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Welcome to
Floating.point.

Before we get started, we just want to introduce you to the folks behind the scenes:

Johanna “My friends call me Jonnie” Wilder is our Publisher
Amentally ill, fibromyalgic, trans female, of non-binary gender, queer sexualitied,
elder person with a killer resume that ends in 1998. Jonnie has written for and
helped found The Onion (1988-1989) and The Stranger (1991-1994). People
usually ask, “what have you done for me lately?” To which Jonnie replies, “You’re
looking at it, sugar britches.”

Stieg Retlin is our Contributing Editor
A tall, shrubby humanoid, raised in the short, hilly gardens east of the Appalachian
mountains. As a sprout, he displayed a tenacious fondness for doodling. To cultivate
mentorship in the esoteric arts of flickering illusion, he migrated to the nearby
metropolis port of merchants and artists. In that city of castles he bore the fruit of
his labor for the first decades of the third millennium. After careful extraction, Stieg
was transplanted to the Cascadia watershed, where his roots now slowly sink
beneath constantly shifting sidewalks. He extends a limb to offer a square leaf of
parchment, upon which is printed the glyph: www.stiegretlin.com

Will Hyde is our Design Consultant
An tremendously talented designer whom we’ve worked with before on many
fascinating projects, including at Iron Crown Enterprises designing environments
for Middle Earth roleplaying games.Will was one of the founding designers at The
Stranger and designed the logo that’s still used today. See more of Will’s work at
www.strangeandwonderful.co

You are our inspiration and our motivation.
Thanks for your support.

Floating.point is typeset in Avenir Next and ITC Century.

This thing here — this tome, this publication, this volume — it’s copyrighted © 2019 by Zip! Bang! Wow!
Additionally, each credited artist holds copyright to their work. All rights reserved. Republication rights are
retained by respective authors who relinquished their greedy death grip on valuable intellectual property long
enough so we could print and thereby profit from the sweat of their fingertips on dewy laptop keyboards and
graphics tablets. You may not do likewise without their and/or our permission.
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EVERY HERO HAS an origin story, but knaves like us are satisfied with
nothing less than creation myth.

Floating.point got its start in the late 1940s as a secret Soviet experiment
— Projekt FRAKTION— to determine if poetry could be used to defeat an
enemy on the battlefield. After several false starts, the great hero of the
Soviet people, Aleksandr Schplatzhchnetkin, declared literature to be not
only, “worthless” as a weapon of war, it caused soldiers — young and old
alike — to have uncomfortable feelings of self-worth and desire for mean-
ing. The project was immediately shelved and there it lay, in the Kremlin
archives, gathering four decades worth of schmutz.

It wasn’t until the fall of the Soviet Union that a group of social engineers
fibbed their way into the archives and found the filthy old files, along with
plans for a doomsday weapon — Projekt DEKAML — and absconded to a
secret base in the cuchillas of Uruguay to begin construction.

They learned quickly that the emotionally transformative powers of po-
etry, coupled with the ability to change wordification meaningability
throughover the additionality of unusualish suffixication, was a powerful
combination.

Word of their advances made its way to the International Anarcho-Syndi-
calist Universalist Syndicate (IASUS) who brought additional funding to
the project to create a prototype: the Floating.point ’zine which dazzles
your optical nerve fibers at this very moment. Can you feel the pure de-
structive potential to your unquestioned assumptions? Tremble, mortal.

We’d like to take this moment to thank the folks who’ve helped make this
project possible. Thanks, folks, you’re the best.

We’d like to give a special thanks to Stieg for being a part of this project.
If you think seeing Jonnie’s name in the table of contents so many times
was a little gratuitous, just imagine how ridiculous it would have been with-
out a few Stieg’s thrown in for variety. That Stieg was able to contribute so
much beautiful art really made this issue something we’re proud to charge
slightly less than the price of a cheeseburger and fries at your average Seat-

Foreword
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tle bar and grill. If you haven’t purchased it already, it’s worth the full price
for Stieg’s comics and illustrations alone.

We’re kind of hacking the model here. Using Amazon’s e-book, print-on-
demand infrastructure, and book distribution logistics to our advantage.
There’s no ethical consumption under capitalism, so why even try, right?

We wanted to pack as much as we can into an issue and we’re grateful to
say we feel like we’ve done our best work, right out of the gate. One of the
criticisms we got during our alternative-weekly newspaper days was that
there were too many advertisements and not enough content. We may be
three decades late, but consider this repayment with interest.

Lastly, we want to emphasize that Floating.point is an ongoing project, a
periodical: monthly if we have anything to say about it, and we do. So start
saving your pennies, cause we’ll be back, hat in hand, with our traveling
show next month.

You’re welcome to run away and join us at the circus. If you’re a writer,
doodler, creative, essayist, crafter, journalist, accomplice, hack, painter,
dramaturge, artist, collaborator, virtuoso, and/or dreamer: climb on board,
there’s plenty of room for everyone. We especially want to work with peo-
ple who feel like they haven’t an outlet for their ideas in the straight world.
You know who you are. Even if we don’t end up printing your stuff, it’s al-
ways good to make friends. There can never be too many bearded ladies,
tricksters, and lizard-people in the big top.

We encourage you to send us a howdy-doo through our website at
www.floatingpoint.pub, or email us at handshake@floatingpoint.pub,
where we sell the ’zine and some swag. It’s either .pub as in “publication”
or .pub as in “place to get beer and burgers”, but if it’s the second one, it
would be most awesome domain name mistake ever made.

Okay, all strapped in? On with the show.
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Counting on
Quantum Pebbles

Jonnie Wilder

I RAN INTO a friend today on my walk. He was running up and down flights
of stairs, nearing the bottom of the two hundred ninety-four steps of Blaine
Street, just as I approached to walk up them. After greeting each other with
a smile and a hug, we walked up together.

He was carrying with him five small stones, pebbles really. Each one rep-
resented a trip down and then back up again. Starting at the top, he’d run
down the steps and when he returned to the top, he’d toss one of the peb-
bles into a pile of stones that accumulated in a hollow at the base of a tree
where two thick branches diverged. Then he’d have just four small stones.

At the time, I was spending a lot of my energy learning a new computer
programming language, so I had off-by-one errors on my mind as I asked,
“Does that mean you take five or six trips? Do the stones count five to
one or five to zero?”

I presumed five trips, because most people would stop after the last
stone was dropped onto the pile. Humans like to think in terms of integers
starting with one. We think of zero as a special case.

When I count to ten I start with one, not zero.
“Five trips,” he said. “I drop the last stone in the nook and head home.”

Once in my life, long ago, I studied computer science at the state univer-
sity where I lived. We were taught that counting up to ten starts with zero
and ends at nine, because counting to ten means counting up to, but not
including, ten. If one wanted to instruct a computer to count up to and in-
cluding ten, one would have to expressly direct it to do so.
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Computers don’t think the same way people do, even though people de-
signed computers. But why would we design computers to think differently
than we do?

In the computer sciences, much importance is placed on the value of
logic because logic is a set of rules for validating reason. We can create
equations out of these rules that help us perform abstract math on truths
and falsehoods: if this is true and that is true, then this and that are true. Or
falsehood: if this is true and that is false, then this and that are false.

“We find it comforting to believe that there are fixed truths and fixed
falsehoods that we can rely on,” my friend says as we stop to pause on one
of the many scenic landings, looking out over the interstate, across Lake
Union, at lush Queen Anne hill beyond.

Humans are capable of performing logic, and our world is remarkably
solid and unyielding to the probings of our fertile imaginations. But as our
logic equations become more complicated, our ability to perform these cal-
culations without error becomes less reliable. Humans are volatile,
whereas computers perform logic with consistency.

Taking an extra trip at zero stones always feels to me like just that: an
extra trip. This is one of the reasons I was bad at the computer sciences;
because zero isn’t a number to me, zero is the absence of numbers.
Whereas to computer scientists, zero is exactly one half of the only two
numbers that have any meaning in a digital circuit.

Electromagnetic energy can’t travel through a silicon wafer without
some of it spilling or seeping through the insulating barriers. In the micro-
scopic realm of the integrated circuit, or the nanoscale world of the system
on a chip, there are no definites, there is only potential.

Voltage isn’t a measurement of a solid, like height or weight, voltage is a
measurement of the difference in energy between two points. Much like a
pascal is the unit of measurement of pressure used to measure water flow-
ing from a reservoir through a dam into a river, a volt is a measure of elec-
trical current from source through a circuit to ground. Electromagnetic
energy is a force, so its measurements are about the influence it has on its
surroundings. 1s and 0s are derived from measurements of high voltage
and low voltage, where high voltage is current close to the level of the
power supply voltage and low voltage is a measurement close to the
“ground” charge of zero.

Ground charge gets its name from electrical systems that are wired so
that the electricity runs from power supply, through the circuit, until it
eventually discharges into a metal rod that’s driven into the earth where the
charge will dissipate. The exact measurement of voltage varies because
some of that energy seeps through the insulation of the circuit and is lost,
spilling out onto other parts of the circuit. This happens at the macro level
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Counting on Quantum Pebbles
of giant electric transmission towers carrying electricity from hydroelec-
tric generators, down to the nanoscale of a microchip.

When humans create models to help us understand our world, they are
always imprecise. That’s on purpose: creating digital computers with ana-
log parts has enlightened humanity, but it’s also blinded us to the fact that
there is no binary in nature. Even for the simplest atom, Hydrogen, there
are three different versions of it, called isotopes: two which occur routinely
and one that is extremely rare, but easily created in the lab.

“Abstract math, it’s in the name,” my friend says. “It’s a fiction of the
mind.”

“You’re saying,” I try to grasp his meaning, “we’ve created a language to
help us understand reality, but in doing so, we’ve stopped talking about re-
ality and now we only talk about the language.”

Humans prefer certainty in an uncertain world, so it is no surprise that
we created digital computers that perform calculations of binary logic for
us. As much as we crave certainty and logic, we have emotional and irra-
tional motivations that make it difficult to perform by ourselves.

“Yes. That’s why we create tools,” says my friend, “to do work that we
can’t do with our minds and bodies alone. After a while, we forget what the
tools replaced.”

My friend tends toward being a very rational person, whereas I tend to-
ward being a very emotional person. But like volts flowing through gallium
arsenide traces etched onto a wafer of silicon, neither of us is fully one nor
the other. Our personalities only have tendencies toward one axis or an-
other, and even then, only when directly measured.

In the third century before the common era, Acharya Pingala, an Indian
mathematician, was using binary code in his work describing the meter
and verse of sutras, or Hindu scriptural canon. Pingala used the adjective
sunya — “void” or “empty” — for the concept of his binary zero. The fa-
mous Mohammed ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi, whose name was the basis for
the word “algorithm”, made good use of the Indian concept of zero in his
algorithms for the calculation of linear and quadratic equations, or algebra.

It was Fibonacci that advocated strongly for the European use of the Hin-
du–Arabic numeral system in the 11th century. He learned of it from his
father who was a customs official in Pisa, who saw its use among the mer-
chants traveling to Italy along the Silk Road from the Middle East and Asia.
These merchants used the familiar nine numerals and another, “0”, to ex-
press the amounts of their inventories when they bartered and to keep an
account of any money they traded.

The concept of zero didn’t spring forth as an idea like a lightbulb over
someone’s head. It seems to have been an abstract idea in search of a label;
like knowing what you want to say, but not being able to find the right word
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for it. Builders of the pyramids knew that the base of the pyramid started
somewhere and to indicate this point they used the glyph nfr — a heart
with a trachea over it, meaning “beautiful” — to describe it.

“It’s almost as if you’re saying there’s no such thing as truth,” I say to my
friend, not as an accusation, but because I always learn something from
him, but I’m rarely sure exactly what it is until long after we’ve parted ways
and I’ve had a chance to reflect.

“There is definitely truth and there are definitely lies. But reality isn’t
made of 0s and 1s, it’s not even made of vectors and scalars. While one is
better at representing the complexity of reality, the other is better at simpli-
fying it. Each has their uses. ”

The Egyptians used a sexagesimal, base 60, number system which is why
there are sixty seconds in a minute and three hundred sixty degrees in a
circle. Dividing circles into arcs based on sexagesimal numeric system was
easier than dividing them into decimals because ten has fewer factors to
use to divide something into usable chunks without resorting to fractions.

Counting on one hand to twelve is easier than counting to ten on two
hands; especially if one of your hands is trying to write things down, or
keep a goat from eating the customer’s sandals. One simply counts the
three finger bones of each finger, on the four fingers of one hand, using the
thumb. Like so: thumb to pinky proximal phalanx, 1. Thumb up to pinkie
middle phalanx, 2. Thumb up one more pinkie distal phalanx, 3. Thumb
down to ring proximal phalanx, 4… all the way up to 12. Do this four times
and you’ve counted to sixty. Six times that is three-hundred sixty.

In Central America, the Pame people were doing much the same thing,
but instead used an octal, base 8, system by only counting the joints be-
tween finger bones.

It’s all very simple and clever if that’s how one is taught to count from the
outset. Instead, us modern humans are taught not to count on our fingers
at all, despite most of us having ten perfectly good ones and a decimal nu-
meric system just itching for calculations. But to prevent unnecessary wear
and tear on tender phalanges, fractions were to be avoided in any finger-
based numeric system.

Once we started using money, the ability to number crunch fractional
quantities became essential so it was time to pick a numeric system where
calculations could be performed on paper as well as in the mind, and in
secret on the fingers. Converting weights and balances — that doubled as
monetary units — like drachmae, shekels and mina, called for a light-
weight and versatile numeric system. Probably because we were so used to
counting on our fingers by this time and because we still had ten of them
on hand to keep out of trouble, base 10 won the day.

The one and the zero: perfect companions in the human psyche. Repre-
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Counting on Quantum Pebbles
senting the day and the night, the heavy and the light, the male and the fe-
male. One of them obvious and “on”, the other taking us eons to recognize.
It’s no great coincidence that the spread of algebraic mathematics, the base
10 numeric system, and monetary systems all seem to have evolved to-
gether.

“So, everything is relative, there are no absolutes?” I ask.
“Well, there is theoretically absolute zero degrees Kelvin,” says my friend

as we schlep up another flight of stairs. “But that doesn’t actually exist any-
where because it’s a theoretical absolute. There are lots of theoretical ab-
solutes. But in reality, physics tends to break down anywhere in the
universe we see matter or energy approaching absolutes. Like in black
holes.”

“Nature abhors a vacuum,” I quoted.
Humanity doesn’t seem to develop new technology until we’ve fully ex-

hausted the old. Even then, we will keep remnants of the old technology
around long after it’s outlived its usefulness. We have a great affection for
nostalgia, and we cling to tradition because it gives us comfort in a world
that almost seems to be trolling us with its complexity.

The very simple reason computer scientists start counting from zero
when using base 10 integers is because when counting in binary, one starts
counting from zero. It’s mostly force of habit, as well as there are some
minimal performance gains to be had in doing so.

As our computational models make the move from binary logic to quan-
tum bits, we’ll have an opportunity to toss aside some of our outdated mod-
els for how the world works. Qubits represent the current design pattern
for expressing how the universe works at the most basic level. The binary
logic of “on” and “off” becomes more nuanced: sometimes a qubit is on,
sometimes it is off, and sometimes it is in a “superposition” of being neither
and both, undefined for the moment. A qubit is a scalar quantity, but it also
consists of probability vectors.

At the most basic level, the universe is driven by probabilities, not cer-
tainties. We can’t predict exactly where an electron will be as it moves
around a neutron, but we can use statistics to determine where it’s likely to
be. At the quantum level, certainty is relative.

“We are moving from a world of either/or into a world of both/and,” said
my friend as we neared the top of the stairway. “These are exciting times,
but they are also dangerous. There are many who lived comfortable lives in
the old world and they would prefer it if things stayed the way they were.”

Looking back to electricity in a circuit on a microchip: voltage, like water
pressure, does not transform from fully off to fully on. Just as the water
from your faucet starts at a trickle which strengthens as you turn the han-
dle slowly; so too, as you turn the handle more quickly, the stream only
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seems to appear all at once. For electricity in circuits, this was sufficient
for the purposes of representing binary logic and the key was to never have
voltages too close to the middle, only keeping to the extremes.

Humans doing business in a mercantile society prefer to digest our data
in discrete packets, quantifiable and conventional; leaving the more wave-
like, incoherent properties of the universe to the artists and the dreamers.
Only in the extremes is there the comfort of certainty.

Quantum computing is the attempt to make better use of the inherent
nuances of the inner workings of the universe to store and process data. No
longer will we have our intellect bound by the binary model of reality that
doesn’t exist anywhere but in the mathematical language we created be-
fore we had any understanding of the fundamental forces of the universe.

I turned to my friend and said, “I still see zero as a thing that isn’t done,
instead of a thing that is. Maybe that’s just the limit of my imagination and
not a property of nothingness. Maybe nothingness is a thing itself that I’ve
just failed to learn to understand.”

When scholars in India in third century BCE were utilizing the concept
of zero to craft a binary code for poetic meter, maybe they were thinking
about zero as “a nothing thing”. In Mahayana Buddhism, nothingness is as
much a thing as a thing is a thing.

“Form is emptiness, emptiness is form / emptiness is not separate from
form, form is not separate from emptiness / whatever is form is emptiness,
whatever is emptiness is form,” according to the Heart Sutra.

When we make the move from binary bits to quantum bits, we’ll have a
zero that can hold a whole binary bit in itself using superdense coding.
Then a binary can be both TRUE and FALSE at the same time. As well, it
can be FALSE and FALSE, TRUE and TRUE, and FALSE and TRUE.

“So, when we’re able to change over to the quantum way of thinking,” I
tell my friend as we reached the top of the stairs, “you’ll only need to carry
one Quantum Pebble with you on your next visit to the stairs.”

Maybe my problem learning computer science all those years ago was
that I was being taught to accept a way of thinking that didn’t mesh the
world I was used to seeing, a world where absolutes were rare and that
uncertainties were plenty.

I think I am starting to get the hang of this, “You’ll still do five trips, but
on the first four trips, the rock will keep count of each: 00, 01, 10, 11. Then,
on the last trip, it’ll suffice simply to leave the quantum rock in the crook of
the tree, free to run down and back up with a hand full of emptiness.”

“It’ll be less to carry, I’ll appreciate that.” said my friend with a smile, be-
fore we hugged again and waved goodbye.

He threw the final pebble into the nook and looked at his empty hand.
Then he started back down the stairs one last time.
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Ejecta: Life & Dreams of an Asteroid
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Ejecta: Life & Dreams of an Asteroid

Comic by Stieg Retlin
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The Nature of Reality

Comic by Jonnie Wilder
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NORMA LIVED IN an alley behind a machine shop, in the industrial area
down by the river, surrounded by other machine shops and the airport.
Some of the machine shops were louder than others, but the one Norma
lived behind had a ventilation fan outside the building that purred brown
noise as it pumped epoxy fumes and benzene vapors into the cold, gray sky.
She’d never had a better night’s sleep in her life than she did laying on a
stack of folded cardboard boxes, wrapped in the blue plastic tarp, with her
head cradled in the crook of her arm listening to that electric motor softly
whirr under the starry sky.

The breeze, when it blew in from the river, carried on it the scent of mo-
tor grease and dead fish. The alley wasn’t normally hot, because there was
plenty of shade from the sides of the buildings that surrounded it. Despite
the season, the wind carried a chill that would make her pull the tarp
tighter around her and it would crackle like someone had spit in a camp-
fire.

Norma was wide awake and even though she had slept most of the morn-
ing, she still felt tired. Inside the machine shop, some rude person was run-
ning an angle grinder over an engine block and it was giving her a
headache.

Still tired. Norma was always tired these days, but she didn’t know why.
The medication the doctors at the intensive outpatient program had given
her was supposed to make her feel better, but it just made her tired. Norma
felt there wasn’t much point in taking medication if it wasn’t going to make
her feel better.

There were plenty of things that she could get around town that were

Homeless is
Not a Place

Jonnie Wilder
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supposed to make her feel better, and sometimes she’d try them. She was
always hopeful that a puff off the pipe would pick her up for a spell or the
IOP doctor would have a bottle of pills that finally did what they promised.
But it would either last too long, or not long enough, and either way she
never felt quite right afterwards. Everyone was always promising things
they never delivered, getting her hopes up. Like having the day off work but
not being able to enjoy it because the kids have the day off too.

Norma thought about her kids, and then she thought about how she lost
them, and then she thought about how badly she wanted them back, and
then she pulled the tarp close around her and fell into a depression so deep
it made her forget all about the rasping of the diamond-encrusted angle
grinder grating away at hard-forged titanium.

Crying helped her nod off again after a bit. Tears released endorphins,
nature’s Oxycontin.

This time when she woke up, it was well into the afternoon, but it was
summertime in New Orleans so there were still hours and hours left in the
day. She was hot and sweating underneath the tarp and her clothes, and she
was starting to feel clammy and nauseous. Maybe wash up at the park, she
thought. It’s Wednesday: dinner at Saint Patrick’s downtown. They served
good food, not second-hand, and she liked talking with the young pastor.
He had kind eyes.

The people who owned the building she was living behind knew Norma
lived there and they weren’t happy about it. There were passive-aggressive
attempts to make it an inhospitable environment, such as the grinding, and
the hammering, and dropping things on purpose right in the middle of a
good dream. Sometimes they’d spill a noxious chemical in the alley, on pur-
pose, instead of properly disposing of it. When the fumes were so strong
they made her head hurt, Norma would move for a while, but she would
always come back. The way the building was shaped, the way the support-
ing structure on the outside of the wall made a little private nook for her to
sleep in, made it feel like home. The fire escape overhang kept her dry of
the rain and the raised curb beneath kept the puddles from soaking her
through. The river kept the breezes cool and the buildings kept the sun
from baking everything.

The building itself, if not the people that worked within it, was welcom-
ing. It cradled her and kept her warm and dry. The building loved her in a
way people couldn’t find within themselves.

Norma stashed her tarp along with the the new blanket she’d been given
by the two young men in the white shirts and the black ties, clean-shaven
and pious. She hoisted the brand new backpack onto her back, adjusted
the straps and clasps, and set herself towards downtown. Her wide, floppy
sun hat cast a cool shadow on her mocha face and bare shoulders.

Her walk took her past the airport, along the river, across the train
tracks, and through the port where the giant blue cranes moved containers
on and off the ships from all around the world.
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Dark rainclouds moved across the sky to the south of the city, and the

raindrops that poured from them reflected the rays of sun from behind her
to cast a rainbow that framed the city skyline perfectly.

Norma liked to take breaks on her walks and there were plenty of oppor-
tunities. First there was a cement bench underneath a wooden shelter over-
looking the bicycle path, behind the fire station. It was shady on sunny days
and dry on rainy ones.

At the skateboard park underneath the highway, she’d watch the slim
youths in ill-fitting clothes fly down the ramps and spin through the air and
fall and curse and pull themselves back to the top of the ramp to try again.
Sometimes they’d share their beer with her; sometimes they had sports
drinks, but they never shared those.

There was the long stretch of empty benches along the pier, where the
fishermen spent all morning hanging over the railing, coaxing catfish and
bass to bite at the treats hooked to the end of homemade fishing poles.
They’d ignore her as she walked past and she preferred it that way.

As she rested on a patch of grass on a small hill, underneath a tall and
ancient sweet bay magnolia, overlooking the power transformer substa-
tion, she was joined by a stranger.

The stranger was round-bodied and of modest height, with shimmering
dark-chestnut-brown skin, and wooly black hair that cumulused atop her
head. She wore bright red sneakers, baggy blue jeans, and a bright white
t-shirt with bold black letters that read, “RESIST”.

The stranger coughed politely as she approached, “May I join you?”
Norma was startled because she had been dozing off, slightly woozy

from the warm pale ale the skaters had given her.
“Plenty of room, I suppose,” she said lazily, “have you got a cigarette?”
The stranger sat with her legs crossed, back to the tree, fingers inter-

twined palm up in her lap, looking down the hill at the fence around the
substation and the swampland beyond.

“Cigarette?” asked Norma again, hopefully, signing with two fingers.
“It spoils the view,” the stranger said after a quiet spell, “the infrastruc-

ture. I never understood why they had to put it out in the middle of nature.
Why they wouldn’t build it somewhere it wasn’t spoiling everything around
it. Why they couldn’t build it on top of a building, or underneath a highway,
or in a cave somewhere.

“It’s like they wanted to hide it from their view so they built it as far away
from their civilization as they could manage.

“So shortsighted.”
Norma followed the stranger’s gaze from the dull-aluminum power-trans-

mission cables that ran from one end of the horizon to the other, twisting
and bowing from the tops of tall, broad-shouldered, zinc-plated steel tow-
ers, to where they met before them in a jumble of oddly-shaped machines
that hummed and buzzed like they were alive but stood perfectly still in
their ceramic and steel housings. Her eyes wandered the wetlands and the
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lake that mingled with them.
“No cigarette, then?” she asked with a frown.
The stranger turned to Norma and smiled, “No, I don’t smoke.”
“It’s terrible for you,” said Norma guiltily. “I’d give them up, but mama

didn’t raise no quitter.”
Norma liked to smile and lightly cackle after she made that joke, so she

smiled at the stranger, revealing a missing front tooth as she clucked. Her
face — light brown and weathered from the years, wrinkled and well-worn,
torn in a few places and imperfectly mended — fit her like a well-loved gar-
ment. A spray of salt and pepper hair fell from her brow and tickled the side
of her face in a belated attempt to frame the portrait. Norma waved it away
like a swarm of insects and like an insect, it returned.

The stranger sighed a deep, cleansing breath, eyes partly closed, her
young, smooth dark-brown face raised to the sky, dappled with the late af-
ternoon sunlight filtering through the ivory flowers and dark-emerald
leaves of the tall magnolia tree.

“I’ve always enjoyed your sense of humor, Norma,” she said.
Norma blinked and turned to the stranger. “Have we met?” she asked.
“We have just now,” said the stranger with her charming smile and a prof-

fered hand, “I’m Doctor Weddo, but please call me Ayida.”
Norma warily grasped Ayida’s cool hand and shook it, “I don’t care for

doctors.”
“I’m not that kind of doctor,” assured Ayida.
“What kind?”
“I’m an obstetrician.”
“You deliver babies? I suppose you’re alright then.”
Ayida smiled warmly with lush, full lips and through her round, freckled

cheeks and in her iridescent, kind brown, lustrous eyes.
“We have so much to talk about and I don’t have a great deal of time, so

it’s important that we get to it, but first, I would like to have a chili dog. Will
you join me?”

She spoke with an accent Norma couldn’t place. Completely foreign and
ancient and at the same time lyrically modern and familiar, when Ayida
spoke, Norma felt entranced.

Norma shrugged and nodded her head, “Sure.”
Fifteen minutes later, they were at Mr. Chilli’s First Class Hot Dogs &

Sweet’s Pastries, where walrus-mustached engineers and bearded cement-
mixer drivers rubbed elbows over spiced sausages with flavorful toppings.
Ayida made short work of the eponymous basket meal with fries and was
swabbing up the remains of the chili with her fingertips. Norma slurped her
strawberry malted and addressed her second Chicago-style Polish sausage
with relish.

“It’s a shame, isn’t it,” started Ayida as she wiped her fingers with a
napkin.

She continued after Norma prodded her with a nod and a wave of the
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bun-wrapped sausage, “the greatest loss of resources wasn’t the melting of
the icecaps, not the defilement of the ecosystem, nor was it the gratuitous
waste of resources, these things could be recovered or rebuilt or at least
resynthesized. The greatest loss was the loss of potential locked inside of
people who were discarded because no one recognized their value.

“Any characteristic that deviated from the norm was cause for isolation
from society. Can you imagine someone unable to work as a biologist be-
cause they were able to see the wind blowing through the trees? Or some-
one unable to be a mathematician because they hear the melody of an
equation? Or a physicist because they can feel the motion of the stars in the
heavens?”

Ayida shook her head and sighed.
“The inability to accept that there is more to seeing than what is in your

eyes and more to hearing than what is in your ears was a tragic lack of un-
derstanding: that the universe’s depth far outstrips the senses you evolved
to experience it.”

Norma was beginning to feel uncomfortable.
“What does this have to do with me,” she asked warily.
“It’s alright, Norma, I see them too. I see them everywhere, all the time.

They are a part of me, as well.”
Norma felt like she was a specimen under a microscope.
“Everyone can see rainbows, but only after it rains,” repeated Norma, the

line she’d learned from a thousand kindly doctors who just wanted to help.
“But you see the rainbows all the time, don’t you, Norma. You see them

crisscrossing the clear blue skies, like flights of bats through the darkest
nights, cascading like streams down streets and highways, pouring out of
windows and doorways and wreathed around every person and animal
you’ve ever encountered, you see them everywhere and the only thing that
stops you from seeing them are the medicines they give you that make you
so tired.”

Norma was starting to feel agitated and she fiddled with the sleeve of her
windbreaker, zipping and unzipping the fastener at her wrist.

“Peace angel,” whispered Ayida.
A cool breeze blew through the doorway of the restaurant and with it, a

sense of calm encompassed Norma like the embrace of a mother. Not since
she was a small child had she felt this feeling of calm without exhaustion,
peace without dependency, contentment without burden. Her vision
cleared and the world stood still and all she could see was the kind lumi-
nous face of Ayida bearing a velvety smile. The air around her was filled
with the hum of a familiar lullaby Norma couldn’t quite recollect.

The breeze and the melody died down as the din of the other diners ram-
bling about the establishment rose.

“Let’s go for a walk, Norma,” said Ayida as her visage turned and she rose
to leave. Collecting up the empty baskets and tossing the greasy wrappers
into the compost bin, Ayida led Norma out the doorway toward the broad
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street with tiny sidewalks that wound their way east to the city. They
walked for a while together in silence.

“You’re better than the average doctor,” ventured Norma.
“Thank you, Norma. I’m really very sorry I had to do that, but you were

going to have a difficult time and we have a lot to do today,” replied Ayida,
with empathy. “I don’t make a practice of changing how people feel.”

“You would probably make a lot of money if that was the kind of medical
practice you set up. People would pay a lot for that.”

“I suppose so,” Ayida laughed lightly. “A lot was offered to me, once.” she
remembered. “I turned him down, though. I don’t have much use for all that
gold, not even as much as he offered and it was quite a lot.”

“You must be very wealthy yourself, then,” guessed Norma.
“Not financially, not at all,” sputtered Ayida, “it’s just that at the time,” she

paused, “all of my needs were met.”
“Your husband, then.”
“No, not him either. Definitely not him.” Her face reflected a mood that

was difficult for Norma to read. “My husband, the poor dear, is not doing
well at all right now.”

Norma stopped and looked around her, blinking. They were nearing the
center of the city now and the sun was sinking lower toward the horizon.

“I should be getting back,” said Norma.
They were in the mid-city district now. Stadiums protected playfields that

no child would ever frolic upon. Highways and train tracks separated ware-
houses from homes and apartments. Skyscrapers rose lush and lofty above
the city, like grasses over a septic tank. Memories of Katrina rose from the
landscape like hot waves of air over a parking lot.

“It’s not much farther, Norma.”
“I have to get home and it’s far away.”
“Not anymore, it’s close, your new home. Trust me, Norma,” appealed

Ayida with great kindness.
“I shouldn’t.”
“This time, you can. You know that I could force you, but I don’t. I am

asking because I trust you will trust me.
“But also, because you don’t have to come with me. If you choose, you

can stay. I wouldn’t recommend staying, but you do have a choice.”
“I’m afraid,” said Norma with her voice shaking.
“Take my hand, then, and I will lend you my strength.”
Ayida held out her hand and Norma could see how strongly the spectrum

wove its way around and through the being before her. She’d been trained
by so many well-meaning people to fear anything that made the colors
brighter so that by now she knew no other way to feel about them.

But Ayida’s hand was welcoming, her plump fingers wiggled and the
spectrum ribboned out from them, beckoning her to take hold.

Norma closed her eyes and reached out to take hold of the soft, strong,
warm hand and all that was solid of the world bent around her into a vortex
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and poured itself into a deep fissure in the earth that swirled around them
and enveloped them in its cold embrace.

Damballah the Sky Father — the Great Master, king of the heavens, the pri-
mordial creator of the cosmos and all the life within it, inventor of rational
thought, prime loa of Haitian and Dominican Voodoo, guardian of the gate-
way between heaven and earth, patriarch of the ancient West African King-
dom of Dahomey and its subjects scattered by the diaspora — was late.

The mighty serpent spirit had to suffer through twelve more interminable
stops on the busy streetcar line during rush hour. The reason he wasn’t tak-
ing a cab was because he’d lost his wallet somewhere between the library
and the grocery store. Despite his status as kind of a major divine being,
not owning a smartphone was definitely a hindrance.

A thorough examination of the route between home and the store had
revealed nothing but two empty mojos, a busted hoodoo charm, a packet
of fake zombie powder, a lengthy twist of copper wire about as long as his
tail, and a worn-out juju. Today had been the worst day in all twenty-one
billion years of Damballah’s existence so far and it only seemed like it was
going to get worse from here on out.

“Fuck my life,” mumbled the primordial creator of the cosmos.
His wife had explained, twice, that he was expected to pick up two dozen

eggs, a gallon of milk, a bottle of honey, and a loaf of Wonder bread. The
mighty serpent spirit, being unable to purchase any of these delicacies
without his debit card, left the store empty handed, went back over the
journey, returned empty-handed again, and found himself running very,
very late.

That was just the start of his problems.
Without any cash, the serpent loa had to resort to begging in order to pay

for the train ticket. It took almost twenty minutes before someone took
pity on him and dropped a soon-to-be-expired transfer token into the the
inventor of rational thought’s upturned New Orleans Baby Cakes baseball
cap.

Damballah pulled his wool coat close to his yellow-green scales, leaned
against the imitation hardwood at the back of the streetcar, and stared out
of the window at the gathering darkness. After the fourth stop, as the train
rattled past the cemeteries, Damballah wished himself into the gloomy
dusk and reappeared deep in the underworld, at the foundation of reality
itself, in a gated suburb in the wealthy section of the well-tended shores of
the river Lethe: home sweet home.

Damballah removed his coat and hung it in the closet next to the door-
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way.
“You lost this,” said Ayida as she handed him his wallet, kissing his cold,

scaly cheek, wrapping her arms around his muscular frame.
“It’s been a hell of a day, baby.”
Damballah stood in the doorway to his home, weary as a beaten man. He

turned into her embrace and rested his tired, scaly brow on his beloved
wife’s soft, warm forehead and slowly coiled his tail around her waist.

Ayida rubbed the crown of his head the way he liked and raised hers to
breathe warm breath into his heat-sensing pits. They stood together there,
at the threshold to the world of spirits, gently caressing each other for an
indeterminate amount of time, until they once again felt a collective sense
of peace and security.

Then, she slowly pulled herself away from out of his coils, crossed the
front room to the spacious kitchen, opened one of the double doors of the
refrigerator, and stared blankly at the empty shelves. She repeated with the
other door and the same blank stare.

She sighed heavily.
“You’ll be happy to hear that I found her,” she called into the garden

room. “She’s resting in the guest suite.”
“Finally,” said Damballah with relief.
“She’s not well, as we suspected.”
“Are you sure she’s up to this?” asked Damballah as he mixed himself a

scotch and soda at the sideboard. “If she’s such a mess, maybe it would be
better to just leave her be.”

Their apartment on the outskirts where the firmament met with the spirit
world was small but comfortable, and tailored to their needs. Spreading
out from an atrium, open to the the light of creation, a hallway split off to
the spacious kitchen with cabinets of chestnut, granite counter-tops, an is-
land to hold a prep-sink and an induction-stove, the latest smart refrigera-
tor with French-style doors, and dishwasher. Another short hallway led to
the garden room where a 72-inch 4K television screen with a seven-channel
Dolby Atmos sound system stood, surrounded by ferns and two ornamen-
tal baobab trees. The assembly faced the opening of a kid-leather sectional
sofa arrayed in a J-shape around a mahogany coffee table. Surrounding it
all were potted crane flowers, nandi flames, sabi stars, king sugar bushes,
tiger lilies, candelabra aloe, African daisies, and a vast array of mixed suc-
culents.

The skylight bathed the garden room in the warm glow of the light of Ely-
sium, the mingling of floral scents was intoxicating as they wove their way
through the apartments.

Beyond the garden room, separated by draped tapestries — offerings
from the finest craftspeople in all creation — was their sumptuous bed-
room, the master bath, the library of ancient and modern knowledge, and
a long hallway that led to the semi-detached guest villa where Norma lay
resting.



27

Homeless is Not a Place
“They make it rough for each other,” reminded Ayida. “We made her what

she is, that’s not her fault. The other humans could have shared the burden
with her, but instead, they left her to fend for herself.”

“That’s one way to look at it, I guess,” said Damballah gruffly as he slith-
ered into the garden room and coiled onto his favorite section of the sofa.
He fished for the remote, turned on the television, and lazily flipped
through the channels.

“All things being equal,” said Ayida, “she should have been fine, but they
abandoned her. No one is meant to go it alone.”

“Agreed that we have left her with a heavy burden, but we’ve watched
others sustain worse,” he noted. “What makes her so special?”

“My love,” she cooed as she joined him on the sofa and snuggled into his
coils, “not even we can fairly measure her burden.”

Damballah frowned, “Is it they who abandoned her or her who aban-
doned them? Hmm? Maybe they failed her, but she also fails herself.”

They’d had this kind of conversation before, many times over the ages.
They spent their time together and sometimes alone on the sofa, flipping
through the channels as the theatre of creation played out on the screen.
Ayida would become embroiled in the drama and the emotion. Damballa
being only interested in the spectacle and the action.

They’d watched slave uprisings overcome empires, terrified villagers de-
feat hungry beasts, and dying children master their fears as they faced what
was behind the veil. They’d seen life at its very, very best and at its very,
very worst.

But the one thing they both agreed on was that a great deal of the time,
there wasn’t anything worth watching on the television.

In their better moments, usually after enjoying some good live pornogra-
phy — picture-in-picture, from all the angles — followed by flurries of their
own sexual intercourse and a delicious meal of fresh eggs, raw milk, and
honey; they would merge together and see the creatures lives from all per-
spectives. In those moments, the real beauty of all existence would become
clear, but today their larder was bare and they were seeing through differ-
ent eyes.

“Does she truly fail?” questioned Ayida firmly. “Look at your own day to-
day, how you struggled and waned, cursed your existence, and begged like
a pauper. You are the most powerful being in creation. If you can fail so
miserably and still command respect, then why can’t she?”

“The hell you say, woman,” Damballah pouted and flipped furiously
through the channels, fuming silence.

They lay there, together in body and separate in mind, on the couch for a
few hours, watching the lives of humans unfold in front of them. Human
civilization and the world around it was collapsing and they were dimly be-
coming aware of it. Yet most of them carried on with business as usual, like
ants in a colony after their queen has died.

Ayida got up went to the bathroom to wash off the sparse makeup she’d
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applied to look nice during her visit to the mortal world. She changed out
of her jeans and t-shirt into her favorite vermillion terry cloth robe and slip-
pers.

On her way back to the garden room, she bumped into Norma who had
showered and changed into the New Orleans Saints-themed pajamas that
Ayida had left out for her.

“Are you feeling any better, angel?”
“Where in the hell am I?” asked Norma.
“You’re a guest in our home.” replied Ayida. “Come meet my husband.

You’ll love him, I just know it.”
She took Norma by the hand and led her into the garden room where

Damballah was watching a soccer game from the perspective of Christiano
Ronaldo.

“Damballah Sky Father, I’d like you to meet Norma.”
Damballah turned his head to view Norma. Damballah was a thirty-foot

serpent of yellow-green scales that glowed with an inner light. His power-
ful legs, covered in the same smooth scales, protruded from slim hips to
prop himself up when he stood and walked, which he did to get back and
forth from the garden to the bedroom or the bath. He rarely got up out of
the couch, where he would tuck his legs together into his coils.

His head — arrow-head-shaped, like that of a python — was the size of a
child’s torso. His eyes, ochre and vertically-slitted black, met Normas and
as he spoke, his mouth opened and closed to let out the sounds. He waved
tiny, scaled, tyrannosaurus-rex-proportioned hands, in greeting, “Hello
Norma. You look ridiculous in those PJs.”

He didn’t laugh, but instead hissed three times quickly and flicked his
forked tongue.

“Lord protect me,” she cried.
“It’s all we had and her clothes from above were disgusting,” explained

Ayida. “I’m sorry Norma.”
Ayida flashed the, “be nice” look at Damballah and led Norma onto the

couch to sit between them.
He uncoiled slightly and rose his head up so that his eyes were at the

same level as the pair standing before him. He spread his tiny arms to indi-
cate the compound around them.

“Welcome to our home, Norma. You’re safe here.”
On the television, Ronaldo kicked a burner through the goalies hands, off

the side post, and into the net.
“Goooooooal!” yodeled the Sky Father as he raised his head and punched

his tiny fists toward the Elysian sky above them.
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When Norma regained consciousness, she was curled up in the fetal
position on the sofa between the couple. Ayida was holding a white
ceramic cup of something that looked and smelled like chamomile tea. The
television was turned off.

“Here, Norma, sit up and take this, it’ll make you feel better.”
Norma propped herself up, crossed her legs underneath her, accepted

the cup with shaking hands, and took an experimental sniff. It definitely
smelled like chamomile tea, so Norma took a sip. It definitely tasted like
chamomile tea. Norma took the saucer from Ayida and leaned back on the
couch with the cup and saucer on her lap.

“Am I dead?” she asked.
“No, nothing like that,” replied Damballah matter-of-factly. “You are in

the underworld, though. You’re not the first to be here without having died.
It actually happens way more often than people think.”

Ayida nodded in agreement.
“I feel different here, clearer, like… like I’m not crazy anymore.” said

Norma.
Ayida looked at Damballah and widened her eyes.
Damballah’s jaw curved into smile, “That’s very good to hear. I didn’t ex-

pect that to happen at all, let alone so soon.”
Norma looked down at the cup of tea and turned back to Ayida accus-

ingly, “Did you do this to me? Is it the tea?”
“You’re bathing in the light of Elysium, it’s healing your emotional

wounds.”
Ayida looked up at the skylight, “Norma…” she started, then she looked

back at Norma, “there’s a lot of information we don’t have time to explain
to you, but you should know that there’s a library full of books that can help
you understand what’s happened.

“We’ll give it to you in the simplest terms and you can fill in the details
later, okay?”

Damballah cleared his throat, “Ayida and I aren’t from around here. Not
from Earth, nor are we from the universe that Earth is part of, either. Not
even from the same reality that gave rise to your universe. Even this beau-
tiful villa isn’t our home, we are only renting; and today, our lease is up.

“We’re lucky to have you, Norma, because without you, we wouldn’t be
able to go home at all. We have you to thank for that, we’re very grateful for
you.”
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Norma took a long sip of tea and a deep, cleansing breath to center her-
self.

Ayida continued where Damballa left off, “We’re so grateful, that we want
to leave you this home. As a gift. We won’t have need for it anymore, not
where we’re going, and you’re welcome to live here as long as you like.

“You’ll need to learn a few tricks to be able to get back to Earth, or any-
where else you’d like to travel to, should you choose. But you can learn
them from the books in the library of ancient and modern knowledge.

“It’s your choice: if you’d like to go back to where you were living before,
I’ll be happy to take you. We just thought that you’d like having the choice
to live here, instead.

“Do you think you’d like that?”
Norma looked around the garden room, “Where are you going?”
Damballah shifted his coils and said, “We’re going back to our home. It’s

very far away and we won’t be able to return here.”
“Why not?” asked Norma.
Ayida gently touched Norma’s hand, “because we had to pay a very high

price to get home. Travel between realities is very expensive. I don’t think
we could ever afford to come back, we’re very lucky to be able to return
home at all.”

Damballah added with apprehension, “We should tell her about her chil-
dren. She deserves to know. It’s not fair to deny her the knowledge of the
price she paid for this.”

Ayida’s face grew sad, “Norma, angel. I’m so sorry, we’re so sorry.”
Norma twirled the remains of her chamomile tea around in her cup,

watching the plant matter swirl in the turbulent liquid. She took one last
drink and set the cup and saucer carefully on the mahogany coffee table
before her. Then she leaned back on the couch and pressed her fingers to-
gether on the bridge of her nose.

“My babies.”
“Yes,” Ayida and Damballah said together.
“You’re the rainbow.”
Ayida nodded.
“And you’re the serpent.”
Damballah nodded.
“I want to see my children,” demanded Norma, “now.”
Ayida was crying, her face hidden in her hands.
Damballah sighed, “they were the key, the price we all paid so Ayida and

I could return. I’m sorry Norma, your children are no more, they were con-
sumed by the rift when their wavelengths aligned. It was an autonomic
process.”

Norma closed her eyes.
“Long ago, and far away,” Damballa began, “Ayida and I were an explorer.

We became lost while investigating a rift in the skin between our realities.
We found ourselves trapped in this universe when it was nothing but raw
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energy.

“Back then, we were a single entity, but we were alone. Loneliness is
anathema to sentient beings. We split into Ayida and myself so we would
not feel alone.

“We survived like that for a while, we were even happy, but we missed
our home. Our home is nothing like this reality: here, we are constrained
by the lack of additional dimensions. Much like for you, we find it painful
to be restricted from being fully ourselves.

“We had no way to fashion the energy into a key that would unlock a re-
turn passage through the rift. So, we used what was available to us to start
a reaction that would fashion the energy into matter. And at the end of that
reaction, the key would manifest and it would open the rift so we could
return to our home.

“Once the reaction had been started, though, we had to be patient and
wait for the result. It’s been a long time we’ve waited here, most of that time
with only each other to keep ourselves company.

Ayida continued explaining, “We did not know what form the key would
take, only that if we continued to monitor the rift, we would know when it
was produced. We were so happy when we found that the reaction had pro-
duced people like you, Norma. It was unexpected, but delightful.

“Life arose throughout the universe as part of the reaction. Please under-
stand that we were looking for a very specific wavelength that would res-
onate with the rift’s energy, and because of that, it took us a very, very long
time to realize that some of the matter that manifested had lives and feel-
ings and intelligences of its own.

“When we realized this, we attempted contact, but we soon learned that
our presence was disruptive to your growth. So, we developed this,” she
pointed to the television screen, “so we could continue to watch without
disrupting your lives. We fell in love with you all, and we hoped very much
for your success. Many, many civilizations rose and fell on so many worlds.
Some barely made it to childhood, others lived to be ancient as the stars
themselves, but as they all blossomed so too did they all fade.”

Damballah expounded, “We experience time very differently than you.
What you see of us right now isn’t how we spend most of our lives. How
you experience us is very much tied to how you experience the rest of your
life. You are a being that exists mostly in three dimensions, and you’ve only
developed the ability to see three dimensions of us. There is much more to
us than you can experience with the body you have.”

Ayida frowned in mild frustration and stated, “As I said, you’ll find the
books in the library of ancient and modern knowledge to be very helpful in
understanding all of this.”

Damballah continued with the tale, “Once the key was created, it con-
sumed itself. As Ayida said, from the moment events had been set into mo-
tion all those eons ago, we were powerless, and could only await the result
and then experience it.
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“The rift is opened and we’ll be drawn through it soon, there is nothing
that can stop that.”

Ayida sighed, “I know nothing can ever replace Jamal and Marissa,
Norma. I wish we could repay you for what we took from you. We dis-
cussed this a long time before we contacted you. We believe that you de-
serve the opportunity to know what happened and now you know. We are
responsible for your being and all that came with it, but we are also respon-
sible for your tremendous loss. We apologize.”

Norma swallowed the intense feelings that were building up inside of
her. She would process them later, when she had the time.

She scratched her chin and looked up at the golden sky above her. The
light seemed to come from a warm, yellow sun, but it didn’t act like a sun
at all. It never hurt the eyes to look upon it, but it always warmed the skin.
It was always at the perfect viewing angle to light up what was being ob-
served, and it dimmed to darkness when one closed their eyes to rest.

“So, you’re gods?” asked Norma.
“No, just beings. Not terribly unlike you are, Norma. Or what you’ll be

someday, if your species survives long enough,” answered Ayida.
“But you created us.”
“Yes, but not on purpose. We set events into motion, what happened after

that was beyond our control,” answered Damballah.
“But you can control us.”
“Hmm,” mused Ayida. “Not control, though I guess it must feel like that.
“Imagine you have a tiny boat floating in your bathtub. The boat doesn’t

move because there are no waves or currents in the bathtub. But, you can
blow air on the boat and it moves, and you can make a current in the water
by waving your hands through it.

“What must the boat feel? Does it feel as if it is being moved without it
having a say in things?

“So, in that way, we can influence, but not directly control.”
“Humans do it to each other all the time, with social pressure,” said

Damballah. “Your institutions are the water the boat floats in and your com-
munities are the air that fills the sails. By changing them, you can effect
other people, for better or for worse.”

“What’s more important is knowing how inappropriate it is to use that
ability without someone’s permission,” added Ayida. “Manipulating other
people is wrong, no matter how you do it.”

“But not convincing. Convincing is not only allowed, but necessary.
There’s a subtle but important difference,” said Damballah with a nod to-
ward his wife.

Ayida smiled at her husband.
Norma sat in silence for a moment and then asked, “You’ve been very

kind to me. You treated me like a person. No one treats me like a person
out there.” Norma motioned toward the foyer.

“I’m so sorry people treated you like that, Norma,” said Ayida. “We’ve
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learned that we have to be kind. When you wield as much power as we do,
it’s easy to make mistakes and cause great harm without even knowing it.

“One of the first things we learned is that it’s better to remove ourselves
from a situation and let harm happen than it is to wade into a situation and
unintentionally cause even greater harm.

“With wisdom, these distinctions become easier to make, but we don’t
claim greater wisdom. We’ve known some of your people who are far wiser
than we’ll ever be and so we’ve tried to learn from them as best we can. One
thing we’ve learned is that great wisdom doesn’t come from great power,
sometimes they even seem to be oppositional attributes.”

Damballah made a pyramid with his tiny fingertips at the end of arms that
barely stretched across his chest to meet together, “having known you has
made us better at being ourselves.”

“You mentioned civilizations fading,” asked Norma, “is that what’s going
to happen to ours?”

Damballah and Ayida shared a worried look.
“Everything changes, angel,” said Ayida finally.
“The library of ancient and modern knowledge will be of help to you

there, but I don’t know if you’ll find it very comforting,” said Damballah.
Norma wove her fingers together and laid her hands in her lap. She

sighed softly, resigned herself, and said, “I guess I have a lot of reading to
do.”

“There’s one other thing…” started Damballah.
“She doesn’t need to know, love. If it happens, it won’t matter that we

told her or not,” said Ayida quietly.
Norma laughed nervously, “Well now you have to tell me.”
Ayida laughed in sympathy.
“There is a possibility all of this will cease to exist when we’ve been re-

moved from the system, or that your universe will begin to collapse on it-
self,” said Damballah gravely. “Because we were merely a reaction catalyst,
the likelihood is that the system has minimal further use for us in the reac-
tion. But we cannot be entirely certain that we weren’t also a kinetic cata-
lyst.

“We made every attempt to keep ourselves out of the reaction process,
which is why we moved here to the underworld,” he said as he waved his
tiny arms toward the ceiling and the warming sky above.

“The suburbs of the underworld, not like, downtown underworld,” cor-
rected Ayida with a shiver.

The three sat in silence for a while.
“I see,” said Norma. “One last question, I guess.”
Norma looked up at the sun above just as it dipped behind a fluffy little

cloud and sent rays shooting across the sky.
“Will there still be rainbows after you’re gone?”
“I guess that’s up to you, Norma,” said Ayida slyly.
Damballah and Ayida sat quietly in thought, glancing around the room,
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occasionally fidgeting.
“I think that about covers it,” said Damballah finally, after regarding

Ayida solemnly.
“It’s getting to be about that time anyway,” said Ayida sadly. “I’m going to

miss this all so much.”
Damballah slithered across the couch and coiled loving around his wife,

his arrow-head face laid across her wide lap. Ayida smiled her beautiful
wide smile and winked at Norma and wrapped her arms around her
beloved husband. He closed his eye-slits, and then….

They were gone.
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Illustrations by Stieg Retlin
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This is our logo.
We like it enough to feel
that it represents us.
It doesn’t, but we like to
pretend.

Floating.point
These are the words that
name us. They are also
mere representations,
but their imprecision is
calculated to cause our
minds to wander and
ponder the implications.
“What’s the point?”,
“Above what are we
floating?”, and “Why
isn’t your logo a comma?”,
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THE THING
That ate

Enumclaw
Illustrations by Stieg RetlinWords by Jonnie Wilder
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The Thing shambled out of Renton
with a hunger that could not be fulfilled.

It wailed and cried a terrible cry that
rang from the hills that lined the Green
River Valley.

Mortals trembled in fear and the mall
closed early that day.
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The Thing that Ate Enumclaw

Filbit had the day off work for once.

Plans were made that could not be
broken. There would be frisbee and
music and kites. There would be corn
dogs and hummus and wine.

Filbit was not okay with The Thing
creating chaos and extra traffic and
ruining everything.
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The military sent out their best troops
and equipment to stop The Thing.

They would not stand for this kind of
aggressive encroachment.

Causing traffic and closing the malls
was their red line that could not be
crossed.
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The Thing that Ate Enumclaw

Humanity stayed inside and watched
streaming video and chilled.

Which, to be honest, wasn’t all that
different from any other day.



42

The Thing was not deterred.

Enumclaw would be devoured if
nothing was done.
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The Thing that Ate Enumclaw

Our finest military minds wracked
their brains.

The situation began to look hopeless.
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Evacuations were begun.

The ultra-rich had already fled to Mars
so the rest of us piled onto schooners
and set sail for the new world.

But there weren’t enough ships to save
us all.
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The Thing that Ate Enumclaw

Two great heroes concocted a plan.
Science would be deployed and the
motivations of The Thing were to be
deduced.

What did The Thing desire? What did
The Thing fear?



46

Science determined The Thing was like
us, it just wanted love.

Kittens were deployed. Cuteness
overwhelmed The Thing and it sunk
back into the primordial ooze from
whence it came.
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The Thing that Ate Enumclaw

They say to this day that The Thing
still plots its revenge, and will return as
soon as allergy season is over.

Good luck, Thing. Allergy season is
never over in the Pacific Northwest.



48

Enumclaw was saved.

Filbit and doggo could picnic after all.

Doggo loves hummus and frisbee.

The End
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WE LIKE MEMES, they’re fun. They’re also useful compression algorithms
for cultural information. Fun and useful, that’s what we like to see out of a
meme.

Quite often, a meme is used as an identification badge to show member-
ship in a tribe. Identification memes contain precious little actual informa-
tion, in fact, that’s their best quality. There isn’t enough information in an
identification badge meme to give anything away to an uninitiated recipi-
ent. Just ask anyone who’s shared or received a Star Wars Prequel meme.
Much like an inside joke, you have to be there to get it; so if someone gets
it, you know they’ve been there.

Metaphors also hold cultural information and transmit that information
to others. Memes aren’t metaphors, and metaphors aren’t memes, but
memes often make use of metaphor to compress and transmit information.

For instance, the anime butterfly meme uses a situation where a charac-
ter is obviously misidentifying a butterfly as a pigeon as metaphor for all
the other times people misidentify things. Sometimes these misidentifica-
tions are on purpose, sometimes they’re accidental; sometimes due to con-
fusion, sometimes to confuse others. We miscategorize all the time, so
there’s an obvious need to be able to communicate this easily to others.

We developed language because it was helpful to transmit information
about our environment to others. Because language was so successful at
this, language started to get more and more complicated and because of
that depth, became better at transmitting more information.

But at some point, the intricacy of language required to transmit more
complicated ideas gets in the way of effectively communicating them. So
we turn to shortcuts, we encode and compress ideas so that we can more
efficiently transmit them. Metaphor and simile are two ways that we do
that.

A publication such as Floating.point traffics in a lot of metaphor and
simile. We’re not just a collective of artists and writers, we’re positively
cartel-like in the sense that we get together with the intention of trafficking

Backword
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in ideas that are illicit and dangerous to the status quo. We’re cognitive out-
laws who want to deliver unsanctioned ideas and contraband outlooks in
order to corrupt youth and the aged into rebelling against authorities and
bucking the trends.

When we’re doing it right, there’s going to be a lot of imagery, visual and
cerebral, on these pages that’s up to interpretation.

Roland Barthes gave the impression in his essay, “The Death of the Au-
thor” that he seemed to come firmly down on the nay side of the question
of whether to impose the limitations of the author on the interpretation of
a text. It does sometimes seem to be obvious that while truth may be
stranger than fiction, sometimes a writer’s intent can totally do a disservice
to the interpretation of a piece of work. Sometimes we transcend our crude
tools and produce art that is greater than the sum of its parts; and some-
times, the only beauty to be found is in the eye of the beholder.

Floating.point doesn’t support one side or another in the critical interpre-
tation game. We’re all laissez-faire when it comes to theory. You can swing
your hermeneutics wherever you want, as long as you keep it away from
our noses.

With that in mind, we think that while it may not be important, or rele-
vant, or even good manners, it’s at least interesting to take a victory lap on
the interpretation circuit. Preferably sans pants; to feel the wind in the wil-
lows, as it were.

So here goes.

Counting on Quantum Pebbles
Originally appeared as “Quantum Rocks” on Emojiency.com as a three

hundred word blog post, at least two hundred of which were poorly fact-
checked. The premise was interesting: that we start counting from one, not
zero; so why when we count down, do we count down to zero. Jonnie was
doing a lot of writing of code during those days, so the computer science
angle was relevant.

When we were considering articles for inclusion in Floating.point, Quan-
tum Rocks seemed like a good place to start. Our editorial mission isn’t
solely focused on fiction, so we wanted to make sure to include at least one
essay on our maiden voyage, in case the crew got hungry for solid food.

We’re not going to say the essay is pure fiction, but we will note that
Wikipedia is to research as taking an Uber home from the bar is to being a
Formula 1 racer: a few of the same actions are involved, but the outcome
is completely different. There are probably errors. There may even be
grave errors. Some possibly egregious. But the point stands: the map is not
the territory and the universe doesn’t run on binary logic.

“Counting on Quantum Pebbles” draws an invisible line from the inade-
quacies of a binary logic model of the universe to the left-versus-right poli-
tics that dominates public discourse today. That’s right, what “Counting” is
saying, without going out on a limb to say it, is that there’s more to life than
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living on one extreme or another. Superposition isn’t standing in the middle
of the road, it’s recognizing that each side has some valid points and each
side slings some batshit dogma. Real logical reasoning enables us to be
able to sift through it all and find beauty where even lies fear to tread, and
to be able to stomach the ugliness of the truth.

Or something.

Ejecta: Life & Dreams of an Asteroid
There are no winners in the cosmic billiard game of eccentric orbits and

parabolic trajectories. Space is a big place, big enough for every metaphor
to have its own dedicated solar system, with a whole Van Allen belt of
tropes and analogies to drive the point home.

Important questions that made us question our assumptions: What
makes a satellite a planet or a planet a satellite. In a binary or trinary star
system, which one’s the satellite? And why do we keep spelling satellite
with two “t”s and one “l”?

Maybe “Ejecta” is a metaphor for mental illness? That we are cast away
from our stable home by a traumatic encounter, sent whirling off into unfa-
miliar territory without any indication of direction, constantly comparing
ourselves to more “stable” objects in our path, and ultimately envious of
their fate. All the while being unable to appreciate the epic trajectory of our
own journey, because it doesn’t follow an easily deducible course.

Or something.

Homeless is Not a Place
The title is from a quote about home that takes many forms, “home is not

a place, it’s a person,” or “home is not a place, it’s a feeling” are two popular
versions. There is an epidemic of homelessness in Seattle, which is where
the story was originally set, but then transported to New Orleans because
it felt like a more fitting setting for the two celestial beings at the center of
the story. If home is not a place, then homelessness can’t be one either,
right? And if it’s not a place, then is homelessness a feeling? A person? A
result?

While too many take solace in false solutions to the problem such as im-
prisoning or institutionalizing the mentally ill and homeless (the two prac-
tically go hand-in hand these days), the solutions that are known to work
such as reintegration into society seem resistant to implementation. The
question that “Homeless” takes on is, “what caused two specific cases of
mental illness and what heals it”. “Homeless” heals those wounds with two
tablets of extra-strength panacea. Mary Sue would be proud.

What does “Homeless” help us understand? That mental illness isn’t al-
ways a disability, sometimes it’s just a different expression than people are
used to living with. We have such little patience for people who have diffi-
culties moving past trauma and we’re so quick to abandon them, reasoning
that “they’re just not trying hard enough”. The difference between treatable
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mental illness and intractable mental illness is too often the difference be-
tween someone having a healthy community to be a part of or not. If we
cast out traumatized people to live in traumatized communities, expecta-
tion of any other outcome than increased trauma and deeper illness is the
real lunacy. Yet who gets the blame?

In order to view this problem from ten thousand feet, requires a pair of
mile-high flyers. Who else but the celestial being responsible for holding up
the firmament on its technicolor coils could see things from that kind of
altitude? The rainbow serpent’s split personality would be a mental illness
if it occurred in a mortal, but is somehow godly when expressed by a deity.
Is the disability of mental illness more about who has it than the illness
itself?

When writing about ancient African deities a measure of cultural sensi-
tivity is required. At Floating.point, we try to walk a fine line between the
belief that all genres are open to all and that cultural appropriation is not
only insensitive, it makes for bad fiction. Would “Homeless” be quite as
wonderful had Ayida and Damballah not been two of its three characters?
Not even a little bit: they’re charming and we’re in love with them and hav-
ing to say goodbye to them made us cry. Maybe that should be the yardstick
by which we judge future submissions where the author is working outside
of their comfort zone? Are the characters lovable?

Or something.

The Thing that Ate Enumclaw
Everyone wants to be loved, even the villains. Cats and dogs make us

happier than most of us deserve to be. The Thing is a metaphor for our sav-
age hunger for whatever we can’t have.

Also, turning to violence as an initial solution to every problem is ineffec-
tual. Listening to people who are further down the list of people we usually
go to for solutions is often more effective.

Or something.




