


I  wasn’t surprised when the computer appeared. I’d seen it 
coming on TV. Tele vi sion was pictures on a screen.  After tele-
vi sion came the words. In the den of our old Victorian  house 
in Evanston,  after the VCR tape of The Parent Trap was over 
and my sister Jenny dozed beside me, and my parents  were 
upstairs and hadn’t yet noticed the tele vi sion babble had 
stopped, I watched the static. I waited for something to emerge. 
I was seven.  After fi fteen minutes, nothing.  After twenty minutes, 
still nothing.  After a half hour the static was like a pulverized 
alphabet. Ten minutes  later I saw the fi rst letter. W. Assembled 
in a fl ash from tiny gray and black slats, it jumped from one 
corner of the screen to the other and vanished.

So I was ready for the words at the end of tele vi sion. My 
 father set up the computer in the small second-fl oor room by 
the back staircase. My mo ther said that in the old days that 
had been the nursery. She said my great- grand father had lived 
in that room when he was a baby. He was dead, I’d never met 
him. My mo ther said he was probably thinking about me.

The Commodore 64 was a swollen beige keyboard. The 
small tele vi sion and the keyboard housing the mysterious 
computer circuits sat on a card  table. I sat on a wooden 

1.

Suspended

042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   3042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   3 7/22/15   9:04 AM7/22/15   9:04 AM



4 Gamelife

chair—an extra from the kitchen  table far below.  Behind the 
ex– television screen, and slightly above it, a narrow win dow 
showed the blue summer sky. The pre- words of high clouds 
spun in the static of the sun. I realized why the default setting 
of the computer screen is blue. I typed in a  sentence.

- Color 2
The screen changed to  green.
- Color 3
The screen changed to  red.
- Color  10
- ERROR
- Color  15
- ERROR
- Make  Castle
- ERROR
The fi rst thing a  human needs to know about computers 

is that not every sequence of words will work. The second 
thing a  human needs to know about computers is that almost 
every sequence of words will not work. I took a deep breath. I 
looked down at the keyboard, a hive of unknown words. XFK. 
CRYSTEP. SEPT1HLP. Which combinations would work? 
Which ones  were error?

I stared at the red screen. The undersides of my legs grew 
sweaty on the hard wood  chair.

- Make
I stopped typing. The cursor blinked at me. Make what? I 

closed my eyes. Nothing. The error was in me! I didn’t know 
what I wanted from the computer.

When my  father found me, he  gently raised my head from 
the keyboard. He dried my eyes with the edge of his shirt. 
Then he started to tell me about computer games. A com-
puter game is a device for giving  people things to want from 
computers.
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The game I picked out with my  father at the store was 
called Suspended. It belonged to a now- forgotten genre 
known as “text- based adventures.” It was made by a com pany 
called Infocom, which had practically in ven ted the genre with 
their 1978 game Zork. The front of the box had a picture. On 
the back of the box  were words:

A robot who hears but cannot see . . . A robot who hears but cannot see . . . 

You are suspended— physically immobilized, frozen 
but alive—20 miles beneath the surface of an auto-
mated planet. Three computers, supposedly perfect 
and fail- safe, control the entire planet’s weather, trans-
portation, and food production. You are linked to the 
computer system in case of an emergency—in case, for 
some unthinkable, unimaginable reason, the computers 
malfunction.

A robot who sees but cannot wander . . . A robot who sees but cannot wander . . . 

Should the impossible happen, should something go 
wrong, you must fi x the computers as quickly as possi-
ble, since  people will be  dying— victims of a utopia 
turned nightmare— unless you do.

A robot who feels but cannot hear . . . A robot who feels but cannot hear . . . 

You cannot move. You have six robots at your disposal 
to do your work for you— highly specialized, pro-
grammed robots, all obedient, all helpful, all individu-
alized. You will have to manipulate them in and around 
an Underground Complex where the computers are 
controlled. You will address and work them separately 

042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   5042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   5 7/22/15   9:04 AM7/22/15   9:04 AM



6 Gamelife

and jointly, and they will report back to you with their 
progress and perceptions.

Think logically. Act decisively.

This description mesmerized me. I read it through four 
times. Then I turned the box over to examine the picture on the 
front. A man’s large blue face. His eyes closed. Suspended, I 
thought.

“How old are you, son?”
I jumped a  little. It was a clerk, staring down at me through 

wire- rim glasses.
“Um . . . seven,” I stammered.
He shook his head.
“This game is designed for older players,” he said. “Ages 

sixteen and up.”
He took the box from me and replaced it on the shelf.
“There’s some games you might like over in the next aisle,” 

he said. “Fun games.”
I turned where he pointed and walked away, dazed. Six-

teen? I did the math in my head. From seven to sixteen is . . . 
nine. Nine years  until I would be sixteen. I  couldn’t wait nine 
years!

I stopped. The aisle was piled with brightly colored boxes. 
I looked at them. Games about mazes. Baseball. There was 
even a box with Big Bird on the cover. No way. I turned 
around. Leaned past a shelf piled with computer manuals to 
scan the aisle I’d just left. The clerk had his back to me, talk-
ing to another customer. I inched back  toward the Suspended 
boxes.

What if I got it anyway?
I looked over my shoulder, suddenly worried that my 

 father was watching. But he was at the  counter, chatting with 
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the cashier. So what if I play it nine years early? I thought. It’s 
a game. How could it be dangerous?

I’m  going to get it, I deci ded. I crept up and snatched the 
box from the shelf, and walked as quickly as my legs would 
carry me to the  counter.

Hurry, I thought, looking back for the bad clerk.
My  father glanced at the box, nodded. I gave it to the 

 cashier so he could ring it up. The cashier looked at me, but 
he didn’t say anything.

My  father had the radio on as we drove back from the 
store. President Reagan was on it. He was talking about Iran. 
He said that the best gift  human beings could give to the  future 
was an error- free world.

“We will not stand for error,” Reagan intoned.
“Eliminate error,” my  father whispered to himself.
No more error, I thought. Outside the car windows, 

the  giant summer daisies turned slowly on their stems. The 
road beneath us vibrated like an eyeless, earless, nose-
less  robot. Deep summer blue above, the color of swarming 
airplanes.

 Everything is about to change, I thought.

•

“You have been awakened.”
Floppy disk inserted, computer turned on, a whirring, and 

then this sentence, followed by a blinking cursor. I’d lowered the 
blinds over the win dow, but the rims of sunwheels slid through 
the slats.

I studied the card with the list of words the game recog-
nized. It was a short list. “Report.” “Move.” “Press Button.”

“Auda, report,” I typed.
Auda was the robot who could hear.
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8 Gamelife

“I hear wind coming from the sloping corridor.”
I studied the colored map that had come with the game.
“Iris, report,” I typed.
Iris was the seeing robot.
“I am in the Transit Control Area. The screen shows mal-

functioning aircabs have now killed twelve thousand  people 
on the surface. There are three buttons.”

“Iris, press button.”
“I do not have hands,” she said.
“Sensa  here,” scrolled across the screen. “I am picking up 

a disturbance by elevator bank A.”
“Auda, report,” I typed.
“I am hearing the sound of footsteps in the sloping corri-

dor,” she said.
“Whiz, report.”
Whiz had intelligence.
“I am in the data library sir. What would you like to 

know?”
“What are the footsteps?”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Iris  here. Malfunctioning aircabs have now killed twenty 

thousand  people on the surface. There are three buttons.”
“Auda, press button,” I typed.
“There is no button  here,” she said.
“Sensa  here,” scrolled across the screen. “I am sensing a 

disturbance in the library.”
I checked the colored map. The sloping corridor led from 

the elevator banks to the library.
“Whiz, report,” I typed.
“Whiz has been disabled,” scrolled across the screen.
“Auda, move to Transit Control Area,” I typed.
“I don’t know what that is,” Auda replied.
I studied the command sheet, studied the map.
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“Auda, move southeast,” I typed.
“Moving southeast,” she said.
“You hear footsteps in the room outside your chamber,” 

the screen scrolled. “You see shadowy shapes bent over the 
controls of your cryogenic suspension tank. Your life support 
systems have been disabled. You have failed.”

The screen went black.
“What the hell?” I said.
 After a few seconds the frustration drained away, and it hit 

me: I’d been inside. I’d been somewhere  else. I looked to see 
where it was I was.

An angle of sunlight cut across the refl ection of the small 
boy in the computer screen. Summer wind moved  behind the 
walls. The boy’s great- grand father stood  behind the wooden 
chair. He stood without eyes, without ears, without hands.

•

The next time I played, I discovered Waldo, a robot with 
multiple arms who could move quickly and lift heavy things. 
Waldo, Iris, Auda, Sensa, Whiz, and Poet. Poet could sense the 
fl ow of electricity. I also discovered the hulk of a seventh robot. 
I moved Waldo to the Transit Control Area, where he was able to 
operate the controls that disabled the aircabs, which ended 
the murder on the planet’s surface and delayed the arrival of 
the squad sent to disable me.

I also discovered a strange text on the back of the game 
manual,  after the page with the commands. It was a para-
graph long, and it described the game’s creator. His name was 
Michael Berlyn. The paragraph described how Michael was a 
valued and creative member of the Infocom team. It said that he 
drank a great deal of coffee. It then said that he had worked too 
hard on Suspended, and that he had become insane following 
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10 Gamelife

completion of the game. At the time, I didn’t understand that 
this was game- designer humor.

“Do you know anyone who has become insane?” I asked 
James.

James was my cousin from Ireland, visiting for the summer. 
He was three years older than me and had wonderful fair hair, 
and all the girls in our summer school class had a crush on 
him. We  were sitting on the beach a  couple of blocks from my 
 house. James shrugged.

“Me mo ther went insane,” he said. “From drugs, it was.”
I was taken aback.
“She’s okay now, though?”
I’d seen my aunt just last summer. A large, warm, melan-

choly  woman.
“Oh, ay, she’s right enough now,” said James.
“So . . . when you become insane, do—”
“Why are you so fascinated with becoming insane all of a 

sudden?” James asked.
“I’m not,” I said. “So when you become insane, what 

happens?”
He shrugged.
“I dunno.”
“But you said your mo ther—”
“Look,” he said. “Now I’m  going to tell you just this one 

thing and then  we’re  going to shut up about insanity, all right?”
I nodded.
“Right then,” he said. “When you get insane, you  can’t talk 

right.”
“Can’t talk right. Like how?”
An idea occurred to me.
“Like you don’t understand a lot of sentences?”
He nodded.
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“What  else?”
“Your hearing gets messed. Like I’ll be  after talking to her 

for ten minutes and it’ll be like she heard nothin’.”
I was astounded. James noticed.
“Can she move her hands?” I breathed.
“You mean when she’s insane?” He thought about it. “Yes,” 

he said. “I mean no.”
He looked over his shoulder. My  little sister, Jenny, who we 

 were supposed to be keeping an eye on, was making drip cas-
tles by the  water.

“I’ll tell you something  else, if you keep it quiet,” he said.
It was getting late. The sun’s  giant face was crossed with 

air transit lines, and on the lawns  behind the beach, the dai-
sies had stopped moving. The lake droned.

“Insane  people see things that aren’t there,” James 
whispered.

“Oh!” I said.
“And it’s inside,” he said. “It’s inside that it goes bad. When 

you’re insane, it’s the inside that rots. The things she’d say, her 
not understanding plain En glish, the look in her eyes. Well 
that’s all small stuff,  really. But it’s what it shows that counts. 
What it shows about what’s happening inside.”

“What’s happening inside?”
“It was the priest told us that,” James said. “The priest 

said her soul is disturbed.”
“Poet, touch seventh robot,” I typed.
“I am detecting faint electrical activity within this hulk,” 

Poet said.
“Iris, look at seventh robot.”
“I see a  giant robot. Its eyes are closed.”
“Sensa, report.”
“I sense a disturbance inside the seventh robot.”
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12 Gamelife

“Auda, what do you hear?”
“I don’t understand that.”
“Auda, listen to the robot.”
“I don’t understand that.”
“Auda, report.”
“I hear wind,” said Auda. “I hear footsteps.”

•

“I wish I could stay  here,” said James.
“You have to go back to Ireland at the end of the summer,” 

my  little sister told him. “You have to go back to school.”
“Shut up, Jenny.”
“Everybody has to go back to school.”
“Jenny, you be quiet,” my mo ther called from the front of 

the station wagon.
We  were on our way to Studio M. Mrs. Larson, the third-

grade teacher from St. Mary’s, the small Catholic school Jenny 
and I attended, ran a month- long summer session of creative 
activities for gifted children. The criteria for giftedness  were 
elastic. Jenny’s gift, for example, was complaining that if 
James and I got to go, then she should be able to go. My gift 
was lip- synching. James’s gift was writing.

The low brick school building pulsed dully in the sun. We 
trooped out of the station wagon. I was the last to leave, and 
as I got out, my mo ther reached through the car’s open win-
dow to grab my shirt.

“Michael,” she hissed.
“What, Mom?”
“Shhhh!”
She looked furtively at the school entrance twenty paces 

away, where James and Jenny stared back at us. She pulled me 
close.
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“James  can’t stay with us,” she hissed in my ear.
“What?”
“He’s  going to want to, and honey, I wish we could. God 

knows, he’s  going to want to stay with us even more now that 
his mo ther— damn it!”

Jenny was  running  toward the car.
“What, Mom?” I asked.
“Nothing!” she called out, loud enough for James to hear. 

“Have a good time, children. See you in two hours!”
The station wagon sped off into the summer haze.
“What was she on about?” James asked.
“Who knows?” I said.
Inside, we joined the seven other gifted members of Stu-

dio M. Mrs. Larson stood over everyone, beaming. She was a 
hyperactive  woman gifted at projecting her facial expressions 
through time and space using the funnels of children’s brains. 
What Mrs. Larson expressed was happiness. Her face worked 
exclusively with happiness. Compacted into impossible densi-
ties in the pressures of her interior, concentrated happiness 
sprang out of her face, uncoiling through our spiral lives.

When her expression of joy emerges at the other end of us 
it will be a constellation in the sky.

I love her.
“Who wants to start?” she sang delightedly.
“Start what, Mrs. Larson?” we chorused.
“With a creative event!” She sprang to the blackboard, yel-

low chalk stick in hand.
“In the last week who has experienced a CREATIVE 

EVENT?”
And as our answers babbled out she answered herself, 

shouting, “Everyone! Everyone has experienced a creative event. 
Neil!”

“I fi nished Prince Caspian,” said Neil, a blond kid whose 
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 father worked for the FBI and had a gun. “Prince Caspian is 
one of the Chronicles of  Narnia.”

“Wonderful, Neil!” said Mrs. Larson, the magic words of 
the title unspooling from her pinwheeling hand at the board. 
“A wonderful book! To read a book is to create! Without a 
reader the words are just marks! They’re nothing!”

“Errors!” I shouted.
“Yes, Michael!” she screamed. “Yes, exactly! A book by 

itself is an error! A reader like Neil is a CREATOR! James!”
“I started writing a story, Mrs. Larson.”
She had to sit down. She pulled up one of the tiny chairs 

meant for eight- year- olds and lowered herself onto it. We 
leaned forward.

“Now maybe,” she whispered, “maybe your wonderful 
Irish accent has tricked my poor old ears, James. But I thought 
you said  .  .  . no! You  can’t have. You  can’t have started .  .  . 
started to write . . .”

She looked at him imploringly.
“I’ve started a story, Mrs. Larson.”
Looking directly up at God, she ascended from her chair 

like the space shut tle.
“But a story without a reader is nothing,” Neil called out 

worriedly. “Reading is the creative part! Like Prince Caspian. 
Right, Mrs. Larson?”

“To write is to commune with the unborn,” she said, “Tell 
us about the story, James.”

“Me story’s called ‘Firefox,’ ” he said.
“My story,” she corrected.
“My story,” he continued. “It’s about a bad computer that 

comes through the power lines, like, to electrocute  people.”
“That’s amazing,” she said. “Tell me more.”
“That’s all I’ve got, like. This wicked computer that’ll 

come through the wires and blow up yer telly.”
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“And then what?” asked Elizabeth, a dark- haired girl I was 
in love with.

“Whaddaya mean?” James said. “And so it blows up yer 
telly and then ya call the FBI and they pull out all the wires 
and they follow it to the computer and they shut it down and 
ya buy a new telly and it happens again.”

Joy poured out of Mrs. Larson’s face.
“It happens again,” she breathed. “Every moment is unique. 

Every instant is singular. And it happens again. The secret of 
creation. It happens again and again and again. Listen! Do 
you know what the word ‘omnipresent’ means, children?”

We shook our heads.
“It means the Holy Spirit is everywhere,” she said. The 

quiet joy had come suddenly into her face. “And children, you 
might have something happen. Something like what happened 
in James’s story. Something rare and magical. And you might 
say to yourself, This cannot happen again. What are the 
chances? you might say. Once in a lifetime. Have you heard 
your parents say that, children? Have you heard them speak 
of a once- in- a- lifetime event?”

We nodded, thinking of Disney World.
“Well,” she said. “Let me tell you a secret, children. The 

once- in- a- lifetime event happens again. It happens again and 
again. Let me share something wonderful with you.”

She clasped her hands, the loud joy climbing back into her 
eyes.

“If I had a dollar for every once- in- a- lifetime event,” she 
sang, “if I had a dollar for every impossible, incredible, never- 
to- be- repeated event that will happen to every single one of 
you children! For example, if I had a dollar for every once- in- 
a- lifetime event that will happen to you, Elizabeth . . . do you 
know how many dollars I would have?”

Elizabeth shook her head.
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“Five trillion,” said Mrs.  Larson. “Five trillion. Five 
trillion.”

•

“Iris, report.”
“Malfunctioning aircabs have now killed twenty thousand 

 people on the surface. There are three buttons.”
“Waldo, press  middle button.”
“I have pressed the  middle button.”
“Iris, report.”
“Aircab activity has now halted.”
“Poet, move south.”
“I am now in the Outer Library.”
“Poet, move south.”
“I am now in the Index Peripheral.”
“Poet, move south.”
“I am now in the Central Core.”
“Poet, report.”
“I detect massive watts of energy moving in knots  behind 

the panels.”
The knots  were words, I knew.
“Whiz, report.”
“I am in the Central Core.”
“Use.”
“Use what?”
“Use knots.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Read.”
“Read what?”
“Read energy knots.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“You hear footsteps in the room outside your chamber,” 
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the screen scrolled. “You see shadowy shapes bent over the 
controls of your cryogenic suspension tank. Your life support 
systems have been disabled. You have failed.”

•

“How many times can you die?” I asked James.
“Three,” he said. “You mean in Pac- Man?”
“No, in life,” I said.
“Oh,” he said. He thought. “I don’t think you can die too 

many times.”
“How many?” I persisted.
“Well,” he said. “Jesus. Now, come on with yourself.”
“What?”
“Well, how many stories have you heard where someone 

dies, and then they die again?”
“In Suspended I die every day,” I whispered.
“What?”
“Suspended,” I said. “In Suspended I die all the time.”
“Whaddaya mean, you die all the time? How many?”
“I don’t know.”
“Look, Michael,” he said. “If ya had to venture a guess about 

how many fuckin’ times you can die in fuckin’ Suspended, what 
would you say?”

His swearing made me anxious.
“I don’t know!” I said. “A trillion.”
His eyes widened. “A trillion, is it?”
“If I had to guess,” I said. “Yes. One trillion times.”
He seemed impressed. He looked down at his feet, the way 

he did when he was thinking about something secret. The 
way he did  after his  father called on the phone from Ireland. 
Finally, he shook his head.

“Listen to us two fools! Suspended is only a game. Sure, 
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how many lives you’ve got in Suspended  doesn’t mean any-
thing more than how many lives you’ve got in Pac- Man.”

“It’s nothing like Pac- Man,” I said hotly. “Pac- Man’s not 
even a person.”

“And Suspended is only robots! You told me yerself.”
“There’s more than robots,” I said. “You don’t know what 

you’re talking about, James. Suspended has a person in it.”
“Oh yeah, who?”
“Me!” I said. “I am. I’m a person in Suspended.”
“But come on now,” James lectured me. “You  can’t move or 

touch or see or hear or anything in Suspended. You need a robot 
to do  everything for you. I don’t call that being a person.”

“That  doesn’t mean I’m not a person,” I said.
“Yes it does,” he said.
That night I imagined myself lying on my bed. Then I took 

away my hands. Okay, I thought, now I  can’t feel the bedsheet. 
But I’m still a person. Then I took away my mouth. I  can’t talk 
now, I’m still a person. Then I imagined my ears closing in on 
themselves like fl owers at night. No sounds, but I’m still a per-
son. I took away my eyes. Now I  couldn’t see myself lying there. 
I  couldn’t feel myself in the bed. I  couldn’t hear anything.

I’m a person, I thought. I am a person who can die one tril-
lion times.

•

James never played Suspended with me.  After dinner, James 
and Jenny and my mom would gather before the big TV down-
stairs where the Atari was plugged in and play Pac- Man or 
Donkey Kong while I climbed the back stairs to the computer 
room alone. James never came.

“To be honest with you, Michael,” he said to me one eve-

042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   18042-61158_ch01_6P.indd   18 7/22/15   9:04 AM7/22/15   9:04 AM



Suspended 19

ning at dinner, “that game sounds boring as hell. I don’t 
want to play it. And to be perfectly honest, I don’t want to 
hear about that fucking game again.”

“James!” said my mo ther, shocked.
“Sorry, Auntie Barb,” James said, looking into his potatoes.
My sister smiled at me. My mo ther placed her knife and 

fork on her plate.
“James,” she said, “you might be able to say those words 

at home in Ireland. But you are not at home now.”
“Yes, Auntie Barb,” he said.
“This isn’t your home,” she said. “This isn’t like your home 

in Ireland.”
“All right, Barb,” said my  father, swallowing his last mouth-

ful and pushing back his plate.
“I’m just saying,” said my mo ther. “Jenny and Michael are 

 here.”
“All right,” my  father said.
That night I made my great breakthrough in Suspended. 

I’d been trying to get Whiz to tell me what was in the library 
data banks. I knew it would help me. I’d gone as far as I could 
on my own. I stopped the aircabs from killing  people. But the 
planet’s other systems, the air and  water and food systems I 
was responsible for, they  were too complicated.

I now knew that I had only six turns  after each new suc-
cess before the footsteps of the mysterious strangers came 
to shut me down. I needed another success. I needed a hint, 
a clue.

The answer, I believed, lay in deciphering the obscure fate 
of my pre de ces sor. I learned of this shadowy fi gure by acci-
dent. I had been moving Poet through the underground com-
plex to the Hydroponics Control Center, but I must have 
gotten lost. When I asked for his report he said: “I am in 
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the room with the seventh robot. The one your pre de ces sor 
disabled.”

“Who is my pre de ces sor?” I typed with trembling hands.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“What is pre de ces sor?”
“I don’t know what that means.”
Whiz, I thought. Whiz could tell me. The fi fth robot pos-

sessed enormous intelligence, and once I’d moved him to the 
library, he had access to the accumulated knowledge of an 
entire planet. But I didn’t know the command that would un-
lock it.

That night,  after the dinner where my mo ther had twice 
reminded James that our home was not like his home, I found 
the correct command.

“Whiz, tell me about pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Speak to me about pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Communicate to me about pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
I got desperate: “Pray to me about pre de ces sor.”
And then I let go and fell into the darkness:
“Whiz, know to me about pre de ces sor.”
“Understand to me about pre de ces sor.”
“Make pre de ces sor known to me.”
“Press button of word, pre de ces sor.”
“Tell me about pre de ces sor, please.”
“Open pre de ces sor word.”
“Use word. Pre de ces sor.”
I searched my brains for the correct command. And then 

the breakthrough. This is the breakthrough: When you meet 
the thing that lives outside of nature, do not look inside your 
own head to discover what to say.
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Look in the book.
Look in the card with the list of words. The card that came 

with the game.
Methodically, I typed every word on the list before the word 

“pre de ces sor” and pressed enter. It was the fi rst methodical 
thing I had done in my life.

No one remembers the fi rst time they saw their mo ther. 
No one remembers the moment they fi rst recognized that the 
thing in the mirror is me. But the generation of humans who 
 were approximately seven years old when PC games fi rst be-
came widely available, we remember the fi rst time we did some-
thing methodical.

“Drop pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Enter pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Exit pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Find pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“Go pre de ces sor.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
Look at card, look at keyboard, type word on card on key-

board. When you have gotten to the bottom of your senses 
and your capacity to think, you are ready to embrace method. 
To embrace method is to become the pure servant of fate.

One of Goya’s Black Paintings depicts a vast thickening 
shapeless yellowy mass. At the very bottom left corner, a few 
daubs of brown and black paint depict the head of a tiny dog. 
The dog’s senses twitch baffl ed at the edge of the mottled yel-
lowish endless stuff of the world. It is a picture of the animal 
getting to the bottom of its senses. It is a picture of the basic 
animal experience of won der.
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A  human is a dog with method.
“Halt pre de ces sor.”
“Hit pre de ces sor.”
“Join pre de ces sor.”
“Kill pre de ces sor.”
“Lift pre de ces sor.”
Look at card, look at keyboard, type word on card on key-

board. Method. A wheel made out of  simple repetitive move-
ments. It wears through the rock of the world like a river.

“Query pre de ces sor.”
It was the last word on the sheet. I typed it and pressed 

enter.
“Your pre de ces sor,” said Whiz, “was removed for gross in-

competence. He caused millions of deaths on the surface. His 
cryogenic suspension life support apparatus was disabled. 
His life was terminated.”

Trembling, I typed: “Query removed.”
“Your pre de ces sor was removed because he became in-

sane,” Whiz reported.

•

“If I just had another week,” James said, “I could fi nish 
‘Firefox.’ ”

He’d covered dozens of pages in the notebook Mrs. Larson 
had given him.

“And I could fi nish Suspended,” I said.
He looked at me sharply.
“Are you nuts?” he said. “You’re not the one has to leave 

 here and go back to fuckin’ Ireland.”
We  were at the beach. In the distance, by the  water, Jenny 

dripped wet sand into piles  until it made wet sandpiles. That’s 
how it is in this world.
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“What happens next in ‘Firefox’?” I asked, to pacify him.
“The computer, it’s  after strangling  people up with the 

cords of their own telephones,” he said, looking into the white 
sky. “And so the agents, like, they’ve all resolved to do without 
telephones and tellies and anything electric. And now one is 
 after looking at the other and he says, All right, Agent Red, 
Firefox  can’t get at us.”

“But,” I broke in, “but then the agents  can’t get to Firefox. 
It works through telephones and TVs. It is in them.”

“Exactly!” James said. “Fucking exactly, Michael. It  can’t 
get to us but, like, how in Jesus’ holy fucking name are we to 
get to it?”

“Without the things it works through, Firefox is, it’s like 
a tele vi sion without . . .”

I stopped and we stared at each other.
“It’s like a telly without a telly,” James fi nished.
“What’s left of a telephone,” I said softly, “ after you take 

away the telephone?”
“Not nothing,” he said. “Firefox is still there.”
“Oh I know,” I said. “It’s still there. It’s worse, even. Now 

it’s everywhere.”
“I wish I had another week,” he said, pounding his fi st 

into the sand. “I could fi nish it if I had another week.”
“I  really wish you would play Suspended,” I said. “It says 

it’s for ages sixteen and over and you’re three years closer to 
sixteen than me and we could play it together and then we’d 
be, like, seventeen and . . .”

But he was shaking his head.
“That game’s driving you mad,” he said.
The sky had gone fl at white and the sounds of the birds 

had died. Jenny dripped wet sand onto wet sand.
“Michael,” he began. “Where I live in Ireland, like. It’s not 

the way it is  here where you live.”
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“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Never mind,” he said.
He turned to look at the lake, and I stared at him. Some-

times when he  wasn’t looking I stared at him. If James is  here, 
I thought, and then he goes away, then what’s left of him?

Not nothing, I thought. Not nothing. Not nothing.
I shivered. The sky was a fl at white sheet.

•

By the time we got home, the sky had thickened, turned yellow-
ish, mottled. My mo ther was on the steps, her tiny face tilted 
up to the gigantic sky.

“There’s a tornado watch,” she said distractedly.
“A tornado!” said Jenny.
“A tornado is nothing to be happy about,” my mo ther said 

severely. “It destroys  houses.”
Jenny smiled at her. I was terrifi ed.
“Shouldn’t we go to the basement?” I asked.
My mo ther shook her head.
“It’s just a tornado watch for now,” she said. “If it be-

comes a tornado warning the sirens will go off and then we’ll 
have to go to the basement.”

“But what if there’s not enough time?”
“Go to the den and watch TV.”
It was so dark outside when we got to the den that when 

James turned his head away from the TV beam to speak to 
me, darkness erased his features.

“What?” he asked.
“I said, D- d- don’t you think we should turn the v- v- volume 

on the TV down,” I stammered.
The tele vi sion threw its pictures one  after another into my 

brain, where they melted.
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“Are you pulling me leg, Michael?” James said.
“He’s scared of the tornado,” said Jenny. “He’s scared he 

won’t be able to hear the siren.”
James laughed.
“But how will ye hear the tornado siren, Michael,” he said, 

“with all the other sirens?”
Then he cupped his hands to his mouth and began to imi-

tate the high whine of a police  siren.
“Weee- ooo- weee- ooo- weee- ooo.”
Jenny clapped her hands and joined in.
“Weee- ooooo.”
“Shut up!” I shouted. “Stop it!”
 Behind their braying imitations, I could hear the true whine 

starting. The thin serrated alien voice of the tornado siren. It 
came into the  house and cut through their voices like a whip-
saw through chicken meat.

“Jesus,” James said. “Listen.”
Jenny’s small voice now harmonized with the siren. Her 

face took on the wan and serious look she’d had when singing 
in the fi rst-grade Christmas  concert.

“Weeee- oooo- weeee- oooo- weeee- oooo.”
“Shut it, Jenny,” James grunted. “Yer ma’s calling us.”
“Down to the basement!”
My mo ther stood at the stairs shouting up to us. We ran 

down the staircase. I imagined the tornado dropping its trunk 
through the roof like an elephant and drinking the staircase 
up in a swirl of wood chips.

We huddled in the basement  under a naked lightbulb. My 
mo ther had a small radio and Harry Caray’s voice announc-
ing the Cubs game came through whirling chips of static.

“They’ll say on the radio if the tornado’s coming,” my 
mo ther said.

“Jesus,” James whispered.
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“James!” My mo ther yelled.
But he  wasn’t swearing. He was praying. His lips pressed 

into a pale wavering line, his face bone white in the stark light. 
His hand reached out and grabbed mine, squeezing tightly.

“It’s  going to be okay,” I managed to whisper.
“It destroys  houses,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Be quiet!” said my mo ther.
I squeezed James’s hand tightly. Harry Caray spoke out of 

the radio, heartless.
“And it’s still the top of the eighth, and there’s still only 

one out, and, folks, if  these Chicago Cubs have ever needed 
divine intervention, boy, I am  here to tell you it is  today, folks.”

Thunder spoke through the bones of the  house.
“Don’t let go of me hand,” James whispered.
“I won’t,” I whispered.

•

The tornado uncoiled harmlessly into the air it was made of. 
The warning expired  after a half hour. The Cubs lost. James 
left for Ireland a week  later. The next time I saw him, four 
years had passed. My  family was visiting my grandmother 
in Ireland and he came into the kitchen where we were all drink-
ing tea and talking. He had changed.

When he was leaving, I said I had to go to the bathroom and 
ran out and caught him in the hall and asked him. What about 
“Firefox”? Oh, that silly thing, he said. But what about the 
notebook, I said. You still have the notebook. Oh, I don’t know 
what happened to it, he said. Me mammy probably tossed it. 
He left.

I wanted him to ask me about Suspended. What about 
Suspended? How did it end? What happened with the seventh 
robot?
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I don’t know, I would have told him. I never fi nished it  either. 
Just like you with “Firefox.”

But it  wasn’t just like him. “Firefox” was gone in the way of 
being completely gone, but Suspended was gone in the way 
of being everywhere. It was my fi rst computer game. I played 
it at the right time. I don’t know what would have happened if 
I had waited  until I was sixteen, but playing it at seven changed 
me. It gave me a new direction to grow. While my parents and 
friends and teachers  were helping part of me to grow up to-
ward the  people, another part of me had begun to grow out, 
away from them.
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