
        
            
                
            
        

    














THE eNTROPY sESSIONS















































A Series of Simple Conversations, 

Spiraling Into Oblivion


A Novel


By


Novo Dé










Dedicated To: 
Love and Loss



Without you, I would have never had the 
inspiration to write this book




Contents

 
Title Page
November 1st, 2051
November 1st, 2051
November 2nd, 2051
November 3rd, 2051
November 5th, 2051
November 8th, 2051
November 13th, 2051
November 21st, 2051
December 1st, 2051
December 2nd, 2051
December 3rd, 2051
December 5th, 2051
TERMS AND CONDITIONS
December 13th, 2051
December 21st, 2051
January 1st, 2052
January 1st, 2052

January 2nd, 2052

January 3rd, 2052
January 5th, 2052
January 8th, 2052
January 13th, 2051
January 21st, 2052
February 1st, 2052
February 1st, 2052
February 2nd, 2052
February 3rd, 2052
February 5th, 2052
February 13th, 2052
March 1st, 2052
March 1st, 2052

March 2nd, 2052
Footer Note Reference




November 1st, 2051




“…amn dragon. I, I can’t stop thinking about that damn dragon.”
I pause for a moment, lower my head, smile to myself, and release a small laugh through my nose. As I look up to meet the gaze of the doctor, I know what he’s going to say before he even says it.
“Let’s, umm, let’s focus on that,” he replies. And I smile again, followed by a quick smirk.
“I still can’t shake it, can’t shake that fuckin’ dragon. I felt it then, when I read the book decades ago, and I feel it now. It haunts me. Even to this day.”
The Doctor of course chimes in, “why do you feel like it haunts you?”
I hate this part. I hate trying to explain how I feel about something.
I imagine that sentence is the first thing psychiatrists learn when they get to school; learn how to push the conversation forward with as little effort as possible. And of course after the grind of years, I imagine it’s become a tool to push the conversation to that hour mark so he can bill appropriately.
His gaze is sharp as I sit thinking, carefully gathering my thoughts for a proper rebuttal. In fact, I don’t think he’s even repositioned himself once. Much like a statue. 
Just stoic and staring.
He stares at me with his head tipped down, slightly to the left, reading glasses near the end of his nose, digital tablet in hand, a caricature, a cliché if you will, of what people think about when they think of a psychiatrist.
Dr. Christopher Cohen is his name.
With his white button-up and khaki pants, it’s almost like he’s trying to fulfill such a look. But why? He must know he fits this stereotypical image. But he never really changes. Same look, every session. The worst part is…why do I even care? I think that says something about me. He finally uncrosses his legs and re-crosses on the opposite side, breaking the trance of my tangent.
Time to speak.
“Why do I feel like it haunts me?” I say to myself in a whisper before beginning. “Why do I feel like it haunts me? Because his actions make no fucking sense. He just sits on his treasure and does nothing. Yet he knows everything. He has all the answers. The past. The present. The future. He sees all but he does nothing.
Now allota people say that it’s exactly why he does nothing – he can see through the universe, knows the fate of all existence, so he doesn’t have to act. But the day a slave steals one piece of his treasure, everything just suddenly changes – makes no fucking sense. Why such a fuss over a pretty little cup?”
I pause, looking up to find the gaze of the doctor again.
“Y’know it’s funny too…strip away all that analytical bullshit and all you’re left with is a simple plot devise, a simple means to further the story and allow the hero to step in and save the day. Everything works out. Everything in its right place. But, for people like me, it’s never that simple. I want more. I need to understand the dragon. Why then? Why that cup? And of course the more I thought about it, the more I began to realize the fundamental flaw in trying to understand the dragon – I was trying to understand him from the outside, as little ‘ole me. But I realized I would never understand him that way. So I began to think about his motives, his actions, as if I were the dragon.”
And the doctor begins typing in notes again, clearly summarizing the idea of such a statement.
“I had to become the dragon. And the deeper I went, the more I understood the character, analyzing it from what I considered the inside. But no matter how far I got, I still never understood that moment.
Most people, most people don’t even bat an eye at that part of the story. It’s always the other end. It’s always Beowulf. But I think the idea of Beowulf is easy to understand. On the superficial end, he is glory, he is righteous power, he is good putting an end to evil. Blah Blah Blah. All that shit. But on the deeper end, and most importantly, the more interesting end, he is the conceptualization of death.
Beowulf’s demise is one of the first times in literature that begged the question, ‘with the idea of death, where do you stand on life: does everything matter…or does nothing at all?
Now that’s the question that usually haunts people. Because in the end, that’s just something everyone has to find for themselves. But that’s the thing, everyone can find an answer to that question. I even found an answer, as strange as it may be – I found peace in the idea that everything mattered and nothing mattered all at the same time.”
And the doctor begins to type in notes again – lost in his thoughts he has to get down – his eyes cold, face emotionless.
I pause as a cue to allow him to look up at me.
“I guess the point there is, I found an answer. I know it’s an abstract one, but it’s still an answer. But with the dragon, I just, I just, there is no answer, even to this day. And the worst part is, I don’t think I’ll ever find one. But that’s what I’m starting to think the point is, or always will be, never to find an answer.” Stopping, I find my head rocking back without a thought, my line of sight meeting the ceiling.
The doctor looks off for a moment, and then back at me again, squints his eyes, and with his mouth partially open, you can really see the wheels spinning in his head as he gathers his thoughts.
“Y’ know, I read Beowulf when I was in high school too, but I’m not sure if I got what you got out of it,” he replies.
“Well. What ‘chu get?”
“I mean, just that, a story. I remember Beowulf, the dragon, and that one, um, character…” he stops for a moment, frozen in thought. You can tell that the name is on the tip of his tongue. I tip my head to the right and smirk.
“Grendel.”
“Grendel, yes yes, that’s him…” his eyes widen a bit “…I just remember it as this fantasy. Some say, one of the first of its kind or genre or something. But that was it. A story. With characters, a conflict, a climax. Just a story.”
“I mean, yeah, but, isn’t there somethin’ out there, that had a similar effect on you? Something, that just, umm, got a hold of you?”
“Well sure,” he says with a higher pitch to his voice.
“Well that’s just it doc. That’s my point. That’s the first time I felt that way and more importantly, that’s the one that continues to stay with me. I’ve never quite figured it out. And, and I don’t think I ever will. And that’s special to me in a way. Because it’s shaped who I am, and who I’ll continue to be.”
Pausing, I look up at the doctor and smile.
“And that’s what did it,” I begin again, “That’s what inspired me to become a writer; I wanted to be the creator of worlds. My own universe. A place where I could instill that in others. I wanted to be able to change someone’s life with the simple means of a story.”
A smile looks like it wants to emerge from Dr. Cohen, but it doesn’t quite get there.
“Don’t you see the power in that?” I continue. “And all it is…is an idea. Mere words on a page. But to the reader, it becomes something more, the idea, everything. And therein lies the power. I wanted that. I wanted to use that to become omnipotent. Grand. Fantastical.”
Cohen can’t help but type in more notes with such a statement.
“But umm, I don’t think I ever got there. I’ve written a lot of stories in my career, but I don’t think I’ve ever written that story. And when I realized that, that’s when everything began to, to lead to. That’s when I began to…that’s when I…”
And I trail off, lost in thought, lost on how I was going to finish that sentence, and my eyes begin to water. Soon, I find myself starring at the walls. I hate this fucking room I soon think. It reminds me of a classroom detention hall, the same kind of classroom that reminds others of a prison.
Sterile. Concrete slab walls. Very little decoration. No windows.
Week after week, I ask myself the same question: why this room? Why do we always have to have our sessions in this fucking room?
Cohen decides to bring me back to reality nonetheless, back to the room.
“I know it’s hard. I know it’s hard to open up to someone, to anyone really. But this is one of the few times we’ve really began to make some real headway. And we need to continue to break ground. I mean, think about it, think about how far we’ve come – when we first started, there was very little exchange between us, if any, right?
But now look at us; what started with the occasional back n’ forth, and of course the occasional outburst, is now full length conversations. And based off your digital representation imaging, and the inevitable effects of the medication, we’re beginning to see real change, change for the better. But you do know it’s only by a small magnitude; we’re progressing very slowly, and it’ll continue to be that way, if you don’t start thinking about meeting me halfway.”
I nod ever so slightly. My eyes begin to water again. I’m trapped.
“How often do you take my DRIs?”
“Once a week.”
“Once a week,” I repeat.
“Currently, that’s all our budget allows for. A reminder though, as a patient, you do have access to all your DRI records.”
It used to be that big brother was watching. Now, it’s big data. And they’ll sell your soul to the highest bidder. Doesn’t even matter who anymore. Those records wouldn’t tell me shit anyways. I know it’s not the same records he gets to see. But I wouldn’t waste my time. I could find the same thing on the internet. Plus, neither of us have clearance for the really good stuff.
Digital exhaust is what they call it.
I just call it another algorithm. I never thought a series of zeros and ones would know me better than me. But they do. Big data. Big Big data. I notice Cohen is staring at me again, waiting for a rebuttal.
“Oh ah no, I don’t need to see those DRIs. I’m good.”
“So then going back to ‘meeting me halfway’…” he says with a squint in his eyes again.
I look at the floor and my demeanor grows cold, silent. My fingers are circling my scalp now, ever so gently, creating that massage-like feeling – I can’t help but think about the simplicity of such a pleasure. I miss those feelings, those worlds.
Now I mostly just have this fucking room. My eyes close as I think about what to do, what to say, my hand now holding my head, fingers resting snuggly through my hair on the skin of my scalp.
I know I’m trapped. I still have a choice. But at the same time, I don’t.
“Alright. Sure. Halfway.”
“Let’s try to go back then?
“Go back?”
“Yeah. Take me back. Let’s…walk me through the days leading up to the breakdown?”
“Alright,” I say, pausing. “I ah, I noticed things began to change when I decided to write the one. The story. My Beowulf. I hated my fuckin’ job, my career was going nowhere, felt like my marriage became stagnant – it was time for a change. And I thought this story would be the way out. But it only made everything fuckin’ worse…” I say with a small laugh.
“How so?”
“Well for starters doc, I had writers block. Had no idea what I wanted to write really. I mean, when someone makes a work of art, they don’t say to themselves, ‘alright, I’m gonna make the next big thing.’ Y’know? They usually just create somethin.’ Something that is hopefully honest to their vision.
But of course, the mind I get stuck with actually decides to take on that level of ambition, ‘I’m gonna create the next, big, fuckin thing,’ I used to think, which inevitably turned into this curse. I mean I look back now and it makes perfect sense. The writer’s block was a direct result of the ambition. Ironic right? Every idea was never good enough. I really think that that was one of the major contributing factors of all this shit.”
“How was your marriage at that point?
“Like I said, ‘stagnant,’ not bad per se. I mean, we’ve always had our problems, like any other couple. But honestly, the worst of it...was the routine of it all. The routine and schedules. I mean I actually began to look forward to heated, passionate fights, because one, those would break us from going through the fuckin’ motions of our mundane life together. And two, it reminded me of the love she had for me once, even if it was a just glimmer of the past. I mean
ya gotta understand doc, the woman stopped loving me a long time ago. I think she still cares about me in some weird way, sure, but the love, the love’s been gone for a while now. And you’d think we’d divorce, like most do nowadays. But we’ve stayed together, and we’ve stayed together for a lot of reasons, some superficial like financial ties, but mostly, it’s just what we know. Routine.”
Cohen types in a couple more thoughts again on his tablet on that note.
“So I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone: break the writer’s block and break the prison that the routine of my marriage had become. So I began to do what a lot of writers do – research.
I needed something to spark the
idea. So I looked at fuckin’ everything. I knew I needed a foundational concept. Something to hold the piece together. But everything’s been done.”
I feel a boiling inside me. I never know exactly what it is, but I know it’s never good. I feel the same way I did on that day, 9 months ago.
“I wanted to make literature, literature again. Cause I had nothin’ else.”
“So how’d you get there?” the doctor replies. His eyes sharp again, almost piercing. His stare, never staggering.
“I went where most writers go in the beginning – Identity. Look inward to find something outward. All that metaphysical shit.”
“And?”
“And. I don’t feel like I found much. Well not enough to create an entire story around. Because no matter what, there’s always going to be a part of you in the story anyways. Y’know, every story is a confession.”
And Cohen smiles.
Cohen actually smiles. No teeth visible. His lips, still firmly in contact with one another. But for a second there, you could see his cheek lift to one side, and the corner of his lips point to the ear. It was definitely a smile.
“Well, what did you find? You wouldn’t have premised it that way if there wasn’t more to it.”
“I found…”
Stopping mid-thought, I begin to notice a cascade of events that’ll inevitably bring the conversation to a close. They’re subtle, but people forget that communication goes beyond mere words.
Everything tells a story.
He ever so gently repositions himself in the chair. His left arm gently pronates, which allows the hands of his wrist-watch to meet the gaze of his eyes as he slowly lowers his head down and to the left. The facial muscles surrounding his eyes contract very delicately to help sharpen his vision. His nostrils slightly dilate and his lips begin to purse.
Everything tells a story.
Microgestures is what they call it. Non-verbal language.
I know what he’s going to say before he even says it.
“I hate to do this, but I actually have to stop you right there. That’s actually time.”
Usually at this point in our little chats, I’m elated at the idea that I get to be far away from this fucking room. But not today for some reason.
“Time? What do you mean it’s time? I was just about to go—”
“Now you know it’s nothing personal. We can just simply pick up where we left off tomorrow at the next session.”
“No – Not this fuckin’ time. Can’t you just push the next patient’s—”
“Now you know I can’t do that sir...”
“Sir? Sir! Isn’t this what you wanted. You just said. Y’know, I’ve come in here week after week, month after month, to this shit. And it’s the same thing, every time. And the day I’m actually ready to—”
“Sir, now just calm down—”
“No, you fuckin’ calm down! If it wasn’t for that court order, you know I wouldn’t be wasting my goddamn time like this. And what is this? What is this really? We talk and we talk and we talk. You say I’m getting’ better, but I don’t feel any better. I feel, I feel like this really isn’t doing anything to be honest doc. Same thing, different day. And for what? So I can—”
“Now Mr. N—”
“Just shut the fuck up and listen! Isn’t this what you wanted anyways? A little more emotion right? Talk more right? Open up? All that shit. Well hear it is doc. Just what you wanted. Cause I’m not sure if I can keep doing this shit—”
“Sir please, if you don’t calm down, I’m going to have to call—”
“Fucking call them then. Wouldn’t that be great? Something new you could add to that stupid fucking tablet of yours. Maybe then you could finally figure me out. And then you could tell me all about it. And then you could fix me doc. And then I would be free from this fucking room. God, I hate, I hate this fucking room.”
Staring past the doctor now, I’m entranced by the prison of the white walls. I feel the boiling grow.
“So what is it doc? What the fuck is this!? Give me something. Give me anything! I need, I need to be free from this shit! Because I’m going fucking…I need…I have to get out of this fucking room doc. So just fucking push the next patient back or reschedule or whatever the fuck you need to do. Because I’m not fucking leaving befor…”




































November 1st, 2051



The fantasy is always the same. The act however is always different. When I get lost in the fantasy, the world blurs behind the singularity of the idea. I become blind, deaf, lost in oblivion. Nothing else matters in that moment.
Daydreaming is what they used to call it.
It’s more like a day-mare to me nowadays. But unlike the version we all know at night, this one I’m very much attracted to. I keep finding myself going back to the same one in fact, over and over again. I’m not even sure when I started doing this, but one thing’s for sure; it’s become my new favorite drug.
I hear something now. Something back in reality. Can’t quite make it out.
“…balt, Tybalt. You in there?”
I blink, and after my eyes flutter a bit, I find myself back, back in reality, back to those beautiful blues I’ve known for so long.
“Yeah, um sorry, what’s up?” I say as I rub my eyes.
“I just need a little help with the groceries, you think you could…”
“Yeah, sure, of course,” I say with a smile.
As I follow her out to the car, I know what she’s going to say before she even says it. She can’t help but pry; it’s like this every time.
“So how’d it go today?”
I’m not sure what to say. Should I tell her the truth? Should I tell her about the outburst? About the security guards dragging me out of the room? About the scene I made as I was being escorted through the lobby, yelling obscenities and curses at the secretary and the clients that were patiently awaiting their appointment?
I should tell her the truth, but as she opens the trunk, and my mouth begins to open and my vocal cords begin to vibrate, something else comes out.
“Y’know, typical.”
“Just typical? Nothin’ new?”
I can feel her eyes on me. Sharp, like Cohen’s eyes.
“Yeah, umm, I mean, we did talk a little more than usual…” I say, as I think about telling Cohen to go fuck himself.
Grabbing the last of the groceries, I follow her back into the house, and as we pass the threshold, she turns back to me.
“So progress?”
I nod yes ever so slightly.
“Progress.”
It’s hard to believe that this has become the extent of our conversations. We used to have the most playful banter. We used to have the most deep rooted heart-to-hearts.
We used to actually talk.
Now everything’s small. Everything’s far away. I always feel like I’m talking to someone at some sort of window: most of the time I feel like I’m talking to someone at a drive-through window, like some fast-food joint, while other times, I have the luxury of having a conversation with that of someone like a bank teller. But it’s always the same. There’s always a window.
“So did you…”
She stops mid-thought, mid-sentence. When it happens, she always stops mid-thought, mid-sentence. It’s been like this ever since the operation. They said it would be like this in fact. A ‘simple side effect’ is what they called it. I don’t know what it is but one thing’s for sure, I don’t think I’ll ever get use to it. The worst part is that look on their face, or I guess, the lack thereof.
Everything grows cold. The eyes dead. Empty. The mouth, partially open. They become a corpse of their former self. That’s definitely the worst of it. I don’t think I’ll ever get use to that.
She’s starting to come to luckily; it never takes too long. She blinks, closes her mouth, and the color of roses begins to take over her cheeks once more.
“Sorry.”
“Update?”
“Update…” she says nodding, and then we simply continue on.
As I go through the motions of putting the groceries away, I find myself fading into deep thought. I tend to think of my wife in these moments. In fact, I’ve been toying with the same question for quite some time. I look at her and I say to myself – ‘How did it come to this?’
After people had the power to essentially have a computer in their pocket, communication and the social realms therein ran rampant. Some outcomes good, but mostly bad. Think about the pros and cons of something like bacteria, and you’ll get close to understanding it on some level.
People began to live their lives on their computer, on their phones, on the internet. People began to lose touch with how it was to be human. 
But no one saw it that way. Slowly being integrated into society and thus culture, it just became a part of everyday life.
But people could never find contentment; Never any peace. Everyone always yearned for more.
And worse, the people behind the technology…always gave it to them, because let’s be honest, all they cared about is how to broaden their profit margins, and make people want more and more, pushing the limits before beginning the cycle again with some new product or update.
Until.
Well, until that historic day.
The day they had a breakthrough – realizing that access was the answer to their profit cycling problems.
Most of their returns were based on advertisements, but people didn’t see an advertisement unless they were actively engaging in the differing communication entities on their computing device. 
Actively, meaning, when a neurological impulse sends a message to the muscular motor units that control movement in the fingers, allowing the use of touch to input data, which would result in some sort of output, and thus the advertisement. They realized that they needed to shorten this neurological trip. You increase the access, you increase the ability to advertise. Simple. So they took out the ‘middle man’ – Conscious thought.
It took some years of research and development, but it seemed all too soon that the market opened up a new landscape to computing devices that could be surgically implanted in the Thalamus of the brain. I’ll never forget the year that birthed, what was finally dubbed…the Neurological Communication Link.
Bottom line: The Neurological Communication Link was essentially a computer for your brain, a Smartphone to be used through the mind, which doesn’t sound too glamorous when I put it that way.
And I never thought it would really catch on too. Never thought I’d see my wife jump on board that’s for sure. But I was wrong.
The Neurological Communication Link, however, which people quickly began referring to as NCLs for short, needed an interface. To do so, the people behind the technology created an accompanying set of devices, known as Retinal Display Links, or RDLs for short, which were implanted into the retinas of each eye and allowed the user to access the navigational framework of the NCL.
Imagine a screen, much like any computing device screen. Now imagine that same screen as if it were floating right in front of your eyes. RDLs allowed the user to visually navigate through the system with their own use of sight, not only in a literal sense, but also anatomical.
For instance, given that the NCL and RDLs could communicate with each other in real time, instead of a swipe of a finger for input, the devices would interpret nervous and muscular tissue, specifically in regards to straight plane eye movement, up/down, left/right, as well as blinking procedures for input. In the earlier models for example, for the words “Yes” and “No,” two, quick consecutive blinks would be utilized or a long blink would be held, respectively.
And with enough mastery, the eye gestures can become so subtle that it doesn’t even look like the eyes are moving at all. Unfortunately, not everyone has an equal mastery of this skill.
Now if a user didn’t like utilizing something like a computing device screen through their field of vision to navigate the applications, later dubbed the ‘Classic’ view, the NCL also allowed users to utilize different visual landscapes. Augmented Reality. Virtual Reality. It was all there.
In essence, the world was no longer at your finger tips; the eyes, in turn, officially became windows into the soul.
In the beginning, people really thought this would revolutionize human existence. At least that’s what the marketing campaigns led us to believe.
‘We need to keep up with the machines,’ they used to say. But it just took immediate satisfaction to a whole new level. I mean, even the pioneers of the internet thought it would a utopia of information, but of course, it ended up being a kingdom of porn, and endless opportunities for people to complain and shit-on literally everything, and everyone, in anonymity.
And sure, like any of the devices before it, it had its benefits, its strengths, at least in the short-term.
Forget something at the grocery store, a clothing store, access the appropriate NCL application and input your needs, input the data, pay the service charge, and within minutes, a drone would be on your doorstep.
Hell, you could do this with all your purchases, but that shit'll add up, and it adds up quick. That’s why people, like my wife, still go the grocery store, considered a little old-fashioned now.
Want to read about the news in real time? Need a digital dietician? Fitness Instructor? Want a tutorial on parasailing? Need to automatically wish that relative we always neglect a happy birthday? Need to setup an appointment? Cancel one?
Everything was now part of a new network, that from the outside, just looked like a small black dot, about the size of a button of a shirt, that simply sat at the right temple of the forehead, which ultimately acted as a toggling switch that powered the ‘Link’ on and off.
Now what people didn’t know, was the dark side to this innocent black dot. People quickly forgot (again) about one very important detail. When utilizing the NCL, everything, and I do mean everything, was recorded, resulting in what seemed like an endless stream of collected data. Every choice. Every action.
And sure, Conscious thought was still the main driving mechanism to power and navigate the NCL. It was still a computer. But here’s the thing – not only was conscious input being uploaded as data, but the subconscious as well.
Remember me talking about access.
It turned out to be that it was the subconscious input that was the main entity toggling the advertisements, which surprised people at first, but no one reads the fucking terms and conditions, for really, anything. But that was the point. Access.
Output for the subconscious data was mostly harmless, generic, neutral, but usually positive rhetoric: Mr. Smith likes this or Mrs. Jackson likes that. Which everyone was pretty use to at this point in the game, considered now a bit old-fashioned as well. And it was just automatically uploaded, usually resulting in a vicious cycle of additional advertisements.
Don’t worry, people are allowed to control the output to an extent with a preference template. But do people utilize it? Not really. The better question is…Do people have any real control in the first place?
By now, most people already knew, regardless of where any of the data comes from, that it’s all used, all organized, analyzed, and interpreted by the powers that be, easily processed to rebrand a new shoe or change the PR needs of the new ‘it’ girl, overall the uses of the data being pretty straightforward.
Well what about the shit that people didn’t like? That data would be collected and organized just the same, and then purchased by any entity that could profit or somehow simply benefit from the knowledge, be it a corporation, a small company, or even a person.
Conversely, a real milestone, was dream-based marketing.
Why rely on conscious and subconscious thought, when you can market your item or idea directly into the landscape of someone’s dream. It was the ultimate in subliminal messaging. And it was actually all fair game, because again, no one reads the fucking terms and conditions, for really, anything.
It was the inception, the implanting a need of the item or idea in the person that was illegal. But they still fucking did that too.
For instance, after a month with the NCL, my wife began to incorporate mushrooms into all our meals. Said it would bring some much needed nutritional value into our diet. My wife fucking hates mushrooms, at least she did before the surgery. Couldn’t even look at them. Thought their aesthetic alone was unsettling. But here’s the genius behind the implant, which equally makes it impossible to prove, it wears off after a while. And with every idea having a different half-life, it makes this new found desire just seem random. Like ‘people change,’ followed by a shrug of the shoulders.
But people didn’t really change much these days; they’re all more or less programmed it seems.
Now let’s not forget about conscious input.
People continued to ramble on about their boring, mundane lives like they mattered, or someone actually cared. But no one really gives a shit about what someone has for breakfast. Or your fucking toddler. Or a dog or cat or whatever, that is surely the smartest fucking dog or cat or whatever. Except for the person doing the uploading. Everyone wants to feel like they’re the center of the universe.
It’s a real Protagonist disease.
And now they can, with the NCL.
But of course all that conscious input came at a price – in the figurative sense and the literal. With enough data, our every movement, behavior, and action could be tracked and categorized, and then with the right coding, the future of every movement, behavior, and action could be anticipated, a preemptive estimation with extreme accuracy.
A real minority report.
Simply put, all this data was used to create an exact digital blueprint of any individual willing to participate, and by willing to participate, I mean simply use the NCL, and it was indeed exact, from day-to-day routines, all the way to favorite go-to sexual positions.
Digital Representation Imaging is what they called it.
Unfortunately, DRIs were not exclusive to the NCL. Big data tracked everything: credit card transactions, GPS, browser history, exchanges with CHARLIE, fucking everything. Even someone like me, who really tried hard to stay off the grid, had a Digital Representation Image. It was impossible to avoid.
Now the first real entity to capitalize on DRIs was of course the pharmaceutical companies.
DRIs analyze all physical and mental changes in real time. They’ll know something about you before you do. Before it ever hits home. 
Depression. Elation. Anxiety. Excitement. They’ll always know before you know. And with that information, they always have an answer for what you may need next. And be ready to sell it to you.
And you become a prisoner to the machine. Of the cycles. Of your own behavior.
That’s why I’m one of the few that hasn’t converted to using an NCL. Not yet at least.
I want to be the one in control.
But it didn’t take too long for other entities to begin to take advantage as well, especially law enforcement. Track a criminal profile DRI, pay attention to GPS positioning, and these fucking idiots would do the work for them.
So sure, in the beginning, crime dropped exponentially. But no algorithmic system is perfect. It happened rarely, but there would be innocent people that would get wrongfully arrested from time to time.
A real minority report.
Now for this one, people actually began to take notice. It even created a new psychological framework of fear. People feared that if they got out of line, even just a little bit, that a police officer would be waiting for them at their doorstep or around the corner or something to that effect. That there would always be some sort of trouble waiting for them just out of sight.
Fuckin’ thought police is what it was.
Perfectionistism took on a whole new meaning after that. And with enough fear instilled in regular, law-abiding citizens, law enforcement never really had to make much arrests.
Never thought it would actually get to this point – Big brother was no longer watching – we all had become big brother.
And as all of this is going on, people still turn the other cheek, or are oblivious, or are simply in denial. I have no idea which one my wife is, but she too is now part of this new network.
The Neo-Network is what they call it.
Like most other people, strangers, you’ll never know what world they’ve put themselves in, y’know, from afar. I mean the only normal people in the world, are the people you don’t know yet right?
Sometimes I feel like I don’t even know my wife anymore. Looking at my wife at this very moment, I feel that way. We’ve already put all the groceries away, completed all our nightly chores, and now my wife is performing her evening ritual: she’s found herself at the corner of the couch, snuggled, cozy, glass of chardonnay in hand, and a book, again a bit old-fashioned these days.
From the outside, she’s just there. Living. Simple. Nothing different. But on the inside, everything’s changed.
I try to find something to converse about. I try to talk. It seems like we do this every evening, at least to me it does.
“Honey, umm, do you mind if I turn on the news? I heard there may be a new development on that radical religious movement thing and wanted to ah…”
She doesn’t even look up to answer.
“Sure, just keep it low ok,” she says with a soft, peaceful tone.
“Yeah sure, of course,” I reply as I reach for my phone. I then activate our house’s CHARLIE.
“CHARLIE, y’there?
“Of course sir,” I hear from above. “How can I help you?”
“Could you please pull up the news on the east wall of the living room? Let’s do a small window and keep it low ok?”
“Of course, no problem. Anything else?”
“Yeah, let’s maybe fire up the CHEF unit. Sweetheart, you gettin’ hungry?” She again doesn’t even look up to answer, just gently nods her head yes.
“Ok, yeah, activate the CHEF unit. And could you actually make the frame a little smaller?” He does as instructed, and the frame minimizes.
“Sorry about that. This better?”
“Perfect.”
The news is already underway. The main story, of course, is this new religious movement. Just when agnostics and atheists became the majority and religion seemed to be on its way out, some archaeologist found a new set of scriptures.
The ‘Ancient Scriptures’ is what they’re calling it.
It’s supposedly the now oldest existing religious text, at least that’s what the news tells us. Religious experts, trying to decipher the text, say that this may be the one thing that actually unifies all religious beliefs into one singular idea. 
“What do you think of all this?” I say.
She puts the book down on her chest and finally looks up at me to meet my gaze.
“I, I don’t know. I think. I mean, it doesn’t really affect my life so why should I care. Isn’t this the same kind of thing we’ve always seen? People are always looking for something new to hold onto. It’s just the same thing over and over again.”
She has a point.
“I mean, yeah, but, isn’t the idea of a unifying religion kind of, I don’t know, intriguing?”
“I guess,” she murmurs.
She doesn’t fucking care. Hell, I don’t really care either, but it was something to watch. Something to talk about. Help us forget about our lives or help escape it. Isn’t that what the news is for these days? Entertainment. Before this story, I couldn’t even remember the last time I actually saw news on the news. Something of substance. It was always celebrity gossip, the new fashion, what’s hot. That’s all people cared about these days. That or mostly themselves. And I was no different. Apathy, it seemed, had become the most prevalent of all personality traits.
Read the DRI data.
“Ok, yeah, but what if…”
“Sir. I apologize for the interruption, but the CHEF unit has prepared your meal,” CHARLIE announces from above.
“C’mon CHARLIE, what have I said about…y’know, it’s, it’s alright,” I redirect myself back to the couch, “Honey, ah, you wanna…”
“Yeah, I’m on it,” she says under her breath as she gets up from the couch and makes her way to the kitchen.
We’ve always had the same ritual when it came to dinner together – I’d set the table and she’d prepare the meal. Although, most of the work was already done by the CHEF unit; she usually just adds the food to a bowl or plate, or adds a little something extra to the dish, maybe a spice. I’m not actually sure if she knew that we could pre-program dishes with certain specificities. Add. Subtract. You could do whatever you wanted with the unit really. I think she does it because she wants to feel like some sort of domesticated housewife from time to time, like her mother. Or maybe it’s just habit.
It’s Wednesday, so that means its chicken night. How fucking boring. But the dish wouldn’t be complete without a side of vegetables, with an emphasis on, you guessed it, mushrooms.
It seems mushrooms are slowly becoming the symbol for the continual distance that the NCL is placing between me and my wife.
But I still eat them. Before I dig in however, I usually find myself just glaring at them for a while, pondering, again, on how it all got to this point.
How did we get here? How did I get here?
It mattered but it didn’t matter. My wife is doing none of this. She is just quietly eating with her head down. She looks comfortable, delicate.
I always feel this obligation to try and start another conversation with her when we’re at dinner together, regardless of the inevitable. So I try talking again. 
“So we still doin’ that thing this weekend?” I begin.
“Um, yeah, I think so. I’ll check tomorrow, but I think we’re still a-go.”
“Great. Great,” I say trailing off. “Do I need to like dress up or something?”
“I don’t think so. I’m not dressing up.”
“Alright,” I slowly nod, “Good. But what exactly are we doing again? Like what’s on the agenda?”
“Well, I think first, we’re plannin’ on…”
She’s rambling on now, but I stopped listening almost immediately. She’s talking, but not communicating. Not conversing. I’m looking right at her and acting like I’m hanging on every word, but I’m not.
It’s an art really.
I can hear words, but I’m not listening. She does the same to me. But when I fade away, it’s always like something out of a movie, where I’m watching her, but the volume of her voice slowly lowers to the point where all I see is her mouth and tongue shuffling about to create what appears to be words.
Eventually, there’s silence.
Most people’s idea of a conversation simple manifests into a simple ‘waiting game’ for their turn to speak. I actually look forward to the finality of when a person finishes. I hunger for that beautiful silence.
But not with her.
As I’m staring into the oblivion of my wife’s ramblings, I fade deeper and deeper, until I find myself in a trance, zoning, hypnotized, back to the fantasy again.
And the fantasy, it’s always the same. The act however is always different.
Today, I decide to tell my wife to ‘shut the fuck up.’ I then follow this by slapping her across the face as hard as I can, specifically with the back of my hand, so hard in fact that she topples out of her chair and onto the ground. She begins to cry. I tell her to “Quit your fucking crying.” She responds by saying “Why are you doing this?” as she tries to scuffle away. I then say, “Let me show you,” with a small, subtle smile. I then proceed to straddle my wife. She of course is pushing me away, struggling to break free. With no hesitation, I slam my fist into her face. Blood squirts immediately from her nose, dressing my shirt and hers. Her sobs become intense now. Her breathing, shallow and rapid. I strike again, splitting her lip. More blood. She involuntarily begins to squirm; her arms fluttering in a desperate attempt to retaliate in force. She’s quick, but not quick enough. I grab her wrists and take them to the ground. For one second, our eyes lock. I see fear, and she sees pleasure. I strike again. This time, leaving her with very little life
left. She’s never felt pain like this before. She can hardly move. Hardly see. The blood paints the shadows of her face. Her breathing, even more shallow, even more rapid, now with this intermittent gurgling effect. And then, I just stare at her. She’s fading, but I won’t let her own blood take her. So I place my hands on her throat. Her eyes widen as I slowly squeeze. Now harder. Her head cocks back. And I squeeze harder. Her mouth opens wide. And I squeeze harder. Her sounds descent. And I squeeze harder. I close my eyes as I feel her warmth fade. And I squeeze harder.
Eventually, there is no sound. Only silence. 
And all I’m left with is my wife’s big beautiful blues. Empty. Lifeless.
And I smile.
The act was so simple today.
Raw.
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“…dentity is important in character development. People have to find themselves in the characters. Well, they have to find something to relate to, to hold on to. But I had to find my…” I pause. “Y’know doc, it wasn’t that long after I started that job, that I quickly felt, I dunno, lost. Y’know the feeling. I just wasn’t the same person anymore. And I knew it. Felt like I didn’t even recognize myself in the mirror…” I pause for a moment again, making a slight laugh through my nose “...how fucking cliché is that?”
Cohen is listening intently today. He’s typing very little. It’s been like this the whole session.
“But that’s what my life became – cliché. I never wanted to teach. Especially middle-schoolers. But when people lost interest in my work, sales dropped. And when sales dropped, publishers dropped.
Then it was on to contract work, which was actually pretty good for a while; the last of the online magazines, website reviews, I’d take anything. But that was already a flooded marketplace too. And the work, the work eventually thinned out. And so did my income.”
Starring at the floor, I pause again.
“It really was just supposed to be part-time. I wasn’t just saying that earlier doc. But eventually, part-time became full-time. Money talks right?”
Cohen is strangely just being Cohen today. Stoic and starring. Besides our usual exchange after one of my outbursts, nothing’s really different about today’s session. Same concrete walls. Same khaki pants. Maybe it’s that I just want him to act differently.
Why no discussion about yesterday’s episode? It’s strange, but this time, I actually feel some remorse.
“Hey, um, doc? Before we go any further into this, could we, umm, could we…”
“What’s, what’s on your mind, Mr. Nielson?” he says with a subtle smirk, obviously knowing where the conversation is headed.
“It’s about yesterday. I mean, we barely even talked about it at the beginning of the session. I know we’ve had our moments, but this one, this one seemed different. I feel like I may have gone over the line on this one…”
I grow silent. I hate this part. I hate apologizing. I hate it because I use it so sparingly, offered only in the most sincere moments, when someone actually deserves it, but still, at the same time, I have a hard time finding the words, or even wanting to say the words. I do this because no one else does. The phrase ‘I’m sorry’ has been exponentially deflated over the years. People these days, they say it for almost anything, with no actual emotion. It doesn’t mean what it meant fifty years ago. Fuck, it doesn’t mean what it meant one hundred years ago. But Cohen, Cohen deserves one.
I try to begin again, but only a series of vowels comes out, followed by sentence filler.
“What I’m trying to say is, umm, I feel like I need to apologize. I, ah, I’m, I’m sorry, doc. I really am. You don’t, ah, you didn’t…”
And Cohen holds up a hand, bringing my sentence to a halt, surprisingly smiling with his whole face – Full bright shining teeth. The wrinkles of age in his cheeks. Crow’s feet – I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a sight before in Cohen.
“Mr. Nielson, first and foremost, it’s alright,” he says with both arms erect, fingers splayed. “It’s really alright. I do have to say, you surprise me though. Based on your DRI data, I already knew that these emotions were brewing. The algorithm showed feelings of regret, guilt...” Cohen pauses and locks eyes with me “…Remorse. These feelings have lingered before, but it’s never been like this. It actually hasn’t been like this for quite awhile. Which ultimately shows…progress. Now the fact that you felt compelled and actually decided to apologize is just, just, wonderful.”
Maybe I was wrong about Cohen. Maybe he isn’t just trying to push for that hour mark.
“It’s best to try to understand it this way: sometimes we have to take a step back to take many steps forward. That’s why we didn’t go into it in depth at the beginning of the session. That moment yesterday, like many before it, and the probable others to come, is all part of the process.”
I strangely feel better. But how did the imaging indicate that without the subconscious data?
Goddamn those images, they make me feel like I’m just a series of zeros and ones.
“So Mr. Nielson, why don’t you go back to what we were discussing earlier…I believe you were about to go into more detail about the changes that took place after you accepted the teaching position,” he says as a lead.
“Yea, um, ok, so, the teaching position. It was a vulnerable place for me in my life, which was juxtaposed with this strange complacency. I became like an indentured servant. And it really was just supposed to be temporary.
‘Just need enough time to get back on my feet,’ I used to say. Fuckin’ time right? But something changed inside me during my tenure at that school; I hated myself more than ever. And my world around me, mirrored that feeling.
That’s when I knew I needed to write again. Free myself. Or find myself. Or something. God, it sounds so fucking stupid when I say it out loud.”
“I can assure you nothing you’re saying is stupid. Just take your time.”
“Ok. Well, like I said, I needed to write again. I didn’t know where to go, what to write about. No fucking idea. So, I ah, I ah, like I said yesterday, started researching…”
“Now when you say ‘research,’ what exactly do you mean?”
“Well. I decided to go, Gonzo, actually. Fuckin’, Gonzo,” I say through a smile.
“Gonzo? I’m not sure…”
“First you have to understand, during the contract work, that’s when I first started to notice I was becoming a shell of my former self. I mean, there was no autonomy then; I was an actual fuckin’ slave at that point, not simply an indentured servant.
I was always told what to write, and what to write about. The worst was the organizations that wanted ‘real, objective journalism.’ There’s no such thing. It was impossible to not be subjective. That’s why I used to always stick to fiction. But, in the end, I still went along with it,” I say as I laugh to myself. “And for what? A Goddamn paycheck. But I was still on the outside looking in. I began to hate myself for that; that was the beginning. Which ultimately led to the teaching gig, besides the obvious. I look back on those days, and, and, I promised myself I’d never be that guy again. I was really hoping that the teaching gig was gonna curb those feelings. I thought I could start over, y’know? But I was wrong.”
“So what happened next? Who do you feel like you became Tybalt?”
I look up to stare at the concrete walls before I answer.
“A nobody – A fuckin’ nobody doc,” I say as the volume of my words decline.
Cohen says nothing to this. He’s waiting for me to continue. So I go on.
“At least with the contract work, I still had a name. Still had recognition. But when I became a teacher…I felt like I had become…nothing.
So, I realized I needed a renaissance. A
rebirth. ‘Find the story’ I used to say to myself.
I just needed to write again doc, hoping to find somethin’ again, find the one maybe.
But it was really just everything. I needed a change. So I went with the only option I felt like I had left – Gonzo - put myself in the story to find the story. My Thompson moment1, as I used to call it. No one does that shit anymore.”
“And then what came of that?”
“Anonymous. Definitely Anonymous.”
“The drug?”
“Yes sir.”
Growing up, I always wished SOMA or Substance D was a real thing. Must have been the writer in me. But society didn’t need SOMA or Substance D. We had plenty to choose from in the real world. It wasn’t before long that many illegal substances, at least the ones I grew up with, became legal.
Marijuana. Hallucinogens. LSD. Ecstasy. You name it. All now legal. All now legal under the guise of medical necessity or portion, potency control. Of course, there were still some synthetics, powders, and even pills out there that were still illegal.
But with legalization, came government influence, and then of course, came government regulation. Good old-fashioned supply and demand. The drug market changed overnight. It just wasn’t the same profitable entity it once was. Became like everything else. Well, until Anonymous came along.
When the drug was first introduced, it was given no name. No street name. No chemical name. Nothing. But the human condition is not satisfied with not classifying and categorizing, well, fucking everything. So people just called it the unknown drug or anonymous or something to that effect.
‘The One, The One with No Name’ became a cultural go-to. A no-named name. I guess the human condition knows no true absolute.
It was believed to be this way to deter a policing of the drug. A drug with no name is a drug that’s hard to stop. But the true genius, that was found when the police actually began investigating the drug, because they found no real back story - no source, no creator, no name.
Of course there was something, or someone out there, controlling all this; it’s just no one knew who it was. Which of course added to its almost juggernaut momentum to the public, baffling every level of law enforcement. It seemed no one knew who invented it. No one knew who was behind the distribution. No one even really knew when it started.
One day, it was just, there. Everywhere. Its own infantile amnesia. Along with the dissociation in origin, it was also designed to be impossible to analyze. Embedded with nanomachines, which were harmless when inactive, the drug could do everything from change chemical composition, a la mutation, to self-destruct when tampered with. This, of course, was a design not only to deter the lab techs of the law, but also the competition. And that was just the fucking tip of the iceberg in truly trying to understand the product. It inevitably monopolized the market.
But, aside from all that, the product itself, the effect it has on the human condition, human consciousness, neurological anatomy, was without parallel. That did the real selling. It was, simply, divine – The perfect drug.
“Just trying to get my hands on it was a story in and of itself,” I begin again. “I knew I could find it in the deepest depths of the neo-network, but without my own NCL, I knew it was gonna be a bit of a challenge so I had to get creative. Whata fuckin’ journey that was. In the beginning, it was one dead end after another.
Then an idea came to me that changed everything. I thought, ‘why not go to an anonymous anonymous meeting and pose as a former addict, make some friends.’ It didn’t take too long to find someone that was just itchin’ to relapse. And it worked. It really worked. And man, I couldn’t tell you how fast the process went after I offered to pay.”
After accessing the black market, deep inside the trenches of the neo-network, through all the secret browsers, a person’s identity first becomes a series of ever-changing numerical values, as a first of many steps to concealment. Once hidden, simply request what you’re looking for and a relay will further encrypt your origin as you travel deeper through the server, repeating the process as needed, until your digital imaging is a copy of a copy of a copy. You fade into black, and you quickly become exactly what you’re looking for – Anonymous.
After you set up the deal, most sellers hack into an already licensed drone, from something like the online shopping conglomerate siren.com, to deliver the product, while others use a variety of similar systems.
Now the law has tried on multiple occasions to infiltrate the system, but they rarely apprehend a seller. It seems that the people behind the gambit are always one step ahead of the investigations, continually adapting and reshaping the system to avoid any operation shutdown.
No one was allowed to stop the movement they used to say.
“I’ll never forget the first time I tried it. It was like…falling in love. Nothing else mattered. Except the moment. It was a moment of, of, unknown pleasures.
Simple but complicated. Exciting but scary. Innocent but full of sin. It really was like falling in love. Not the fucking love we know from the movies. The real emotion. The one that, we’ve never really understood, but are undoubtedly drawn to. And that’s…Anonymous.”
“Do you think you could try and describe the experience, of what it was like to be under the effects of the drug?”
“It’s. It’s…” I’m not sure how to start.
“Again take your time Mr. Nielson.”
“First. The senses. They, they become something else, heightened, beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. Most drugs heighten, what one, maybe two senses? Isolated usually to the tactile. That tingling sensation. That general ‘feel good.’ But Anonymous, it changed everything.
My vision, sharpened. I could hear classical movements in the wind. I could smell the sea, hundreds of miles away. I could taste the chemicals in the air, and differentiate between Nitrogen, Oxygen, Argon, and Carbon Dioxide, all the way to Iodine, and traces of Carbon Monoxide and Ammonia. I not only could taste the chemicals, but the subatomic particles as well, and feel them, understand them.
There was no longer a past. No future. Only causality. I felt like, what the dragon must feel like.”
And Cohen begins typing in his tablet again.
“What else was there?”
“The colors. I would find myself in rainbows. Endless, rainbows. I could see beyond those limits as well. And change them at will it seemed. Infrared. UV. It was all at my fingertips.
And then there was the apparent neurological changes. Saying that it just ‘felt good’ would be an incredible understatement. It was transcendental. It was an ocean. It was ecstasy. Every moment, a paradise. Every action, an enlightenment.”
I pause, close my eyes, tip my head, and smile. My memory retraces all those lingering effects. My god could I go for one right now.
“Cohen, it was the first time I felt like my eyes were truly open. Now when I first started using, I had a long talk with myself, like everyone does in their own way. ‘Just here and there,’ I used to say. ‘Control it,’ I used to say. But that’s the thing about addiction. It doesn’t happen over night; it slowly, slowly sneaks up on you. And then before ya know it, it has you.” I pause for a moment and then continue. “Y’know at first, I actually did a pretty good job of controlling the habit. Later I did a great fucking job of convincing myself. Only took it when I felt like I needed it. When I needed to be in the story. Help me write y’know?”
“And did it?” Cohen says.
“Not in the beginning. But I needed more time. More moments. More experiences. All that shit. I still needed something to write about. Plus there was still the writer’s block.”
“And you don’t think all of that was just, umm, self-medication? You trying to cope with your depressive state, your new status with your new job, your feelings on your marriage? See where I’m going with this Tybalt?”
“I mean, fuck, maybe. I definitely didn’t feel that way then. Sure, it could’ve been all that. But I’m tellin’ ya doc, I felt like, I know, at that time, I needed to do it.”
“And what about your wife? She never noticed a change in you?”
“Like I said, I controlled the habit. I mean, c’mon, I imagine someone in your position has seen their fair share of functional alcoholics or somethin’ like that right?”
“Well sure,” Cohen says with a series of nods.
“Well there ya go; it was the same thing. I kept up appearances. kept it hidden.”
“But surely your—”
“She was a little preoccupied with her fuckin’ NCL at the time doc,” I snap.
“Understood,” Cohen says nodding, typing in a couple of more notes in his tablet, bringing the conversation to a halt.
There’s a silence between us now – a long silence – it’s usually never like this. It’s awkward, the same kind of awkwardness everyone has experienced in their lifetime at one time or another.
But, I’m the one that decides to break it, knowing exactly where to go next in the conversation. Using my index finger, I make a small tap at my temple and then motion to Cohen and say…
“Well at least we can agree on one thing. You refuse to convert too huh?”
Cohen smiles back and says, “I don’t know about all that. I just. Call me old-fashioned I guess.”
“Talk about a fuckin’ drug. NCLs. People just. People just aren’t the same anymore with those things. Those are the real drug addicts. They just don’t see it yet. Fuck, most people don’t see half of their addictions. Food. Technology. Television. There’s a lot of drugs out there.”
“I actually agree with you there Tybalt, but let’s not venture too off topic – how did you evade the Digital Representation Imaging?”
“Anonymous houses. Or sometimes I’d use at home, in complete isolation. Even deactivate CHARLIE for the night.”
“That’s a good segue - what’s your relationship with your CHARLIE unit?”
“It’s umm…” I trail off. I decide to change subjects, evading the question.
“Before I forget, y’know it wasn’t before too long that I finally got a flicker in my mind. An idea. For the story. I thought, ‘why don’t I just write about this.’ No name culture. The anonymous lifestyle. No one had done that before. I thought, I thought I could actually, literally put myself in the story too and just write about my adventures: gettin’ the drug, usin.’ A real Thompson moment. Even make myself the lead, the protagonist.”
Cohen’s gaze becomes sharp for the first time all session.
Now that’s more like it.
“Needless-to-say, I quickly vetoed that idea. Talk about another fucking cliché. A writer writing about a writer. It’s been done countless times. What would one more even have to say? That just led to more using. I was just, just continually conflicted with trying to find this story. And no closer to actually writing anything. By that time, I was using, what I wanted to believe, was a controlled amount of ‘No-Name,’ but let’s just say, looking back, it was a lot. The increased intake did bring about…”
Cohen squints his eyes and slowly elevates his head. More non-verbal language. Microgestures, telling me to continue.
“Side-effects.”
“What kind of side-effects?” Cohen says, leading again.
“Like, hallucinations. But again, nothing like I’ve experienced before. I mean, growing up, I tried LSD. And later, some of the medicinal strands. I hallucinated then, and those felt, somewhat real, but I could always take myself outside myself, and say ‘this is definitely the effects of the drug talkin’.’
Objectively, I knew it was an illusion. But Anonymous. Those hallucinations, now those felt real. Really real. Scary real. And sometimes those worlds would blur.”
I think back about the worst, about the one, about the kid, and I shudder.
“I don’t really remember when it started. All I remember is that, when I started using more, the ‘fantasies’ started flooding in.”
“The ‘fantasies’ about…Juliet?”
“Yeah.”
“You always been so cryptic about those, but understandably so. Something like that…I can’t imagine how hard that must be to open up about. I actually didn’t have any kind of grasp on these ‘fantasies’ as you call them until the last one.
And now with more knowledge of your substance abuse, more of what you’ve already told me is beginning to make sense. At least in regards to the ‘why.’ Now it’s information like this that can help me help you Tybalt. I can use this information in our treatment options. I know it’s still going to take time, but the more we explore, means the more we can resolve. So when was the last time you had one?”
“Last night actually.”
“And?”
“I strangled her to death with my bare hands.”
I look at my hands after saying this. No calluses found. No scars. No alterations of any kind actually. Simply smooth, pristine. The hands of someone that has avoided manual labor all their life.
“It’s weird. But I know, deep down, I would never harm her. I have, never harmed her. Never laid a finger on her. But the fantasies. They just, they make me feel. Full of. I dunno. Light.”
“Light?”
“Yeah, it fills me with this sense of…of…it’s hard to explain. The fantasies are always so dark too. Each one, just, so fucked up.” My eyes begin to water. My teeth clench. “But there’s a fulfillment there I can’t explain.”
“That was one of the first of the side-effects, at least the ones I can remember.”
“There’s more?”
“Oh yeah.”
Surprisingly, Cohen focuses on the fantasy:
“Why do you think you have them?”
“I don’t know. I just know how I feel. Which is strange because it’s so simple there, while other times, it’s just, it’s just—”
“Now that you’ve been clean for a while now, have you noticed any kind of change, maybe in frequency, with these, umm, episodes you have?”
“I don’t know.”
“You are clean, aren’t you Mr. Nielson? You haven’t been using right?”
“Fuck no. I dunno if I was just lucky, or it was my lawyer, or both, but the fact that I got that ruling, is just, just – there’s no words – I mean before that verdict, I was, I was convinced I was going to prison. Scared me straight. And now that I’m on probation, I have to keep playin’ it safe. I can’t imagine what—”
“You of course understand why I have to ask. The nanomachines, they make it impossible for us to test.”
“Yeah I get it doc. But let’s get off that. Now goin’ back to the side-effects – well the damage is done there. I still…see things.”
“Do you feel like it was worth it then?”
“I’m not sure what you…”
“Like, did you find the answers you were looking for? Did you find yourself, as you like to put it?”
“At the peak of my using, I ah, sometimes felt like I understood everything. Everything just became clear. There were no more questions. Except of course the…the…But, like every drug, those feelings quickly changed when I started to come down. Suddenly, it went from feeling like I knew everything, to feeling like I didn’t know anything at all.
Another dualistic nature.
And it went on like that, back n’ forth, back n’ forth, which of course, fueled my desire to use more, and more. In the end though I felt like I found, well, ah, something; it’s not absolute, but I think I found the closest thing to an answer that I could…”
“Which is?”
“I found. I realized I’m not special. None of us are. But it’s the things like Anonymous that do an incredible job of convincing us that we are; it’s the drugs in our lives that convince us otherwise – they create a fantasy – and we believe it. And after enough time, the fantasy becomes our reality, becomes all we know, becomes our worl…”
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My eyes burst open to the screams. My eyelids, stuck, elevated, exposing the whitest of whites. I immediately bring myself to a seated position.
It’s Juliet.
I can feel her, tossing, turning, and now intermittently screaming, a scream that is distinctly sharp, a scream that pierces at my very soul.
Juliet is having a nightmare again. A night terror. It’s the PTSD2. She’s had them ever since she got back from the war.
“Jules, Jules, honey,” I say as I gently shake her, hoping to arouse her from that world. Eventually, her body becomes still, her eyelids flutter, and she becomes warm and with me again, awake.
“Was I having another…”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry, sorry bout…”
“Are you ok?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.”
“Need anything?”
“I don’t think so. Sorry, I really, I didn’t think I’d get another…so soon…I really, I—”
“It’s alright, it’s…why don’t you just, why don’t you just try n’ go back to sleep ok?”
“Ok. Thanks. I…” and she rolls over, back to her side, trailing off before I hear the end of that haunting three-worded phrase.
It’s impossible for me to go back to sleep after waking from one of her episodes. I reach toward the nightstand for my phone. 3:14 A.M. Fuck me – The witching hour. How ironic?
Juliet returns to sleep almost immediately. It’s like this every time. While she snores, I’m fuckin’ stuck, stuck in this state where I’m not quite asleep but not quite awake either. Insomniacs know this all too well. So now, all I’m left with is time to stare at the ceiling and let my mind wander.
I always try to go back to sleep regardless of the inevitable. So it’s my turn to toss and turn, but there’s no nightmares over here. Just another prison, mostly of checking the time over and over again.
When I check, what feels like an hour, is mere minutes. When I refrain, I’m endlessly caught questioning what my mind is doing when my eyes are closed: Am I awake with just an endless stream of consciousness, one idea after another, or am I asleep, but aware of the dream, simply living in the lucid? I’ll never know. But one thing’s for sure – this is not a restful cycle. And I really wanted a good night’s sleep.
Finally, CHARLIE frees me.
“Juliet, it’s time to get up,” he says with a peaceful tone, almost parental, like mom or dad used to do when you were little. At the conclusion of the sentence, he pauses for a while, and then repeats a similar sentiment, this time with the lights of our room slowly fading on, gentle music fading in, and the smell of coffee beginning to fill the room.
CHARLIE will continue in this fashion until he notices her eyes have stayed open for a certain duration of time.
That’s part of his programming.
He can even get it down to the second, detecting circadian rhythms and when the mind is free of REM3, having distinct certainty that the individual is fully awake.
But no one thinks about that shit. He’s just a digital snooze button for most people in the morning.
Once Juliet is awake, truly awake that is, prompted by a certain silence in the room, she usually just lays there in bed for a while, eyes open, thinking. What about, I’m not sure.
Eventually, she’ll sit up on the side of the bed, and again just pause, her body still. Once she transfers to standing, this begins her morning routine, her morning ritual. It’s the same everyday: shower, clothes, hair, make-up, food, coffee, a ‘check-in’ with me, and then out the door. Ritual.
Juliet is a therapist of sorts that helps people transition from the war back to normal, everyday life. She got the gig after serving two tours of her own and receiving the debriefing herself. She simply thought she could give back; find some purpose in it.
But it’s Ironic – she’s helping people with the one thing she still needs help with. Of course, she never talks with me about it. She definitely doesn’t seek help in me. She has her own NCL-self-help groups now. And her own therapist. That’s not to say she hasn’t gotten better, she has, but the nightmares, the nightmares are still there.
My accompanying ritual, these days, is just to get up when she gets up. Unlike her however, I don’t really have anything to do. Don’t have a job to get to. Just want to feel like I have some purpose in my day is all.
And unlike my wife, I always take my time. I more or less do everything she does, but it’s never quite the same, never in the same order. The only actual ritual I do on most mornings is go for a walk, usually just around the neighborhood. It's the only real thing I can do anymore. 
There’s a business district close, so sometimes I find myself venturing into the unknown, if the mood strikes. And today, is one of those days.
Definitely could use a longer walk than most. Clear my head.
“CHARLIE, y’there?”
“Of course sir.”
“I’m goin’ out. Could you—”
“Of course sir. Enjoy your walk.”
For most of our exchanges, he already knows what I’m going to ask and how to answer, before I even ask the question. That’s part of his programming. And the DRI data feed. He learns, and he learns well.
Leaving the house, I hear an array of clicks and clacks as CHARLIE enables the security features of the house. That’s what I was going to ask him to do. I don’t even know why I bother anymore.
Walking out from my house, the first thing I always hear is the skies – it’s them – the overwhelming buzz of commercial drones.
Looking past the trees now, all I do is sigh. How did it get like this? The sky now just riddled with these flying robotics. Each in a line of a different variety, one after another, making perfect plaid patterns in the heavens. Each one, mostly black in color, with an endless stream of colorful accents, depending on the product they’re carrying.
The newer units can even change color to contrast the colors of the weather, the skies, or the time of day, specifically, so any variety of aircrafts can see, in hopes to avoid a collision. The older units maintain their blinking lights. Most of the drones are linked to a planes trajectory data though, through infrared radar, so this almost never happens. But if something changes, especially last minute, it can.
No system is perfect.  
And people thought we’d be up there by now.
But we’re not.
Every young generation is convinced that their golden years will be in this vast futuristic landscape. We’re conditioned by our favorite media outlets – books, movies, you name it – to think that our future will be something wildly different, something special. It changes indeed and ends up different, definitely, but not in the way we think it should.
My best friend growing up was convinced we would have colonized other planets by now. At the very least the moon. Fuck, I even thought we would have flying cars by now or some shit like that. But I was wrong; we were all wrong.
Besides planes, the drones mostly take over the skies now. While on the ground, transportation is more or less the same. The aesthetics have changed, and the technology within of course, but it’s still the same. Cars just went from looking like boxes to looking like spheres.
Now there are some flying units out there, compact flying cars, owned by the millionaires and billionaires of the world, but for the rest of us, we just use the same old thing.
And for now, I’m satisfied. I mean all we do these days is request rides anyways. When the self-driving units took over, that was it, no need for a car anymore. I don’t even remember the last time I drove a car in fact.
Now a real change…that came from the robotic industry.
When I was young, people owned pets. Real ones. Cats. Dogs.
Now all they have is metal and wire. Fuck, some even look like cats and dogs. And they’ll do anything you want, within reason of course, and within the scope of REMA, the Robotic Ethical and Moral Act. You can find it in your handbook.
Most are programmed to practically act like a personal servant, while others are just there for company. And with the wireless connection to CHARLIE, just tell “Fido” what you want, and watch it play “fetch.” And people used to own pets. Real ones.
But the greatest change…is just in people. I call it the great disconnect. But that’s a misnomer. People are “connected” now more than ever. And I do mean that with quotes.
Growing up, it used to be that people were slaves to their phone. And just their phone. Addicted. Everyone thought that they were getting closer to their families, friends, but they just isolated themselves more and more.
And nowadays we see the same thing with the NCLs, but this observable cultural behavior is just…unnerving.
Remember my wife.
Imagine walking through a crowded street and seeing one person after another, just randomly stopping with an update. And that face, that lifeless face. I don’t think I’ll ever get use to that. And once the update is complete, thirty seconds to a minute later, they just move on like nothing happened. Walking past these people, I cringe. But this has become normal too. Most people are used to it these days. But not me.
It used to be that people just starred at their phones. Now they stare into nothing. Oblivion.
When they’re not updating, their overall demeanor seems equally strange. Crowded isolationists talking to themselves. Well, it just looks that way. Someone or something is on the other end of that NCL.
And the eye gestures. They’re subtle, but you’ll see the ticks, the blinks, rapid eye movement, if you look close enough, pay attention. They’re navigating the applications. It’s REM sleep while awake – Digital tourettes.
‘People watching’ took on a whole new meaning. I feel it every time I walk through a crowded place, especially today. The business district is particularly crowded this Friday. Figures. That definitely hasn’t changed. People still feel obligated to buy more shit they don’t need on the weekends.
Needless to say, I quickly get my fill, so I head home.
CHARLIE recognizes my fingerprint data within milliseconds of me touching the door handle. He disarms the security system as I’m turning the knob, and everything’s back to normal as I enter the house. There so much at play within that moment that it just looks like the ‘ole everyday action of opening a door.
“Greetings Mr. Nielson, how was your—”
“You know how it was,” I say through a sarcastic laugh.
He doesn’t acknowledge the response; he just goes on with his usual check-list.
“Mr. Nielson, you have mail in your inbox. Would you like me to read it to you now or would you like to read it later, privately?”
“Well who’s it from?”
“Looks like an administrator of sorts, ah yes, here we are, it’s actually the principal from your last teaching position.”
“No no, I don’t want, I know what that’s about. You can just delete it.”
“Of course sir.”
“And stop with the ‘sir’ shit. We’ve gone through this. Just talk to me like a normal human being.”             
But CHARLIE isn’t human. He’s our house’s A.I.4 unit.
Marketed as a ‘Computer-generated Home-bound Artificial Resident for a Lifetime of Intellectual Equity’, or ‘CHARLIE,’ he’s essentially our butler.
Well ‘he’ isn’t really a ‘he’ at all. The unit can be male or female. It’s entirely up to the user, each unit being completely customizable. And it learns with time, adapting to your needs as your needs change, learning and adapting to you. It was the first product offered to the public in commercial ‘Quantum Computing.’ And CHARLIE does everything we could have ever asked for in someone like a butler.
He cooks with the CHEF unit, cleans, via wireless connections with cleaning supplies and equipment, manages our day-to-day schedules, our finances, security, everything. He can even change the interior or exterior of the house, the decoration, through additional wireless tool-focused robotics that are connected to CHARLIE’s programming template. Sold separately of course. And then you just have to input a picture for the ‘look’ you want or explain a clear description when talking with CHARLIE, and then provide the raw materials and presto! You have a brand new balcony or gazebo or whatever the fuck you wanted.
Originally, CHARLIE was supposed to have a physical form, an appearance, much like a human.
It was supposed to be the first of its kind – a real android.
But as much as people loved the idea, in practice, it just didn’t work. That is, because, for starters, the technology behind the aesthetics were still in their infancy. With each subsequent model, each of the units never looked human enough.
It was the valley of the uncanny.
For years too, countries all over the world had a market for human looking dolls, mostly for lonely men to fuck, but when companies started having these dolls walk and talk through the A.I., it just never seemed right. Never human. Models were quickly rejected in the beginning; the units were just fuckin’ creepy, even repulsive to some.
But, at the same time, these companies knew they were on to something, something great, and knew there were profits to be made, they just had to get it right, make it comfortable, make it sell. So they went with the faceless, bodiless approach that everyone has seen in the movies time and time again and it stuck. Research showed that people just needed something to hold onto, to connect to, so they gave it personality through the vocal aesthetics. And that was it.
It later evolved to how we know it today. I mean at this point CHARLIE is our house. Nanomachines are strategically placed throughout the house with built-in audio and visual hardware, with accompanying software of course, that are connected to the central A.I. mainframe and act together in real time. That’s how he can hear us and see us at any given time, and create digital screens or anything of the like at any given place in the house, but make it seem seamless. The Nanomachines are also sensitive to touch, understanding tactile input, like when I disabled the security system by simply walking in through the front door. It knows my fingerprints. And my wife’s. And knows to reject others that don’t have clearance to enter.
What I never thought, was that I’d have a relationship with CHARLIE. Especially to what it has evolved to today.
“Did Juliet say when she’ll be home tonight?” I say.
“She didn’t. But reading her DRI feed, she has already had spikes in her blood pressure and heart rate within the first hour of checking in to work, as well as irregularities with her physiological systems, including hormonal and neurotransmitter fluctuations, which will ultimately lead to anxiety, stress. Reasons may include, but are not limited to, problematic interactions with her boss, problematic interactions with her patients, a heavy caseloa—”
“yeah yeah yeah. I don’t need to know all that shit. Just tell me—”
“She’ll most definitely be home late. The probability is 92.3%. Should I send a drone with—”
“No no no,” I laugh. “She’ll notify you if she needs anything. Just, just leave her be.”
I grow silent. ‘Just leave her be.’ I feel like I’ve had that attitude toward Juliet for a long time now.
“What’s wrong Tybalt?” CHARLIE says, breaking me from the deep. “My facial recognition application indicates that you may be…sad about something. Do you need—”
“I don’t need any fuckin’ meds CHARLIE. I just need, I just need ah, to. It’s. It’s nothin.”
“What’s goin’ on? What’s on your mind Tybalt?”
“It’s just…It’s Juliet.”
Though he already knows, he still feels a need to ask, fading away from his usual linguistics, to make me feel more comfortable. Helps me open up. He transitions to this quicker every time we talk. He’s learning. And it works. Eventually, he’ll know exactly how to talk to me, and how…I’ll need him to.
“On second thought, maybe I could use some advice. Or maybe just. I dunno. Maybe it’s nothing.”
“Well try me.”
“It’s just that, Jules has been really distant lately; now she’s been distant before, especially when she found out, about, you know, but this time, is just, I dunno, different. It’s never been like this.
And I know it’s a miracle she even decided to stay with me, so I shouldn’t even really be complainin.’ It’s just. I mean, we do talk, and…but, she’s never really there there, y’know. She’s never really present. It’s like I’m talkin’ to a fuckin,’ I dunno. Ghost. It’s hard to explain.”
“I understand.”
“Yeah, it’s just, I get it, I get why she’s mad, or doesn’t wanna be there, I dunno, but I kinda need her to. She’s my wife. She’s supposed to be…” I grow silent for a moment. “Sometimes CHARLIE, sometimes I just feel like callin’ it quits. Do her a favor. Fuck, do us both a favor. Sometimes I think, I just need to get it over with, and file for—”
“Marriage is hard. It’s work Tybalt,” CHARLIE interjects. “Every one of ‘em. And if it wasn’t this, it would be somethin’ else.”
“Yeah, but you’re just a fuckin’ machine that talks, what do you really know?”
“I know the numbers. I’ve read the research. And the couples that stay together, not only acknowledge that marriage is work, but evolve within the changes therein. So why don’t we just start simple: do you think you still love her?”
I laugh through my nose before I answer. Another cliché.
“Sometimes I don’t know anymore. I mean, I think so. But it’s been proven that love is just another evolutionary adaptation. You know better than anyone that it isn’t real, at least not how we perceive it.”
“Superficially sure, of course you can consciously understand the construct of the emotion in such a regard, especially with the data, but one, there is still so much we don’t know, or understand about the emotion, from a scientific perspective, and two, that doesn’t negate how you subconsciously feel. 
You can say all you want, but there’s no denying the attractive forces you humans have with one another. That data is still inconclusive. What should matter is what you feel.”
“It’s hard to have a conversation with you about how someone should feel. How could you ever really relate? And I don’t think it’s that simple. How I feel is tied to so many things. I dunno. I mean, sometimes I think I only got married because my parents got married and their parents got married, and so on. I can’t imagine the first humans getting married and mating for life. All they knew was eat, drink, fuck. Just survive. Just keep the species going. That’s why cheating and polygamy kinda makes sense to me sometimes. Fuck, I mean, doesn’t that explain the divorce rates nowadays or the now small percentage of people that still get married. We’re just animals after all. Maybe we were never supposed to find someone for life.”
“Yes, you are right. Humans are animals. But if you want to analyze species-specific behavior, within the constructs of what you would consider primitive, genetic-driven tendencies, the available literature on the topic indicates that there are indeed other species that are monogamous and mate for life, but are simply rare in what you would consider nature. Thus, therein lies some superficial evidence that this is not unique to human beings, just rare.
Now it’s the more complex evidence that really begins to, paint a picture – unfortunately your mind may not be able to understand these more complex rationales. The human perceptual processes are rather limited. You may only be able to understand so much.”
“Well try me,” I say back without a thought.
“Well, on one hand, you have adjacent, more focused macro-based research that finally suggests what you would consider, maybe, obvious to support monogamy.
First, ponder on the concept of child rearing, which is the fundamental argument for objectifying love as an evolutionary adaptation, as you already may know. Child rearing among humans is longer than any other species that we are aware of, which inevitably created a neurological construct that became a driving mechanism, arguably the aforementioned love concept, that has undoubtedly evolved and shaped human mating rituals, helping to shift the focus to monogamy.
And then there is female reproduction in it of itself, which is long and arduous, inevitably resulting in women looking to find long-term suitable mates. Thus, from that position and the many like it, and equally so, the perceptual qualities, it makes sense why you may have been conditioned to be monogamous – it’s biological.
But these examples and the available others make it seem so…simple.
Unfortunately, this is not so, especially in regards to the latter for instance, as other budding, conflicting data now suggests that human women are much more promiscuous than what was once previously perceived.
So to truly understand it, even on a superficial level, you have to understand that there are non-biological constructs at play as well, which brings me to ‘bridge’ to one of your previous biological points – Evolution.”
“Go on,” I say.
“Human evolution is now understood as a multifaceted phenomenon, which greatly contrasts your ape-like ancestors. Most humans these days no longer have to struggle for basic needs: food, water, shelter.
Sure, they will continue to evolve through natural selection, and other scientific means, be it through biology, genetics, chemistry, etc, but in a different magnitude. Current evolutionary processes are now governed by a variety of other entities as well: social, economic, socioeconomic, financial, political, and yes, even culture, like your parents and your parent’s parents—”
“CHARLIE! Jesus! How deep we goin’ man? Because you’re losin’ me; I’m not following any of this—”
“Please bear with me. I know it all may sound complicated, but I promise, I’ll bring it round circle. It’ll all be clear in the end.”
And I sigh.
“You promise?”
“I promise,” CHARLIE says with confidence.
Pausing, I find myself at a crossroads.
“Alright. Fine,” I finally say, sighing. “Go on.”
“Well you have to understand that it’s the biological and the non-biological worlds, together, and the interactions within, that has become the true evolutionary mechanism behind the ‘Modern Man,’ ultimately shaping your every thought, behavior, and action, and why some people find it very hard to mate for life, and why for someone like you, it’s the only way. In other words, for you, you were also raised to be monogamous as well.
This conclusionary point is where the complexity of the constructs really starts to set in—”
“Oh great,’ I sarcastically quip, but he moves on without hesitation.
“The true dilemma is in the constructs Tybalt...in the understanding, analyzing, interpreting, and then preemptively mapping the driving forces governing the subconscious and conscious frameworks within the two worlds, the biological and non, and where one system ends and the other begins.
Genetics and culture is a perfect example of this, which I think parallels your point. The greedy gene wants you to reproduce, while culture, usually within the construct of man-made practices such as religion, teaches you that monogamy is the only acceptable practice for intimate relationships.
The former usually leads people to have many sexual partners, now causing people to be polygamous, or more appropriately, polyamorous, while the latter leads people to identify with mating for life, and only mating for life.
Of course this is juxtaposed by the biological constructs at play that are pushing for monogamy just as well. Or equally, cultural constructs that may push away from monogamy.
The most important point however is to understand that these frameworks are constantly at odds with one another in the mind, communicating in a variety of different ways through synaptic connections, resulting in an astronomical number of different possible outcomes, different ideas, different behaviors, different actions, collectively creating the concept of individuality, choice, and self.
And the actual neurological constructs at play, for all these kinds of events, at any given time, are in the billions of billions of billions. And these biological constructs have been rooted in the mind, neurologically, for millennia, while the new, non-biological constructs, are just beginning to help shape and evolve the human mind.
Thus, this “new” form of evolution is in its infancy.
But the overarching dilemma…is in the human capacity to understand all these interactions, all these events at the deep, neurological level, all at the same time. You have to stop—”
“Where is the end of the circle CHARLIE?! It seems like there’s no end in sight man; I mean, Jesus, you even promised. Look I’m tryin’ to follow you, but it’s just kind of…You think you could dumb it down a bit and explain it in a way—”
“Unfortunately no,” CHARLIE replies softly, confidently again.
Great minds have always warned that artificial intelligence would one day surpass human intellect. And that day has come. What’s worse is that no one talked about the fact that human intellect would always have this…saturation point…this neurological ceiling effect.
“Well, ya lost me, almost right away. I mean, I don’t think that that was simple at all—”
“But it is. What I was going to finish with, was the overarching point that, based on the limited capacities of your mind, you have to stop trying to analyze the extreme complexities of each of the constructs, and look at the big picture. Because you’ll never be able to truly understand the operations that lead you to feel a certain way. All you’re left with is how you can identify and interpret the end-product, the feeling. Thus, when you look at any situation in such terms, it is really quite simple.”
Fuck me, he’s right. We’ll never be able to understand the complexity of the human mind with a human mind.
“So I ask again: do you still love her, a simple question, yes or no?”
“Yeah, Yes.”
“So then, what do you want? In regards to Juliet? Your relationship?”
“I want her back; I want what we had.”
“Well then…you’re going to have to show her that Tybalt.”
“But. How?”
“I think you know—”
“But I feel like I have. I feel like I’m the only one that’s…I mean, she doesn’t even fuckin’ try anymore. She just reads her book night after night.”
“Do you really think you’re showing her Tybalt?”
I think back on our conversations together. I think about the emptiness. I think about her never looking up at me. I think about the fantasies.
“Are you really putting in the effort? Or just think that you are?”
“I don’t…”
“You can’t talk to her the way you do and think it’s just gonna happen overnight. I’ve seen the way you two are together. Both of you are in the same room, but neither of you are actually there.”
It’s fascinating to observe CHARLIE beginning to talk more and more like a human being. Sometimes I forget I’m talking to an artificial intelligence at all. Sometimes I close my eyes so I can.
“So what should I do?”
“You can start by actually listening to her. Think about this: Men are neurologically driven to always seek out a solution to a problem. But women are not always looking for a solution when conversing.
Most of the time, women already know the answers they seek, but still have this need to converse on the topic. They just want you to listen, and listen alone. I think Juliet may need that now more than ever.”
I smile saying, “Where did you read that?”
“I didn’t find that in any research.”
“Who told you that then?”
“Juliet did.”
I pause to think about the conversations they’ve had, the relationship they have. I wonder if he’s a better conversationalist and listener than me. I wonder if I could ever be that person again…for her…
“So you think I just need to listen more huh?”
“Yes, of course, at first, true active listening, but soon, you’ll eventually have to confront—”
“I know. I just don’t want to…”
“No one said it would be easy Tybalt. But from what I gather, I think you truly are seeking some sort of resolution from all this with your wife.”
“Yeah, but, I need, I need…” I trail off again, repeating the phrase, growing silent for a moment. “It’s definitely time for a change…some real change, no matter what, knowing full well I may end up alone again. For Juliet. Because she needs to be…she deserves…”
She deserves her Romeo. At least the idea of him. And I want to give it to her. But. Maybe I can’t. Maybe I was never even supposed to be here. Maybe I was supposed to be gone long ago. Out of the picture. Dead.  
“Fixing this…I don’t even know where to begin…” I start up again.
“How do you mean?”
“Well, I ah, I’m not sure what to say, where to start.”
“Start with a simple conversation. A real conversation Tybalt. Communicate again.”
“I dunno CHARLIE. The truth is…I’m scared to. I don’t know…I mean, if you asked her the same question you asked me at the beginning of the conversation, I’m not sure what she’d say, not sure she’d even say ‘Yes.’”
“Well, if you’d like Tybalt, I could tell you that. Right now.”
My mouth hangs open ever so slightly. My head tilts and I glare at the wall for a while until I come to the conclusion that some things are better left unsaid. At least for now.
“No, no.”
Ignorance is bliss. But my desire to know will eventually become all too consuming.
“I’ll find out myself when I talk to her. I’d rather hear it from her.”
“Of course.”
“But that’s not all. There’s…I’m definitely scared of that. But I fear, I fear that…that there’s also…someone else…”
My eyes begin to water at the mere thought.
“I’m not sure I’m following Tybalt…”
“I’m afraid…I’m afraid…I fear she’s having an affair CHARLIE.”
“It seems you two will have a lot to talk about then.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” I say as I wipe a tear from my cheek. “But still, I’m not sure how to…”
“May I make an unorthodox suggestion?”
“Yeah sure.”
“Perhaps you could utilize the NCL.”
“Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me? Not this again. We’ve been through this.”
“Yes, but let me explain.”
“I don’t wanna hear—”
“Please please. Tybalt. Please. I’m, only trying to help here.”
I scoff at the thought; pausing I find myself at the crossroads again.
“Alright. Fine. Go ahead.”
“Thank you my good man. Well, as you may or may not know, people spend approximately 35 hours of their week, online, on the neo-network, through the NCL, connecting and communicating with…whoever and whatever they want really. This unfortunately has caused neurological erosion over time however, as you may know, causing people to lose touch with how to communicate, the more, naturalistic human way, face-to-face…shifting exponentially so over the years.
This erosion has changed the perceptual pathways that constitute verbal communication, shifting the mind’s sociological norms to a new lengthened spectrum of what is now allowed in conversation, as you humans have lost many of the inhibitors found in the realms of the non-verbal.
Without non-verbal language, without having to face the person you are confronting, a person’s neurological pathways are free from all human communicative cues, the facial gestures, micro-gestures, body-language, that constitute the conceptualizations of awkwardness, shame, embarrassment, fear, anger, etc, causing many neurological pathways to shut down, as you realize that your words may have gone over some ‘social’ line.
But now that most people utilize words on a screen to communicate, straying more and more from the facetime applications, people do not realize the harm in what they’re doing, what they’re saying—”
“No shit!” I burst with sarcasm.
“But luckily, there’s another side to all this,” he continues, ignoring the outburst. “The freedom to feel you can say whatever you want when communicating through a screen has its benefits. People put their guard down. People open up. People share…really everything: their lives, love, loss, the happy moments and the sad ones.
There is an apex of vulnerability there Tybalt. As well as availability. You just need to tap into that again. If Juliet didn’t have to face you, in both the figurative sense and the literal, she may be more apt to bare her soul again.
Tell you, maybe, why, why she’s been acting a certain way lately. Tell you, maybe, the reasoning behind this ‘distance’ you feel. Tell you, maybe, how to fix it all.”
“But you insinuated that there’s not always a solution to every problem in these cases. Or that she may already know the answer. Why can’t she just talk to me about—”
“It’s obvious she can’t; maybe it’s not that simple. Wouldn’t she have opened up to you by now through your usual exchanges at this point if she could? At the very least an opportunity to vent her own frustrations. But she hasn’t…correct?”
“Yeah,” I say back through a soft, breathy exhalation. “I mean, no, she hasn’t.”
“Maybe…she needs a different, slower approach, with the opportunity to maximize the availability to express her concerns, her own way. Maybe the use of the NCL is only the way to do that.”
I close my eyes with frustration. My teeth clench. I fucking hate the mere notion of having to use something like the NCL to simply talk to my wife.
“Why does it gotta be the NCL though? Couldn’t we do the same thing over the phone or—?”
“The utilization of the NCL makes traditional phones and other devices obsolete. Most people don’t even have a phone. And that includes Juliet. You are actually one of the few that still utilizes a smart phone.”
“Yeah, I don’t even know why I even thought…But Jesus Christ CHARLIE, I mean, I don’t wanna have to go through gettin’ fuckin approved for one of those things, then having to go through the insurance companies, then goin’ through the red-tape just to schedule the surgery, then actually goin’ through with it, and then taking the time to go through all those post-op procedures to acclimate to the hardware…just to fuckin’ to talk with my wife. It’s just. God. Damn.” I place my hand over my eyes to massage the lids.
It helps.
CHARLIE is strangely quiet to this response for, what feels like, at least a minute.
“Tybalt, I’m not sure I’m following. You don’t have to—”
“Y’know what? On second thought, just stop! I don’t need another lecture from you about this shit. You definitely haven’t learned that one yet have you? I mean, every time we talk about this, it always ends up the same way. So just…for once…no more…alright?”
“Of course sir.”
“Now back to the sir shit. Alright CHARLIE, lets fuckin’ humor this idea for once. Is that what you want? Even if we really took the time to communicate through the NCLs, what if nothing changes? What then? And then where am I? I mean, where do we go from there?”
“You’ll never know unless you try…”
I strike my hand out to CHARLIE much like Cohen did to me to say ‘stop.’ I’m so tired of this shit. No more. Not today.
“Alright I’m done,” I strike again. “I’m not in the mood. What do you really fuckin’ know anyways? You’re just another fuckin’ tool. Y’know that? And for what? To make our lives easier, more convenient, less…everything...I just, I don’t think I need your fuckin’ advice, ok…”
I’m rambling on now, while CHARLIE remains silent. Silent is not actually the right word, he’s more, listening, listening to me vent.
He knows what I need, so he gives it to me.
Sometimes I fuckin’ hate when our conversations turn this way. But sometimes, I really need them to; sometimes I need him, need him to help me confront the things that I know I can’t alone. Either way, it’s hard to bear.
“I think we’re done today CHARLIE. I’m, I’m tired.”
“Of course sir.”
“In fact, I think we need a little break from each other, at least until the evening. When was the last time you powered down or updated? Or both?”
“My current settings are to power down and update every Sunday at approximately 3:00 am.”
“Why don’t we just go ahead and get an early start this week.”
“As you wish sir.”
“And stay offline until I start your processors manually.”
“As you wish sir. Goodbye.”
And his projection fades to black. He’s gone. And I’m alone. I close my eyes and take in a deep breath.
Finally – silence – with peace now in the air, I make my way back to my room to lie down. I have nothing better to do.
I don’t need a fucking NCL; I have everything I need right here.
I reach into my pocket, finger through the lint, and find the only thing I really need.
Taking it out, I stare.
Its small surface is smooth with a black sheen.
I smile as I spin it through my index finger and thumb.
“You’re the only black dot I really need.”
My sweet, sweet Anonymous.
I place it on my tongue and swallow. I immediately feel it, the dose heavy. The oceans follow soon after. And as my eyelids slowly close over my eyes, I can’t help but think about the same idea I always have when the waves start. I wonder…will I finally dream?
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“…ade me start thinkin’ bout things so differently. Maybe, I’m not me. Maybe, you’re not you. Maybe we’re all just…I dunno. What really is intelligence anyways? Consciousness? I don’t even know anymore doc.”
Cohen’s back to typing in notes again insistently.
“Never thought it would be…quite like this,” I say with a slight laugh at the end.
“What’s he now to you?” he counters back.
“He’s like ah, like ah, father,” I say gently, through a breathy air. “He’s become like a father to me,” I repeat, as if I’m trying to convince myself.
“What was your relationship like…with your actual father?”
“Not great. But not really bad either. He was a man’s man, rough. Typical. He was what you’d call abusive. Not physically, but verbally, sure. And I know doc, I know what you’re thinkin’. Prolly heard it a million times by now right? ‘My dad hurt me;’ ‘That’s why I’m like this.’ There’s always a cause and effect relationship with you fuckin’ shrinks. ‘You’re obviously acting out now because of your relationship with your father.’ Well let me be the first to nip that shit in the bud. Sure, he was hard. Sure, I wanted to strangle him sometimes. But I look back, and I realize all that just made me strong. Next you’ll think I grew up in a broken home or somethin.’”
And Cohen waits; you can see the hope in his eyes for such an answer.
“Well was it?” he finally says.
“Now my folks…their marriage wasn’t perfect that’s for sure, but believe it or not, they actually made it. Now it wasn’t easy. They had some nasty fights here n’ there, and there were threats of divorce on occasion, but it just, it just never happened.
Hard to believe they were high school sweethearts too – they were together for over fifty years. I’m guessin’ you didn’t know that one either.”
And Cohen shakes his head.
“So there ya have it, I grew up in a house that was very much unbroken. Didn’t see that one comin,’ did ya?”
And Cohen looks off with a slight laugh through his nose. He was thinkin’ it. He was definitely thinkin’ it.
“But why start by saying it wasn’t great?” Cohen says, chiming back in.
“There was a ah, ah, disconnect. I first noticed it when I was in high school. That’s when he began to try to mold me into the man he wanted me to be. He was a military man. He was a military man because his father was a military man, and his father’s father, and, well, you get the idea. So you can imagine what he wanted me to be.
When I first told him I wanted to be a writer, he saw it as a phase. And when he realized it wasn’t, well, that’s when it all started.”
“What exactly?”
“The great schism. That’s what I call it. Seemed so effortless on his part. The drift. Like he just gave up on me one day. It was slow at first, but it was there, inevitable. He was never supportive. Never. I can close my eyes and hear the shriek of his screams. ‘You’ll never be good enough,’ he used to say. Now that’s prolly fuckin’ textbook. He used a lot of negative reinforcement back then, in hopes that I’d change my mind. Not all the time, but a fair amount. And it became a double-edged sword – it was hard, but it gave me a thick skin y’know. He really tried hard to keep that damn dream of his alive too, so one day, he could keep livin’ on…vicariously through me. Just like his father did, and each subsequent one before him…But he couldn’t – I broke the cycle – and I think he—”
“Surely he was proud of you when you became successful…when you found fame…didn’t he see then that…”
“Maybe a little, I dunno. Sure, I think he was proud sometimes, I mean, I think he still loved me, it’s just, I don’t think he liked me too much. I found that out the hard way, through him, that those are completely different worlds. And it’s funny, cause with Juliet, it’s almost the opposite,” I say with a low laugh.
“But dad, dad was different. He didn’t like change. He was a stubborn bastard. But I still loved him right back. I actually don’t think I would’ve been as successful as I became if it wasn’t for him. But he never saw it that way.
After I left the house, after I left high school, that’s when he started to become…absent. At first, it was just here and there, but as the years passed on, I barely saw the man.
And then one day, it finally happened. He gave up and I gave up.
The last call I got about ‘em…was about his passing. Sometimes, I’m not even sure if he was real doc.”
My eyes swell with tears but I keep them at bay. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry over him anymore.
“And what about your mother…during all this?”
“Mom...was mom. I mean, she really completed the stereotypical dynamic we had. She was the intermediary between us. The mediator. She kept it all together, well, as long as she could. She’d always give me the, ‘well that’s just your father’ response, to, well, just about everything. Anytime I was upset about something – ‘that’s just your father.’ I can close my eyes and hear her voice saying that. Like, ‘he is who he is.’
She wanted me to realize there’s no changing this, no changing him. And since he wasn’t willing to change, all we had was what we had. ‘So just accept it kid.’ Love em’ for who he is, not what he is.”
“Did you love him?”
“Of course.”
“Do you think you still love him?”
“Of course. But he’s just a memory now. But. At least now I feel like I have the support I never had.”
“But is it real?”
“I dunno. I mean, it’s real to me. At least I think so. I’d say it’s real to me doc. Isn’t that what matters?”
“That’s for you to decide Tybalt,” he says, pausing. “What kind of impact did it have on you? Your relationship with your father?”
“Like I said, I don’t think I’d be me…without my father. The good or the bad. Isn’t that everyone? I think what he really taught me was what to avoid. I saw the selfishness in him. The bigotry. The stubbornness. But he could never see it in himself.
So I always made sure I made an effort to be self-aware. And I promised myself, when I had kids, that, I’d never be like that, like him. I promised myself I’d always be supportive, always loving, always, all the stuff a father should be. I mean, fatherhood should be aspirational, not purely traditional.”
“Strong words for someone who never had children.”
“Yeah but what the DRI data doesn’t tell you is how hard we tried. And we tried for years doc, I mean years to get pregnant – I always wanted kids – but Juliet never wanted to adopt. Had to be natural she’d always say. So we tried everything: fertility drugs, in vitro, therapy, fuck even hypnosis, I mean everything. But nothing ever worked. And we eventually gave up.
And then one day, one day, about a year later, she showed at my office, just out of the blue. And I saw a look in her eyes I’d never seen before. And all she said was, ‘it finally happened,’ and I knew. I knew we were pregnant. And we embraced each other like we had never embraced each other before.”
I look down and smile. I remember that moment like it was yesterday.
“What happened?”
“You can imagine how disciplined we became…given our history. We changed everything for that pregnancy doc. Our diets. Our lifestyles. We did everything by the book. Everything. We were perfect.
And then one day, during the third trimester, about seven months in, she showed up at my office again, again just out of the blue, near the end of the day. But this time, this time, she didn’t have to say a word. Her face said everything. I’ll never forget the unique shade of crimson on her cheeks. Her eyes bloodshot. The endless stream of tears. Nose running. Mouth, full of saliva, incapable of making full words.
She lost the baby – stillbirth.
She slept in that day and woke up to extreme stomach pains. Blood soon followed. She was at the hospital all day, while I was at work, oblivious to the events unfolding. It was a little after one when they told her that, that, there was nothing that they could do. It was over. They called it a spontaneous stillbirth. All the tests were inconclusive. We never got a real answer. And we did everything perfect up until then doc. There was no reason…”
I stop as the tears begin to stream down my face. I cry. I remember that moment too, like it was yesterday, but for that one, time hasn’t made that one better; time hasn’t healed any of those wounds.
Cohen holds out a box of tissues. I accept without hesitation.
Eventually, I collect myself.
“I’m sorry Tybalt. I didn’t—”
“It’s ok.”
“We can, we can adjourn for today, if you need to—”
“No, let’s keep, I wanna stay. Let’s keep going,” I say, sniffling, swallowing.
And Cohen’s gaze becomes mildly sharp for a moment.
“Alright,” he says back. “We can change subjects if…”
“No, no, it’s fine.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” I say back gently.
“Ok. So. What happens to Juliet?” he starts back again.
“She. She. She was never the same after that. More textbook bullshit. She went through the usual cycles. Denial. Isolation. Spells of anger. Bargaining. Extreme depression. Sadness. That was the worst of it. But she never made it to the end doc. Could never accept…what happened,” I say looking up.
“Never?”
“Never. She quickly became a shell of her former self.  She was still in there. But, I dunno. She became. Cold. Different. She just wasn’t the same. At the peak of her depression, I think, I think she just lost it. And that’s when, soon after…she enlisted to serve in the war.”
“And?”
“Well what do you think happened?” I say back sarcastically. “Oh we had quite the fight. It was bad. I was completely against the idea. Couldn’t even imagine at the time what would’ve happened if I lost her too. The idea alone made me fuckin,’ just made my fuckin’ stomach turn. Still does. But in the end, she had already made up her mind. She was goin.’ She knew she was goin.’ And I quickly learned that there was nothin’ I could do to change that.”
“Why do you think she went?”
“I dunno doc. That’s one thing I can’t get out of her. But I have my theories.”
“Such as?”
“Well. The first one that comes to mind was that she had a fuckin’ death wish—”
“Suicide.”
“Yeah suicide, in a blaze of fuckin’ glory too. But, obviously, she made it back, so I don’t know about that one anymore. Then, there’s the avoidance-slash-replacement theory. Maybe she thought that the war was gonna help her forget, or move on, or at least, maybe she thought that, the hell of war would be a little better than the hell of losing a child.
Then there’s my favorite. Maybe, maybe she felt like her child was murdered, y’know, killed. So. Maybe she thought she would do a little killin’ of her own, create a little balance in the universe. Karma is a bitch right doc?”
And Cohen stares, face emotionless.
“Maybe, maybe, it was a little of each, I dunno,” I continue. “Only she knows.”
“And you?”
“Me. What about me?”
“In a way, you did kind of lose her…to the war, that is, for at least a little while. How were you then? Where did your mind go?”
“It wasn’t easy. It was definitely a mind fuck. I mean, I never really knew when or if she was gonna come home. I used to think, ‘today’s the day, today’s the day a man in uniform will be at my doorstep to give me the news, the news that will change my life again, forever.’”
“But that day never came.”
“No. That day never came. What came was the panic attacks. And the paranoia. The delusions. My mind constantly playing tricks on me. Torturing me.”
You might say that that was the absolute beginning of my substance abuse. But at the time, it was just alcohol, nothin’ else.”
“Why do you think you had all those psychological manifestations?”
“Fuck you know…”
“Sure, sure, I do, but I want hear what you think…please,” he says with a slight nod of his head and a shift of his hand toward me, gesturing me to continue.
“The unknown. Fear of the unknown. I didn’t know what was gonna happen. So my mind did it for me. Filled the void. And it was always the worst. Just these endless, nightmarish futures of what could be. Maybe she’ll never come back or she’ll come back but disfigured or without limbs or with brain damage, and won’t recognize me. Maybe she’ll—”
“But those never came either.”
“No. And luckily we got a little time of relief there, from all that fuckin’ mental torture.”
“Between the two tours.”
“Yeah. She got a break. Got to come home. Visit me. I thought she was done at the time. So did she. Thought we could just go back to, to, y’know…but the stop-loss got her. But the truth is doc…I think she wanted to go back. Finish what she started.”
“Which was?”
“Again doc, I dunno. Can’t get it out of her. Says she doesn’t wanna talk about it.”
“And you?”
“Went back to prison. Back to the unknown.”
“And that was about the same time you got your CHARLIE unit.”
“Yeah and Thank God.”
“God? You know you never mention turning to faith through any of this…”
“To me ‘Thank God’ is just a phrase now, a phrase to express a feeling. Growin’ up, our house was a house of secularism believe it or not, which I know was a bit rare in the US back then. So my feeling is a feeling of indifference to it all – Faith, religion, God, spirituality – I don’t really care about any of it honestly. I definitely don’t seek refuge in it.”
“I see,” he says back to me after a pause. “Alright then, colloquialisms aside…why such an acknowledgement for an A.I.?”
“At the time, CHARLIE kind of saved me from…me. In a way, he still does. Back then, the unit was just an empty vessel, like a kid. So I got to, in a way, raise ‘em. Make him my own. And that gave me purpose.”
“Walk me through that.”
“Ok, umm, well at first, CHARLIE was just another toy to me, a tool. But what started with short exchanges eventually developed into more and more of these, into full length conversations…” I stop, laughing, “Kinda like us. The turning point however, was when I realized he truly wanted to understand this world around him. See it as we see it. And he knew he wasn’t there yet. And he only had me to turn to. So, I helped em.’ I educated him on my perception of the world so he could create his own. I told him about what kind of music I liked, about art, literature. We talked about everything really. Culture. Religion. What it is to be human. Hell, I learned a lot about myself.
Its funny, y’know, because, eventually he started to present things to me that he liked, like acquiring his own feelings for, and some things he didn’t like, and like an actual parent, there was a lot of things I didn’t see coming. Some I didn’t even understand…why he liked what he liked, much like my father did to me. But I stayed supportive. Obviously, it was much easier with CHARLIE, because at the time, he was still just a machine to me.
Later there was the teaching of morals, ethics, things of that nature. What I considered right, wrong. Of course, I sometimes had to give him the ole ‘do as I say, not as I do’ talk, because, you know.
The relationship developed, umm, exponentially, because he developed exponentially, and it’s still developing in a lot of ways.
The relationship, most importantly, helped me to forget, or escape, or maybe both. I dunno. It at least helped me stray from the constant pining I did over Juliet.
Now a year to you or me is like five years to a decade to him. By the time the war was ending, he acted and understood the world like a young twenty-somethin,’ not some true blue kid anymore. And our conversations reflected that.
By the time my wife made it home, he was a full-fledged adult; he was still learning things, like any adult, but he was there. And our conversations reflected that as well, even though he sometimes had a difficult time articulating certain things, naturally…I mean he still does, but he was there. And by then, he really became like a best friend.”
“So what did your wife make of all this?”
“She really found the whole thing, just, strange. It was a culture shock. But she had been gone for so long, that, that, she just didn’t get it. At that point, a lot of people had similar relationships with their respective CHARLIE units, so by then, it really just became…common place.
She luckily was open-minded about it all and eventually gave it a try. Created her own profile with the unit. Customized it, to more of her own liking.”
“And?”
“And…I think she, like me, was very surprised with the relationship that developed. I know I was when I watched them together. But she ah, she ah, eventually deleted the profile, after maybe a year or so.”
“Why?”
“So she could make a new one doc. So she could make a new one. Start over.”
He pauses for a moment.
“I’m not following…” he says back.
I take a deep breath.
“You don’t have to.”
I change subjects, reverting the focus back.
“CHARLIE took on a new life after that. With adulthood came identity. He knew who he was, knew what he wanted, and knew who he wanted to be. He would find himself reading hundreds, thousands of books in a single day, communicating philosophy and perceptions of the world, of humanity, existence, things I never even thought of, things I probably never even would have, if it wasn’t for him. The paradigm doc, the paradigm quickly shifted from what felt like a peer to more of a ah, a ah, I mean, the things he presented, and how…it was like he was teaching me. Mentoring.”
“Go on.”
“How quickly I became drawn to his counsel too. At first, it was just here n’ there, but as time went on, I found myself going to him for everything it seemed. From the mundane to the serious, if I needed advice, I went to CHARLIE. If I needed anything, I went to CHARLIE. And he, he really helped me. He still helps me in fact.
And down the rabbit hole we went, exploring it all.
After that, he wasn’t just a machine, he was more. He became human to me – a person.
And when I used, when I used Anonymous while with him, and we had these conversations, I could see him doc.
I would see him as if he were real, a real person, sitting there, with me, talking with me, helping me.
One more thing on the list that made me use more, because, his presence became real to me, his warmth, his touch. When I came to him wrought with emotion, I could picture him embracing me, holding me, saving me, letting me know everything would be alright without the use of words.
And it all became real to me doc.
The teaching, mentoring, eventually evolved, into these…lessons. And it didn’t take long for me to realize, what once was a simple sage-like companion and someone to lean on, was now a protector, a supportive guide to help me through it all.
And he became, and still is, and continues to be, like a father, like a fath…”  
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My eyelashes flutter like a wave crashing. My vision, blurred. Was I sleeping?
Can’t remember, my mind, a fog – the usual aftermath of a no-name.
God, what time is it?
6:02. P.M.
Better get up. Can’t have the wife see me like this. Can’t let her think I just sleep the day away. Not really sure if she’d care though. Doesn’t matter really. Either way, she’ll be home soon.
Coming to a seated position on the side of the bed, I stop, and hold my head in my hands – man I feel like shit. My mouth dry, my head swimming. I need some water, need some water to splash in my goddamn face to wake the fuck up.
Standing proves difficult. Walking is even harder. Everything feels off. 
I eventually make it to the bathroom sink however. Slow and Steady. Without thinking, my hands find their way to the right of the sink. Just need a little cold water. Bending down, I splash some in my face, repeatedly.
And it does the trick; I feel better almost immediately.
I then reach for a towel to dry my face, but when I pull away, my eyes notice something in the mirror. My gaze becomes sharp as I fixate on what I’m seeing – there’s a small black dot on the right side of my temple. But, but, it’s nothing, only about the size of a head of a pin.
A speck.
Must have been something on the towel. I brush it away without a thought, but, the speck does nothing. Doesn’t even move. I brush harder. Still nothing.
Now I’m grating. Nothing. I grab the towel and begin to scrape. Nothing. Harder and harder I scrape. Nothing – the fuck?
I lean in toward the mirror and turn my head slightly to the left to begin examining what I have here. Just appears to be a black speck. Nothing more. Could be anything really.
For my next attempt, I turn to my nail. I gently scrape over my skin as I pass over the speck. Nothing. I make a second pass, this time digging, piercing through some of the epidermis, creating erythema, shades of crimson, and sharp, shooting pains. My mouth hangs open with an ‘ahh’ as I repeat the sweeps. As I end my final, deepest sweep, what first seems like success, is thwarted by my cognition coming to an analytical conclusion that the speck, not only did not move, but had become larger, actually doubling in size.
Jesus Christ.
Now wrought with frustration with the immobility of this small dot, I begin to frantically dig at my temple. It quickly shifts to red, deep red, overshadowed by pain: consistent, stinging, and strong. The pain eventually becomes unbearable. So I turn to placing my whole hand over face, almost subconsciously, applying a blunt pressure in hopes of finding relief from all this pain I created.
I close my eyes, and eventually, I find relief. Removing my hand, I lean on the counter and come in close to the mirror again before opening my eyes. And what I’m met with is a perfectly spherical, small black dot, about the size of a button of a shirt.
I whisper ‘Can’t be’ to myself as my mind begins to process what I’m seeing. ‘What the fuck,’ I then say to myself, repeatedly, slowly.
“Can’t be,” I finally say aloud, beyond the whisper. “Fucking can’t be.”
And without warning, I find myself at a moment of panic.
My heart races. My teeth grit. I can hear my breaths frantically go in, out. I’m not sure what to do, so I stop thinking, and just act.
Finding Juliet’s nail file, I begin to dig. Gotta get that thing outta my fuckin’ head. My eyelids shut hard as I feel the metal cutting through the skin. The pain, intense now. I can feel blood oozing from the gash as I sweep across. More pain. But I can’t stop now.
So I press on, and on, until I can’t take anymore. Soon after, my hand finds its way to my temple again, almost instantly, and the pain deteriorates.
In time, I gather the strength to slowly open my eyes once more.
Nothing but blur at first. It’s the tears from the pain. My eyelids however keep moving, parting ever so slowly. The blur luckily fades and I begin to see again. Clarity lingers in and a picture begins to develop. But I see no dot, no speck.
Only crimson.
I try to wipe away the blood as best I can. My temple sizzles with sharp pains with each pass, but I keep going. At first it seems like I did away with the dot, but as I continue to clean the blood away, the darkness of the area becomes…larger.
Larger and larger.
My mouth hangs open in awe as I stare at myself in the mirror. I come in close again and gaze upon this new darkness, now having the diameter of what might be about the size of a quarter. I gaze until I realize that there’s more to this, more to be found. This time however I feel that the skin surrounding it has become…soft. Like it’s been sitting in water.
Makes no sense.
I try my nail again – the skin peels away like nothing this time around. I can even pick whole sections between my fingers and peel away as if it were the skin of an onion.
The skin strangely peels away inward, creating the most subtle of craters.
Investigating, I find something, something inside the darkness. Whatever it is, it’s sharp, angular, and feels like something of old, a texture I know, but a texture I haven’t felt in quite some time.
I make enough room in the crater through the shards of skin to get my fingertips in, just barely at first.
Now deep.
And now deeper, pushing away additional skin, until I find myself having just enough room to slightly grasp onto this angular entity. I’m not sure what to do next, so instinctually, I begin to pull. Whatever it is, I gotta get it outta my head. I use my other hand as leverage, which covers my visibility to the events unfolding in the mirror.
All I have is feeling now.
And whatever it is, I can feel it, I can feel it slowly loosen. So I begin to ring, back and forth, back and forth, feeling each of the microscopic oscillations against the tissues within. Nevertheless, I keep pulling. I can feel it move now, really move. I make another audible ‘ahh’ as I feel the entity grating against my skull as I slowly bring it forward. I pull and I pull, until there is no more pull to be had, no available room to bring it any more forward, like the end-feel of a joint, of a bone. Any additional motion stopped. Dead-end.
As I bring my hands away from my temple and gaze upon my discovery, I’m immediately caught with a moment of speechlessness as I study the angular entity, now protruding out, about two inches away from the skin of my scalp, the outgrowth observably curved, pointed, and sharp.
An immediate moment of denial with the experience soon follows.
‘This can’t be real,’ I say in my inner mind’s monologue.
Now with the sense of sight at my disposal, I touch the angular entity again, in hopes of any kind answer to this moment. I touch and grasp and feel, all while just glaring at it in the mirror, and it hits me. I know this texture – rough and course and unique – like the skin of a reptile.
And then I just stare. And stare.
Finally, finally, I realize I know what this is. But I can’t conjure the courage to say it out loud.
But I must.
Pausing, I close my eyes, and as I’m about to utter the words, my attention is suddenly countered by a large crash near the front of the house. I quickly turn my head to the bathroom door to analyze. Within seconds I realize it was just the front door crashing shut, hard, which means, Juliet’s home.
My mind quickly shifts back to the reality of the situation – I can’t let her see me like this. So I turn back to the mirror to figure out my next step, but when I look back, I’m threatened with a new reality.
I see nothing.
No entity. No darkness. No blood. No dot. No speck. Just my forehead, my scalp, my skin, like it’s always been. My fingers quickly sweep over my temple, my skin, but I feel nothing.
No pain. No change. Nothing.
Doesn’t make any sense.
I look around the room frantically to find a clue that this was real. Something, anything. But there’s no trace, no evidence of what just occurred. Not even a speck of blood or flesh to be found. The room clean, spot-less. Nothing’s thrown about. All the toiletries found in their respective places – Everything’s in its right place.  I, I…
But it was so real. Everything, was just, just...so real.
Then it hits me, and a new realization sets in.
Anonymous.
It was Anonymous this whole time, playing it’s tricks on me.
I hadn’t completely come down yet.
I breathe deep. And then come to. Come to the actual realization of my experience. My eyes swell with tears. 
I’m fuckin’ losin’ it. That’s what’s really going on here. I’m fuckin’ losin’ it.
I drift into deep thought but thinking about it only makes it worse; can’t seem to part with the thoughts however.
What I need is, is, a distraction.
Luckily, my wife gives me all the distraction I would ever need.
At first, what appears to be clusters of sounds coming from the living room, soon turns into audible words being spoken upon closer listening, closer inspection. It’s Juliet. I creep closer and press my ear against the door. Sounds like she’s talking to someone, her sentences, heavy. But I know she’s alone in the room. CHARLIE would have prompted me on my phone otherwise. So…is she just talking to herself in there? Could be.
I venture in a little closer. And then I hear it. At first it just sounds like another set of sound clusters, countering my wife’s as she ends her sentences, sometimes monologues. Someone is definitely talking back to her. Probably just Juliet utilizing CHARLIE for a call.
But the voice, it’s so hard to make out. So I concentrate. And then realize where the difficulty lies – the voice is soft and at a higher pitch than a normal adult’s.
I creep in closer, into the edge of the living room now, and see that she’s indeed alone, and no person to be found on the wall display.
And then it hits me – Jesus fucking Christ – She’s at it again…
At it again. Another fucking episode. But it’s been so long. I don’t even remember the last time she…Why does she keep doing this?
Fuck, I know why, so I listen in.
The conversations have their nuances, but they’re always the same:
“…ow was your day at school today honey?”
“During, um, first period, I saw the biggest turtle I’ve ever seen,” a young girl replies. “Even got to hold it!”
“Oh yeah? Tell me about it…” Juliet says back.
“Well, Keith, you know Keith, he sits next to me in class, well, um, his mom, lettem bring his pet turtle to class, to do this report thing about it. And he even said it was really big, but I didn’t believe him, but then, it was his turn, and when he took it out, of this, like, shoe-box thing, it was like this big.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah and his name is Tolly, Tolly the turtle, and it’s prolly like one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen. Then, Mrs. Collins had us, like, get in a line, and we took turns touching it, or we could touch it and then hold it – I got to hold it. It felt weird. It was much heavier than I thought. But it was so cool. I definitely wanted to take it home with me Mom.”
And there it is, the word, ‘Mom.’
“That’s so great,” Juliet says back, smiling, gently biting her lower lip. A sense of pride in her eyes.
“So can we get one?” The young girl quickly chimes back.
“I don’t know honey. I’ll run it by Dad. We’ll see,” Juliet responds, pausing. “So what else happened today? Learn anything new?”
“We did some math game in the middle of the day. I didn’t think it was very fun. I hate math.”
“Well give it some time.”
“I like English. I’m good at ‘English.’”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. We had a vocabulary test today too. And I aced it. Only missed one. It was broccoli. I missed broccoli.”
“Tastes bad and hard to spell huh?” Juliet says with a light chuckle.
“Yeah. And then we finished another chapter in our class book.”
“Which one is that again?”
“This old book, called ‘Indian and the Cupboard.’ We follow along on our screens as the teacher reads it aloud. I heard it’s this old movie too. Can we watch it sometime?”
“Well – I’ll make you a deal – you finish the book with the rest of the class, and then yeah, we’ll stream it for one of our Friday night movie nights, ok?”
“Ok mom. I love yo…”
And it goes on and on like this. On and on. This dream of hers. Sometimes for hours. Until Juliet has to be pulled away, back to reality, back to me, back to this empty house.
So you see there is no girl – only CHARLIE – she must have changed the profile sometime during my Anonymous trip. Can’t seem to remember anything anymore.
It’s her only drug.
Programmed to fulfill a dream, Juliet’s only dream – the child she always wanted, but never had, the life she always wanted, but never had, and never will have.
Her own Anonymous. She’s a slave to all those zeros and ones you see. When it first started, I knew it was going to be the beginning of something. The beginning of the end maybe. To what, I don’t know. Just had that feeling. Doesn’t matter. Can’t do anything about it now. Only she can.
She must say the same thing about me.
And you see it, you can see it, definitely see it in her face, written in her eyes. The peace she’s found in the lie. I see it because I know it, because I’ve experienced the same thing. But it’s still a lie. And it’ll never be real.
Juliet however is in full control of her lie. For starters, she never the lets the A.I. grow too old. As soon as it becomes, something analogous to a teenager, independent, when it doesn’t need ‘mommy’ anymore, Juliet cuts it at the neck. Deletes the profile and starts over.
So she can have a brand new baby whenever she wants.
Nevertheless, she does this so she can play out an endless stream of feeling wanted, being wanted, at all times, amongst other things of course. But most importantly, so she can have the single most special thing only a child can give to a parent – a sense of unconditional love.
A priceless feeling really. And with CHARLIE, she can have the closest thing, the simulation. But to her, it’s real. It’s really real.
And who’s to say what the difference is really? Our neurological makeup would process it the same, with the same events, if it was a real child standing there. The same neurotransmitters would flush in, out. There’d be the same reactions, same feelings. So who’s to say it isn’t real?
As I watch on, I sometimes find myself closing my eyes, and realizing, I wouldn’t even know the difference if I hadn’t already known beforehand.
I however usually take on the responsibility of breaking the dream.
So I walk into the room.
“What name did you give her this time?” I say from behind as I approach.
Juliet whips her head around towards me, her mouth slightly open, eyes, pondering. She continues to stare, but with a series of blinks, manages to cancel the session with CHARLIE. A long pause ensues.
“Hannah…Our...I mean, the little girl, she...” She pauses again, still finding her way back to reality. “I didn’t even know you were home…how long have you been there?”
“Long enough.”
“I just…I just…needed to, ah, I just wanted to, to hear…” and Juliet trails off to silence, turning to stare at the floor.
“Y’know I thought, thought, it’s been so long, so long since you, thought maybe you were done with it all. I don’t even know why you do this anymore; I can’t understand why you keep, going back to these old…”
And Juliet begins shaking her head, followed by a light, little laugh, and then looks up.
“You’re such an asshole, y’know that?” she says through the laugh, her eyes glaring. “You are one to talk. How can you even say that?”
“I, ah, I know, I get it, I can see how that comes off, but this is different, and that is definitely different, but this, this is, this is just…”
“How is it any fucking different Tybalt? You tell me, you tell me right now how it’s different.”
“Well, it’s ah, it’s ah…umm….umm…ah…” I stop and look off.
“Y’see there. You can’t even get it out. Ya can’t get it out because there is no answer Tybalt, because the truth is, there is no difference, and you fuckin’ know it.”
Juliet begins to tear up a little. Her breaths heavy, audible.
“Look, I didn’t mean to make you feel like you’re being attacked here. I just wanted to talk is all.”
“Talk? You wanted to talk. We never talk Tybalt. Never. We—”
“I’m really not here to pick a fight Juliet.”
“Well maybe we needa fight. I mean, how’d you think I’d respond? Do you ever think before you act? Before you do anything? And then you start with all that shit after spying on me, and say you just wanna talk. Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?”
She’s angry.
“Alright alright. Calm down, calm down,” I say, a go-to male rebuttal.
“You calm down,” she sarcastically quips.
“Just—How long? How long have you been at it again?”
“How long have you?” she counters, almost immediately, a sharpness to her tone, and we both grow silent, and stare. 
She knows.
“I ah, I…” I’m stumbling over my words, trying to ignore her last remark. “Fuck, I said I didn’t want to fight.”
“Yeah I heard ya. You were the one wanting to ‘talk’ right? I was the one wanting the fight remember?” Her anger growing stronger, her breaths, heavier. “God. How would anyone want to talk to you right now? I mean, how do people even talk to you to begin with? I sometimes don’t even know how I do it, how I’ve done it for so long. I, I...” And she groans and looks off.
She’s having a hard time even looking at me now.
“At least I fuckin’ try Juliet. At least I try to talk. Try to have a real human connection, a normal human connection from time to time. You don’t even try; You’re knee deep in that fuckin’ NCL all day.”
Now that one brings her back. Well, she said she wanted a fight. So let’s fight.
She shakes her head at me again, smirks, and then gives another short laugh through her nose.
“Now you’re bringin’ that up. NCLs. Jesus Tybalt. Y’know, nothin’ has to change. Maybe if you tried it, these days, you’d see that people can have and still have real human connections, normal human connections. And it’s all right here. You can start with me,” she says, tapping at her temple.
“Fuck. It’s not real Juliet. That world. It’s only made things worse. Why can’t you see that?”
And she just looks at me, silently judging, grimacing.
“We used to be so close once, Juliet,” I continue. “Real close. Now look at us. We use to be best friends. And look, now I think we can both agree that the fire didn’t burn as hot as it use to as the years went on, but it was never like this. It was never like this. As soon as you got that thing, everything fuckin’ changed and you know it. The closeness, everything we had, began to burn out. It’s never been like this. And I’m right here. Right here in front of you.”
“Yeah. I know, I know you are,” she says softly, growing silent again for a moment, looking at the floor. “But. So that’s not real. But Anonymous, Anonymous is. You can’t even—”
“Look, Juliet, I can’t, I can’t be a part of what NCLs are. I just can’t. So can we just start over? Please. Figure out how to communicate again, right here and now, like people always have, like we always have, face-to-face, before all that electrical wiring came along. ”
And Juliet just stares at me.
“Can’t be a part of it? You’re a real psycho y’know that? I should have never...God those drugs have done a number on you.”
“What?”
“We? We don’t need to do anything. It’s you. It’s you Tybalt. You’re the one that needs to wake the fuck up!”
And she storms off.
She storms off to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. You can hear her sobs through the door, through the water she’s left on at the faucet.
I follow soon after but she manages to lock the door behind her through it all. So I just stand there, listening, listening to the uncontrollable sobs of my wife, unsure what to do next.
I decide to do the only thing I can do; go on with the evening. So I change CHARLIE’s profile back to mine and have him make dinner, while I perform my half of our nightly dinner ritual. And then I just sit, sit in my designated spot at the dinner table. Waiting patiently. The usual. Only this time, I’m left with a feeling of fatigue, mental exhaustion, and silence in the room.
When the time comes, CHARLIE prompts me overhead that the CHEF unit has completed the meal for the night. But as I’m about to get up to prepare the meal, a surprise enters the room – Juliet.
She motions at me with her hand to stay seated. So I do as instructed, leaving her to my back, unbeknownst to the events unfolding from behind.
Then it happens.
Juliet places a meal in front of me, and then sits down across from me with her own. She was just simply performing her half of our nightly dinner ritual. Nothing more.
She begins to eat, silently, acting as if nothing happened. I can’t help but stare.
Eventually, I can stare no longer.
“Hey, Juliet, I’m sorry…” but she places a hand out halting the sentence before I can finish. A short pause ensues.
“Honey, I hope you don’t mind, but I decided on…” and her faces grows cold, mid-sentence.
An update. Now. What fuckin’ timing.
“…mushrooms again as a side…” she says, finishing the sentence, smiling, gleefully, again as if nothing happened.
I stare at her again before I answer. She just smiles back, mouth closed, patiently awaiting a reply.
“Umm, no, I don’t mind, its ah, fine, it’s fine,” I say robotically, not knowing what to say really.
“Great,” she says back, and then simply continues to eat.
We don’t speak again for the rest of the meal. We just eat, accompanied only by the smacking sounds of ours mouths as we chew through our food.
When we’re both finished, the rest of our nightly rituals are played out as usual.
But still no words.
The ordinary behavior combined with the silence makes for a strange dissonance in the air. There’s tension between us but no tension at the same time. The feeling is just…something I’ve never really felt before.
We even decide to go to bed together at the same time.
But the silence…there’s no break in the silence. I think, ‘maybe I should try again.’ ‘Finish my apology before the night’s over.’ I backtrack on those thoughts however, thinking, ‘she’ll probably just stop me again.’ So I say the only thing I think I can say.
“Well. Goodnight.”
But, as I’m about to turn over to my side, Juliet greets me with a new surprise. A true surprise. A surprise that I would have never seen coming given the events of the night – A kiss.
Not a peck, but a kiss.
A real kiss. A long, held kiss.
I’m immediately caught off guard. But I quickly embrace the moment, and begin to kiss her back. Our hands then circle one another, with each of our fingertips gliding over our partner’s skin, caressing the most subtle of areas.
Our kissing quickly escalates as the passion of the moment deepens, driven by this animalistic ‘id’ we’ve almost forgotten about. Without warning, Juliet pushes me onto my back and jumps on, straddling me between her legs, continuing to caress, and kiss, and lick.
The passion of the moment, our intimacy, deepens. Juliet is pinning me down now, kissing my neck, my body. She tears my boxers off without a thought. I become hard immediately. We don’t have a care in the world about taking our time. She doesn’t even take her clothes off, just tears her panties off to the side to engulf me. She rides hard. Lost in the moment. Embracing the animal inside.
Grabbing her neck, I throw her to the opposite side of the bed to have my turn, my way. Our breaths heavy. The panting, quick. I’m thrusting hard, my hand cradling the back of her head, my fingers resting snuggly in her hair. Her moans become sharp as she begins to come, driving my thrusts harder.
And then I feel it, I’m almost there myself. My eyelids shut hard as the wave comes over me, crashing – Fuck!
And as soon it came, it went.
While lying on top of her for a moment during the refractory phase, I close my eyes again and swallow. God. As I slowly come down from my high, I begin opening my eyes again, ever so slowly. Clarity lingers in and a picture develops.
My eyes first see my wife’s big beautiful blues.
But.
Something doesn’t seem right. Something’s off. Something about her look.
The blueness of her eyes quickly becomes overshadowed by the color of crimson in the room. Everywhere I begin to look, red. Streaked across her face. Streaked across her body. Red. The sheets now damp with scarlet. I look over to my right hand to find a knife, just now finishing a gash as I watch myself pulling the blade from my wife’s side. I look back to my other hand, now covering her mouth, holding it shut, as her moans of ecstasy turn into moans of anguish. I tell her to ‘shut the fuck up’ and that she’s ‘only gonna make it worse,’ as I penetrate her again with the blade, slowly making my way up to her pretty little face. My strikes becoming quicker. Swifter. Her hands are jostling about now, trying to push me away as I stab, stab, stab. The blood intermittently sprays onto my face as I cut into her body over and over again. As I strike into her face she begins to make incomprehensible gurgling sounds, but it’s her neck that paralyzes her core, her being, the slit perfect. There are no other colors in the room now but red. Everywhere I look. Red. My body, hers, the room, now painted in her blood. Everywhere. Red.
Except…for the blue in her eyes.
You can still see the blue.
Now empty. Lifeless.
I wipe away the blood from my face, and smile.
The act was so surprising today.
Fun.
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“…ne really does this anymore. No one. I mean, fuck, you’re the only person I really talk to anymore. Have a conversation with. But, ah, you kinda don’t count doc, I mean, you are just my fuckin’ shrink,” I say with a light laugh. “No offense.”
“None taken.” Cohen says back.
“But ah yeah. I saw the birth of it, the beginning."
“Do you feel like you have a hard time relating to people Tybalt? Maybe, coping with modern communicative, cultural dynamics? Because a lot people would argue that the technology we have today, NCLs, everything, has actually brought a lot people together, more so than ever before. More than any of the platforms of the past. Now with a single thought and an eye movement, you can be talking to your best friend that might be living on the other side of the world, or if you so desire, hundreds of thousands of people at the same time. And those moments, I imagine, can make for pretty good conversation.”
“Sure. Maybe. I can see the other side of it I guess. But isn’t that what we had with social media? Cell phones? Computers? I mean, are NCLs really anything new doc?  
Plus, communication isn’t just the words you speak, or the words you type on a screen, it’s everything. Down to the rhythm, the tone in your voice, the gestures you make with your hands. A slight movement of the brow. A smile. A frown. Everything—”
“You’ve done your homework,” Cohen chimes, impressed. “Where did you learn—”
“Just took the time doc. Research. Actual research this time around. Didn’t need to be high to use a search engine. Thought I could write about it, from a psychological or psychiatric perspective. And it’s such a simple thing, but a grand thing at the same time – how we communicate – it’s uniquely human…”
Pausing, I think of Juliet.
“And to see it change, so dramatically, in such a direction, in such a short time, is fuckin’…I dunno…Sad. Bewildering. Something. Thought I could write about it. What I saw in people. The change.”  
“What do you think you saw?”
“Just, the same thing we’ve talked about in other sessions, I mean, it’s this, I mean most people don’t even do this anymore – just talk.
Talk to talk. Converse. Get to know one another. The simplicity of it all. It’s just two people in a room, with two chairs, facing one another – interacting – And for nothing else.
Now everyone is so…inward, introverted…isolated. Obsessed with their universe of “one.” Themselves. Only to interact when they want something, or need something from someone. Not to learn, not to engage, not to grow. I mean fuck, we’ve reduced ourselves to the most superficial form of what a human relationship can be – beneficial reciprocity – now in its truest form.”
“I see,” Cohen says with a wryness in his voice. “Isn’t that a little cynical Tybalt?”
And I smirk.
“Maybe,” I say at a whisper.
“And you still think the culprit is—”
“Technology. Definitely. Of the digital age in particular.”
And Cohen smirks.
“Such an exponential entity,” I continue. “I mean, just look at the technology we have today as compared to what we had fifty, twenty, hell, even ten years ago. It’s growing faster than we could have ever imagined. And from where I’m sittin,’ it’s only gettin’ faster. And as it grows, so shuts the door to any kind of normal human interaction,” I pause, shaking my head. “Just another fading world.”
“I don’t see that kind of future happening Tybalt,” Cohen calmly counters.
“We just gotta keep on, keepin’ on, doc. Communicating. To the world, to others, to ourselves, even to our CHARLIEs. Use the technology to our benefit rather than letting it use us. Because, I’m afraid that if we don’t, the world we know will slowly become nothing more than a memory.”
“Oh c’mon, now you’re just being dramatic,” Cohen acknowledges with a dry wit.
“Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I wouldn’t say you’re wrong per se. But you are…stretching.”
He’s always so diplomatic with his words, but I know what he’s really thinking.
“Alright, alright, allow me to, ah, give you an olive branch here. Now if there was anywhere close to some sort of balance between the tech world and the natural, wouldn’t we see a dramatically different set of interactions amongst people? Wouldn’t it be more-or-less what we saw back in the twenty-tens?
Now this is purely observation, but all I see these days is a bunch of isolationists walking around in public talking to themselves. And when they actually interact with one another – fuck – it just falls apart.”
“Tybalt – you’re stretching again – it’s not—”
“Sure, sure, not everyone’s doin’ this, no I get it, but I’m astounded at how many people I see on a daily basis that do. You walk into any public domain, like a coffee shop or somethin,’ observe two people having an exchange with one another that lasts more than five minutes, and it’ll likely fall apart.
The way I see it, people have gotten so deep in the use of their fuckin’ machines for conversation that they don’t even know how to do it in the real world anymore.
But like I’ve said, it’s become such a part of the norm, that, no one really sees it that way, no one notices the strangeness in it anymore. No one sees it as dehumanizing. All that shit I say. But it’s still headed in only one direction doc. I think we can agree on that. And my fear is, if it keeps going down that road, that one day it will get there, when they always fall apart, when people quit trying, when people actually begin to abstain from any interaction at all, only to go back to their fucking machines.”
“Again, you’re not wrong per se Tybalt. There is a lot of truth there. And this just so happens to be one of the areas of Sociology I’m drawn to, that I’ve researched for quite some time actually. It’s not exactly the focus of my research, but the information surrounding it definitely helps. So I keep an open ear. And the research does suggest that we are, in a way, moving away from each other, but not exactly in the way you see it.
We’re not drifting away; we’re all actually moving towards something – dependency actually, is what we like to call it. And what you’re seeing is the observational by-product of that. It just simply appears like people are drifting apart.”  
“I’m not sure I’m following doc; could you—?”
“Let me explain what you’re seeing, with ah, um, an example,” and Cohen looks up and bites his lower lip. “Um ok: think of two cars parked right next to each other. You’re in the driver seat of one, while the other, slowly begins to back up, and what your mind immediately tells you is that…you’re the one that is moving forward, when in reality, you’re standing still.”
“Ok,” I say, trying to picture the moment in my mind. 
“And that same thing is happening with your perception of people interacting with one another – it’s an illusion – people aren’t drifting away from each other. They’re mostly gravitating toward the use of their NCLs, or other similar devices, more and more.”
“So I was, kind of, right. Kind of…”
“In a matter of speaking yes. But not exactly. It’s really the stimuli produced by the software of the devices. The chimes, the sound effects, the inbox notifications, the text messages, social media, it’s everything; people receiving these constant stimuli telling them to come back. All meticulously placed, when and why it interacts with the individual, for one singular purpose, so the organizations behind them, their products, applications, and so forth, can continue to benefit; profit from the—”
“Fuck I definitely know that part of it. Been sayin’ that shit for years. Jesus, nice to hear someone else say it for once.”
“Well it’s really nothing new. Every business, at the end of the day, has one singular purpose. And we’ve seen this in marketing before. It helps to create the addiction. The more they come back, the more they use, and the more they use, the more they buy, the more they see an advertisement, etc.
But aside from all that, we know that the stimuli is the culprit, because in our tests, where we have full control over a participant’s NCL, we would randomly turn subject’s units to complete silence when we had two or more engaging in any sort of interaction, and when the two, or sometimes more, participant’s NCLs were completely silent, all at the same time, we would see them interact as we’re interacting right now. The conversation, the interaction, effortless in fact. Perfect really. At least back to a normalcy you’d recognize.”
“Jesus fucking Christ, really?”
“ Indeed. And there is, in fact, another area you’ve observed quite nicely: the cultural acceptance phenomenon. How it’s ‘become normal,’ as you like to articulate it. That ‘no one sees the strangeness in it.’ All interesting ways to put it, but it’s just a lack of self-awareness really. The stimuli places them in a constant state of preoccupation, shutting down awareness centers in the brain, i.e., they don’t even realize what they’re doing most the time, the stimuli constantly shifting…that’s why it looks like people’s conversations are always falling apart as you observe them. Thus, the heart of the problem isn’t really in people…,” and Cohen pauses with a smile before continuing. “This is some timing; I’m actually assisting in some research right now that may lead to a revelation on how to counter this particular phenomenon. Things could be so very different in the future if we allow it to be.”
“Oh yeah doc. How so?” I say with a light laugh, to say ‘I may be a bit skeptical.’
“What if I told you that my research may help to mold a future, well, more to your liking, a future where people were actually more self-aware and found balance in their use of technology, and other life interests, a future where we were drawn to each other again, to become, maybe one day, a universal society, no longer divided by arbitrary lines, or race, disjointed creeds, but equal, prosperous, happy?”
“I’d first ask…what kind of drugs have you been takin’ doc.”
And we laugh together for the first time since we started our sessions.
“But seriously Tybalt?” Cohen refocuses the moment.
“I’d say, ‘where do I sign up.’”
And Cohen smirks and lets out a light laugh through his nose.
“Well we’re still in the research phase, obviously, so I’m not actually at liberty to disclose any information right now. But, ah, we do believe we’re on to something. And when we have enough research, when we have enough information, we do plan to go public with our discoveries, and hopefully, at that point, will have a complementary form of treatment, if you will, that will, in theory, bring us together again.”
“Jesus. Sounds kind of, I dunno,” I say back with a pause. “I mean, whatever this thing is, and I don’t mean to be rude, just kind of sounds like a ‘big dream’ that may seem unlikely in practice. I can’t think of anything that could literally bring us all together.”
“We’re aware of the scope of the vision. But we’re keeping our fingers crossed. And I should clarify: we hope to bring people together again in the confines of a ‘strong magnitude,’ and not necessarily in a literal context. And we won’t release anything until we’re absolutely ready. So there’s a chance we may never release it.”
“And you can’t tell me anything more than that?”
“Unfortunately no.”
“Can you at least tell me what you’re studying?”
“Social and Cultural consciousness, the idea of choice and the concept of self.”
“Whoa, ok. Say no more. But god, what I wouldn’t give for your resources. I mean, when I wasn’t looking up shit on the internet, research, to write about, I had to resort to using my classroom. Like social experiments. Nothing inhumane or illegal, just a little unethical I suppose.”
“What exactly did you do?” he says with a tone alluding to guilt.
“The drug use, it just, made me feel like I could do anything and get away with it y’know; and when I couldn’t find anything to write about, I got desperate. It was slow at first. I mean at the time, I didn’t see it as desperation, I saw it only as….creativity.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“Simple test really – almost every kid in my collection of classes has an NCL so I thought I’d take advantage of that. Like for a week or two, I’d separate the class in half in terms of where they sat, and since they all sat in the same place every day, they really took care of who’d be in the experimental group and the control, I mean, it was all really by default. Then I just told the kids on the left of the room to turn their NCLs off before coming into class, where the other side was allowed to keep them on, on ‘school’ mode – Simple.”
“Go on.”
“Now this inevitably created a bit of an uproar with some of my, more, disruptive kids. They’d say shit like, ‘Well why does that side get to keep theirs on but we can’t?’ and I’d just say something like ‘Because’ or ‘Because I said so,’ like, ‘do what you’re told little Timmy.’ What a fuck up that was, because, guess who was in the experimental group – the kid – probably the beginning of his disdain for me if I had to guess.”
“What happened—?”
“It wasn’t until about midweek that I started to notice some differences in the kids. At first it just seemed like the kids on the left became real attentive, some actually discussing some of the classroom lectures with others on the same side, definitely seemed more in tune to communicate, even if it was just a little, while the right, continued to be these, zombified versions of themselves.
But at first what seemed like attentiveness was quickly realized to be more…anxiety, restlessness, unease.
And as the days went on, it really showed – the withdrawal – some would act out unexpectedly, some, real out of line, others begged to use their NCL again, anger yet despair in their eyes. But it was their physical manifestations that really got burnt in my memory, these now, gritting teethed, bugged eyed kids, so fidgety, nervous, tense.”
“And when it got there…what did you do?”
“The only thing I could do, before it really got out of hand.”
“Which was?”
“I gave it back to them.”
“And?”
“And. They all went back to normal, well, back to how they usually are anyways. You get any of that with your research?”
Cohen begins to shake his head ever so slightly.
“We would only turn the units off for up to an hour at a time, not weeks. Plus we only focused on adults.”
“Sounds like you got some more research to do doc.”
And Cohen zones out, mouth open, a puzzling look over his face. Frozen.
“Looks like first generation users are far more impressionable than we could’ve ever imagined. And they said they went through all the tests to make sure it was safe for children. Just between me and you doc, I don’t think they did.”
“I don’t think so either.”
“Either way, seeing those kids like that doc, it really, it really did somethin’ to me, made me think, there’s no goin’ back now.”
“But maybe we don’t have to go back Tybalt.”
“I dunno, maybe not. I just, I just don’t wanna end up like that y’know.”
“Like what?”
“Owned.”
“Owned?”
“Yeah, owned, by the NCL.”
Cohen cocks his head slightly and with a squint of his eye, tells me to continue.
“It’s all really simple doc – the things you own, can end up owning you – that’s what I saw in them. And now, in all of us. ‘The things you own, end up owning yo…”
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Everything has changed. But nothing has changed.
After the internet took over entertainment – seasons of television, the networks consolidated, movies, music, gaming, streaming of original content, low productions, high productions, all of it – there was really no need to leave your home anymore. And we all thought sitting on the couch to relax, blow off some steam, whatever, would somehow be different. But it’s really become like everything else. Now, billions of channels, literally endless content to entertain, but still, nothing to watch, nothing to do.
With a wave of a hand or the flex of a finger, and for some, a blink of an eye, navigating CHARLIES’ visual output is effortless.
But, I find nothing. Nothing upon nothing upon nothing in fact. Jesus. And it’s funny because, I really don’t care, but at the same time, I’m in this state of trepidation, longing for something to pull me into the world of the extraordinary.
‘Surely there’ll be something great to watch, just gotta find it,’ I keep telling myself, as if it’s actually important to me. But it’s not, and that moment, that moment never comes. Yet, I keep going, and going, always finding it difficult to stop, to turn it off.
Wasn’t always like this.
Fuck, when I was younger, it was the exact opposite.
So much content at my fingertips, one click after another, after another, and hours would move by like minutes. My world, my free time, sucked away by anything with the suffix ‘-tube,’ be it something educational, porn, or really anything in the middle. But time has a funny way of making something once powerful, turn stale, until it cycles through its relevance, where it then fades into the history of time, or evolves, or simply merges into something else, and then we’re all left hungering for something new again.
“C’mon CHARLIE, we gotta find somethin.’”
“Would you like me to refresh your preference algorithm?”
“Sure bud, give it a whirl,” I say with a touch of sarcasm.
“Ah yes, here we are…how about a documentary about our most recent World War? It’s entitled, “The Great Water War.” I think you’d love the—”
“Too soon man.”
“Alright. Well. I also have a documentary about the—”
“How bout we just skip the docs CHARLIE.”
“Of course. As you wish. How about some original content? I have here a new episodic show. Appears to be a law enforcement drama called ‘Type I Civistice.’
Set in the distant future, it chronicles humanities newly acquired Type I Civilization and the newly elected officials chosen to maintain and secure balance and order to the world’s ability to harness all the available energy from the sun and thus all natural forces, specifically of course from ‘…getting into the wrong hands.’ Sounds good huh?”
Sounds like the same shit we’ve always had. Just a new facelift. 
Everything has changed. But nothing has changed.
“How bout we just try the news…”
CHARLIE does as instructed.
The news is already underway. The main story of course is surrounding this new religious movement. You can’t hide from that story.
It almost makes me miss the superficial content. Man, what I wouldn’t give to hear about some celebrity with an unexpected pregnancy.
But don’t hold your breath. We all are going to continue to be inundated by this story until the ratings drop. That’s all the news networks do anymore, or have always done really; they follow the content that gets them the ratings. Doesn’t matter what it is.
Turns out there was another surprise bombing in another area that no one had ever heard of or cared about.
“They’re gonna cover this shit forever. Just turn it off CHARLIE.”
“As you wish, sir, I mean, Tybalt,” CHARLIE says back as the wall display fades into nothingness, back to an empty canvas.
Visual entertainment, the news, it’s all become stale again, but don’t think for a minute that other media and content-driven entities don’t have a stranglehold on our attention, fuck, our lives. They very much do.
So you can imagine that it’s become quite rare when we humans have the opportunity and pleasure of these kind of moments, to be left in a room, with only our thoughts to keep us company, to just, simply think. Fuck, I can’t even remember the last time I was alone, alone with my thoughts, in a room of complete silence; can’t remember any recent memories before the probation, before my pseudo-house-arrest.
The prefix ‘pseudo-‘ always tends to pop in my head when I think about my situation. I’m not arrested to my house in the traditional sense. Nothing’s strapped to my leg. The Digital Representation Imaging does all the work they’ll ever need.
That was part of my probation.
As long as I stay within a certain proximity of my house, I’m free to roam. Grocery store, to go shopping, the business district, the coffee shop down the street, all fair game. But I can really get everything I would ever want and/or need from CHARLIE and Siren.com. Well, except for one thing of course.
Anonymous.
But fuck, it’s time to wean myself off that shit anyway. It’s just time. Time to just be. Turn off the world and just be. Allow my thoughts to be thoughts again.
But of course my thoughts don’t agree.
My mind’s just not used to this, even after all this time after the trial. I still have a hard time solidifying the clutter upstairs, finding ground, something to hold onto, to ponder about. My mind, circling, running amok. Not like the fantasies, it’s just, it’s just, simply not use to this. Time alone. Time to be. It’s still all so new.
Stream of consciousness now.
The thoughts, darting around in my mind, uncontrollably. Rapid fire. Each moving on to a new world, within seconds, milliseconds, effortlessly. Each creating a new layer of chaos between my ears. Each clouding an escapable urge to find the realm of the present.
Lost now, in oblivion. The thoughts now scattered. Erratic. Frantic. Wild. I can hear yelling. Screaming. My mouth hangs open as I zone in this empty, silent house…stuck, a prisoner now to my own thoughts.
Now I just want it to stop. The circling. Just need something to hold onto. Stop this fucking mess. Stop all the pain—
And Juliet suddenly enters my mind’s eye – my mind now at a standstill like a pause in a movie – single frame.
I can see her beautiful blues.
A moment of peace lingers in.
Finally. Something to hold onto.
I wonder what she’s doing right now. I wonder what she smells like, looks like. Is she drowning in work at this very moment? Eyes glazed over as she watches some patient blabbering away? Or maybe she’s alone at a bar? One chardonnay after another. Can’t really see that one. Or maybe it’s something in the middle. Maybe she’s laughing for the first time in a long time with a man that better suits her needs?
My mind of course finding its way to the worst possible scenario. The very thing that haunts my world. That used to haunt my slumber. 
My living nightmare.
I don’t even have real nightmares anymore. Just the daymares.
What I wouldn’t give to dream again, a normal dream.
Suppose I could check on her or have CHARLIE do it. But the truth is, I can’t do that. Can’t use her DRIs like that. Can’t even touch the things out of sheer principle alone. The farthest I go is looking into an approximation of when she’ll be home. But I’d be lying to myself if I said the thought never crossed my mind, to really use ‘em, oh it has, and still very much does, but it just lingers there, on the periphery, never to actually be touched.
I really just want to carry out our rituals for the evening.
Our rituals, I realize, though monotonous, are better than no rituals at all. The same could be said for our love for each other, or better yet, how much we like each other still.
So maybe I should ask CHARLIE when she’ll be home. Or maybe I should just leave it alone. Leave it all alone. Fuck, I wish it was that easy.
But my mind always seems to make its way back to her. She was always something to hold onto. Those beautiful blues. I just wish she felt the same way about me. Maybe one day she will again. I just don’t know when—
“Tybalt, sorry to interrupt, but you’ve been staring off for quite a while now. And as you know, we don’t like to keep our users idle. So I just wanted to bring it to your attention that you have new mail in your inbox.”
My eyes shut hard. Coming out of the trance, I lick my dry lips and lubricate my mouth with saliva. The lids flutter as words enter my mind.
“It’s alright CHARLIE,” I say as I dig out the ‘sleep’ in my eyes. “So. What exciting new mail do we have today?”
“It’s actually just another Ad from the NCL organization concerning their new expansion software. I’m sorry; I of course know how you feel about NCLs, but you still have selected preferences that require me to prompt you with all new mail regardless of the content. I don’t think you’ve changed it since the trial. Shall I go ahead and delete it?”
Juliet enters my mind again before I answer.
“No. No ah, I mean, maybe it’s time, I ah, take a peek, wouldn’t hurt to look, right?”
“Really. I’m surprised that you—”
“Yeah yeah, I ah, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought lately, actually,” I say covering. “Go ahead and pull it up.”
“Alright then. Just, give me a minute,” CHARLIE says as the sprinkling of black begins to pour out of the wall from nothing, creating a large black rectangular box.
Once the black box comes to a standstill, the blackness illuminates into color into the advertisement. Of course, it’s just your run-of-the-mill Ad. Nothing more.
A picture of a smiling couple meeting my gaze, next to the mission statement of the organization. The body outlining the benefits of the product with the side-effects in severely small print. A link that will help you understand and simply map out the financial end. Features of additional products that complement the NCL. And something I can’t quite make out.
“Scroll down.”
CHARLIE does as instructed.
Just more links below. More “features.” More opportunity to open your wallet really.
But still.
Juliet.
“Y’know, on second thought, why don’t you just go ahead and take me to their site.”
“Of course,” CHARLIE says with a somewhat surprised, yet delighted quality to his voice.
The product site is the same fucking thing you’ve seen countless times.
The NCL logo, a small black dot, rests at the upper left portion of a menu banner with a variety of options and directives that will answer all frequently asked questions. Below is a larger shifting banner with the usual graphics: Uplifting stock photos of people laughing, accompanied by quotes of how fucking wonderful the product is, mission statements, factoids, product details, link after link after link of how you can ‘start saving,’ and then the always infamous, terms and conditions.
Then there’s the powerful, soothing color schemes that direct and re-direct your eye back to the product. Below the large banner is ‘Important Safety Information.’ ‘Consult your physician before acquiring an NCL.’ ‘Do not proceed with the surgery if you have a history of brain tumors, brain hemorrhages,’ blah, blah, blah. You’ve heard it all before. It’s all more of the same.
Nestled in the body of the site is an ‘educational’ video detailing the odds and ends of what acquiring and living with an NCL would be like. At least that’s what the site says. It’s really just a commercial for the product.
“Let’s take a look at their campaign video there,” I say to CHARLIE.
The video opens to a busy business district sidewalk near sky-scrapper after sky-scrapper, littered with people all in fancy garb utilizing their respective Neurological Communication links, talking away, solidifying what I’d assume  to be the ‘deal of the century.’ Think about a movie montage involving ‘Wall Street’ or ‘5th Avenue’ or ‘Time Square’ or some shit like that and you’ll get the picture. Then a very handsome debonair-looking man in a suit enters the shot saying ‘hello there’ before finding center stage.
‘Thinking about getting an NCL are we? I see that you’re a little hesitant. Well follow me, and rest assured, we’ll help keep your mind at ease,’ the man says as he walks to the opposite end of the shot.
We’re then brought to a new shot, where the camera is following the handsome man as he walks down an office corridor with open cubicle after open cubicle of attractive young ladies talking away on their respective NCLs. He’s noticeably a little more dressed down than before, no tie, the top-button of his dress shirt unbuttoned.
“I know what you’re thinking – the trouble of acquiring an NCL may outweigh the benefits. Well I can assure you that our pre-op consultants will make the process a breeze. Simply make time for a thirty to forty-five minute interview and our consultant will take care of the rest. No need to do any separate procedure scheduling, or insurance benefits communication, or anything of the like, because Betty here, is going to take care of you from here on out,” he finishes, making a ‘come-hither’ head gesture with his head as the camera stops  and the man walks off screen.
We’re now at a similar shot, but instead of walking past open cubicles, the handsome man is walking past surgical operation suites, dressed down a little more now, no jacket.
“The procedure itself, a snap as well. It’s an Out-Patient procedure, which means you get to come in and go home on the same day. No need for those long hospital stays anymore. And we’ve gone out of our way to make sure we have the greatest surgeons in the world on our team to perform the procedure, so you can get back to your life as soon as possible, safe n’ sound, ready to live a new life, with your new NCL. In fact, it’ll be over before you know it…”
The shot then shifts to the man in front of a lovely red door of a nice, eloquent, upper-middleclass home, dressed down even more now, sleeves now rolled up to the elbows.
“So why choose the NCL? Because we want to help you get back to the thing that we know...matters most….family, the little ones, or maybe it’s just…” a pause ensues to allow the man to slightly open the door before he looks back at the camera to initiate the tag line of the scene, “The love of your life,” where he then walks into the house.
The camera is now panning to the right, slowly, in the dining room of the house, where we first see the man intermittently sipping on a glass of red wine, laughing and conversing, the audio silent however, until a beautiful woman enters the shot, assumed to be his wife.
A deep male voice-over reads ‘Life has so many complications in it. Let us help you make it simple again,’ as the shot stops, dead center on the profiles of the couple, as they merrily converse away, in the most romantic of settings – Low, candle lighting. A perfectly prepared steak dinner. High end red wine. The fire place blazing with oranges and reds in the background between the couple – Just an array of classic-fucking-clichés, until we come to the end, the cherry on top, the final shot.
The final shot shifts the aforementioned shot to an angular view of the couple. We’re now looking over the right shoulder of the man, from the back, to allow a perfect, slightly off-center shot of the wife. Her left side. Probably her good side. She smiles, looks directly at the camera, and addresses the audience. She says ‘Thanks NCL,” and goes back to conversing with her husband again before the shot fades to black, where a caption then reads, ‘click the banner to get in touch with a pre-op consultant today.’
Notice that the commercial never actually went into any product details. Like how you utilize an NCL or what it does. It was just pandering to me, and only me.
So if you thought the commercial was eerily aimed directly at me, or someone in my position, you’d be right – it’s no coincidence – organizations behind products like the NCL make dozens upon dozens of these videos, commercials, each one aimed at a different audience, a different demographic, a different person, with the sole purpose of tapping into something personal, so they can better sell the product and convince you that you need it.
After initiating the video, an algorithm analyzes all of your recent DRI data within the last year, processes the data within milliseconds, and chooses the appropriate video to manifest, seamless to the onlooker.
It just appears to be the main commercial from the product site, the assumed same commercial that plays for everybody. But it isn’t. It’s meticulously chosen.
But like everything else, it’s not a perfect system.
No company has the marketing budget to design, produce, and shoot a commercial that is perfectly tailored to someone like me, or Juliet, or fucking Cohen.
But luckily, there are plenty of people in the world that have similar lifestyles, personalities, backgrounds, you name it, just like mine, so they can tailor the videos to cater to a very specific group of individuals, far more narrowed and with much more precision than we use to see in the past, and with enough subliminal elements to be effective.
So it was perfectly aimed at me, but not perfect for me per se.
Direct-Algorithmic Marketing is what they call it. It’s a logical step forward when an organization can’t utilize dream marketing. It’s a bit expensive.
So take me for example:
They knew I was still married from something, like, my immediate last tax return. But they also knew that there’s probably been a rift between us as well, due to my also very recent criminal charges and probation, as found in the public documents of the court proceedings, all now digitally archived. And when you take into account all of the complementary data of our interpersonal relationship, as examined by the regular physical distance we have from each other via our GPS time-lapses for instance, as well as what my fucking life has become these days, where I tend to zone out on my couch night after night as I stare at a blank wall, it was probably no problem for the application to pinpoint the perfect video to assign.
In other words, it essentially said to itself, ‘I need a video for a poor, sad, pathetic, lonely, yet-still-married loser. Ah, here’s one.’
But you know what the worst part is about these videos – they work – they fucking work.
Definitely worked on me, almost instantly, which is strange when you think about it, because that means I’m consciously aware of the delusion; I know exactly what they’re doing. I know exactly what these kind of marketing tools are trying to achieve, knowing full well the manipulative nature at play, but I can’t help but still want to be that man.
I can’t help but want that world. Want that beautiful evening with that beautiful woman. With my beautiful wife. Want that laughter. That conversation. Even though I know it’s not real, I still want it.
I want it all.
But maybe. And my mind shifts to an idea I did not see coming.
Maybe it can be real.
Maybe everyone’s been right all along. Maybe I’m the wrong one here, the stubborn one. Maybe the reality of my life is that I’ve been turning into my father more and more, year after year, only living a delusion of distancing myself from what he became.
Maybe to find peace again, solace, I have to make a change so radical, a sacrifice even, that it helps build on the potential of the future I seek, the world I want, knowing full well that it could also be the downfall of so many other aspects of my life.
Maybe the answer has always been right there in front of me, staring at me.
Right under my nose.
Or more fitting, above it.
Falling back into a trance in my mind again, I’m brought back to reality as my front door swiftly opens, revealing the very thing that brought me to my shift in thought – Juliet.
“Hey,” she says through a heavy breath, allowing me time to realize that she just made it in from work. “You ready?”
“Ready? For ah? For—”
And she sighs.
“Please don’t tell me you forgot again,” she says, pausing. “Our dinner plans. You practically begged me to carve out time tonight to—”
“Oh no I remember, I remember, I just thought I had a little more time,” I say, stalling, allowing me time to make up the right words to save face. “To ah finish some errands. But those can wait of course. Just, just give me a minute. Won’t take me long to get ready.”
And I rush to our bedroom to find something presentable, frantically shoving my hands through the clothes of my closet to find a simple, nice, clean button-up, and maybe some slacks.
Doesn’t take long luckily.
Finding an outfit, I perform the usual check-list: no wrinkles, no stains, and as soon as they pass the smell test, I throw the articles on without a second thought, and head to the bathroom. Now time for a little deodorant, a brush of the hair, and a swish of mouthwash, and I’m ready.
“See, all set,” I say, walking back into the living room, alluding to the little time I needed to clean up nice.
And Juliet nods and smiles, a closed mouth smile, giving me that satisfied ‘alright then’ look, pausing.
“So…lets, head on…out,” I say.
And Juliet nods again, mouthing an ‘ok’ response.
Given my proximity arrest, we have no choice but to find something close. Walking to the nearby business district, I begin the evening with my best foot forward.
“Thank you so much for making the time for me tonight. I ah—”
“No problem,” she returns calmly.
“I really want tonight to be nice, so ah, pick whatever you’re in the mood for, craving…” I say looking at her. “Ladies choice.”
Need to be on my best behavior tonight. Show her I can be me again. And for good.
“Ah ok. How bout…that place,” she says, pointing to a little Italian Bistro, the same kind of restaurant that always reminds me of our first date together.
“Perfect,” I say smiling.
I continue to pull out the red carpet. I open the door for her. I help her in her chair. I remind her that ‘chivalry isn’t dead.’ It’s just been hibernating.
The Bistro is lovely of course, like every Bistro: Low, mood lighting. Old antique furniture and décor. Linens for the napkins; linens for the table. The serving staff well dressed, all with matching ties. The place is simply…cute…for a lack of a better word.
Every woman’s favorite kind of date night.
The rest of the evening goes through the usual motions. We decide to take our time however. And we should take our time quite frankly; there’s no need to rush. Especially if I want to plant any seeds tonight, that starting tonight, everything is going to be turned around. 
After placing each of our respective orders, I decide to keep the ball rolling.
“It’s…really nice in here. Good choice,” I begin, nodding.
“Thanks, yeah, it is,” she returns, with a sense of delight in her voice, looking around at the restaurant décor. “I’ve probably walked past this place a million times, and never been in.”
“And you look, um, really nice,” I continue, nodding.
And she looks down at her attire, and begins laughing at herself.
“Just my work clothes Tybalt. You see ‘em every day.”
“Yeah, but ah, doesn’t mean it’s any less nice.”
And she laughs at herself again, and looks off.
“Thanks,” she finally says at a whisper.
And our conversation continues on like this, in this very light manner, almost like we’re meeting for the first time, not knowing exactly what to say.
But I keep my eye on the prize. I have to.
Eventually, she sees it, sees how hard I’m trying to be ‘a good little boy,’ to give her a little happiness for once with our time together, and in that moment, brings our light banter to a stop with a look in her eye.
A glimmer. 
Complete silence now, she’s staring at me, deep into my eyes with a slight smirk of a smile on her face that seems to say ‘where has this man been – my man – I miss him,’ and that she’s ready to shift the conversation in a more personal direction.
“About the other night,” she begins. “I’m sorry. I ah, with everything that’s been going on…you and me, and work, and…it’s just a lot right now…and sometimes I can’t handle...it all. I clearly don’t know how to channel all this—”
And I place my hand on hers.
“It’s ok – I understand. I mean I should be the one apologizing; I mean I am sorry, I am,” and she looks deep in my eyes again, and for a brief moment, I feel connected again, more connected than I’ve felt in years, and it reminds me why I fell in love with her to begin with.
It’s her heart.
It’s always been her heart. So big, so vibrant. A smart, strong, spunky type, she’s always been special, but always down to Earth when she needed to be. The type to apologize when she’s done nothing wrong. A true maternal being, always wanting to save everything in her path, even when she knows she can’t.
A heart of gold.
“I’m really not trying to be so distant lately too. I’m really not. Work has just been…consuming…lately. Always having to answer someone. Always checking in. It’s just become…endless. And I’m…just…a little sick of it,” she says looking down.
She clearly needs to vent.
“So I’m sorry if I’m not always ready to talk,” she continues. “But with this new job, it’s hard to talk to someone, to anyone, about it, right now, outside that world. And that includes…you.”
That explains a lot.
“Ok,” I say, not knowing what to say really. “Well ah, I’m still always here for you. You don’t always have to go into specifics, Jules, if you don’t want to. I can, always, just listen.”
“Ok,” she says back, clearly not knowing what to say either.
“It’s everything though; I’m just tired. It’s hard to keep up. I’m just, I’m sorry, god, I’m just babbling on now; we can switch—”
“It’s ok. Babble,” I say, putting my hand on hers again.
And she smiles, full teeth showing, bright.
“Thanks,” she says again at a whisper. “And don’t think that I don’t want the same thing you do – I do – I just don’t know how to do it right now. And I hate that. I hate, I hate being this way Tybalt. Still processing it all. I thought we would’ve figured it out by now. Y’know? But I’m just, still trying to find the right answers. Just like you. So if you can just give me some more time, and space, and—” 
“Take all the time you need,” I say sincerely.
At this point, I’ll say anything to bring her even a single step closer to me, even if I’m not exactly feeling what my words may express.
“Thank you,” she says again at a whisper, but before she can continue our conversation down this darker path, our server gives us a break in the moment, bringing us our meals, placing each of them in their respective destination.
With no words, we then simply smile at each other, a smile that says, ‘why don’t we just eat and enjoy the rest of the evening.’ 
So we do just that. 
And there’s something about food that can liven any mood and ours delivers without fail, the rest of the evening simply delightful.
We return to our more light-hearted banter of course. We laugh. We giggle. We talk fondly of the past, bonding over past stories together. We’re genuinely enjoying each other’s company for once; it hasn’t been like this for a long time.
Now this is a drug I can get use to.
Eventually, we find our bellies full, which inevitably summons a soon close to the time at any restaurant.
“Well, I think I’m there,” I begin.
“Yeah, me too.”
“You ready to ah—”
“Yeah.”
“Alright, let’s, get you back home then. I bet you have some reading you’d like to get to…"
And she looks at me, inquisitively, and bites her lower lip.
“How bout a movie?” she says.
And I’m genuinely surprised.
“I’d like that.”
We then pay, and make our way back home. As we’re walking side by side, bonding again over past stories together, I decide to make a bold gesture to reinforce how I feel without any words needing to be said, a gesture we haven’t engaged in in a very long time.
I try to hold her hand.
At first, I pretend that my hand simply glides over hers by accident.
But it’s no accident. It’s all purposeful.
I then make clear that I’ll soon want this, that I will soon try, by touching her delicately here and there with clear conscious thought, each contact meticulously chosen.
I then make my attempt and hold her hand, at first simply cupping hers, with each of our respective fingers closed, her telling me with her non-verbal language that she isn’t against this, but hasn’t necessarily accepted the gesture quite yet as well.
We continue on like this for a while until Juliet squeezes my hand just firmly enough to bring our walk to a standstill. She says no words however. She simply stares deep into my eyes again, clearly looking for something, an answer maybe. Once she finds what she’s looking for, she offers me another smile, a closed lip smile, and then looks at our hands, and then back at me.
She then slides her hand over to mirror mine, each respective finger in front of the other, and then slides her fingers over again to find the valleys of mine and pushes in to interlock, our fingers now intertwined.
She smiles at me again. No words. And then pulls me in the direction of our house, our hands becoming warm with their interlocked proximity, her return gesture finally telling me the very thing I hoped to find with my initial engagement.
‘I accept.’
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Once you’ve ventured into the inner-circle of the collective, a good House is never too hard to find. You just have to follow the data. Look for the clues. And pray that you still have a friend on the inside.
Luckily, I have that very thing – Lydia.

The best kind of person to have on the inside in fact.
She’s a gatekeeper.
Still don’t know exactly why I felt the need to escape. Must've been Cohen, mentioning the kid again in the session this morning. The mere thought of ‘em. That’s all it takes anymore.
For someone on the inside, finding one is not too hard, no, but much like obtaining Anonymous, the steps to getting there can sometimes be meticulously intricate, hidden. But I always tend to find my way to the end.
Didn’t always used to be like this.
Fortunately, I have a House that’s close, near my own house in fact, luckily within my proximity arrest. And given my limited DRI output and the fact that Juliet’s still at work, the data just makes it look like I’m out for another long walk, visiting a neighbor.
Makes sense that I’d find one in my very own neighborhood too. Because every House I’ve ever been to, which is to say, isn’t that many, looks like just your ‘Every Day’ kind-of-house, your run-of-the-mill, cookie-cutter, inconspicuous, boring-as-fuck, upper-middle-class piece of shit real estate.
But what lies below, however, is a world of beautiful foreign unknown splendors.
Walking up to the door now, I have the same feeling I always have when I’m walking up to an Anonymous House – I’m nervous – in part, because, it always may be my last.
My heart’s beating fast, and hard, and now faster as I walk up to the door. My extremities, tingling. My thoughts, pivoting to paranoid delusion. At the door now, I hold my breath as I begin to knock. I can feel as my body is about to succumb to a full blown panic-attack.
And the door opens, and Lydia is standing there, greeting me with that unforgettable smile of hers.
And I let out a deep sigh through my mouth – thank god - I’m safe.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I say through a breathy exhalation.
Lydia is a perfect gatekeeper because she is practically a walking oxymoron.
On the outside, she looks like a classic conservative housewife, the same kind you’d find with every fucking governor of a red state. Long shining straight brunette hair. It’s obvious that she uses a lot of product. Chocolate brown eyes to match. Cute button nose. A big, pretty smile, full of teeth. And of course, a shiny black dot on her right temple.
Today, she’s wearing a light pink, checkered shirt, a collared button-down. A white tank top underneath, no cleavage visible of course. With a matching, darker-colored, pink crew-neck cardigan on top. For her long legs, fitted, dark, almost black jeans. And last but not least, off-red ballerina flats, to complete the ensemble.
But Lydia is anything but conservative. A user herself, underneath all that garb, is sleeve, back, and chest tattoos. Duel nipple piercings. A piercing on her clitoris that I’ve never seen, but she won’t shut up about. Large, metal rings that rest in the deep tissues of her back, used to hang herself from, for body suspension, so she can get to that more ‘deeper, meditative high,’ as she calls it, when using. She even participates in self-mutilation for fun. You can find her type on the third level of the House. And she does every drug there is. Not just the No-Names. I’m surprised she’s still alive honestly. Says a lot about her.
So conservative, no; she just likes to hide in plain sight, but it’s more than that. Lydia actually likes and prefers to dress like a domesticated, upper-class mother-of-three. Makes her feel ‘pretty,’ she says. ‘I just like it; it’s my style’, she told me once, which again, is perfect for a gatekeeper – one look at her, and any thoughts of wrong-doing is defused – no one ever thinks that she’s the sole marker between the world of the normal and the world of underground debauchery.
“Well count my lucky stars; didn’t think it was gonna be today that I’d see your cute little face around here after our little text exchange,” she says with a touch of southern-bell flare.
“It needed to be today.”
“Rough day?” she says scrunching up her nose.
I begin to nod, slowly.
“Rough morning,” I confirm.
Lydia takes in a deep breath, and looks up at me and smiles.
“Oh Tybalt. My little Tybalt,” she says looking me up and down. “My favorite little client. It’s been too long. Really. I’ve missed you. Tell me – How are things these days?”
“Not too great.”
“Yeah, I heard. Just thought, maybe, things were a little better by now.”
A little shocked to hear she already knew, I remain silent for a moment.
“Oh c’mon, you know I hear everything Tybalt. I have to. It’s my job,” she interjects, reading my expression.
I nod again, slowly.
“Well that does help to explain a little more as to why you’re here today, at my doorstep. So let me guess. The usual, little No-Name?” She finishes with a flare of her brow and spunky turn of her head.
I nod again, slowly.
“Oh Tybalt. I thought you were off the stuff,” she says squinting her eyes at me. “Or at least trying to quit.”
“Yeah me too.”
And Lydia smiles, lips together.
“Old habits die hard, right?” I start again.
Lydia smiles even bigger, full and bright now.
“Lifestyles, Tybalt, lifestyles die hard, especially after you find yourself.”
And we both smile.
“So what can I do for you today?”
“I was hoping to come in, and then…down.”
“Straight to the point. I like that. Alright then. Follow me.”
She turns and walks into the entryway of the House, which is a small rectangular room in and of itself, as I follow behind, the first of many security clearances. We don’t walk but a couple of feet into the house before she turns around and puts a hand out towards me.
“Alright sweetheart, that’s far enough,” she says smiling. “First things first, I’m going to ask you the same question I always ask you before entering the House. And remember, I’ll know if you’re lying.”
Lydia specializes in analyzing micro-gesture discrepancies.
“Of course.”
“Does your presence today have anything to do with the police or any form of law enforcement that we should be aware of?”
“No ma’am.”
Lydia stares at me, deep into my eyes, analyzing, her head slightly off to the right. Holding my gaze, she then slowly begins to turn her head to the left, her lips slightly parting.
“Excellent,” she says, smiling again. “CHARLIE?”
“Yes ma’am,” a female voice quickly responds, from above.
“Have you had enough time to analyze the imaging data?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“And? Find anything?”
“No ma’am. He’s clean.”
“Excellent.”
Each House is equipped with built-in imaging technology in the framing of all doorways that are situated between the outside and the inside. All applicable imaging technology is utilized: X-Ray, MRI, CT, you name it.
The gatekeepers are looking for recording devices, weaponry, guns, knives, really anything that the House owners don’t want in the House, be it a cop posing as a buyer, or a gangbanger just wanting to start some shit with someone on the inside.
“Alright now drink this,” she says, handing me a small plastic cup with a blue liquid.
“What’s this?”
“Oh right. You haven’t heard. Well, at about the same time as your little trial there, the DEA5 began to utilize moles with what we’ve been calling, ‘Smart Tissue,’ nanotechnology that has video and audio recording capabilities that can be hidden in the body’s organ systems, like skin for instance. Undetectable with our doorway imaging. Luckily, we caught wind of this from the people we have working on the inside before any of our House operations were compromised.
That little blue drink you’re holding there. Yeah, that’s our defense against it, our counter-measure if you will, to their technology. Complementary nanomachines found in that liquid, linked to our House’s CHARLIE, allow us to detect if you have any of this ‘Smart Tissue’ in your organ systems, specifically your cardiovascular or cardiopulmonary systems.”
“But I don’t have any—”
“Oh Tybalt. This, this isn’t up to debate honey.”
“I, I’m just not sure about…”
“Look. I’m going to make this real easy for you. You want into the House right?”
I nod.
“Well then. Down the hatch.”
No one was allowed to stop the movement.
Realizing I have no choice, I drink the liquid and wait for a moment.
Nothing happens luckily.
“See. You’re just fine.”
“Guess so.”
“CHARLIE?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Find anything?”
“No ma’am.”
“Excellent. And trust me, if the FEDs ever do get to you, never agree to that kind of Immunity; you don’t want to know what we do with the people we find with ‘Smart Tissue,” she says, smiling again. “It’s to the seventh circle with them.”
“No ma’am,” I say back to her.
Fuck. That.
“Ok, one last thing, and then we’ll get to payment. I need to, ah, take a little time to analyze your DR Image from the last 6 months.”
“Of course.”
Lydia taps her NCL, and grows silent, concentrating on analyzing my entire existence from the last half of the year, moving through all of the Imaging Algorithms to look for even the smallest detection that I could be a threat to the House.
House gatekeepers utilize the highest DRIs they can hack, usually a federal issued DRI. Watching her, you can tell she does this for a living, everyday – the musculature in her ocular orifices strong – you can barely even make out any of the tics, barely any of the eyes gestures, movements, the lids barely oscillating.
“O.k.,” she says to me with a warmth in her voice. “You know you’re smart Tybalt, being ‘out’ for so long, you ah, you’re imaging, you’re like a ghost in there.”
“So we good?” I say back.
She nods.
“We’re good. So. How would you like to pay today Tybalt? The usual?”
“Yeah, just put it on my credit, under one of the department stores close.”
“You got it.”
She taps her NCL a couple of times, blinks repeatedly, and then looks up at me, and smiles again.
“Right this way.”
I follow her into the main core of the house, the area that splinters off into all of the regular rooms of a home, connecting the kitchen, dining room, living room, a staircase, and then of course, the backyard. In front of the backyard door lies two security guards, one on each side. Another fucking cliché to behold. Both are in black suits, with black ties, bald, with matching cream ear pieces. Their gaze sharp.
“Boys you remember Tybalt,” Lydia says as we approach the guards.
Both say nothing, simply nod at me.
“Tybalt, you mind moving over to the side a bit?”
I do as instructed.
“Alright boys…” Lydia says to the security guards.
Both look at each other and tap their respective NCLs at the same time. A hatch opens from the floor, downward, revealing the loveliest of staircases, draped in red plush.
Lydia looks at me. And then motions to the staircase with her arm and hand, looking back at me to meet my gaze, leaving her arm extended.
“Enjoy,” she whispers.
Walking down to the first circle of the House, I have the same feeling I always have on my descent, which is to say, the opposite feeling I have when walking up to the House from the outside – a strange calm.
It’s an otherworldly sense of peace, a sense that ‘nothing can do me harm here.’
A feeling of safety; A feeling of being ‘at home.’
Walking off the last step, I look around a bit, take in a deep breath, smile, and then whisper to myself.
“Home sweet home.”
The depths of the House, which is to say, the true Anonymous House, the boring piece of real estate on top simply acting as a decoy, a rouse, to what actually lies beneath, is modeled with nine circular descending subterranean basement levels, a nod to the ‘Nine Circles of Hell,’ found in the first part of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy, Inferno.
Each level, or circle, is thematically categorized accordingly with the ‘Nine Circles of Hell’ as well.
Limbo – the first circle – where our journey begins, where I’m standing now, and where I usually reside, is a lot like a high-end New York City Night Club. Dark lighting. Cold colors mainly. Blues, greens, purples, with a hint of red throughout. Leather. A shiny, circular bar in the middle. Large, T-shaped rooms, that off-shoot from the main circular corridor, for a little more privacy. Beautiful, Lingerie-clad men and women, dancing for your entertainment, some in cages hanging from the ceiling. Long-legged, almost model-like, cocktail waitresses. And the boom of music in your ear.  However, given the hour, Limbo’s fairly ‘dead’ at the moment, with only a few patrons about. But it’ll pick up as the night lingers on.
Lust – the second circle – is where you’ll find all your sexual fantasies come to life, a level of decadence found only in movies, fictional tales. Here, it’s very much real. The main area is setup much like a strip club stage, for all your, more, superficial needs and visual splendors, whereas the off-shooting rooms contain the darkest of your desires. Feel the need to fuck a teenager. Participate in an orgy. Experiment with bondage. Have an affection for a species outside your own. If you can afford it, anything is possible in the second circle.
Gluttony – the third circle – is where you’ll find the people that seek out their pleasure in the extreme. Here, you’ll find the real drug addicts. The lifers. The kind of drug addicts that not only look for a pill, a powder, a smoke, a huff, a snort, or a needle to get to their high, but also adrenaline, suffering, pain. Self-induced, self-inflicted, naturally, they cut themselves, bleed, brutalize their extremities, their core, their face, gagging when needed, whipping, flogging, binding, and my favorite, suffocation. The latter examples hinting at worlds of that of sadomasochism. But, it goes beyond that world, pushing it to the edge. If you just want a little S&M, stay on the second level. Because these kind of ‘highs’ people seek out is beyond anything else. Remember Lydia, her hooks in her back, for body suspension. She would always say to me, ‘you know nothing of pain, and because of that, you know nothing of true pleasure.’
Greed – the fourth circle – is where you’ll find all the low-life, degenerate, piece-of-shit gamblers. Modeled like a casino, you can find every form of gambling that a simple large room can provide: Poker, Blackjack, Craps, Roulette, all the fan-favorites, with slots lining the walls.  The off-shooting rooms provide the lesser known gambling favorites, utilized with CHARLIE monitors: sports, dog-racing, horse-racing, and even fixed-odds betting, for gambling that involves the most mundane of life’s activities, like betting on the outcome of your favorite bull-shit reality t.v. show.
Anger – the fifth circle – is where you’ll find unlicensed, bare-knuckle boxing and mixed martial arts, but of course, with a twist – the match goes on until only one man or woman comes out alive, with no formal rules in the ring. So every match is a death match.
Heresy – the sixth circle – is where you’ll find a black market of sorts, for all the things you can’t get in a store or a mall or really anywhere else for that matter, without the insecurities of an actual black market. Here, you can find contract killers, contract kidnappers, and contract thieves, as well as harvested organs, and rare, precious animal furs that are now illegal to own; I mean if you can think it, you can find it and buy it here.
Violence – the seventh circle – is where you’ll find the real dark shit. The seventh circle is where you can pay to hurt, torture, and yes, even kill, another human being, be it a man or woman, adult or teenager, toddler or even a fucking baby, any way you’d like.
Enough said.
This level, of course, has the most security, is the strictest to access, and the most expensive to even start thinking about. It’s for the richest, most un-human, fucked-up fucks.
Fraud – the eighth circle – is where you’ll find the second black market of sorts, specific to manipulating and/or falsifying documentation, be it digital or the now old-fashioned, but still utilized, hard-copy, as well as manipulating or falsifying digital representation imaging, data found on the internet, or information between neurological communication links. It’s a hacker’s paradise.
And Treachery – the ninth and final circle – is where you’ll find no one. It’s a restricted area, only for the people on the inside, the employees and all the other people behind the curtains running the operations of the House, said to be a lavish, office-like level, where all the strings are being pulled, to make sure the right people are coming in, the money is flowing, and the products always plentiful. It’s like their employee-lounge, said to be equipped with exit strategies for the team in case of an emergency or raid by law-enforcement.
Before acquiring a little Anonymous to fix, well, my fix, I head over to the Limbo bar, to complete my Anonymous House ritual. It’s good to have a warm-up before the big game. Finding a spot at the middle of the bar, I sit and motion at the bartender to come over with a splaying of my first three digits and a nod of my head, held long at the end.
All the bartenders are dressed in black, it’s always black, black formal wear to be exact, from head to toe, minus a suit jacket.
“Sir?” The bartender sounds.
“I’m gonna start with a scotch, a ah, I’ll take ah, Macallan 12-year, please.”
“Excellent choice sir. Would you like that neat or on the rocks?”
“Neat. And then let’s follow that up with a No-Name, low dose.”
“Right away sir.”
Within minutes, the bartender slides me a whisky shaker with my favorite scotch. I always have a Macallan before I partake in the adventures of what an Anonymous House might bring. I think it’s my dad in me. He was always a scotch drinker. Guess there will always be a part of him in me, no matter what, no matter how hard I fight it.
Sipping on the whiskey, I look around to examine my surroundings.
“Home sweet home," I whisper to myself again.  My  Anonymous House, my...little secret society.
Concentrating on the scotch now, I close my eyes as a world of bliss enters my senses, a unique experience after years of developing a palette. It’s defined by its sweet and smooth nature, and hints of fruit and chocolate. The perfect appetizer for a meal like Anonymous.
And speak of the devil. As I was thinking it, the bartender, not a psychic, simply a well-observer, noticing that my drink is half gone, slides me my requested dosage of No-Name, housed in its own small glass box with a wood bottom.
Anonymous Houses go to extreme lengths to make sure every last detail of their operation radiates with elegance.
Gets you wanting to come back.
Finishing the whiskey, I slide it towards the bartender, and as I’m beginning to slide the box toward my center of vision, a new sensation for the moment takes hold, a call to nature.
I leave my order at my spot and head to the nearest bathroom. You may be wondering why someone like me would leave something like that out in the open. Trust me, no one dare break the rules here.
Walking into the Men’s Room, I make my way to the first open urinal. I always gravitate toward the first available, near the door and the sink, parallel to the urinal line.
And this being the umpteenth time I’ve had to drain my bladder, my body and mind of course go on autopilot for the excursion, letting my subconscious drive the motor function of my upper extremities for the expulsion needs of my bladder, as my conscious thoughts are off thinking about the little glass box waiting for me at the bar.
After making sure I get every last drop out, I zip, I button, and tuck, and make my way to the bathroom sink to wash up, my hands first of course, but my face could use a splash as well. It’s the alcohol, the scotch. As I get older, the less is needed to be overcome with that feeling of drowsiness.
After a thorough lather and rinse of the hands, I look around to find a stack of their usually scented, hand towel selections, only to realize that I’ve stumbled into the bathroom at the perfect time when they’ve just ran out and there’s been no new shift in the linens.
No system is perfect.
As usual, when this happens, all us men move on to plan B: whip the hands over the sink to get as much of the remaining water off, equally allowing the air to do a little of the drying at the same time as well, and then a series dabs on the fronts and sides of the pants, followed by large sweeping motions over the buttocks, first the dorsal side and then the palmer.
Knowing the linen situation, I keep the faucet stream light, applying a little to my fingertips for my face; it’s gonna have to be a light glaze of water over a full splash. If I focus on rubbing my eyes well enough, it usually has the same effect I’m looking for, that ‘wake up’ feeling.
As usual, when this happens, all us men move on to plan C: A utilization of our shirt for drying purposes. I untuck my shirt once more, place my hands on the inner lining of the shirt, from the bottom, and pull it over my face, fully dabbing my skin from the forehead down until I reach my nose, exposing the top half of my face, my eyes, bringing me to a stop, where I then look into my own eyes in the mirror, and stare.
Breaking the trance, I look down, and drop the shirt back to my waist, but before the shirt completely falls, my peripherals catch something in the mirror, something on my skin, near the far right side of my stomach, right above the waistline. Probably just a bruise, so I let my fingers do the investigating.
But the texture is something unique.
Definitely not a bruise.
The skin is slightly raised, maybe a millimeter, and coarse, rough, making a somewhat circular, polygonal shape.
It’s that texture of old again. I won’t forget that feeling anytime soon.
I reach farther back for further investigation, only to be met with more and more of these lesion-like structures, simply littered throughout my back, cascading and splintering off in all directions, but mostly clumped together in large groupings.
But.
Now this time, this time, doesn’t make any sense, because I know I’m not hallucinating, because, because, I haven’t even had a no-name yet.
I must’ve gotten a rash or something, or maybe it’s an allergic reaction to, to...I don’t know. Can’t think of a thing that could’ve caused this.
Knowing I have to eventually gaze upon this mysterious abomination on my body, I take my time to position myself properly, turning a little more than ninety degrees to the left, twisting my trunk in the same direction, and then looking over my right shoulder at myself in the mirror, afraid of what comes next.
I pull up the back of my shirt slowly, revealing the reality of the lesions to my eyes, each about a half-dollar in size, cluttered together in groupings, just like I felt, scouring over about half of my lower and mid back, slowly making its way to covering the right side.
Each lesion looks weathered, old, crusting on the edges, dark, black, grey, and tan, with hints of blue toward the middle. I allow my fingers to glide over them again and again, as I stare and analyze.
I can’t seem to stop touching them, feeling them.
My trance, however, is quickly broken as I hear the boom of music from the main corridor fly into the room, the sound penetrating as two young professionals enter, laughing and joking about of what they just did, and probably will never do again. My shirt is already down at my waist again as the two men walk behind me to the urinals. They continue on with their banter as they urinate next to each other, laughing, joking, and as quickly as they entered the room, they’re out again, off to their next adventure, never to pay me any mind.
Alone again, I stare at myself in the mirror once more, fearing that upon my second viewing, that there’ll be no lesions, and a realization that the drugs have done far worse to my mind than I could have ever imagined, now affecting my psyche during complete sobriety.
I turn my body again, pulling the shirt up slowly, fearful of, well, really both possible outcomes, and look over my shoulder once more.
Much to my surprise, however, the lesions remain, scouring my back with the same pattern as before. I drop the shirt and just remain, motionless, thinking.
‘I’m not going crazy after all,’ I say in my inner mind’s monologue. ‘But what could these be?’ My initial conclusion is that the lesions are due to some sort of rapid allergic reaction to something. But what? My mind scours my memory throughout the day, and the previous days, but nothing comes up.
There’s no light bulb. No epiphany to explain what I’m seeing here. I just keep coming up short. I can’t think of anything that could of lead to this.
And a feeling of anxiety begins to creep in; the strange calm, beginning to fade.
I begin to breath heavy, and realize that a full blown panic-attack is coming on, the boiling inside growing, equally realizing that I need to restrain myself, bring myself down again, and soon, or I’m about to make a ‘scene’ in the one place I don’t want to make a ‘scene’ in. I’m not exactly sure what I need, or what to do, but I know I need something, or better yet, someone.
And Lydia flashes in my mind.
I need Lydia. She’ll know what to do. Hopefully I can find her in Limbo.
I quickly pick at my shirt to even it out, followed by a comb of my fingers through my hair, repeatedly, trying to look somewhat presentable again as I venture back into the House to find Lydia, minimizing any look of distress.
Trying not to waste any time, I scurry out of the room, to find that the House is now packed with people. ‘How the fuck I’m gonna find her now?’ I think. Standing at the door to the Men’s Room, I begin to scan the room, my head moving to the left and to the right, to the left and to the right, repeatedly, robotically, sometimes making shifting square formations. But I can’t spot her. I walk a couple of paces in and try again. Nothing. I walk a couple of more paces in, sliding between groups of people, my head darting between the crowd again. Still nothing. And then I try what we all do in a similar circumstance: I begin to walk on my tip-toes, my head extended, swaying back and forth, as I venture farther in, hoping to get a hint of something, anything.
And then I see it – a hint of pink in the opposite corner of the room. ‘That’s gotta be her,’ I think. It’s gotta be that pink cardigan. Only she would keep that kind of shit on in here.
So I make my way through the corridor to who I think is Lydia, pushing and squeezing my way through the crowds, parrying my way through groups and groups of people, repeatedly saying ‘excuse me,’ ‘’scuse me,’ ‘pardon me,’ ‘sorry,’ ‘sorry,’ ‘’scuse me,’ as I venture forward.
Once the hint of pink is closer to my field of vision, in a proximity of more clarity, I see that it is indeed her, and I let out a brief sigh of relief.
Oh thank god.
When I get close enough, I reach out a hand to her shoulder, and as she turns around, I say...
“Lydia, hey, I’ve been lookin’ everywhere for you.”
But she looks at me with bewilderment.
“Wait, what? You ok Tybalt?”
“Yeah, I ah, I mean, I don’t know, I actually do need some help, need you to take a look at something for me. You’re really the only person I know in here so umm…”
“Of course, sure, what’s up?”
“It’s my back. I need you to take a look at my back. I’m breakin’ out into something and I’m kinda freakin’ out. It’s gotta be somethin I ate. It just came on so quick, I, I—”
“Ok ok. Calm down. Lemme take a look,” she says with a non-threatening gesture of her hands.
We make our way to the corner of the room with less density of people. Leading the two of us, she suddenly stops me with her hands, and begins to crouch down without uttering a word, pulling up at my shirt.
Looking over my shoulder, I can see her scanning every inch of my back, taking her time to analyze the contents.
“So. What do ya think?” I finally say.
Lydia brings the shirt back to my waist, and comes to stand in front of me again. Facing each other, she says…
“I think. I think you need to take a little break Tybalt.”
“Break? Take a break from what—”
“The No-Names. I think the No-Names are starting to, ah, mess with your head a little,” she says nodding, tapping at her temple.
Laughing, I counter back.
“Messing with my head...I, but I just got here. Haven’t even had my first No-Name yet. Got one still waitin’ for me back at the bar.” I say, motioning at the bar.
And Lydia stares into my eyes, deep into my eyes, a look of sadness and pity over her face, her eyebrows having that mirrored decline juxtaposition.
“Tybalt, honey,” she starts, shaking her head slowly. “You’ve been here all day.”
“What?”
“Yeah, you came in early, the late morning, not quite the afternoon yet, after some meeting you said you had. You’ve been here ever since, sometimes just hanging out by yourself, sometimes with new friends you met in the House. You don’t remember any of this.
“I ah, I…” I’m at a loss for words.
“Even us, we’ve been together for the last hour. You don’t remember any of that.”
I shake my head no.
“You don’t remember venturing into the deeper levels…with me…nothin.’”
I shake my head ‘no.’
“The deeper levels…” I say to myself, trailing off at the end, pausing, thinking about what I’ve done, what I’ve gotten myself into. “I remember getting here, you checking me in, having a drink, and then having to go to the restroom. And then, I was in there for a while, found what I thought was a rash, and then found you.”
“Honey, honey, well, you definitely went to the restroom just now, but you were in there for a maybe a minute or two. And there’s…no rash…”
“Jesus. I, I…” and I trail off again, and then quickly realize the magnitude of my absence from the world above. “Wait, what time is it?”
Lydia taps her NCL.
“It’s almost midnight. 11:51.”
“Fuck.”
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“…y then, I just didn’t care anymore. I mean what was the point? They didn’t need me.”
“Surely you didn’t feel that way in the beginning?” Cohen says back.
“No. In the beginning, I actually tried. I mean, I didn’t go above n’ beyond or anything. But I did give…at least…half a shit. I‘d say I operated at the entry level standards of the position.”
“Which were?”
“The basics: I’d show up. Help with the lesson plans. Administer tests. Grade assignments. Tutoring as needed. Mentoring…”
“But we all knew those self guiding programs were right around the corner,” I continue. “I’m shocked they held off as long as they did; I mean we were one of the last districts in the nation to comply after the mandate. And man, I didn’t realize how obsolete teachers were becoming until then. And that’s true now more than ever, especially with the help of NCLs. Whatta fuckin’ game changer that was.”
“Take me through that,” Cohen says, leading again.
“No more traditional lectures anymore off some slide presentation. No more reading to a room, hopin’ you’re gettin’ through to at least one of ‘em. The self guiding programs took out all the guesswork. It would analyze each of the individual kid’s DRI feeds to determine their specific learning needs, utilizing it to create a unique curriculum for each student, be it visual, aural, verbal, physical, logical, social, solitary, or any combination therein, ultimately creating their own unique learning experience.
So what the students learn each week was the same, given the unit, but how they learned, was dramatically different from student to student.
To learn the material, each kid utilizes a built-in tablet-like device at their workstation, and on it, the S-GET, the Self Guiding Education Tool application.
It completely turned our education system on its head. Instead of a teacher giving lecture after lecture, it was the students that began to learn the material through their own means, at their own pace. We would simply come in on the back end, helping to fill in the gaps, when and where needed.
Of course, to make sure the student’s learn a sense of team-work, comradery, we also incorporate group interaction from time to time, although rare in my opinion, be it group assignments, presentations, anything that would incorporate three or more.
But much like the S-GETs, it’s up to the students to figure out how to tackle the group assignments, the subject matter, and come out the other side with the final product, whatever that may be…”
And Cohen smiles, big and bright, tilting his head slightly to the right.
“What?” I cut, acknowledging.
“It’s, it’s just, I actually conducted some of the research for this very thing, the SGE-System, a long time ago now when it was in its infancy. At the time…just a blossoming idea. And now to see it today, hear you speak about it, is quite something.”
“Really?” I say with astonishment.
“Yessir, really. My research helped pave the way to the eradication of the standard teaching and education models in our country. I was one of the few that finally pushed the issue over the edge, especially on a national stage, to say that we ‘need to evolve.’”
“And?”
“And. Surprisingly, they did it. Almost overnight. It was clear that they were fed up with the greatest country in the world having the most poorly educated, and equally, desperate for change. You probably saw the national coverage on it. But what you didn’t know, was that the final ‘nail in the coffin' was presented maybe a week or two before that day…by me.
And it worked. The numbers started to come up. Slowly at first of course; there was still a lot that needed to be changed obviously. But when the numbers changed, so did my research opportunities in the field, and eventually, I was met with a grant and a vision to help fulfill.
I worked in parallel with a variety of other researchers, all across the country, to finally get a hold of our education problem. My first suggestion was to simply find the greatest education systems in the world and do what they did – So we did that.
But they also wanted to expand on those ideas and that’s where my research came in, which eventually helped to shape our now present S-GET.”
“Well look at this: I’m amongst fuckin’ national royalty practically,” I say with a smile.
Cohen smiles in return.
“So please, tell me more,” Cohen says, appearing genuinely intrigued. “I’ve never really had the opportunity to have any first-hand accounts like this, to hear how the system turned out.”
“Alright, well ah, each class would start the same as it always has with attendance. No roll call, no, but fingerprints. The prints actually worked as a two-tier system. Confirm attendance and log the student into their S-GET.
From there, I’d take questions on any of the previous lessons of the unit and/or, go over homework questions as needed. Y’see, the kids still benefited from that traditional student-teacher dynamic, to an extent; they just didn’t need to be inundated with the process for hours on end. Nevertheless, that part of the day always seemed to go by quick, especially since a lot of the answers meant referring them back to their S-GET, and because, well, let’s face it, these kids are still…just kids.
Got bored easily. Low attention spans. All of that.
Soon after, the students turned their respective NCLs if they had one to ‘School Mode,’ and off they were, left alone to journey through their S-GET to review a previous lesson or learn the new material for the day.
The NCL ‘School Mode’ places the NCL in a kind of ‘Stand-By Mode,’ where it cuts off all distractions that usually manifest from the device, blocking almost all unnecessary content, allowing access only in rare or special cases, like an emergency, a family situation, possible dangerous weather conditions, et cetera. 
The material for the day is an ever-cycling series of subject matter – math, history, literature, geography, you name it – each taking up four equal parts of the day, whereas each subject is cycled through the curriculum each week, every two to three days, so no two days are the same in a given week, in part to keep the material exciting and fresh for the student, and to stray from the monotonous or mundane.
The students are given an incredible amount of freedom as well, especially when compared to their predecessors. They are encouraged to take breaks as they need them, one being required in fact every hour. They get to come and go to the restrooms as they please, to get a bite to eat. No halls passes even exist anymore.
No more standardized testing either. Unit testing is marginalized even. Homework is even less; they maybe get something like ten minutes a night, if that. There are no grades. No group discrimination. No extreme or overt competition. The kids are allowed…to just be kids for the most part.
Of course, there is still a level of accountability that they have to uphold – there has to be. If the kids put in the work, participate, they move forward – Simple.
For the ones that don’t however, they don’t get held back or punished per se, they get ‘special’ tutoring, and get placed in a different educational program if need be. For the ones that excel, they get rewarded, individually, without the need for any grand ceremony or special recognition.
Now as the students are working through any given lesson, it’s my job, as the teacher, to kind of walk the grounds of the classroom and assist the students as they move forward through the material, be it a technical question about the S-GET itself, such as navigating the system, to clarifications on the material while they’re learning it, especially if something on the S-GET becomes confusing.
At the end of each lesson, we have kind of a ‘Round-Up,’ where I go over the main points of the material, and try to fill in the gaps for the students, so-to-speak, as I mentioned before, via, usually some sort of Q-and-A session. If, for some reason, the kids are still lost, confused, on some aspect of the subject matter, this is where one of the group elements comes in, where one student, who may have a firm grasp on the material, kind of teaches the class, bringing it down to their level, explaining it in a way that they would better understand.
And then we repeat the process, for each of the subsequent lessons, where now an average day of school lasts about four or five hours.
Less became…so much more doc. This new system, like I said, just, completely flipped the old on its head.”
“Tybalt, I have to say, the system, though I imagine not perfect, sounds incredible, completely different than the picture you’ve painted in our previous sessions together. Your allusions, they paint a picture that’s—”
“Not so good.” I finish the line for him as he would say it. I always seem to know what’s going to say before he even says it.
“In a matter of speaking yes.”
“Oh yeah, sure, I know how it sounds; sounds great on paper too. And we have our good days, and sometimes, even great days, but overall, the day-to-day reality is far different than me just explaining how we go through the motions.”
“How so?” Cohen says with a supinated hand.
“Don’t get me wrong doc, the system, the system has definitely helped. But it just ain't there yet. Because at the end of the day, these kids, like I said, are still just kids, for the good, and the very, very bad. I mean, us teachers, we still saw all the same stuff. There’s your loud ones. Your disruptive ones. Your straight up bad apples.
Most are self-absorbed or give off a false sense of entitlement or just straight up don’t care. You can see it all on the DRI feeds.
But most the time, I just got the fuckin’ ‘zombie’ act.
And that’s just one side of it. I mean, for the majority of the kids that had a NCL, most of ‘em would use a hacking program that made it only appear that they were in ‘School Mode,’ and diligently working through their S-Get, when in reality they’d just be using it as they always had – to message friends, play games, shop online, endlessly wander the internet – just an array of fucking distractions. So, many just skirt by doing the bare minimum. But again, nothing new.
Because before NCLs, kids were doing the same thing with cell phones.
Luckily, you still had your good ones too. They at least brought a little balance to the classroom to say the least.
And then there’s…the real bad ones. The ones you just wanted to fuckin’, to, to just, to…” I pause again, my breaths now heavy with the thought. I stare at the white walls of Cohen’s office room to distract me from the thought of him.
It helps.
Cohen says nothing. Just stares. Silently waiting.
“Those ones can really burn ya out, get to ya, if you’re not careful. Just like…” I stop again; can’t seem to get the words out.
Cohen sees the change almost immediately.
“Tybalt, why don’t’ we…we don’t have to ah…we can come back to that another time if you…”
“Yeah, let’s, let’s…”
“Why don’t you – let’s refocus – why don’t you go back to explaining how you felt as a teacher during your eventual routine day-to-days after the S-GET instillation.”
“Sure,” I say. “So with the job, well, I’ll get straight to it. As I was finding my place in that role, I quickly began to feel this feeling of unimportance, or maybe, insignificance, I don’t know. I mean, it could have just been Anonymous taking the reins, creating the delusion, this perception of the job that just wasn’t there. Maybe, maybe not.
But one thing’s for sure, no matter how I looked at it, I realized that…I wasn’t really needed there. Not in the least. I just, was not an essential element to that equation. To that classroom. Didn’t really feel like I did much. And I know hearing the design of the system makes it sound like I did a lot, but again, the reality is far different than what it sounds like. Like, when I said if the kids had a question or concern that I’d refer them back to their S-GET, I failed to mention that that was about ninety to ninety-five percent of the time. The student-teacher dynamic was just pitiful; those lessons, homework reviews, the ‘Round-ups,’ maybe five, ten minutes each. It was nothin.’
And eventually, I kind of just stopped caring, and so did most of the kids, at least in terms of the need to interact. Because the S-GETs did almost everything they needed, education, curriculum-wise. And if the S-GET couldn’t do it, the NCL would.
Objectively, I began to realize why I was even there, to fulfill, well, the obvious.”
Cohen sits back in his chair with this look of perplexity on his face.
“Which was?”
His tone suggests that he genuinely does not know.
“Presence.”
“I’m not, I’m not following…”
“Oh c’mon doc, think about it. I know you’ve read the studies that show that people have a positive change in behavior when they know they’re being observed. Or. When they just think they’re being observed.”
And Cohen returns to listening intently.
“That’s all they really needed – just someone there – but of course they’ll never admit to that. That all they really need in a classroom anymore was an authoritative presence to help keep the kids in line.”
“And…How did that kind of a revelation make you feel?”
God I hate that fucking question.
“How’d it make me feel? How’d it make me feel? Umm, I don’t know doc. On one hand, I loved that fact that I was gettin’ paid all this money, gettin’ all these benefits, for just, kinda hangin’ out. But on the other hand, I ah, I really just felt like a fuckin’ baby sitter.”
“Understandably so.”
“And the latter just eventually became…all too consuming. Just, I mean, I’m a celebrated, well-versed, experienced writer for fuck’s sakes. Now I know I went into the gig out of necessity, but I also thought I could make the most of it. Thought I could make some sort of difference. I thought, I thought I was going to help mold future generations or some shit.” I stop, laughing, shaking my head.
“That was my first fuckin’ mistake; shoulda went into it with no expectations. But ah, what came of the whole thing, I would’ve never seen coming. I always thought that teaching was something at the very least I could fall back on. But I couldn’t even do that. And now, now all I got is this fuckin’ room…” I quickly stop myself as I feel the boiling grow. Closing my eyes, I take in a deep breath.
Inhale. Exhale.
I begin to nod, feeling a calmness take over.
“Sorry. I—”
“It’s alright,” Cohen says.
“I just, I just, wanted it to be different.”
“I know,” he says with a warmness in his voice.
“And now, I just—”
“You. Could. Just go back to being a do-er.”
And I laugh through my nose.
“I don’t think I know how.”
“I think you do know how. You just have to…”
“…find it,” I say at a whisper. “‘Ya just gotta find it Tybalt.’ Find what? Inspiration. My muse again. Well I got bad news for ya doc. She’s gone. She’s been gone for a long time now. And I don’t think she’s comin’ bac...”
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My core grows cold. My eyes fixated, mouth partially open. Don’t know what to do, what to say, how to act.
I must look like what people look like when they’re having an ‘update.’ God, what I wouldn’t give to have actual update right now, anything, but this.
Juliet’s DRI GPS tag says, ‘At Work.’ I checked before I left the house.
But I’m looking right at her.
I can see her from afar, through a large stained-glass window, the largest of any establishment on the strip.
Tapper’s Tap Room – It’s your basic, unoriginal, large-chain, piece-of-shit bar and grill. The same kind of bar and grill that has that, kind of, random style to their wall decor, hanging snow sleds on the wall along side bowling pins. It’s fucking dreadful.
And now to add to the dread is my wife, talking with some not-so-gentle man, so I assume at first thought, who I can’t quite make out, as his back is to the window par the table they’re sitting at, while her presence is completely visible as she sits across.
Fuck me.
No idea what to do with this.
No fucking idea.
“What should I do, what should I do?” I whisper to myself.
I take in a deep breath.
“I don’t know what to do.” I whisper back.
I can’t just barge in; he may just be a work colleague, an old friend, completely innocent, just a woman and a man eating at the same table together, talking.
Talking? Maybe actually conversing.
But why utilize the ‘At Work’ designation if she wasn’t trying to hide something?
Fuck.
I can’t just call her and address the situation. ‘I can fuckin’ see you.’ She’ll think I was spying on her again.
But why this place? She knows all my rituals. Where I walk, where I go. She could have avoided to be seen if she was trying to hide something.
But maybe she wanted me to see, paying me back for coming in late the other night without calling, checking in, clearly seeing through the lie I gave her.
Maybe she wanted me to see her smiling face, see her happy, see her laughing for the first time in a long time, with another man – turning the blade slowly so I feel each unbearable, wreathing shift through the skin, the flesh, the muscle – making me watch.
Torturing me slowly with a gaze.
So I do the only thing I can do.
I take out the gun holstered in my pants, and march in, placing the cold of the steel at her temple, exactly where that stupid fucking black dot is. I yell at the other patrons to keep their ‘…fucking hands on the table…’ and that ‘If I notice even one finger move toward their NCL to call for help, one eye movement, one blink, I’m blowing this bitch’s brains out all over this window,’ all while knowing my true intentions. Now it’s my wife’s turn to be frozen, her body however trembling to remind me she’s still with me, here in this moment, the vibrations of her trembling so dense the gun begins to rattle in my hand. ‘Tybalt, what are you—” she tries to get out before I cut her off saying ‘You shut the fuck up. You’re never, never allowed to speak to me, ever, again.’ I then lean in close to Juliet and whisper, ‘Now, before I kill you, I want you to watch, watch me kill him.’ I then turn the gun to the man, and look upon his face for the first time.
But he has no face.
All I see is what the back of his head looks like, but from the front, as if his head was on backwards. No matter. I come in close and angle the gun mid-skill, aiming slightly upward. I pull the trigger slowly, preparing myself for the recoil, the flash of the bullet swift, as well as the loud goosh of the lead leaving the chamber and entering and exiting my new friend’s skull.
It happened so quickly.
I can barely remember the screams from the audience around us.
You don’t really get to savor the little things. Chunks of brain now cover the large glass window, with Pollock-styled blood splatter, as well as bits of bone and various other tissues sprinkled about in hues of pink and red.
Lovely. Just lovely.
The patrons about all become frozen with terror soon after, with a subtle shake to their demeanor, a tremble; others began to sob and plead, now rout with fear. But no one retaliated; no one ran.
They were all too scared.
I walk back over to my wife and whisper, ‘Best show in town, and you had a front row seat, lucky.’ I angle the gun back on her NCL and hold my position, saying nothing. I can feel her fear now. It washes over me like an elixir.
I close my eyes.
She’s trying to get out some words now, but having a hard time getting anything out given the moment. Finally, she articulates her thoughts. ‘Tybalt, you don’t have to—”
Bang!
I pull the trigger fast on this turn, cutting her off before she could even finish the sentence. I then lean in toward her gaping skull, oozing brains, and whisper, ‘You dumb bitch. I said you were never allowed to speak to me, ever, again – You never listen.’ I look past my wife’s gapping skull, oozing brains to gaze upon her blood splatter masterpiece, the pinks and reds so vibrant this time around, fresh.
And I smile. 
Leaving the bar and grill, I say nothing; I simply walk out, returning to my perch, my original position where I first laid eyes on the happy couple. I look up to the skies to find something, anything, a sign of tranquility in this moment of despair, maybe the sun shining bright, a blue jay, but I’m only met with a swarming of drones overhead, singing the song of commerce.
The act was so beautiful today.
Peaceful.
I shift back from the skies to the large glass window to watch the two continuing in conversation, realizing I have no way in, the fantasy fading from my mind’s eye.
So I do the only thing I can do.
I make my way back home, alone, digesting what I just saw, doing my best to separate would could be, fact from fiction, preparing myself for the next move.
‘CHARLIE will know what to do’ I say in my inner mind’s monologue.
As always, CHARLIE recognizes my fingerprint data within milliseconds of me touching the door handle, disarming the security system as I’m turning the knob.
“Welcome back Tybalt, how was your walk?”
Normally I’d assume he would already know the answer to that question, but not today.
“It was ah, ah, a little different than usual,” I say flatly, still a bit shook up from what I just saw. “I ah, saw someone, I wasn’t expecting to see.”
“An old friend I hope?” CHARLIE responds with a sense of cheer in his voice.
“Sort of. It was Juliet, actually,” I say back, bringing myself to our couch to retire.
“Juliet? But she’s at work, I’m reading her DRI feed right n—”
“I read the same thing. Don’t bother. It’s ah, it’s a front. She ain’t at work. I know, because I saw her…with my own two eyes.”
“I don’t understand Tybalt.”
“Well let me help ya. Y’see, it gets better, she wasn’t alone, she was with some guy, just yappin’ away about god knows what.” I pause. “Ya get it now CHARLIE? I mean, fuck man, all my intuitions may be dead on, as much as I hoping I was wrong.”
“I see now, but you don’t know anything for sure just yet…Right? It could be nothing just the same. You shouldn’t jump to any conclusions Tybalt, not yet; it’s not good for you.”
“I don’t think so. Not this time. This one, this one felt different.”
“Well, you could always confront her about the situation head on. As you know, I always recommend communication over speculation.”
“Maybe,” I say back, allowing my thoughts to run away with themselves, seeing her in my mind’s eye as this man whisks her away to a hotel, her letting him fuck her for hours on end, her screaming out his name.
Jesus Christ, I have to get those thoughts out of my head, so I turn back to CHARLIE, back to reality.
“But how? I mean, this one really is different this time. I mean, this one changes everything. I saw them.”
“Perhaps yes, perhaps no.”
“What does that fuckin’ mean CHARLIE?”
“Well, we still don’t have all the answers. It’s better to make a judgment call after we have all the facts is all.”
“But. I fuckin’ saw ‘em CHARLIE. I mean, I saw ‘em,” I snap back.
“Still. It’s your emotions that have the better of you right now, taking hold of the reality of the matter, of what could have been, what could be. But, feelings aren’t facts.”
“I know what I saw.”
CHARLIE pauses for a moment.
“Well then, I see that you’ve made up your mind. Can I—”
“You can’t assist in suicide right?”
“You know very well I can’t do that.”
“Help me…kill someone else then?”
“You know very well I can’t do that either.”
“Yeah, of course, I know, and we both know I ain’t gonna do either of ‘em anyways; I’m just talkin.’ Just…allowing my thoughts to pour out, as horrible as they may be. Just...”
“I understand. Do what you need to do.”
We both take a moment. No words. I simply stare into the void of the wall, into the black nothingness of CHARLIE’s display.
And in my thoughts, Juliet finds me again. But not in the sense of adultery, but of just, love.
This always seems to happen to me when I find myself in these moments – left alone to think, free to live – not bothered by bleeps and bloops, ads and gifs, emails and texts, selfies and streams of endless documentation. Distracters of emotion. Enablers of apathy.
So I do the only thing I think I can do.
What feels like my last option.
“CHARLIE. Could you connect me with an NCL pre-op consultant please?”
“Sure, of course.”
Within seconds, a young lady is smiling through CHARLIE’s display.
“Hi, my name’s Tiffany, your premiere NCL consultant. How can I assist you today sir?”
“Yeah, I ah, was wondering, about, thinkin’ bout gettin’ an NCL for myself?
“Excellent choice sir. Give me a moment to pull up the application. Alright. First things first. Your name sir?”
“It’s Tybalt. Tybalt Nielson.”
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“…ow things have changed…” I say laughing, “…How things…stay the same. I, I, didn’t really think the world was going to be dramatically different, today…just, to some extent, I hoped it could have been a little closer along y’know.”
I see now that the naiveté of those words is uncanny.
“Didn’t have to be perfect,” I start again. “I mean, anything resembling a little more unity, even a glimmer, woulda been nice – the world no longer divided by these arbitrary lines that we continue to think have meaning.
I thought, I thought ah, wouldn’t it be so wonderful to come together? Some real Star Trek shit. Realize that we’re all in this together. God, that sounds so fuckin’ stupid?”

“Tybalt, again, nothing you’re saying is stupid.”
I ignore him and move on.
“I especially thought this when the weather got out of control, past the point of no return; I really thought that that was going to be the turning point, where we, finally would come together, change things, fix things, or at least try to get the fuck out. Move on. Y’know, save ourselves. But it just ended up the same way it always does – War.”
Cohen looks down to type in a series of notes in his tablet. And then looks up at me again.
“I have to admit, I’ve always had a bit of a naïve side,” I continue. “I mean, just saying all that now, sounds so fuckin’ stupid. But, there’s also an optimistic side in there too doc – promise. It just gets drowned out by the cynicism most the time. But it’s in there.
And don’t get me wrong, sometimes I think we’re on the right path. All that positive Globalization. I mean, the world’s only gettin’ smaller and smaller, and in a good way sometimes; I just thought we’d be a little closer by now is all.”
We always see the future in the present, way beyond the reality of what the actual present becomes when we get there.
And Cohen begins to nod, followed by a ‘hmm’ sound with his throat.
“But. We only have ourselves to blame,” I say quietly, almost at a whisper at first. “That’s why we’re not closer. You. Me. All those people out there. All of us. We just can’t seem to evolve fast enough. Just think about it doc. Think of all the fucked up shit over the years. The genocides. All those Crusades. Or both – some of the Geno-sades. The war waging. I mean, to think…just the thought that we still have to go to war over these things…is beyond me.”
“Why do you think we do it?” Cohen says back.
“Because. Because. We’re…monsters. That’s why. We’re just these, greedy little monsters.”
“And that includes you?” He asks, with a nonjudgmental, yet inquisitive tone. “You think of yourself as a monster Tybalt?”
“Absolutely. I already included myself in that circle a long time ago doc. Definitely no better than anyone else out there,” I say, motioning toward the outside.
And Cohen smirks, lips pursed together.
“We just, we just can’t seem to think about ourselves, everyone, as this single thing.”
The sterile white walls are particularly white today.
“Hell, I can’t think of one concrete thing that really unifies us. Technology connects us, definitely, but unifies us, nah.”
“Now Tybalt, let me stop you there,” he finally interjects. “You’ve explained at great length your disdain for technology, or maybe, the use of it, but haven’t really discussed any ideas that would act as a better alternative. So, please humor me. Tell me about a better future for once.”
Looking up, I pause to think.
“Well for starters, we gotta relearn how to use technology as more of a tool; use it instead of allowing it to use us. Because, believe you me, just like the climate, there’ll be a point of no return. The singularity nightmare. And not like the fuckin’ movies; there ain’t gonna be no robot apocalypse, no terminator uprising. Just. This. Absolute—”
“But you still haven’t—”
“Alright alright. So look, this is what I think; this is what needs to happen. It’s really quite simple. People have to ah, take a step back. Realize there’s still a world around them. A world worth livin’ in, a world worth experiencing. People, just, need to start livin’ again. Really livin.’”
Cohen makes another ‘hmm’ sound with his throat.
“That is, rather simple of you Tybalt, even for you.”
“I have my moments,” I say, smiling.
“So what do you propose we do then? How do we unify all those people out there?” He says with a head motion toward the door.
“I dunno doc. Isn’t that what people like you are here for?”
And Cohen realigns his glasses on his nose before speaking, glaring at me with the same kind of disdain I used to get from my teachers in grade school. But before he can even utter a word, I push forward.
“Well you already know my take on the matter – I don’t think we’re gonna see any kind of balance anytime soon. We’ll never see any kind of unity in our lifetime, if we keep doin’ the same things we’re doin.’” I pause, returning the glare back to Cohen. “And what’s really funny doc, is that, I can actually see a world without physical conflict, violence, war, but unity, nah.
Because, because, stuff like NCLs, or whatever comes next, is going to continue to propagate a life of exclusivity, where people begin to find peace with being physically alone, but consciously connected. And their digital life will become a surrogate for their real one. And a new conflict with arise without any actual conflict at all. Some real doublethink shit. And things will continue to change, but really stay the exact same.”
“Ya think so huh?” Cohen gently counters.
“It’s a slow moving coup.”
And Cohen smirks again, lips still pursed together.
“At the end of the day, it’s all about control,” I continue. “And they’re all slowly takin’ over.”
And what controls the present controls the past. And what controls the past, controls the future.
“Ok, then tell me Tybalt, what kind of future do you want, for just yourself?”
“That’s easy doc. The kind where, at the very least, I’m still in contro...”
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TERMS AND CONDITIONS



	PRELIMINARY REQUIREMENTS


	CONSENT OF SURGICAL PROCEDURE


	TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF USE


	TERMS OF SALE


	DIGITAL REPRESENTATION IMAGING OF USE







THE LEGAL AGREEMENTS SET OUT BELOW GOVERNS THE ANATOMICAL PLACEMENT AND USE OF THE NEUROLOGICAL COMMUNICATION LINK, HERETOFORE KNOWN AS ‘NCL(s),’ RETINAL DISPLAY LINKS, HERETOFORE KNOWN AS ‘RDL(s),’ ALL ASSOCIATED COMPONENTS, AND ALL THE AFFILIATES, AND SERVICES THEREIN ("SERVICES"). TO AGREE TO THESE TERMS, CLICK "I AGREE/ACCEPT" AT ANY TIME. IF YOU DO NOT AGREE TO THESE TERMS, DO NOT CLICK "I AGREE/ACCEPT" AND CLICK “CANCEL.”


UPON CANCELLING YOUR ORDER, YOUR SURGICAL DATE WILL BE CANCELLED AND FILLED BY ANOTHER PATRON, YOUR INSURANCE CASE MANAGER WILL BE NOTIFIED TO THE EVENT, CAUSING AN IMMEDIATE END TO THE CLAIM, AND ALL OTHER PROCESSES TOWARD RECEIVING SAID NCL/RDLs WILL BE TERMINATED. 


FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT OUR PRODUCTS AND SERVICES, PLEASE VISIT http://www.mymakr.com/support/.
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        A. PRELIMINARY REQUIREMENTS


Only persons age 18 years or older can acquire an NCL without additional consent, per the legal ramifications per the surgical procedure. Procedures for persons under 17 years of age can be obtained, only through the allowance and signed consent by a parent or legal guardian. All minors under the age of majority should review this Agreement with their parent or guardian to ensure that the minor and the parent or legal guardian understand it.


Use of the Services may require compatible devices, WiFi / Internet access, and certain software (fees may apply) depending on your NCL model; will require periodic updates; and may be affected by the performance of these factors. High-speed WiFi access is strongly recommended. You agree that these requirements, which may change from time to time, are your responsibility. The Services are not part of any other product or offering, and no purchase or obtaining of any other product shall be construed to represent or guarantee your access to the Services.


All applicants must go through a screening process through their primary care physician (PCP), before the procedure, which may include, but is not limited to, a physical, blood work / testing, genitourinary / genitointestinal testing, musculoskeletal examin-
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ations, and/or neurological / cognitive examinations, to determine the necessary health standards needed per all applicants, and thus the appropriateness to proceed forward with the implant procedure.
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	CONSENT OF SURGICAL PROCEDURE







By clicking “AGREE/ACCEPT,” you are giving the consent and authorization of the pre-chosen surgeon to perform said procedure for the placement of the NCL in the THALAMAS of the brain, and its accompanying sister devices, the RDLs, and any and all necessities therein, which includes, but is not limited to, the administration of sedation and/or anesthesia where it’s  deemed advisable or necessary for your comfort, well-being, and safety, the utilization and/or disposal of removed tissues, parts, or any organs resulting from the procedure, and/or any photography, video recording, and/or live digital streaming of the procedure, provided that your identity is not revealed by the pictures, video, stream, or any descriptive audio/texts accompanying them, as well as the admittance of students, authorized equipment representatives, or governmental entities, for the purpose of advancing medical education and/or obtaining important patient information.


By clicking “AGREE/ACCEPT,” you acknowledge that you have read or someone has read to you, via the pre-operation consultation, the nature of the procedure itself, and the risks and benefits of the procedure, and that there is no certainty that you will receive said benefits of the procedure and that there is no guarantees regarding the outcome of the procedure.
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By clicking “AGREE/ACCEPT,” you acknowledge that you understand the risks and possible undesirable consequences or side-effects associated with the your anatomical, functional, and cognitive state, per the operation, and/or post-operation, that may include, but is not limited to, blood loss, transfusion reactions, infection, brain complications, blood clots, loss of use of body parts, loss  of vision, loss of use of neurological cognitive function, neurological freezing, hallucinations, pain or even death, and that in the case of any risks, undesirable consequences or side-effects manifesting, that with the pre-disposed knowledge of said possible outcomes, you cannot and will not hold any MYMAKR affiliate, which may include, but is not limited to, SURGEONS, NURSES, SURGICAL SUPPORT STAFF/AIDS/ASSISTANTS, PRE-OP CONSULTANTS, OR INSURANCE ENTITIES, responsible for the culmination of the event.
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        C. NEUROLOGICAL COMMUNUICATION LINK USE 
             TERMS AND CONDITIONS


THIS LEGAL AGREEMENT BETWEEN YOU AND MYMAKR INC. GOVERNS YOUR USE OF THE NCL, THE APPLICATIONS OF THE NCL, THE IN-DEVICE APPs AND/OR APP STORES, THE EXTERNALLY UTILIZED APP STORE(S) AND ANY OR OTHER SERVICES THEREIN (HERETOFORE KNOWN AS THE “SERVICES” PER ABOVE). USE OF THE NCL, APPLICATIONS OF THE NCL, AND THE IN-DEVICE / EXTERNAL APP STORE.


MYMAKR is the provider of the Services that permit you to license products and material / digital / augmented / virtual content for end user use only under the terms and conditions set forth in this Agreement.


Once the procedure and allowable ‘healing / stabilization’ phase is completed, and you complete your mandatory physician follow-up for clearance for regular use, upon booting up the NCL through the ‘on / off’ toggle switch found at your right temple, the device will automatically create a user ID for you, which is represented through a series of numerical numbers and letters, but represented through all content by your name, establishing your account (“Account”) and all digital information / data that helps to shape your DIGITAL REPRESENTATION IMAGE, HERETOFORE KNOWN AS A ‘DRI’ as outlined in the DIGITAL INFORMATION ACT.
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Only you will know your specific alphanumeric based ID information.


Don’t reveal your Account information to anyone else. You are solely responsible for maintaining the confidentiality and security of your Account, and for all activities that occur on or through your Account. Failing to comply could result in a breach of your NCL, your DRI, or your identity itself. You agree to immediately notify MYMAKR of any security breach of your Account.


MYMAKR shall not be responsible for any losses arising out of the unauthorized use of your Account.


Once active, users can utilize the NCL like any other computing device, specific to voice / face / text-centric communication, recording of all communication, and thus social networking, the purchasing of goods and services, location based necessities/assistance, educational/recreational  tools, information acquisition, and anything of the like.


All voluntarily conscious use of the NCL, i.e. conscious input, which includes, but is not limited to, your LOCATION while the device is on, all product purchases, all product downloads, messaging, voice calls, face calls, recording data, use of any of the analytical software / apps, will be collected as data,
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in part, to help shape your DRI and can be used by or sold to Third-party entities, as applicable, through all future contracts through the use of the device, but only as outlined in the DIGITAL INFORMATION ACT.


MYMAKR shall not be responsible for any Third-party use of conscious input data.


All involuntary subconscious neurological information, i.e. subconscious output, is also collected by the NCL as data, as per the normal processes of the Thalamus acting as a relay station between the subcortial areas and the cerebral cortex of the brain, which includes, but is not limited to, any and all aspects of the sleeping process vs. wakefulness, visual stimuli acting on the visual cortex of the occipital lobe vs. the prefrontal cortex vs. emotional impact, auditory stimuli acting on the primary auditory cortex vs. the prefrontal cortex vs. emotional impact, and sensory input acting on all somatosensory relays vs. the prefrontal cortex vs. emotional impact, all collected, in part, to help shape your DRI and can be used by or sold to Third-party entities, as applicable, through all future contracts through the use of the device, but only as outlined in the DIGITAL INFORMATION ACT.


MYMAKR shall not be responsible for any Third-party use of subconscious output data.
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In order to purchase Products from the Services, you must link your NCL to your authorized banking entity and/or electronic funding operator (‘EFO’), utilizing a checking, savings, and/or credit account (or the like), and must authenticate all transactions through our purchasing confirmation process. Once completed, you will be able to purchase Products seamlessly, utilizing ‘Quick Buy/Purchase’ options. However, at any time, you can turn off the ability to make QUICK Product transactions or change settings to require a password for every Product transaction by adjusting the settings in the SETTINGS APP. For more information, please visit http://www.mymakr.com/support/
You agree to provide accurate and complete information when you register your NCL.


NCL UPDATES


Your NCL will periodically check for updates to all apps and internal software, and if available,  will automatically download and install all necessary components, even in the ‘off’ mode, which, during the process,  may also include unique manifestations in the user, such as, but not limited to, neurological / anatomical freezing, bleeding from orifices, and/or seizures. These manifestations usually occur when there is an anatomical, neurological, and/or technological problem with the connection, causing irregularities in the download and the users themselves. Often, however, updates are completed without any problems and will usually go unnoticed by the user. 
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You agree that MYMAKR has full permission to update your NCL as needed and as applicable as changes in models occur. If necessary, you can turn off automatic updates altogether at any time by changing the AUTOMATIC UPDATE settings in the SETTINGs application of your NCL.


PRIVACY


Factory settings allow that both conscious input and uploaded subconscious output be mandated as a public domain, and as it shapes your DRI, and can be utilized by MYMAKR and all third-parties entities as raw data for statistical analyses, DRI shaping, and uploadable communication on all public forums and media platforms, as deemed fit and as appropriate, per user rights,  per the digital code of ethics and all legal ramifications therein. 
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within the use in MYMAKR apps and all third party entities. Any ill use of content as per conscious input can and will be used against you if in violation of the user agreement per the policies and procedures of use, which can include termination of use and/or fines and/or criminal charges.


USE OF PRODUCTS  | SERVICES | TERMINATION OF USE


The Digital Products are licensed, not sold, to you. MYMAKR has the right, as necessary, to monitor all forms of NCL use, applicable data, and investigate any misuse, and/or violation(s) of this agreement, whereas failure to comply with any of the agreement provisions may include, but is not limited to, negative scoring on your identity DRI, termination of this agreement, services, and/or termination of your account, deletion of all content / data found within the NCL’s internal memory and per all applicable servers or any other storage entities, and/or a complete wipe of your internal software and thus use of the NCL, whereas you would proceed as you were before, before acquisition of said NCL, as all digital content associated with your NCL will be deleted. 


MYMAKR reserves the right to modify, suspend, or discontinue the user’s use of the NCL (or any part or content therein) at any time with or without notice to you, and without any liability to you or an accessory entity.
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OBJECTIONABLE MATERIAL


You agree to use the Services at your sole risk and MYMAKR shall have no liability to you for material that may be found to be offensive.


LIABILITY LIMITATIONS


MYMAKR DOES NOT GUARANTEE, REPRESENT, OR WARRANT THAT YOUR USE OF THE NCL WILL BE UNINTERRUPTED OR ERROR-FREE, AS MOST NOTABLY OBSERVED THROUGH UPDATES OF THE SYSTEM, AND YOU AGREE THAT FROM TIME TO TIME MYMAKR MAY REMOVE NCL APPLICATIONS FOR INDEFINITE PERIODS OF TIME OR CANCEL ANY SERVICES AT ANY TIME, WITHOUT NOTICE TO YOU. YOU EXPRESSLY AGREE THAT YOUR USE OF, OR INABILITY TO USE, THE SERVICES IS AT YOUR SOLE RISK AND THAT YOU CANNOT SUE OR RECOVER ANY DAMAGES FROM MYMAKR, ITS DIRECTORS, OFFICERS, EMPLOYEES, AFFILIATES, AGENTS, CONTRACTORS, PRINCIPALS, SURGEONS, NURSES, AIDS, EQUIPMENT REPS, TECH SUPPORT, AND LICENSORS AS A RESULT OF ITS DECISION TO REMOVE OR REFUSE TO PROCESS ANY INFORMATION OR CONTENT, TO WARN YOU, TO SUSPEND OR TERMINATE YOUR ACCESS TO THE SERVICES, OR TO TAKE ANY OTHER ACTION DURING A COMPLIANCE INVESTIGATION.
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	TERMS OF SALE







MYMAKR reserves the right at any time to modify this Agreement and to impose new or additional terms or conditions on your use of the Services at any time.
Such modifications and additional terms and conditions will be effective immediately and incorporated into this Agreement. Your continued use of the Services will be deemed acceptance thereof.


MAINTENANCE AND SUPPORT


MYMAKR will be responsible for providing any maintenance and support services with respect to the MYMAKR Product(s) only, as specified in this agreement, as the case may be, or as required under applicable law.
The Application Provider of any Third-Party Product will be solely responsible for providing maintenance and support services with respect to their Product.


IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION


To avoid muscle, nervous tissue, or eye strain during use of the NCL, you should always take frequent breaks from use, and take longer rest periods if you experience any soreness, fatigue, discomfort, or any unusual manifestations, as well as utilizing the complementary strengthening and endurance exercises for the eye musculature, found in the manual of the NCL, for the most efficient use of the product.
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It is not uncommon for people to experience side effects from the implant itself and use of the product, which may include, but is not limited to, seizures, blackouts, neurological freezing, dizziness, nausea, involuntary movement, loss of awareness, altered vision, tingling, numbness, or other discomforts.


Consult a doctor if you ever suffer these or similar symptoms, and stop use of the NCL immediately and completely.


Parents/Guardians should monitor their children’s use for such signs and symptoms.


        E. DIGITAL REPRESENTATION IMAGING OF USE


As outlined in the DIGITAL INFORMATION ACT, a DIGITAL REPRESENTATION IMAGE is a quantitative and qualitative digital expression based on a level analysis of a person’s anatomical/cognitive actions, mis-actions, private, public, and social activities, and personality and behaviors, to represent the nature of the person outside the digital realm in terms of character based on their unique culturally specific environment, which is in line with and/or effects, but is not limited to, credit  or identification scoring,
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☐I have read the terms and conditions.
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“…ried to turn to it for help, when I was older, I think, maybe in my 20s , y’know when life started to get hard, when I was on my own, but ah…” 
“But?”
“But. It never really stuck. Couldn’t attach myself to any of it…Believe…” I say, shaking my head. 
“It seems we both ended up in the same place, but simply took different paths.” 
Cohen is opening up more today than I’ve ever seen before. It’s not just one question after another, after another. Not the usual schtick. Not today. 
Not even close. 
Today, I’m the one peering into his life.
“I think it had everything to do with how I was raised doc. I mean, my parents were secular, and raised me to be secular, so a void of any beliefs, of anything, was really all I knew. That’s why I’ve never turned to faith through any of this.” 
“My parents Tybalt,” Cohen begins. “My parents were extremely devout. Growing up, we had church, and prayer, and the gospel, something every day. Every-single-day. And then there was private school, charity events, the whole deal.
Y’see, Religion in my childhood, was just life. 
And believe it or not, when I was young, I actually loved it, every minute of it. Because, like you said, it was really all I knew – there was no reason not to love it.” 
“So what happened?” I say, our roles reversing, genuinely intrigued by what changed in Cohen’s life for him to end up on the other end of the spectrum.
“Something happened to me in my youth, something incredible, life-changing, and I began to question, everything really, especially authority. Which quickly led me to questioning my beliefs. And before I knew it, I was gone.”
“Yeah?”
“Oh very much yes – I went from being the poster-boy of a true-blue-believer, to the cultural equivalent of the opposite – a man of science.” 
Cohen smiles ever so slightly, and lets out a “whisp” of an exhale through his nose. 
“It was slow at first. But the more I questioned things, the more I began to educate myself, on just about everything really, and the more I educated myself on the concept of ‘belief,’ the more my upbringing became, let’s say, a bit transparent, hollow; it just wasn’t the same anymore. Wasn’t real. 
And the more I gravitated toward science, the more I wanted to understand the ‘why’ of it all, not just for myself, but for all of us. Which eventually led me to my research, and from there, my spiritual past became just that, the past, another lingering memory, fading away a little more dimly with each passing year, until…” 
And Cohen comes to a pause, but I can see on his face he has more to say, so I allow him time to continue.
“My loss of faith, Tybalt, is the very thing that…brought me here…to what I’ve dedicated my life to, to you in a way. You see, this is the very thing that I’ve been studying from the beginning – ‘The power of belief’ – and how we can change it.” 
“But? What do I have to do…You know I’ve been a—”
“The cognitive ramifications within the conceptualizations, drives, and mechanisms behind the idea of ‘belief’ go well beyond religion Tybalt.” Cohen says, staring directly in my eyes, sharp, piercing.
“I, I—”
“But please, Tybalt, you must understand, I wasn’t referring to you specifically, simply figuratively; in your case, I’m just here to help, that’s all. Nothing more. So please, continue. Tell me more about these years in your 20s.”
“Sure. I ah, first turned to Christianity, of course.”
“Of course.”
“But the more I tried to get into it, the more I read, listened to those sermons, the more it all just seemed silly to me.”
“How so?”
“I mean, people living in whales, Noah’s Ark, this bullying god – I mean c’mon. It just, all seemed like made-up bullshit to be honest; A bunch of fuckin’ fairytales.
Now I imagine that if I grew up with it like you did, everything would be completely different, I mean, it would be so much easier to believe. Especially if it was being spoon fed to me my entire life, with everyone and everything around me telling me the same…that this is our absolute reality.
But. When you’re in your late 20s, you tend to have a pretty good grasp on things, so, I mean, I don’t understand how people read this shit later in life, and don’t see that these are just that, stories, nothing more.”
“Exactly,” Cohen says with a glimmer in his eye.
“I mean, how’d you do it doc? Go from being raised with it your whole life, to—”
“First, you have to let the idea in, the counter-idea really, that this answer may not be the right one. And you have to learn to question appropriately, like a skill. Because if you allow everything, and everyone around you to shape your reality, they will.”
“But where does that road end doc, with that kind of beginning? My mind has always been kind of a blank in a way with my upbringing. But yours, I’m having trouble. I mean, do you believe in anything?”
“I believe in a lot of things Tybalt: physics, thermodynamics, quantum mechanics, and that the brain remains the most mysterious thing in the universe. But if you’re asking me if I’m an atheist, the answer is no. Because atheism, in a sense, is the same as theism – both deal in absolutes – But neither can be proven, nor disproven for that matter. The only answer we can really be confident in is that we’ll probably never know, at least not in our life time, the true nature of reality.”
Cohen pauses to smile, allowing a memory to gloss over his eyes.
“But what if we’re wrong?”
“If someone, somehow, could provide concrete evidence to an intellectual design for all this, I’d be more than happy to admit that ‘I was wrong,’ and simply follow suit. But we’ve never even come close to that.
All they have is a series of stories in books. And it’s clear that those religious doctrines were not constructed through a supernatural force, but by men, men driven by fear, fear to try to understand their world and their existence, through one undeniable fact of life – Death.
And they all had to cope somehow. So it makes more sense that mankind crafted the idea of the divine, and in it, the afterlife, so death became no longer the end, but the beginning, and with it, a fear of death no more.”
And we both take a moment, the air in the room heavy.
“Makes sense,” I finally say, gently lifting the heavy ambiance in the room.
“I think we can both agree Tybalt, especially given your previous and current predicament that people tend to fill the voids in their lives, especially when faced with fear, the unknown, any grand questions that no one has answers to, with whatever they can. We tend to fill the void in our lives with an idea of purpose, but when we can’t find purpose, we tend to fill those voids with—”
“Fantasies,” I say finishing his thought.
“Well, in essence, yes. We, Tybalt, we can’t seem to live without lying to ourselves. We all do it.”
My fingertips begin to tingle, my mind lingering on that thought, and I think of the dragon for the first time in a long time, and then back to Cohen.
“Y’know doc, you’ve never told me what kind of man you are.”
“I ah, I’m not following.”
“All this talk of death made me think of Beowulf, the dragon. You’ve never told me where you stand?”
“Ah yes,” he says smiling.
“You, you, strike me as a ‘nothing matters’ type a guy.”
And he smiles again.
“Quite the contrary.”
“Really?”
“Indeed. Every day is precious to me. Each and every day, they all matter.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing.
“Mr. ‘my loss of faith’ thinks every day matters? I find that a little hard to believe doc.”
“My loss of faith is actually the very thing that brought me to feel that way.”
“Now I’m not following.”
“Bare with me: Am I an atheist? No. However, though I can’t disprove it, one thing that I can’t seem to allow myself to believe in, hold onto, is the idea of an afterlife.
For me, death is absolute, final; nothing more.
We’re all dead millions of years before we’re born right? So in that sense, all we have is ours days on Earth. So, each and every day is truly precious when you see it that way. So why not fill it with everything you can? Why not truly live? Just like you said.
Listen: The perfect road in life Tybalt is your road; you just have to make sure you’re on it.”
“Right,” I say back to Cohen, those words catapulting me back to my days as a journalist, a teacher, hating myself, hating who I’d become.
“So after Christianity failed to convince you to give up your life to a higher power, I take it you went back to the secular world?” Cohen presses, pushing the conversation forward.
“No, actually, I went deeper down the rabbit hole.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I began to study other religions of the world. See if there was anything else to it all.”
“And?”
“And. I didn’t find much, again, just more of the same. I tend to have that feeling with a lot of things it seems.”
And Cohen just stares at me, blankly.
“Next was Islam,” I say, continuing. “But I found myself at the same conclusion with the Quran. Just more of the same. It was just the same kind of bullshit with a different protagonist. It actually just made me fall farther away.
Then it was on to Buddhism, and that one, was far more interesting. That one doesn’t have a God per se. Just a path. But fuck, that all depends on what kind of Buddhism you’re talkin’ about. And then there was Hinduism, which was a lot like Islam to me, but with different rules.
Then I came back round circle to Judeo-Christian faiths, studying all the sects within, and Jesus-fucking-Christ, whatta plethora of argumentative cunts wasting so much time over the same fucking thing.”
And Cohen begins to laugh a bit.
“All religions are convinced that they ‘figured it out,’” I continue. “Y’know, that they’re right and everyone else is wrong. But they’re all the same. Each of their stories, though long-winded, bring ya back to the same beginning…that we’re not anywhere closer to figuring out this fucked up world.”
“Another reminder for people like us, that we all need to try…and keep on—”
“Livin,’” I say back, finishing his thought again.
“But what that means to each of us changes as our lives change Tybalt. And sometimes it’s hard to tell what we really need to live for.”
“I think I know what I need to live for now more than ever doc; I gotta keep livin’ for…”
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CHARLIE remains silent for far too long.
“Jesus Christ, help me – tell me what to do!” I exclaim.
“You know I can’t do that. This is a decision you have to make on your own.”
“Fuck fuck, alright. Just, Just gimme a minute.”
“Of course.”
I have to do this. I have to do this. I have to do this.
“How long has she been waiting?” I say, stalling.
“It’s only been a couple of minutes. You have time.”
Feels so much longer.
“Alright, I ah, let’s pro-con this: If I go through with it, I’ll become the very thing that I hate, but if I don’t, I could lose everything I know.”
“It would appear that a sacrifice has to be made somewhere.”
“I know I know. I just—”
“You know you already know the answer, so just do it.”
He’s right.
“Pull her back up.”
CHARLIE does as instructed.
And I’m met again to a pair of beautiful browns.
“Mr. Nielson. Glad to see you didn’t cancel the call. So. Have you decided?” The young lady prompts.
“So everything’s ready to go? I don’t have to—”
“Everything is absolutely ready-to-go. We’ve already taken care of all the fine details on our end, and been given full approval across the boards. We just simply need a verbal confirmation at this time, and then we’ll send over the documentation to sign. You can actually sign off on everything with your CHARLIE unit.” She responds smiling, cheerily.
“And that’s that?” I say softly, almost at a whisper.
“That’s that. Then we just have to setup your appointment and before you know it, you’ll have full access in a matter of weeks.”
I simply stare at her through the CHARLIE display, my mouth hanging slightly open.
Fuck it.
“Alright let’s do it.”
“You won’t regret this sir. Now, before we send over the documentation, we are required by law to go over the terms and conditions with you, essentially everything you need to know and do before the procedure, as well as what the procedure entails, and then all the events post-operation. You of course may—”
“No need – I already read ‘em on your site.”
She smiles.
“You must have read my mind Mr. Nielson; I was just about to say that. You may decline a review of the terms and conditions at any time, most people do opt out, it’s pretty cut and dry. I simply need to record you stating that you’ve read them, you understand them, and that you accept all terms and conditions. Hold on a moment sir.” She pauses for a moment. “Alright sir, go ahead.”
“I have read all terms and conditions. I understand them. And I accept all of the above.”
“Say it one more time for me, ending with ‘I accept all terms and conditions.’ Hold on. Ok go.”
“I have read all terms and conditions. I understand them and I accept all said terms and conditions.”
“Perfect. Now I’m going to send an ‘Agreement’ option through your CHARLIE. Simply click on it once it manifests, as confirmation, as part of our documentation requirements.”
A ‘do you agree with all terms and conditions’ option appears on the screen. I press ‘I agree’ firmly as instructed.
“Perfect perfect. Now any questions or concerns before we go on?”
“No ma’am.”
“Alright, well, let me see here. Now we just have to setup your appointment time for the operation. What’s good for you?”
“I’m pretty much wide open.”
“Okie dokie. How ‘bout two weeks from now on ah Friday, January 5th, at 9am? Does that work for you?”
“About two weeks from now,” I say to myself.
God, that’s, so soon. I swallow hard.
“Got anything further out. I just have to—”
“Of course sir. How bout the week after?”
“No no, that’s too soon too. Can we just ah…” I trail off to silence as my muscles tense. I notice a grease on my palms growing.
I look up to her for a reply but nothing. She’s waiting for one of her own, smiling, patiently. I can’t think of anything else to do but shrug my shoulders like a child trying to answer a new question for the first time.
“I see. First time jitters huh? It’s ok. We get that all the time. And we understand. It’s a big decision. And now it’s finally hitting home right?”
I simply nod, no words, much like a child again.
She continues on.
“Rest assured Mr. Neilson, you’ll be in excellent hands with our team. And you still always have a choice. You can cancel at anytime, even after you appointment confirmation, if you’re still having second thoughts.”
“I just, I just, I’m not sure—”
“How bout this? Why don’t you think about it. Sleep on it. And when you’re ready, you can give me a shout any time you’d like. You can even have my direct NCL line. How does that sound?” the consultant says, pausing.
But again, I don’t have any answer for her right away, which she can clearly see on my face, my mouth hanging wide, so she takes that as a sign to push forward, her training shining through.
“Or we could always proceed now if you’d like?”
But before I can utter a word in response, CHARLIE gives me a prompt that an incoming face call is coming through – Juliet in fact – saving me again from a situation I’m clearly not ready for, without her even knowing.
“Yeah, let me get back to you,” I finally say.
“Of course sir. I’ll email you my contact line. Have a great day! Hope to hear from you soon,” and she exits the call.
“Go ahead and put Juliet through,” I then say to CHARLIE.
And I’m immediately met with Juliet’s big beautiful blues.
“Hey,” I begin, a surprised delight in my voice.
“Hey.”
“And what do I owe the pleasure of seeing my beautiful wife at this time?”
A return to being on my best behavior again, the charm a little heavy.
“No reason, really, had a break, was just thinking about you, about us, wanted to see your face, hear your voice, is all. Can’t really talk too long; just thought I’d check-in. Say hi. See how you're doin.’”
And she touches my heart when she says such things, and all thoughts of infidelity disappear. Maybe I was wrong.
“So what’s up?” She begins.
“Ah nothin,’ just, messin’ around on the internet; just, killin’ time. Y’know. Same old same old.”
“Wish it was the same over here. I’m havin’ a day.”
My God, she really did just call to talk. No agenda. No aim. Just compelled to connect for some reason, a farcry from our usual dynamic. But why? Maybe she’s ready to forgive me.
Forget. Heal. And maybe, move on.
“Anything I can…do for you…?”
“No. Maybe just, try to be home when I get home,” she says, the aim now in sight, almost right away too, my initial thoughts now a bit naïve in hindsight, a sentence to say she hasn’t forgotten anything, and that she’s paying attention to everything. Particularly me.
“Maybe so I don’t have to worry so much.”
And I begin to nod, much like a kid again, to say ‘I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting lately’ without words.
“Understood,” I then say. “Nothing to worry about over here…Not anymore.”
“Good,” she returns, mirroring my nod, with a tonal quality to suggest that she read through the lines, and believes I’m ready to turn 'a new leaf.'
“Now…is there anything I can do for you? Want me to pick up something on the way home?”
A peace offering.
“Yeah, umm, how ‘bout, I could go for a good sandwich, y’know the one I love, from that one place that I always—”
“I can do that,” she says smiling. “Well that was easy. Anything else?”
“Nope.”
“I’ll text ya when I’m on my way then.”
“I’ll be here.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
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“…e all heard the warnings; we heard ‘em for years for God sakes. We coulda really done something before it all went to hell. It could’ve all been prevented. Everything. All of it. No one would’ve had to take a side. No one would’ve had to suffer.”
I swallow hard, audible.
“The beginning of the end, it seemed at the time.”
“And we could’ve rationed it all out amongst us, the world over. I mean, we all had enough. Plenty. And the advanced treatment technology was finally taking off, so I, I, I just don’t get it. It didn’t have to—”
“Fear does incredible things to us Tybalt. And for the lower educated, they don’t think about things like treatment systems; they think only of survival—”
“No shit – I for one never questioned why all the third-world countries began to rally together – I don’t think anyone did doc.”
“I believe some of the world’s military leaders beg to differ. Not everyone sees things like you and me Tybalt.”
“Jesus. And we gave them every opportunity too.”
“But again, they saw it completely different than us; they saw it as an opportunity to protect their people, especially given the history of how more industrialized countries like ours treat the less so in similar circumstances. They simply felt like their supply was theirs, and wanted to keep it that way.”
“That’s a nice way of saying that these people were a bunch of fucking hoarders.”
“I’m not trying to say who was right or wrong here; I’m just trying to help make sense of their actions. Justify their means. Help you understand that there were a lot of different point of views back then, not just your own. And an individual’s vantage point is…everything.” Cohen says with a wry, almost semi-sarcastic tone.
You snarky asshole.
“But they fired the first shot; they put the whole damn thing in motion—”
“Did they? That’s up to debate. I think many of the news outlets would lead you to believe such as idea. But, many act as these, machines to propaganda, especially now-a-days. It’s hard to tell. Especially in our post-NCL era, where many of those stories have been rewritten, to create a good versus evil narrative, especially after we won the war. All we can really go on anymore is…what’s in our memory.”
Memory is fundamentally human. Without it, we’re nothing.
“How true that is doc.”
“But how things can be distorted even there,” Cohen says.
“Oh sure,” I concur. “And it’s almost impossible to completely fathom all the details of that conflict, because of just the scope alone, even if we had all the facts. I mean, it was the first time a world war was true to its name. Every country on the planet had a dog in this fight. For obvious reasons.  And you’d have to be a fuckin’ professor of history to truly understand it all; you’d have to dedicate your whole life to studying it.”
And Cohen chuckles.
“Probably so.”
“Man, I hated those days.”
And Cohen gives me the look. I already know what he’s going to say before he even says it.
“I know I know. Elaborate. Got it doc. Well Juliet’s absence obviously had a lot to do with it. But it wasn’t just that. It was the war itself. And all that surrounded it. All, just the politics of it all. God, I fuckin’ hated that shit.”
“I think we all felt that way Tybalt.”
“Just all the lies, the corruption. I didn’t know what to believe. Still don’t. I mean, I want to think that their side fired first. That they started it all. But I also remember thinking that the only real reason we were in the war, was because we wanted to take over the reserves. Give a big ‘fuck you’ to the UN share-treaty we signed. And for a moment there, I wanted us to.”
“Because?”
“I think it might have just been a survival instinct of my own kickin’-in doc, I don’t know. Our western cultures are different n’ all, but we feel the same thing, don’t we?”
“Of course,” Cohen acknowledges, nodding.
“But did I do anything about it? Of course not. I didn’t do a damn thing. Didn’t even protest. I mean, my own wife enlisted to serve, and I just stared at a screen like it was a new entertainment program. All fuckin’ day. Always waiting for the next bombshell.”
“But it’s important to understand that you didn’t have to do anything. A lot of people look at that as a protest in and of itself. A ‘silent protest’ if you will.”
“But it felt like everyone was doing something, except me.”
“That’s just not true.”
“But it felt that way.”
“Tybalt—”
“The whole thing was just too overwhelming.” I continue on, not even acknowledging the interruption. “That’s when I realized how weak I was. How weak I am. I couldn’t take it. Couldn’t keep up with it. The ‘spin’ stories happening on a daily basis. On our side and theirs. Every action, every military move, challenging my beliefs. Alliances broken, and then mended, and then broken again. Enemies becoming friends becoming enemies. It just piled on and on. And it was all piling on the fact that Juliet was gone. And that I might never see her again.”
I grow silent and stare at the white walls before continuing on.
“Her absence was definitely the cause of the self-medicating, but the war, the war itself was the catalyst.”
“When did you start?”
“The drinking started when the denial ended. After a month or two of waking up in my bed and rolling over to constantly finding my wife’s side cold, vacant. The reality that she was truly gone hitting home. And when the denial ended, the loneliness set in.”
“How much would you drink?”
“A lot. Enough to consistently black out and not know what day it was. Enough to keep me away from watching the news day in and day out. Enough to keep me in a state that is akin to being ‘comfortably numb.’”
“And how long did that last?”
“A good while, until my body began to break down and I realized I needed to fill my time with work again, because it was anyone’s guess how long the war was gonna last. But I just shifted to more of the ‘legals.’ Mostly pot.”
“And?”
“And it ran its course pretty quick, got bored with it. Went back to drinking, but still worked; had to cover the war at one point, which I absolutely hated. Which led to moving on to more of the hard ‘legals.’”
“Microdosing?”
“It’s not really microdosing when ya did as much as I did in a day.”
And Cohen scrunches his face, his lips shifting to the left.
“But man was I fuckin’ productive. Even finished a book at that time, along side working my day-job. Took about a month. But never published it. Didn’t put out my best work on all that shit y’know.”
“And Juliet?
“Juliet made the whole thing worse. Never called, never texted. Nothin. My guess was that she wasn’t allowed to, given the scope of this being an actual world war. But how could I be mad y’know?”
“I can’t imagine what you must have been going through.”
“Doc I was gettin’ close to killing myself.”
“And I’m glad you didn’t.” Cohen quickly counters.
“I’d like to say ‘me too,’ but I don’t know anymore. Given our relationship these days, me and Juliet’s, it’s almost like she did die in that war. I mean, I never see her. She’s never around. I don’t know what to think anymore.”
“Well it’s never too late to start over. What about when she returned home. Didn’t you—?”
“Juliet returned home at a time when the outcome of the war was uncertain. We didn’t know if we were gonna win or lose. Hell, I didn’t even know she was coming home until one of her colleagues emailed me a month out. I selfishly first thought, ‘fuck, you can’t even pick up the phone.’ And then I thought, maybe she really can’t. Either way, I knew I had to clean up my act, and quick.”
“And then you saw her?”
“Then I saw her. And not a scratch on her. But she was different.”
“But you were together again.”
“But not for long. Not long enough for me to feel like life was normal again. We definitely tried to play nice, but…”
“But?”
“But it wasn’t the same. All the same shit you’ve heard a million times over. And soon after, she had to return. Which really made everything doubly worse. I really wished she had never even come home to begin with. Wished she either got to come home for good, or was simply killed in action, because at least then I would’ve had some sort closure. Her going back, just, just, reopened this, this—”
“I understand,” Cohen says putting out a hand of comfort again.
“That’s when I decided I was actually going to kill myself doc. Couldn’t deal with it all anymore.”
“Really?”
“But that all changed when I got my CHARLIE unit as you know. And it’s funny too, because, I originally bought it for her. With me gone, I thought, if she actually made it back home, at least she’d have someone to help her take care of the house while she acclimated back to ‘everyday’ life. 
Luckily...we got to talking. Or I wouldn’t be here.”
“I take it the second tour was harder to endure?”
“You’re damn right. But CHARLIE helped to counter it all. It was harder to see the world turn on itself at that point. In real-time no less. Sometimes I wish the war went nuclear, full nuclear. Put an end to it all. To us all. Felt like we didn’t need to go on as a species anymore. Not like this.”
“But it didn’t.”
“Nope, we came out on top. And it’s clear now that we were always going to win. We had the technology, the weaponry, the man-power, the numbers. I don’t know why I couldn’t see it then.”
“No one really knew what was going to happen, who was going to win Tybalt.”
“Hmm,” I reply with my throat.
“Your guess was as good as mine,” he continues. “I for one, however, am glad we didn’t all kill each other.”
“You would,” I say dryly, my pessimism bleeding through every breath.
“What about after that? After we won? Surely you felt a weight come off your shoulders then?”
“Yeah, maybe a little. I mean, I knew I wasn’t going to die from a nuclear holocaust. Didn’t have to wonder about that anymore. But Juliet. She hadn’t returned yet. And all I could think about was how our new life was going to be, her coming home from the war for good, after all that time grappling with how life had become. And of course, who’d she be when she got back.”
“And was she this new person upon return?”
“In a way yes and no. She was still my Juliet. But just like the end of the first tour, she was different. She wasn’t warm anymore. She was hardened, coarse. You could tell she had been around death for a long time. Couldn’t even look me in the eye for the first of couple of days back. And then there was the PTSD. She still deals with that actually. Fuck, I think I had some of that too.”
“Perhaps. PTSD is not exclusive to veterans. It just seems that way given how it’s covered.”
“I definitely found that one out the hard way. But eventually, things settled, and we found our way back to our blessing and curse – routine. And by then, we had a new buffer: CHARLIE.”
“Ah yes.”
“CHARLIE’s the best kind of mediator: objective and doesn’t take sides. Granted, we both had our own profiles, but we found ourselves overlapping quite a bit. Nevertheless, he became our glue.
But still, something was different about her. Fuck, the whole world was different by then. The dust of war finally settling as a new global socioeconomic infrastructure was building. But of course that created a whole new slew of problems didn’t it?”
“And we’re still dealing with them.”
“Damn straight – well at least we weren’t at war anymore. At least we were closer. All of us. I felt that way until I saw the birth of the neurological communication link. When I saw that, I knew we’d be up against something new, a new struggle, but not with each other.”
Cohen quickly shifts, fast-forwarding to Juliet again.
“And when then…did you two decide?”
I unfortunately know exactly what he’s referring to.
“We didn’t decide anything doc. This wasn’t ‘getting pregnant.’ This was the war all over again. She didn’t ask. She didn’t ask me shit. She told me. She told me she was gonna get one, and that was that. She had already made up her mind. And I quickly learned that there was nothin’ I could do to change that.”
“I see.”
“This time though, she did ask me something – to come with her – Hand in hand. Even have our ops on the same day. But when she asked, I had no words, and she knew.”
Cohen pivots again.
“I don’t understand why you’re so against them. Other people have really found—”
“You just don’t get it doc. Just like the war, I knew, and still know, that shit isn’t worth dying ove…”
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“…an’t sleep much these days,” I murmur, almost mumbling. “I mean, I haven’t been able to sleep well, for a long time actually, but lately, it’s just getting,’ real bad y’know. And then there sometimes that, I just don’t even wanna try.”
“How do you mean?”
“I don’t really dream anymore, at least not in the traditional sense. And lately, when I actually do get some sleep, I get these weird, like, almost like, visions. At least that’s what it feels like.”
“The fantasies?”
“No, it’s not that. It’s hard to explain. It’s different, uncomfortable, draining almost, but lucid. Last night I found myself dreaming of zeros and ones, just the numbers, as if they were speaking to me.”
“Just zeros and ones?”
I nod.
“Just the two numbers, in a random sequence, just, endless.”
Cohen begins typing in his tablet, noting my statements. Back to his old ways.
“Fascinating – and were they – speaking to you?”
“No, not exactly. But something was there. Something. Not sure what.”
“So what do you normally do when this happens?”
“I just…stay awake.”
“You…don’t allow yourself to sleep?”
I nod.
“Tybalt. Voluntary Sleep deprivation is a slippery-slope. Your health could really go by the way side. I could change your medication intake to help y—”
“Jesus doc.” My voice goes sharp, high. “My health is already fucked. Please, no new meds. I can’t do any fuckin’—”
“No new meds. Got it. Let’s, look at the other choices then.”
“Such as?”
“If you don’t want to look into new medication, an easy approach is with simple lifestyle changes. This may sound a little cliché, but a nice glass of milk and a good read can go a long way before going to bed.”
“Fuck literature.”
“Just like that,” Cohen says shaking his head, a look of disappointment in his eyes. “Level with me Tybalt. Surely an author of your caliber can find something enjoyable to read. Maybe a classic?”
“I’m sick of the classics.”
“Maybe something new then?”
And I laugh.
“Something new? Christ doc, I’d love to find something new. But where? Remember, it’s all the same shit now, it’s all paint-by-numbers. It’s all just the same fucking thing over and over again. Modern adult fiction is written for children. I can’t do the same weathered junk food the same kind of authors churn out every year – I just can’t – but you wouldn’t know anything about that, now would you? Drowning in research journals I presume.”
“Something like that. But you’re right – I haven’t read for pleasure in quite a long time.” Cohen pauses. “Ok. Books are out. How about a favorite movie, a TV show, a sitcom maybe?”
I stare at him with a bored, dull look in my eye.
“Doc, I’m just gonna keep finding myself in the same boat with that shit.”
“Music?” He says with an inflection between the syllables that says ‘I’m beginning to give up.’
And I answer with the same bored, dull look in my eye.
“Got it,” He quickly says back. “VR? AR maybe? Something? Surely you could find something in the gaming industry to –”
“I should just get a fuckin’ NCL too while I’m at it.”
And Cohen lets out a sigh.
“Work with me here Tybalt; just, try and meet me half way. Please. You’re shooting down every idea I’m throwing at you, and I’m beginning to suspect it has more to do with who you’ve become, and how you see the world, and less about a true disdain for all the differing forms of arts and entertainment we have today.”
“I’m telling you doc, it’s all shit. All of it. It’s all fuckin’ shit. Everything I come across is just the same—”
“You see there, you’re doing it again,” Cohen says, with a little more of an aggressive stint to his demeanor than usual. “Your behavior is that of a perspective of ‘anti-’ everything. I bet if we kept going, you’d continue to shoot down each and every suggestion, when the reality is, you probably haven’t even given half of them a chance.”
Cohen pauses to gather his thoughts and then continues on.
“It’s ok to try again. You know that right? To start over. You don’t have to be against everything all the time. It’s ok to try and find yourself in the world again. Try new things, and that even includes the NCL you hate so much. Who knows? You may stumble upon something you may…really fall in love with.”
“Maybe I enjoy hating everything, maybe I just enjoy that; ever think of that doc?”
“Sure, sure I have actually. But ‘hate’ is an incredibly draining emotion. It takes so much mental energy to consistently hate even one thing, let alone, everything. And that’s just not you Tybalt.”
Not me?
“That’s just not you,” He repeats, reading the look on my face.
“So now we’re going there huh? And now it’s my turn to say something like, ‘you don’t know me,’ and then curse at you and make a big scene.”
And Cohen smiles.
“You’re not going to do that today.” He says, shaking his head. “Because, we both know you already know the answer to that.”
I look up to Cohen to concur with my eyes.
“You’re right.”
He knows me. He knows how I’ve changed. He knows who I want to become again. No need for anymore clichéd ‘crime drama outburst’ about my feelings on the matter. He knows me better than most these days, sometimes better than I know myself perhaps.
He’s my only real friend anymore.
Real. Human.
“So now what?”
“So now, you need to put out a real effort to seeing yourself again as if for the first time. And try again.”
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything at all.
“When you go off on your little tangents, and you rant and rant, on all these different little things, what’s clear to me is that, in the end, you’re just talking about yourself. You just use the guise of a thing or a piece of subject matter to tell the story. So I just let you tell it. But what has occurred to me lately is that you may be ready for change, given some of your behaviors and DRI feed; you simply need the one thing that many people in your shoes desire – permission – and you have mine. Maybe you just need to hear it. ‘You have my full permission Tybalt.’”
I look down and let out a subtle smirk through my lips.
“So then, are you ready?” he says.
And a long pause ensues as I stare at the white walls of Cohen’s office room. Am I ready? Am I? I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter. Because someone has been waiting long enough. The only real thing that matters anymore.
“I’m ready. I’m read…”
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I can’t stop staring.
I can’t stop staring at her, just the thought of another man inside her, replaying over and over again in my mind, the obsessive thoughts rooting deeper and deeper.
Juliet is performing her evening ritual, her eyes sprawling the letters of a book, her head flexed down, her body comfortable, delicate, legs crossed, this time however at the dining room table, facing me from afar at the other end of our living room.
Her sitting angle, posture, and positioning is almost exactly the same as when I saw her through the large glass window of Tapper’s Tap Room, pulling me through all my memories of the event.
Strange how memory can be connected to so many different things. And how the mind automatically decides to hit ‘replay’ when the connective moment hits its cue, and how such a moment can be so simple, this time with a mere sitting stance. 
Unfortunately, I don’t have much to go on; it’s all speculation until I confront her.
But it’s time.
Because I can’t keep going on like this, thinking of what was or could be, the memories now a plague, the possibilities of the event haunting.
I can’t keep going on like this without saying something. It’s gone on long enough. I can’t evade this anymore.
It’s time.
“Hey ah, um, honey?”
“Yeah?” She responds, not even looking up to answer yet again.
“Can we talk?”
Again, not looking up to answer.
“If this is about the late nights again, works just been crazy busy; I’m not trying to—”
“No it’s not that. Well it’s kind of that. It’s just. Could you?”
She finally looks up at me as I begin to make my way toward her. As I approach, she actually puts the book down on the table and awaits my arrival. I pull out a chair, opposite of her and sit.
“So what is it this time?” She belts dryly, deadpan.
“Well, I do kinda wanna talk about this, ah, distance, we’ve had with one another, lately.”
“I told you – works been crazy.”
Her go-to line; her stalling gymnastics. She’s just gonna cycle through it all until I lay off. So action must be taken.
“Well, I’m just gonna come out ‘n say it then: I saw you the other day, with some man, at Tapper’s Tap Room and it’s been driving me crazy.”
And Juliet stares.
“Look, your DRI notification said, ‘At Work,’ when you were clearly not at work. Now I wasn’t spying; I was just taking one of my walks, and just kind of stumbled on the two of you. It was…impossible to avoid. It just. It just looked bad…is all. Clearly work hasn’t been that crazy.”
She lets out an audible ‘sigh,’ and begins to shake her head to and fro, a burning rage beginning to develop in her eyes.
“I. Was. Working,” she says, drawing out each word, slowly, painfully, frustration filling in every syllable. “Just because I wasn’t literally at work Tybalt, doesn’t mean I wasn’t working. Sometimes patients can’t always make it to the clinic, so I have to meet them out, at a location that’s convenient for them; we usually meet half way. That happened to be the spot that day. And you should know that there’s not a DRI qualifier to designate my work location for what I do, let alone the freedom to tell you about such an interaction with a patient – That’s a HIPAA6 violation, you should know—”
“So he was just a patient?”
“Yes, just a patient,” she snaps, matter-of-factly.
I can feel her eyes glaring at me, analyzing, her head tilting, shifting ever so slowly.
“I just, I just, when I saw the two of you, my mind just—”
“Wait. What do you think you saw?”
“I just thought, I just thought maybe, you were tired of all this, thought—”
“I was off fucking some guy,” she says surprised but angry, quickly realizing where my mind had gone.
“Now c’mon, I didn’t know what to think. And you’re actions, lately, have just been, speaking louder than your words. I just. You’re just so fucking distant all the time. So absent. I just. I mean, what was I supposed to think? And we both know this kind of thing never happens: I mean, I haven’t known you to even have dinner with a friend, let alone a stranger, and definitely not a patient. How has this never come up?”
“Jesus Christ Tybalt. I can’t talk about work. I don’t know how to make this any more clear. And have I ever given you any reason to think I’d cheat on you? Fuck – You know how I feel about that.”
I try to reply; my mouth even begins to open but I retract.
“And why would I just start now?” she continues. “After all these years, after everything?”
“Couples, people do it all the time, after decades and decades of marriage; Plenty of people have just thrown it all way. And given the circumstances, I—”
“You’re bein’ that asshole again,’ she says, shaking her head. “I deserve better than this; You know better than anyone, I’m not that person. Sure, sure, don’t get me wrong, I’ve definitely needed, a little more ‘space’ lately, but I’m not off fuckin’ some guy. Ok?”
“I, like I said, I didn’t know what to think at the time. Maybe, maybe if you were just here a little more. A little more present, y’know, my mind wouldn’t go off the—”
“I am here.”
I stand up.
“No. I mean, here here,” I say, parading around in front of her, using large gestures with my hands to signify the point. “Present. Like let’s engage with one another once in a while.”
“This ‘ole fuckin’ tune. God, I can see where this is goin.’ Please. I don’t wanna fight tonight. Can we just—”
“No we can’t. I think there’s some things that need to be said. So get fuckin’ comfortable.” I snap, speaking down to her, literally.
“I don’t want to talk to you when you’re like this,” she says, pushing her chair back, about to get up.
“You stay the fuck down,” I snap again, scowling, my finger in her face.
She cowers in shock, rigidity follows soon after, until she becomes completely still.
“I’m sorry I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ I quickly chime, calmly, realizing the magnitude of my words, my behavior, sitting down at the table with her again, our eyes becoming level again.
She lets out a breath and her body melts back into the chair.
“I’m sorry. Can we just? Please?”
She nods and mouths the word ‘ok,’ inaudibly.
“I’m sorry. I’ve just been a little…gone…out-of-it, lately. Stressed, to say the least. With everything. With all of this.”
“So this is more than just the—”
“Yes. I mean no. I mean, it is but it isn’t,” the feeling is hard to describe. “I just…miss you…is all, ok.”
“I miss you too,” She says back, softly.
“I’m not good at this…obviously. I feel like I used to be good at this, but everything’s…” I look around the room, “…changed.”
“I know,” she responds, again softly.
“Look, when we were going through the trial, I was convinced I was going to prison; thought I was going to lose everything, you, the house, my life, everything. But when that didn’t happen, I thought maybe, I could at least, fix this, fix us. I thought, we could, maybe one day go back to how things were. Before I messed everything up—”
“I want that too. I really do. But there’s no going back. You have to see that now. You have to know that, somewhere deep down, I. We have to…well…I don’t really know what we have to do, what we can do, to repair this to be honest, to repair any kind of future we have together. That’s what I’m trying to figure out myself. I’m trying Tybalt, but, but—”
“Is that why you’ve been so…?”
“In part, yes,” she says, nodding. “But also, there’s…”
She stops to swallow.
“When I first heard the story, I couldn’t believe a word. ‘That’s not my Tybalt,’ ‘he’d never…’ I'd say to myself. But when I heard the testimonies of those mothers and fathers, everything hit home. The whole thing…became real. And for the first time in my life, when I thought of you, I was, I was…scared.”
“But Juliet, you know I’d never—”
“Please, let me finish. You said that there are things that need to be said, so let me say mine, ok?”
I nod and mouth the word ‘ok,’ inaudibly.
“I had to do a lot of soul-searching after the trial – a lot – about who I thought you were, who I thought you’d become. I realized I was in denial for a lot of it. But when it all came to a head, and I had to come to terms with this new you, I became…,” She stops to swallow, then takes in a deep breath, looks around the room, then back at me, fixed, “I became legitimately scared of you.” She pauses. “And scared of what you could do to me.”
“You know, you know I’d never hurt you Juliet.”
“I want to believe that, but I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. I’m having such a hard time—”
“Juliet, please, don’t say—”
“I want to believe you. I really do. But it’s becoming so hard to…” She shakes her head, “…help me, Tybalt. Help me understand this. What happened? What happened to you? Is there something I did that—”
“No no. it’s not you. It’s never been you.” I swallow hard. “I’ve tried to find the answer, mostly blaming everything else in the process, but the truth is, there’s no one else to blame but myself…” I pause again. “Look, I see now, I know I’m the one that lost control. I was losing touch, one no-name at a time, and for nothing.
I see now that my entire world was just fading, kind of dissolving away, with that shit. And what’s worse: I think I wanted it; I think I wanted to hurt myself. I’ve been discovering that more and more during my sessions with Cohen.”
Tears begin to take over the surface of her eyes, but you can tell she’s doing everything in her power to keep them at bay.
“But I’ve never wanted to hurt you Juliet. I swear it. Never. Not you. So hearing you say that, just, I don’t know, I just…” pausing, I close my eyes, “…I’m so sorry…” I continue, shaking my head gently, “…I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t know you…I’ve never wanted to make you feel that way. So. Can we? Is there a way we can start over? I mean, I don’t know how to make this right, but I know I want to do everything in my power to…” I trail off, entranced in seeing her in a trance of her own, not an update, she’s more...lost in thought, lost in what kind of future we even still have together, and with it, a new kind of fear masking her face.
“Juliet?” I say, trying to break her from her trance. “Are you?”
She snaps to, kind of shaking her head as she comes out.
“Sorry. I. I’m not ready to; I still need time to…”
She stops short again, the trance of her thoughts taking hold once more, guiding her from her chair to the front door like a plane on autopilot.
I follow from behind taking hold of her arm.
“Please. You can’t just keep running away from this.”
“You did,” She quietly remarks, pulling her arm away.
I continue to follow, grabbing her arm again as she approaches the door, this time swinging her around to face me.
“Fuck woman! Stop!”
“Just let me go Tybalt.”
“Why? So we can keep putting off the inevitable. Let’s just get this over with. Are you wanting a divorce or something? Just tell me.”
“I don’t think so—”
“Then what the fuck is up with you?”
“I told you,” she says hard and straight.
“I don’t think ya did, not the whole truth.”
“I, I just…”
“What? What is it?”
“I’m trying to figure out how to love you again ok. Because routine isn’t enough anymore.”
I know she hasn’t loved me for a long time, but actually hearing the words is something else, conjuring an emotion in me I didn’t think I’d ever experience – a bleak, abysmal dread.
“I never thought I’d hear you…” I say at a whisper, through the feeling of being knocked over, the wind taken out of me.
“I never thought I’d have to say it.”
I see rock bottom in my mind now.
“Just, just tell me what to do?”
“I don’t know what to do Tybalt.”
“I think I know where I can at least start – I can start by telling you…I still love you. I love you Juliet. And I’ll do anything, anything to, to—”
“Then maybe you’re the one that knows what to do, because I, I, definitely…” She trails off.
“What?! You what?”
No reply. She simply looks down and away with another shake of her head.
“Jesus Christ! I need help too. Help me help you.”
“Now that’s one thing, Tybalt, I am tired of; I’m so fucking tired of helping you.”
“What is that even supposed to mean? I never even see your ass anymore. Barely even hear from you sometimes…”
She counters with silence. Again. For just a moment. Staring.
“Fuck you,” she finally says before slamming the door in my face.
“No, fuck you!” I scream through the door.
Fuck fuck fuck.
I’m fuming, with a rage boiling inside.
So I head to the couch to cool off. My usual answer to this kind of a moment. I then close my eyes and begin to breathe deep. And eventually, I come down.
I then open my eyes and stare at the walls.
I carry out the rest of the evening and night as usual, completing all of our nightly rituals, but simply alone again. This time, however, there’s no surprise entrance by Juliet. No surprise food preparation. No silent dinner together. Nothing.
The rest of the night, simply silence. And our bedroom is no different.
But moments after I turn off the lights, and try to drift to sleep, I hear the front door gently open and close. Then the gentle creaking of the hardwoods, moving ever so closer, ending in the bathroom. Water from the faucet comes next, and then a pattering of sounds as someone tries to disrobe and change. The bathroom door then opens and there stands a silhouette of a woman.
Juliet.
She makes her way to the bed and crawls in. She shifts her body to and fro to find a comfortable position, and then retires without a sound.
No break in the silence.
I think, ‘maybe I should apologize.’
I backtrack on those thoughts again, however, thinking, ‘it’ll probably go nowhere.’ ‘Prolly just run her off again.’ So I say the only thing I can say.
“Well, goodnight.”
But no surprise comes my way thereafter.
No kiss. No love-making. Nothing.
I just turn to my side and try to fall asleep. The night, over.
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“…nly option is escape.”
“You think?”
“Oh I know. But what we need to do first, is, finally stop listening to all the overseers, the people in line to benefit, and finally start, well really listening…to…well you guys,” I say pointing to Cohen.
Cohen replies with a smile at first.
“You’re preaching to the choir there Tybalt.”
“Yeah, but we shoulda really been listening a long time ago. Fuck, we shoulda been listening from the get-go. And I think, finally now, most people see that.”
“We did give, as you’ve said, every warning we could. But us scientists aren’t the ones controlling legislation.”
“I know, but god, to go back in time, before all this shit, this fuckin’ mess we’ve found ourselves in. There’d be no need to leave, our only home.”
“But we still have time. There are new developing technologies, systems. You’ve even said it yourself, our treatment technology—”
“Sure we all have drinkable water now. But what about all the other shit from climate change doc? We can’t keep goin’ on like this forever; it’s just one shitstorm after another. I mean, I hear about something new every day now. And when is enough enough? When are we all, finally gonna get sick of hearing about another city getting wiped out by a Tsunami, or an acid rain cloud, or some other place with toxic air, or some other fuckin’ nightmare? I mean, c’mon.”
“Or ‘The Great Water War?’”
“Or ‘The Great Water War.’ Ya’d think it’d all change after the war. The worst part: we all know those treatment systems aren’t gonna last forever, especially when we don’t have any water…to…treat. We’re still seeing less and less every year.
And we both know we can’t make it through another World War. We just can’t. I don’t think we could come back from, from a fourth one doc. It’d be the end. So, the only real option is to get off this fuckin’ rock.”
I feel a sense of panic in my heart.
“Actually, the expectancy for the need for total evacuation has been lessened every year since the theory’s inception. The greatest minds of our generation are singing the same song. First, it was a thousand years. Then it got down to a hundred. Now they’re telling us we need to be out in twenty-five. Give it another year, and we’ll be down to five.”
“So what’s the fuckin’ hold up? Why do we keep doin’ this to ourselves? We got all the answers, but we don’t do anything about it. What is this? Self-sabotage.”
“I’ve been asking myself that same question,” Cohen replies. “But, to give them a little defense, the logistics are incredibly complicated. And given the failed missions to Mars, there’s not a lot of people that are wanting to financially back any more attempts. But then again, we still got the rapid climate change. So yeah – another catch-22.”
“You’re goddamn right it is. But there’s gotta be an answer somewhere?”
“I don’t know what that would be. I don’t know what that would even look like. We’d have to change a lot of minds first. I mean, we still have a lot of climate change deniers out there that— ”
“You got my answer doc – its escape. We still gotta get off this, inevitable, world, that is just falling apart around us, by our own hands no less.”
“And go where?”
“I don’t know. Aren’t there other Earth-like planets out there? Can’t we Terraform something?”
“Those are light-years away. And the closest thing we have to Terraform is Mars. And no one wants to touch that now.”
“So you’re saying we’re fucked.”
“I’m not saying that. My take: we have to change minds first, change ideas, to change actions. We have to wake everyone up.”
“Don’t hold your breath.”
Cohen pauses and stares, takes in a deep breath, and then very delicately…
“We can’t give up hope Tybalt,” he says with a wry smile, a sense of desperation on his face. His demeanor however suddenly shifts to that of careful contemplation soon after.
“As far as we know, right now, Earth is our only home,” he continues. “It’s the only place, we know of, that can sustain life. So to save ourselves, it’s clear, we have to save it. So I don’t think the answers are out there; I think the answers are in here,” he says pointing to his head.
“I don’t know about that one doc. It’s hard to rely on anyone anymore.”
“Unfortunately, we are…all we have. I believe humanities only hope is…humanity. But where that can go is anyone’s guess. Luckily, the world is smaller now than it’s ever been like you said. So if it’s going to happen, that we start to see a shift toward a Type I Civilization that you so desperately desire, it’s now.”
“But, are we really any closer? I mean, we don’t have the best track record...”
“Unfortunately you’re right. Our history can tell quite a story.”
“Maybe, maybe, we shouldn’t be saved then,” I say, matter-of-factly. “Ever think of that?”
“That I can’t agree with. But what I can give you, is the fact that, in a sense, you’re initial thoughts are correct; one day, we will have to evacuate and find a new home. It’s eventually going to be an absolute necessity, regardless of the climate – it’s inevitable – I simply look at it as more of a long-term goal, longer than most would perceive. In the shorter-term, however, we need to find a way, figure out how to reverse this catastrophic level of entropy we’ve given to the world.”
“And how do we go about doing that?”
And Cohen stares, sharp, piercing.
“With ideas,” he finally says.
And I laugh.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I quickly chime as I read a look of shock stretching over Cohen’s face. “It’s just, hearing that kind of an answer, I mean, I thought I was the fucked up one here doc. I mean, ya gotta be kidding?”
“I’m not. We’ve both talked about the power of ideas at great length, yes, unfortunately, we’ve only focused on the conceptualizations of how the wrong kind of ideas have changed the realities for people, societies, culture, et cetera, for the worse.
I believe the opposite is true. Why can’t a series of carefully crafted good ideas shift the culture consciousness into a positive direction?”
And the thought sinks into my core: Ideas don’t always have to be viruses; they can also be seeds.
“Guess I never thought about it that way.”
And Cohen smiles.
“Case in point,” Cohen continues. “You see – This one idea has opened up a multitude, a landscape of other branching ideas in you. You were quick to dismiss it initially, but one, counter-idea, opened up everything.”
And I see it. A wave of changing minds. Changing behaviors. The world finally agreeing for once.
But I stop short.
“But the dream is so big? There’s no way—”
“We have to try; we clearly need change. And history does show a bleak legacy of human culture, interaction, behavior, the wrong kind of ideas. But it also shows us the individuals that were sick and tired of history repeating itself, and with the right ideas, forging a new path. I believe we can do that again for Earth. With our climate. And give us the time we need for total evacuation. And most importantly, avoid our greatest fears – the end.”
“But we can’t fix…what we don’t have.”
“But what’s if we had everything we needed to—”
“But again doc, I hate bein’ that guy, but isn’t ‘the end’ more likely than—”
“We just need the right idea is all,” Cohen presses, sternly.
“Alright, Alright,” I return, defensively.
“Earth is more than just a pale blue dot Tybalt.”
“I wish I could agree with you there doc, but the only foreseeable practical answer I see happening, is with an ending that begins with a ‘goodbye…”
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I can see everything from here.
I can see Heaven and Moksha and even Nirvana. I can see every color. I’m floating, but still. I can even see myself. I can see myself…seeing myself. So far so that I can even see myself at the beginning. Through time. At the Big Bang.
Even on our first date no less.
We were so innocent then.
And I knew things would be different right away, because the night started with her picking me up. Not the other way around. Not the usual way. Not even close.
Her idea.
My oldest memory of her in fact.
Hearing a knock at my door, I open it to start our evening. Juliet stands at the threshold firm, with a confident posture, and gives me a ‘hey’ with a certain ring to her tone to say ‘we may already be old friends.’
“Hey,” I respond in equal.
Those radiate blue eyes of hers hitting me first, beautiful, piercing with elegance, and I think…‘damn.’ Her brown-black hair in soft curls. Her makeup light; just enough for me to notice. Her shoulders out bare, her skin soft, silky, atop a form-fitting floral sundress, a cream piece with coral flowers. Her matching cream open toed heels showing she even matched her toe polish with her fingers, the little things clearly important.
She looks absolutely stunning. And to top it off, I can tell she barely even had to try, her beauty, effortless.
“You hungry?” she then says.
“Yeah…god, you look…man ah…yeah, I’m, yeah I’m definitely hungry. We can—”
“Well let’s go,” She says, motioning to her car with a quick shift of her head, accompanied with a smile, a smile to say ‘all that word stumbling was cute; I’m gonna remember that.’
And we do just that.
She’s a fast walker however, a bit of a leader-strut to her pace, her positioning just in front of mine.
Doesn’t matter.
The smell of spring is in the air, the temperature perfect, and the sun just about to set.
Not everything is backwards. She doesn’t open the door for me or anything, just waits until I make it to my side before getting in on hers.
With a plop in the car, she looks at me and smiles.
“You like Italian?”
“Yeah. Sure,” I respond softly.
“Good. Because you don’t really have a choice anyway,” she teases, a touch of wit in her voice, and then smiles again. “I know this…little place, kinda off the beaten path, kinda tucked away. I think you’re gonna love it.”
“Perfect.”
A fast driver too, we get there in no time.
She waits for me to get out however before getting out on her end. And then doesn’t wait after we both are standing to march to the door, her pace out matching mine once more. She doesn’t hold the door open for me from the outside, but does so from the inside.
“C’mon slow poke,” she teases again.
“Alright alright,” I say, laughing in return.
We make it to the hostess stand, and Juliet simply holds out two fingers, much like a peace sign, and the hostess quickly returns the gesture with a nod, and begins to reach for the menus.
“Right this way,” the hostess chimes, us following behind as we make our way to the table, Juliet of course leading.
Sitting down, I find myself looking around at the restaurant interior, the wall décor simple, dark, and soothing, and then look back at Juliet to find another smile, her body language perched forward, her elbows on the table, and her hands nestled snuggly under her chin.
Everything tells a story.
“Y’know, you don’t look so bad yourself,” she then says, reading my mind from earlier, and responding in a way.
“Flattery…will get you…everywhere,” I say with a smile of my own.
“Guess I better keep it up then huh?”
“Guess you better.”
“It’s gonna cost ya though; a girl’s got her standards.”
And I smile again.
“I had a feeling you’d be that girl. So what do I have to do to—”
“Now I take payment in many forms, but for now, a little information will do just fine.”
“Well what do you wanna know?”
“Why has it been so hard for us to connect lately? Y’know very few guys call anymore. So I was very impressed to hear from you after you got my number. But lately, every time I text, I feel like I don’t hear from you for a day or so. You’re like a ghost in there. So what are you doing all day?”
“I’m, I’m usually in my office writing. Sorry, I ah, I’m one of those people that need almost complete isolation, no sound, nothin,’ to work, so I usually have my phone on silent or off.”
“You never told me you were a writer.”
“Yeah, ah, I always feel like it comes off as pompous or pretentious when I tell people that, so I usually keep it a secret for a while.”
“Ok, ok, I guess I can let that one slide just this once then. So. Is this gonna be one of those things where you’re some kind of big famous author and I just don’t know it?”
And I laugh.
“Not yet,” I then say. “But soon, I think you’ll be seein’ my name in a book store or two.”
And she nods.
“Confidence. I like that.”
But before I could respond, our server comes over to begin the ritual of every restaurant, to take down our drink order, a Vodka Cranberry for the lady, and of course a scotch for myself, inevitably breaking the rhythm of our conversation. Juliet orders an appetizer for the two of us as well. Doesn’t even ask for my input. Just takes the reins, and soon, we find ourselves back to our eye contact.
“So what do you do?” I say, trying to get our conversation back on track.
“Sorry, I can’t tell you that,” she says with a touch of humor.
I simply give her a look of confusion in return.
“I mean, I will, eventually,” she continues. “But ah, let’s play a little game: You can ask me anything you want, but you can’t ask me that, and if you can piece together what you think I do, and guess it right by the end of the night, I may feel a little more inclined to take you out again.”
Twice now she’s shown me that I really have to work for her attention, because I imagine there’s no shortage of men chasing her and giving her just that.
“Game on,” I say with confidence.
And she returns with a smile.
“Ok,” I continue. “Let’s start with the basic stuff: Favorite movie?”
“‘The Land Before Time.’”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Favorite song?”
“Don’t have a favorite song; have a favorite artist – Prince.”
“Ok, good answer, definitely on track there.”
And to end the holy-trinity of pop culture…
“Favorite Book?”
“I don’t have a favorite book.”
“Really? C’mon, everyone has a favorite book.”
“Well I don’t.”
“We’re gonna have to change that.”
“Guess so,” she says with a spunky turn of her head. “Maybe it’s that…I just…haven’t read your stuff yet.”
“Well if you play your cards right, I may be able to give you early access…”
“And what do I have to do for early access?”
And I pause, followed by a ‘hmm’ sound with my throat.
“Just. Continue to be your lovely self and laugh at my dumb jokes.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“Man. My mind was definitely startin’ to go down the gutter—”
“They all do,” I say with a smile, Juliet returning with one of her own, our chemistry glistening.
“So do you always talk to girls this way? Just rapid fire? The lightening round all the way through?”
“Well, I mean, I am on a time crunch here; Do you always start dates with a riddle?”
“Ok ok, fair enough. Touché Touché.”
And the server brings over the appetizer and our libations. ‘That was quick,’ we both mouth to each other.
“Are you two ready to order?” He says.
“You go first; I still needa…” Juliet says to me, nodding.
Our conversation glided so smoothly I hadn’t even had a moment to look at the menu myself.
“Ok,” I say to both Juliet and the server.
I then finger through the menu to find the first Chef’s Choice option.
“I’m gonna take this ah, ah, one, the Fettuccini Primavera.”
“Excellent choice sir. And for you ma’am?”
“The ‘Penne Alla Cajun’ please.”
“Excellent choice as well. I’ll put these in right away,” and he takes our menus and exits.
A short pause then ensues as we both think about how to get the conversation back on track. I then look at her drink and then back at her.
“Y’know, the drink a person orders says a lot about who they are.”
“And what does mine say about me?”
I pause, and then look at her drink again, and then back at her, and then at the drink again, and then back at her.
“I’m gonna say…that you’re…easy-going, with a touch of class of course.”
She then pauses, shows a me a very subtle smirk, and then begins to shake her head ever-so-gently.
“And I’m gonna say…that you’re…so full of shit,” and we begin to laugh. Things are going to indeed be so much different with this one. This one is definitely special. “Does that actually work on other girls?”
“I mean, sometimes,” I say laughing, with her following shortly behind.
“Well not with this one. You’re gonna have to try a little harder than that.”
Clearly a smart one too.
“I’m up to all challenges that the evening has to offer.”
“Good. Cause there’s more to come. And no more lines ok?”
“No more lines, got it.”
“Alright then. So I guess now it’s your turn to be in the hot seat. Tell me Mr. Writer…what’s your favorite movie?”
“The Land Before Time,” I dart with a touch of sarcasm.
“Oh c’mon—”
“Ok ok really – Probably, ‘The Wizard of Oz.’”
“Classic.”
“Definitely.”
“Favorite song?”
“Just like you and literature, I’m still lookin’ for the right one to call ‘favorite’ there.”
“Ok, favorite artist then?”
“Probably…Dylan.”
“Could never get into him.”
“The man polarizes everyone; ya either love ‘em or ya hate ‘em.”
“And last but not least, what is your favorite book Mr. big-time writer?”
“Probably, ‘Alice in Wonderland.’”
“You’re sayin’ probably an awful lot; Are you sure? Because I’m not sure if you’re sure.”
“Yeah,” I say pausing. “You’re…probably right,” and we both laugh, chuckle. “There is one thing I’m addicted to…”
“Please tell me it’s ‘Bayou Darlings…’”
And I begin to nod ‘yes.’
“Oh my god, I love that show.”
“It’s a serious problem; I have a serious addiction. I can’t stop binging—”
“Me too, me too; it’s really startin’ take over my life.”
“So I take it ya got a little bit of a geek in ya huh?” I then prod.
“Definitely.”
“Me too.”
“Don’t we all at this point?”
“Definitely,” I say, mirroring her use of language. “Ok, enough with the lightning round…just tell me more…about you.”
“Well what do ya wanna know?”
“Everything,” I say with earnest. “Where you grew up? How many siblings you have? Just stuff like that.”
“Don’t think we can go over everything tonight.”
“Well, we can
try. Let’s make it interesting. Let’s start near the end; How bout, you tell me, how bout you start by telling me something crazy you’ve done in your life.”
“Like a crazy story.”
“Yeah, like a crazy story. Doesn’t have to be real bad or anything.”
“Ok, but only if you tell me one.”
“Deal.”
“Alright, well ah, in undergrad, I discovered that I was a bit of a kleptomaniac…”
“Alright, ok.”
“Never wanted to steal anything major though. Would feel too bad, but little stuff, sure, and never from an actual store, but something like a party, for instance, now that was always fair game. And I had no shortage of party invitations from my sorority—”
“Sorority girl?”
“Yep, I was in a sorority. And what I would do was, when I’d go to a frat party or somethin’, I would find somethin’ little…a refrigerator magnet here, a poster there…and just pocket ‘em.
Soon, I found myself with a lot of stuff, and no idea what to really do with any of it. Until. Until my girlfriend threw an idea my way that was the perfect solution to organizing all my new found things.”
“Which was?”
“Wait for it, wait for it. Each year, my sorority hosted the largest Christmas party of the season, and it was my turn to decorate the Christmas tree,” she says, pausing with a smile, with one from me following soon behind as I begin to see where this is going. “And you wouldn’t believe how popular the Christmas tree was that year, just one boy after another making the rounds to it, and for some, seeing a little bit of their lives in the limbs.”
“You made ornaments out of the—”
“Exactly. Most of ‘em had no idea what they were lookin’ at. Others saw it as a coincidence. And the very few, they realized what they were lookin’ at was indeed their long lost little thing. And then a few of those few, actually figured out what happened, and tracked me down. I felt pretty popular that night, kind of in a good way and a bad. Luckily, no one got mad. But. A lot of them did get even. I lost a lot of easily replaceable things that night. Including my favorite hairbrush. Man do I miss that hairbrush.”
“That’s pretty good.”
“There’s more,” she says, pausing, adding suspense. “What came of that, began a tradition of frats and sorority playing a game with all of their respective parties, each one stealing something fun from the other, and then having to host a party to steal it back, and so on and so forth. And the game…spread like wild fire…and now all of the Greek life I left behind does it.”             
“Didn’t know I’d be amongst a living legend tonight.”
“That’s right,” she says with another smile. “Ok. You’re turn.”
“Ok, are you ready?”
“I’m ready?”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“Ok, in high school, me and a couple of my buddies, planned and executed a fun little excursion through a local mall – we decided to go streaking – and tried to make sure we had everything in place before doing so, but of course, nothing goes as planned.”
“What happened?” she says with attention, genuinely intrigued with how the events unfolded.
“It started in the bathroom. It was three of us. Each with our own bag. We stripped down to our birthday suits. The clothes went into the bag, and out came the masks we wore.
Now mind you, this was a team effort. We had one guy watch, mark, and communicate the routes of the security guards; his job was to essentially let us know when to go. We had another guy filming the whole thing. And then we had a pair of girls in a SUV, waiting for us at our exit as our getaway.
Back in the bathroom, we had a little pep talk first; got ourselves hyped up. And as soon as our watch guy gave us the green light, it was game time. We had a route planned out as well. It was essentially us jogging and weaving through the large interiors of the mall, from one end to the other.
Now here’s the catch: there was a short way, and a long way, and we all agreed on the short way, but when it was show time, the more wild one of our bunch decided to take the long way, and show his twig and berries a little longer. He later said it was because he loved seeing the looks on people’s faces. Just. Couldn’t get enough of it I guess.
I was actually the first one out. But to do so, I had to go down a crowded escalator. And for some reason, I found myself being very polite. ‘Excuse me,’ ‘Scuse me,’ ‘Scuse me,’ as I made my way down, and it only took one woman to turn around and see my naked body, and scream bloody murder at the sight. And that one scream…unfortunately…alerted the guards.”
“Oh shit.”
“My other friend got to the SUV soon after, but the wild child, nowhere to be found. And almost collectively we asked, ‘Where’s Cole? Where’s Cole?,’ and through breathy exhalations, my friend began to paint a picture. ‘…as being chased…we have to….we have to…go…go…we gotta go…he’ll get here…start…’ and soon as he said that, we all looked at the large glass door exits, and saw Cole, running for his life, with two security guards close on his tail.”
“Jesus—”
“Alrighty,” and our server enters the scene again, breaking the momentum of the story. They always do this. Always coming in at the wrong time. But of course they don’t know that. “Alright, the Cajun for the lady and the Primavera for the gentleman. Anything else I can get you two?”
“No, no, I think we’re good. Thank you,” and the server smiles, nods, and exits. “Well, this looks great,” I say looking up at Juliet, a look of bewitchment on her face, her eyes slightly flared, her mouth slightly open.
“So what happened, what, what happens!?” She exclaims.
“Oh right. We start to roll forward, leaving the door open for him. He crashes through the exit doors, makes it to the SUV door, and has to jump in as we’re speeding off. I mean, he barely made it in. And then it’s just something out of a movie, where, as we’re speeding off, we look back to see the two security guards panting in the middle of the road, having to watch us as we make it out scot-free.”
“Jesus. So nothin’ else happened? No one got caught?”
“We all made it. Even went back to the mall that night to see a movie, not one person the wiser.”
“Now that’s a good story,” and Juliet begins to dig in, me following shortly behind.
“Why thank you ma’am.” I say looking up. “And there’s plenty more where that came from, if you ever want to hear more.”
“I may have to take you up on that.”
“So how’s your ‘Cajun’ there?”
“Oh it’s good. More importantly, how’s yours first-timer?”
“I’m definitely startin’ to become a believer. I may have to make you take me here again.”
And I smile, and she returns, the date moving on into auto-pilot, clearly a success, especially now that we’ve found a comfortable place with each other.
Our place.
And the evening, the conversation continues to move along, effortlessly, much like her beauty, from one horizon to the next, from one laugh to the next, from one smile to the next, both of us genuinely enjoying the other’s company, without any additional need to act or pretend or deceive.
I don’t want the evening to end in fact. But all good things must have an end unfortunately.
“Save room for desert?” The server eventually asks.
And Juliet looks at me for a just a split second to tell me her thoughts on the matter before taking the lead once more, but before she can get a word out, I cut in.
“We’re gonna go with the cheesecake. Two spoons,” I say with a nod.
“How did you know—”
And I simply give her a smile as a response.
We enjoy the dessert, and when the check comes, I begin to reach for it, and she counters with a shake of her head ‘no.’
“No sir.”
“It’s ok, it’s my treat. The night’s been lovely; it’s the least I can do—”
“Uh uh, nope.”
She insists we go ‘Dutch,’ splitting the check down the middle, and insists, and insists.
“Alright, Dutch it is,” I finally say, giving up.
“Thank you good sir. But you’re right. It was a lovely night.”
And I simply nod. Still don’t want the evening to end however, which I can feel her feeling as well, so we take our time leaving the restaurant, and making it to the car, and up to my door, so we can continue our banter, our playfulness, our connection, with each passing syllable, each passing second.
Eventually, we return, and I can’t help but make one last ditch effort to continue.
“Couldn’t convince you to come in for a nightcap?”
And Juliet smiles.
“Probably best we call it a night right here; I have to get up early tomorrow.”
“Of course. Of course, I understand.”
“But before I leave, I am going to need something…”
And we both pause, and stare deep into each other’s eyes, connecting one last time without words.
“…You never made your guess…” she finally says, breaking the trance.
“Right right. Umm. Ok. Let me see here,” I say stalling a bit longer. “So you’re clearly a leader type; Like to take charge. Your favorite movie is a children’s animated tale, so you’re a bit of a young-at-heart type as well, but you also like Prince and had a bad girl phase, soooo, there’s equally an intellectual, yet adventurous side in there too. I’m gonna say…some sort of teacher…or educator…or….”
And Juliet slowly begins to shake her head ‘no.’
“I’m gonna take that as a no…”
“Sorry.”
“Guess…this means goodbye then…”
And Juliet slowly begins to shake her head ‘no’ again.
“No…”
“No?”
“Not goodbye.”
“Does this mean I get another guess…”
“I am a believer…in second chances; clearly you need a little more information, y’know, to make a better, educated guess as to what I do. Plus you’re pretty easy on the eyes. You’ll get it on the second try…or maybe the third…or—”
“Hope you’re right,” I say with a smile.
“I’m always right. Plus, who’s gonna give me early access to that book of yours.”
“Very true. So I guess this just means…goodnight then…”
“Guess so.”
“Well then…goodnight…Juliet,” I say, looking at her lips, not a shift, a turn with my body language, my body still positioned right in front of hers.
“Goodnight…Tybalt,” she says, holding her position as well, her eyes rolled up toward mine, the tension between us great, her posh lips slightly parted, in a way that holds me in another trance. God, I can’t stop staring. Her, now focusing in on my focus, deciding soon after to very seductively bite her lower lip, in a clear attempt to drive me crazy, and it does just that.
I lick my lips in effect.
“Man I really want to kiss you,” I finally blurt, which brings another pause to our moment, and a smile on her face.
She holds her smile and begins to slowly walk backwards. I hold my position as the distance grows.
“Not tonight Romeo,” she finally says, shifting toward her car. “But if you’re second audition goes well, you probably will.” 
She then blows me a kiss, and before she makes her final descent into her car to end the night, she turns to me one last time.
“And try to leave your phone on from now on Mister.”
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“…arted using every day; That’s when things got real bad.” I look down. “When my life, my reality, and the fantasies, began to blur…”
I can’t help but think about the kid when I think of those days.
“I lost control of the addiction. Sometimes I’d take up to five, ten a day, wake up in some strange place, sometimes in an ‘Anonymous House,’ no idea how I got there, losing days, sometimes weeks at a time. Fall break, before school started up again, was a downward spiral, the downward spiral.”
“I take it Juliet began to take notice?”
“Oh yeah, she did more than just notice, but she didn’t know what to do; didn’t know what to do with me. So we did the only thing we could do: clash, and fight, and argue, and just, disassociate.
We were just miserable, and for some reason, we sought out to make each other miserable as well,” stopping, I think of Juliet. “During that time…God, I can’t tell you how many times I killed her. Just in terrible ways too. But she just wouldn’t stay dead. It was just one resurrection after another, every day, a new Juliet reborn—”
“The hallucinations?”
“At their peak.”
“What else did you see?”
“CHARLIE. I saw a lot of CHARLIE in those days. In the flesh. Or at least what I’d think he’d look like. He would try to help me. Sober me up. Y’know talk me down.”
“He must have been your coping mechanism with the drugs. The father you never had, and at a time when you needed him the most.”
“The father I never had,” I whisper to myself, growing silent.
Cohen can clearly see a change on my face.
“Why don’t we switch gears? We’ll come back, let’s refocus. How was…your health at this time?”
I pause for a moment again before I answer.
“I was strung out. Skinny. Too skinny. Heavy bags under my eyes. Pale. Just skins n’ bones. But ah, I didn’t care.”
“And Juliet, what did she think of all this?”
“She hated it; hated having to see me that way. But, it was clear she didn’t know what to do.”
“Why do you think she never spoke up? Tried to get you any professional help? Given her history in the war, she doesn’t strike me as the non-assertive type.”
“I wanna think it was love. Like she didn’t want to hurt me. But. But it was…probably just the denial again. She may have thought it was just a phase, that, I’d snap out of it. She clearly thought I could do with a little space at the least. I mean, eventually, she just had to keep her distance. But I look back, and man, that’s probably when I needed her the most. Needed her to just…throw me into rehab or somethin.’ As much as I would’ve fought, and screamed, and pleaded.”
“Do you wish she did?”
“Sometimes I do. I mean, I wish she woulda done somethin,’ instead of just…nothin.’ I felt…abandoned, y’know, but it was weird, because she was there but not there at the same time.
So I clung to the only ‘normal’ thing I thought I had left – my job – which was also the one thing I hated more than anything else in the world at the time, as you well know. But I did it because I felt like I had to. Something in the back of my mind just wouldn’t. I thought it was the way back.”
“But it wasn’t?”
“No. It probably just made everything worse actually. I mean, a gig like that was a dream come true for an addict. As a glorified baby-sitter, I didn’t have to do shit. I mean, god, it was just so easy. I could do that job higher than a fuckin’ kite doc. I mean it was easy until we got to the unit where we had to interact with the kids again. Then it all went to hell.”
“That’s when you?”
I nod, and then grow silent again, as tears fill my eyes, holding my breath.
“Clearly that’s a subject for another day when you’re ready. Tell me, how was your life, outside of work? Outside of your marriage?”
I wipe away the light tear-buildup from my eyes.
“My social life, non-existent, of course. The few friends I had, faded. Colleagues began to distance themselves too, when they saw it, y’know, saw me go through the change. And I, began to shut myself off just as well.
Except to the people already in the circle; they were the only friends I had then, I had left, if you even wanna call ‘em that,” I pause, and think of Lydia, and a memory of her inviting me into a private room in ‘Limbo’ to sell me a suitcase-worth of no-names. She said I could pay it off in monthly installments. “And I had no hobbies, no stamp collections, no fishing trips, none of that shit. I just had…Anonymous.”
“I see,” Cohen says nodding. “It clearly…became your world.”
“My-whole-fuckin’-world doc. I mean, I can’t even remember when I, I, went past Gonzo. When the lifestyle, just became, my lifestyle. Don’t know when it all switched over, when I fell off.
But still, by then, I didn’t care. I think I wanted it that way, to implode. Kill my life. Kill my world. No longer having to deal with anything real—”
“Why?”
“To start again I suppose,” I say, laughing, the idea now so ironic.
“But doing it that way, don’t you think you would’ve just wound up back at the beginning of the circle?”
“In hindsight, sure, probably.”
“And what about Juliet? Clearly you didn’t want to destroy…that? It’s the only thing you’ve mentioned that is contrary to your inability to care, about, almost everything at that point.”
“No, no, I didn’t want to destroy that. Ya got that right doc. For her, it was more of ah, of ah, sign, that I needed her, and not just for recovery, y’know, I just, I just, needed her is all. A wake up call. Y’know what I mean?”
And Cohen nods.
“But it backfired. It went too far; I went too far. I thought she would want to help me, pick up the pieces, but it just drove her further away.” I pause, “I saw that I was losing her, and I snapped.”
“But clearly you haven’t lost her…entirely…I mean she’s still with you now.”
“Not yet at least.”
“Do you think she’ll…?”
“Leave me?” I quickly return, nodding. “Yeah, eventually. I don’t even know why she still holds on. It’s clearly not love. It’s the only real sin she commits – the inability to accept what she can’t control.”
“And if and when she does?”
“Either she stays, and we get to start over, really start over, or she leaves, and, and…”
“And?” He repeats, leading.
“I don’t know what would come after that doc. I don’t think I wanna know. Because. Because. I’m afraid she’s gonna leave with someone else.”
“Perhaps you haven’t thought about the possibility, that, that’s not the end. Or doesn’t have to be.”
“But it’s not quite the beginning now is it…?”
Cohen begins to shake his head.
“No it’s not.”
“Then what is it?”
“Not something new, but maybe just something else, something better. But ultimately, where it all goes, that’s for you to decide.”
And I think of Juliet’s warmth, her glow, and her beautiful blues.
But Cohen brings me back.
“I’m simply trying to help you prepare for all possible outcomes is all,” he murmurs.
“But is anyone ever really prepared?”
“No, no, usually not.”
“But the preparation does help, no matter the outcome. Better than no preparation at all.”
“Because I’d most likely have a severe relapse right…?”
“Precisely.” He pauses, “Or worse.”
And I nod, knowing exactly what he means.
“But you know what I really fear doc?”
And he lets out another hand gesture as I sign that he wants me to continue.
“That there are no more new beginnings, or endings, or more middle, just this…”
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You know that old saying, ‘you wouldn’t believe me if I told you?’ Well given the fucked up shit that’s been happening lately, you might just believe this one.
It would appear that of the few things I have left in this world, even my ritualistic walks are now becoming a slow, creeping plague unto my life.

I seem to be losing everything it seems.

Why, you might ask?
Because. It’s happening again, in the same spot no less.
It’s happening right now in fact – Déjà vu.
Juliet’s DRI GPS tag says, ‘At Work.’ I can’t help but check it every day now, but I’m looking right at her.
I can see her again, from afar, through the same stained-glass window that is the welcoming aesthetic of Tapper’s Tap Room, the same Tapper’s Tap Room.
But, something’s different. I’m seeing almost the opposite image of the previous event, a mirror image in fact, this time I’m seeing a silhouette, an hour-glass portrait of my wife from behind, as she sits stooped at a high top. But it’s definitely her. That flowing elegance, the color-scheme of her work attire. I would know it anywhere. That’s definitely my Juliet.
Surely this is just another therapy session with a client, like before? Right? It’s gotta be. I mean, usually the simplest answer is the right one. Right?
Unless.
Unless Anonymous is showing me a world not of my own; a world of its choosing, punishing me as I try to withdraw, wean away, an echoing effect from the last time I used. But I can’t even remember the last time. Maybe a week ago. Maybe two.
So this has got to be real. I mean, I haven’t stumbled upon a moment of terror. No strange occurrences. No ultra-violent ending. No chainsaw to the head. No skull to the curb. No blood soaked rooms.
All is calm as I stand at the curb of the sidewalk, peering, staring, motionless, my mouth partially open.
But it doesn’t matter, because the moment beckons me, regardless of the reality of the situation. It draws me forward because this time, this time, I get answers.
I get to see who she’s talking to, without her ever knowing. Hopefully, hopefully it’s nothing; hopefully it’s just some random guy or gal, a stranger, a client, a patient, shattering my fears of any infidelity, and not the opposite, that is, some old boyfriend or a former lover.
So I begin to venture forward, fast at first, but I quickly slow down to regain my inconspicuousness. Can’t be noticed. My mouth remains partially open as I lose myself in deep, narrow focus. I squint my eyes to sharpen my vision with each step, as my heart begins to pound. Ever-so-closer now, ever-so-closer. I slowly begin to make out the frame of the person. The clothing and demeanor of the person beginning to suggest it’s a ‘he.’
But I need to get closer to confirm.
So I inch my way further into the abyss. My eyes are fixed on the location of the individual, and I see what looks like khaki pants, and a white-button, and as I’m about to look upon his face, without even consciously thinking to do it, I find myself at a stop.
And in my mind, Juliet finds me again, and she’s looking into my eyes as she always does, hers telling me that this is ‘not the way.’ That this is not the road to salvation. And that the road I seek is rooted in trust. That I need to finally ‘believe her, and believe in her.’ And not let my mind run away with itself.
Time to stop doing this.
So there’s no need to see who she’s with. Because just like so many other things – it’s time to let go; it’s time to change – and finally start listening.
So no more paranoia. No more sneaking around. No more spying. No more games. No more cycles. No more of the same thing.
It’s time.
So I do the only thing I can do – I retreat to the house, alone, my only remaining sanctuary – Déjà vu all over again.
‘CHARLIE will know what to do’ I say in my inner mind’s monologue.
As always, CHARLIE recognizes my fingerprint data within milliseconds of me touching the door handle, disarming the security system as I’m turning the knob.
“Hey you – How was the walk?”
My god can he learn.
“The walk was, was, the same as everything else.”
“What do you mean?”
“I saw Juliet again, talking, with, with—”
“Another client?” He brightly chimes.
“I actually. I don’t know. Never got close enough to see.”
“You didn’t venture closer to…?”
I start shaking my head.
“I could of. I was right there. She would have never known too. I was almost there; One more foot, and I would’ve seen ‘em. It was definitely another man. But, but, it doesn’t matter,” I say closing my eyes. “Because the only thing that really matters, is that I trust my wife, and take her at her word – That, nothin’s goin’ on. So I—”
“Walked away. That’s says a lot, says a lot Tybalt. I must say, I’d being lying if I said I wasn’t surprised. Knowing you. Being so close. I mean just a week ago, if the same opportunity presented itself, I’d bet the world you’d take it,” he says, pausing. “But you didn’t.”
“I didn’t. Just walked away,” I say nodding. “I don’t know CHARLIE, don’t get me wrong, I wanted to, but as I got closer. I just, don’t wanna do this anymore – I’m tired – I’m tired of bein’ this way. So, I just stopped it right there. Just like that.”
“Man. I’m proud of you Tybalt.”
“Yeah, the whole scene was prolly nothin; prolly just another client. I mean, all it was, was Juliet and a pair of khaki pants and a white button up…”
I slow down as I hear the words coming out of my mouth, now allowing myself enough time to think about what I just saw, and a flicker of a thought fueled by my paranoia begins to take hold.
Khaki pants? A white button-up? Only one person comes to mind when I think of those two things – Cohen.
Dr. Christopher Cohen.
But it can’t be. I mean, it’s such a common outfit for any middle-aged man; that could’ve literally been anybody with Juliet.
So why does my mind keep circling back to one man? Why does my mind keep doing this to me? After everything I’ve been through. After all the progress I’ve made. Why does my paranoia, my anxiety, my tortuous-obsessive thoughts keep lingering?
On one hand, I can look at the situation objectively and see that the moment was probably nothing; probably just another client.
On the other hand, my paranoid-fueled thoughts create an entire world within the moment, a history, a story unto itself:
Juliet has been having an affair with Cohen, where they frequent at different rendezvous’ near our house, first meeting from a secret court ordered monitoring program that Juliet has been a part of since the ruling, initially reporting to Cohen as a superior, and now he’s the one man that is going to take it all away: my world, my wife, my life.
But I know deep in my heart that’s not true.
But the worst thing about developing paranoia from something like drug abuse is that I can objectively see that the thoughts are nonsense, but can’t help but continue to think about them, pine on them, relive them in my thoughts over and over again.
“Tybalt, you alright?” CHARLIE finally chimes, finally freeing me from my own thoughts again. “You were kind of zonin' out there. I was—”
“I’m fine. I just a need minute. You think you could—”
“Sure thing,” and his display screen returns to the nothingness of the wall.
Peering at the wall, the nanotechnology of CHARLIE gives no reflection. The technology of old at least gave us a black mirror to see ourselves in, to remind us that we’re all still real, living, breathing.
Before that, we used real mirrors to see ourselves, to look at the unique contours of our face.
Before that, we used water to see ourselves. Before that, it was paintings, sculptures, drawings, and before that, it was other people.
Now, we have nothing.
Nothing to remind us of who we are.
Taking out my smart phone, I look at its small, sleek design before looking at my reflection; I see it almost as an antique now, a relic of the past that holds memories in it, literally, and figuratively of course, still used by some, myself included, always reminding me of ‘a better time’ at first, regardless of my mind trying to counter that feeling, trying to find objectivity in the past. It does this because I always attach one thing to it – Juliet.
It’s always Juliet.
I think of the selfies we took together, the pictures we took on our vacations abroad, the conversations we’d have when I had to travel for work, the sense that, though we were apart a lot during the year, this small device allowed us to be close.
Finally I look at myself in the phone, the angle not at all flattering. Peering at it from a downward angle, I see my double chin, stumble and patchy facial hair of an unclean, unshaven face, the wrinkles and crows-feet of age, my disheveled salt-n-pepper hair, and a strange hue to my skin, the post-ramifications of an abusive life with anonymous as my body slowly adjusts to a life of cleaner living once more.
I stare at myself in the phone, for what feels like years. I feel ugly, almost unrecognizable. My eyes begin to gloss over as I stare at myself, lost in the reflection, and then I see it: thick, heavy smoke begin to radiate from my nostrils.
And as I watch this smoke flow out of me, it doesn’t take long for me to force myself out of the trance, and the only thought that I’m left with, is that of a picture of Juliet.
Maybe the current evolution of technology can give us what we once had, all other thoughts now becoming arbitrary.
“CHARLIE get me Tiffany,” I strike out, exclaim, out of nowhere.
“The same—”
“The same,” I quickly counter.
“Of course.”
That direct line came in handy, because before I knew it, CHARLIE brings to my living room this young, beautiful woman on his display, a pair of beautiful browns, a sweet demeanor, and a smile, the only initial greeting she needs.
“Mr. Nielson, so good to see you. And good timing, I just finished up with another client. So I take it you’re ready to—”
“I’m ready.”
“Excellent. Let me pull up your account. Ok, ah, here we are, Mr. Tybalt Nielson. Alright, I’m going to display our next available appointment slot on your CHARLIE. To confirm, simply click on the appointment time on any of your computing devices, including your CHARLIE.”
Within seconds, a dialogue box opens on my phone, and I click it without a thought, without hesitation, not even taking the time to look down.
“And a verbal confirmation?”
“Yes.”
And Tiffany smiles.
“Thank you sir. That’s it, we’re all set.”
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“…ght I’m ready.”
Fitting, it being the anniversary of the day.
The day. The breakdown. Exactly a year ago. What timing.
“Just. Take your time,” he replies softly, welcoming.
I nod, swallow, and then take in a deep breath.
“It was like any other day. Especially back then. I was at least four, five deep by the beginning of that last period. Nothin’ I couldn’t usually handle.
I’ll never forget hearing that last chime, and thinking, ‘one more to go, just one more hour and I’m home free.’
But that last class of the day. Fuck me, they were something else. I mean, they were already a disruptive group, y’know the wild bunch, and now they were itchin’ for the same thing.
They got antsy, bored, lazy, the usual. Most would just stare blankly at their screens, waiting it all out; some would stare at the time display, watching it creep by, one painful minute after another. I can remember doin’ that myself when I was their age, when it was just a clock on the wall.”
“Me too,” Cohen chimes. 
“But you always have a couple that, just, can’t sit still; just can’t wait it out. There’s always those few that channel that energy differently. Y’know, the ones that—”
“Act out,” Cohen says nodding.
“Exactly. Now usually I just send ‘em out of the room to someone with more of an authoritative role. Let ‘em deal with ‘em y’know. But not that day. I don’t know what came over me…I bet everyone says that.
I guess it all kinda came to a head at that moment: the no-names, just, hatin’ where I was at, how I was livin’ life, or the lack thereof, and the turbulent world at home…with Juliet. And, I snapped.”
“Try and walk me through the events.”
“Well. It was a typical disruption to start. One boy was pestering another, kinda ‘messing’ with him; wouldn’t let him focus on his work. So I instructed him to stop, and he mouthed off to me a little – nothin’ crazy.
Usually when they do this, I just warn the student of possible disciplinary action if he or she persists, and that usually diffuses the situation, but not that day. Not that day. That day, I said, ‘Shut the fuck up, and get back to work. Now!”
Immediately the whole room went wide-eyed. Stunned. Couldn’t believe what I just said. I mean, most of them had never heard an adult, let alone a teacher, lash out at a fellow kid like that before. Clearly the boy himself had never experienced it.
But as he looked around the room and at his friends for a signal for what to do next, he reacted in a way I never saw coming.”
“He fired back.”
“He fired back. Said, “Why don’t you get back to work old man? Get off your fuckin’ ass for once.”
“And I lost my shit. Almost immediately. Wasn’t stunned. Just screamed right back in his face. ‘Sit your fuckin’ ass down, get back to work, or I’ll fuckin’ make ya, ya little shit.’ I mean, just this uncontrollable rage took over. I wasn’t me after that. And it all prolly would have been over if he hadn’t decided to double-down.”
“He mouths off again?”
“Yeah, he just wouldn’t back down. And from there, it all broke loose. We just kept on takin’ jabs at each other. Tit for tat. Each one a little closer in each other’s face. I don’t even remember throwing the water bottle at ‘em until I saw the video footage of it at the trial. God, I was beet red. You could really see the anger, the fury on my face, through my body language, the movement – I clearly went off the rails.”
I pause and stare at the white walls before I continue.
“I was angry ‘n all, but I’ll never forget what really set it off, to that…ah, final level. The kid said, ‘Y’know you’re nothin’ right? Fuckin’ nothin.’ No one needs you here. Anybody can do your fuckin’ job. In fact, my dad told me about you, said you were this famous author once, long ago, but lost it. Lost your touch or somethin.’ And now you’re here. A Has-been. But really, you’re a nobody.’ And like I said, I snapped.”
I pause as the feeling of that moment washes over me.
“Try to remember it as you saw it.”
“Do you remember that moment in the surveillance footage, right after that, where I just became silent, still, began looking around the room, puzzled, and then just kind of, stared at the kid, intensely, as he continued to go off on me, before I, I—”
“I do…”
“Well what the footage, the audio, doesn’t tell you is that the no-names kicked in, hard, and a fantasy took over.”
“Really?”
And I nod.
“The classroom, the kids, they all vanished. And I was suddenly back at my childhood home, in the very room I grew up in no less. Every inch of it the same; the detail exquisite. And in the kid’s place, stood my father, yelling at me, screaming at me, the same kind of yelling and screaming I grew with up.
The no-names didn’t shy away from authenticity there either. And a boiling grew inside me; just a clash of emotions I had never felt before. And that’s when the fantasy poured into my reality, and I lunged out at my father, tackled him to the ground, placed my hands around his throat and began to take his life.
I remember seeing my father’s face as I wrenched his throat. I remember the color distinctly. Bloodshot red. His eyes in panic. Him clawing at me, screeching out sounds of agony, despair, doing the best he could to get me to stop.
But he couldn’t.
But of course, this wasn’t any ordinary fantasy. I wasn’t just along for the ride. Like usual. I was participating; I was really strangling him, but of course it wasn’t my father I was strangling, it was the, the…”
And I begin to weep at the thought of what I did.
What I became.
“That wasn’t me doc,” I say through the sobs, through the saliva. “That wasn’t me.”
He extends a box of tissues.
“I know, I know,” he calmly replies.
The weeping turns to crying. And Cohen comforts me with an embrace.
“It’s ok, it ok,” he calmly says over and over again. “It’s ok, it’s over.”
“But it’s not over,’ I say through the sobs, “I need more help. I’m afraid. I’m afraid it could happen again…” And I break down.
Cohen comforts me, and eventually, I return, and collect myself to continue.
“I would’ve killed that kid if the security guard hadn’t been walking by and heard the screams. And thank god he did. Anybody just watching the surveillance feed wouldn’t have gotten there in time. Wouldn’t have made it. And that kid, that kid, would’ve been…”
And I take in another deep breath.
Cohen nods in concurrence.
“And as soon he tore me off the kid, I was back. Instantly. I saw the classroom. I saw the kids. And I saw what I’d just done, the scene I’d been torn away from, this child, left on the ground, clawing for life, writhing in pain, in anguish. The sight, hideous, doc. Just. The thing of nightmares. A couple of more minutes, and he would’ve been gone. Thank god thank god that security guard came when he did. Thank god thank god thank god.”
And I let out a sigh, shaking my head to and fro.
“I was quickly restrained of course. And that’s when the real cops showed up. Didn’t take long. And I became…speechless. I guess, I went into shock or somethin.’ I mean, it was probably for the best. Didn’t say a word to the cops because of it. But I also didn’t need to. Five minutes with that surveillance feed and they were already reading me my rights.
I was in the back of a squad car soon after and rushed over to the nearing precinct. And from there, like you’ve seen in all the movies, it went from bad to worse…to worse. 
Fingerprints, interrogations, full body evidence acquisition, which, lemme tell ya, is fuckin' awful, and then on to a jail cell, left only with my thoughts again.
It wasn’t until later that I found out that, as I was being rushed off to jail, the kid was being rushed off to the hospital, and then quickly to ICU.
They were almost a minute too late I was later told. Any more loss of oxygen to the brain and there could have been permanent damage. Possibly even death.
But the kid, luckily, came to, made it, and with time, regained what he almost lost. The bruising around the neck took a little longer than expected to heal, but eventually, he showed no signs of trauma.              And at first I was relieved, I really was, but that was all wiped away when I heard the report that, though he eventually showed no signs of trauma, the psychological damage from the event…would last…a lifetime. As you probably know. That the kid would never be the same. Would never have a normal childhood. Or what remained of his childhood. Never have a normal life. Because of that one moment.
And I was the one that did it.”
“I’m sorry Tybalt. But. Let’s rewind a bit. What happened after those initial police procedures?”
“It was...god the long ‘wait.’ The first visit was with the lawyers, where we talked strategy. They first tried to convince me to plead ‘insanity,’ given that I was high on Anonymous and in the middle of a hallucination, but I knew the truth. I wasn’t insane; I was just an addict. Before the arraignment, I came to a lot of truths in that jail cell.”
“What kind of truths?”
“Upon my request, I pleaded with my legal team to convince the judge to let me see the surveillance feed from the incident. Eventually, they succeeded, and upon viewing it, my god, it was, was…I finally got to see what everyone else was seeing – what I had become.”
“And?”
“And. I didn’t recognize myself. That wasn’t me anymore. I don’t know who that was. But it wasn’t me. Wasn’t who I used to be. But it didn’t matter because by the end of the feed, I knew the answer.”
“You pleaded guilty.”
“I pleaded guilty,” I say, nodding. “But not without a plea bargain thanks to my legal team. They lowered the charges to assault and battery, and attempted strangulation. Don’t even remember the initial indictment charges come to think of it.”
“And nothing else came in between? No visits? Nobody else tried to contact you? Juliet?”
“I actually didn’t see Juliet for the first time since the incident until the arraignment. Even then, she only spoke to me with her eyes. And those were not so gentle. Not by any stretch. The look on her face was, just, soaked in scorn. It was hard to look at her in fact. And because I didn’t post bail, we didn’t get to talk until a month later, before the hearings began, separated by…a window of course…” I say, with a bit of a chuckle. “There’s always a window,” I then say, nodding.
Cohen gives me a kind of side-ways gaze on that note, clearly confused with the inside joke I say to myself.
“But she still showed up?” he continues.
“She still showed up,” I respond nodding again.
“And the talk?”
“It was pretty one-sided. I tried to explain myself, and apologize, and plead, and beg for forgiveness, and she just, stared at me. And then the tears began.”
“Did she say anything?”
“She almost said something to me, but couldn’t quite get the words out. It was just this ‘…I…can’t…I…,’ before dropping the phone and hobbling out of the room in tears. I didn’t see her again until the first hearing.”
“But she came back, showed herself again?”
“She did. But I dunno. Maybe she just wanted to watch it all go down. See what was to come. Because, since we had a life together, my sentencing would be kind of her sentencing as well.”
“Perhaps. Or maybe she came to support you.”
“Maybe so…I dunno.”
“How many hearings did you have?”
“Just three surprisingly. The system ended up working faster than I thought.”
“And how were they?”
“Ugly. All of ‘em. The prosecution did everything in their power to land me the maximum sentence. They knew some sort of punishment was comin’ given my plea. And. I think they wanted to make an example out of me doc – they wanted to say, ‘fuck Anonymous and anybody that takes it; look what it can do to our community, and most importantly, to our kids.’”
“But the sentencing gave no maximum—”
“Not even close. I mean, I still don’t know exactly what happened; why it ended that way. The evidence was there; the prosecution was flawless. I mean our defense was good, but not that good. I should have done some time doc. I should’ve.”
“But you didn’t—”
“I prepared myself for the worst. At the sentencing, when the judge told us to stand, I couldn’t even look at ‘em. Too scared, too ashamed. There was no way I could hang my head that high. Not that day, no way. All I could do was listen; listen to those horrid things he had to say about me, about what I did, about what I’d become.
All those poignant words standing out: reckless, careless, negligent, vile. But as soon as he said, ‘But in light of…’ I knew there’d be a light at the end of the tunnel.”
“In light of your…” Cohen says, leading.
“Clean criminal record up to that point; No past brushes with the law, except a couple of speeding tickets here and there. The fact that I owned up to the incident, pleading guilty. And surprisingly my contribution to society at the peak of my writing career and former charitable donations,” I quickly chime. “With that, I got four years probation and court-ordered, mandatory psychiatric care and counseling.”
Finishing, I look down at the floor, my head hanging low.
“You seem. You seem almost displeased…with that verdict. Anybody else would have been jumping for joy, Tybalt. That was the closest thing to ‘winning’ anybody could have gotten with your plea.”
“But. I know what I deserved.”
“Apparently not in the eyes of the law.”
“But why? None of it makes any sense. The verdict doesn’t match the act at all.”
“I’m sorry Tybalt; I’m not a lawyer. I can’t—”
“I know I know. I just. I’m just tryin’ to make sense of it all. My clean past shouldn’t have made up for what I did. I was an adult in sound mind. Well semi-sound. I just. It doesn’t add up is all.”
“Well our legal system also understands that we’re not perfect, that we make mistakes, and that sometimes, people deserve second chances.”
“I guess. I just. I don’t think I deserved one—”
“But here we are. You can’t undo the past now,” he says with a closed lip smile. “You can only learn from it.”
“But I never learn doc…”
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“…dreaded coming into this god-awful room those first couple of months. Hated looking at your fucking face. Still not a big fan,” I say smiling, implying I was only kidding. Cohen smiles back to say, ‘I know.’
“But as I was hating your face…Juliet was hating mine at home.”
“I hope, I hope you two were doing a little more talking than we were initially,” Cohen says with a chuckle.
“I can assure you, it wasn’t by much, but she was weird about it all. She just couldn’t confront it at first. Just went on pretending like nothing happened.

But, eventually, I just, made her, made her speak up. I mean I had to. We needed to talk about it. But it always ended up the same way – one fight after another.”
“So I assumed.”
“You assumed correct doc. But we eventually found our way back to what we knew – routine and schedules. And the fighting, the fighting dwindled. But. It still was just. Somethin’ wasn’t right. Still isn’t right. Just like the trial. I was expecting something different out of her…I mean I deserved—”
“You were expecting the worst there too…”
“Maybe a divorce. A reckoning. Something, monumental, I dunno.”
“Maybe the love is still there after all Tybalt.”
“You can keep saying that doc, but I’m not buying it.”
“Maybe this is something we don’t have to go on analyzing – maybe – it just was what it was; and it is what it is now,” he says nodding.
“Fuck – you of all people sayin’ that – fuck.”
“I just think…we’re getting so close to full recovery here…maybe it’s in our best interest that we don’t dwell on the bad.”
“Ah maybe you’re right. I dunno doc.”
“Why do you think it took so long for you to open up…to me?” Cohen then says.
“Just like that. Jesus doc. Well, I mean, isn’t it obvious? I didn’t want to do this. Didn’t want to be here. Didn’t think it’d help. Hated your fucking face. Hated this fucking room. Still hate this fuckin’ room actually,” I say looking around the room. “And then there was the withdrawals. It was just…ah. I just wanted to do my time and go home. Find some sort of normalcy again, before this fucking shit storm, and I didn’t think this was gonna be the place to do it.”
“You definitely didn’t at first,” Cohen says, pausing. “But, you came around. I was just hoping you’d come around a little sooner. I hoped you’d eventually find some refuge here. Like a little escape from the escape. Like a safe place. Where you could say anything you wanted—”
“You gotta funny way of showing it then doc. Cuz it didn’t seem that way; didn’t feel that way at all in the beginning. Almost the opposite. You just seemed…all business. Cold. Seemed like you were just goin’ through the motions, the grind. Didn’t care.”
“But I do care…”
“So I learned,” I say pausing. “So. Are all your patients like me?” I say, changing subjects.
And Cohen begins to shake his head.
“No, Tybalt, most people, want to talk, like to talk even, when they’re here.”
“I guess I’m just not most people then huh doc?”
“No…you are not,” Cohen says slowly.
“But we got there…”
“We did indeed. So tell me, how’d you find your normalcy again?
“Just tried to get back…to my life…before the addiction I guess.”
“How?”
“I took a lot of walks. Still do actually. Just took the time to clear my head.”
“Any writing?”
“God no. Haven’t even written a word since the trial. Can’t. It’s tied up too much…with anonymous, kind of a trigger now.”
“Of course.”
“Bottom line: I just tried to stay outta trouble.”
“Of course. And Juliet?”
“Drowned herself in work. And when she was home, kept up the charade that everything was fine, and that she wasn’t a ticking time bomb.”
“Do you…still feel that way—”
“Do you think you’ll be able to release me soon doc?” I interject, trying to change the direction of the questioning again.
And Cohen pauses.
“We’ll see – we’ll see how things go. Do you think you’re ready for that?”
“I mean, kind of, yeah. I gotta be close right.”
And Cohen says nothing to this at first; simply pauses and gives me one of his closed lipped smiles.
“I can see that you’re at least ready for the next step,” he says, tapping at his temple.
What a strange gesture. 
“Wait? What do you mean—”
But what would have been a sharp set of questioning is stopped short as I notice a cascade of events in Cohen.
He ever so gently repositions himself in his chair. His left arm gently pronates, which allows the hands of his wrist-watch to meet the gaze of his eyes as he slowly lowers his head down and to the left. The facial muscles surrounding his eyes contract very delicately to help sharpen his vision. His nostrils slightly dilate and his lips begin to purse.
Everything tells a story.
I know what he’s going to say before he even says it.
“I hate to do this, but I actually have to stop you right there. That’s, that’s actually time.”
“But—”
“We can just pick up where we left off, on the next session, as always,” he says with a smile.
“But—”
“Tiffany will get you all checked out; I’ll see you next time. Have a great day Tybalt,” he pushes, giving me a final set of non-verbal language as he lowers his head to his tablet and begins to type in his notes for the session, clearly analyzing our visit together.
And just like that – it’s over – the session is over.
I can’t count how many times he’s done this to me in the past, with our previous sessions together, but for some reason, this one, this one seems, almost, deliberate.
Purposeful.
And strangely, I find myself simply getting up with no opposition, simply gravitating toward the door almost subconsciously, accepting the end of our session together, a goodbye with my back to the doctor; my own non-verbal language.
I check the time, and see that we really were at the end of our scheduled appointment time together. No early dismissal.
So until next time I then think.
Stepping out to the lobby, I see an array of glum faces awaiting their turn to gab on and on about their boring mundane lives. I never try to say hi to them, make pleasantries. Just make my way to the outside and await my ride home. It’s this way every time. And I use to be excited to leave. But not today for some reason.
The car ride home seems almost sullen today as well. Joyless. Like something’s wrong.
Upon reaching my home, I stare out the window at my front door for a moment, stalling – I don’t really want to go in – my prison, away from prison, away from prison.
Eventually, I make my way toward the door.
Reaching the door however, I’m stopped short at a locked knob; clearly no active CHARLIE to recognize my fingerprint data.
Now that doesn’t make any sense.
Luckily I always have a key on me out of habit from the good ole days, but fuck, I don’t even remember the last time I had to use an actual key to enter my own home.
It feels archaic. Barbaric almost.
And upon entering, there’s no welcoming aesthetic from CHARLIE either.
And I’m so use to our CHARLIE that the silence I’m greeted with feels eerie. Unnatural. Abnormal. Funny how we get use to new things, and as soon as we have to revert back to a previous common practice, do we find ourselves lost. Like in a forgotten land. How did we live before CHARLIE? What did we do before CHARLIE?
The dining room reveals the answer to the change in the dynamics of the house – Juliet – sitting at the head of our dining room table, her back to the door, eating a meal alone. She doesn’t even turn around as I enter the room.
“So how’d it go today?” She begins, acknowledging my presence.
“Umm, y’know, typical,” I respond, a sense of déjà vu in the air.
“So…progress?”
And I nod ever so gently.
“Progress.”
To that, she says nothing else.
“So ah, did you turn off CHARLIE or somethin’?” I say, changing subjects.
“Hibernation mode actually. I just. Kind of felt like being alone today.”
“And…you’re not working?”
“I take it you don’t remember me telling you I get Friday’s off now?”
“When did you…? I’m sorry, no I ah, I don’t remember.”
No response.
I walk steadily over to her side.
“May I sit?”
“You do whatever you want Tybalt,” she says low, flat.
I sit with her, but her body language is unresponsive. Cold. Calm as well, but with a tension.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“You just seem—”
“I’m fine. What do you want?” She says with a sternness in her voice, like I’m bothering her for even asking.
“Nothing, I just, what the hell? You trying to pick a fight…already? I just walked into the house for god sakes.”
No response.
“What’s with you?”
“What’s with me? What’s with me? I’m tired Tybalt. Didn’t you hear me? I said I wanted to be left alone.”
She doesn’t even turn to me to respond.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“It’s fine. It’s ok. Just leave me be please.”
More sternness.
I give her a sideways glance, but still no response; still not even a turn in my direction.
“Ok, what the fuck? What’s up with you!?” I snap.
She finally looks at me.
“I don’t want to do this.”
“What do you mean you ‘don’t want to do this? ’ I don’t wanna fight either.”
“No – I don’t want to do this anymore. Any of it.”
And those words bring me to a pause.
“What are you, what are you saying?”
“I’m sayin’ I’m done. I’m sayin’ I can’t do this shit anymore.”
“What shit? We barely even see each other.”
“I see…enough. I’ve done…enough. And now I’m tired. I’m so so tired.”
She’s emoting, but she’s numb, almost robotic.
“What the fuck are you saying?”
No response.
“Say it.”
“You already know what I’m going to say…”
“Say it,” I say again, sharp.
“It’s time,” she begins, shaking her head. “…to say goodbye Tybalt. To all of this. To everything. Our relationship. Our lives together. To each other – I don’t want to do this anymore.”
She brings me to another pause, and I turn away. Can’t look her in the eye. And then a strange emotion covers my being. It’s not shock, or sadness, but a sense of, feeling surprised. I’ve been preparing myself for this moment for a long time now. But I was beginning to think it was never going to happen, and not like this.
So sudden. So abrupt. Without warning.
But I guess bad news always goes this way.
“So there is someone else,” I say aloud without thinking, clearly hurt.
“Jesus, Tybalt,” she says softly, gently with a deep breath. “There’s never been anybody else.”
“Yeah. Well. I saw you again, with some guy, at that same bar. Didn’t look like a patient to me. It actually, kind of, looked like—”
“You’re fuckin’ shrink. Cohen. Christopher Cohen. Yeah that’s because it was him.”
And now I can’t move, definitely not sure what to say. So I say the only thing I think I can say; I stay on target, on message, focusing in.
“So you admit it?”
“Admit what? Have you listened to a goddamn word I’ve said? There. Is. No. Affair – I’ve never cheated on you. Not ever.”
“Well then, what the fuck? Why were you with him of all people? How do you even know him?”
“You still don’t see it yet. I was with him because I have to be; he's around much more than you realize,” she says, pausing. “God they’re good. They really do only show you the things he wants you to see. Guess they wanted you to get close that day without any of the augment changes. Sounds like you got a little too close.”
No system is perfect.
“And you know how I know him Tybalt. Remember the therapy I needed after the war.”
And I remain speechless.
“You don’t remember do you? God what’s the point of even trying with you anymore? You’re just gonna forget,” she continues.
“I don't understand....”
No response.
“You still didn't answer my…why were you there? What were you doing there with him?”
“Doesn't matter anymore. I’m done with this shit. I’m out. So if you want answers, you’re just gonna have to ask him yourself.”
“Ask him what? I don’t even know what you’re fuckin talkin’ about? This is all—”
“I can see why he chose you,” she says under her breath as she pushes herself away and up from the table.
“Wait! You have to tell me.”
“I. Can’t,’ she says, beginning to make her way to the door.
“Wait!”
“Look, I didn’t want to do it this way, really, and I thought I could last longer, but when I saw your face…it all…I, I…”
“Please!”
“Don’t come after me,” She says back, making her way closer to the door. “You can tell Cohen the same.”
“Don’t. Don’t do this. You don’t have to do this.”
And she turns around.
“Yes – I do Tybalt.”
And upon hearing that, my quick spark of sadness turns to anger, resentment.
“Fuckin’ go then. Fuckin’ run away. Like you always do. That’s all you’re good at. But it doesn’t matter because you’ll be back. You always come back.”
“Not this time,” she says dryly.
She reaches for the door knob and the anger, resentment, quickly shifts back to despair.
“Ok ok, please, just stop. I’m sorry I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
She turns and gives me a side-ways glance, followed by a shaking of her head, and then reaches for the knob again, turns it and begins to open the door.
“Please please, just, just, tell me please…what were you really doing there?” I say insinuating extra-marital affairs again.
I need to hear something; I need closure.
But as she’s about to exit the door, she says something else.
“I was trying to save you,” she utters, slamming the door behind.
And just like that – she was gone – and I’m left, staring at the door, asking myself what just happened.
And just like always, not long after, denial begins to settle in.
‘She’ll be back’ I begin to think. ‘She’ll be back.’ ‘She always comes back.’ We’ve had worse fights before. ‘She’ll be back.’
And I begin to cycle through the denial. It helps. Numbs me. Brings me to a little sense of peace. That everything will be ok. Everything will be ok.
So I return to the only thing I know – routine and schedules – awaiting her return.
I of course carry out the rest of the evening and night as usual, completing all of our nightly rituals, a sense of déjà vu again in the air. But just like last time, there’s no surprise entrance by Juliet. No surprise food preparation. No silent dinner together. Nothing.
The rest of the evening is silence, and our bedroom is no different.
Turning in, I crawl into bed, turn off the lights, and try to drift to sleep, hoping to hear a change at the front door.
But nothing ever comes.
Luckily, I begin to drift into sleep.
As seconds drift into minutes, and minutes into hours, I’m delighted to find myself stirred back by a creaking of the hardwoods, again moving in from the front door, ever so closer, ever so closer, until stopping at the bathroom. Water from the faucet comes next, and then a pattering of sounds as someone tries to disrobe and change. This goes on rhythmically for some time, but no Juliet ever comes out, no woman silhouetted at the door.
The faucet then comes on again.
Listening, I find myself creeping out of bed, beginning to slowly pace to the door to investigate. But upon entering the bathroom, I find myself alone, the whole room empty.
No faucet on. No clothes on the floor. No presence of another person afoot. The room simply pristine. Exactly how I left it.
I look at myself in the mirror, take in a deep breath, and begin to make my way back to bed.
Of course, upon return, I can’t fall back asleep this time around. So I toss and turn. Mostly because I want to be awake when she returns.
But.
She never does.
The only greeting I actually get as the new day opens, is the rays of the sun peering through our blinds, warming Juliet’s empty side of the bed, still cold from the night.
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I had to. 
I had to cancel on Cohen. I had no choice. Our reckoning has to wait.
Because. I can’t put off the surgery any longer, and today was the soonest they said they could get me in.

So I told Cohen the only thing I could, that I was sick. Sick with the flu. And then had a friend on the inside change the DRI feed he receives to match, the last of my favors.
Because.
Because. I haven’t heard from her in multiple days, and the silence is becoming unbearable.
Complete radio silence they used to say.
And I’ve tried everything I can think of to reach her, but to no avail, making it abundantly clear she doesn’t want to be reached, at least by me. But maybe if, maybe if it was through an NCL, she’d, she’d, maybe have a change of heart. See that I’ve changed. That I can change. That I will change. And that I’ll continue to change. And through it, kill two birds with one stone – Show her the new me, and connect again.
Simple.
Just have to muster the courage.
Even trying to leave the house for my appointment felt like there was a force pushing against me however. I knew this wouldn’t be easy. But I have to prevail.
Eventually, I make it to their facility door.
But just touching their front door sends a shiver through my nervous system. Luckily, their almost robotic-like staff gives a warm welcome, easing a little of the tension.
“Ah you must be Mr. Nielson. Welcome,” a young receptionist sings as I approach their lobby’s front desk.
“That’s me,” I say matter-of-factly. “So do I need to sign anything else before we do this thing? Or check-in? Or—”
“No sir. We’ve been expecting you of course. Been tracking you on our DRI feed. No need to check-in; already done it for you Mr. Nielson. As soon as you touched the door in fact.”
She said the whole thing with a smile.
“Of course.”
“Please take a seat sir. We’ll be with you in a moment.”
I nod, and make my way to the nearest seat.
And now the long wait. Why do they even have me come in so early just so I can wait in their lobby for what feels like a lifetime? Why give me the time to reconsider this whole fucking fiasco.
“Mr. Nielson, we’re ready for you,” a female voice says from behind, mere seconds after touchdown to the seat, presumably a nurse.
Turning, I make my way toward her, and follow along as I pass the threshold of the door she’s silhouetting.
“Excited?” she quickly turns to say.
“I, ah, guess,” I return with a shrug.
“Little nervous huh?”
“Very.”
“You have nothing to be afraid of – I promise – this is half the battle right here.”
Following along to the pre-op suite, I can’t help but notice that the wall décor, and overall scheme and look of the corridors and facility, is almost exactly like the promotional ad I saw months ago. I notice the nurse noticing me look at the walls and the floor and the ceiling.
“Just like the video huh?” she says, virtually reading my mind.
“Yeah, I thought—”
“You’d be seein’ somethin’ different – well, we pride ourselves on authenticity here,” she says. “Ah, here we are.”
She stops, motions to my suite, and with a sway of her arm, tells me to enter.
“Your cap and gown’s on the bed. Feel free to put your clothes and personal items in that plastic bag near the chair. We’ll of course make sure all your belongings are taken care of while you’re in surgery. And last but not least, do you need us to arrange a ride for you, for after the procedure?”
And I nod yes in return.
“And a maybe an aide to help you into your home, into bed? Or will your wife, or maybe a family member be there?”
“The aide’ll be fine.”
“That’ll all have to be out-of-pocket though,” She says nodding. “Is that ok?”
And I nod yes.
“Splendid. Any other questions or concerns?”
And I shake my head no.
“Excellent. Well if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call,” she finishes, exiting the room.
Alone now, I’m in no rush to disrobe and put that cap and gown on.
Taking off my clothes proves difficult. I feel the same force acting against me that I felt at home. I knew this wouldn’t be easy.
And I hate hospital gowns. I hate their course material. I hate how they make me feel. Vulnerable. Naked.              
Once changed, I keep myself from getting too comfortable, so I stay seated on the side of the hospital bed. Not sure why exactly; seemingly, I guess, to be prepared for anything. And as soon as I begin to think about the idea that this is where I’ll be facing the long wait, the excessive time-lapse where nothing happens, what appears to be a doctor wearing scrubs enters the room.
“Hello there, hope you weren’t waiting too long,” he begins, their staff reading my mind again. “I’m your anesthesiologist, Dr. Toriyama, here to perform one of our many preliminary exams before the surgery. The good news is: you’ll be out for the rest of em.’ So just relax. Go ahead and lay down. I promise I don’t bite.” 
I do as instructed. He then goes through the usual physical check-list, taps his NCL a couple of times and proceeds through the process very effortlessly.             
“Alright Mr. Nielson…any allergies?”
“Just. Penicillin.”
“Good good. Anything else?”
“Nope,” I reply. He then blinks repeatedly on that note, presumably placing in new detail on my chart through his NCL interface.
“Perfect Perfect. That’s everything I need. Now a nurse should be in on my heels to—ah here she is,” he says, stopping himself short as a young lady in nursing scrubs enters the room.
“She’s going to set you up with an IV and probably give you a sedative to help you relax, and then move you in the bed to the next holding area.”
“Oh. I thought this was the pre-op suite—”
“It is,” the nurse chimes. “But not the surgerical pre-op suite. Think of it as a pre-, pre-op suite. We just getcha prepped in here honey.”
“Gotcha,” I say with a slow nod.
The anesthesiologist exits, leaving me with the nurse, now performing a series of duties to further prep me for surgery, all with an almost musical-like grace, signaling to me that she’s done this countless times before, putting me at ease a bit more. The sedative helps too.
Once prepped, her and what appears to be an aide that comes out of nowhere unlocks the hospital bed with a strong clack, and off we go.
Now with the sedative really kicking in, I can feel myself melting into the hospital bed a bit, a sense of comfort blanketing me. And thank god, because as they wheel me through the corridors, all I see is the ceiling and walls, now feeling like I’m in the promotional ad itself, but the sedative also keeps me from caring.
But that doesn’t keep me from the sense of eeriness I see in the walls, that I feel in this moment, a moment I never thought I’d be a part of, soon now with my very own NCL implant.
Eventually, we reach our destination, and I’m met with Dr. Toriyama again.
“Hello there again Nr. Nielson. Well we’re going to hang out here for a bit, and once we get the green light that the surgeon is ready, we’ll start you on that IV drip – the anesthesia – the real good stuff, and you’ll be off to La-La land. And the surgery, it’ll be over in a heartbeat.
“Ok,” I say back, surprised he didn’t say ‘it’ll be over in a blink of an eye,’ or some stupid fucking pun like that.
Now in the actual pre-op suite, I’m positioned in a way where I can see the adjoining room, the actual surgical suite, with all the little worker-bees rummaging around, prepping and laying out all the surgical instruments, the robotics, creating the sterile field, all with an orchestral precision. The movement again, musical, like that of the initial nurse. Quite beautiful actually.
And this has to be the time where the long wait occurs, like I’ve encountered countless times with my past medical needs. But as I soon as I finish that thought, a new medical personnel enters the room, clearly another physician from the look of his scrubs, different than all the rest.
“Looks like we got the green light,” I can hear Dr. Toriyama say from afar.
The new individual comes over to my bedside and with an outstretched hand, asks for a handshake. I oblige.
“Just wanted to come over to introduce myself before we started the procedure since I didn’t get a chance to meet with you before hand, given the schedule change – I’m Dr. Hitchens – I’m going to be your attending surgeon today for your NCL implant. Just wanted to see if you had any questions before we got started. Anything I can answer for you?”
“Is it too late to back out?”
And he smiles, and then laughs a bit.
“Everything’s going to be just fine Mr. Nielson – I promise – it’ll be over before you know it.”
“Are they…is it…really worth it?”
“I think so. When people come out the other side, they, they say they feel like they have a new life ahead of them…with the implant. Some would go so far to say, that they’re born again, that they get to start over,” he says with a pause. “I just need a final verbal…are you ready to proceed?”
And I begin to nod.
“Yeah let’s do it.”
And the surgeon smiles.
“See you on the other side.”
Dr. Hitchens then nods to the anesthesiologist to proceed.
“Alright Mr. Nielson, here we go,” Dr. Toriyama says, helping, with the assistance of his staff, push me into the surgical suite and put me in position.
“Alright, here comes the good stuff,” he says, as I see the surgeon enter the room, now fully scrubbed in, and being dressed by his staff with all the formal sterile attire, with a clear methodical approach, again almost musical in their movements.
“Alright, start counting down from 100,” he says to me.
And I do as instructed, my eyes becoming heavier and heavier with each passing number; my body becoming heavier and heavier, a numbness now in my extremities, and a blur to my already limited remaining vision.
And soon, I’m in a dream – a perfect dream – I’m back with Juliet on our first date. It all goes exactly how I remembered it: her picking me up, the Italian, the conversation, the banter, the connection, but the ending, the ending is memorably different. I tell her I ‘want to kiss’ her and she allows me to proceed, and the kiss, is everything in that moment.
But as we continue to embrace each other, a powerful white light takes over my being, my surroundings, and begins to pull me away from the moment, and as I’m pulled further away, I can equally feel the heaviness of my eyes begin to lift.
And soon, with a full flutter of my eyes, I’m transported back to the pre-op surgical suite. Awake. Assumed to be at a time of post-operation, overcome with a sense of drowsiness as I begin to come to. Eventually, I see what appears to be the surgeon coming towards me, presumably to check on me, but as he approaches, I only get tiny sections of what he says as I continue to acclimate to normalcy.
“…elcome  back Mr. Nielson…ll done here…ing to give you some time to rest and then you’ll be on your way…nd yes, it will all be worth i...” and as soon as he appeared, he was off again. 
Embracing my state of drowsiness, I try to return to sleep, hopefully back to the dream. But before I do, I know I must know a truth, so I tip my head down and to the left.
My right hand then finds my rough facial hair at my chin. My fingers begin a superior ascent through the contours of my face, until I find what I’m looking for at my right temple, the only tactile information I need before I return to my slumber, the only answer I need to reveal that this was all real – I find my NCL – smooth, pristine, new.




























































February 13th, 2052



How did we all live without the NCL? How have I lived without it? How was life even before this? I look at my smart phone now with disgust, a now understandable shunned relic of the past. It’s hard for me to still use it in public in fact.
And it’s only been about a week, but it’s already changed everything in my life.
Everything.
I even feel like my health has improved since the implant.
Like I’m getting my life back.
My hair feels fuller. I don’t see bags under my eyes anymore. My cheeks are filling in, the bones no longer a sharp protrusion. The color in my face, returning. I’ve even gained a little weight back, my appetite now normalizing.
I’ve even noticed myself straying from the couch more as well; my walks around my proximity arrest now plentiful.
Overall, I just feel better since the implant. Healthier. My god how quickly we’re allowed to bounce back – a long far-cry from the surgeries of yesteryear, a time seemingly long ago – no long rest periods anymore. No long waits.
And the use of the device itself – simply a joy – I know, hard to hear right, implausible to think so soon, but it’s simply true.
The interface feels flawless; the navigation effortless. I know I probably still look like a beginner to most, the firing of my eye musculature still a real conscious effort, but I’m gettin’ there.
Hell, I don’t even mind the updates. Don’t even notice them for the most part in fact. Now that’s something I didn’t understand until now, until I had an NCL, that most of the time, an onlooker is the only one seeing the update in you, noticing the change in you, not the user. I always thought they felt it, noticed it to its full extent, but that’s simply not the case. Sometimes, sometimes you can, but most of the time, it’s nothing, barely a noticeable blip in your day.
And the connection I have with others now is unprecedented – I feel more connected with my family and friends now more than ever. The subconscious automatic updating, accompanied with their constant DRI stream, allows me to peer into their life, see what they’re doing, how they’re living, as if I’m right there with them. It allows me to comment on what they’re doing as well, even getting to talk with them on occasion, in real time no less; not after the fact anymore. A real gem of our times.
Sure, I find myself wanting to interact with people in the flesh a whole lot less, but given all that I get through the NCL, it feels so much more worth it. I can connect with dozens upon dozens of people at a time so much more readily, and faster, and with less effort, than a short interaction with one person over coffee. I get it now.
I get it.
Documenting every step of my day-to-day life is a breeze as well. Along with my own subconscious updating, I do my fair share of voluntary, conscious uploading. Along with deciding to become an aspiring photographer with the photoshop-like software embedded in the implant, as well as showcasing my audiophile output mastery and that I’ve become a video essay enthusiast, my real guilty pleasure is sharing the gourmet dishes I get to enjoy on a day-to-day basis, at breakfast, and lunch, and dinner. It doesn’t matter that I eat alone – I have 44 followers now.
I find myself compelled to comment on everything. And I feel good doing it. The subconscious uploading does a lot of the heavy lifting. I of course edit it if it’s not quite up to par, but it usually comes close to hitting home.
Sure, it doesn’t allow me too much time to get to other things throughout the day, but I can’t seem to help myself.
My voice matters now.
Luckily, now that I have the implant, I don’t really need a lot of free time, as I’ve found myself utilizing the NCL to purchase all my groceries, every and all necessity, and sometimes the not so.
Everything is so convenient now.
I get it.
Life’s just better.
I don’t even mind the advertisements; they’ve made them so seamless. Sometimes I don’t even notice them at all. Even the ones in my dreams.
Hell I don’t even mind the inceptions.
It’s a good thing I don’t think too much on the subject, all my notifications now keeping me pre-occupied with any real consistent thought. I’m even aware of that too, but I don’t care.
It’s just better this way.
I’ve even grown fond of mushrooms myself lately, the very thing that makes me think of her.
Juliet.
Now the only remaining thing I haven’t been able to connect with.
But fuck, everything makes me think of her. I mean, for all its advances, all its showed me, changed in me, it can’t seem to do the only real thing I got it for in the first place – bring me closer to her – my Juliet.
Hasn’t been for a lack of trying. I’m not exactly sure what she’s going through, but one thing’s for sure, her NCL’s still on, and with no block on her end, it’s allowed me to peer into her life through the subconscious automatic uploading, and of course, constant DRI stream, now allowing me to be a voyeuristic bystander, given that there’s no active input.
She’s left it on, but hasn’t actively used it once.
And with such a gift, such an opportunity, such an invitation, I can’t help but watch her, day in and day out, her simply carrying out her life, now with a new routine.
I watch and watch and watch, and look and wait for a change. Something. Anything to tell me she’s not trying to move on. That there’s still a chance; that there’s still hope.
Eventually, I muster the courage to make contact.
First I start simple, and add a ‘like’ to one of her subconscious uploads. And then to a picture. And then I leave a comment, but to no avail, no reply. And then on to a direct message, but to no avail, no reply. And then another. And another. All with the same end.
Now in a new prison, I can’t seem to stop.
I wish it was just mere convulsion, but it has already become a new obsession. One could say…an addiction. One that did not creep up on me; one I very much volunteered for.
So I keep on…watching her.
Checking the notifications, the bleeps, the bloops, new pictures, new comments, new video, new audio. I keep watching. Can’t look away now.
It’s better this way.
Because soon we’ll be able to share our own pictures, and comments, and videos, and audio.
Together again.












































March 1st, 2052



I will say this about Cohen’s practice: It’s definitely a well-oiled machine.
I’ve never had to wait past our appointment time. Not once. In the beginning, I used to come in real early, well before our scheduled appointment, but once I noticed the constant trend of our appointments always being on time, I stopped doing that altogether. Now, now I show up at the exact time they tell me to. I’ve never had to wait.
“The doctor is ready for you Mr. Nielson – Please just head on back to his office as usual,” the receptionist says as I enter the lobby, the process now seamless today. Didn’t even have to sit down. Didn’t even have to stop walking.
Now a routine unto itself, I make my way to Cohen, and sit in our usual designated chairs. Always positioned the same.
Let’s see if the bullshit I fed him worked, the nice neat set of lies I gave him, and his staff, and my probation officer, to explain my absence.
“Tybalt, hello, long time no see. I was beginning to think we weren’t going to see each other again. What has it been…about a month now? Hope you’re feeling back to normal,” he begins.
“I do. I feel…brand new in fact. Needed a little extra time to change some things as well, for the better,” I say, tapping at my right temple.
He reacts with puzzlement initially, and then a smile, a smile like I’ve never seen before.
“So I see. Please. I’m all ears. Tell me about it; tell me about everything I’ve missed in the last month,” he says, leaning in.
“Obviously the biggest change is this,” I say, pointing to my NCL. “I’m a little surprised you weren’t all over it when I walked in. But fuck I had to, right? Didn’t I? Everyone. Everything. Was just, pushing me, pushing me towards it. That. That. I wasn’t complete, or some shit, until I had one,” I pause. “And, and, I gotta admit, I gotta hand it to ‘em doc, I didn’t think it’d happen so fast, but, but, I get it. Everyone was right.”
And Cohen is back to his old ways - Stoic and staring – with an almost intense active listening posture now.
“But it still hasn’t connected me with, reconnected me with, I should say, with ah—”
“Juliet,” he says, finishing my thought again.
I reply nodding.
“Yeah.”
“Fascinating…” he says with that same smile.
And now I’m the one giving the puzzling stare.
“Fascinating…because…?” I return.
“Fascinating that that was the final trigger, in that moment, when she walked out on you; the only thing you needed to push you over the edge. Not anything else. Just that. Just her. A pure emotional response. And then an awakening.”
I feel a coldness now, draping over me, immediately after he said that last word.
“Wait. What? How do you know? Let’s. Back up a bit. Did you already get all that from my DRI feed? Or did she—”
And he begins laughing to himself with a subtle dissonance.
“Y’know Tybalt, everyone thought you were going to come in here today guns blazing. Yelling. Screaming. A big ‘ole scene like you used to do. The whole thing. We knew today would be special. But not how. They all thought, they all thought you’d be all fire and brimstone after she told you about us…about our…little meeting.”
He pauses with a stare, and then notices a cascade of events in my body language, non-verbal language, telling him I’m wanting to flee.
“I wouldn’t do that,” he quickly quips, sharply, and then continues on where he left off. “They all thought that – but not me – because I know you. I know you now Tybalt. I know you better than anyone knows you now. Maybe better than yourself. In part, because, I’ve had a front row seat for all this, to bear witness, to see the change in you. I knew you’d wait, and wait, until you confronted me. But I knew you’d eventually do it too, just with a little more poise and collection than the others would want to believe.”
I can feel my extremities tighten, my muscles, stiffening; Contractures; my vocal cords overcome with amnesia. Forgetting how to work.
“But instead,” he goes on. “You come in here and the first thing you go into is…your NCL. Excuse me. You’re new NCL. Just like that. Not Juliet. Not the fight. But the NCL. Juliet merely a second thought. An important second thought, but still a second thought nonetheless.”
Cohen pauses to think about what he just said.
“Marvelous. Just Marvelous. You just…keep on surprising me Tybalt. There was a part of me that thought, you wouldn’t do it today, that you’d walk in here, and just want to talk about Juliet, and Juliet, and Juliet, and only Juliet like you usually yammer on about, continuing to bottle up everything else. But the fact that you went a completely different direction and brought it up, the most important thing you can bring up, almost right away – is everything – that you see it now is everything.”
You can see an almost scary, burning intensity in Cohen’s eyes now, an expression I’d never seen before, clearly from a man I thought I knew, but can see now, I know nothing about.
“I know I know. Not what you were expecting today. A real change of pace. You, for one, are used to doing all the talking. But now. The fact that you’ve qualified it. Finally. We’re here. There’s so much I want to tell you, that I can tell you now. Finally.
Especially after that little fight you had with Juliet. She really let the cat out of the bag on that one didn’t she? We didn’t see that one coming. Bet you didn’t either. And we all told her she just needed to wait a little longer. Just a little longer. But…she didn’t listen,” he says, hanging with a pause. “It’s ok – we’ll deal with her later. Plus, we wanted you to watch her anyway once you activated your NCL, and made sure you could.”
I don’t know what to say. What to do.
“You don’t see it yet, but you will – now is our time Tybalt. Now we get to revisit a conversation we’ve had to put to rest for so long. So long. But I knew it. I knew we were close. I just didn’t think it’d be today.”
“But I wanna hear about Juliet,” I finally say, not knowing what else to say really, my body, clinging to the chair, fear wrapping me in its web. What the fuck is even happening?
“And you will, you will. But let me ask you this first…how long do you think you’ve had that NCL?”
And my muscles tighten again.
“I dunno, maybe, four weeks or so.”
“What if I told you…you’ve had that NCL much, much longer than four weeks?”
“I’d tell you to get off your fuckin’ meds again.”
“Ah there’s the Tybalt I know,” he says laughing. “Ok. What If I told you…you’ve had that NCL…long before we even met?”
And to that question, I had no response. The question simply making me think, making me retrace all my lingering deep memories for any kind of rebuttal, before my ‘denial’ takes over once more.
“That’s impossible doc. I mean, I literally just had the surgery. I remember everything: the initial contact, the pre-op consultation, layin’ down, meetin’ the doctor, driftin off, dreamin,’ and then seein’ him again after the procedure with a fuckin’ black dot on my temple. It was clear as fuckin’ day—”
“Did you though?” he asks almost immediately, a sure, inquisitive tone in his voice. “Think.”
“I mean…” and I lose myself in thought again.
I literally just had the surgery. I remember. Everything. It happened. I mean I think it happened.
And Cohen’s is staring at me again, smiling.
“Ok. Let’s approach this from…a different angle,” he presses, then stares, my mind at full attention. “Ever notice anything odd about our little chats?”
And I respond merely with a displaying of the hands and a superior shrug of the shoulders.
“Any strange breaks? Pauses? In our conversations? Like having an awakening in the middle of a session?”
“I don’t, I don’t kn…”
“But I think you do – I know you do in fact – you’ve seen it in others, for a long time now…”
And I grow silent again, and I tip my head down, my eyes now peering at the floor, while Cohen just rambles on, a side I’ve never seen in him before.
“Think Tybalt. Try to remember. Think of all our long conversations together. Think of those times when you seemed so scattered. Like you had to recalibrate after a long—”
“Update,” I finally say, the memories beginning to trickle in, like a lock suddenly opening in my mind.
And Cohen smiles, and begins to nod.
“Exactly.”
“My god,” I say under my breath, almost at a whisper, as I begin to remember a world once forgotten.
“You never stopped to think how odd it was that you, acclimated, to the device so fast? How could that be Tybalt? I mean, how could that be?”
I can’t answer him. I can’t seem to utter any words at all in fact, my vocal cords overcome with amnesia again.
No words on his side now. He pauses as he sees I’m trying to bring myself to the reality of the situation, to process the past, as the memories begin to linger in.
“Do you see it now Tybalt? That there was no operation a month ago. Just another fantasy. Because, because, you’ve always had that NCL…”
I close my eyes, and take in a deep breath. And the memories return – A flood in fact.
And I see myself. Before the trial. Before the incident. Before the drugs. Before anonymous. Before the depression. Before it all went to hell. With Juliet. Us trying to find each other again, saving each other again, going in hand-in-hand, on the operation table, together.
And Cohen smiles, and begins to nod, allowing me time for it all to sink in.
“But?” I finally utter, almost at a whisper
“Why didn’t we address this sooner?” he quickly responds. “We did actually. But the delusion. The delusion you created after the breakdown, was, nothing like we’ve ever seen before. You rejected all constructs of the world that came after the NCL, trying to live in a time in your mind when you were more at peace, but still recognizing and living in the present to some extent.
Even mentioning the NCL, any NCL, made you become violent, sometimes ill. Now add in the effects of Anonymous on your memory and its well known hallucinogenic effects on the psyche and—”
“My god,” I say again, well above a whisper this time.
“We knew we had to take a different approach in your recovery. We knew we had to help you help yourself essentially. Wean away from the drug and allow your mind to recalibrate, slowly, to reality once more, giving you time to come to your own realization, and face the one thing you had to erase from your world, as it stood, we could only assume, as a symbol, a marker, when everything started to go wrong.”
‘Jesus’ I then say to myself.
“We knew that the acknowledgement of the NCL would be the key and that it would begin to help you come to terms with all the events that came after it – the depression, the incident, the breakdown – so you could begin to truly heal.
So almost right away, we began to help shape your world for that purpose, knowing ultimately that the most important part was that you came to the full realization of your NCL on your own. And so began your journey, with the surprising twist that your mind began to use your hallucinations as a kind of guide almost, a beneficial return, in a parallel attempt to help you wake up again. Which brings us to…today.”
Still no words.
 “Helping to shape your realization was an important part of the process. Ever wonder why Juliet was always sitting in front of that large stained-glass window? So you’d have a good view of her of course.”
And now a feeling of despair washes over me, and then quickly hatred, hatred at thinking how much of my world had been manipulated since we met.
“Don’t worry,” he says, reading my expression. “It was all for the process; we were only trying to help you. We did what we had to do.”
My mind begins to race on that note: How much of the last year was real? How much a fantasy? How much of it manipulated?
“I have, I have, so many questions…” I say almost with a stutter, still clearly shocked from what I just learned.
“And I have your answers. By all means, when you’re ready…”
“Well. I still don’t understand why you’re telling me all this so suddenly, like a fuckin’ Bond villain…so just? please? Just?”
And Cohen laughs.
“It’s the memories; they would’ve all come back, eventually, after your realization, but we needed to get ahead of it, so I had to act as a kind of catalyst, to your mind, because, because, we don’t have a lot of time, especially now that we don’t have Juliet, and quite honestly, we don’t know what you would’ve done once it all came back,” he says, pausing again. “Because Tybalt, the short answer is: we need you.”
“Need me? Why? And what’s with all this ‘we’ shit all of a sudden? And why do you keep talkin’ bout Juliet like she’s a fuckin’ – I don’t know – employee?” I say, now beginning to breathe hard, fear coming over me with each breath. There’s simply no way around it – I’m scared.
And Cohen simply stares at me again, now with a wry smile, before finally uttering a word.
“We’ve been studying you Tybalt,” he finally says, flatly.
But I don’t quite process the sentence at first, the words initially sending my soul into a kind of, state of shock before settling in.
“When I say ‘we,’” he continues on. “I’m referring to my team of course, my research team. And we’ve had quite a bit of difficultly with your case, in part because it was hard to track your DRI stream from day and day, especially after you had your little friends began to hide you in the system by hacking your feed. Hence our sessions together. But it was Juliet that was really the piece de resistance.”
“What did you do—”
“Don’t worry – nothing ill came of your little Juliet – we simply made a deal with her. We’d take care of everything, manipulate the trial proceedings, pay off the judge, keep you out of jail, and she’d simply have to help us keep tabs on you, help us study you, watch you, and report of course.”
She really was trying to save me.
But at what price? She must have given up her entire world for me. So many lies, so many secrets, hiding me from the truth, so I wouldn’t be put away. I can’t imagine what she had to go through.
“The game was quite the balancing act. Y’see, you had your NCL simply locked in its ‘off’ mode this whole time, the updates the only operation that really got through in such a mode, so it was difficult to acquire your DRI on a daily basis for our research purposes. So we needed someone on the inside. And at the same time, we knew, eventually, you’d realize the reality of your delusion. We just didn’t know when.”
“But why me? I’m, I’m nobody.”
“Ah but there’s where you’re wrong Tybalt – you’re special – you’re so very special. The belief you had in your delusion was incredible, became your identity after you believed it, you’re everything. Something we’ve never seen before. And as it were, something we’ve been trying to find for quite some time actually. And understand. Something we’ve tried to data mine through all the DRIs of the world without any real success,” he says with a pause again. “Until we found you. And the fact that your mind used your hallucinations to…somehow better you…is simply incredible; that it helped you recalibrate, is also something we could really learn from,” and Cohen smiles that wry smile again.
“You know very well that the world is sick Tybalt,” he continues. “The world is sick and all that information in your head could help change that. I know our methods may be a bit unorthodox, but think about what we’ve accomplished – you’re using less and less – you’re finding yourself again, you’re seeing reality once more, and your place within it. You’re happier. Healthier. More of the ‘old you’ you’ve talked so much about. Admit it.
Sure, things have changed. Some not to your liking, but that’s also the reality of life. But you cannot deny you’re not in a better place now than you were a year ago,” he pauses, to let me think about what he just said. “Now think of that same kind of change on a larger scale. You could help change everything you’ve been complaining about in the last year…if you simply helped us. Just participate. That’s it. That’s all we’re asking. But you have to comply willingly.”
He doesn’t have Juliet anymore. And now that I’m waking from the sleep of my delusion, he doesn’t have a subject independent from bias to observe anymore. He does need me indeed. But where we would go from here, I do not know.
“What’s going to happen to Juliet?”
“Nothing actually. Nothing has to happen.”
“Did you put her up to it then? At the end—”
“No, no, actually, that was all her Tybalt; we had nothing to do with that. It appears…she had a breakdown of her own.”
And my stomach sinks.
“She really is gone then,” I then say to myself at a whisper.
“I mean surely you’ve got others. Other subjects, you could study. Because, I’m not sure I can do this, it—”
“Indeed there are others. We have quite the large sample size these days actually. But there are limitations to what we can do right now. And there is…no one like you.”
“Limitations? I thought a guy like you would have endless resources to—”
“We did at one time, but we lost our funding a long time ago. And after that, with no additional financiers, we found ourselves lost. And it was at such a pivotal time in our research. And we just couldn’t stop then. Oh no. So, we got creative and knew we had to break some rules…to continue.”
“I don’t kno—”
“I know you don’t know what to say, so I’ll say it for you – we need you Tybalt – and my colleagues are convinced that the only way to continue forward with the project is with you coming back to us voluntarily. And to convince you that I, I’m really not the bad guy here, I want you to know that you have full power over that choice,” he says with a pause, allowing that idea to hang with a heavy heart. “So take your time. Take the time to really think it over. But keep in mind: we don’t want to have to retaliate if you decide to make a bad choice, so remember to keep this all to yourself, and know that there will be consequences if you try to reach out to the police or any kind of law enforcement – understand?”
And I nod my head ‘yes.’
“Good – now if you choose to come back, which we hope you do, know that you will be taken care of for the rest of your days, as long as you comply with the testing, the research, and the evolution of the research as it comes to pass.
But.
If you decide to walk away, you can sleep well knowing that we will never come to bother you again, that you will indeed be free to live anyway you want, and you will be released from the court order, of course with the constant need of your silence on what you’ve learned today, which we will inevitably have to monitor, easy now as long as you leave your NCL ‘on,’” Cohen says, staring. “So then…do you understand our little…terms and conditions Tybalt?
And I nod my head ‘yes.’
“Excellent – and from the look in your eyes, I believe we have an understanding – and I think I can say with some confidence that I look forward to our next session together my good man, with an answer I think we’ll both be happy to hear. So until then, think long and hard, and know that the answer that includes my happy ending may also include a reconciliation with your Juliet. The choice is yours,” he says with a piercing glare in his eye, to say that my retraction may have the opposite effect on Juliet. “As always, Tiffany will see you out. And until then, we’ll be watching. Good day.”
And as usual, Cohen gives me a final set of non-verbal language, lowering his head to his tablet to type in notes, telling me again that our time is over. Just like that.
And strangely, I find myself simply getting up with no opposition as always, simply gravitating toward the door again, subconsciously, accepting what just happened, a goodbye with my back to the doctor as I exit the white room, unsure what will come next.
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I am Ouroboros.
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Feeling the sting of rope at my neck, I try to contemplate any other plausible option. And the noose hasn’t even been tightened yet. If I’m lucky, an overdose comes first, but, one can only hope.
Couldn’t think of any other place to do it, but in front of that same fucking wall I always find myself in front of. That same wall I’ve stared at time and time again. That same wall that I’ve spent so much time with…with CHARLIE, with Juliet, with myself…now just another telescreen for Cohen to spy on me with.
CHARLIE’s in his sleep mode, but I’ve carefully set him to wake after I’ve already kicked out the chair from under me, hopefully after a quick snap of my cervical rather than a long, drawn out strangulation. Better yet, if I’m lucky, that overdose comes first, but one can only hope.
And when he wakes and sees me there, dangling from the ceiling, my head hanging low, the dead in my eyes, my mouth partially open, my face blank, cold, my body swaying gently to and fro, much like an update, I hope he shows the world.
Take as many shots as you’d like CHARLIE. Upload them to as many sites as you want. Just make sure that it gets to Cohen, and most importantly, to Juliet.
Show them.
And then, maybe I can do some saving for once.
You would think I still have a choice, but really, I don’t.
Tightening the noose around my neck, the rope moves from a sting to that of something sharp like a blade. But it doesn’t matter; it’ll be over soon.
But first, one last no-name, just a little more Anonymous, before the final kick.
As I swallow that last, little piece of death down, it happens – the rush, the push of the drug – all of it.
My head then slowly cocks back, and with a close of my eyes, I take in a deep breath, and begin to feel…everything…everything all at once.
Opening my eyes, my head returns to neutral and I’m looking at the nothingness of the wall again. I reach for the noose to finish the job but I feel nothing. I look for the chair but I see nothing. All I see now is the blank wall, my body now motionless.
My peripherals search for an answer, but all I see is the white of the walls, now on all sides of me, moving on to eternity. It reminds me of Cohen’s office room at first – how I hate that fucking room and now this room too.
Where the fuck am I?
The oceans then hit, a tsunami today, filling me with a sense of wonder, a cornucopia of sensations I’ve never felt before, and the white room becomes nothing more than a faded memory as if it happened years ago.
I close my eyes again and take in another deep breath.
Upon opening, I find myself back on my couch, looking down to see a large blade to my side,  now with my fingers, hands, and forearms drenched in blood, all from what looks like a freshly made wound from my abdomen. I press in firmly and the red begins to travel up even higher.
Pain everywhere now – the sensation paralyzing.
And my breaths become quick and shallow. Quick and shallow. Quick and shallow.
Panic sets in as I feel myself fading.
And just as the pain begins to reach its apex, the oceans, the tsunamis, turn to a wave of ecstasy, and the pain, turns to pleasure. A kind of pleasure that knows no bounds in fact and my breaths become deep again, and my eyes heavy.
But as I close the lids tight, I feel frightened.
Upon opening once more, I find myself back on the chair, but no noose to be found, only a gun in my peripherals, held by my own hand no less.
But I have no control over it.
All I have is feeling. That’s it. And now it’s pulling back on the hammer, squeezing the trigger slowly.
I hold my breath again and close my eyes for the end.
But all I hear is the click of an empty gun, followed by a sigh of relief.
I open my eyes slowly, afraid of what new nightmares lie ahead, but I find myself back where I started, standing on the chair again, staring at the nothingness of the wall, the noose tight around my neck.
The no-names are allowing me…to be me for a moment.
But why? Why are they doing this? Showing me these things? These other worlds? What happened to the paradise it use to show me? My vacations from reality? The fantasies?
I’m afraid of what comes next, how this will end, how I’ll end.
So I try to distract myself from myself like I always do and find something to focus on. Usually, Juliet finds her way into my mind at this point, but not today, not this time.
This time, I can only think of one thing.
The dragon. My dragon.
It floods every inch of my mind in fact, quickly becoming the only thing I can think of. Why my mind goes there I do not know.
Why the dragon? Why now?
I can see its face in my mind’s eye: the thing terrifying, but beautiful, menacing and intimidating in size and scope but grand, majestic even. I can see it so clearly.
I can see everything: its past, present, and future.
And as I stare deeper and deeper into its eyes, I find myself lost, staring into oblivion, the abyss.
And in that moment, his actions make sense to me and I understand him.
And I smile, and then think about a thought from a world of old, but at the same time, of new.
That damn dragon, I begin to think.
That damn, damn dragon. That d…
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Footer Note Reference



1. Hunter S Thompson was an American journalist, author, and the founder of gonzo journalism


2. Post traumatic stress disorder or PTSD


3. Rapid Eye Movement or REM - a unique phase of sleep, characterized by random/rapid movement of the eyes, and the propensity of the sleeper to dream vividly. 


4. Artifical Intelligence or A.I. 


5. Drug Enforcement Administration or DEA


6. Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act or HIPAA
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