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I'm a people person; God isn't. I'd love to take away their plaguing doubts and 
decisions, but God just hides behind his pious front of free will. 

"H AST THOU CONSIDERED MY SERVANT JIM!" 
It was almost closing time at the gymnasium, al- 
most time for the laborers to discreetly murmur 

everybody out the doors and start cleaning up, and here God 
was, bringing up a new subject. Or rather, an old, old subject. 

"Hast thou considered my servant Jim in Provo?" 
I finished the last rep of lat pulls with a grunt and squinted 

up at God through the sweat. He had a beatific look. Figured. 
"Look," I said, "we've gone around and around on this thing." 
I got out of the way, and God moved in to do his set. He 
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moved the pin to his usual Everest of weight with what might 
have been a smile of deprecation but just as easily might have 
been simple pleasantness. Infuriating. I toweled off. "I've con- 
sidered lots of your servants. I don't like them. The ones I like 
aren't your servants. I'm not dumb, you know." 

He glanced up at me with one of those somethings in his 
eye I can't stand. "My servant Jim in Provo might be one of 
yours, might be one of mine. I don't know yet." 

"You don't know?" 
Again the hint of a smile. "I haven't ascertained." By this 

time, you understand, God had already done about as many 
reps as the sands on the seashore, numberless to me though 
not to him, but he hardly seemed to notice, of course. 
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"You mean you haven't decided yet," I said. Couldn't keep 
the exasperation out of my voice: God's coyness about free will 
and determinism gets my goat. 

God took a deep breath, filling his massive chest, and of 
course, all the laborers turned around to look. I rolled my eyes. 
Thoughtfully, he pulled off another six jillion reps, let the 
weights down with a crack like thunder, and stood up. "My 
servant Jim is not happy," he said. "I don't seem to be able to 
change that." 

"Aren't able or-" 
"I just thought you might want to consider him. Maybe you 

can help him." God picked up his towel. "Let's hit the 
showers." It was a bad joke, and I'd heard it a million times, 
but that's what I get for working out with God: there's not 
much point in a disembodied spirit hitting the showers. 

"Don't rub it in," I said. 

J IM Towner was sick of school. At least, that's what he 
thought he was sick of. He was sick of smartass stu- 
dents sucking up to smartass teachers by giving 

smartass answers to stupid, unimportant questions. It 
wasn't like he didn't know the answers. Take his English 
class: the teacher was droning on about some long poem by 
Eliot which for once he had bothered to read because he 
somehow liked that line, "Marie, Marie, hold on tight," or 
something like that. 

"'Marie, Marie, hold on tight.' What does that mean?" this 
dumb cluck of a teacher had asked on Friday. And all these 
smartasses gave their answers: death of the soul, old coot re- 
membering his youth, winter grasping after spring in the 
cruelest month, that kind of thing. Jim had kind of liked that 
teacher before Friday because he seemed to know what was 
what, and Jim had expected this guy to laugh out loud when 
he heard those answers, which is what Jim himself was 
doing inside. He had expected this teacher to say something 
like, no, no, you stupid, brown-nosing jerks. It doesn't mean 
anything. It's just Marie, holding on tight. Don't you get it? 
But this teacher didn't say anything like that. He just grinned 
and nodded like an idiot and wrote all their answers down 
on the blackboard like they were geniuses and then gave his 
dumbass meaning of the line which was even worse than 
theirs. He wrote his answer on the blackboard, too, above 
theirs. 

"Jim, what do you think?" this teacher asked. Jim's hands 
went into clammy fists inside the pockets of his jacket. The 
teacher was gnnning at him like a fool. "Anything you want to 
add?" Yeah, you jerk, you first-class jerk, Jim thought. I want 
to add what dopes you all are. You're all so busy trying to im- 
press yourselves, you're practically wetting your pants; it 
makes me sick. 

"No," Jim said in a soft and respectful voice. "Everything up 
there on the board seems pretty right." Jim was fairly certain he 
heard a faint, just the faintest, chuckle across the room some- 
where. 

After class, he noticed his right palm was bleeding a little. 

I DON'T know why I accepted God's lunch invitation. We 
don't like the same things: he's a vegetarian; I can't get 
enough meat. Of course we-the spirits-don't really eat 

any more than we really lift weights, or do anything else phys- 
ical. But we've developed pretty good imaginations, and I have 
the most developed one around. I can get by on the physical 
plane almost like I'm one of them, imagining I'm touching, 
smelling, holding on to things, even, everything. It's all a 
matter of seeming. 

Anyway, God can always tempt me, and so here I was. I was 
wary, though, when the laborer brought in my steak. I levi- 
tated it while seeming to lift it with my fork, which I was also 
levitating, of course, while seeming to hold onto it. You get the 
idea. I sniffed the meat apprehensively "TW?" 

God smiled. "Is that what you think?" 
"Okay," I said, and cut a mouthful. Meanwhile, God toyed 

with his salad, a gargantuan affair of fruits and vegetables and 
nuts which frankly gave me the willies. 

"It's Jim of Provo," he finally said with a sigh. Affected, I 
thought. "HeS going to kill himself." For a moment, I thought 
I had him, but he quickly added, "I think." He sighed again, 
and this time I believed it. Suicides are a real problem for God: 
I have a legal claim on every one of them. Without realizing it, 
I guess-I suppose I have a problem with this-I threw back 
my head and howled with delight to the tune of about five 
hundred decibels. God glared at me. 

"Sony," I said. I leaned forward; it was my turn to look con- 
cerned. "Tell me more about Jim. Poor boy," I said. I noticed 
tears in God's eyes, which always makes me impatient. The old 
phony 

He changed the subject. "Why aren't people happy?" he 
asked. 

Was he kidding? 
"Are you kidding?" I asked. "War, famine, poverty, disease, 

old age, loneliness." I was feeling pretty cocky, even managed 
to look him right in the eye for a moment. "Why should they 
be happy?" I said. I personally was feeling more buoyed up by 
the moment. "The way things are isn't conducive to happi- 
ness," I said and crammed a huge piece of steak into my 
mouth. "It's tough down there." 

God pushed his salad bowl to one side, and a laborer dis- 
creetly whisked it away Or he would have, if God hadn't 
caught him at it. "Save it," he said. "Or have it yourself." After 
the usual foot-kissing, etc., the laborer withdrew with his 
prize. God leaned forward. "I know it's tough down there," he 
said. "I've been there." It would have been a real triumph if I 
could have held his gaze just then, but I suddenly found my 
napkin very interesting. God leaned back in his chair. He 
looked done in, actually "Why don't you see what you can do 
with Jim?" he said. "I can't seem to do anything." 

My jaw dropped. 
"I mean it," he said. "Oh, I know, your line is mahng people 

miserable, but you always claim if you had it your way, you 
could make them happy instead. So, why don't you give it a try 
with my servant Jim?" 

"You mean, make him happy?" I asked. 
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"Yes." 
I tried my best not to look sly "Why should I?" I asked. 
God stood up and paced. Each footfall sounded musically 

through all eternity as usual, but there was something deeply 
and genuinely tragic in the notes now. "Because maybe you're 
right. Maybe we should start doing things your way down 
there. My way doesn't seem to be working out." 

Doing things my way In a momentary flash, the old vision 
came to me. Came to me? Hardly. It grabbed me by the throat 
with thorny hands, and I didn't like it because it stirred up old 
itches I knew I couldn't scratch: Me on top, me on the throne, 
me telling everyone what to do, and them doing it. Not like with 
God in charge; he tells everyone what to do, and they hardly 
ever do it. It's that freedom problem he's got, that penchant for 
letting people work it all out for themselves. Only they don't; 
they screw it up. And, yes, these days I help them screw it 
up-sometimes, not as often as they tell you I do-because 
the whole insane plan just infuriates me. See, I'm a people 
person; God isn't. People are weak; I understand. They want 
help to advance themselves; I sympathize. And they don't want 
to be plagued by doubts and decisions; 1 take them away Or at 
least I would if God allowed me to. But he won't. He hides be- 
hind this pious front of free will and choice, which of course 
he doesn't really give a fig about, just read your Bible, but his 

' real objection to my way is that it puts me in charge. And he 
can't stand that. That I relate to. 

"Let me just get this straight," I said. "You want to start 
doing things my way down there?" I pushed my plate away, 
annoyed that no laborer even pretended to be interested in 
clearing it, the little swine. God raised an eyebrow, and a la- 
borer was there in an instant and gone with my plate just as 
quickly Insufferable. 

"Maybe," God said. "Why don't you start with Jim?" 
"If I make him happy, you'll incorporate my ideas?" 
"You're seeming to drool." Just a hint of mirth on the grave, 

perfect face. Maddening. But I needed to keep my cool; this 
was a huge moment for me. 

"Sony," I said. "I just want to get this straight. If I help this 
Jim guy be happy, using my own methods, you'll use them 
down there? I have to know this because I've never actually 
made anyone happy You understand? I'd be breaking a prin- 
ciple." 

"Well," God said, "it's up to you, of course." 
I wondered. For a fleeting moment, it occurred to me that 

maybe it wasn't up to me; maybe nothing was really up to me. 
Worse, maybe none of what anybody did was up to them, and 
we were all just chemical impulses along the inscrutable paths 
of God's perfect synapses. Depressing. If that was how it was, I 
didn't want to know 

"Look," I said, "I know it sounds legalistic and all, but it's 
the way I work. I like to be careful; it's my nature." I took a 
deep breath. "Would you mind if we put this in writing?" 

"Yes. " 
"I mean, would you sign a contract stating that if I do my 

part, you'll allow me to put my methods into operation down 
there?" 

The divine gaze was level and steady as an anvil in a wading 
pool. "No," God said. 

"Will you give me any kind of guarantee that if I succeed 
with this Jim, you'll play ball with me?" 

"No." 
"Right," I said, "you've got a deal." I had a hard time hiding 

my sheer delight as I left the presence. I'd just cut the best deal 
I'd ever made with God. 

J IM plodded down the street from his appointment. 
Another wasted hour, he thought. And now that the 
winter sun had set, he was cold, too. He buttoned the top 

button of his jacket against the January wind, which he 
hated to do because he knew it made him look like a geek. But 
then, he thought, why should he care what all these smartasses 
thought about him? No reason. 

He dug his hands deeply into his pockets, walked faster, 
head down, mad. Maybe if I had some cash, Jim thought, I 
could afford a real doctor instead of these stupid cut-rate-for- 
students dopes. Well, that's my last time anyway Last time I 
spill my guts for some sappy woman and whoever the hell else 
was loohng in behind the two-way mirror. The thing she 
didn't know, the one main thing Miss-I'm-all-concerned-about- 
you-Jim didn't have a clue about was how close she came to 
death tonight. 

I was telling her about being a ghost, Jim remembered, and, 
if he'd known it, went red in the face as he lurched along re- 
membering. I was telling her about walking on campus be- 
tween the busiest buildings at the busiest times and being a 
ghost, how I say "Hi" to twenty people in a row on that x- 
crossing place and smile, put out my hand for a shake, and not 
one of those stuck-up bastards pays any attention to me. 

I shouldn't have said any of that, I know, Jim thought. What 
a jerk I am. His hands, in his pockets, pounded his thighs. 
Jerk, jerk! He was passing the 7-11 now, and the automatic 
itch came to go in and ask for one of those magazines they 
keep behind the counter. He'd never done it; didn't they stop 
selling that stuff a while back? 

The therapist had looked right at him and said, "Now, Jim, 
do you really say 'Hi' to anyone on campus?" She had a warm 
look in her eyes as if she thought she was my mother or some- 
thing. Jim thought, that was when I almost did it. If she hadn't 
turned away that instant to pretend to look at some papers, I 
would have reached over and grabbed her by her chicken neck 
and smashed her head against the mirror. Give the gawkers be- 
hind there something to really look at, bastards. 

"Hi, Jim." Jim looked up startled, almost running into the 
pretty blonde woman standing too close to him. He was too 
frightened to say a word, even to take his hands out of his 
pockets. 

"You probably wonder how come I know your name. I just 
do." Jim could hardly breathe, but the smell of perfume was 
intoxicating. The dazzling woman held his gaze, smiling, sym- 
pathetic. "You know, Jim, you don't need magazines if you've 
got the real thing. Not if you're as cute as you are." She put out 
her soft, comforting hand to lift a loft of hair from Jim's fore- 
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pathetic. "You know, Jim, you don't 
need magazines if you've got the 
real thing. Not if you're as cute as 
you are." She put out her soft, com- 
forting hand to lift a loft of hair 
from Jim's forehead. But he was half 
a block away and running hard. 

OD always keeps you 
waiting. His press notices, 
of course, are all along the 

lines of his never letting a sparrow 
fall without his noticing, and so on, 
and, frankly I can't argue with that: 
not much goes on God doesn't 
know about, I'll give him that. But 
knowing about something and doing 
something about it are two entirely 
different things, believe me. When 
it comes to action, God likes to say, 
"My time is your time," by which he 
really means, "Your time is my 
time," and he takes his sweet time. 
Which is why all that drivel about 

"Why aren't people happy?" God asked. 
"War, famine, poverty, disease, old age, loneliness," I answered. 

By now, I felt cocky enough to look God in the eye. 
a creating everything in six days 

makes me laugh so hard. Six days! Forget it, they don't know 
who they're dealing with. 

At this point, God was keeping me waiting in his outer of- 
fice. Nice place: big, impressive, comfortable couches, what 
you'd expect, but mine are not heels which enjoy being 
cooled. Frankly, I was steamed. God had broken the rules as 
usual. When I appeared to Jim in the likeness of the blonde 
rock star-who, I did the research to know, was a dark fantasy 
of his-and gave him his shot at happiness, he wasn't sup- 
posed to be able to resist. That was the deal I'd made with 
God. We'd do things my way, none of this either/or stuff; if I 
say do it, we do it. 

Suddenly God was right beside me. Unnerving. 
"I think you have misunderstood," he said. "I can't curtail 

Jim's basic freedom to resist your temptations." 
"Can't or won't?" I asked. 
"It wouldn't be right," he said, smiling radiantly and side- 

stepping the issue deftly His sitting so close to me on the 
couch made me uncomfortable. You could almost smell the in- 
cense. I got up and paced. 

"Okay," I said, succeeding in keeping my voice steady "So I 
can't take control. I can only tempt, as usual." I "If that's what you want to do." 

I It's like he tries to get me angry. "Of course it's not what I 
B want to do, but it's what I'm stuck with, evidently You deal the 
I 
E cards; you stack the deck. What choice do I have but to play 
- by your rules? What choice have I ever had? But listen here, if 
s 
I I can somehow make this kid happy-and let me point out 
- - that when I offered him a night in paradise he cut and ran, the - - insufferable little wimp-then you'll agree to end this cruel 

game of choice and freedom you've inflicted on everyone 
down there? You'll let me end it and make the poor miserable 
creatures happy for once in etemity?" 

That's tom it, I thought. Nobody speaks that way to God 
when he's right in front of them, not even me. It's thunderbolt 
time; I better leave, but fast. 

But God was suddenly right in front of me, and I couldn't 
leave. Of all his looks, the one he fixed me with now is my 
second least favorite: stem and inescapable honesty seeking 
out total honesty in whomever he holds in his limitless gaze. 
"Brother," he said, "you have never for the millionth part of 
one second held in your heart the desire to make anyone 
happy. Is that not so?" 

He was staring me right in the eyes, and I couldn't look 
away "It is so," I heard myself howl. 

"Your hatred for mankind is limitless, and your hunger for 
its destruction is ravenous and insatiable. Is it not so?" God 
asked. 

This was torture, this seeing oneself as one is. And he5 sup- 
posed to be a God of compassion! "It is so!" I screamed. I was 
foaming, grinding my teeth, trylng desperately to tear myself 
into tatters of self-abnegation. Anything to escape that look. 
But suddenly God was gone. 

When I came to myself, I saw that God was sitting a discreet 
distance away on another couch, looking thoughtfully into 
space. "And yet," he was saylng contemplatively, "if you could 
make this one man, my servant Jim of Provo, happy for one 
moment before he kills himself, I tell you, I will give to you do- 
minion over everything and everyone for time and etemity" 
He turned and looked at me. Again the tears. Disgusting. "But 
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happy for a second or two, I knew he would deliver. He would 
have to. You see, God can't lie, or at least he's told himself he 
won't lie, which amounts to the same thing apparently, and so 
if he'd said it was dominion I'd get, it was. No matter what. 
And that's what he'd said. 

I picked up on Jim again, lurching along another street. 
Didn't this kid ever stop stumping around town? What a 
sorry sight the guy was: head down, hands clenched in his 
pockets, eyes red-rimmed, lips wet. Pathetic. I looked into his 
mind, and it was full of scorpions. That and a kind of grim re- 
solve I'd seen plenty of times before: like a lot of suicides, the 
little jerk had finally got some purpose to his life, even if all it 
was was turning his own lights out. Well, that was fine with 
me, as long as I got a crack at giving him a little happiness 
first. 

Actually, I was more than a little happy, myself. God had 
given me quite a start. He's always been a bully, with all that 
"you hate humanity" business; but now that the truth was out, 
and God and I both knew where I stood on the subject, I felt 
enormously buoyed up. God and I had faced up to our respec- 
tive natures squarely, and, even though it might not have 
looked like it, it was God who blinked. The facts were these: 
God's goal is to make people, even people like this creep, Jim, 
here-pick up your feet, boy, have some self-respect-happy 
And God's a failure. Whereas my goal, now it's out, I might as 
well admit it, is to make people as sick as they make me. I'm a 
success. My plan works; his doesn't. Obviously, he now sees 
that. Survival of the fittest. Time, past time, for me to take over. 
Where the hell is this kid going? 

J IM plodded his slow way up the long, winding hill in the 
nice Provo residential area. Most of his mind was 
clenched like a fist around the decision he'd made, the 

one he knew was finally the right one. But a part of his 
mind still took in sights, vacantly: house on the right, green 
shutters, green garage door, looked new Probably smartass 
creeps lived there; probably if I walked up to their stupid green 
door and knocked on it, they wouldn't even answer it, just 
stare at me like idiots through the glass on the side. 

All the houses looked that way to Jim: fortresses of porches 
and eaves and Monday evening newspapers. In those 
fortresses lived people so remote from him, so far away in their 
self-satisfied smugness, he couldn't get into them if he had a 
bazooka to blast his way in. 

He walked along. 

What, is this kid crying now? Revolting. Also troubling. 
How am I going to give him that one stab of joy before he 
checks out? Why doesn't he stop? 

T the top of the hill, Jim paused to catch his breath. 
Now his goal was in sight, the spire barely visible 
above the rooftops off to the left. Yeah, that's the place, 

Jim thought. They'll hate it there. He picked up his pace now 
that he was on a straight and level road. 

Suddenly off to his right, in a yard that looked, Jim thought 

with the unclenched part of his mind, like the guy who owned 
it didn't have a clue how to take care of it, a cat streaked out 
from nowhere, ran twice around a Russian olive bush and up 
to the curb. In hot pursuit was a big German shepherd, its eyes 
never leaving the cat's neck through all its twisting and 
turning. The dog's mouth was an open, panting grin. The cat, 
wild-eyed, wild-furred, bolted out into the street, and right in 
front of Jim the shepherd caught it, sunk its jaws into the neck, 
then loosened them slightly for a second to get a better grip, 
and then clamped down hard and tossed his head upward. 
The cat's scream ended at the top of the arc. In a moment, its 
body hung limply from the mouth of the dog, now suddenly 
docile and hesitant as it lay the cat gngerly, gently down on 
the asphalt. Jim dropped to his knees in front of the dead cat 
and the dog, all the strength, all the breath even, gone from his 
body. An expensive car hurtled by, swerving smoothly to miss 
the carnage. The dog, puzzled and quiet now that his quarry 
was still, nosed the cat delicately Jim gathered his breath into a 
stormfront and howled until his throat hurt more than the cat's 
had in its moment of agony The dog spooked and bolted. Jim 
sprawled on the gntty January asphalt street, his face buried in 
the cat's still-warm, sticky fur. 

HAT does this kid want?, I wondered. I thought 
that would cheer him up! Someone who hates the 
world as much as he must, I figured, would 

enjoy-just for a moment, at least-seeing it suffer. I figured 
wrong, obviously Look at him, snivelling in the dirt, you'd 
think the stray was his long lost . . . hey! 

It took the h d  the better part of ten minutes to come up 
with a place to stow the cat. I was getting impatient and more 
sick of this Jim by the second. He finally laid the thing to rest 
on the frozen ground under a winter-lulled lilac bush, and, let 
me tell you, by that time, what with blood and fur on his cold 
bare hands and face, the kid was quite a sight. All the time he 
was poking around, I was trylng to see past all the crap inside 
his mind, trylng to gather some data on people who meant 
something to him. I figured the kid was lonely, right? That had 
to be his main problem, it almost always turned out to be with 
people who decided to torch their souls. So I would rummage 
around in his mind until I found somebody who meant some- 
thing to him, whip up a manifestation of whoever it was and 
have it say something gooey and supportive to him. He'd catch 
on in a minute or two that it couldn't be the real thing, figure it 
was some kind of hallucination and get on with his act. But in 
that minute, I could make him feel, I figured, a second or two 
of happiness. And a second or two was all I needed. Then he'd 
off himself, I'd get his soul, and he'd wake up to find out what 
real misery was all about, God'd pay up, and the New Order 
would begin. I laughed so hard I howled. It was okay; nobody 
could hear me down here. 

J IM didn't wipe his face or his hands, but he did stop 
crymg. His hands, clenched into fists again and almost 
jammed through the bottoms of his coat pockets, made 

the insides a mess. He didn't think about that. There was 
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would begin. I laughed so hard I 
howled. It was okay, nobody could h 

hear me down here. 
1 

IM didn't wipe his face or his 
hands, but he did stop crymg. 
His hands, clenched into fists 

ain and almost jammed through J 
the bottoms of his coat pockets, 

d m a e 
the insides a mess. He didn't 

think about that. There was blood 
smeared on his nose, and the tracks 
of his tears cut through the red 
around his mouth, but he didn't 
notice it. He kept to his slow 
march, going downhill now and 
curving around to the left, head 
down, eyes watching his shoes, not 
wanting to see the place he was 
going, just wanting to get there. 
~ n d  to get this whole, whole thing, God made me a promise: "If you can make this one man happy 
this whole stupid thing over, he for one moment before he kills himself, 1 will give YOU dominion Over - 
thought. everything and everyone for time and eternity" 

They say, Jim thought, you don't 
even feel it if you do it right, and 
that was fine because, oh brother, this was something he was Jim's mind. There did seem to be one person, but it didn't 
going to do right. Not like college. Not like high school or make much sense. Still, it was my only shot. 
school at all. And then what? What would happen to him 
after? Nothing. Jim almost had a second of happiness right J 

IM leaned against the fence that ran around the temple. 
then, savoring the thought of nothing, but any disembodied He didn't turn around to look through the gnll work and 
spirits which might have been in the area weren't paylng atten- see the words carved into the east wall of the building, 
tion. And if there is something, he thought, it can't be as bad as Holiness to the Lord, but he knew they were there. Instead 
this. At least it won't be here. At least it won't be smartass land. he looked up and down the street. Nobody there. Figured. He 

Jim let his feet stop and raised his head. He was there. took out the handgun he'd been canylng around in his coat 
Through the smoggy night air, he peered up at the lit spire of pocket for eight days, but he found he didn't want to look at it. 
the Provo Temple. It hung loosely from his hand at his side. 

"Don't do it, Jim." 

S 0 this is where he's decided to do it. Not that it makes Jim turned, surprised, to see his English teacher standing 
any difference to me, I'm not superstitious. What I'd next to him. "Now, I'm your friend, and you know that, Jim." 
picked up in Jim's mind was about as pathetic as I'd fig- He didn't sound very convincing. "Don't you know that, Jim?" 

ured it would be. A long, dingy string of completely inconse- he said tentatively No answer. "And . . . I've always found your 
quential events the kid had hypnotized himself into believing . . . papers . . . for the class . . . very interesting." 
were his failures: old chewed ends of resentments, a huge Jim stared at his teacher. This can't be real, he thought. 
canker sore of self-hatred. Same old petty drivel. I have to "More than interesting, really, more than interesting. 
admit, though, I was pretty impressed as I came up over the Satisfactory. Yes. Perhaps even excellent." 
horizon of his soul and hit this Grand Canyon of loneliness. I Jim found himself laughing, hard. It hurt his throat. He was 
don't know if I've ever come across anything that vast, that laughing a dry, soundless, painful laugh. But not a happy 
dark, that huge and engulfing before. Where most people have laugh. 
memories of people, this kid had a black, howling wind and a 
need like bodies have for air. Only it seemed like this hd's soul A LL right then, you moron, you worthless misery, I 
had never breathed. thought furiously, kill yourself. Laugh at me, will you? 

So where was I going to dredge up somebody meaningful to Kill yourself before I crush the life from you myself. 
Jim? His parents? Wiped clean from his memories. A grl- All right, I've lost, and I suppose God knew I would all 
friend? Laughable. Friends, pals? Only shadowy fantasies in along. Nobody could have made this Jim, this walking, shuf- 
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S U N S T O N E  

In the end, Jim's hand with the gun in it jerked up to his 
temple almost involuntarily, like it was on a string. He 
squeezed the trigger before he even had time to get scared. But 
there was time between the instant when the bullet, bursting 
through the skin and splintering the side of Jim's skull, de- 
stroyed the masterpiece that was his brain and the next instant 
when his spirit found itself outside, alone and helpless and 
confronting the utter savagery of the howling demon about to 
spring on it, for Jim to have two thoughts. The first was, "The 
smartasses are wrong; this hurts like hell." The second, Jim's 
last as a mortal, was "poor cat." 

"Y OUR set," God said, his voice kindness itself. 

I was lost in thought and now tried to snap out of it. "All 
right," I said and lay down on the bench to do my presses. Still 
not all there, I forgot to move the pin. Of course, I couldn't 
budge the bar. Sniggers from the laborers. Humiliating. 

"Here, let me," God said with, I swear it, an edge of conde- 
scension in his mellifluous voice. Discreetly he adjusted the 
pin, and I grunted my way through my set. 

I wasn't speaking to God. I'm still not, and let me tell you, 
this time it could last a while. He breaks all the rules, and I'm 
sick of it. Either he breaks the rules, or he makes the rules just 
to accommodate whatever he happens to want to do, which 
amounts to the same thing. Either way, like I said, I'm sick of 
it. You should be too, but you aren't because you don't even 
care about justice, let alone order. If you did, you'd agree with 
me on this Jim of Provo affair. 

There he was in front of the Temple, discharged gun to his 
head, bullet in his brain. His hand hadn't even dropped, his 
body hadn't even begun to slump, the bits of bone and brain 
hadn't even sprayed the winter night when Jim's spirit found 
itself naked and alone in front of me. I caught his first spirit- 
thoughts: like all these suicides, when he saw what his true 
predicament was, he wanted back into his body, but fast. That 
part usually tickles my funnybone, but this time I was furious. 
This jerk's unrelievable misery had cost me the best chance I'd 
ever hoped to get for taking the reins. I was going to swallow 
this kid in one bite and spend a few thousand years digesting 
him. But when I jumped him, which I remind you is my legal 
right since he was a suicide-God knows it, everybody knows 
it-when I was on top of him and could actually feel his 
terror, he suddenly wasn't there. 

And when I finally managed to make an appointment to see 
God and lodge my legitimate complaint about possession of 
damned souls, and when he finally buzzed me in to see him- 
there he was, with God, in his office. Jim of Provo! 

I came unglued. "This one is mine!" I yelled. 
"No," God said, putting his arm around Jim. The little jerk 

looked radiantly happy And God gave him that look, my least 
favorite one of all: complete acceptance, serene understanding, 
healing love. Unbearable. "This one is my friend," God said. 

"But," I spluttered, "it isn't fair, it's a cheat! He Idled himself. 
He took a life. Murderers come to me." 

God turned in my direction. "Thank you for bringing my 
friend, Jim, to me." 

This was too much. I could feel the foam spilling out of my 
mouth and dripping onto the crystal floor of God's office, but I 
didn't care. I was more livid than I had ever been. I started to 
curse in righteous indignation, but God cut me off. 

"You played your part admirably I asked you to tempt him, 
and you did. He resisted your temptations to the very last." He 
looked back at Jim, whose untroubled, joyful eyes had all this 
time never left God's face. God smiled at him. "That is all I ask 
of my friends." 

I thought about ranting and raving some more about my 
rights and God's apparent misapprehension that I had been 
doing all this for his benefit, but my heart had gone out of it. 
God had me, and I knew it. He worked all the angles, even 
mine. Neither God nor Jim paid the least attention when I left 
the office and quietly shut the door. 

In the gym, God cleared his throat gently to bring me back 
from these unpleasant thoughts. 

He raised his eyebrows questioningly "Shall we," he said, 
"hit the showers?" Was there mockery in his voice? 
Insufferable. D 

TARGET PRACTICE 
Let them have it, Jessica. 
Empty the chamber again 
We know the chill of 
the wood kitchen floor. 

Even though the shards 
from the mirror left no scars, 
I know, Jessica. 
I saw it all. 

We still dream in thick abrasions, 
like where the river twisted tight 
around my neck. We still dream 
of footsteps on the attic stairs. 

I think I see you sometimes, 
bent over by the rain at the side of the street, 
like those hunched and old storm-worn oaks, 
their roots kicking up the sidewalk, 
their leaves screaming to be dropped. 
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