STUNT ROAD
A novel by Gregory Mose
Paperback ISBN 978-0615306636
© 2009 Gregory Mose
For more information, please visit www.gregorymose.com
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased
for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
I have seen wicked men and fools, a great many of both; and I believe they both get paid in the end; but the fools first. – R. L. Stevenson
PART ONE
1
I should have trusted my instincts.
Earthsong. It sounded like a progressive music camp where hippie parents send their kids to learn to meditate and play the bongos. The way I was feeling, I had no business coming anywhere near a restaurant called Earthsong. But it was Diego’s party. He was my best friend.
“Come on, you can put up with vegan finger foods and movie industry people talking about karma for a couple of hours, can’t you? Emily’s coming. And it’s open bar.” Diego can be very persuasive.
Just ten minutes from Malibu, tucked away in a quiet fold of Topanga Canyon, Earthsong billed itself as a spiritually-minded retreat from the crass commercialism of LA. As if to keep the material world at bay, a large statue of Kali guarded the entrance, waving swords and severed heads at me as I parked at the end of a row of Mercedes and BMWs. Edging past the god of death I descended a set of stairs and joined a well-dressed crowd scattered in groups on the restaurant’s creekside patio among gnarled oak trees, fountains and oversized pottery. A faint smell of incense drifted through the warm June air. It was like arriving at the country estate of a wealthy Hobbit. A Hindu Hobbit. It could only mean trouble.
I felt the urge to sneak away again – I just wasn’t in the mood for a party full of flaky strangers – but I shook it off and went in search of a drink. Two waitresses were carrying trays of wine glasses, but they both seemed determined to avoid me. One of them had just hurriedly shot the gap between a hyperactive scriptwriter and a large plant when I spotted Diego whispering into the ear of a pretty blonde. I hesitated, not wanting to butt in, but he waved me over.
“Hey Pete, how’s it going?” Diego’s smile was almost broad enough to eclipse his bald spot. I glanced at the girl. Clearly he expected to score.
“Fine, just fine. Nice party. The studio’s really paying for all this?”
“Of course. Got to show some appreciation to the cast and crew. And to friends of the director of course... Speaking of which, let me introduce you, this is Stacie.”
“Stacie Sullivan. Technical consultant,” she emitted in a sharp, strong, controlled voice. “Good to know you,” she added, as if as an afterthought, and held out a lean hand to shake.
“Peter McFadden,” I replied, taking her hand and shaking it as firmly as it seemed to invite. “Party crasher.”
A faint smile lingered on her face as my attempt at humor bounced off her and clattered to the floor. Diego maintained a patriarchal silence for a second or two before he intervened.
“Pete’s an old friend of mine. Computer animation geek, nothing to do with the film. Pete, you drinking the chardonnay or the pinot grigio?”
As if on cue a waitress appeared out of nowhere and handed Diego a glass of pale white wine, which he passed on to me like an aid worker handing out food rations. I couldn’t help but smile. To me Diego would always be the sloppy twisted film student I’d shared a room with at UCLA, and this annoyingly smooth young Hollywood director he had become seemed like an imposter. Stacie was clearly taken in by it.
“Cheers then,” said Stacie, holding up her glass. “Nice to actually talk to someone who doesn’t work in Hollywood.”
“Well, I have to admit, I did spend a couple of years in the business, sort of.”
“But you’re sort of out it now?”
“I’m sort of out of a job now.” I did my best to smile and glance around casually, hoping to avoid the look. I would usually get one of two looks: either the smeary greeting card “I’m so sorry” look, or that tightening of the lower lip and quick nodding of the head which said “I feel your pain, but we’ve all got to hang in there sport.” They both sucked. What I got instead was worse: an unobstructed view of Daniel, miserable evil you-got-Emily-and-I-didn’t-you-bastard Daniel, giving the love of my life’s perfect backside a lingering squeeze. I quickly looked back at Stacie.
“Oh, sorry to hear it,” she said gently. “But you did something with computers?”
I glanced at Diego, who was elbowing me in an almost subtle and mildly painful way while waving over another woman. “I was doing CGI work for a cybergnat in Pasadena.”
She stiffened slightly. “I’m afraid I don’t know what that is.” Something in her voice made me feel that this was my fault.
“Computer generated imagery, special effects kind of stuff,” I answered, perking up at the opportunity to explain possibly the only thing I’d ever been passionate about. I’d been proud of my job at Alcantrix, and not too bad at it either. Making monsters, building spaceships, designing planets to help fill the sitcom-bleached void that used to be the territory of children’s imaginations – it was every boy’s dream. Well, it was mine, at least, and it had come true. Until I screwed it up. That’s an ugly story, best forgotten. It turned out that my boss didn’t have quite the same sense of humor as I did, especially when it came to prank video clips involving him and several barnyard animals that a thoughtful colleague of mine accidentally forwarded to him. Not my proudest moment. Six months had passed, but the blood still rushed to my face whenever I thought of it.
Stacie encouraged me to get back into the saddle and wondered aloud if low self-esteem might be holding me back. This happened to me from time to time, I’d meet sensitive people who wanted to help me. Not that they wanted to give me a job – no one wanted to do that. They just wanted to talk to me, get to the root of my problems, help me think through my situation and visualize a positive outcome. It drove me nuts.
“I’m not worried,” I insisted. “There are a lot of options out there.” This was my standard line. Vague and positive. People love that.
“Excuse me,” Diego interrupted as a tall, striking Chinese woman, 40-ish I’d guess, arrived in answer to his slightly manic hand gestures. “Lin, this is my best friend Pete McFadden. Pete, this is Lin.”
We shook hands. “A pleasure,” she said in a crisp, almost melodic English accent, eyeing me skeptically and waiting for Diego to explain his oddly placed enthusiasm. But Stacie was not so easily derailed.
“Peter here is unemployed,” she remarked, as if this were good news. “I was just about to ask him his sign. If it’s not too personal a question,” she added, turning to me.
I gave her a blank look.
“You know, your star sign, in astrology.”
“Oh, Leo.”
“Thought so,” she said, with a smug smile creeping over her face. “You’re obviously really intense, energetic, assertive. Classic Leo. I wouldn’t worry – you won’t give up until you achieve your inner goals. Do you know your ascendant?”
I’d gotten used to this, too. Most people on the planet are content to read a horoscope, accept it if it’s good, laugh at it if it’s bad, like you do with fortune cookies or those eight-ball shaped fortune tellers you get in magic shops. But in California you inevitably get stuck talking to someone who takes astrology seriously and wants to discuss its finer points as a doctor might talk about the latest advances in gene therapy. And there’s no arguing with them either. Point out that the system depends on a pre-Copernican view of the universe with the earth at the center, they will tell you “oh, they’ve adjusted it for that,” as if it’s a minor point that can be fixed with a little adjusting. Ask them how a random pattern of stars could affect our characters, they’ll make vague references to the moon and the tide. Any excuse to convince themselves that they have access to answers that you don’t, that they can know your weaknesses even if you are oblivious to them. Any excuse to be able to judge you. I was not in the mood to be judged that evening.
“Sorry, but I don’t buy into astrology. Too medieval a worldview for my taste, destiny and fate and life being ruled by the stars.”
She flashed a knowing look at Lin. “That’s a common misconception. Astrology is not medieval. It’s been practiced since ancient Sumerian times. In any case its ancient origin doesn’t make it outdated, any more than it makes agriculture outdated.”
It was my turn to glance at Lin. No response but a funny, concerned sort of expression on her face. Diego looked panicked. I realized that I was probably embarrassing his girl, maybe blowing his chance at scoring, but somehow I couldn’t hold back. I was already in a bad mood, and “serious” astrology pissed me off. I’d made a living indulging people’s fantasies just like astrologers do, but I never stood around at parties trying to make evolutionary arguments for the existence of three-headed dragons. I’d always found much simpler ways of embarrassing myself.
“Okay, but the constellations have changed since then. We’ve discovered new planets. The sun and stars don’t revolve around the earth anymore, last I checked.”
“That’s been adjusted for.” Her smug smile remained, but she was beginning to sound weary, like a mother telling her kid to brush his teeth.
A good-looking guy – late 50’s, wearing a blazer and that classic Yankees baseball cap people wear when they’re too old to be wearing baseball caps – drifted up next to Lin and took her hand. Diego narrowed his eyes at me and his head trembled a little. Stacie smiled at the newcomer but continued her argument with me.
“You see astrology, Peter, is actually very scientific.”
“Can we change the subject…” Diego began.
“But science is about observation and experiment and all that.”
“And three thousand years of observation isn’t enough for you?”
“People see what they want to see. They just want a little reassurance that they’re not messing things up. I even saw something in the paper the other day on consulting the stars when deciding where to go on vacation, like Jupiter cares whether I go to Tahoe or Tijuana. Trust me, astrology’s a con.”
Stacie looked pleased, and just a little bit vicious, answering “I teach astrology, both western and Vedic. I also work as a consultant on mind, body and spirit issues generally.”
“Oh.” Shit.
“If the article you read was the one in the LA Times in April, I wrote it.” She stared right through me as she might the remains of a bug on her windshield. Pathetic. I’d had months to cultivate an air of bitter middle class disillusionment, and it turned out I wasn’t even good at that.
“Of course there’s a big difference between the rubbish horoscopes you get in the Sunday paper and the experience of consulting a talented practitioner like Stacie.” Lin’s soothing voice, each of its elegant English syllables gently foreshortened by a hint of no-nonsense Chinese, seemed immediately to dampen any hostility that had crept into the conversation, but its contrast with my own made me feel all the more ridiculous for not knowing when to shut up. “I used to be very skeptical as well – of course in Hong Kong I grew up with Chinese astrology, but I never thought much of it – but then I met Stacie. I can’t claim to understand why it works, but in her hands, astrology works. Even Vasili can’t argue his way round that.”
She pulled her partner’s hand closer and gave it a brisk rub between her own, a sort of consolation for his inability to argue away her belief in astrology, or maybe a gentle warning not to try.
“The thing is,” I answered, determined not to give up, “of course it seems to work. It’s really not that hard to make a bunch of generalized observations and have a few of them turn out to be right.”
“But so many seem to be right, and so few wrong,” Lin objected.
“That’s because we remember the right ones and forget the wrong ones. It’s just a question of understanding human nature.”
“The best psychologist in the world couldn’t get the results I do.” Stacie was getting mad. Diego tried to interrupt again but I wouldn’t let him.
“He could if he dressed it up with some New Agey terminology, based it on something a little spooky. You don’t have to be the Bagwan Sri Rajneesh. Given a little time, I think I could do it myself.
Stacie scoffed. “Not a chance.”
“Can I, um, break in here for just a second.” Diego sounded stressed and irritated. “I just wanted to introduce you two…”
At this point Lin’s partner, who so far had listened silently to our discussion with a bemused look on his face, held out his hand to me. “Vasili Papayannis.” My hand shook his up and down, mechanically, but every other biological process in my body had frozen. Vas Papayannis. Damn.
The world of computer-generated imagery is a constantly changing one, but there are a few names that have stuck around right from the beginning. Everyone knows ILM and Pixar and those guys. But one layer down on the food chain there were a handful of animation studios doing amazing CGI work. And Vas Papayannis’ company IMaginInc was one of the best. The guy was a legend, and I’d have killed to work for him. Shit, I’d have killed to work as assistant to his PA’s secretary. Getting this bastard his coffee in the morning would have been a good career move for me even when I had a job. I’d sent his company my resume three times. And each time it had bounced back off his human resources department like a rubber ball. “Thank you for your interest in IMaginInc. Your credentials are impressive, but unfortunately do not suit our immediate requirements. Best of luck in your future endeavors.” Yeah, fuck you too.
“Er, Peter McFadden, nice to meet you, although I feel like I already know you. I mean, not, you know, know you, but, well…” Duh.
“Pete here is in your line of work,” Diego explained, smiling furiously at me and digging his heel quickly into the top of my foot.
“Really? Who you working for?” He was that type of overachiever who could act like your best friend in the way you might pet someone else’s dog.
“Well, I was an animator with a company called Alcantrix, but I…”
“Pete’s taking some time off to think about what direction he wants his career to take.” Good old Diego.
“Alcantrix, I know them. That’s Dave Abramovitch’s outfit, isn’t it? Hey, you ever see that barnyard video clip of him that was floating around the internet last year?”
I smiled weakly.
“So where you looking to go now?”
“I’m hoping for a bigger studio job. I, um, I’d like to work for you, to tell you the truth.”
This is where I expected the guy to look nervous, but he didn’t even blink.
“Never know,” he said casually, “when we get to a point where we’re hiring again… But listen, about what you were saying, how would you do it, make up your own system of astrology?”
That had to be one of the most pathetic changes of subject to avoid an awkward conversation I’d ever heard. Whatever, this guy would never give me an interview, much less a job.
“Well, first of all I’d decide on a handful of personality types, make them as broad and vague as possible, and then tack them onto something else instead of the positions of the stars. Come up with some kind of formula where you would plug in people’s birthdays, or the number of freckles on their noses, anything. Any excuse to assign them to one of the personality types.”
“And then?” Lin and Vas both watched me intently, as if something monumental depended on my answer. Stacie had turned her back to me and was involved in a whispering argument with Diego.
“I’d have to think about it a little more,” I said, becoming flustered. “You’d need some kind of spiritual-sounding pretext, I think, some reason why it was all supposed to work. Something to do with Mayan pyramids, maybe.”
“But what you’re saying is that there’d be no real connection, nothing genuinely causal. And then you’d just tell people what you think they want to hear?”
“Exactly! If you played it right, I think it could be just as convincing as astrology or tarot cards or whatever.”
Vas turned to Lin and raised an eyebrow.
“I’ve got to admit,” she said thoughtfully, “if someone could show me that that worked as well as astrology, it would be food for thought.”
“I think it would be a little more than that, Lin.” This was too good to be true. Vas was on my side.
“It wouldn’t actually prove anything, though…”
“So Pete,” Vas turned back to me, “is this something you’re actually working on, or is it just casual party bullshit?”
“Well…”
“Because I’d be really interested to see how it works. It’s kind of a running argument between me and Lin, this whole astrology business. I’d be pretty excited if someone could come up with proof like that. Lin’s very open-minded about it all.”
“It’s kind of a work in progress.” Yes, inspired. Brilliant. Completely nuts, but anything, anything to get this guy on my side, was worth a try.
“Great. Listen, here’s my card. When you’ve really got it polished, give me a call. Great stuff.”
Vas and Lin were dragged off by a few of the other guests – employed-looking sort of people – and Stacie broke off from arguing with Diego and rushed to join them. Diego just glared at me for a minute before administering a not-too-gentle smack on the side of the head.
“Nice people,” I offered.
“Well done, dickhead. Can you not possibly spend five minutes, just five minutes of your pathetic failure of a life, without opening your mouth and pouring out a bucketful of idiotic bullshit?”
“I think we hit it off. He found me interesting.”
“Sea urchins are interesting. They still don’t get jobs. Hopeless.”
“Yeah, well while you were battling it out with Mystic Martha, Vas gave me his card. Said to give him a call.” Diego’s eyes grew very wide, and then contracted again right down into two skeptical little pinpricks.
“Why?”
“He asked me to do him a little favor, and he made it sound like maybe if I succeeded he might do me a little favor in return.”
Diego shifted gears from scowling to beaming in 0.6 seconds. After a few Yes’s and high fives – he’d really been trying his best for me – he asked me what the favor was.
“Well, he was just hoping, um, all I have to do is disprove astrology.”
Diego stared blankly at me. “Oh, is that it?”
“Yep.”
“Disprove a system of thought that is more widely believed than Christianity? Sure that’s all?”
“That’s all.”
He nodded his head slowly and, with less conviction this time, hit me in the head again. “Sorry, man.”
He was being called away by some of the other guests and slowly turned to go.
“Hey Diego?” I called after him.
“Hmm?”
I just stared stupidly back at him, the words not coming.
“Don’t mention it,” he muttered, and left me alone in the hum of the crowd.
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“Would you get me the Parmesan cheese? Oh, no, sorry, I keep it in there now.” It was a few days later, and I was hiding in my mother’s kitchen.
My parents lived in a Spanish style four-bedroom house with pool, nestled in a Spanish style four-bedroom sort of cul de sac in Woodland Hills. I spent my childhood in that same quiet landscape of stucco walls, dark brown window frames and undulating S-bend tiles that rolled across the roof like a terracotta ocean, and my parents were spending their semi-retirement there. Most of my friends had endured childhood dramas of divorce, a parent dying, being abandoned on a mountain to be suckled by wolves, stuff that had made them happy to grow up and move on. But my folks, they never moved, never divorced, never even seemed to fight much. I’d had an idyllic American middle class sort of childhood, and part of me had never really left it behind. That house was still home, still the place I grew up in, and still the emotional low ground I inevitably slid back to like the smog that collects on the Valley floor.
I found my mother’s Parmesan for her – not the real stuff, but the long lasting powdery version in the green can – and she kept on cooking while we talked about nothing. Then I noticed her starting to fidget, and the pauses between sentences growing longer. That warned me that something was coming.
“I had lunch with Sue the other day,” she said in her typical way of launching into a story entirely out of context.
“How’s she doing?” I asked, glancing out the kitchen windows at the juniper hedge, which was desperately in need of trimming.
“Really well. She just had some dental work done, and she looks so much better. It used to be so embarrassing, trying not to stare at that gap while she talked. Well, Dr. Kim did a really nice bridge and she looks wonderful.”
“Hmm, that’s great.”
“Well,” she continued after a pause, “now, Peter, I hope you don’t mind, but I mentioned to her a little while ago that you were still having some trouble finding a job…”
I rolled my eyes and puffed a little, as my teenage self had done a thousand times. Mom glanced away as if she smelled something burning, then continued “… and she spoke to her husband Phil about it. You remember Phil, don’t you? We ran into him that one evening at Puccini’s, around Christmas I think.”
I remembered Phil. He was bald.
“Phil’s the manager of the San Fernando Savings branch down on Fallbrook, and he said that they’re always looking for good tellers. He said he’d have to check with his personnel people, but he seemed pretty sure that…”
“Mom.”
“Well honey, it is a job, after all.”
“I’m not a bank teller. I have no interest in being a bank teller.”
“Sometimes you have to start small and work your way up. You would learn all about banking and then, who knows? You could do all sorts of things with a background in banking.”
“Mom, I’m not a kid just out of high school looking for a job. For Christ’s sake I’ve got a degree from UCLA and six years of work experience.”
“Please don’t swear. I’m only trying to help.”
“I know, I’m sorry.”
“I understand that you’re looking for a better position than that, but maybe, just in the meantime, you should be willing to consider something that isn’t quite so ambitious. There must be so many jobs out there that you could do really well if you put your mind to it. But you’re not going to find them if you refuse to look at anything less than perfect. Your brother even worked for free for a while, remember?”
Yeah, I remembered. That unpaid internship at the State Department before he went off to Harvard. Poor guy. I tried not to let all this get to me, but when your own mother tells you to set your sights lower, it’s kind of hard. After a few more helpful suggestions, such as “maybe you should write a résumé,” and “aren’t there people who specialize in finding other people jobs?” I managed to turn the conversation in a less painful direction. Dad came home, we had a nice dinner with minimal controversy, and then I drove back to Tanya’s.
Tanya was a relatively new addition to my life, although it didn’t feel that way. She was an okay girlfriend: pretty without being unobtainable, neither fat nor thin, smarter than average but not overly ambitious. Kind of like a peace lily: decent looking, unexceptional but easy to maintain. I wouldn’t have put it that way when a mutual friend introduced us at a party almost two years ago. She was a junior associate at a law firm in Studio City doing real estate law, and she had seemed sexy, intelligent, upwardly mobile. We had a great few months together when we first started dating. We both had a taste for long lazy weekends, getting up late and spending the day watching crap movies on cable and eating popcorn. We didn’t challenge each other, but we also didn’t judge each other, and, thinking back on it, we were happy. Up until meeting Tanya I’d nursed my old unspoken crush on Emily, one of my college friends, and used it as a sort of excuse to avoid serious relationships. But when Tanya came along, I guess I was ready to grow up a little. I accepted that my idealized longing for Emily was becoming silly, and for the first time I was with someone I really cared about.
But things changed when I lost my job and moved in with her. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Things were going well between us, what could go wrong? I’d have a new job soon and life would be better than ever. But it didn’t work out that way. The new job didn’t happen, so I played video games and moped. Tanya got herself a new job with a bigger firm and a paycheck to match. I grew bitter, she grew resentful. After just a month of sharing a bathroom seven days a week, the stress of familiarity started to take its toll. She nagged me about cleaning the apartment. I nagged about her nagging. And somewhere in the middle, the spark died.
By the time I reached her apartment that evening I wasn’t in the greatest of moods, having spent my trip across the Valley with “Welcome to San Fernando Savings, how can I help you?” echoing in my head. Tanya was there, decked out in her standard ratty old college sweatshirt and pajama bottoms, puffing distractedly on a cigarette, watching a game show on TV. She glanced in my direction as I came through the door, but her attention quickly returned to glowing screen in front of her. The cold remains of a pack of instant noodles sat on the coffee table, along with a half-finished two-liter bottle of Diet Coke and the Calendar Section of yesterday’s LA Times.
“Hey, you still up?” I asked absent-mindedly as I closed the door behind me and turned the bolt. A moment of silence followed.
“It’s 10:30,” she responded. The look in her cavernous eyes as they peered at me from under a tired tangle of hair seemed to tack a silent “you dimwit” on the end. Her attention was drawn back to the television. I knew better than to interrupt again, so I kicked off my shoes in silence, pulled a beer out of the fridge, and joined her.
“Mom and Dad say hi,” I ventured during the commercials. They hadn’t really. They never did. My parents didn’t particularly like Tanya, and she knew it.
“That’s nice,” she replied mechanically. “How are they?”
“Fine. Dad scored two birdies yesterday.”
“Go Dad,” she muttered.
“How was your day?”
“Fine. Don was being an asshole again. He keeps hinting that times are tough and they might have to let someone go, and then dumps more work on me. If there is that much work around then times can’t be that tough, can they?”
“He knows you won’t quit.”
“Whatever. It’s just a job.”
“Speaking of which, Mom wants to get me a job as a bank teller,” I added dryly, assuming the irony spoke for itself.
“Hmm, where?”
“Well, the offer was for San Fernando Savings, but I think I should hold out for Wells Fargo, don’t you?” Maybe she was right, maybe the best I could hope for was a career in customer service, but I wasn’t about to admit it.
She just stared, and I thought for a second that she didn’t get it.
“Tanya?”
“You don’t need to be stupid about it,” she said after giving me a brief contemptuous look. “It wouldn’t be that bad.”
“Bank teller,” I repeated, clearly, just to be sure we were talking about the same thing.
Tanya blew out a puff of smoke and shrugged. “Better job than you have now.”
“It’s one step up from pizza delivery.”
“Since when are you such a snob, anyway? I’ve worked some shitty jobs before. I even spent a summer working at the Gap.”
“Tanya, it’s not that being a bank teller is the worst thing in the world, it’s just that I’m not one. I need to get my career back on track, and I’m not going to be able to do that standing behind a counter helping people fill out deposit slips.” As if my career had ever been on track. As if I even had a track. I was as trackless as a fucking pachinko ball.
“Fine, whatever.” Tanya’s attention returned to the TV screen, which had started counting down the best music videos of the 1980s without the slightest doubt that we cared. We sat in silence, listening to Madonna and Culture Club squeak and croon with all the neatly packaged sterility of a children’s breakfast cereal. Eventually Robert Palmer showed up with his leggy, humorless guitar girls pretending to play in the background. “I always hated this one,” Tanya murmured. Me too, I agreed dutifully, although I remember having been pretty beguiled by all that red lipstick when I was younger. Tanya smiled at me in a moment of false complicity, then turned her head again to watch the video that she thought we had managed to share a dislike for.
Duran Duran finally spelled the end for me – I took my laptop into the small spare room and surfed the net for what seemed like an hour. By the time I emerged into the living room, it was past one. I hadn’t noticed the TV being turned off, but Tanya was already sound asleep.
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Even the laziest of cynics can reduce the ancient arts of divination to a series of bumper stickers.
“Astrologers do it with stars.”
“Numerologists do it with numbers.”
“Ceromancers do it with molten wax.”
“Geomancers do it with marks in the sand.”
And Pete McFadden? What was he going to do it with? Vas Papayannis had thrown down the gauntlet and, to my credit, I’d taken it up without a moment’s hesitation. Nearly. Okay, there were a few days in between which I’d spent playing video games, maintaining a steady beer buzz and feeling sorry for myself for having screwed up my chances by not knowing when to shut up.
But then I’d pulled myself up by the bootstraps. The following Friday night Diego and I had met up at Pickwick’s, a slightly grungy English pub on Ventura where we hung out. It’s not that it was such a great bar or anything, but it was more or less middle ground for our small group of friends, and it had the advantage – rare for an LA bar – of not being filled with hormone-enhanced jocks in tank-tops trying to score with silicone-boobed office girls. Diego and I were standing at the bar, enjoying the fact that the particularly bad band that were being passed off as “live music” that night were taking a break, when suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder, and there was Emily.
Emily and I had met during our first week at UCLA and somehow had stuck together ever since. I liked her from day one, and continued to like her even when it became clear that she wasn’t going to sleep with me. She was a little off-beat, quirky but self-assured in that vaguely disturbing way of only children. Her parents had both been college professors in some scary place out in Montana, before her mom died and Emily moved to LA with her dad, so her oddness could be explained by a bizarre childhood filled with books, squirrels, intelligent conversations and no TV at dinner. Now she’d become a math teacher at a small Catholic school in the north Valley, the sort of teacher you inevitably have a crush on. Cute face, small slender body, perfect ass, and the amazing ability to laugh at most of my jokes. The perfect woman, and, like all perfect women, taken.
I offered to get her a drink, but then Daniel appeared next to her. Asshole. I never understood why she was with him in the first place. They’d met at some fundraising event – saving Amazonian tree slugs, or something causey like that – and she’d fallen for his passionate convictions and supposed good looks. He turned out to be one of these brash go-getters who talk politics and drop references to articles in the New Yorker and depend on mothering girlfriends to keep them from having nervous breakdowns. Yes he seems arrogant, but that’s just a front, she’d say. He’s fragile, he needs me. Yeah, bullshit. Almost four years of fights, separations, and my persistent and totally un-self-interested advice to dump him hadn’t convinced her. She was far too forgiving, which is also, I suppose, the reason she was still my friend.
Daniel got himself and Emily a drink and started talking to Diego. He liked Diego – Diego was successful, Diego was vaguely political, and Diego wasn’t Emily’s best friend from college who was so clearly in love with her. Good old Diego – it gave me and Em a chance to talk. I told her about the party and my lost chance to impress Vas.
She looked at me like I was nuts. “I don’t get it,” she said flatly. “You guys were agreeing on something, he thought what you were saying was interesting, and he gave you his card. So what’s the problem, that’s great, right? Call him.”
“But I just insulted his girlfriend by talking crap.”
“So what? You talk crap all the time, why should that stop you now?”
“Thanks for the encouragement. Anyway, you know I can’t disprove astrology any more than she could prove it.”
“Listen, you don’t have to disprove astrology. What you said – correct me if I’m wrong – was that you could fabricate a system that worked just as well, or at least that seemed just as convincing. Right?”
“Yeah.”
“Then do it.” That simple. Do it. Emily’s no nonsense approach to things sometimes drove me nuts. Obviously I couldn’t just do it.
“But I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
“Well, tell me, what would Jim Rockford have done?” It’s a hard life lesson to learn, but an important one: even to your closest friend, never ever admit that your source of inspiration in childhood was the Rockford Files. I shrugged, but I knew what he’d have done. He’d have gotten off his ass and done a little digging around.
“So get off your ass and think the thing through,” she urged me. “What do you need as a start?”
“To get a grip,” Daniel interjected. He and Diego had tuned into our conversation and I guess Diego had filled him in on what had happened at Earthsong. “Pete, no offense, but astrology dates back to the ancient Babylonians. Not that I buy into it, but I think you’d have a hard time matching thousands of years of hard work overnight.”
Sumerians, you condescending fuck, but Emily intervened before I had a chance to say anything.
“Don’t be so negative, Daniel. I think he’s got something here. So come on,” she persisted, bright eyed and defiant of any sense of realism that might get in her way, “what would you need?”
“Um, well, first I’d need a premise for it all. Astrology has stars. Tarot has cards. I’d need something like that. Problem is that it’s all been done. Palms, bumps on the head, coffee grounds, tea leaves – they’re all taken.”
“Dice?” Diego suggested.
“That’s boring.”
“You guys are messed up,” said Daniel, obviously regretting that he’d encouraged this topic of conversation.
“Seriously,” I continued, “you just need some kind of a platform; you know, something that you can base your guesses on.”
“The ancient Romans used to kill sheep and read the future in their entrails,” Emily offered. I ignored her and continued.
“Of course you’d need something you could link to a specific individual. Astrologers use birthdays. I guess you could use any sort of data, though, as long as it’s personal. Like the exact ratio of their height to the length of their thumbs, or how they score on some test. Something unique.”
“And presumably something not dependent on subjective human measurements. You couldn’t convincingly use inches or centimeters or anything like that, since they are random quantities. You’d need something occurring in nature. A ratio of numbers.” Emily was getting enthusiastic. She raised her beer glass to her lips but found it already empty.
“But numbers aren’t very interesting. No offense to the math geek,” Diego added quickly, shooting an ironic look at Emily.
“No, you’re right,” I agreed. “What you need is a picture, like a map. Astrologers, tarot card readers, palm readers – they’re all doing the same thing, in a way. They interpret a picture that somehow belongs to the person they’re doing the reading for, like the stars at the minute he was born, or the pictures on the cards that happened to come up when he was sitting in front of them. So whatever data you’d get from people needs to be turned into a picture, but ideally it should be something spacey, or pretty, or witchy. Something that seems spiritual.
“Oh that’s easy,” chimed in Emily, her voice calm and matter of fact, but her eyes shining with excitement. “You could use fractals.”
In return, she got a blank stare.
“Fractals are just sets of numbers generated by equations, specifically the domain of convergence of a series based on complex numbers, so you can already imagine the sort of kooky mysticism that sometimes surrounds them…”
I gulped my beer and shook my head. To me numbers were tools I could use when doing programming, or obstacles between me and the successful filing of my tax returns, but to Emily they were beautiful in themselves, and that scared me.
“Spin-off science of one of the government’s secret weapons programs,” Diego remarked casually. Diego had a conspiracy theory for everything, although we were never quite sure how many of them he actually believed. I think he just enjoyed the effect of tossing them into a conversation at random.
“Sorry Em, thumbs down. Vas and his girlfriend are smart and all, but we need something in English…”
She scowled at me. “Do you actually want something that’ll work, or not?”
“Well, yeah, but…”
“Then shut up.” She stared into the middle distance for a moment and then looked up at me.
“Okay, this isn’t exactly right, but start with a simple triangle. You can cope with that, can’t you?” she began, animating her explanation with her hands, her sarcasm poorly masking her excitement. “Now, stick a smaller triangle in the middle of each of the three sides, so you have a six-pointed star. Each of the points is basically a triangle, right? So on each side you keep sticking a new triangle in the middle, each time the triangles getting smaller and smaller. What you get looks like a big snowflake, right?”
I said yes, that I imagined it would, and waited for her to make her point.
“The thing is, you’ve got this finite snowflake in front of you – it fits on the piece of paper you drew the original triangle on, and even though you go on adding to it, it doesn’t get bigger spatially. But if you keep adding on triangles into infinity, and then follow the edge of it all the way around, you find that it’s infinitely long. You’ve made your snowflake infinitely complex by adding an infinite number of smaller and smaller triangles. It’s called a Koch curve.”
“Uh huh…”
“Think about it. Infinite length, infinite complexity. Pete, you’ve just created an entire two-dimensional universe on a single piece of paper – you can’t tell me that isn’t cool.”
She looked as if she wanted to shake me. I had to admit, it was kind of cool. I didn’t see how it could help me, though.
“So Benoit Mandelbrot came along and started explaining this, and some similar but more complex shapes he computer-generated, in terms of fractional dimensions, which he called fractals. He argued that the snowflake we were just talking about is neither a one-dimensional line nor a two-dimensional plane, but a 1.26 dimensional object. It turns out that the patterns can get infinitely complicated, chaotic but not entirely random, and the geometry of these fractals explains all sorts of stuff in the real world, like the distribution of earthquakes and fluctuations in the economy.”
I think I’d started to giggle at that point, realizing that I was being led hopelessly out of my element.
“It’s part of chaos theory,” she continued, ignoring the smile on my face.
I did my best to try and focus. “That thing about a butterfly in Africa causing a hurricane in Cuba?”
“Exactly, chaos theory is built upon Mandelbrot’s work with fractals. Clouds are fractal, and so is the way smoke rises and the way water flows. It’s all random, but at the same time it’s like clumps of recurring patterns that work from a microscopic scale to a huge scale. So by understanding how small air currents move you learn about how hurricanes work, to a point, anyway.
“Mandelbrot’s fractals are like little maps revealing the secret order behind a chaotic universe. The micro becomes a symbol for the macro. You can imagine that a lot of people see this as meaningful. God’s blueprints. The universe in a grain of sand, that sort of thing.”
“Okay, but how does this relate to astrology again?”
“You wanted to be able to take a number and turn it into a picture, didn’t you? Well, this will do it, and in a pretty spectacular way that has all sorts of mystical implications. You want to convincingly pretend to tell the future and all that? The Mandelbrot Set is perfect. Trust me.”
I trusted Emily, and the next day I got an email from her, nestled among the usual assortment offering videos of sex crazed lesbian midgets and advice to buy shares in obscure technology companies.
“Hey P, c attchd. This is what I was tlking abt last nite. Totally fckd off today, tell u ltr. LE.” From the bottom of the message a deep blue hyperlink had stared back at me. Any irritation I felt at her vowel-impaired cybertalk was blurred to insignificance by the warm familiarity of being just “P.” I was her best friend. Her buddy, her pal. Better than nothing. Better than anything else in my life, actually. Certainly better than my slowly-dying relationship with Tanya.
But that lazy Saturday afternoon the little hyperlink was as much a connection to Emily as I was going to get, so I clicked on www.ntua.gr/mandel/mandel.html.
“The Mandelbrot Explorer.”
She had promised me funky shapes, and she had delivered, but it was the colors that surprised me the most. Bright and varied, they raged viciously across the screen in what looked vaguely like patterns, or bits of patterns, of jagged pink teeth and sickly green spirals. In image after image, the colors would burst from bizarre patterns of black, emerging bright and concentrated, and then radiating outwards like heat, progressively darkening and changing as they distanced themselves from the black web-like structures which formed the core of the set. It reminded me of pictures of stellar nebulae, or of colored high-resolution topo maps of the ocean floor. I saw canyons, tree roots, coral. Things at once familiar and unearthly. It was like arriving in a city for the first time and finding that you instinctively, inexplicably know your way around.
And that’s when it struck me. This wasn’t just some interesting gimmick. Okay, it might be complete science fiction for all I knew, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the semblance of truth. These shapes all seemed like they meant something, like they contained a message from the deep forces of nature. God speaking in semaphore. They offered a glimpse of a secret world veiled behind frosted glass, a reality all the more powerful for being so vague, the way a monster is always more frightening while it stays off-camera. I stared and clicked for another hour, searching through other fractal websites, but that only confirmed my first impression. This might not quite work, but it was too cool not to try
So that same night, after Tanya had fallen asleep, I returned to my laptop. I could talk a good story, but I didn’t actually know much about the occult, and I needed to understand how others convinced people that they could tell the future in order to do it myself. I wanted to get ideas, do a survey of what was out there, and I was blown away by how much I found. I took notes on just about every system of divination and personality typing known to man, and found them as idiosyncratic, and nearly as monotonous, as I had expected them to be. It was amazing just how many astrology sites alone were on the web, and that’s not counting the other stuff like Tarot, numerology, psychics or angels. The market in vague, feel-good garbage never seems to slump. It kept me up for hours.
The next morning Tanya stared at me over a plate of toast with a bemused look on her face.
“You were up late last night.”
“Um, yeah, I guess so. I kind of got involved in something.
“Not online gaming again?”
“No, nothing like that, just a little project I’m working on.” I wasn’t ready to tell Tanya what I was up to. Not yet. I’d hammer out some details, I figured, and then surprise her. It would be fun.
She flashed a mischievous grin. “Sure you’re not battling wizards and trolls again?”
“Honestly, no trolls.”
“I hate those trolls.”
“It’s going to be a surprise. Trust me.”
I worked on my “surprise” for days, trying my best to understand why millions of people are convinced that they have so much to learn about themselves and their destinies by doing a bit of math or disemboweling a chicken. What I figured out is that fortune tellers these days count on the rest of us to accept just a few basic propositions.
First, that there is something out there guiding our fate. It may be just the Universe, or it may be that there is a supreme being, but something out there is in charge, something bigger and fuzzier than mere science.
Second, whatever force is out there shaping our destinies, apparently it can do practical stuff, like make you miss a flight, fry your computer or kill your cat. Medieval astrologers believed that the positions of the stars and planets could affect us because of the movement of the spheres that were nested in each other and wrapped around the Earth like babushka dolls. Copernicus and modern rocketry have blown that theory out of the water, so now astrologers talk about some kind of “energy” that is all around us. This energy has really strong opinions about who you sleep with and what lottery numbers you pick.
Finally, whatever the system of divination, its purpose is to read that energy – which tends to speak in funny languages like star and planet, medieval playing card, or palm line – and translate it into English. And, lucky us, there are always a few people out there who have some sort of gift, a priestly class who can mediate between us and the big energy beast up in the sky.
For better or worse, I’d set myself on the path to becoming a member of that priestly class, and by the end of the week I had a reasonably good grip on how I could pull it off. In fractal geometry I had the perfect explanation of what energy was out there and how it could affect our futures and our personalities. I had a scientific claim to understanding mathematical patterns woven into the fabric of the universe – there was no need to rely on abstract energy to somehow guide us, since the patterns were integral to physics itself, to the blueprint of the universe. With a little work, a computer, and a decent imagination, I could really do this. I could convince Lin and win Vas’s gratitude. Peter McFadden was going to tell the future.
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It took me three weeks and two days.
I didn’t do it all alone. Emily’s enthusiasm backfired on her, and before she knew it I’d roped her in as my unpaid technical consultant. But that was fine with her. It was August – summer school was over but the new school year hadn’t yet begun, so she had time to hang out with me and help me figure things out. We met almost every day for a week. I’d call her up and ask “your place or mine?” We both knew the answer. Her place was her own – her sense of independence and her often stormy relationship with Daniel had kept them from moving in together. My place was Tanya’s place, and Tanya was irritated both by the idea of what we were doing (“The guy’s not going to give you a job for inventing some stupid gimmick”) and by my spending too much time with Emily. So I’d drop by Emily’s, and we’d talk about the site, about programming problems, about fractals, Chaos theory, food, movies, mutual friends… pretty much anything I could think up to put off having to leave. We’d never spent so much time together before, not even in college. I was beginning to remember how much I liked it.
Emily provided the science background for our system and helped me make it sound both convincing and mystical. We called it Horokinetics, the science of studying the fractal patterns that characterize our movement through time. Our theory was that the fractal patterns embodied in the Mandelbrot Set, which govern natural phenomena such as weather patterns and the movement of smoke, also influence people. They structure the way a person’s life unfolds just as they determine how the water in a stream will flow. To look at it another way, we compared Horokinetics to figuring out what a building was going to look like by sneaking a peak at the blueprints. It all sounded far too true to have come from us.
But mastering the physics and the metaphysics was only half the battle. While brushing up on the history of divination I had noticed that the systems that had really prospered – the ones that world leaders and talk show hosts took seriously – were the ones which incorporated a psychological profile. It was all well and good for someone to throw a few knuckle bones in the sand and advise you not to hunt mammoth that week, but these days people first want to hear something more about themselves. Tell me about me, modern seekers insist, and if you get that right you can tell me about the future. That bit was going to be tricky. I needed professional advice. Luckily I had Susan.
Susan was my oldest friend, and one of my closest. She didn’t start out that way; as an eight-year-old I couldn’t find it in my heart to befriend a classmate who was so clearly a girl, but within a few years I had managed to forgive her and decided that I liked her enough to talk to her at lunchtimes. We grew older and went off to different high schools, and that, I had thought, was the end of that.
Our mothers, however, had different ideas – they had kept in touch, so we hadn’t needed any luck to run into each other when we both arrived as freshmen at UCLA. And it was only then that we grew close, if you could call it that. Susan was a little complicated, and friendship with her wasn’t quite the warm fuzzy phenomenon that it tends to be with most other women. She could be almost as stiff as her intimidating parents, and even if she was feeling genuine affection, she wasn’t always that talented at expressing it. But Susan would never betray you, or talk behind your back, or embarrass you, or otherwise remind you of the disappointment that can seep through the gaps between friendship and human nature. For that I could put up with a little stiffness now and then.
Given Susan’s personality, I was never convinced that psychology was the ideal field for her. She did a lot of marriage counseling, which, considering her inability to have a serious relationship, was pretty funny. But she was driven, and I guess brains, education and hard work must count for something. At 29 she already had her own practice and was doing very well at it. She might not be super-intuitive, but she was technically brilliant, and that’s what I needed. So I’d given her a call and arranged to drop by her office one afternoon between clients.
It had only taken a few minutes for me to start feeling a little stupid. Susan listened patiently, as I knew she would, but I couldn’t help feeling embarrassed as I saw her eyes narrow, premature laugh-lines gathering at the edges. In her sharp suit, with her short shock of blond hair and thin-framed glasses, she seemed way too professional and mature to have to spend time listening to this crap.
But I kept going. I told her about the conversation at Earthsong and about Emily’s idea of using fractals as a pretext for telling the future. And then I got to the point.
“But if I’m going to do this right, I’m going to need a psychologist.”
“No kidding,” she smiled sarcastically. “Actually you might be a case for serious meds…”
“Look, would you just suspend your professional skepticism for five minutes? And your sense of humor, such as it is.”
Susan smiled again and waited for me to continue.
“Okay, here’s the thing. Emily and I are managing to figure out how we can convince people we’re telling the future. But we’ve still got to deal with the other part of the equation, the ‘what’s your sign’ part that explains to you what your personality is supposed to be like. And in a way, that’s the important part, isn’t it? I mean, that’s the part that a lot of otherwise sane people buy into.”
“Well, you don’t have to be insane to buy into any of it. A good astrologer can be pretty astute when it comes to character typing. In fact I know a few therapists who use astrology. You remember Maria? She swears by it.”
“You mean use it to treat patients?”
“Use it to help clients,” she quickly corrected me. “Don’t look so surprised – you’re the one who just said that people take it seriously. Say what you like about it, personality typing can be very valuable in helping people understand themselves. I’ve used the Enneagram with a couple of clients. There are lots of systems, some are a bit better than others, but.... ”
“So even psychologists would say that there’s more than one way to personality type people?”
“Well, yes. I mean, you can’t say just anything, but for us the point isn’t to say ‘you are a Gemini, so you are like X.’ It’s more about working with people’s potentials. Typing can make people aware of forces within themselves that may help them accept what they are feeling or understand why they are behaving in a certain way.”
“Yeah, fine, but how? I mean how does astrology do that – come up with all these personality traits?” This was exciting. Not only had Susan studied the background of all this, she’d actually done it.
Susan shrugged. “I thought you were the one who had that figured out.”
“What I… well, what I think I’ve got figured out is that you can describe a hypothetical person in vague terms and then convince actual people that you are describing them. I guess I just need some help to figure out some convincing stock personality types. As an amateur I could just think up various character traits and then mix and match, but if I want to do it well, I need a professional to help me mix and match them convincingly.”
“So you want to create your own signs and have pre-fab personalities to attach to them?”
“Yeah. In astrology I’m a Leo. Apparently that means that I’m intense, sincere, and extraverted, that I’m a born leader, and that I’m prone to back problems.”
“Back problems?”
“Better than being a Scorpio – they get venereal disease. Really, I looked it up. Anyway, that’s what I want to do for my fractals.”
“You have to realize that psychology is a little more complex than that,” she said, finally realizing that I wasn’t kidding.
“I know, I know. But this isn’t therapy. It’s just entertainment. I need something a little simplistic.
“I’ve got some books you could look at, I suppose…”
That was fine for a start, but I managed to drag her in more directly than that. Books led to questions, and the answers to those questions led to further questions, so by the end of week two we were camped together on Emily’s sofa sketching out Horokinetics’ unique system of personality typing.
And by the end of week three, Susan, Emily and I had managed to blend mathematics, psychology, and hocus-pocus almost seamlessly. I rigged up a computer program that would take your basic information – your name, place of birth, the phase of the moon on the day were born – and turn it all into numbers that, once plugged into an equation, gave you a unique set of coordinates on the Mandelbrot Set. The picture that would fill the computer screen once this tiny square was magnified 4000 times its original size was called your “fractal.” It was perfect.
Having your own fractal was like knowing your exact DNA sequence. It would be the key to all that you were, and hold clues to all that you could be – if you knew how to read it. I spent hours and hours staring at fractals until I finally came up with seven basic recurring shapes: circles, twiggy treelike things, V-shapes, etc. We called them Ideomorphs, and linked each of them to one of our seven personality types. Your fractal would inevitably contain a few of the seven Ideomorphs, so we would take whichever Ideomorph seemed to predominate and assign you the corresponding personality type. That was the first step, the equivalent of telling you that you are a Capricorn or a Taurus, and pretty much as vague. But instead of being branded as some generic goat or bull from the zodiac, you were assigned a colorful, one-of-a-kind spiky swirly picture. It was very 21st century. But then came the cool part.
We had a picture, but we needed more. The picture itself was too static; it didn’t have the advantage of the stars, which move in a calculable pattern and so allow astrologists to predict the future. But Emily had the answer to that.
“It’s all about infinite self-similarity,” she said proudly when I made the objection. “You could in theory zoom in a different section of a person’s fractal for every day of her life. You don’t need it to move or change, you’ve got infinity right here.” For such a beautiful girl, she could be a serious geek.
But she was right, and that became our version of a horoscope. Your fractal was your own piece of infinity, your roadmap to the universe. For any particular day we would simply take the date and plug it back into the equation to choose one section of your fractal to enlarge, giving you a whole new picture to interpret. We practiced a little on each other, and it started sounding pretty good.
“Ideomorph alpha seems to predominate in today’s reading. I-alpha is associated with ambition, aggression, and intellect. Most occurrences of I-alpha point downwards, however, and there is also a strong I-gamma in the corner which, taken together, indicates using some caution in proceeding with any plans which involve risk. Patience, though difficult, will pay off.” It sounded pretty convincing to me.
Susan explained that as long as I kept the predictions vague enough to allow a number of different interpretations it would be convincing. “It’s called ‘confirmation bias,’” she explained to me one afternoon. “The mind tends to interpret information in a way that confirms its pre-existing biases. People focus on what they expect or hope to hear, and they forget the rest.” It seemed like a pretty blunt instrument for clubbing into submission the vast and subtle panorama of human experience, but I tested it on a couple of unsuspecting friends, and it worked. This Lin chick would have no idea what hit her – all I needed was her subconscious willingness to ignore any bits I got wrong, and I’d be on my way to a brilliant career with ImaginInc.
It was Tuesday, less than a month after the party at Earthsong, when I got up the courage to call ImaginInc and ask to speak to Vas.
“I’m sorry, he’s in a meeting right now. Can I take a message?” Sure. A couple of days passed, but he didn’t call back. So I tried again.
“I’m sorry, he’s not available right now.”
“I’m sorry, what was your name again?”
“I’m afraid he’s out of the office. What was it regarding?”
“Oh, hello Mr. McFadden, no I’m afraid not.”
Another couple of weeks went by. The receptionist got to know me. She hated me. There was some kind of subtle hint in all of this that I was refusing to get. But I persisted. Emails disappeared into cyberspace. I even got drastic and sent a letter snail-mail. No response. It was like trying to negotiate with Santa Claus.
On the morning I finally accepted that there was no point to calling ImaginInc anymore, I headed for the canyons. That’s where I’d go when I needed to think. Sometimes I’d drive for hours, stopping here and there to walk up the fire trails, chase rabbits, and breathe in the smell of sage and dust and ozone that seems to cling to every rock and half dead bush. They’re like another world, the canyons, and a pretty effective antidote to the colossal marketing gimmick that in LA passes for reality.
Most importantly, they were mine. Over the years I had made the canyons my own by entrusting them with childhood secrets – the crumbling hillside where the dinosaur bones are buried, the hidden path to the Indian burial ground, the scrub oak forest inhabited by dragons – personal fantasies into which I invested so much time and attention that they had taken on a life of their own. They were the sort of memories that color a place and give it meaning. Memories of family car trips to the beach, laughing at the billboards warning drivers “Danger, Death Lurks Ahead,” and the tunnels through which we would hold our breath, pressing our hands flat against the roof of the car and making wishes. The wishes never came true and as I grew older I stopped catching glimpses of dragons in the trees. We were even wrong about the billboards: turns out that a lot of people do lose control around those curves and crash over the railings into the canyon below.
I drove for an hour or so, along Mulholland Highway, through Las Virgenes, up the coast, back through Kanan Road, up and down all those winding channels cutting through the mountains, connecting valley to sea, filling every last crevice of them with angst and nostalgia. Eventually I got fed up with moping, tired of cruising the low roads, and decided to get a little altitude.
I rolled through a sun-scorched landscape dotted with oak trees and new housing developments, doubling back along Mulholland as it sliced through small hills too steep to pave over until I came to an unremarkable little turnoff on the right. There I started to climb.
Stunt Road picks its way up through the hills rather than following the creek beds down to sea level. It flies between the canyons, inking a squirming line on the blank stretch of map between Topanga and Las Virgenes Road, and you fly with it, watching the hills change, from the strange crumbling black rock at Mulholland, up through the splintered jumble of pinkish limestone and into the layers of beige strata near the top. The rocks themselves seem like they’re trying to escape the earth as they jut their ragged edges through the sparse foliage, flat layers of sediment pushed almost vertical when the mountains were formed. This was still a place of my childhood, still dragon country, but it was something else too. A heroic and unshackled place where I could see things clearly, where maybe I could re-acquire a grip on reality and figure out what the hell to do.
My car engine groaned as I wound steadily upwards to a long ridge, a saddle between two peaks, where the road reaches an abrupt end and, as a parting gift, unveils the massive expanse of the Pacific far ahead and below. The sky opens out so suddenly it’s like reaching the end of a ramp, as if with enough speed you could just keep going and launch yourself out to sea. But right before it would otherwise carry you over the cliff, Stunt Road splits in two, each fork taking its own name as it descends toward the ocean.
There, where the road stops short and two new ones begin, up at the top of things, I parked the car. On one side I could see the Valley, on the other I looked out over the ocean, with sailboats, tankers and Catalina Island all floating in the distance, nestling in the broad arc of Santa Monica Bay. As good a place to think as any.
So I got out of the car, and stared, and thought. An avalanche of images roared through my head. They were random, chaotic thoughts – fractals, Tanya, Emily, my old job, video games – but they carried a perverse logic along with them. Chaotic as they were, they led someplace, and I let myself follow along.
I’d fucked up. An obvious point, but one that I had yet to really accept. Fate hadn’t done me a raw deal. Society had not betrayed me. My parents hadn’t failed me, the system hadn’t screwed me, luck hadn’t run out. I had purely, simply gotten lost and ended up sabotaging my life. What was done could not be undone. It was time to seize control and find my way out of the wreckage.
I picked up a decent sized flat rock and launched it from the edge of the road, a good healthy sidearm throw giving it some loft before it arched sharply to the left and into the gully below. A couple of birds fluttered away nervously.
First of all, I needed a job. Unemployment had made me not only poor, but depressed and fairly useless as well. It was like a drug – the longer I was inactive, the less inclined I was to find work. My brains and ambition, such as they were, were getting me nowhere if all they were good for was dreaming up phony metaphysics that no one cared about. I was getting gloomier and more unbearable by the day, and the longer I had to live off my girlfriend and parents, the more I began to resent them and dislike myself. I had to break the cycle. I had to get a job, any job, and start making a little money again. Even if it meant being a bank teller.
From there, I could keep looking for something better. Maybe I wouldn’t find the ideal CGI job again. Maybe I’d have to do something a little less flashy for a while, work my way back up, just so long as I didn’t lose track of what I was doing and why. Stay determined, stay focused. Eye of the tiger. Fuck. I was doomed. If I could just have gotten Horokinetics in front of Vas…
I suppose I had become so absorbed in my own thoughts that I hadn’t heard anyone approaching, but suddenly I felt vulnerable standing there at the edge of that steep rocky hillside, one push away from a nasty tumble through jagged shale and dry brush. Instinctively I turned, and felt my pulse surge on coming face to face with a horse just a couple of feet behind me. It was surreal. If my momentary sense of panic showed, neither the horse nor the man riding it seemed to notice. I looked up at the rider, but he just sat there, serene as the Buddha, taking me in with eyes so blue that they seemed more like holes looking directly out onto a vivid clear sky floating within his skull. I suppressed a nervous shiver and opened my mouth to speak, but somehow nothing came out. I was more than surprised – I was spooked.
“Hey, sorry,” came a clear, mellow voice, presumably from the rider, although I hadn’t noticed his lips move. He slid effortlessly from the saddle and stood facing me, gripping the reins loosely in his right hand. “Didn’t mean to startle you. You just looked… are you okay?”
The first thing I remember thinking as he stood there was how tall he was. Tall and perfectly straight, almost like a soldier, except that his straightness lacked the forced, rigid look taught in basic training. There was a sense of command and power about him, but unlike that of a general, it was relaxed, natural, resulting from energy rather than discipline. Turns out that he was only six feet tall, just an inch taller than me, but you’d never know it unless you stood us back to back.
His hair was straight too. Very blond and very straight, the kind of hair girls dream of. Healthy hair, sheared off in a straight line half way down to his shoulders, framing a thin but strong face, with angled features softened by a hint of golden stubble. He looked in his mid-thirties, but it was hard to tell. It was hard to tell much of anything about him, but something about that straight cut-off hair, or maybe the serene expression on his face, made him look like a monk.
“Um, yeah,” I stammered. “Fine, thanks. Just, you know, thinking.” There was something creepy about being sneaked up on out here, in the hills, alone, yet as soon as the initial shock faded I didn’t feel frightened. I probably should have, but there was something in this guy that seemed to make me want to trust him. His short, quiet laugh, however out of place, inspired confidence.
“I thought for a minute you were going to jump,” he remarked, glancing down the slope behind me.
I followed his look down the tangled but relatively gentle slope beneath me and suddenly understood why he was laughing. “I like to think that when the time comes I’d pick a better spot than this.”
“‘When?’ Not ‘if’?” His smile lingered, but his voiced dropped, as if the thought genuinely worried him. “Okay, if” I conceded quickly. I hadn’t noticed that I’d said “when.” It was a little disturbing, but I kept talking, hoping, I suppose, to avoid giving the impression that I was some fragile soul in need of help.
“Look, thanks for being concerned, but I’m fine. I’m just, um, thinking.”
“Mind if I ask what about?”
I was about to make some excuse and leave, but something stopped me. Sometimes the best kind of solitude is that found in the company of a total stranger. So I told him I was unemployed, that I’d just blown my big chance at a dream job, that I’d been so desperate for this job that I’d spent several weeks of my life working on a phony system of divination just to impress some computer animation geek and then couldn’t even get the guy to return my phone calls. Put like that, it was actually kind of funny. The guy on the horse just listened patiently, seeming to be genuinely interested. When I’d finished my story, he stared at me for a minute.
“So, how did this system work?”
“Okay, let me first ask you a question,” I began, quickly trying to collect my thoughts. “Do you believe in astrology?”
As a reply I got a thin smile and a dramatic pause, until at last he said, hesitantly, “Well, that depends on what you mean. Do I believe that there is an objective body of information that can be read from relative positions of the planets and stars at any given time? No, I don’t.”
“But do you believe that some people can tell the future?”
Again he paused, weighing his answer carefully.
“We can all tell the future, to some extent, with some degree of precision. I’m pretty certain that tomorrow I’ll wake up, some time between 6:00 and 7:00. I usually do. That’s not magic, it’s just a prediction based on previous experience. Now, I haven’t been in LA for that long, and I only have one real friend here. She runs some stables not too far from here, actually. I can’t say for certain that Jericho will call me tomorrow, but I can say that there is at least a decent chance of it, and certainly the odds that she’ll call me are better than that she’ll call you, for example. Which is your loss,” he added, whether ironically or not I couldn’t say. “Now that’s predicting the future, in a sense, it’s just not doing it based on something like the movements of stars, which, let’s be honest, have nothing to do with me.”
It was a thoughtful answer. I wasn’t prepared for thoughtful answers, so it confused me for a minute. But I pressed on.
“So would you be prepared to buy into an astrology-like system that claimed to make predictions about you and about the future based on something scientific?”
Another pause, then a smile. “Such as…?”
So I started selling it to him, just as I’d planned on doing to Vas. I had had an entire conversation worked up in my head for a guy who wouldn’t return my phone calls. So I explained it all. Horokinetics, a system of creating horoscopes based on the patterns found in the Mandelbrot Set. You provide the numbers and my computer would plug them into an equation and produce your fractal. And that fractal, I explained, with all those funky seahorses and waves and valleys and splatters, would contain messages about you. Messages not from the stars or from playing cards or tea leaves, but messages derived from the patterns of the universe uncovered by cutting edge chaos theorists. I hate to think how stupid I must have looked standing there, probably nodding my head like some teenager showing off his knowledge of Led Zeppelin trivia, waiting for his response. But to his credit, he remained polite.
“So the idea is to repackage New Age mysticism as a science,” he stated calmly, turning over the implications in his mind like some fossil or artifact he’d just picked up on an archeological dig. It sounded a little stupid, put that way. And a little creepy. “You know,” he began again thoughtfully, “what’s your name?”
“Pete.”
“Pete, I’m Jake.” We shook hands. “Now let me ask you something,” he went on, his eyes lighting up. “Do you believe in all of this?”
“No, of course not,” I answered, almost offended at the thought.
“So tell me, why should I believe it?”
“Well, you shouldn’t. I made it up. It’s pure bullshit.”
“Come on, imagine I’m this woman you were trying to convince. Why should I believe it?”
I sighed audibly with impatience. “Because it’s based on chaos theory, and it’s supposedly scientific.”
“Fine, but evolution is scientific, yet more Americans believe in UFOs than believe in evolution. Ever wonder why?”
“Because they’re freaks.”
Jake shook his head. “Because they don’t want to be alone. Because they find it more beautiful to believe in a universe peopled by many advanced civilizations than it is to believe that we are descended from apes. People want to believe in something beautiful.”
“And aliens are beautiful? Green-skinned kidnappers who get their kicks using us humans as guinea pigs.”
“I didn’t say pretty. I said beautiful. The Romantic poets would have said sublime – that’s the word they used for something that is at once beautiful and frightening, something big enough that it makes you reflect on your own mortality.”
“That’s kind of a lot to ask of something that’s basically a fraud, don’t you think?”
“No, it isn’t.” Jake was shaking his head emphatically, his straight blond hair waving behind him. “You have to be bold with this kind of thing or no one is going to buy it. As long as you try to play it safe, it’s going to come out wishy washy and no one will feel compelled to believe it.
“You play baseball?” he asked suddenly, a sense of urgency in his voice.
“Um, yeah, I did little league.”
“Remember stealing second? You had to totally abandon first base or you were lost. And at least once we all tried to have both ways, didn’t we? You’d start for second, but hold back a little, in case you had to return to first. And you’d get thrown out, every time.”
I laughed. “You’re not one of these motivational speakers, are you?”
“Let’s just say I take an interest in how people come to believe what they believe.”
“Psychologist?”
“No,” he answered, almost dismissively. “Philosopher, maybe. I don’t know. At the moment I’d have to just say I’m like you, between jobs.”
“Listen,” he said, now balancing carefully on a rock a few feet away from me. The sun was at his back, and I had to squint as I looked up at him. “Truth is about more than science or facts. It requires belief, which unless you’re doing primary research yourself, requires faith. And if you want to inspire faith, you’re going to need more than a theory and some technical jargon. You need beauty. If you stop short of that, no one’s going to listen.”
No one was listening anyway, I reminded him. This was a story written for two people, Vas and Lin, and I couldn’t get through to them. Jake smiled, looking almost bewildered by my stupidity.
“But it’s obvious, isn’t it? You get their attention by really doing this. Get it out there in the real world. Then it’s not a matter of trying to call them – they’ll hear about it and call you. You send them a link to your website, or a few magazine clippings about the new form of divination that everyone is raving about. Simple.”
Yeah, simple. This guy was a little twisted. “How am I supposed to do that, exactly?”
“Your system, does it work? I mean, is it as convincing as Tarot or numerology or crystal healing?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Then do it.”
“Do what?
“Make it a business. Start with a website, go to New Age fairs, train a few people to go out there and spread the word.”
“That kind of thing takes cash, man, and I don’t have any. Besides, I’m not a business guy, I’m an animation geek.”
“There will always be obstacles if you choose to dream them up. A website costs next to nothing. Training you’d do yourself. People would probably even pay to get training if it were well known, but you’d start out doing it for free. Invest a little time and you could even make money doing this – lots of people do it. And for what it’s worth, I think the premise sounds great. You’ve got a winner here, if you can find the guts to pursue it.”
He pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket, jotted something down, then handed it to me. “That’s my number. I can help you with it. Find you people, help you with a website, anything. I’ve got time on my hands, it’d be interesting. Call me.”
He turned to go, but then stopped and turned to face me again.
“Build this thing,” he said softly, confidently. “Make it beautiful, then you’ll make it true, and they will believe.”
With that, he swung himself back into the saddle and began making his way down the winding path toward the coast, leaving me there to think, alone, my head boiling in the late summer sun.
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Las Virgenes Road is one of LA’s great drives, leading you uphill through state parkland and then down in a slow, winding descent to the coast between wild, jagged cliffs, always keeping the deep blue sea in view. But the Pacific hid behind a thin layer of fog as we came over the canyon that morning. There was something spooky about it, as if we’d get to Pacific Coast Highway and the ocean might not be there anymore. As if we who claimed to see into the future were being mocked by a world in which even the present was opaque.
We followed Malibu’s gloomy strip of shoebox beach houses until it was time for another left, following a side road as it pointlessly climbed back towards the Santa Monica Mountains, a crumbling wall of rock and dirt and federal land it had no hope of crossing. In less than a minute we saw the Malibu Dunes open-air shopping center and, stretched bikini-tight over the entrance to the parking lot behind it, a large red banner with gold lettering. Welcome to the Soulcraft Festival.
September mornings on the coast can be cold, but luckily our neighbor. Kim, of Kim’s CrystalCraft, had brought a large thermos of coffee, and had even had the generosity of spirit to bring extra cups for the occasional fellow traveler. It was pretty awful – one of those flavored coffees over which wise, special women in comfortable sweaters share their secrets on TV commercials – but it kept our hands warm as we set up our equipment.
“Stay centered, okay?” she advised us quietly, and then returned to arranging the huge assortment of crystals, stones, and pamphlets on her table. Jake and I shared a smile and nodded, sitting down to finish our coffee and wait for the fair to open.
As the morning crept by, it became harder and harder not to agree with the Angel lady across from us who kept complaining that we were giving off bad energy. I wasn’t really sure what I was doing there in the first place. In a moment of foolish and fateful politeness a few days earlier I had called up Jake to tell him why there was no way in hell I was going to go any further with my ridiculous idea, and by the time I had hung up, maybe ten minutes later, he had convinced me to come with him and try the system out at a sort of psychic fair in Malibu. He knew one of the organizers, he said, and could secure us a last-minute place.
“One day of your life, Pete. If you’re not convinced, I’ll respect your decision.”
The crisp fog that coated the Malibu coastline like foam on the ridge of a coffee cup slowly burned away. It turned into a clear cool morning, a gentle drift of crisp sea air mixing lazily with the smell of incense, tiger balm and curry rising from the three dozen or so tents and tables around us, and the good weather rivaled the promise of enlightenment in its ability to draw the crowds.
By lunchtime the place was packed. It occurred to me that the new age crowd aren’t always what you’d think. I had expected a stereotypical group of spacey young white girls with dreadlocks and dirty fingernails, hippies hung with beads and crystals and hemp necklaces, fat women dressed in purple tunics and middle aged men with long white hair and papery fair skin suggesting hormone imbalances. And there were plenty of all of the above. Witches and shamans and Jerry Garcia look-alikes who all seemed to order their clothes from the same shop in Middle Earth drifted back and forth past our table, munching on veggie burritos and pappadums and connecting with the cosmos. But despite a shitload of silver and amethyst jewelry, the majority looked surprisingly normal. These were bank tellers, bank managers, accountants. I’m pretty certain that I caught sight of my ninth grade Spanish teacher getting a tarot card reading. It wasn’t much different from Venice Beach on a warm day: a scattering of freaks mixed in with the steady mainstream of humanity who buy their clothes at Marshall’s, work nine to five and drive SUVs. It was just what they were all carrying around inside their sane-looking, well-groomed heads that set them apart. These were people seeking something different, rebelling against the backward politics that had tainted Christianity and the sense of irrelevance they felt in the face of science. Refugees from the spiritual dead-ends of western culture.
Jake and I had plenty of time to watch and to comment. Our table was set up in a good spot, half way down the row that led from the food stalls at one end of the parking lot to the port-a-potties at the other, and I think the ayurvedic chakra bhaji stand provided us with a lot of extra traffic in both directions. Hungry faces, urgent faces, enlightened faces, questing faces, they all passed by, but they didn’t seem inclined to turn our way. Kim didn’t have any problem, and neither did the Angels Around Us lady, with her pastel butterflies and winged fat children leering at each other in sympathetic holiness. By mid-morning I was starting to get nervous. All around us were tables covered with pretty things. Purple crystals, funky jewelry, unicorns, dolphins, ankhs and Buddhas and miniature feathery pool-skimmers meant to be able catch your dreams for you. All ancient and powerful and mysterious, but also by some happy cosmic coincidence all wonderfully decorative. I began to understand why telling the future with bird entrails or dog shit hadn’t been embraced by modernity the way crystal healing and tarot had. And I began to look at our jumble of wires and stacks of high quality computer printing paper in a new light. People are less interested in enlightenment if it doesn’t involve fuzzy animals or sparkly things.
But finally, just before lunch, we had a taker. Eryka, a chubby forty-something with spiky hair, dreamcatcher earrings and a suspect y in her name, one of those y’s meant to let you know that this isn’t some boring western name – not Erika or Erica – but something deeper, more ancient, maybe Celtic or Ashanti or Lemurian.
“I think I read about this,” she said cheerfully as she sat down in a chipped folding metal chair across the table from us and nibbled delicately on the organic churro clutched in her left hand. Jake smiled at her, and she smiled back, hoping maybe that this attractive blond young man would be part of the future we were about to divine for her. I silently added shamelessness to the list of surprising qualities that I had discovered in Jake over the past couple of hours and launched into my routine.
Yes, I had a routine. During my research I had come across a book about cold-reading, the art practiced by psychics, diviners, salesmen, and other assorted con men to make themselves seem supernaturally convincing. Oversimplified, it works like this: you make a vague statement, pay attention to your listener’s response, and continuously adjust your message. If done well, the person listening not only gives you all the information you need, but does so without even realizing it. You ask him if a relative has recently died, he tells you his uncle died last year, and by the end of the conversation you have him believing that you “saw” the death of his uncle in the tea leaves and he’s forgotten that he told you. I doubted until I tried it on a few friends. If done well, it works. Usually.
“Now Eryka,” I explained with all the condescending patience of a dental hygienist, “before we begin, I should explain that what we do is not divination in the classic sense of the word. Horokinetics is a scientific process that involves calculating your location on the fractal continuum – that’s the mathematical pattern that underlies everything in the universe – and then trying to draw some conclusions about you and your life based on your fractal.”
“Um hmm, okay,” she nodded her head with a businesslike pinch in her lips to let me know that she was digesting all of this just fine. I talked to her for a few minutes and had her fill out a form, and then entered her data into the computer and brought her fractal up on screen, a multicolored swirl of whirlpools lined up in two branching rows to form a large skewed V shape. I stared at the shapes for a few seconds, repressing my sudden sense of fear at doing this live. Taking a deep breath, I looked my subject in the eyes and started talking.
“This is an interesting reading,” I began, injecting my words with as much gravitas as I thought Eryka could bear. “You see this large round shape, it’s like a beach ball that all the other shapes cling to the sides of. That’s a strong Epsilon – Epsilon is one of what are called Ideomorphs. They’re the basic shapes that recur in fractals.” I paused for effect. People generally love lingo, the more obscure the better. Eryka stared at the computer screen, nodding her head but looking as if she was trying to break wind.
“Studies have shown that a strong Epsilon in a fractal tends to coincide with people who have strong personalities, either in the sense of heightened aggressiveness or more often in the sense of being of patient or enduring.”
“I’m not too patient,” she answered loudly, whether or not with a hint of menace I couldn’t say.
“Well, um, especially since the Epsilon is pointed downwards rather than upwards, I would say this one implies more of a “go get ‘em” type personality.” I waited for a hint whether or not I was headed in the right direction, but got your classic blank stare in return.
“Now, branching off from the edges of the Epsilon, you’ve got a repeated series of Ideomorph Gamma. Those are the little trees.” I pointed at the series of spiky claws, starting small at one end and growing slowly bigger towards the other, as a doctor might point out a shadow on a lung x-ray. Eryka took it in about the same spirit.
“Uh huh,” she mumbled, deep in the back of her fleshy throat.
“I love to see Gammas.” Always stay upbeat. Divination isn’t just about facts, it’s about spiritual growth. Help your client grow. “The appearance of Gammas on your identity fractal tends to signify intuitiveness, both intellectual and emotional. I bet you often find you suspect things will happen before they actually do, don’t you?”
“Well, yes, I imagine so. I suspected I was coming here this morning, and here I am.” She said it so deadpan that I didn’t realize she was joking until she exploded with a laugh that made the Angel lady jump off her chair.
“Now, I see an upward trend to these Gammas, so I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you’re a people person, life of the party. People like you, and that’s a skill that has helped you in your career.”
“Well that’s not so hard to spot, sweetheart.” She took another bite of churro and looked over at Kim’s crystals. I was losing her.
“Now Eryka, this is your first encounter with Horokinetics, isn’t it?”
“You should be telling me,” she snorted, clearly skeptical but not in an unfriendly way.
“Good. Since you’re obviously someone who’s already very in touch with herself, let’s skip over some of the fractal analysis and move directly to a reading.” I began typing some numbers into the computer and then hit enter. A new fractal image lit up my screen. “You can’t be so intuitive that we shouldn’t be able to tell you a thing or two you don’t already know.” I braced for that percussive laugh again, but it didn’t come.
“Okay,” I continued, “what do we have here? Well, more Gammas, as you can see, and the introduction of some Zetas.”
“Gammas and Zetas, sounds more like Star Trek than astrology.” Her voice carried an edge, a hint of accusation that I had somehow broken the rules by drifting into another genre.
“Horokinetics uses Greek letters to indicate the various Ideomorphs. Greek is the language of science, after all.”
“That’s fair enough. So what does science have to tell me about my future? Are Zetas good?”
Something held me back from delivering the party line that the Ideomorphs were neither good nor bad, but simply reflected tendencies induced by the structure of the fractal pattern underlying her life path. A keen sense of self-preservation, I guess.
“I see this as a very positive reading. Zeta structures indicate change, and I think given the context of their appearance here that it will be positive change. Their positioning suggests something involving your career. Are you thinking of changing jobs, or are you maybe in line for a promotion?”
Eryka licked a bit of sugar off her upper lip and rolled her eyes down towards the oil stained asphalt as if to avoid seeing something shameful. But whatever she saw down there seemed to lighten her mood; she let out a laugh, quiet this time, that involved only one side of her mouth, and her eyes snapped up again to meet mine.
“Listen, sweetheart, I’ve got to get going. You’re trying hard, and I think that’s great. Thanks. Really.”
I asked her if she wanted a printout of her fractal, but after glancing at an imaginary watch on her left wrist she crinkled her nose and shook her head. No thanks, she mouthed silently, and crossed over to the “Healing Hands” Reiki tent across the way.
I looked at Jake for a reaction. The food-poisoning grimace was not encouraging.
We had a few more people try out Horokinetics that day, and to be fair the readings weren’t all as bad as Eryka’s. No one else laughed and, more importantly, no one else called me sweetheart. But as the light faded and the crowd thinned, it became harder and harder to remain upbeat. Jake kept me company and did his best to keep my spirits up, so to speak, but apart from a pleasant ten minutes flirting with a crystal healer and learning that I have an unusually strong aura, I had to conclude that this was a wasted Saturday. Except that I’d learned one thing: Horokinetics done badly was pretty awful.
We packed all the equipment into the car without speaking, each of us I suppose lost in his own dismal thoughts as the events of the day played themselves over and over in our heads.
“Listen, Pete,” Jake said once my car was packed, emphasizing my name as if he had individually crafted the word for me alone, “don’t take it so bad. You live, you learn and you move on. Tomorrow will go better. Tell you what, why don’t you follow me over to my place and have a beer?”
I agreed. The guy was nuts, but didn’t seem dangerous, and to be honest I was kind of growing to like his offbeat, no-nonsense brand of spookiness. So I climbed into my blue Fiesta and followed his battered-looking old motorcycle back up Topanga Canyon, along Saticoy and through a maze of side streets to his peeling stucco apartment building. It was dark, but garden lamps illuminated two skeletal palm trees flanking the entrance like burned-out tank carcasses, and sad yellowing wall lights freckled with dead moths lead us up the concrete stairs to number seven.
“I’ve got a frozen pizza I can put in the oven, if you’re hungry.” He emerged from behind the fridge door with a couple of Sierra Nevadas, setting them on the breakfast counter of his small open plan kitchen while he fished through a drawer for a bottle opener.
“Yeah, thanks,” I answered, hunger gripping my stomach at the mere mention of food. I walked over to the counter as Jake popped off the bottle caps and turned to fish our dinner out of the freezer.
I took a long sip of much needed beer and glanced around. It was a small apartment, sparsely furnished and unusually ascetic in a town so thickly and famously scattered with movie stars and breast implants. None of the glossy posters from headline museum exhibitions that were normally used to hide the bare walls of pseudo-intellectuals. None of the Japanese teapots, collections of beach pebbles or other badges of purity that clutter the houses of the spiritual-minded. None of the multi-volume biographies of Freud or French editions of Sartre that tend to be displayed a little too prominently on the shelves of armchair philosophers. It was just simple – a sofa, an easy chair, a small desk, an Ikea bookcase with a dozen paperbacks and a CD player. No TV. No photos. No souvenirs from backpacking through Thailand. Just a clean, ordered quiet place in which to live and to think. Confident, disciplined, unpretentious. It was a little disappointing. I was expecting some bric-a-brac to give me some insight into Jake’s character or clues about his past. But I had arrived at Jake’s apartment to find all these things infuriatingly absent.
“It’ll take about 15 minutes,” he warned, emerging from the kitchen and dropping himself almost weightlessly into the sofa.
“Nice place,” I said, awkwardly.
“Thanks.” He seemed unphased by the absurdity of the comment. Then he laughed, “Can’t say I’ve done much with it, but I’m moving into a new place in a couple of weeks anyway. You live somewhere around here, don’t you?”
“Not that far – right now I’m staying with my girlfriend Tanya, at least for the time being. She’s got an apartment up on White Oak, that big complex by the freeway.”
“Tanya. She’s the one who came up with the idea to use fractals?”
“No, god no. She thinks that Horokinetics is a stupid waste of time.”
“She thinks it’s a bad idea? Or is it that she doesn’t like the competition?”
“Little of both, maybe.” Jake said nothing, but somehow the depth of his silence carried an implicit invitation to fill it, so I kept talking. I told him about my old job, even the true story of how I lost it. I told him about the long, deadening days of unemployment, about Tanya’s disenchantment with me, about her frustration with what she saw as my failure to take responsibility for myself. I told him that I thought she might be right.
I probably would have continued, but Jake began shaking his head slowly. Responding to a burning smell, he disappeared into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later with our pizza – salvaged just in time – and a couple of plates. Once he settled back in, he spoke again.
“Pete, why do you think I’ve taken such an interest in this creation of yours?”
I shrugged and admitted that I had been wondering that myself.
“I told you that I was taking time off from getting my Ph.D. in philosophy at Boulder. I never told you what I’d done before that.” As he spoke, his pale blue eyes remained fixed on a point somewhere in the distance, somewhere obviously well beyond the walls of his apartment. His voice grew even more mellow than usual, and he trudged resolutely, word by word, through his memories. His story was clearly precious to him, almost as if he were recounting his last conversation with a dying parent.
“You might not believe this, but I used to work as a geological engineer. I was a graduate of the Colorado School of Mines, specialized in geohydrology. Don’t ask me how I got into that – it’s another long story, but a less interesting one. Anyway, I ended up working for a group called EDDA. ‘Engineers for Development and Disaster Assistance.’ We worked with international charities in the Third World, helping build bridges and roads, dig wells, that sort of thing. I spent nearly four years of my life digging boreholes for villages and refugee camps in the Sahel and southern Sahara. Spent a lot of that time in Mali and Burkina Faso.
“I had a serious girlfriend back home in Colorado. You can imagine what that was like. I was in some pretty rough places sometimes – Chad, Sudan – and even where I was based in Bamako it wasn’t very easy to communicate. She was worried. Worried that I’d never come home, either because I got myself killed or because I just wouldn’t be able to settle down into a normal life in the Western world again. You see that a lot – people get so used to life out in the field that they can’t adjust back to being home anymore. I told her it would be two years, and that after that I’d come back to the States and get a normal job.
“Well, it’s a long story, but she broke it off, and I kept extending my contract.” He drifted off for a moment, as if waiting for a response from me. I hardly knew what to say: it wasn’t how I imagined Jake’s past, but only because I hadn’t been able to clearly imagine any past for him at all. I could have pictured him doing anything, but I had a hard time pinning him down to anything in particular. Engineer? Aid worker? Astronaut would have been just as conceivable, if only a little less likely.
“But you did go home in the end,” I ventured. He smiled.
“”I think this is where I’m supposed to say that you can’t go home again. But yes, in the end, I did leave Africa.”
“And decided to study philosophy?”
“And needed to study philosophy.”
I didn’t say anything to that, but he could see my skepticism. I mean, come on, nobody needs to study philosophy. People need to eat, need to find a job, need a coffee to wake up in the morning. But philosophy? This was sounding too much like bullshit. Jake paused for a long time, staring at his beer bottle until I started to wonder if he was going to say anything else. But at last he answered.
“Once you set foot outside of suburban America, you find out that the world can be a scary place. I saw terrible things out there. I learned things… things I didn’t really want to know, that none of us want to know if we can help it.”
I nodded my head, even though I had no idea what he was talking about. I’d seen almost nothing of the world beyond our borders, apart from Mexico and the handful of European capitals that so many middle class college students visit for a day each while strapped to oversized backpacks. So my experience of Third World suffering was limited to a bit of food poisoning at a restaurant in Tijuana, and I had to delve into the archive of images I’d gathered from television to picture crowds of starving black children and merciless dictators.
“It can’t be easy, seeing so much poverty so close and not being able to help.”
“Oh, you get used to the poverty after a while,” he said, almost dismissively. “You have to, or you have to leave. And it’s by staying, by pushing the horror of all that poverty well toward the back of your consciousness so that you can get on with your work, that you are able to do something about it. We gave thousands of people access to clean water; in Africa a lot more people die every year from dirty water than from AIDS.
“No,” he went on, his blue eyes seeming to fade to a vague gray, “I left because one day I woke up and realized that I wasn’t there for Africa. Not that many people are, but I had really thought I was there because my sense of morality had told me that I needed to help people. But one day, just walking past a mechanic’s shop in Bamako, I took in a deep breath of engine grease, and it hit me. I suddenly saw myself on the motorbike I had as a kid, doing the most dangerous stuff I could, all because I had this dream of living on the edge. And I realized I was still doing it. I wasn’t in Africa to help anyone, I was there because it matched this idea I had built up of the kind of person I wanted to be. It fit a picture of my life I had drawn as a kid on a motorbike. That was it. I’d spent thirty years on this planet before I understood that what I had always taken for a sense of morality was nothing more than an overdeveloped sense of aesthetics.”
Jake paused for a minute to let all of this sink in. This is important, his silence whispered. It is crucial. I took another sip of beer. This was becoming personal and awkward.
“Aesthetics,” he repeated. “I had built my own personal mythology when I was young, and everything I did mattered only to the extent that it fulfilled one of the roles I had assigned myself in that mythology. It was all about tapping into my past, into the little moments that remained filled with meaning for me, so that I could draw out some of that meaning to apply to the present. That was how I built my world. Do you see what I mean? I was in Africa to relive my own childhood fantasies and construct my world in the image I wanted. I wasn’t seeing Africa, I was seeing a world in my head built of ideas I had of Africa and of myself. At the time, I felt like I was looking at nothing but a world built of my own lies.”
“We all have our own little delusions, I suppose,” I answered, figuring I had a rough idea of what he was talking about and assuming that now was when I was supposed to tell him that there was nothing wrong with it. “The point is, you did help people.”
“I did more than that,” he said, an odd grin appearing on his face and seeming to banish the shadows that had gathered there. “That was the first moment when I started to understand.”
“Understand?”
“How we build the universe. How each of us, in his own little way, is his own god.”
I guess my skepticism was showing again because he grabbed the bottle of beer out of my hand and set it down on the table in front of me. “Listen,” he said, growing excited, “I want you to play a little game with me for a minute. Now concentrate. Think of your favorite book from when you were really young. I’m talking picture books. Now, you don’t have to tell me what it was, but you had a favorite page, didn’t you?” I did. The book was a big picture book of dinosaurs, and the best page was the one with a brontosaurus chewing leaves in a strange tropical landscape, the sun setting behind its droopy phallic head. Something about that scene, the weirdness of the landscape and the light, had always intrigued me. I’d spent hours looking at all the funny little details of the swampy forest the illustrator had so patiently rendered just to house this ridiculous animal. I nodded to Jake.
“Okay, now, this is tricky, but work with me. Keep that page in your mind, deep in the back of your mind. Just soak up the feeling that that page evokes.” I did as he asked. There was definitely a feeling that went with the page. Not really an emotion, I guess, but a feeling, the syrupy psychological goo in which old memories are preserved like the specimens used in science classes. “Now,” he whispered, maybe hoping not to disturb me from some trancelike state I was supposed to be in, “where are you?”
I opened my eyes, only in doing so realizing that they had been shut. “I’m in your apartment, Jake,” I said lightly, but I knew what he meant. In those few seconds my mind had taken me to a few places at once. Places in my memory. I had seen the forest where, as a kid, I had imagined that dragons lived, up in the hills along Stunt Road. I had felt the heat of a certain afternoon in my early childhood and experienced the smell of the chicken Dad was burning on the barbeque. I had revisited the unaccountable fear and fascination I’d felt for a certain corner of our school playground, and the flutter in my stomach as I entered my first class at college. But it was more than that. I hadn’t just seen those places, I’d felt them, moments crystallized in emotion like flies in amber. I told Jake none of this. These memories and the emotions that came with them were a bit too personal.
Jake smiled at my remark, but then continued to speak, quietly, more like a priest than a friend or colleague. He was no longer telling a story, he was trying to help me live through something. And he had succeeded in sending me on errands in my own head, to places I hadn’t visited in years. It freaked me out.
“It takes practice, but what you just felt is what I started to understand that day in Africa. We lose so many fragments of conscious memory that are meaningful for no logical reason, but meaningful because they’re the building blocks of our characters and our visions of the world.
“Those moments and the feelings they bring are personal mythologies, tools for constructing the unfolding stories of our lives. They are keys to a palace in the subconscious in which dwells all that is truly unique in each of us. Everything else – every idea, every thought, every emotion – we share with others. Those are things that are given to us by society, family and genetics. But the weird, quirky associations we draw between the outside world and the inner mythologies we’ve developed as children… those are our own, and they are how each of us constructs his own universe. It’s like biology. Think about the evolution of a species. People will tell you that it’s about the perfecting of certain traits over time, but that’s wrong. It’s error that drives evolution; individual quirks that deviate from what has gone before, accidents, mutations. Well, deep memories are like little flaws in your emotional DNA. They make you different, and can make you strong, if you learn how to use them. With a little practice you’ll start getting to the really powerful ones, memories that are maybe one static image, but mostly pure emotion. Whatever anyone tells you about God or karma or Tao, it’s those emotions that are the real fabric and meaning of the universe. The meaning you give the world around you, like a fossil that shapes the soil and stone surrounding it.
“That’s why Horokinetics has so much potential.”
“Huh?” I had been more or less following him until he said that.
“Pete, look at the occult. Ever asked yourself what’s really wrong with it?”
“It’s silly.”
“Why is it silly? It wasn’t always. Spiritualism, mysticism, even the simpler stuff like tarot started out with some clear, desirable goals in mind. You see the same pattern again and again through history, across cultures. The dominant way of thinking, mainstream religion and science, succeed in packaging up the world in neat, sterile boxes, and some people feel the need to reach farther out into the world, to blur its edges and reclaim a sense of its mystery. It’s a form of poetry. But the occult eventually begins to crystallize into just another search for some meaning out there in the world, and by doing so it loses its soul. It gets hijacked by teleology. That’s what has happened in the western world. People started believing in spiritualism, rather than practicing it, and so it evolved from poetry to pseudo-science. The spirit forces of the ancients – wonderful images of how myth and memory and emotion color our world – were cheapened into telepathic powers and poltergeists. Wise women were degraded into psychics and spirit mediums. It all became cheap.
“But with Horokinetics you’ve depicted a universe that can be expanded infinitely inward as well as outward. Don’t you get it? It’s just an image, but it’s a fantastic image of the infinite complexity of the human mind. What interests me is that inward journey through memory and association and all those vague feelings we don’t have names for, the secrets held in that place in the mind where no one else can come. As a society we accept the idea that psychologists can dig into the negative feelings and memories created by trauma. But the ability to harness the positive ones is, to me, the most important of all creative processes, the only one that gives us any real power over ourselves that can’t be broken by mass culture. It points to the one fundamental spiritual truth: that meaning is not to be found, but to be created.”
I was going to have to take that home and chew on it. I tried not to let on how much my own inner tranquility had been disturbed by our brief little mind trip, or how little I’d understood of what he was talking about. “So, sorry, that’s why you left Africa?”
He paused again. The silence was stifling, seeming to muffle even the street noise outside. And then the cloud lifted, as if the film we had been watching had come to an end and someone had turned the lights back on. He smiled, his eyes brightened, and his voice resumed its calm, matter-of-fact quality.
“That’s what convinced me I had to study philosophy. I wanted to do some serious thinking. I needed to figure out what I believe, and why I believe it. To try to deconstruct our ideas of the origins of truth, the nature of reality and how it relates to all this stuff in here.” His long forefinger tapped the side of his head.
“And now here I am,” he added, grinning and taking another swig of beer, “assistant fortune teller.”
The spell was broken. We both burst out laughing, and as beer succeeded beer the conversation moved rapidly away from philosophy and onto baseball. Jake more or less convinced me that my indifferent support of the Dodgers was nothing short of immoral, and after a half hour of the kind of mindless debate over Cal Ripken’s legacy that boys indulge in after too many beers, we concluded that I was in no fit state to drive home. I crashed on Jake’s couch – I just had to hope that this was all harmless metaphysical bullshit and that I wasn’t going to wake up with my head shaved and some Hindu prayer tattooed on my chest.
Sunday at the fair was calmer than Saturday, and a little weirder. Maybe all the more straight-laced New Agers were in church, but the crowd that turned up for day two of the Soulcraft Festival were pretty hard core, and sunk any hopes I had of improving on the previous day’s performance. If relatively mainstream people weren’t inclined to give “scientific” divination a try, what hope did I have with a bunch of telepaths, druids and militant Wiccans?
“Don’t worry so much,” Jake reassured me as we unpacked our gear. “I think we’ll nail it today.” I wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but it was vaguely comforting.
The morning got off to a very slow start, but as I returned to our table after having wandered off to buy my third gluten-free biodynamic fudge brownie, I saw that we had a customer. I had been doing the readings so far, determined to see if I could get it right before sharing all the fun, but now it was Jake’s turn. Across from him sat a girl, maybe 19 or 20, with a pink tuft in her otherwise black hair and wearing an enormous twiggy roughspun cotton sweater over tight ripped jeans. I guess she had just filled out her form, because Jake was still calling up her fractal on screen. I sat down beside him, introduced myself to our client, and watched.
Jake ignored me. He seemed totally absorbed in the girl and in the fractal image meant to be the mathematical mapping of her soul. He stared at the screen for nearly a minute, muttering to himself, before speaking.
“Katie,” he said in a voice like dryer fluff, “you’re a dreamer. I’m right, aren’t I?”
The girl bit her lower lip and nodded solemnly.
“Yes,” he continued, smiling like a stoned televangelist, “a dreamer, but I see something more rare than that. So many dreamers aren’t doers, but you’re different, aren’t you? You have a great capacity for action.” A pause, a look of recognition from Katie, and he kept going. “You aren’t content to let your dreams rest. They lie there patiently, but they direct everything you do. They’re your inspiration, deep inside you, the still point of the turning world, and they direct your actions in ways that other people just don’t seem to understand.”
Katie began nodding urgently, but she didn’t say a thing. Her eyes grew wide, dreamy, and were fixed on Jake.
“But there’s a problem, isn’t there? Something is blocking you. You know…” Here he leaned towards her confidentially, crossing his arms and resting his elbows on the table. “The beauty of Horokinetics is that it’s not time bound. It reaches infinitely into the past and future, unpicking the fabric of time itself, so it can find answers and ask questions that have existed for millennia and will exist for millennia. Yours is an ancient problem. You are Odysseus. You are Electra. Joan of Arc, Dido. You have everything you need to go forward, and yet there seems to be something in between you and your Ithaka. Katie?”
Her eyes grew bigger and she inhaled, waiting for his question as if she’d been waiting for it all her life.
“What’s your favorite book?”
Her mouth fell open and stayed there for a moment before her tiny voice managed “The Catcher in the Rye.”
Jake nodded. “I thought it might be. You see those fields in front of you, don’t you. And you walk, and walk, but you can’t seem to get to the other side.” Katie started nodding back at him and never really stopped until the reading was over, slouching through her back rather than bending her neck, a slow rhythmic body nod.
“But you need to stop worrying. Horokinetics is about more than technology. We all rely so much on technology for results, don’t we? Quick results. We live in a microwave oven culture. But it leaves us empty. Why? Because there’s more, Katie. More to the pulsing glacial flow of time than results. There are voices inside you, Katie, voices heard, half-heard, in the stillness between two waves of the sea. Listen to them. What they’ll tell you is to forget about what’s on the other side of that field. Keep living your dreams, and trust them to take you where you need to go. Life is a road. Hope it’s a long one, full of adventure, full of discovery. Okay?”
And that’s when, swear to God, the girl started crying. No sobs or nose blowing or anything like that, but just a couple of tears, a quivering lower lip, and that idiotic nodding. “No one knows that,” she whispered. “But you’re right. Thank you.”
Jake smiled gently at her and said he hoped that their little talk had helped. She whispered thank you again, smiling weakly and brushing the final tear from her cheek, and then walked, seemingly dazed, in the direction of the organic juice bar.
Jake turned to me and smiled. “Like I said, we all build our own private universes.” He spoke quietly, as always, and without a hint of the smugness I might have felt in his position. “Luckily they all look more or less alike. What I just did, Horokinetics can do, if you let it. Let me help you make this big, and even your friend Vas will have to listen.”
My eyes grew wide and I just nodded, a slow rhythmic body nod. “Damn,” I muttered, and swallowed another bite of brownie.
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I don’t know if Katie ran around telling everyone at the Soulcraft festival about her experience or not, but shortly after she had drifted off like a puff of smoke from an incense stick, Jake began to attract a crowd. He performed another dozen readings, each of them as magical as the first. Not everyone cried, but everyone was moved in one way or another, and they all wanted more. No website, no leaflets, no phone number? Enlightenment by Horokinetics was a one-shot deal, and our growing flock were panicking at the thought of being left shepherd-less, as if they could already hear the wolves howling in the distance.
“Give us two weeks,” said Jake confidently, out of nowhere, “then do an internet search for Horokinetics. We’ll be there.” First time he said it I looked at him in panic, second time in mere alarm. By the fourth or fifth I managed complicity, which was quickly replaced by excitement and determination. Horokinetics worked. This was going to be big.
Our self-imposed timeline involved several days in which we seemed to do nothing but talk. Emily and Susan got dragged back in for what started out as an evening of brainstorming and ended up with Jake and Susan talking excitedly about Jung and Joseph Campbell in one corner while Em and I drank coffee and talked about her problems with Daniel and whether or not she should move to San Francisco to accept a teaching job there. Over the next few days Jake would call me or Emily now and then with questions, and when Susan did it once as well it suddenly occurred to me that they were working together on something. I started to feel like I was losing control of my own creation. But that Saturday Jake unveiled to me what they had been up to, and any resentment I had felt was blown into some far distant corner of the fractal continuum.
Jake had taken Susan’s psychological insights, Emily’s science and my inspired bullshit and interwoven it with myth, history, poetry and spirituality to create a philosophical/metaphysical/divinatory system that was at once majestic and still clearly my own. The basics of Horokinetics remained intact, but richer, deeper, suddenly as intricate and bewildering as the fractals themselves. And to my surprise Horokinetics now had a thousand year history, dating back to the Greek Byzantine heretic monk Theogenes of Athos, who had been nourished by Heraclitus and Pythagoras and had in turn inspired Martin Luther, William Blake and even Albert Einstein.
“There’s not much scholarly work on him,” Jake had explained when I had objected that an internet search on the name yielded absolutely nothing, “and what little exists is mostly in Greek or Russian. The only existing copy of the Book of Apeiron was found in 1993 in a street market in Thessaloniki. A German tourist picked it up from one of the Black Sea Greeks selling bric-a-brac there. Not a bad find - I think it’s still at the University of Heidelberg.”
Jake proudly showed me his copy of the Book of Apeiron, a photocopy of a sad, tattered typewritten manuscript, with notes in the margins in German, presumably by whoever had translated it from the Heidelberg manuscript. He explained that Theogenes was born some time near the end of the 10th century in Trebizond, in what is now northern Turkey. Apparently there was little or nothing known of his childhood, since his next appearance in the historical record is in the year 1025 when he is being kicked out of the monastery of Megisti Lavra on Mount Athos after he pissed off the head monk in some complicated theological debate. Most scholars agree that Theogenes traveled widely throughout the empire during this period and spent considerable time in Egypt before returning to Athos in 1037, only to be branded a heretic and flee for his life in the following year. What became of him after that is pure conjecture, but he was rumored to have fled to live among the Seljuk Turks or back to Fatamid Cairo. Apart from such speculation, all that is left to history of Theogenes is the Book of Apeiron. “The Book of Infinity.” Perfect.
“I’m not so sure about Blake, though,” I objected. I’d had an English professor in college who was obsessed with Blake. It had made my first semester of sophomore year hell. It had almost kept me from majoring in English.
“Blake is worth the trouble. It’s dense stuff, but if you’re willing to do a little digging, and spend some time with it, you come up with some amazing passages straight out of Horokinetics. Lines so riddled with potential meanings that you could spend forever mining them. Stories within stories, ideas within ideas.”
I nodded, paused, and then admitted that I found Blake pretty obscure.
“Exactly!” He pronounced the word triumphantly, as if Blake’s obscurity clarified everything.
Nor think thou seest a wild Disorder here;
Thro’ this illustrious Chaos, to the Sight,
Arrangement neat, and Chastest order reign…
Confusion unconfus’d! Nor less admire
This Tumult untumultuous.
“Everyone finds this kind of thing confusing. That’s why it works. It’s like the doctrine of trans-substantiation. Ever try to wrap your head around that? It works because ultimately people want an excuse to hand over the thinking to someone else. In a logical world, the risk is that people have to take responsibility for themselves. There are facts they need to learn and judgments they need to make on their own. But if the world is run by mystical forces that are beyond their comprehension… well, then all we can do is have faith and trust in the Lord, right? Or trust in those few people who can understand and interpret the Lord’s desires for us. We can’t be blamed if we get it wrong. Makes life a lot simpler…
“We need to learn from Blake. He has a way of triggering dormant memories in his readers. He hints at half-remembered myths and legends and images that make his poetry eerie but somehow familiar, like he’s speaking of far off worlds that you secretly visited in childhood. It’s all vague associations and unintelligible promises. When he’s not tapping into myth and history, he’s inventing his own, and the combination gives you the feeling that he must know a lot more than you do, and that you had better trust him.”
Jake’s long blond hair swayed back and forth as his head moved in rhythm with his thoughts. I could suddenly imagine him as a very popular professor, one who filled lecture halls teaching subjects no one would otherwise ever want to touch. Spiritual guru never popped into my head, although it should have.
“Look, you’ve got to start appreciating what you’ve done here. Horokinetics is based on one fundamental and beautiful idea, that infinity can stretch inward as well as outward, that each of us contains within him an infinity at once ordered and chaotic. It’s the stuff of gods, yet we have these psychedelic computer generated pictures that encapsulate it, help explain it just enough to put it almost within reach. It helps people open up a small window on the universe within them, and once they’ve seen what’s in there, once they’ve realized that infinity is within them, part of them, then they’re empowered. Then they can take control of their own lives and remake them, remake themselves. It’s like having the Cliff’s Notes to heaven. That’s the idea, isn’t it? Patterns of conscious thought behind the structure of the universe? Order behind the disorder?
“We now just need to do what the Nikes of this world do. We need to convince people that Horokinetics is truly a part of who and what they are, that it’s part of their past and their identity in a way too profound to consciously understand.
“So I’ve tried to do that by enriching it, mixing metaphysical and scientific vocabularies and linking it all conceptually to great thinkers, poets and mystics. Add a little more complexity.”
Horokinetics was already asking people to think about math, computers, the future, human nature, chaos theory and a non-Euclidean drawing of infinity, and here was Jake telling me that it needed to be more complex. If it had been anyone else I might have hit him.
But it worked. Looking at his writings, Theogenes of Athos really was an 11th century Horokineticist. Blake really was writing about fractals. Lao Tzu had the Mandelbrot Set in mind when he wrote the Tao Te Ching, and Dharma was nothing other than the bewildering cosmic unity of the fractal continuum. In Jake’s hands the entire world seemed to wrap itself around the idea of Horokinetics and make it more real than science itself. And it was magic.
The hard part was getting all this magic out into the big wide world. Building the website was pretty easy, but we would need people to churn out our customers’ fractal readings. If there was going to be a Horokinetics stand at every New Age event, fractal readings once a week in your local occult bookstore, then we needed to train people. But again, Jake had the answer.
“You don’t have to hire anyone. You’ve got the website covered, so what we need to do now is give a training workshop. I already know a few people who’d be interested. They get free training so they can set themselves up as Horokineticists, and as a fee they pay you a percentage of their own profits. Part of their training is to work on the website, producing the fractal readings. I’ve got a lawyer friend who could help us incorporate as a company and deal with the trademark and copyright issues. You could probably even get college kids to volunteer as interns for ‘work experience.’ And if we need an office… yes, we need an office. I know someone who can help with that too. He’s got an office up in Northridge on a long lease that’s standing empty until next year. I’ll talk to him.”
Friends, friends of friends, and a handful of bored weirdos looking for something to do – that was the beginning of Horokinetics as a business.
Diego was baffled. He’d been convinced that I was joking when I first told him about it, and he still wasn’t quite able to accept that I was actually gathering a team together and putting Horokinetics out there in the real world.
“Stacie would go apeshit if you really did this. She still hasn’t forgiven you for the party.”
“She’s just going to have to deal, Diego. It’s really happening. I figure I’ll have the new site up live in another few days.”
“And have a room full of teenagers giving people their horoscopes? Come on…”
“Not horoscopes, fractal readings. And they aren’t teenagers. Except a couple.”
Diego rolled his eyes and laughed.
“Well, it’s your ballgame. Tell me when it’s up and running.”
We started with the website, figuring that if we had something solid we could point to, it would make us that much more convincing. The idea was to offer a free fractal analysis and sample reading to people logging on for the first time. After that, if a client were silly enough to want regular readings, he would have to pay a small fee. But to do all that, we needed some bodies to churn out the readings while we organized the training seminars for the live readers.
Emily’s contribution was a couple of her more esoteric-minded high school students who were thrilled at the idea of getting involved in the genesis of this supposedly ancient metaphysical tradition. Jake produced Alana, whose part-time boyfriend lived in his apartment building. The others were a quiet girl named Sylvia who never talked and a couple of guys, Dave and Ed, chubby sorts of guys who drank two Cokes an hour and you can bet had their own blogs where they posted lists of their all time top ten classic rock albums or their strategies for playing World of Warcraft. Nice guys, and fairly smart, but when we started practicing giving fractal readings it became clear that smart wasn’t enough.
Jake had proven at the Soulcraft Festival that reading a fractal, like casting a horoscope or reading tarot cards, was a subtle business. You’ve got to sound convincing, and that means learning to speak in a language that people want to hear. It’s not just knowing the story, but knowing how to tell it. We needed expertise. And in the end, we found Magda.
Magda was the Hinks Memorial Professor of Tarot at the Thoth Institute of Higher Science in Santa Monica, and I had managed to persuade her to give a few of us a three day condensed version of her “Tarot: Introduction to Principles and Practice” course. The idea was Emily’s, and was one of the few points on which she and Jake agreed. All we needed was a quick course in how to give tarot readings, and it would be easy to transfer those skills to Horokinetics by simply changing the lingo a bit. Magda didn’t seem too interested in why we wanted the course, so I hadn’t offered any explanations.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4297 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!