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Fragile Reality

Robert a 25-year-old restaurant cook sat in front of his
conputer surfing the web, while his girlfriend was away at
school. Al the lights in the house were turned off. The only
sources of light were the gl ow of the conputer nonitor and the
television that he sat directly next to. There was a basket bal
ganme on tel evision but the sound was nuted. He had his 100 CD
changer playing on random play and it was playing Prodigy' s up-
tenpo el ectronica song Firestarter.

Robert was in a great nmood this evening even though there
were things in his life that just were not going in his favor.
Mai nly his nother was fighting a bout with Cancer, which was
nore than he wanted to deal with, so he chose to ignore it. He
| ooked over at the television and noticed that the ball game was
over, so he switched the channel and saw teenage ki ds running
froma school. Then it cut over to a teenage kid falling out of
a broken wi ndow, then inmages of crying teens and parents. He
| ooked at the caption and it said, "student nassacre.”

The station continued to replay all the same i mges over
and over. The images sickened his stomach and qui ckly depressed
his nood. He turned the television off and | ooked over at the
lava | anp that was sitting on the edge of the desk and noticed

that it was turned off. | know that | turned it on, he thought
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to hinmself as he exam ned the | anp. The song on the stereo
switched to a depressing slow song that a woman sung with only
pi ano to acconpany her voice filled with pain.

He noticed that the content of the lava | anp was nelted, as
if were just on and the lanp itself was warmto the touch, so
why is it off now he thought to hinself.

He | ooked into the kitchen where the mcrowave was on a
stand. On top of the m crowave was a coll ectabl e bl ue M&M nman
t hat was playing the saxophone (it was a candy di spenser). As he
stared at the blue M&M man that stood about 6 inches high, he
noticed the wall sway out and then back in. Not believing what
he had just seen, he rubbed his eyes and shook his head. He
| ooked back into the kitchen, specifically at the same wall and
not hi ng happened. He | ooked back over at the lanp and tried to
turn it back on still with no success.

Behind him he could hear the walls were crackling |ike
they were on fire. This sent chills up Roberts's spine. He
| ooked back into the kitchen and focused on the wall, and saw it
sway in and out again. The crackling noise in the room grew
| ouder. Then it hit himthat the house was on fire. He
feverishly | ooked around the living roomto |locate where a fire
could be burning with no success. He stood in the center of the
living roomand thought that maybe he should get out of the

house. He wal ked over to the front door and opened it. He | ooked
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out side but just could not nuster enough courage to cross the
threshold to | eave the house. He stuck his head out to see if he
could see the fire, but again nothing, not even the snell of
snoke.

Fear and panic started to set in as he felt he was going
crazy. He shut off the stereo and went to turn on all the
lights. He | ooked down to find his cat standing in perfect poise
with her front paws agai nst her back paws and her tail wapped
around her body. Though she was in a rel axed poi se her eyes
gl ared, show ng that she was ready to attack. He quickly went
fromroomto roomturning on every light in the house and the
cat followed himto each and every roomas if she were waiting
for the perfect time to attack.

He raced to the cordl ess phone and dialed his trusted
friend Aaron. The phone rang 8 tinmes before an out of breath
voi ce answered the phone wth an annoyed tone, "Hello?"

"Aaron!" Robert exclainmed with a nervous tone in his voice.

"Uh yeah?" Aaron replied..."Robert?" Aaron said, realizing
who it was that was calling him

"Yeah it's nme," he redundantly replied.

"Ch what's up?" Aaron asked.

“Not hing," he repli ed.

"Okay what you call for?" Aaron asked.

Aaron's voice seened like it originated inside Roberts’s
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head, though he could feel the pressure of the phone on his ear.
The sounds of his voice continued to crawl across Robert's m nd

as if it had been there forever. Was it his own thoughts that he
was hearing? Was he even on the phone? In a burst of brilliance

he questioned loudly, "Is that you Aaron?"

"Yes, you alright man?" Aaron replied with concern in his
Voi ce.

"Yeah | amfine, | think," Robert said and then got | ost
into his mnd again. He could hear exactly what Aaron was
sayi ng and understood it yet he was not able to reply. It was as
he was entranced by the voice inside his head.

"Robert!" Aaron excl ai ned.

This startled Robert and he replied, "Yes?"

"You need to tell nme what is going on. You are scaring ne,"
Aaron sai d.

"Nothing, just calling to see what is up with you," he
answer ed.

"Don't lie man. | know sonething is up. You are acting way
weird," Aaron said with concern

"Not hing...well actually | think ny house is on fire," he
said with fear but little urgency.

"What ?" Aaron asked.

Cetting no response he asked, "Robert what is going on?"

"I don't know. | heard the wall burning but I cannot find
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and flanmes in the house," he answered.

"What do you nean? Is there any snoke?” Aaron asked again
wi th great concern.

"No," Robert nonchal antly answer ed.

"Then why do you think there is a fire?" Aaron asked.

"Well | was on the conputer and watching the basket bal
game with the radio on when | noticed the walls noving and ny
Lava |l anp was off then | heard the wall crackling as if they
were on fire," he answered never taking a breath.

"What are you tal king about?" Aaron asked.

"I was on the conputer and watching a basketball game and
listening to the radio when | noticed the walls noving..." he
started again before Aaron interrupted himby saying, "I heard
what you said but that doesn't make sense.”

"Did you take sonething?" Aaron asked.

"Nope, " Robert again nonchal antly answered.

"You are scaring nme man. | don't have ny car to cone over
either,” Aaron said with concern.

“I"'mfine," Robert said.

"You don't sound fine to ne. Are you drinking?" Aaron asked
trying to nake sense of Robert's uncharacteristic behavior.

"Just ny Power drink," he answer ed.

"Not hi ng el se?" Aaron asked.

"Nope...well | did put alittle nushroomdust init," he
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answer ed.

"Awwy, now | understand. So you are tripping?" Aaron asked.

"Can you overdose on it? Because | think I took to nuch,"
Robert asked with great fear in his voice.

"I don't know. | don't think so. At |east | have never
heard of it before," Aaron answered.

"Well | think I took too nmuch. You think | should throw it
up?" Robert asked.

"I wouldn't, it mght freak you out if you do. How nuch did
you take?" Aaron asked.

“"Not a lot. | just poured the dust fromthe bottom of the
bag in ny drink about an hour ago," Robert answered.

"Ckay well just stay on the phone with nme okay?" Aaron said
wi th concern

Every light was on inside the house and Robert was sitting
Indian style in the mddle of the living roomfloor staring down
at the carpet. Aaron's voice still sounded as if it was
literally comng frominside Robert's head. Aaron ranbled on
tal ki ng about nothing just to keep the one-sided conversation
fl ow ng. The | onger Robert |istened the nore the voice seened
nore frominside his mnd and not fromthe phone. He would
occasional ly adjust the phone against his ear to nake sure it

was still there.
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Then he | ooked up and the cat was standing directly in from
of him "My cat is freaking ne out man!" he said cutting off
Aaron in md sentence.

"What you nean?" he asked.

"She is standing right in front of nme staring at nme as if
she is about to attack me. She has been follow ng ne around the
entire house tonight. | can't get away fromher,"” he said with a
slight slur.

"Ch," Aaron replied not know ng how to respond.

"I amgoing to go. | think | amgoing to throw up," Robert
sai d.

"I don't advise that Robert. That m ght freak you out
wor se, " Aaron replied.

"Well | am freaking out right now, so | want to get
what ever hasn't gone through ny systemout right now, " Robert
said with panic in his voice.

"I don't have any way to get over to your house, but if you
need anything call ne," Aaron stated. "You shouldn't have noved
so far away Robert,"” he trailed off.

"Yeah, well alright man later," Robert said and renoved the
phone fromhis ear and set it down.

The warnt h of hol ding the phone to his ear nade his ear
feel as if it were the only thing on his head. He knew that his

entire head was there but his ear was the only thing he could
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feel. He sat silent and he felt the warnth dissipate fromhis
ear until his ear was just as nunb as the rest of his body. No
t houghts crossed his mnd. He stared into nothingness as his
nunb body and m nd sat notionless for what seened |ike an
eternity.

Then he noticed his cat was standing just in front of him
| ooking like she was just waiting for himto nove to give her an
excuse to attack him She stared through his eyes and woul d
slightly flinch towards himas if that nmonent was the tine to
attack. Then she would sniff the air as if she could snell
Robert's fear.

Bei ng conpl etely freaked out by the way the cat was acting
he slowy stood up and then broke the silence of the house by

saying," Hey girl what’s wong? Wiy don't you go play or
somet hing. "

She didn't change her poise or the pattern of her flinching
towards him "Okay you are seriously freaking nme out! Get out of
here!" he said with great fear of what the cat was going to do.

Wth a surge of confidence that the cat was not going to
nove he started to wal k out of the roomtowards the bathroom He
| ooked over his shoul der and saw that she was follow ng right

behind him Robert stopped, turned around and said, "Wat is

your deal ? Leave ne al one.™
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The cat stopped and in fluent clear English said, "I cannot
| eave your side."

Not conprehending that it was a cat talking to himhe
replied, "Wy not?"

"l am your guide to get you through this trip," the cat
cal l ously said.

Realizing that it was a cat talking to him Robert ran into
t he bat hroom and dropped to his knees in front of the toilet. He
slid his finger into his throat and began to nove it around to
tickle it enough to gag himinto throw ng up. He heard Aaron’s
voi ce run through his head saying, " | don't advise that Robert.
That m ght freak you out worse."

Hs finger felt as if it were too small as he bounced it
fromone side of his throat to the other like it was a needle
trying to fill a five-gallon bucket. Sweat beads popped up al
over his face until they were too large to stay at the place
that they forned. They slide into other sweat beads gaining size
and speed running down the contours of his face. H's stonach
convul sed reacting to the gaggi ng sensation in his throat but
not hi ng cane out. He persisted to | eave his finger in his throat
wanting to enpty the contents of his stomach. Sweat began to
drip fromthe tip of his nose as the first thrust of liquid cane
up fromhis stomach and out his nmouth. H's stomach convul sed

multiple tinmes, pushing out the contents of his stomach.
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Once he felt that there was nothing | eft to get out he
w ped the nmoisture fromhis nouth. Then he w ped the sweat from
his forehead and thought to hinself, Man, he was right that was
too freaky.

He stood up, went over to the mrror, and | ooked at his
reflection init. He saw a face that he hadn't really seen in a
long tine. He | eaned closer to the mrror, |ooked into his own
eyes, and thought to hinself, Ww, |ook at all the |ines on your
face.

In his mnd, he traced the newy found |ines that were on
his face. He followed each one till its end. It was the first
time in his life that he really | ooked closely at hinself in a
mrror. He was surprised to see how many lines that he could see
on his face and he said aloud, "You need to take better care of
yoursel f."

He smled to see the expression change on his face and
noti ced that was where sone of the |ines had devel oped. \Were
did the others conme fromthen? He thought to hinself.

He then frowned and that exposed all the lines of his face
i ncluding the ones that he saw when he smled. “Am | really that
unhappy?” He said al oud while watching his own reaction in the
mrror.

He | eaned away fromthe mrror and said aloud, “No | am not
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unhappy. At least | think I am happy, but naybe the lines on ny
face prove that | amreally not.”

He | eaned forward again, stared closely at his face, and
| ost hinself |ooking at each attribute of his face. Hi s stomach
began to feel sick and sweat again began to build up on his
forehead. He decided that he probably should go |ay down. He
t ook one nore | ong good |look at hinself in the mrror. Then he
opened the bathroom door to find his cat patiently waiting
directly outside the door.

Not acknow edgi ng that she was right there he stepped over
her and quickly wal ked to the bedroom went in, and closed the
door nmking sure that the cat was unable to follow himinside
t he room

He laid dowmn on the bed and stared at the ceiling. It
swayed |i ke a huge flag would on a hot sumrer day. Feeling sick
and hot he stripped down to his boxers wth the hopes that that
woul d hel p make himfeel better. He laid on top the bl ankets and
t hought to hinmself, Don’t worry you just have to ride this trip
out and everything will be better tonorrow. Yeah | have to work
i n the norning.

Then sonet hi ng strange happened he coul dn’t convince
himsel f that he really had a job and even worse he coul dn’t
convince hinself that there would be a tonorrow or that there

was a today. He laid on the bed and realized that he really
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poi soned hinself and he was dying. He had little tine left in
his |ife before he was going to slip away into eternal sleep.

“No | didn’t poison nyself!” he said aloud trying to
confort hinself.

“Yes you did. Don’'t you renenber taking me?” A voice said
to him

“I know | bought some shroons from Bob and that is what
took,” he said defiantly.

Laughter filled the roomas the voice said, “Conme on. You
bought it from Bob? You are Bob! You took nme now you are mne.”

He ran both his hands from his forehead then through his
hair and said aloud, “I know | have to work tonorrow. ”

“What is work?” The mysterious voice said.

“l know I have a mom | know | have a dad..”” he said al oud
then the nysterious voice cut himoff by saying, “Wat’'s a non?
What’'s a dad? You're dying Robert. Reality has gone away forever
for you.”

That worm just wants ne to give up and die for him he
t hought to hinsel f.

Then in a burst of defiance he said aloud, “I am not giving
up because | have to work tonorrow and | have nom”

Again |aughter filled the roomand then the voice said,

“You were dead way before today ny friend. After today you wll

just be physically dead too.”
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“l amnot going to die,” he said aloud to the enpty room
and nysterious voice.
“You only care for yourself and have di stanced yourself

fromyour dying nother, hurting her nore than any cancer ever

could,” the voice said.

“l amtoo scared to show her ny true feelings. | think if
do accept that she is dying and show her how nuch | |ove her, it
is then she will die and be gone forever,” he said and then

realized for the first tinme why he had put so nuch distance
bet ween hima his nother.

“Then you are dead already,"” the voice arrogantly said.

“No | can still change. | can accept that she is sick and
make the nost of the tinme we have left together,” he said to the
Voi ce.

"You couldn't before. Wiy is now different?" The voice
guest i oned.

He then saw the cat on the shelf standing next to a doll.
The cat was sniffing the shirt of the doll where he had the
remai ni ng mushroons hi dden. He stood up and cautiously grabbed
the cat and tossed her out the door. He then |laid back on the
bed but he saw that the cat was al ready back up on the shelf.
Again he went over to the cat and cautiously tossed her out the

door. He noticed then that the door to the closet was open. This

cl oset had a door that opened to the hallway and that nust be
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how t he cat kept getting in the room He securely closed the
cl oset door then |laid back down on the bed.

The only light in the roomwas on the ceiling shining
directly dowmn on him The ceiling was still swaying graciously
like a flag in a light wind as his body sank into the bed. He
struggled to convince hinself that he really bought nushroons
froma guy name Bob and not that he poi soned hinself, as the
worm wanted himto believe. Hs Iinbs felt so heavy that he no
| onger had the strength to nove. He shifted his eyes to | ook
around the roomand he could barely see the walls that were just
five feet away. Reality was nelting away faster than he could
convince hinself that it was just a matter of time before the
trip would be over. His thoughts were consuned with convincing
hinmself that it was just a bad trip. The worminsisted that it
was t he poison that Robert took and gave himlife that would
eventual |y take Roberts life away from him Robert fought to
keep his eyes open in fear if he closed them he woul d never be
able to open themagain. His eyelids were so heavy that it took
every bit of his remaining strength to keep them open. He was
even afraid to let themblink thinking it was a rouse to get
themto close and then not be able to open again. The only thing
that was real to Robert was his fight over who woul d keep his

body forever. He was dying and the wormwas w nning. He didn't
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want to die. He wanted to |live to grow old, even if that neant
wat ching his nother die before his eyes.

Just as he thought about how nuch he really wanted to |ive
he heard the front door of the house open. It was his
girlfriend, Kat, better yet it was sonething that was reality.
Forgetting that his linbs were too heavy to |ift he popped up
and bolted out the bedroom neeting Kat at the kitchen table. Kat
| ooked at himwi th a concerned and surprised | ook and sai d,
"What's goi ng on?"

Robert went over to her to hug her but she stopped him by
putting her hand on his bare chest and hol ding hi maway and
said, "Wat is going on Robert?"

"Nothing, | amjust so glad you are hone is all,"” he said
being to enbarrass to tell her the truth.

"Why are all the lights on and why are you basically
naked?" She asked with an accusatory | ook on her face.

"Who is in the roon?" She quickly followed.

“"No one," he answered i nnocently not understandi ng what she
was getting at.

"Then why are you al nost naked?" She again asked with an
aggravat ed tone.

"Well | took something and | think | am having a very bad
trip," he said hanging his head in enbarrassnent.

"Ch," she answered not knowi ng howto reply to what he just
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told her.
"Why what did you think was goi ng on?" He asked.
"Not hi ng," she said with sone skepticismin her tone.

"Cone on tell ne," he persisted.

"Well you cane out of the roomw th only your boxers on,
conpletely full of sweat and with a guilty |look on your face,

t hought you were cheating on ne," she answered with a relieved
tone then | et her hand down allowing himto conme close to her.

He didn't realize that just the sight of her face and the
presence on her voice had brought himright back into reality.
He was still tripping but at least he didn’t feel |ike he was
dead anynore. He pulled away fromher and said, "Man | didn't
think you were ever going to cone hone."

"I had to stop and pick up the pictures at the store," she
said taking the pictures out of the bag and started to shuffle
t hrough t hem

Her face went pale and she said, "Ch no."

"What ?" Robert asked not being able to control his fear.

"These are not our pictures!" She said with panic in her
Voi ce.

"Whose pictures are they?" he asked.

"I don't know," she snapped then fanned the pictures out
showi ng hi m what they were.

Then she put them back into the package and said,” | wll
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be right back."

"No you can't go!" Robert said in a panic and grabbed her
arm

"Robert | have to," she answered.

"No you don't," he childishly answered.

"Robert, we have sone one else's pictures. That neans that
they are going to get our pictures,” she said slowy trying to
keep her conposure.

"You can go tonorrow and take them back," he answered
t hi nki ng he had sol ved the probl em

"I don't think you understand. Those were the pictures you
took of ne," she said sternly to him

"Ch those pictures,” he nmunbl ed.

"Exactly, | have to go before they give themour pictures,”
she said grabbing her purse to head out the door.

"You just can't leave ne right now," he said dramatically
knowi ng that if she left he could fall right back into the bad
trinp.

"Robert, | have to take these back and get ours before the
ot her people gets ours,” she said in nore of a horrified tone
t han an annoyed.

Robert grabbed her and hugged her and said, "Please don't
go. | really need you to stay."

"But the pictures,” she protested.
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"I need you to stay. | amto scared to stay her alone," he
said | ooking into her eyes.

Wth a heavy sigh Kat said, "You're lucky |I |ove you so
much. "

"You don't know how nmuch | need you right now," he said
huggi ng her tightly.

She returned the hug and they stood in the kitchen for a
few m nutes before Robert said, "I think | need to |ay down."

They both went into the bedroom and Robert laid down with
his head at the foot of the bed and Kat |aid down next to him
and began to rub his head. Then like a bolt of |ightening
striking Robert he said, "I got it!"

"You got what?" Kat asked startled by the abrupt break in
si |l ence.

Robert turn his head to | ook at Kat and said, "You know how
Roman said that every tine he trips he finds the neaning of life
and by the tinme he comes down he forgets it."

"I don't think I ever heard that before but okay," she
answer ed wonderi ng what he was getting at.

"Well he did say that and I know the neaning of life right
now Kat," he said and sat up and grabbed her hands and | ooked
into her eyes the best that he coul d.

"What | need you do is renenber what | am about to tel

you," he said like he was really holding the key to life.
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"Ckay | will," she answered with sincerity.

"Money is not inportant!”™ He said as with such great
conviction as if God hinself was speaking through him

"And | need to be there for ny nother and accept that she
is going to die and it m ght be soon. Because if |I don't deal
with it now she is going to be gone and never know how much |
| ove her and how much she nmeans to ne in ny |ife," Robert said
as a single tear fell fromhis eye.

Kat had known that Robert had shut his nother out because
of his fear that she would die the day he accepted that she was
going to die of cancer. Tears began to stream down her face as
she listened to himopen up to her for the first tine ever about
his true feelings.

Then Robert said, "You think |I should call her?"

"I don't know. Maybe you should wait till tomorrow, " she
answered with sone concern that the phone call could go wong.

"No, | have to call her now | can't wait another day to
| et her know how | feel," he said then I eft the roomand got the
phone.

He cane back into the roomw th the cordl ess phone and had
al ready begun to dial the nunber. The phone rang a few tines
before his father answered the phone. Robert made snmall talk
with his father for a few m nutes and then asked to speak with

his nother. He talked with her for a half hour or so, telling
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her all about how he found the neaning of |ife and how he had
been shutting her out because he did not want to | oose her. He
expl ai ned that because he had pushed her away that he had

al ready | ost out on precious time and that he was commtted to
making the remaining tinme that she had left Iike the

rel ati onship that they shared before she was di agnosed with
cancer. His nomtold himthat she didn't know why he was havi ng
this revelation but she hoped as well that things will be |ike
they used to be. She al so explained that things |ike Robert
shaving her head the first tinme (because of the chenotherapy was
making it fall out) instead of a stranger was the type of things
t hat hel ped her and she cheri shed.

The conversation ended by Robert telling her that he |oved
her nmore than anything and that he couldn't wait another mnute
to make sure she knew that. After he hung the phone up, Kat
hugged himand they cried together for the first tine.

An hour or so later Kat had fallen asl eep because she had
to get up early for work the follow ng day and Robert was | aying
down in the dark roomstaring at the ceiling that was still
swaying like a flag on a warm summer day. Thoughts craw ed
through his mnd retracing the different experiences that he had
t hroughout the night. He relived the roller coaster of the night

over and over in his head till his eyes involuntary started to
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blink slowy until he didn't have the strength to open them
agai n.

The follow ng day the sun rose and shined into the room
that Robert slept. The light canme in through the w ndow and cut
across his face warmng his cold pale skin. The world didn't
wait for himto wake up, it just noved on as it did when for so

many years when he was wal ki ng dead.



