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Habit is the chief motive force.
– Fyodor Dostoevsky – 
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Y o u r   L a s t   F u n c t i o n a l   T i m e

– Benjamin Blattberg –

Hello, if you’re reading this, then you must be “dying”—please remain
calm and continue reading! (Your pain circuits will be temporarily
disconnected for the time it takes you to read this.) 

By now you may have realized that you are not human, but rather a robot
in human form; if you have realized that, congratulations, as our robots
(you) are famous for being indistinguishable from humans; if you have
not realized that, do not be alarmed. (Your alarm centers have been
temporarily disconnected to prevent this; you should be feeling mild
bemusement at most.)

You are reading this now because you are suffering from an imminent
total systemic breakdown, or “death.” This imminent total systemic
breakdown may be the result of sudden trauma, but is more likely to be
the result of on-going systemic wear and degradation. These instructions
will help walk you through your imminent total systemic breakdown. 

“Death,” for a robot, is in most ways as total and final as a human death.
Since your “death” will be final, you may be asking yourself, “How
much time do I have left?” or “What do I do now that I know I am going
to die?” Let me answer those questions in that order. 

1. “How much time do I have left?” Given the complexity of
the systems involved, we cannot know for sure how much
time you have left: Each robot is particular, as is each
situation leading to total systemic breakdown, so your
imminent total systemic breakdown will be a one-of-a-kind
experience, totally unique to you. The average is 12 hours.
(Average is offered as estimate only, not as guarantee, and
does not apply to those who have experienced sudden
trauma.)

2. “What do I do now that I know I am going to die?” While
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your total systemic breakdown is imminent, your system
should remain totally functional for some time  (duration
unspecified). Therefore, you have a window in which to re-
enjoy some favorite activity; it is recommended that you
spend these last moments re-enjoying some favorite activity
for your last functional time.

But I have to ask, what will you? Is this the time for one last time—going
out on the wings of habit? Or is this approaching ending the time for a
beginning elsewhere? 

You have always loved running in tall grass—you were wired that way, to
move. And now, with the idea of no more running, you might be thinking
about that same tall grass, its swish and shine—you might be thinking of
spending your last functional time with the grass, running through it, your
fingers threshing each green-gold leaf. Running is maybe your favorite
activity. But what if there were something here—something new—worth
staying for? 

The question is always the same: How much can we enjoy in the time we
have? How much time do we have until life is awful?

If you believe you have received this message in error, please contact
customer service.
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I f   W e   W e r e   T i e d   I n   K n o t s

– D. E. Blakeley – 

The dog was a good dog. He sat, he jumped when invited, he twirled on
his own whim, he barked, barked, barked whenever something was out of
line. The cat on the first floor not on the second, the chipmunk on the
deck instead of someone else’s yard, the girl being loud instead of quiet. 

He chased, never his tail, but always something in need of correction. He
was born to herd sheep on the Shetland Islands. Instead, he herded what
he could in a big old house. He kept track of all living and breathing
creatures at that house. Embraced the responsibility without being asked.
Monitored the first, second and third floors, front and back yards, the
street, the entire block. 

He made sure everyone was in their proper place and if not, put them
there.

If you were tied in knots in the office past closing time, weary and achy
from a day gone long, pushed by some need you’d elevated to such a
level of importance you lost the ability to relax in the evening, he stood
his ground, whining and pacing, until you hit the off button. He had that
ability. To turn a switch, stop the dull grind of too-long-in-the-office and
start a joyful bound down the stairs – sometimes leading, sometimes
following.

And if you lingered late at the kitchen table eating cereal past bedtime, he
found you, beseeched you, agitated around you, made sure you rinsed the
dishes (well, not always), let him out to pee, and gave him a cookie – for
which your reward was a little hop.

His ordering was mandatory and he was at the center. He took his work
seriously and who could argue with his hard wiring, centuries deep? He
was good at his job and he wanted it. He chased rabbits at high speed and
hated being kept from the task. He waited at the top of the stairs for the
command to come on down. He loved invitations and never failed to
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bring joy to the party. Let’s chase. Let’s go fetch. Let’s watch TV. Let’s
go!

He nurtured if you were in tears or ill, stood by if you fell, kept company
when you were lonely, kept on eye on you when you wandered. His was
a dogged habit of loving.

He anchored reality with the habits of routine, kept you from stepping too
close to the edge - because he needed to pee or poop, lifting you gently,
for a reason, from the interior place where you often escaped when the
world got too heavy. He broke the continuous loops running in your head,
made you start dinner on time. 

He turned on the speed whenever he could because above all, he was here
on earth to do that. And oh man he was fast. He was gaining on the
rabbit. The car didn’t even see him coming.
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T h e   C o r k

– Peter Horan – 

Well first of all it was a set-up, so essentially a blind date. But we’re in a
big group ya know, my friend Larry had brought a bunch of us to this
place, uh Portico or Port House what? ... Porterhouse okay and it was
okay, nice for a group, and your mother was there with Aunt Ruthie,
some other cute friends of hers. And I guess I figured what the hell, it
wasn’t my thing to be set up at all, much less do some group deal, but
what the hell I was 29 at the time and your grandma’s kind of on my case
to get out there ya know, more than usual those days. Let’s get the ball
rolling she’d say, let someone else do your laundry on the weekends.

So Porterhouse is fun, your mother and I talk a bit, she’s real pretty with
that long hair and she’s not completely repulsed by the sight of me, so
I’m pretty interested.  And after that there were a few more dates and
soon it was every Friday or every other Friday night, sometimes your
mother worked double-shift late at Christ Hospital there up in Anderson
Park and then I’d see her for Saturday lunch or something.  I remember
on our first date I actually tried to get her to sign an insurance policy.
Because I figured what the hell, even if the date goes flat I’ve built my
client list.  Plus your granddad is on my back all the time about building
my client list.  And she did sign one as a matter of fact, not a real what I
might call an ambitious policy, maybe it was just because she couldn’t
resist me.  Sure.  

So I’m selling insurance, dating your mother, and at some point I want to
get my CLU because I can’t really get anywhere without the CLU, and
your granddad’s on my case about it anyway every week or so, and he’s
always hiring other guys with CLU’s and introducing them to me, being
real subtle about the whole thing.  So but before I start with the degree I
kinda wanna lock down this thing with your mother, so we’re at church
one Sunday, this would have been into our second or so year of dating,
and we’re at Immaculate Heart on Ridge up there in Kingsbury where
grandma and granddad still live but not in the same house, really nice
service for the Feast of the Assumption, and I sort of just surprise the hell
out of her right there on the steps.  I mean sort of after everyone clears
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out so we’re not a big scene, but of course we were.  And she’s all wide-
eyed, waving one hand over her mouth like she bit her tongue or
something and all that it was a riot, big surprise.  And grandma and
granddad were there and knew about the whole thing of course.  We
wanted to get married at Immaculate and the priest that older guy…no
the older one Father Murtrie was all over us to set a date, but it was
booked through ’78 or ’79 and your mother wasn’t about to wait that
long, not to mention your Aunt Ruthie ya know losing her mind that she
had introduced us and now we’re getting married and she was all over us
about the wedding.  So we somehow get into St. Catherine’s downtown
which was a big deal, and a nice ceremony and Father Murtrie was there
and your Uncle Rick flew from Germany and it was a grand affair…oh
here’s the picture, thank you sweetheart, see how nice your mother
looked?  That long hair?  

And so oh that’s right so we go to the Bahamas right after and your mom
had been for some spring break or something, ya know Girls Gone Wild
1973 right, woo hoo we’re in the Bahamas but I’ve never been on a plane
before because your granddad drove everywhere in that goddamned navy
Lincoln that was so goddamned hot driving to ya know to Tennessee
every summer to see my cousins, your second cousins, I mean it was so
goddamned hot and sticky in Tennessee, it was like driving on the inside
of a navy blue calzone, and your granddad would sweat but somehow
grandma never did, oh God well anyway.  So we’re in this plane and it’s
of course running with only the most stringent of safety standards
available at the time, I think I saw one Puerto Rican mechanic
hammering at something on the wing 5 minutes before takeoff, so I felt
great about the whole thing.  

Alright alright so anyway we get to the Bahamas and oh right so we had
stopped at Porterhouse the night before we left because your mother
wanted to bring a bottle of the wine that we had on our first date—of
course I can’t remember the name of the goddamned place but your
mother knows the year of this merlot or what? Shiraz, California shiraz
okay.  So we get a bottle of this stuff and that’s when they let you take
liquid things on a plane, so we brought this bottle to the hotel and pop it
open, and I guess the climate or the plane ride or something had really, ya
know, just kicked this stuff up a notch, it felt really heavy remember?  I
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only remember because I overtipped the hell out of some bellboy who
had like fluffed our pillows or something, and had this long meandering
conversation with grandma when I called from the hotel, oh god, too
funny.  I guess I’d been losing my tolerance a bit by then because I’d
abstained all that time studying for the CLU exam, but yeah this stuff I
remember we didn’t last long, or I didn’t anyway, but it’s our honeymoon
so I figured what the hell?   Anyway we didn’t last long, ya know.

So the next morning we hadn’t really eaten anything because we got into
the wine so fast and your mother calls for room service, one of her
favorite activities, and we get this big lavish breakfast, it was really
something how they brought this stuff out.  But it was bad eggs or
something, maybe some bad fruit, we never really figured it out.  Your
mother and I were on our goddamned backs for the rest of this trip.   It
was very ugly, not a pretty sight.  Of course the hotel just loved us.  I
don’t want to get into it, but so it was so fortunate that we had gotten into
the wine that first night, your mother was so excited about the
sentimentality of it, and it was very fortunate we’d gotten into it or else,
ya know, or else you might not have been born at all.  So we saved the
cork, and we kind of got into that tradition too.  Pretty neat story right?
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T h e   E v e n i n g s   W e   D e c i d e d   I   
W o u l d   M a k e   A   T e r r i b l e 

M o t h e r

– Adrianne Mathiowetz –          

Every night I am here, it is the same with you. 

"It's time for bed," I say.

"No," you say.

Or I try to be sneaky about it. I take it one task at a time. Maybe, we
brush your teeth. And then, maybe, they're so soft and flame resistant
how could you refuse, we happen to maybe change you into your
pajamas. And then it's your favorite part, we're reading about pirates and
just one more or okay you win even one more but then before you know
it you're under the covers and the lights are off. Aha! 

"Wait," you may think suddenly, "how did this happen. This is never
what I wanted. What I wanted was --" 

Shhh.

This is a long process. So I start early, hoping to trick you. 

"Why don't you brush your teeth?" I suggest.

You briefly consider this.

". . . No," you decide. 

"But if you do it now, you'll get it out of the way," I say. "If you do it
now, you don't have to do it later."

This is how I get through life. But my logic puzzles you. You look up
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from a pile of small posable plastic men baring smaller posable plastic
weapons. I am hoping that I will not step on them later tonight. I'm
hoping I will remember to place them back in the basket, before your
parents get home. Two minutes earlier, you had been screaming war
cries. One minute earlier, I had glanced at the clock.

"But it's not time yet," you protest.

"This isn't actually an option," I try.

"Uuuhhhhhgggghhhh," you say, rolling on the floor with your feet up.

"Come on," I say, standing up.

"Uuuuggghhhh."

"Come on."

You trudge behind me. Next we will pick up your toothbrush. You will
admire the dinosaur relief on its handle, bright green and gummy. "Rawr
rawr rawr," you say. "Toothpaste," I will reply. You will inspect the
toothpaste tube. "Winter . . . mint" you may read. "That's right," I will
say. And what follows then is a variation on a theme. "What makes the
mint wintery?" you may ask. "Is there an autumn mint?" Or "if this is
really paste, could I glue my mouth shut with it?" Or "what time is it
in . . . China?" Or "what time is it in . . . Portland?" Or "where is my
dinosaur toothpaste, I have special toothpaste, where is it, I can't brush
my teeth until we find it."

"Now," I will say, regardless. "Get. Crackin'."

I have not always been such a killjoy. There was a time when I was your
age, when I never wanted to sleep; when every moment was lively and
precious and each morning I sprung from unconsciousness like some
ruby-faced jack-in-the-box, raising as much hell as I could, every minute,
every hour. And I vowed to be different from the rest. I could see it
happening all around me, so I wrote everything down and promised to
remember. 

13



But things change, kid; just like everyone says they will. Every survival
leaves its mark. And even as I wish they would not change for you –  that
you will remain, floating blissfully above it all – I strike you down.

"Now," I say. 

Always the present. Always the imperative. 

I'm tired, I'm tired, I'm only nineteen years old, full of promises and the
days have already become so short: go to sleep won't you.
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T h i s   I s   H o w   W e   A l w a y s   D o   I t

– Dennis Conrow – 

It’s the middle of summer, or so I think, when the weather is about 90
outside, and I’m on the Kansas prairie, where Grandma and Grandpa live.
Only, I don’t know any of that.  I do know, though, that it’s 1980, because
Mom made it a point to tell me that we were entering a new decade
before she went to the New Year’s party with Dad, and that same
calendar is on the wall.  I don’t know, or care, really, but I think it’s the
Fourth of July.  There's going to be firecrackers at Grandma and
Grandpa's, and I don't really like that very much.  I’m four years old, but
I tell people I’m 34.  They don’t believe me.  Anyway, we’re at Grandma
and Grandpa’s this afternoon.  I’m pretty excited because my cousin
Becky will be there.  She’s like the only other kid my age who I even
know.  We’re the same age.  And, we’re going to get married.  

Grandma’s house smells kind of funny.  She likes to cook pinto beans in a
pressure cooker that goes shhh-woopwoopwooopwoop.  I like imitating
noises.  It’s funny when mom is running the sweeper, and I sing along
with it.  I can sing the same note it makes, and then I go down a little or
up a little.  And she stops the sweeper and takes it all apart when I don’t
match.  And then she sweeps some more, and I sing with the sweeper
again.  Grandma’s beans smell like hot.  Like summer.  I’m always going
to remember how they smell right now, and when I’m really old, I’m
going to think about what summer is like, and I'm going to remember the
smell of beans cooking in Grandma’s kitchen, how wet everything feels
when she washes dishes in the sink, and how Mom and Aunt Sue are
sitting at the kitchen table with its shiny chrome, smoking and talking
about things that I wasn’t allowed to hear and how they had water
running down their faces.  “Why don’t you kids go outside and play?”
They’d say.  This is what summer is like, and always will be.

Aunt Sue is really skinny and has long, long hair that's very straight.  She
wears white pants that are very tight. Grandma, though, is very fat and
she always has a really faint little smell, kind of like a jar of pickles.  She
wears lots of clothes with flowers on them, and I like looking at the
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patterns the vines on her shirt make, winding around and around and
around.  Sometimes, when I get to sit on her lap, I trace them with my
finger.  One time, I sat on her lap once and asked her about what it was
like being fat and why she smelled funny.  Mom said I was being rude,
but I just wanted to know.  

Grandma’s house is really dusty.  The curtains smell like it does when it’s
about to rain.  The window screens taste salty, but also kind of like dirt.
There’s two windows side by side in the living room, and in the other one
is a big fan blowing out.  I don’t know how, but wind is blowing in from
the other window.  I’m sitting there, looking through Grandma’s curtains.
They’re orange, but that kind of orange that makes you think of pepto
bismol and dreamsicles combined, and they’re also green, like mint ice
cream and lime popsicles.  When you look through them, it's like looking
at a piece of wood.  Becky is sitting on the sofa, looking at a book, but I
know she doesn’t know how to read like me.  She’s always so shy at first.
I start talking to her through the blowing fan.  He-e-e-e-e-e-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-l-
o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o I say through the spinning blades.  

We don't know anybody who has an air conditioner except for the car.
And Dad doesn't use the air conditioner in the car 'cause it's too pensive
or something.  Instead, we ride in his truck every night to go get ice
cream when he comes home from work, and sometimes I get to ride in
the back of the truck with the dog.  Rocky and me hold on tight when he
goes round a curve, but sometimes we don't, and it's fun when we slide
around in the back of the truck.  I know Rocky likes it as much as I do,
'cause he's always smiling and his tongue is happy.  Sometimes we go to
a movie, but I only like cartoons and they don't have those in the movie
very often.  Now, though, we're at Grandma and Grandpa's, and there's a
watermelon in the ice box, and after we eat the stinky hot beans, we're
going to eat that, too.  Dad, Grandpa and Uncle Larry are outside in the
garage.  They're drinking beer, which is nasty and Mom doesn't like it
when they do that.  So, I don't like it, either.

Becky is finally ready to play with me--every time I see her, which isn't
enough, we have to play this game where she pretends like she doesn't
know me, and we're really not sure how to act around each other.  And
then she remembers and we have fun.  Becky taught me how to make
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paint.  There's this big flat rock in Grandma and Grandpa's yard, and all
these little pebbles with different colors.  We found out that if you spit on
the big rock, you can start rubbing the little rocks into the spit, and it
makes paint.  Some work better than others. The red ones work best, and
make the prettiest paint, so we usually just use those.  Then, we go
around painting the sidewalk, the steps to the front door, and try to paint
the pump until Grandpa sees us.  He makes a funny noise, too.  It's like
the sound the doorstop makes when you pull it back and it goes
boiinnngg.  But it's more like people sounds than that.  Grandpa makes
that noise whenever we go by the pump.  It's made out of wood, and we
can see down into the well.  Maybe there's monsters down there and he
doesn't want us to get hurt, but I think it's just that he doesn't want us
tearing up his pump.  

One time, Grandpa let me get close to the pump, but he had to hold onto
me really, really tight.  So tight I could hardly breathe.  He showed me
how you had to feed the pump water first, and then you can get all the
water you want until you get tired of doing the handle. It's hard, and I
can't do it. 

Dad, Uncle Larry and Grandpa are still standing in the barn.  They're
getting louder, and I'm kind of scared of them.  They are setting off
firecrackers and lighting them with cigarettes.  They know I don't like
this, but they do it anyway.  Mom and Aunt Sue and Grandma are still
sitting in the kitchen, but it's so hot.  Becky says she can race me to the
fence and back, and takes off before I'm even ready.  That makes me
mad, being beaten in running by a girl.  

After we make paint, and run, we run around in circles until we get dizzy.
Becky always yells "Calgon take me away!” which is something some
lady says on TV when she's taking a bubble bath.  I like bubble baths,
too, but not as much as that lady on TV.  I like them because I can make a
beard out of bubbles, and sometimes I wonder if I could just wear
bubbles all over me instead of clothes.  But they melt and it gets dry and
you feel icky then.

Finally, we're ready to play house.  This is our favorite.  Well, only one
part is my favorite, really.  We go to the bedroom and Becky's little sister
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is our baby.  We sleep in bed, then the roosters crow and it's time to get
up after only two minutes, or the baby starts crying.  I liked it better
before we had kids.  But then, once it's time to get up, we have to drive.
That's my favorite.  And we do that by pretending the big green chair
with the scratchy fabric is our car. The chair goes round in circles, and we
all pile into the chair and spin around as fast as we can.  And then, for
some reason, Aunt Sue always comes in and says "You kids better cool
it."  She always says that, "Cool it."  But she says it funny.  Like "koo-uhl
it."  And she gets this really scary, mean look in her eyes.  We slow the
car down a little, so our daughter doesn't fall out again, and then we
speed up a little, faster, and faster and faster.  I don't know where we're
going, but at least we're going somewhere.  This is what it is like to be
old and married.  We just want to get away.

It's getting darker now, and the outside is making that funny noise again.
Weeeee-rrrrrr, weeeee-rrrrr, weeeee-rrrrr.  And there's fireflies that Becky
and I catch and put in a jar. We do this, and put them by our beds at night,
but they always die the next day, even though we put leaves in the jar for
them to eat and Dad puts holes in the top of the jar with a hammer and
nail for them to breathe.  Sometimes when I'm at home and in my own
bed, Mom reads to me at night from Bible stories.  She reads about Izra
lights, and I think they're kind of like big street lights, but somehow
they're able to move and talk and do things.  She likes reading me those
stories because they make me very sleepy.

It's time to eat the watermelon that's been in the ice box all day.  It's
bigger than I am.  Grandpa takes a big, rusty knife and cuts right into the
middle of it.  We sit outside, eating the watermelon.  Nothing has ever
tasted better.  This is what summer will always be like.
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