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cin / cout 

It’s raining. 

     Hefty drops like lines of green code from the movies soak the street. It mixes with patches of 

oil to form slick iridescent smears on the concrete. Little popped bubbles. Rivers wash gravel 

and trash down the gutters. Swollen phone books and lost stocking caps. Bottlecap currency. It’s 

only now I notice my clothes are soaked through to the skin and I am cold. 

     I weave between traffic and cross the street.  

     I’m meeting a friend for drinks at a bar I’ve never been to. He’s into the kinds of places 

nobody knows about, which is why I’m not surprised to see the open sign powered off. These 

places can only sustain themselves for so long before they pitter out, lest they become popular 

and lose their appeal to people like Michael. A silly paradox. 

     We kill the things we love. 

     I stand in the entryway of the now defunct bar, just enough to keep the rain off of me. I 

huddle into the corner to keep my phone dry. I call Michael. 

     It rings and rings some more. I wait for his voicemail so I can leave an obnoxious message 

about stupid hipster bars, but a prerecording tells me the number I’ve dialed has been changed, 

disconnected or is no longer in service. I consider I’ve maybe called the wrong Michael. I have 

at least six of them in my phone. A name of our generation. But I know I didn’t, because his 

Michael says asshole next to it. First impressions. 

     I text him. 

     The bar is closed. Where now? 
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     I wait in the entryway for a couple minutes. I cup my hands around my face and peer into the 

door, my nose pressed against the glass. I cannot see in. Nothing sees out. Just the outline of the 

lifeless open sign. My nose leaves a greasy smudge on the glass. 

     The door opens and I fall forward. 

     The interior of the bar is beyond dim and a voice says, “Whoops, careful,” and catches my 

arm. I stand up, shallow pools of water form under my feet. My sleeves drip. The voice belongs 

to a woman with an undercut. Silver, swept back. Maybe forward. It’s hard to tell, but I know 

that she belongs. This is her place.  

     My eyes adjust to the darkness and I see another person sitting near a table at the back of the 

bar. Watching. And I assume, listening.  

     >> Are you a spectator tonight, she asks.  

     << I, I say. I don’t know. 

     >> Uncertainty isn’t anything to be ashamed of, she says. She leads me to a table. A high top 

made of wood. Finished, but not overly coated. I scratch the grain with my fingernails. 

     << I’m meeting a friend for drinks. I thought maybe you were closed. 

     >> The sign, she says. Is fickle. I’m not convinced it’s real. 

     She laughs and it sounds mechanical. Not forced, but rehearsed.  

     >> But what is reality anyway? 

     A drink appears before me on the table. I rub my eyes and consider the glass. A whiskey 

glass, shaped like a gemstone. It tilts. The woman taps it gently and it begins to roll around and 

around, balanced. Never tipping. Soon, another appears. Hers, I imagine. She taps hers in the 

opposite direction of mine. Our glasses dance in circles next to one another, never touching. I 

think about spirographs and imagine the patterns our glasses would make on paper. 
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     >> Are you going to drink? 

     << Yes, thank you, I say. My name’s Michael.  

     She holds out a hand. 

     >> Nice to meet you, Michael, she says and takes a drink. 

     I check my phone. No texts.  

     >> Your friend is running late. 

     She says this, a statement.  

     >> I can always tell. You have the frustrated look of a person who’s tired of waiting. It’s not 

impatience, just annoyance. You’ve been here before. 

     For a moment, I think she’s talking about the bar. 

     << Yeah, I say. Michael’s never been one to worry about the time. Maybe he’s having trouble 

finding parking.  

     >> You don’t have to make excuses, she says and finishes her drink. 

     >> That’s funny, she says. Your friend’s name is also Michael. My friend’s name is Michael. 

She points to the guy at the back of the room.  

     >> Maybe you’re all the same person. 

     She laughs that laugh again while I finish my drink. I roll the whiskey on my tongue to pull 

out the flavors, but all I taste are fumes. I check my phone again. Still no messages. I pull out my 

wallet to pay, but she motions to put it away.  

     >> No, no, she says. It’s on me. Drinks are free for spectators. 

     << I don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking at. 
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     >> It’s an art installation. One of mine, she says. I usually don’t tell people. Tends to take 

them out of the experience. But you seem confused, Michael. But that’s okay. Confusion isn’t 

anything to be ashamed of. 

     I scratch my head. 

     My clothes are no longer wet, but merely damp. I am lukewarm and uncomfortable. 

     >> Here, come with me, she says and grabs my hand. Her hand is warm and soft and I feel 

like a child being walked across a parking lot. 

     Safe. 

     We walk to the table where Michael is sitting. There is a piece of paper and a pencil.  

     >> For your email, she says. If you want updates or whatever. 

     The pencil is new. Sharp. The eraser hasn’t dried out from air exposure. I press the eraser 

with my thumb, like I’m detonating a bomb. It gives a little and bounces back with slight 

pressure. New. Unused. 

     I sign my name and write my email. 

     I am the first visitor tonight.  

     >> You are the first spectator tonight. 

     << Probably because of the open sign, I say. 

     >> You’re probably right, Michael. 

     << So… I say. Now what? 

     >> Follow me, she says.  

     There is a short, stubby hallway behind the table where other Michael is sitting. There’s a 

bright white square at the end of the hall. We walk toward it. We pass a storage closet and the 

bathrooms. The bright white square turns out to be a window in the door at the end of the hall. 



5	
	

It’s not white at all, but rather, immaculately clean, allowing the white from the room to escape 

into the hallway. I see in. 

     >> Go ahead, she says. This is part of the spectator’s experience.  

     << Can I go in? 

     >> Turn the doorknob and see. 

 

#include <isostream> 

#include <string> 

int main () 

{ 

     string name; 

     cout<< “Hello, what is your name?”; 

     //There is a voice, but I do not see any speakers. The room is white. It’s maybe ten by ten. 

There is a chair, like a dentist’s chair in the middle of the room. A plaque on the floor 

encourages spectators to sit and lie back. I do. There is a pitter patter. I stare up at the ceiling and 

see a skylight. Rain smacks it. I reach for the skylight, gripping like a baby. 

     cin>>name; 

     //I don’t know how much time has passed, but I remember I was asked a question. And so I 

say, “Michael.” 

     cout<< “Hello ” << name; 

     In the skylight, I see an answer, “Hello, Michael.” 

     return 0; 

} 



6	
	

     I get up from the dentist’s chair and examine the walls. They are incredibly smooth. I press 

my ear to the wall. The hum of electricity. A pulse. I hear whispers. I trace my finger around the 

room, looking for the source. Perfectly flush and blended into the wall, is a small cupboard door. 

I press it. A magnetic pressure catch opens and the whispers become louder, clearer. 

     I hear my voice. 

     The cupboard contains a security monitor, split into four separate viewing screens. A 

crosshair. The screen in quadrant one contains footage of me waiting for Michael in the 

entryway. The number you have dialed has been changed, disconnected or is no longer in 

service. The-number-you-have-dialed-has-been-changed-disconnected-or-is-no-longer-in-

service. Thenumberyouhavedialedhadbeenchangeddisconnectedorisnolongerinservice.  

     Quadrant two shows a close up of the woman. She’s repeating I’m not convinced it’s real. 

     Quadrant three shows our whiskey glasses from a birds-eye perspective rotating in opposite 

directions, perfectly synchronous. The soft, but distinct sound of glass on wood emanates from 

somewhere. Maybe my mind? 

     Quadrant four is only analog static, but the woman’s voice pierces through it. She’s saying, 

maybe you’re all the same person. Maybe-you’re-all-the-same-person. 

     M a y b e Y o u r e A l l T h e S a m e P e r s o n . 

     The messages are on loop. The volume seems to get progressively louder as the voices shout 

over one another to be heard. 

     I close the cupboard door. The magnetic mechanism clicks. 

     There is a dotted green line on the floor and I cannot be certain if it was there before. There is 

a voice overhead that says, uncertainty is nothing to be ashamed of. 
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     It feels as if the air is being sucked out of the room and the walls have moved inward. I know 

that isn’t true, but I cannot be certain. My mind plays tricks on me and I no longer want to be in 

the room. I pace around the room looking for the door. The outline of the doorway is no longer 

visible. There is no window. No immaculately clean glass. I press on the walls. Nothing. 

     The dotted line leads to the dentist’s chair and I think that it looks familiar. I need to sit. To 

breathe. That will help. It always does.  

     I lie in the chair as spectators are encouraged to do. I stare up the skylight. Rain falls onto the 

glass like green code from the movies. A small dribble spills onto my forehead, right between 

my eyes. It does this consistently for some time until my face is wet and my vision blurs. I wipe 

my eyes and watch the green rain drip onto my face. I laugh because I don’t believe it is real. 

And yet, the skylight continues to weep onto my face. I cannot be certain, but the rain is warm 

and I am no longer cold. 


