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	“I suppose it would have been easier” he said, out of nowhere and to no one in particular, “if they had made me a woman.”


	Karla gave me a look and headed for the Ladies. But I stayed and, grinning into my rum and coke, said, “No it wouldn’t.”


	The pause grew long enough that I finally turned to look.


	He was frowning, straight ahead. Then his eyes widened. “Hell, they don’t know even that!” A revelation. 


	“Okay” I said, “I’m game. Who are ‘they’?”


	He turned to me with genuine surprise - and a bit affronted, as if I’d been eavesdropping. But then his (handsome!) face softened. “Oh right, I keep forgetting.” Turning back to his whisky, his grin was wry. “After spending millennia as a subliminal voice, I’m not used to you people paying me any attention.”


	“You people” I mimicked, calling him out, although avoiding any overt reference to the far weirder ‘subliminal’, let alone ‘millennia’.


	“Us!” he rushed to agree. “Us people”. But his nod became pensive as he met his own eyes 


in the mirror over the bar. 


	A live one, I figured. Well, what the hell. What else was there to do? 


“Fine - so now that we all know who we are, I want to know more about they.”


	He looked directly at me (fair took my breath away, I must admit--) and smiled. “They. It. You know. The chunks of rock and balls of burning gas, the scattered nebulae, the galaxies slowly swirling in black space…”


	I must have gaped, because, for a beat, he looked fond. But then I snapped to and, in the voice of getting-it-straight, said, “So, balls of burning gas made you a man.”


	He laughed - a great bright eruption, glorious but brief - and, nodding, turned to finish his drink with a chuckle and a shrug.


	I had to smile too, looking at him. Then I felt my cheeks starting to flush. I doused it quickly with rum and coke. Who was this guy?!


	I came up, finally, with my next bit of repartee but, when I turned to deliver it, I was stopped by a look of such profound sadness, his eyes staring down into such a deep hole that, seated beside him, I too felt the lurch of vertigo - and completely forgot whatever I’d thought to say. I wanted to reach out, to stroke his hair, to soothe him out of that dark reverie. So-- 


I took another drink. I was irritated now. Perversely pissed. Why should I have to--


	“Don’t  be angry” he said, which pissed me off even more. 


	“What do you mean?” I asked innocently. But, turning to face him, my wide-eyed defense got tweaked into something a bit more ambiguous, and closer to the truth. 


	“I guess you were right” he said, glancing me up and down for the first time. “It probably wouldn’t be easier.” His smile was very kind.


	I was really confused now, so I took up the offensive. “So, tell me, the subliminal voice racket - does it pay well?”


	He looked as though he were seriously considering an answer, which confused me even further, so I pressed on. “You must have accumulated quite some seniority . . .”


	“Do you believe in God?” he asked.


	I was disappointed. Here I had thought, just maybe, I was dealing with someone with a little imagination. But now it looked like it was just some fruitcake who thought he was St. Peter in a former life. I didn’t feel like playing any more, so I opted for blunt.


	“No” I said.


	“Then what is the alternative?”


	I frowned, thrown again, although more righteous in my irritation, now that he was just a nutcase. “I beg your pardon?”


	“If you don’t believe in God - in an entity in control of the universe - what do you believe in?” But his tone wasn’t rabid, like the nutcase reaching the crux. He asked it as if it were a simple, straight-forward question. And I felt challenged, as if my failure to give a straight answer would confirm some bias about bimbos on barstools. So, I gave it a shot.


	“Chance” I said. “Arbitrariness. Accident. A universe indifferent to my particular needs and desires.”


	“Excellent!” he said. And he signaled the barkeep to bring us two more of the same. 


	Mike’s a friend of mine, so he cocked the Bacardi at me to ask for my consent. I come here a lot, but I still try to be picky about who I let buy me a drink. Still, for no reason I quite understand, I  hunched my shoulders and slowly lowered my lids in insouciant assent. The gorgeous fruitcake, meanwhile, was pressing on --


“Then you’re probably familiar with some of my work.” He said, as my glass was filled. “I was, up until very recently, in Random Fate Distribution.”


(Mike tried not to smirk, but I felt it just the same.)


	“Random…?”


“…Fate Distribution.”


“Hmm.”


“RFD.”


“RFD?”


	“Hmm.”


	“Catchy.”


	The stranger shrugged, as if dismissing my disbelief. But what did he expect?


	“Okay -- so, give me an example of, say, a normal workday in the life of such an individual” I suggested, giving him one more chance. 


	“Well, we were, none of us, individuals - not like you mean. And ‘day’ doesn’t really apply either, given that that’s kind of a relative thing, depending where you are on the planet -”


	I almost asked which planet, but then decided I really didn’t want to know. He sure was walking the edge.


	“But there are any number of examples I could give you” he went on. “A woman driving down the highway, baby strapped in a carseat in the back, 70 miles an hour. She’s fishing in her purse for a pen, wants to jot something down. Finds it, and some scrap of paper, but before she can make a mark, the pen suddenly springs a leak. Now her hand’s all covered with this slick black goo, its already smeared on the upholstery, and so, keeping one eye on the road, she bags the plan, and the pen, in some refuse from Mc Donalds, using a leftover napkin to clean her fingers as best she can, and whizzes, with a minor course correction, past the spot where, had she been free to look down and write, she would have smashed into the car that just veered into her lane, killing them all.”


	Pause.


	“Wow” I said.


	“Hmm” he agreed.


	“And the pen - that was your work?”


	He nodded, a mixture of pride and remorse. “My last act, in fact, in RFD. It was the one” spreading his hands and looking down at himself, “that got me into this predicament.”


	His predicament looked pretty good to me, so for the moment I slid around that one and asked “And why was that?”


	“I blew it. The pattern just became too obvious. I really shouldn’t have risked it, but…”


	“But…?”


	For moment he just stared into his drink. His voice was low and flat when he finally said “I just got tired of  killing babies.”


	That shut me up. A little creepy.


	“A few moments later and that leaky pen would have made the crash a sure thing…”


	Recovering, I aimed for the ludicrous. “So, the burning balls made you a man because you won’t kill babies -“


	“Look” he said, all too seriously “you don’t understand. I brought it on my self. I started to pay attention to them. I started to care. The fates aren’t supposed to care. You said so yourself: indifferent, arbitrary, that’s the way of the Universe. But little by little I started tuning in. (Just because we operate at the level of the infinitesimal, doesn’t mean we can’t see what’s going on at the macro.) And I did see - all the tragedy, the devastation happening to the kind and the undeserving, while the greedy, malicious tar-hearts gulped and gloated and turned their luck on others.” He took a long swallow. “So, I started to. . . redistribute. Just occasionally at first, and always avoiding a rhythm.”


	“A rhythm?” I asked, caught up now. 


	“Disrupt, facilitate, facilitate, disrupt - no pattern. Besides, if you play it right, a disrupt can just as easily do more good than harm.”


	“Like the pen!” I cheered, enjoying myself. 


	“Exactly. And there’s nothing like a well-chosen facilitate to hang up some sleazoid by the balls. (Excuse me.)”


	“(Not at all--)”


“So, why not, I figured. It still all balances out in the end.”


“Well, sure.”


“But then it started getting out of control. I couldn’t help it. I just couldn’t stand to see one more wildebeest, in the prime of its life - not one of the weak or infirm that needed to be culled, but the strongest, the bravest, the most fun-loving - why must the stone he steps on be the one to slip during the migration’s swollen river crossing? Why must he be swept, powerful and helpless, to his death? Its just a waste.”


What could I do but nod, visions of fun-loving wildebeests dancing in my head.


“Anyway” he went on “I started getting sloppy. Doing outrageous things.” And now he grinned.  “Like killing the power to an entire grid along Boca Raton the night the turtles hatched. Letting them scuttle toward the moon for once, as they were meant to do.”


Didn’t I remember—


“Or triggering the alarm in that school in Ohio a good six minutes before the fire even started, so they’d have plenty of time to get the kids all out.”


“Babies again, eh?”


“My Achilles’ heel. But mostly it was little things - licks of just deserts. Spinning it somebody’s way, just when they really needed it. Or tripping them up, when they needed that. Giving the sweet souls a break, and the others a goad. Their lives are so short…”


Indeed. “And the subliminal voice thing?” I asked, ready, almost eager, now to hear his reply.


“Its not a voice, exactly” he said. “That is, there’s no language involved, at least on our part - that’s left to the ear of the beholder. Its more like a faint but ever rising wind. Or a rumble growing deeper and deeper. Its the mesh of the gears, the vane of the flow, the looming… Most of them try to ignore it, but its always detectable. Lay your ear to the track and you will feel the train.”


“Tremors of the inevitable?” I offered.   


“Nothing is inevitable” he said. Now this, coming from a putative fate, surprised me. “The future cannot be fixed” he explained, “there’s nothing there. All that is, is happening now.”


“Then where’s the train coming from?” I reprimanded.


“The past!” he said.  “Your scrape with reality. Its the tale of your trail. That rising wind is at your back. The tracks, the train, the momentum - they’re made of you.”


I blinked.


Finally, not certain myself if I was rendering him ridicule or respect, I said “So, I guess that makes you the guy throwing the switches in the cosmic railway yard. . .”


 “Threw” he corrected. (The man was nothing if not consistent.) “It really did require some finesse, you know” he bragged, wistfully. “To find that perfect moment where the smallest possible change would bring about the desired chain of events.”


“Provided that you, or your like, did not, once again, intervene.”


“Trajectories turn on a dime” he granted. “But they can never start from somewhere they’re not. Some laws are inviolate - even for the fates. Any flick must already exist as an option in that shimmering grey area of current possibility.” His eyes actually glowed.  “My alma mater. My lost paradise. Where matter might be energy, space might be time. . .”


Okay. I liked him. I’d rarely been worked with such an earnest fable. And it was clear he was working on himself as well, which I’ve always found attractive, especially in someone who needed so little work in other departments. (Like that hair…) So, I figured - show him what you can do.


“It can’t be easy” I commiserated, “adapting to the mundane. The rules really are different here. 


I remember watching a barge turning around on the Seine. The helm was swung, but that accomplished little more than a veer in the downstream trajectory. In time, the oblique was stretched to a horizontal, and for a moment, the boat was actually coursing to starboard. Then, even as the bow ascended to its heading, the momentum still carried it away. Slowly, slowly the stern surrendered its command, and the vessel was enroute - from a point well downstream from where the procedure was begun. That’s how change happens in real life - ain’t nothin’ turns on a dime.”


	“But you said the helm was swung. There’s your choice point.”


	“Not at all!” I countered, boldly, standing on home ground. “I spin that wheel a thousand times a day; it almost never turns my boat around. That’s desire, not decision. Desires are fleet; decisions feed on time. They mangle time in measured, metal jaws, dragging you along through retro-gradations and elongations, tardigrade motion through impasse, failure, and mind-blinded vacillations. There only seems to be a moment of decision - and that’s at the end, when, after leaving the whole process on mute for a while, you suddenly notice you’re going the other way.”


With a bowing nod he acknowledged my efforts and, in intimate tones, he said “It’s true, isn’t it? We can almost never accomplish something in a single move.”


The ‘we’ scared him. I could see it in his face. And that scared me. So, I armored up a bit. “Kind of a drag, huh? No longer being the one spinning the dime.”


He jerked his head in disapproval. “I’ll bet you can’t even imagine not having a point of view” he chided. “Can’t you see? Fate is not the spinner, it’s the spin! There is no agency there, only action.”


Contrite, I tried to move on. “Right. Okay. But, what about that ‘made me a woman’ thing?” 


He skipped right back over me. “Here,” he bemoaned, “I am all agent. I am made of choice. I exploited the randomness to serve my own ends, and it locked me into a life… That’s the weirdest thing” he went on, staring at the skin of his hand, “being trapped in a single trajectory, constrained by a -- continuity. I keep trying to see things off to the side, and failing.”


Feeling snubbed, I acted noble, keeping the ball in the air. “It’s just scale-shock. You’ll get over it.”


“I thought, perhaps, if they’d made me a woman” he said, forgiving me, although he would not let me forget, “I wouldn’t feel quite so selfish. But I’m obsessed with Self. The irony is twisted” he scowled. “Now that I’m truly one of you, I’ve no room left for compassion.”


I was still buzzing on “selfish”. I play a lot of zero-sum games. And the clink and chatter of the bar, the TV and the jukebox and the rum all seemed a perilous place to be hiding from the truth. 


“Its easy to get lost in the noise” I lied softly.


“How could you help but!” he sympathized “Given such a blinkered view, such biased imagination. Stumbling along in the half-light, with only a skewed and limited access to the full, simultaneous array…”


Grateful, I tried to be sweet. “At least I haven’t been unsubscribed from flikofate.org. But you know, there’s a world of other sites out there…”


But he wasn’t listening any more. He was falling back into the dark.


	“Ignorant. Practically powerless. Groping along ‘til you die. And because I noticed, and intervened, I too became pathetic, confined, finite.”


	“Finite?” I murmured, hiding my eyes in my drink.


	“Compassion is sympathy with mortality” he said, darkly. “And once I began practicing it, I was bound to be sentenced to a death.”


	Silence.


“So, your being here now” I finally said, “is a kind of corporeal punishment?” A flimsy pun to cover the thrum of pathos.


He just looked at me with those sad eyes. I’d do anything for those eyes. Which I guess is why it slipped out - “But why did they make you so beautiful?”


His expression was more pitying than pleased, so I acted as if it were deliberate, and bullied on. 


“Wait, let me guess” I said. “Its so people like me will pay you some attention. You know, I’d probably have trotted off after Karla if you had looked like Elmer Fudd.” A bit cruel, perhaps, but I don’t respond well to pity.


“How human” he said, “to duck into appearances to keep from seeing the truth. And if you’re still asking why, then you haven’t understood a word I’ve said.”


Now this was unfair. I thought I’d held up my end pretty well--


“There are no reasons, there” he said. “Only here. This--“ he reached for me, but then turned and grabbed a pinch of himself,  “this is the reason for reasons.” 


	I looked away.


	“Anything matters” he said with feeling, “only where there are needs that can be thwarted, only in an existence with an end. And only when something matters are explanations required - reasons for doing, or not doing, reasons for the consequences--”


	Pretending I felt patronized, instead of a much deeper ill-ease, I said, in my coolest tones, “In my experience, someone who constructs as elaborate ‘reasons’ as you do, seldom produces much of consequence.”


“Funny” he said, calmly now, “how closely linked aggression is to fear. Its the futility of self-preservation that does it; the cornered mouse is life’s fiercest creature. But, I wonder if that mustn’t change, once tooth finally penetrates flesh.”


	And all of a sudden, he was holding a gun to my head.


	Everyone, everything in the place froze. And in that interminable instant, I had a chance to consider, to decide, to know, to have known all along, that yes, he really could do it. And very likely would. It was terrifying, my heart up and rattling its cage. But also, somehow, liberating. Like stepping off a cliff. Matters had shifted, out of my control. And with them, all blame, and all worry too. I almost had to laugh, thinking back on our conversation. In a ‘single move’ he had, it seemed to me, accomplished a great deal.


	He was staring at me, hard. “What are you thinking?” he asked.


	There was no way I could explain all that had passed, so I just said the next thing that came into my mind. “You know, maybe you didn’t really do those people you helped such a favor.”


His frown deepened. But, somehow, I felt calm.


“ I don’t mean saving the babies. I mean the little favors, the people you led to believe that someone was looking out for them, that the universe was on their side.”


It was his turn to look disappointed. “Why, because now they’re abandoned, set up to be disillusioned by my replacements?”


	“No. Because I, for one, count on an uncaring universe. No sympathy means no judgment. And where there is no judgment, there can be no suffering.”


	The doubt on his face said I sounded like a pamphlet, so I tried, very slowly, to express exactly what I feel.


	“I need to know that there’s a place,” I said, “even if I can’t get there often, from which I would see that the concerns that wrack and stifle me don’t matter! When I step there, I’m free.” Breathe in, out. “And even knowing it’s there seeds humor in my desolation, loosens my bonds, shames me with how trivial my fears...” I was almost talking to myself now. “Let alone how it makes my damn complacency itch …”


	But he was already lowering his arm. He knew the place I was talking about and loved it as much as I. 


	Suddenly, Karla appeared at my shoulder and said “Let’s get out of here.”


	But I wanted to see his eyes again. 


	“Look” Karla went on “you’ve been sitting here by yourself for almost an hour. This place is dead. Let’s go.”


	And though I grieved a little, I nodded and shook him off. Reality is not what you think.


“You’re right” I said to my friend. “Let’s do.”
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