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1. 

My father once told me that the only scientific certainty mankind should really focus on is the 

fact that one day the sun is going to burnout.   

His argument was that if civilization paid more attention to the fact that one day our sun was 

going to flare up and fry the earth, then it would be impossible for us to ignore our own 

mortality, and we’d probably force ourselves to be a little less anthropocentric. 

“Yeah, but isn’t that gonna be like in a million years,” I remember arguing.  I was thirteen and 

it was my first time visiting the beach.  We were poolside, my father in his cutoffs and tank top 

drinking a fruity whisky drink, his pale shoulders growing redder by the second, and me standing 

there with a lime green floatation ring around my waist.  He was wearing a fishing cap and dark 

sunglasses, swirling toes in tepid water.  I watched as a Japanese beetle floated by.       

“Probably a few billion,” he’d shot back, slurping his straw. 

“So maybe we’ll have figured out a solution by then,” I’d challenged. 

He just shrugged.   

“Think about it,” I remember him slurring, “there’s always been the concern that mankind 

was going to do it to itself, what with the advent of the atomic age, and terrorism, and pollution.  

But there’s nothing certain about any of those forces.  Just because we have access to nuclear 

weapons doesn’t mean we’ll ever use them again.  And it’s not too late to stop pollution . . . it’s 

completely manageable.  But the sun, that’s a different story.  It’s completely predictable.  It’s a 

certainty.  It’ll burn itself out.  And then we’re screwed.” 

“Maybe God will intervene,” I’d responded.  

He chuckled and plopped into the pool, sunglasses and all. 



2. 

Last evening, I was stopped at a signal and happened to peek into my rearview to notice a 

woman behind me noticing a young man traipsing through a foot of snow on the side of the road 

wearing ratty Chuck T’s.  I’d timed it just right—albeit unintentional—to intercept a remarkable 

transformation in her expression: it was as though her eyes were suddenly crying out, “if I were 

your mother, you’d be sure to have good snow boots!”  Or . . . “Look Bill! (she was the 

passenger in the car and I can only assume it was her husband driving and that probably his name 

was Bill) . . . that poor child must surely not have someone to care for him, for if he did, he 

would be wearing something more appropriate on his feet through all that snow!  We should do 

something.”   

As the light changed and I pulled my car forward, I was mesmerized by two things: one, what 

I assumed had been her authentic empathetic response to the boy’s condition; and two, the notion 

that I’d received so much information through my rearview.  But as I drove further, something 

greater came to me: if what I had witnessed while stopped at the traffic light were true, and the 

scene of the young man suffering through the snow had really prompted this empathetic reaction 

from some random woman sitting in a car, then what would become of all the energy it had 

produced? 

The rest of the evening I was fixated on it.  I couldn’t get passed it.  What that lady had felt as 

she watched the young man in the snow was so palpable on her face; it had elicited an emotion in 

her, and I was convinced that this emotion had to have gotten some neurons firing, her blood 

flowing.  I imagined the scene we’d shared out on the road had scratched at her motherly senses, 

the ones that say, “I am going to protect my young at any cost!” . . . thus, prompting her to want 



to fight for the boy.  Regardless, there was energy there.  And I had become obsessed with 

knowing what would happen with it. 

That evening as we were lying in our bed, my wife getting cozy pulling the blankets up under 

her chin, I hit her with my dilemma. 

“It just dissipates,” she reacted.  “Nothing more, dear.”   

I was unconvinced.  Something had to happen with it.  I imagined the woman getting the 

energy out on her husband later that evening in the shadows of their bedroom, her on top like 

Slim Pickens in Dr. Strangelove. 

“Jesus!” my wife responded.  “Does everything have to be sexual?” 

“Not everything,” I said. 

She sat up in the bed.  “Maybe she went home and spent extra time with her children . . . or 

maybe she called a friend . . . or maybe she went to the gym.  She could have done any number 

of things to expend this energy you’re so concerned about.”  She’d placed air quotes around the 

word, “energy.” 

“But it might have turned sexual,” I whimpered, poking her in the ribs. 

“Or it may have just dissipated,” she said, flipping to face the wall. 

The room went quiet and I lay there watching the ceiling, the whole scenario playing through 

my head, the woman at the gym sweating on the elliptical, red-faced and chanting “Snow boots!  

Snow boots!  Snow boots!” 

“I meant to tell you there’s a message,” my wife interrupted, “I think it’s your father.” 

  I didn’t move.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear his voice.  It’d been a few months since he’d 

left for Albuquerque.  We hadn’t parted on the best of terms.   

“Did you hear me?” 



“Yes,” I answered.   

I went to the other room and stared at the machine, and then hit play. 

 

Beep!!!!!      

Hey!  How are ya.  I know it’s been a while, but the weather is great out here!  

I’ve met someone.  We’ve been hanging out.  She’s really great.  I’m sure you 

would like her . . . not sure it’s permanent though . . . but we’re having a blast 

anyway.  I might try to get back that way in the fall, but I don’t know.  Depends on 

how I feel.  It’s a long drive for an old guy.  Look, don’t worry about me.  I’m 

doing okay.   

 

Uhhh . . . I know you said a lot of things the last time we talked . . . and I 

completely understand.  You gotta take care of yourself . . . and your family.  I’ll 

be okay.  You know that.  Always come out smelling like a rose . . . mostly a Wild 

Irish Rose . . . ha ha . . . but don’t worry.  I’m all good . . . uhhhhhh . . . and tell 

everyone I said hi, and that the weather is sooooooooo great out here.  You’d love 

it.  Well . . . I’m about to meet up with some friends for drinks . . . nice people . . . 

so I gotta go.  Look . . . I’ll talk at ya soon.  Take care.  Bye.     

 

It’s interesting how someone’s energy can be preserved inside a machine.  I sat thinking about 

my second year in college, when my sociology professor required me to record an interview for 

the end of the semester project, preferably an older female family member, as the class was 

organized around women’s studies.  I chose my grandmother.  I found out a lot about her that I’d 



never known, like how she’d always wanted to go to college but never got the chance, and how 

she’d volunteered for the Red Cross during WWII, and how her father had forbidden her from 

fraternizing with the Italian boys around the neighborhood, to the point that he’d knocked her 

around one evening after catching her out by the streetlamp near dusk chatting with Freddie 

Tiano.  Sometimes, when I have time, I play it so I can remember her voice.   

I hit delete on the machine.                  

When I got back to bed my wife asked what it was about.  “Just another rambling tune,” I 

smiled and slid easily under the covers.  I lay there thinking about the weather in Albuquerque.  

Back here it’d been mostly snowy.  I closed my eyes and tried to remember what the sun felt like 

on my face.  And then it hit me . . . maybe she’d just gone to the gym.             

3. 

My father left when I was ten.  He said he couldn’t help it, he was too stifled.  My mother said 

what he really meant was that he was too irresponsible.  “Promise me you won’t be like that 

when you grow up,” she’d begged.   

I didn’t know what it meant to be stifled when I was ten, so I looked it up.  And then I asked 

my P.E. teacher. 

“Uhhhh . . . you know . . . it means you’re suffocating,” he’d said.  “Means you don’t have 

enough room to breathe . . . to spread your wings . . . to self-actualize.”  He was a big, solid man, 

his hair shorn tightly to his head, angular, and all red, to the point I was sure he was glowing.  

“It’s a big word for a ten year old.  Why ya need to know? . . .  English class?” 

“No reason,” I’d answered. 

“Well that’s it,” he’d said, stuffing jump ropes into a flaccid sack. 



A few years later when I finally understood what it meant to self-actualize, I felt some relief 

about my father leaving.  It just seemed easier to forgive someone for abandoning you when they 

were doing it to reach their fullest potential as a human being.              

4.             

“Think about it,” he said, hastily licking salt off the backside of his hand, “we are floating 

around out in the middle of the universe on a rock.”  He laughed aloud and then slammed the 

tequila.  “We’re on a fucking rock, Boy-O.  A fucking rock!” 

“What did you mean about being stifled all those years ago?” I stuttered—it wasn’t the first 

time I’d tried to nail him down on it. 

“Oh, that,” he said, teetering on his stool.  “That was nothing.”    

5. 

The year my father evolved an obsession for screwdrivers was the same year he established 

the church of randomness.  I found out about it standing in the soup aisle of the Big Save grocery 

store on a rainy Saturday morning in the early part of March of my junior year of college.  I 

hadn’t seen him in months, and then there he was, standing in the aisle with his eyes closed 

pointing like an engorged birddog at a can of Campbell’s Chunky Minestrone. 

“What are you doing,” I asked. 

“Shopping!” he blurted.  There was a case of frozen Tropicana in the top of his cart, his 

preferred make for his mix.  

“But why are your eyes closed?” I asked, trying hard to hide the condescension. 

“I’m shopping randomly,” he answered, signaling at the can of soup.  “Minestrone.  Not my 

favorite, but sometimes you just gotta accept what the universe sends you.” 



I shook my head and then glanced around to see who was watching. 

“Look,” he started, “I’m having a thing at my place tomorrow afternoon.  I’d love for you to 

stop by.”  It was the first time I’d noticed how much shorter he was. 

I stumbled.  “Uhh . . . I’m not sure,” I said.  “I gotta lot to think about with midterms.” 

“Listen, you’re gonna love it.  I’ve got this thing going on.  It’s really deep.  Soooo deep,” he 

bounced around. 

“I . . . I don’t know,” I stuttered. 

He glanced around suspiciously and then pushed in close to my ear and whispered: “this thing 

is life changing.” 

“Oh . . . life changing?” I repeated.  

“Yeah,” he whispered, “I’ve started my own church.” 

“Your own church?” I repeated, trying to disguise the shock. 

“Yeah.  It’s all organized around my ideas on randomness,” he said. 

The next day I found myself standing in the entrance of his apartment holding a dozen 

doughnuts and wondering if I should open the package and mix them all up.  It just seemed 

appropriate given the current thematic overtone. 

When I walked in I was surprised to see five guys sitting around the room, all in temporary 

metal chairs.  The place was stagnant with the smell of cigarettes and body odor, all mixed with 

Tropicana.  My father was at the blender. 

“I like the ice like this,” he said.  The machine went full blast.  “Introduce yourself to the 

guys,” he shouted. 



There was a podium and a table in the living room on which sat a bowl filled with scratch-off 

lottery tickets and a variety of notepads strewn about, an assortment of writing utensils—pencils, 

pens, markers.  I placed the doughnuts near the back of the table. 

“Hi,” I said, turning and waving.  “It’s nice to meet you.”       

Dad poked into the room and placed a stack of plastic cups on the table and then darted back 

into the kitchen.  When he came back he had orange juice in a gallon jug and a large bowl of ice.  

Finally, he placed a half-gallon of vodka on the table. 

“You brought doughnuts,” he smiled and embraced me with a hug.   

I sat on the couch, off to the side. 

“Why don’t we introduce ourselves, maybe tell something interesting about us,” he asked. 

There was one guy in the front row. 

“Hi,” he said.  “My name’s Howard Long and I’m a recovering meth addict.”  He flopped a 

wave.  The guys sang a chorus of greetings. 

The second guy said, “Hi.  I’m Jeff Beale, and I work the night shift over at the hospital.  I’m 

in janitorial services,” he smiled.  Again there was a chorus.   

The third guy was Mick Billows, a stock boy over at the Big Save—he’d seen one of dad’s 

fliers pinned to the bulletin board in the break room and thought it sounded interesting.  The 

fourth guy was Tim, who, after introducing himself only as Tim, stood up, went to the table, and 

poured himself a full glass of vodka.  He sat back down and had a long drink.  And the fifth guy 

was Ben Jones, who promptly realized he was at the wrong event—was supposed to have been at 

an open-house demonstration of time-shares—apologized profusely for the misunderstanding 

and let himself out.  “No hard feelings,” assured dad as he closed the door behind Ben. 



Then dad went behind the podium and fumbled with a stack of note cards.  “Uhhhh . . . I 

wanna thank each of you for showing up to the inaugural service of the church of randomness.”  

He stood grinning like a toddler.  Mike waved.  Tim jerked his chin off his chest and wiped away 

a glob of slobber. 

Then dad pulled out a notebook and said: “A reading from the book of lottery.”  He flipped 

through the pages and began reading:  “Meredith Simmons from Milford Township recently won 

$5000 in the state lotto with a ticket purchased at the 7-Eleven up on Carson Street.”  He paused 

for a response.  There was none, except for Tim’s head going limp.  “Bert Laymen recently won 

$10,000 with a scratch-off purchased at Bill’s Exxon in the city of Lancaster,” he continued.  He 

paused to clap.  The guys joined in.  “Next week’s Powerball is valued at over four hundred 

million,” he said.  The clapping was spontaneous and more energetic this time.  

When we were finished clapping, dad picked up the bowl of lotto tickets and said: “An 

offering!”  He handed the bowl to Howard.  “As it comes around, please take one,” he advised.  

The bowl went around and every man pulled a ticket.  “It’s okay to scratch,” he said.  The men 

went at it.  There were groans of excitement and then groans of disappointment.  And then Mick 

Billows wailed out and popped onto his feet. 

“I won!” he shouted.  “I won!” 

“Oh great,” my father cried out.  “How wonderful is this offering.” 

“Fabulous!” cried out Tim, who was back at the table for a refill. 

And then the rest of us began to cry out: “How much . . . how much?” we begged. 

“Two dollars,” wailed Mick.  “I’ve won two dollars,” he repeated. 

“Praise be to the lords of probability!” my father screamed. 



We went around, each of us patting Mick on his back, and after the offering, and after we had 

all settled down, my father moved into his sermon:  “What we are doing here today is life 

altering,” he grinned.  “You are here because you want something greater, because you are in 

need, because you are tired of the confusion and misdirection . . . all the crap you’ve received in 

your schools, from your employers, in your churches, from your leaders, from the government, 

your spouses . . . tired of not knowing how you should be living your lives, not knowing what 

you should be believing.  But I have news for you today my friends.  Embracing randomness is 

the answer.”  He paused and bounced backwards behind the podium.  “You have asked for 

clarification!  You have asked for vision.  And my friends . . . now you will see,” he paused 

again, going stiff behind the podium as if his entire body had just gone electrified by some 

sensational force.  “You will see! . . . that randomness is the only thing you need, the only thing 

with the power to set you free!  Because randomness is the only reliable thing in the entire 

universe,” again he paused, this time to bite his lip as if fighting off an ecstatic overload. 

He went on about how we should learn to embrace our own positions within the universe by 

first understanding and accepting that even our very existence was a simple act of randomness, 

that we were only ever able to be on this earth because thousands of years earlier two people 

accidentally found one another and were somehow lucky enough to procreate, and that that 

procreation all those thousands of years ago was only successful by the most infinitesimal of 

chances, and that because said procreation had occurred and the product thereby had come forth 

in the form of a viable human being, and that the same thing had happened again and again and 

again over the ages, trillions and trillions of sperms fighting for the opportunity to fertilize 

maybe three hundred eggs over the course of a thousand years, and that the chances that any of 

us would be standing around a room now discussing the probability of our standing around a 



room discussing any of this . . . well . . . it was all too much for any of us to truly understand, and 

we should just go with it.   

At the end of his sermon he poured each of us a screwdriver, and we stood around the room 

making small talk, except for Tim, who was by now crumpled in the corner of the room passed 

out. 

“Oh, there’s one more thing,” he said, standing with his arms extended in the center of the 

room.  “The selection ceremony for the date of our next meeting.”  He pointed to ten years’ 

worth of calendars he’d printed out and affixed to the back wall of the room, clear up to the year 

2002.  “I’ll need someone to blindfold me.”  Which I did.  “Now position me before the printouts 

. . . five or six feet out.”  He was holding a dart, and when he was in position I told him to let it 

fly.  He threw it and quickly pulled away the blindfold.  We all rushed to the printouts.  “That’s 

it, then,” he exclaimed, hopping around the room, “December 25th, 1998!”  It was more than six 

years away.   

After a few more moments of even smaller talk and another round of screwdrivers, everyone 

headed for the door.  Before he was fully out, Mick turned and asked, “how will we know where 

to find you in 1998?” 

My father just smiled and said, “I’ll be around.” 

6. 

Yesterday I caught myself thinking about how chaotic the universe really is, and how there’s 

a damned good chance that a bunch of scientists over in Switzerland are going to end the world 

with a series of miniature black holes.   

“Nothing escapes a black hole . . . not even light,” I told my wife.  She was scrubbing grass 

stains out of our son’s good jeans. 



“I wonder if a black hole could suck these stains out?” she giggled. 

“I bet you could,” I said and started poking her in the ribs. 

“You’re an idiot,” she said and hit me with the scrub brush. 

7. 

The first time my father dried out he just about died.  He’d gone for it solo and ended up in a 

seizure on the downtown bus, writhing around between the back seats like an earthworm on a hot 

sidewalk.  When the EMS finally got to him he’d lost a pint of blood out of the gash in the back 

of his skull. 

I was already numb to those kinds of phone calls.   

8. 

This is what my wife said: 

She’d had an excruciatingly difficult and painful day at work where not only had there been a 

behavior case in every one of her six classes, but that one boy during third period had been 

suspended for calling another student a three hundred pound whale of a bastard and for throwing 

a whole shelf of books before fleeing in a profane maelstrom from class, cursing through the 

hallways at the top of his lungs—something about fuck the staff, fuck the principal, and fuck the 

police; you can all kiss my ass.  And there’d been an emergency meeting at the end of the day 

whereby the principal had informed everyone that the current budget cuts from the state would 

have a significant impact on operations in the coming year, to the point that some people may be 

reassigned or laid-off altogether, and you might as well forget about all those new computers 

you’ve been waiting on in the art department because it’s not really a priority that students learn 

how to use Adobe Illustrator and/or Photoshop when you gotta balance a budget. 



So, after work she drove downtown so she could walk around.  Walk and breathe.   And that’s 

what she did.  Parked along the street, got out, and started walking and breathing.  She thought 

maybe she’d do some window shopping—hopefully preoccupy herself with thoughts other than 

the damn-crappy-disruptive-day she’d had.  That’s all she wanted to do.  Just clear her mind.  

Because it’d been one of those days that make you second guess your ultimate selection of career 

direction.  The kids were out of control.  The administration was out of control.  The state was 

out of control.  And who knows anyway in this kind of job, what with all the insanity you hear 

and read about every day.  Everyone so disengaged.  Disgruntled and out of control.  Kids 

disengaged.  Holding teachers hostage.  You never know when one of those crazy bastards is 

going to burst in, all disengaged and disgruntled, and disrupt your whole damned life.   

But it was working.  She was feeling better.  Just out walking and feeling the sun and 

breathing the fresh air and looking through the windows. 

But then there was something.  A new store: Sole Intention!  And she went in.  And she 

learned it was a play on words and that sole in this case meant shoe as well as being the only one, 

because the place was a shoe store of sorts—well not really in the traditional sense, it was more 

like one of those places with a mission and the mission for Sole Intention! was to provide shoes 

for the indigent.  And she was blown away by it, by this place in the middle of our small town, 

whose sole intention was to provide shoes for people less fortunate.  And she had to know more.  

And that led her to Karen, who was sitting at a desk in a narrow office, typing away at an 

outdated computer, and not paying much attention as my wife walked through the door.  But 

Karen was receptive, and this is what she told my wife: 

She’d seen a boy in the snow wearing a tattered old pair of Chuck T’s, and she just couldn’t 

imagine for the life of her why he didn’t have on something more appropriate.  And she just 



couldn’t bear seeing it, couldn’t bear the thought that there might be people out there who 

couldn’t afford appropriate shoes.  And she just knew she had to do something.  And so she got 

in touch with some people—people who knew about these kinds of things, and they’d helped her 

organize as a nonprofit corporation, whose sole mission (sole intention) was to raise money and 

stock this new little store with shoes for people who were without appropriate footwear.  And 

that’s how it all happened . . . just because she’d seen that boy that day out on the highway. 

And then my wife said: 

And then Karen told me that that night after seeing the boy (I don’t know why she told me 

this . . . sometimes women just tell other women these things . . . I don’t know), she’d gone home 

and she’d made love to her husband (his name was Steve, by the way) and they’d rolled around 

in the afterglow all giddy like twenty-somethings thinking about this idea of how they could help 

people, and it just came to them, the name and all, and the very next day they got started and 

here they were, living out this mission that had come to them like a dream, doing something 

greater than themselves, their sole intention.  And it felt worth it.      

9.    

“It’s funny,” he said, supposedly on his death bed, “if there’s no heaven, I won’t even know 

about it.” 

10. 

Mick Billows was wearing a crimson manager’s vest when I ran into him at the Big Save all 

those years later.   

“You ever think about the death of the sun?” I asked Mick as he sucked on a crumpled 

cigarette.  He was leaning against his car.  It was snowing hard. 



“Not anymore,” he answered, “doesn’t pay to worry over those sorts of things.”   

“Yeah, I guess so,” I replied—the truth is that it was the only thing I could think about lately.   

“I think about how we’re spinning around on a rock, though,” he chuckled. 

“Yeah?” I laughed.   

He glanced around the parking lot and exhaled an extended breath—it was maybe more steam 

than smoke.   

“By the way, there was no one there yesterday,” he said.  “Just me.  I rang the bell.  Nobody 

answered.”     

“Sorry I missed it,” I said.  “He’s in Albuquerque, though.” 

“Albuquerque?” 

 “Yeah,” I said.  “Doubt he’ll be back.”   

Mick just smiled.  “Who knows,” he said.   

It was December 26th, 1998.                     

 


