
The Way of All Flesh
 
 

Chapter 1: “Across The Threshold”
 

“No — no words. No words to describe it. Poetry! They should’ve sent a poet.”
–Ellie Arroway, Contact

 
 

DAY
 
    Across the threshold there is nothing but sunshine. He is falling out of the sky, the wind 
tearing at his clothes, the sun pinwheeling wildly as he himself spins and plummets through 
white clouds drifting through an incongruously calm, blue sky. He realizes he is screaming, and 
clawing at the air with hands that can find no purchase, and it is only a moment later that he 
realizes it is not fear that has inspired the screaming, but exhilaration. The adrenaline is singing 
in his veins, and the wind is roaring in his ears, so loudly he can barely hear his own voice, 
though he is hollering at the top of his lungs, yelling for joy.

Because oh, it feels so good to be warm again -- to be alive, to be present to take in the 
warmth...

So what if at the end of 60 seconds I’m hamburger-meat? he thinks. I was never 
supposed to be immortal.

He feels truly awake for the first time -- awake to take in the view, to feel the sun on his 
face and hands and the wind whipping through his tawny hair as he drops through insubstantial 
corridors of air.

Immediately upon the heels of this thought is another one: You’re not awake, fool -- you 
are clearly dreaming.

Of course I’m dreaming. Don’t people dream about falling all the time?
And then, a moment later, ...and don’t people usually wake up from those dreams of 

falling? The “hypnic jerk,” it’s called -- that sudden startling as you’re falling asleep, usually 
accompanied by a sensation of falling.
    Suddenly the clouds break and there before him is the immeasurable expanse of ocean, like 
a vast, rippling blue sky in its own right, only inverted, occupying the other semi-circular half of 
the cosmos.

Far below him he sees islands -- a little chain of islands, maybe a dozen of them -- 
scattered in a loose crescent shape. The archipelago balloons in his vision as he plummets 
towards it and before he can wonder just which archipelago this might be, the blue of the ocean 
has been entirely replaced by the green of thick foliage.

Oh well, he thinks. It’s been a good run.
He is too shocked to feel the pain of the impact as he crashes through the canopy -- 

branches tear at his clothes and skin as he falls, and then he hits the ground with a stomach-



turning crunch.
 

NIGHT
 
    The worst day of Benjamin Euwer’s life is going to be the day of the breakup. It will be a 
Sunday in October -- the Lord’s Day, of all things -- and that day will continue to be the worst 
of his life until the following morning, at which point that day will outstrip the previous one in 
terms of sheer, unadulterated misery. The sunshine pouring in through the window on the 
morning of that dreadful day will bring light and warmth and the promise of a day so painful it 
will shake Ben’s very faith in the belief that life, for some unthinkably gruesome reason, is worth 
participating in.
    But now -- right now -- none of that has happened, not yet. For right now the possibility 
remains, as tenuous as it is, that everything will turn out all right, that Mark will accept him back 
into his arms and his bed and his heart and that everything will continue the way it did while 
things were good.

Because oh, things used to be so good...
What drugs do I have at my disposal? Ben will think on the day of the breakup, after 

Abigail has hung up and left him to go eat dinner. (Dinner, for those of you who don’t know, 
is something that “normal” people whose hearts are not broken sometimes do when they are 
hungry; it provides humans with the energy they need to live and is often pleasurable. Benjamin 
does not eat any dinner on the night of the breakup.) But Abigail has promised to call and check 
on him after dinner, so he has that to hang on to.

Ben walks into his bathroom and looks into the mirror at a face that has just failed to be 
attractive enough to retain a boyfriend.

Alcohol, he will think, alcohol is the answer fuck I can’t drink alcohol that shit would 
not end well it’s okay though I have cigarettes I’ll smoke some more cigarettes god-damn I 
need something anything to make me feel good enough to live without exploding or blowing 
my fucking brains out or slitting my goddamn fucking throat open oh God thank sweet unholy 
Jesus Christ that that’s as bad as it’s going to get sigh of relief I can always just slit my throat 
I can always slit my throat whew worst-case scenario I can always just slit my throat piece of 
cake respite respite and nepenthe I can always just slit my throat and then I won’t have to worry 
about any this nonsense anymore --
    When he opens his hand he will find, to his surprise, that he’s reached into the medicine-
cabinet and removed a bottle of sleeping pills.

Hullo, he will think. What have we here?
The pills will be a cheery sky-blue, the color of smurfs. And whaddaya know, but the 

festive little guys will come perfectly pre-sized for ingestion!
Well, here goes nothing, Ben is going to think as he downs the sleeping pill. Almost 

an hour will go by during which he will smoke three more cigarettes. He will also bite another 
sleeping pill in half, swallow the half that is in his mouth, and drop the other half back into the 
bottle. This way I can round down to “one,” he is going to think.

He will turn the radio on so that he doesn’t have to be alone (in the most positive turn of 
events that will have occurred that day, Ben will find an hour of BBC news playing), crawl into 
his bed, and bury himself in covers, and the last though that is going to pass through his head 
as his brain is forcibly, mercifully shut down by drugs will be this:

You don’t get to break up with me. Not after everything I’ve given you.
...Of course, he will never actually have said these words to Mark; when all is said and 

done, the person doing the breaking-up generally gets to do whatever the hell he or she wants 
to.

Worst-case scenario I can always just slit my throat -- worst-case scenario I can always 
just slit my throat... This is his lullaby, the mantra that echoes through his head as he succumbs 



to sweet, merciful oblivion.
But now -- right now, as he is drifting off to sleep -- none of that has happened, at least 

not yet. Right now the possibility remains, as tenuous as it is, that everything will turn out all 
right...
 

DAY
 
    He awakes lying in a clearing full of flowers. Moonlight shines down through irregularly-
spaced clouds, through leaves and fronds and vines, covering everything in a patchwork of cold, 
pale light. The sweet-and-sour smell of nectar fills his nose, and the soft humming of a dozen 
insects fills his ears. The ebb and swell of the tide, like the heartbeat of the ocean, is audible in 
the distance.
    Or is the swell of the ocean just the pounding of his aching head? There is a ringing in his 
ears, too, although that is subsiding.

When he looks down, he is pleasantly surprised to find himself in one piece, not 
splattered all over the ground like so much hamburger-meat. He tries to open and close his 
hands, to flex those aching muscles, and succeeds.

So far so good...
He sits up. He is sitting on a blanket of thick grass, leaves, and wet, black, wholesome-

smelling earth.
He blinks. Benjamin Euwer has no idea where he is, let alone what time it is. He seems 

to recall crashing into the ground at many dozens of mile per hour, which is odd, since he also 
seems to be in perfectly fine shape.
    He rises unsteadily to his feet and inhales deeply. The night is a warm one, but the air feels 
cool in his lungs. Invigorating. He lifts a hand to his throbbing forehead, brings it back down. 
Well, I’ll be a son of a gun, he thinks upon finding no blood on his fingertips.

He looks up and makes a complete rotation, taking in his surroundings. Dark silhouettes 
of tropical trees stand in every direction as far as he can see -- dense stands of thin, green 
saplings to great, thick trees draped in mosses and vines and ferns. And flowers: dim, silvery 
flowers that have been bleached of color in the moonlight, so many of them it’s like wading 
through fragrant, ankle-deep water. Benjamin’s feet step slowly through the flowers.

Somewhere far overhead, a lone seagull emits a plaintive cry.
Okay, so I’m in a jungle. That makes sense.
He turns and finds that he has woken up at the foot of a colossal, ancient-looking 

monument of stone. There are three roughly rectangular megaliths -- two upright, and the third 
lying atop the others. The whole arrangement is enormous, a little over twice Ben’s height of 
six-foot-two. The individual pieces look to have been hewn imprecisely from whatever quarry it 
came from, as if by primitive instruments.

Upon the front face of the stone there is carved, in deep, old cuts, the outline of a figure, 
almost life-size. It’s stylized, reminiscent of Australian aboriginal art, but is clearly intended to be 
an image of a human being. The figure is kneeling, its arms outstretched towards the sky. Out 
from the mouth of the figure there issues a long, waving rope-shape, segmented and ending in 
a head: a snake, perhaps.

Across the top monolith, carved in the same deep, weather-worn furrows, are engraved 
these words:
 

HERE LIES THE POET
HE KNEW BOTH

THE ANGUISH AND THE BLISS
OF IMMORTALITY

 



Well if that isn’t odd, Ben thinks to himself.
 

NIGHT
 

“I don’t think this is going to work out,” Mark will say on the day of the breakup, sitting 
placidly on a bench by the sidewalk, as if he has not just disintegrated the life of another 
human being. The tall, beautifully-proportioned man of twenty-nine has thick, dark curls, grey 
eyes, a way of making Ben’s knees feel like pudding, a degree in engineering from M.I.T., and 
emotional armour that seems to be impervious to Ben’s best attempts to breach it.

“I don’t think this -- us -- is going to work out,” Mark is going to say, and then Benjamin’s 
brain will erase the subsequent ten minutes of dialogue in an only-partially-successful attempt to 
protect the innermost core of his being from what is, essentially, torture.

“I don’t think this -- us -- is going to work out,” Mark is going to say; It will be almost 
elegant in its simplicity.

And just like that, they’ll have broken up.
Poof.
“Can I have a hug?” Ben will ask him at the end of that ten-minute duration. He will be 

afraid to ask for one last kiss, afraid of being denied a last kiss, although he has the absurd 
belief that, if he could only get access to Mark’s mouth, if he could only get his hot little hands 
on the soft, warm skin at the back of Mark’s neck, then somehow their bodies would take 
over and they could thrash out all the specifics by means of that silent ballet which has for 
immemorial centuries served to reconcile the irreconcilable.

Ben will want -- he will try, desperately -- to believe that something of this kind is 
possible, that this can all be resolved as easily -- as dumbly, as physically -- as a charlie-horse. 
But if ignorance is bliss, then Ben is simply not ignorant enough to be even minimally happy.

“Can I have a hug?” Ben will ask. He will think that asking for a hug is a safer bet, so 
that is what he will ask for. But he will need to ask for something, since he will not be feeling 
good enough to continue living; his very heart and lungs and liver and kidneys will need a hug if 
they’re to continue functioning normally.

It’s a kind of triage, Ben will realize: do what you can with what you have on hand; it’s 
not about whether or not scars will be left, it’s not about how you feel -- it’s about twisting the 
tourniquet and praying you’ll make it through the night.

“Of course you can have a hug,” Mark says quietly, although he is not smiling.
Mark will take him into his arms, and there, sitting on the bench in plain daylight and in 

front of dozens of strangers, Ben will cling to him like a life-vest, as though his life depended 
upon not letting go physically of this person.

Ben will start crying, and he will be able to smell Mark through the sweater -- not his 
cologne, the smell of him, of his body, of Mark the human being -- and Ben will think, there is 
going to be hell to pay when this falls apart.

Ben can’t bring himself to project what tomorrow might bring (much less the day after 
tomorrow, or the day after that); all he can think is I have to hold on to him I don’t care what he 
wants I don’t even care what I want I just can’t let this slip away from me I’ve got to identify what 
will win him back and then I have to do whatever that thing is no matter what that thing is --
    And sitting at the back of his mind is the fact -- for Ben knows it to be so -- that he will never 
find anyone like Mark ever again.
 

DAY
 

Just then a the sound of tearing foliage rips through the quiet of the nighttime jungle, and 
a voice says: “--Dléodhon, ainglethir miridionath!” #



Benjamin spins around to find a young woman standing there, staring at him.
¡Para español, marque el numero dos!
The girl has green eyes set in a pretty (if somewhat angular) face, and dirty-blond hair 

tied back in a pony-tail. She is of average height, wearing jeans, sneakers, and a faded pink 
t-shirt. She could almost pass for an ordinary hiker, except that she looks sickly-pale, and 
something about her seems at once tired and ceaselessly alert.

Someone afraid -- that is what she looks like. Ben wonders how long she’s been out 
here. For that matter, what is anybody doing out here -- and where is here?

Then the girl bolts off, vanishing into the jungle.
Curiouser and curiouser, Ben thinks.
A moment later he can hear her halt, a good fifty feet away, although she is now mostly 

obscured by the treeline.
“Shit!” she says.
She comes running back into the clearing and locks eyes with Ben: “...Ainglethir 

miridionath!” she hisses, this time with more intensity.
Ben stares back at her, uncomprehending.
“I don’t understand,” he says, because he can think of nothing else to say. (He has never 

been in this particular situation before, after all, and is unsure how to respond.)
“You speak English,” the girl says. For some reason, she seems visibly relieved by this 

fact.
He, too, is relieved. “This might seem like a strange question,” he says, “but do you 

know, er, exactly where we are?”
But before she has a chance to respond, the faint rumour of voices in the middle-

distance interrupts her. Torches are visible in the direction of the voices: little pin-pricks of light 
flickering in the dark forest.

Coming towards them.
    She spins back towards Ben and grabs him by the shoulder. Mere inches from his face, she 
whispers: “Listen to me: we are not allowed on this island. Those people are going to kill us if 
they find us, so we need to go right now.”

“Who are you?” he asks.
“My name’s Abigail,” she answers. Then she grabs his hand and pulls him from the 

clearing and into the jungle.
    The next few minutes blur past -- he’s sprinting through the forest with only the girl’s hand 
to guide him through the pathless darkness, and then there is a pillar -- a pillar toppled over, in 
ruins -- and then they’re under it, the girl’s hand clapped over Ben’s mouth.

In the darkness, huddled under the pillar as if for warmth, Ben
    And suddenly it is all very still, with only the constant thrum of insect-noise continuing 
unabated. Then, after a 30-second interval which feels like half an hour, shadows cast by the 
torches stretch out to where Ben and Abigail are hiding, and the sound of footsteps creeps to 
within earshot.
 

NIGHT
 

A friend is someone who will sit on the other end of a phone-line and listen to you cry for 
twenty minutes because you’ve just had your heart broken; a best friend is someone who sits 
on the other end of the phone-line for the third time in the course of an hour because you forgot 
to mention that your very favorite name is Mark, even before you met him your favorite name 
was Mark, and now for the rest of your life -- for the rest of the time you will be alive, mind you, 
may it be as short as possible! -- the name “Mark” is going to bring up memories of a man whom 
you loved who used to love you -- used to, of course, being the salient part of the sentence. 
Cross “Mark” off the list of names you were considering for your children -- children that, even 



if you somehow get them one day, will not be both your children and his. You used to whisper 
his name to yourself because it made you happy to say his name, hear his name, and know that 
you belonged to one another.

And then the black, ravening fungus blooms anew in his heart and Ben must wrap his 
arms around himself in order to hold his crumbling pieces-parts together temporarily while he 
tries to hold the lighter steady in his hand and abandons himself to another bout of crying. Ben 
thinks that he has never been more grateful for tobacco than right now, as he closes his eyelids 
over the tears and feels the thick, obliterating calm of the nicotine percolate through his body.

Thank you, Ben prays to a God he does not believe in. Thank you for this cigarette 
which I have just received.

Abigail is just such a friend. And for some oblique reason that has more to do with her 
than it does with him, Abigail is willing to sit there on the other end of the line and do nothing but 
listen as he cries his eyes out.

Ben thinks he doesn’t deserve her.
Did he deserve Mark? Mark doesn’t seem to think so.

    “I wouldn’t have put up with any of this shit if he were my boyfriend,” Abigail says, matter-of-
factly, over the telephone. The words should be galvanizing in some way, perhaps encourage 
Ben to put Mark (that whole chunk of time he spent with Mark, from meeting him at the party to 
two days ago, when he said he needed “time to think about things”) behind him.

But it’s just not that simple, is it?
    Ben knows she wouldn’t put up with this. But then again, she has the luxury of doing that: 
Abigail has green eyes set in a pretty (if somewhat angular) face, nice legs, dirty-blond hair 
that falls down to her shoulders, and a heart uncompromised by infatuation. Oh, she’s in a 
relationship -- Abigail believes in love, she just doesn’t believe that the only true kind of love is 
blind love, the kind of love Ben has gotten himself mired in.

And now he’s paying the price for it.
“I don’t have a choice,” Ben claims, his voice thick with mucus. “I can’t help it. I still love 

him.”
A moment passes. Over the phone-line, Abigail hears him blow his nose.
“Oh, Ben...” she says, because there is really nothing more to say. Everything speaks for 

itself. Everything always speaks for itself, and people who attempt to describe what it’s like to 
experience something in words (feeble, useless words) are wasting the pathetic, worthless 
glimpses of life allotted to them on nothing.

Is the sentence “I used to love you” any indication whatsoever of what it’s like to 
withstand the crucible itself?

Ben continues to weep. It is very quiet weeping, since he is trying to minimize the 
amount that Abigail can hear over the phone.

“You never really liked that guy anyway,” she says. This is the perfect thing to say, 
because you know what? He really did like that guy! That is precisely why it hurts to much now 
that he’s gone!
    “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to...” he says to her between sobs. “I’m... really sorry.” He knows 
she will understand that he means to apologize for crying. Boys are not supposed to cry, so it’s 
particularly disconcerting when they do. “I realize I’m probably not the first person in the history 
of the species ever to undergo heartache,” Ben says (although right at this moment he would 
swear until he is blue in the face that no other conspecific has ever gone through a heartache 
quite this painful). But somehow this idea fails to alleviate the rawness -- a rawness that is 
simultaneously both sharp and dull -- of the emotion as he’s experiencing it right now. “It hurts 
so much,” he extrudes from what feels like his entire aching body. “My arms hurt,” he says. “My 
legs hurt. My stomach hurts...”

It hurts so much that Ben feels dizzy.
“Well, I’d put you out of your misery,” Abigail says, “but I’ve taken an oath to Do No 



Harm, so I guess you’re out of luck.”
For some reason, her words trigger in him an odd feeling of déjà vu, a sense of not-quite-

getting-the-joke, but he cannot decide what feels so strange about the statement.
“I appreciate the offer,” he says, sniffling. He tries to laugh, but the laugh becomes a 

cough, and the cough segues into more crying.
“Oh, Ben...” Abigail says, softly, again.
Because, oh, Lord, she has been so good to him.
But there is a seemingly inexhaustible number of minutes in the day, and Abigail cannot 

devote every single one of them to babysitting her poor, demolished friend.
 

DAY
 
    And then they vanish. No flash of light, no puff of smoke, they’re just gone, their torches 
suddenly extinguished. Ben and Abigail crawl out from under the pillar.
    “Where did they go?” Ben says. He looks around, but there’s trace of them -- the quiet of the 
forest has resumed as though never interrupted. He turns to Abigail. “Who were those people?” 
he asks, still afraid to speak in anything louder than a whisper.
    “Those,” Abigail says grimly, without turning around to face him, “are the natives.” She 
secures her pack and looks up at him. “We should get going. Our camp is less than a mile from 
here.”

“The natives. The natives of where?”
But Abigail has retrieved a walkie-talkie from her pack and is now speaking into it: “Al, 

you there?”
“Go ahead,” comes a voice from over the line.
“They overtook me. I’m heading back now.” She pauses, then: “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about that right now,” is the reply. “Anything else?”
Abigail pauses. She looks up at Ben. “I found a loner.”
Ben almost laughs aloud at the absurdity (or maybe the accuracy) of the title.
“Can we use him?”
Abigail looks him over. “Yeah,” she says at last, “I think we can use him.”
Static hangs on the other end of the line for a moment. “Alright, bring him in.”
Abigail switches off the walkie and sighs. “There’s really no way to prepare you for this, 

unfortunately,” she says. “I’ve been here for almost a month and I still have problems wrapping 
my head around it.”

“Prepare me for what?”
“I’ll show you,” she says. She pull her backpack on, then she proceeds to walk off into 

the jungle.
“That’s not much of an answer,” Ben protests.
She sighs, but she continues forging her way through the heavy underbrush. “...The long 

answer is that people wake up here, like you did. They just appear, they wake up in the middle 
of the jungle, suffering from some kind of post-traumatic amnesia. That’s my guess, anyway.”
    “Bullshit,” Ben says automatically. There is no heat in his voice -- just the sudden, knee-jerk 
reaction of denial to something so utterly, manifestly preposterous.
    “Oh?” she seems amused by the challenge. “And can you tell me exactly where you were 
right before you woke up next to that obelisk back there?”
    This sobers him, because, no, he cannot remember. Not the specifics, at any rate: all that 
remains is an impression -- a great snarl of metal, the smell of smoke and charring flesh...

“Come on,” she says in response to his speechlessness, “let’s keep moving.”
    For a long moment Benjamin Euwer -- who, to the best of his own (admittedly limited) 
knowledge, has just fallen out of the sky and landed on a magical island -- accepts what’s going 
on. Only for a moment, though: “This is all totally nuts,” he finally says. “Do you realize that?”



“Yes,” she agrees: “If this is anything, it is definitely, totally nuts.”
“I’m dreaming. This is all some kind of dream,” he says. And yet, here he is -- here they 

are -- tramping through a very real (or seemingly real) tropical rain-forest, complete with real 
dirt, real sweat, and real humidity.

“This is no dream,” Abigail answers, quietly. She refrains from adding: a nightmare, 
maybe, but no dream. She turns back to him: “I’d pinch you to prove it, but I’ve taken an oath to 
Do No Harm, so I guess”
    He stops. “What did you say?” Something about the phrase has startled him to attention. The 
moment feels suggestive, incomplete -- like a song left hanging on the second-to-last chord.

“I was in medical school,” she explains. “I was going to be a doctor.”
“I’m sorry,” Ben says, because he is unsure of how to respond.
“It’s all right. At least now I won’t have to pay back my student loans,” she says, letting 

slip a smile in his direction. “Those were going to be a bitch.”
Ben cannot bring himself to smile, not even ruefully. She is heading off into the jungle 

again.
“Where are we?” he yells, following after her.
“Calm down,” she says. “I’m going to show you.”

    Several paces further the forest thins out and leads to a steep drop-off. Suddenly they are 
overlooking a broad, rocky hillside that leads down to the ocean, perhaps half a mile away. 
A long horizon of inky-black water is broken only by a few islands in the far distance, barely 
distinguishable in the dark gloom. A myriad stars are twinkling, bright and cold, but a broad 
sweep of clouds is obscuring most of them.

Ben looks back to her, helpless.
She points up to the sky: “Look.”
Benjamin looks upward. All at once the clouds break and moonlight (far too much of it, it 

seems) washes over them both.
    It takes a moment for the realization to coalesce in his mind. There are some things we take 
so for granted -- the sky is blue, two plus two equals four -- that the mind hiccups when it tries to 
reconsider them afresh.

Then it occurs to him.
“Oh lord...” Ben says under his breath. His arms go slack, falling uselessly to his side.
There, hanging against the star-strewn background like strange, luminous lamps shining 

through the clouds, are moons.
Two of them.

    Abigail turns to him. He looks at her, but he is speechless. She seems vaguely amused by 
his surprise -- the open-hanging mouth, wide-open eyes that gleam lustrously in the unnaturally 
plentiful moonlight.

He looks at her. “Where are we?” he manages, finally.
“I’ll tell you where we’re not...” she says.

 


