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THE LEATHER COAT

And so in a certain department there served a certain Civil Servant, a Civil Servant who cannot by any stretch of the imagination be described as in any way remarkable.

—Nikolai Gogol, “The Overcoat”

Call me Metalhead Eddie, the name I’ve been called behind my back since I was in high school, when I first started wearing a leather jacket, first experimentally grew my hair over my collar.  I have eliminated the middleman: I call myself Metalhead Eddie to save everyone the trouble.  I am the comic-book nerd of popular stereotype: large and soft around the middle, dressed in a multi-zippered leather jacket with wild red hair and thick glasses, an avid gamer, a collector of all manner of pop detritus, a heavy metal fan, a Trekker, a man immersed in the massive universes of sci-fi and fantasy.  I started dressing this way in high school to attract attention, to provoke staring and name-calling, to cement my status as totally, officially ostracized.  


I hear them say it under their breath when I walk into B. Dalton Bookseller in Eastwoods Mall: here comes Metalhead Eddie.  I ask them about an expensive book of art by H. R. Geiger that they do not stock.  I wear my leather jacket and my red hair is over the back of my collar.  The people in the mall give me a wide berth.  If someone from work saw me here, in my leather coat and with my hair down, they wouldn’t even recognize me.  

In chat rooms, my handle is MTLH3DEDDIE.


During the day I tame my hair into a ponytail, leave my jacket behind and go to work for GlobalRe Inc, a reinsurance agency, meaning we sell insurance to people who sell insurance.  Selling insurance, after all, is far from risk-free.  Bad things happen and you need to be prepared to pay your claims.  Anyway that is what GlobalRe salesmen tell insurance companies, most of whom make their living saying the same things to their clients.

At work people give me a wide berth in a different way: they ignore me.  My job here is to make other people’s copies.  I don’t talk to them and they don’t talk to me.  I stand in front of the copy machine, watching the yellow light sweep back and forth underneath the closed (and always closed, when copies are being made) cover.  I make people uncomfortable.  My people skills are not what they should be: too many hours playing Tekken and listening to Mötörhead, I suppose.  I should probably small-talk with GlobalRe people when they come around to the copy room, but I don’t.  Some days I’d say it’s because I don’t feel like it; some days I’d say it’s because I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.

The way my presence makes the copy room uncomfortable is radically opposite the way Rob Schneider’s idiotic “making copies” character made the fictional copy room uncomfortable on those Saturday Night Live sketches in the unfunny late-80s episodes.  I don’t say, “Steve…Steverino…the Stevester.”  I don’t say anything.  Maybe I nod.  Trust me: it gets tense.  

As I said, my people skills, with people I don’t know, aren’t 100% up to speed.  I will be the first to admit it.  But it’s not like anybody at GlobalRe has exactly bent over backwards to make sure I’m feeling at home.

*

Tonight I arrive at Michelangelo’s earlier than usual to find Mark hunched over the table, slouching forward and down looking over some of the maps he has drawn.  He is DM for the Dungeons and Dragons campaign my friends and I hold at Michelangelo’s Pizza on Thursday nights.  It is basically like writing a fantasy novel in a group as you go along.  My character, Tennaguar, is a member of an elite adventuring party, fighting on the side of Lawful Good.  

I estimate that Mark is not taller than 5’3”.  He is a programmer and is small in arms and chest, too, and even in his voice, which is thin and nasal.  He wears a goatee and an earring.  He says that he only looks small to me because I am over six feet tall and not exactly lean, but I disagree: he is small, and also squirrelly.

I sit down.

“Are more people coming?” I say.  “Justin and Darcella?” 

“They’re going to be here when he gets off work,” Mark says, pretending it’s an innocent question.


Mark starts talking about movies.  He is the kind of guy who has endless stores of movie trivia, the eternal champion of Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon.  He is the kind of guy who, when one of us says, “Max’s dad in Rushmore,” looks up from his Dungeon Master’s Guide just long enough to say “Seymour Cassel.”  Truthfully all of us are sort of like this, with our geeky D&D volumes, our mental libraries of Simpsons quotes and sci-fi mythologies.  Aren’t we a little old for this?  We will never be too old for this.

Soon a few of our other people push open the heavy door and enter, bathed in white sunlight, a reminder of how early it still is.  We order pizza and start playing; soon Justin and Darcella arrive, both dressed in black t-shirts and jeans.  

“Hi Eddie,” Darcella says.  

“Darcella,” I say.  “Justin.”

Mark talks movies some more and soon more people arrive.  My friends lean heavily over the table or slouch low in their seats.  On the other side of the table Darcella threads her stick-thin arm through Justin’s.  

I am having fun, I say to myself.  I am having a fun night out with friends.

*

The next morning at work I am nearly lulled to sleep by the hum of the copy machine.  I have come to hate and dread our Thursday night D&D sessions because I can’t stand seeing Darcella in her thick black eyeliner sitting with her new boyfriend Justin, who is also my friend, or was, or in any case is someone who belongs to the large, loose group of gaming friends that I also belong to.  I left the game early last night and when I came home I kicked the wall and my furniture to get out some anger.  

The copy room is filled with the warmth of the machines’ yellow lights sweeping across the glass, with the machines’ steady drones and rhythms and the acrid smell of toner.  On the deep-green formica marbleized countertop, Pitney-Bowes scale for outgoing mail, straight-edge paper slicer, paper clips and pens and rulers in an organizer.  Around two walls: counters, cabinets containing paper of different colors, envelopes of several sizes, a first aid kit.  Against the back wall, alphabetized mail-cubbies. 

Today making copies I think about what would happen if I wore my leather jacket to work one day, shaking my hair out of its ponytail, coming to work not as Ed Mohler but as Metalhead Eddie.  I amuse myself by imagining the way the people at GlobalRe would respond if I did that.  It would be like when the ugly girl in the teen movie takes off her glasses and lets her hair down, only instead of looking suddenly-beautiful, I would be suddenly-weird-and-frightening.  And obviously my supervisor Damon Nelson would send me home and request that I not return, but the great thing about this daydream is I know that technically Damon Nelson couldn’t fire me.  Because the truth is that although I work here, I am not an employee of GlobalRe.  

I am a temp trapped in temp-to-perm limbo.  I have no official connection with the company, though I have been told cheerfully that my name resides on a waiting list, that I will be notified when a position becomes open.  They have my application on file!  The result is that I sort of have a job: I make photocopies, send faxes, collect a fraction of a GlobalRe employee’s pay and no benefits; each day is the same: photocopies, faxes.  I haven’t so much as called in sick in two years and I don’t think my boss could say one thing about me.  I don’t exactly get the sense I’m being groomed for bigger things.  It is a job, though, and it is not so easy to find a job these days.  I have a desk in a room with a shitty computer, no name-plate, no files or anything.  Internet access makes it just bearable, and I spend huge portions of my day surfing fan-sites and news-sites and writing email.  My emotions toward the job vacillate between numb acceptance and tense hatred such that in my car in the mornings I feel bile burning the back of my throat.

Paper jam in tray two.  I snap the plastic door open, pull the jammed paper out of the silver copying apparatus of spinning silver wheels.  The paper tears a little as I tug it out of the machinery.

Gladys Kestlebaum from Accounts Receivable comes into the copy room to get her mail.  I do not make eye contact with her and she does not acknowledge me.  The yellow light sweeps back and forth.  Gladys sneezes and immediately apologizes for it, nervous as a cat.  Gladys Kestlebaum is probably 30 years my senior.  I tell her it is okay.  I tell her bless you, but I stutter on it.

There is a kid who works here named Melvin Hammond who is just out of college who doesn’t exactly ignore me.  He parties and calls me “dude,” wants to talk about women, drinking.  Today he enters the copy room with deep bags under his eyes, carrying the enormous plastic cup of soda that he often has with him: it looks like some kind of prop, some kind of parody of a giant soda.  In turn, he acts like a parody of someone who drinks a soda that size.  He is too much.  I cannot shake the feeling that he is making fun of me.  He is exactly the kind of guy who picked on me throughout my childhood—throughout my life.

“Dude, you are dead on your feet,” he says, tapping me on the shoulder.

“I didn’t get a lot of sleep,” I say.  I mumble.

He ticks off a list of the bars he went to while he pulls envelops out of his mailbox one at a time; I turn away from him and look at the wall above the copy machine.  I don’t bother to say anything about bars.

“Seriously,” he says, on his way out.  “We ought to go out sometime.  Sometime after work we’ll have to have a drink.”

Yeah, right, I think.  Anytime.

In the bathroom, I write Who will insure the reinsurers? on the wall above the toilet paper rolls.  

*

Damon Nelson calls me aside.  My appearance.  I should really make sure I do get a chance to shave in the mornings.  If I could tuck in my shirt a little bit more thoroughly.  If I could keep my hair neatly back.  We have had this conversation before, Damon and I: I say, yes sir, no you’re right, I will.  I defer.  There is peculiar warmth in the interaction: Damon is friendly, even fatherly.  He’s got some helpful advice for me about how I can better succeed in the business world.  Really take pride in your appearance!  That’s what the management here really wants to see!

We shake hands.  He is probably right, I think.  I hate him, I think.

My question is how come Melvin Hammond, red-faced, decently built adult ADD case, is considered well-adjusted while my friends and I are stuck in some kind of high school nerd stereotype?  On one hand, it really doesn’t matter: I like the way I feel when I put on my leather coat.  I like playing role-playing games, video games and comic books; I like the friends I hang out with.  

On the other hand, we can’t escape it: we are nerds.  What everybody thinks of us shapes what we are.

At home tonight, I will put on something heavy, maybe Tool, and I will turn it up and bang my head a little bit and let my hair spill all over my face and curl into the air.  Anger.  Hard guitars, dark themes, anti-society.  I will look at myself in the mirror and snarl and I will think: this is who I am.  

The copy machine spits a paper into one of the trays and the tray moves ceilingward with a mechanical hiccup so the machine can spit a paper into the next tray.  The wobbly mechanical rhythm, the warm hum.  The machine stops.  Paper jam in tray two.

*


I sit down in front of my computer at home.  I go to one of the chat rooms where people know me.  I like this kind of socializing because it cuts out all the bullshit about appearance, stuttering, social convention: chat rooms have their own social conventions but they are not about preconceived ideas about who’s cool; it’s just about what you’re interested in.  MTLH3DEDDIE is active on several different gaming and sci-fi boards.  There’s a girl from Denver named ANNAKHMATOVA who I’ve been talking to a lot lately; she told me her name refers to a Russian poet but that she chose it mainly because her own first name is Anna.  I knew her a little even when Darcella and I were going out, but lately we’ve been getting a lot closer and talking more often.  She isn’t in the room when I log on but she usually comes around later.  We’ve gotten to be good friends.  She’s mentioned talking on the phone sometime so I know I’m not the only one with thoughts about furthering the relationship.  Internet relationships go slowly like that: first you know someone from general chat room conversation or BBS posts, then maybe sometime you chat privately and then you start meeting just to chat; then maybe weeks or months later you start to talk on the phone.  You usually exchange photos sometime in there, like around the time you start to chat privately.  Weeks or months or years later maybe you visit the person.  And by that time, you already know them; you’re already close emotionally before you even hold hands with them.  Going slowly like that is good for some people.

Darcella wanted everything to be big and dramatic.  Toward the end of it we had loud, angry fights, and when I wasn’t as loud or angry as she was she got angrier and meaner.  But it was really hard when she broke up with me because I’ve never been in love with anyone else.  I am 27 years old.  I have had a couple of long-distance relationships with women I met online that felt very intense, but they never got to the point where either one of us got on plane, and I have had a handful of mostly very confused sexual experiences with several women, but truthfully I feel that Darcella Stubbs is the only woman I have biblically known.

I am peripheral to the small group of gamers in this town, and before Darcella I was immune to (or excluded from) its incestuous tendencies, the endless permutations.  Darcella and I dated for nearly eight months, consummating about a week after getting together and with wild frequency thereafter until the day that she surprised me by telling me that it was over.  

Darcella’s position in the group is powerful: she is starkly goth, pale and ghostly; she has a love of attention and a mysterious way of getting men to do things for her.  She is also vicious with social politics: of late I have found myself excluded from most games and gatherings other than the traditional Thursday nights.  Since we broke up I have had to go on seeing her and now I see her with Justin.  I’ve only been allowed to talk about it in a weird euphemistic way: the break-up was mutual, it was what had to be done, we are both growing.  “I’m glad we stayed friends,” I said, to general approval, even as Darcella picked up with Justin suspiciously soon after our break-up.  Such is the fear of Darcella that when I wanted to vent, even male friends like Mark tended to become evasive, noncommittal, not wanting to “take sides,” meaning they had already taken a side and it wasn’t mine.  

But here is something Darcella said the last time we talked on the phone.  She was talking about her new relationship with Justin, how she wanted me to know that she still cared about me but that she had to be with Justin right now.  When they first got together with him I had a big swell of feeling for her and I tried to convince her to get back together with me instead.  At my lowest point I asked her whether she ever thought breaking up with me might have been a mistake.

She said, “Inside I’m happy but I’m being honest sometimes I have certain doubts.  I might act one way but I don’t necessarily feel that way, or not only that way.”

There was a long silence and I thought about it.  These are the kinds of things that she would say to me, making me think maybe we would get together again.

“Yes you do,” I said.  “What you feel doesn’t matter.  The only thing that matters is what you do.”

*

At the comic book store I spend more than I should on some rare stuff.  At the store I am excited; at home I leave the books out on my coffeetable for a week and then file them away without really looking at them.  

After work I turn the music up in my car, screaming along until my voice is raspy and hoarse, my throat raw.  I hit the steering wheel with my hands.


I download an entire season of Deep Space Nine.  It does not take long with my incredibly fast connection.  I watch the download progress bar tick away the percentage-downloaded, filling up like an hourglass.

Anna and I begin to talk to one another more frequently and our conversations get longer.  We email interesting links and I’m-at-work letters to one another.


I check out a couple of books of poems by the real Anna Akhmatova.  The Cyrillic characters are on the left side of the page and the English translation on the right.  I look back and forth from one to the other, I guess hoping to infer some connection.

At some point I begin to understand that I do not like my friends.  The idea occurs to me.  At first I reject it out of hand, but I think about it later while sitting on my couch eating chicken fingers, and it begins to take on some of the qualities of a revelation.  The truth is: it would explain a lot.

I am in the pizza place rolling dice; I am at my office at my staring at my computer screen unblinking until my eyes sting; I am at home at my computer still in the chat room talking to Anna at 3:30 a.m. on a Wednesday, only 12:30 for her, typing back and forth with her even as my eyes start to unfocus and flutter and close and my head begins to nod.


Talking to her is my favorite thing in my life.  We spend hours.  She sends me her phone number and we start spending hours on the phone, planning when we could meet.  She wants me to come to Denver, and while I do not want her to see me here, Denver is so far away.  


In the mornings in the elevator I slump against the wall and close my eyes.

*

The office feels empty this morning and I sense that there is a meeting to which I am not invited.  The Muzak plays.  I walk by the meeting room, trying to look in through the glass beside the window, and I catch Melvin Hammond coming out of the bathroom.


“Dude, can you believe this shit?” he says.  


“No,” I say.


“Ridiculous.”


“What is?”


“This security shit!”


I raise my eyebrows at him.


“You haven’t heard this yet?  GlobalPass, it’s a security card.  They are tightening this place down!”


I don’t say much of anything.  “Oh,” I say, and “That sucks.”


“Anyway, dude, I guess our plan to steal all the computers and stuff out of this place over the weekend is off, now.”

I don’t know what to say because I never know how to talk to Melvin, but a thought flickers across my mind: that, strange as it seems, maybe Melvin is actually trying to be nice to me.  Maybe this is his idea of workplace camaraderie with someone else who, like him, is a little younger than everybody else, who doesn’t have a family and a mortgage.  I tell him not to give up so easily.  I tell him he hasn’t even thought of cutting a hole in the skylight and repelling into the lobby.  He laughs.  There isn’t a skylight or a lobby.


There are fingerprints all over the copy machine’s glass.  Who does this?  I Windex it and rub the glass with a paper towel; it squeaks musically.  

The copy machine’s yellow light sweeps back and forth like a sprinkler.  The tray hiccups and shifts toward the ceiling.  It is afternoon.  

I get a note from Damon Nelson telling me to see him.  I walk down the narrow corridor in between cubicles, taking up most of the space in the aisle (hey, I’m big but not that big: truly, these are narrow aisles).  The people in their cubicles have the glazed look of intentness and the rapidly clicking mouses of individuals who are playing computer solitaire.  Roly-poly Gladys Kestlebaum, walking toward me, stands aside by stepping into someone’s cubicle.  We don’t say anything to each other.  Damon Nelson’s office has windows facing out into the office.  The blinds are closed and the door is closed.  I knock.

“Just a moment, please,” Damon says.  I stand with my back to the wall.  Somebody tries to shuffle past me and has to go sideways, crab-scuttling.

I wait for a long time.  I wonder whether I should knock on the door again.  I decide: no.  Finally I am called in.

“Yes?” Damon says, facing his computer, away from me.

“You wanted to see me?”

Turning from his computer, “Oh, Ed.  Hello!  It’s about the new security system.”  He pauses and I don’t say anything.  “Ed, I just wanted to let you know that we won’t be issuing you a GlobalPass Card, so you’re going to have to use the intercom to enter the building.  Kathy will buzz you in.  These are some security precautions that we’re taking, no big deal.  Kathy will buzz you in in the mornings, when you come back from lunch, whatever.  If you want to take a coffee break at Starbucks, that’s fine, we don’t mind that, it’s great!  And Kathy will buzz you back in, easy, no problem.  The security system will be armed after-hours, so the place is closed to our non-permanent employees after hours, but then I’m sure you’re not going to be hitting me up for extra hours, right?”

“I’m temp-to-perm,” I say.

“I realize that.  I am aware of that.  It’s simply that as it stands, you know, right now, just for now, you are, as you know, non-permanent.”

The word he wants would be impermanent.  But then aren’t we all?

“These are just some security precautions that we’re taking.”

“Right, but—” I say.

“As I was saying, if you should need to stay late you’ll just have to make it clear to one of us and we’ll make sure that someone is here to let you out of the building.”

“Okay, I understand that,” I say.  I feel like I’m talking back to the teacher in high school, but I go on: “But understand that I’ve been working here for almost two years now on a temp-to-perm basis.”

“Well, as you know, with temporary employees, we evaluate their on-the-job performance and hire those who show extraordinary performance as positions come open, which currently there are not any, unfortunately.  As you know, when an opportunity comes open we do consider our non-permanent employees.  But that is not the reason for this meeting, Ed, as you well know.  The purpose behind this meeting is for me to inform you that you will not be receiving a GlobalPass card, and the reason for that is because as of this time you are not a permanent employee here.  So are we on the same page here?” cheerily, in a distinctly meeting-ending tone.  

“I quit,” I say.  Except I don’t really say it.

*


At the end of the day Melvin Hammond renews his offer to buy me a drink and to my surprise, I accept.  Melvin talks and talks.  He has mapped out his career at GlobalRe, planning each incremental step up to more responsibility, more money, more prestige.  


I am tipsy so I decide to tell Melvin Hammond about my plan to wear my leather jacket to work and freak everyone out.  I have thought about it many times: I will ring the bell outside and Kathy will buzz me in and I will step into the elevator and ride up to the third floor—but when I step off the elevator I won’t be just the big, weird, quiet copy-room guy but truly imposing, impressive, in my black leather jacket, my hair long and big.  Melvin roars with appreciation and gets excited about the idea, adding details, imitating the way different people in the office would react.  Everyone will think I’ve lost it, like maybe I have a gun or something, and poor Gladys Kestlebaum, if she sees me, will nearly have a heart attack.  But I won’t do anything to Gladys Kestlebaum: maybe at the most I’ll walk up to her and whisper in her ear: “I’ve always loved you.”  And then I’ll stomp through the office like Godzilla and everyone will look up at me from the games of solitaire they were playing on their computers and they won’t even recognize me at first.  And then when they do—hey, is that the copy room guy?—they’ll see me as if they’ve never seen me before.  I will make my way through the narrow corridors and everyone will clear out of my way, and when I get to the VP’s office I won’t even knock: I’ll throw open the door and catch him with his pants down doing whatever he does in there, and I’ll grab him by the collar and lift him up.  I won’t even say a word to him, I’ll just look at him and make him look at me.  I won’t threaten him or harm him but I will force him to make eye contact with me.  I will make myself present to him.  And then I’ll leave the office, and the office will never be the same again, and maybe in my place they’ll hire another poor temp-to-perm sucker but I won’t be coming back to GlobalRe ever again.  I will run away to Denver, and when I finally meet Anna it will be as if we’ve known each other forever, and we’ll move in together, we’ll get married, and we will live happily ever after.


This last part I omit in telling Melvin Hammond.  He thoroughly enjoys the rest of it, though, and tells me that it would be the perfect way to quit.  I think: no.  Quitting would be the perfect way to quit.  

*

I have people over to play Tekken.  We choose our players for each game, each player with his or her own set of strengths and weaknesses, each with a secret weapon accessible through precisely the right combination of button-mashing.  For example: Yoshumitsu the kangaroo’s Skull Splitter is 1+2,1+2_u+1+2,1+2 and Bryan Fury’s Doom Knuckles are b+2_b+2,1_b+2,f+1.  Sorry if you don’t understand my notation but that’s the only way I can describe it.

No one beats me at Tekken.  I have been to tournaments where professional gamers played.  I won in the first round and got beaten pretty badly in the second.  Some of those guys are like chess grandmasters: inhumanly good, a totally different species of good.  I am great at Tekken in the sense that when people come over to my place to sit on my couch and play I don’t lose.  I play and they pass the controller around the circle, around and around.  Darcella and Justin are both there, and Mark and several others.  Justin is the worst Tekken player and I don’t enjoy beating him as much as I am bored by having to play him.  Obviously I don’t showboat quite as much when I play Justin or Darcella as when I play Mark for instance.


“Your couch feels like a beanbag chair,” Mark says as I come back from the kitchen with waffle-pattern pretzels for everyone.


“So sit on the floor,” I say.


“You choose my character,” I say.  For some reason Mark likes to use Kuma, the giant bear, and Panda, the giant panda bear, who are both basically useless unless you know the Infinite Bear Combo, and Infinite Bear Combo is not an easy one to master.


Mark chooses Kuma for me and Kuma for him.  He is purposely being annoying.  Soon Mark is mashing down on his controller, moving it left and right like he’s water-skiing with it.  My Kuma is beating the hell out of him.  I lean back.


“This time I’m going to beat you using only right-punch,” I say after the first round.  Right off the bat he tries the Infinite Bear Combo (poor Mark: so predictable!) but he screws it up and I dodge neatly underneath him.  I am only pressing A this game: right-punch.  I duck his punches and jump over his kicks.  My A-button clicks like a mechanical pencil.  My Kuma’s hand flies out in front of him and punches Mark’s Kuma neatly in the body many times until Mark’s Kuma finally dies. 


I like Tekken because it is about reflexes and body-memory: some combinations I can use but couldn’t recite back to you.  My fingers know that Ogre’s Bear Swing is u/f,N+1+2, not my mind, and that is a fun feeling.  I don’t care about the violence and usually I don’t work out my issues through video games.  Tonight is a special case.


Mark passes the controller on.  Out of the corner of my eye I see Darcella take Justin’s hand.  They are getting ready to leave, together, of course.  The truth is on one level I hardly even care anymore.  The sooner they leave the better, on one level.


“I’m going to beat you using only left-kick,” I say.

*


My leather coat gives me powers as surely as my D&D character Tennaguar’s invisibility cloak or his beast-claws spell.  Every day of middle school I was afraid of getting picked on by other kids and afraid of getting called on by teachers.  I don’t know if I can describe the way it felt when I grew to six feet tall my freshman year of high school, when I donned black t-shirts and metalhead garb and seized the double-edged type of power that comes from frightening other people.  After one year of high school—after one week of high school—it was obvious that I would never be cool.  But when I first wore a leather coat to school, October of sophomore year, and I walked into the student lounge with my friends and felt the jocks and girls staring at me with just the faintest worry that I might flip out on them, and it felt like: you value these things, so I value these other things.  You wear white, my friends and I wear black.  I would go across the street from the school with my outsider friends and we’d all stand in a tight circle, our shoulders almost touching, smoking cigarettes and talking about how dumb and lame all the normal kids were.  We don’t want to be you: we’re the opposite of you.


So, it’s a coat.  I know it is just a coat.  Tell me you never felt a piece of your identity tied up with a piece of clothing.  You never put on a new sweater and felt like people looked at you differently.  Tell me that confidence isn’t in some way a magical quality.  My life, like yours, is filled with small rituals and daily superstitions.  I wore my leather coat when I called in to my temp agency and told them that I would not be going to work for GlobalRe anymore.  I wore my leather coat when I put my apartment in boxes, when I called Mark and told him that Tennaguar was becoming a contemplative, pursuing a more solitary and mystical form of spiritual pursuit, and that his adventuring days—at least in this campaign, at least with these players, as I did not tell Mark—were over.  


Anna and I have discussed our plans at length and we want to be sensible about this: right now we know one another intangibly, as spirits, and it will take time for us to become accustomed to each other’s bodies.  We will continue to move slowly, incrementally, carefully, but we can only do this if we live in the same city.  Secretly I am hoping that things move very fast, as they often do when you have confidence in what you’re doing.


Road signs catch the light and float across the windshield like ghosts across an elongated movie screen; streetlights pass overhead like shooting stars.  The driver of a car in front of me drops a cigarette onto the road, trailing red sparks as the car’s tail-lights shrink in the distance like dull red eyes.  I pass a truck transporting an Amoco gas-station sign, the big oval logo that will go on its station’s steeplish tower, iconically enormous when you get right beside it.  


The road’s yellow and white reflectors shine in my headlights like the lights of a runway; I put in music but I keep it low, the music mingling with the low tones of the engine.  The sky lightens from city-amber to blue and then black, starry.  The darkness becomes immense.  I am wearing my leather coat, my good luck charm.  Many perils await me and there are many battles with evil yet to be fought.  I am ready.

