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Introduction 

There is a story, almost certainly apocryphal, of an unnamed sculptor being asked how he 

carved an elephant out of a hunk of marble. “Simple,” the sculptor replied. “You just 

chisel away at anything that doesn’t look like an elephant.” That story is indicative of the 

way in which I wrote my thesis, entitled I Feel Gone — although I can assure you, I had 

a much more difficult time carving my elephant than did the sculptor.  

I Feel Gone is a collection of twelve stories, four of which act as interstitial pieces 

of flash fiction, in the style of Ernest Hemingway’s In Our Time. The stories are arranged 

in sections I refer to as the triplets. I use the word “triplet” in both a musical and a 

familial sense. I want these four sections to act in concert, like a trio of siblings or music 

notes, but I also want them, when viewed from afar, to be part of a cohesive whole. It is 

for this reason that the sections of the book are titled “Beat 1,” “Beat 2,” and so on. They 

are fitted into subcategories, all of which speak to the central theme of the book: 

obsession.  

In I Feel Gone, I present characters dealing with different kinds of obsession, and 

the dehumanizing effect it can have on people. Here you will see a man struggling against 

a new impulse towards necrophilia; a man who wants to set off fireworks in a living room 

that may or may not be his; a detachment of Confederate soldiers destroying themselves 

on a mission that turns out to be purposeless; a woman going to a party and transforming 

into the concept of storytelling itself; even a man so fixated on the idea of ruling an island 

of Komodo dragons that he loses his wife, children, cat, and mind in the process.  

As a writer, I take inspiration from a multitude of sources. Film, for instance, is 

hugely important to me, and I try to write with a cinematic eye. In “The Lord Byron 
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Thing,” I looked to Darren Aronofsky’s mother! (2017) and David Lowery’s A Ghost 

Story (2017) for inspiration, and tried to replicate those films’ feelings of chaos, loss, and 

solitude. Bob Dylan’s “Love and Theft”(2001) was a big part of my process as well; 

three of the stories found here are ekphrastic responses to songs from that album (one of 

them, “A Sad and Lonesome Day,” also draws from Cormac McCarthy’s Blood 

Meridian; another, “It’s Rough Out There,” was written with the films of the Coen 

brothers in mind, specifically the flowery, antiquated dialogue found in True Grit [2010] 

and The Ballad of Buster Scruggs [2018]). As far as writers go, my biggest influences are 

Stephen King, Raymond Carver, and George Saunders, all men I have in the past tried 

(unsuccessfully) to emulate stylistically. I was still carving my elephant. 

The main challenge of writing this thesis was not only discovering what it was 

about, but discovering what kind of writer I am. It’s one thing to be talented. That’s fine 

for an undergraduate program. But in a graduate program, you have to be talented and 

also purposeful. What does my writing say? Why am I saying it? What is the story about, 

and why am I the one to tell it? These are all questions I asked myself over and over. The 

book changed with each subsequent appraisal of myself and my work.  

I feel as though these questions deserve to be answered. What does my writing 

say? I want to show that loneliness is the human condition, that society makes no sense, 

that weirdness and oddity are not incompatible with humanity. That there is magic in the 

mundane and the splendid. Why am I saying it? Because I approach life, and writing, 

with a morbid sense of wonder. I look at a situation, or I think of a character, and I think 

of all the wonderful ways things can go spectacularly wrong. In certain stories I really 

twist the screws on my characters, to the point where even I don’t know how they’ll get 
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out of it. Why am I the one to tell these stories? In a lot of ways, I feel that these 

characters are all shards of my personality. Tommy Mercer in “As Soon as the Dark 

Clouds Lift” just wants to go back to a time when everyone loved him. Alec Sutton in 

“My Father’s Monsters” wants to connect with his son, but can only do so through 

prevarication and tall tales. Abel Mackendrick in “The Gunfighter” is driven to a strange 

kind of violence, through an impulse that he recognizes but cannot comprehend.  

I Feel Gone is the fifth or sixth title for this work, and “obsession” is the third 

theme I have worked around. At first I wanted to write about illness, but found that I 

lacked the passion for it. Illness might have been a common thread in my work, but that’s 

something I regarded (and still do) as coincidental, and in these stories you won’t see 

many examples of it. My second idea was to have no idea. The stories weren’t “about” 

anything, they weren’t unified by theme, because life is not unified by theme. Life is 

something we stretch around the dark corners of the world, the places we don’t look at 

because we don’t want to admit that they’re there. Of course, “nothing” is not a viable 

theme (unless you’re pitching Seinfeld), so that too was abandoned. After an enlightening 

talk with my thesis director, Sarah Shotland, I realized that most of my characters are 

driven, sometimes to the point of madness, or to the point of unspeakable actions. This is 

far more personal for me, as an obsessive person who holds grudges and fixates on my 

own failures.  

The title of the thesis is meant to be both intriguing and confessional. It comes 

from a place deep within me, and the alienation and loneliness I have felt not only my 

entire life but also in this program. I sympathize with all these characters, and I feel their 

isolation. There are parts of me in poor Erik Thorne, at war with his mind in “In the 



 

 x 

Lake”; with the ruthless, Byronic Captain of “A Sad and Lonesome Day,” who defines 

himself by his mission and will stop at nothing to fulfill it; with the unnamed inventor of 

“Me and My AnimaTron,” who wastes government money on building a machine that, as 

the title suggests, is his only friend.  

Just because I am exploring, and interrogating, a dark impulse that we all share 

doesn’t mean that the book has to be a miserable slog. Some stories — “In the Lake,” “A 

Sad and Lonesome Day” — are dark to the point of bleakness, which is by design. Some 

of the shorter pieces — “The Lord of Dragon Island,” “1-Up” — aim for absurdist 

humor, tinged with a deep sadness and occasional darkness. One, “Me and My 

AnimaTron,” is even slapstick. I try to approach the material with a variety of tone, 

voice, and character.  

Therein lies my first challenge. My protagonists skew male; there are only two 

female protagonists here, Alyssa in “The Lord Byron Thing” and Holly in “The River 

Troll.” But I worry that their voice aren’t distinct enough, the characters not interesting 

enough. These stories are very important to me, and I will most likely keep working on 

them until I write satisfactory drafts. Another challenge is related to character and plot. A 

professor once described my work as nihilistic, which is not what I’m going for. Granted, 

I don’t think she was the best reader for my work, but it’s still alarming. I don’t think that 

life has no meaning; I think it has no set meaning. It’s different for all of us. I try to 

imbue these stories with heart. “Remains” is the most autobiographical of these pieces, as 

I wrote it in an attempt to deal with the death of my grandfather Jack, who was murdered 

before I was born. The piece takes a look at closure, and how it often eludes us. As Joe 

Landry comes face to face with Lester Kaye, the man who killed his grandfather, he has 
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to figure out what his role is in the new version of his life. The story ends mid-sentence. 

Sometimes we are not granted satisfactory answers in life, and I feel that fiction should 

reflect life as best as it can. Shorter, comedic pieces like “The Lord of Dragon Island” 

and “Me and My AnimaTron” deal with a profound sense of loneliness; the men at the 

center of these stories would rather surround themselves with Komodo dragons or 

animated fictional characters than with real people.  

Since I am dealing with stories populated primarily with oddballs and 

psychopaths (one of my cohort said that he had trouble with my work because my 

characters don’t behave like real people; it was meant as a criticism but taken as a 

compliment), I am drawn to authors and stories which focus on the same. George 

Saunders proved instrumental in this. “My Chivalric Fiasco” (from Tenth of December) 

walks the tightrope between hilarious and sad that I aim for in my own work, and the 

antiquated way the narrator speaks helped inspire my own characters in “The Lord of 

Dragon Island” and “The River Troll.” Saunders’s “Sea Oak” (from Pastoralia) takes the 

kind of hard left turn that leaves the reader speechless and agape. “In the Lake” was 

written as almost a direct response to Cormac McCarthy’s Child of God, and I used that 

book as an example of how to build sympathy for a character engaged in disgusting, 

reprehensible actions. 

For character-building, I also turned to Raymond Carver, who more than almost 

any writer ever born was able to do a lot with a little. Carver’s stories are populated with 

strange men and women who nevertheless feel real and human. When dealing with my 

own characters, like Abel Mackendrick (from “The Gunfighter”) or the unnamed narrator 

of “1-Up,” I look to Carver and his depiction of strange behavior and memorable 
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characters. A reader will always remember the handless camera salesman from Carver’s 

“Viewfinder,” and it is my hope that readers will remember a man setting off fireworks in 

a living room (which is what happens in “The Gunfighter”).  

The biggest challenge — and greatest setback — was when I realized that I was 

not writing what I set out to write. I am enamored of the stark minimalism of Raymond 

Carver, but I’m not writing minimalism. I became entranced by what is called “weird 

fiction,” typified by the out-there work from writers such as Kelly Link, Carmen Maria 

Machado, and George Saunders. This, I thought, is what I was meant to write. But I’m 

not writing that either. My work is not satirical like Saunders’s, it’s not fantastical like 

Link’s, it’s not chilling like Machado’s, and it lacks the terse masculinity of Carver’s. 

Perhaps the closest I come is through the metaphysical transformation at the heart of 

“The Lord Byron Thing,” which I wrote while reading Kelly Link’s Get in Trouble (and 

Richard W. Chambers’s The King in Yellow); another example is “The River Troll” and 

“Me and My AnimaTron,” both of which are directly influenced by the sad, funny, 

strange fiction of George Saunders. As much as I love Stephen King, I don’t write horror, 

but I was able to learn a lot from the bleakness of Full Dark, No Stars, namely that there 

is a wide gulf between something having no meaning and something hiding its meaning. 

King’s nonfiction work On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft is indispensable; I paired it 

with Verlyn Klinkenborg’s Several Short Sentences About Writing, which I tried 

(unsuccessfully, it could be argued) to apply to my own work. I still love long sentences 

and am partial to somewhat flowery prose. These things are becoming seemingly passé in 

today’s literary landscape, but I have no interest in training myself to write in a style 

about which I am not passionate.  In a lot of ways, reading various books for my 
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bibliography has been an entertaining method to whittle myself down to the writer I think 

I am supposed to be. I’m not a minimalist, and I don’t write weird fiction. The hardest 

part about writing I Feel Gone has been figuring out exactly who Trevor Dawson is as a 

writer.  

The structure of the book came about fairly naturally. I took inspiration from 

Ernest Hemingway, whose In Our Time breaks up its stories with italicized interstitials, 

which today we call flash fiction. I landed on the idea of the triplets, four groups of three 

stories apiece. The triplets are meant to compliment and contradict each other, much like 

siblings. The book is divided, like a bar of music, into four “beats,” each of which has a 

subtitle (Obsession, Strangeness, Solitude, and Different Worlds). Each triplet makes 

sense in its own little world, but sometimes comes into conflict with the other triplets. 

Beats One and Three are the most realistic, and the human sadness of stories like “As 

Soon as the Dark Clouds Lift” clashes with the metaphysics of something like “The Lord 

Byron Thing.”  

Sequencing the stories was fairly instinctual, but it did require me to lose some of 

the stories that were intended to be cornerstones of the book (like “Moonbeam,” “Dolls,” 

and “Hail Satan!”), which was difficult for me. To be frank, the discovery process of 

writing a thesis is one of the most daunting parts of writing it. It’s a scary sensation to 

work on draft after draft of a story, only to ultimately cut it from the collection.  

A challenge I did not expect was diversifying my bibliography. When I wrote the 

rough draft of my bibliography, it was predominantly white, male writers. I needed more 

minority, women, and queer voices. To that end, I reached out to my cohort for 

suggestions, as well as to Sarah Shotland, Ben Gwin, and Derek Green. Through this 
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method I was pointed to Wells Tower’s Everything Ravaged, Everything Burned, Anjali 

Sachdeva’s All the Names They Used for God, and Samantha Hunt’s The Dark Dark, 

among other works. These books, along with the rest of my bibliography, were 

enormously helpful, but I worry that not enough of the lessons imparted made their way 

into my actual work. One of my greatest concerns, for instance, is the character of Alyssa 

in “The Lord Byron Thing.” I don’t have a lot of experience writing in a female voice, 

and I worry the voice isn’t distinct or convincing. Beyond that, she went through a lot of 

rewrites to become a less static, passive character.  

I am a very episodic storyteller, which is why I’m drawn to the short story form in 

the first place. The way I describe my style is that I use “and” more than I use “but” and 

“therefore,” as in “this happens and this happens” as opposed to “this happens but this 

happens, therefore this happens.” Sometimes I worry that there isn’t enough connective 

tissue throughout my narratives, or that my characters’ motivations are unclear. I know 

this has been an issue faced by readers of “The Gunfighter,” and while I try not to get 

defensive, at the end of the day I like not understanding certain characters. If I dissected 

Abel Mackendrick, or Erik Thorne (from “In the Lake”), they would, to me, lose some of 

their mystery and luster. Of course, this point is debatable, and the defense I just gave 

might seem like a cop-out. When I think of inscrutable characters, who gain power and 

dimensionality through their opacity, I turn to Judge Holden from Cormac McCarthy’s 

Blood Meridian, or Ignatius J. Reilly from John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of 

Dunces. Like McCarthy and Toole — and Saunders, Carver, Link, and Machado — the 

worlds of my stories are slightly off-kilter, an askance version of reality in which this 

bizarre behavior makes a kind of sense.  
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A major setback I will inevitably have with I Feel Gone, should I try to turn into a 

manuscript of publishable length, is the removal of three stories (“A Sad and Lonesome 

Day,” “As Soon as the Dark Clouds Lift,” and “It’s Rough Out There”). Those are 

earmarked for an entirely different project. I wrote them in New York Mills, MN, where 

in February 2019 I spent two weeks as the Artist in Residence at the New York Mills Art 

Residency. The stories happen to fit the overall theme of the book, which is lucky 

happenstance. But they are not, ultimately, for this manuscript.  

An upcoming challenge for me, personally, is maintaining enthusiasm once I am 

out of the grad school bubble. I have more or less been a full-time student since I returned 

to college in the spring of 2015, so I really have no existing framework to balance work 

and writing. The easiest thing about writing is not writing. The residency came at 

precisely the right moment, as I had lost basically all enthusiasm for writing. But being 

able to write about something so close to my heart — Bob Dylan songs — rekindled my 

love of the craft, and that’s something I hope I can hold on to.  

Logistically, the hardest thing for me moving forward will be finding readers for 

my work. I will no longer have access to people who are required to give me feedback. 

I’m not the best at editing myself, and my revision process is typically slow and 

laborious. I operate on a micro level, not a macro level, because honestly the prospect of 

a page-one rewrite is daunting to me. Editing the stories for I Feel Gone has been a 

helpful learning experience. Some of them, namely “The Lord Byron Thing,” doubled in 

length to allow for more breathing room. Others were completely rewritten, such as “The 

River Troll,” which is now told from a different point of view and has become something 

altogether sadder and more upsetting. “1-Up” went through a similar rewrite. I worry that 
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doing these changes cost the pieces some of the humor on which they relied, and which I 

planned to use as relief between the rest of the stories, which are almost all sad or grim in 

one way or another.  

I also need greater variety in my characters. I don’t specify race, but I think they 

all read as white men (which, let’s face it, they are). This is dicey territory, because it 

leads into the conversation of who is allowed to write what. But that’s a conversation for 

another day. Right now I just have the knowledge that, moving forward, there needs to be 

more than one type of Trevor Dawson character. It’s something I’ve pushed myself to do 

in this manuscript; for instance, Billy Tsosie in “The Gunfighter” is Native American, 

while Alex and Opria in “The Lord Byron Thing” are gay and agender, respectively. I 

believe that it is important to have a breadth of character types, and that’s something I’m 

keeping in mind.  

All things considered, this has been a uniquely frustrating and rewarding 

experience. I changed themes several times, titles even more, and some stories I’d grown 

attached to just didn’t make the cut. I’m tempted to refer to the process as a rebirth, but in 

fact it was more like a birth, as my writing voice, and major themes, gained greater 

clarity and distinction. I’ve discovered a kind of writing that is better suited to my voice 

and sensibilities, and that discovery has made me love writing again. I feel reinvigorated, 

and will move forward in my career with renewed enthusiasm. I think I finally know 

what the elephant looks like.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Life is a messy weapon. 

Shock Corridor 

  



 

 

{beat 1}:  

 

 

 

 

 

obsession 

(can’t stop to save my soul) 

 

 

 

 

 

After ten long years they let him out of the hole 

Excitable boy, they all said 

Then he dug up her grave and built a cage with her bones 

Excitable boy, they all said 

 Warren Zevon 
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The Lord of Dragon Island 

Yarr! 

Ahoy, mateys, and welcome to Dragon Island. It be all I have since Lucy left with 

the kids! Lookee yonder — see the fearsome beasties. Yarr, I tell thee true, beware! They 

ate me cat — me only friend, he was. It’ll cost ye twenty gold doubloons each for me 

hospitality. Put your coin in that chest thar. If the lawyers think they’ll take me booty for 

alimony, they can suck me pirate cock!  

Behold the water — clear as crystal it is. The water swallows all sins, eh, matey? 

Yarr! We never know the verses of life’s cruel poetry! 

The WiFi be DragonIsland1, and the password be lucytakemeback, all lowercase! 

Don’t ye be repeatin’ that, lest I send ye to the briny deep of Davy Jones’ locker! ’Tis the 

pirate code, it is! Dinner be the bounty of the sea — but yer on yer own for breakfast and 

lunch! 

Yarr! We all die alone!
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A Sad and Lonesome Day 

after Bob Dylan’s “Lonesome Day Blues” 

 

The Captain, he must have been dreaming or something, cause he was just laying there 

on the ground, no bedroll, no pillow, and he was kinda grunting and twisting his body 

around. A few times he looked like he was hurting, his eyes all scrunched up like he was 

getting hit or was about to cry. It was my watch shift, is how come I got to see all this. 

Except for the Captain, it was a quiet night. I could hear the stream a ways off. It was a 

mile or so down the road, but the night was so clear that I could hear the water breaking 

on rocks. I backed up to the fire as close as I could without abandoning my post. Not that 

I would’ve done much good anyway. Even with my greatcoat on, my fingers was too 

numb to even pull the trigger, and we were running out of ammunition besides, and I 

wasn’t exactly the company’s best shot, so even if someone had come through the woods 

I probably just would have reached over and roused the Captain. 

The Captain woke up, kinda gradually. He didn’t start or scream or anything like 

that; one second he was dreaming and the next he was awake. It was just me and him 

then. He looked up at me, calm as I’d ever seen him. “I was having the strangest dream, 

Corporal,” he said. 

He stood up and stretched his limbs. In the firelight I could see his beard coming 

in over his mustache, and I could see how long his hair was getting. I probably looked 

about the same. None of us had shaved nor bathed in a long time. The Captain sat down 

beside me. I didn’t know what to say to him so I said nothing. 
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He went on. “I dreamt about that little stream down yonder. I was alone, standing 

in the water. I was fishing. There was no war, no deserters, no mission, just me and the 

stream. I have always found fishing to have a calming effect. It is a meditative activity. I 

was having no luck with the fish, and I remember looking down into the waters. I saw my 

father in there. He was in his dress uniform, and my, that saber and those medals were 

something to behold underwater. He was beckoning me, as if to join him down there. 

Next to him I saw my sweet Rebecca, in her wedding dress, and she was beckoning me as 

well. I almost joined them. I wanted to join them. But I took one last look around me and 

the war was back. I heard cannon fire, and all around me my men were dying. I heard 

them crying for their mothers, begging me to kill them because they were in too much 

pain to bear. I looked to my father, but I could not see him for all the blood in the stream. 

I tried to wade out, to join the fray, but I was pulled under.” 

He was quiet then, just staring off into the woods. “Oh, what a monstrous dream,” 

he said, more to himself than to me. He looked at me, for the first time that morning. He 

had a funny little smile on his lips, and I still can’t make sense of that. “Let’s rouse the 

men. We have another long day ahead of us.” 

 

By this time there was eight of us, six besides me and the Captain. There was Martin, 

Adams, Memphis (his name was Adams too, but we called him Memphis on account of 

his being from Tennessee, and us not wanting to confuse him with the other Adams), 

Harkness, Burkhalter, and Van Arden. It was twelve of us set out from Morton’s Ford, 

but Roberts, Hoyle, and Callahan was all shot since then. Callahan got gangrene from his 

leg and we tried to amputate. He screamed something fierce and wouldn’t stop thrashing. 
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Harkness was the closest we had to a medic, and he had the saw, and I guess with 

Callahan thrashing around like that Harkness nicked an artery or a vein or something, 

cause the blood started coming faster than any of us could stop. We tried a new 

tourniquet, but Callahan had already bled out. Died in considerable pain. That’s when 

Morrison lit out. We woke up one day and him and his kit was gone. Van Arden had been 

on watch when Morrison left; there was a scrap and Van Arden had a cut on his head and 

a headache that didn’t go away for a few days. Made him kinda dizzy and he fell on the 

trail a few times. That’s what we was doing out there, trying to find Morrison. The 

Captain wanted to bring him in for desertion. Wanted him sent to Belle Isle, or hanged. 

The rest of us, we didn’t bear any sort of grudge against Morrison. He wasn’t a bad man, 

and I don’t think he was a coward. If I had to guess, I’d say he was just sick of the killing.  

Memphis was frying up some greasy sausages in a dirty skillet, grimacing like he 

was mad at the food for being the way it was. I didn’t blame him. Our food was running 

low, and every one of our meals was a tragedy. I was putting Memphis’s kit together, it 

was something I did to thank him for always cooking. It weren’t his fault the food was 

bad. The Captain was away from camp. He didn’t hardly eat with us. The sun was rising, 

and the sky was hazy with purple, blue, and orange, like it was a great painting hanging 

above the world.  

“Soup’s on, fellers,” Memphis said. “I sure hope Morrison’s eatin’ better’n this.” 

“Oh, you bet,” Adams said, taking a sausage. “Sittin’ pretty at some fancy 

restaurant in New York City. Cloth napkins, maître d’, white men waiting on you hand 

and foot.” 

“Wish there were better hunting out here,” Van Arden said.   
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Burkhalter told him, “I killed that rabbit last week. Would’ve been good eating.” 

“That rabbit was stringy and sick.” It was the Captain. “Would have killed us all.” 

Everything got real quiet when the Captain was talking. “Today we will continue west. 

Ideally we will hit the West Virginia border.” 

“You sure he’s heading that way, Captain?” Harkness asked. 

“It is my strong suspicion. West Virginia is union, but they’re slaveholders. He’ll 

not be safe there. My guess is, Morrison is heading northwest, to Ohio or Pennsylvania.”  

 

We came down from the hill into a valley. In the valley’s bosom was a little village, no 

more than fifteen or twenty shacks. Nothing you’d call a real home. How anyone could 

live in that hardscrabble country I do not know, yet here these people were all the same. 

It was the first sign of life we’d seen since we entered the forest. But it was still 

disappointing. All these folks, living alone and unknown in the mountains, it was like 

someone play-acting at living.  

The mud was like quicksand as we entered the village. We were all of us wary, 

looking this way and that, fingers on our triggers. We got some people looking at us 

askance, but there didn’t look to be any real troublemakers. The Captain, though, he 

wasn’t scared. Just looked straight ahead. There was an old-timer, a man with a long 

beard and stooped over, leaning on a hayfork. He didn’t look scared either. The Captain 

approached him. 

“We can’t billet ye here,” the man said. “Best you just move along. We don’t 

want no trouble.” 
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“You’ll get none from us,” the Captain told him. “And we’ve no need of your 

hospitality. Just a little information. You give us that, and we’ll go make our camp in the 

hills.” 

Everyone was looking at us. Like the houses all emptied at once.  

“We’re looking for a soldier,” the Captain continued. “He’d be traveling alone. 

Might be in his uniform, might have changed. Name is Morrison, and he is wanted for 

treason and dereliction of duty. We believe he came this way.” 

The old man shook his head. “Didn’t see him. Go on, now.” 

The Captain smiled. I felt a great tightness in my chest, like my whole body was 

holding its breath. The Captain gestured to a boy close by, couldn’t have been more than 

twelve. “That your son?” 

“Grandson.” 

“Grandson, then. Come here, lad.” The boy did as told, and when he got close the 

Captain ruffled his hair. “What’s your name, son?” 

“Luke, sir,” the child said.  

“Luke. Fine biblical name. I’ve got a biblical name myself.” The Captain smiled 

at Luke, then he grabbed the boy’s hair hard and flung him face-first in the mud. The boy 

let out a kind of yelp, and the old man started over, but couldn’t walk very good. He 

stopped when he saw Martin aiming his rifle at him. A few of us levelled our rifles too.  

The Captain pulled Luke’s face out of the mud and slapped him a few times. The 

boy cried out with each one. The Captain pulled the boy to his feet and smacked him 

again, so hard that it sent him back down into the mud. The Captain put one boot on the 
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boy’s back and started pushing him into the mud. “Are you very certain that you didn’t 

see this man, sir?” 

“You bastard!” the old man was shouting. “You let him go!” 

“Gladly. I just wanted to see if there was anything else you could tell me. Hurry 

now.” Under the Captain’s bootheel, Luke was thrashing and flailing his arms about. He 

tried to push himself up but couldn’t find purchase in the mud.  

“You bastard,” the old man said again. He was sobbing now. He fell to his knees, 

just couldn’t keep himself up any longer. “He was here,” he said quietly. “Two days ago. 

Didn’t stop, just passed through.” 

“Thank you,” the Captain said. He released Luke and helped him up, turned him 

over on his back. The boy was crying too, sucking in air between great sobs and wails, 

crying for his mother and trying to crawl away from the Captain. “Which way was he 

headed?” 

“West,” the old man said.  

“Thank you, sir,” the Captain said again. He started to leave and we followed him. 

I didn’t feel too good about what happened. I looked over at Martin. He didn’t seem to 

mind. I kept looking behind us as we left the village, but the folk there were just staring at 

us, like amazed or scared. I could still hear the boy crying. I looked back until the town 

and its people were just shadows in the distance. The Captain never looked back. 

 

In the night I was woke by some commotion. There was yelling, and just general chaos. I 

heard pops, one on top of the other on top of the other, and after a second I realized it was 

gunfire. The Captain, Martin, Adams, Memphis, they was all firing into the woods. 
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Burkhalter lay by the fire, a great hole in his head. Harkness and Van Arden were 

reloading. It was the village folk, come in the night. I could tell by the muzzle flashes 

coming from the woods that there weren’t more than three or four of them. We had the 

fire to see by, and were better shots besides. We killed those men and waited up to see if 

any more was coming. In the morning we buried Burkhalter, but the village folk we just 

left where they fell.  

 

I was pretty shook up, seeing Burkhalter dead like that. You could see inside his head, 

and there were little bits of bone all around him. It’s something I don’t think I’ll ever 

forget. The Captain didn’t seem bothered. I wondered how many of his pals had been 

killed.  

The sky was near black that day, and the trees on the hillside made a kind of 

canopy. It was impossible to tell what time of day it was. It was raining pretty hard by 

then. The branches on the trees sagged from the weight of the water. Adams grabbed one 

and was using it as a walking stick for a while, but it got stuck in the mud and he fell, 

scraping his hand pretty bad on the way down. The rain washed off most of the blood, but 

we couldn’t get all the splinters out. The rest of the day he kept asking Harkness if he’d 

lose the hand. Harkness said he didn’t know.  

We had to keep moving though. The Captain wasn’t even thinking about making 

camp and waiting out the storm. He turned to me once and said, “Truly weather unfit for 

man or beast.” And that was about all he said about the rain. We found a trail and 

followed it for a mile or more, as far as we could, until we came to a spot where the road 

was washed out. Water was flowing heavy and high, like the mountain had just given 
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birth to a new river. Trees around it was all broken and splintered, and we could see 

broken trunks jutting out of the water like spikes. We all just kinda stared at it for a 

moment. No one said anything, and all you could hear was the water. 

The Captain must have sensed what we were thinking, cause he turned to us and 

said, “There’s nothing for it, boys. Our quarry is beyond this mountain. We have to cross. 

The choice has been taken from us.” 

None of us liked the sound of that, but we knew he was right. We couldn’t go 

back, not to that village, and this was the only way forward. It’s like he said, the choice 

was taken.  

“We have to cross light; remove the dead weight,” the Captain said. “Take a 

moment, remove anything unnecessary from your kits.” We all started rummaging. I 

threw out my shaving mirror and a few books, just dumped them there on the ground. 

Around me, the boys were doing the same. If someone came by they would have seen 

little piles of all our personal effects, those small things that make up a life, and they 

might have thought we all just disappeared. The Captain I saw throw out some extra 

shirts and a belt and his little journal. When he was done with that he started going 

through his haversack, throwing out this and that. Memphis had kind of paused over his 

rucksack, looking hard at a small wood box.  

“This is stuff from home,” he said. I don’t know who he was talking to. “Some 

letters, and my brother’s tintype, and my daddy’s watch. I don’t hardly think I should 

throw it out. There’s some recipes in there too.” 

“Everything goes, Memphis,” the Captain said. “If it won’t save your life across 

the river, it will likely doom you. Leave it.” 
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Memphis looked sad about it but he dropped the box. I felt bad for him, but in a 

far-off way. I didn’t have anything from home to be sad about. We all cinched our packs 

up as high as they would go on our backs, trying to keep our rations and ammunition as 

dry as we could. The Captain looped rope around each our waists, tethering us together. 

We raised our rifles above our heads and waded into the water.  

It hit like a punch in the gut. It was hard, and cold, and it took the air right out of 

my lungs. I was dizzy for a spell, and everything seemed real slow. My feet kept moving 

forward, but it’s like I had no control over them. We were about halfway across when I 

felt a hard yank on the rope around my waist. I turned around and saw Van Arden, who 

had been in the rear, flailing in the water. His rifle was floating away. He was like a 

stone, dragging us down into the water with him. Martin held his rifle up with one hand 

and reached for Van Arden with the other. I felt the whole line of us being pulled 

backwards and down.  

Van Arden finally got a hold of Martin’s hand and he tried to pull himself up. All 

he did was pull Martin down. Martin managed to hang onto his rifle, but he didn’t have a 

good grasp. He let go of Van Arden’s hand.  

“Cut him loose!” the Captain was shouting. We could hardly hear him over the 

water, and he was only ten or fifteen feet away. “You have to cut him loose!” 

Martin was slipping in the mud, and Van Arden was still pulling on the rope, 

trying to get above the water. Martin turned and handed me his rifle, then grabbed his 

knife and started sawing at the rope holding him and Van Arden together. He cut through 

it and we all kind of rocked back on our heels. We had gotten used to the weight of Van 

Arden. Van Arden was carried off by the water. I saw his hand reach out once or twice, 
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trying to find something to grab onto, but it was no use. The water was too strong and it 

took him down the side of the hill. The rest of us made it across okay.  

 

The rain broke a little after that and we were able to make camp. We built a bigger fire 

than usual, and all stripped down to our underthings. The Captain made a clothesline out 

of the same rope he used to bind us together and we all hung our uniforms from it. No 

one was talking much. Harkness looked at Adams’ hand by firelight. The cut didn’t look 

too good, kinda black around the edges. Harkness dabbed it with some iodine, and you’d 

have thought he was taking the hand for real, the way Adams screamed. “I can go at it 

with some tweezers in the morning,” Harkness said, “but I can’t see anything now and I’d 

just make it worse.” 

“Is it that bad?” Adams asked.  

“It ain’t good.” 

Martin had a little flask of whiskey and he passed it around. We all took little sips, 

trying to stay warm, but it didn’t last long. Everyone started taking out their bedrolls and 

laying on top of them, they were too wet to sleep inside. I volunteered to take first watch, 

since I wasn’t tired anyway. Everyone turned on their sides to sleep. Before long I heard 

Harkness snoring, and someone, Adams I think, sobbing quietly. Maybe out of pain, 

maybe fear, more likely exhaustion. Then it was just me and the Captain. He sat on a 

rock, poking at the fire with a long thin branch, kinda morose.  

“Tell me your story, Corporal.” 

So I told him. Told him about my brother dying in ’63, in Cape Girardeau, with 

all them other boys. Told him my pa left us early and a few years later, this was after Ma 
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died, a coffin showed up at our door with his bones inside. We buried him out back. The 

ground was rough and it took a while. My sister, I think she was doing all right. She ran 

off and got married, and never was heard of after that. I don’t know where she ran off to.  

“My, but you are alone,” he said. “To be so alone in a world like this. How old are 

you, Corporal?” 

I told him I didn’t know but that I could guess. 

“No matter. I have no words for your loss, son. Yours has been a tragic life, and 

here you find yourself, freezing and starving in the woods of West Virginia, embroiled in 

a conflagration which will cost this country its very soul. 

“But,” he went on, “tragedy is a crucible. It will break you, or it will forge you 

into something stronger, something more the shape of what you were always meant to be. 

We are beset with tragedy and tribulation from seemingly all sides, yet still we persevere 

in our mission. There is nobility in our sacrifice, Corporal, whether you believe that or 

you do not. We will fulfill our orders, and we will return Morrison for sentencing. 

Without adherence to these basic, sacred tenants — loyalty, duty, honor — we are no 

better than the savages of the plains.” 

He looked at me then. “Remember this: the greatest fallacy in this world is the 

precept that life is sacred. It is important to those who have it, granted, but sacred? 

Inviolable? Think of Hoyle, or Van Arden, or Callahan. Their lives were important to 

them. They are not important any more, to them or to any of us. We are more than the 

sum of the air we breathe.” 

Then he went quiet. After a bit, he dropped his stick and went to his bedroll. I 

stayed on watch for a few hours, then woke up Martin to relieve me.   
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The Captain kept us moving pretty fast after that. He knew if Morrison made it to a 

Union state that they would shelter him or kill him, and the Captain didn’t want either of 

those transpiring. We were all of us beat down and tired, all day long tired, and the woods 

and fields were empty of game or even plants. Harkness had got most of the splinters out 

of Adams’ hand, but it still pained him bad and was starting to swell up besides. 

After three days of this we stopped on a little hill and the Captain produced his 

spyglass. He studied the distance and frowned. “There’s a detachment of Northern troops 

down there.” 

“Too many for us?” Harkness asked. We were all thinking the same thing, that 

them tents down there had food and dry clothes and medicine.  

“Far too many. Beyond which, I am not confident that our guns will even fire. We 

will have to be covert about this. We’ll go through yonder woods. It will add some hours 

to our journey, but that is far better than the alternative.” He collapsed the spyglass and 

we started following him into the woods. To tell the truth, the woods was a fine choice. I 

didn’t have it in me to fight just then, but I knew some of us were spoiling for some hairy 

encounter. Martin in particular, even Harkness. I knew they wanted a fight. 

We made our way quiet through the woods, all of us looking around for anything 

edible. We all had heard stories of desperate soldiers and what they do when they run out 

of food.  

From behind us we heard, “Rebs!” We knew it was Union soldiers so we all 

scattered. I hid in a copse of trees and started loading my rifle. The Union boys were 
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firing at us already. I took a look and saw there were only three of them, one had a string 

of rabbits tied around his belt. A hunting party.  

I chambered a round, took aim, and fired. Nothing but a wet click. I ejected the 

round and blew into the chamber, reaching in with the hem of my coat trying to dry it out 

in there. I started doing the same with all my ammunition, cleaning and drying like a 

madman. I heard fire close by and I guess it was good that at least one of us had a 

working rifle. I looked up and saw that it was Martin, firing calmly at the hunters. He was 

the closest of any of us, no more than twenty feet away.  

Then I saw Martin’s rifle jam. He froze for a moment, but that’s all it took. The 

soldier with the rabbit belt rushed him, clocked him over the head with the butt of his 

pistol. Martin fell like dead, and the soldier started dragging him away. The other two 

fired into the woods, at nothing in particular, just giving cover. There were no gunshots 

from our side. Martin had the only working rifle. The soldiers could have killed us, just 

picked us off, but they must not have realized. 

And just like that it was over. The soldiers was gone, Martin with them, and the 

woods was quiet again. I heard leaves rustling and it was like the breeze was trying to tell 

me something. We all reconnoitered in a clearing, collecting ourselves. The Captain went 

over and grabbed Martin’s rifle. He must have made the same connection I did, because 

he threw down his own rifle and didn’t pick it back up. 

“Well,” he said. “That’s that.” 

“We gotta go get him!” Harkness said. 

“We have neither the manpower nor the firepower. And clearly stealth is not a 

viable option for us, so that precludes us sneaking in once they’ve fallen asleep.” 
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“Why’d they take him instead of killing him?” Adams asked. 

“They must have thought we were a scouting party, part of a greater company. 

They’ll want to interrogate him.” 

“So why not take us all?” 

“They imagined themselves to be outnumbered. As far as they knew it was six 

against three. We got lucky, and we should not waste it. Come on. We have to clear these 

woods.” 

“What about Martin?” 

“Martin is stalwart. He will say nothing of our movements or our mandate.” 

We all got quiet then. Memphis said, “That ain’t what we’re worried about.” 

“What are they gonna do to him, Captain?” Harkness asked. 

The Captain thought on this a moment. “They will interrogate him. He will have 

nothing to tell them, and they will not believe that. They will likely torture him. If they 

decide he is telling the truth, they may keep him as a prisoner. It depends.” 

“On what?” 

“On their rations. If they’re out here hunting small game, their rations must be 

low. If they cannot spare food for Martin, I expect they will kill him.” 

We all sort of stepped back then. The Captain looked at each of us in turn. Not 

mad, not threatening, but like he was trying to figure out again just what he was looking 

at. “Come on,” he said at last. “We have to move.” 

And so we left the woods. 
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It took us the whole day to get through the woods, and when we came out it was night 

and the stars were shining like ice in the sky. In the distance we saw a little fire and 

judged it to be a camp. The Captain took out his spyglass and had a look, he told us that it 

was just three men and he didn’t see any signs of weapons, so we should go down. He 

said he got a closer look at their fire through the glass and they had a hunk of meat on a 

spit.  

When we got close enough the Captain put his hands up and we all did the same. 

He shouted, “Ho!” and all three men turned to look at him, mighty surprised you could 

say. “We mean you no harm! Just wanted to warm ourselves by your fire, and have any 

food if you can spare it!” 

There was a long moment, and I figured this was when we would be able to tell if 

they really didn’t have any guns. The men palavered and then one of them beckoned us 

over. We made introductions and they told us their names was Hosea, Liam, and Samuel. 

We sat by their fire and it was nice to get feeling back in our hands and feet.  

After a second, the Captain stopped talking. He was looking at the fire like 

hypnotized. I looked and saw the same thing he did: that meat on the spit was a man’s 

leg. About from the knee down. We didn’t do nothing, just looked at the men. 

“We didn’t kill him,” Liam said. “We found him dead. Crows hadn’t got to the 

leg yet.” 

“Times is hard out here, mister,” Hosea added.  

We said nothing to that. Nothing to say. We couldn’t disagree. Hosea piped up 

again, saying, “You’re welcome to some, mister.” 

It had been a long day, and we was all pretty hungry. 
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Adams lit out that night. We were all of us too tired to sit watch, and when we woke up 

Adams and his kit were gone. His hand had been looking real bad and he maybe was 

worried it was going to get ate. I couldn’t hardly blame him for leaving. I asked the 

Captain if this meant we had to go after Adams too. 

“No,” he said slowly. “Morrison is our objective. Adams is wounded, tired, 

hungry, and in Union territory to boot. He will not last long.” 

We all got our gear together and kept moving, still on Morrison’s trail. For a few 

days there it didn’t rain, and our clothes got all the way dry. The guns still wouldn’t fire, 

save for Martin’s, but we ate the rest of our rations and managed to trap a rabbit in a 

snare. None of us talked about that meal we had with those men. Little by little the land 

got greener, and it was even pleasant. We saw stalks of corn as tall as any of us, and 

Harkness was so glad to see something alive that he plucked an ear of corn and ate it raw. 

“We have entered Ohio,” the Captain said. We had been in this new green country 

for a day or so.  

Presently we came across another village, small but clean. We hobbled our way 

down the main thoroughfare, the people there were looking at us more with pity than with 

fear. I guess we didn’t look like we was too much of a threat. 

“Unless I am misjudging this place, we are in a mission town,” the Captain said. 

He pointed at some grand structure. “The cathedral is the largest structure, probably the 

most important. We’ll check there.” 

I asked someone on the street where we was, but she just told me it was outside 

Gallia County and couldn’t give me any more than that. She had a big wood cross 
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hanging from her neck, and a kind of funny black dress on, so I guess the Captain was 

right about the mission. 

By the time we got to the church, the priest was outside waiting for us, his hands 

folded in front of him. He was young, maybe even younger than me, and he looked clean 

and well fed. He had on a long black frock and a wide hat. “Welcome,” he said. “I am 

Father Donahue.” 

Donahue and some other folks led us inside. We tried to tell them we weren’t 

there to harm them, but maybe it wasn’t a point we needed to make. We was beat to hell 

and our guns wasn’t working besides. Them in the town could have done us in with 

rocks. In the cathedral they drew us all baths and we got to shave, then they led us into 

some great hall where they gave us soup and crusty bread. 

Donahue just kinda looked at the Captain in wonderment while the Captain 

discoursed about what had brought us to his door. He only said we was looking for 

Morrison, not that he might get hanged or sent to Belle Isle. Hearing it all again was 

strange, like I was listening to the story of a life that was sad and lonesome and it just 

happened to be mine. Finally the Captain asked Donahue, “Are you going to alert Union 

forces to our presence?” 

“No,” Donahue said like it was obvious.  

“Why not?” 

“We spare the defeated here, brother. ‘I am in deep distress. Let us fall into the 

hand of the Lord, for his mercy is great; but do not let me fall into human hands.’ Samuel 

24:14. You are not the first rebel soldiers to whom we have given aid. Not even the first 

this month.” 
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We all stopped eating when Donahue said that. Very slowly the Captain started 

describing Morrison and asked if that was the soldier in question. 

“Yes, that is the man,” Donahue said. 

“Do you know where he is now?” the Captain said. 

 “Yes. He is out back.” 

 

We were all crowded around Morrison’s grave, none of us really knowing what to say. 

You could tell the hole was dug not too long ago, but it weren’t that recent either cause 

some grass and even some small flowers was starting to grow out of the dirt. The 

headstone was just a wood cross with the name WM. MORRISON wrote across it. Below 

that it said 1864. And just below that was a few words, probably another Bible verse: 

Sleep on now, and take your rest. 

 “He did not know when he was born, and I would have felt uncomfortable 

guessing,” Donahue said. “The verse is from the book of Matthew. Chapter 26, verse 45. 

He seemed to respond to Matthew during his convalescence.” 

 “How long was he here?” Memphis asked. 

 “Not long, sadly. He came to us a few weeks ago. He had only one boot, he was 

starving and dehydrated, half crazed and already hypothermic. We tended to him as best 

we could. Fed him, clothed him, bathed him. I read to him the scriptures. He and Sister 

Samantha would take walks around the village. I believe the fresh air has certain curative 

properties. During the day he was very quiet, but at night he would wake up screaming. 

Almost a nightly occurrence. This war…I do not envy you men the things you have seen. 

In the end, he took ill with a flu that he could not overcome. He was in no small amount 
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of pain, but if it is any comfort to you men, he passed during his sleep.” Donahue paused. 

“Would you like a moment with him?” When we didn’t answer, he took that as a yes and 

made to leave. He made the sign of the cross at us and said “‘Blessed are they that mourn, 

for they shall be comforted.’” Funny little fellow, but kind. 

 We all looked to the Captain to see what he had to say. He was just kinda staring 

at Morrison’s grave. “Well, boys,” he said. “I suppose that’s the end. Let’s provision 

ourselves and return to Virginia. We’ll meet up with the company there.” 

 He went back to the cathedral, and one by one we all followed him. It was a nice 

day out. The sun was hot and the breeze was cool, and I found myself just looking at the 

little flowers growing out of Morrison’s grave. They was such little things, and I’m sure 

the Captain knew the long Latin name for them, but even nameless they was beautiful. I 

was glad for Morrison and his flowers. After a bit I went back in and got my kit. The next 

morning we made to return to the company. And that was that.  
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In the Lake 

The marriage began to fall apart after they saw the dead body. The decay was a gradual 

thing, insidious and implacable, but once Erik Thorne noticed it happening, he knew 

there was nothing he could do to stop it. He felt bad about it; he liked Georgia, loved her 

too, and she felt the same. It had actually been on one of their weekly walks around the 

lake, which was the best part of both of their weeks, that they had encountered the body 

in the first place. Erik knew that when Georgia looked at him now she saw that dead girl, 

blanketed in algae and blanched of color. She no longer let Howie, the dog, lick her face; 

instead she just snapped at him to get off. 

Howie had alerted them to the presence of the dead girl in the reeds by the lake, 

his gleeful loving maw tugging at the dead girl’s ankle, gnawing and emitting involuntary 

but excited growls. Erik knew that that was all Georgia saw when she looked at the dog 

now. When he came home from work it was like drinking flat beer. It was a shame, but 

Erik’s mind was elsewhere at this time.  

Erik, too, thought of the dead girl, but increasingly his thoughts danced with 

obsessions, and they threatened, or teased, enticing really, to jump their proscribed 

boundaries and enter somewhere dark, somewhere with winding paths that Erik couldn’t 

follow. The fact, the simple fact with which he now found himself struggling to 

reconcile, was that every time Erik thought of that dead girl, he saw her floral dress hiked 

around her thighs in the water, looking as though her pallid skin was accented with 

watercolor flowers, and then he felt an unmistakable tightness in his jeans. The first, and 

then the second time it happened, his reaction was mild: That’s something that will have 
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to be addressed. He thought of her now, the girl in the lake, her eyes like small waxing 

moons, and he grappled with an almost unbearable hardness.  

 

He figured that Georgia wouldn’t want to go back to the lake, and he was right. Sunday, a 

week after they saw the girl, Erik gathered up Howie’s leash, and Georgia’s coat, and 

asked if she wanted to go for a walk. She stiffened at first, then the strangest montage of 

emotions played out over her face: anger, anxiety, fear, until finally she just looked 

wounded. Erik felt as though he’d insulted his wife.  

“Are you serious?” she asked. “How can you ask me to go back there?” Her voice 

wavered in the same unfamiliar way that it had when the police had met them at the lake, 

before she started shaking and punctuated the insensate breakdown with a bout of dry 

heaving.  

“Georgia,” he began, trying to sound reasonable but feeling like a skater on water 

that hadn’t yet frozen fully. “We can’t let — you know, what happened — ruin our 

walks. I love our walks.” 

“So do I, but…” Her but hung in the air like a spider’s web. 

There was an awkward silence as they regarded each other. Erik ruminated briefly 

on the humid nature of discomfort, before realizing how foolish he must have looked, 

coat in one hand, leash in the other, both drooping down to the floor as if deflated. Erik 

wasn’t used to awkward silences in this house. 

“Can I go?” he asked finally, and knew in an instant that he had chosen his words 

poorly. He knew that Georgia would hear only I don’t want you with me. “I’ll check out 
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the park! Might be some good trails for Howie.” The Boxer thumped his tail against the 

floor, happy to be included in the deliberations.  

Georgia’s features shifted almost imperceptibly; if Erik hadn’t married her 

fourteen years prior he might have missed it. Her eyelids rose slightly, her cheekbones 

relaxed, her full lips resumed their at-ease stance of a pout that always looked either 

annoyed or sensual.  

Erik left. 

 

He did not go to the park, nor did he concern himself with any hypothetical trails for 

Howie. He went back to the lake. The lake was deserted, and the sky was turning the 

bruise-purple of twilight. The headlights of Erik’s car cut through the ethereal glow, and 

to him it was like driving on alien soil. Erik parked and Howie leapt out of the car. Erik 

exited as well, and zipped up his Carhartt against the cold. The jacket was a sturdy one 

he’d bought himself when he’d been promising to learn how to fix cars, but now it was 

just a jacket and his car’s muffler was still in sore need of attention.  

He walked slowly, but with purpose. The dog scouted ahead, never out of Erik’s 

sight. A leaf landed in his hair, and he left it there, feeling like Robin Hood, stealing 

through Sherwood Forest in his jaunty cap. A loon cried from someplace far off, its 

plaintive wail fading into the void as Erik scanned the reeds. He knew that the girl 

wouldn’t be there anymore, and without her all the reeds looked the same. He could be 

standing near her final resting place right now, or it could be hundreds of yards away.  

Erik sighed and surveyed his surroundings in the rapidly diminishing light, 

looking for anything — a piece of crime scene tape, maybe — that could be his lodestar. 



 

 

 

24 

In the distance Erik saw a man, much like himself: walking alone, a dog bounding around 

his heels, clad in something not stylish but certainly warm. The man waved, raising his 

hand about shoulder-high but not moving it, and Erik waved back. His hand shot up, 

straight and rigid, like a schoolchild trying hard to get the teacher’s attention. His face 

cracked into a wide grin and he hoped the man could see it, or at least get the gist of it.  

The man lowered his hand slowly, and regarded Erik with what, even from this 

distance, looked like curiosity. The man turned, whistling sharply for his dog to follow, 

slowly at first, then with alacrity. He never broke into a run, but he looked over his 

shoulder more than once.  

Erik spotted Howie about a hundred yards down the shore, and at first he 

panicked: he and Georgia didn’t like to let the dog get that far away from them. But 

Howie was in no danger, only sniffing intently at the ground. Erik walked quickly over to 

join Howie, remotely aware of a growing sense of giddiness. He knew what it meant, but 

processed it from afar; it was like reading somebody else’s diary. 

This is the place, he thought, joining Howie. The dog seemed disinterested in 

moving further down the shore. Erik stared into the water, that tightness returning to his 

jeans. Then he waded in. Even ankle-deep, the water was sharp and cold, like standing in 

a mirror. He walked out another two or three feet, then turned to face the shore. He sat 

down in the water, gritting his teeth and sucking in air. He stared at Howie while he ran 

his hands, numb now, through the reeds, thinking that for all the world they looked like 

hair.  

He exhaled deeply, unaware until now that he had been holding his breath. 

Ripples floated away from him in concentric semicircles. The lake lapped at his back, 
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almost congratulatory. He felt as though he were being embraced. He looked up and saw 

Howie, head tilted, regarding him quizzically. The dog’s leash was still in Erik’s hand, 

and he found himself laughing even as his teeth chattered. 

“Uh-oh,” he said, looking from the leash to Howie and back again. “I’m all wet, 

buddy!” 

Still seated, chest-deep in the lake, he laughed more, his body now shaking with 

it. “Ha-ha-ha! I said I’m all wet, buddy!” He dug his fingers into the lake bed and hoisted 

himself up. The chill air wrapped around him. “How am I gonna explain this one, 

buddy?” 

He trudged back to the shore and grabbed Howie’s head in both of his wet hands. 

The dog began to shake his head back and forth, trying to pull away. “Hey, hey, shhh,” 

Erik cooed. “It’s okay, pal. I love you. It’s okay. I’m just wet, and I need to explain to 

Georgia that I had to go in after you. Hey. Shhh.” 

Erik lifted the dog up, wincing as his bad knee — the end result of a career as a 

college shortstop that had lasted about four innings — threatened to buckle. He carried 

Howie out a few feet into the lake and dumped him into the water. Howie, more annoyed 

than frightened now, swam calmly out of the lake and shook himself. He gave Erik a 

reproachful look, and the two of them walked back to the car.  

 

The next day was Monday, and Erik welcomed the return to normalcy. He was comforted 

by the familiar, the routine, and he took special solace in his favorite commuter, a woman 

with whom he shared the train downtown. They had never spoken, and Erik was careful 

to never leer, but they always walked the same direction upon exiting the train. With her 
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long, elegant strides, the woman walked ahead of him, and today, like every day, he 

watched her dip her hand into her purse. Without looking up from her phone or breaking 

stride, the woman retrieved a single slice of bread, and with her dainty hand crushed it 

and flung the pieces toward a waiting group of pigeons. She did this every day, and it 

always fascinated Erik; he saw it as the habit of a much older woman. She never once 

stopped to watch the birds eat the bread, but Erik did, from time to time.  

Erik’s job kept him busy but not terribly stimulated. He didn’t mind boredom, and 

he abided by his father’s maxim that the best way to kill time was to work it to death. 

Still, when his mind wandered, it wasn’t toward the meal he and Georgia were planning 

for that night — pork chops stuffed with fontina cheese, served with a sauce made of 

butter, lemon, and rosemary — but to the dead girl.  

He tried to think of her as a person, something and someone beyond “the dead 

girl.” Erik hadn’t read the newspaper article published afterwards, detailing the 

circumstance in which he and Georgia had found her; they had declined to comment for 

the story, and all the information in it most likely came from the police report. But this 

meant that Erik didn’t even know her name. 

But he wondered about her, how she was when she was alive. Was she studious? 

What did her laugh sound like? Was she a vegan? What did her toes look like, curled in 

ecstasy? 

Erik froze. His eyes refocused. 

Why did I think that? he asked himself. What has that got to do with anything? 

Well, why did you go back to the lake? 

I don’t know. 
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Yes, you do.  

 

For the rest of the day Erik felt sick. He skipped lunch, certain that he wouldn’t be able to 

keep anything down. After work he took a cab home, spending the extra money so he 

could reach Georgia sooner. 

When he saw her, he led her wordlessly, desperately, into the bedroom. While the 

pork burned, they made love; Georgia responded to his intensity and his need; he held her 

wrists in his hands and pinned them to the bed, and as Erik came inside her he clung to 

her warmth, the unassailable life pulsing within her, and as she wrapped her legs around 

him, holding him inside her as he softened, he felt her warmth passing into him, smelled 

her hair, tasted her sweat, and felt as though she were saving his soul.  

 

For the next week Erik tried to banish thoughts of the dead girl. He erected giant, 

commanding signs in his mind reading WRONG WAY and DO NOT ENTER, but their 

officious presence in his mind only reminded him of the CRIME SCENE tape that had 

surrounded the girl. 

Soon, breaking a promise to himself, he found himself looking up the new story 

for which he and Georgia had declined to be interviewed: UNIDENTIFIED GIRL 

FOUND IN LAKE. A picture accompanied the story, which did not show the girl. The 

picture showed Erik talking to a uniformed police officer, the hem of Georgia’s jacket 

just visible to his left. She would have been glad to know that her picture was not in the 

paper. In the background stood a seagull, sullen and totemic.  
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Erik wanted to know if anything else had been written about the girl. He wanted 

to know if her funeral had been held already, and if it would be appropriate for him to 

attend. He clicked on the columnist’s name and went to the archive of all her stories. 

There, just three days after the girl had been discovered, was a follow-up story 

accompanied by a thumbnail showing a grainy black-and-white picture of a woman. 

He looked around the office, suddenly afraid of being noticed, as he clicked on 

the link. He ignored the text of the story, focusing only on the picture. He tried not read 

the name underneath, but couldn’t avoid it: Billie Weld. 

Billie Weld. Like an old-Hollywood chanteuse. Erik reached out with a fingertip 

to touch Billie Weld’s lips and was rewarded with a small shock. He smiled at the 

sensation.  

Without breaking eye contact with Billie, Erik moved his cursor over to Print. Out 

she came, and as Erik held the picture he realized something was wrong. It was too clear. 

Too real. It was Billie, yes, but it was too much of her. Erik tried again, turning down the 

image resolution. Still too clear. At last he opened up the printer and ripped out a toner 

cartridge at random, dropping it mindlessly. He hit Print again, and it was perfect. Her 

features were blurred, and even the wattage of her smile had dimmed perceptibly. She 

looked like she had back in the lake, only happier. Erik folded the picture neatly and put 

it in his wallet. He took the other photos, the aborted first attempts, and walked them into 

the break room. He calmly opened the window just a crack, and from the eighth floor 

released of cloud of Billie confetti onto the street below.  

 

Later, Erik pulled up the article again. He kept it up on his screen while he worked, 
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letting Billie watch him, occasionally making comments to her and establishing inside 

jokes. While finishing his lunch, he noticed a few lines appended to the end of the article: 

In lieu of flowers, please send donations to blah blah blah.  

No flowers? Erik smiled and shook his head, gently incredulous. Oh, Billie, as if I 

wouldn't bring you flowers! 

I’ll bring you the biggest son-of-a-bitching wreath you’ve ever seen.  

 

Back home, Erik reached into his wallet and retrieved the picture of Billie, and laid it on 

the coffee table in front of Georgia. It wasn’t until he opened his mouth that he realized 

why he’d done it. He said: “What do you think of this haircut?” 

Georgia regarded him slowly, as if a sudden movement would produce an 

unexpected reaction. She leaned forward and looked at Billie Weld, squinting to see 

better. “Where did you get this?” she asked at last. “Who is this?” 

“I...I saw it in a magazine. And I thought — ” 

“No, you didn’t — this is that dead girl. You think I don’t read the news? Jesus, 

Erik, what the fuck is this? Is this a joke? Some kind of sick goddamn joke?” She stood 

up, incredulous and furious. “Ever since we saw that body you’ve been so...so damn 

weird. This isn’t. Fucking. Funny.” 

Erik reached for the picture, face aflame with embarrassment, and Georgia 

recoiled from him and Billie as if they were both corrosive. He folded the picture and put 

in back in his wallet. Georgia looked at him with an expression he’d never seen before.  

 

After work the next day, Erik felt as though he were on a track, his destination fixed and 
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unstoppable. He stopped in a downtown costume shop and perused the wigs until he 

found one that looked like it had been taken right off of Billie’s head, as if she’d been 

scalped. When he got home, he threw it in the trunk of the car. The next day he drove to 

work instead of taking the train, not offering Georgia an explanation. After work he drove 

out to the lake and he stood there a while by the spot where he had found Billie. His eyes 

fixed on the horizon, he stripped off his clothes and piled them neatly next to his bare 

feet. He was only mildly surprised to find the Billie wig in his hand. He put it on his 

head. He found himself tumescent and started stroking himself languidly, but something 

was wrong. He was softening. Frowning slightly in low-grade consternation, he removed 

the wig from his head and wrapped it around his cock. He started stroking again and it 

didn’t take too long after that. 

 

Billie’s funeral was that Saturday. She had been cremated. Erik couldn’t find a wreath in 

the size he wanted, even after explicitly telling the florist he wanted one so big it would 

have trouble fitting in his car. So Erik settled on several bouquets of lilies, lilacs, azaleas, 

roses, and tulips, and packed them into the back seat of his car. He felt self-conscious as 

he buckled them in, but he didn’t want them breaking. They were for her.  

By the time he made it to St. Ignatius, the service had already begun. Erik, 

perilously wrangling four bouquets in glass vases of varying size, seated himself in the 

back pew with only minimal racket. A few people turned to look at him, but quickly 

looked away, dismissing him as another mourner. But all the flowers? Maybe they think 

we were lovers! Erik looked down at his wedding band, now shining like a beacon from 

his hand. How scandalous! 
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As the preacher droned on about welcoming bosom this and halls of serenity that, 

Erik found himself bored. How, he mused, could he make his way unnoticed to the dais, 

and leave his carefully selected flowers next to Billie’s urn? It struck him that this was 

the second compromising position in which he had found her. He smiled. 

We’ve got to stop meeting like this. 

Now there were people at his elbow: a young man (gray suit, blue tie, short hair 

and smelling of cigarettes) and an older woman (muted blue dress, either faded 

cornflower or robin’s-egg). The woman was tapping him on the shoulder. “Can we speak 

to you outside?” 

Erik looked at his flowers, seated next to him in the pew, with concern. He looked 

back at the pair and saw that the young man was also looking at the flowers, with an 

expression nearly identical to Erik’s. “Okay,” Erik said, and followed them out of the 

church.  

Once outside, the young man lit up a Marlboro and regarded Erik squarely. “Who 

are you?” 

“Oh,” Erik began, “I’m a friend of Billie’s.” 

“Billie wasn’t friends with any older, married men,” the woman replied.  

“Well, we had just met, and I thought it would be okay if — ” 

“Where’d you meet?” the man asked. 

“At the lake,” Erik answered, before he could stop himself.  

The effect was predictable. The man’s cigarette hung in midair, its plume of 

smoke drifting into the sky like a question mark. The woman looked aghast. “Oh,” she 

started. “Oh, my god.” 
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“Oh, sometimes we would just — ” 

“Are you the fuckin’ guy who found her?” The man flung his cigarette to the 

ground and stomped it out angrily. “You are, aren’t you? Look, man, I’m glad you didn’t 

just leave my sister there, but it is absolutely not okay for you to be here. You need to get 

the fuck out of here and take your fuckin’ flowers with you.” 

“This is ghoulish,” the woman interjected.  

“No, it isn’t!” Erik protested. “I was trying to be nice, because she means so much 

— ” 

“‘She means so much’?” the man parroted, incredulous. “What the fuck does 

Billie mean to you? Who even are you? As far as you know Billie was always a dead girl 

in a lake! Sorry, mom.” 

The woman didn’t acknowledge her son’s faux pas. “You need to leave.” Her 

tone brooked no argument. Erik had to show them that they were just confused. But this 

wasn’t his day, it was Billie’s, so he’d just give her the flowers and leave. He turned back 

to the church to accomplish this task. 

“Hey! Where the fuck are you going?” 

But now it was too late and Erik was back in the church, noisily scooping up the 

vases. He had trouble holding them all, and some water spilled out, taking a few flowers 

with it. “Excuse me,” he said to the crowd at large as he made his way up the aisle and 

toward the dais. “I can’t stay, but I brought flowers!” 

Now he felt the young man’s hand on his collar, pulling him back, jostling him so 

that two of the vases took a tumble and detonated upon hitting the ground. A few 

mourners gasped, which Erik found overly theatrical, but his reaction was not dissimilar 
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to theirs. “Fuck!” he screeched. “Goddamnit!” He turned to face Billie’s brother, but 

rather than say anything, he thrust the two intact vases into the man’s hand and walked 

out of the church.  

 

Georgia had found the wig. When Erik entered his home on Monday, a little over two 

weeks after he met Billie, he saw it before he saw her: crumpled, soiled, stuck to itself, 

lying on a piece of newspaper like some dead thing. Erik realized two things 

simultaneously: that Georgia had put the newspaper down because she didn’t want the 

wig touching the table, and that this was the last day of his marriage.  

“What…” Georgia began, but her words were strangled by a sob which 

metastasized into something like a disbelieving, threadbare laugh. She prodded at the wig 

with a pen. She swallowed hard. She looked at the table, not at Erik.  

“Georgia,” he started. Erik took a step towards her.  

Her head snapped up and she froze him in place. “Erik, this is sick. You’re sick. 

First the picture, now this, and I know you’re still going to that fucking lake — 

goddamnit! Why are you still going to the lake? And don’t tell me you’re not.” 

“Howie — ” 

“This doesn’t have a goddamn thing to do with the dog.” She shook her head as if 

disappointed. She crossed the room, pointedly avoiding him as she grasped the doorknob. 

Erik realized she must have already packed her bag and loaded it into her car. He reached 

out a hand, not to try and stop her — he knew that was impossible — but because that’s 

what you do in situations like this. When your wife is leaving you, you reach out.  
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Georgia shrugged his hand off of her shoulder, without malice. She looked up at 

him and in her cork-colored eyes Erik saw no hatred, just pity. “Get help,” she said, and 

then she was gone, and Erik didn’t know if he’d ever see her again. 

“I’m sorry,” he said to the closed door. He didn’t open it, didn’t go after her; he 

felt paralyzed, and, for the first time, revulsion, and clarity, but the moment was fleeting, 

and as Erik heard Georgia’s car back out of the driveway, he was once again thinking 

about the girl in the lake. 

 

Tuesday morning, Erik got off the train, walked from the platform to the sidewalk, and 

then he was once again behind the woman who fed the pigeons. It occurred to him then 

that he had never seen her face; he had only guessed at her age, and, yes, her beauty, by 

her slender calves and the curvature of her hips. Erik watched as she reached into her 

purse, produced a slice of bread, crumpled it, and flung it into the park, where a coterie of 

pigeons fluttered their wings, cooing appreciatively as they fought for their rations.  

Erik stopped and watched this unfold. As the pigeons, fat and gray, pecked at the 

bread, Erik bounded over the hedges. He landed hard on his bad knee and went 

sprawling, winding up within kissing distance of the bread and the birds. A few of the 

pigeons flew off, but some watched with a dull curiosity. Erik yanked crumbs of bread 

from the ground and stuffed them into his mouth, along with some dirt and blades of 

grass.  

It was then that the remaining pigeons took umbrage with his actions. Curious no 

more, they swarmed him. Erik, still eating, waved them off. Some hopped backwards, 

some were less intimidated. Presently Erik felt the sharp pinpricks of beaks on his skin, 
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as two or three of the bolder pigeons pecked at him. Blood dotted his hands, and ran 

down his arms, forming strange, illusory patterns: here was a circus tent, here a catcher’s 

mitt, here Billie Weld parting her legs, inviting him inside her, beckoning Erik into the 

lake. Pivoting to find more bread, Erik lashed out with his right hand, meaning only to 

swat the birds away, but he found himself gripping one of his attackers. He squeezed his 

hand and felt the bird’s hollow bones break. He lifted the carcass, its gray-green feathers 

slick as oil, and threw it aside. He heard a shriek and looked up. 

Perhaps a dozen onlookers were appraising him with horror, this man in a tailored 

suit on his knees heaving a dead bird about. He stood, or tried to; his knee buckled again 

and he cried out in pain — “Fuck!” — as he lost his balance. The bread was gone and so 

were the birds. On the ground before him he saw his victim. Erik steadied himself, 

woozy, sick with what he imagined was pigeon venom, and he went raving into the cool 

daylight.  

 

Later he was discharged from the hospital. His hand was swollen, his arm boasted a 

haphazard latticework of stitches, and his mind was flattened by painkillers and 

antibiotics. In the elevator, he dry-swallowed two more hydrocodone, and let his fingertip 

hover over the button marked 3. Next to the numeral, in small printing, was the letter M. 

Erik knew what M stood for: it stood for morgue. Drool began to pool in his mouth. He 

slumped against the wall and closed his eyes, just for a moment. This is how he was 

found minutes later. It was impossible to miss the bulge of his hard cock in his pants. One 

of the nurses recoiled from it. Later that night Erik was let go, minus his prescription. 
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Now Erik hated Billie Weld. He sat on the edge of his bed, holding her picture, her kind 

eyes boring holes into him. 

“You fucking skeleton bitch,” he spat. He felt a pang of guilt as he said it, as if 

he’d initiated a quarrel. He thought about calling Georgia, but she hadn’t answered any of 

his previous calls, and every time he returned to the house he noticed more of her things 

gone. He knew she was coming to the house while he was at work; he knew that, and yet 

it still felt like coming home to an existence that was slowly being erased. Things die 

slowly and then they die suddenly.  

“You goddamn poison cunt,” he said, softer now, and with less conviction, for he 

now found himself choking on tears, tears for his own sake, because here he was, taking 

out his weakness on Billie, who didn’t deserve it, who had never deserved it, and his 

hands slackened and the picture fluttered to the ground but Billie still looked at him, and 

there was no judgment in her eyes, only a longing to help, a longing for him, and Erik 

forced himself to look away, not wanting Billie to see him like this, see him on his side, 

his red-rimmed eyes making his face a watercolor painting, his body seizing anew with 

every powerful sob, weeping like a child because some part of himself was gone forever 

and it had been replaced by this woman in the photograph, whom Erik had only seen at 

her most vulnerable and beautiful, and who deserved better than to die in a lake where a 

dog had found her and had started gnawing on her slim, pretty ankle.  

 

The next afternoon he sat on the same train he took every day. Every so often he caught 

the operator’s reflection in the wide rear-view mirror, scowling because Erik had been 
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riding the train all day without getting off. Erik wasn’t wearing his suit. His hair was 

unwashed and greasy, and stubble clouded the southern hemisphere of his face.  

He got off the train when the woman did. Flexing his sore right hand, he 

wondered if the pigeons had enjoyed their meal. Keeping a few dozen yards between 

them, he followed the woman. He still had not seen her face. They were in a residential 

neighborhood now, and Erik felt as though nothing was wrong, they were just two young 

lovers out for a stroll. Shafts of sunlight stabbed softly through the poplar trees, and the 

street was quiet and deserted. In his reverie, Erik hadn’t noticed that the woman had 

stopped walking and was reaching into her purse. Within moments, he was close enough 

behind her to smell her perfume: lavender and honey.  

She turned slowly to face him, her hand still in her purse. She looked up at him 

warily. The woman had high, severe cheekbones, and eyes of mismatched color, one blue 

and one hazel. Her breath came in shallow bursts. She looked at Erik’s chest before 

pulling her head up forcibly, looking him in the eye.  

The woman inhaled, as if about to speak, then with a cry she yanked her hand out 

of her purse, brandishing a canister of Mace. Erik reacted excitedly and quickly, swatting 

at her hand while shoving her to the ground. With a yelp she hit the hard cement, and 

Erik saw blood trickling out of her mouth from where she’d bitten her tongue. Erik was 

stunned, briefly, but long enough for her to twist over onto her stomach and begin 

crawling away. Erik recovered himself and grabbed her ankles, pulling her back towards 

him on the unforgiving ground, flipping her over and pinning her to the ground, 

straddling her torso. With no small amount of effort he placed his knees on her wrists, 

and wrapped his hands around her throat.  
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He squeezed, hoping that her neck would break before she choked. He felt vomit 

in his throat and knew he couldn’t do this for much longer. She kicked her legs, 

spasmodically, and one of her high heels went careening into the street. He didn’t want 

her to suffer, but he needed her dead. The picture of Billie Weld, secure in his front 

pocket, burned a hole into his thigh. 

The woman, turning sapphire now, had unpinned one of her hands and with it she 

swiped at Erik’s face, her nails grazing his face until she made contact with his eye, 

scratching him and sending his own hands to his face in defense. She wriggled out from 

under him, and as he slowly stood, she was there before him, loosing Mace into his eyes. 

His face seemed to explode, and he felt like his eyes themselves were melting and sliding 

down his face. He collapsed onto the ground, seated like a child, incoherent with pain. He 

heard her footfalls, uneven as she ran away from him: clop-pat-clop-pat. 

“I’m sorry,” he gurgled. He howled then, the pain releasing something primordial 

within him. “I didn’t mean to!” He tried to regain his footing, yet fell, blind and lame. 

“Please, don’t tell anyone!” 

Felled by his treasonous knee, Erik Thorne crawled after the woman, sightless and 

crazed.  

“I'm sorry!” 

 

Now, here at the end of it all, Erik sat in his living room. It was his now; he had not 

spoken to Georgia in days and he knew that whatever remained in the house belonged to 

him. She would come back for nothing, least of all Erik himself. 
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He was freshly showered and still nude. He felt clean, though his eyes still stung. 

The pain was accompanied by an itching sensation at the back of his skull, and he dimly 

wondered if it would ever go away. Howie sat forlorn in the corner, pawing at his metal 

bowl. It scraped along the hardwood. 

Before Erik lay a towel and a kitchen knife. On the coffee table in front of him sat 

a beer, dewy and untouched, sweating into the coaster below it. Erik’s hand found his 

penis and he held it tentatively, as if he didn’t trust its intentions. He reached for the beer 

but his hand fell short. He was weeping now. 

Collecting himself, he stood, wiping his tears. He picked up the folded towel and 

laid it out on the floor. Smoothing its surface, he knelt on it. He took his penis in his hand 

and reached for the knife. 
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Ordinary fuckin’ people. God I hate ’em. 

Repo Man
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Me and My AnimaTron 

Well, this wasn’t good. 

 A pair of freshman lit majors had broken into my lab, locked me out of selfsame 

lab, and had started tinkering with the AnimaTron. I built it with approximately one 

trillion dollars of taxpayer money, which was supposed to go towards some military 

something or other. That didn’t interest me. What did interest me was building a machine 

that could animate characters from classic literature, all the wonderful men and women 

who I had grown up reading about, who always meant more to me than did any flesh-

and-blood human. I did build that machine, and it was completely functional and 

awesome, and now it was out of my hands. 

 Oh no — there was a loud ZZAAPP from the lab, and smoke started billowing out 

from under the door. My pounding, and entreaties to let me in, fell on deaf ears. I could 

only see through the small window, which just added to my torture. 

A man appeared in the AnimaTron: tall, imperious, clad in an olde-tyme frock. I 

looked at the scanning deck, saw the book there, and realized it was Reverend 

Dimmesdale from The Scarlet Letter.  

One of the boys, the black-haired one, flipped the polarity lever. Dimmesdale 

shrieked and started to evaporate. 

“Take that, asshole!” Black Hair crowed. 

“Fuck you, dickhead!” his blonde companion joined in, and they both started 

hooting and howling. I have to admit, I laughed a bit too, out of pure animal instinct, but I 

also felt like I had just seen a friend after a long time apart, only to watch him die 

horribly. 
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I was also pissed off. 

Not only was this not what I had designed the AnimaTron for — the boys were 

using it for its exact opposite purpose, actually — but they clearly had no idea what they 

were playing with. And I might have been scared, too, for myself. The AnimaTron was 

supposed to be a secret, but the secret had gotten out. From a military standpoint, it was a 

trillion dollars of uselessness, and arguably standing proof of treason. 

Here came Ponyboy from The Outsiders. What did these two have against that 

book? Good lord, was it on either of their curricula? I started having doubts about the 

quality of education at this school. 

Ponyboy went up in flames. “Stay golden, ya shit-sack!” Blonde cried. Black Hair 

looked unimpressed, and I got the feeling that Blonde had more of a vendetta against the 

work of S.E. Hinton.  

I tried the knob again. No, it didn’t work. I don’t know why I thought it would. 

Oh no, here came Marlowe from Heart of Darkness. Even after all he’d been 

through, he looked pretty startled to be here. Bet he missed Mr. Kurtz’s compound right 

about now. 

“So long, ya fuckin’ racist!” Black Hair yelled, and flipped the lever. 

I pounded on the door again. “That’s not fair!” I cried. “I mean, your hearts are in 

the right place, but just because Conrad was a racist, that doesn’t mean his characters 

were! It’s not a fair assessment! Do you hear me? Not a fair assessment!” 

Blonde looked over at me and flipped me off.  

“Hey! I’m a professor, you can’t flip me off! I almost have tenure! But it’s a pain 

in the ass to get it! So many back channels!” 
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Billy Pilgrim, from Slaughterhouse-Five, arrived just then. Par for the course, eh, 

Billy? Would that this were something as mundane as a Tralfamadorian zoo.  

“Get unstuck in this, dick-ass!”  

And then Billy was gone. These two were strangely well-read. What the hell? 

Here came Tom Joad from The Grapes of Wrath. One would imagine these two would 

want to eliminate characters from bad books, but I guess no one ever likes what they’re 

forced to read.  

As Tom evaporated into dust (which seemed appropriate, all things considered), I 

at last turned away from the door. 

Christ, this was never going to stop. How many books had they brought? I 

couldn’t sit here and watch all my friends die. And I knew if I went to prison I would get 

beaten to death instantly. So that really just left the one option. I tucked my head between 

my shoulders and ran like an angry ram at the nearest window. I tumbled through some 

rose bushes and onto the hard ground. (Yes, I did break and fracture much of myself.) As 

I limped away from the building, my lab still belching smoke, I wondered if I’d ever be 

able to make friends like that again.
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The Gunfighter 

“No no no, Chief.” Abel Mackendrick was grinning like someone had just taught him 

how. Sweat trickled down his forehead and beaded in his stubble. His wide blue eyes 

were hidden behind sunglasses, and the desert heat had freed his hair from the hold of 

that morning’s pomade. The ruthless blue sky, naked and cloudless, looked down with 

disapprobation. “I want the big one.” 

Billy Tsosie stared at the man, his own sunglasses hiding the baleful gleam in his 

eyes. Before him on the counter lay a small arsenal: variegated cardboard boxes boasting, 

in two-inch-high yellow letters splayed across backgrounds of explosions and screaming 

faces, their contents, all of which had names like Dragon’s Breath, the Piecemaker, Little 

Hiroshima, Rampage, Death From Above, Funkytown, Blitzkrieg Boppers, and the 

Crippler, all dutifully retrieved and laid on the counter by Billy’s ten-year-old son, Luke. 

The boy had trouble with the repeated trips, hobbling back and forth from the broken-

down Airstream trailer that served as the firework stand’s stockroom. It hurt something 

deep inside the core of Billy’s being to see Luke’s gnarled right leg, and the way the boy 

took stuttering, nearly death-defying steps just to get around. He never asked Luke to get 

the fireworks, but the child insisted, and Billy admired the dogged determination in each 

of his son’s halting footfalls. He looked up to Luke.  

Luke had been unable to carry the box currently in Billy’s hands, which was the 

biggest in the stand: a three-by-three rectangle bereft of colorful packaging, but stamped 

with two phrases: RAGNAROK, and, below that, ILLEGAL IN CALIFORNIA. It had 

gone unsold for three years, and Billy wasn’t sure if it would even ignite. He didn’t know 
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what he wanted more at that moment: for the firework to be a dud, or for it to blow off 

Abel Mackendrick’s hands.  

“This is the ‘big one,’” he told Abel. He hoped his exasperation wasn’t showing. 

He placed the box on the counter, which was now almost completely covered in the 

biggest sale he’d make all year. As long as he could keep this asshole happy. He resented 

the truth sitting defiantly in front of him: Abel Mackendrick was about to pay for Luke’s 

new crutch. 

“Nah, come on, kemosabe,” Abel replied. He wasn’t here to be suckered. He took 

out his wallet and slapped it on the nearest box of fireworks. It bulged with money like a 

leech with blood. Abel was done screwing around. He knew this was the best way to get 

the real apocalyptic shit that he needed. “I know you got a big boy in the back. Don’t 

worry, I’m no cop.” 

“It’s legal to sell these on the reservation. It wouldn’t matter if you were a cop.” 

“Look, if it’s a question of wampum...” The vampiric grin remained. Abel seemed 

to have more teeth than most men. Billy was used to white men pulling off Highway 94 

near the end of June, sauntering over to his stand, and making the same shitty jokes, but 

Abel seemed to relish in it more than others. Billy imagined that in just a few minutes 

he’d be asked if he wanted to smokum peace pipe.  

“Why do you need something bigger than this?” he asked at last.  

Behind his glasses, Abel’s eyes narrowed. He removed the glasses and hung them 

from the breast pocket of his jean jacket, leaning in close with his palms flat on the 

counter. “You’ve got it, don’t you?” His eyes, maniacal pools of cruel, inquisitive blue, 
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held Billy’s. “The real fuck-your-mother, you’ve got it.” Billy noticed with no small 

amount of dismay that the smile on Abel’s face was gone.  

Silence hung between the two men, almost a solid wall. Luke stayed behind Billy, 

as if he was hiding, and Billy felt at that moment strangely, primitively protective. 

“Okay,” Abel said at last, his smile returning like a reoccurring bad dream. “I’ll level 

with you. I’m going to set these off in someone’s living room.” 

Billy thought that Abel Mackendrick was the craziest white man he’d ever met. 

He placed his hand on the box marked RAGNAROK. “Any of these are dangerous. This 

one will burn a house down. Anything bigger than this, you set it off inside and it’ll be 

like dropping a nuclear bomb.” Then, before he could stop himself: “Why?” 

Abel straightened himself. His smile didn’t fade, but it seemed to crack, like a 

building falling: a curl of the lip, a tightening of the skin. Billy wasn’t afraid of Abel, but 

he certainly didn’t want to look at him. Without taking his eyes from Billy’s, Abel 

produced from his coat pocket a slim, silver cigarette case engraved with the letters AM. 

Even though he had just met Abel, Billy knew that the case was an affectation.  

Abel retrieved a cigarette, lit it — Billy expected a fancy sterling silver Zippo to 

complement the case, but Abel used a cheap Bic — and said, flatly, “Okay, Crazy Horse. 

I’ll take what’s on the table. And I’ll pay you a thousand dollars for the big shit you’ve 

got in the back.” 

Billy felt his heart go cold. He didn’t want to sell any of this to Abel, knowing his 

intentions. But the sale would come out to almost two thousand dollars, and there was no 

sum of money anywhere close to that on Billy’s horizon. He asked himself an impossible 

question: A stranger or your son? He pictured his future: poring over newspapers, 
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waiting to see what cataclysm Abel Mackendrick had wrought, Billy weighing his own 

culpability and hoping each day anew that his son’s happiness would nullify the guilt.  

“Luke,” he said, his mouth dry. “Go in the back and get the Gunfighter.” 

Billy could see, in his periphery, his son’s head swivel up to look at him. “But 

Dad — ” 

“Luke, please go get it.” 

Luke staggered into the trailer. Billy could hear him rustling around, looking for 

the most powerful firework in the stand. To keep himself busy, and to take his eyes off of 

Abel, Billy began totaling up the purchases, writing down figures on a small pad of 

paper. Two geckos — babies from the looks of them, each no more than three inches long 

— skittered across the table. All at once Billy dropped the pad to the ground and with his 

free hand he grabbed the lizards. He felt them wriggling against his palm, their wide 

worried eyes just visible through his clenched fingers. 

“Holy shit,” Abel said.  

“Open your hand.” 

“Fucking what?” Abel sounded confused, but better than that, he sounded 

interested. After Billy failed to respond to him, Abel shrugged and opened his hand, 

extending it flat towards Billy. He found himself enjoying whatever Indian ritual he was 

taking part in. He felt welcome on the reservation now. Billy Tsosie slowly loosened his 

grip on the geckos, and gently plucked one out by its midsection.  

“Don’t let it run away,” he admonished Abel, before placing the lizard in his 

palm. Abel quickly closed his hand, careful not to squeeze too hard. 

“Okay, now what?” he asked Billy.  “Do we chant?” 
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Billy brought his closed fist to his mouth and pantomimed eating.  

Abel’s eyes flashed and his smile returned. But it looked different this time, like it 

was drawn on Abel’s face. Billy realized why: Abel was nervous. “You’re crazy,” Abel 

said, not without admiration. 

“Crazy as you,” Billy said. He brought his closed fist to his mouth. “Together.” 

Abel nodded. “Together.” Along with Billy, he opened his fist and quickly 

brought his palm to his mouth. The gecko slithered past his teeth too quickly for Abel to 

bite it. He felt a brief, white-hot flash of panic as the lizard slithered down his throat. He 

doubled over, felt the bile rise in his throat, then everything seemed to go still inside him. 

He sprang up, cackling, clapping his hands together. “Ha!” he crowed. He spat on the 

ground and asked, “How was yours?” 

Billy didn’t answer. He was trying to keep a straight face while tallying up Abel’s 

purchase. The truth was that the gecko had been terrible, rubbery and dusty, feeling in his 

mouth like an oyster with feet. He double-checked his math, then turned the pad around 

and showed Abel the total: nineteen-hundred and twenty dollars. 

Abel fished the money out of his wallet, refusing change. As he began loading the 

explosives into his trunk, he started laughing. It was a chuckle at first, then turned into a 

full-throated, whooping belly laugh. He took off his sunglasses to wipe tears from his 

eyes. He slammed his palm against the car. “Holy shit!” he said when he had regained his 

composure. He looked at Billy. “I just realized: I bought all this crap and have no idea 

how to set it all off at once. You wanna help me?” 

“No. I want you to leave.” Billy felt his hands shaking and he hated himself for it. 

“Cut the shit. I’ll give you two thousand dollars to help me.” 
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“I have to watch the stand. And I can’t leave Luke here.” 

“I’ll pay you so much you can close the stand. And bring the kid, I don’t mind.”  

“I’m not going to help you hurt anyone.” 

Abel scoffed. “No one’s home.” He opened the passenger side door of the car. 

“Come on, Tonto. Lock up the tepee and grab the brave. Time to hit the trail.” 

 

Abel Mackendrick turned out to be a surprisingly agreeable travel companion. He didn’t 

talk much, but sometimes commented on the never-ending stream of heavy metal issuing 

from the car’s speakers. “This is Diamond Head,” he would say, as if Billy cared. “A 

thrash band from England.” And then he would go silent again. Once he drove through 

McDonald’s to get Luke a milkshake. Still, Billy could not relax. He found himself 

checking the back seat every so often, perhaps afraid that Luke might simply vanish. 

Abel had given him fifteen hundred dollars up front. “So you don’t feel like you’re being 

kidnapped,” he had joked.  

It was night by the time they made their way through San Diego’s posh Torrey 

Pines neighborhood. Billy thought that one block of houses here were probably worth as 

much as the entire reservation. They pulled into a gated neighborhood. The blocks 

seemed to have no end, curling and switchbacking around each other, creating a spiral of 

affluence that felt to Billy like a vortex. In all that time, though, he didn’t see more than a 

dozen houses, so massive were the plots of land they stood on. No one had neighbors 

here. Abel drove to the end of a cul-de-sac and parked in front of a skeletal house under 

construction. Tattered tarpaulin fluttered in the cool breeze, looking like flayed skin. 
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Abel pointed at the glove compartment. Billy inferred his meaning and opened it, 

handing over its sole contents, a metal ring weaved through what looked like three or four 

dozen keys. They looked like they opened anything and everything: cars, houses, 

lockboxes. He handed the keyring to Abel, and the two men exited the car together. Billy 

opened the back door and told Luke, “Stay inside the car. No matter what happens. Do 

not leave this car.” 

Billy and Abel made two trips from the car to the porch, their arms laden with the 

brightly-colored boxes of explosives. As Abel selected the key from his massive keyring, 

Billy reminded himself that he had more than enough money to pay for Luke’s crutch.  

Inside the living room, which was almost as large as Billy’s entire house, Abel 

began placing and ordering the fireworks in slapdash, haphazard fashion. He was going 

for effect without any panache, or really any understanding of how anything worked. 

Billy started rearranging them, placing Blitzkrieg Boppers strategically throughout the 

room, so they could ignite one after the other. He put the Crippler, which was like a small 

cannon, in the corner, so its fire could blanket everything. He had a spool of wick that he 

wound through and around every firework. Eventually he noticed that Abel was no longer 

working with him, just watching. In Abel’s hand was the Gunfighter, a small beast of an 

explosive packed with more gunpowder than just about anything else in the house. It was 

the size of a water bottle, and it weighed nearly four pounds. It had wicks at both ends. 

“You asked me why I’m doing this,” Abel said. He placed the Gunfighter in the 

middle of the room and looped the wick around it like a lasso. He stood up and surveyed 

Billy’s handiwork, a lattice of wick crisscrossing the ground. “It’s because I said I 

would.” 
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They exited the house. Abel didn’t bother locking the door, or even closing it. He 

took the key off of the keyring and dropped it. They walked to the end of the walkway, 

which was as far as the wick reached. Luke had gotten out of the car, but he still stood 

leaning against it. He was a good son, Billy thought, as he picked up the wick and handed 

it to Abel. Abel took it and wondered if he would have been able to do this without 

Billy’s help. Of course I could have, he decided. And he believed it then.  

He lit the wick with his cheap lighter, and he and Billy retreated to stand by the 

car with Luke. As they waited for the fireworks to go off, Abel reached into his breast 

pocket and pulled out a flask. “Here, Billy,” he said. “Some firewater.” 

Billy took a sip. He wasn’t much of a drinker. The trio watched as the fiery head 

of the wick chased itself inside, and then they heard it: the first pop, followed by another. 

It sounded tinny and flat, like kids making gun noises with their mouths.  

One after another, in an almost orderly fashion, the fireworks ignited. Some had 

payloads meant to travel twenty feet in the air. They fired into the ceiling only ten feet 

above them, turning a circular explosion into an oval. The bright reds and smiling greens 

of Rampage splashed against the windows, nearly blowing them out. The street was 

mostly dark, but this half-built house was awash in color, sparkling cerulean dancing and 

colliding with gold and lavender until it looked like the house was filled with enormous 

flowers. Billy waited, not realizing that he had been holding his breath. He was waiting 

for Ragnarok, suddenly desperate to know if it would ignite. He was waiting for the 

Gunfighter, waiting to see the awesome, world-ending power of that small cylinder.  

Billy turned to look at Abel. The mercurial man was standing with his lips pursed, 

expressionless, and Billy wondered if he was disappointed. Billy looked down at Luke, 
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who stood enraptured, his normal grimace of pain replaced with the wonder of someone 

seeing color for the first time in his life.  

From the house came what sounded like a sonic boom. Both Billy and Abel 

flinched, and Billy thought: Ragnarok. It was only a matter of time before the Gunfighter 

followed. The exposed beams of the house had caught fire, and the flame snaked its way 

across the façade, caressing the eaves.  

Inside, Blitzkrieg Boppers started going off one by one. Luke giggled, and Billy 

smiled. 

“Wow,” Luke said. 

And Billy had to admit, it was kind of pretty.
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My Father’s Monsters 

 

1. Here’s how it started: my father, for reasons unknown to me at the time, would 

periodically come home, loudly insisting that Jeremiah, I saw a monster, and 

although he was never drunk, and it never seemed malicious — I never thought he 

was making fun of me — I never believed him, even at a young age, when he 

would crow about monsters that were very much in my orbit (he pivoted early on 

from Frankensteins or Mummies or Creatures from Various-Colored Lagoons and 

started conjuring up hair-raising encounters with beasts from Gremlins or An 

American Werewolf in London, stopping thankfully short of meeting Freddy 

Krueger or anything from Alien or The Thing).1 

2. This continued unabated until it became a source of concern, and then, more 

powerfully, more keenly, embarrassment, as an assortment of friends would come 

by to pretend to do homework, only to find themselves in the inquisitorial hands 

of Alec Sutton, who would casually ask, as one would the weather, which 

frightful creation of George A. Romero or John Carpenter or Wes Craven or 

Roger Corman or Rick Baker or Stan Winston or Ray Harryhausen or Stephen 

King or H.P. Lovecraft or Horace Walpole (as if any of us had read Walpole!) or 

Clive Barker or Ray Bradbury (now he was reaching) or Stuart Gordon or Edgar 

Allan Poe really gave my friend the heebie-jeebies, the screaming mimis, the 

willies, and whatever answer my father received from his poor subject would 

                                                 
1 The strange thing was, he wasn’t even a huge monster movie fan; he eschewed normal “dad” taste, had no patience 

for Westerns or war movies, and oddly enough preferred staid dramas like Gentleman’s Agreement, and in the 1980s he 

acquired a low-grade obsession with My Dinner with Andre.  
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(almost) invariably produce a reaction somewhere along the lines of Well, funny 

you should say that, because the other night at a stop sign and off he would go, in 

an admittedly impressive display of extemporizing the chilling proximity in which 

he had found himself to something from an altogether more ghoulish version of 

our own world.2 

3. Once I found my father casually flipping through an issue of Fangoria — on the 

cover was a Sasquatch, which I never found frightening and therefore never made 

it into my father's bestiary — and this I took to be his admission that the jig was 

up, that he knew that I knew the monsters weren’t real; he didn’t try to hide the 

magazine, just continued flipping through pages of creature features while asking 

me in a disinterested tone how my day was going, and it’s not until writing this 

that I realized reading Fangoria and Eerie and For Monsters Only was his way of 

centering himself.3 

4. One time, when I was nine or ten, my father roped his friend Lee in on the act, 

and Lee told me: “You know, Jem” — he was the only one who called me that, 

and I always hated it, but it wasn’t for many years that I realized I hated it because 

I am not and was not a character from Flannery O’Connor or Harper Lee — “all 

that stuff your dad says, well, it’s not bullshit” — and here my father winced, for 

he did not swear around me back then, but he did not interrupt — “it’s all true; 

why, once he and I were on our way to the b — to church” — I knew he was 

                                                 
2 My father didn’t do this more than once, and most of my friends found it either endearing or just the cost of hanging 

out with me, but poor Freddy Mackenzie told my father that the car in Christine had given him nightmares, and after 

hearing that my father had seen a ’58 Plymouth Fury driving by our school with no one behind the wheel, Freddy 

turned as white as if he’d been blood-let, and both Sutton men got a stern dressing-down from Freddy’s mother.  
3 I’d like to tell you that my father died and willed me a box of musty, dog-eared penny dreadfuls, but like I said, the 

man was never one for horror, and I’m fairly certain that most of those magazines wound up in the trash.  
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going to say “bar,” but he felt the need to cover himself after his bullshit gaffe, 

and my suspicions were confirmed when I saw his seeking glance at my father, as 

if for approval and permission, and in that glance I saw just how much my father 

meant to Lee Hayward — “and we saw an honest-to-goodness vampire, with the 

cape, the fangs, the amulet, the whole nine yards” — and here he just kind of 

trailed off, and while his effort was a weak one, I could see that it meant a lot to 

my father that Lee had made an effort at all, and I understood then, or at least I 

thought I understood, the strange nature of male friendship, which sometimes 

requires you to lie to your friend’s son.4   

5. When I was in college, my father told me that he had seen the Headless Horseman 

— which I think was meant to appeal to my newfound sensibilities (I had recently 

declared myself a Classics major5), but instead of meeting him halfway and asking 

about the Jack-o’-lantern head, I tore into him, telling him that first of all, Irving 

wasn’t what anyone would exactly call a Classics author, I was reading shit like 

Virgil and Sophocles and Euripides and Chaucer, and I didn’t appreciate being 

made fun of...okay, yes, this was probably the meanest thing I ever said to Alec 

Sutton, but I never told him I didn’t believe him, that he never saw the Headless 

Horseman and I was sick of the bullshit with the monsters (my father and I swore 

around each other by now), so, mean though I was, I never, even then, broke his 

heart. 

                                                 
4 One of the only truly nice things I ever did (everyone thinks of themselves as nice, I believe, but few people take the 

time to quantify it) was to visit Lee Hayward in the hospital after he had nearly blinded himself at work; he couldn’t see 

very well, and was muted by painkillers and therefore couldn’t recognize my voice, so I told him, “It’s Jem Sutton.” 
5 I know, I know, shut up.  
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6. When Shea and I had kids — Murphy and Connor — they were a little more 

circumspect around Grampy Alec, not as believing of his tall tales, a trait for 

which I blame their mother, who was always analytical and practical in a way 

that, for some reason, deeply turned me on (in hindsight, Grampy Alec might 

have blown his cover early on when he insisted that he saw “a few Pokémons”6 by 

the corner store; the eye-rolls produced, in unison, by Murph and Con are still the 

greatest insults I’ve ever seen).  

7. This put me in a bit of a bind: you don’t want your kids to think that their old 

man’s old man is a liar, but you also don’t want to lie to the kids, so you go along 

with it, much to your wife’s consternation (which later, to her credit, becomes 

bemusement), but everyone has fun with it, and no one gets too scared.7 

8. I should clarify the word scared: my father’s intention was never to scare me (I 

never found any rubber snakes or spiders in my bed), and I never was scared 

(okay, maybe a few times when I was very young, but what child wouldn’t be 

frightened by the most trustworthy person in their life saying that he had just 

come from a meeting with the Swamp Thing?) — I think, ultimately, he was just 

trying to be my friend, to swap stories, to bullshit the way he must have done with 

Lee Hayward.8 

9. Only once did an actual monster make an appearance, and here’s how it 

happened: my mother asked if I wanted to take a walk (Red Flag #1: my mother, 

                                                 
6 The conversation afterwards, in which I explained the taxonomy of Pokémon to my father, is and was the most 

uncomfortable experience of my life, but I had to admire the nearly anthropological curiosity with which he approached 

the subject. 
7 Con was spared the sight of Pennywise the Clown, thanks to his mother’s intervention; she (correctly) pointed out that 

it would “scare the everloving shit out of him.” 
8 I should clarify further, because I feel like I’m digging myself a hole: these stories never made me distrust my father. 
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although a fit woman, never spontaneously took walks) while my father was 

conspicuously absent (Red Flag #2: my father was never one to leave the house 

after he had returned to it), so out we went, down Larkspur Court, to the east, and 

out from the alleyway, why, look what it is, some Monster from Planet X, plainly 

a hazmat suit from a costume shop accompanied by a latex alien mask (most 

likely purchased from the selfsame costume shop [Red Flag #3: my father worked 

around the corner from Herb Crowne’s year-round costume shop]), replete with 

bulging, purple eyes and mottled gray skin.9 

10. My mother mock-screamed and ran away at a pace quick enough for me to catch 

up to her, which I did as well, once I realized that it was what I was expected to 

do; I don’t remember my own reaction beyond that, but I really, really hope I 

played along.10 

11. Later, my father’s monsters became upsettingly real, and they announced their 

presence with beeps and hoarse exhales and the rasp of my mother’s voice, like 

sandpaper grinding a pearl to dust.11 

12. Monsters stopped seeking my father out after that.12 

13. Kids are harder to scare these days, or maybe just harder to impress. Shea and I — 

she’s gotten in on the act too — have taken to watching DIY tutorials on 

YouTube, in an attempt to make our own prostheses, or makeup convincing 

enough to make Murph and Con think that one of us is the real deal. They’re too 

                                                 
9 My father never liked sci-fi, so I’m not sure why he went with this particular outfit as his first; there must have been a 

sale.  
10 My father would never break character and address it, nor would I bring it up, so all I have in this instance is hope 

that I made him happy.  
11 Rachel Holcomb Sutton died at the age of 51, and it hurts like a motherfucker to this day. 
12 Truthfully, I started to miss the monsters, and a few weeks after the funeral, I tried telling him I’d seen Pinhead in the 

frozen food aisle of Kroger’s, but he must have not have heard me because he said nothing. 
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old to believe us, if they ever did, but that never stopped my father. He came to 

help us once and was almost immediately flummoxed. He dropped some mask-

making impedimenta and looked at me, saying plainly, “Jesus, Jeremiah, I just 

told you stories.” He shook his head and laughed.13 

14. “Jeremiah! You know that pay phone over on Fifth and Manchester, the one in the 

yellow booth? Guess who I just saw there — Gert! No, Gort! You know, the big 

robot from The Day the Earth Stood Still? Well, I was on my way home, but I saw 

this silver fella there and I had just had to call and tell you about it right away — 

how come you’re never with me when I see these individuals? We should spend 

more time together. Anyways, the irony here is that the only phone around — 

yep, it’s pressed against Gort’s big silver noggin! I say Excuse me, Gort, but are 

you almost done, I need to call my boy, and he doesn’t give me the time of day, 

just waves me off and goes back to his phone call, heaven knows what that 

character has to talk about or with whom. Well, I’m not standing for that, so I just 

give him the magic words — yep, that’s right, Klaatu barada nikto, you nailed it 

— and down he goes. Thing is, though, I couldn’t get the automaton out of the 

phone booth — how did he even get in, I wonder, being as big as he was — so I 

just had to leave him there, after all that! Very rude fella, that Gort.” 

 

                                                 
13 Shea and I never got great at fabricating masks, but I turned out to be something of a natural with the makeup brush, 

and turned her into a pretty eerie facsimile of the Babadook. 



 

  

 

{beat 3}: 

 

 

 

 

 

solitude 

(lay me low) 

 

 

 

 

Calling all comas 

Prisoner on the loose 

Description: 

The spitting image of me 

Except for a heart-shaped hole where the hope runs out 

Queens of the Stone Age 
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1-Up 

She’s gone again.  

 He took her. He always does. This is our little game, our back and forth, but it 

ends now. Too much has been lost. My brother, dead, his body twisted and broken. There 

can be no more death. 

 So I run.  

 I don’t stop for anything. There is a love propelling me, and it gives me strength. 

There is a hatred, too, not just for him but for myself. I let this happen, and I can picture 

him now, dragging her by the hair into his castle with its moat of lava, his deep-throated 

cackle echoing into the night.  

Run, crouch, jump. Anyone gets in my way, they don’t stay there. I spy some 

bricks and I know what to do. I smash the first with my fist. This is my hundredth brick at 

least. My hand is a glove of blood, my knuckles ground to dust. I don’t feel the pain. I 

won’t let myself. 

This brick gives me nothing. Rage gets the best of me and I fly at the other bricks, 

pounding again and again, insensate with longing, my voice ground to a harsh choke 

from screaming. Then it appears: a mushroom, red and white and as big as life.  

I wolf it down. It’s bitter — bitter — but it works. I feel myself growing: ten feet, 

fifteen feet, taller and taller. My bones, skin, and organs all stretch, and the pain is so 

bright that I wonder if I’ll live with it forever. It would be worth it. Here I am now, 

twenty feet of Italian Hell yeah.  
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Farther down the alley, I see them. Advancing towards me. Three of them, blue 

shells, spikes gleaming from the light of the streetlamp. They don’t look scared. They 

should be.  

“Ciao, motherfuckers,” I snarl. “It’s-a me. Mario.”
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Remains 

The bones didn’t wash up on the shore, not exactly, but one day they were there, little 

skeletal piles beside every ocean, lake, pond, or river. Any body of water with skeletons 

hidden in its depths was suddenly emptied of them, and they dotted the shorelines and 

banks: ribcages and femurs and spines, stacked in a neat circle, topped by a grinning, sun-

bleached skull. 

News reports around the world baselessly speculated as to the origins of the 

phenomenon — was it vigilante crime solvers? A far-reaching, expertly coordinated 

prank? Some kind of obscene marketing stunt? All possible ideas were dismissed because 

of one thing: everyone knew to whom the bones belonged. If someone was close to the 

person that the skeleton had been in life, all they needed to do was to look at the pile of 

China-white bones, and they would know just whose they were. Two grieving fathers in 

El Paso found the bones of their sons by the Rio Grande; the boys had decided they 

would rather be dead than be apart. An old woman in Korea found the headless skeletons 

of her husband and his lover, the jagged signature of her blade etched into their throats. 

For months, and then years, the water gently expelled all those whom it had swallowed.  

 

All this time, Joe Landry waited for a pile to appear on his doorstep. He lived on a 

houseboat docked at the Summerline Marina, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. 

For years now he had been taking impatient mourners, in want of closure, out in his 

dinghy, and in their snorkels and SCUBA gear they dove in to the melted mirror of the 

water and emerged unsatisfied. They grudgingly handed Joe the $50 he charged for guide 
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services. He always offered a refund, and they always refused, out of what Joe assumed 

was a profound sense of embarrassment.  

Joe was surprised when a pile actually did appear. There were not, to his 

knowledge, any unexplained disappearances or empty coffins in his family’s history. His 

grandfather, his dad’s dad, had died before Joe was born. But dying is sort of what old 

people do. The pile was waiting on the dock for Joe, the skull regarding him with a kind 

of dull irritation, as if Joe had made it wait for some time. The pile was smaller than he 

had imagined, the bones dirtier too. Joe had never seen one of the piles in person.  

He regarded it, a little frightened and a little excited. Without breaking eye 

contact with the skull, Joe fished his Bic out of his pocket and lit a cigarette. He narrowed 

his eyes, speculating as to the protocol of the encounter. He expected a wave of 

recognition to wash over him; he thought he’d burst into tears and embrace the bones of 

long-lost whomever.  

“Who are you?” he asked finally, half under his breath.  

The bones didn’t answer.  

 

For the next few days Joe avoided the bones, as well as anyone can avoid something on 

their doorstep. He took care to step around the pile; once some ash from a cigarette fell 

onto the skull, and Joe gently dabbed it clean with a damp paper towel, careful not to 

upset the skeleton’s precarious balance.  
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There must have been a mix-up, some clerical error at headquarters. Joe still had no idea 

to whom the bones belonged, had not felt that endorphic rush of closure. He thought 

about moving the pile, or throwing it into the sea.  

 

One night Joe woke up and the bones were in his bedroom, sitting sullenly three feet 

from where Joe slept. He was woken up by an earthy, rotten smell, and a chorus of what 

sounded like whispers. When he saw the bones so close to his bed, Joe was struck with a 

soul-sick terror that paralyzed him. This was replaced with fury at the skeleton’s 

intrusiveness, and Joe sprang out of his bunk, kicking at the pile of bones, meaning to 

scatter them all over the room, destroying their smug placidity.  

The pile didn’t budge, not even a little bit. Joe howled and collapsed to the floor, 

holding his foot. The next day he found a bruise the color of twilight. The bones returned 

to Joe’s doorstep, having made their point.  

 

He sat on the dock, the tanned stalks of his legs dangling down towards the water. He lit a 

new cigarette with the winking ember of his current one, studying the bones. He heard 

footsteps approaching but didn’t bother looking up. 

“Are you Joe Landry?” a voice asked. It sounded coarse, like it belonged to 

someone with a beard.  

“No tours today,” Joe said. “You won’t find anything down there anyway.” 

“I thought you’d have one of those.” 

Now Joe looked up. The man standing above him was indeed bearded, mostly 

bald, a little paunchy, clad in black jeans and a blue shirt with a beer logo emblazoned 
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across the chest. His eyes were hidden behind cheap drug store sunglasses. One hand was 

gesturing towards the pile of bones, the other was fidgeting nervously with a belt loop in 

a way that Joe thought was meant to be unnoticeable.  

“Hey, man, you want it, take it,” Joe said. “Fuckin’ thing’s brought me nothing 

but trouble.” 

The man chuckled. “You ever try to touch someone else’s stack?” He moved 

towards the pile, and Joe felt a brief, proprietary flash of panic as the man reached out to 

touch the skull. Where his fingertips should have made contact with the bone, the man’s 

hand instead passed neatly through.  

Joe instinctively recoiled, his cigarette falling into the ocean as he managed to 

cry, “What the fuck!” 

The man laughed again, this time from the belly. “Go ahead, you try.” 

Joe approached the bones warily, nearly on tiptoe. He felt a reformed sense of 

awe, almost reverential dread. “You know,” he told the man, slowly extending his arm, “I 

kicked this thing the other day and thought it broke my fuckin’ foot.” 

“Saw the bruise. Why in the hell would you do that?” 

“It was in my bedroom.” 

As he said this, Joe placed his palm on the skull, felt its solidity, and with it a 

curious heat accompanied by a kind of thrum or pulsation.  

Things were silent then, and although Joe still did not feel that thunderclap of 

recognition, he still felt some dull, ill-defined sense of connectivity, as if the bones inside 

him and in front of him were somehow similar.  
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“Yep,” the man said softly, with a hue of regret that Joe didn’t pick up on. “That’s 

yours.” 

Joe's reverie broke, and he stood up. “Problem is,” he said, lighting a smoke, “I 

have no idea who that is.” 

The man was rubbing the back of his neck, studying the grain of the dock. “I 

know who it is,” he said at last. “If I’m not mistaken, and I’m sorry as hell if I am, really, 

but if I’m not mistaken, that there is your granddad. That’s Tim Landry, your dad’s dad.” 

After a minute, Joe said: “I don’t understand. He died — shit, I guess forty years 

ago. How the hell do you know that?” 

“Because,” the man began. “Because I’m the man who killed him.” 

Joe had nothing to say to this. Not even an idea of what he could say. 

“I’m Lester Kaye,” the man went on. “I thought we should probably talk.” 

 

Joe and Kaye moved into the houseboat, where now they sat on opposite sides of Joe’s 

small, cluttered table. Joe disinterestedly moved the detritus — takeout containers, junk 

mail, empty packs of cigarettes — to either side, creating a kind of valley in which his 

new reality was forming. 

“What’s the name?” Kaye asked. 

“Huh?” 

“Of the boat.” 

“Are you fucking kidding me? You tell me you killed my grandpa and you want 

to know the name of my boat?” 
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Kaye swallowed, his eyes down, his thumbnail picking at a splinter in the table. “I 

guess I don’t know how to fill awkward silences.” 

“Well, I do,” Joe said. “Why don’t you get two beers out of that fridge there.” 

Kaye stood up to do so. “Might as well grab that fuckin’ bottle of scotch, too.” 

Kaye placed two cans of Bud Light and a half-empty bottle of Cutty Sark between 

him and Joe. Joe opened a beer, drank half of it at a drought, then carefully opened the 

scotch and began tippling it into the can. He slowly swirled his boilermaker and drank, 

slower this time, not wanting any of it to go to his head, but needing it there nonetheless. 

Kaye, out of some strange sense of deference, copied Joe’s movements exactly.  

“It doesn’t have a name,” Joe said at last. “It’s not a trawler, or a schooner, or a 

fuckin’ cruise ship, it’s a house, and you don’t name houses.” 

“How long have you had her?” 

“It. I’ve had it about ten years. Bought it from a buddy of mine I knew from the 

Merchant Marines. He wanted to move inland and he sold it to me for a song.” 

“Good friend.” 

“Stupid friend. I fleeced him. But I was younger, and meaner, and I probably 

wouldn’t do that today. Not to him, at least.” 

“You take this thing out?” 

“Yeah, me and my hearty crew. Buncha cutthroat sea-dogs, but they’re loyal, and 

we always split the booty. No I don’t take it out, that’s what the fucking dinghy is for.” 

Joe sighed and forced himself to look at Kaye. The man had splotchy skin, and 

rheumy, wet eyes that did little to conceal his guilt and...was that fear? Maybe it was. 

“I’m not usually like this,” Joe said. 
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“How’s that?” 

“An asshole.” 

“You’re no asshole. You gave me a beer.” 

“Speaking of which, grab two more. And one for yourself.” 

Kaye, standing up, asked, “So, is there anything you wanna ask me?” It was clear 

that he had to force the words out. 

Joe laughed; it came out like a wheeze, as though he were being strangled. “I 

don’t know where to fuckin’ start. I got on a lot on my plate right now. I never met 

anyone who’d been murdered, and I never met a murderer, and now I’ve done both in one 

day. That's not even mentioning the fuckin’ skeleton on my dock.” Joe realized that his 

hands were shaking. He choked back a sob. “Do you live here?” 

“No,” Kaye said. “I live in Modesto. I just drove down here last night.” 

“How did you find me?” 

Kaye paused. Softly, he asked, “Does it matter?” 

Joe thought on this while he opened another beer. “I guess not. Where are you 

staying?” 

“The Starlite.” 

“Give me your ID.” 

Kaye looked curious, but complied. He fished his driver’s license out of his wallet 

and handed it to Joe. He really did live in Modesto. Joe took out his phone and snapped a 

picture of it, then handed it back.  

“I’m gonna come get you tomorrow, and then we’ll talk. Lester — ” 

“Les.” 
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“I’m not calling you that. Lester, if you’re not at that motel at ten — no, eleven in 

the morning tomorrow, I swear to fuckin’ Christ — ” 

“I’ll be there.” 

Joe nodded. He was looking down at the table again. “Get the fuck off my boat, 

please.” 

Kaye waited a moment, then stood up. He opened his hand, as if to reach out to 

Joe, but seemed to reconsider this, and made his way to the door. The ground listed softly 

beneath his feet. “I...” he started. “I’ll see you tomorrow, I guess.” 

When the door closed, Joe Landry began to cry, and he did that for a long time.  

 

Joe said, “Tell me how it happened.” He and Lester were sitting in cheap plastic chairs 

outside Lester’s room at the Starlite. They’d been there for some time, talking, while Joe 

rapidly filled a ceramic ashtray. 

“It was at a bar in Marina Del Rey,” Lester said slowly. “We was both drunk. I 

know I was. I...shit, I can’t even remember what happened. Or how it happened. It was 

like someone else was doing it, you know? We were fighting in the parking lot and I just 

got so goddamn mad, and scared, like if I let him up he was gonna kill me, it felt like 

that, like him or me, and I started hitting him with this rock, or maybe it was a chunk of 

brick, I don’t know, and I kept going even when he started crying and begging and even 

when he stopped moving.” 

Joe looked at the ground. He couldn’t look at Lester right then. He felt revulsion, 

but also a strange sense of remove. He’d never known Tim Landry as anything more than 

a name on a headstone his dad had taken him to a few times over the years.  
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Now he did turn to look at Lester. “Why did you come down here? Why tell me 

all this?” 

Lester shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Joe recognized the body language as 

that of a man who badly needs a drink. “Face the music, I guess. I’m sixty-five. When I 

was twenty-five I became a murderer and I made your grandma a widow. I got to make 

that right.” 

“Okay, how?” 

“You could turn me in. I’d confess.”  

Joe felt something lingering in the air like dust motes, something unsaid. He 

asked: “You got any kids?” 

“A son.” 

“Lemme guess. Estranged? Don’t see him, so you’re trying to, I don’t know, 

make some noble sacrifice?” 

“No,” Lester said. “I talk to my son all the time. He knows what I’m doing down 

here. Eddie didn’t...he didn’t know what to make of it, when I told him. What I did. But 

we’ve made our peace, said our goodbyes.” 

Joe regarded Lester, his cigarette dangling from his lips. “What do you mean?” 

Lester took a brief, longing look at Joe’s pack of Camels. “I got cancer,” he said. 

“Not the kind that goes away.” 

“Lungs?” Joe guessed. 

“Pancreas. They told me it was going to hurt. They didn’t tell me how much. I 

didn’t want to die with this on my conscience.” 
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Joe thought. What was he supposed to say here? “Sorry”? Was he supposed to 

send the kid flowers? Go to Lester’s funeral? At the moment all he could think about was 

how badly Lester had fucked up the last few days. He thought about the grinning pile of 

bones waiting for him outside his boat, and wondered what Tim Landry would have to 

say. What kind of person was Tim Landry? Would he want his grandson to forgive 

Lester? Would he be disappointed that Joe only felt anger like a dull ache, anger that he 

had been thrust into the past with two men who up until recently had meant nothing to 

him? The pile of bones was, after all, a pile of bones. It was rubbish. Garbage. Shit. And 

yet here Joe was, in some kind of thrall to it. 

“I called the cemetery where your granddad’s empty coffin is,” Lester was saying. 

“I can pay to have him interred, if you want.” 

“And that’s it? After that you go home, free and clear? You get to die.” 

 

Joe walked to his boat as quickly as his flip-flops would allow. He felt a singular, myopic 

need to get as drunk as possible, right away. He barely looked at Tim while opening the 

door. He opened a beer with shaking hands. He dropped the rest, and one can rolled 

under the table. He’d retrieve it when he needed it. He leaned against the wall, slid down 

until he was seated on the floor, and forced himself to think about Lester’s request.  

What did Joe care about balancing the scales? That was the phrase Lester had 

used. Tim Landry meant nothing to Joe, he was never anything more than a name and a 

faded photograph. Joe would sooner take that pile of bones and heave it back into the 

water than do what Lester wanted. Heave it back into the water every goddamn day.  



 

 70 

This all benefitted Lester more than it did Joe. Lester got a clean conscience and a 

quick, easy death, and what did Joe get? Revenge? He didn’t give a shit about revenge. 

But that part of his soul with fangs couldn’t stop thinking about the package that Lester 

had given him.  

 

The water shone the sun back at Joe. He regretted, not for the first time, forgetting his 

sunglasses in the houseboat. He flicked his cigarette into the ocean and sat for a moment. 

The dinghy listed underneath him and he felt something like peace.  

First he took the gun and tied a rock around it. He knew it would sink, but he 

wasn’t taking any chances. He threw it overhand and it started sinking as it hit the water. 

Next he gently lifted his gunnysack and removed Tim’s bones. They reassembled 

themselves into the little totem pole that had sat outside Joe’s boat this whole time. Joe 

plucked the skull from atop the pile. 

“I hope this is okay,” he said. “I don’t really know if you’d want this. If it’s not 

okay, well, just come back, I guess, and maybe we can put you in the ground.” 

“I’m sorry I never knew you,” he told his grandfather, then pitched the pile 

overboard. It sank even quicker than the gun had.  

Now he was alone in the dinghy with Lester’s body, shrouded in tarpaulin as if he 

were clad in a burial shroud. Joe wasn’t sure what to say to Lester. He wondered if he 

should bother saying anything. But these thoughts were brief and fragmentary. Joe lit a 

cigarette and surveyed the blue horizon. He was alone there, south of the stars, north of 

some great infinity, and in that moment — 

for Jack Dawson
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As Soon as the Dark Clouds Lift 

after Bob Dylan’s “Summer Days” 

He dropped the engine into fifth gear and really let the car fly. It was amazing what she 

would do when you let her. The car was a 1958 Coupe de Ville, red as lipstick, with a 

B/RB engine under the hood. The backseat had been taken out to make the car lighter, 

and it had on a set of Dunlop R5s, which took twelve pounds of weight off and provided 

great grip, so he could take these hairpin turns without toppling over. The Caddy was 

sleek, and its fins helped cut down on drag. The automatic transmission had been 

replaced with a five-speed manual, and sometimes it felt as though nothing in the world 

could stop the car if it was going fast enough. Tommy Mercer ran the car through the 

Trona Pinnacles, just north of L.A., like he was running a slalom course. Inside the radio 

was tuned to KVFM 94.3 and the Dave Clark Five was cranking out “Can’t You Tell 

That She’s Mine.” Tommy ratcheted up the volume and let out an involuntary cry of 

exultation. He was alone out there on the flats, surrounded by towering spires of tufa, 

hundreds of thousands of years old. The needle on the speedometer shook uneasily 

around the 100 MPH marker. Every piston in the V8 was firing, all eight of the Caddy’s 

carburetors keeping the ride smooth. Tommy got clear of the Pinnacles and started 

slowing, shifting gears up until he was still. His hands still on the wheel, he found 

himself struck with gales of laughter, a purely adolescent sense of glee and genuine 

astonishment. 

God, it felt good to drive.  

He grabbed a Bud from the cooler in the passenger side footwell and got out to 

stretch his legs. Tommy looked up at the Pinnacles, and the cloudless sky above them. He 
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wondered what a beast is America. It was 1964, he was thirty-four years old, and he was 

born to make music on tarmac with this machine. He crushed the empty can in his hand 

and dropped it where he stood. Then Tommy Mercer got back in his Cadillac, pointed it 

south, hopped on the 178, took it to the 395, and headed to Banning.  

 

Three and a half hours, two beers, and one speeding ticket later, Tommy pulled into the 

town of Banning. The cherry topper had been nice enough to ignore the beer on Tommy’s 

breath, but as soon as he pulled away Tommy crumpled up the ticket and threw it out the 

window. No way was he going to show up in some stuffy courthouse and tell some 

hardnose judge he’d learned his lesson and he’d never do it again, sir.  

He cruised down Ramsey Street, past the Beneficial Finance Co., past the Del 

Paso Hotel, past Hal’s Drugs. At the end of the street he pulled a wide, lazy U-turn and 

parked across from the Fox Theater. He grabbed his leather jacket, the one with DESERT 

RAT RACING stitched across the shoulders, slung it on in one fluid motion, and entered 

the Wheel Well. 

The place looked no different. The stools and booths still had that same cracked 

red leather, and cigarette smoke hung like a fog. The bar was emptier than Tommy 

expected it to be, just a few old-timers playing pool on a table with ripped and fraying 

felt. Tommy put fifty cents worth of Elvis on the juke and had a seat at the bar.  

“Get you something?” Les asked. He didn’t look too different — a little 

paunchier, maybe, and with a smaller percentage of hair, but it was comforting to see him 

behind the bar.  
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“Don’t you remember me, Les?” Tommy asked. “Used to come in here all the 

time with Dan Little, Robbie Hagstrom, Cliff Berenger, those guys.” 

“Oh yeah,” Les said after a beat. “I remember now. Been a while. Nice to see you 

again, Tony. How’s things?” 

“Tommy.” He winced, but made himself keep smiling. “Return of the prodigal, 

right?” 

“If you say so. Get you something?” 

Tommy ordered a Bud and asked Les about the old crew. Les didn’t seem too 

interested in talking, but he did anyway. Cliff had gotten married and moved to Oregon 

back in ’62. Dan was in a pretty serious crash; he recovered, but he couldn’t speak very 

well and wound up moving in with his parents, back in Indio.  

“Robbie still stop by?” Tommy asked. 

“Yeah, he usually comes by after work. Five or six. Not every day, but I see him 

pretty regular.” 

“Well, that’s all right! I’d love to see him. Hey, you wait right here, ’kay? Rack 

’em up again, Les, and grab one for yourself!” 

“Thanks.” Les grabbed two more Buds and started drinking from his. Tommy 

wobbled over to the jukebox and fed it money, throwing on six or seven Elvis songs in a 

row. He was feeling all right. Back at the Wheel Well, a few beers deep, the juke belting 

out the purest rock and roll ever made in America. He grabbed his beer with unsteady 

hands and raised it high. 

“Everyone!” he cried. “A toast! To Private Elvis Aron Presley!” He collapsed 

back onto the barstool, not noticing that no one had joined him in his toast. Les cut 
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Tommy off and switched him to black coffee. He was on his second cup when Robbie 

walked in. 

“Holy hell, Tommy?” Robbie looked different, but good. He still had a full head 

of that ink black hair, but his mustache was gone, and his lanky frame had filled out with 

the intervening years. He was wearing dark jeans and a chambray shirt with the sleeves 

rolled up to his elbows. Tommy couldn’t see the telltale bulge of Robbie’s ever-present 

pack of cigarettes.  

“Robbie Hagstrom!” Tommy cried. “Son of a bitch! Come on, let’s grab a table.” 

He ordered two beers. Les handed over one and made sure that it ended up in Robbie’s 

hand. Tommy scowled but stuck with his coffee. 

“So how are things?” Robbie asked when they were seated. “What are you doing 

in town? Been a while.” 

“It has, it has. Return of the prodigal, right?” Tommy said. “Well, I was on my 

way down to Riverside and thought I’d stop in, see some folks.” 

“Really? That’s thirty miles out of your way.” 

“Well, I don’t mind driving.” 

“I guess not. So what’s in Riverside?” 

“I’ll be competing at the Raceway.” 

Robbie’s eyebrows raised slightly, impressed. “Well. Good luck to you, then.” 

“I was hoping to run a few laps on the old girl while I was out here, if you wanna 

join me. For old times’ sake.” 

Robbie sipped his beer. “Track got closed down.” 
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Tommy didn’t know how to react. He felt like a piece of his being had been 

erased, and the void it left in him was hot and painful. At last he said, “They closed down 

the Speedway?” 

Robbie nodded. “Two-three years ago. Not enough customers, I guess.” 

“What’s there now?” 

“Empty space.” 

Somehow this hurt worse. “Where do you drive?” 

Robbie laughed. “I don’t race anymore, Tommy. I’m thirty-six, for Christ’s sake. 

I got a kid on the way. After what happened to Dan Little, I decided my car was just 

transportation. It can’t be that summer forever. I work at Dietzman’s Grocery now.” 

“Jesus,” Tommy said. “You were hell on wheels, and here you are bagging 

groceries.” 

“I’m not bagging a damn thing. I’m the manager. Anyway, how’s things with 

you? Last I saw you, you were leaving town to become a hotshot on the circuit.” 

“Well, I raced up around Bakersfield for a while. It’s goin’ all right. I miss the old 

days, though. Have you seen, uh — ” 

“Yeah,” Robbie cut him off. “I’ve seen Patty Nunez around. She and her husband 

look very happy.” Robbie paused. “Sorry.” 

“Married, huh?” Tommy wished for another beer. “Good. Good for her. Still 

living in the same place?” 

Robbie shook his head. “When they built the I-10, it went right through the 

Chancla. Alola Street is basically gone. She got a job at the laundromat and they moved 

in with her folks.” 
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Tommy’s head swam. The Chancla gone, and Alola with it. He remembered 

hanging around Patty’s house, trying to impress her by learning Spanish. He remembered 

her on top of him, her body slick with sweat. The way the neighborhood sang and how it 

smelled, a full sensory experience so unlike what he had known.  

Robbie finished his beer. “Well, partner,” he said, “it’s been nice. You take care 

of yourself, okay? Make sure to buckle up.” He turned to leave. 

“Yeah, yeah, good seeing you too.” 

Robbie faced Tommy again. “You know, I know a place where there’s still 

something going on. Some desert race, out in the Coachella Valley. Dangerous, though.” 

When Robbie was gone from the Wheel Well, Tommy, a little more certain on his 

feet now, walked over to the pay phone. He got Charlie Hallas on the line. “Charlie, you 

gotta get me on that bill at the Raceway.” 

“Kid, what have I told you? Raceway is big time. No one knows you outside of 

the central circuit.” 

“The central circuit is all dried up, Charlie, you know that. Besides, I’m already 

down here. Come on, help me out.” 

“Kid, goddamnit,” Charlie said, “I told you not to go down there. I already called 

the Raceway. Peter Vick himself told me no. He runs the damn place, so a no from him is 

basically a royal decree. You’re just not a big enough name to get asses in seats.” 

“Not big enough! You know what I’ve done?” 

“Kid, I know your resume.” 
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“I’ll tell you, goddamnit! Central Valley 500, third place. Gumball Rally, Baker to 

Vegas, in sixty-eight minutes. Fresno Invitational, top ten! Kit Browning himself said I 

was hell on wheels.” 

“I got a hard time believing Kit Browning ever said that.” 

“You are just a rotten booker, you know that?” 

“Tommy, you’re drunk.” 

“Yeah, and you’re fired. What good are you anyway, if you can’t stand up to 

some old…businessman?” Tommy slammed the receiver down, chipping the plastic a bit. 

He went to settle up with Les. He managed to get a few beers to go. He shoved them into 

his coat pockets, and walked down the street to check into the Del Paso.  

 

Patty looked good. She had that kind of easy beauty that Tommy always associated with 

the sun or the stars, something that just occurred naturally, something that could kill you. 

She flashed Tommy a smile when he entered, and he suddenly felt very nervous. 

“Hola, Tommy,” she said. She didn’t seem surprised, nor did she get up from 

behind her cash register. There was a faint ammoniac scent in the air, not quite covered 

up by the sick-sweet perfume of different detergents mingling together.  

“Hi. Hi. Were you expecting me or something?” 

“You think I wouldn’t recognize your car? Surprised you haven’t sold her.” 

“Patty, I will be buried in that car.” 

She laughed. “I believe you will. How long are you in town?” 

“Well, I’m just passing through. Probably take off today or tomorrow.” Then, 

before he could stop himself, he said, “You look great.” 
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Patty didn’t miss a beat. “Thanks, Tommy. You’ve seen better days.” 

If a man had said that to Tommy there would have been a fight. But instead he 

burst out laughing. It was like a dam breaking in his chest. “Tell you the truth, Patty, I’ve 

had my back to the wall I think it might be stuck.” 

She laughed too. “Is the racing not working out?” 

“It is and it isn’t. I can only get so far. It’s like I’m trying to build a house, and no 

matter how many times I swing my hammer the nail won’t go down.”  

“Well,” she said, “at least you get to drive.” 

“At least I get to drive.” An idea hit Tommy: “Hey! What say we go for a spin?” 

“Tommy, I’m at work. And married.” She held up her ring finger as evidence.  

“Yeah, I, uh, heard about that. Sorry about your house.” 

“That goddamn highway,” Patty said. “But I guess you can’t fight the future, 

right?” 

“The future. Right. Let me know when it gets here. I gotta get going, you sure you 

don’t want to go for a ride?” 

Patty reached across the desk and rested her hand lightly on top of Tommy’s. 

Even the slightest pressure reminded him just how strong she was. “Tommy, baby, you 

can’t repeat the past.” She withdrew her hand. 

Tommy forced a laugh. “What do you mean you can’t? Of course you can!” 

Patty looked away. “You should go. My husband comes by for lunch sometimes, 

and he won’t like seeing me talking to some race car driver.” 
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The Caddy roared back up Ramsey Street. Tommy tapped the brake, dropped down into 

second, and pulled to a rubber-burning stop behind Dietzman’s Grocery. He went in 

through the loading dock and made his way to Robbie Hagstrom’s desk.  

“Tommy,” Robbie said, surprised. “What are you doing here?” 

Tommy pointed to Robbie’s notepad. “Write down directions. How to get to that 

desert race,” he said. “And make ’em detailed.” 

Robbie drummed his pen on the notepad, appraising Tommy. He must have seen 

it in Tommy’s eyes: that single-minded need, that hunger that ate him from the inside out, 

the kind of hunger you could never satisfy standing still. Robbie sighed and wrote. He 

handed the directions to Tommy and said, “I’m not gonna tell you not to go, because I 

know you’re going to.” 

“You’re damn right,” Tommy said. He grabbed the directions and left. Robbie 

would never see him again.  

 

He dropped the engine into fifth gear and really let the car fly. Around him was nothing 

but the Colorado Desert, pitiless and elemental. Ahead of him were two cars, a Mercury 

Turnpike Cruiser and a Chevy Bel Air. Tommy could tell by the primal whine of the 

Chevy that it had a Hemi under the hood. That was the car to beat. But God, they were so 

fast. Tommy felt like an asteroid, or a comet, or some other celestial body hurtling toward 

the surface of some indifferent planet. Like a star that was all worn out. Tommy didn’t 

pay attention to the dirt on his windshield, or the sweat in his eye, or even the staticky 

Elvis coming out of the speakers. He switched to fourth gear, dropping some speed for 

handling as he took a sharp turn. It put him in distance of the Mercury. A maelstrom of 
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rocks and gravel flew around the Caddy, ensconcing him in a cloud of desert. Minute 

cracks appeared on the windshield. He dropped back to fifth, and he felt the car start to 

shake. It sputtered like it was trying to cough something out. Tommy shifted to fourth, 

but it did nothing. He felt the power leave the steering wheel. There was nothing he could 

do but coast to a stop. Inside, he was shaking, near tears. His hands were tight on the 

wheel, his breaths coming in short, ragged bursts. He knew a busted fuel pump when he 

felt one. He took the key out of the ignition and kissed the hot metal. He gingerly 

reinserted it and tried to turn the engine over. But it was no use. The car just wouldn’t 

start.
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different worlds 

(guilty as beasts) 

 

 

 

But there are things that we can’t know 

Maybe there’s something over there 

Some other world that we don’t know about 

I know you hate that mystic shit 

Lou Reed
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The River Troll 

Chris had let me pay for dinner. I took this as a good sign, a step in the right direction. I 

told him, Chris, if you don’t learn to bend every now and then, this relationship is going 

to break and crack. I could already feel the first small fissures — silences that passed 

from comfortable to tense, meals taken alone. Even now it was as though our hands had 

found each other through nothing more romantic than muscle memory. It felt like I was 

holding hands with a rock, although Chris’s fingers were laced between mine, and he was 

applying the merest amount of pressure, reminding me that he was there. This, too, I took 

as a good sign. 

It was a nice night out for once, and I wish we’d been able to enjoy it more. We 

walked home through Brynne Park. The stars were out in full force, showing off, and the 

light breeze carried to us the scent of the hyacinths and peonies planted alongside the 

footpath. We were both at that level of tipsy where we didn’t want to admit that we were 

tipsy.  

The troll appeared when we got to the bridge. Chris must have noticed something 

— some rustling in the bushes, maybe, or some falling rocks — because his hand tensed 

in mind, but I wasn’t paying attention. In my mind it was the summer again, and Chris 

and I were getting day drunk at the party for the bridge’s centennial. There was a band 

playing cover songs, food trucks, craft beer and local wine, all to commemorate some 

dumbass bridge.  

I heard a voice shout: “Halt! And go no further!” The voice was hoarse and 

cracked a bit at the end. I saw its source, and I couldn’t help it: I screamed. 

The troll stood before us. 
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He looked to be about eight feet tall, a gangly silhouette against the indigo 

twilight. His arms were long, too long, and his hair hung from his skull in greasy strands.  

Chris reached out with both hands, pushing me behind him. It felt like a 

showdown, none of us moving or speaking, everyone waiting to react. 

The troll broke the silence. He took a few steps forward and I felt Chris’s arms 

tense further. In what little light the lamps provided, we could see the troll better. His 

face was pocked with scars and scabs, and his eyes were wild. When he spoke, we could 

see that he was missing several teeth, and those that remained looked more like fangs. On 

his hand, incongruously, was what looked to be a class ring. He leaned in, almost 

conspiratorial, and said, “I’m sorry. Do you not — you know the, uh, the deal, right? You 

answer my riddles three, you cross the bridge. If you can’t, I kill you, I take your coin, 

and the maiden will become…my bride.” 

“Fuck you!” I spat. That, too, was reflex.  

“A real hellion, that one,” the troll said. He was still addressing Chris.  

“Look, man,” Chris said, “we don’t want any trouble. How ’bout I give you a 

couple bucks and you just let us go on our way.”  

The troll didn’t pay attention to this offer. He straightened himself, cleared his 

throat, and intoned, “Riddle the first: I am harmless, but I can kill you. I can fly, but have 

no wings. What am I?” A fiendish smile crossed his face and he smugly crossed his arms 

over his chest.  

“Time,” Chris said immediately. 

“Motherfucker!” the troll cried. “Yes. Lucky guess. Time. But that was just a 

warm-up riddle! A taste of what is yet to come!” 
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Oh my god I recognized the troll. I saw in his ring the same gaudy emerald 

horseshoe that so many of us had gotten our senior year. Go Mustangs, I guess.  

He went on: “For no one has ever solved all three! The underside of yon bridge is 

a veritable abattoir of your countrymen! Now, prepare thyselves — ” 

“Lee?” I said.  

“I said, prepare thyselves — ” 

“Holy shit, Lee Barton? Is that you? It’s me, Holly Newton, do you remember?” I 

turned to Chris. “I went to high school with this guy! Lee, do you seriously live under 

that bridge? What the fuck, man.” 

“I AM NOT CLOTHES,” Lee boomed. “But I cover your body. The more you use 

me, the thinner I grow. Pray tell, what am I?” 

Chris was ignoring Lee, instead turning his head to ask me, “Bar of soap, right?” 

“Yeah, it’s gotta be a bar of soap.” I looked at Lee. “We’re gonna go with bar of 

soap.” 

“God! Damn it!” Lee snapped. “Yes. Bar of soap.”  

Chris and I laughed and high-fived. Was I crazy to be enjoying this a little bit? 

“Lee,” I said, “you should go home. Your family is worried sick. Did you know that 

you’re listed as a missing person?”  

“Riddle the third,” Lee said. “And remember, sir, if you fail this challenge it will 

mean the end of your life. I shall abscond with Holly, and she will become my river 

bride.” 

Chris had dropped his arm. He didn’t seem worried anymore, and he looked at me 

with eyes that said What a night, huh? “Okay, man,” he said to Lee. “This has 
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been…weirdly fun, for some reason, but we gotta get going.” He took my hand and we 

turned back to go the way we came. I imagined we’d leave the park and call an Uber. 

What happened next happened very fast.  

From behind us, Lee shouted, “Scoundrel! Blackguard! No one insults the river 

troll!” We both turned around in time to see the troll bring the rock down on Chris’s 

head. Chris crumpled to the ground, instinctively covering himself. He curled up on the 

ground as the troll rained blows on his head.  

“Get help!” Chris shouted. “Run!” He had to expose his face to shout. It was a 

mistake. The troll started bashing Chris in the face, again and again, and by the time I 

forced my legs to run I could see Chris’s teeth scattered on the ground, I could see the red 

mask that had once been his face.  

I ran as fast as I could, ran until Chris’s screams either stopped or grew too faint 

to hear. With shaking hands I pulled out my phone and dialed 911. I told them what 

happened. I begged them to come quickly. A few squad cars showed up, and the whole 

park was lit up with blue and white. I took them to where it happened. There was nothing 

left but a red puddle, and a trail of blood leading to the bridge. The troll emerged. His 

hair was tied behind his head, and he had put on Chris’s blazer, buttoning it. I didn’t 

realize why at first. But I know now. He wanted to look good for his wedding.  
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It’s Rough Out There 

after Bob Dylan’s “High Water (For Charley Patton)” 

Sheriff Hauser is having a bad day. His coffee is lukewarm, he nearly burned a hole in his 

pants while ironing the crease, and the water is too high, almost to his ankles. He looks at 

his watch: eight fifty-three in the AM. Too early for the water to be this high. The rain is 

light, but ceaseless. It will get worse. Hauser grimaces and enters the station. 

“There you are,” Faxon says. He’s reading a newspaper that he doesn’t bother 

putting away. The weather section has been thrown in the trash. “Been meaning to reach 

you on the squawk-box.” 

“Meaning to? Not trying to? What kept you?” Hauser asks. To this, Faxon only 

shrugs. Hauser grimaces but decides not to pursue it. Faxon’s attitude won’t get adjusted 

today. Instead he asks, “That coffee fresh?” 

“Fresh but not too good. Help yourself.” 

“Gee, thank you, Faxon. What were you meaning to reach me about?” Hauser 

dumps his coffee out of his thermos and refills it with whatever Faxon has concocted.  

“Something going on down highway five. Evidently some units have trapped a 

man.” 

Hauser stops. This, he doesn’t need. “How do you mean, trapped?” 

“Up a tree. Like a coon. Won’t come down and they won’t go up.” 

Hauser sits, digests this momentarily. “He a resident?” 

Faxon shakes his head. “Gave his name as Charles Darwin.” His cheeks redden 

briefly, and Hauser gets the idea that Faxon is stifling laughter.  

“Well, are you gonna tell me what happened, how a man wound up in a tree?” 
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“Got pulled over by some unis — ” 

“You know, you wear a uniform too, Faxon. So do I.” 

“Yeah, but I’m a sergeant. Anyway, he gets pulled over headin’ into town, the 

unis ask him his business, blah blah blah. They tell him to turn right back around, and at 

that point Darwin gets combative. They tell him to step out the car, and he does, but then 

he takes off like a jackrabbit and scales the tree. You know, they ain’t got no guns, so 

all’s they can do is holler for him to get down and wait there until he does.” 

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Hauser removes his hat and slaps it down on the table 

between himself and Faxon. “And you’re not out there because?” 

“Judge asked for you special. Wanted you to head over to the courthouse first 

thing.” 

“And the judge knows what we’re dealing with? He knows my attention might be, 

shall we say, divided with everything going on today? I’d like you to go in my place.” 

Faxon shakes his head. “Judge asked for you special. ’Sides, did you have plans 

today? It’s the same old apocalypse, you know. Happened yesterday, and I’ll bet you a 

Cuban cigar it’ll happen tomorrow.” 

Hauser hesitates. He’s embarrassed all of a sudden. “I — I wanted to save one. 

Just one.” 

Faxon’s face softens and he puts down his newspaper. “Boss, I don’t know if you 

can.” Hauser can hear, in Faxon’s voice, the toll that the town has taken on the man. He 

can see the sum of Faxon’s misery in his wide blue eyes, the brutal memory of his own 

death playing again and again like a skipping record. 
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“Way I see it,” Hauser says, “if we can save one today, we can save two 

tomorrow.” 

“Well, maybe you’re right. I hope you are.” 

Then there is silence. Hauser breaks it by asking, “What’s this Mr. Darwin wanted 

for?” 

“Didn’t say. Just the bullet points: man up a tree, judge asked for you special.” 

Faxon shrugs. “Heavy is the head. Besides, it’s like the old saying: you dance with whom 

they tell you to — ” 

“ — or you don’t dance at all,” Hauser finishes. “Well, here I go, I guess.” He 

picks up his coffee, returns his hat to his head. “Do me a favor and check the boat. Make 

sure it’s got gas and hasn’t sprung any leaks we need to patch. And another favor: next 

time something like this happens, raise me on the squawk-box.” 

 

The courthouse is a one-story building, still standing despite everything. It rests on its 

original foundations, and the bricks are the original ones it was built with. Last year the 

grand dame celebrated her centennial. Hauser can’t help but envy the stoic façade of the 

courthouse, and when he looks out the window of the station he can see it across the 

street, imperious and aloof. He has a parking spot in front which he never uses, as much 

as he would like to pull his cruiser into a spot marked RESERVED FOR HIGH 

SHERIFF. The building has four rooms only: the courtroom, behind which is the judge’s 

chamber, and two restrooms. Hauser has no need of the other three rooms, so he lets 

himself into Judge Faraday’s chambers. 

“Judge,” he says. 
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“Clearly you’ve been appraised of the situation,” Judge Faraday begins. He does 

not look up from his paperwork.  

“I have, your honor, and I really think Faxon is the man for the job. I’ve 

got…well, there are things that need to be taken care of today.” 

“Faxon is assuredly not the man for the job. If he were, he would be sitting in that 

seat across from me, but he is not. I need you to resolve the situation with this Darwin 

fellow.” 

“Resolve how? I don’t even know what he’s wanted for.” 

“He is wanted,” the judge says. “You know my feelings toward outsiders. 

Interlopers. Frankly I am surprised that you do not harbor the same misgivings. 

“Raymond,” he continues, and now he is looking, really looking, at Hauser for the 

first time since Hauser entered the chambers. “A town like ours, a town with tribulations 

and vicissitudes such as those we face, is purple with opportunity. It attracts all manner of 

flimflammers, confidence men, and mountebanks. These people,” and here he gestures 

vaguely out the window, “do not need false hope. I do not know what this Mr. Darwin 

wants in town, but if it is more of the same he will be invited to leave.” 

Now Judge Faraday points at Hauser. “Just last week, sitting right where you are 

now, I had three gentlemen: an Englishman, by whose cockney accent I gathered was 

from Birmingham; an Italian, either of Milanese or Tuscan provenance; and a funny little 

fellow in a small hat and sidelocks, whom I took to be of the Judaic persuasion. I calmly 

and politely asked them their business in our town, a question they chose to answer in the 

form of misdirection, prevarication, and ludicrous anecdotes. I have no patience for those 
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that come to this town to exploit its beleaguered residents. One of the men I had shot. The 

other two I let go.” 

Hauser sits up straighter. “Why am I just hearing about this now? You don’t have 

the authority to make those kinds of decisions.” 

“Disabuse yourself of that notion, Sheriff. I can and I did. My point here is, I fear 

this Mr. Darwin has a similarly fell plan, and I want it explained to him that such 

skullduggery has no place in this town.” Now the judge stands. Hauser follows suit, not 

without some reluctance. The meeting is over. “This might seem trivial. It might even 

seem foolhardy, considering everything that is transpiring. But that is exactly why it is 

necessary. We live amidst chaos, Sheriff Hauser, and the only thing — the only thing — 

keeping it from contaminating every part of our lives is the simple precept of law. So we 

give our attention to municipal matters, because that is what makes this vexing world 

make any sense.” The judge opens the door for Hauser.  

“You are to go out to highway five, extricate Mr. Darwin from his arboreal 

refuge, and bring him here. I want him dead or alive, and I do not much care which 

option you decide upon.” 

 

Outside, the rain has intensified. Hauser steps off the curb and into a puddle; looking 

down, he notices with chagrin that the water is ankle-deep and sluicing through the 

cracks between the cobblestones. He looks up, to the roof of the station, and sees Faxon, 

in his poncho and boonie hat, checking the boat. The boat is a small runabout with an 

outboard motor, tethered to a makeshift dock on the roof. For most of the day it lies flat 

against the building. Until the water gets high enough. Hauser has never had the chance 
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to use the boat, but he appreciates Faxon checking on it nonetheless. As futile as it seems. 

Behind the station, to the west, looms the mountain, its face pockmarked with lean-tos 

and shacks. No one lives there save for itinerants and day laborers, a few hill people. 

Hauser won’t go up there. He wonders if the shacks will survive the day.  

Hauser walks back into the station and picks up the handset for the comm. 

“Patrol, this is Sheriff Hauser. Want an update on our man in the tree.” 

Silence on the other end. This, too, Hauser doesn’t need. “Patrol!” he snaps. “I 

know you can hear me, damn it, tell me what’s going on.” 

“Roger, Sheriff,” a voice responds. 

“Who’s this?” 

“Tenson, sir.” 

“Tenson, what’s going on with Charles Darwin.” 

“Well, we gave him an umbrella. Took a couple tries, but he finally caught it. 

Haller’s throwing wasn’t too good, that probably had something to do with it. Wondering 

how we’re gonna get him food when the time comes for that. Darwin, not Haller. Haller 

brought a sandwich. Turkey, I think.” 

“Copy that. I’ll be out there presently. Just hang tight and do nothing. Try to make 

him comfortable.” 

“Roger, Sheriff, make the stranger comfortable in the tree.” 

“Ten-four, over and out.” 

 

Up to his calves now, and cold. Hauser regrets not bringing his waders, but heads toward 

his cruiser instead of back into the station. He points the prow of the car north, to the 



 

 90 

highway, when he sees the Jansen sedan, laden with what looks like all of their 

belongings. Hauser flicks on the lights and pulls the Jansens over half a block down.  

Dirk Jansen is waiting with his license and registration in hand when Hauser 

approaches the car. “Where you heading, Dirk?” Hauser asks. 

Jansen doesn’t meet Hauser’s eyes. “We thought…we thought, we’d, uh, try for 

the border. See if we can make it out before…before the storm hits.” 

Now he looks at Hauser, his eyes defiant and pleading. “I know we’re not 

supposed to. But we have to try.” 

Hauser considers Dirk for a moment: the pleading not only in his eyes, but in 

those of Suzy beside him, and young Lucy, in the back seat. For a moment there is only 

the smell of water, the drum of rain on the brim of Hauser’s hat. “Wait here.” Hauser 

walks to the back of the Jansen sedan.  

Dirk is almost out of the car. “Come on, Ray, please don’t call this in.” 

“I’m not calling it in. Your knot is loose.” Hauser is undoing Dirk’s shoddy knot 

work and tying a trucker’s hitch. Dirk is getting back into the car.  

“Good luck,” Hauser tells him. “Really. I hope you make it.” The Jansens drive 

off, to somewhere that Hauser can’t fathom. He watches them go until their tail lights are 

swallowed by the rain.  

By the time he sits back in the cruiser, the day has gotten worse: Faxon is raising 

him on the comm, saying there’s a riot brewing at the supermarket.  

 

It’s not as bad as Faxon said it was, but it’s bad. Cars are strewn about the parking lot as 

if fired from a shotgun, parked at odd angles, some doors still open. One of them, Jim 
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Cantey’s Mustang, is still running. Hercules, Jane Rearden’s big Hungarian Half-bred, is 

tethered to the hitching post, sloshing his hooves in the rising water, his eyes darting 

around in terror. Hauser takes a moment to approach Hercules from behind, running his 

hand on the horse’s soaking haunches, trying to calm him down.  

The KwikShop is crowded, and close to flooding, but it’s not quite pandemonium 

yet. There are still lines formed, and people still standing in them, but Hauser can sense 

an electricity in the air. The storm could easily move inside.  

“Hello there, Sheriff,” Andy Dobrik greets him. Andy is the store manager, but 

here he is, bagging groceries, his forced smile doing little to hide the tremor in his voice.  

“Andy. Looks like this could be a real commotion, no?” 

“Let’s hope not.” 

The words leave Hauser’s mouth the second he hears the punch. Two men over 

on aisle six are grappling and swearing. Hauser sloshes his way over to them to break it 

up. 

“Enough!” he cries. “Enough! Are you kidding me? What’s happening here?” 

One of the men, tall and bearded, points at the other. “He stole from me! I had my 

hand on that can and he shoved me out of the way!” 

“That’s a damn lie!” the other man shouts. 

Hauser looks at the stolen goods: a can of Vienna sausages. He feels fury beneath 

his fear. “Today? You’re going to do this today? With everything going on, if you think 

I’m gonna let the two of you beat the hell out of each other over a can of Vienna 

sausages, you’re out of your damn minds.” He takes the can and turns around. 

“Well, who gets it, then?” one of the men asks. 
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“I’m keeping it,” Hauser says over his shoulder. He hands the can back to Andy, 

and points at the two men from across the store. “Behave,” he says, and they nod. Hauser 

asks Andy, “You all right here? I can send a few unis down if you want.” 

Andy shrugs. “If that’s the worst of it, I’ll count myself lucky.” 

“All right, good. I got business out to the highway. Take care, Andy.” 

Sheriff Hauser leaves the KwikShop and is almost back to his cruiser when he 

hears someone calling his name. He turns and sees Nancy Ott, a stout woman, barely 

intelligible on a good day. One of the hill people who live up in the shacks. 

“Sheriff!” she barks. “They stole my wood!” 

“Any more detail than that, Nancy?” 

“I had wood in my wagon. Lumber. Planks of it. I was gonna buttress my house 

with it. And they came along and stole it!” 

“Who did?” 

“Those goddamn Mason brothers!” 

Hauser sighs. He doesn’t try to hide his irritation from Nancy. But he remembers 

what the judge said, thinks there might be some truth to it. He looks Nancy in the eye. 

“Would you like to press charges? I can take you to the station and take your statement.” 

“No, I don’t wanna press charges, you damn buffoon! I wanna buttress my house. 

So, go on, just get on over to the Mason place and get the lumber.” 

 

The Mason brothers, Wilbur and Lud, live out on a tract of land so large that it accounts 

for almost the entirety of Cuckoo Lane. It’s an apt street for them to live on; most of the 

town thinks of them as plain crazy, which is different from dangerous crazy or paranoid 



 

 93 

crazy. Being plain crazy means that the Masons just approach everything from a 

sideways angle, one that puts people ill at ease. They’re off.  

Their house, which they inherited from their parents, is the largest in town. It’s a 

Reconstruction-era mansion, red brick with tendrils of vines snaking up its sides, propped 

up by Ionic columns. With a little reinforcement, it could withstand the storm and keep 

the occupants not only safe but comfortable, but Wilbur and Lud have never used it for 

that, nor let anyone else take shelter there. The Masons come from money, the origin of 

which has never been explained to Hauser in a way that left him at all satisfied.  

About two hundred yards from the main house is the Quonset hut, which the 

brothers constructed over the course of two rainy weeks. It’s a prefab monstrosity, forty 

vertical feet of corrugated steel. That the brothers managed to build it on their own, in the 

rain, is something that Hauser admits is akin to a miracle. He knows that the Masons will 

be in the hut, not the house, so that is where he heads.  

He sees Wilbur’s truck parked out front, its tail pointing to the door of the hut, 

camper shell open, positioned for unloading. He considers knocking, but decides he has 

probable cause. 

Inside, he is face to face with the Ark. The massive boat is the Masons’ project 

and their dual obsession. They approach building and improving it with a single-minded 

sense of purpose that scares the people in the town. The Ark is fifty feet of overlapping 

timber, built with no expertise but an overabundance of ambition. Part of Hauser admires 

Wilbur and Lud’s endeavor, but that part is silenced when he remembers how many 

people the Masons have saved on their Ark: not a single one. The great boat is on a 

platform. Hauser can see Wilbur and Lud milling about on deck, either oblivious to his 
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presence or unaffected by it. As he climbs the stairs to the platform, Hauser sees Nancy 

Ott’s lumber strewn about.  

“Okay, boys,” Hauser starts. “Nancy Ott told me you stole her lumber. She don’t 

wanna press charges, lucky for you, but she does want it back. Wilbur, put it in your 

truck and I’ll follow you back to the KwikShop. You can give her the wood and an 

apology.” 

Wilbur Mason turns to face Hauser. He doesn’t seem surprised to see Hauser, nor 

does he seem concerned. Wilbur is wearing the same greasy, tattered coveralls that 

Hauser always sees him in. In Wilbur’s frantic eyes, Hauser sees an uncomfortable 

reflection of himself.  

“Can’t do that, Sheriff,” Wilbur says. “We need to reinforce her before we take 

her out. She took on a lot of water last time.” 

“This isn’t a debate, Wilbur. You’re lucky she isn’t pressing charges, although I 

might encourage her to do so. She needs that lumber for her house. Think of someone 

besides yourself for once.” 

“All I do is think of the people in this town, Sheriff. When the rain gets heavier, 

we’ll head up to the hill first thing, and Nancy Ott will be our number one priority.” 

Hauser steps on to the deck of the Ark. The wood, warped and knotty, creaks 

underneath him. “How many people you saved in this thing, Wilbur?” 

Wilbur reddens, and before he can answer, Lud butts in. “Well, see, we got to 

fortify the hull — ” 

“Not talking to you, Lud. Wilbur, answer me. Now. How many people have you 

saved in this thing?” He takes another step forward on the creaky deck. 
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“See,” Wilbur stammers, “we — we need to fortify — ” 

“Not! One!” Hauser shouts. “Never! As long as this has been happening, I haven’t 

heard of you two saving a single person in this town. And people keep looking to you for 

help. And you let them down every single time.” Something snaps inside him. He can 

almost hear it, or feel it, a sudden sense of emptiness filled like an hourglass with fury 

and despair. Hauser begins stomping on the deck, driving the heel of his boot through the 

frail wood of the deck. It splinters and breaks. Hauser stomps again and again, until there 

is a great gaping hole in the Ark, open to the sky like an open mouth. “Sue Blevins died 

on this thing last week!” he cries, still kicking, his voice catching. He feels the acute sting 

of tears in his eyes. “She didn’t die in her sleep, she didn’t make it through the storm, she 

drowned on this damn boat.” 

Hauser collects himself, panting, sweaty, ashamed in some way he doesn’t 

understand. He finds himself unable to look either brother in the eye, so he affixes his 

gaze to the crater that he’s kicked in the Ark.  

He tucks his shirt back in and straightens. “Take that lumber back,” he says, and 

turns to leave. He never once looks back at the Mason brothers.  

 

Then this happens. 

Sheriff Hauser is speeding down empty streets, away from the Mason house, 

navigating more by sense than by sight as his windshield wipers fight a losing battle with 

the rain. He’s trying to decide if he should stop at the station for his waders. He gets on 

the comm and tries to raise Tenson again, but Tenson doesn’t pick up. For a moment, the 

only sound on earth are the steady hoofbeats of the rain and the whisper of static over the 
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comm. Then there is a loud thunderclap, coming from the east, and everything seems to 

move very quickly after that. The sky opens up like a cracked egg and the rain falls with 

a violence that Hauser has never seen before. He actually gasps, and later he will look 

back on this moment with a mixture of terror and pleasure: he is still capable of being 

surprised by this world. The water begins to rise, too rapidly for the cruiser to keep up. 

The tires start to lose purchase, and although Hauser tries to retain control over the 

vehicle, he is not equal to the doom pouring out of the sky. He senses that his tires are no 

longer on the ground, and in confirmation the cruiser steers itself headlong into a tree. 

Hauser doesn’t know how high off the ground he is. The tree keeps the cruiser from 

moving too much, and Hauser is able to unbuckle his seat belt and roll down his window. 

As water fills the cruiser, Hauser takes a deep breath and leaves the cruiser for the storm. 

He surfaces, and begins swimming to the station. The KwikShop is deserted now. Jane 

Rearden and her horse have returned home, and the animal is safe. Water invades the 

store, shattering the windows and flooding the aisles. On the mountainside, the shanties 

and cabins are decimated. They slide down the face of the mountain like running ink. The 

hill people are past salvation. Even Hauser knows this. Their bodies mix with the timber 

that was once their homes, mix with everything they owned. A wave hits the courthouse 

and for the first time, those hundred-year-old bricks give way. The rain flows in through 

the fresh aperture in the building’s flank, filling Judge Faraday’s chambers and both 

restrooms. The judge has left the courthouse by now, but he is not spared. Mausoleums 

and crypts are reduced to rubble, and coffins are carried away by the rain, floating 

through the streets like small boats. The entire town is breaking, all at once. At the 

station, Faxon is trying to seal the front door, but the storm is faster. The door splinters 
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and Faxon is gone, swept away by the storm and ferried off. The Mason brothers swing 

open the great doors of their Quonset hut and there emerges the Ark, Wilbur on the tiller 

while Lud maniacally pounds Nancy Ott’s lumber over the hole that Hauser made. It’s 

not enough. The Ark starts taking on water, and there is nothing either brother can do. 

Lud is swept overboard, and as the boat splinters, Wilbur makes a list of repairs he and 

his brother will have to do over the coming days and weeks. Then he too is gone, along 

with the town. It’s as though the entire town, and everyone in it, has been erased off the 

map. Out on highway five, the bodies of the officers float around the tree like a halo. At 

the top of the tree is Charles Darwin. His umbrella is gone, he is freezing, and his clothes 

are soaked through, but he is still alive.  

 

Hauser surfaces in a sea of wreckage. He clings to a lamppost and surveys what remains 

of the town: furniture, clothing, bicycles, bodies all floating in the rising water. Even after 

all this time, he is not used to the sight of carnage. He sees the station, judges it to be 

about thirty feet away from him. He takes a deep breath and submerges himself. He has 

to swim against the current, and his arms cry out in protest with every stroke he takes. He 

feels renewed awe for the sheer strength of the storm, the unassailable might borne of the 

harmony of purpose and fury. As he nears the station, the current gives him a hard shove, 

and he finds himself on the roof. He collapses, lying down, almost unable to lift his arms. 

His shirt is soaked through, either with rain or sweat. He hears thunder again, closer this 

time. This is the worst storm yet, and he wonders if he should just let the rains take him.  

No, he decides, I won’t do that. He forces himself to his feet and takes a few 

halting, staggering steps, before slipping and falling face-first. The shingles cut his face, 
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and when he pushes himself back up, there is blood running down from Hauser’s 

forehead. It gets into his eyes, and Hauser turns his face heavenward to clean it off. The 

cut stings, but he ignores it.  

He makes it to the boat and nearly falls into it. He lowers himself onto the bench 

seat with no small degree of difficulty. It’s too wet and he’s too sore for anything to be 

easy. The rope digs into his hand as he undoes the line tethering the boat to the dock. At 

last it comes loose, and Hauser reaches out with one hand and pushes himself clear of the 

dock. He tries to turn on the motor but it won’t start. “Please,” he whispers, unaware that 

he is doing so. There is too much debris floating around the boat. Hauser tilts the motor 

until the propeller and the skeg are almost out of the water, and this time the motor starts. 

He exhales in relief. His sigh turns into laughter, which turns into a series of small, 

desperate sobs. After a moment, he composes himself. He sets off from the station and 

makes a wide turn, now heading north, to highway five, to rescue Charles Darwin.  
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The Lord Byron Thing 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: Control, you seeing this? 

MCC 01144019 Lourd: Negative, please describe. 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: Whatever it is, it shouldn’t be 

here. 

 

The house protruded brazenly into the sky, piercing the air like a knife. Clouds seemed to 

dissipate around it, maybe out of a sense of respect, or fear, or just the primal aversion to 

the unknown and unknowable that influences all living beings. It was a three-story 

amalgamation of various architectural styles: Victorian, modern, industrial. Somehow 

these all blended together into a cohesive whole, the way disparate sentences can make 

beautiful music on a page by rearranging the same twenty-six letters. A stone turret 

replete with a widow’s walk gave way effortlessly to a solid wall of glass. The house was 

all right angles and supple curves — sensuous, provocative, forbidding in the alluring 

manner that drove sailors to crash their ships upon the rocks. It seemed to belong to no 

time, or to every time all at once. The driveway in front was curved like the blade of a 

great cement scythe. Behind the house swam the implacable Pacific Ocean, and all of its 

horrible mysteries. Below the surface lived sand crabs, anemones, sea urchins and otters; 

deeper still were the kinds of beasts that man was never meant to see, the viperfish or 

vampire squid or frilled shark. The air was still and the sky calm. 

This was the view that greeted Justin and I when the house came into view — 

when the house announced itself, I should say. My first thought was not Where am I but 

When am I, because at that moment I couldn’t exactly be sure. I think I forced a laugh. 

One of us forced a snide comment — Would you look at that or Money can’t buy taste or 
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maybe even What the fuck am I looking at. Maybe I’m misremembering, though. It’s 

been a while. Maybe both of us were silent. I know I stopped applying lipstick. Justin had 

to remind me before we walked in that the job was only half-done.  

We parked at the end of the driveway and made our way to the party. Neither of 

us were well-off, a fact underscored by the sight of Justin’s Prius marked behind a 

Bentley and a Bugatti. This wasn’t a crowd either of us would ever have consorted with 

were it not for Alex’s birthday party. I hadn’t seen him in a while — too long, I thought 

with chagrin as Justin and I approached the door — and to tell you the truth, I was 

surprised to get the invitation. Since this was an Alex party, it had to stand out from other 

parties. The invitation said that Alex wanted to do “the Lord Byron thing.” Justin didn’t 

know what that meant — and okay, neither did I at first — and was annoyed by the 

pretentiousness. I figured out what Alex wanted: for all of us to get together on his 

birthday, dressed in our most proper attire, and tell each other scary stories, just like they 

did at Byron’s estate when the rain stopped them from doing anything else. I had my 

doubts, and beyond that I also had my anxiety. Alex’s invitation personally asked me to 

tell a story. But, I told Justin (more for my benefit than his, I think now), it could be fun. 

After all, Mary Shelley came up with the idea for Frankenstein at Lord Byron’s party.  

“Wait,” I said. “Before we go in.” 

“You need a pep talk?” 

I nodded. 

“Big or little?” 

“Medium?” 
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Justin wove his fingers through the hair on the back of my head and lowered 

himself the eight inches necessary for us to make eye contact. “Alyssa,” he said, “this 

fuckin’ party won’t know what hit it. I’ve heard your story and it’s great.” 

“You know, I only dragged us here to see Alex.” 

“I know. I know you miss him. Here’s a great opportunity, then. I’ll just ditch you 

and find the beer, let you two hang out.” 

“Don’t you dare!” He was smiling and I felt myself smiling too. We stood there, 

letting the moment pass us by, and I looked up at the house. “This fuckin’ house,” I said, 

and I wasn’t sure if it was out of awe or incredulity. 

“Can’t wait to see what it looks like on the inside.”  

 

Inside it was loud. I remember that much. I don’t know if it was music. It might just have 

been people, or the noise of the house. I think there was music at the party. Alex was 

equally likely to hire a string quartet, or book a DJ, or put on all-Monkees playlist on his 

iPhone. There was a warm dimness in every room, and a kind of heat, like we were all 

trapped in amber. I was surprised that I couldn’t hear any of this raucousness from 

outside. The house must have been soundproofed. I knew I wouldn’t know anyone here 

besides Alex, but seeing so many different faces — beautiful and grotesque, like an 

Impressionist film — rendered the thought into stark reality. Social anxiety gripped me in 

a bear hug, and when I sought out Justin’s hand, I found it already reaching for mine. 

Suddenly the cold sweat felt like balm.  

I had no sooner looked up into Justin’s eyes, no sooner started to mouth Thank 

you, when Alex took my hand. I knew it was him, because it couldn’t have been anyone 
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else. As long as I’d known him, he always started conversations in the middle, always 

picked up encounters as if you had seen him every day. He was leading me towards the 

kitchen, turning back to tip Justin a saucy wink. Alex and I had dated in college, and it 

was a running joke that I had been the one to turn him gay. He loved telling the story of 

our first time: 

“Wait,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.” And Alyssa asked, “Is it because 

it’s your first time?” And I said, “No! It’s because I’m super gay!” 

Alex had what he thought was a running joke with Justin, where he pretended that 

I would turn Justin gay too and the two of them would run off together. Which explained 

the wink. Justin never thought it was funny as Alex did, which is probably why Alex kept 

it up. I couldn’t blame him. I thought it was pretty funny too. It was good to see Alex trot 

out an inside joke. We were both from the same part of Florida, had both gone to Flagler. 

We hadn’t moved to California together, not exactly, but we made the decision together. 

He went west a few months before I did, and when I did finally make the trip, he was my 

only friend until I met Justin. And now I hadn’t seen him in months. Just the occasional 

text to each other — nothing substantial, just a link to a news article or a funny gif. It was 

like getting a cake and only eating the icing. It was tasty, sure, but it wasn’t substance.  

On the way to the kitchen, I gawked at some of the other guests, marveling at 

their costumes — petticoats, ascots, lots of crushed velvet — all of which looked more 

appropriate for a Lord Byron party than what Justin and I were wearing. He had on a 

form-fitting tuxedo which looked like it was poured onto him, the way you pour molten 

bronze into a sand cast. I was wearing an old Halloween costume, a flapper dress I had 

repurposed for tonight.  
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“This house is wild,” I said. “Whose is it?” 

“It belongs to Jack,” Alex said, and didn’t offer any follow-up. 

The kitchen was about as big as my apartment, and was one of the few rooms in 

the house that offered space to breathe. The kitchen floors were a dark, polished 

mahogany, and the counters looked like they were made of real marble. Alex was at the 

kitchen island, tilting a carafe of amber liquid into a tumbler. He also wore a tuxedo, 

accented with a deep purple bow tie patterned with black loops and whorls, like a 

fingerprint. A scarf draped over his shoulders had the same pattern. His hair looked 

painted on, but he was sporting what looked to be a few days’ worth of stubble. It wasn’t 

unbecoming.  

He handed me the drink and exhaled so deeply that his shoulders slumped. “This 

is exhausting,” he said, and I felt like this was the first time all night that he’d been able 

to drop some façade. Crouching behind that feeling was the knowledge that Alex and I 

weren’t as close as we once were, but I still took pride in knowing I could put him at 

ease. It put me at ease in turn. “We haven’t even gotten to the stories yet.” He rolled his 

eyes theatrically. “Drink — no, wait!” 

He turned to the kitchen island, on top of which sat a bowl filled with small 

plucked flowers. They had deep purple petals, tinged with white and a splash of yellow. 

Morning Glories. Alex delicately lifted one out of the bowl and dropped it into my glass. 

The light hit the drink and seemed to shine through it. The drink looked like it was 

illuminated from the inside, and it smelled like honeyed earth: musty, herbal, cloying, 

and warm. Alex clinked his glass against mine and we both drank. 

“It’s good,” I said. “What is it?” 
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“Mostly amaretto and elderflower liqueur. I think. It fits the mood.” Alex 

shrugged. “Okay,” he said, downing his cocktail and flashing a grin. “Wish me luck.” He 

put on a theatrical All That Jazz smile and disappeared. I was let down. We hadn’t spoken 

or seen each other in so long, and all I had now were more questions and no answers. 

Who was Jack? Who were all these people? What was this life and who was leading it? 

Alex came back into the kitchen. “I just remembered,” he was saying. 

“Yeah?” 

“I think there’s rosemary bitters in that too.” 

And with that he was gone, into the crowd of beautiful revelers. It was one of the 

last times I would ever see him.  

 

I remember standing there in the kitchen, the cool warmth of the drink against my palm. I 

stood there for a minute, stupidly, looking at the space that was once occupied by Alex 

and hoping my friend would come back to me. Or at least introduce me to some of the 

guests. I think I refilled my drink. It’s possible. I know after that I went looking for 

Justin.  

I heard the machine-gun stutter of his laugh a few rooms away. I tried following 

the sound of him, but it eluded me, flitting away like a will-o’-the-wisp. I thought for a 

moment the sound was bouncing off the walls.  

I found myself upstairs. I don’t remember ascending any stairwell. It’s like the 

house just ramped itself up, like it was carrying me. The wall to my left was layered 

stone, the kind you’d see in a castle keep, cool to the touch and unforgivably solid. To my 

right the wall was wood, free of any splinters or blemishes, smooth as porcelain, with a 
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curious kind of heat under it. I knew the house was heated from inside — no space 

heaters here — but to me it felt like the house was alive. I stood there, smiling, my hand 

on the wall, and then my ear. Maybe I was listening for a heartbeat.  

I was still looking for Justin, but not actively. I looked into a few rooms, just to 

get a sense of the space. There was a master bathroom with a clawfoot tub. Across from 

the bathroom, a library, equal parts classics and beach reads. Six James Patterson books 

sat next to an impossibly expensive-looking Count of Monte Cristo. Under the window 

was another, squat bookcase, this one filled with movies, everything from Stagecoach to 

Sid & Nancy. 

I thought the door at the end of the hallway would lead into a bedroom, or maybe 

an office. It was heavier than the other doors, and at first I thought it was locked. I almost 

gave up the ghost, but I applied some more force and the door swung open. It wasn’t an 

office, and it wasn’t a bedroom. I don’t know what that room was. Even now. Part of me 

thinks that no one else at the party could have found it, or opened the door even if they 

did find it. I wonder now if the room was even in the blueprints for the house. 

The room was bare. And hot. God, it was hot. I felt sweat bead on my forehead, 

my palms, my thighs. There were no lamps or overhead lights, but the sun snaked its way 

in through the window, lighting the room with an eerie, inviting incandescence.  

In the center of the room was a plinth of simple gray stone. On top of it sat a small 

statue of a fox in bas relief, no more than eighteen inches high, labradorite swimming 

with blues and yellows, crosshatched with black slashes. The fox was lithe, indifferent. I 

looked closer and saw that it was no fox: it was a vixen. Her curves, then, seemed to 

become more sensual, her disinterested gaze even more piercing. I placed my hand on the 
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vixen’s head, and it was cool, so blessedly cool, and when I exhaled — I hadn’t been 

aware that I was holding my breath — my breath clouded in the air.  

“Are you lost?” someone asked. I didn’t jump, but I came close. I felt like a 

sleepwalker being jostled awake. I turned to face the owner of the voice. In the threshold 

stood a woman who I can only describe as exquisite. She wore a rococo gown lined with 

red brocade on the arms and on her sides. It clung to her form and I could make out the 

outline of a corset under her bodice. Tawny hair fell down past her shoulders. Her lips 

were upturned in the suggestion of a smile, and her eyes glittered like they had a secret 

they wanted to tell. Her English accent had the Old World lilt that Americans always 

think of when they think of something classy or ancient or dangerous.  

“It’s easy to get lost in Jack’s house,” she said. “The corners seem to be 

inconsistent.” 

“How rude of them,” I managed, and the woman laughed. I exited the room and 

we stood closely together in the hallway. The whole house seemed to come into focus: 

lights were sharp, and the music of conversation wafted throughout the halls. “Are you 

Jack’s girlfriend?” 

“No, just another hanger-on in his entourage. And I’m not a girl. My name’s 

Opria.” 

“Oh, fuck me,” I blurted out. “I’m so sorry.” 

They waved off my apology. “Come here, love,” they said. “Your mascara’s 

smudged.” 

I felt myself move closer and they met me halfway. I hadn’t been this close to 

anyone other than Justin in a long time. Not just physically close — I hugged people all 
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the time — but there was a kind of intimacy in the way our eyes found each other. “I’m 

just going to clean it up a bit for you.” I could feel their breath on my lips with every 

word they spoke. They dabbed at my mascara, lips pursed in concentration. They lightly 

rested their fingertips on my cheek to steady their other hand. “What’s your name?” they 

asked. 

I was suddenly embarrassed of it. “Alyssa.” 

They must have read my mind, because they assured me, “That’s a good one. All 

long vowels. Aaaalllyyyysssaaa. Very musical.”  

“I’d never really thought of it like that. Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome. You looking forward to Alex’s storytime, love?” 

“I…” was all I managed at first. I swallowed hard. “I think so. He wants me to tell 

one.” 

“Nervous?” 

“Only a lot.” 

They looked into my eyes and smiled. I felt some strange ache in my middle. “I’m 

sure you’ll do fine. Don’t you like telling stories?” 

“I think I like hearing them more. I’m not much of a storyteller.” 

“Everyone’s a storyteller, love. That’s part of the fun of life. And the terror.” 

“Terror?” 

“No one wants to be the villain in someone else’s story. Sadly, it’s inevitable.” 

Something about their tone, the way their voice drooped there at the end like a 

tree branch heavy with snow, made me sad. “I hope that’s not true. Christ, I’d hate to be 

someone’s villain.” 
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“Then maybe you’re the hero.” 

“I don’t think I’m that, either.” 

“Then maybe you’re the story.” They closed their purse and looked at me again. 

They admired their handiwork. “All better. You’re quite pretty.” Then, something I 

remember even now, they leaned in close and kissed me lightly on the cheek. I think I let 

out an involuntary moan. I know my fists clenched, and I know my legs opened a bit, 

whether by choice or by instinct I don’t know. I felt their lipstick on my cheek like a 

brand. “See you downstairs,” they said, and turned to leave. They got halfway down the 

hall before I called out to them. 

“Do you think this house is haunted?” I asked. 

They said, “I think all houses are haunted.” 

 

Justin was downstairs, in the kitchen. I mused briefly on the fact that at a party where you 

don’t know anyone, the kitchen becomes a kind of safe haven. He was holding a glass of 

beer, sipping at it and trying not to look alone. He saw me, and his face contorted into 

some hybrid of scowl and smile that I’d never seen before. “There you are,” he said. 

“I’ve been looking for you.” 

“I’ve been looking for you! I kept hearing your voice but I couldn’t find you.” 

“Well, I was right where you and Alex left me, so it must have been someone 

else.” He must have seen something on my face, some wound that could be opened, 

because what he said next was, “It’s okay. We found each other. Big house.” 

“Yeah, and weird,” I said. I motioned to his beer. “There’s a keg?” 
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“There’s a cask,” he corrected me, and I laughed, because it was obviously going 

to be a cask. A keg wouldn’t have fit Alex’s motif. “This is Jack Baylor’s house,” he 

added, almost as an afterthought. 

“Seriously?” I looked around like he’d be in the room with us. “Is he here? I want 

to bother him.” 

Justin shook his head. “He’s off filming Piece of Shit Part IX or something like 

that. He let Alex use the house. Apparently Alex is his assistant, or something along those 

lines.” 

That stung. Alex was an assistant to a movie star, and the two were so close that 

Alex was getting to use the man’s house and fill it with strangers. There was a chasm 

between my friend and I, and only now did I grasp its breadth.  

“Come on,” Justin was saying. “Let’s get you a refill and go hear some stories.” 

 

TEC 01144019 Kipley: Control, we’re picking up an 

unidentified frequency. Some disturbance here on the comms. 

Do you copy? 

MCC 01144019 Lourd: Negative, TEC, got some interference on 

our end, please repeat. 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: You hearing this, Control? Kipley, 

what is that? 

TEC 01144019 Kipley: Sounds like singing.  

 

“There was a town. You could probably call it a hamlet, or something like that, but let’s 

just call it a town. Little houses with thatched roofs, dirt roads, encircled by verdant fields 
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of crops. All around the town were the woods. The town was so secluded and so 

enveloped by the forest that it was like the land was keeping a secret. This was a long 

time ago. It’s hard to say how long, but when people say ‘it was a long time ago,’ this is 

the time they’re talking about. 

“Things were well in the town. They got rain when they needed it, and their crops 

flourished. No one went hungry. Nearly everyone in the town knew each other and were 

friendly. Very few loners or outcasts. After years of prosperity, something changed. It 

happened so gradually that no one could prepare for it. The crops started dying, and the 

water in the wells went sour. We would call this a drought, but the townsfolk were so 

isolated, and typically so rich with food, that they didn’t even know the word. 

“They panicked. People were terrified, everyone looking for someone or 

something to blame. They couldn’t believe that the earth would betray them like this, so 

it had to be some outside force. Men went into the woods, searching aimlessly for a 

culprit. After a few days of searching, they found an old man, withered, sickly, illiterate, 

half-crazy without even his own name. They knew he must be the cause of the scourge 

upon their crops.  

“They dragged the old man back into town, to the furthest reaches, where sat a 

small stone hut. Inside lived a man who seldom spoke and left just as little. People in 

town regarded him as a wizard — ” 

“There’s always a wizard!” someone joked, to mild laughter. 

“Yes, there is always a wizard. The wizard looked at the old man and felt no pity. 

It had been a long time since he had felt anything at all. He was so old that he predated 
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the town itself, and while no one there knew it, the ancestors of the townspeople built the 

town around the little stone hut.  

“‘Punish him!’ they begged, and the wizard agreed. He shackled the old man to a 

plank of wood and cast a spell on him. The old man fell asleep immediately, and he woke 

up as a young man. He was spry, and handsome, and he was happy. He wed, and he and 

his wife had four children, three boys and a girl. He was conscripted into the service of 

the king, and while he was away at war, his village was attacked. His wife was killed, and 

so were all of his children. When he returned, he was taken captive. He was tortured, 

although he knew no information. He was taken to the enemy’s fortress, where over time 

he was mutilated. First he was shaved bald. Then, one by one, his fingers and toes were 

chopped off. His tongue was cut out because his tormentors grew tired of his screams. 

His eyes were plucked out because his tormentors did not want him to see what was 

coming. This went on for years. Every so often, an apothecary would apply a poultice to 

the man’s wounds, which kept him from dying. He was free to crawl around the grounds 

of the fort, where the soldiers’ children would throw rocks and vegetables at him. He 

begged them for death, but no one could understand the mangled gibberish coming out of 

his mouth.  

“Then the old man woke up. He was weeping, and wept even harder when he saw 

that he was still imprisoned in the wizard’s hut. The wizard was smiling at him. ‘That 

was one second,’ he said. ‘How about we try a full minute this time?’ 

“And the old man once more fell asleep. And once more he woke as a young 

man.” 
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That was Dena Silver’s story. She was small — I pegged her as five foot three 

even in heels — but her stature did little to bely the hypnotic quality of her voice. Her 

lavender hair sparkled like her name did, and we all sat enraptured listening to her story. 

When she finished, she took a sip of her drink, and smiled to herself. We all dusted the 

room with a smattering of applause. No one quite knew how to respond.  

“Jesus, Dena,” Alex said. “I said scary stories! Now I’m bummed out.” The 

laughter helped break the tension in the room. 

“Existential horror is still horror!” Dena protested, smiling.  

“You did great,” Alex said. “Thank you.” 

The storytelling wasn’t as pretentious as Justin thought it would be. Okay, I had 

my doubts, too. Some of the stories were duds, and the mood lightened as they were 

greeted with affectionate boos and cackles. There was an outer ring of people just 

listening; the speakers were seated on couches and chairs, facing each other. I had hoped 

to blend into the crowd of listeners, but Justin, in a misguided act of chivalry, took my 

hand and guided me to a small settee. 

It was Justin’s turn next. My heart quickened, and I hoped he wouldn’t just try to 

take the piss out of the whole night. Let Alex have the party he wants. Ever since we got 

the invitation, Justin had told me that he planned to tell the story of the escaped murderer 

with a hook for a hand. I begged him not to, to tell any story he’d picked up at his job. He 

was an EMT; surely he was familiar with horror.  

I sought out Opria — and there they were, standing in the corner, looking right at 

me. I wondered if they’d taken their eyes off of me. I blushed all over. Their olive skin 

looked like soft gold in the dim light.  
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Justin finished his beer. “Hard to follow that,” he said, not entirely joking. The 

crowd laughed politely, and Dena Silver tipped her glass at him.  

Justin began: “Okay, well, to start, this story is about me and an ex. Sorry, Alyssa. 

It was high school, and she means nothing to me now! I only check her Facebook a few 

times a week!” More laughter now.  

“I grew up in rural Arkansas, in a town that literally had one stoplight. We were 

about twenty miles outside Little Rock, which to us was the ‘big city.’ We probably 

sound like a bunch of rubes, and yeah, I guess we were. I know I was. I had a girlfriend at 

the time. Saxony.” 

Wow, I thought. What a ridiculous name. I started to realize Justin had put 

thought into his story, probably to make me happy. 

“Saxony and I couldn’t exactly hang out alone at each other’s houses, and forget 

spending the night together. But you know, you’re sixteen, you have a hard-on pretty 

much all day long, so you find a way to make it work. For us, that was my car. We would 

park somewhere remote, turn up the radio, and make out. Nothing more than that. 

“One night we found ourselves parked by the reservoir at the Little Rock Dam. 

Things were getting pretty hot and heavy, but all of a sudden the radio wasn’t playing 

Foo Fighters anymore; it was playing the news. We stopped kissing to listen. This was 

unusual. There had been an escape at the Arkansas State Lunatic Asylum — that’s what 

they still called it, or at least that’s what we called it — and the man who got out was a 

real bad egg named Romero Bligh. He was a serial murderer. Butchered some University 

of Arkansas coeds in the 1980s, been locked up ever since. And he had a hook for a 

hand.” 
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There were some groans and some laughs as people realized what Justin was 

doing. He didn’t pay any attention to that, though; he was looking at the ground, almost 

forlorn, his hand shaking, his voice strained at times. This seemed hard for him.  

Saxony said we should leave. We were too close to the city. We were all alone. 

I’m sixteen with a raging boner, so of course I say there’s nothing to worry about. She 

believes me, and we go back to making out. After a while we hear this big loud scrrrrch 

on the side of the car. Well, that’s it for Saxony. She pulls down her shirt and demands 

that we leave. Even then I knew there were certain things women said that you couldn’t 

say no to. So we leave. I make a big show out of peeling out of there and flooring it 

almost the whole way home. 

“I drop Saxony off, down the block, like I always did. She didn’t want my 

headlights waking up anyone in the house. She doesn’t kiss me goodbye, didn’t uncross 

her arms the whole way home. She wasn’t mad, just scared. But she gets out of the car 

and screams. I rush out to see what’s going on, and that’s when I see it: Romero Bligh’s 

hook, stuck in my passenger side door. I was just stunned. Then terrified. 

“Normally that’s where the story ends. Because normally the story isn’t true. I 

didn’t tell my parents about the hook, didn’t want to scare them. I just yanked it out of 

my door and hid it in my closet. I came up with some story to explain the scratches. 

Probably asshole seniors keying my car. But, like I said, the story doesn’t end there. 

“Because Romero Bligh came back. He found me. I don’t know how. Maybe he 

followed my car…somehow. I just don’t know. But I remember waking up one night to 

some banging on the window. I thought it was the tree. We had this big cedar tree that 

extended into these spindly little branches, and when the wind was high the branches 
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would smack against my window, and it always sounded like someone trying to be let in. 

So at first I assumed that’s what it was. Until I looked up at my window.  

“I knew Bligh didn’t have a right hand. I didn’t know that he was also missing a 

face. There was a black hole where his nose should have been, and his lips were gone, 

which gave him this horrible permanent grin. I found out later that he also had no eyelids, 

so he had this bugged-out expression on his face at all times. It looked like half a human 

banging at my window. 

“Where’s my hand? he croaked. Over and over, banging louder and louder. 

Where’s my hand, where’s my hand. I screamed. I may have pissed myself. It’s not 

outside the realm of possibility. By the time my parents made it to my room, Bligh was 

gone. I never saw him again. But I never slept well again, at least not until I left 

Arkansas. I took the hook hand back to the reservoir and left it there for him. I dropped it 

on the ground and didn’t look back. But I wonder what would have happened if I did. 

Would I have seen him? Will I see him again?” 

There was light, tasteful applause when Justin finished, and Alex shot me a look 

of incredulity, and an unironic thumbs-up. I flushed, but Justin didn’t. He was looking at 

his glass, kind of sheepish, as though looking at it would make it refill itself. I gave him a 

quick squeeze on his thigh, and I saw his smile stretch to the corners of his mouth. 

It was my turn now. I had taken my assignment very seriously, and my story had 

gone through several revisions since I received Alex’s invitation a few weeks prior. I had 

practiced performing it — characters voices, pregnant pauses, where to hold for laughter 

or (hopefully) gasps — incessantly, even on the way to the party. 
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I drained my cocktail and let out an outsized “Aaaahhh.” If I let everyone know I 

was nervous, they wouldn’t hold it against me. I hoped. “Okay,” I said, lamely. “Here’s 

my story. 

“Do you know the legend of Robert Johnson? He was the father of the blues, but 

he was no good with a guitar — just a real fuck-up, untalented but driven. Well, Robert 

Johnson struck a deal with the devil. One warm Mississippi night, he met the devil at a 

crossroads and traded his soul for talent. The devil didn’t look anything like Robert 

expected him to. Robert stood in front of a swirling void, one that sometimes formed into 

the rough shape of a man, but it was the wrong shape, you know? Edges where there 

should have been curves; just something wrong to look at. The devil took Robert’s guitar, 

tuned it, and gave it back. Then Robert could play.  

“After that, Robert became maybe the most influential musician who ever lived. 

Without Robert there would no Rolling Stones, or Muddy Waters, or Bob Dylan, no 

Leadbelly or Lightnin’ Hopkins or Son House. Robert only recorded twenty-nine songs 

before he died. He was the first member of the infamous 27 Club, which also includes 

Kurt Cobain, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and Amy Winehouse.  

“But this story isn’t about Robert’s death. It’s not even about his life. It’s about 

what happened after the devil left him alone at the crossroads, and about Robert’s long 

walk back home, without a soul.” 

I let that moment sit, just like I’d practiced. I stole a look at Alex, who seemed 

either enraptured or bored. God, how badly was I embarrassing myself? I didn’t dare look 

at Justin.  
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“Robert picked up his guitar,” I continued, “but he was too frightened to play it. It 

seemed hotter, somehow, and heavier. He turned back the way he came, and in the 

middle of the road was a fox, standing on its hind legs. The fox looked at Robert as 

though Robert were an intruder, and it said to him — ” 

I cut myself off. What the hell? I was getting strange looks. 

“Sorry,” I laughed. “That’s, uh…I must have trailed off there. Have you seen that 

fox statue in that room upstairs?” I gestured vaguely but got no confirmation. “Must have 

gotten in my head. Sorry about that. Okay. 

“So: Robert walks down the road, and it just seems to keep getting longer, and 

flatter.” Shit. I’d lost my momentum. And my place. What was all that about the fox? 

“Robert does the only thing he can think to do: he plays guitar. He sits down and 

starts strumming, and it sounds good. More than that, it feels good, and it feels natural, 

like finally he and this instrument are speaking not only the same language, but speaking 

to each other. He starts to sing: Uquaälu ya — ” 

I stopped myself. My face was hot, and I was terrified. I felt tears in my eyes. My 

hand was in front of my mouth, clamping it shut, and I must have looked as though I 

were about to vomit. I was trying to keep my mouth closed, because it felt like something 

was alive in there, something trying very hard to get out. It forced my lips open.  

“Uquaälu yakkû-sen té vías?” 

Everyone stopped. The whole party was looking at me, and I felt the light 

pressure of Justin’s hand on my forehead. Distantly, I heard him calling for a glass of 

water. My hand had returned to cover my mouth. I felt no pressure this time. Whatever 
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had been trying to get out had escaped. I removed my hand, and when I looked down on 

it, it was bloody.  

 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: Okay, Control, something is 

definitely not right. We’re getting error messages all 

across the board. 

MCC 01144019 Lourd: Repeat, please, we’re still getting 

some disturbance on our end. 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: Artificial gravity and life support 

are going haywire. 

TEC 01144019 Kipley: Phillips, you seeing this? There’s not 

supposed to be a quasar in this sector. Not for lightyears. 

TEC 01144019 Phillips: Confirm quasar. God, it’s…beautiful. 

Control, we might be in trouble here. 

TEC 01144019 Kipley: Oh God, the singing! 

 

These things I saw all at once: 

The party froze. I don’t mean they stopped moving, I mean time hit the pause 

button. I could see the minute breeze, thin lines through the room that looked like 

gossamer knife wounds. I could see rays of light shining from the candle flames, tiny 

golden flowers in the air. It was so quiet I thought that I might lose my mind. Or I had 

already lost it. I wondered what was in that drink Alex had given me.  

All around me, people began to age. No, that’s not the right word: they began to 

decay. Still frozen, as lifeless as department store mannequins, everyone — Justin, Alex, 
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Opria, Dena — started to wither. Their cheeks sagged, their hair whitened; I even saw 

Justin’s eyes cloud over and I knew he was blind in his old age. I couldn’t move, couldn’t 

do anything to stop what was happening. Justin, his hand on my forehead, started to 

crumble, an old forgotten statue reduced to dust. I wanted to weep, to scream, to do 

anything as I watched the man I loved disintegrate. 

Then the people were gone. The strange house grew overrun with weeds, and it 

too fell to pieces, to nothing, to a memory. The ground became hard and brittle. I felt a 

great coldness within me, then an unbearable heat. Then I didn’t feel anything at all. 

I fell off the settee, hard. My body was heavy, far heavier than it should have 

been; I was dead weight. I smacked my head on the ground and started bleeding. Justin, 

scared but collected, was calling for towels, for water, for someone to dial 911.  

It was too late for that. I was bleeding from my mouth, my eyes, my nose. My 

skin incandesced with a light so brilliant that Justin had to shield his eyes. The light 

started seeping through my skin, illuminating every inch of my body like veins. It was 

breaking me apart, and every second of it felt like an intense orgasm.  

But no, the light wasn’t destroying me: it was rebuilding me. It burst from my 

chest as an enormous rainbow that made the entire room as bright as the sun. Then it was 

gone. So was I.  

 

I wasn’t dead. I knew that much. Physically, my body remained in the sitting room. But I 

was not in my body. I experienced a curious sensation, as though I were rapidly falling 

and ascending at the same time. I felt no movement, but I was transported. I experienced 
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everything like a slideshow: here is the party; here is the air; here is the earth from miles 

above; here is the great cosmic infinite.  

I felt fear, yes, but also warmth, and acceptance. I looked down as the earth 

dwindled beneath me. Soon it was a dot, then just a memory, then just an idea. I saw the 

great blades of Saturn’s rings; the lonesome moons of Jupiter. A change was occurring; it 

would occur; it will always occur. My dress was gone, but I was not naked. To be naked 

implies that one has a body. I watched as my knees, elbows, breasts — every constituent 

part of me — disappeared, or were erased. Inside, my bones and organs liquefied and 

seeped out of me, trailing into the cosmos like ribbon. The curvature of my pelvis 

flattened. I extended an arm and watched as is stretched onward and outward, losing 

definition but gaining glory for its absence, turning into light. I was pulled apart and 

reconstituted.  

And then I was beyond.   

Away from the planets, I found that I could see everything: every star, luminous 

and somehow childlike; every galaxy; every universe. Satellites vanished and were 

replaced by a cool, unfeeling nothingness. 

This was the howling void at the end of infinity. 

The great blackness that predates and awaits us all.  

The end of all things.  

I heard nothing, save for a faint keening. It sounded like a wail, but as it grew in 

volume I recognized it for what it was: a song. The melody floated upward, but left its 

phrases maddeningly unresolved: tantalizing, confounding. Like it was waiting for 

another musician to join in.  
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I tried to join in. For years I tried. I could not find my voice, and when I did, I 

could not match the song’s tempo, or melody, or its key. I could not decipher the hidden 

language, and at times I felt what I once would have called despair. After some time, the 

song changed. It sounded plaintive, almost inquisitive, as if it were timidly asking a 

question.  

I answered out of instinct. I found my voice and spoke: 

“I want to see you.” 

And then I was before it: the herald. A constellation of versicolor stars, 

unfathomably old and dancing before me in a manner that suggested both courtship and 

threat. When it spoke, I did hear its words as much as I knew them. 

Uquaälu yakkû-sen té vías? <Do you want to know the way?> 

I answered in its language: Mêkka-timo. <I am afraid.> 

The stars contracted and dilated, forming spirals and whorls. It was considering 

my refusal. Appraising me, whatever I was now. I knew then that I was looking into the 

aperture of creation itself. The stars rearranged themselves into a crooked semicircle: it 

was smiling at me. I didn’t feel reassured; in fact, I felt nothing. I was past emotion. 

Around us, stars dimmed and were extinguished, their light lost to the ages. Centuries 

passed. 

It asked again: Uquaälu yakkû-sen té vías? 

Mêkka-timo wise. <I fear the knowledge.> 

Nonwisse. Shinji. <It is not knowledge. It is truth.> 
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I awoke naked in a desert. The sand was cool and smooth, and the minute granules 

rubbed into my skin. I had the sensation of having sensation again. I pressed my palm to 

the sand and watched as it turned to glass, spreading outward from my hand. I stood, and 

the sand turned to glass beneath my bare feet. I looked around. Nothing in any direction. I 

looked up. No sun, but the day was bright nonetheless. 

I was not on Earth.  

I chose a direction at random and started walking. The sand turned into a pathway 

as I walked, and I noticed, without any real surprise, that I was now dressed, in thin 

sandals and a rough tunic reaching down to my thighs. It reminded me of a dress I’d worn 

once, although I couldn’t remember what it looked like or why I might have worn it.  

I saw him in the distance. I don’t know how long I had been walking. I was not 

hungry or thirsty or even sore. He was a tall, thin man, brown-skinned and shirtless, 

sitting cross-legged in the sand. There was no glass underneath him. The sand whipped 

around, caressing him, but if he felt anything he gave no indication. He wore a linen 

bandage over his eyes, and his lips curved upward into a sly, crooked smile.  

I sat across from him in the same fashion. He said nothing for some time. He 

extended his hand, offering me a small, wooden box. 

Wordlessly, I took it and opened it. Inside were his eyes. They stared up at me, 

glassy and beautiful like marbles. 

“Take them,” he commanded. His voice sounded like the sky, vast and smooth. 

I reached into the box and retrieved the eyes. I was not frightened. But I was 

curious. 

“Now what?” I asked.  
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“You have to agree. Nothing will happen if you don’t. This responsibility cannot 

be forced upon you, if you are unwilling.” 

“What am I agreeing to?” 

The man paused. “The world you knew is dead. Gone. Everyone you ever knew 

died centuries ago. The last people to speak their names died centuries ago.  

“But you can go back, and live forever. To see what happens.” 

“Why?” 

“To tell the story. All stories need to be told. Some need to be lived.” 

“And I need to live this story?” 

“No,” he said. “You need to be this story.” 

I looked down at the eyes, and around me, at the endless desert. I looked above, to 

the foreign sky.  

“Why me?” I said. In all this time, I had never asked.  

“The fox chose you,” he said, as if that were an explanation. An image came to 

me, dusty and yellowed, of a small yet regal piece of statuary. 

“The statue? Of the vixen?” 

“It’s not a vixen. It’s…well, it’s tough to explain what it is. Maybe impossible. 

But I know two things: it’s fickle, but it’s firm. I’ve never seen it go back on a decision. 

And I suppose the time has passed that I ever will.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s dead.” 

The day was still, and the man looked at me with an expression I might once have 

called stern. But I knew it for what it was: he was waiting, waiting for my answer. 
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“I’ll do it,” I said. “I want to do it. But I have a request.” 

The man said nothing, just nodded. 

I said, “I want to grieve.” 

“Very well.” He didn’t say anything more – no incantations or magic words – and 

he didn’t move, but he must have done something, because I felt it. 

No. That’s not right. 

I felt everything.  

It was as if my soul was lit up by a constellation of pain, sorrow, loss, rage and 

joy. I sobbed uncontrollably, finding myself reverting to old habits, clawing at the front 

of my tunic and twisting a handful of fabric around a few of my fingers. I had always 

done that when I cried. I let the memories in; they forced themselves in.  

Here is Justin, the first night he stayed at my apartment. We were both nervous, 

me doubly so because he was the first man I’d been with since I left that abusive 

relationship with Mike. Justin wants to put me at ease. He puts on one of my t-shirts 

before bed and his body is close to bursting out of it like the Incredible Hulk. The pattern 

on the shirt — the signs of the Zodiac — is stretched so tight across his chest that it’s 

indecipherable. I nearly fall out of the bed laughing while he pretends everything is 

normal. I’m laughing because it’s funny, really funny, but also out of relief, because I can 

see that even though Justin is bigger than me, I am safe with him. I sleep soundly that 

night. 

Here is Alex, talking about something and apologizing again and again for 

monopolizing the conversation. He doesn’t know that I cherish it, that his words are like 

music to me and soon, much too soon, I will grieve their absence and forget the melody. 
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Here are my parents, hugging me goodbye as I travel three states away to go to 

college. They are so proud, but so very sad, and I feel both their loss and my own. My 

mother squeezes my shoulder, maybe a little too hard, while my father wrings his hands, 

unsure of what do with them. “See you soon, songbird.” 

I felt all this and more. The simultaneity of the memories did nothing to lessen 

their impact. For the first time in millennia, I felt alone. And then it was over — I felt 

nothing. I don’t know how long it took. It might have been moments; it might have been 

decades. But I vowed to remember the stories I had been shown, been allowed to 

remember. I would keep them in me as best I could, and someday I could tell them. 

Someday I would tell them.  

To my surprise, the sky had darkened.  

“All right,” I said. “Thank you for that. I think I’m ready.” 

“You are not ready.” 

“Maybe not. But I want to do it just the same.” 

The man smiled. “This is going to hurt.” 

He reached forward and, as gently as he could, pulled my eyes from their sockets. 

I don’t know if I can describe the enormity of the pain — but I will try. In that instance, I 

felt the last part of my humanity dissolve. I ceased being the human-thing that was called 

Alyssa Blythe Hewson. The thing you call a soul was torn out of me, rent into vapor, 

scattered among the stars. It was a total erasure of everything I had ever been. It felt as 

though I were being broken down into atoms, into code, and reduced to sand, lost in the 

desert. I don’t remember screaming. I don’t remember anything beyond a primeval sense 

of loss that would define my being.  
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And then I could see. The pain was not gone, nor would it ever be, but it was now 

just a facet of my character. I was seething through his eyes. Mine, I knew, were in the 

box, and the box was gone. I looked at the man and saw the language that made him up 

— that, and the language of the sand, the sky, the stars in another galaxy. I saw cave 

paintings; I saw the crude wedges of cuneiform; the sharp, suggestive corners of 

Hiragana and Katakana; the harsh, declamatory Germanic ruins; the inscrutable English 

verbiage.  

I felt in me a kind of exultation: 

Glad to singer be;  

Aflame with the purity of existence. 

I saw your language, too. I saw every line of your tragedy and triumph writ upon 

the sky, and it spake unto me the deepest truths of life.  

 

I had returned to Earth. The land was bare, stripped of life and vegetation, but I 

recognized it all the same. Here had a stood a well-appointed manor home with curious 

architecture; here was a living room with plush couches, on which people sat once, 

clutching drinks and telling stories. 

The sky was gray, but it was not overcast. I knew that it had been like this for 

ages. All around me things were still. I had been gone for some time. My story had 

ended, and a new one was about to begin. 

I walked. For ages I walked. I saw no one, and spoke not once. I waited, patiently. 

Often I would sit in one place for years at a time. Around the time the sky began to clear 
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— a few hundred years after my arrival, I imagine — I at last saw something on the 

planet besides myself. 

In a small pond of stagnant, fetid water, a protozoon underwent a change. I laid 

down flat on my stomach and peered into the water, watching. It was this beautiful little 

animal, invisible, its single cell stretched to its breaking point until it became two. I don’t 

know how long I waited. I slept once, for what I think was centuries. When I woke, I was 

covered in a fine sheen of green moss, and the protozoon was gone. I was gladdened. It 

had changed into something else, something new.  

As the trees regrew, I joined them, and lived in the forest. I began to hear the 

telltale din of civilization. There were people now, and I knew that they spoke of me. I 

heard every word that they said. They spoke in some new language that was difficult to 

learn. The words leaned into each other, and the sentences sounded like song.  

The people feared me, and called me a witch. When cattle died, or crops 

blackened, it was my fault. The boys in the village would stand with their backs to my 

woods, each seeing how long they could face the presence of the unknown. A few times 

parties of men ventured into the woods, seeking me out. When this happened, I moved. I 

was not frightened.  

Once I saw a young girl. She entered the woods, wearing a rough-hewn tunic 

much like mine. Her feet were bare. I couldn’t guess her age. It had been so long since 

that had been a consideration or any sort of definition. I waited on a tree stump for her. 

When she saw me she stopped. I smiled at her, showing that I meant her no harm.  

“Are you the witch?” she asked.  

I laughed, as prettily as I could manage. “I suppose I am. What’s your name?” 
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“K’leiah. What’s your name?” 

“You know, I don’t remember. Do you want to give me one?” 

“I guess so,” K’leiah said. “You can be…Sel’nai.” 

“I love it,” I told her. I beckoned her closer. I patted the space next to me on the 

stump. She came and sat, still wary, but curious. I love curiosity. 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I want you to help me. Can you help me?” 

K’leiah looked uncertain. “How?” 

I leaned in close and whispered in hear ear: “I want you to tell me a story.” 
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