Daniel talks with the usual male firmness.  He apprehends a subject, reduces it to terms that he can grasp more immediately.  Sometimes too quickly, 

for a psychologist, yet sharply for a man with his kind of caseload.


"I haven't seen much of that in my reading,” he says.  


"They live in other worlds," his partner Michael says.  "It's not what they might appear to be externally.  It's what they think they are."


Daniel nods.  "Of course, of course."  The two men share a practice.


"It's the larger parameter of mind, the fineness that connects it all.  They fantasize the grandiose in order to feel as if they belong, in order to preserve their basic identity."


"I know where you're coming from."


"Do you really?  Then why do you cut them off in group all the time?"


"To keep them clear and focused, obviously.  They have to be with us.  We have plenty of time to go into details privately.  I thought we agreed on this."


"Did we?  Then what are they feeling, what are they really feeling when they elaborate on so grand a scale?"


"I don't know, Michael.  What are they feeling?"  Daniel says, leaning back in his chair.  The wall behind him is lined with photos he's taken---vast landscapes of cloud and stone, abandoned buildings.


"An integrated sense of being, however distorted.  If they can't interact 

to get the attention, the intimacy they've had since childhood, they feel like they've been wronged.  When their finest sensitivities have been ignored or sheltered too far inward, they seek greater justification... on the grandest scale,  

if necessary.  It's a creative process, strange, yet vital in ways.  There's a prescience within the condition, an extra sensitivity that you and I may be missing."  As soon as Michael says it, he knows it's too much.  Daniel wants to raft them out of turmoil, make them feel comfortable within a more predictable order.  Family and friends, a role within the community.  


Michael wants to open up with Daniel, tell him what he's been seeing.  Things so much different...  but Daniel is a business partner.  He starts in on it 

at times, yet always stops.  No point in the same old arguments.  


They work in separate rooms in an old house in Noe Valley, a hillside village within San Francisco.  Michael consults upstairs in a room with black leather couches and Indian rugs, a view of old wooden houses sloping up to Twin Peaks.  It's beautiful when clouds float by, low and tinged with the pale colors of sea mist, almost dreamlike at twilight.  Sometimes he just sits and looks out the window, thinking.


Driving up Clipper Street toward home further up the hillside, his car is hot, thick with fumes and the smell of vinyl baking.  Too much to do, groceries to get, association fees to pay.  Then home, with a view of ivy climbing up into trees.  

I live like a goddamned rat.  This place is too small.   It's not There it is again!  Always like that.  They say so much more in so much less time.  Something about how he lives richly, while others suffer.  He imagines how he might describe it to Daniel.  "I know this sounds strange, but you know me.  

I have to be honest...  I hear voices."   


"Oh....  What kind of voices?"  Daniel's eyes widen, deadpan to hide his thinking.


"Actually, they're not really voices.  I don't really hear them; I sense them in my mind." 


If Daniel had said that to him a few years earlier, he would have thought they were in trouble as a partnership.  Michael thought of various ways to tell him.  Psi trails, telepathy, the paranormal.  All of it non-normal to Daniel.  It was sad not to relate his observations because Daniel had a good mind.  He listened well, attentive to details, the sentience of being.  He'd studied under good 

people, but he was so... reductive.  After a while Michael gave up, yet the communications continued.  He'd even become friendly with them.  They seemed to be at least as bright as he is, if not smarter.


He walks out and up the rise through dark pines above thick ivy, 

elevated condos with glass walls facing the inner gardens, an honesty in transparency.  At the pool, he finds a chair for his things, then stands for five minutes dipping his toes into the water.  Two women are already in, one with large dark eyes, her hair pinned up in back--an intelligent kind of beauty.  

She's a resident, but they've never spoken.  The other has her back to him.  

Such smooth skin, such fine shoulders.  He slips in; the water's cold.  He finds the jet where warm water comes out, and clings there.  The other woman turns around slowly.


There's something about her nose; her jaw is smaller, more tightly muscled than usual.  A trait almost masculine; he’s not sure.  Her eyes have a depth, a coldness he can't access.  She seems to be staring at him out of the corner of her eye.  Almost masculine... not at all Something about women, about non-gender; all said too fast, like the envelope of someone else's thought coming through her--sensed within.  She turns and glares at him coldly.    


He slips into the water and does several laps with goggles on.  Nine, then ten.  He pauses, just a warm-up.  The dark-eyed woman is also swimming back and forth.  After a minute of rest, he shoves off and tries to outpace her.  For him the crawl-stroke is the lead weight of labor, increasingly heavy with each stroke, yet she swims ahead faster, almost effortlessly.    


He turns to watch her movements as he goes.  Now she seems more beautiful, her... inaccessibility.  She Again, more said than he can put into immediate terms, a communication on multiple levels.  Up for air, he lowers his eyes to surface level, goggles half-immersed.  Something strange happens 

at the surface: it's the physics of a reflective membrane.  He remembers reading about how radio waves go faster-than-light, sideways, when they bounce off of the upper atmosphere.  Back under, he swims like a fish, slow and quiet, 

but bored silly.  


He goes home and makes dinner with a spot of wine, but it, too, seems strangely biological.  A laboratory smell he rarely notices.  He can't drink it.  

He turns on the TV, then tries to read a book.  Nothing in either.  Nothing he does for the rest of the night is enough for him.  His rooms have no ceilings, 

only an overstructure that steeps eight feet up above the walls toward the rear wall of glass that looks down onto a slope of ivy.  A dim amber light seeps in through the darkness.


He wakes up in the morning slowly.  It's not the numbness of being conscious yet unable to move, but similar: not wanting to waken.  His dreamlife is better than waking.  Then, as he's sitting in his kitchen eating breakfast with the drapes closed, he remembers.  Something in the face of the woman who'd glared at him.  It was the face of another, a male in fact.  Not real, but posed somehow, as if projected so that the rendering was only clear within the memory.    


"Michael?"  It's Chris on the phone.


"Yeah... moving slow today."


"Still wanna go jogging?"


"Sure.  I've got a slight headache, but I'll take something and meet you on the cliff at ten-thirty."


The trail where they run is seaside wilderness looking out across the ocean to the Marin hills, rolling northward.  Chris is excited about extra state money for the school where he teaches.   


"It might make a difference," he says, running slightly ahead.  He cuts the straightest line around corners.


"Ahh, it's not the money.  It's the whole idea of education."  Michael eyes the beaches 200 feet down the hillside, imagining which little trail he'd take down through twisted brush and boulders if he were alone.


"I'm listening."  


"You can't spend three percent more to reduce class size and come anywhere near undoing the damage done by the violence they see on TV.

They go home and shoot people in computer games.  They dismember beings 

of higher intelligence."


"You're wrong, Michael."  Chris paces his words, as he runs.  "Classes 

of 34 children... aren't an education.  They're an indoctrination.  We're trying 

to produce little copies of ourselves.  It's an industrial approach."  Chris' dark Korean eyes narrow.  "Before... we were agrarian serfs, made useful through 

the denial of knowledge.  Now we're industrial slaves.  We train them to follow instructions.  We don't challenge them to think; we use 'em."  They're both silent for a while.


The trail narrows to where they can't run abreast.  It curves downward 

into flowering anise, through crowberry and bent cypress.  Michael pulls his 

arms up to avoid stickers, then peels off his sweatshirt and ties it around 

his waist as they rise up into a clearing of golden yarrow and beach pea.  

They slow to a walk.  Up ahead a woman climbs wooden stairs in the dirt, 

where the trail peaks with a view clear across the city toward Angel Island. 


The thick aromas of sea and pine dull aching lungs as they walk.  Something tells Michael he left the stove on at home.  So, in his mind he walks through each step he took on the way out, but he can't remember.  The house could burn down.  But no, it would only heat the room and turn the vent on.


The torso of the woman up ahead sinks beneath the rise at a beautiful angle, the wind fanning her dark hair out sideways against a view clear across the city to the faded slopes of Mt. Diablo.  Her jogging top is sleeveless.  Like a Roman girding of leather  Something about women and greed this time, then a flash of a Max Ernst canvas.  He'd seen it at an exposition, but it wasn't his memory.  It was someone else's.  Then again,  This time more vividly and with a definite vocal timbre, slightly bubbly-sounding.   Before his next footfall, it passes right through him, each word, each impression exacted 

as if containing the whole of the depth before him, yet somehow, in some inexplicable way, travelling backward in time.  More than he could ever do, 

then, finally, a note as if of a hollow: the image of a sun fading across the whole of the ocean behind him, yet tucked exactly, dimensioned precisely into the preceding.  Not of this earth!  No one here is that smart.  


Michael is a scientist, yet there's no way to explain it.  Still, he has to.  

He walks on, oblivious to the panorama of surf and cliffs before him.  He's 

an atheist who doesn't believe in an external, masculine deity.  No sudden schmalinka by a human-like hand, nothing supernatural.  So then, what is it?  

It has to be, it could only be extraterrestrial.  But the idea is too much to absorb all at once.  The mind works in different ways.  Sudden percipience doesn't sink in until larger reference is made.  He works through such things incrementally. 


As he measures the pace of his steps up the small rise, it occurs to him that he's always been skeptical.  The last one to fall for such notions.  He usually thinks of it as a balm for the uneducated, a short-cut kind of wish fulfillment only realized in hallucinations.  Then again, there are tens of billions of galaxies, each with billions of stars... The possibilities are enormous.  The main obstacle would be the human presumption to be the greatest of all, when, in fact, others could predate us by as much as a billion years.  A billion years ago we were much more humble---tiny multicelled swimmers with a node, not a brain.  Some extraterrestrials could be that much different.  Categorically more advanced.  

He decides to be more careful, more reserved and observant.


At the end of the trail they stand above China Beach, a small cove 

where people lie out in the sand between grayish brown cliffs.  They watch a freighter that looks like a giant lunchbox pick up speed as it heads out through stiff whitecaps toward Asia.  So oddly square, so flatly functional.  He decides to wait there, shirtless in the sun while Chris jogs back to get the car to pick him up later.


They stop in a small Russian cafe owned by a Palestinian who employs only Irish women.  It's a mostly white neighborhood that's fast-becoming Chinese.  Chris flirts with the 20 year-old behind the counter.


"I could be her father," he says when he sits.


Michael asks what Chris thinks about the idea of extraterrestrials.


"I used to think it was all a bunch of shit, frankly.  But then I read a book by an Army colonel who was on Eisenhower's national security staff.  He handled the foreign technology desk for the Army later."  Chris' eyes narrow.  "He says aliens actually crashed at Roswell."  Chris studies Michael for signs of doubt.  "He says the military tracked it on the way down and then pounced on it before anyone else could get to it.  One alien survived and was trying to run away, but was shot by fuck-up soldiers before an officer could stop them.  The colonel says he saw alien bodies preserved in glass containers.  And that he worked on an Army project to distribute parts of the wreckage to U.S. companies that reverse-engineered them to develop the laser, fiber optics, microcircuitry, and uh...  What was it?"  He pauses.  "Oh yeah, it was Kevlar, the bullet-proof fiber.  But why'd you ask me?"


"Something in the paper..." Michael says, lost in thought.  "Why do you think they're coming out with all of this now?"


"People know more than before, I guess."  


It seems strange to Michael.  Ten years earlier he would never have had such a conversation.  The talk turns to a friend who's pregnant and how having 

a baby might change her.  Chris has two children of his own, the cutest little things.  Chris goes home to eat, leaving Michael alone to read scattered newspapers.


Michael drives through Golden Gate Park, then over the hill toward home, thinking.  The streets are jammed with weekend traffic; the stoplights are nauseating.  If people could only see what they're breathing.  If the exhaust came out dark green and lingered, grotesque and thick, they wouldn't buy such vehicles.  They'd have a completely different technology.  Chris was right about industry.  People knew they could do better, but they were caught in a vicious cycle.  The worst of the old regime dragged their feet in order to tilt production to their advantage, however destructive that might be.  Market forces determined the weapons economy, which sowed destruction among the poorest and most vulnerable of the world, leaving them all the more vulnerable to foreign scavengers who flocked in to grab up cheap landholdings.  


Strangely pretentious hacks with money raked in from 19th century scams had banded together with the most vulgar of the noveau riche to form a criminal substructure that hectored everyone else who did business in North America.  The most corrupt among them stooped the lowest; they'd even been fond of 

the Nazis.  They'd used a network of mob types to do corruptions work across the country until RICO laws crippled the old mob structure.  They were said to have "owned" J. Edgar Hoover, and they were first to help launder heroin money, then court the favor of banks where cocaine money was counted later.  


 Trolls beneath "the bridge to the 21st century."  It was appalling.  People were angry, yet intimidated at the same time.  Something had to give eventually.  Meanwhile, the U.S. government was the world's biggest cash cow, the place where some of the world's greediest scam artists stopped to drink deeply, only to turn around and deride big government as the enemy when it was the protection of state and the people's tax money that they lusted for more than anything.  They, more than anyone, were fed by the hand of an increasingly Byzantine and compromised government.  And what made it all possible?  It was infantile citizenship.  Paternalistic pabulum at election time.  Feel good politics.





-
-
-




Michael sits in his chair at work, studying her expression.  She's well

educated and articulate.  She's sensitive and responds to other's feelings 

more immediately than he does.   


"I feel like the rest of the world doesn't even know I exist."  She talks freely, but sometimes eyes him warily.  "I go to work in the morning.  I take 

the Muni home.  I sit on the train quietly.  No one talks to me."


He nods, hoping she'll continue.


"It's like there's a wall there.  My neighborhood is like a mortuary."


"How do you mean?"


"People don't mix much.  It's way out in the avenues.  Completely sterile."


She doesn't know what to do with her hands as she talks.  They grope across the edge of her chair cushion, then along the seams of her pants.  

Thin and delicate, they stop at the knee, where she folds them into her lap.  Of all places...  There are more than one this time, but they've never interrupted a session before.  Something about his masculinity as a disturbance, about mind itself as an act of observation.  It's a complex message laced with subtlety, as if he needs to consider the idea further.  They think on multiple levels.  He has to derive the larger implications.  


She's pleasant-looking, maybe twenty-seven.  The tones of her eyes 

and skin are vivid, yet fading.  She reminds him of someone he knew in college, a tall, muscular woman who ran a peer counseling program.


Now his left eyelid is twitching.  Or it seems to be.  A regular pattern of impulses.  It unnerves him.  He looks away from her and peers at a Japanese print on the wall until it subsides.  It has never happened before.  It felt as if someone else had projected the impulses. 


"...but he's like a man of stone," she's saying.  "The calculated poses.  Controlled, like he's always on camera.  I could never be honest with a man 

like that."  


He tries to remember what she said before that, but can't.  He never misses a meaning in therapy.  It makes him angry.


"Where did you meet him again?" he asks.


She looks at him curiously.  "He's just a neighbor.  He lives two houses down.  I bought some books at his garage sale and he started flirting with me."


"How did you know he was flirting with you?"


"He was obvious.  Smiling too long, the tunnel vision.  Trying to please me with everything he said."  She gestures with annoyance.  "And then his mother comes outside to tell him something.  I could never take a man who lives with his mother seriously."


He smiles slightly.  Mind as an act of observation.  Too obvious if construed in the literal sense.  Maybe something to do with the physics of 

non-locality, world lines in a complex universe.  He listens closely as she talks about how her life is a swamp, a place where all good ideas are slowly sucked under.  She says her life is forbidding grayness; she can feel herself aging.  


He wants her to try something different, to get out of her flat and involved in more activity.  But he can't suggest it too directly.  He can't guide her life.  

He looks around the room.  The art on his walls seems dull and lifeless.  It needs more color and movement.  A colleague of his rents paintings from a museum store.  Thirty dollars a month for first-rate works.  He says his clients see new possibilities in them. 


She walks down the stairs reluctantly, almost pained on the way out.  Then she opens the door slowly, as if to compose herself.  He's learned to sense their feelings as they leave.  If they seem uneasy, he makes a note of it.       


With no one coming for another hour, he goes up to 24th St. to get a coffee.  The sun is out and people are taking their time.  He sits on a bench outside the cafe where people do the most talking.  A young mother in exercise 

shorts sits next to him while her two year-old daughter plays with a three-wheeled stroller.  Her scent is patchouli.  Her chest is heaving; she’s been running.  Her legs are well tanned, freckled at the knee.  Scrawny, like yours.  He's startled this time--something about how women see each other the way he sees other males in a locker room.  Just plain assholes in stinky clothes sometimes.  


He looks at her again.  Her manner is strong, her eyes sharp and capable.  She could be someone interesting; he can't tell.  You can tell.  She can see right through you.  

He wonders if she's aware of him.    Again, something 

about the limits of his ideas, a mathematical kind of failing.  All said softly, with 

an after-image of dark eye sockets, a Roman nose behind that of the woman 

next to him.  She senses him staring, then turns and looks past him without the slightest interest.  As he flushes with embarrassment, the light seems to pale.


It dawns on him that the communications are increasing.  He decides 

to correlate them if he can, to put them in the context of each occurrence, but 

so much is said so fast that he has a hard time doing so.  It's as if they consider mind differently: mind as more complex somehow, more multiply manifold in its coursing.  As if the whole-of-mind were relatable through a different idea of time and possibilities.


He finishes his coffee, then goes back to his office.  He has a hard time concentrating on his next two clients.  


Daniel suggests that they have dinner together to go over a few details about the practice and client billing.  They take a seat to the rear of a Thai restaurant, beneath the red glow and figurines of a luck shrine.  


"You seem preoccupied recently," Daniel says after ordering.  "Is it something we should talk about?"


"It's nothing, really.  End of the month details--household crap that I put off for too long."  Michael folds his hands on the table.


"It's as if your mind is elsewhere."


"I'm always thinking."  Other worlds, Daniel.  You just don't get it.  You've boxed yourself in in ways that you can't begin to understand.  He's tempted to explain, but Daniel has to be convinced more directly.  The Thai waitress sets two pots of tea on the table.  She's fairly tall, with smooth skin and quick eyes, earnest in a way that few would notice.    


"We have to be honest with each other," Daniel says, stirring his tea slowly.  "I trust you Michael.  Maybe we can talk about it some other time."  Daniel sips his tea, then talks about a hike in their insurance rates and how the carpet on the stairs is too thick; someone might fall.  They have to absorb the cost.  He runs down the list, securing everything in order.


Daniel served in the Army thirty years earlier doing photo work in Asia.

He once talked about a trip to Java, which he said was beautiful---thick with tropical foliage and hand-planted rice fields.  Prices were cheap there, so he bought new clothes, hand-painted batiks and filigrain silver jewelry for friends back home.  He ate in fine restaurants and motorcycled up through a rain forest into the cone of a volcano while on leave.  One day, they had him shoot several rolls of film, standing for hours in the hot equatorial sun.  It was a pain-in-the-ass assignment.  About twenty teenagers (he thought they were from a boy's 

home) were doing nothing more than dig a trench.  It appeared to be for irrigation.  There was an armed Indonesian guard there to prevent runaways, 

and none of the boys spoke English, except for one who seemed unusually friendly: he shared a cigarette with Daniel and talked about how he wanted to visit California.  "Elvis Presley, Mick Jagger bagus," he said, thumbs up and smiling widely.  They all seemed to like the U.S.


Finally, when they'd dug deep enough, a few other Indonesian soldiers arrived to inspect their work.  Daniel was putting his camera equipment away when he heard an eruption of nervous chatter.  One soldier in a U.S.-issue m.p.'s helmet was gesturing with his gun for the boys to all get into the trench.  Daniel pulled out his camera as they filed in and were forced to sit quietly, all facing in one direction.  Daniel was told to leave, and had driven a quarter mile down the road, when he heard long rounds of automatic weapons fire.  He later learned that they'd killed all the boys because they were from families with labor union ties.  It was mass murder, and he was deeply shaken that he'd been anywhere near it.  So he took the roll of film to a senior officer, who accepted 

the film and listened sympathetically, but nothing came of it later.


At least half a million Indonesians suffered such a fate, though few in the U.S. heard about it.  It sent a shiver down Michael's spine.  The Katyn forest massacre was all over the papers when the Soviets finally admitted to it, but 

not the genocide in Indonesia.  The CIA had sent them lists with the names 

of thousands of leftists, who were murdered subsequently.  The Indonesians 

also killed more than a hundred thousand Chinese for being too successful 

in business, and then Suharto's cronies cashed in on it all.  It chilled him to think that Pol Pot may have thought about Indonesia when he did what did in Cambodia.


Michael sits listening as Daniel talks about a few referrals from a colleague at a university hospital across town.  Daniel has wine with his meal and holds his fork gingerly.  One drink and he's a little sloppy.  Two drinks and...  it's brain damage.  They interject into Michael's thoughts: something about how nerve cells don't grow back, about dendrites and memory.  They're talking his language now.  His hair raises at the thought of what he could learn.


He remembers a computer sequence of memory being coded into a brain, the hippocampus repeating a thought, and then the opening of ion channels in a neuron.  All done in 3-D with space-age effects, while molecules flash too fast 

to be seen.  It effuses forth with his own added ideas about showing cage-shaped proteinase structures and special effects to portray the smearing of the atom.  Cutting edge stuff.


Nothing in response but sustained, deliberate silence.  He's embarrassed, and vows not to overstep himself.  They seem to resonate.  He tells himself to remember yet feels awkward somehow, as if, in comparison, he's relatively primitive.  An ape-man of sorts, groping across a face of stone in search of lesser understandings.


On the following weekend, he drives downtown to meet some friends in a small bar near the waterfront.  Along the way, he stops to buy books on subjects that he doesn't read often: complexity theory, the new physics of the mind, and, finally, UFO’s---which he finds in the esoterica section.  There are dozens of books on the subject.  He picks the ones that seem most reliable, but flips through several others before heading for the magazine section.


The place is packed with people reading.  A young woman in a floral spring dress stands in front of the magazines he's interested in.  He waits beside her while she reaches up, hand poised, intent on her selection.  The curve of her hips in comparison to her waist.  As she reaches, he can't help looking.  Look at her!  Not like him; he usually doesn't notice.  She seems big, strong!  


It isn't him.  He's puzzled at the behavior; it seems a strange lapse.  

The woman turns and scans the rack before him, then reaches across his view for a magazine.  The arch in her back is high and firm.  When he smiles, she smiles back pleasantly, but when he tries to think of something to say, she flips the magazine open, as if to avert it.  Stranger still: something about babushkas in dark floral knits.  So starkly dissimilar.  Like yourself.  Suddenly, the air is thick with what smells like his body odor, yet he's squeaky clean and wearing cologne.  He whiffs again; nothing.  Still, she moves away as if bothered.  


He moves down the rack, flustered, and picks up an aviation weekly, opening to an article about plans for a new type of jet fighter.  It's supposed to have a new kind of "integrated" technology: electronics that react to abrupt changes in the pilot's brain waves--if he passes out, for example.  It's a futuristic design, but it costs hundreds of millions per plane.  Impressive stuff at air shows... and then one goes down on camera like a pancake caught in a tornado.  Of course, the military seals the place off to collect all the pieces so that nothing can be...  stolen technology.  He can't quite make out the last part.  

It's garbled in ways, two completely different timbres.  


The jet he's reading about isn't very fast, but it can carry nuclear-tipped missiles.  With the Cold War over, it seems like an extravagance.  He wonders what use it could possibly have.  Entirely garbled this time, and then complete silence. 
..-ll1:.::,….   …,…-llyll.. ll,  ll  ‘’’’’ ,, …ll  A strange juncture, it seems.  He wonders what they were saying. The last message strikes him as unusual, as if someone entirely different were correcting the first voice, a different kind of mind.  The tenor of the latter is more formal, framed as if to draw deliberate distinction between its character, and those of the preceding communications.  Something about long-term considerations, and something else--something too complex, 

too multiply meaningful for him to put into words.  An entire tree of thoughts conveyed at one time, as if some conveyances can't be reduced to linear phrasing.  He tries to characterize it, but can't.  With each attempt to remember, the order of events changes somehow.          


He's puzzled at the contrast between the voices, curious about who 

the second might be; it was cool, if not contentious.  It could be part of 

a different alien population.  He reminds himself to be doubly careful.  He feels humbled in ways, lucky to even know what he's onto.  They all seem vastly more advanced than he, as if they begin from a different kind of knowledge.
