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Rick Hollon 

 
He was king, and the king deserved some R and R after a campaign like 

this. He deserved a medal like goddamn Patton. The frequencies in the air 

hurt his teeth, but he slipped into the car and the engine roared to life and 

washed his mind clean. Time to get what was his. 

 

Francie and Dennis are In Tonight       7 
Graham Tugwell 

 
“She goes into a closing place.” 

“She comes apart in silver.” 

“She’s gone,” says Francie, “Oh, she’s gone.” 

The brittle of glass, saying, “Was she scared?” 

A great sniff. 

“Yes. Oh yes. Such terror.” 

 

The Damascus            19 
Jarod K. Anderson 

 
I don’t mean to suggest that the train is real. I’m not crazy. I know we’re 

all ghosts. But, there are ghosts and there are ghosts. The Damascus and I 

are what we are, but we don’t have to like it. I don’t want to like it. To like 

it is to be empty. 
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Sam Ferree 

 
“And this,” Bobby’s teacher cut off the very end, a piece barely big 

enough to see.  “Point-zero-one-three feet.  One million years.  This is us.  

And you know what…” 

The teacher held the bit of fuzz in the air and blew gently—as if to snuff 

out a candle— and the fuzz disappeared. 
 

Midnight Service                 29 
John Skarl 

 
I believed I was dead—there was a puzzling darkness and the white 

half-moon hung like a slim, divine fruit.  I sat, head throbbing atop the 

vaquero's body at the bottom of the grave.  I saw my face reflected in his 

wide dark eyes…and another pair of eyes.  Two coyote sniffed the air.  

One panting pink tongue.  One staring.  They thought they’d found a 

feast.  
 

Hotline                39 
Van Hall 

 
The new laws were quite clear.  Love is a crime, as is lust.  Procreation 

was for the young in the spring of their lives and monitored closely by the 

state.  His job was to eradicate the world of all who violate these laws.   

 

Cellar Door              52 
Penny Gotch 

 
Someone once said “cellar door” was the most beautiful English phrase. 

Maybe, if Mirrie opened wide their cellar door for him, Jacob would agree. 
 



[3] 

 

 

Elizabeth              53 
Peter Schranz 

 
“We've discovered the last dwelling place of Percy Guinness and his 

voyagers,” Rosina said. “My associate Mr. Cobby tells me those scrolls are 

holy texts penned by him and William Long. They went native, it seems.” 

 

Providence                 65 
Couri Johnson 

 
Her eyelashes had burned off and left nothing but the edge of absence to 

define them. Her eyes were full of the fuzz of unconnected T.V.s , the hum 

of blenders, noise and color. We could hear them when her face passed 

close to ours as she shuffled with her hands against the wall.  

 

Carrion Inheritance              cover art 
Andrew Austin 

Though having been born 26 years ago on a Jacksonville, FL, naval base, 

Andrew Austin considers himself a native of Texas. For nearly 25 years he has 

grown and developed alongside the urban expansion of Denton and dubs it his 

“home base.” His affinity towards creative practices broke the surface of his 

being at a young age. Such an inner passion, coupled with paternal assurances, 

led to continued pursuits in his creative life; eventually the vague suggestions of 

things scribbled became adequate representations of ideas. Reading, as well, 

helped pave the way for his imagination. At the age of ten, however, as a violin 

was laid within his hands, music no longer whispered to him, but roiled and 

raged in tempestuous need to be something woven into being. As a result of that 

musical catalyst, he has played the guitar for 14 years and it will always be 

among his true “loves.” He has been in a band for most of those years, playing in 

the styles of Rock or Death Metal and has toured the country as a result of it. He 

is currently an undergraduate at the University of North Texas.  

He would find enjoyment in it being known that he is not an artist, just an 

observer. An observer, on a ship, that has set sail on a journey in which the point 

of departure is not to arrive. 

 
All authors retain the copyright of their original work and stories. 
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Apotheosis of a Salesman 
Rick Hollon 
 

Rick Hollon is a sometime archaeologist and full-time stay at home dad in New York. He loves 

photography and building Lego spaceports. 

 

He hit ’em hard. He hit ’em like hail on a tin roof, hit ’em like the words of 

the pastor afire after a Saturday night of booze and burned out women. He’d 

rolled in with his suitcase and his watch big and bright, smiling his way into a 

hundred parlors and a dozen bedrooms. He had a car, by God—a goddamn 

chariot, chrome and space-age fins and a backseat wide open like the highway. 

When he glided into those suckers’ driveways, it was like the Martians touching 

down. He brought them GE’s and RCA’s and Philcos, table TV’s with matching 

stands, wood and brass boxes with knobs the size of a child’s fist. They snapped 

it all up until their checkbooks were gutted and their wallets flaccid. Now the air 

in that town was hot with television waves, searing into him from every house, 

and their money burned deep in his pockets. 

He grinned and stood with his hands flipping the tails of his new suit over 

his hips and felt the heat baking his face like the back of a cathode tube. He was 

king, and the king deserved some R and R after a campaign like this. He 

deserved a medal like goddamn Patton. The frequencies in the air hurt his teeth, 

but he slipped into the car and the engine roared to life and washed his mind 

clean. Time to get what was his. 

His gleaming chariot slid down the street. To either side what had once 

been gingham-neat lawns grew abandoned now. Weeds twisted up along white 

picket fences. Cars rusted dusty in driveways, hoses and buckets discarded and 

sun-faded. As dark swallowed the town he could see the blue pallor in every 

window, like a hundred x-ray machines framing the marks’ lives onto the glass 

for him and him alone to enjoy. Every house, every family was outlined for him, 

transfixed in the frequency of their own radiation. 

It was enough to make a man’s spit run dry. He popped the latch of the 

glove box. The thing had heft, real American manufacturing. It clapped down 

and there was the bottle. The salesman licked his lips and spun the cap away 

with his thumb. The car nosed across the white line but it didn’t matter, the road 

was his, the town was his, no one would get in the way of the king’s chariot. The 

whiskey filled him like amber blanketing a fly. Amber—that was goddamn good. 

Amber was elektron to the Greeks. The whiskey made him a conduit, an attractor, 

a node electric. The town flowed through his wires. 
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Her driveway was like any other in town, a pink tricycle crushed under the 

flat and crumbling tire of a derelict Pontiac. The mailbox gave way with a dull 

crack as the salesman’s car swooped across her lawn. He took the bottle with 

him, jumping the three steps to the door. He grinned and hollered, “Honey, I’m 

home!” 

Such a nice neighborhood—the door opened at a touch, a yellow spark 

kissing his fingertips as they brushed the knob. Entering the house was like 

shutting himself into an oven. He found the family sitting in the living room as if 

at attention, hands prim in laps, feet flat on the floor. Their shadows did the 

moving for them, leaping in the light of the TV like a string of men drying 

beneath a gallows. 

He slipped out of his new suit jacket and folded it over the fat plush back of 

a La-Z-Boy. The lady of the house noticed him then, her once starched dress 

faded and stained, her eyes feverish with TV light. He didn’t want to see what 

was in her eyes. The king hadn’t come for that. 

He swung at once into his pitch. “Might I interest you in our fine selection 

of services?” He swept across the thick carpet to collar her wrists with one hand, 

her skin almost scalding his palm, and took a swig from the bottle in the other. 

“Special low rates for loyal customers. Repeat business lets us know we do our 

job well.” He pulled her to her feet like rolling a child’s red wagon, empty and 

easy and weightless, unresisting. Her eyes wouldn’t leave his face and he ground 

his teeth and turned away, yanking her along behind him. She vibrated at a 

frequency that stung his bones, but she came. They always came. His tongue felt 

burnt and hard and unresponsive. It hadn’t been his best pitch. 

He pulled her upstairs and flung her onto the bed. His ears rang as if his 

fillings had caught the radio murmur of a hidden nest of Reds. After one last 

swallow he was careful to set the whiskey on the nightstand, clattering aside 

glass bottles half filled with pills. He undid his tie. His shirt still had the 

satisfying snap of fresh starch as he hauled it over his head. The woman of the 

house lay where she had been thrown, eyes fixed on him—eyes hot and blue as if 

the picture tube shone from them. 

“Act now and receive our fast-acting solvent. A lady’s friend, indispensible 

around the home.” In spite of the heat his teeth chattered. He kicked off his shoes 

and stepped out of his trousers. Black socks fixed in place with suspenders—he 

left them on. No time for that. 

He straightened and found himself staring into the black hole of her pocket 

revolver. Her hand trembled and he laughed as the gun spat two bullets, crack 

crack, the sound faint and far away. The air was thick with gunsmoke and 

vibrations. He grabbed the bottle by the neck and swung it sidearm into her face. 

She spilled off the side of the bed in a shower of glass and flint dust and didn’t 

move a muscle. He sat in the glass on the bed and touched the blood drooling 

down from the new holes in his chest, hissing like a downed wire in a storm. 
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“Customer service and money-back guarantee,” he said. His voice was like 

a broadcast out of tune. He was still gripping the neck of the bottle so he threw 

that against the wall but he didn’t hear it hit. The ringing in his ears filled his 

head and scattered the signal. It didn’t matter. He owned this town, he was the 

king and he would get what was his. There were other towns down the line, 

other marks, other sales to make. The ringing flowed from his head through his 

chest, down the nerves of his arms and knitted him into the hot wash of the 

television waves. He grinned, scarcely noticing the syrupy blood boiling up his 

throat and slopping between his teeth. None of it mattered. 

The ringing filled him and then ceased. Static. 
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Francie and Dennis are In Tonight 
Graham Tugwell 

 
Graham Tugwell is an Irish writer and performer and the recipient of the College Green Literary 

Prize 2010. His work has appeared in over fifty journals, including Anobium, The Quotable, Pyrta, 

THIS Literary Magazine, L’Allure Des Mots and Poddle. He has lived his whole life in the village 

where all of his stories take place. He loves it with a very special kind of hate. His website is 

grahamtugwell.com. 

 

Or so it says on the sign at least, slabbed in black with the chisel-point— 

(The sheet still stinks of that chemical pen) 

And below, something crossed out so vigorous that the page is wounded 

with a lateral slash. It sits semi-veiled in the window, slumped to smudge against 

the glass. Calling those in who want to come in, up the stairs, into the room over 

Donovan’s pub. 

Irregular, the truncated butt of an attic space, no wall the same length or 

angled the same; corners are knives or shallow scoops. This place is home to the 

second-best; stools and benches and battered tables, and a bar where grimy 

bottles stand their senile half-demise, awaiting patiently an expiry date. 

At the broader end of the room a wide window watches Gallows Hill, done 

up now in blues and greys of evening, streetlamps burning their red into orange, 

traffic lines turning headlights on. 

At chest height along one wall smaller windows that cannot be opened, so 

the air is thick with the death of drink, a belched-up malt, sour pissing bloat, and 

all surfaces coated with the ghosts of smoke. 

Grease makes wallpaper umber and beige, a kick to the carpets heavies air 

with spores and moulds—this half-used place, settling under strata of unclean 

layers. 

But tonight— 

The room is roused with the click of a switch—dirty bulbs shed their dirty 

light, brightening thickets of air, the colour of butter or candle wax, making 

spiderwebs on shades a hanging gold. 

She has come early to be sure of her seat, a small woman, round face in curls 

of dark red hair, the freckles across her nose taking a decade from her. 

Sure she would be the first, she finds him already there and waiting, sat on a 

chair by the wide window, hands clasped on his lap and head bowed. 

Her half-smile draws gold down into her laughter lines.  “Oh sorry,” she 

whispers, “I’m early.” 
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He looks up with eyes the uncolour of glass, his prominent teeth held 

within the wet rose of his lips. Greying hair straggles up to the balding scalp, the 

pale spot teased over with thinning strands. 

He is dressed in a black suit, pristinely creased, a pink cambersennie a perk 

in his pocket. Beside him an upright trunk, the front scraped and dented and 

bashed, its rusted metal hinges missing screws. The lid and body held together 

with loops of orange washing line. 

The slit of the thing, opened a crack, is black. 

The woman takes a step back onto the landing. 

“I can come later—” she says, uncertainly. 

Ice jostles in her glass, a high note. 

He holds up a hand to stay her. “No, no,” he says, “Take a seat.” His voice is 

soft and low, made for mumbling. “The show will begin in just a few minutes.” 

The hand outstretched is bidding—she sits on a chair nearest the door. 

Looking sidelong at the trunk, he licks his lips, turning colourless eyes back 

to her. His voice is hesitant; he stops between words to smile: “And how are 

you? May I ask?” 

Polite, the woman returns his smile and it’s gone again, her short “I’m fine, 

thank you,” closes the door on further words. 

There is a silence in the room above the pub. 

Blunt voices come up through the floor, sound sieved of word and meaning. 

The man’s hands work on his lap. He smiles again. Words are tentative 

fingers, slow exploring a wound. “It’s always nice to talk to someone who 

isn’t....” 

He looks sidelong at the trunk. At the black slit closed with orange rope. 

“Francie takes up a lot of my time.” He smiles, but it’s not really for her. 

“Francie needs looking after.” His voice slips down into mumble: “A gift. A 

special responsibility. Doesn’t leave much time for me to—” 

A soft thump within the case. 

Another, louder, that sets it rocking gently. 

“I have to be quiet now,” says the grey-haired man. “En... en... enjoy the 

show.” 

Noises on the stairs and voices, the clink and slosh of drinks being served—

the audience readying themselves for the show. Talking low they ascend, and 

entering, come down rows between the stools. 

Many carry plastic bags, clutched like soft smooth organs, unconsciously 

stroked and fondled. In them scraps of clothing or other cherished things, and 

soft and warm is the rustle of plastic. 

In twos or threes or solitary they take their seats. The room soon fills with 

fifty women sitting at low tables, on couches, standing primly by the unmanned 

bar, at the door and on the landing, peering in. 

They stare at the man before the window. 
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Expectantly. 

They stare at the box beside him. 

Apprehensively. 

It is shortly past eight when the night begins. 

The voices of the women die down. All eyes turn to the man. 

“We’re going to start now,” he says, his voice assuming a confidence and 

polish it lacked before. 

He rises, dragging the orange rope up the face of the trunk in vicious see-

saw slants and over the top, the lid of the box opened with a kick—it swings— 

Down stoops the man and when he rises he is holding... 

He is holding... 

Is it a puppet?  

Is it something else? 

It has one eye and a hare lip that seems to fold the face, to form a funnel 

down into dark and red. Its legs and arms are boneless knitted tubes, striped in 

fluorescent pink and limest green, they flop, boneless, when it is lifted, dangling 

like the dead. Sky-blue booties are on its feet, loops and laces painted on in gold. 

But the trunk and head of the creature are skin-coloured, sweat-glistening, 

the hair on the chest and belly and crotch... 

That is thick. 

And distressingly real. 

Its breathing is loud and difficult, it heaves and shudders with the will to 

live, chest rising and falling, bubbling between twisted lips a froth that courses 

down a cleft and lands upon the carpet. 

It struggles in the hold of the grey-haired man, not caring all can hear the 

wet slap to its voice: “I can work myself. I can fucking work myself!” 

“Francie,” says the gray-haired man, pulling his lips into smile, “don’t 

curse. There’s an audience.” 

The thing called Francie spins its head and glares at the women with its 

huge pale eye. “I see them, Dennis,” it growls, “I see them!” 

Its breath is high and fast and horribly intimate— 

Huh! Huh! Huh! 

Its head rises on its peggy neck— “And you can fucking see me too, can’t 

you?” It leans forward and Dennis has to grapple it back. “Well what do you 

fucking think?” it roars, “You like what you see? I’m outta the box now!” 

The ladies in the front row recoil, stifling cries of shock and alarm. 

Francie’s voice loses its frantic edge, becoming a slumbering rumble. “And 

I’m not going back in.” 

Silence spreads like an opened head. 

“Make me point,” says Francie. 

“What?” says Dennis, his eyes on the rows of ladies, his mouth still 

stretched in unconvincing smile. 
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Francie turns to glower. “Pick up my hand and make me point! Do it!” 

Dennis fumbles the right hand up from where it hangs, curling all fingers 

down bar one and jabbing it, jabbing it towards the open trunk. 

And Francie whispers, “I’m out of the box now.” 

The single eye roves the room from left to right, right to left. Save for a 

cough and the clink of a glass the audience is silent. 

“I think,” says Dennis, “I think we should do our act. All the lovely people 

have come to see us do our act.” 

Francie glares. 

“So I think we should begin.” 

Francie grunts a rough consent. 

They sit—Francie perched upon Dennis’s lap, knitted limbs free to swing. 

Dennis presses a button on the cassette player.  

The busy rush as a tape fast forwards—clunk to stop, clunk to play—then 

music, softly indistinct and jauntily inappropriate, sublimating. Dennis begins to 

sing in a high wheedling voice: 

“Francie.” 

Doo-da-doo! 

“Francie!” 

Doo-da-doo! 

“Francie, won’t you come out and play?” 

“We’re gathered here to see what you say.” 

“Should I tell the kind folks to come back some other day?” 

 “Francie please,” 

“Are you mad at me?” 

“Can I make amends?” 

“Francie tell me, are we still the best of friends?” 

And Francie sings in reply, a deep and beautiful voice:  

“Dennis, we’re friends!” 

“We’re friends until Creation ends!” 

 Dennis joins in diva howl:  

“If I could tell you, tell you how much that means!” 

“If I could only let you know!” 

And Francie matches him: 

“No need Dennis, I’m ready and willing and raring to go!” 

“So hold me up and hold me tight!” 

“And we’ll get on with the show!” 

Dum-diddle-dee-dum-dum 

Dum Dum! 

A splattering of arrhythmic applause reminds all it is nothing but the 

brutish concussion of limb upon limb. 

It dies. 
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Dennis leans down, mouth open with an awkward gasp, and clicks the tape 

player off. 

“Who’s first?” snarls Francie, but Dennis holds a finger for shush, 

addressing the audience. “If anyone is ready, please approach. Francie and I are 

ready to begin.” 

He holds out his free palm.  A microphone stands ready. 

A cough. 

A clink. 

Finally a woman rises, making her way from the back of the room. She 

carries a blue plastic bag; it rustles as she steps between seats. 

The microphone is calibrated well; it doesn’t squeak or whine but carries her 

voice dutifully. 

She is a young woman, slim and pale. 

“Uh,” she says. 

“Uh.” 

“Hello Francie, hello Dennis,” and she has a nod for each. 

Dennis smiles, “Hello. How can we help you tonight?” 

The audience watches her pull a piece of paper from a pocket. Unfolding it, 

she speaks into the microphone. “I know they’re taking care of her,” she says, 

“wherever she is.” She holds up the wrinkled slip. “Because they left me this 

receipt. It was in her crib, under a stone.” 

Certain all have seen it, she lets her hand fall. 

“So I know,” she says, “I know,” and in those words the need to convince 

herself, “But still... I’d love to know where she is. “I’d love to have her back with 

me.” 

She holds the neck of the microphone. 

“My little girl. That’s who I want you to find for me tonight, if you can.” 

“What have you brought us?”says Francie, its eye upon her plastic bag. 

Rustling, the wings of desiccated birds against the microphone, she takes it 

out and holds it up—the doll. “Her favourite,” she says. “It was lying next to her 

when she was taken.” 

“Strip it,” says Francie, “I want to smell the plastic.” 

The woman does so, slowly, carefully, lifting the lemon dress over the 

baby’s head. She passes it naked to Dennis who holds it under Francie’s nose. 

A great sniff from the thing. 

“Is it going in?” asks Dennis softly, “Have you got—?” 

It shakes its head, “Give me another.” 

Dennis presses the baby doll against lopsided nostrils. 

Another great grumbling snuff upon its plastic cheek. 

Francie’s head snaps back—there is the crack of shifting bone. It gasps—its 

eye starting from the meat of its face, a swollen yellow blister, bulging, black-

veined. 
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“I see...” Its mouth opens, the cleft showing high pink up the palate roof, 

ribbed and gently perforated. 

“I seeeee.” 

Slow lids over its eye. 

“Oh, the little thing,” says Francie, and it is the softest breath. “She’s safe.” 

Eyelids open. “She’s coming back to you. Different, but she’s coming!” 

Her smile smudged away, the woman steps beyond the microphone. 

“Different?” she says, her voice, unamplified, carried still. “What do you mean 

different?” 

Francie sniffs the plastic limbs dangling before its face, head shaking from 

side to side, “I see,” it says, “what should’ve been outside is in. What should be 

in is out...” 

The woman takes another step towards Francie. “What does that mean? 

What are you saying?” 

Francie lunges, eye wide, the face folds seeming to birth new red layers and 

it screeches “The key of the door broke off in the lock! There’ll be a knock! 

There’ll be a knock!” 

Her hands work in her hair, “What door?” she pleads, “Tell me, what 

door?” 

The doll falls to tumble a sprawl as Francie roars, “Next! Next!” 

Stooping, making Francie sway to peril in his lap, Dennis picks up the doll, 

handing it by the arm back to the woman. “Please, take your seat,” he says. 

Silently distraught, the woman turns and retakes her seat. She dresses the 

doll in lemon again and sits with it sitting on her lap. 

“Who is next?” asks Dennis in brittle smile. 

The second woman is short and plump, her dark hair cut severe. She is to 

the point—saying hello but not waiting for the answer, she asks Francie and 

Dennis “Can you find him? My son, Christopher?” 

“What have you brought me?” asks Francie, “Hold it up. Hold it up so I can 

see.” 

She takes it out of her plastic bag, lovingly unfolding, holding it like a proud 

mother advertising detergent. “He loved this one,” she says, showing a jumper 

of deep burgundy, slashed across with navy. 

Dennis takes it, holding it for Francie to sniff slow and long, the material 

rubbed up and down under his tiny nose, up and down his creased mouth. 

“Oh,” says Francie, breathing it in, “Soap and... and.. dandruff?” —The 

littlest confirming sniff—”Dandruff? Special shampoo?” 

“Yes,” she says, “He suffered—” 

“Okay, okay,” says Francie, cutting her off. 

Down come eyelids and the thing is transported. 

 “Music,” says Francie, “Music playing where he is. Music in the dark...” 

Gently it sways on Dennis’s knee. 
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“Oh yes.” 

It hums a tune all in the room can recognise, but who the artist is, what the 

words are... 

“Music in the dark.” 

She almost screams into the microphone: “Is he still alive? Is my 

Christopher still alive?” 

The humming goes and Francie is still. Finally the eyelid slides, revealing 

the ball beneath, the colour of a bisected grape. 

“Yes,” it says, “but only a day, only an hour left for him!” 

Her mouth opens. 

“Only an hour! Only a day!” cries the thing. 

She pushes her way between rows of women—sending mouths down into 

drinks, launching knees into the smalls of backs. “There’s time!” she says and it 

is almost a shriek, “There’s still time!” 

Her feet drum carpeted stairs, walls seeming to bend inward with her flight. 

Voices raised and bodies roused downstairs then the resounding bang of the 

door of the pub. 

She is gone. 

Francie smiles, “Time,” it says. “Yes.” 

Another woman approaches the microphone.  

She’s gone to pains to make herself look younger, but there is grey at the 

roots of her ash-blonde hair, her makeup fractures around her eyes and at the 

corners of her mouth. 

“Meath jersey,” she says. “I haven’t washed it. You should still be able to 

smell him.” 

“Smell who?” asks Dennis, taking the garment. 

“My husband—” 

“Her name’s Theresa now,” growls Francie, eye bright within the folds of 

the material. 

The woman’s face pinches in on itself, her mouth becoming a hole knocked 

in wrinkles. 

Sniffing sees the eyelids close. “She’s happy. There are... shipping 

containers?” Green and gold material teases the nostrils of the little thing. 

“She’s... in the middle of a gathering. They pay her well...” 

“And tomorrow is...” 

“Tomorrow is...” 

“Rotterdam.” 

It rolls the word, baring teeth and breathing long, a tremor passing through 

its face. The thing looks at the woman at the microphone. “She doesn’t want to 

see you or the children again. She’s gotten where she wants to be.” 

 The world is stripped away, all things going, all heat and warmth, 

leaving the woman to stand at the microphone alone. 
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And the thing called Francie whispers “Let her go.” 

“No—” she says. 

“Let her go!” screams Francie, scattering bright spittle threads from its 

damp bifurcation. 

And the woman shrieks, seeming to break and empty: “Stop calling him 

her!” Forward she darts and whips the jersey from Dennis’s hands. 

“You can lose that,” says Francie softly, “It’s no good to her anymore.” 

The woman stares at the man and the thing, pulling the breaths into herself, 

trying, struggling to rebuild. “Cruel,” she spits, stroking the remnant, “You’re 

cruel—spiteful!” 

Despite themselves the audience of women are smiling, seeing the 

embarrassment and distress on her face. 

“None of that is true. Not a word of it.” Her pointed finger comes up to 

spear. “I’ll find him. I’ll find him without either of you.” 

Tears are in the eyes of Dennis; on his lap Francie grimaces as it struggles to 

breathe. 

Turning, her finger scrapes across the crowd so their smiles are scored 

away. “And those of you,” she says, “Those of you who haven’t lost someone. 

The lot of you sitting there, thinking this is just... just entertainment.” 

Her teeth grind and she pours all her hate and hurt into the word: “Animals. 

Disgusting animals.” 

The front row leans away as she confronts them. “I hope and I pray that 

you’ll know what it’s like. That someday you’ll all lose someone you love. 

Someone you’ve built a life with.” 

The jersey is shook in the fist she makes. 

“And when that day comes and you find yourself standing before them,”— 

round the roulette finger comes and sticks through Francie and Dennis— “When 

that day comes, me and my husband will be sitting at the back of this room and I 

tell you, the joy that we’ll feel...” 

She smiles, savouring the image. 

“The immaculate joy... when we hear how your worthless children 

disappeared. How they were pulled away from you. When we hear the awful 

things that were done to them.” 

Her hand falls down, and her voice is calm and soft and certain: 

“The immaculate joy.” 

She leaves. 

The silent room like a new wound, a gouge cleanly open to air, still yet to fill 

with blood. The breathing of Francie grows ever more torturous—long rattling 

breaths sucked from the world but never enough. It rests its sweating forehead 

against the pink cambersennie. 

“Francie,” says Dennis, “Are you... Can you...?” 

The thing nods gently. 
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The gray-haired man turns to the audience. “One more,” he says, “Francie is 

able for just one more.” 

Long minutes pass before the fourth woman shuffles down the aisle, 

looking left to right at rows of pale and silent women. All turn to watch her. 

Brown haired, except for a strip of grey that falls over an eye, she is thin and 

gaunt, her face sharp and angled. She needs to be prompted to speak and when 

she does her voice is so soft none can hear. 

“Speak up, if you could ma’am,” says Dennis. 

Francie watches her with its wetly yellow-green eye. 

She clears her throat. 

“My Alice.” 

Words in glass and silver bell. 

“She told me she was going to her best friend’s house.” 

“She was so happy.” 

“She’d been so... But for once, in her life— and a best friend too.” 

“It broke my heart.” 

“But she never got there.” 

“No-one saw her after she left the village.” 

“And I heard... there were rumours...” 

“A van. A white van parked at the bridge.” 

“She just wanted to be friends with everyone.” 

“Did they...?” 

“What did they do to my Alice?” 

“What did they do to her?” 

Slithered out of her plastic bag, the cherished thing is held up in dirty light. 

The littlest slip, a scrap of white. 

Dennis rolls it across the face of Francie, clasps it to its cloven mouth, 

pushing it with fingers in, almost as if he is smothering. Francie moans, wooden 

hands dancing on the ends of knitted limbs. 

It shakes with the smell of it. 

Francie sniffs. 

It groans. 

Spluttering “Dead skin.” 

A ringing clap of her hands in hope, brought up clasped to be breathed 

upon. “That’s her,” says the woman. Hands come apart to point. “She has... 

under her eye, here. A little patch of dead skin. She’s had it since the day she was 

born. A little white coin.” 

The other wives and mothers look at her, their faces aslant and uncertain, 

mixing there a queasy envy with smiling earnest hope. 

White across the face of Francie, muttering, “It’s in, it’s in.” 

The thing shudders on Dennis’s lap and is still. 

Shudders again and then: 
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“I see...” 

“She goes into a closing place.” 

 “She comes apart in silver.” 

“She’s gone,” says Francie, “Oh, she’s gone.” 

The brittle of glass, saying, “Was she scared?” 

A great sniff. 

“Yes. Oh yes. Such terror.” 

Saying in a nothing voice: “Did she suffer?” 

Sniff. 

“Every moment. Every single moment she knew—as she was coming 

apart—it was the end.” 

“She was going down.” 

Hair falls over the woman’s face and closes her away. She grips the 

microphone, the only real thing, the only thing. 

“Lift me to her, Dennis,” says Francie, and the thing is lifted and held to 

lean. It rests the ragged butchery of its lips softly on her cheek and leaves a little 

delicate kiss there. 

The whisper in her ear: “I’m so sorry love. So sorry for your loss.” 

A tear shook loose by her softly nod. 

The fourth woman drifts away until she is unseen. 

Dennis takes his seat again. He cradles Francie, bending down to hear what 

it has to say, and the collected women, they can almost make out words through 

the soft buzz of microphone: 

“I’m tired, Dennis.” 

“Oh Lord, I’ve nothing left.” 

“Put me back in the box.” 

Tears from the rim of the eye, down into the crease. 

Choking the breath. 

Choking the words. 

“Put me back in my box.” 

“It’s too much. I’ve given too much of myself.” 

Nodding, Dennis takes the little creature and lays it down within the box, 

crossing knitted limbs on torso meat and placing his cambersennie on the 

cushion by its head. 

Slowly, reverently he shuts the lid. 

“It’s over,” he says, and he looks at the women, “That’s it for tonight. We 

can do no more. Those of you who came. Those of you we couldn’t help...” 

He clasps his hands before his face. 

“Next time, we’ll try again, I promise.” 

“We both do.” 

This is how the night draws to a close: 
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Women lining up the aisle, shuffling forward to stuff a ragged fiver or two 

into the pint glass proffered, saying a low thank you or nothing at all, and 

Dennis, thanking each sincerely. 

“Take care,” he says, “As you go down the stairs.” 

And now there is only Dennis and the red-haired woman, first to come, last 

to leave, her drink standing untouched, ice long melted into its body. 

Dennis looks at her and he smiles, his hands clasped upon his lap. 

In the space between them—the sounds of feet, soft voices on the landing 

the low torture of breathing in the box. 

“So,” he says, for something to say. 

It fills a moment, but there are dozens more that go unfilled— 

The red-haired woman spiders the rim of her glass with fingertips. Her eyes 

are on Dennis and will not leave. 

He holds her gaze then turns away. 

Finding the trunk. 

“No-one understands him,” says Dennis, offering the words to whoever 

wants them. “He can be gruff, unpleasant, but that’s only an act. A defence. He 

won’t let anyone know how much he cares.” 

Dennis strokes an edge. 

“But if he let up the pretence... let the world in...It would break him.” 

He splays his palm on the battered, breathing front. 

“I love him.” 

Smiling, the rims of his eyes become soft and bright. He clears his throat, 

rising and regaining himself, taking orange ropes to tighten. 

“He’s tired now,” says Dennis, pulling the gap of the trunk closed, “But 

tomorrow. The next day. The dreams will start. He’ll relive everything he made 

himself see tonight.” 

He braces a foot against the trunk and pulls. “Needs to be tight. If he can’t 

move, he can’t do any lasting damage to himself.” 

In silence Dennis fusses with the box. 

Minutes go by. 

But her eyes are still on him. No movement. No sound. 

Sitting again he looks at her with colourless eyes. “I’m sorry,” he says, “Is 

there something you wanted to ask me? Something you wanted to ask us?” 

She speaks, a hint of music in her voice, “The women said to me... They told 

me... You were good, you were very good.” 

“So I came tonight.” 

“My first time.” 

“Is there someone you wanted us to find for you?” asks Dennis, “Because 

I’m really sorry, but Francie is—” 

She shakes her head. “No no,” she says, “Nothing like that.” 

A little smile sets her freckles in folds. 
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“I just wanted to make sure she stayed lost.” 

“Make sure no-one asked you where she was or how to find her.” 

Her smile widens. “I burned her clothing. Gave all her toys away. I don’t 

think she left a trace on anything.” 

She shakes her red hair, self-deprecating. “I know it’s silly and I’m being 

paranoid, but I just wanted to be sure. If I asked, if anyone asked... Do you think 

you could find her? Ever?” 

Colourless eyes rove. “We... we can only work with what we’re given,” says 

Dennis slowly. “If you’ve done... what you say you’ve done... She’s gone. She’s 

gone for good.” 

“Great,” says the woman, “That’s great!” and she lets out a long-held 

breath, “I’m so relieved, I can’t tell you. The women told me you’d put me mind 

at rest!” 

Her smile is the brightest thing in the room. 

“Okay,” she says, “That’s what I came to hear.” Stepping forward she crams 

a €20 note into the pint glass. “Thank Francie for me, when he’s... you know.” 

What can Dennis do but gently nod? 

“Okay,” she says, smiling breathless now, hands together dipped in pray. 

“Thank you. Your show is great, by the way.” 

Something like a curtsy and: 

“Good night.” 

She turns and heads for the door. 

“Turn out the lights, if you wouldn’t mind,” says Dennis. 

“Oh! No problem!” she laughs. Her fingers find the switch and flick. 

Out she goes and the light with her. 

No longer gold, spiderwebs on lampshades. 

Air rethickening with dust and the death of drink. 

Seats give up their warmth. 

Out the window traffic lines are bodiless blurs in white and red. 

And under the striding of feet down the stairs, a voice, hoping to soothe: 

“We’ve helped. Francie, we’ve helped.” 

“We have.” 

“We’ve done all we can.” 

The softest sobbing moan in answer. 

And there is the sound... 

A hand, stroking, stroking the lid of the trunk. 

The last of day is lost to night. 
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The tracks of the Damascus freight company knit together the rotting 

sprawl of Cleveland’s south-side industrial districts—neat rows of course 

stitching fighting a losing battle with decay.  Despite the steady decline of the 

area, the Damascus train roars along between old hunks of warehouses and the 

great, cavernous corpses of steel mills and factories. I guess it won’t stop anytime 

soon, not until the rust eats it down to the wheels. 

In reality, there may be more than one train. Honestly, I’m not sure. But, I 

like the idea that there is only one Damascus engine left, like the last remaining 

example of some extinct race of behemoths, made all the more awe-inspiring 

because of its utter singularity.    

I am grateful to that train. If not for that stubborn cacophony on wheels, this 

place would be as silent as a cemetery. That kind of silence is like a pressgang. It 

bullies you into joining up with it, until its cause is your cause. I suppose that’s 

what happened to the other hollow-eyed things in this place, drifting from 

shadowed doorway to shadowed doorway like empty shopping bags caught up 

in the wet breeze. 

I’m not like them. I am my own Damascus. And even if my cacophony isn’t 

as grand, it is just as sincere. That train is my brother, and I always imagine us 

standing back to back, scowling out at the ugly shit pile that stretches away on 

all sides.   

I don’t mean to suggest that the train is real. I’m not crazy. I know we’re all 

ghosts. But, there are ghosts and there are ghosts. The Damascus and I are what 

we are, but we don’t have to like it. I don’t want to like it. To like it is to be 

empty. 

In this place, emptiness isn’t benign. It isn’t the emptiness of your favorite 

chair, waiting patiently for your return. Around here, the emptiness has claws. 

It’s corrosive. Like the rust. So that now, in the horrible moments when I forget 

myself, and the Damascus is away on some hidden track God-knows-where, 

every second of silence sounds like chewing. A repulsive, personless digestion 

that sustains nothing. It’s a destroyer that won’t even offer a man the natural 

respect of hatred.  
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I suppose I hate it enough for the both of us. I guess that’s my way of 

holding on to the golden rule. If this is purgatory, maybe it’ll earn me some 

points, but I don’t think so.  

Yesterday, I didn’t see the Damascus at all. I heard it, like a distant growl, 

shivering acres of old sheet metal. I remember blinking dumbly in the middle of 

an ochre cloud of rising rust particles and thinking, what is that terrible noise.  

That thought is why I’m standing here today, whistling “The Wabash 

Cannonball” as loud as I can, waiting for a train. It’s been about five minutes 

since I first felt the vibrations in the track beneath my feet. I can see another once-

man drifting like a jellyfish between the two buildings to my left, but I make the 

effort not to look at it. The rumble has climbed up my legs and has taken up 

residence in my hipbones. It hurts like love.  

I’ll tell you something I’ve never let myself say before. I’m not so sure that 

the Damascus is really a ghost. Except, what business would a real train have in a 

place like this? Unless somebody sent it. Unless it does have business here. And 

any business that pisses off the malicious nothing of this hellhole can’t be all-bad. 

Right? 

As the train rounded the dirty-orange warehouse a hundred yards ahead of 

me, I realized I’d never seen the Damascus head-on before. Something about the 

curve of the engine almost looks like a smile. I smile back.  

I smile because I know that whether I get scattered like dead leaves or get 

taken away to wherever the Damascus goes when it isn’t here, at least I’ll be 

different, and I think that whatever devil rules this place will just hate that.  

I never did say “thank you” too often. But, this seems like as good a time as 

any to start.  
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Six days after his thirty-fourth birthday, Bobby comes home from the 

bookstore and his wife, Sparrow, says they should go to the field museum.  They 

live a short walk from the entrance.  She says they should celebrate. 

“Why?  Celebrate what?” Bobby asks.  It was slow at work and he has 

somehow managed to go the entire day without tobacco or caffeine.  The 

cravings hit him at the threshold. 

“Your birthday, old man,” Sparrow says.  She hands him the pack of 

American Spirits sitting on the counter next to the book Bobby is half-finished 

binding.  “Is the hereditary dementia catching up already?” 

Bobby flinches and lights the cigarette.  “It's just a little late.” 

Sparrow shrugs.  “There's a new exhibit.  It's called 'The World After Us.'  

It's supposed to show what the whole world would look like if everywhere 

became the Korean DMZ.  It'll be a date.” 

Bobby considers this and stubs out his cigarette.  He looks out the window 

at the darkening sky and says, “You've been thinking about my offer?” 

“No,” Sparrow says, firmly.  She shivers even though the house is warm.  “I 

just think that we need to get out of the house.” 

They wear jackets against the unusually cold, late August wind.  The sky is 

charcoal grey.  At the museum entrance they show their passes and buy coffee.  

Every January, they buy twelve-month memberships.  As a child, Bobby wanted 

to explore the uncharted regions of Africa, Asia, and South American until an 

elementary school teacher told him there were none left.  Before she went into 

journalism, Sparrow wanted to be an anthropologist.  The museum is a common 

ground of nostalgia for their childhood aspirations. 

The only other people in the main hall are a middle aged couple hunched 

over a museum map.  A baby stroller stands between them.  The baby inside is so 

still in its sleep that it looks porcelain, Bobby thinks.  Tiny waves form across the 

surface of his coffee and it could be that he is shivering imperceptibly or he 

cannot hear distant thunder.  He's too tired to decide. 
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“The place is dead,” Sparrow says.  “On a Friday afternoon.” 

“It's the weather,” Bobby says and sips his coffee. 

Sparrow glances out the window behind them. She says, “Looks like the 

end of the world. A tornado went through the county just north of us.” 

“You told me.” 

“It destroyed every other building along a city block.  Isn't it strange how 

natural disasters are so arbitrary?” 

“Yeah, weird.” 

They both reach for the other's hand at the same time.  He holds her cold, 

thin fingers in his own.  When they met at a swing dance competition seven 

years ago, she told him her name was Sparrow.  He did not learn until a few 

months before they got engaged that her real name was Dana and that 

“Sparrow” was an old family nickname because of her frail physique.  When he 

thought about it later, Bobby wondered why he had ever thought that “Sparrow” 

could be anything other than a nickname, appropriate as it is. 

They follow the fresh signs pointing to the new exhibit.  They cross the 

polished marble floor to a dim hallway that smells like powerful cleaning 

chemicals.  Bobby thinks that he can hear rain. 

In the hallway, he says, “I have to work tomorrow.” 

“I thought you had the weekend off.” 

“Thomas and I fired Andrew.” 

“What?  When?” 

“We can't afford it.” 

She looks at him and he can hear the unsaid question: Who's next?  The 

middle aged couple pushes by them, apparently in a rush to see the exhibit and 

get it over with.  Sparrow watches the baby stroller go by. 

Two years after they got married, or three years ago, they began trying to 

have children.  This was after Bobby and Thomas had been running the 

bookstore for a few years and felt reasonably comfortable that it would survive.  

Sparrow had just attained her second dream job of being a radio news anchor; 

she said she was building up experience at the local station in order to get a job 

with NPR.  A year went by and Sparrow spoke with her doctor who told her that 

there was nothing wrong, so Bobby made an appointment with his doctor.  On 

his way home from the second visit, he picked up flowers, a bottle of wine, and 

cigarettes. 

“The condition is called azoospermia.  The doctor doesn't know what caused 

it, yet,” Bobby told her after she got home from work. 

“What does this mean?” Sparrow asked, sitting on the couch across from 

him, somehow perfectly serene.  She can speak about a grisly murder and a local 

high school winning the state championship all in one breath. 

“It means I'm infertile.” 
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Sparrow nods and picks up the pack sitting between them on the cushion.  

“Lucky Strikes?  We haven't smoked since we decided to have kids.  It must be 

two years since we last smoked.  I haven't even thought about it for months.” 

She lights up and grimaces.  “I don't even like smoking.  I never have.  

When we quit, I was relieved,” she said. 

She said, “Are we giving up?  Is this it?” 

“No.  No,” Bobby said.  “We're regrouping.  We're taking a break.  The 

doctor says there's hope.” 

“Doctors and priests always say there's hope.  That's their job.”  She took a 

drag.  “All that money wasted on contraceptives.” 

“Imagine what we could've done with all that.” 

They laughed, but neither knew why.  Afterwards they had sex, but it was 

more of a chore or a ritual than a passionate act.  They were trying to physically 

reaffirm their affection.  After Sparrow had fallen asleep, Bobby went for a very 

long walk and found himself standing in front of a derelict, abandoned house.  

He threw rocks and broke all the windows. 

Later, Bobby learned that his condition was called Y Chromosome 

Microdeletion which meant that artificial insemination, without a donor, was 

impossible.  They have been trying to adopt ever since and have been 

disappointed three times.  Before they got married, they talked about having kids 

together, but Bobby was shocked how that desire gradually became an obsession 

and then an intractable, animal craving in them both.  Two weeks ago, Bobby 

offered her a divorce, but Sparrow ended the conversation before she gave an 

answer. 

There is a roman arch entrance into the main exhibit over which hangs a 

simple sign that says, “The World After Us.”  Next to the door stands a plaque 

where the museum management usually explains the logic and purpose behind 

their rotating exhibits.  It is much shorter than usual, Bobby notes.  Sparrow 

leans over and begins reading in her newscaster voice. 

“More than a decade after the turn of the century, in the wake of the 

millennium hysteria and in the shadow of speculation regarding 2012, we feel it 

is important to explore another viewpoint of apocalyptic scenarios and 

catastrophe.  This exhibit seeks not to present a morbid view about the end of 

human civilization. Instead, we want to create and explore a thought experiment, 

the premise of which is simple: What would the world look like if humanity 

were suddenly no more?  We invite you to meditate on the displays our staff has 

created with the help of many other facilities throughout the Midwest.” 

They walk down a dark, marble tunnel to the first exhibit, still holding 

hands.  They come to a diorama of a broken cityscape that terminates at a 

painted backdrop creating the illusion that the road extends into infinity.  All the 

surrounding buildings' windows are shattered.  Weeds and brilliant flowers split 

the pavement.  Taxidermied animals are set up in a resemblance of life. 
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Sparrow reads the sign enumerating the wildlife: rabbits, foxes, badgers, 

raccoons, mice, deer, and so on.  “There's nothing on this list that doesn't live in a 

city already,” Sparrow says.  Then she says, “And we never stop to consider that 

another world survives in the corners and cracks of ours.” 

Bobby squints at the second plaque.  “Atlanta.” 

“It looks like Detroit,” Sparrow says and leans on the railing.  “The whole 

downtown area looks like Chernobyl.” 

“The world after us looks beautiful,” Bobby says and leans next to her.  He 

imagines the flowers in the pavement would smell sweet if they were not plastic.  

For a moment, he thinks he can smell a lilac fragrance and realizes it is his wife's 

perfume and he misses her even though she is standing right next to him. 

“If you're going to work this weekend I'll tell Tammy and Ken that I can 

babysit for them.” 

“That's fair.” 

She looks at the plaque next to her.  “If the entire human population were to 

suddenly disappear, this is what Atlanta would look like after just twenty years.  

Humanity's artificial environment, just like the natural, requires exceptional and 

perpetual maintenance.  You will notice that much of the wildlife coexists with 

humans in the cities of today.  As much as we tend to think of cities as a humans-

only environment, they are actually their own natural world, which can and will 

adapt to the disappearance of particular elements.” 

“Is that the lesson?”  Bobby asks.  “Nothing lasts?  What about the 

pyramids?” 

“The pyramids are eroding,” Sparrow says and begins to walk down the 

hall toward the next diorama.  Bobby follows her. 

Three years ago, shortly after the doctor's appointment, Bobby got a tattoo 

of John Barth's “shortest story” around his bicep: “Once upon a time there was a 

story that began…”  When Sparrow saw it she laughed. 

“Is this your way of telling me you've decided to get the midlife crisis out of 

the way early?” 

“I like it,” Bobby said while putting on a long sleeved shirt. 

“You're a fucking hipster.” 

“I've been called worse.” 

“You'll never grow up at this rate.” 

“Do you want me to?” he asked. 

Over the next few years he added new tattoos and took up the art of 

bookmaking.  He took classes on book binding, paper making, and calligraphy.  

After that he started keeping journals. 

“Because they’ll last,” Bobby told her one evening as he wrote.  “There are 

no others like them.  If they don't burn, they should last for centuries.” 

“If someone takes care of them,” Sparrow said from where she lay on the 

bed, reading. 



[25] 

 

“I'll will them to someone.” 

She set her book down.  “Do you think we maybe should see a councilor?” 

“And by 'we' you mean me.” 

“We could do it together.” 

“There are worse ways I could cope, Sparrow.”  He lay down next to her. 

“Are you afraid of dying?” she asked and gently tore the page of her cheap, 

mass market copy of Winesburg, Ohio. 

“No.  I'm afraid of being forgotten.” 

“I am.” 

Then they had sex, like they did every night with absolute regularity. 

The next display they come to is a football stadium completely overgrown 

with tall grass.  The sound of birds singing is piped in through speakers 

overhead.  A buffalo and two calves graze close to the Plexiglass window 

separating the world from the diorama. 

Neither says a word for a long moment.  Finally, Sparrow turns to him and 

says, “Maybe we need a change of scene.  Why don't we move to Europe.  I could 

relearn French and you… could learn it.  It's not that hard.  I'll coach you.” 

“Why not South America?  My Spanish is better than your French.” 

“Or how about China?” 

“Or Terabithia.  Wonderland.  Never Never Land.” 

Sparrow glares at him.  “I was being serious.” 

“I'm sorry.  Well, it wouldn't be all that hard.  Between the two of us we 

don't own much so it would be easy enough to move.  Thomas might be willing 

to buy my share of the bookstore…” 

“I don't like the winters here, anyway.  Let's go someplace warm.  And take 

all our friends with us.” 

“They all have dead-end jobs, too.  Once they realize the wisdom in our 

disillusionment it'll be easy enough to get them to come.” 

Sparrow turns away from him.  “I really wish you wouldn't break my 

fantasies with good reason.”  She looks through the Plexiglass and says, “I've 

never seen a Buffalo before.” 

“They're coming back after near-annihilation.” 

There are five more exhibits and they pass each one without comment.  

Munich is overrun by wolves.  Ho Chi Minh City has begun reverting back to 

rain forest.  Las Vegas is a desert.  Kyoto is a pristine mountain forest. 

The last exhibit is the remains of an old apartment.  There is no glass 

separating them from the set.  It is a carefully constructed model of a living 

room, kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom with a tiny walkway to allow visitors to 

pass through to the exit.  One wall of the living room is collapsed allowing for a 

view of a sunny field that could be anywhere.  There are books, dust-covered 

and moldy, strewn across the floor.  Desiccated plants sit in forgotten pots and 

the furniture is shredded and flayed.  It does not smell of decay as Bobby would 
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have expected.  Instead, a fresh breeze seems to emit from the field through the 

hole in the wall. 

A plaque is affixed to the crumbling, plaster wall at the entrance.  Sparrow 

reads, “According to the IUCN in their most recent assessment of 47,677 known 

species, 17,291 are in danger of extinction.  Over the past five hundred years, the 

IUCN has recorded 875 extinctions.  This mass extinction, which appears to be 

the result of human activity, is now often called the Holocene Extinction, 

referring to the current epoch that began in 10,000 BC.  Western thought has 

perceived humanity to be the dominant species on this planet for centuries and it 

is because of our ability to change and manipulate our environment that the 

human population has skyrocketed to seven billion.  If humanity were to 

suddenly go extinct, this carefully constructed world would eventually fade and 

fall away.  What would replace us, though?  Would there arise another 

'dominant species'?  Or is the 'dominant species' simply an anomaly?” 

The sign next to this, where the list of animals should have been, is only 

marked with, “???”  Bobby taps the sign and mutters, “Well, that's ominous and 

uninformative.” 

“And admirably subtle,” Sparrow added. 

As they pass through into the dimness of the bedroom, Sparrow says, “This 

looks like my old apartment.” 

“You didn't take nearly so good of care of it,” Bobby said. 

“Bastard.” 

They laugh for a moment until Bobby catches his breath.  He sees something 

moving in the gloom of the dusty closet.  Adrenaline surges through his veins 

and for a strange moment he is intensely aware of his body's “fight of flight” 

response.  Finally, he adjusts to see what it is.  His own reflection stares back at 

him through the grimy mirror, a cadaverous, scruffy, pale man whose shaggy 

hair has already begun its retreat.  The clothes are warn.  As soon as he sees 

himself, the doppelganger once again becomes just another piece of the exhibit. 

Sparrow looks at him dubiously and then turns to follow his gaze.  “Christ, 

they're probably going to be handing out razor blades at the exit.”  She pushes 

her arm through the crook of his elbow.  “This looks exactly like my old 

apartment.  The bed is in the wrong corner and there should be a lot more CDs in 

the living room, but it's… uncanny.  It's a typical design, I suppose.  Lazy 

architecture.  Eventually you'll stumble upon these barely-inspired homes that 

all resemble each other and find yourself reminiscing.  It's a wonder everybody 

doesn't walk around, stuck in a permanent state of déjà vu.  This apartment was 

part of my life before I met you.  So strange to think of it that–” 

“Sparrow,” Bobby says, “why are you still talking?” 

She pushes away from him, looks around the room slowly and shakes her 

head.  She says, “I talk, Bobby.  That's how I think.  That's how I get by.  It's not 
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permanent.  It's ephemeral.  I speak and then it's gone.  Words don't leave scars 

and they don't cut into stone.  It's a very forgiving way of coping, I think.” 

Eventually, they leave the exhibit.  They walk into the painful fluorescence 

of the main hall and immediately go outside, check to see if there are any 

employees nearby and light up.  The rain has subsided to a light, frigid drizzle. 

“They say,” Sparrow says, her syllables coming out as puffs of smoke, “that 

for every one of these you lose five minutes of your life.” 

“Too bad I never kept a tally,” Bobby mutters. 

“You have to hand it to the tobacco companies.  Doing their part to control 

the population problem.” 

The sky grumbles and lightning flashes.  Bobby feels that another storm is 

coming.  “We should go home,” he says. 

In high school, Bobby's biology teacher gave a demonstration on time.  He 

took a length of yarn and stretched it across the room.  “This,” he said, 

“represents all the time on earth since the world was classified as a planet.  Four-

and-a-half billion years, or sixty feet…” 

He took a pair of shiny scissors and cut off a section a third of the way 

down.  “The earliest universal common ancestor of all life on earth.  That's three-

and-a-half billion years ago.” 

He walked a few feet down and cut the remainder again.  “The first multi-

cellular life evolved.  Two billion years ago.  We're near the halfway mark.” 

At the end of the string he made another cut.  “Three feet.  When the first 

dinosaurs appeared. 

“And this,” Bobby's teacher cut off the very end, a piece barely big enough 

to see.  “Point-zero-one-three feet.  One million years.  This is us.  And you know 

what…” 

The teacher held the bit of fuzz in the air and blew gently—as if to snuff out 

a candle— and the fuzz disappeared. 

Bobby still sometimes has nightmares about this.  He imagines being blown 

away and losing himself in uncertain currents and turbulence.  These are all 

meticulously recorded in his journals. 

As they walk back home it begins to rain and blow.  By the time they make 

it back to the apartment they are both drenched and shivering.  Sparrow walks to 

the stove. 

“I'll make tea,” she says.  “It always makes me think of weathering storms.  

Tea.  Even when it's beautiful outside.  Tea is what you drink to calm the nerves 

and get by with a level head.  Very British.” 

They drink their tea, smoke a cigarette, and make jokes and laugh about the 

end of the world.  Sparrow smiles and drags him off to the bedroom while the 

building shakes from thunder.  They strip fast and then fuck hard in the dark.  

Sparrow tries the lights but the power is knocked out.  Bobby cannot see her, but 

traces the contours of her body with his fingers. 
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“We need a change,” Bobby hears her say. 

“Yes, we do,” Bobby agrees. 

She holds his hand and stares at it.  “I'm thirty.  That's still young, but I'm…  

I don't have all the time in the world.” 

Their voices, Bobby realizes, have fallen to whispers and he clears his throat 

just to hear it.  There is no thunder, no sound of rain on the roof anymore.  All 

that's left is the scent of sex and dust. 

Bobby says slowly.  “So, what do we do?” 

“I don't know,” she says.  “Get by?  Survive?” 

“We can do that.” 

“Yes, we can.” 

“See you in the morning…” 

“Wait, let's talk.  Don't go to sleep yet.” 

“What do you want to talk about?” 
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“Choose a profession that will always be in demand,” was the advice I was 

given, though the profession has chosen me.  Dispel notions of a burly, noble 

bodied worker clutching a rosined shovelhandle and lantern staff.  The digging 

has been given over to machines, relatively simple to operate, leaving the mind 

free to wander.  Fossarius have been dealt an uneven hand in literature, 

considering the clowns of Hamlet, though if we were to have a single incarnation 

we could do worse considering humor's gallows source, the subtle distinction 

between laughter and weeping.  No executioner prince overhears my musing wit 

save the black calling crow whose presence among these winter branches is as 

stark as Yorick's mouldering skull against the black earth.  I once considered a 

career as a garbageman. The wastes involved in living pile higher each year. 

Today I dug four graves.   

I'm charged with groundskeeping: to make sure the mausoleum is locked 

and unlocked during the hours specified, care for the koi, and to clear grave 

décor—flowers, flags, the occasional child's toy.  Once I found an unopened 

bottle of wine.  Had some midnight mourner been called away?                

I waited and the bottle remained.  The label peeled with the rain and the 

sun, my elongated body reflected in the dark glass.  Oddly, I could not bring 

myself to dispose of it and considered drinking it but thought I may incur the 

mourner's sorrow.  It was a strangely superstitious thought, of which I'm not 

prone, but it's been years since I've cried, or laughed for that matter, so I carried 

the bottle home and lay it lengthwise in the top kitchen cupboard.   

I was not always this way.  At one time I could have been considered 

sentimental and was moved by mourners.  I bathed in their sorrow the way the 

moon is bathed nightly in the sun's rays.  Concealed behind a tree I often 

watched a widow express her grief.  In those days I may have even shared their 

tears.  Rarely have I been the sun, stoicism has made me the moon.  

Early in life I was taught sentiment brought pain.  I was married once.  I 

often contemplated taking my own life after Maria had taken hers and believed 
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she left a hole so great and a mystery so unexplainable to offer no recourse.  

Before she ended her life, Maria developed a rare form of psychosis.  I feel odd 

writing the words here with such impassivity.  Suicide, a word I could scarcely 

think let alone write years ago, moves no passion within my breast.   

Before I met Elmer, Maria was the most charitable person I had ever known.  

She worked with the mentally ill and I wondered if perhaps her psychosis was 

brought on by being so emptied in nurturing these broken intellects.  She would 

arrive home exhausted but always managed a smile and to show love when I 

thought she had none left to give.  She even managed to keep a small vegetable 

garden, watered those buds with a blue ceramic pitcher.  Nurtured them into 

life-giving fruits.  I was plagued with guilt after her death.  Most haunting, 

though, was the thought that I was unable to pour enough of myself into her, 

and I watched holding my own empty pitcher while her mind and soul 

desiccated.  

Symptoms surfaced when I could not wake her.  Her pulse and breathing 

were regular.  Doctors suggested she might have been gripped in a light coma.  

“Had she experienced recent trauma?”  The doctors suggested I move her to a 

hospital.  She came out of it later that night. Something in her expression scorned 

my joy, and her face, framed by dark hair, was paler than I had remembered.  

When she asked for something to drink in a low voice, I put on water for her 

black tea and added a bit of crushed ginger root for her throat.  I handed her the 

steaming cup, and slurps accented short sips until the cup was empty.  I 

attributed the behavior to thirst until I smelled the burning tobacco.  I had left 

my pack of cigarettes next to the bed.  Maria had been adamant that I quit, and 

there she was, smoking in frequent, clipped drags.  She stayed in bed for nearly a 

week and refused to rise, even for the lavatory.  She insisted on keeping a bowl 

under the bed for such purposes.  After nearly a week her voice did not lose its 

gravel quality.  A few nurses from work came to visit—one brought a vase of 

lilacs.  “They smell like the lungs of a dying animal,” was Maria's thanks and 

soon the psychiatrists were coming to visit.      

They suggested she be moved to the ward for further diagnosis and I 

refused.  We settled on one day for brain scans.  That day she fought when the 

doctors came and I moved to subdue her.  I held her down easily—as a man 

might hold back a child.  Or an old woman.  Indeed her posture was hunched 

though I told myself it may have been bedsores. 

Over the course of the two years Maria was haunted by the “aberrants” (the 

word the doctors gave me) and I noticed five or six reoccurring personalities.  

The old woman was the first.  Another was childlike and imaginative, prone to 

night terrors full of writhing images—tendrils, serpents, intestine.  Once I found 

her at the side of our shack staring at cracked and peeling paint, the dark 

decaying siding underneath.  “Bugs crawl out of that,” she said and insisted I 

scrape the area clean. 
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The personalities shifted frequently and without warning.  Another 

possessed a voracious sexual appetite, posed as my charitable wife, and lured me 

into exploits, though I admit, I was more than willing.  Often I was plagued with 

guilt and scratches from those odd passionate nights.   

I was always looking for signs of my wife, but Maria was as unlikely as any 

of the other potential incarnations.  One personality rivaled the charitability of 

my late wife.  Possessed of a dialect I could not place and have not heard since, 

she offered a sympathetic ear to my confusion and regret, like a mother listening 

to her child's nightmares, often with my head on her lap.   

Maria's aberrants had surfaced for two calendar years after our marriage, 

had threatened my life on occasion, and I was so utterly frustrated, frightened 

and disgusted by their behaviors I had her committed to the ward in which she 

used to work.  Medication seemed to stay the flow of these personalities, but in 

exchange, offered up a barely conscious, corporeal ghost.  By the time she 

committed suicide, I was glad to be released from the aberrants, but her death 

brought with it grief I could not command.  For years I was manacled.  I couldn't 

hold a job.  My personality became nearly as inconstant as my young wife's in 

the throes of her illness.  

During Maria's funeral my mind was reeling with wine.  I barely remember 

the service.  Afterwards I became obsessed with the death ceremony.  I felt at 

home among the bereaved and occasionally met a woman.  On a few occasions I 

woke, head throbbing, on the carpeted floor of a mausoleum.  On mornings such 

as these I may have caught a glimpse of myself in the marble or the still koi 

pond.  I grew to loathe the weak posture, the lines of my face—the release of the 

razor was always close to my mind.  I owe my life to a man named Elmer.  

It had been a large evening service and blending in was a pleasure.  The 

deceased had been important I gathered, due to the number of bereaved and the 

genuine grief I read in their faces.  I imagined the man in the casket was my 

father.  His coping wisdom was “get a dog.”  I pretended the deceased at these 

services were those in my life unable to help me bear Maria's passing—my 

family, my friends.  The service moved into the mausoleum at dusk and I moved 

outside for a cigarette.  

“Como tu siento?”  The man rest near a tombstone, his face a pale moving 

shape in the dark.  “Sleeping in the mausoleum tonight?”  He motioned to come 

near and handed me his flask.  Secrets rarely exist between two men and 

whiskey. “If you're going to sleep over, at least earn your lodgings,” he said and 

gestured to the pickaxe.  I had been to so many services even the groundsman 

recognized me?  That night we battled the frozen ground warmed by whiskey.  

By the end of our labour I was so tired I slept soundly for the first time since 

Maria's death.  Work became my meditation, exhaustion my manna.   

The shack Maria and I shared held too many memories. I had been living 

with a few different women, and on some nights wherever I could find a 
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comfortable place to lie down.  Elmer was impressed with how quickly I learned 

to use the machinery, my work ethic, and he offered me a room in the 

groundskeeper's quarters.  I imagine the first few months tried his patience but 

he said nothing about my drinking, drugging, or the odd women I brought 

home.   

In the evenings, Elmer played Spanish accordion.  The women invariably 

loved the music.  They would sit at the corner of the bed or, when they believed I 

was asleep, at the kitchen table while Elmer played and sang melancholiques in 

Spanish.  Some evenings he invited a friend—a horn player or guitarist, and I 

would listen, paging through one of Elmer's books (Marcus Aurelius or Ovid) 

comforted by the tobacco smoke from under the door, the dark wallpaper of my 

room, the frosted, four-paned glass.   

I began weekly jaunts to the library.  In those days I avoided casual 

contact—objects held no mystery.  The printed word alone, I mistakenly 

believed, held power only in a sum of meaning.  Even the sun, moon and stars 

may well have been painted canvas.  In my naivety, I searched for answers to the 

mystery of my experience the way a dying man may search for faith, and in 

opening volume after volume, I suppose I nurtured this kind of hopefulness.  No 

understanding without faith.  No faith without interest.  Opening a book 

requires interest and is an act of faith.  On some level I believed I would find 

answers, but they shimmered and shifted like the orange and white koi at the 

bottom of our pond—when an answer hovered magnified by the moment, I often 

found it just out of reach—if I looked for answers in the same place twice, I was 

disappointed.   

*** 

One night we were to bury a man weighing at least four hundred pounds 

and could not lower the oversized casket into the ground ourselves.  “Let's just 

use the backhoe,” I had said.  

“Would you disrespect this death?” Elmer said.  We waited until some of 

his musicians could arrive.  It took five of us.  We lowered the man in.   

It's been nearly ten years since Elmer saved me from myself, and in that 

time I have grown to embrace an ascetic life.  I have learned to wash a dish with 

the same tenderness Elmer had taught me to lower a person into the ground.  

However, I was acutely aware of the fact I was nearly done in by sentimentality.  

With every shovelful of dirt I buried longings for a different life.  I once shared 

this thought with Elmer, and it was upon a spring evening that he told his story.  

“I lived in Segovia, near the great aqueduct,” Elmer said.  “As a boy I 

walked miles to fill adobe pitchers with water.  The Plaza de Diaz Sanz was alive 

with women from the village—they would tousle my hair, praise me for being 

such a strong Chico, offer me a few pesetas.  Gypsies played guitars and fiddles 

in the streets.  In those days I revered the gypsies almost as much as I longed to 

become strong like the vaquero.  Those were days for dreaming!   I often 
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wondered where the water from the aqueduct came from.  I imagined village 

women idling in the spring, bathing their dark-golden skin, wringing ropes of 

their lovely black hair.  

 “My curiosity became too much to bear.  The stone arches of the aqueduct 

led me out of town.  The sun was low and elongated the shadows.  A hanging 

lantern under a wagon spun bars across the stucco houses.  The great brick 

structure grew high from the road.  In my fascination, I was reminded of the 

legend of the aqueduct.  A woman, tired of walking to the mountain springs, had 

bargained her soul to the devil in exchange for delivery of fresh water before the 

morning cock could crow.  As the story goes, the cock crowed just before the 

devil could set the final brick into place and the woman kept her soul.  I had 

overheard the women from the village discussing another who filled her pitchers 

at night—they claimed she had made a bargain with the devil.  Their voices often 

hushed when I came near and I never heard what they believed she had 

exchanged.  I had heard many such legends from the gypsy guitarists, and as 

that evening wore on, I was certain I was going to meet the devil at the 

aqueduct's source. 

“Given the opportunity, what would I be willing to trade for my soul?  To 

learn the guitar?  To bathe in the waters of the spring at the aqueduct's source 

with the beautiful women of the village?  I unclasped my folding navaja.  I 

decided if I ran into the devil beneath the mountain pass I would kill him with 

my knife and steal his powers to grant the women of the village what they most 

desired.  What would I demand in exchange?  Perhaps a kiss.   

“This fantasy brought the distant coyote's call, almost a challenge, so I 

gripped my blade and headed up the pass.  I could nearly see where the 

aqueduct joined the mountain and my fantasies became increasingly vivid under 

a white moon that distorted the cragged rocks and ragged shrubs.  As I neared 

the spring I noticed shadows and movement.  Men's high voices.  Though I could 

not interpret their words I sensed some exchange.  I wondered which one was 

the devil, gripped my navaja and moved closer to listen to the terms of their 

bargain.  

“I had heard guns fired during holidays, but these blasts, followed by 

shouts of celebration, always held joy.  The three shots I heard near the 

aqueduct's source sent my stomach sinking.  The reports echoed off the clay 

bricks and returned to my ears and out against the mountain passes.  There were 

no shouts of joy—only the hurried clop of horsestride.   

“I approached a man laying against the stone—breath vapor growing in the 

still night air—and I crouched next to his open hat.  The man wore vaquero boots 

and a pistol in his belt.  Dark blossoms spread across his chest and he looked at 

my face.  I clearly remember saying the word ‘Diablo.’  He did not respond, and I 

did not touch him because the growing darkness of his eyes awakened 

something within me.  Such peace!  I was used to the clenched jawbones and 
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knotted brows of men's faces.  Here was death.  Here was the peace I sought.  I 

took one last look at the steam rising from the spring at the aqueduct's source 

and returned to the village.  

“The next day I approached the caretaker of the village graveyard, a man 

my father had told me to avoid, but I wanted to tell him of my discovery.  

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘the source of the aqueduct has attracted many of the devil's 

own.  This man is not the first, nor, I imagine, the last victim.  The coyotes will 

pick his bones clean.’   

‘We must retrieve the body,’ I told him.     

‘Was this man a relative of yours?  A friend?’   

‘No,’ I said.   

‘To ride there and back in a wagon would waste a full day—for a job that 

promises no payment!’ 

“The old yard-keeper was steadfast so I walked home, wrapped tortillas, 

filled a water-skin and set out—a shovel across my shoulders, my father's rifle 

slung across my back.  By the time I made it to the vaquero, the coyotes had 

pulled him into a sprawl, were at his hands, his arms, his face.  I raised rifle fire 

and scattered them.  I searched for a plot.  The rock would not yield to my 

shovel.  I struck soil at the base of the mountain and dug all day and into the 

night, occasionally firing warnings to the coyote.  I didn't think while I dug, the 

movement satisfied my mind for hours, though the skin of my hands wore raw 

against the shovel handle.  

“By dusk I had finished, though I experienced great difficulty dragging the 

vaquero down the mountain pass.  I pushed him onto his back with my foot and 

his arms fell wide.  I tried to lift his body into a sitting position, and finally had to 

settle for rolling him downhill.  I said a prayer and set to work.  Halfway down 

the side of the mountain the pistol worked free from his belt and lay in the rising 

dust.  I lifted the weapon, felt its weight, looked through its worn, uneven sights.  

I jammed the gun back into the vaquero's belt and pushed him the rest of the 

way with my legs from a sitting position.  I was able to roll him into the grave.     

“I cut the sleeves from my shirt and wrapped my bleeding hands.  The 

moon brought an irregular clop of hooves, and some riders came upon me—my 

shoulders and arms burned with fatigue as I continued piling dirt on the 

vaquero.  The men spoke and laughed.  My rifle was leaned against a tree though 

I had no strength to lift it.   

‘Who is going to dig a plot for you Chico?’ ‘The coyotes will make short 

work of him,’ another man said, laughing.  ‘Why do you work so hard, Chico?  

Did you know this dog?’   

‘No,’ I said and dumped a small shovelful of dirt onto the vaquero's boots at 

the bottom of his grave.  

‘Why do you take such pains?’ 

I said nothing.   
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They laughed.  ‘You are stupid, no?’  One of them dismounted, cocked his 

pistol and approached me.  I continued digging.  He placed the cold barrel at my 

temple.  I let the shovel fall, turned and looked into the gun barrel.   

‘Bury me with this vaquero, leave me for the coyote, or just leave me be, 

Diablo.’    

‘Let the bastard dig himself to death,’ one of the other men approached.  He 

handed the gunman a bottle.  The gunman raised it to his lips and I watched the 

golden liquid swirl sediment in the moonlight.  The man swung at me with the 

heel of his gun and I did not flinch.    

“I believed I was dead—there was a puzzling darkness and the white half-

moon hung like a slim, divine fruit.  I sat, head throbbing atop the vaquero's 

body at the bottom of the grave.  I saw my face reflected in his wide dark 

eyes…and another pair of eyes.  Two coyote sniffed the air.  One panting pink 

tongue.  One staring.  They thought they’d found a feast.  

“The idea came to me instantly.  I pulled the vaquero’s gun from his belt, 

thumbed the hammer and spun the cylinder.  The panting coyote's ears perked.  I 

looked through the crooked sights into the stoic coyote's yellow stare.  I fired at 

the half-moon.  The panting coyote was gone.  The stoic coyote waited and 

watched.  ‘Don't make me kill you,’ I said.   

“Something in its yellow stare challenged.  ‘You won't,’ it seemed to say.  

‘And when you climb from this grave I'll tear out your throat.’   I fired twice 

again—this time closer to the coyote's head.  Nothing.  I had three bullets left.  

Had the devil come to me in this cunning form?   

‘You have nothing I want,’ I said.  ‘I only want to finish this job I've started.’   

It actually seemed to understand this last statement, my work, and loped 

off.  I finished the job just before dawn and staggered most of the way back 

under the rising sun.  I collapsed on the outskirts of the village and was awoken 

by one of the townswomen.  She lifted my shovel, slung my rife across her back 

and helped me home.   

“I continued my studies, never mentioned the event—nor did I ever return 

to the aqueduct's source.  That year, during la Dia de los Muertos, I watched the 

old grave-keeper celebrate with the other villagers and grew sick.  The paper 

lanterns hung obscene from their wires that night.  The cartoonish skeletons 

dangled absurdly on chains.  The cookies and sweets tasted like grave dirt.”   

“So you never got your wish?  To bathe with the women from the village?” 

the guitarist asked.  

“Ah, another story for another time,” Elmer said grinning.  

“What about the woman from your village that bargained her soul to the 

devil?” I asked. 

“Do you believe people have a soul to bargain?” Elmer said. 

I thought for a while.  “I don't know.” 
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“Fair enough,” he smiled.  “The woman who filled her pitchers at night was 

said to be both man and woman.” 

“Some mysteries I will never understand,” the guitarist said.    

I thought of the two years I spent with Maria's aberrants.  “Elmer, do you 

still believe in the devil?” 

“I once thought it possible for a person to capture the devil's soul!  These 

days I barely care to squeeze that old accordion.”      

“The best thing about this place,” the guitarist said.     

I was inspired.  “Do you think, Elmer, that a person's soul is like the 

aqueduct?  Do you think a person's soul channels personality from some source... 

like the hot spring?”    

Elmer smiled.  “It may be, friend.  I certainly don't know.  I was hoping to 

catch a glimpse of bathing women!  Maybe life's mysteries can be dissolved in a 

nice, warm bath.”   

“Or a friendly woman,” the guitarist said, smiling. 

“It has been a long time, but a woman may be the answer, friend,” Elmer 

said. 

The guitarist replied, “A woman would love a man with your gifts Elmer, 

but you cloister yourself like a monk, always searching for answers.” 

“I have given up searching for answers,” Elmer said.   

*** 

That night, pleased with my observations, I moved outside to stargaze.  I 

found the constellation Perseus who I had come to envy, if not resent.  I found 

Andromeda's mother, the Vain Queen Cassiopeia.  How easily Perseus saved his 

bride to be—and there they hung beside one another in the sky.  I realized I 

might once have given my soul to save Maria.   

 

The next evening, I arrived home, batted my mud-caked boots on the stairs 

and sat at the kitchen table over which Elmer had told his story.  I listened to the 

sounds of his shower and looked at my own hands—the skin rough and 

chapped.  I had scraped the first knuckle on my right hand—blood had stained 

my shirt cuff.  I wanted to remember my hands the way they were at that 

moment.  I wanted to carve them out of wood.  It had been years since I wished 

to hold onto a memory.  Was this progress? 

I stood and pulled my belt from its loops, walked to my room.  On my bed 

lay a long wrapped package.  I lifted it, peeled the brown paper and slid out a 

telescope.  It was not nearly the length of my arm, though it was powerful.  Spots 

of stars resolved in my vision until I could see their life's trembling.  Elmer 

refused to answer any of my questions regarding the gift. 

For months afterward I woke before sunrise and observed the sky.  I 

identified bright planets, the curving grains of the Andromeda galaxy and I grew 

to understand many things.  For instance, once I dropped the scope against a 
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headstone.  I was sure the glass had cracked, was relieved to find it intact, 

however, when I lifted the lens to my eye, the stars were veiled in an odd blue.  I 

tried refocusing to no avail—the same effect painted the pale moon in prismatic 

color.       

I reddened when I asked Elmer if I had ruined it.  “No, not ruined, friend.  

The lenses have shifted slightly.  You're seeing an aberration of light.”  The word 

startled me.   

“This is...  undesirable, no?” 

“Apparently,” Elmer laughed and began unscrewing the lens. 

 

That week at the library I found a book on light physics.  I read about light 

travel—how a star's place, as I saw it from my telescope's perspective on earth, 

was aberrant of its true place in the cosmos.  How should I adjust the lens of my 

own eye?  Is all I witness veiled with aberrant judgment?  Perhaps it was 

aberrant vision that caused me to commit Maria, to consider her mad.  I realized 

I was no more rid of my guilt than the day of her death.  Was I the mad one for 

committing her?  Am I mad still?  Elmer had taught me to bury harmful 

memories with the dead, but that week had been a time of reminiscence for us 

both.   

I vividly remember sleep that night offering the prismatic patterns of 

magnified starlight in a grand vision and I gradually became aware of moving 

formlessly through the vacuum of finite space.  I became aware of the millions of 

pulsing personalities within my own breast and was aware for a moment as only 

each could be aware—the vaquero, the stoic, the clown, the musician, the 

murderer, the ascetic.  I observed the star grains of the Andromeda galaxy, the 

old woman, the charitable wife, the imaginative child, the mother, and I saw 

within each personality the potentiality for all personalities.  Upon waking, I 

wondered if I had glimpsed the aqueduct's source.  

     

*** 

One evening, arriving home after digging a fresh grave, I heard Elmer laugh 

as I removed my coat and noticed a red scarf and woman's jacket hanging by the 

door.  It was an unfamiliar sound, Elmer's laughter, so touched with joy, and he 

hailed me from the kitchen.  “It is cold, no, friend?  Come warm yourself at the 

table.  We're taking a break from mourning.”     

“I have not been mourning,” I said.   

“She has,” he returned, “and it's a cold night.”  A slight, pale woman sat 

across Elmer, between them a plate of cheese and I recognized the dusty 

mourner's wine bottle from the top cupboard uncorked—two glasses filled.  

Elmer raised his, “Come warm yourself,” he repeated.  I stared at the woman, 

mumbled an excuse and retired to my room.  That night I heard Elmer's 

accordion from behind my door coupled with laughter and I struggled to sleep.         
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The next morning, on my way to prepare for the day's service, I noticed the 

empty wine bottle and the woman's hanging red scarf.  

The funeral was large.  When the time came, Elmer and I parted the throng 

and bent to our task—the lowering of the casket.  The coffin was smooth black 

with cold, silver rails.  I noticed a splash of wetness against the black polished 

lid.  Not a cloud hung above and it wasn't until I saw Elmer's shoulders shake 

that I knew the wetness had come from his eyes.   

That evening Elmer began packing.  “I've met someone who brings me joy, 

friend.”     

“A woman will bring you sorrow as well,” I warned. 

“I'm prepared to embrace both.” 

*** 

Elmer disappeared.  There was no formal goodbye just as there had been no 

hello.  With a little help I have managed to keep up with the work, of which there 

is no short supply.  I want to finish with my most recent trip to the library.   

Imagine a man sitting alone slowly turning the pages of a large volume.  As 

you approach an empty spot at the table, arms full, he turns to look with crossed 

eyes.  You spread your own books and begin to feign interest.  You wonder what 

kind of story a man with crossed eyes would read.  You notice the glossy pages 

catch light from a nearby window and, after moving closer, see his book is full of 

photographs.  Stars against the night darkness amplified across the page doubles 

your curiosity like the man's vision.  Uninterested in those tediously printed 

volumes, you're content to cross your own eyes, to watch the words pass across 

and under one another on the page.  You are able to focus the space immediately 

before your nose and your eyes begin to ache; you close them and rub your fists 

into them, with time observing the blossoming red giants, glittering green 

galaxies and purple supernova explosions.  When your vision returns, the man is 

gone, but his book remains open.  You sit in his chair, still warm, and begin 

pacing through the pages.  

Tonight the orange and white koi appear to hang just below the water's 

surface, though I reach into the pond past the elbow to stroke the carp's slick 

skin.  As I feed them, the water is pleasant, my arm and the fish magnified.  Sit 

down.  It is warm here and there are pages to read.  I hope these words, easy 

projections, grow in the moment like the magnified koi, and the letter “o” of 

now.  The koi's groping mouth.  This floating oat.  Their projections ordinary 

miracles, like the patterns of pre-sleep consciousness.  Miracles my story may 

demand.  

“Choose a profession that will always be in demand,” was the advice I was 

given, though the profession has chosen me... 
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Hotline 
Van Hall 

 
Van Hall enjoys constructing thought-provoking environments within a variety of genres 

including science fiction, fantasy, and horror.  He has other stories soon to be published and under 

consideration; however, ‘Hotline’ is his first ghost story to be accepted. 

For Van Hall, the ‘Hotline’ story concept was obtained from a law concerning hate speech 

declared as a crime in several existing societies.  Hate speech is: ‘speech, gestures, conduct, 

writings, or displays’ which disparages or intimidates a protected individual or group.’  Starting 

from the seven human emotions (joy, anger, anxiety, surprise, trust, grief, fear, and love), Van Hall 

chose to explore what a society might look like and how it might react should the emotion called 

‘love’ be outlawed. 

It was a challenge for Van Hall to write his story from the ghost/redemption perspective.  Van 

Hall is pleased that he was able to define an environment from which, perhaps, readers might have 

their heart-strings touched or generate the desire to question how such a declaration on words 

could contribute toward a dystopian culture. 

 

Returning from her daily tot visit, the old woman, once a raven-haired 

beauty, carefully stomped each of her feet on the old style hard wood floor as she 

stood within a tiny foyer that made up part of her apartment.  She had existed in 

this apartment complex her whole life.  Snow clung to the soiled rabbit fur that 

ringed the top of both of her scarred, leather boots.  It refused to be dislodged, 

clinging tenaciously to the coarse, brown-black animal hairs. 

 Inside her apartment, diffused early afternoon light stretched itself like a 

dirty hand beyond a hazy window’s hardwood frame that faced west.  The dingy 

sunlight illuminated the top half of a large wall.  Had other people been present, 

their gaze would have been on a scene of near abandonment.   Their eyes would 

have quickly scanned a tiny apartment and come to rest on a wall-mounted 

mirror, a coat rack, a pedestal-style floor lamp which possessed a discolored 

shade, and a dusty four-legged table.  Resting on top of the table, they would 

have recognized an aged vidi-phone and a clock positioned to the right of the 

vidi-phone.  The clock’s hour hand was fixed at three o’clock.  Both objects were 

severed from their relevant purposes.  On the dusty floor and near the base of the 

table, a cane-backed chair lay on its side next to an over-turned plastic bottle and 

a stiff, caked cleaning rag. 

It was the day before the winter solstice. 
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The old woman reached behind her and closed the door to her apartment 

with her left hand and then began to slowly unbutton her threadbare, woolen 

overcoat.  Her breath came in pants as she scrutinized each black, plastic coat 

button before methodically releasing it through its respective button hole. 

She was exhausted.  Her legs and hips ached from the cold and the 

laborious climb on worn concrete stairs which connected the floors of her 

apartment complex.  After a few minutes to catch her breath, she cautiously 

limped, favoring her right foot most of all, to the coat rack tucked unobtrusively 

in one corner of the foyer wanting to hang her coat on one of its dull tines.  

The base of the coat rack was marred by casual wounds of abuse by 

unconcerned, long-gone users.  Some of the scars were from thoughtless people 

who had scuffed the rough soles of their shoes across the top of its expertly 

crafted, mahogany legs.  Other gouges and dents adorning its legs were derived 

from numerous shuffles from one room to another or from one abode to the next.  

At its top and covering one of its brass tines, dangled a thick brown scarf, one 

similar to another still wrapped about the old woman’s neck. 

She reached forward and carefully hung her coat on a sister tine, then, 

unwound the scarf from her neck and draped it on a third tine such that now, all 

totaled, two brown rags and a tatty, grey, dirt-streaked coat adorned the tired 

coat rack.  A minute later, her boots were neatly tucked adjacent to the coat 

rack’s legs, both shoes resting side by side and out of the way.  She then 

insulated her feet with a pair of grubby slippers she used to shuffle about her 

apartment. 

The old woman turned on the light, picked up her chair, and repositioned 

the vidi-phone with its dusty keys.  It appeared to have been moved.  She 

retrieved a rag and ancient bottle of cleaning solution from the floor, placing 

each back on the top of the ebony table.  She sat momentarily in her chair to catch 

her breath.  The dim floor lamp cast her shadow against another wall.  It was a 

negative of a peasant woman somehow transfixed in time, lost in aged 

retrospect.  It was a pose she would replay within her apartment for many 

thousands of times. 

Everything remained the same to her.  There were no variations in her life 

as the years stretched on.  She sought no change.  Her contentment and wealth 

resided in one corner of the apartment.  Those possessions, coincidentally, were 

opposite the largest wall with the exception of the mirror.   

The gold-gilded mirror hung on the wall by itself.  From her chair, one 

corner of the mirror would brightly reflect a ray of sun into her eyes, dazzling 

her with a kaleidoscope of colors.  It was as though a door way to God’s 

kingdom had breached through the dirty light, beyond the dust covering the 

glass, to entice her.  The mirror was her most treasured possession.  No reflection 

of her could be seen from it.  The sun consoled her.  Its warmth eased the dreary 

winter months trickling away like stained water would through a choked sieve. 
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Today, the same blemished walls, washed-out paint and scored, hard wood 

floors greeted her, absent of all but of that already spoken.  Long ago, the garden 

pictures and splendid furniture which had brightly overflowed her apartment 

had been stolen or pawned.  The last of the grand furnishings disappeared for 

the privilege of continuing her residence.  What was once an upscale dwelling 

was now just another dismal abode in a rotting city center for the ancient and 

forsaken.  Even the mildew which stained the ceiling corners was beyond the 

rank and sour. 

The second important portion of her daily rituals included cleaning the 

gilded mirror to which she started immediately.  With a meticulousness bred 

from lonely years, she rose and removed the mirror from its mount, relieving the 

wall temporarily of its singular burden.  Sitting back down, she cradled the 

mirror to her in the chair while taking the rag in one hand and the bottle in the 

other.  She tipped the top of the crusty bottle to the rag, moistening it with a dab 

of liquid.  The rag was like a piece of dried papier-mâché, stiff and matted by 

layer upon hardened layer of dried cleaning solution. 

Her routine began at the mirror’s ancient crown.  She gently scrubbed each 

nook, ridge, every fold, and convolution saving its mirrored face for last as to be 

assured that every streak and each smudge would be lovingly removed from its 

surface.  She was to be satisfied only when she could see the clear reflection of 

the yellowed ceiling.  When done, she re-hung the mirror against its original 

spot, concealing the only newness on an otherwise blank wall. 

Time passed before she decided to make another telephone call. 

“Hotline.”  A dispatcher’s young voice answering the call remained 

carefully neutral. All incoming calls were routed through a central switchboard 

then dispersed to regional jurisdictions based on the caller’s location.  From 

there, thousands of calls were distributed daily to local Hotlines.  

The caller’s image was to automatically appear on the dispatcher’s vidi-

phone screen; but, his screen remained black.  So, he touched a switch, from a 

battery of switches positioned at his front, which actuated an override of any 

local attempts to remain anonymous.  The black screen resting before him was 

replaced with the image of an elderly woman.  The caller’s screen remained 

black.    

“Yes.”  He heard her voice.  Like her image before him, it was ancient and 

worn.  He noted her ill-kept hair and pale, wrinkled skin, and rheumatic eyes.  

This one's not like the vibrant, young woman last night, he thought to himself.  

The thrill of that mysterious encounter still excited him. 

“I'd like to report something I saw a few minutes ago,”  she began. 

“Yes ma' am.  You say something that happened just a few minutes ago?” 

There was a silence before she responded. She began again with an apology. 

“Well, I waited a little while because I wasn't sure I needed to call.  I’m 

cautious, you understand.” 
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“Yes ma'am.” 

“After all...,” she continued, “...it is a major event, making a report.  You do 

understand my hesitation, don't you?” 

“Completely.  How long ago was it?” 

“Maybe a few hours, I think?”  she replied, apology still in her voice. 

“Thank you, ma'am.”  He placed a bare document in front of him and 

readied his pen. 

“What did you see?” 

“Well, I saw them in my stairwell...,” she began. 

“Your stairwell?”  he asked. 

“The stairwell leading to my apartment.”  She corrected herself.  “I live at 

the Starcroft Apartments.” 

“Are those in Los Diego?” 

Los Diego, the capital city of Bahania, the first Colonial state to secede from 

Greater Mexico.  Bahania was now an independent country whose Pacific west 

coast line started in frigid arctic waters and stretched just beyond the ancient 

Panamanian canals while its eastern border ran along the muddy shores of the 

greater Mississippi River. 

The young officer began to make notes as required by regulation number 

twelve from the old Orgo-California penal code ninety-seven point seven which 

states in layman's terms to record all conversations for future admission into the 

Neo-Apocalyptic Courts. 

“Yes sir.  They are.  On MeClan Boulevard right off San Mateo Drive.  I've 

been living here for forty five years.” 

“Yes ma'am.  Please describe the event.” 

“Well, they were standing on the landing which is part of the third floor 

stairwell.  I passed by them as I was climbing the stairs.  You know, the elevators 

never work anymore, and I have to use the stairs to get to my apartment.” 

“They were just standing on the landing in between floors?” 

“That's what I said, didn't I?”  she responded testily.  “I don't report 

anything that's a lie.  They were standing close together on the third floor 

landing.  Both were whispering with their backs to me.” 

“Whispering?  Did you hear them whisper?  Did you hear specific words?” 

“Yes, I heard them whispering but no specific words.” 

“But, you didn't see them whispering?” 

“No.  I thought I heard them.” 

“So, you walked by them and heard them whispering to each other?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is there a window on that landing?” he asked writing again. 

“Yes.  Both of them were looking out the window.” 

“Who was standing at the window, ma'am?” 
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“The boy and the girl.  The boy and girl were standing together looking out 

the window.  I thought it was strange they would be doing that.  I mean, the 

window is so filthy.  You can barely see out of it with all the dirt streaked across 

the panes of glass.  I can only see muddled colors and vague shapes when I look 

out that window.” 

“You looked out the window, too?” 

“Not then.  Not as I walked by them.  And not very much anymore.”  She 

paused before continuing.  “When I think about it, I can't really remember when 

I looked out of it last.” 

“Were they alone? 

“Yes, that's what I said wasn't it?” 

“No, ma'am, you said they were standing.  You did not say they were 

alone.” 

“Alright, then.  They were alone.  No one else was with them,” she repeated. 

“How many people live in your complex?” 

“I'm not sure.”  She replied.  “Maybe five or six people.” 

“That's a big complex isn't it?”  He asked. 

“Very large, sir.” 

“And only a few live in it now?” 

“It’s old,”  she replied. 

“No one wants to live there?” he asked. 

“Times have changed.  Most everyone who lived here has died.” 

“I understand now, ma'am.  Do the boy and girl live in the apartment, too?” 

“No.  I don't think so.  I mean, I haven't seen them in the building before.” 

“Is it possible they just moved in?” 

“No.  I would know about anyone moving in.” 

“So, they were visiting someone, perhaps?” 

“I guess that’s possible. Maybe. But why would they stand in the stairwell?” 

she replied in a doubtful tone.  “After all, I'm the only one on the third floor.  I 

think there are two or three people on the first and maybe one on the fourth.” 

“They could have wanted a little privacy,” he replied. 

“That doesn't make sense.  Why stand in a stairwell?  There are plenty of 

empty apartments for them to hide in.” 

“What did they look like?” 

“They're just like all other boys and girls,” she responded, thinking that 

everyone knew what young people looked like. 

“What were they wearing, ma'am?”  His voice sounded more patient. 

“The girl was wearing a school uniform as was the boy.  You know, blue 

and white for the girl and brown and white for the boy.” 

“School uniforms?”  It was more of a question for himself than the caller.  

He said it as he wrote. 
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“Yes...,” she said, “...those are the school colors here in San Mateo Home 

School.  You should know that.” 

“Ma’am.  I live in Portland, Canada…,” he replied, “…and school colors 

were abolished about fifty years ago.  That's why I asked.  I realize each city is 

different, though.  I'll have to check with my supervisor about the retroactive 

date for the Los Diego area.  What made you suspicious of them?” 

“Well, they must have heard me coming up the stairs because they weren't 

holding hands anymore.” 

“Did you see them holding hands?”  His voice sounded a bit incredulous. 

There was a bit of a pause before she answered. 

“No, I didn't actually see them holding hands, but their hands were very 

close together.” 

“How close?  You mean they were touching?” 

“No.  Maybe three or four inches apart.” 

“What makes you think they were holding hands?” 

“It’s a strong suspicion, I guess.  It seems to fit in with the other things I 

saw, like their shoulders.” 

“What about their shoulders?” 

“They were almost touching.” 

“I don't think that would constitute a violation....”  His voice assumed its 

bored tone. 

“And the tears in their eyes.” 

“They were crying?” 

“Nothing obvious, you know.  I could see from the sunlight the streaks of 

tears that wet their cheeks.  Their eyes were red as if they had been crying.” 

“Did you say anything to them?” 

“No.  They kept their backs to me and looked out the window.” 

“What did they do when you reached them?” 

“They just stood there like they were waiting for me to pass them by.” 

“They didn't turn to look at you?” 

“No, sir.  They just stood close together with their backs to me.  They didn't 

say anything; they didn’t do anything.” 

“What color hair did they have?” 

“I couldn't see the boy's hair.  He had a dark colored woolen cap pulled over 

his ears; but the girl's hair was black.  Their book bags were lying against the 

wall below the window sill.”  She made a tisking noise as if in disgust.  “I wish 

the super would paint the walls.  They're so filthy.  A long time ago, they were 

painted a pale yellow; now, you can't tell anything except the water streaks of 

brown and the pale stains of mildew.” 

“Book bags?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Are you sure they were book bags?  Classroom teaching has been outlawed 

for over forty years now.  That is a major offense that must be investigated.  Only 

home schools are allowed.” 

“They were book bags,”  she replied assuredly. 

“Anything unusual about their shoes?  Can you provide me any other 

details?” 

“Just the typical snow boots.  She wore leather boots; his were a workman's 

rubber.  I think he was older than she was.  I looked twice at him.  It's so hard to 

see with their backs to me.  But, I think he was older.  Her head was hung down 

a little while his was turned slightly away from her.  Like they had just had a 

fight but didn't want to be apart from one another.” 

“But, you said you thought they are in school, right?” he queried. 

“Yes.  Not higher school.  She is about fifteen years old.  He looks like he's 

seventeen or so.  Oh, and they were standing in a puddle of water together.” 

“Classroom school definitely is a major offence,”  he stated as he wrote.  

“Stood in water?” he asked. 

“Yes, it’s snowing outside.  They must have been standing for a while on the 

landing.  They had to have been.  They probably tracked in snow on their boots, 

and it melted while they stood together.” 

“I understand,” he said as he wrote. “Well, Mrs...,” he replied waiting for 

her to respond. 

The Hotline was advertised as an anonymous connection.  This report 

sounded like it was going to turn into a good contact.  He wanted her real name 

to pass on to the local authorities that he had silently notified a few minutes 

before.  They should be tracing this call already.  He would easily keep her 

talking until the vidi-phone trace was completed. 

“Did you continue walking or did you stop on the landing?” 

“I know my duty...,” she responded indignantly, “...I stopped and glared at 

them.  I know they’re not supposed to be on the landing.  They're supposed to be 

in their apartments and not standing hand in hand displaying any kind of 

affection.  It’s obvious they were in love.” 

“You didn't tell me they were displaying affection.  And you said they were 

not holding hands.  You said they weren't touching.” 

“No.  But, I bet they had been.  Why else would both be crying?” 

“Why did you say love?  That is a very severe accusation, ma'am.  Do you 

realize how severe the punishment is for displaying love?” 

“Of course I do.  You don't think for a minute I'd be wasting your time on a 

trivial call do you?  I know it’s against the law to report false sightings of 

affection, particularly on the Hotline.  I know what I saw.” 

“You could be arrested, ma'am, if this report turns out to be a false report.  I 

can send you to the penal colony tomorrow if you are not telling me the whole 

truth,” he warned her. 
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The old woman's image remained silent in front of him.  He noted her 

pursed lips and resolute tone. 

“Well, ma'am, the crying along with the standing close together are 

considered suspicious activities.  Those are criminal facts, but I'm not sure its 

enough to initiate a formal inquiry.  I could note everything down and forward it 

onto the San Mateo investigating agency,” he said to drag out the conversation. 

“Well, young man.  You do what you're supposed to do.  That's what I am 

doing.  I'm reporting a crime.  I saw what I saw.” 

“Yes, ma'am.” 

“Did I mention her glove?” 

“The girl's glove?  What about her glove.” 

“It was tucked in his coat pocket.” 

“If it was in his pocket, how could you see it?” 

“It wasn't completely in his pocket.  The fingers of her glove were sticking 

out of his pocket.  I could see the fingers of her glove.” 

“How do you know it was her glove?” 

“It was small like a girl's glove.  It was vaguely familiar as though I had 

seen one like it long ago.  It was red, and I don't know of any boy who would 

wear red gloves with his brown school uniform.” 

“I see.  That makes sense.” 

“And you know...,” she paused in thought,  “...his sideburns were wet.  At 

first I thought it was the snow, but the more I think about it, I bet they were wet 

with tears.  I would wager that she was crying on his shoulder; and, her tears wet 

his sideburns.” 

“That could be another indication. Yes ma'am. That could be. You 

mentioned sideburns, ma'am, so you could tell me his hair color, then?” 

He recognized the surprised look on her face. 

“Why yes...” she said after a long pause, “...I guess I could.  It was brown.  

His hair was dark brown.” 

“Thank you, ma'am,”  he replied with a smile satisfied with pulling out 

another clue from this old woman. 

“I bet if they had turned their faces to me or at least showed the front of 

their coats, I bet their coat fronts would have been rumpled from holding each 

other, too.” 

“You didn't see that, though, did you?” 

“No. The more I think about it, their sleeves were all crumpled up as though 

they had been holding one another.  You know how cloth looks after it has been 

held a long time. Yes, their sleeves were wrinkled.” 

“You saw that?” 

“Yes, I saw the wrinkled sleeves. And, I bet their fronts were wrinkled, too.” 

“Yes, ma'am.  But you only saw the sleeves?” 

“Yes.” 



[47] 

 

He set the alarm. This was definitely a violation. Here were at least three 

felonies and maybe a death penalty for the boy if one or two more reported items 

can be substantiated.  The young girl would be subjected to retraining as would 

this old woman.  Both would have to endure the debriefing and then inevitable 

rehabilitation. The old woman probably wouldn’t survive the rigors of her 

rehabilitation. It was unfortunate, but she has been tainted. 

“Well young man, I'm done. I've done my duty. I've reported what I should 

have reported.  Goodbye.”   

“Do you really need hang up, ma'am?” 

The question caught her completely by surprise. 

“Yes, I really do.” 

“Of course, ma'am. Would you please call back in a few minutes for 

confirmation?  You know, I don't mind hanging on if you need just a few 

minutes to do something else,” he stated. 

She was flustered. Did she do the right thing? She wondered before she 

responded to the man's voice.  All she was trying to do was do the right thing. 

Wasn't she required to report crimes? I saw the couple, I know I did. And the girl 

looked vaguely familiar.  Perhaps the boy, too. At least from the position she saw 

them, they did look familiar. 

“I'm done reporting. I have nothing else to say.” She reached for the screen 

switch and turned it off. 

The officer muted all sounds that could be carried across the Hotline.  He 

watched patiently as she rose from the front of the vidi-phone.  He recognized an 

old chair in the back ground and noted on the form that the old woman was clad 

in a threadbare, rose-colored, terry-robe. On a second line, he wrote that she 

slowly shuffled in what sounded like slippered feet toward a bathroom. 

This was standard operating procedure. All calls were terminated from the 

station, never from the caller.  It was the only way to make sure there were 

proper arrests to all documented reports.  He noted that it was several minutes 

before she came back into the room.  She looked withered.  Worry wrinkles 

creased her face. 

Several minutes passed before she shuffled back to the vidi-phone to redial.  

That was enough time for the local police to arrive at her apartment. 

“Yes.”  She began.  “I was talking to a nice....”  He interrupted her. 

“Yes ma'am.  It's me.  I have you again.” 

“Oh my.  How did...” 

He interrupted her again, this time to eliminate her suspicion.  It happened 

to all redials. “The computers reroute calls back to the originating officer,” he 

said.  The comment never made sense to him but seemed to answer the question 

for all Hotline callers. 

“Oh.  I understand,” she replied after a brief pause. 

The officer really wondered if she did. 
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“Did you recall something else, Mrs...,” He attempted a second time to coax 

her name from her.  Oh, never mind, he said to himself as he actuated another 

pushbutton.  He recorded her image even though her screen remained black. 

“Their hands were red.  I don't know if that is significant.” 

“Yes it is.  If they were holding hands, they would be warm and therefore, 

red.  Their hands would be moist.  The blood in the capillaries of their hands 

cause a capillary expansion, allowing more blood to flow thereby causing a flush 

to the hand.” 

“Of course, that would explain it,” she replied. 

“Were their noses red or their cheeks?” 

“I couldn't see.  Remember, their backs were to me.” 

“Not even for a moment?  I want you to think hard, now.  Had their backs 

always been to you?  Perhaps, they turned for a moment and you saw their faces.  

Maybe just for a second as you climbed the stairs toward them?” 

“Well…, she replied hesitantly, “...I don't remember.  I don't think so.” 

“I want you to think hard, now,” he said carefully. 

A male hand appeared in front of him holding a note.  He read it carefully.  

The Los Diego police had successfully traced the call.  A swift reaction squad was 

in route to the apartment of this caller.  Good.  He might receive a commendation 

for this. 

“What about the position of their legs?  Were they as though they had, at 

one time, turned toward each other?  If so, this would be another indication of 

your holding suspicions.” 

“They might have been.  Yes, they might have been,”  she repeated.  “Oh, 

it's terribly difficult to remember those kinds of details, officer.” 

“I understand, ma'am.  And, what about their noses?  Were they, too, red?”  

He continued to probe. 

“Well, officer.  Remember, they were facing away from me.”   

“Of course, ma'am.  What time did you say you saw them?” 

“It was a few hours ago,” she replied. 

There were several seconds of silence.  The old woman appeared to grow 

agitated. 

“Why did you wait so long before you called?” he asked. 

“I guess time just got away from me.  I was so tired from the climb, and I 

was hungry.” 

“You should have called as soon as you got to your room, ma'am.” 

“Well, I wasn't sure if I had really seen anything.” 

“You doubted, yet you eventually called?” 

“It wasn't eventually.  You make me sound like a criminal.  I'm the one 

reporting a crime.  I'm not a criminal.” 

“Yes ma'am.  What time do you have now?” he asked. 
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She looked at her small clock on the table.  The hour hand read slightly past 

three.  She told him. 

“Thank you.  So this incident took place perhaps around one o'clock then?” 

She thought for a moment now regretting the wait before she called. 

“Yes, I guess so.  About one o'clock.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked. 

“I believe so,” she replied, a bit more apprehensive now.  “Why would it 

make so much difference?” 

“They are probably gone, don't you think?” he asked. 

“I don't know,” she replied.  “Maybe, maybe not.  Do you want me to go 

and look?” 

“No.  That's all right,” he said.  He was sure the two on the stairwell landing 

had escaped.  They probably left the building right after the old woman had 

passed them knowing how dangerous it was to be together.  Young people knew 

the laws.  You were never to be alone.  That's why they arranged to met in a 

stairwell, or an abandoned room, or one of the many alleyways as so many other 

reports revealed. “Now, tell me how you feel, ma'am.” 

“Why?  I'm just doing my civic duty and reporting a crime.  That should be 

enough.” 

“Yes ma'am, and I appreciate it.  Tell me what you think about all of this.” 

The old woman was flustered.  Why would they want to know such a 

thing?  She didn't care about those two young people.  All she wanted to do was 

get out of the cold weather and get warm.  She was hungry.  Just let her fix her 

meager dinner and be left alone; she wanted to say out loud to this rude man. 

“Officer, I really don't see a need in telling you how I feel.  I mean, what 

does that have to do with what I saw in the stairwell?” 

“It might add some light as to who you saw,” the man replied. 

The old woman thought for a moment before responding.  Now how would 

that help, she wondered? 

“I'm confused by your question.  I have reported what I saw and...” 

Just at that moment, there was a sharp loud rap at her front door which the 

Hotline officer heard over his vidi-phone.  Less than a minute later came a 

rending sound as the front door suddenly buckled in from an obviously 

powerful force applied to it.  Following closely behind the shattered pieces of 

door were four men dressed in full armor and carrying assault rifles. 

The Hotline officer, who had been talking to the old woman, was 

momentarily distracted by sudden noises which he recognized as a forcible 

entry.  He took his eyes off his screen.  The sounds of the police pleased him. As 

his eyes refocused on the screen before him, he saw the old woman was gone 

and only the top of an empty table seemed to fill the screen before him.  His 

screen suddenly faded to black.  He was alerted that there was no visual signal.  

There was no sound from the elderly Hotline caller. 
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The police fanned out within the apartment with military precision.  Within 

a few minutes, they had finished exploring the tiny apartment in search of a 

reported criminal.  They found nothing, only dusty floors and rotten furniture.  

There was no old woman as reported by the Hotline dispatcher.  There were no 

footprints except their own that left solitary tracks across the dusty floors.  It was 

obvious that no one had lived the apartment for years. 

The four policemen finished up their sweep and congregated in the living 

room.  They cataloged their discoveries, a dilapidated chair lying on the floor 

beside an empty bottle and dirty rag, a coat rack barely able to stand by itself 

near the door, a table with a broken clock and antiquated vidi-phone sitting on it, 

and burn-out light bulbs still attached to a reading lamp.  They investigated a 

tarnished mirror hanging on the wall only to discover its glass destroyed by age. 

The Sergeant called in on his radio. 

“Hey dispatch...,” he began, “...are you sure of the address?  There is no one 

in this place.” 

There was a pause before the Sergeant received a response. 

“The address is correct.  Are you at the right building?”  You could see the 

Sergeant bristle. 

“Yes, I am. But you got it wrong.  There isn’t anybody here.  How about a 

confirmation?”  He said into his radio. 

“Look at the vidi-phone in front of you.  Turn on the screen.  It’s blacked out 

on your side but clear on my side.” 

The sergeant made his way to the table. 

“So, what about this piece of crap?” the Sergeant asked. 

“Turn it on,” the Hotline officer replied. 

“You got to be kidding.  Who do you know that wants to pull my leg?” the 

Sergeant asked in an annoyed tone. 

“Turn the damn thing on,”  the Hotline dispatcher replied. 

“The screen’s shattered.  It looks like it’s been that way for ages.  I haven’t 

seen one like this since basic police training; and then, it was labeled as archaic.”  

The Sergeant turned to his men.  “Let’s go.”  As he left, the Sergeant spoke one 

more time into his radio.  “How about getting it right before sending us out 

again?” 

He motioned toward his police vehicle. “Let's get back to the station.  There 

isn’t anything here.  We just got sent on another phantom chase by our illustrious 

Hotline dispatcher.” 

The dispatcher overheard the disgust in the sound of the Sergeant's voice 

and bristled with anger.  The dispatcher filed his report, frustrated with the 

police.  They probably did go to the wrong building again.  The noises he heard 

coming from the old woman’s vidi-phone were probably the police breaking into 

the apartment next to hers.  This wasn't the first time the police had been called 

out only to lose that same young couple.  He reviewed the computer log.  They 
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had been reported several times before.  Where was the old woman?  She's been 

corrupted just as all the other callers who made reported. 

The new laws were quite clear.  Love is a crime, as is lust.  Procreation was 

for the young in the spring of their lives and monitored closely by the state.  His 

job was to eradicate the world of all who violate these laws.  He was an eager 

part of the new creed. 

He recited his simple duty.  My charge is to stamp out all emotional 

contamination and bring the populace back to sanity.  I will not be selective in 

the application of the Emotion Laws, only consistent. 

Where in hell was that old woman?  He asked himself once again.  She 

needs to be purged.  A short time later, he was absorbed by another Hotline 

caller. 

The next day the old woman, once raven-haired, entered the foyer to her 

apartment complex and slowly walked to her third floor apartment.  Her bones 

ached badly because it was so terribly cold outside.  The snow clung tenaciously 

to the fir which topped her boots as she tried to stomp it off.  She removed her 

one red glove, her coat, and leather boots and placed them neatly near the coat 

rack tucked into one corner of her apartment. 

The old woman picked her high-backed chair, with its dark, stiff legs, up 

from the dusty floor and repositioned the lamp so that its mahogany base sat 

near a narrow, ebony table where a shattered vidi-phone rested near a clock. 

She bent and retrieved a filthy rag and empty bottle which had somehow 

been knocked to the floor; and then she decided to rest.   All these objects resided 

in a favorite corner which juxtaposed the largest of the old woman’s apartment 

walls.  And, of course, there was her gilded mirror. 

This was her existence.  She had been weak and confessed to the authorities 

and paid the ultimate price.  So for atonement, each day she made her tot visit to 

the grave of her brown-haired boyfriend to ask his forgiveness. 

It was solstice day. 
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Jacob always pretended that a visit from Mirrie would change things, but it 

never did, and never would. It was self-delusion. But what else was there? 

Despair? Certainly not. Too undignified. 

He ran his fingers across the damp wall. Moisture usually meant rain: he 

couldn't hear it over Mirrie's footsteps upstairs and the hum of her beloved 

vacuum cleaner, but if he looked up, he could see hundreds of raindrops 

trickling through hidden cracks in the concrete near the ceiling and racing each 

other to the floor. 

Rain. It was one of those little things you don't notice until it’s gone. Like a 

wife, or daughters. Except Mirrie came by often, and she always brought 

photographs of their girls. She never brought any of the grass, or the stars, or the 

rain. 

And how he missed the rain. 

Jacob pressed his cheek to the wall; water trickled down into his hair, 

tickling his scalp, and it made him laugh. There were still small joys to be found, 

even here. 

Surely Mirrie would let him out someday soon, wouldn't she? Except... she 

was different now. Inside and out. A new nose, smoother cheeks, nips and tucks: 

the surgery was flawless, but he preferred the old Mirrie. 

He’d never know where she found the money for it, but he suspected it was 

something to do with him being locked in the cellar. 

Someone once said “cellar door” was the most beautiful English phrase. 

Maybe, if Mirrie opened wide their cellar door for him, Jacob would agree. He 

stroked his beard and pondered as rain coursed down his face. After forty years, 

surely anything was possible. 
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Simon's father, Doctor Joel Teller, worked in an office in the east wing of the 

Long Library, in the town of New Broome. The east wing was devoted mainly to 

paleontology, and yet, Doctor Teller studied mathematics. 

He summoned Simon to his office on the fifth floor of the library one 

morning. Simon climbed up the spiral staircase of creaking black and orange 

ebony. The stairs were steep, and when Simon realized he would be late for work 

no matter what, he rested at the narrow window that fell down the entire 

stairwell. Simon had climbed high enough to finally rise above the high trees of 

the rainforest. A few lemurs jumped and hassled each other at the tops of the 

trees. Perhaps they would be the ones Simon shot at work. 

He didn't mind being late if his father needed him for an important task like 

bringing him his compass, but Simon was ever so irked by the tea towel he held 

in his hands. 

He passed several laboratories full of individually jarred fossils that they 

dug up on the island, housed in glass jars shaped like more polygonal versions of 

the bones inside of them. 

Doctor Teller's office was cluttered with towers of rough-edged paper, 

pencil stubs, open volumes sitting on one another, and tea-stained saucers 

weighed down with disgusting once-soaked teabags. The paper was made from 

ebony pulp, which yielded dark, rough sheets. Doctor Teller was bald but for a 

horseshoe from ear to ear. 

“Thank you, Simon,” he said, still hunched over his desk. He put his hand 

out behind his back, feeling around for the tea towel. “Just in time. You'll be late 

if you don't hurry.” 

“That was five flights of stairs, dad. I can't breathe yet.” 

“You'll be on your way down, won't you? The fur building will need you 

soon.” 

“They needed me twenty minutes ago. I'll just bag an extra few today. How 

is your chapter going?” 

“I'm concerned with the sets of the colors today, Simon. We know which 

sets of primaries make which secondaries, but how can we determine what parts 

of a secondary color are what wholes of its primary color?” 
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“I don't know,” Simon said. He glanced at the black bookshelf nearest his 

father's desk. Almost an entire row was filled up by volumes one through twelve 

of Doctor Teller's life's labor, How to Complete Part of a Question When You Have the 

Answer Already. 

“Nobody knows these things until I find them out, so far, anyway,” said Dr. 

Teller. “Ever since you started chewing solid items, I haven't been able to consult 

many others on this.” 

“That's fine, dad. I better go.” 

Any five-year-old artist distinguished enough to have her work on the refrigerator 

can tell you x in the sentence, “yellow and x make orange,” Doctor Teller wrote as 

Simon slipped out of his office. He sipped his steaming tea. But x can be 

determined theoretically; it is not in fact necessary to mix yellow with other colors to 

determine x, which may come as some comfort to people like me whose paints always 

seem to end up on their trousers. 

During the week, Simon shot lemurs in the rainforest for a Chinese fur 

concern called Xiamen Hexing. He and a small team were sent out into the 

rainforest each day and were paid a complicated combination of wages and 

commission for each hour they spent hunting and each dead lemur that they 

brought back. 

The building, a big black box biking distance from the library, was made of 

a dark Indonesian stone. On the outside stood a sign that said in plain Roman 

letters “Xiamen Hexing Building.” When Simon arrived, the hunting party had 

already left. Nancy Roe was Simon's supervisor. Their haircuts were very similar, 

short and out of the eyes. “I'm docking you thirty dollars, Simon.” 

“What, for helping my father?” Simon said. 

“What was it this time? A compass? A pencil sharpener? Refuse the man. 

It's costing you.” 

“You can't just refuse him,” Simon said. “He has these long stories––ah, 

forget it, Nancy.” 

“Done,” she said. “Find your equipment. The others should be near the 

valley by now.” 

Simon would have felt too terrified to take a job in a rainforest if he didn't 

know that he was the lemurs' only predator. When Percy Guinness discovered 

the island about two centuries before, he named it New Victoria, after his home 

state, and discovered on it no creatures larger than the lemurs dwelling within 

the darkness of the forests. 

For ten years he and his surveyors searched the island for predators, but the 

only dead lemurs they ever found were simply old; never did they find a half-

eaten one. At about that time, when the queen died, Guinness changed the name 

of the island to Elizabeth, and returned to the world with news of what he'd 

found sticking out of the Indian Ocean. He returned of course, but he was one of 

the settlers whose life ended in mystery. The fate of many of the earliest settlers 
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was an obscurity. There was nothing even so much as the word Croatoan 

scratched into a tree to hint at their fortune to any of the settlers who followed. 

Simon crept towards the valley. Narrow sunbeams came through from the 

canopy as Simon heard the gibbering of the primates above him. The trees were 

unknown beyond Elizabeth, great broad and tall columns that bore the pretty 

ebony the island was famous for. Simon listened for gunshots to find the other 

hunters. 

He had brought his Browning shotgun and a belt full of birdshot, which 

worked well enough to kill lemurs without destroying much of their fur. When 

they had been training, Nancy instructed the hunters to aim for the lemurs that 

would fall to the ground if shot, and to aim for the highest up among the 

animals. It was often that Simon wouldn't take lethal shots, but just knock a few 

of them from the highest bough with his blast, and let the ground kill them. It 

saved ammunition and fur, and preserving ammunition, Simon was confident 

but not certain, fit into the computation of his commission somehow. 

Simon heard the first shot of the day, he reckoned somewhere north of 

where he stood. The lemurs tittered a little above him, but he had a feeling they 

knew what their chances were of being killed that day by the handful of 

lumbering things below, and it was way better than one in a million. Simon 

bolted northward, toward where he heard the shot in the valley. As he ran, he 

passed a little hole in the canopy, where a few cocoa trees had taken root. 

Usually the trees were further toward the beach where no canopy blotted 

out the sun, but these stood still in the forest where a ray of light shone on them 

as though a spacecraft were trying to beam them up. Both the lemurs and the 

humans on Elizabeth recognized the pretty orange pods that emerged from the 

tree bark, though each primate preferred a different part of it. Simon sometimes 

shot a lemur while it was distracted, clutching a pod with both its little hands, 

chewing through the rind or slurping its pulp. He sometimes watched humans 

with sweet teeth lined up at the bakery in wait for some chocolaty blob or 

another. 

The thoughts diverted him and, running, he tumbled into a shallow pit half 

covered in dead foliage. “Ah–” was the sound the air in his lungs made when it 

rushed out of his mouth all at once. As he sucked breath back into his chest, and 

struggled to his feet, Simon noticed the darkness of the caverns he had 

discovered. Not caverns, hallways. Three of them, of smooth dark wood, and of 

stone. The hole in the canopy lit the meeting of the three hallways, but beyond, 

under the ground, they were in a total gloom. The roots of the cocoa trees clung 

to the walls, but Simon could still make out reliefs carved on them. The first one 

he saw was of a group of lemurs tumbling. He pushed some roots out of the way 

and found another relief of the animals standing in a row. Half-obscured by 

darkness in one of the hallways, Simon noticed a relief of a lemur sitting on a 

throne with a crown on its head, sticking three of its fingers in the air. 
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Simon was very close to considering going down the halls of darkness. He 

took a few steps, trying to tell himself that there could be nothing there any 

bigger than a lemur, but he knew that such a mantra could be proven wrong all 

too easily in the dark. He heard another shot, and grasping the roots of the trees 

climbed out of the hole. 

He wanted to scream out to the other hunters about what he had discovered 

under the hole in the canopy, but he didn't want to scare off the little hairy things 

in the trees before they could get shot. 

Beatrix and Owen were the other hunters. The two of them already each 

had a bag slung over their shoulder with the familiar black stains growing at the 

bottom. “Where on earth have you been, Simon?” Owen said. 

“I don't know, I had to find my dad's tea towel.” 

“Is that how you got so filthy?” 

“No, I have to show you guys something,” Simon pointed in the direction of 

his discovery. 

“Are you sure you don't want to shoot anything?” Beatrix asked. 

“This could make us famous,” Simon said. “It's some kind of underground 

passageway. There are pictures on the wall, you two.” 

Beatrix and Owen were intrigued enough to follow Simon back. They had 

their hourly wages to fall back on during days when the lemurs were 

particularly lithe, or the days when Simon interested them in an irrelevant 

adventure. 

“There. Down there,” Simon said when they reached the pit. 

Owen leaped in, and landed on his feet at about the same place Simon 

landed on his back. 

“I can't believe it,” he said. “What have we found here? You brought the 

flashlight, right?” He glanced hopefully up at Beatrix. She drew it from her belt 

and tossed it down to him. “We've got to look around.” 

“Maybe we should save it for the weekend,” Simon said. Owen started to 

disappear down a hallway and Beatrix jumped in. “Or best not.” 

The three of them wandered down a hall. To Simon's surprise, nothing 

bigger than a few lemurs were there in the dark. They scampered through holes 

that the roots of trees had bored into the walls and ceiling. All along the walls 

cracked images had been carved of lemurs in the most dignified-looking 

postures. 

“We've got to go directly to the library after work,” Beatrix said. “There's 

someone there who will be very interested, I think we can all be certain of that.” 

The hallway Owen had chosen ended in a large rectangular room at the end 

of which he found the biggest relief of all, made as a shrine, one of a lemur sitting 

like a meditator. The edges of the relief had chips of beautiful red paint on them, 

and Simon thought perhaps once the entire image had been painted. Another 

relief depicted five lemurs sitting on each other's shoulders, and another two 
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powerful-looking lemurs crushing a great orb. Before the shrine was a basket full 

of black beads and pretty colorful things. 

“Who could have built this place?” Beatrix asked quietly. 

“Lemur-worshippers,” Owen murmured. He had found a shelf full of 

moldering scraps of paper. Simon watched him touch one, which immediately 

crumbled. 

“Don't touch that, Owen!” Simon cried, his echo assuring that Owen 

complied. He leaped back from the shelf and Simon said, “We've got to let the 

people at the library figure out how to take those things away.” 

“I can't wait,” Owen said. “How much longer until the end of the shift?” 

“Five hours,” Beatrix said. 

Simon did about as well as any other day, bagging six, but the little temple 

was on his mind the whole time, and he thought a bit more than usual before he 

knocked the animals out of the trees. The three of them left their bags with 

Nancy, who got paid slightly extra to process the carcasses with the second shift. 

The three of them clocked out and biked to the Long Library. In the front of 

the building stood a statue of William Long, Percy Guinness's first mate, and the 

founder of the library. Long too was among those first settlers whose fates 

history did not record. 

“We found some kind of temple,” Owen told the elderly woman at the front 

desk, who recognized Simon from that morning and gave him a good long look 

as though he should only come once a day. 

“Archaeology is north wing, on the sixth floor,” she said. “The elevator is 

out.” 

The three young hunters walked up the spiral staircase, each time around 

seeing through the long narrow window the canopy of the forest grow closer, 

and then as they rose above it, shrink further below. 

Passing the fourth floor, biology, they heard a single inhuman shriek that 

surely hastened their ascent. 

“Hey, you want to go see your dad before we leave, Simon?” said Owen as 

they passed the floor his father was on. 

“No, thank you. We're not even in the right wing.” 

The sixth floor of the north wing was lit by light bulbs, being except for the 

stairwell fully without windows, in a hallway deep inside of the building. 

Rooms full of broken potsherds and ebony figures opened onto them, and it 

took them a little while before they found who they were looking for, Rosina 

Kimberley, the expert on antique Elizabethan structures. 

“A lemur-temple, you say?” she said after they'd explained. She was no 

taller than Beatrix, but her gaze was so narrow it was hard to notice. Her eyes 

were green and when she talked to the three of them she looked at each one for a 

few seconds, then moved her head to the next. “It sounds exciting. You probably 
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know about the Indonesian peoples that came here around the eleventh 

century?” Doctor Kimberley said with great hope. 

“Not exactly,” said Simon. 

“It could be one of theirs.” 

“Maybe,” said Owen, “But there were scrolls there, and they were in 

English.” 

“No kidding,” Rosina said. She sounded sort of half-amused, but her gaze 

got even narrower and she tried to creep out of her office. “Very interesting, 

Owen. That's all the time I have this afternoon.” 

“Thank you for listening to us,” said Beatrix as they all left the room, less 

quickly than Rosina Kimberley. 

“Of course,” she said as she entered the office opposite hers, and shut the 

door in their faces. 

For breakfast the next morning Simon and Joel drank tea and ate a sort of 

chocolate bread one only finds on Elizabeth, with hard little specks of cocoa 

beans cooked into the dough. They sat on the porch, just a dozen yards or so 

from the Guinness River that cut through the trees in front of their house. Much 

of the river was composed of what once had been rain. 

“Now, you're sure you're going to remember to bring everything today?” 

Simon said. 

“Of course I am,” said Joel. “My pencil sharpener's already there, my 

compass, my tea towel.” 

“What else does a man need?” 

“Your mother used to come by whenever I forgot something,” Joel said, 

perhaps trying to answer Simon's question in some peripheral way. “She'd bring 

you, of course, but I don't think you remember.” 

“Vaguely,” said Simon. 

“She must have moved back to Perth before you knew about any of that. 

But now that you can ride a bicycle––” Joel thought about how to finish, “You 

probably ought to get to work a little early today.” 

Simon's mother Susan moved in with her sister in Perth when he was very 

small. Joel became a little too involved in his volumes for her taste, and she left. 

He got to work early, and made for the forest, this time before anyone else. 

He knew the others would go as directly to the temple as he did, so he decided 

once he arrived to wait there for them. 

The hole Simon had fallen into was taped off, and Rosina Kimberley and a 

dozen or so others were measuring the surroundings. People kept climbing into 

and out of the hole, from where echoing yells also escaped. A man gently tossed 

a typewriter out of the hole and followed after it. He had long hair, longer than 

Beatrix's, Simon estimated, but he was also balding. A strange combination, he 

thought as Rosina approached him. 
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“Looks like you had no trouble finding the place,” Simon leaned against the 

tape. 

“We've discovered the last dwelling place of Percy Guinness and his 

voyagers,” Rosina said. “My associate Mr. Cobby tells me those scrolls are holy 

texts penned by him and William Long. They went native, it seems.” 

Simon craned his neck and tried to peek. “You found all that out just this 

morning?” 

“We've been here much of the night, Simon.” 

“I have to shoot some lemurs, but it looks like you might have scared them 

away with all the noise down there.” 

“You'll have to find somewhere else.” 

Owen and Beatrix came, and Doctor Kimberley told them the same thing. 

The three of them left and grumbled all day about getting kicked out of their 

own discovery. 

“I want to go back tonight,” Owen said while they had lunch under the 

trees in the valley. “We can't let them have our temple.” 

“I'm coming, too,” said Beatrix. Simon wasn't surprised, but he didn't want 

that to be the end, so he came along too. He didn't approve of his behavior, not 

so much, but a lemur-temple doesn't just fall into your lap every day, he thought. 

They returned that night, after all the archaeologists had slunk home. 

Beatrix jumped in first, and then turned on her flashlight, followed by Owen, 

and then Simon. Doctor Kimberley and the others had placed string lights along 

each of the three hallways, though they were all off. 

The two hallways they hadn't looked at led to rooms a little smaller than the 

one with the shrine, and housed only a few rows of old rotting bed frames, 

where worshippers would rest, it seemed. In the shrine, someone had been hard 

at work typing up the contents of the papers on the shelf, one of which Owen's 

touch had disintegrated. 

“How did they manage not to wreck the paper?” he said, looking at the 

desk with the old crusty documents lined up neatly alongside the new light gray 

copies with slightly smoother edges. “They're cleverer than I thought.” 

“We've got to read this stuff,” Beatrix said. Something mischievous looked 

to well up in her, as she nabbed the copies and stuffed them under her shirt. “It's 

probably some religious testimony or something.” 

“This is going to be great,” Owen said, shining his flashlight on the relief of 

the great serene lemur sitting before its basket of offerings. 

Simon didn't see Owen or Beatrix at work for the rest of the week. They 

didn't tell Nancy anything, and she wanted to fire them but Simon promised to 

find out what they were up to if she postponed her decision. He meant to go see 

if they were home sooner, but didn't manage to until that Sunday. Owen lived 

alone in a little house of stone and wood that his grandfather built just outside of 
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New Broome. The place was quiet, but through a window a little shadow danced 

behind a candle flame, and he could see their silhouettes. 

“Owen?” Simon knocked on the dark wood. “Are you there? Beatrix?” The 

door cracked open, and Owen peered out cautiously. He wore a hood. 

“Simon,” Owen said. “Come in.” It was dim inside. “Take off your shoes.” 

He did. “You probably wondered where we've been.” 

“Nancy wants to fire you two,” Simon said. “I got her to promise she 

wouldn't until I went and found what was going on. You better have a good 

reason, or I don't think we'll be hunting lemurs together for a while.” 

“We won't be hunting lemurs ever again, Simon,” Beatrix said softly. She sat 

on the sofa, in front of a table of fruit, and a knife. Simon wavered at the sight of 

the knife. Maybe they'd moved on to more dangerous prey. 

“We read the papers Beatrix took from the temple, Simon,” Owen told him 

as he sat down next to her. Candles lit their faces. “Lemurs are little people. 

That's what Percy Guinness wrote.” 

“They're definitely not people,” Simon said. “I wouldn't take that stuff too 

seriously.” 

“We've done the wrong thing with our lives,” Owen went on. “We've got to 

fix it. Killing lemurs for a living is not just a violation of the law, it's a blasphemy. 

I don't mean just Beatrix and I have to fix it. You too, Simon. If you read these 

documents you would know what we mean. And you have killed as many as we 

have.” 

“I wouldn't read that in a million years,” Simon said. “You sound like you 

got cursed or something.” 

“Simon,” Beatrix said sincerely. “Listen to us. You're in terrible danger, 

working at the fur concern. Do you know about eternal consequences?” 

“I'd rather not,” he said. 

“You think it's funny, this devotion to the lemurs on Elizabeth,” Beatrix 

shook her head. “It's very serious. We are not wise people to have overlooked the 

sculptures on the temple walls. The people who carved them had a very good 

reason to do so. We have to absolve ourselves of the things we have done, and 

quickly.” 

Owen looked Simon over. “We have to demolish the Xiamen Hexing 

Building.” 

Simon put his hands up in the air. “Okay, goodbye, guys,” he said, and 

made for the door, almost forgetting his shoes. 

“Simon,” Owen said. But he didn't wait to hear anything more. 

He went immediately to the library, where even on Sunday his father 

worked until evening. As absent as his father might have been, Simon knew it 

would be wise to tell him about the plans his friends had. 

He rushed up the stairs in the east wing, and heard the shrieking on the 

biology floor. It sounded like the shrieks of a lemur. 
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His rushing was for little, because Doctor Teller was not in his office, nor 

was his teapot. 

“Can I help you?” Doctor Green, one of Joel's acquaintances from the 

paleontology department, said to Simon as he walked down the hall. 

“I'm just waiting for my father,” Simon said. 

“I'll let him know if I see him. What is your name?” 

“Simon.” 

Doctor Green went off. Simon walked to his father's desk and glanced at 

what he had been working on that day. An open volume on his desk read, “The 

students of algebra were the first to ponder the labor that I aim to complete in these 

volumes. The sentence, 'Two and x make seven,' as a few of them have no doubt 

written, tackles much the same difficulties as my statement in the previous volume, 

'Carbon and x make diamond.'“ 

“Simon,” Doctor Teller said behind him. “I didn't ask for anything.” He was 

carrying his steaming teapot in one hand and a jar of leaves in the other. 

“It's not that, dad,” he said. “This is really important.” 

“Please,” his father said, motioning to the extra chair by his desk. “Sit 

down.” The chair had a pile of books on it, and Simon hunched over to set them 

on the floor before he sat. 

“I don't know how much time there is,” Simon said. “You know Owen and 

Beatrix?” 

“No,” his father said. 

“They're just my friends at work, and they think for some reason that they 

are in some kind of danger and have to destroy the Xiamen Hexing Building.” 

“How will they destroy it?” Doctor Teller said. “It's made out of that stone.” 

“I don't know, but they have access to guns and I don't know what's going 

to happen.” 

“Calm down, Simon. I'll notify the police. Will that make you feel better?” 

“Of course it would, dad.” 

“You go home. Don't worry about your strange friends.” Simon was always 

getting shuffled out of his dad's office no matter whether he came with a tea 

towel or news of a potential bomb plot. He didn't go home, not immediately. He 

went to the stacks of the Long Library, on the first floor and the basement. He 

wanted to know about Percy Guinness. 

The stacks were huge, and filled mostly with books written right on 

Elizabeth. He walked past a couple of shelves and got hit in the face with a 

spider web. The card catalogue indicated that he could find information about 

temples on the basement level, in the archiving room. Simon had never heard of 

the archiving room. When he found it, after a long while searching the basement, 

which was definitely more than one level despite what the map in the lobby said, 

he wondered if anyone at all had heard of the archiving room. It was a tall 

square room, but narrow, with bookshelves on each of the four walls. There were 
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two levels, and he entered at the top, nothing more than a balcony above the 

bottom, which he could see from a square hole in the floor. Simon climbed a 

stepladder down to the bottom level, and blew dust away from the spines of the 

books. 

A fragile little book called The Journal Of Percy Guinness was the only one 

that stuck out to Simon. He looked at the back out of curiosity, where he found 

that the book hadn't been checked out for one hundred and seventy years. He 

flipped to a page towards the beginning, and read. 

The sparse people of this island,” Guinness had written, “who call it Sahibandar 

(though I prefer New Victoria), today offered to tell me their mythologies if I write them 

down for posterity. Two of the priests brought me to the temple to tell me their stories. It 

takes me a long time to determine how best to translate their words into my English 

tongue, but they are patient men. 

Simon flipped a little further. Each day I write the stories of these priests I have a 

harder time deciding whether they themselves believe them. I will not repeat their 

knowledge here, to spare the future of these uncomfortable thoughts. 

Simon was certain the entirety of the explorer's journal was not for him, but 

he couldn't help but read one last passage near the back: It is true what they say of 

the lemurs, the few priests who still live on this island. For example, consider this axiom 

you no doubt are already intimately familiar with— Simon decided that was quite 

enough when the hundreds of memories of lemurs falling from the trees came to 

mind all at once. He slammed the book shut and misplaced it on the shelf. 

It was getting late, and Simon biked home. The next day was Monday, and 

he had to be at work, whether Owen or Beatrix or Percy Guinness liked it or not. 

Simon was all alone when he got home. Joel must be at the police station, he 

thought. Simon heated up some egg and soup and ate in on the porch, watching 

the river flow by while he could still see it. The night was hot, and he drifted off 

to sleep outside, any worries that would otherwise trouble his rest put away by 

the knowledge that his father notified the police. 

In the morning Simon had another slice of the sweet black bread, and biked 

to the Xiamen Hexing Building, which he was happy to see standing while he 

was still far off. 

Things were a little different when he approached, and Simon's heart felt 

suddenly tight. Most of the windows of the building were broken, on the wall by 

the entrance the word 'killer' was written in white spray paint, and, inside, 

Nancy cried above her overturned desk. 

“What happened?” Simon said, wondering whether he could better answer 

that question than she could. 

“I don't know,” she managed to say. “Vandals last night. They wrecked the 

lockers, too.” 

Though Nancy didn't realize it, Simon felt better to know that Owen and 

Beatrix's plot amounted to a little juvenile crime spree. 
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Most of the lockers were fine, Simon found, all but his, which looked to 

have pry bar dents on the door. Since the most Simon ever stored in his locker 

was an empty bandolier, he figured it must have been an act of spite. But he 

noticed a slip of paper sitting neatly on top of the belt. He snatched it out of his 

bent locker and had to read what was written on it twice before he biked as fast 

as he could away from the building. 

Dear Simon, he read, as you have showed up today you might have seen our 

handiwork, which did not amount to much, certainly not the building's destruction. We 

understand your hesitation as it is the source of your livelihood, but we have a much 

more urgent matter to attend to, one we hope will sway you. Gordon Cobby, the 

archaeologist who copied those texts we took recognized the truth in them as well and has 

joined us. He told us of the experiments on living lemurs performed on the biology floor 

of the Library. Did you hear the screams on floor four? By the time you read this, the 

library will be aflame. We had a long night, but a victorious one. Please read the texts 

and join us before it is too late, Simon. Your very concerned friends, Owen and Bea. 

“Nancy, I have to go,” he said. She was still sobbing, and Simon squeezed 

her shoulder as un-frantically as he could manage. 

He had biked between the Long Library and the Xiamen Hexing Building a 

million times, but as he smelled smoke Simon could hardly remember which 

way to go. Not the path's familiarity but the beacon of pure black smoke 

mingling with the morning sky was the tool he used to get there, where 

hundreds of people watched the library reduce to ashes. 

Simon leaped off his bike and panicked, searching for his father in the 

crowd. He jumped over a giant hose that sprayed seawater onto the flames. It 

seemed only to produce steam; the flames were unstoppable. 

“Twenty-five years!” Simon heard his father's distinct scream. He found 

him on his knees, his hands on his bald head, watching the building that had 

kept his work safe for as long burning up into nothing. 

Simon rushed to his father and hugged him desperately. “Simon,” he said, 

watching his boy tearfully. “You're safe.” 

“I'm safe? You got out.” 

“It was like this when I got here, Simon.” Joel sighed. “It's all gone.” 

“All your work?” 

“You were an embryo when I started writing How to Complete Part of a 

Question When You Have the Answer Already.” 

“This is the worst thing I've ever seen.” 

“It's pretty bad, Simon,” Joel said evenly. 

Simon looked at his father's face. “You seemed a lot crazier a minute ago.” 

“Now you're here,” Joel said. The rushing winds of the fire were loud, but 

the firemen had made everyone stay very far back. Simon thought he saw the 

statue of William Long glowing. 
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They watched all day, and as everyone's panic wore down, a serenity 

moved over the crowd, at least Simon and Joel, and most of the people they saw. 

Later in the day, they saw some policemen leading away Owen and Beatrix in 

shackles, along with that balding long-haired man Cobby who Simon had seen 

climb out of the temple hole with the typewriter. 

Doctor Green, whose jacket was smudged with ash, came to talk to them. 

“They used to work with me,” Simon pointed out his apprehended friends. 

“They probably destroyed everything in the library, centuries of research,” 

Green said, “But, you know, nobody died because of their little game, not even a 

lemur, as your pious friends set them all free last night.” 

Later on, the west wing collapsed, and the fire shrunk. 

“Did you ever tell the police about Owen and Beatrix, dad?” 

“No, Simon,” he admitted. “I got distracted.” 

Simon removed the note his friends had left in his locker. “I think they did 

this instead.” 

Joel read the note a few times himself. “I'm tempted to blame myself, now.” 

“You can't blame yourself for what nutcases do.” 

“I didn't know about the experiments on the animals,” Joel said. “Maybe 

your friends did the right thing after all.” 

“I don't know about that, either,” Simon said. 

“Let's go home, and I'll make us some egg and black bread,” Joel said. 

Much of the Xiamen Hexing Building was repaired by Tuesday, and Nancy 

Roe seemed fine again to process lemur fur. “A little setback never hurt us, right, 

Simon?” 

“Right,” he said, being the only hunter there since Owen and Beatrix were 

imprisoned. As it happened Nancy never actually fired them, but Simon figured 

she would get around to it if they ever got out. 

He walked alone through the rainforest, and couldn't help but wander over 

to the site of the temple. He found neither teams of archaeologists, nor any tape 

around the site. Simon did find that Xiamen Hexing had made one repair beyond 

the building. When he approached the hole to the temple, he discovered that it 

had been filled with cement. 
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We all agree that Annie getting struck by lightning was the best thing that 

could have happened. We had been living with Annie for a while by this point, 

flipping anything we got our hands on out of her living room, staying toasted by 

eating the profits. Even before the incident we all knew it was the best trap house 

we could hope to find, but it didn’t start feeling like a home until Annie’s bolt to 

the brain.  

There was no way of knowing this when we found her. Where her face 

wasn’t caked in soot, it was bleached white and seemed stretched, her hair burnt 

like a metal halo encircling her head.  

Before that we had all been curled up on our king sized mattress laid out on 

the bare living room floor, locking toes with one another and giggling into the 

crumpled sheets. The echo of the thunderclap, the fizzle of power draining from 

the light bulbs stirred the dust of our bones, and we climbed to the window to 

look out. 

“Is that Annie?” someone asked. Most likely Dodge, who was always saying 

things that concerned Annie, was on a whole always more aware of her absence 

than the rest of us were. 

“Where?” we asked. A pointed finger drew our eyes down from the crowd 

of swirling dark clouds to a smoldering lump on the ground. We were up then, 

some of us pulling on shoes, coats. Then we were out the door in a circling 

around her. 

We took turns calling her name and saying “shit”, as if it was the chorus of 

our conversation. She was laid out under a telephone pole equipped with a 

breaker box.  Rain beat against our bare heads, and dripped down the collars of 

our shirts. Water pooled in the depression beneath her eyes. “Shit. Annie? Shit,” 

we intoned.  

“Should we call an ambulance?”  

“Are you kidding? She’s probably fried out of her mind, and so are you. 

Shit. Annie? Shit.”  

“I’m not going to jail just because she was too dumb to get the fuck 

indoors.” 
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All around us in the houses not left vacant and shambled we could hear the 

creaking open of doors.  We clustered closer together, hoped against hope that 

the neighbors couldn’t see through the forest of our legs. A few of us squinted up 

into the sky, as if checking the breaker box till we heard doors close. 

“What the fuck are we going to do?” 

“Shit. Annie? Shit. Is she even breathing?” 

“Yeah,” Dodge said. He was crouched down by our feet, his fingers nestled 

against her throat. “Yeah, I think she is. We have to do something.” 

“Let’s drag her in the house, maybe she’ll be alright. I don’t  fucking know.” 

Some of us hoisted her up by her arms, some by the legs, and we heaved her up 

the weedy driveway into the side door. Inside her head knocked against the 

stairs, she moaned, assuring us that we were making the right choice. 

“Let’s wash her off. She smells like burnt rubber.” We headed into the 

bathroom. We filled the tub halfway with cold water and tried to strip the clothes 

off her, but they were infused to her skin. With each gentle tug there was the 

sound of fresh, ripping flesh. Dodge was crying over her, his fingers pinching his 

nose like some little kid trying to hold his snot in. 

“Fuck it,” we said, “just do it with her clothes on.”  We heaved her up again 

and dumped her in the bath. Dodge ran his wet hands through the remains of 

her hair and came back with a fist full of ash. The burnt skin peeled away like 

dirty pocket lint, and left red, nearly bleeding patches in their place. 

We strained the water for the loose pieces of skin that floated like dead, 

black gnats all around her. Things were tense then, in those moments of 

discovery and bathing. We cupped the torn flakes of skin in our palms and made 

a pyramid of loose Annie on the windowsill next to the sink.  

Dodge lifted her out of the tub and swaddled her in a towel. He carried her 

into her bedroom. We went downstairs and pressed our faces into the familiar 

smell of our sweat mingled in our mattress.  Some of us took things to keep us 

up, some to fall asleep. We floated together in semi-conscious darkness and 

whispered. Kept whispering long after the lights flickered on and the sun burst 

through the dissipating clouds. Dodge came downstairs; eyes sunk in his skull 

like heavy marbles. He fell asleep among us.  

She followed not long after, her steps slippery and quiet like a child waking 

from a nightmare. 

We hadn’t heard her coming, even as her hands fluttered in front of her 

sightless eyes and her feet fell without knowing. She was now a quiet thing, a 

thing of silence and surprise. Before she had been struck she had always been 

loud. She announced herself. She was her own procession, screaming as she 

entered into our personal fray, “Who left the water on?” Crying out, “Who did 

all my coke? I bought it, it was mine.” She was the first, and she knew it, and she 

wanted us to know it and remember it with every move she made. Now, she 

moves without noise, comes without words. This was the first change. It had set 
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in the moment she collapsed in a pile of burning self beneath the breaker box. 

The first thing we noticed, however, was the second shift. The thing that shocked 

us the most, in that first moment of silent unveiling, had been her eyes. 

She was blind. She couldn’t not be. Gone were her pupils, her iris. Void of 

any and all things eye-like. Her eyelashes had burned off and left nothing but the 

edge of absence to define them. Her eyes were full of the fuzz of unconnected 

T.V.s , the hum of blenders, noise and color. We could hear them when her face 

passed close to ours as she shuffled with her hands against the wall.  

“Annie?”  

 She positioned herself in the corner of the living room, her legs drawn up 

under her chin, her sightless eyes pointing in our direction with unnatural 

accuracy.  

Her hair was almost gone, tufts of it still clung to her scalp like colorless 

tumbleweeds. All of her was unnaturally white on the surface, allowing for a 

confusion of internal colors to bleed through. We could see the road map of her 

veins and the star-shaped broken capillaries resting under her skin. Without her 

pupils, and the brown hang of her hair, she was hueless. Her features seemed to 

float away from their proper places with no color to anchor them. We saw how 

far back her ears were, how unnaturally low they sat. Her nose hooked forward 

like a bird’s beak. At a distance the noise of her eyes blended into the blank sheet 

of her face and melted away.  

It seemed then as if she had unbecome. We thought she was fragile, then. In 

our minds days and days of caring for her flitted into one heavy weight that 

settled on our shoulders. Leading her up and down the stairs, wiping her dirtied 

ass, changing her socks. We did not know then that she was swelling. 

Dodge woke and moved across the mattress towards her. “Annie?” he cried 

and reached for her. We knew then what we had suspected for weeks. His love 

of her lifted the burden of her imagined weight from our shoulders. As he 

touched her face out relieved sighs blossomed against the metallic crackle of his 

skin against hers. He pulled his fingers back and suckled them, as if they were 

burned.  

“Dodge.” She whispered.  

“Can you see me, Annie?” Dodge took his finger from his mouth. 

“I can hear you, Dodge,” she replied, her voice was thin and papery, dull 

and flat. “I can hear your heart. Your real heart, and I can hear you, your hearts, 

too. I can hear all of you.” She started picking at the sleeve still stuck to her arm. 

Little lines of blood trickled out from beneath it and dripped to the floor.  

We fell into silence.  

She did not rise at the end of the day as she normally would have. She 

didn’t ask about her job. She didn’t eat, nor did she drink. We ate chemicals and 

whispered, and became too afraid to whisper, so we wrote instead. She would 

tilt her balding head towards the sound of our pen and correct our spelling. We 
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would crumple the sheet in our hands without looking at what we had written. 

Dodge looked at his finger; he sucked his lip. He slipped further back, away from 

her, inch by inch.  

*** 

Night came and none of us slept. We were as children are during tornado 

warnings, huddled under blankets. Anticipation, fear, and the aura of festivals 

danced between our faces. We lined powders up with shaking hands, and swore 

not to fall asleep with looks and mouthed promises.  

 I won’t if you won’t. 

I won’t, not ever. 

Dodge asked her if she wanted to eat. 

 “I’m not hungry,” she said. We popped our heads out from under our 

blankets. The static of her eyes illuminated her corner and curved hard against 

Dodge’s dark stooped shoulders. 

 “You haven’t eaten,” a note of hysterical pleading crept into Dodge’s 

voice. The light of her eyes strobed with her blinking.  

 “I can hear your stomachs caving in on themselves. I can hear your 

organs twisting in on their own emptiness. Stop trying to give to me what you 

want for yourself.”  

 Dodge twisted to his feet and strode over us and into the kitchen.  

 “I wonder what she’d be like—tripping.” One of us whispered. 

 “I bet it’s scary blind.”  

 The mattress squeaked and the stash box creaked open. One of us 

moved across the room on all fours. By the noise of her eyes we could see a 

silhouette approach, arm outstretched. It pried open her lips and slipped 

something in. 

 The figure leaned back, suckling its fingertips curiously. Annie spit. 

 “I said I’m not hungry.” 

 We surged forward with curses and jeers. One of us called for the light 

as our hands brushed the floor before her, searching. We brushed her skin, we 

felt a burn, a shock coursing through us and all we touched. We fell back into 

one another and scrambled for the sheets, back into silence. 

 Dodge appeared in the doorway, clutching a bowl in one hand, his 

mouth hung open. 

 “What did you do to her,” he shouted, we clutched one another’s 

smoking hands. 

 “She”— we looked towards her, her eyes squirting sparks of color and 

light. “She shocked us, Dodge. She did.”  

 Dodge slithered past us with the bowl before him and crouched in 

front of Annie. He tried to spoon cereal and milk into her lips, but it spilled 

uselessly down her chin. Between attempts he would eat a little, and stare at the 

tips of his fingers when he thought we weren’t looking.  
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 He never touched her directly. Not even to clean the milk from her chin 

or the static tears bleeding down her cheeks.  

 No one spoke. No one wrote. We sat in silence, afraid that if our eyes 

closed she would be upon us, quick and quiet, with lightning in her hands.  

*** 

 Night shifted to day. Day into night. We’ve stopped buying, stopped 

selling, stopped doing anything other than consuming and shaking and staring 

at one another, desperate for one another’s looks to keep our own centered.  

 We always kept at least one hand intertwined with someone else’s and 

took to crushing pills and straightening lines in teams. Sweat would pool 

between our cupped palms.Our lips cracked and bled with disuse. Only Dodge 

sat outside of our circle, his back against the wall furthest from Annie. He alone 

tried to speak, and only ever to her. After the third day he gave up, and then 

there was nothing left but the crackle of her eyes.   

*** 

We churned around one another and did not sleep, or slept with our eyes 

open and fixed on the dilating pupils of our bedmates. More of her hair fell off 

until she was completely bald, her scalp scabbed. Her skin grew paler, a more 

colors shined through, shifted, danced under her ever thinning skin. 

Eventually the lights shut off. 

“What the fuck,” we rasped, and were surprised by our sound. 

There had been no thunder, this time, to call the dark. 

“Annie paid the electric bill,” Dodge said, and this time his voice was just as 

flat, just as even as Annie’s. “It looks like we’re without power from here on 

out.” 

We could only see by day. We had to prepare our provisions for night when 

the sun was up, and huddled before the light of her eyes at night.  

*** 

Dawn came without Dodge one day. We had never thought to leave, and it 

was far too late, now. He left a note scrawled on one of our abandoned 

conversations. Her father, it read, with a number. We stared into each other’s 

hollow hungry faces with pens poised above his words..We seized upon Dodge’s 

words with ravenous hearts, her father. 

Did he not love her? 

This is not our burden to carry. 

He shall keep her and we shall keep her house. 

We secreted away the phone and locked ourselves in the bathroom. We 

huddled beneath the windowsill that held her shrine of torn skin. Over the 

phone we jumbled together what needed to be said in short bursts. “Your 

daughter. An accident. You must come quick.” The address, the time, all settled.  

The door to the bathroom creaked open and she stood before us, her head 

perched against the wooden frame as if it were too heavy for her to carry.  



[70] 

 

“Bathe me,” she said. Her hands reached down to the hem of her shirt,and 

as if removing a band aid, tore it over her head. The sound of skin tearing echoed 

in the walls. She wore no bra. Her skin was pruned and withered, bleeding from 

fresh wounds and covered in dangling scabs.  

She bent down and tore the pants from her legs. She closed the door. The 

room was filled with the essence of her, of metal and burnt hair.  

 “Bathe me.” She held her arms out like a child waiting to be led and we 

tripped on our own voices in denial. 

“Dodge will do it, when he comes back.”  

“ Dodge has left me, but you’re here. You’re here to bathe me.” 

“We can’t.” She was close now, and we could feel electricity pressing in on 

us, the smell of her condensing, pushing against us.  

“If I’m going to see my father, I have to be cleaned.”  

She lowered herself into the bathtub and stared at us expectantly. 

We could not bring ourselves to touch her. We were afraid of the shock of 

her bare skin. 

“The rubber gloves,” someone whispered, and the few of us in the front 

slipped out and came back with two sets of large rubber yellow gloves made for 

washing dishes.  

We took turns arming ourselves with them and pouring buckets of water 

over her head while scrubbing her down. More of her skin flaked off and we 

strained the water, put them with the rest of the sheets of her flesh. We took 

turns and crouched in the corner, chewing our nails until they bled, while we 

waited. The water around her ugliness sizzled with flashes of light and sound. 

We dried her and brought her clothes. We gave her an extra-large forest 

green sweater that bunched around her like extra rolls of skin. She looked like a 

shell-less turtle.  

*** 

We stopped consuming the day before her father’s arrival in preparation. 

We indulged in one more bump after her bath to unwind, and began to wait. We 

could breathe deeper, her smell masked by soap and dampness.  

The hour before he came we woke, hopeful and hungry. We cooked a pot of 

noodles and made sauce with peppers. We counted one another’s ribs and 

laughed, tapped against them with spoons as if they were xylophones. We had 

just begun to eat when the knock came.  

We lead him to her, left them alone to pile plates with food. We took seats 

on the stairs and peered into the living room as we fed. He hovered over her, 

straight and wide, and moaned aloud. 

“Oh, sweet heart, what happened to you? My little baby girl.” 

She whispered something and he arched down to hear it. “You have to 

come home,” he urged. We dug our fingers into one another’s thighs and 
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wiggled in our seats. We scooped saucy handfuls of noodles and peppers 

between each other’s lips.  

“I can hear all of you,” the dry voice of a book-on-tape narrator thundered 

through our bones, inside our skulls. Noodles drooped from our mouth down to 

our plates. Our hands clenched harder, broke flesh. Annie told us: “I can hear 

everything. I can hear the noodles squirming down your throats. I can hear your 

bowels. I can hear your decay. I can hear it. I can hear everything.” 

Her father was still pleading with her to come home. 

She assured us: “I won’t leave. This is my place. You are my place. I won’t 

leave until you finish rotting. I won’t leave you.” 

Tears welled in our eyes and we spat the food from our mouths, heaped in 

on one another over our plates and stained ourselves with spaghetti sauce.  

“Annie, come home and I’ll take care of you. Annie, say something.” Her 

father’s voice was stern now. 

Annie whispered to us: “You’ll come to love me.” We peeked around the 

corner, dribbling snot and sauce. Her father reached a hand towards her face. 

Her eyes bled fuzzy tears of color and we saw the bolts leap into his fingers. He 

fell back howling. 

“Annie! Did you just bite me? Annie, what’s wrong with you?” 

She snuggled back into her corner and growled something low that we 

couldn’t hear. He stood speechless.  Her head retracted into her collar. He turned 

from her. His shoes got wound in our sheets and dragged them off of our bed. 

He kicked them into a heap in front of us, sucked his wounded finger, then 

shoved it in our faces. 

“I don’t know what you did to her, but that—thing—is not my daughter,” 

he spat. Then he was gone, the door slamming shut behind him. 

Annie stood and stepped onto the mattress. She dropped to her knees and 

held her arms open towards us. “Come,” she insisted. 

She filled our head with a dull roar: “Worship me.” 

We gathered the blankets in our arms and fled into the basement, causing 

the plates of food in our laps to fall to the stairs and shatter.  

*** 

The basement was cold darkness, night terrors fumbling and timeless. We 

piled our bodies together in the corner. “What do we do?” we whispered. “What 

can we do?” We listened to the boiler slosh and thump, thinking every noise was 

her coming for us, but she was without sound now. She could be with us, her 

eyes shut, waiting to brush our skin with her colorless palms.  

We had nothing with us to take to make our bodies stop aching, to quiet the 

dull throb of thoughts pulsing through our head. 

We were lonely for our bed. 

We heard Annie calling in our bones. 

“We can’t stay down here,” we whispered to one another. 
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“We can’t leave. We have nowhere else to go.” 

We were so close we were breathing one another in. We were enveloped in 

the smell of sweat, the smell of urine and decay, mixing in our noses and 

mouths. We were unable to tell whose scent it was we tasted. We could feel our 

bodies caving. 

  “We can’t live this way.” 

We crawled together to the lip of the stairs, the blankets draped around our 

shoulders. We hurdled upward into the darkness on our hands and knees, 

straining to find the end of one stair and the start of the next. As we ascended we 

caught the shine of static up at the top of the flight. 

“I’ve been lonely,” Annie whispered, “Come to me.” We could see the shine 

of her arms outreached, grasping, the curve of her bald head outlined against the 

moon dipping behind the kitchen window. 

She urged us from within: “Come.” 

We gave in. 

We gathered in a circle around her on our mattress and used our blankets to 

hide our faces and wipe away our snot and tears before she could sense them. 

We dug into the remaining scraps of our stash. 

*** 

Light dulled the shine of Annie’s eyes. She smiled at us, her hands plucking 

the collar of her sweater away from her neck, sending out wafting bursts of her 

new strange odor.  

“I think I’d like another bath.”  

We shifted uncomfortably before her. 

“Don’t be afraid. You’re hearts are so much louder, when you’re afraid. Stop 

it.” She plucked her shirt off over her head and stood up. “Let’s go,” she reached 

down towards us and we fell away, scrambled to our feet by ourselves. She 

moved past us, stopped among the wreckage of our meal, bits of plate cutting 

into her toes. She waited. 

We scrubbed and she smiled dreamily up from the bathtub at us like a child 

being lulled to sleep. Her body was more scabbed, than before, as if she was 

wilting from within. When we’d touch these patches we expected her to wince, 

but she only let out a small sigh like laugh.  

When she was satisfied she seized those of us bathing her by our gloved 

arms.  

“Here,” she whispered, fixing her static eyes on our own. “A reward.” She 

picked off a hard, black piece of scab, lifted it up and deposited it in the mouth 

closest to her. She beckoned all of us in, one by one, to do the same. We couldn’t 

resist, and when her skin touched our tongue there was an electric shock of 

sound.  

We gazed goofily into one another’s faces and felt the floating sensation of 

the high lift us up. We touched, we tumbled. We were suddenly downstairs on 
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the mattress, piled with blankets and pillows, gasping with laughter. Annie 

stood above us, her teeth flashing with bolts of thunder.  We slept.  

We woke with a new hunger. 

We bathed and she doled out her flesh. We collected what we could from 

the water and left it to dry in the windows. We chewed what we had already, the 

time blurred. We felt joy again. 

She offered her flesh to us like treats to drooling dogs. “Worship me,” she 

commanded. “Bathe me.” We barked on command.  

The hunger grew. She held herself over us. It wasn’t enough. 

When we woke our bodies would ache and we would beg, and she would 

wait, and withhold. 

Our skin burned for her skin. We crawled in the dark before her shining 

eyes. We wanted the light. We wanted, and she laughed. 

We would crawl back into the basement when it was at its worst, and 

whisper beneath the beat of our hearts 

“What do we do?” 

“This is our place.” 

“She has us, she has us and she knows it.” 

 “Does she think we’re animals?” 

“What are we going to do?” 

Our hands twisted around imaginary necks. We chewed at ourselves in 

frustration. We wanted peace. We wanted our mattress back. Worship me she 

commanded. We wanted to be over.  

We crept upstairs in the dark and seized things.  The microwave, a lamp, 

candle sticks, extension cords. Anything that could be used for our improvised 

violence. She was sitting in the middle of our mattress, eyes throbbing in the 

dark. We collapsed in on her, bodies tossing, and lashing—merging together 

with violent movement. Cords struck flesh, the microwave cracked. Teeth 

scraped knuckles. The light of the lamp glowed in the dark. 

Annie lay in a heap, bloodied and cracked open. The cord rested against a 

gash in her head.  

“The light.” We whispered, and pressed our hands against the hot bulb. She 

groaned, tossed her head, and the cord came away. The room went dark.  

We found the cord and jammed it in her mouth.  

We could see. 

*** 

Annie hums now. Hums and buzzes, lined with wires. In her mouth, in her 

legs, in every hole a cord. We’ve widened the crack of her skull to fit more. 

We’ve put new slits up her arm to power the upstairs. We pick the scabs, we eat 

well of her. She sits quietly, mostly. Squirms when she needs a bath. We’ve made 

a special alter for excess skin and scabs on the bathroom windowsill. They glow a 

pale blue when they first peel off and float in the water like glittering stars. 


