.  Raven cries assaulted him.  Wings fluttered against his face.  He tried to brush them away.  He was afraid. He did not know why he was here.  Dead or alive?  He did not care.  His heart felt like it would at any moment explode. He sweated copious amounts of alcohol they plied him with before the ceremony began.  But he was not drunk.  Rather he was more wide awake than he had ever been.  It was just that what he was experiencing was beyond any reality he had been taught or had ever known could exist.  It was like every pore in his body was alive and sending messages at beakneck speed to his medulla.  His synapses could hardly process all the information.  He hallucinated.  He saw images from his past he tried to flee from.  Images of all the horrible things he did; all the mistakes; all the excruciating problems he experienced he could not solve or ran away from.  And it was as if they were still alive in him; images he would experience over and over again; questions he could never answer; voices he could not shut out of his mind.  He held his head.  He felt that he was screaming, "Leave me alone. Leave me alone!"  But he was sitting silently in one corner of the room near the fireplace.  And image of a beautiful dark woman entered his mind.  She taunted him in a sexual way.  He could not resist; he did not want to resist and they made love in a burning fountain.  He felt that the world was watching.  Every eye in the world.  But he did not care.  He killed her anyway.  It was the image of his mother and dying in his arms she told him how much he had been her life and that no matter what he did to her, she would always love him. "A mother's love never dies." she said.  And then she accepted martyrdom.  He stood up naked and carved a cross into his bleeding skin.  It felt so sensual he did not want to stop, but wanted to carve his body up like they did with Osirus.  A self sacrifice.  And then he felt guilty.  He sunk to his blood red knees and wished that he had never been born.  And then he was in pre-birth.  He wanted to to but could not breathe and he could not cry and the umbilical cord was choking him and the doctors were frantic in the operating room. And they pulled him out with forceps misshaping his tender head.  Damn you, he thought, damn you for bringing me into this world.  Damn you for being so rough with me. And the he felt a sharp slap and he cried.  A primeval cry of sadness and fear: no less than a scream.  And how long had he carried this silent scream inside his head throughout his life?  He felt as if it all came to a head.  This was the moment, the dizzy moment, the volatile moment, the moment his whole life melted into one great crystal ball slammed on the potter's wheel of life.  His first love appeared before him.  She was a shadow and she melted into a golden lake.  He tried to reach after her, but blood incrusted thorns held him back.  "Save me." she cried.  "I am trying...I am trying..." and now he knew he never tried.  He let her go in a moment of panic.  Panic against what?  His parents?  Did they ever care?  Yes they cared, but how did they care?  Distant?  Smothering?  His mother brought him wine to appease him?  His father scolded him for being lazy.  He was the only child.  He was the rebellious entity within an otherwise "perfect" body.  But it was every flawed body.  And then the drums began pounding in his ears again.  His mind fluctuated from fear to ecstasy, from doubt to surety, from visions to reality.  He fixed his bleeding mind on the one object he could hardly see.  It was the old man chanting in some alien language.  He thought it should be Hopi or Navaho, but it was nothing like it.  He floated like a giant cloud to ancient Egypt.  He met Osirus, Horus, Set and Isis floated above him like a giant rose.  Horus the sun disk continuously slew Set the god of darkness.  And he saw the face of Horus and he saw himself and he could not imagine himself eternally continuing the same struggle.  Leaving home at an early age, he wandered aimlessly through a foggy really of self-substitution; sex and drugs and emptiness.  No religion appeased him.  No policy made any sense.  No political system was worthy of the name.  Then he fell into a tunnel.  He woke up in a meadow.  Black birds were fluttering everywhere over the scented multicolored flowers.  A gentle breeze was blowing.  There was a castle in the distance.  It seemed a thousand years ago.  He felt safe but threatened at the same time.  He didn't know why he should be here.  He walked up to a river and knelt down to wash his face in the clear calm water.  He saw his reflection.  It was the reflection of an old man.  He didn't recognize the man.  And then there was a hunchback laughing behind his back.  Looking around he was in the dark dank castle filled with straw and animals.  Echoed laughter tore his eardrums.  He fell to his knees and held his head in his hands.  His hands were wet, he looked at them and they were filled with blood.  A monk came and brought him a white scarf.  He took the scarf and wiped his bleeding hands in them.  The monk bowed and he returned the now crimson scarf to him.  The monk bowed.  There was chanting somewhere in the hollow caverns of the crumbling castle.  He felt the earth quake.  He got up and ran through the black corridors until he found a thread of light, and the light grew larger, harsher, more difficult to look into.  He sheltered his eyes with his arm.  And the light got warm and then hot so hot that he could not stand it.  It turned into a raging furnace and he fell to the straw covered ground and he cried for the savior to shelter him, and no voice came.  Then he woke up to a shivering silence in the shack where the ceremony was.  Where was everybody.  He slowly gathered his senses, got up and walked outside into the moonlit desert.  He stretched himself.  He felt elated.  It was all over.  He could now go home.  But looking around he could not see any of the trucks.  Indeed the full moon hugged the horizon and seemed to mock him.  It was Horus.  It was Horus before he became the sun disk.  Before he became the all powerful one.  Before he turned in YHWH.  He stood transfixed.  I want to bow, he thought, I want to bow, but I must stand up to you.  And who was he standing up to? His father? His mother? His wife?  He felt very cold and very alone all of a sudden.  His confused state multiplied a thousand fold.  He sat down on the broken steps of the decaying porch.  A coyote howled and blew a desperate loneliness into his mind. He shivered like a shimmering aurora borealis.  There was no shape to life.  No corporeal shape sculptured his body.  Just the image on his retina was real.  The moon and the haunting shadows of the cacti mimicking the scarecrow reality of human interaction.  Where was he going? Where had he been? What was to become of him? And his wife, where was she?  What was she doing?  Was she getting ready to believe him?  Did she really believe him that he was going to return with her?  That he was going to be happy to not follow his convictions?  He did not know.  From the right an old Navaho approached.  It was not the old man he knew from the previous meeting.  He greeted him. "Who are you, and what do you want with me?"  He did not know why he said these seeming formulaeic words.  The Navaho answered, "Because I want to take on you on a very long journey."  "But I don't have the time. My wife will be waiting for me."  "You have the time."  "But we leave tomorrow..."  "There are many tomorrows, there is only one today."  He nodded, as if to understand.  He was helpless to resist.  The stare of the Navaho was cat-like. His eyes glowed.  Was he human or was he otherwise?  He doubted that anyone could tell.  Perhaps this was the howling coyote that he heard. He did not know.  The night chill made is skin shiver.  The Navaho threw a heavy blanket around him.  "Come," he said, and guided him into the haunting yellow desert.  "Your face is ancient..."  "My face is young." The Navaho answered. "Soon you will see the ancient ones...soon you will understand why you have been chosen."  "Chosen for what?"  "Patience...It will be made known to you."  And the he was flying; he did not know how, but he was flying over the fleeting desert and the heavy purple mountains and he wa dizzy and did not know to where he was flying, but he know that he was flying and he tried to convince himself that this was all a dream and that he would soon awaken in bed beside his concerned wife. But he did not awaken by his wife's side.  Instead the ground raced beneath him at a dizzying pace.  He couldn't deny that he did not begin to enjoy the sensation, though strange and alien to him, somewhat.  He saw the old leather faced Navaho beside him smile, and he smiled back.  he looked into the distance and thought he caught a glimpse of white winged Pegasus.  A magnificent sight.  He thought he saw Isis wave at him and Osirus, god of the underworld converse with Charon, keeper of the ferry across the Styx.  But all this was in his imagination, as was everything he thought he now experienced.  It could not be real.  He was still dreaming; a dream within a dream. "Where are we going?" He asked.  "You will see soon enough."  He felt upset at the answer.  This was not where he wanted to be.  He was worried about his wife, he had told her that he only would be an hour or two.  He felt guilty about lying to her.  He knew that she could never understand, that she would feel betrayed and that he would never be able to explain why he did what he did.  The night in the alley came back to him.  Is this where it all began?  And who was the beggar, and who was they young seductress and why had things happened the way they transpired?  "Do not ask so many questions," the Navaho spoke to him as if he could read his mind, "It has come about because the ancient spirits deemed it a necessity.  You, after all, are the chosen one."  He wanted to ask why he was the chosen one, but they were thrust into a deep wood and a mountain lion stared at them as if guarding its territory.  And this is where the old Navaho deserted him and he was left alone to face the growling cat waiting to pounce on his.  He shivered in fright and said a prayed to an unknown god.  At this he fell into a deep exhausting sleep.  Upon waking he found himself in a dark delvic wood.  Fog crowded between the tall thundering trees.  He could not see the sky but for a few scattered sunbeams through the topmost branches.  He shivered in the morning dew, wet upon his skin.  He had not eaten and he was hungry.  Looking around he found some mushrooms which he recognized and ate heartily.   He heard the chirping of unknown birds,  the rustling of feathers, the almost calm before the unknown but anticipated storm.  Not knowing where he was he took stock of the sun's direction.  At least he estimate what was east, west, north and south.  He also knew, not how he got there, but that this was a forest of giant redwood trees and that he was somewhere in the north.  In a moment of forgetfulness, he welcomed the relief from the desert heat.  He almost revelled in the freedom of that great forest.  But then, fright overcame him: where was he, how did he get here, how was he going to find himself back to civilization.  To his wife?  His life... And then he realized... his life... what was his life?  How did this fit with his mundane, safe and standardized, daily sub-existence?  What was there for him there?  Why would he want to go back to it?  And then the answer dawned on him: for survival;  for nothing  but survival.  The revelation appalled him.  We go along with the government just because we have to survive.  There is no political solidarity, only fear.


And through the undergrowth he heard a rustle of leaves being slowly, methodically dislodged from their position on the moldy ground.  He listened intently, a primal enzyme overtook his consciousness.  He looked around as if in a fever.  His heart began to pound.  His mouth was dry.  His eyes darted around at every movement, no matter how insignificant.  He could now see every insect, every bird, every snake slither through the moss, and he could hear every thundering ant dragging its bounty through the forest.  But it was his heightened sense of smell which made him fear and salivate.  It was the fear of the hunt: the hunted and the hunter.  The chase and the capture.  Only now he was the prey.  He was the prize the unseen eyes stalked in their mute intensity.  There was no use to try and find a place to hide.  The plan had been set in steel.  There was no escaping destiny for either of them.  He picked up a sharp dead branch.  His only defense.  Crouching, he tried  to assess the moment.  The movement in the still air.  The predator was smart.  The predator would always be down wind.  As still as the air was, there was a direction.  The wind twisted north to south.  He turned toward the south.  One thrust only; one chance.  He grabbed a loose stone and flung it toward what he ascertained as a well camouflaged entity behind a dark dishevelled bramble bush.  The bush caught fire.  A shadow appeared behind the bush.  He could not make out it's shape or substance.  It appeared to flutter in the raging flames.  It appeared to want to say something.  Something he perceived as of vital importance.  But he was at a loss how to make the image salient.  "I am the son of Johannes," the fluttering image intoned in a deep dark voice.  He thought he felt the earth shake.  My  God, he thought, "Father?" 





THE DESCEND


~~~~~~~~~~~~~





Just as Virgil had guided Dante; NC1847 was guided down through the dark recesses of his mind by his long dead father.  He did not know how or where, or even why, but it all seemed so natural, so real, so very common to be here with him, after all these years.  He remembered that he had never even once visited his grave.  Nor his mother's.  It was not that he did not have the time; but he sought to cherish the mental images he had of them much more than the cold tombstone reality of a well groomed cemetery.  Other's didn't think that way, of course, and they shunned him because of it, or did he shun them because he felt guilty?  He did not know.  Perhaps he did not care.  It was shadows that he saw. Shadows that interested him.  Ghosts that haunted past and future.  And therefore down they went; down into the hollowed ground.  Kirke's underworld; this wine pit vision of Odysseus.  His mother haunted him.  He sweated dreams; nightmare and poison.  His father laughed, but was disapproving: stern, rock-faced, disappointed.  "I am not a substitute." He threw his strong arms into the ether of an unknown viability. Entering a dark and crumbling cavern his father smiled as if the way was easy, but he didn't;t trust him.  He didn't trust his father.  His father was not Virgil.  His father wasn't father but was Seth, the great God of the underworld.  He shook his head.  I don't believe, he thought, I don't believe.  But he felt the dust within his nostrils, and he heard the creaking wood beneath his unsteady footsteps.  "Where are we going?" he heard himself ask.  "Where life has no meaning; where death has no design."  He felt his sure feet hesitate.  He didn't know if this was reality of hallucination.  He knew he didn't want to be here, but something made him continue on.  It felt cold, as in a grave.  Perhaps death overtook him and he was yet not yet quite aware, of death's meaning or death's possibilities.  "Your doubt makes you a hesitant."  It was a strange reply.  "Why?"  "Fear makes you a crow." And suddenly the old man stood before him in the guise of an eagle.   "What has been your suffering?" He asked, intoning in a deep dark voice the chant of ancient unknown rituals. "What has been your purpose?"  "I don't know." "You know; you know."  "Where is my father?"  "I am your father." "You are not my father!"  "I am the father of your conscience." "You are evil!" "I am whatever has and will be in your soul.'  He found himself alone on a quiet beach.  A shipwrecked sailor was lying gasping on the shore.  A beautiful young woman washing laundry with her hand maidens in a nearby street found the man and gave him drink and nurtured him to health.  He hid observing all of this.  Even though it wasn't consummated, it was a sexual union of two disparate ideological fractured souls.  He of the mountains; she of the valleys.  The poison asp killed more than just Queen Cleopatra.  And Anthony, the Alexandria he was leaving...or was Alexandria leaving him?  Cavafis knew the presence of the past.  "Wherever now I look, black ruins of my life rise into view." "Yet by such little trifles, a 'No' instead of 'Yes' his whole life sinks and stifles." Snatches of his reading.  Snatches of his memory.  Banned works. Works he discovered hidden in a dusty attic of a professor who wore a false red beard when alone.  Someone else was trying to age, but only in his mind.  A strange shivering gong sounded.  "Three trees, you can only see two of them at one time.  He who sees all three must die."  But I have seen their shadows.  "Preserve for me the memory."  "Come we must continue," his father said tugging him by the arm, "Time for reflection comes much later.  Action always steadies art."  NC1847 nodded, but had no conception what it meant.  They continued on.  "There is a land, far beyond this point where people live in harmony with each other."  He didn't see it at first, but with each step his father seemed to be getting older.  Deep ridges were developing on his face and his the skin on his hands was shiny and wrinkled.  His hair was growing white and he was balding.  "Father, what is happening to you?"  "I am aging, my son?"  "But why?"  "A natural progression."  And like a little child he continued to ask "Why?" "Time is a progression. Everything decays." "Why?"  "It is the structure of the universe." "Why?" "Destiny pervades the human consciousness." "Why?" "We are pulled apart because the universe expands."  They continued through dark caverns, a labyrinth of dervish dreams. "What is this place?"  "Your conscience." "Why am I here?" The old Navaho appeared, "To make peace with yourself. Come." The father relinquished the sun and stepped into the shadows of the cave. "Father? Father? Why have you forsaken me?"  "The price of wisdom does not grow on trees."  His mind was flung into a fever.  He looked desperately around to find a reference his mind could hold.  Nothing was forthcoming. "Come," a mighty voice intoned.    Down, down, father down they went into the bowels of the underground.  "Doubt your sanity, for here no sanity exists," NC1847 heard it echo but couldn't ascertain the direction.  This place was evil, nothing would shake this conviction.  This place was cold and evil, hollow, empty, desultory in a way no human could describe.  Seth was here.  He could see him hiding in the shadows.  He could see a ml million eyes upon him.  He wanted to flee, but he had no place to flee.  He had lost his way.  This place was no place.  Sole limbo this,  frightened artifact of life's pale shadow when confronted with its own reflection: death.  I am here because of this. Did really the why answer anything?  Solutions are a railroad to a dream.  Death refuses to have morning eyes.  Bow, and you encounter Seth.  The voice asphyxiates the meaning.  What's the beauty of perdition? What the set amount of arguments with which measure love? Having feared your redress, what about the dove? Hunted for the crown of duty and the sacrifice?  I know that you have lied to me...reality.  There is no "reality."  We all wish there were.  But truth is, everything fluctuates.  The river that looks the same is not the river that is the same. "Even love and harmony have to rust." The voice was like a soothing unknown entity.  I don't know how to talk to it. NC1847 rusted his own execution into wind.  No one but himself could know the purpose of this journey.  "Where's the end?" He threw at the shade of the old old man.  "Why are you walking so fast when you are so fragile?" "I am a shaman; shaman do not walk."  "You fly, I suppose?."  "Nothing you aren't doing now."  "What happened to my father?" What exists in your mind exists." "Is that the whole solution?"  Even God must bow to this equation. " " I suppose God has every meaning..."  "Sacrificed."  "You will know, in due time, everything you'll need to know. "  NC1847 sighed, what's to make of these damned cryptic arguments?" "Why should I have to know anything?" "You don't in life...in death you do."  Would he ever know what this would mean; had meant: sacrificed his meaning for?  Solution seemed to be the everything.  Sometimes even reality interfered with the dream psychology of  passionate renewal.   "We have arrived."  "Where?"  "Of no importance." "Why?" "Invalid question." "No questions are invalid." "The answer you will find, is most amazing." NC1847 smiled.  He was home again.  His parents around the dining room table, his father talking about the day's events.  How it went at the office and what so and so did or said.  He could smell the food on the table.  He could see his cluttered room.  He was in his cluttered room.  He ran his fingers across the keyboard of his computer.  There was a poster of Beethoven on his wall next to the bookshelf containing old editions of all the old romantic poets, Wordworth, Shelly, Byron, Keats.  He had them all on CD, but this was something special.  He remembered how he use to turn each page, and smell the odor, and how it brought so much more to the poetry than could ever come from a computer screen.  There was a thick film of dust on the shelves, and suddenly he knew that he was in an archive.  He was in the future and the room looked like it would were it preserved in the future, and he knew that none of this was real, and he understood for the first time the importance of memory and how aging gathers wisdom, because without aging the human memory stagnates.  It has nothing to compare the past to.  Without aging life is just one long today.  No past, no future.  And he knew that he could no longer live this way.  





AWAKENING


~~~~~~~~~~~





A gentle hand on his shoulder brought him back to the lodge and the burning hearth and the chanting which had now come to an abrupt end. "The ceremony is completed."  "But I do not understand?" "You have understood, even though your mind is still tender and shrouded in a fog."  The old man stood up and walked over to the widow.  "You will make your decision with Venus rising."  And with that the ceremony ended.  "We must leave now," the navaho brought him a blanket.  "Thank you."  On the return journey, not one word was said between them.  Of the thousands of questions NC1847 had, all dissolved into infinity.  No question he had seemed important.  The choice was made.  There was no turning back.  NC1847 stepped into the future.








DECISION


~~~~~~~~~





"That didn't take long," she remarked as he came into the room. "From what you said I thought you would have been gone much longer."





"I have something to tell you..."





"What?"





"I can't go back with you."  She looked at him at once confused and angered.





"You what?"





"I can't go back..."  he almost stuttered with fright at her reaction.





"I...I don't understand."  She had just finished packing the last suitcase.





"I found what I was looking for."





She turned pale and sat down upon the sofa.





"I can't believe I'm hearing this.  I thought that we agreed..." she broke off and lit a cigarette.  Her hands were shaking.





He knelt before her.





"Don't you see, it is possible to age naturally." He put the emphasis on the word "is" as if to convince himself that it was alright to now for the first time to refute the lies he had been told.





"I thought you were through with that." She looked at him almost defiantly, harsh and getting up walked past him to the kitchen to get a drink of water.





"No...listen.  If you would only let me explain."  He pleaded to be understood.  He had a need to be understood.  Especially this woman with whom he had been through so much.





"What's there to explain?" It was final.  She did not want to hear more, but he went on...





"There is a colony of people here; well, not here, but in upper Oregon, who live completely natural lives.  They age naturally, grow their food organically, and they even have children naturally..."  his last he added as an afterthought, realizing that it might have the greatest impact, since the state had proclaimed artificial insemination as the only proper means of propagation.  The doner's were always anonymous so that no one knew who's child they were raising.  It was to "homogenize" the human species.  





"You're crazy." It was a retort he expected.





(more)





Suddenly she heard a noise and looked over to the doorway.





"Who's that?" she almost shouted, frightened of the tall Navaho standing defiantly in the hallways.





"Don't worry..that's Swift as Wind.  He is a warrior."





"A warrior of what?"





"Of his tribe...."





"What's he doing here?"





"He has come to help me to explain..."





"Explain what?  There's nothing to explain."  





Then from behind the shadow of Swift As Wind, the old man entered.  NC1847 seemed as surprised as his wife was startled.





"Oh my God! A leper!"





"No!" he tried to calm her down, but she tore away from him and reached for the phone.  





"I'm going to call the Police."





Suddenly Swift As Wind ran toward her and held her back.





"Don't touch my wife!"  NC1847 shouted.





"She had to be stopped..." Swift As Wind held her tighter.





"I don't care what she was going to do.  Don't touch my wife!"  he rushed toward Swift As Wind who looked over to the old man, who nodded, and Swift As Wind let her go.





"And you call these your friends?" his wife shouted in his face. "They're nothing but thugs."





"What did they offer you, Paradise?"





NC1847 stood silent, paralyzed.





"You fucking fool."





NC1847 looked over at the old man still standing in the doorway. "There is not much time," he said calmly. "Your decision has been made.  You cannot change it."  And both he and Swift As Wind disappeared as quickly as they had come.





He sat beside her on the sofa.  She refused to look at him.





"I'm not asking you to go back alone.  Come with me.  We can both grow old together."





"And look like that leper?"  Even she almost felt a twinge of regret at having said it.





"But that is what old people look like.  That is what my father would have looked like.  That is how our great-grandparents looked like."





"How would you know?"





And then he produced a photograph of his great-grandmother and her children seated before an old barn somewhere in German before the great wars.  His wife gasped.





"That's against the law...how?"  she stuttered.





"They were in my father's possession.  Hidden well away.  Only he knew where, and on his deathbed he told me.  I have kept them with me always."





Her first reaction was to panic and tell him to get rid of the photograph, but she swallowed hard and did not say so.  He held them out to her, and she took them in her hands and haltingly at first and then almost ravenously looked at them.





"Why didn't you show this to me before?"





"I was afraid of your reaction..."





"But I'm your wife..."





"TBD5 turned her husband in for less than that."





She was shocked.





"And you thought I might do the same."





"I'm sorry, but the state has eyes and ears everywhere."





"I guess I would have told you to destroy it."





"I know..."





"Would you have?"





"I don't know."





She looked at the picture again.





"Is this your grandfather?" pointing to the youngest seated on his mother's lap.





"No, that is his younger brother who died in the first great war.  This is him."





They sat there for a long time in silence.





"What do we do now?" she finally asked, almost defeated...lost...needing guidance.





He took her hand in his.





"Come with me."  His voice was at once soothing and reassuring.





"And what will we do then?"





"There will be people to help us."





"I'm frightened."





Their eyes met in an understanding they had very seldom had in the past.





"Don't you think I am too?"





She nodded.





His heart pounded with exhaustion.  She placed her head upon his shoulder.





Silence filled their minds with destiny.








THE FLIGHT


~~~~~~~~~~








"Why the rifles?"





"Bounty hunters."





She grabbed his arm, concerned.





"Maybe we shouldn't..."





But it was too late.  Both of them knew there was no turning back.





"Who are these bounty hunters?"





"Employed by the Youth Police.  Don't worry, we've always been able to out smart them."





"I hope you're right."





The navaho smiled a reassuring smile, but which NC847 noticed turned into a concerned frown as soon as his back was turned to her.  





"We will be alright?" she asked concerned.





"We'll be alright." 





Somehow NC1847 wasn't so sure anymore.  It would be a long and difficult journey, and he wondered for the first time about the wisdom of having asked his wife to share it with him.  





"There's still time to change your mind..."





She smiled and shook her head.  A made decision is a decision made.  She embraced him.  There would be no looking back, no regrets.





"Ok, that about does it." The navaho said tightening the last of the straps to secure the luggage on the truck.  "We drive up to the mountains and then we hike."





They had studied the maps and everyone knew precisely what their roles were going to be, where they had to go, and what to do if they were somehow absented from each other.





They encountered no problems through Arizona, Utah and Idaho.  The border guards did not even check their luggage.  As far as anyone was concerned they were tourists who were taking a long leisurely trip through the country.  But once they arrived in Boise they had to ditch the truck and hike through the woods.  It would be a weeks journey at the least, maybe more,depending on what the weather might be like, and of course, the ever present danger of the bounty hunters.  Both NC1847 and his wife were beginning to age.  His wife more so than he, since she was not accustomed to not having the treatments as he was.  She kept looking at herself in the mirror.  Was she worried?  He was not sure what she was thinking.  It was all so new to her.  So different from what she had known all her life.  It was bound to have an enormous effect on her.  And this worried him immensely, although he tried not to show his concern.  But everything seemed to be put in place as she took his hand in hers and squeezed a gentle reassurance in his soul.  They would be alright.  He knew they would be alright.





They were two days hiking when a shot rang out.  It was not immediately apparent to NC1847 and his wife what was happening, a hunter, a woodsman, but the navaho knew immediately and hastened them to cover.  





"What's going on?"





"Bounty hunters?"





"How many?"





"Five or six."





"Where?"





He pointed to the south.  





"Soon they'll have surrounded us.  We have to move quickly."





He motioned them toward a gully and where there would be shelter and they might have a chance of alluding them, when it happened.  Just one clean shot.  The mountains echoed its shrill whistling sound, and she fell.  NC1847 gave a scream, "NO!" and threw his backpack to the ground and raced toward her. The Navaho tried to stop him, but there was no time, he swung his rifle to his shoulder and sot back to give him cover.  She has dead when he got there.  Just a shell of a perfect body.  One shot had severed her spinal cord.  One shot in the back.  He did not have time to mourn. A shot grazed his shoulder. Taking his rifle he covered Swift as the Wind who had moved to a more advantageous position.  He saw someone move between the trees and taking aim made sure the body fell into the undergrowth.  More shots rang out, another body fell and then there was silence.  NC1847 and Swift as the Wind looked at each other.  Was this a trick or was this the end. Has the bounty hunters fled or were they setting a trap.  Swift as the Wind threw a rock into the air and fired at it.  No response. They waited a good half hour before they chanced any movement.  But it became increasingly clear that they bounty hunters had fled.  But still there was no time to waste. Soon they would be back en masse, and then there would be no escape.  But not before NC1847 had buried his wife.  That was the most difficult hour the universe had ever given up since the beginning of time. He recited the lyrics of a song his father had composed so many years ago and which his wife has always loved:





	"Windows to each separation


	"The heather collides with the sun


	"The horizon form prayers of sunset


	"While lovers return to the one


	"Who taught them like waves on the ocean


	"To rise and to all with a sigh


	"I pity these lovers in exile


	"Who've written but got no reply"





	"She came like the spring to the meadow


	"A bouquet of dew on the vine


	"A scent of perfection that lingered


	"Far longer than this poet's rhyme


	"So you who have thought of conception


	"Must rip away mask upon mask


	"I pity these lovers in exile


	"Who can never be up to the task"





	"If no man can be just an island


	"Each lie that we suffer is real


	"As loneliness mounts each solution


	"We're frightened of what is revealed


	"I have no complete revelation


	"Of what should be done in this case


	"These lovers just exile each other


	"And suffer for what's no disgrace"





	"I can't comprehend so much beauty


	"Revealed to a common design


	"I pray to each god in high heaven


	"To let me in her shade recline


	"But gods have a habit ignoring


	"What mortals desire out of life


	"So leave all these lovers - their exile


	"Refuses to conquer their strife"





	"So if you must close all these windows


	"Do so only for a very brief time


	"Replenish the spent dissolution


	"That has in your heart been confined


	"Then open to radiant sunshine


	"The world is not all made of stone


	"With joy in our hearts and forgiveness


	"Let these exiles return to their homes."











SANCTUARY


~~~~~~~~~~~





At first it was a curious meeting.  They were suspicious of him, and he was suspicious of them.  To him they were the ancient ones.  Gnarled as old oak trees.  He must have seemed  so young to them.  Then from behind the first group he old man appeared to welcome him.  





"I am so sorry." he intoned in a dark rich voice which crowned sincerity with sainthood.  





"How did you know?" 





"I was with you every step of the way."  





"But how?"





"Patience, my son, patience.  Soon you will know all our secrets. But first you must rest.  There is much yet to be done to prepare you for this life."








EPILOGUE


~~~~~~~~~


This has been my story. White Eagle's story. I have related it as well as i could for my children and my grandchildren. I am very happy.  I have a good wife and fine children, and I will soon be a grandfather.  The government of the Country of Oregon has , finally, after a long struggle given us sanctuary status, so we no longer have to hide from the world.  There are many who even come to see us.  And many have asked us to pass our knowledge down to the.  And we are told that there are many youngsters who have refused the treatments.  There has even been talk of abandoning them in favor of letting people decide their own destiny. It is a changing world; a new world. Next week we are going to return to the place where X523 was martyred. We will erect a monument to her memory and ensure that her spirit will be with everyone who has faught for so long for this cause. We wished so often that we could have gone back sooner, but the territory was only until recently in the hands of the bounty humters.  The bounty hunters are no more.  There is peace in that land now.  We are hopeful that there is peace in x523's spirit also.  She is not forgotten. 








THE END
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