Less than Human

I wake up breathless, gasping and heaving for oxygen that refuses to come. I reach up to
grab at my neck, but I feel nothing, not even the fast movement of my hand. Although I'm
certain I’'m moving, I just have no sensation of my joints creaking, or of the air molecules
moving out of the way to make space for my body. My vision is shaking, staggering. Not shaking
as if my eyeballs are twitching in my head, but like a television screen wavering with static,
mechanical and predictable. Everything is duller and less clear than I was used to; the edges of
things are blurring into other things and where one object ends and another begins is hauntingly
bright and less clear. I take in my surroundings, finding that I’'m standing stoically in the center
of a hot desert. Like one you’d see in a movie. Cracked, dry ground made of billowy tan
sediments extends for miles, only interrupted by reddish canyons and rocky protrusions. Here
and there are gray-green cacti and quivering dry bushes vibrating in the breeze. A breeze that |
can’t feel, a breeze that doesn’t make my arms prickle in a way I am used to. I only know the
breeze exists because of the way it sifts through the sand and moves the plants. My awareness is
limited to my poor, electronic vision, which reverberates evenly with the heat rising off the
ground. All other senses are achingly numbed.

I try to exhale desperately and, again, nothing comes but internal frustration. Despite this,
I don’t feel sucked dry in the way you are when you need to breathe so perilously. But, my brain
is disagreeing with my bodily sensations, it begs me to breath. I feel like I’m trying to yawn, yet
I can’t possibly breathe deeply enough to satiate the urge. I try to think back, remember how I
got here, what happened before. But I can’t remember any of my life up until now. No, more like
I can’t remember any actual memories or any people or any experiences. I can only remember

figments of emotion and facts about life, like the need of a bed for proper sleep and the sound of



someone gargling water. My actual life, my human life, feels lost in a dark sea, one pressed with
black fog. I have no way to wade through and find it. What I can see are the effects, the
consequences of whatever [ went through. I hold up my shivering hand to my face so I can see
just why I cannot feel. My hand is no longer my hand, but instead mostly replaced by a cobbled
amalgamation of curling wires, which stretch to marble-y knuckles, which extend into abrupt,
pointing pieces of metal as fingers, connected clumsily by various screws and bolts. In each
space between the metal bits are rotting pieces of flesh, pieces of me that were probably once
part of my more human body. The pieces are now creased and pulsing, oozing blood and pus, the
white cells desperately trying to save flesh that is too far gone.

My arms and legs are in the same state. My right leg is especially brutal. My tibia is still
there, but broken aggressively in half, the lower part jutting outward from the metal with bits of
tendon and flesh stretching, trying to keep it connected to my now-very-disturbing self. I don’t
have a mirror, or anything mirror-like, so I can’t see my face. But maybe that’s for the best, I
don’t know if I’d recognize myself. I do know that a soft chunk of bloody pink and white flesh is
falling from the back of my head, sinking a tiny amount of moisture into the ground, which is
absorbed rapidly by the thirsty earth. I assume this is probably part of my brain. However, I feel
no loss of consciousness or cognitive ability. I guess my internal processes have probably been
transferred into some sort of hard drive. I touch my chest gently, longingly, considering my
circumstances.

There’s nothing else to do and nowhere else to go. I shift my legs beneath me, almost
involuntarily, and I begin walking. I’m not sure where I’'m walking, or if | have a direction or

goal at all. I just begin walking because there is nothing else to do, and nowhere else to go.



Behind me, I leave a thin trail of blood. It impresses me that after all of this, my blood is
still red and alive, still pulsing, still alive enough to drip from my countless wounds. Walking
endlessly like this, it provides me plenty of time to think about and evaluate my circumstances.
Although I’'m sure before this I’ve never traveled to a desert or Arizona or something like that,
the landscape around me feels strangely familiar and nostalgic. The unfamiliar is strangely
familiar and every part of me swells with some tingle of yearning. The heat isn’t devastating like
maybe it would have been before, it is instead strangely comforting. It exists as a thing, even
though I can’t see it. It is so thick I can almost feel it as a presence and it is my only friend in this
blank expanse.

I have found I no longer have the ability to feel any of the typical “human” sensations,
like thirst and hunger. I feel emotions, but they are muted and grayed. The most human quality I
possess is my ability to think deeply. That’s mostly what I have to do out here, have to - because
it helps me stay sane. I suppose if [ were to go insane there wouldn’t be anything I could do to
harm myself out here, not that I’d feel it anyway. Can I go insane? I’m not sure. Does the
capability to go insane mark a person’s humanity? Maybe. If I could go insane, I probably would
have by now. I have been bleeding all this time — all these days? Months? Maybe... years? — and
the blood still hasn’t clotted. It still drizzles down my metal joints. It used to almost be pretty in
the bright sun, creating a metallic red sheen, but now there are so many layers caked onto the
metal that it is only a revolting canvas of red. The blood is dry and dark and thickly slathered on.
There is no metal not tainted by red.

I reach, and let my hands run over my face. While I can’t feel my hands much, I have
some sense of the shape of the surfaces they move over because of the vibration and sound my

metal fingers create. I’'m able to conclude that my face is somewhat human in appearance. It’s



oval shaped and the top is rounded like a bald cranium. Where my eyes used to be is a
rectangular screen of some type, my nose is replaced by a slight semblance of a ridge
representing a nose bridge. Where my mouth once was there is nothing, just a smooth path
guiding down to an angular representation of a chin and jaw. The back of my head is messier, I
can sense my fingers tangling in a mess of wires every time I reach back, and they cause more
bits of brain matter to fall out on the ground. I conclude, thus, that my head is only halfway
human, undoubtedly suspended somewhere in the uncanny valley.

I’ve been directionless for so long, I’ve never possessed a goal or a motivation in my
walking. I don’t have anyone to miss or yearn for. I don’t get tired or sore. I just keep moving
every day. I watch the sunrise and set and the colors are the same every time. The rising is
burning orange, yellow, and pink. The setting is cool splashes of blue, purple, and red. I don’t
mind the repetition, before it might’ve driven me wild. But now the routine is comforting; it is
one of the only comforts I have. It makes my movements feel mildly purposeful, like I’'m always
moving towards the next sunrise.

My routine has persisted for however long, probably years, up until now. I see a dark blip
on the horizon. My pace doesn’t quicken; I am used to the small quirks in my new vision. But as
I draw closer, the blip becomes incremententally more detailed. A lump of a head, two folded
arms, and two clenched legs. I don’t believe it — it can’t be. A human? I’ve been groomed to
believe that the existence of a human in this expanse is impossible. I’'m within five feet of him
now. He’s a he, a human he. His hair is long and gray and drips down over his shoulders, little
static-y pieces of it float upward and touch his ears and cheeks, it erupts from his head and his
chin and his upper lip. His face is deeply creased with years of exposure to sun and knowledge;

his frown lines and smile lines are equally persistent. He wears a long gray cloak which drapes



over his knobby knees and slightly exposes the ridges of his spindly fingers and feet. He leans
tiredly on a crooked wood cane with his gray eyes looking slightly to the left of me, not at me. I
feel compelled to sit, for the first time. And I almost feel the sensation of my body landing on the
ground and my limbs comfortably folding. I was like a child preparing to listen to an elder tell a
story, but I was telling the story instead.

“Am I human?” I ask. I don’t expect an answer. The man’s eyes don’t even reflect any
sort of acknowledgement of my words. “What does it mean to be human? Because I feel like I
feel some human emotions. I am capable of deep thought. But I don’t have a family or any
distinct memories. I feel lost and unmotivated. Is being human to have goals and motivations? If
so, [ don’t think I have any of those,” I pause, searching for some sign of mutual understanding
in the old man’s eyes. Where I look, I find none. I ignore this, continuing my monologue, “Is
being a human just being made of flesh and bones and blood? Because I partially am, right? But
mostly not. When a person dies are they human? When they are almost entirely decomposed, just
a collection of bones left behind, are they human? If they are, and if the definition of humanity is
grounded in that biological perspective, then I must be human, too, right?”” I pause, leaning
forward. I notice blood dripping from my face into the sand. The man has no reaction to this.
“Are you human?” I ask, finally. He doesn’t react.

He instead stands up slowly and cautiously. He reaches out his hand for balance, and it
shakes slightly. I reach towards it to try to help him, some natural instinct to support our elders. I
wonder if that instinct makes me human. He snatches his hand away almost fearfully and stops
and looks at me with large, dilated eyes. He then continues as if nothing happened, turning and
walking, leaning on a gnarled branch as a crutch. As he moves, the heat waves move with him.

They shake almost imperceptibly and begin to curl and flow together. Colors appear from their



misted joints: deep greens, tropical pinks, natural browns, watery blues. An oasis is forming. My
eyes widen and I feel my nonexistent mouth water and thirst for the first time since I awoke in
this place. The oasis is a shimmering blue pool of water, straight out of a film. It is surrounded
by bending, protective tropical trees with big, plasticky leaves. Bushes of oversized pink flowers
dip into the pool and blue macaws and red parrots groom themselves in between the branches
and leaves. I wonder if this is all a hallucination. I wonder if it even matters. The old man has
disappeared now; he has merged with the oasis. I realize he has sacrificed himself for my
humanity. And I rush forth and collapse at the foot of the pool.

I splash the water on my face and it streams down in cold lines. I can feel the shiver from
the cold sprint up my spine, and I can feel the burn of it deep in my skin. It reaches down and
rakes my veins, and it feels so immensely comforting. The sensation is horrid, but so human that
it is gloriously painful. I become still within the illusion of humanity and allow myself to
succumb to the exaltation of personhood. I then remember the mirror-like quality of water.

It is then that I dare to lower my head and stare into the rippling pool to marvel at my
own reflection. It is then that I smile. Because what stares back at me is not an emaciated,
mechanical, flesh-ridden horror.

It is nothing but celebrated water.



