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To the authoritarians.
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“Lo único que deseo saber, es donde moriré; por lo tanto nunca iré allí.”

--Nicolo Carlos del Llano
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It’s sort of a strange thing to know exactly where you are going to die. I didn’t 
know exactly when or how, but I certainly knew where. And I spent my whole 
life trying to avoid that place. And the irony is that I was heading that way all 
along.

I was fifteen when I discovered where I was going to die. I didn't know it 
then, but my life was halfway done. On a dare with some buddies I climbed the 
rickety old stairs to the fortune teller's shop on Duvall Street downtown. Man, 
what a stupid thing to do. But who was I to resist peer pressure? We've been 
giving into our peers for a hundred thousand years, I bet. Even old people caved 
in to peer pressure. Who am I to buck millennia of social evolution?

But that's not what this story is about, not yet anyway. You see, as I lie here 
dying, I wanted to say something inspiring. I wanted to explain to someone how 
I got halfway through my life at fifteen and then spent the next half worrying 
every goddamn moment if I was in the place the old fortune teller told me 
about. Is this the place? I often thought. Or, how about this place? Or this?

Talk about a perpetual worry-wort. That was fucking stressful, let me tell you. 
In fact, where I am now is kind of peaceful.

It's stupid, really. I probably could have figured this out without her help 
anyway. But that wouldn't make the story any better. Or worse for that matter.

I remember walking up the stairs. There was no light in the stairwell. My 
buddies were sort of crowding up the stairs behind me, but they were kind of 
holding back too. I don't know why we were scared. But we were. Gypsy 
fortune tellers were an unknown to us. Getting your palm read, when you just 
said it, could mean anything from reading to slicing. Know what I mean? They 
might tell you your fortune, then torture you too. They should be called forture 
tellers.

Now that I'm dying (and I really am; I promise I won't get to the end and say, 
"Actually, sorry. I wasn't really dying--just wanted to get your attention and tell 
you something" or, "Oh, the doctors did everything they could and in the 
eleventh hour they pulled me back from the brink!" I would kick my own ass if 
that were the case; no, I'm really dying; actually, if you're hearing or reading this 
somehow, I'm probably--definitely--already gone) it doesn't seem so scary, that 
fortune teller's room. It was just an old room in an old building, or so I thought. I 
imagined back then that she probably paid about $800 a month for it. It was all 
of about eight feet across from one corner to another. The walls were painted 
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black. The lighting was dim. There was a round table in the middle of the room 
with a black cloth thrown over it. No crystal ball, unfortunately (I know, I was 
totally bummed too). The girl sitting on the far side of the table was in her 
thirties, probably. Long, straight black hair. Black button down blouse. I couldn't 
see what sort of skirt or pants she was wearing. She was beautiful though, I can 
tell you that. Olive skin. Dark brown eyes. Weirdly exotic. Especially for me 
then. At fifteen.

There was an empty chair and she motioned with her right hand for me to sit 
in it. I sat down and stared into her eyes. I noticed her face too, aquiline nose, 
red lips, perfect white teeth when she smiled (which she only did slightly and 
not often enough). She reached across the table with her palms facing up, her 
shoulders hunching forward. I reached out and laid my hands on hers.

It was electric. Seriously.

She closed her eyes and dipped her head slightly. She breathed deeply, and I 
could feel her breath on the backs of my hands. I wanted to look around the 
room, but the place was so dismally boring and black, that all I could focus on 
was the fortune teller.

Her breathing became erratic. Her shoulders started to shudder. Was she 
sobbing? She snapped her head up and her eyes were wide open and crying. 
She looked like she was in the pain of agonizing sorrow. She sucked in a big 
gulp of air.

"You are going to change the world," she said. "You are going to die in a red 
room."

Then she burst into tears and pulled her hands back from mine. I suddenly 
felt completely disconnected, not just from her but from the physical world. I 
tried to stand up, but I fell over sideways and backwards and knocked over the 
chair and landed on my shoulder and lay there crumpled on the floor.

Where were my buddies now? I was alone in this room. I felt sick to my 
stomach and I closed my eyes, rolling slightly back and forth on the floor. I don't 
know how long I lay there.

"Dude, did you trip or what?" one of my buddies said behind me. I opened 
my eyes and looked up into his face. He was grinning like he'd just eaten the 
last cookie.

"Come on, man. This place is lame," said another buddy behind the first. 
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Someone lifted me up by the underarms. I looked around the room.

White walls. Beige industrial carpet. An old phone plugged into the wall and 
sitting on the floor. Otherwise, the room was completely empty.

"I guess the old gypsy witch left town without her sign," said a buddy.

"Come on, dudes, let's get the hell out of here," said another buddy. "This is 
fucking boring!" Someone grabbed my arm and then we were all scrambling 
down the stairs and out onto the street and onto where I can't remember, maybe 
the arcade, but all I could think about was that beautiful dark-haired girl and the 
indelible image in my mind of a small, square room painted red.

It wasn't until years later that I remembered the first thing she said to me. And 
by then that part had already come true anyway.
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The rest of high school was a blur, really. I did fun stuff and I did dumb stuff. I 
kept playing trumpet; and I stopped playing guitar. I did debate for a little while. 
And I played lacrosse like it was a religion. Mostly, I sat alone when I could and 
thought about this little red room in my head. Where the hell was it? None of 
the rooms in our house were painted red. And none of the rooms in my school 
were either. In fact, I had never seen a room painted red.

Until I googled it, of course. Once.

I never realized how many red rooms there were around the world. There 
were even night clubs called Red Room. Even the goddamn president had a red 
room. He liked to read there, apparently. Ridiculous.

I only googled it one time. I flipped through half a dozen images and then I 
closed my browser. That was enough. Red rooms did, in fact, exist. I just had to 
avoid them.

And for fifteen years, that's exactly what I did.

College was fantastic. I finally started thinking about what I wanted to do 
with my life. What kind of man I wanted to become. And I realized, as I sat 
through classes on math and science and astronomy and philosophy and 
literature that I was much the same as my peers. I probably always had been. So, 
if that were true, then what could we all do together to lift each other up and 
help each other achieve? It seemed like our culture pushed us to individual 
achievement. How could we overcome that?

"We were born in the wrong era," said the pretty, lithe little blond girl across 
from me. There were five of us crammed into the corner of a crowded coffee 
shop in Hollowtown out past the university farm. It was the coolest place I knew 
to be on a Saturday evening. The place was itself an old farmhouse, with a big 
porch out front and each of the downstairs rooms turned into a lounge. In the 
parlor there was a small stage and a jazz trio played almost every night.

I sometimes came here alone. I felt safe here--none of the rooms was red.

The others at the table seemed to agree. We were all aching for the golden 
age of our forebears. Those wonderful turn-of-the-century years in the decade 
before the end of the industrial millennium. But I wasn't so sure I agreed. I had 
thought about it before tonight, in fact.

"You know," I said. "I'm not sure that's really true." Everyone looked at me as I 
lit up a smoke and then took a sip of my coffee.
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"I have a theory that every generation feels like it missed the golden age of its 
grandparents. We never feel like our parents' generation was cool. But we do of 
our grandparents' generations."

"You don't think the '90s were cool?" asked the cute little blond.

"Of course I do," I said.

"Wouldn't you rather have lived then?" asked a guy to my right.

"Of course I would," I said.

"See," the guy said, turning to the blond. She smiled. I realized he was trying 
to impress her.

"But I would most rather be living here and now," I said.

"Why?" the blond asked, looking back at me.

"I'll tell you," I said. I put out my smoke and took a sip of the last of my 
coffee. It was cold. I wanted a beer anyway.

"I'll be right back," I said. I got up and went to the bar and ordered a dark 
beer and another packet of smokes. I was staring out of the window, thinking. I 
knew exactly what I wanted to say, just not how I wanted to say it. I mulled it 
over as I walked back to the table. The others were lost in animated conversation 
about how wonderful the last century had been.

I didn't think it had been so great. It was the most polluting century on 
record. It would take us forever to right the wrongs we had done to our 
environment. Yes, there were some great things. Computing, especially, had 
changed the way we lived and thought. But there were too many negatives.

"The 1920s were the real golden age of this nation," I said. "We had a surplus 
of artistic creativity and cultural openness that we have not seen since. But then 
it fell apart."

I took a sip of my beer, looking down at the table, thinking.

"Then the markets crashed and you know what the backlash was? We 
collectively decided that hard work was the answer. And so we worked hard for 
about twenty years. The greatest hard working ethic we have known in this 
country before or since. But we couldn't sustain it. Work hard in school, go to 
college. Work hard in college, become an engineer or doctor or businessman. 
Work hard in your job and be successful. Work hard at success and then retire. 
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Work hard in retirement to ensure your progeny are hard working contributors. 
And then die and get out of the way for the next generation of hard workers."

"That sounds about right," someone said.

"Then what happened? Twenty years later?" the blond asked me.

"Then our parents came along, after the war. They had everything they 
needed. They didn't have to work hard. They wanted artistic expression. And 
they were being repressed by their parents, by their duplicitous government, by 
any and all authority figures. So you know what they did?" I asked. "They said 
'fuck' a lot. 'Fuck the Man.' 'Fuck you, dad.' 'Fuck the president.' 'Fuck you and 
fuck you and fuck you.' They wanted a revolution of culture. They wanted to 
destroy the world their parents had worked so hard to create. And that's what 
they did."

"And then everything fell apart, right?" the blond said. I kind of liked her.

"Yep, that's what happened. And we never really recovered."

"What do we need to do to recover?" asked someone else. "To heal? As a 
culture."

"We need to combine hard work and revolutions. We need to be hard 
working revolutionaries. Revolting with a work ethic. We don't work hard at 
anything anymore."

"Get rich quick," said the blond. 

"Exactly," I found myself saying. "But that's not really a bad thing. The length 
of time it takes to get rich is not really important. We are right now what we 
want to be in the future. So, if I'm rich in ten years' time, it's because I'm rich 
now." That kind of went over everyone's head. Including my own. Maybe it was 
the beer. I suddenly felt like if we believed we were what we wanted to be, that 
suddenly that's what we'd be. How does that translate to a culture? To a nation?

"What is a hard working revolutionary?" asked the blond.

"I don't know," I admitted. "What is it?"

One of the guys at the table saved us. "It's someone who works hard at his 
passion," he said.

I thought that was great, but I still didn't know how to translate that for 
everyone, collectively. "How does that work for a culture, for a nation?" I asked.
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"I don't know," he began. "I guess you have first to identify what the group 
believes in. What are its values? Then you can encourage everyone to work in 
consonance."

"Or coerce," said the blond. I liked her more now.

"We need the right kind of leadership to get us there, though," said someone 
else.

"Or a dictator," I thought. But what I said was, "Yes, exactly. We need the 
right leadership to get everyone on board with the right values and goals." I was 
twenty. It only took me ten years to get from there to the red room.
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They've strung me up here in this room. I'm hanging from my arms, but my feet 
aren't touching the ground either. They're strung out too. I look like a big human 
X. My intestines are mostly puddled on the floor underneath me. I'm tired of 
looking down at them. At first they were glistening and shiny, especially the 
strands that disappeared into my belly where they cut me open. But now they're 
sort of flat and dull. Most of the blood that was pooled on the floor is gone, only 
to be smeared on the walls around me. The whole room is red. They even 
splashed my blood on the ceiling. What a way to change the world.

Hard to believe that I came from that old farmhouse coffee shop to here in 
ten years. I almost ruled the world. At least the world I lived in.

I had a dream. I turned that into goals. I broke those into tasks. And I just 
tackled each task until I got what I wanted. Almost. And now I’m hanging here 
like a goddamn art exhibit, talking into a recorder some asshole left on the floor. 
“Say something good: Make your mark.” A snarky asshole. Serves me right, I 
guess. Some mark I’ve made. I’m sure they’ll misquote me anyway. They always 
do.

Jesus, that poor blond girl. At least she got it quick. At least she's not 
somewhere hanging suspended over her guts like some medieval torture victim. 
Some fortune, huh? Some forture teller.

I graduated from college with perfect grades. I was somewhat obsessive 
about my scholastics. And those professors who deigned to give me less than an 
A on anything soon learned better. I discovered quite early that I could create 
fear in just about anyone. It's a talent, really. On the one hand I am extremely 
convincing and charismatic; on the other I am rather base and brutal. It's that 
flip side of the coin that frightens people.

Or used to.

Look at me now. Actually, I'm probably a pretty frightening sight hanging 
here, aren't I?

Well, successful in death is still successful. By any measure.

Jesus, that poor blond girl. I never even knew her name. Even after ten years 
or so. She was always just on the fringe of my circle, even when she was lying 
naked underneath me.

But then again, my circle was just me.
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So, in spite of not remembering the fortune teller's first prediction, I ended up 
changing the world after all. In light of my activities, the Congress passed a 
series of ordinances that outlawed the sort of behavior I had made a profession 
of. I create a religion, organized people, made them believe. Then I sent them 
out into the world to encourage others. Or coerce. Depends on your point of 
view.

Just like everything.

It was really just a business model, what I did. I created a limited liability 
corporation, hired employees, and sent my salesmen out into the world to get 
folks to buy my product. And my product was simple: Hard working 
revolutionism. Change things. I didn't care what. Just stir shit up. I honestly 
didn't care what people did. And that was perhaps my mistake. Maybe I should 
have had an agenda. Like a politician. Maybe I should have pushed an actual 
product. Like tee shirts.

I should have known it would end like this. I'm no different than the next guy 
with an idea and a little chutzpah.

The point is that I did something, made my mark. An indelible, unforgettable 
mark on the world.

In the end I realized that my journey was no different than anyone else’s. 
We’re all heading to that place; we all die somewhere. And when we arrive 
there, we all know it for what it is. The place itself is not really important 
anyway--it’s how we got there that matters. We all--each one of us--can change 
the world. Literally. Life really is a journey, not just some destination. I worked 
hard at my passion. I realized my dreams. And knowing where I would meet my 
end never changed my adventure. And it wouldn’t change yours either.
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