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What did it avail to pray when he knew that his soul lusted after its own
destruction?

0 James Joyce, The Portrait of the Artist as a Young






Actl






It is an easy thing to triumph in the summer sun

And in the vintage & to sing on the waggon loaded with corn
It is an easy thing to talk of patience to the afpicted

To speak the laws of prudence to the houseless wanderer. . . .
... Itis an easy thing to rejoice in the tents of prosperity
Thus could I sing & thus rejoice, but it is not so with me!

o William Blake, The Four






ONE

GIVING UP IS NEVER EASY. EVEN FAILURE TAKES RESOLVE.

16m searching for the bottom, the base. A place where the mind and soul
lose all distinction. Nothing more debased than that.

Maybe the bottom of the ocean, the bottom of a bottle. These would
do.

First and foremost you have to abandon everything. It has something
to do with gravity. The lighter you are the quicker you sink.

Give up on God.

Give up on love.

Give up on trust.

Give up on yourself.

After that everything is easy. You should sink like a fucking stone.

My ex-wife said 16m the kind of guy who always makes the worst out of every-
thing, puts himself right in the middle of a shit storm so everyone can smell
his pain. Obsessions never did me justice. A little ADD. A little too romantic.
More Kubla Khan than Rhett Butler, even though I6ve been known to fake blue
eyes and a southern drawl. It6s just, when you ynally ynd a woman who actually
believes you and fucks you like she means it, well, then it isndt easy to let her
go. Abulletés quicker.
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Her name was Juliet. She was out of my league. Long legs, thick, uncon-
trollable auburn hair, a smile that cut you in half. She was a corporate ac-
countant by day but at night she wasndt afraid to insult me during sex. She
had a thing for breaking glassd ashtrays, picture framesd the thicker the
shards the better she felt. This was in our twenties, when there wasndt such
a thing as mistakes. | proposed and she said yes and it was happy ever after.
Of course she was right to call it all my fault.

She confused me with a celebrity and no one told her otherwise. Sometime
near the end of a college career that | never ynished, | had what two experts
and a triage nurse diagnosed as a breakdown. For a while | blamed it on bad
oysters, something off in my blood. | knew no better. The thing lasted nearly
a year, in which time | unconsciously ylled seven notebooks with gibberish.
As | was coming out of it, as | was beginning to accept that | wouldnét fall
through walls and that the earth was reasonably solid, | found myself culling
the gibberish into alternating long and short lines, putting numbers at the
beginning of the sequences. Before | knew it | had what two experts and a
coffee jerk diagnosed as a poem. It was long, longer than any poem | had
ever read; | remember it being somewhat about the wind. | sent it to a friend
of the coffee jerk, an editor for a respectable journal in another state; three
months later it was reprinted in a glossy national magazine that actually paid
quite well. Like that | was famous, not quite a movie star or serial killer, but
famous nonetheless. Fame came equipped with accolades, teaching offers,
solicitations. Italso came with a title, Poet, although I had no idea what to do
with it. It felt weird in my mouth and always came out sideways at parties.
Poet. By the time I turned twenty-two | was over it.

Juliet had actually read it, which was shocking. It never shocked me that
people might write poetry, but it deynitely shocked me that people might read
it. She found me at a bar after running me down through an acquaintance.
She told me she was impressed, bought me a drink, sucked me off in her
living room. Rock stars, teen idols, poets. Who would have guessed? She
even wanted to see me again. This qualiyed as love. | worked at bookstores,
shunned respectable offers from conferences and editors, swung petty drugs
for spending money. This quickly conpicted with her long term plans, with
her business dinners and corporate retreats. | became someone who had only
done something halfway impressive too long ago. An embarrassment when
introduced. | guess I fell in love with being in love, the common denomi-
nators and predictability, and I thought that would be enough.
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It took ten years for the realization to ynally hit her. | never knew there was
a timeline. 1 got chilled out by winter and was distracted by pitchers and
catchers, a yearly ritual. | missed the deadline somewhere before the All-
Star break and got thrown out by an ultimatum. No, the ultimatum had been
earlier, but I had been a little drunk. It was the summer. The classic spiral
followed. Booze, blackouts, busy signals. Old mistakes remastered, picked
up for minor crimes, public nuisance. A really bad weekend and a skittish
three day hold plus eval. Bad business.

Ités just too fucking risky when other people keep you hinged.

| fell back on the News. Juliet hated the News, said it had nothing to do with
her life. | grew up in a News-obsessed family with News-obsessed parents
having News-obsessed conversations. | was taught that a close connection
with the News could miraculously bring the individual in touch with greater
human forcesd history, politics, conpictd that it could provide puny lives
information for cover. Early in college I took classes in broadcasting, but my
face wouldndt yt the mold, a problem with my smile. Instead | lost myself
in books that others found desperate. My mother had high hopes, saw me as
her little Woodward and Bernstein, but that was before the tumors ate her up
from the inside out. She used to ask why | couldnt get it together and then
warned me it was fashionable for children to blame their parents. My father
remarried a woman closer to my age than his. We no longer talk. | blame the
News. It was everywhere. Lately love been ransacked by delirium tremens
reeking of self-pity. Ceaseless crying at the void. Juliet would have mocked
it as weakness, like weeping about Peter Jennings, taking CNN to bedd get
it together, now or never.

I was trying to set a few things straight, turning my back on the old me.
Changing my name and starting over. Sometimes thatés all there is left to do.
Sometimes you donft have a choice. Give me a little time and 161l lay it all
on the table, tell you how I came to be here, tell you how a guy like me could
build up the nerve to do it. To kill a man in the middle of the street.

He had done me wrong, so | got even, fair-and-square. In the mountains, on
a treacherous road in the dead of night. Under a full white moon. He pung
open his car door, swung his legs onto the pavement, stood against the car.
Pathetic. |1 remember thinking that. He shut the door and looked down at his
expensive leather shoes. My car crept up the road. He looked up and stared
right at me. Rolled his eyes, started to laugh. In the middle of the street,
laughing. I ran him over. He didndt have time to raise his hands. The car
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just sucked him underneath. One bump, and then another. And I backed up.
One bump, and then another. And went forward. Bump, bump. | could see
him in my rearview. A mess, practically cut in half. His shoes, ruined.

fkdkk

The bus station nearly full. 3:00 AM.

A history of power outages related to sunspots and the Great Aurora
and violent electrical storms travelling across the universe. In 1989 Hydro
Quebec Power Company failed for nine hours and blacked out large portions
of Quebec. NORAD reported widespread shifting of orbits among carefully
monitored satellites. In 1973 voltages surged on telephone cables between
Chicago and Nebraska resulting in hundreds of reports of yres dancing be-
tween poles. A woman in Omaha went into shock and later claimed that
goblins were sliding down the wires on yery zip-lines. God wrote messages
to onlookers in Des Moines on the surface of an inlet underneath low power
lines. British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority reported the sudden un-
explained explosion of a 230,000-volt transformer. The 1956 radio blackout
that triggered a full scale alarm for the British Navy when a submarine seemed
to vanish. The 1940 event known simply as the Simultaneous Occasion, when
electrical service was disrupted from New England to Minnesota for over
three hours. The 1939 Boise blackout that lasted three days even though no
record of a signiycant space weather event existed for that time period. The
way that eclipses and the winter equinox have had a place since the beginning
of history. The way darkness can have its own meaning distinct from day.

Tom Brokaw in a blue tie, play-by-playing the predicament. Dishing
an aside on the history of power failures with highlights and well spliced yle
footage, the tales rolling off the tip of Brokawds tongue, ylling the nocturnal
space with the talk of sound bites and the sights of looped tape, the meat of
interesting news. A map to the right of Brokaws head shows the nation divided
into primary colors indicating the degrees of failure. Brownouts morphing into
National Disaster Areas. Brokaw seeming to quiver. Dondt wipe your brow.
Talk deliberately. An unseen teleprompter feeding him his words. Improvise,
go with the gut. Segue into an anecdote about San Francisco. Some of the
insightful commentary America has learned to count on. The personal touch
he does so well.

The fact San Francisco was without power was not the strangest
thing about the situation. Stranger yet was that the lack of power prohibited
proper journalistic coverage. Brokaw rambled off a list of recent big-time
news events. Something about the ability to receive up-to-the-minute news
complete with real time footage was part of what made these events what they
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were. Sweat but refuse to acknowledge it. Beads on the forehead. Glossy
cheeks. The commentary felt out of place, like now would be the time for a
report from the front lines, a story of hope. It was getting harder and harder
to see the difference between what was the news and what was newsworthy,
as if the distinction was everything. The lack of footage from San Francisco
made the event, in a way, less real, while at the same time something about
not having the footage also made the event more real, as if the space between
knowing and not-knowing could be inynite. He said he was having trouble
perceiving San Francisco at all. Like it wasn6t even there.

Cut to commercial.

Things had stopped adding up. The phenomenon of power outages
made no sense on a grand scale. Power outages. Like the early morning
remembrance of a dreamd silence without quiet, images without details,
feelings without substance. There was a need to ynd certainty where none
existed. Helplessness as the norm. Adifferent kind of darkness, that of base-
ments and crawl spaces, graves and mausoleums. It overtook areas small and
large, subsuming the space between loved ones, blackening the gazes from
their eyes.

Brokaw had it right. Something about not knowing was too much
on the brain. Think of the bottom of the ocean, the ends of the universe, the
limits of memory. Sometimes you have to create your own story so everything
will make sense. Thatés the beauty of a plot. 1tés something we can all agree
on. Rumor, lies, epic, anecdoted it didndt matter. You clung to whatever you
were given.

Stories had seeped out of the west. Stories about Oregon, northern
California. The areas yrst hit, where power had been intermittent for nearly
three weeks. Whole swatches of the coastline off the radar. Necessities
running scarced ice, batteries, hoped men and women becoming desperate.
Reports circulated of mass suicides. Entire communities calling it quits.
These were things that the news failed to report, that Brokaw dared not say.
You heard it from bums on the street corners, policemen at the coffeeshop.

A couple holed up in their home. Past anxious. Everything in the
refrigerator spoiled. National guardsmen occasionally driving by. Two lovers
with their hands beneath a blanket, not so much scared as quiet. Dark and
quiet. Outside a moon the color of pavement. White light on windows.

A couple accustomed to one anotherés pesh to the point of boredom.
The darkness had changed things, renewed their interest in games. The sound
of waves on sand. They rediscovered one another through the lack of elec-
tricity. They laid on the couch and traced each otherés neck, thigh, arms, legs.
They tried to make the best of it, as if games could fend off the inevitable.
They pulled a couch onto a balcony and watched the moon play against the
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sea like faces across a mirror. He wanted to tell her something about time,
their time, this time, how time seemed to be all that was left, but he failed to
ynd the words. The breeze picked up to a low scream. She said it felt like
two in the morning. This could have been right. Maybe a swim to cool the
nerves. She squeezed him tighter, wondered if he was remembering some-
thing he could not or would not tell. Why, she wondered, did we forget to
remember until moments like these? The moon, the sand, and the sea. She
touched his hair. They got down beside one another with their hands held and
they prayed, silently at yrst, their lips moving in the air. Mumbling. First to
God, then to each other, then to themselves. They prayed. The sand and sea
and moon were cool like the night air on their skin, their hands grasping and
then letting go, one lost moment alone with themselves, and then grasping
again, as each footstep brought them closer until they held each otherés hands
right into the break of the wave that lifted them up in the mirror colored sea
repecting the darkness of the sky. They laughed. They hadnét truly laughed
in such a long time. They poated and bobbed, top to bottom, with nothing
but the moon and the waves to cheer them on.

Back from commercial. Brokaw had a story he wanted to tell, but it
got lost in the facts and necessities. He longed for visual props and reports
from the yeld. He wanted to tell a human story he could really nail home.
Even he felt it, what everyone seemed to be feeling, what everyone stricken
by this darkness could say was their common bond. Uncertainty was a des-
perate thing. You sensed that darkness held the secrets to every misconceived
thought. No use changing the channel. It was all the same.

Brokaw was listing now, throwing statistics and hypotheticals all over
the screen. History loves statistics. It has no time for lovers. Could facts
tell them anything at all? Would they know that certain things came to pass,
things inevitably printed in books, lectured from podiums, tested with dates
and numbers and theories? Would they know, for example, if there was an
increase in alcohol abuse because of the sudden disappearance of power? Did
domestic disturbances decrease or increase? What of retail sales on necessary
goods? What was the effect on impulse buying? Could a marked drop in
tourism in the next six months be accounted for, and if so, was it because of
a lack in consumer conydence? Would home security systems become the
norm? Would widespread power outages lead to higher birth rates in the next
nine months? Would higher birth rates hide abortion statistics? Would abor-
tion doctors pray for more of the same? Did human life, when thrown into
an unmistakable fury, become ridiculous, and therefore, less valuable? Did
human life have a value, like deodorized soap and color safe bleach, and if it
didnét, how would they buy and sell one another? Would there be moments of
epiphany and great visions in the streets? Would the history include heroes?
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Would the story be a tragedy on a grand scale or an afterthought skimmed
over during a very busy decade? Did they presume, like all acts destined for
repection, that the particulars would be forgotten. Was it only the concern
of fools? Was it really the end of everything?

There was a problem with refugees. Mass peeing. Overwhelming
population shifts. Each thing built on the previous thing, all things led to
another, cause and effect joining hands with chaos. Just because things could
not be charted didnét mean divination and prophesy were out of work. Just
the opposite. It was all coming together. Brokaw gestured towards the United
States of America to the left of his head, dangling there in space as if it had no
other thing to do. The map illustrated certain migratory patterns colored with
power outages in yellow and red, moving from what was once California and
Las Vegas into the sand blown deserts and over the ranges eastward bound.
People peeing as if the history of America ran in the wrong direction.

Stay where you are. Donft hit the road. Donft panic. Please stay away,
accept your fate, light a candle, and whatever you dod even though Brokaw
wouldn6t come out and say itd don6t even think about coming here.

The bus idled outside the station. Riders ydgeted with their things. The night
looked like snow, but it was one of those evenings residents had become ac-
customed to, one of those nights when the smell of manure blew in from the
eastern plains and the northern front bared down the spine of foothills and
everyone assumed that winter would dump all night and into the morning;
when the sun rose the snow would be brighter than the day. But it wasnt
snowing yet. The lights on the street and in the windows still burned. You
would have never guessed it was coming. You would have never guessed that
in the foothills cars had already begun to swerve, that lives were already worth
less than before. The power would go out here, dark as it had been before,
dark as it would be after. The grey line in between shrinking by the minute.
And when it ynally went out, where would everyone end up? Musical chairs
and hot potatoes. What would be done then? What choices would need to be
made? How would justice play out her hand? When the lights went down and
there was nothing left to do but pray for morning, would they conjure forth
the courage to survive? What could they do if they made the wrong choices,
even if it was under the cover of night? Simple. They would do what lovers
had done for eternity.
Gather their things and leave.



