The swollen clouds, heavy with the clean smell of rain, hung precariously low over the harbor as the small boat moved away from the dock, churning slowly towards the open sea and the waiting spires of the Brightman Institute.  Bernie Starr slumped at the stern and watched the grey water boil up behind the boat, smoking and acrid from the diesel motor clanking below.  As the dock and the small worn wooden structures grew smaller, seemingly pushed away by the growing expanse of roiling water, Starr’s unease grew.  His empty stomach was knotted and painful and he chewed two sticks of gum to combat the unpleasant smell of dense, black coffee on his breath.

*
*
*


Jane Doe, as she called herself back then, had arrived at the Curry Street Community Counseling Center on a bright, cool afternoon in 1996; draped in a long, dirty dress and an oversized men’s suit jacket that didn’t match.  Her feet were bare, thick with calluses and dirt, and her dark hair was pulled into a loose, uneven pony tail.  She had that distant gaze of the blind, but would snap an odd sort of eye contact after speaking to a person for several seconds – as if her vision was unstuck in time and would kick in at some point moments after everything else.  And her gaze was very disquieting, like she was looking at you with her eyes but seeing you from somewhere else entirely.


That had been the first thought in Starr’s mind as Curry Street’s receptionist had led the young woman into his small office and shrugged apologetically behind her back.  He nodded, mumbling that he would take care of this new arrival and the receptionist disappeared quickly, glad to be away from this visitor, but not sure why.


“It is kind of like that,” The young woman said as she settled onto the blue corduroy couch in his windowless office.


“What is?” He looked over the top of his reading glasses, eyebrows raised.


“How I see,” she moved her fingers in front of her eyes.  “My eyes, they don’t work anymore.  I have to look through the people around me.  Through their eyes.”


“Why did you feel the need to explain that to me?”


“Because you noticed.”


He stared at her for a moment, his thoughts racing and sweat glistening on his palms.  The young, new Doctor Bernard Starr was sitting in the embarrassingly cramped, supply closet-turned-office at his first job since graduating from the University of Nebraska’s Psychiatry program.  And for the first time in his professional life, here at the Curry Street Center in Salinas, California, Doctor Starr was on his own.  No frowning professors crumpling his notes, second-guessing his diagnoses, watching his patient interaction from afar, through the one-way glass of the sterile treatment rooms filled with small chairs and colorful Lego blocks.


Okay, he thought, wiping his palms on his tan slacks.  Let’s see, she’s obviously….


“I’m not delusional, Doctor Starr.”


“I didn’t say that you were,” he smiled mechanically.  “Do you think that….”


“No.  I don’t.  It took me a long time to realize that I wasn’t.”


He sat forward, rubbed his face with both hands and took a deep breath.  Something wasn’t right; he suddenly felt like a man freefalling through space with no idea how – and no ability – to affect the outcome of his journey.  

What do I do what do I do what do I do?

“Okay,” he placed his hands on his knees.  “Let’s start with your name.”


“Jane.  Doe.”


“Jane Doe.  Okay.  Of course.  And what brings you to see us today?”


“I want help.  I need help.”


“What are you hoping that I can do?”


She poked at her hair as if looking in a mirror and frowned.  He couldn’t help feeling like – in that instant – he didn’t exist to her.  Only her own preoccupation with how she appeared in his small office.  Under the roughness and smeared exterior of this obvious street person, he could see that she was once very beautiful.  It pained him greatly when beauty was lost to mental disorders or diseases or accidental traumas.  The destruction of beauty – especially feminine beauty – was the greatest of tragedies as far as Starr was concerned.  It was nothing but the careless crushing of flowers under God’s feet.


She smiled sadly and it made him uneasy because it seemed to be a direct response to his thoughts.  But of course that wasn’t possible.


“I think you’ll do, Dr. Starr.”


“I’ll do?”


“I’ve been visiting clinics and hospitals for months.  Searching.  Searching for you it seems.”


He blinked, laughed a little too loudly and sat back in his chair.  His hands trembled so he crossed his arms and buried them in his armpits.  Years of schooling and interning, and somehow, with this young woman sitting in front of him, he couldn’t remember any of it.  Couldn’t seem to formulate a clear action plan…or even maintain an air of professional distance.  One of his legs bounced up and down, shaking the pen holders and picture frames on his little, hastily-assembled desk.


“It’s okay,” she said.


“What?”


“You don’t know what to do.  It’s okay.”


“Look…Ms. Doe…I’m sorry, but there are much more….”


“I don’t want them, Doctor Starr.  I want you.”


Something about her manner and her disconnected eyes made the hair on his neck stand up.  Why did it seem that she was able to finish his thoughts?

“I’m not a mind reader, Bernard.  It’s not like that.”


“Okay,” His stomach was shivering violently now, making his voice waver as he spoke.  He fought the urge to walk out of his office – hands plastered to the sides of his head.  “Then what is it like?”


“First thing Bernard, please relax.  I’m no danger to you.  The only danger that I pose is in what I’m doing to your preconceptions.”  She tapped the side of her head with one finger.  “I am not going to fit into any boxes, Bernard.  I am going to ruin your education and your career and for that I apologize in advance.  You will never help another patient after me.  But it will be okay.  Do you understand?  Focus on what I am saying to you.”


“Who are you?”  His skin was now pale and cold; he was light headed.  “I’m not sure what to do here.”


“Put your head between your knees and tighten your stomach muscles.”


He complied without even thinking about it.  After a few moments the warmth returned to his cheeks and he felt a little clearer and sat up.


“Why did you come to me?”  He said finally.


“That was random actually.  This was just the next place.  I walked in and the receptionist said that you were available.  She let me know that you were new to the practice and would appreciate a patient.”


“You’re my first.”


“I know.”


He considered her for a long time and then took a long, shaky drink from the plastic water cup on his desk.  He looked down and closed his eyes, hoping that one of them would just disappear.  He looked back up.


“We’re both still here,” she held her arms out and then set them back on her lap.


“Do I know you somehow?  I mean, really.  I just feel like…I know you from somewhere.”


“That happens.  We are communicating, you and I, on a level that you’ve only experienced with people you’re very familiar with.  I remind you of your sister Judy in Hawaii.  And your mom a little.  But you don’t see any similarity whatsoever so it’s throwing you off.  Sort of like mental motion sickness.  A loss of equilibrium in your thinking.  You’re experiencing a very unusual type of total familiarity with a complete stranger.  You can’t process it and you can’t figure it out.  So your mind is trying to put a face on me that you recognize because there’s a deep connection where no connection should exist at all.”


“Exactly.”  He was nearly as fascinated as he was terrified.


“I’ve never seen you before in my life, Bernard.  And you have never seen me, heard my voice or even had any contact with anyone that I have ever known.  Do you understand that?”


He nodded silently.  His mouth was dry again already and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.


“Will you help me?”


“I don’t know how.”


“That’s not important.  I just want to hear you say that you’ll help me.  Because I know that you are going to, but it’s important that you speak the things that I already know.  It makes them real for you and sets them in motion.  I’ve made you uncomfortable and I will continue doing so for a long time.  Possibly for as long as we’re in contact.  Unfortunately, you cannot have a secret thought life when I am near you, Bernard.  They taught you well at Nebraska.  You understand the duality of the human thought process as well as the blurred separation between the unconscious and the conscious.  You know that all people, yourself included, can be very different in their heads than they appear outwardly.”


“Of course.”


“Well…forget everything.  You’ve spent years learning to predict human nature, to unravel the thought processes of disparate individuals and to interpret the outward signs of those inward activities.  And you did it out of a desire to better understand yourself.  You never clarified that, I know, but it’s your truth.  And after all the lectures and classes and internships and reading and time spent on that balcony overlooking the square skyline of Omaha, you’re no closer now than you were when you started.  That frustrates you beyond words and you have begun your new career carrying that anger.


“They have inserted their egotism into you, Bernard, and made you believe that you will know people better than they know themselves.  Your industry survives based on two concepts.  The first is that people in general no longer trust their own sensibilities and the second is that he who has the most confidence always wins in a battle of wills.  So, if I doubt myself when facing your ego-driven interpretation of my motives, I will allow you to direct me in whichever way you choose for my own good, right?  But it’s like the irony of a self-fulfilling prophecy.  If you can make me believe that you know me better than I know myself, then I will allow you to direct my life in whichever way you desire.  For my own good, of course.


“And that power is intoxicating, isn’t it Bernard?  It’s enough to keep an unhappy, unfulfilled young man in college for years beyond his desire to be there.  To stay in a certain field of study when he realizes, usually alone in the middle of the night, that he is only there because he has discovered the ability to control others through it.  It becomes a beginning and an end in itself.  A circular argument pounded into the shape of a career choice.”


She stopped talking for a moment and repositioned on his couch, tucking one of her legs underneath her; creating a posture that made her look young and vibrant under the façade of a homeless addict.  He said nothing and was totally unaware that his mouth hung open.  He barely even blinked as she continued.


“So your initial desire to clarify yourself has not only backfired, but it has given you the tools by which you will never have to think about understanding yourself again.  You sit here in this broom closet and stare at your diploma under glass and wait, like a spider waits, for your opportunity to grab those who pass by your door.  To inject them with your imagined meaning, your current whims.  And as you build your skills, your office grows and your cars multiply.  You will eventually be sitting in a spacious office overlooking the lights of some big city, your schedule filled with the tight faces of celebrities and CEOs…or their neglected families.  And you will have arrived, right?  People will break themselves on your wisdom; crash their weak beliefs against the pillars of your higher understanding.


“But you know what, Bernard?  What you do is wrong.  You are all wrong.  Society is packed full of people driving themselves crazy because they don’t believe themselves capable of living under their own power and they are slaughtered like feed cattle by those in your profession.  Not physically, of course, but mentally.  Emotionally.  And why do you do it?  Because you are better than them?  You are trained to see in them what they are too dumb, too bovine, to comprehend themselves, right?


“But then, late at night…when you wake up and your room is lit by the glowing numbers on your clock radio…and you are totally alone in the universe, you are stabbed with regret.  It jumps on you like the little demon from that painting by Fuseli and you realize that not only are you no closer to understanding your own thoughts, but you are guilty of giving other people – people who came to you for help with a problem that you convinced them that they had in the first place – giving them artificial solutions molded in the Psychiatry Departments of every hospital and university across the country.


“And you realize that you are not part of any answer.  You’re just a link in a chain that grinds its way through society, lifting some people higher…and tearing others apart.  It’s at that point that you finally surrender yourself, right?  You find that by manipulating minds, willingly opened up to you, you can get anything that you desire.  And your desires are many, aren’t they Bernard?

“But how well did that work with April?  You remember her.  Her husband really trusted you to help her, didn’t he?  Why did you start seeing her outside of the university program, Bernard?  No oversight from your professors on that one.  No!  Do you remember how she cried when you undressed her?  Oh, how you desired her body, though.  She smelled like vanilla and wore tall leather boots and that ruffled black skirt.  Couldn’t you see how self-consciously she covered her breasts with her arms…how she turned her hips away from you trying to keep her legs closed?  Oh, Bernard, did you know the cost of your desire?  Did you care?  You even shook her husband’s hand at the funeral and you brought a teddy bear for her son.  How thoughtful, Bernard.  But what the hell, right?  I mean, she probably would’ve done it anyway.  She had struggled with depression for years and her note never mentioned you, did it?  No one was the wiser.”


As the young woman spoke, softly and without pausing, tears had begun streaming down Starr’s cheeks, splattering onto the front of his red button-up shirt.  His posture had gradually softened – surrendered – and his hands now hung close to the floor.  She was putting words to the things that he felt but would never have been able to pack into any sort of understandable or communicable form, and she was describing some of his deepest, most shameful realizations and arguably his darkest moment, and did so with an accuracy that gripped his throat and twisted his intestines; as if his own conscience were somehow rebelling against him in the form of this dirty, teenaged girl.


“Bernard!  Stay with me,” she said calmly.  “You’re safe.  Do you understand me?”


He nodded and straightened in the chair, wiping his running nose with the back of one hand.


“You know that none of this is anything new to you, Bernard.  You’re just not used to seeing yourself so clearly…or, worse yet, having someone else see you also.  I know it feels dangerous, but it’s really like looking at photos from a trip you took to the Grand Canyon.  You’re not going to fall off of a cliff in a photo, right?  That’s all these are, Bernard…photographs.”

*
*
*


The boat tipped side to side as its wake deflected off of the rocks at the base of the Brightman towers and pushed numerous rolling waves back under the hull.  They were drawing closer to the small, jutting dock now and as a cold rain began to fall, Starr’s dread grew.  The diesel engine revved and quieted several times in quick succession as the captain slowly spun the bow and brought the boat in close enough to the dock for a guard to catch it with a weak toss of a weathered rope.  Starr didn’t move until the engines were silent and the guard stood on the dock looking at him questioningly.


“You comin’?”


“I suppose so,” Starr sighed and stepped up onto a seat cushion, over the side and onto the cracked wooden planks.


A narrow concrete pathway that began where the dock ended lead up over a hillock covered with short, very green grass and stopped at the foot of two huge doors solidly made of pale, rough-hewn wood with wide bands of hammered iron.  Contrasting the medieval look of the doors, there was a small computerized touch pad recessed into the stone on the right and three closed circuit cameras making an unseen approach impossible.  As Starr and the guard reached the doors, the boat motor roared to life and quickly faded into the distance, leaving behind the sloshing sound of waves hitting the rocks and the never ending Pacific wind.


It made Starr feel alone and isolated now, and strangely like he was being led to his own execution.  He shivered as the large doors swung open silently and two guards emerged, one with an automatic rifle and the other with a hand-held metal detector.  The second man waved the flat, black wand over Starr’s extremities, front and back and verified that his belt buckle was the cause of its half-hearted beeping.


“What’s up, Doc?”  The guard with the gun smiled.


“Nothing.  Anything new with you?”


“My son’s football team made it to the state playoffs,” the guard said.


“Yeah, but ask him if they won,” the man with the metal detector said.


“Screw you!”


“Well?”  Starr stood, forcing himself to smile, his arms still straight out to each side.


“They didn’t make the Big Game,” he said with a reverence that required capital letters.  “But it was a damn sight to see them playin’ in the Oakland Coliseum, I tell you that much.”


“I bet it was.  Congratulate him for me.”


“Yeah, thanks, I will.  These cheesedicks around here don’t seem to care.”


“Well shit,” the guard who had walked Starr from the docks laughed.  “You talk about him like he’s in the goddamned NFL.”  He turned to Starr, “Last year he handed out his son’s football card from the high school….”


“So?”  The proud guard sneered.


“…as Christmas presents, and….”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“…they were autographed.”


“Those are gonna be worth somethin’ someday!”  His face grew red as the two other guards laughed and Starr grimaced, not really wanting to support either side of the conversation.


“Okay, Doctor Starr,” One man stopped laughing and began walking.  “I know you know the drill, but I have to read the card.”


“I know,” Starr walked into the depths of the facility with the three men as one pulled a laminated 3x5 card from his pocket and started reading.  They were words that Starr himself had written nearly ten years before.


“The Oracle is a female human being who you should not fear.  You will be provided a chair and you must not move from that chair until instructed to do so.  You will be monitored at all times while in the Oracle’s presence, and your conference may be recorded using both audio and video devices.  You are not to speak to the Oracle until she requests that you do so.  You are never to stand, shout or assume any aggressive posture in the Oracle’s presence.  You will never, under any circumstances, touch the Oracle.”  At this point the card departed from Starr’s original words.  “Any failure to follow these guidelines will result in an escalating use of force up to, and including, death.”


Starr quickly looked at the man with the card.  “What?  Where did that come from?”


“I don’t know,” The man shrugged.  “It was just added on the last revision.”


“Well…who’s there to do the whole force escalation thing?  The Oracle has to be alone with visitors.”


“You’ll see in a minute.”


The group of men moved through several monitored doors and down dim, concrete hallways before entering a small, round room filled with metal lockers.  A guard swung one of the lockers open and pulled out a bright yellow tangle of straps with a black box attached to it.


“Doctor Starr, meet the Bumble Bee.”


“What is that?”


“It’s a type of compliance harness that all of Her visitors are now required to wear.  It’s controlled remotely, same idea as a taser.  Only this is adjustable, from just a warning buzz to electrocution.”


“Electrocution?  Like to death?”


“Yes sir.”


“How?  Why?”  Starr was incredulous.  “Who instituted that?”


“Again, I don’t know.  It just came down and we all had to go through a training thing on it.”


“Have there been problems?  With visitors?”


“Not really,” said one guard.


“One,” said another.


“What happened?”


“They brought over a bunch of those fuckin’ camel jockeys from Gitmo and one of ‘em tried to rush the Oracle.”


 He raised the harness.  “And zap!  Allah motherfuckin’ ackbar!”


“Did he die?”


“Oh yeah.  You should see the video.”


“How was she?  The Oracle?”


“Okay, I guess.  She wouldn’t see anyone for a week or so.”


“Why wasn’t I notified?”  Starr’s shock was tempering his anger.  “I’m the first contact if anything unusual happens with her.  Anything.”


The three guards looked at each other.


“Not anymore,” One guard made brief eye contact and then looked away.


“What do you mean?  I’m the Director of the Oracle Project.  I created it.”


“Look, Doctor Starr, we just work here.  You know that.  I heard that it was some sort of Presidential order, naming some lady at the CIA as the first contact.  They dropped your level.”


“To what?”


“Um…four, I believe.”


“Four?”  Starr yelled.  “When did this happen?”


“A few months ago.  You’ve been away for awhile.”


“I know, but…that’s because I was supposed to be contacted if anything happened.”


“I don’t know what to tell you, Doc,” The man said as he untangled the harness.  “But we’ve got a schedule to keep.  You’ve got to take your shirt off for this thing.”


Starr just stood there, suddenly feeling as empty as his stomach, his legs threatening to buckle.  The Oracle Project had been his baby.  He had brought her to the government, he had proposed the Brightman Institute, he had supervised the remodel of her quarters in the crumbling facility, he had made the rules and he had always been in charge.  The anger and indignation then receded as quickly as it had come and his head sank.  It was ultimately his own fault.  He had gradually let the project run itself; choosing instead to travel, write articles, and host parties at his spacious house overlooking Bodega Bay.  He had become the Director of a Top Secret Government Project…but, in doing so, had actually stopped directing it.  And now…he was a level four.  An Everybody Else.


“I’m gonna get to the bottom of this,” Starr said and the guards all nodded in agreement, although they were all aware of the resignation in his voice.  Starr included.


“Okay.  Let’s just get your shirt lifted up so we can get this on.”


Once the Bumble Bee had been properly placed, a now disheveled Starr was led into the antechamber of the Oracle’s quarters.  The three guards walked from the room and swung the heavy door shut behind them.  He waited in the concrete silence, pulling at the uncomfortable nylon straps that held the gelled electrodes to the skin of his torso.  His sudden despondency and regret over losing control of his life’s work overwhelmed even his fear of seeing the Oracle again and that’s what he was deep in thought about as the smooth metal door in front of him slid open, exposing a large, dark room.  A single weak light shone down on a metal chair that was crudely bolted to the floor.


“Please step forward and have a seat,” an amplified voice echoed from somewhere.


He complied.


Starr sat in silence, in the darkness, for several moments until his eyes began to adjust.


She was there, across the room with her back to him, and the grey concrete walls rose out of sight.  The entire room was empty save for them.


For nearly five minutes neither moved nor spoke.  The Oracle wore light blue sweatpants, a matching T-shirt and a knit watchman’s cap pulled low over her ears.  The clothes hung on her frame like they were several sizes too big.


“You think me too skinny.”  Her voice echoed in the emptiness between them.


“I’m concerned for your health.”


“I know.  I appreciate that.”


“Listen,” Starr said.  “I know you know…but I am so sorry for what you see.  I am weak and I’m ashamed.  I fear that I have lost everything here.  It’s all my fault.”


“Relax, Bernard.  I am not judging you.  You should know that by now.  And although you have lost control of this place…I don’t think it will matter much longer anyway.  Your fear of seeing me since the call yesterday was unnecessary.  Proof yet again that even after all of these years you still don’t get it.  Get me.


“You still think it’s not natural for another person to see your life and not be disgusted.  The lying that you do, the boasting, the women that you seduce and then hate…all of it.  You disgust yourself, Bernard, and the fear that people will discover that you’re faking everything overwhelms you.  That you’re really a frightened eight year-old boy and it’s still the bottom of the ninth and you’re still scanning the stands hoping that your dad made it to this game.”


“Is this why you called for me?”


She turned and walked toward him, into the gradual light.  Her face was older than he remembered, gaunt and pale, but he couldn’t tell if it was the poor lighting or the contrast of the dark knit cap lightening her skin.  She passed behind him and her lips were suddenly at his ear, whispering.


“’And I looked and beheld a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.  And power was given unto them and over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth.’   Do you know what that is, Bernard?”


“Isn’t that the Book of Revelations?” Starr said softly.  She obviously didn’t want this to be recorded.


“It’s from the sixth chapter.”


Starr sat silently listening to her even breathing in his ear.


“I’m not alone here Bernard.  In this place.  But I didn’t know it until just yesterday.  As I was walking in the exercise yard, by the far wall, I became aware of It.  I say It because I don’t know what it is exactly.  It’s somebody, or used to be, but when I read them, there is really no one there.  Like an open door standing alone in the middle of a desert; all around it are rolling sand dunes, but through the doorframe is a galaxy thick with stars.  Do you get what I’m saying, Bernard?  There’s an enigma here.  Some sort of human being who bridges our world with what’s out there.”


“There’s nobody else here, Jane.  I picked this place because of the isolation.  It had been closed for years.  But…you know all of this.”


“And I don’t know why I found It yesterday but never have before,” she ignored his words.  “Perhaps this other person just happened to move close enough and I was in the right place.  Like two planets lining up.  I don’t know.  But I read It Bernard…I was able to step through that door and now you need to listen to me very carefully.


“This person, Bernard, this enigma…can do what I can do.  Only It doesn’t read people…It reads beyond people.  How do I make you understand?  It’s like I can read It and It reads death.  I could see God through It Bernard, circling like a gargantuan galaxy a billion times brighter than the sun…just spinning slowly out there on the edge of everything.  I could see the Magnificence…the overwhelming Brilliance of God.  I was lost in it.  Just immersed in the indescribable immensity of all that has ever been and ever will be.  And I was intimately aware of everything simultaneously…from the smallest, most insignificant worm pushing its way through the ground to waves in the middle of the Atlantic that were hundreds of miles across and moving with a logic and a purpose…to distant stars warming distant planets.


And in that time I understood everything…the logic of it all…the reasons and exactly how it all meshes together in an unbelievably synchronous, limitless Möbius strip of…existence.  Imagine, Bernard, everything making sense.  Seeing how everything is connected to everything else through the consciousness of purpose, through the omnipotent, omniscient mind of God.


“And opposite the bright, gargantuan spinning of the blinding Creator, where all warmth emanates…where love is created…is a terrifying, nebulous black storm.  As cold and dark as the grave and radiating…just…pure evil.  Not a conscious evil, like in stories…not like Satan with the horns and all that, trying to steal souls.  But an almost equal and opposite force…a counterbalance of sorts to God.  And the evil…it builds…grows fat like a raindrop…filling with all the dark bile of the cosmos before bursting out like a solar flare.  Only instead of a bright explosion, it’s black as pitch – a total absence of light – full of hate and death and fear…and it grows out in an ever-widening sphere that passes over everything…sucks from everything.  When it hits the spinning reality of God the whole thing—all the darkness—just burns up instantly.  Then it begins again.


“That flare is the Fallen Angel, Bernard.  Its Lucifer cast down from the heavens to ultimately be destroyed by God in a never-ending cycle.  It only gains a personality, as it were, when that dark energy crosses humanity.  And certain people are like lightning rods for it.  Caligula, Manson, Dahmer, Lenin, Stalin, Gacy, Zedong, Hitler, bin Laden, Pol Pot, …history is full of them.  People who react with it like water sprayed on burning magnesium.  People who are just different than the rest…only that difference is never apparent to anyone, even to the self.  It’s a dormant potential, triggered by the arrival of the energy from the Morning Star, the Fallen One.


“And I saw it growing, Bernard.  It’s happening again…and this time it’s going to be worse.  Much worse.  I’m not sure why, though, maybe it’s all part of the cycle.  I can never see the future; I just felt a dread that was unbearable yesterday, as if that enigma was somehow plugged into the future…or maybe just unstuck in time.  It was like a warning of some kind.


“And then It was gone.  Like It moved out of my range or something.  I lost everything but the weak memory of what I had experienced.  I was instantly disconnected from God, from everything, and returned to myself, alone in the exercise yard.  But the dread…the dread of what was to come made me ill.  It weighed on me like the hopelessness that I fought before initially finding you in Salinas that day so long ago.”


The Oracle was silent for a long time and Starr struggled to comprehend what she had told him.  He feared that the isolation and her extraordinary abilities had somehow….


“I’m not insane, Bernard.  The fact that I exist at all should reassure you that anything’s possible.  You of all people.  Now is not the time to begin reapplying your own parameters on the world…on reality.  Regardless of how large your ego has become.”


He recoiled as if slapped.  “So why call for me?”


“Because you know me, Bernard.  And I trust you.”


“You know what, Jane?”  He was both hurt by her ego comment and fearful that her premonition was somehow accurate.  He had spent many years overcoming a fear – instilled in him and fostered by highly religious parents – that Satan would someday return to destroy the world.  He could know intellectually that he no longer believed it…but he could also still wake up on some nights with his sheets dark with sweat, seeing a red, horned figure in every mirror.  “I don’t know you.  You’ve always made the rules!  You chose me and you told me exactly what to do and you always knew how to make me function.  But goddamnit, I don’t really know anything about you!  Not really.”


Starr had been yelling and suddenly felt a mild electrical shock course through his body, stiffening his legs and making his arms grip the sides of the chair.


A warning buzz.


The Oracle walked slowly, thoughtfully, away from him.  When she turned back her cheeks were glistening with tears from her blind eyes.


“Okay, Bernard…okay.  But if I do, I‘m going to need your help finding somebody.”


“Who?  Why?”


“Because I need to try and stop what’s going to happen.  The responsibility on me is overwhelming.  And I need to find the man who stands between this world and the world of the dead.”


“What do you mean, like Charon?  The boatman on the river Styx in the old Greek myth?”


“No,” the Oracle returned and sat cross legged on the floor at Starr’s feet.  “More like the Grim Reaper.  Charon shuttles the dead…the Reaper makes the dead.”


“This is crazy,” Starr looked down at his trembling hands.


“If I share myself with you, Bernard, will you help me?”


“I know you already know the answer,” he sighed.


“But just like in the beginning, Bernard, I need you to verbalize what I already know.”


“Ah yes…the same free will given to us by God, huh?”


“The man I need you to find is a police detective in Poland Park, New Jersey named Portnoy King.”


“A police detective in New Jersey is the Grim Reaper?”  He looked into her glazed eyes, not sure whether to laugh hysterically or vomit his guts out.  The walls around him seemed to ripple as if made of liquid and he had to close his eyes and hold tightly to the metal chair; breathing deeply.  “You’re seriously telling me that?”


The Oracle grimaced, knowing the utter disorientation that she was creating in Starr.  “No, Bernard.  But I think he may know who is.”


Starr felt tears trickle down his face.  He didn’t want this…any of it.  He only wanted his parties and his wine cellar and his secret title as Director of the Oracle Project and the young women with their tanned skin, perfumed hair and strong, hungry hips.  But not this.  Not talk of evil and galaxy-shaped Gods and Death and destruction of biblical proportions.  It awakened a terror so deep in his bowels that he had to fight the urge to run from her presence and bang, screaming, on the door until they let him out.  He just wanted air…just cool, wet sea air…and to feel the wind on his sweaty face.


“Bernard, relax.  It’s okay.  It’s going to be okay.  Just listen to my voice.”


He inhaled deeply through his nose and breathed out several times.  He finally nodded but kept his eyes closed.


The Oracle began.  “My name was Jennifer Chamberlain and I began in a motel room in New Jersey in 1995.”
