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The King of Stones

udith regretted letting Rose talk her into the car trip. It was a huge

mistake; she knew as soon as she agreed to it, but there was no

snatching the words back. Not without causing a rift between them.
So she swallowed her regret and assured herself it would be fine. How
wrong could it go? Two days later she knew, silently fuming behind the
wheel, stuck in a line of traffic with no visible end. And there were still
four more days of vacation left ahead of them.

The worst part was Rose appeared unfazed. She sat in the passen-
ger seat, feet on the dashboard so Judith couldn’t help but be con-
fronted by those gnarled, twisted toes as she looked through the
windshield. Rose whistled and hummed as though the two of them
were strolling through a park. As though it were a bright, lazy Sunday
morning at home, and there were no troubles anywhere in the world.

Judith wanted to hit something. Instead, she sighed deeply.

Rose looked up from under her sun hat.

“Don’t let it stress you out, love. This is part of the adventure. Just
try to relax.”

Judith took another deep breath. Held it. But was overwhelmed by
how much longer they’d be stuck.

“Screw this,” she said. “I’'m getting off the highway.”

“But we’re in the middle of traffic. How—"

“Just watch me.”

She signaled, more out of habit than courtesy, and forced her way
to the farthest lane amid a chorus of honks and cutses. There, she took
the car onto the shoulder and put the pedal down. Rose pressed her-
self flat in terror while Judith navigated the slalom between concrete

walls and other cars, inches of leeway on ecither side. If Rose said
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something, Judith couldn’t hear it. Not within her haze of anger. And
it wasn’t until they reached the exit and left the traffic snarl behind that
either of them could relax enough to speak.

“That was . . . dangerous.”

“It all worked out. Nobody was hurt.”

Rose’s calm was slow to return.

“Do you even know where we are?”

Judith didn’t. She hadn’t made note of the exit, nor did she see any
street signs that might help them find the exit on a map. But she had a
quick plan.

“All we need to do is drive around the traffic. If we follow the
highway using side streets and roads, eventually we’ll get to a place
where whatever caused the tangle is gone, and we can get back on.
Meanwhile, we get to see some more small towns and scenery. And
should we end up loving a place, we’ll just stay over for a night. That’s
the whole point of this trip, isn’t it? To explore?”

“Yes,” Rose hedged. “Though I was hoping we’d reach Murtaugh
before we stopped. This will put us behind schedule.” She took a mo-
ment to ponder the idea. “Ah, who cares? Let’s just go and see what
happens!”

How had they ended up together? Judith was still amazed. They
experienced the world so differently. Rose with her hippie skirts and
positive thinking, Judith in her black Slits T-shirt and blurry tattoos;
they didn’t look as if they lived in the same universe, let alone knew
each other. And yet when her ex-gitlfriend Kim introduced them at a
Bikini Kill show twenty years ago—back when Judith was writing mu-
sic reviews for Idaho’s second-most popular alt newspaper and Rose
was irregularly publishing her photocopied zine—Judith was blinded
by a light that pierced right through her darkness. Even if she didn’t
always appreciate Rose, part of her knew how much she needed her. It
was impossible to put into words how much.

They drove along wooded streets and past untended fields, trying
to keep the highway in view as regularly as possible. When it looked to
be going north, they drove north. When it appeared to veer west, they
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too veered west. Sometimes they saw it snake through the woods for a
stretch of a few miles, always backed up with red lights—sometimes
not for a long while. And eventually they stopped seeing it altogether.

“Maybe the road curved without us realizing it?”

“It’s okay, love,” Rose said in the supportive voice that made Ju-
dith feel like an infant. “Should we stop and ask somebody for direc-
tions?”

“Who are we going to askr”

Rose was optimistic they’d find someone, but Judith knew they
hadn’t seen a single person since exiting the highway. At first it was
satisfying: not to be caught in the grinding traffic, driving freely with-
out anyone in the way, made Judith feel liberated. Even stoplights
seemed foreign. But after a time it grew uncomfortable. Nobody
walked along the side of the road. No one passed them, driving in the
opposite direction. Nobody at all.

Even stranger, there were no houses along the streets. No post-
boxes or signs. There was the road and nothing else, not even a place
to refuel if needed.

It wasn’t until half an hour passed that they saw proof they weren’t
alone. Rose was the one who spotted it because of course she was. She
grew immediately excited, dancing in her seat, and urged Judith to pull
over without explaining why. Judith did so, but only because the aim-
less driving was starting to affect her mood for the worse. Getting out
of the car, if only for a moment to stretch her legs, might fill Judith’s
reserves for another hour.

But Rose had seen more. As soon as the car stopped, she leaped
out and jogged to the edge of the road, beyond which the ground gen-
tly sloped away. She stood there, yellow sundress rippling in the
breeze, and put her hand to the brim of her enormous hat.

“I knew it,” she said, pointing into the distance. “Those are peach

trees!”
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They left the car behind as they walked downslope toward the orchard.
There were almost two dozen trees, arranged in three rows, surround-
ed by thinning woods. Rose had grabbed her camera from the trunk,
so Judith did her best to tolerate the occasional pauses for photo-
graphs of drifting pink blossoms and petals. The day was nearing its
warmest and brightest, and Judith was starting to burn beneath her
black T-shirt. She regretted not bringing a better pair of shoes for
walking through grass and dirt, as she’d expected to spend most of the
trip on sidewalks and pavement. Her military boots were too cumber-
some, and the extra weight she’d put on since she and Rose had met
wasn’t helping. Besides, if Rose could handle the trek in a pair of open-
toed sandals, then surely she could.

When they reached the peach trees, Rose laughed effervescently
and held out her hands as though the petals were snowflakes. All Ju-
dith noticed were the fallen peaches littering the ground. Every foot-
step was precariously close to rot, and she wondered if that was
supposed to mean something more than it did.

At the far end of the plot they made an unexpected discovery.
Hidden from the road was one more peach tree. It had been felled at
some point in the past, though it wasn’t clear by what. It was much
larger than the others, yet they remained upright while it lay on its side,
not just toppled but uprooted as well.

“This thing is huge,” Rose said. “I can’t even tell how tall it was.”

She paused, taking the sight in, before excitedly adding, “Get a
photo of me with it!”

Judith accepted the camera begrudgingly. Waved her onward.

“I guess go to the uprooted end. It will probably be more interesting.”

“But you won’t see how tall the tree is,” Rose said, pouting from
beneath her wide brim.

Judith choked down her lack of interest.

“Maybe, but you’ll see how thick it is. You can count the rings.
Isn’t that almost as good?”

For Rose, it was.
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They took measured steps around the fallen tree, careful to avoid
the crown’s dried branches that jutted like spears toward them. Judith
reached for the massive trunk for balance and was repulsed; it was like
putting her hand on a decaying wet sponge. When the two of them
reached the foot of the tree, the sight was astonishing. The roots
pulled from the ground were splayed like dozens of fingers, twisted
and woven into gnarled knots and patterns. Untold years of weather
had stripped away any loose dirt, leaving plenty of room for the spiders
and insects to build permanent homes.

“What is that?” Rose asked. Judith peered around the tangled
roots.

It was a small cast-iron pot, worn and weathered, sitting knee-high
on a slice of tree stump. Around it the ground had been trodden down
to the dirt, and there were two larger indentations that couldn’t have
been footprints. Judith thought they might have been made by some-
one’s knees.

The pot appeared to be filled with black peach stones, each wrin-
kled and hard. Judith imagined whoever harvested the peaches would
eat one on occasion, but it was baffling why they would bother saving
the stones.

“Whoa . ..” Rose said, staring into the fallen tree’s roots.

Judith turned and was equally dumbstruck.

The roots had clearly grown randomly and naturally, but neverthe-
less they’d miraculously woven into an illusion that could be seen only
when standing directly in front of the pot. The way they bent and
twisted created the illusion of a man seated with eyes closed, his beard
twisted into tendrils. The image was rough and gnarled, but there was
no mistaking what it was. Judith stepped closer, the better to examine
how the trick worked, but as she did so the figure returned to being a
shapeless collection of roots. A step back allowed the illusion to regain
its shape.

“That’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,” Rose said. Even
Judith had to agree. “Take the photo so I can show everybody when

we get home. No one’s going to believe it!”
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She bounded in front of the trunk, then straightened her sundress
and adjusted her hat so her face found the light.

Rose’s hair caught the sun and wouldn’t let it go, a corona envel-
oping her like a halo. Judith was breathless when she saw it—a deep
and sudden remembrance of how much she truly loved her. Despite
the irritations and minor disagreements, she was lucky to be with her.
Judith was so overwhelmed she nearly forgot to raise the camera, and
when she did the lens captured the waves emanating from Rose like
something by Vermeer. What the camera didn’t capture, however, was
the illusion of the rooted man. Even when Judith knelt down beside
the pot or tried different angles, the results were the same. The camera
saw Rose, but could not see him.

“Photos flatten everything,” Rose eventually said, as though the
words were meant to comfort Judith, not mollify her. But it didn’t
help; Judith’s inability to capture the illusion was too frustrating. “It’s
probably better this way. More special. You and I will remember this
moment even if we don’t have any pictures.”

“I'm sure we will,” Judith said, deciding she no longer cared. “We
should probably go now. Find the highway before we lose more of
the day.

“Okay,” Rose said. “Just let me do one thing.”

While Judith waited, Rose kicked at the rotten peaches in the dirt,
looking through their scattered remains. When she found a suitably

2

dark stone, she picked it up and rubbed it between her hands to flay
any remaining flesh, then walked to the pot, knelt down in the worn
spots, and laced her fingers together as if in prayer, the stone between
her palms. She whispered something into her hands before dropping the
stone into the pot. She then stood and let her dress fall back to her feet.
“For luck,” she said.
Judith rolled her eyes.

*

The return journey to the car was worse because they walked uphill in-
to the sun. Rose still had boundless energy, taking more photographs
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of the peach trees and their blossoms, while Judith trudged behind
wishing they’d never left the house. She couldn’t help but wonder
where they’d be now if they hadn’t taken that off-ramp. Probably al-
ready in Murtaugh, sipping a drink on a patio.

“Hey, someone else has pulled over,” Rose said, and Judith looked
up to see a small truck parked next to theirs. It was old, a pale shade of
blue, and two silhouetted people stood on the edge of the road looking
out over it. Judith couldn’t get a clear look at the pair with the sun at
their backs, but she suspected they were an older couple by the shape
of their shadows.

“I bet they saw the peach trees and stopped, too,” Rose said. “Those
blossoms really are beautiful. Where do you think they’re headed?”

“Does it matter?” Judith said. “It’s not like we’re going to see them
again anyway.”

Rose stopped, slumped her shoulders, and turned to face Judith.
The look on her face was unexpectedly halting.

“Why do you have to be like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like—like you are. Always so negative about everything. Don’t
you care about me?”

“What? Of course I do.”

“It affects me, you know. I try to not let it. I try to be cheerful for
the both of us. I try to keep us happy. But you make it so hard some-
times. It’s like you’re trying to ruin things. I feel like—like—like you’re
emitting bad vibes or something. All this negative energy radiating
from you that I constantly absorb, and I don’t know how much longer
I can do it. Do you get what I’'m saying? I don’t know how much more
I can take on.”

Judith didn’t know what to say. The shock of Rose’s confession
was disorienting, and her first instinct was to question what she’d done
wrong. But she hadn’t done anything. She wasn’t at fault.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. 'm not being negative.
I’'m just being me. This is who I’'ve always been. You used to tell me
you liked that about me. That I wasn’t fake.”
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“It’s not about being real or fake. It’s about not treating me like
your emotional punching bag.”

“I really think you’re blowing this out of proportion.”

That was too much. Rose sputtered, threw up her hands, and
stormed off toward the car. Judith felt irritated; the couple on the road
probably saw the whole exchange and was judging them.

She let Rose get a minute or two ahead before following. A short
break would help, she thought. Let Rose cool off and regain some per-
spective. When Rose got nearer the car, Judith watched her wave at the
couple who were standing there, though Judith wasn’t sure if they re-
turned the gesture.

*

Judith woke in the dark, not sure where she was. Opening her eyes
made her head hurt, an ache that spread from the base of her neck
forward, and when she tried to reach up to feel what happened she
discovered she couldn’t; her hands had been bound. But that made no
sense. And why was it so hard to think?

Her last memory was of sweating through her shirt by the time she
reached the road. Rose had been speaking to the strange couple, two
women somewhere in their forties or fifties, dressed in ill-fitting
clothes and looking slumped and miserable. She babbled, not giving
them the chance to talk, while Judith continued to the car, having no
interest in meeting strangers, not when she was already upset. Why had
they chosen to crowd her and Rose instead of driving an extra few
minutes up the road? The orchard had to be visible from elsewhere.
Or if not, there was probably another. Orchards aren’t planted in isola-
tion. Judith had popped open the trunk and forcefully pushed aside
Rose’s bags to get to her own. There was another shirt in there, an ex-
tra she brought in case of emergency. The last thing she remembered
was turning her back on Rose and the nameless couple to find it.

Where was she? Indoors, in a room that was dark, but not without
some light coming through a window. Each blink was painful, but she
forced herself to ignore it. Judging by the color of light, it had to be
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late afternoon, which meant she’d lost a few hours. She tried again to
pull her arms free, but they were tied behind her back. Maybe with
coarse rope, like something used on a farm. The air had that kind of
smell, too. Earthy, mixed with dust and manure. And peaches. She
smelled peaches. The chair she was seated on was hardbacked, and in
the gloom she made out shelves around her. On the other side of the
room was a steel sink beside a stack of crates. It was some sort of stor-
age room.

Where was Rose?

If they hurt Rose . . .

She couldn’t let herself think about it. Focus on the immediate.
Her hands were tied, but her legs weren’t. Could she somehow stand?
Maybe get to a shelf and find something to cut herself free? She tried
kicking out, but the chair wouldn’t budge. She tried planting her feet
on the floor and leaning, but the ropes were too tight; she couldn’t get
enough leverage. Fits of struggling didn’t loosen anything. They just
tired her out.

The door opened before she could do more. Two middle-aged
women walked in, stooped with dark scarves wrapped around their
heads. Judith couldn’t tell if they were the women from the road. She
couldn’t remember what those women looked like.

“Where am I? What’s going on? Where’s Rose?”

Her own voice was so loud it made her head throb. But the wom-
en didn’t respond. The one with a lower lip that extended in a perma-
nent pout filled a bucket in the sink while the other, round-faced with
gray wisps of hair protruding from under her scarf, took hold of Ju-
dith’s face and inspected it from different angles. Judith considered try-
ing to bite the woman or just spit at her, but with her hands tied she
feared how vulnerable she was.

Once satisfied, the woman shuffled back to the door and opened it
for a third woman to enter. This one was stern and lean, her hair tied
up and as close to silver as Judith had ever seen. The new woman ap-
proached Judith and said nothing. Instead, she bent close, nostrils
flared, and inhaled deeply. She ran her finger along the side of Judith’s
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face and scowled. Shook her head. Stood up. The round-faced woman
reappeared, accompanied by the pouting woman who was carrying the
bucket. The silver-haired woman pointed at Judith, then left the room.

“Please, tell me what’s going on,” Judith implored, but there was
no suggestion of understanding. Rather than answer her, the pouting
woman set down the bucket and lifted out a sopping rag. She twisted
out the water. The round-faced woman’s arms dropped on Judith’s
shoulders, pinning her down. Judith screamed, but they disregarded
her as they scrubbed her clean.

*

They led her outside, still bound by coarse ropes. The sun had already
ducked behind the horizon, but there was still enough light for Judith
to see where she was. A small village formed by no more than a dozen
hand-built ramshackle houses. The inhabitants of those houses stood
in their mismatched clothes, witnessing Judith’s march into the on-
coming night. The pair of haggard women had cleaned her and re-
moved her T-shirt, her jeans and boots, dressing her instead in a long
yellowed gown that felt gritty against her bare skin. They did not give
her shoes.

She didn’t know where they were taking her. No one would an-
swer her pleas. The realization that she’d been trapped and would not
survive didn’t escape her, but she struggled to keep from thinking
about it. That ended, however, once she was in open air, being stared
at by dozens of scrutinizing eyes. The fear took hold faster than she
could contain it.

“Rose!” she screamed. “Where are you, Rose? Rose!”

The villagers looked at one another, aghast. But Judith couldn’t
stop screaming. It went on and on and did not cease until her pouting
captor struck her hard across the face. Judith shut up immediately
from shock. The woman appeared shaken, too, unsteady, while her
partner stared with wide eyes. The rest of the villagers looked shocked
as well, some of them mouthing their confusion. Some of those looks

then shifted toward anger.
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The grunts and chirps from the villagers drowned out Judith’s
cries. They ran toward her, a wave of unwashed people dressed in
patched clothes, and she struggled to escape. But when the villagers
descended, it wasn’t on her but on the pouting woman.

The woman didn’t try to run or protect herself. She stood stoically
as they arrived, unmoved by fear or regret. When their punches and
kicks landed, she said nothing. There was no sound except of meat
pounded and bones broken. The villagers tore at the woman in silence
while Judith, unable to watch without wanting to scream, was led away
by the round-faced woman and another, taller woman with graying
black hair and pinched eyes.

Behind Judith the bloodthirsty attack did not slow or stop. When
they loaded her into a rusty and puttering truck filled with crates of
peaches, she could not bring herself to look back. If that was what
happened to one of their own, what might happen to her? To Rose? It
was too painful to contemplate.

No one spoke to her in the truck. No one answered her questions.
She struggled against the hands that pinned down her arms, but couldn’t
shake them free. And if she could, so what? There would be nothing she
could do. Nowhere she could go. She had no option but to sit there and
tolerate the stench of sickeningly sweet peaches while she conserved
her strength in hopes an opportunity would present itself. Were she
younger, were it the days before she met Rose, when she attended ral-
lies and raves, the anger and aggression would have carried her
through. When she was all wired muscle and attitude. But she’d grown
older, less interested in changing the world, and become too soft and
weak, too unobservant. And because of that, she’d lost both herself
and Rose.

The truck pulled over to the side of the road. The sky was an im-
penetrable black: devoid of stars, devoid of light. Judith didn’t even see
the reflection of the taillights ahead until she was dragged from the truck.
They looked familiar, but it took a moment to realize why. They be-
longed to her car. Hers and Rose’s. Its trunk was open.

In the distance a group of torches burned. The round-faced wom-
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an and her tall partner yanked Judith again, directing her down the
slope and toward the distant flames made smaller still by the vast
darkness.

Upturned roots and branches, fallen brambles and pebbles, dug in-
to and scratched her bare feet. This would be her end. She knew it. So
much time fighting, so many things done wrong. And for what? To
lead her to this moment? She’d carried so much hate and anger for so
long, but it amounted to nothing in the end. It made no difference. It
made nothing better.

The air stank sour of rotten fruit, and Judith couldn’t keep from
stumbling over the uneven ground. But the two women would not be
slowed; each time Judith tripped, they lifted her and pushed her for-
ward. Even when she hesitated, even when she fell, scraping her face on
something she couldn’t see, they pressed her on toward the flames.

And when she was finally pushed through the penumbrae and into
the light, the crowd of villagers was revealed. Some were dressed in
gowns similar to hers, both women and men, shoeless, hands together
in supplication. Others were dressed as they’d been in the village, in
old worn clothes, unwashed and unrepaired. She saw a man with a
graying beard wearing a shirt that looked familiar, like one of hers. It
had been rolled up in her suitcase, left in the trunk of the car. Judith
knew what that meant and wanted to scream.

But didn’t. Instead, she stopped, powetless to speak. The crowd of
villagers had parted. And in their parting Rose was revealed, feet torn
and bloodied, face bruised and reddened from her own hard scrub-
bing.

Judith let out a throaty chirp when she tried to call Rose’s name.
Yet Rose heard it, and her eyes alighted with hope and love and terror.
Judith struggled to run to her but was held in place. The distance be-
tween them insurmountable.

Judith lashed out, but couldn’t connect with anyone. The cast-iron
pot waited before the fallen tree; the stump she’d seen earlier was
gone, replaced by a circle of misshapen bricks and a fire. The pot hung
above it from a metal tripod, the stones inside dulled by the heat.
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“What do you want?” Judith demanded. “Why are you doing this
to us?” And still there was no answer.

But some faces turned to her. Some opened their mouths and
made a horrible wet clucking. And Judith understood with horror why
the villagers had been so silent. Behind their cracked lips, behind their
decaying teeth, their tongues were gone. Cut out. Only stumps of dark
flesh that rolled and convulsed in the firelight.

“Judith!” Rose yelled as she struggled to escape. “I love you, Ju-
dith,” she said, and began to weep.

“Let her go!” Judith screamed. “Let her go! Oh my god, Rose. 1
love youl! I love you so much! Let her go! Let her go right now!” She
fought against the hands holding her. “I’m going to kill you! I’'m going
to kill you alll Let her the fuck go!”

Judith screamed and screamed, but no one cared.

They dragged Rose forward to the burning pot and forced her to
her knees. She sobbed uncontrollably, tears and mucus streaming
down her face, her speech unintelligible. Her captors took care to posi-
tion her in the worn grooves as more villagers approached, grabbing
hold of her arms, her legs, her shoulders. She cried out in pain, cried
out for help. But Judith couldn’t give it to her, no matter how much
she struggled and cursed. The villagers continued, slipping a cracked
wooden yoke around Rose’s neck, twisting the oiled bolts tighter until
her head couldn’t move. Rose’s tear-strewn face was pointed toward
the splayed roots of the fallen tree, and she stared directly at the illu-
sion she and Judith had discovered an impossible few hours earlier.

“What’s going on?” she blubbered, the yoke forcing her jaw shut.
“What are you doing?”

“Let her go!” was all Judith could say in her manic state. Over and
over again.

The silver-haired woman appeared from the crowd, dressed in a long
brown patchwork skirt that just covered her bare feet. Her long tresses
had been let down, her eyes glistened, and in her mottled hands she held
a long pair of metal tongs. She pointed at Rose with an unsteady hand
and the villagers pulled back Rose’s hair, away from her face.
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Judith screamed, no longer capable of forming words, becoming a
primal force of rage and terror. She felt it embody her, overwhelm her,
become her; an enveloping and transforming red mist of pain. With
her newfound power she wrenched with all her strength and tore an
arm free from her captor. And, before anyone could stop her, she
drove her elbow into the tall woman’s face, breaking something, and
tried to claw out the shorter woman’s eyes. Villagers appeared sudden-
ly, piling onto her, trapping her arm before it could do further damage.
She roared with rage but couldn’t prevent what was happening.
Couldn’t prevent herself from being subdued.

All the while, the woman standing over Rose wasn’t distracted. She
lifted the heavy tongs and placed them in the cast-iron pot. By the time
Judith was immobilized, everyone had stopped to watch the silver-
haired woman with reverence. Everyone except Rose, who continued
to sob endlessly.

The stones shifted and popped until the woman removed the
tongs, holding a smoldering black stone in their grip. The villagers ut-
tered a sound in unison—an indescribable low-pitched drone as
though they were attempting to sing—and the silver-haired woman
placed the burning stone on Rose’s forehead.

Rose’s scream neatly shattered the world.

Judith screamed, too. Anger flowing as she watched the villagers
push down on Rose, steadying her so the old woman could add anoth-
er burning stone, then another. One by one the stones were placed in a
circle around Rose’s head while Judith cursed and sobbed impotently.
Rose no longer cried, no longer moved as the stones embedded them-
selves in her melted flesh. Blood streamed down her unconscious face,
soaking her gown as Judith continued to rage.

She screamed until she couldn’t hold a breath any longer,
screamed until her throat was raw and her limbs were weak. Until she
could no longer fight against the villagers bearing down on her. Then,
depleted, she collapsed in the grip of her captors. All strength and rage
burned away. An empty shell.

But the villagers would not allow her to fall. They held her up,
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striking the sides of her face until her eyes opened, and made her
watch as they lifted the unconscious Rose from where she knelt and
brought her to the felled peach tree. They hoisted her into the tangle
of roots, her arms spread wide, her legs crossed at the ankle. Blood
soaked the top of her gown black.

They pitched Judith forward, dragged her to the cast-iron pot,
forced her to kneel. Hanging before her was Rose, caught in the roots
of the tree, the mirage of the bearded man behind her. It was too
much to bear. Judith wished she could close her eyes, but couldn’t.
They were locked on Rose’s drooping face.

The silver-haired woman approached, her arms spattered to the
elbow with Rose’s blood, dragging the long tongs behind her. She
stood between the pot and the tree and looked at what remained of
Judith. She cocked her head, then put her hand on the side of Judith’s
face. Judith recoiled, tried to pull away as the vestiges of herself fled.
The woman waited until they were gone before stroking Judith’s face.

When she was done, she stood and inserted the tongs again into
the burning pot. Judith did not move, but the villagers pinned her
down nonetheless. Pinned her as the woman removed another wrinkled
black stone. Judith’s body tremored, but she was unaware of it.

And the woman dropped the stone onto the ground.

She held out her hand. A villager rushed to her side and handed
her a full waterskin. She uncorked it and spilled the contents over the
black stone. It sizzled under the stream, and when it stopped the
women bent and fished the stone from the mud. She stood and, with-
out brushing away the dirt and debris, placed it in her mouth.

There was a moment of silence before the first tremor traveled
across her body. Then there was a second, forewarning the seizure that
quickly followed. The woman made a choking sound, like something
being pulled from the muck, and pointed toward Rose’s limp body.
Blood poured out of the silver-haired woman’s open mouth and over
her chin, followed by the squirm of a shriveled black tongue. It danced
across her lips as the woman croaked a single word.

“Watch.”
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And Judith watched, too beaten and numb to resist. She watched
Rose hanging there, her body limp, her chest heaving with troubled
breaths. And as she watched she thought of nothing. Not of why this
was happening. Not of the last thing she’d said to Rose. Not of all the
times she’d been irritated, impatient, or angry with her. Not of all the
times she wished she were somewhere else. She thought of nothing.
Nothing but of Rose and how she’d failed her.

Judith wanted to speak, but there were no words.

Suddenly, Rose’s unconscious body jerked. The villagers dropped
to their knees. Bowed their heads.

But not Judith. She was transfixed.

Rose jerked again, and every limb went rigid at once. They
stretched out from beneath her filthy gown like sticks. Her eyes
opened wide. So wide. So very, very wide. As though she were trying
to see everything at once.

“Oh my god!” she screamed. “Oh my god!

“I can—all of—oh my god!

“All the secrets. All the secrets and the pains. Oh my god, I can
feel them. I can see them. Oh my god.

“They’re in me. Under my skin. I’'m overflowing. I'm transforming.

“Oh my god. Look at me!

“Look at me now!”

She convulsed, limbs flailing, eyes rolling white. And the roots of
the dead tree began to tremble, to creak. To move. They curled toward
the hanging Rose, reached across and wrapped around her, one at a
time. Over and over, constricting until they enveloped her, pulled her
in. Took her and her crown of thorns away from this world.

“The King needs his Queen,” the silver-haired woman croaked as
she stood, one tired leg after the other. “And she is a vessel primed.”

The woman bent down and placed something on the ground in
front of Judith. Then stood and touched the kneeling woman’s face.

“From their union might sweet fruit spill.”

With that, the woman spit the bloodied stone back into the pot.

*
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Judith knelt in front of the fire and whispered. No one held her down
any longer. No one had to. There was nowhere for her to go. With
Rose gone there was nothing left. Just Judith and her memories of all
she’d done wrong, of all the trouble she’d caused. She knelt where
Rose had, a stream of words falling from her underbreath while the
villagers stood in a circle, silent and patient.

It was her fault. She’d prepared Rose. Had been preparing her
since the moment they met at that show, so many years before. Primed
her to suffer, to take on what wasn’t hers, until it bore her out, opened
a hole that needed to be filled. Judith had prepared her unknowingly
for this moment. To suffer their sins, to carry them away. To be taken
below as some ancient payment, some ritualistic bargain. It was Ju-
dith’s fault it happened. Judith’s, and Judith’s alone.

The knife the silver-haired woman left lay in front of her. Its han-
dle carved from old wood, its blade curved and thin. It did not gleam
in the dying firelight. It did nothing but wait for Judith as she whis-
pered and moaned and tried to expel everything she’d seen, everything
she’d done.

But she couldn’t. She couldn’t relieve herself of the burden. It
weighed down on her, heavier and heavier. She couldn’t breathe.
Couldn’t do anything but be crushed by it. She was going to die there,
alone amid the peach trees. Alone in the dark of nowhere. And her an-
ger would plant itself like a poisonous seed in the soil. Grow outward.
Corrupt everything until there was nothing left to corrupt. Until it was
all destroyed.

Unless she unburdened herself.

She rattled off her mistakes, listed her crimes, her sins; spoke each,
one after the other, until her tongue carried them all.

Then she snatched up the knife.

The blade was sharp and quick and when she was done she took
the writhing length of flesh that bore what she no longer could and
dropped it into the black iron pot to cook and shrivel, harden and

blacken. Become a stone condensed to pure sorrow. Another piece,
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another rune, to summon the twin bounties of harvest and for-
giveness.

But forgiveness had a price. And sometimes that price demanded
forgiveness of its own. Forgiveness no one else could grant. Not the
King. Not his courtier. Not even his new Queen, the gift of a village to
one so much older, adorned with the purest of crowns. Forgiveness
that could only come from within.

Forgiveness like that required an impossible amount of strength.

Strength Judith did not have.

So instead of forgiveness, she gave away the only things she had
left to give. Gave away her burdens and her pains. Offered them up to
the King as so many had before, and as many would again. The act of
letting them go filled her with relief impossible to express.

She no longer had the words.



In the Event of Death

1

here were more paperback books in my mother’s house than I

realized. Pocket-sized, well-thumbed, all with yellowed covers

of swashbuckling men and bodiced damsels, they were lurid
reminders of a habit that dated back forever. I knew they took up a
single shelf, but not boxes beneath her stairs, or shelves in her garage,
or crates in her attic. The house overflowed with them, spilling from
every corner and nook. So many books, so intricate a reflection of her
life, and her own struggles to escape.

“What are you going to do with them?” Wanda asked as I filled
another box.

“I have no idea,” I said.

“Do you think you’ll sell them?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know if I could.”

The answer seemed to satisfy her, though I wondered if she under-
stood what I meant. Then I wondered the same about myself.

It had been fewer than two days since my mother’s death, but 1
had not yet had a chance to grieve. There were too many things that
needed to be done, too many arrangements to be made, and only me
to do them. Wanda helped as much as time allowed, but her job at the
hospital was the only thing supporting us as I worked on my novel,
and we couldn’t afford her missing a single shift, not if we were to af-
ford the funeral. I'd managed to put the bulk of the arrangements into
place, but I needed to choose a dress for my mother to wear and 1
didn’t feel strong enough alone.

I hadn’t taken Wanda to the house before, afraid of letting her see
where I’d grown up in case it altered the way she felt about me. I knew

27
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it made no sense, but there were so many complicated emotions stored
within those walls that I failed to see how she could avoid being
changed by it all. The house practically vibrated as we stood there.

Wanda walked from room to room, my mother’s death transform-
ing the place from house to museum, picking up and inspecting items
as she did. Along the mantle was a series of photographs. Wanda stud-
ied them, then looked at me.

“Where’s your father?”

I shrugged. It was a question I’d asked in different ways my entire
life. My father died of some illness shortly before I was born, and my
mother had nothing more to say about it. She had no photographs of
him, never spoke his name or acknowledged he had existed, and yet it
was clear that she had loved him dearly. I had once asked my Aunt
Renee what had happened, but my question caused her to cross herself
vehemently and scold me for not minding my own business. My
mother had always been overly protective—her worry when I had ter-
rible nightmares as a child only made them worse, and as a teenager 1
had to rebel before I could escape her smothering arms—so for years I
believed there was some deep secret to his absence and her silence. As
I grew older I quietly realized that sometimes there are wounds that
never heal, and pressing only inflames them. I decided if it was easier
for my mother to forget, I wasn’t going to keep reminding her.

Wanda and I went through her closets slowly, looking for the right
item. Had it been up to me I would have picked the first thing I found,
but Wanda was more careful. She knew better what my mother liked,
what she thought she looked her best in. I didn’t argue, happy to have
one burden lifted from me, though all the same worried that one less
distraction meant my grief was one step closer.

As my wife pulled down a shoebox from the closet’s top shelf, an
envelope came loose and fluttered to the ground. She bent down and
retrieved it. Reading the front, she frowned.

“It’s addressed to you.”

The envelope felt lifelessly thin, and printed beneath my name in
my mother’s hand was: TO BE OPENED IN THE EVENT OF MY
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DEATH. In my mind’s eye I traveled to the past to watch her carefully
scripting those words, and the vision was too much to bear. It took a
few minutes and my wife’s arms around my neck before I was able to
break the seal.

I don’t know what I’d hoped to find. The letter was prefaced by a
few painful words urging me not to cry or miss her, followed by a list
of instructions letting me know where she kept her banking infor-
mation, and how best to access matters of her estate. None of this
surprised me: my mother had been a practical woman and remained so
until the end. It was reassuring, in its own way. She concluded the list
with two requests. The first was that her entire collection of paper-
backs be delivered to Aunt Renee, who, despite how I might have felt
about her, had been her closest friend since childhood; the second was
that I never read the diary she kept in her nightstand drawer. To be
certain, she wanted it buried with her.

Despite my hopes, there was nothing in the letter revealing the
mystery of my father’s death.

Behind me was the infamous nightstand. I had memories of trac-
ing the patterns carved in its legs with my finger while my mother
folded laundry or read one of her novels. It was a piece of furniture I
knew very well, yet never once did I realize it had a drawer until I took
a closer look. History makes us blind. History, and time.

I gently rocked the handle and slid the small drawer out. Inside was
yet another paperback novel, Lord 17anity, bookmark halfway between its
rich covers of scarlet and gold, and lying beneath it a small diary with a
brown faux leather cover. Its pages secured with a flimsy lock.

“You aren’t going to read it, are you?” Wanda asked me. The hor-
ror she felt was folded into her face.

“Of course not,” I said, though I could not deny my curiosity. If my
mother had written at all about my father, wouldn’t it have been there?
Part of me wanted to scour its pages, but the rest was terrified. I had
spent so many years blanketed by her worry that I couldn’t disobey her
final wish, even if it meant forsaking the answers to all my questions.

Assuming they were answers I wouldn’t be too frichtened to read.
g tney g
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II

I pulled myself out of bed the next morning, the funeral still a day
away, and drove an hour to Maple to see Aunt Renee. I went alone,
Wanda deciding she’d rather nurse her unhappiness in front of a piano
than endure another painful visit. Instead, boxes of old paperbacks
kept me company, filling the car with a musty tangy odor. It smelled of
the past.

I had other motives for the trip beyond delivering the boxes, most
of them centering on the revelation of my mother’s diary. It raised
questions I hoped my aunt could answer.

It took time for Aunt Renee to answer her doot, and when she did
her face was puffed and tear-streaked. She didn’t smile.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said, and wandered off. I took that as invitation
to follow.

My aunt’s house was larger than both my mother’s and my own,
and yet felt cramped with all the items shelved along the walls and
piled in the corners. I had never liked the place as a child: it was dark
and oppressing, its strange atmosphere repellent. She rarely seemed to
open her blinds, and the giant shrine to her savior that dominated the
wall in the front room left me uneasy.

“This is it?” she asked, staring in the box of paperbacks I carried.

“The rest are in the car. She wanted you to have them.”

She rummaged through the box.

“You didn’t have to bring them today.”

“No, I suppose not. But I thought I might as well. It gave me an
excuse to come see how you were doing.”

She snickered. “How do you #hink 1 am? How are you? Just peachy,
I’d guess?”

I smiled as gently as I could.

“It’s tough, but I'm doing a little better than I thought I’'d be.”

She made a disapproving noise but said nothing. Instead, she
pulled books out of the box one at a time and set each on the table.

“Are you still writing your satanic stories?”

I looked down at my hands. The back of one carried tiny indenta-
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tions, as though fingernails had been pressed into the soft flesh. The
pale color slowly gave way to red; I tried rubbing away the discolora-
tion with my thumb.

“They’re only stories, Aunt Renee. They don’t mean anything.
Most of them aren’t even trying to be scary. They’re just about how
people feel.”

She looked up from the half-empty box and squinted.

“That’s how the demons start. They make you think it’s nothing at
first, and maybe it is, but once they get their talons in you they sink
and sink.” Her hands were up, fingers curled in shriveled claws and
pressed against her chest. “Before you know it, you’re doing demons’
work on God’s Earth for all eternity.” She stopped and looked back
into the box.

“Where’s the diary?” she said.

I was glad for the change in topic.

“I was going to ask you about that. I didn’t even know she had a
diary until her note said so. But she asked me not to read it. Just to put
it with her in the coffin. But what if it mentions my father? All I know
about him was that he was sick, but not what he had or what he was
like. I need answers, Aunt Renee, and this might be my only chance.
Yet the note . . .”

“What’s this about a note?” My aunt held out her free hand. “Let
me see it.”

“I—I don’t have it with me,” I stammered. “Why would you need
to see it?”’

“I should ask you the same thing. You don’t need to see anything.
Especially that diary. Bring it to me as well.”

“Why? What are you going to do with it?”

“I’'m going to burn it.”

“What?”

I was horrified. Then her face transformed into a cauldron of hate
and she seethed, “That diary—it’s evil and must not be allowed to exist.
I would have done it years ago if your mother told me she still had it.”

“It’s her diary,” I said. “There’s nothing evil about it.”
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“You’re a fool. You can’t possibly be so ignorant. Not when you
are already doing /zs bidding. You need to wise up and take the Lord
into your heart. He’ll help you vanquish the evil.”

I didn’t know how to respond.

“Aunt Renee, I don’t want to disrespect your beliefs, but—"

“You being here, in my house, disrespects them. You’re family,
and your mother has just passed, so I'm making an exception. But
don’t misunderstand—"" Her voice became intensely quiet; I could feel
it crawling up my spine. “—your mother may not have seen it in time
but I do. You’re your father’s son. And I pray every night an angel will
come and deliver you. It’s been the angel of death twice before. Maybe
you’ll get lucky. The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

Her words hung in the air. What she said, what she implied—I
wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but as the seconds passed
I realized she was right. I was being a fool.

“I’ll leave the rest of the boxes, Aunt Renee, then I’'m going. After
the funeral, you won’t have to worry about seeing me again.”

My aunt’s eyes betrayed her anger as she watched me unload the
rest of the boxes from the trunk of my car and drop them in her front
hallway. I did so silently, waiting for an apology even though I knew
none would come. And she did not disappoint me. In fact, it wasn’t
until I was done and made the mistake of looking at her that she finally
spoke.

“Get out,” she said. “Don’t you ever bring your demons back
here.”

“Gladly,” I said, storming toward the door. As I pulled my car out
of her driveway I saw her on the porch. She looked withered under the
bleached light.

“I’d pray for you,” she called out after me. “But you don’t deserve it.”

111

My tongue was sour as I drove, a nauseating shiver of adrenaline bub-
bling beneath my skin. When I arrived home, my poor wife had to lis-
ten to my hatred erupt for nearly an hour, the red heat of it spewing
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out, and no matter how much I said or for how long it never seemed
to end. It was unquenchable, and only my eventual exhaustion slowed
me enough for her to interrupt.

“I found something,” Wanda said. “While you were—while you
were out. I found something in the boxes we brought back from you
mother’s. Though I’'m not sure if this is the best time to show you.”

“Show me,” I said. “It couldn’t make my day any worse.”

“I don’t know if worse is quite the word for it,” she said, then
opened up a dresser drawer and produced a stack of paper fastened
with a blue elastic band. “I thought you’d want to see these, especially
in light of your afternoon.”

I took the pile from her and without removing the elastic flipped
through the first few pages. When I realized what she’d found, I
looked up. She nodded.

“They’re poems. Look, they’re dated. They were written sometime
before you were born.”

“Why didn’t I know any of this? Why did she hide it from me?”

“I don’t know, but Dan—"

“Do you think—" Everything rushed through my head; I couldn’t
keep my thoughts straight. “Was she embarrassed? Did my aunt say
something to dissuade her? I bet—"

“Dan!”

She startled me and I stopped talking.

“Dan, before you do anything you should read some of them.
Some of the poems.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”’

“Nothing,” she said, then paused. “Nothing’s wrong. I just think
you should read them.”

I skimmed the first poem in the pile.

The word that came to mind was #ightmarish, but in its truest sense.
Reading her poetry was like reading a nightmare—an actual nightmare,
transcribed. It lacked any discernible narrative, rather inundating me
with corrupted images, flashes of that which lurked deep within my

subconscious. Men in tailcoats and creatures with long tails slithered
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over one another. Words mixed and intertwined on the page in un-
comfortable juxtaposition. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen, worse
than the strangest weird fiction I'd ever encountered, and afterward it
was unclear if what I remembered was real or a fevered dream. A doz-
en stories sprung to life in my inspired mind.

“What do you make of them?” Wanda asked. “Are they your
mother’s?”

“They have to be,” I said, wiping my dry mouth. “I recognize her
handwriting. But I don’t understand why her poetry was such a secret.”

Wanda was surprised.

“I think it’s pretty obvious why she didn’t show them to you or to
anyone else. They’re vile.”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw your face. You know exactly what I mean.”

I touched the ink on the page. Even it was beautiful.

“But what was wrong with them? Nothing vulgar or crass. Noth-
ing profane, as far as I can see. I don’t remember much beyond a few
images, but they seemed like science fiction. Was there something
about aliens? And maybe a name—Varshni, or something? I remember
an old clock . ..”

Wanda wrapped her arms around herself.

“I don’t like them, Dan. It’s as simple as that. Get rid of them.”

“But they’re my mother’s,” I said, stunned I had to even say the
words aloud. “I can’t just—I mean won’t just—"

She put up her hand.

“Just keep them in your office, then. Away from me.”

That much I could promise.

I\Y%

I stood by the door for an hour the next morning, dressed in my finest
pinstriped suit, holding my mother’s tiny diary. Behind me, my wife
moved from room to room, dressing for the funeral. She was only a
few feet away, while I was unmoored and untethered, drifting into the

aether and away from the world I knew. Wherever I was going, noth-
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ing would be the same for me. And I wanted to cry over what I had
lost, and because 1 was afraid of what was to come.

Wanda and I arrived at the funeral home eatly to say our good-
byes. My mother lay in her casket, but I only recognized her by frag-
ments—the actual person I knew was gone; a wax stranger lay in her
place. Wanda stood to the side while I whispered my final words, then
touched the diary waiting in my jacket pocket. It wasn’t much comfort.

I dried my damp eyes and turned to my wife, but found my aunt
instead, standing in the middle of the room, her eyes bulging, her lips
quivering. I didn’t know if she was crying, laughing, or barely contain-
ing her disgust, and I didn’t care. I knew only my own fury.

“What are you doing here?” I said.

“I’ve come to prevent you from making a serious mistake.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The diary. What have you done with her diary?”

“It’s none of your business.”

She stalked toward me. She was smaller and frailer, yet descended
like a fuming giant.

“I'm trying to help you, don’t you see? I'm trying to save your
soul.”

“My soul doesn’t need any saving. My soul is doing quite fine on
its own.”

She stopped and glared at me. Then noticed my wife.

“What’s it like,” she asked her, “being married to an idiot?”

“Hey!” I shouted. “You talk to me. Stay the hell away from her.”

My aunt laughed.

“You have no idea what that book is, do your” She shook her
head. “I’d hoped you’d burned it and its sin from the world. I'd hoped
you’d burned it and scattered the ashes. But I knew you were no dif-
ferent from him. I knew it as soon as I laid eyes on you. Your mother
didn’t listen, but I knew, and I protected her. Your father at least had
malevolence behind his eyes. You? You’ve always had nothing. Maybe
those evil secrets will fill you, but if we are all lucky it will be your fu-
neral soon enough.”
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With that, she wrapped her black silk scarf around her neck and
stormed out of the funeral home. She did not once turn to acknowledge
me or my mother, the woman who had once called her sister. It was as if
she were a stranger, and that was perhaps the most hateful thing she did
on that day. She denied my mother one last goodbye before she left this
plane. I'd had enough of my aunt and her zealotry and antics, and
swore I would never intentionally set eyes on her again.

If I only had the strength.
v

The funeral had been more difficult that I'd anticipated, and the vari-
ous pains offered me a clarity I could have happily done without.
When Wanda and I arrived home, all I wanted was to take off my suit,
pour myself the strongest drink we had, and sink into the couch. I
needed to clear the thoughts that gathered in my head like storm
clouds. Even with Wanda near, I was bereft, and in my distraction 1
realized the jacket I was trying to hang was too heavy. Something was
in its pocket, something that was not my wallet, and as I freed it I felt
my heart seize.

My mother’s diary. In the commotion of my aunt’s entrance and
accusations, I’d forgotten that it was still in my pocket, that I hadn’t
put it in her casket, even as we dropped flowers onto her vault. Every-
thing had been wiped from my mind as I was consumed by sadness
and anger, but what I had done was unforgivable. My mistake was ir-
reparable.

The guilt broke me. I became a recluse. For weeks I was unable to
function without dwelling on my failure, on what it meant for my
mothet’s journey beyond the veil. Wanda did her best to help me, but I
rejected everything she said. I was inconsolable. When eventually she
had to return to work, I was left alone to wallow in my private dark-
ness. I knew intellectually she had no choice, but an irrational part of
me could not forgive her abandonment. I treated her poorly when she
came home at night, which over time caused her to return later and

later in the evening.
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If only I still had my writing, my one escape from life’s torments,
but it too evaporated in the shadow of my guilt. As days became weeks
became more, my head filled with chaotic imagery—switling star-
studded vistas and cosmic turbulence—and those few sentences I
managed to scribble down were senseless. My mind raced too fast and
in too many directions to capture it all, and what was left were frag-
ments strung illogically together, wholly indecipherable as soon as I set
them down. Without writing, without my wife, without any anchor at
all, I slipped further beneath the surface.

As time passed and I became less frequently sober, the voices that
pushed in from the edges of my thoughts worked themselves deeper
into my psyche. I could not forget my failure to bury the diary, but nei-
ther could I spend the rest of my life staring at it—not if I wanted to
resist falling irrevocably into insanity. The idea crossed my mind to
burn it, but I couldn’t. I would be doing my aunt’s bidding, and it
would be like burning the last piece of my mother, and perhaps my on-
ly link to my father. I spent my time daydreaming what might be con-
tained within the diary’s pages, what secrets my mother had wanted to
keep hidden. My aunt knew something, and it was so vile she could
not contain herself around me. Who was my father? What had he
done? I wanted so desperately to know.

It was only a matter of time before I could no longer resist the
temptation. Between bouts of drinking I found myself holding the dia-
ry, running my hands over its worn covers, convincing myself I could
feel heat radiating from it. When I finally broke the seal and cracked it
open, when I finally saw my mother’s name in her large schoolgirl
hand, I felt vomitus—my body revolting over what I was about to do.
I could have put the diary down easily, forgotten about it, left it behind
and restarted and repaired my life. But instead I leafed through pages
so well thumbed they were linen, looking for mention of my father.

Quickly I forgot my purpose and became lost in my mother’s life. I
had known her only as overly worried and overprotective, but I soon
came to realize she had once been anything but. She had thrived on ill-

considered risk in her youth, and was often joined by my equally ad-
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venturous Aunt Renee, not yet quite as angry or as fervorous as she
would become. The revelations in the diary were so bizarre and unlike-
ly I could barely believe them. Were they not in my mother’s handwrit-
ing, likely I wouldn’t have.

She was introduced to my father at a holiday picnic. By then she
was bordering thirty and still not looking terribly hard for someone, yet
he emerged nevertheless from what she called “a sea of Coke bottle
glasses.” She did not think much of him at the time—he was a quiet,
aloof, attractive only in an inoffensive and average way, and was the
opposite of every man or boy she’d ever dated. Even his speech was
peculiar, as though he’d only read books from a hundred years earlier
or more and yet had no idea how to pronounce most of the words.
Strangely, instead of repelling her, she found it oddly charming and
began seeing him despite Aunt Renee’s jealous disapproval.

The honeymoon period of my parents’ affair did not last long.
Soon after they started spending time together my mother was subject-
ed to a string of intense nightmares. She didn’t elaborate, hinting only
rarely about what they entailed. What was more concerning were the
headaches and nosebleeds they caused. Her suffering was genuine, and
the only balm was to start recording those terrifying visions. I recog-
nized a lot of the exorcised images in the poems Wanda had found. As
the frequency and intensity of my mother’s nightmares grew, the sleep-
less nights and terrible thoughts ate away at her waking life.

Whatever their cause, my aunt took her seriously. She too had no-
ticed peculiarities about the man, things that were not quite right. Like
the way he seemed to forget how to use his hands, or stuttered when
he spoke as though warming up an unused instrument. He did not
recognize simple things such as streetlights, but his memory for what
he encountered was eidetic. And yet he was only interested or aware of
his surroundings when he stared into the night sky.

My aunt did not understand my mothet’s infatuation with him, and
for the first time we agreed. My father sounded wholly undeserving of
my mother’s affection, and yet he remained in her life, despite how

poor its quality had become. My mother fell ill and remained so for a
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very long time, the constant morass of nightmares destroying her
sleep, preventing her from doing anything but shambling through the
new house she and my father bought together. Then, without incite-
ment, without reason, my mother admitted she’d become suspicious of
who my father was. I skipped forward and back, trying to understand
what she meant, but she did not mention it again. “He is not who he
says,” was the entirety of what she wrote, and even that she tried to
scribble out.

With the next entry, her journal became consumed with poetry,
foregoing the recording and documentation of her life. The poems
were as strange and confusing as anything I’d read, made more so by
their inchoate nature. They were prototypical pieces without sense of
timeframe or inspiration. They simply existed in that no-man’s-land of
the past, the churning blood of her unconscious. But even jumbled
and fragmented, when I read closer I was struck with a kind of terri-
fied confusion. My mother clearly didn’t realize what she was doing as
she wrote those poems, but I knew. I knew because they were the
same images I saw every time I sat in front of my keyboard. I was
dreaming my mother’s horrors, sharing her mindscape. And instinc-
tively I knew we were not the only ones. Someone else haunted our

mutual dreams. Someone else for whom they were not dreams at all.
VI

I found nothing more in my mother’s diary. As abruptly as her poetry
began, it stopped, and in its wake all she entered were the most per-
functory details of her life. My father became a ghost in the pages,
never mentioned, though his presence was felt among the accounts of
my mother’s activities. His illness was fleetingly suggested during an
account of my mother being at the hospital, no doubt near the time
her pregnancy was discovered. Shortly thereafter an oblique apology
was made about my aunt, but what had caused the falling out was un-
clear. Whatever it was, words were not needed to communicate its se-
riousness. Yet it didn’t stop my aunt from visiting, as a short entry
about going to tea soon followed. Even the date of my father’s death
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was unclear. No mention of it was made before I reached the unex-
pected end of the diary, and on reviewing the preceding entries to see
what I’'d missed, I found only more questions. With my mother gone
and her diary unresolved, there remained only one person who knew
my father at all, one person who might answer those questions my
mother did not want me to ask. As loath as I was to see Aunt Renee, |
knew I had no other choice.

Sometime in the midst of my breakdown I’d received word from a
distant cousin that my aunt was ill. She was confined to a bed in a hos-
pital a few minutes from her house in Maple. After what happened at
the funeral, I understood why she never reached out to let me know
she was sick: no doubt she expected me to be glad, as though there
were some divine justice to it all. She would have been right, but part
of me understood that it was a horrible thing to feel. I telephoned
Wanda with the news, but regretted it as soon as I heard the distance
in her voice. Still, she urged me to go see my aunt.

“Dan, you have to. You'll regret it if you don’t. She’s family.”

“Is she? I don’t even know anymore.”

“She’s related enough. You need to put everything behind you and
go. Maybe it’s the fresh start you need.”

I knew she was right. I needed to see Aunt Renee because she was
not long for the world, and when she went the truth about my herit-
age, about the strange revelations in my mother’s diary, would go with
her. But I was also terrified about what she might say. I wasn’t certain
I could bear to hear it. But what choice was there? Wanda was right: I
would never be able to move on until I spoke to her, and time was
running out. I sobered up enough to drive to the hospital and park on
the fifth floor of the garage. Then stayed in the car for thirty minutes,
preparing myself.

The hospital had been built within the last decade, so unlike where
my mother had suffered through her final days, it was clean and full of
sunlight. My aunt’s room was private, and flowers filled the window
sill—as did crucifixes of various sizes, and a single image of Jesus in a

golden frame. My aunt was asleep, snoring gently, her glasses askew on



In the Event of Death 41

her head. On the tray table beside her sat a covered lunch, waiting for
her to wake and eat. I pushed it aside then gently called her name.

“Aunt Renee, it’s me. It’s Daniel.”

One eye creaked open, then the other. There was the wheeze of
oxygen pumped into her nose. She carefully licked her lips.

“What are you doing here? You stink.”

Her voice was little more than a slurred croak. I tried not to be
reminded of my dying mother.

“I need to talk to you. I need to tell me about my father.”

She closed her eyes and laughed—one hitch of her shoulders, her
breath rattling. She winced immediately, but the smile didn’t complete-
ly fade.

“You can’t be saved. Get out. Go away.”

“Aunt Renee, I read my mother’s diary. I read it all.”

To this, her theumy eyes opened wider.

“What did you learn? Nothing. You didn’t learn a thing.”

“I need you to tell me who he was. What happened to him? Why
were my mother’s dreams so strange?”

I was desperate for answers, growing more desperate when I heard
how difficult it was for her to breathe. I did not know how much long-
er she had.

“Give me some water. That nurse, she’s trying to kill me. What’s
the opposite of drowning? She’s trying to dry me out. She wants my
jewelry.”

I was confused for a moment—my aunt was wearing no jewelry—
but when I saw her crippled hands adjusting a clasp that wasn’t there, I
realized she was hallucinating.

“Do you know where you are right now?” I asked. She gave me a
sidelong glance as though that didn’t deserve an answer. “Do you
know who I am, Aunt Reneer”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to say.

“Aunt Renee, who am I?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who am I, Aunt Renee? Tell me who I am.”
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Suddenly her hatred exploded, filling her with vigor. Her eyes bore
into me.

“You’re a blasphemy. You’re a thing. You're like 4im. Like your fa-
ther.”

“I'm—what?”

“Your mother told me what he was, what he said he was, so we
took care of it. But I never believed. I knew he was lying. Satan’s kind
always lies. He was a foul-blooded thing sent to test and torment us.”

“What did she say?” I pleaded. “What did my mother say?”

“It wasn’t in your precious diary?” she spat. I shook my head, and
she laughed, then she slumped and I watched the energy dissipate
from her like leaking air. She closed her eyes to rest.

“What did she say, Aunt Renee? Please tell me.”

My aunt spoke, but it was a mumbled whisper. Her last reserves
depleted. One of the machines she was hooked up to buzzed every
few seconds. The sound was deafening.

“What did she say?” I repeated, leaning close, my ear to her
mouth. Outside, in the hall, there was some commotion.

“She said he was lost. She said he didn’t belong then, that he want-
ed to go back. She said he hated the meat most of all, that it wasn’t big
enough to contain him. She said in his sleep he would make sounds
like he was talking, but the words were so old they made her cry. She
said he was not who he said he was, and when she found out he
wouldn’t let her go. He was a monster.”

“What did he do?”

“Do?” she asked, her eyelids cracking apart, revealing a sliver of
white. “He made you. Wasn’t that enough?”

My aunt fell asleep, then, and try as I might I could not revive her.

When I left, the nurses were making her as comfortable as they could.
VII

I’'m left with more questions than answers.
Aunt Renee never regained consciousness, and it wasn’t long be-
fore she was buried, too, in Mount Pleasant Cemetery, not far from my
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mother. I never found out what she was talking about, and little of
what I did know made any sense. I tried going through my mother’s
diary again more than once, traveling back in time to look for hints
about what my father was, about what my aunt discovered that was so
vile she turned into a religious zealot, about what my mother had done
that caused her to hide from the world. But there was nothing, no
stone left to turn. All I had were impressions and my mother’s fright-
ening poetry. And my unbearable dreams.

I find it impossible to write now. Every image that appears to me
is suspect: I wonder if they are of my own conjuring or strange visions
from my father, trying to communicate with me from wherever he is.
I'm sure he’s somewhere, alive, as out of my reach as I am of his. He
still communicates to me through my dreams, and they continue to
degrade and become unbearable, as though my inability to lance them
through writing is only building up the pressure. And I wonder, if
that’s true, how long will it be until I explode, and what will happen
then? But I can’t—1I just can’t bring myself to write another word, so
instead I drink and sit in the dark and wait for whatever truth is com-
ing to finally reveal itself. Wanda has not given up on me yet, but it’s
only a matter of time. I have nothing left inside that she would want—
it has been carved away by death and unearthed secrets. What remains
is a shell, a living, breathing shell of meat and blood, existing in the
present. The sort of thing an ancient god might want to inhabit, should
it somehow be skipping through time and space in search of a vessel.
That’s the sort crazy idea that occurs to me now, the sort I can no
longer exorcize through writing. It is like something that might occur
to one trapped deep in the horror of a nightmare. Trapped without any

prayer for escape.
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urning summer windstorms. Sand rattling car windows.
Wheels roaring on the road. Chinking gravel. Jules searched
desperately for something to say.

“How long has it been?” His voice sounded strange after hours of
the highway’s roar. Miranda didn’t turn.

“I haven’t been back in a lifetime. It all still looks the same.”

“It’s the middle of nowhere. Weird to think you grew up this far
from everything.”

She looked at him; she was still there beneath the folds and creas-
es. That face that he’d fallen in love with years earlier. Time had treat-
ed her better than most—she hardly looked different from when
they’d met—so why was it so hard to accept what she’d becomer Why
had he made such a mess of things?

“My sisters and I were happy. I never thought I’d ever want any-
thing else. None of us did, back then. But time creeps up and soon
you’re scattered like seeds on the wind.”

“Well, I'm glad your seed landed near me.” Jules moved his hand
from the wheel and put it on hers. The rumble of the road traveled
upward. Miranda turned to the window, limp hand remaining behind
like a fallen comrade. Minutes passed before she rescued it.

The road to the cottage was a flash on the highway; one exit and it
was gone, no way to turn back for thirty minutes. Jules was careful to
watch for the signs, but its sudden appearance startled him, and he
barely had time to stop. Half-covered by hanging branches, improved
and narrow, it seemed less a road and more something from a dream.
But Miranda was proof it was real and led somewhere.

Jules was lucky to have her back. After he admitted what he’d

44
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done she had walked out with a warning not to follow. It wasn’t the
first time she had disappeared when their fights became too much, but
even at her most erratic she was never gone more than a few hours.
Then again, he had never done something so horrible before. As days
and weeks passed with no contact at all, he grew terrified something
tragic had happened. He couldn’t help himself—the ideas bred and
multiplied and overwhelmed him. Brown liquor and pills could not
smother the distant thoughts that chittered beneath his fuzzy blanket
of inebriation. But when all seemed lost and his darkest times bottom-
less, he cracked open his eyes at the sound of keys at the door, and in
the streaming light stood Miranda, again and perhaps for the first time.
She looked different, her skin rougher, but it was her—he recognized
the look of disappointment on her face.

Miranda’s childhood home was small. A single story, flat roof, and
peeling white paint, but the front door was secure and the windows
were clean. If he hadn’t known the house was empty most of the year,
he would have suspected someone was there regularly to keep it up.

“Why don’t you go inside? I'll get the bags down and bring them
in.” It was well past lunch and Jules’s stomach twisted, but he didn’t
dare speak. The therapist told him to ensure Miranda’s needs were the
first in his mind—as though they hadn’t been since the day the two of
them met. He, on an early morning walk home along the boardwalk;
she, sitting on that same boardwalk, watching the ocean, having
stopped during her own morning stroll. It was something out of a
movie, and had been perfect. Perfect, until it wasn’t.

The cottage was bright—in every direction there was more win-
dow than wall—and he understood for once how living so far from
the world might be tolerable, especially with such a view of the lake.
Jules rested the bags and walked to the glass separating house from
shore. Gazing out at the water, he imagined Miranda as a girl, playing
in the narrow patches of sand, swimming in the summer water. Laugh-
ing with sisters he’d never been allowed to meet.

So many things moved—the waves, the branches, the soaring
birds—that he didn’t notice anything at first. A blur, a tiny mar on the
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day, and when Jules clenched his fists and focused he realized it was
moving. Swaying side to side, it poked from the water. A pale arm, try-
ing to pull itself free.

“Do you see that?”

Miranda glanced without interest.

“It’s nothing. It’s the water.”

“No, there’s someone out there. Don’t you see her?”

Miranda squinted again, held her position longer, but still came
back shaking her head.

And when Jules looked back, it had gone.

*

“I think I might take the boat out, see what’s around. Why don’t you
come along?”

Miranda sat in the front room, sunlight falling across her back and
the side of her face. She looked up from her book, her inscrutable ex-
pression framed by stray hairs.

“Come on, Miranda. It will be fun. We haven’t done anything like
a mini-adventure in a while.”

She appeared to consider it, and he imagined sitting beside her as
he circled the boat over its own wake, bouncing the two of them on a
short thrill ride. They would laugh as they used to, long before he’d
made his mistakes. Long before Miranda had walked out.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You go on. Have fun. I’'m going to catch up
on my reading.”

“Miranda . . .” he started, but didn’t have the energy to fight. He
missed the old Miranda, yet there was no one he could blame.

The boat’s rusty outboard motor needed to be primed, but once it
coughed it kept on coughing. Blue fumes drifted up, a smog that coat-
ed the rickety dock and hung in the air long after he’d eased the motor
into reverse and backed the boat away from its mooring. Once clear,
he gunned it and waited as the boat sputtered worryingly and inched
forward. Then a clunk, a long wheeze, a cough, and the boat accelerat-
ed. Jules grinned.
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The boat skipped over the waves, its prow pointing into the air as
it tried to leap free. Relief from the oppressive house, his unreadable
wife, all his mistakes, came immediately. It was behind him, a distant
memory as he motored toward the tree-lined horizon. Clouds slipped
off the sun in response to his rising joy, bathing him in light. He want-
ed to live in that moment forever. Everything else faded as he pushed
the rattling motor faster.

A small island rose from the lake a few minutes from the coast.
Jules turned the boat toward it out of curiosity. As he approached the
island’s narrow shore, the outboard motor grumbled, and he down-
shifted it to let it cool. The island passed on his right as he circled, row
after row of trees with trunks like straight arrows stuck in the ground.
Something moved among them, a shadow taking refuge in the thick
forest, but his unease lessened when he realized it was simply a refrac-
tion of light.

Motor sufficiently rested, he pulled the rudder and aimed the boat
back at where he’d come from. The cottage was farther away than he
thought—so far he could barely make it out or its drab dock. Without
warning clouds drew over the sun.

The thought of returning to Miranda evoked a deep sorrow. The
empty seat beside him was filled with an afternoon of unrealized pos-
sibilities, but Jules knew there was no way they could have left their
problems on the shore. And the lake was not deep enough to drown
them all.

The waving from the water caught his eye. The arm, long and lithe,
moved dreamily, its mate wrapped around a bobbing orange buoy. It
hardly seemed real, like the fragment of a dream. He rubbed his eyes,
but it didn’t disappear. Worry stirred. Was someone stuck too far from
shore? He pulled the steer, angling the boat toward the buoy.

The boat sputtered as he approached. The arm filled his vision,
and in its motion he detected desperation and panic. He raced through
the possible scenatios, worried he might be too late, and when that
arm vanished before his eyes, that worry grew worse. He eased back
on the throttle and scanned the lake’s surface for movement. His eye
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found Miranda, watching from the distant shore with shielding hand
on her brow.

“Do you mind?”

The disembodied voice startled him.

“Hey! What’s your problem?”

He peered over the edge of the boat. Three heads bobbed in the
water: a young girl in her late teens, flanked by two boys. Her hair was
wet, her face round.

“What are you? Some kind of creep?” she asked.

“What? No. I'm just—"" He tried to focus on her face, but her pale
shoulders glowing under the water distracted him. Was it ser arm he’d
seen?

“Get out of here,” one of her olive boyfriends demanded. “Screw
off, loset.”

“But I was just— Where did you—>?"’

“But 1 was just. Where did yon,” they mocked.

So much young flesh. He stammered, awkward, unable to think.

Defeated, he revved the outboard motor and slowly backed away
from the laughter. He was both humiliated and aroused, and remained
so until he glanced at the shore and saw Miranda retreating into the
house.

Whatever she thought she’d seen wasn’t right. Nothing had hap-
pened or was going to, but she wouldn’t believe that. Despite all the
love he offered, she couldn’t look past one small mistake made when
things were at their worst. He tried and continued to try, but she made
it difficult. Maybe it would have been better to give up and go their
separate ways.

The boat reached the dock choking on its last fumes. He glided it
across the water and threw a line around each cleat before pulling him-
self onto the dock. He wrestled with what he’d say to Miranda as he
walked the narrow path to the cottage; but when he entered through
the sliding glass door, she squeezed past him on her way outside,
dressed in her yellow one-piece suit and carrying a towel in her hand.

“I didn’t do anything!” The words sounded so tiny and foolish
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aloud. They trailed her back down to the dock. “Miranda, will you stop
and talk to me?” She wouldn’t respond. At the dock’s farthest edge she
sat and dipped her feet in one at a time before pushing herself forward.
He heard the splash, and saw her hazy yellow figure swim off beneath
the waves.

His fists clenched. Jules turned and went inside, as though that
small spiteful action would communicate his hurt, maybe force Miran-
da to realize she still loved him. He would unpack his suitcase and
prepare for the coming nights. With luck, she would remember why
they were there and work with him to fix their marriage, not crack it
further.

It took no more than a few minutes, but it gave his anger time to
dissipate. He had to try harder, be better, if he wanted to reach her. It
shouldn’t surprise him her solution to conflict was to disappear—she
had lived most of her life on the lake’s edge, isolated from the world. It
wasn’t a reflection on him.

Jules watched from the window as Miranda swam in the dark wa-
ter with graceful ease. The buoys were visible in the distance, orange
markers in the afternoon light. They bobbed as the waves pushed
them back and forth, and Jules found himself searching for the girl and
her two boyfriends. His heart’s rthythm increased and his mouth dried
as he imagined what they might be doing, what their young arms
would feel like wrapped around him. A shiver ran through his spine,
and he shook to interrupt the aggregating thoughts. There couldn’t be
any more mistakes, no proving Miranda right. Still, when he saw the
lithe arm rise from the water again, closer to shore, his heart resumed
its flutter.

But it looked different from how it had earlier. He squinted, leaned
forward, and tried to understand why the sight terrified him so. The
realization turned him cold.

“Mirandal”

He ran to the dock and leapt without hesitation. Miranda struggled
to keep afloat, arms thrashing wildly, gasping for air in the scant sec-
onds she spent above the surface. Jules’s legs pumped, propelling him
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as his hands clawed the water. When he reached Miranda she aggres-
sively fought his rescue attempt; it was all he could do to keep hold of
her as he dragged her to shore. Miranda crawled from the surf and
hugged the land as though she’d never been there before. Jules stag-
gered out and to her side. Hands on his knees, struggling for breath, he
forced the words out.

“Miranda, what happened?”

Wet hair plastered to her forehead, eyes wide and searching, she
appeared unfathomably lost. Her skin was pale and lips colotless as she
shivered in the orange sunlight. A few feet away her towel lay on the
shore, and Jules stepped away to retrieve it. When he turned back, she
was running toward the cottage, and he was left alone and confused,
holding the towel in his trembling hands.

He followed her back to the cottage, worried about what had hap-
pened. Miranda had nearly drowned, and yet still seemed to be harbot-
ing misplaced anger. He didn’t know what more he could do to earn
back her trust. All he wanted was to hold her and make sure she was
safe, but when he reached the bedroom door he found it locked.

“Miranda, can you let me in?”

He jiggled the knob. There was quiet rustling, and a murmur as
though she were talking to herself, but the door remained shut.

“Are you okay in there? I'm getting worried.”

He waited, then pounded on the door. It still didn’t open.

Frustrated, Jules sniffed the reek of fish and algae wafting from his
clothes. He wanted desperately to change them, but everything he’d
brought was locked behind the door with Miranda.

“I’'m going to take a shower,” he shouted. “Maybe when I’'m done
you can tell me what happened.”

The odor lingered as he stepped into the bathroom and stripped
off his sopping clothes. There was no shower, so he ran the tiny fau-
cets in the tub until the water turned clear and used a hand towel to
sponge himself. By the time he stepped back into the front room, Mi-
randa’s beach towel wrapped around his waist, the sun had set and the
cabin was dark. He lit a lamp and tried the bedroom door again. Mi-
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randa was still locked behind it, nursing whatever anger or embarrass-
ment had driven her away. He pressed his face against the door.

“I don’t know what you think you saw out there today, but it was
nothing. I was just talking to those kids,” he said. “I wasn’t saying or
doing anything you need to worry about. Miranda, I told you before: I
love you. 'm here for you. I want things to go back to how they
were.” He waited, tried the knob again. His frustration mounted.

“Goddamn it, Miranda, open the door!”

He banged the flat of his hand against it.

Anger would not solve the problem. He repeated it to himself. She
needed space, and he had to give it to her. Jules forced himself to
breathe until he was in control again.

“Miranda, I'm sorry. Take all the time you need. I'll be here, waiting.”

Jules sat on the couch, naked except for the towel he pushed be-
neath him. Miranda couldn’t keep him out of the room forever; even-
tually she’d have to emerge, and when she did he would sit her down
and calmly discuss what had happened. The therapist told him talk was
the only way to heal the rift. The small television was poor company
while he waited—it barely received any channels, and the electronic
fuzz across them heightened his disconnection. He turned it off and
stared at the bedroom door. Miranda may have been in the other
room, but she felt farther away.

He drifted off listening to the crickets outside. When he woke, it
was in darkness. Faint moonlight dribbled through the bare windows,
enough to illuminate traces of the cabin around him. He shivered, a
chill crossing his naked shoulders and arms. Something had roused
him, and when he heard the rattle come from the kitchen a jolt trav-
eled along his nerves. He looked up at the long pale specter that ap-
proached. Breath caught in his throat.

It was Miranda. She was naked.

Bare footsteps on the wooden floor; eyes drilling into his. Lips full,
eyes devouring, she closed the gap. Something stirred beneath his towel.

“Miranda, what are you doing?”

She didn’t speak. Instead she pressed her fiery hand against his
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chest and pushed him down. He reached to embrace her, but she
brushed his hands away, then parted her legs and sat atop him. She
leaned back and unknotted the towel while he ran his hands over her
wet skin. She was soaking, and the steam that rose off her as she slid
him inside filled his head with musky confusion. He didn’t understand
what was happening, only that Miranda was as she hadn’t been in
years. Eyes closed, wrinkled brow furrowed in concentration, she
rocked her hips, grinding herself against him, as short high-pitched
noises slipped from her pursed lips. Jules’s thoughts were washed
away, replaced with a warm tide that moved his body autonomously.
Back and forth she rocked, Jules’s hips jutting in rhythm to hers, and
when every muscle in his body tightened, when the intensifying pres-
sure was about to consume him, he gripped the sides of the couch and
tried to hold on. But everything slipped away in an explosion of liquid
heat. He gasped and fell backwards into his head, plummeting into an
ecstatic obliviousness, waves pulsing along his body. It was some time
before he was able to open his eyes, and by then Miranda had gone,
retreated into the locked bedroom. She left only the impression of her
burning hands on his cooling skin, and the unspoken promise of leav-
ing their past behind.

He drifted into unconsciousness, warmed by the memory of her
flesh, and didn’t wake until hours later when the sound of Miranda’s
screams propelled him to his feet, wobbling and disoriented, the towel
sliding to the floor. She stood where he’d first seen her during the
night, but in the morning sun she was clothed and unleashing her fury.

“What are you doing here? Get the hell out, Jules. I don’t want you
around anymore. Can’t you get the goddamn picture?”

He didn’t know how to respond. The smell of her midnight sweat
lingered.

“Miranda, what’s—?”

“Spare me your oblivious routine. You know damn well what
you’ve done to this marriage. You shit. You stupid, dumb shit. I want
you out!”

“Miranda, calm down. [—
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“Oh, shut up for once, you idiot. You good-for-nothing, can’t-do-
a-goddamn-thing-right idiot. Do you know how ridiculous you are?
You’re a joke. A big fucking joke. The only reason I’'m not laughing is
because I was too stupid to realize it in time, and I let you screw up my
life. You ruined everything, you selfish prick. You ruined it all. Every
goddamn thing and now I'm stuck here in this horrible life with you
and I want to die. Honestly and truthfully, Jules. You make me want to
die.”

“Miranda, I—"

“How many times do I have to tell you? Stay the hell away from
me!”

She snatched a vase from the mantel and hurled it. It caught Jules’s
temple with a hollow sound, and he crumpled, head filling with stars.
The front door slammed as he tried to push beyond the pain and fol-
low. He staggered into the harsh sunlight, but Miranda had vanished.

Frustration and anger burned in him. Miranda wasn’t the only one
wronged. What about Jules, and all he’d had to suffer married to her?
The reverence she held for her past—a life with her sisters that was
clearly better than any he could provide. Was it any wonder a wedge
had been driven between them? As much love as he held for her, even
that had its limits, and she’d tested every one, pushed him into straying
from her. Miranda ran from the cottage because her first instinct was
always to run when things were tough. It was the only solution she
knew—to disappear, to return to the lake and the cottage where she’d
started life. If there was any surprise, it was that she’d brought him to
her sanctum. How it must have bothered her, once her anger flared,
that her refuge had been invaded and that she had nowhere to go.

Jules strode inside. The bedroom door finally unlocked and open,
he retrieved some clothes from the closet and dressed again, sitting on
the edge of the sagging bed to pull on his socks. The sheets were
twisted together behind him, curled like a desiccated body, and he real-
ized that after all his work trying to get in, he didn’t want to be in that
room any longer than necessary. It reeked of her hatred.

Jules paced the front room, bothered by Miranda’s cavalier dismis-
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sal of the work he’d done to build a life for the two of them. Maybe
the mistake was his. Maybe he shouldn’t have been working to fix their
marriage, but destroy it as Miranda clearly wanted—her every action
screamed that was the case. And as much as his previous indiscretions
were a mistake, they proved he would have no trouble filling the void
in his bed. All he had to do was concede that his life with Miranda was

over.

*

Jules’s anger ebbed and his sense returned as he awaited Miranda. It was
foolish to think there might be anyone else he’d want or love as he did
her. She had always been his anchor when the world went mad. Had it
not been for Miranda, he would never have made it through the disci-
plinary hearings and investigations—she had stood by him even when
she could hardly keep from crying. Miranda was too important to lose.

Photographs of landscapes on the mantel, unlabeled pencil marks
on the wall. Indiscriminate scratches along the wooden floor. The cot-
tage held Miranda’s secret history, but Jules could not break its code.
There was a vacation photograph of Miranda as a beautiful teenager,
seated on a wooden bench and smiling, her hair straight and well past
her shoulders. There was another of her at the summit of a small hill,
turned toward the camera, skinny child arms raised in triumph, while a
pair of girls who were no doubt her sisters continued climbing to greet
her. All he saw were the backs of their heads, but the resemblance was
uncanny. There were so many sisters Jules wondered how she’d kept
them hidden from him for so long. Then he wondered how so many
of them fit in the cottage when there was only one bedroom for the
family to share.

Stars lit the sky as the sun set, and Jules found himself on the edge
of the dock, staring into the dark water, running his dried tongue over
his lips as he tried to recognize the familiar shape submerged beneath
it. His concern grew the longer Miranda was gone. In the city, he
would have known whete to look for her, but he was lost at the cot-
tage. He waited by the window as the afternoon passed, ignoring the



First Miranda 55

creeping suspicion something was wrong. Miranda had spent the first
half of her life on the lake’s shore, and despite her eatlier near-
drowning he couldn’t believe the water had her. But there was no
denying it held a secret, one Miranda knew but wouldn’t share. Like all
Miranda’s secrets, it was sunk deep inside her, resistant to his efforts to
dredge it loose.

A flash of light pierced his haze. It was small, barely noticeable,
but Jules knew it was Miranda—it had to be, waiting past the line of
orange buoys on the tree-filled island. Her faint voice called to him
over the water. He didn’t know how she’d got there—the motorboat
was still moored and unfueled beside him, but whoever had taken her
had left her abandoned. He didn’t care about the reason, he only cared
about how long it would take to get the spare fuel can from the trunk
of his car.

The motor’s roar echoed off the calm water as gulls pushed them-
selves into the sky. The cottage faded the farther he got from shore,
until he wasn’t certain he knew where he had launched from. Confu-
sion and fear addled his mind, but he pushed them away. Miranda was
why he was there. Miranda. He aimed for the orange glow of the sun
and the dark island trees outlined against it.

He slowed the boat as he approached and scanned the shoreline
for his wife. In the murk of dusk all shadows appeared the same—a
legion gathering among the thick of trees and rock crevices as he mo-
tored around the small island. He called out for her, hoping she’d hear
him over the motor’s din, and searched in vain for another flash of
light. When he completed his circle, the sky had grown darker still, and
those shadows more numbered. But he continued searching,.

A dark mass lay on the edge of the shore. Jules squinted. It was
shaped differently from the other shadows.

“Miranda?”

The mass did not move.

“Mirandal”

He revved the outboard motor and headed straight for the black-
ened heap.
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Jules ran the boat on to the sandy shore, but before it stopped he
leapt out and stumbled across the shore to Miranda. She lay still, waves
lapping around her, torso exposed while the rest remained submerged
under water. And when Jules reached her he dropped to his knees and
grabbed her shoulders, fighting against the panic threatening to over-
take him.

“Wake up, Miranda. Please wake up. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Please
wake up.”

But she didn’t move, and the sand that clung to her cold face in
the falling darkness only made her appear less human.

So much time was lost—time he would have used to fix his mis-
takes. It was all gone. Miranda had left him finally and forever. He lift-
ed her too-heavy body from the surf to hold against him—one last
memory of her skin pressed against his own. It was penance for what
he’d allowed to happen.

But even in the dark something looked wrong. What emerged as
he pulled her body from the surf were not the pale heavy legs he re-
membered. Her body was instead blackened like night solidified, and her
slippery dark flesh uncoiled in an undulating corpulent mass that tapered
to a point. Pairs of thick short stalks dotted her abdomen, a small slit in
each like a puckered mouth that hissed as it opened, quiet screams mir-
roring those behind his horrified stare. What Jules thought was that his
Miranda was instead something half-formed, something born from the
dark lake water, and when he felt the first spasm of its muscles against
his chest, saw an eye flicker open, then another, he ceased to think
straight. Feet barely in line beneath him, he fled to the boat.

And behind him, the tree-line shook.

Jules shoved the boat into deeper water and struggled to leap in-
side despite the water grabbing his legs. The thing on the shore, the
half-Miranda, was moving as other shadows peeked from between the
ancient trees. He landed in the boat on his side, but didn’t take the
time to right himself before gripping the outboard motor’s pull and
yanking. It coughed to life, and he swung the boat around and aimed
for the shore where he hoped the cottage waited. He resisted the
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temptation to look back at the island; he didn’t want to see a series of
indescribable shapes, waterlogged and dark, watching him escape. If he
didn’t turn around, they couldn’t reach him. If he didn’t turn around,
they couldn’t really be there.

The motor screamed across the flat unmoving water like a man
who had lost everything. He squinted through the fog of tiny insects at
the distant light of the cottage. Wind passed his ears too quickly to let
in more than a roar, and yet he couldn’t move fast enough to outrun
the sense he was being pursued.

Jules was unprepared when the dock reared up from the edge of
the lake. He narrowly avoided hitting it, but drove the boat straight in-
to the ground, the sudden stop pitching him over the prow. Every-
thing spun, the shadow of something crossed behind him, and the
ground met his face as all light went out.

*

Waking was unpleasant. A voice softly cooed as familiar hands stroked
his head. His eyes cracked open, but they were swollen and puffy and
wouldn’t part more than a sliver. It was enough, though, to reveal he
was back in the cottage. Back in the loving, comforting arms of his
wife. So much time had passed since she last held him that he spoke
without thinking.

“Am I dead?”

The caresses stopped.

“Why would you ask thatr”

He tried to roll over, but it was too painful.

“I feel dead.”

His chest was the worst of it—a stitch cut into him with each
breath he took. A stinging ghost of anguish left on his face. Miranda
cooed.

“Hush. You’re all right now. Safe and sound. Everything is going
to be okay.”

He closed his eyes as fingers raked through his hair. The pain’s ur-
gency dulled. Miranda’s breath was warm as it whispered in his ear.
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“There’s nothing to worry about. I'm here.”

“Where were you?” he mumbled. “I went looking—"

“I know, love. I know. I’'m here now, though. I just walked into
town. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“But I looked everywhere. The island—I even went to the island.”

A pause.

“You shouldn’t have gone there.”

“I went,” he said, though the words were getting harder to speak.
“I went and I think I saw you. Only you weren’t you. You were on the
shore, but something was wrong. I thought—I thought you were
dead.”

Her body shook. Had she laughed?

“Hush now, Jules. Don’t worry about that. Everything is fine.”

Hands passed over his body, touching the flesh of his leg, the bald
spot on his pate. Arms hugged him, pulled him close, warmed him un-
til he forgot himself in the swell of affection. But as Miranda caressed
him, something wasn’t right. Perhaps it was the smell of the lake roll-
ing into the cottage or wafting off her clothes; perhaps her skin,
rougher and more wrinkled than he remembered. Something peculiar
he couldn’t make sense of, but knew innately was trouble. Her hands
held him close, but they held other things. Too many other things.
When he opened his eyes again he found those hands were holding
him down, pinning him into place.

“Miranda?”

She shushed him.

“It’s time.”

The front door rattled, the knob jittered, and the door swung
open. Cold night air rolled in, the tang of lake mist with it, and before
he could speak another Miranda stepped into view.

Jules sputtered, bewildered.

Was he in a dream? If Miranda stood in the doorway, who was
holding him?

“Hello, Jules,” the second Miranda said.

He didn’t speak. He couldn’t. She wore the green sweater he loved
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so much, the one he’d bought for her birthday, the one he was certain
she’d lost long ago. Fingers continued to stroke his hair while, behind
the Miranda in the doorway, a third Miranda appeared—hair and
clothes disheveled.

All his thoughts drowned in a flood of panic.

He emitted a litany of guttural sounds in place of words. Despite
what his senses told him, it had to be some sort of trick. None of them
could be Miranda, yet they all looked like her. Each carried herself like
her. It was impossible. Impossible. Even more so when the glass door
slid open and three more were revealed. Jules screamed.

Miranda’s hand—some Miranda’s hand—stroked his face as calm-
ing whispers floated around him. He struggled to make sense of what
was happening. The women couldn’t be sisters, couldn’t be anything
but his wife, but it was impossible. And yet he was surrounded, each
wearing a duplicate of Miranda’s face.

“Murderer!” one Miranda screamed, boiling with rage and hatred.

“What is this?”” he cried. “Who are you? Which of you is the real
Miranda?”

They laughed in unison.

“Miranda is gone.” He couldn’t tell who was speaking. All their
voices were the same. “Miranda tried so hard, but you’re not worth the
effort. If only Miranda had seen it eatlier.”

“What are you talking about?” He scrutinized each. They had the
same face—the same expression. “Where is she?”

“You know.”

“How would I know? What have you done with her? Why won’t
you let me see her?”

“Miranda was a good wife. But you were not a good husband,
Jules. You failed.”

“How dare you. How goddamn dare you. Miranda and I had prob-
lems, but they were ox#r problems, not yours. We were working them
out—we are working them out. Now where is she?”

“Look outside.”

“What?”
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“Look outside. What do you see?”

He looked out the large window at the side of the cottage. There
was nothing—no figures, no movement. Nothing but moonlight, and
beneath it—

“I see the water,” he said.

“Do you know what comes from the water?”

“What are you talking about? Where’s my wifer”

“Everything does,” Miranda answered. “Have you ever seen a
school of fish? One steers the whole school. Without that one, what
do you think happens?”

Jules’s impatience turned to anger.

“You better tell me where Miranda is or—"

The closest Miranda struck him hard across the mouth. He tasted
blood.

“Without that one, what happens?”

“Nothing,” he said, swallowing. “Nothing. Another fish takes its
place or something. Nothing changes.”

“Wrong,” Miranda said. “Everything changes. One dead piece and
the whole school rots.”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Where’s my
wife?”

“You know where she is. You put her there.”

He put her where? The memory of standing on the edge of dock
surfaced. He remembered staring into the dark water. He remembered
the familiar shape submerged beneath it. He remembered.

And he staggered.

“No.”

“A piece from Miranda was lost because of you, Jules. Miranda
brought you here to reclaim it.”

“It’s time,” the Miranda holding him said.

“What do you mean?”

But he knew. His day of reckoning had come. He’d been lying to
himself about his betrayal and what he’d done to Miranda. She was
never the same and finally he understood why. She was gone. He’d ex-
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tinguished the last piece of her that loved him. It was his fault. There
was no forgiveness left.

The Mirandas converged, a dozen identical hands grabbing his
arms, his legs, his head. He kicked and thrashed but couldn’t break
their grip. The air was heavy and damp, and it grew worse as the Mi-
randas’ fingers clawed into his face, pushed into his nose and eyes,
pried open his mouth. Those fingers pulled as he struggled, threatened
to tear him apart, and beneath the pain and the screams, those fingers
found his tongue and held it down.

The Mirandas hoisted him onto their shoulders and ushered him,
hand to hand, body to body, through the cottage in which they had all
lived a lifetime. They carried him to the edge of the dock where the
world met the water, where everything both began and ended, and
with little effort they heaved him into the air. He sailed over the churn-
ing lake below.

From above he saw the silhouette of the tree-lined island, larger
and closer than he remembered, in relief against the moon.

He saw the line of orange buoys, dancing on the dark waves,
marking the limit beyond which no one was safe.

And he saw the dark shadows of gulls circling overhead, carrion
eyes glistening in the night like stars.

Jules saw these things before he saw what lay under the churning
waters below. Beneath the tumultuous waves dark oily shadows
moved, hundreds of them, stretched as far as his spinning mind could
see. They were formless, and yet from each black mass a single pale
limb rose, one after the other until a sea of arms reached toward the
sky. He saw their long recognizable fingers—fingers he had felt touch
his face, stroke his hair—and watched them as they clawed the air
madly, thousands of hands hungering. Jules’s flailing arms and legs

could not stop what was to come.
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ori’s grandmother has a heart attack while changing a light-

bulb and is already cold by the time her husband realizes

she’s missing. Less than a week later he’s also gone. Nori
asks her father about the suspicious timing, since her mother won’t talk
to her, but he has no answers. Her sister, Kayla, says the grief killed their
grandfather. Nori thinks he killed himself because of the grief. It doesn’t
matter; once the two were gone, Nori’s mother crumbled.

Nori hopes she and Kayla will never again have to go to their
grandparents’ small, overstuffed house. Instead, they go more often
while their father prepares it for sale. Their mother doesn’t help. Either
she disappears for hours somewhere in the house or sits in a wooden
chair like a bag half-filled with bricks and watches them.

It makes Nori feel strange. Both sad and uncomfortable. But she
and Kayla wait until they’re outside their mother’s earshot before they
say anything.

“Dad, how much longer is this going to take? I have to get ready.”

“Gitls, there’s a lot of work to do, and I can’t do it alone.”

“But why do we have to do it all the time? The house isn’t going
anywhere.”

“I don’t even know why we’re selling it. We should keep it. Gran-
ny and Grandpa would want us to.”

“I'm sure they’d understand. We can’t keep it, hon. We can’t af-
ford two houses.”

“But it’s a free house.”

“Not really. We still have to pay the taxes and heat. We'd be
spending money for no reason—especially when we could sell it and

put some aside for your college funds.”

62



Vertices 63

Despite everything, Nori’s heart skips at the mention of college.
Kayla remains unconvinced.

“But Mom doesn’t want to sell, does she? She grew up here.”

“Your mom wants to get rid of it most of all.”

Nori doesn’t know if that’s true. Since the funeral, her mother
hasn’t spoken a word to Nori or Kayla, and whenever Nori tries to talk
to her about going away to school, her mother gets a strained look, as
though rocks were being added to the weight on top of her. Eventual-
ly, Nori learns to stop trying.

But she doesn’t let it dull her excitement. Nori dreams of the fu-
ture. She dreams of college. She has been planning for as long as she
can remember. There is a new world opening for her in the fall, and
it’s so close she can feel its charge. The skin on her arms prickles in an-
ticipation.

But before she can get there, she must finish here. She must finish

packing away the vestiges of what remains.

*

Her grandparents were a strange combination of pleasant and indiffer-
ent. They cared enough to ask how Nori and Kayla were doing, but
never seemed interested in the response. The minutiae of their retired
days seemed boring and off-putting to the sisters, and holding their ag-
ing attention became tiring. Eventually they gave up, much to no one’s
disappointment. No one except Nori’s mother.

Sometimes, after a visit, Kayla and Nori would hear their mother
in the front seat, quietly weeping. Their dad would be uncomfortably
silent, fidgeting, and the air would be so full and heavy Nori wouldn’t
want to speak. Her mother would gather herself to ask, “Why didn’t
you talk more to your granny and grandpa?” Except it wasn’t really a
question. And there was no answer, at least not one Nori could supply
(and Kayla refused to give). It was easier to look out the window and
pretend as though she weren’t there.

*
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After both grandparents are gone, Noti’s mother stops asking ques-
tions. She moves in a haze from room to room, eyes swollen, nose raw
and shiny, in a perpetual state of near collapse. Noti hates seeing her in
the midst of despair. But she’s also frustrated and desperate to leave
for better things, and she feels ashamed of that desperation. That
shame is why, when they reach the house, she doesn’t complain about
her ruined weekend, her lost time. Why she accepts whatever job her
father assigns.

It isn’t long before Kayla finds her and tells her to follow. At the
other end of the hall their mother shuffles past. It’s clear she doesn’t
see them.

Kayla leads her though the house’s rooms and hallways, carefully
outside their father’s attention, to a surprising bedroom door. Surpris-
ing, because Nori has never noticed it before. Kayla points to the
frame and there, more an impression in the wood than faded ink, is
written her mother’s name. Confusion replaces Nori’s moping,.

“What are you showing mer”

Kayla opens her mouth, but her breath catches. Her eyes narrow
as she considers how to answer.

“I don’t know. That’s the problem. I think this was Mom’s bed-
room when she was little, but something’s weird.”

Nori notices it, too. A thrum broadcast from the room. It does
something to her head.

“What do you think it is?”” Kayla asks.

“Did you already go inside?”

“No,” she says. “It doesn’t feel right.”

Nori reaches to test the lock and current jumps to her fingers. Her
body vibrates for a moment. She doesn’t know why. The thrum con-
tinues.

“There must be something in there,” Nori mumbles and knows
immediately she’s going in. She doesn’t want to, but it feels beyond her
control.

From above herself, she watches her hand twist the knob. Watches
her body slip past the door.
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Immediately everything is a blur. It’s as though she’s looking into a
blinding light, except there is no light. Just the pain from it, so strong
her eyes tear. Twitling fractal patterns like broken beams through a
prism fill her vision, a rainbow corona around translucent, mirrored
rods. The room shimmers—static like a snowstorm. Nori holds up her
hands to shield her face from the intense non-light, and they crumble.
No, not her hands. Everything else. Her tongue dries, goes numb.
Words echo against the walls—multiply—amplify. A feedback loop.
She squeezes shut her eyelids and puts her decaying hands over her
ears, but it does no good. Something brushes past. She is too afraid to
see what.

The collar of her shirt tightens against her throat. She’s choking.
She’s yanked back. Everything spins and flips and blackens, and when
she regains her senses she’s on her hands and knees, coughing and
neatly throwing up on her grandparents’ hallway floor. There’s muffled
shouting, but her head spins too fast to focus. Nori wipes her tears
away and sees her father’s confused face. Her sister’s disgusted gri-
mace. Her mother looms like a thunder cloud above.

“What happened?” Nori croaks.

“Why did you go in the bedroom?” her mother says. Her voice an-
gry on the verge of panic. Nori is stunned by her animation. Her father
stays silent, eyes wide.

“I don’t know,” she says. More a plea than an answer. She glances
to the bewildered Kayla.

“Stay out of there, Nori. Never go in there,” her mother says.

Her mother’s building fury is terrifying in Nori’s heightened state.
She shrinks.

“Let’s take it easy,” her father says. “It was an accident. She didn’t
mean anything.”

“Accident? Didn’t mean anything?” her mother shrieks, then grabs
hold of Nori’s arms, hard, digging her fingers deep. Nori cries as she’s
shaken. “You never go in there, Nori! Never!”

Her father leaps to pry them apart. Nori continues crying as she
scrambles back on her hands, terrified of what her mother might do.
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Her mothet’s face is tarnished, red and cracked, and she seems unable
to control herself. Kayla wraps her arms tight around Nori, and Nori
buries her face in her younger sister’s shoulder, unable to bear her
mother’s transformation.

She doesn’t know how long she sobs, but when she finally reaches
the end Nori discovers bleary-eyed it’s her father who now holds her,
strokes her hair. Kayla stands behind him, arms crossed, jaw set, and
brow furrowed. Further away her mother sits crumpled against a wall.
Her hair is disheveled and her eyes red, and her blotched face has a
worn, placid look, like a field after a heavy storm. She’s smaller than
Nori remembers.

“I think we got enough done, today,” her father says. “Let’s go
home.”

*

Nori’s father waits for her mother to slouch to bed before he sits her
and her sister down in the kitchen. Nori feels sick from nervous energy
and desperately wants the day to be over, but she’s too anxious to
sleep. She watches her father at the sink, looking thin and tired, as he
distractedly rifles through the drawers.

“You mother wants to apologize for what happened today.”

Nori touches her throat.

“If she wants to, then why doesn’t she?”

He sighs. Stops pulling things out of the drawers. Half shrugs.

“You know what your mother’s been going through. It’s been hard
on her. Harder than usual. And you disturbing her in her old bedroom
didn’t help.”

“But I didn’t do anything! I just—"

He holds up his hand. Reluctantly, Nori stops talking.

“I get it, Nori. But you must understand where your mom’s com-
ing from. Imagine what it’s like for her right now. To lose her parents
so close together while her daughter is about to leave for college. It
hurts no matter who you are. It’s even worse for someone like your

mother. She just needs a safe place she can go to process everything.”
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“But, Dad, there’s something in that room.”

“That’s enough, Nori.”

“It’s true! I felt it, and Kayla felt it.”

“What did you feel?”

She turns to Kayla, unable to articulate her feelings. Kayla is a mil-
lion miles away; she can’t or won’t help.

“I don’t know,” Nori says. “Like something in there was coming
for me.”

He looks at her quizzically, then glances at Kayla.

“There’s nothing in there, Nori. It’s empty.”

“What do you mean? How can it be empty?”

He shrugs.

“I had to go in there when I packed the house. It’s an empty bed-
room. The only thing still there is the wooden chair your mom sits on.
She won’t let me take it away just yet.”

“No.” She refuses to believe him.

“The house won’t be around much longer anyway,” their father
says, shutting the cutlery drawer. “Soon we’ll never have to see it again.
Then everything will go back to normal.”

The thought of never returning to that house is a relief and gives
her hope. But how will selling the house quiet the thrum she still
hears? How? She closes her eyes and reminds herself that she’ll be at

college in a few months. A few months until everything gets better.

*

Later, when the two gitls are in their room, facing each other from their
beds, they talk about the future, about Nori’s excitement and hopes for
when she goes away, about what it will be like when Kayla follows a
year later. The conversation helps to take Nori’s mind off everything
that’s happened, but it lasts only until Kayla asks how she’s doing.

“I already told you. I'm fine.”

“You haven’t been fine since Granny and Grandpa’s house.”

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“You didn’t have to see it. Mom was screaming as she threw you
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into the hallway. She looked crazy—gigantic eyes, hair standing out,
practically howling like a rabid animal. I was terrified she was going to
attack me before Dad showed up.”

“I don’t remember any of that.”

“That’s what worries me.”

They lie quietly for a moment. Then Kayla asks:

“Nori, what did you see in Mom’s old bedroom?”

The thrum grows louder. Nori sits up, pulls her knees to her chin
and clings to her folded legs.

“I—I didn’t see Mom,” she eventually says. “Instead, there was
some kind of giant shape. Like a triangle. Like an upside-down glass
triangle. And light bent through it, but it wasn’t light. I don’t know
how to explain it. It was like—like you know how when you look
through a drinking glass everything gets warped? That, except flipped.
It was everything owfside the triangle that was warped. Everything
around it. Only the triangle part was clear, and it was like a mirror.
And the weirdest part was the triangle didn’t have sides or a bottom. It
was flat, but no matter how I looked at it, it was the same size and
shape. And it just hung in the air, not falling.”

Nori thought she might feel better admitting what she’d experi-
enced. But she doesn’t. Nori knows right away. What she feels is
worse, because her confusion is now compounded by unfathomable
guilt. She’s told Kayla something she can never untell, something Kay-
la will never not know. Nori did to her what that triangle did to the
wortld around it: took everything and irreparably bent it.

Nori suddenly cries. Over what she’s done, over what has hap-
pened, or for some other reason neither she nor Kayla understands.
Nevertheless, Kayla gets into bed with her and hugs her. Nori can’t
help but notice how stiff her sister feels.

When the crying is done, Nori wipes her face on her arm.

“We can’t tell Dad or Mom. Especially Mom,” she says.

“Obviously,” Kayla replies.

“There’s something in that house. In that room. And it still feels
like it’s coming for me.”
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She looks directly at Kayla.

“I’'m never going back there. I don’t care what anyone says. I need
you to back me up if Dad tries to make me. I need you to promise me
you won’t let him.”

Kayla thinks a moment.

“I promise,” she says.

Nori can’t sleep. There are too many things running through her head,
including that distant thrum. It makes shadows darker, sounds louder.
Kayla’s light snore becomes the earth tearing open and her wheeze a
windstorm through dry leafless trees. They are hammers on Nori’s al-
ready tightened nerves, each strike delivering a jolt that keeps her
awake. She tries to muffle them with pillows over her head, but it be-
comes too much, and she has to escape.

Nori carries a blanket downstairs. The house is so quiet there isn’t
a creak as she pads down the hall. It’s the opposite of soothing. A
noise, any noise, would be normal, as though she were still in the
world she knows. The complete absence of sound is so unfamiliar that
she questions if she isn’t somewhere else. It’s only the moon that con-
vinces her otherwise, reflecting its light through the windows, casting
elongated rectangles across the floor. If she can make it to the living
room couch, she’ll be okay. She doesn’t know why, but it seems the
safest place for her. Perhaps the only safe place.

But when she reaches it, her mother is there. The shock stifles her
scream.

“Sit with me,” her mother says. Noti can’t tell if her voice sounds
okay.

“Mom, it’s the middle of the night.”

“Is it?”

Nori wraps the blanket around her. Sits. She doesn’t know what
else to do. Nevertheless, she keeps out of arm’s reach.

“What are you doing down here, Mom?”

“It was too dark upstairs. I couldn’t sleep.”
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Nori doesn’t know what that means. She glances back at those rec-
tangles of light.

“Should I wake Dad?”

“No, let him sleep,” she says. “I need to tell you something. What
happened at the house? It shouldn’t have happened.”

Nori rubs her throat. Shakes her head in the dark.

“The truth is,” her mother continues, “you should never have
been in that room.”

“What? Are you saying it was my fault?”

“No, but you need to be more careful.”

“Careful of what?”

Her mother sits quiet for a moment. When she speaks, her voice
rings flat.

“My mother wasn’t the same with me as she was with you and
Kayla. With you she was more . .. even. She could hold a thought in
her head. And she could love the two of you, even if she couldn’t real-
ly show it.”

Nori hears the thrum again. Her fingers are icicles.

“You wouldn’t understand what your grandmother was like be-
fore. When I was growing up, she was unpredictable. She was moody
and got angty or irritated over the smallest things. And sometimes she
was too distracted or aggressive to notice I was alive. She went up and
down like that for so long that after she went on her medication, 1
didn’t recognize her. She didn’t even look the same. I thought it was
some sort of trick. The only place I felt safe from her was my bed-
room. When she was at her worst, I thought I could hide there. I
didn’t realize there was no hiding. Hiding only made it worse.”

Her mother pauses again. Nori purses her lips, wonders what she’s
expected to say.

“Since she and your grandfather died, I've felt a profound empti-
ness. And I’'m worried about what’s going to fill it.”

As her mother speaks, the thrum in Nori’s head grows louder, and
the dark around them becomes thicker, more opaque. Thousands of

millions of geometric shapes, rotating and overlapping—a kaleido-



Vertices 71

scope of shadows and night, riding on concentric waves that emanate
from where her mother sits. Nori wonders if any of this is happening
or if she’s stuck in some half-awake state. Maybe she never left her
mother’s old bedroom at all. A formless panic seeps to the surface.

“Mom, what’s in your old bedroom?”

“Nori, I don’t think I can keep going.” Her mother’s voice is so ti-
ny and distant.

“Mom, you don’t have to go anymore. Dad and Kayla and I will
finish.”

Her mother hushes her.

“Do you hear that?”

There is a noise. Faint, lost in the blackness flowing around them.
Nori concentrates, searches for something more, but can’t find it.

Her mother exhales. The sound of defeat. Of lost hope.

“Maybe you’re right,” her mother says. “I should go back to bed.
You should, too, Nori. It’s late, and Kayla needs you. She’s really going
to miss you when you’re gone.”

“But Mom . ..”

“Everything will be fine. Go on. Back to bed. I'll be right behind
you.”

Nori stands and waits, but her mothet’s shadow doesn’t move. It’s
no different from that inverted triangle: a flat, unknowable specter
hanging before her. The chill in Nori’s hands spreads, the blackened
shapes in the air fold in on themselves, and that foreign thrum drones
louder. Her head aches. Nori waits until she can’t bear it any longer,
then abandons her mother.

She bounds across the rectangles and up the stairs. When Nori
reaches the bedroom, she closes the door and leans against it, breath-
less. The drone ebbs from her thoughts, the air becomes less dense.
She sits on the edge of her bed and watches Kayla asleep in hers. Kayla
snores blissfully, her arm stretched out in slumber. Nori reaches over
and touches her hand, careful not to wake her. Nori doesn’t know

what’s coming, but she’s frightened.

*
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She doesn’t want to face her mother the next morning, but when she
goes downstairs she doesn’t find what she expects. Her mother is seat-
ed at the kitchen table, flanked by her father and sister, laughing with
them as she hasn’t in months.

“Noril”

“Mom?”

Her mother eagerly beckons her to sit while her father stands to
prepare another plate of breakfast. Kayla is already in the middle of her
own, trying to eat while staring at their mother, as though afraid it will
all end if she blinks. Noti’s afraid, too.

“Mom, how are you feelingr”

“I’'m great. How are you?”

Her mother rests her head on a folded hand, waiting for an an-
swer. Her hair is dry and face puffy, and in front of her is an un-
touched mug of coffee. Nori worries she’s dreaming.

“Okay, I guess,” she says.

“It’s hard to believe soon you’ll be off at college. Are you excited?”

Nori doesn’t know how to answer that. Everything is a blur.

“I'm a little scared.”

“There’s nothing to be scared about. You’re going to have fun,
and you’re going to achieve so much. Your dad and sister will miss you
a lot, though.”

“It’s true,” her father says, laughing. “We will.”

They look at Kayla, who sits quietly, doing her best to butter her
toast with the bottom of a spoon.

“Kayla,” her mother says, “why don’t you use a knife for that?”

“I couldn’t find any,” she says.

Her father interrupts.

“Gitls, we have good news for you.” He looks at Noti’s mother,
and she smiles. It’s a strange sight. “After breakfast, we’re going back
to the house. But this will be the last time.”

Nori’s mother claps, and Kayla perks up. Everyone is excited. Eve-
ryone but Nori.

“I can’t go back there.”
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Nori’s father stops and looks at her. He’s straining under the pres-
sure of holding the family together.

“Nori—"" her mother starts.

“I told you. There something waiting for me there,” Nori says.
“It’s too dangerous.”

“Nothing’s going to happen,” her father says.

“Why doesn’t anyone believe me?”

Her voice quivers. She’s on the verge of tears.

Her father makes a noise. She knows it well. It’s of finality.

“You and your sister are coming. We need you there.”

“Mom,” Nori pleads. Her mother squeezes her hand. Smiles.

“It will be okay. You’ll see. After this we’ll never go again.”

“Kayla? Kayla, you promised.”

But Kayla won’t look up from her cold toast.

It’s a mistake. Nori knows it is but can’t do anything about it. No
one will help her.

A sensation like thick, churning oil in her stomach. The inverted
triangle reaching out for her.

And she is coming.

*

Her grandparents’ house looks shrunken and contracted, huddled in
on itself like a wounded animal. Even from the driveway Nori senses
the steady thrum, now infused with a faint electrical charge she feels
like pins. The inverted triangle flashes through her head, and Nori
pushes down her revulsion only to have it spread into her fingers.
They turn cold, numb; her mouth, stone dry. Nori is as bottomless and
sick as she was outside that door. She shouldn’t be there. Nothing
could be clearer. But her father won’t listen, and her sister won’t help
her.

And her mother only trembles in the front seat.

Nori helps Kayla cart supplies into the house while her father leads
her mother inside. “I’m glad this is such a beautiful day,” her mother
says, pulling close to her husband. “We’re really lucky.” Nori’s father
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looks less anxious, and his smile is almost enough to wipe away the
scars of his exhaustion. Nori is happy to see it and happy her mother is
becoming herself again, but she still can’t stifle her metastasizing fear.

When they are all inside the house, Noti’s father issues her and
Kayla each a dry mop while her mother watches.

“This is the final clean-up,” he says. “We’ll meet back in an hour.”

“Girls, before you go,” her mother says, “I want you to come
here.”

Nori and Kayla approach, and their mother awkwardly embraces
them.

“I want you both to know how much I love you, and I always will.
I don’t want you to ever forget it.”

She kisses them on their heads as though they’re children. Nori
hates it. Hates what she’s being forced to confront.

“Mom, can we just get this over with? I want to leave.”

“Sure,” she says, but doesn’t let go. Not immediately. And when
she does, it’s reluctantly. “Just remember what I said.”

“Yes, Mom,” they reply unintentionally in unison and go their sep-
arate ways.

Nori keeps her distance from the old bedroom. She isn’t drawn to
it. If anything, she’s repelled. The thrum’s pressure in her head wors-
ens, crossing the threshold into painfulness. Nori does what cleaning
she can, leaving the rest for Kayla. It’s hardly enough of a punishment,
but it’s a start.

It’s just after noon when Kayla and Nori help their father carry the
last of the boxes to the trunk of the car. They drop them where in-
structed, and the three watch as the lid is closed. Then their father
turns around, looking satisfied and weary.

“That’s it, girls. We’re done.”

“We’re done? As in, we aren’t coming back?”

“Yup. That’s it. The realtor will take care of the rest. Your week-
ends are yours again.”

It seems impossible.

“Gitls, thank you again for all your help. It’s been hard on all of
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us, your mother most of all, but you two stepped up, and we couldn’t
be prouder.”

Nori wants to scream with joy. She’s going to leave the house and
never return. She’s going to escape the triangle and what’s been waiting
for her.

Then Kayla looks back at the house and asks, “Is Mom still in-
side?”

Nori’s relief curdles.

“Your mother needed some time to say goodbye. She’ll be out in a
minute.”

He suggests they wait in the car. Nori and Kayla climb into the
back seat while he sits behind the steering wheel. He puts his arm on
the back of the passenget’s seat and looks over his shoulder at them,
asks Kayla about her field hockey team.

All the while, Noti’s heart races and body shakes. Something is
imminent.

She must bite down to keep from screaming. Her thoughts race
with fear and terrible inevitability. That sickening thrum will never
fade. There is something coming for her, and there is nothing she can
do. She knows she must enter that room and face it.

Her father pauses and mutters, “Your mother should have been
out by now.” He looks at the front door, this time from under a fur-
rowed brow. “Maybe I should go in and check on her. Make sure she’s
okay.”

“No, Dad,” Nori blurts, then stammers, “I mean, I'll go get her.”

He thinks for a moment.

“Okay,” he says, still uncertain. “But take your sister with you.”

“Dad!” Kayla complains, but Nori is already ahead of her.

“Kayla should stay here with you,” she says. “It won’t be long.”

She leaps from the car before he can stop her. And before she can
change her mind. Nori wants to say something more but can’t. That’s
how tiny and deflated her lungs have become. She knows where her
mother is, and it won’t be safe for anyone to come with her. Nori
looks back at her father’s eyes watching her from the front seat, Kay-
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la’s eyes from the back, and she forces a smile and half a wave. Her
legs don’t want to go, but she makes them.

It’s been fewer than thirty minutes since they left the house, but
stepping back inside, she hardly recognizes it. Walls seem misshapen
and bowed outward. The entranceway stretches into the distance, lined
with unfamiliar doorways turned dark.

“Mom?” Nori’s voice is barely above a whisper. She hopes her
mother won’t be in the old bedroom. She hopes that she is already on
her way out so they can leave the house behind together.

But her mother is not waiting for her inside. Nori finds nothing
but the thrum that grows more painful the further in she staggers.

The bedroom door is locked when Nori reaches it. The noise from
within nearly screaming, and she screams too as she reaches to take the
knob. Everything shakes, everything jitters. The world rings.

“Mom!” She pounds. “Mom, are you in there?”

Just swirling chaos, deafening thrum.

Nori tries to get in. Can’t.

Something inside is waiting for her. It has been patient, but now
that she’s so close its patience has strained. If she opens the door, it
might overwhelm her.

But she must keep going.

“Mom!”

The lock won’t budge, so she throws herself at the door. Over and
over. She keeps calling out, each scream punctuated by her body’s im-
pact. The frame begins to crack. First slowly, then all at once. And
when the door gives way Nori tumbles forward, crashing to the
ground hard enough to stun her.

Disoriented, she pushes herself to her knees. She looks up.

And sees it hanging in front of her.

The inverted triangle has grown so tall it obscures the ceiling, in-
tense waves of distortion emanating outward. That shimmer, those
long rods shifting through a flurry of colors. She feels it in her chest.
And in the middle of that horrible shape is a reflection the distortion
does not touch. A mirror bounded by three equal sides. Nori sees in it
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a reflection of the room she’s in, the thin hardwood floors stained
shades of caramel and coffee, the out-of-date radiator beneath the sin-
gle paned window. And she sees herself, kneeling where she’s landed.

Except she doesn’t. The person in the mirror wears her clothes
and is shaped like her, but the reflection’s hair is messier, streaked, and
its face has dark, jagged lines running across it. Her eyes are more
deeply set. The other Nori mimics her movements exactly, but she
isn’t her, really. It’s as if she’d been worn down and defeated.

Nori’s reflection and she both look at the pulsing triangle hanging
above them. In its presence, the thrum is unrelenting, and it affects
Nori, siphoning her. She frantically struggles against it. But it’s useless.
She is pinned like an insect and drained.

The thrum passes through her. The vibrating rods sway. Nori re-
mains on her hurting knees, lost, until she realizes she is no longer
afraid. The discovery doesn’t startle her. It doesn’t do anything be-
cause she is no longer anything. She just is. Is just there. Existing in the
moment. Whatever the triangle is doing, beneath its glower, its omni-
present thrum, inside her there is nothing. No pain, no fear, no love.
Her body, but only her body is alive.

Then the thrum’s frequency changes. The incessant drone begins
to sound like something new. It sounds like words. Nori concentrates,
trying to parse them. Until she realizes she already knows what they’re
telling her.

They’re telling her nothing. Because that’s all there is.

The triangle swells, colored rods projecting like an exploding nova.
In the reflection, the not-Nori stares at the ceiling. Nori looks up too,
her face burning, and sees the triangle move.

It unmoors itself from the ceiling, begins to descend. The gurgling
noise, the half-understood words, is deafening as it falls. Noti’s reflec-
tion doesn’t look at her. The other her’s gaze is stuck on what the tri-
angle has been obscuring. On what its descent reveals. Nori can’t read
the look on her reflection’s face. She’s too distracted by the triangle,
slowly dropping, inching closer.

Nori is kneeling on the floor, looking up. The triangle is a flat ob-
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ject against the ceiling. Its shape doesn’t change. Doesn’t angle, doesn’t
slide from view. Nevertheless, somehow, impossibly, it moves toward
her. The reflection in its middle shows the not-Nori similarly kneeling,
watching above. But as the triangle approaches, as the lowest of its
three vertices nears, the reflection flickers, the waves of colored rods
shudder, and everything turns inward. The triangle turns black. Solid
black.

Then the triangle pierces her skull.

Nori’s body does not react. Her body accepts the horrible, invert-
ed triangle, accepts the blinding pain and empty void. As each inch
presses into her, another inch of her dies. Her hope withers. Her will
fades. Until there is nothing but the triangle. The impossible pressure
that smothers her.

When it’s done, the blinding light dulls, the cold void warms, the
gurgling sound ends, Nori finds herself still on her knees, face cast to
the ceiling with eyes closed, the points of an unwelcome triangle con-
tained within her. She is an emptied vessel refilled. She no longer cries.
She no longer does anything but exist and fights the urge to do so.
Fights the urge without knowing why.

It's Kayla’s screams that break the silence. Nori snaps her eyes
open and stares above her at the light fixture, at the heavy weight
hanging there that the triangle had been hiding. There is no kicking,
there is no struggle, there is nothing but the gently swinging aftermath.
Nori can’t stop looking, mesmerized by the simple motion. Even when
Kayla runs past, she stares. Even when her father shouts, she stares.
Even when she’s being dragged from the room while someone up-
rights the overturned wooden chair, she stares. Nori stares without
judgment or question. She stares with all the understanding and ac-
ceptance she needs.

Nori’s submission to the triangle clarifies what no one under-
stands. That there is nothing for anyone. That there is no escape to lat-
er. That this is all there is.

Nori will let it be enough for as long as she can.



Thea Was First

1

hea was first. We’d found the book in the Tomthal forest only

a few weeks earlier, hidden in a split tree trunk painted long

ago to look like a tiny house. The bright primary colors were
unexpected so deep in the woods, so we put down our packs and took
photos. Thea, most of all, couldn’t contain herself. A bjartahus! A real
bydrtabus! The kids at the shelter will love this, she said, practically dancing in
her boots. I going to hang these photos all over the classroom! But 1 found
the painted house unnerving; we were so far from electric lights or
traffic that it felt as though we’d left humanity behind and were walk-
ing where no one else had ever been. Yet the painted house proved
otherwise, and finding it felt like an invasion. It felt wrong. But none of
us wanted to admit it. Especially not Ydnna, who was barely speaking
to me as it was. Instead, everyone smiled and joked to hide their dis-
comfort. And it might have worked had Thea not looked closer at that
split and noticed among the ants and fleas the book hidden inside.

But it was her brother, Isak, who removed it. Yanna told him not
to in that way she had, but he didn’t care. His confidence in his own
instincts intrigued me—which was something I couldn’t admit in front
of Yinna. She’d decided how she felt about him a long time ago, and I
couldn’t disagree openly, not when she was already mad. So I didn’t.
But she couldn’t stop my quiet fascination. Thea once called him e-
pathic, and 1 wondered what that meant. Did his confidence breed it?
Had I been more like him, would things between me and Yinna have
been as strained? Were I more like him, would I better understand her
persistent anger? Because I didn’t understand it; I didn’t really under-
stand anything.

79
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At least that made it easier not to care. Isak taking the book from
the tree didn’t bother me the same way. It 4id make me uncomfortable,
but everything made me uncomfortable. Pretending to care about it was a
waste of effort. I might have tried, though, had I known what we were
setting in motion. But none of us did. Not Isak who flipped through the
pages and questioned what the diagrams meant, circles inside circles
like a spirograph. Not Thea who asked what the book was bound in
and if it was some sort of skin or leather. Not Yinna who wondered
aloud how anyone could have written so much when their handwriting
was so cramped. Not even I who heard a thud echo from somewhere
but couldn’t pinpoint the spot, then suggested, innocently, that it
might have just been a woodpecker driving its head against a tree.

“Woodpeckers don’t hit their heads against trees,” Yinna in-
formed me. I wasn’t so sure she was right.

Thea found the book, Isak removed it, but I'm the one who kept
it. I didn’t want Ydnna to know, so I dummied a step as we left and
slipped the book out of the split and into my Norrona jacket’s pocket.
Yinna clearly wanted us to leave it where it was, but I had an irresisti-
ble hunger to defy her. I didn’t know why nor did I care. I took it like
anyone would have in my position. I took it for spite if anything.

Like I said: Thea was first. One moment alive, the next not. The
time between weeks. None of us heard from her and none of us wor-
ried about her. It was just Thea, we thought. Moppy- and platinum-
haired Thea. Thea, who didn’t have a cell phone and was never home
long enough to answer her landline. Thea, who wept over holiday ad-
vertisements, who read our palms and told us what great things we had
in store. Thea, whose laugh was a high-pitched wheeze and who never
stopped grinning. It was Thea who was first, and after her things went
bad fast.

Of all people, Isak had to discover her. She was at the bottom of a
stairwell outside her place when he stumbled upon her body. He told
us afterward he didn’t immediately recognize what he saw; it didn’t
look like a person. He thought it was a large dog who’d been thrown
by a speeding car—something that might have been brought to Dr.
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Karim to put down while its owner cried and held what remained of its
paws. Then Isak saw the mop of white blond hair, so much like his
own, clotted and spread across what was left of her lap. It sent him in-
to some kind of fugue state, but he remained aware enough to call the
police and sit patiently on a stair until they arrived. I know because he
called me, too. We barely spoke, but it was clear he was in trouble, and
I ignored Yinna’s narrow-eyed judgment and went to find him. I ar-
rived just as he was being placed into the back of a police cruiser and
driven away. I asked a gray-pallored officer what happened, but all he
could manage was to point a trembling finger toward the stairwell and
at the dismembered Thea lying beneath it.

What happened to her? None of us knew, and that ignorance was
troubling. For Yidnna more than me. At least she became less critical of
me for a while. More patient. Asking me to stay over. I sometimes
found her crying at odd times, and struggled with how to react. I didn’t
understand her moods, but I did have other things on my mind. More
troubling things. I had to let Ydnna’s suffocating embrace bury them,
though, because she needed me, and I knew that meant I had to be
there for her and find some way to make her happy. Or, if not happy,
then at least happier. Not that I knew how to do that, either.

“Why do you want me to be happier? Thea’s gone,” Yinna
sobbed. It only confused me more.

Then it was Isak’s turn.

The police didn’t hold him long. There was no reason to. He
didn’t remember what they’d said to him, or what he’d said in return,
but he knew Dt. Karim had vouched for him, and had driven him
home after their questions were answered. Ydnna and I didn’t find this
out for days, not until we received the note about Thea’s funeral. It
had only been a week since we’d seen Isak—since Thea’s death—but
he looked as though he hadn’t slept in months. Yinna hugged him
hard as I watched and tried to make sense of her behavior.

Despite the circumstances Isak seemed in control of himself. I
quietly marveled. He was a few years younger than me but was able to

navigate the world in a way I never could. I was convinced he could
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have worked in finance and become wealthy ten times over, but in-
stead he settled for being a veterinary assistant. He said it was a calling,
but it seemed like a tragedy to me. But even the control he showed at
his sister’s funeral had its limits, and the longer I watched him standing
in his slim black suit, cemetery dirt ground into his trouser cuffs, the
more the cracks began to show. Cracks that couldn’t be fixed. Cracks
through which something irreplaceable had slipped.

It’s why after the funeral I dissuaded Yéinna from visiting him,
even knowing she was trying to make amends for her past behavior. It
was obvious he wanted to be left alone, though I confessed to only
understanding his desire, not his reasoning. Yinna said she did and at-
tempted to explain, but eventually she threw up her hands, called me
names, and stormed out of the room. Maybe I should have tried harder.

I had no reason at the time to connect any of this with the hjirta-
hus and the book we found inside its split. Why would I? I’d barely
looked at that thin faerie book once we returned home—I hadn’t even
removed it from my jacket pocket. If I had I might have remembered
the discomfort it evoked in me, the netvous sensations, but I felt un-
comfortable and nervous all the time so I doubt I would have known
the difference.

As the days added up Yinna grew more worried and would no
longer listen when I suggested Isak needed more time. I didn’t know if
it were true or not, but I heard someone suggest it at the funeral and it
sounded smart. Yinna reported later trying to visit Isak but not being
able to get past his door. Nor would he answer his phone. Maybe
Thea’s death had broken him open and he didn’t know how to close
the wound. Doesn’t that happen sometimes? Isak’s decline worried
Yinna in a way I never would have predicted and I wasn’t sure what to
do. For either of them.

“You’re just going to keep going to work like nothing’s happened,
aren’t you?” Yinna decided to ask me, as though there were something
else I should be doing and wasn’t.

I was in a client’s boardroom when Isak’s number came up on my
phone. I had to excuse myself from discussing their bankruptcy acqui-
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sition to take the call. I just ignored their unhappy stares. When I
found some privacy I discovered Isak didn’t have much to say. All he
wanted was for me to come over. He didn’t beg, but by the quaver in
his voice I knew he hadn’t ruled it out. With Thea gone I guessed he
had no one else to reach out to. Still, his call was a surprise; I didn’t
consider myself useful in a crisis, but I knew I couldn’t turn him down.
It was no casual request. Besides, part of me was flattered to be asked.
As much as I envied Isak, I also relished getting the opportunity to
have the upper hand. Maybe it was because I so rarely did. So I agreed
to go as soon as I could, and he asked only one favor: that I not bring
Yinna. He couldn’t give me a straight answer as to why, but his indeci-
siveness told me everything I wanted to know just the same.

I arrived at the scarred wooden door of his downtown apartment
and knocked. The peephole’s lens rattled, but otherwise I heard no
sounds from within. I knocked again, louder, and felt it echo inside
me. The hallway smelled strange—tangy, like burnt wood—and I
didn’t like it. I'd made a mistake going; there was nothing I could do
for him and he should have known it. I pivoted away, but before I
could leave a loud crash made me leap unexpectedly. My first thought
was worty about what Isak had done to himself and if I’d be blamed. I
scrambled to my feet and tried twisting the doorknob. It wouldn’t turn.
So I shouted his name and started kicking the lock until the frame
around it cracked.

The door swung open but I didn’t rush in. I just stood and stared.

And stared.

It took no more than a second, probably less, but long enough to
imprint the horrible image on my eyes. The creature was large, maybe
the size of a small car, constricted by the walls of the apartment. Its
body was covered in a spatter of malformed cancerous spiracles that
drooled a gooey substance and wheezed in a way I first mistook for
labored breathing. The thing was curved and thin like a misshapen flea,
but where its body tapered sat a head with a face. A human face. Thea’s
face. Smeared with blood, frozen in weepful sorrow, betraying no ani-

mation or trace of humanity. The giant creature scurried over Isak, del-
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icately probing his torn chest with its elongated black tibia and sharp
tarsi. It was like some grotesque surgeon, spilling his organs and en-
trails across the braided rug. I inadvertently made a noise on seeing it.
That was a mistake. The creature, already startled by my entrance,
twitched then scuttled over and across the wall toward me then
stopped. Thea’s bloodied weeping face hanging from it like an old
mask, vacantly surveying me. I squirmed, its unchanging expression
evoking an unsettling feeling in me I couldn’t describe.

Then, abruptly, the creature fled. Thea’s weeping face swung away
and its giant body followed, maneuvering inexpertly in the tiny apart-
ment, knocking an armchair aside and a yellowed lamp to the floor.
When it reached the broken window it skittered away so quickly I
wondered if it had even been there. I suppose I felt berated by the im-
possibility of what I'd just witnessed. It couldn’t be true, I told myself.
And yet the mess at my feet that was once Isak told me I was very very

wrong.
I

I don’t remember leaving Isak’s apartment and I don’t remember run-
ning, but somehow I ended up on the side of the road, hands on my
knees, panting so fiercely I thought I might turn inside out. It was all
too much, my head was too muddled, so when the black cab pulled up
beside me I thought for a second it was that creature and almost
screamed. Instead the driver rolled down her window and shouted at
me fearfully in a thick Greek accent. I didn’t understand it; I just
snatched open the door and threw myself onto her back seat. I shout-
ed, ordering her to drive—at least I tried to, but in my panic I wasn’t
sure the words were in the right order. She just kept saying “Pou? Pou?”
until I somehow managed to string together Yanna’s address. I had to
repeat it four times before she hurriedly flipped the meter, and only
then did it occur to me that the creature might be watching and might
follow us straight to Yinna. I told the driver to wait, but she ignored
me and pulled the black cab onto the road too fast. I didn’t even know

where we were and already we were gone.
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I spent the entire ride vigilantly panicked. The driver didn’t say an-
ything; she just watched me nervously in her rearview mirror as I dart-
ed from window to window for almost an hour, making sure we
weren’t being chased. When she pulled the cab up to the front of Yin-
na’s building I threw a handful of money at her and tried to leap out.
The doors were locked. And she wouldn’t unlock them until she
counted the bills. Fza, dyjo, #ria ... Meanwhile, sweat seeped into my
collar as I struggled to scan the now-dark streets through the rear win-
dow, hyperaware of any unnatural movements. Shadows crept strange-
ly, as though they were circling, and I couldn’t help myself. I started
wrenching the door handles as hard as I could in an effort to open
them. The driver shouted at me, her hands flailing, but I ignored her
and kept at it. Then I heard the locks click and by the time she was
frenziedly cursing I’d already launched myself out of the door. I stum-
bled over the sidewalk and dove into the concrete, but she didn’t wait
to see if I was okay. I was already smelling the cab’s exhaust by the
time I hit the ground.

But I didn’t care. I was already on my feet and hurtling toward
Yinna’s door.

I’d arrived later than I’d thought. I pounded my fists on the door
forever, barely slowing as I checked over my shoulder for whatever
was about to ambush me. When Yinna swung the door open, dressed
only in an old heather-gray shirt, I pushed past her and charged inside.
My limbs were weak, but I managed to stay upright long enough to tell
her to close the door. She looked at me as she would at a wailing baby,
and no matter how much I pleaded she stayed by the door, spitefully
holding it wide open. Beyond her I saw dusk streets and heard the
scraping and scratching of things outside. It could have been tree
branches, or it could have been something worse. I shouted and she
turned, unhurriedly, to look out into the dark. I’d had enough. I sprang
to my feet and before she could stop me I yanked the door from her
hands and slammed it shut.

I’d never done anything like that before. I looked at Yidnna. She
didn’t speak. She just disappeared into the kitchen. While she was gone
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I hurriedly drew the blinds closed and double-checked the door’s locks
were bolted. Only after I’d rechecked them again did my heart begin to
slow. But my legs wouldn’t stop jittering. I found it concerning.

Yinna re-emerged from the kitchen and immediately stormed to-
ward me. Her expression was full of both irritation and anger. She
wagged her finger in my face as she shouted, “There is something very
wrong with you!” and I felt I wanted to wither. But then something in
me broke, something hiding in the emptiness but goaded by my fear. I
shouted back. Yinna was not prepared for it. She staggered, momen-
tarily wrong-footed and weakened. Without thinking I sprang. I told
exactly what happened. I told her Isak was dead.

The change was instantaneous. Her face began to tremble, and that
tremble moved in waves across her body until every limb shook. I
didn’t know what to do when she collapsed onto her sectional, her
worn and tired face turning red and blubbery. I admit I was thrown;
she’d never cared for Isak before, so what had changed?

“God, is there nothing inside that head of yours at all?”” she asked
between her sobs.

I took the chair across from her and waited for her bout to end.
When she’d cried herself out she looked up at me with swollen, blood-
shot eyes and I realized I had no idea what she was about to say.

“What happened?” she managed to squeak out.

I hesitated, not knowing how to explain. Not in a way she’d be-
lieve. I didn’t even believe it. I glanced at the door and the windows to
make sure they were in place. I heard a rattle as something scurried past
the front door. I didn’t like it, and shoved my twitching hands into my
Norrona’s pockets to calm them. When I did so I was startled to find
something else already there. I pulled it out to see what I'd forgotten.

“What are you hiding?” Yinna asked, her voice rough and suspi-
cious. But she was wrong; I wasn’t hiding anything. I told her the
truth: it was the book we’d found in Tomthal forest—the one she’d
told Isak not to take. I had taken it instead. I opened it randomly to a
page full of strange diagrams, held it out so she could see for herself.

Her eyes widened as she stared at my hands. I looked down to find
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blood had soaked my cuffs black.

Did she think the blood was mine?

“What have you done?” Yinna asked, slowly standing. When I
didn’t say anything she repeated herself, the quaver becoming some-
thing more bitter. More seething. “I asked what you did!”

I stepped back.

Then stepped forward, assuring her it wasn’t my blood. It was
Isak’s. Isak’s, not mine. Not anybody else’s. Something got him. Some-
thing large and strange with a face I still saw whenever I closed my
eyes. Thea’s face.

That was not something she was ready for. I couldn’t describe the
look she gave me—wide and piercing, filled with so much anger I
didn’t think she’d be able to process it. So I held off telling her the
worst part: that I believed it was coming for us. I didn’t know when or
how, but it was.

There was a pause. And then she shouted, and it was so loud I
thought for sure we’d been found. I spun toward the window in terror.

But no. It wasn’t that.

She demanded to know what really happened to Isak, what I’d
done, as though there were some answer that would make sense. May-
be make her feel better and more in control of her world. But there
was nothing I could tell her. All that I knew was it had something to
do with the hjirtahus.

Surprisingly, that quieted her. She looked confused.

The hjirtahus, I said. In Tomthal forest. The painted tree with the
split. The one where we found the book.

She shook her head.

“What book?”

Before I could make sense of what she’d said there was a crash
outside. Something big and destructive. I rushed to the window, push-
ing past Yanna and ignoring her protests. I saw shadows moving eve-
rywhere, but I couldn’t see what caused it. And Yidnna didn’t care. She
asked me again what I’d done and what happened to Isak and Thea.

The same unreasonable questions, as though our lives weren’t in im-
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mediate danger. I thought maybe she was panicking, so I did what I
guessed was right: I stepped closer and tried to hug her.

She shoved me away, then glared at me coldly and with vicious in-
credulity.

I didn’t understand what I’d done. And she wouldn’t tell me.

She just demanded I disappear.

My mistake was grabbing her shoulders. I just wanted her to calm
down and realize the danger we were both in, but she started scream-
ing and clawing at my face. I let her go, my hands flying up to protect
myself, and when I drew them away I saw they were streaked with
blood. That’s when my wounds began to sting.

I don’t know what I said to her then. The memory is lost in the
heat of my rage.

What I do remember is that Ydnna remained suddenly cool
throughout my outburst, waiting. When I returned to my senses she
told me simply to leave. By then I was too exhausted to fight it.

Only when I was outside, in the night, the door slamming behind
me, did my rational fear return. I swung around and pounded my fists
as hard as I could on the door. I had to get back inside.

I tried everything I could think of to make her listen. I told her the
creature was coming for us and we needed to escape. I told her split-
ting up was a bad idea and would get us killed. I told her without me
she’d never make it. All of that failed to act as a key. I looked up at her
neighbors’ windows, surprised they hadn’t told me to leave.

The final kick was when Yinna turned out the porch light, smoth-
ering me in darkness. That’s when I screamed my final curse, not car-
ing who might hear. I told her she’d come running to me eventually.
She’d come running and crying when it came for her. And when she
did, I promised on Thea’s and Isak’s graves I wouldn’t open the door.

To my surprise, that failed to move her, so I kicked the door as
hard as I could. It accomplished nothing but made the street erupt
with the terrifying chirping of millions of legs drawing like bows
against one another.

A shadow across the street caught my eye. It moved across the
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side of a neighboring building. Something big and darker than the
night around it. I heard crackling, clicking.

I didn’t wait to see what it was; I just ran.

I made it maybe to the end of the block. I definitely made it
around the corner. Just far enough to find my escape suddenly blocked
by a slippery black shape filling the sidewalk. I pivoted, trying to avoid
it, and to avoid driving my face into rows of leaking cancerous spira-
cles. But my balance was thrown and I tumbled onto the concrete, roll-
ing and skinning my hands. The impact shook me, and I was too dazed
to make sense of what was seeing. I thought it was Isak rushing in, ex-
tending a long arm to help me up. But that arm was thin, dark, and vi-
brating, and when the spinning world slowed I realized it wasn’t Isak at
all. It just had his face.

There was a scream. It could have been mine. I lashed out and the
creature reeled back, Isak’s lifeless face shuddering. For a moment it
staggered, unsure, and I used its hesitation to get on my feet and bolt.

It was quickly on my heels and stayed there. I don’t know how 1
managed to keep ahead of it, but I knew my adrenaline was going to
wear out quickly and I had to find some sort of escape. It was pure
luck that I spotted the chain-link fence at the back of a small house’s
lot. I made that my focus.

But the lead I had was narrowing—I could practically hear its skit-
tering inside my head—and when I reached the fence and vaulted it I
felt something tug at the leg of my trousers. It pulled me short, but not
enough to prevent me from rolling across the top of the fence—the
metal jabbing into my back—and onto the other side where I landed in
a crumpled heap.

I didn’t feel the pain, though. I was too full of fear. I shot up to
see the corrupt flattened creature pacing back and forth, pushing itself
against the chain-link. It creaked so loudly under the weight I raised
my hands in hopes they might protect me. I didn’t lower them until I
saw the fence was clearly going to hold.

Isak’s dead white eyes were rolled up in its head but nevertheless

they were fixed on me, the creature’s pacing growing more frantic. I
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stared back unblinkingly as I backed away, terrified it might figure out
how to get to me. It pushed its face against the fence again and one of
us started to scream. I turned and bolted away, refusing to look back
with the childish hope that what I couldn’t see couldn’t hurt me.

111

I quickly realized I had nowhere to go but home. There was no one
left to help me who wasn’t dead. I checked over my shoulder the entire
journey, making sure the shadows following me weren’t anything more
than shadows. The barren streets didn’t ease my mind—and neither
did the sound of dry leaves rattling on the asphalt, pushed by the frigid
autumn wind. When I reached my house I dashed in and slammed the
door behind me, then immediately threw the bolts and shut off the
lights. Even then, I didn’t feel safe, so I retreated into the house as far
as I could without losing sight of the door. There, in that corner, I let
my body crumple to the ground. I was exhausted. Yet I couldn’t keep
the images of Isak’s torn-up body and Thea’s dead unnatural face from
my thoughts. I didn’t think I’d ever understand what happened; it was
so large and impossible an idea I could barely comprehend it. What 1
saw was ghastly, and 1 couldn’t describe its effect on me. Because,
maybe, it was a /Jack of effect . . . if that even made any sense.

The longer the front door remained intact, the more the balance
between by terror and my exhaustion shifted. My eyes refused to blink
at first, but after an hour of staring at an unchanging door I couldn’t
keep them open any longer. I fought it, but somehow, at some time, in
some way, without my fully realizing it, they closed and I slipped into a
kind of sleep.

When I woke the darkness of the house was so absolute I didn’t
know for sure I'd opened my eyes. The curtains were drawn, the lights
were off, and maybe every light in the world had gone out, every star
in the sky collapsed. I felt worse than alone. I felt trapped.

I reached into my Norrona’s pocket for my phone and instead
found the small book I'd taken from the hjirtahus. It flew from my
hand as I fished it out, tumbling across the floor into the nothing
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around me. I heard pages tear free and spill out, and I blindly swept
the floor with my hands to find them.

But I couldn’t. I couldn’t feel them at all.

So I sat back in my cramped corner and tried to pick out the
door’s outline in the dark. Almost immediately that dark started to
churn. To change. The shadows twisted and assembled themselves in-
to shapes, and those shapes into an image. A tree. It was a tree.

That tree.

The one from Tomthil forest. Split right down the middle.

Before I could stop myself I reached out my hand and placed it in
that phantom cleft where we’d once found the book, but now I
couldn’t feel anything at all. Just an emptiness I knew shouldn’t be
there yet had always been.

Then a noise shook me awake from my half-dream. It was so loud
I thought the world was ending. I leapt to my feet, startled and con-
fused. The door. It was the door. There was something pounding on it.

Yinna. It had to be. She must have escaped and was injured. In-
jured but alive. Lying on my stoop, bleeding, desperate for my atten-
tion just as I’d promised she would be. But what if that creature with
Isak’s face was nearby? I inched forward as though I were nothing;
empty, light as air. As though there were nothing to me at all. And
when I reached the door I carefully put my mouth against that small
crack between the door and its frame. And I whispered out to her. I
whispered to Yinna.

There was no response. So I tried again. Louder.

That’s when I began to doubt.

Because how did I know? That it was her? Out there, pawing at
the door? Shouldn’t I have felt it?

Shouldn’t I have felt anything at all?

Isak would have. Thea, too. Even Yinna. Their faces hovered be-
fore me. Judging me.

Outside there were gasps. Dying gasps. Or maybe it was the
wheeze of oozing spiracles pushing air like bellows.

No. I couldn’t doubt myself. I knew. I was sure I knew. It was
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Yinna. No matter how we left things she had come running to me.
Just like I told her she would. I had to open the door.

But maybe I’d open it just a crack. Just to be sure. I knew I didn’t
need to, but what could it hurt?

Carefully I slid back the locks. I put my hand on the knob and cau-
tiously started to turn.

Slowly, slowly, the latch retracted into the frame, the strike plate
came loose. The hinges were barely audible when they unstuck. I
pressed my face against the frame until the crack of the door opened
wide enough. Until I could see through it.

The process seemed to take forever.

But maybe it’s because afterward everything moved so damn fast.

I\Y

The first thing I saw was Yinna’s face. Just for an instant. Just long
enough to be confused. Then the door was shoved open, knocking me
off-balance. The frame filled with something so black it eclipsed the
night.

I didn’t wait to hear those long ebony legs scrambling to get inside.
I ran. Behind me, brick and plaster cracked with the sounds of destruc-
tion. The horrible chirping was so loud my ears screamed at me.

I stumbled over my furniture as I fled, trying to get to the staircase,
hoping it wouldn’t be able to follow me to the second floor. Against
the dark of the house I saw Yinna’s face projected. But it was as I'd
just seen her—devoid of any life, an immovable expression of sorrow;
eyes misaligned and staring somewhere past me. I tried to push the
memory down, but it wouldn’t go.

I don’t know how close that creature was. But I thought every step
I took would be my last. Each followed by the echoes of crashing as
that thing climbed across the walls and the ceiling, spiralling through
the rooms, funneling toward me. I managed to slide myself through
the half-closed kitchen door before it caught me. The opening, too
small for it to fit through. I had a straight line to the staircase.

But I didn’t make it. I managed to leap up no more than four stairs
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before there was an excruciating pain in my calf. My leg wouldn’t
move. Confused, I tried to wrench free it, but instead I was yanked
backwards, thrown. My hands clawed uselessly at the walls as I twisted
through the air. I hit the floor so hard I felt my nose pop, my cheek-
bone fracture.

Above me bobbed Yinna’s dead vacant face. Haloing it were a
dozen long black tarsi, frantically stabbing into me, pinning me down.
I knew it was the end, but I desperately didn’t want to die. I didn’t.
Anyone else, please, but not me. But there was no one else left. I fee-
bly swatted the creature’s legs, somehow hoping to discourage it. I re-
fused to give up. Then those bladed interlocking tibia pressed into my
ribs and, like dozens of knives, flayed my flesh.

From Yinna’s frozen wailing mouth dropped a rough bifurcated
tongue that curled sideways in opposite directions. It pressed against
my sternum and I yelped with pain—the burn was like nothing I'd ever
experienced. Excruciating flashes of Tomthil forest, of the hjirtahus,
of the book, seared my brain. As much as Id fought it before, at that
moment I gave up. I begged for death.

Yinna’s re-embodied face leaned closer; sharp tibia sliced red lines
in my chest. I closed my eyes and awaited what was next.

But there was nothing,

I opened my eyes.

The creature rose up. Ydnna’s head cocked. Her blank face con-
fused.

I didn’t understand, either.

Giant black legs plucked themselves free from me one at a time,
lodging themselves instead into the walls for purchase. And when the
last was removed the giant creature lifted its body and scrambled side-
ways across the wall. I heard it crash its way through the house, back
the way it came, leaving me prone and bleeding on the floor.

Bleeding but alive.

I don’t know how long I lay still, my body on fire as pools of
blood clotted around me. Everything hurt, but as deep as that pain

went it didn’t go everywhere. There was one place inside me that re-
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mained numb. It was from that place I gathered enough strength to
roll over, then a moment later to pull myself to my knees. Using the
broken furniture around me, I climbed to my feet and staggered to the
open door.

I thought I wanted to lock it before that creature came back to do
to me what it had done to Thea, Isak, and Ydnna, but when I reached
the empty doorway I stood there, agog and confused.

The other houses of my street. Their lights were burned out, and
on their stoops, or their roofs, or their lawns was a creature that mir-
rored my own tormentor. Large and flat, a human face so slack you’d
think it was dead yet still on the verge of tears. But I didn’t recognize
any of them. All their faces were mysteries to me. And there were so
many.

But at least I wasn’t among them.

In the red glow of the dawning sun, my body weeping blood as
theirs wept something worse, I put my hands in my empty pockets and
watched, waiting for the inevitable mayhem and screams.

A moment later I pulled my hands out. Looked at them.

They were dirty and they were bloody and they were empty.

Completely empty.

And I couldn’t tell you why.
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y father and I didn’t have the kind of relationship you see
in the movies. We didn’t play catch, he didn’t help me with
my homework, and we never went to ballgames. We were
two different people living, for a time, in the same house. Some of this
was likely due to my late mother, who seemed to regret marrying him
almost as much as he did her, and her way of getting revenge for ruin-
ing her life was to attempt to turn their only child against him. But
most of the reason my father and I didn’t connect was because he
didn’t belong. He was a foreigner, a tobacco farmer from a small vil-
lage in Portugal, who found himself living across the ocean in a family
that held none of his values, and though he quietly railed against it as
best he could, he was never able to overcome the pressure I was under
to be the most westernized version of myself, watching Dukes of Haz-
zard cartoons while eating Frosted Flakes or grilled cheese sandwiches.
Since my father didn’t know how to relate to me or my mother, he
became a ghost. He still lived in our house, ate our food, contributed
to household expenses, but did most of these things during those
hours I was at school or asleep. The rest of the time, he clung close to
his old-country friends in those small bare-walled cafés that litter run-
down subdivision strip malls, the sort that somehow make enough to
remain open, all the while hosting illegal low-stakes card games in the
back all day. At these places, my father was warm and gregarious and
well-loved by everyone. I know this, because those friends told me so
at his funeral, while I silently wondered what the man they described
had to do with my father, lying in his casket only a few feet away.
My father was a cipher to me, despite how many awkward years I’d
spent sitting with him, trying to come up with something to talk about,

95
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wondering if he was doing the same or if the idea of connecting to his
son never occurred to him. Sometimes I’'d ask him questions about
how he’d met my mother and what life was like before coming to
America, but most of the time I’d give up with a shrug and find some-
thing else to do, never understanding that just because he’d always
been there didn’t mean he always would be. Even after my mother
died, five years before him, it still didn’t sink in. But why would it?
How often does one contemplate the death of an acquaintance? Of a
relative rarely spoken to or seen? In many ways, that’s all he was, and
the failure for that lies as much with me as it does with him. Perhaps
more with me because I should have known better.

Maybe if we’d been as close as a father and son ought to be, I
would have understood what I found in his house after he’d gone. 1
spent every weekend and most weeknights trying to make a dent in the
clutter that had taken over my father’s life since my mother’s passing. I
thought I knew about hoarding and what it looked like—a world of
stacked newspapers and saved trash settled in layers of sediment, just
waiting for some future archeologist or bereaved child to sift
through—but all I knew were its extremes. There was true hoarding,
and there was my father’s hoarding, where small items were stuffed in-
to drawers to get them out of the way, and the effort to throw them
out was always more than the effort just to start another drawer. With
much of my late mother’s belongings gone or donated, there were a lot
of those drawers to use, so when I arrived to the house after his death,
the house that had been my childhood home, I found it as much a
burden as it would have been had both my parents gone at the same
time. Of course, that would have been impossible; they were never to-
gether in the same room long enough to suffer that sort of tragedy.

But it wasn’t the hoarding that was the biggest surprise; it was
what I found in those drawers and closets of hidden things. I'd spent
the first few weeks gamely sorting the clothes from the garbage so 1
could donate anything of use, but the task was too overwhelming and
slow. Eventually I had to give up and started bagging everything by in-
discriminate handfuls to take to the dump. This was how I almost
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missed the box. Made of dark blue cardboard and measuring a foot
and a half long and almost as deep, it was sandwiched between a bun-
dle of folded, smoke-stained blazers and a stack of white tablecloths
that had that sour mothball smell that old cotton seems to get. It was
only by luck I unearthed it, and only because of a momentary curiosity
amid my depression that I paused long enough to open it.

I expected one of my mothet’s old ceramic vases, part of a collec-
tion that I’d learned held no value after she’d gone; or perhaps another
box of photographs, black and white memories of distant relatives from
the old country, dressed in black dresses and matching scarves. Instead,
what I found was the strangest thing I'd even seen—a cheap-looking
statue of some impossible animal, with arms that ran around its body
like rays of a sun, and an elephantine trunk that was curled like the let-
ter R to form a handle, although there was no reason to carry the stat-
ue anywhere. Its surface was rough and pocked, highlighting the visible
signs of human hands that shaped the clay as it hardened, and the entire
piece was spraypainted the sort of dull crass gold you get from a clogged
can that has been kept too long. Rivulets of paint dried in solid lines
over its bulbous body. I took the statue out and thumbed its crumbling
edges, confirming what I suspected: it wasn’t even fired clay.

I saw my father do a lot of things over my life. I saw him paint our
house, I saw him fix our plumbing. I saw him landscape our tiny yard,
and saw him install us a new linoleum floor. I saw him watch television
into the night and saw him sleep into the day. I saw my father doing
nearly everything a man might do to idle his days away, one after the
other, as though death were never coming. But the one thing I never
saw my father do was look at a piece of art, let alone craft one. Despite
its homemade appearance, I knew that whatever that statue was, it
didn’t come from him. But if not, then where? And why was it in his
house?

I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of sorrow and regret over how
much I didn’t know my father; I had a house to clean and prepare for
sale. So I put the lid back on the box as I did on my own guilt and
despair—haphazardly—and pushed them temporarily aside. Some-
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times I think back to that moment and wonder why I didn’t just drop
it in a black garbage bag along with everything else. Would it have
spared me from what was coming or only end up making it worse?

It was a week before I noticed the box again, stacked on a small
table alongside an ancient clock radio and bundles of still-wrapped
socks. I only dimly remembered finding it, and I had to lift the lid
again to recall what it contained. The statue’s gold coating looked even
duller and cheaper than I remembered, and I could see small fractures
along its appendages as though the paint had shrunk as it dried. There
were no markings or labels anywhere inside the box or on the statue
that told me anything about where it came from or what it was.

To say I was puzzled would have been an understatement. It was
as though I were on the cusp of multiple worlds: one where my father
was gone, the last remaining connection I had to my youth; one where
I held in my hands a nightmarishly bizarre statue, bordering on the
grotesque; and one where I was dressed in old and torn clothes, sur-
rounded by the stale odor of cigarettes and cleaning supplies. These
three worlds were incongruous, and yet they congregated anyway.

I felt the eyeless statue staring at me, judging my ignorance. 1
racked my brain trying to remember if I’d seen anything like it before,
but drew a blank. It all meant nothing. Yet its presence filled me with
something like nausea, as though I’d been spun around in circles and
released back into the world, unable to find my footing. Still dizzy, I
placed the lid back on the box and considered what to do.

There was no denying part of me was curious. Why my father
would keep something so unlike him? There was more to that oddity.
There had to be. But what that more was had me baffled.

I was still baffled by the time I returned to my empty home. The
emotional turmoil of the day, of sorting through my father’s things, of
slowly dismantling my childhood, wore on me worse than had my fa-
ther’s actual death. I was more depressed than ever, wanting only a
long drink before settling into a numb stupor. But I also knew from
time-worn experience that my stupor would not be peaceful, and I’d

be haunted by half-imagined demons until the worst of my drunken-
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ness passed. If I truly wanted to forget the world for a few hours, I had
to do it sober.

But the alcohol could promise me one thing sobriety couldn’t:
freedom from thought. And as I lay in the dark I couldn’t keep my
mind from racing. The lingering effect the clay statue’s misshapen face
had on me pressed into my thoughts and obscured everything else.
Even when I tried to focus on other things, on other people or events,
it was always there, waiting in the periphery for my concentration to
waver. My sleep was as fitful as if I'd been drunk, and in those brief
periods where I did manage, through sheer exhaustion, to slip away, I
always awoke suddenly, the image of that statue dissolving from my
thoughts. Soon, the only thing I could do to tame it was to dwell on
how adrift I felt without my parents, as though the stars around which
I’d always orbited had vanished, and without that gravity I felt myself
spiraling outward and away. And, worse, one day I too would be gone,
probably in a similar hospital gown in a similar overcrowded room, on-
ly unlike my father and mother, there would be no child attending to
me in my final days, no one who would lovingly and callously sift
through all my treasures and decide which were merely sentimental
trash. It was these thoughts that put an end to my sleep, at least until
the darkness began to break. Once the light started its creep over the
horizon, my eyes finally closed long enough for me to rest.

I returned to my fathet’s house after work midweek to cart the
garbage cans to the end of the driveway. Inside, the house was finally
starting to look cleaner, as though I'd finally made a dent in the piles of
detritus that had been building over the years my father had been liv-
ing alone. I'd managed to clear and bag enough so that I could shift
items around—one bedroom was designated for garbage, another for
donatable furniture, and so on. It made it easier to clean when there
was a fixed destination for everything. I also created a pile for the
items I intended to sell if possible—some small kitchen appliances, my
father’s power tools. And that statue, of course. I didn’t know who
would want it, or even why, but there had to be something appealing
about it. Why else would my father have saved it?
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You never know who’s going to want the things you think are
junk, no more than you can predict how few people will want the
things you think have value. There’s just no way to know. I put those
small appliances and tools into various online auctions, and never
found a single buyer. The whole lot of them ended up at the Salvation
Army, and who knows if they were ever able to move them. That stat-
ue, though . .. That surprised me. I put it up for auction and within a
few days I had a bid. It wasn’t a lot of money, but it was something, far
more than I expected, and immediately I suffered remorse. That statue
was a symbol of the gulf between me and my father that I never tried
to bridge. I cried when the bid came through, then laughed at myself
for crying. It was just a clay thing I hadn’t even known existed a few
weeks before, so why suddenly could I not be without it? Things were
just things, intrinsically devoid of worth except what we assign to
them. I’d made it this long without the statue and I would continue to
make do without it. These are the things I reminded myself of over
and over, but not once did I feel as though it weren’t a lie.

The buyer was the only person to bid on the statue if you discount
the request I received once the auction had closed, asking if I'd make
an exception and sell to them instead. I didn’t bother replying. Instead,
I swallowed my sadness and emailed the buyer with my congratula-
tions and arranged how she or he wanted to pay. I waited a half hour
without a response, then turned in for the night, amazed at the things
people wanted, while part of me wondered what it was about the stat-
ue that I’d missed. It bothered me, this oversight, enough that each
time I broached the edge of sleep, my curiosity woke me again. This
went on for at least an hour, at the end of which I was mote awake
than when I’d turned in. The only thing I could do to dispel my cutios-
ity was to sate it, so I threw aside the covers and shuffled in my slip-
pers to the shelf where the statue sat waiting. I carried it to the kitchen
and turned on the blinding light. When my eyeful of stars faded, I in-
spected the statue top to bottom, front and back. I even shook the
thing, but no sound penetrated the clay. If there was something more
to the weird figure, I wasn’t able to see it. All the same, I carried the
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statue into the bedroom with me, telling myself I wanted it close in
case I was struck by a midnight revelation, but understanding it was
because I needed to feel connected to what I’d lost.

I was back at my father’s house early after having taken a few days
off to rebuild some of my defenses. Visiting my childhood home and
watching it disappear, actively taking part in said disappearance, all
while struggling to accept the loss of the last vestige of family I had,
quickly wore me down, and the bouts of depression were growing
more and more exhausting and debilitating. I needed time to readjust
and recalibrate before subjecting myself to it again. When I entered his
house, though, it immediately crashed back into me, and that sense of
loss was again all I felt. All I really wanted to do was leave, but the
longer it took me to clean, the longer I’d have to suffer.

I didn’t realize there was a knock at the door at first. All I heard
was a tapping, and houses make all sorts of noises all the time, enough
that you stop paying attention. Pipes heat up or cool down, refrigerator
compressors switch on or off. The pilot light of a furnace. But when 1
paused from my cleaning to catch my breath, the repeated sound
tripped my attention, and I turned to see the shadow of someone with
their hands up to the sidelight of the door, peering in at me through
the frosted glass.

I assumed it was someone my father knew—maybe a neighbor
wanting to express condolences while also sniffing around as to when
the house might go up for sale. But when I opened the door I knew
immediately it was neither of those things, which is why I didn’t open
the door wider than what the width of my body could block.

I didn’t speak. I waited for the small brown gentleman in the
mauve suit to do so first. I didn’t have to wait long.

“Please excuse my interruption. I wasn’t sure if I'd find you at
home.”

His voice was light and breathy, and his eyes protruded like a pair
of glass marbles as they studied me. I didn’t like it.

“Do I know you?”

“Oh, please forgive my manners. My name is Clifton Bees. I'm
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here in search of an item I've been led to believe you recently acquired,
an item I’'m hoping you might be willing to part with. For the right
price, of course.”

I was genuinely confused. And irritated to no small degree.

“This really isn’t a good time,” I started as I began to close the
door. Before it traveled very far Bees’s foot was in its way. I looked
down at his highly polished shoe, then back up to his smooth baby-
skinned face.

“The statue, my friend. I’ve come about the statue you have for
sale.”

“What? How did— Never mind, I’ve already sold it,” I said. “Now
please remove your foot.”

I stared until he hesitantly pulled it away, then closed and locked
the door, leaving him standing on my father’s stoop. I kept my body
pressed against the frame until his shadow in the sidelight wavered,
then disappeared, the clacking of his shoes following shortly after.

It was a bizarre encounter, and I had so many questions. How had
he known about the statue? He must have seen the online auction, but
how would he have tracked me down to my father’s house? And if
he’d known my father, why wouldn’t he have said so? I didn’t like it,
not at all. The entire encounter left me baffled and compounded my
irritation and malaise. It also reminded me that I had yet to hear back
from the buyer of the statue. I checked my phone for any messages
and still there were none. I wondered how long I should reasonably
wait. It occurred to me that Clifton Bees and the buyer might be the
same person, but that seemed unlikely.

But they might know each other. Then the coincidence of the buy-
er’s disappearance shortly before Bees’s arrival seemed something less
than coincidental. I turned and looked out the window at the doot’s
stoop, but it was thankfully empty. Nevertheless, I checked the dead-

bolt was drawn one more time.
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My precautions seem foolish in retrospect. Bees was hardly an intimi-
dating person. I was fairly certain I could have pushed him over with
hardly any effort. I still didn’t like him, but I didn’t have to: I doubted
I’d ever see him again. And once that statue was sold it would be one
less thing to worry about.

I’d always wondered, while my father was alive, how he would die.
It didn’t matter that we’d spent so little time together and even less
talking; he was still a part of my life and I worried about the day he
would leave it. Every time I visited the house I ran through scenarios
of how I might find his prone dead body, each worse than the last.
Maybe he’d be in bed, passing in the night while he slept. Maybe he’d
be at the bottom of the stairs after having tripped, or face down on the
floor after accidentally cutting himself too deeply. So many ways, so
many things I couldn’t control even if I’d devoted my life to it. His in-
evitable demise hung over me every time I saw him, tainting our every
interaction, so when the doctors discovered his cancer and its severity,
I felt a strange peace set in. I finally knew how he was going to go.
There was no chance ever again of a surprise waiting for me as I
walked through his front door.

If only I’'d known the surprises the house had in store for me
would mount after his death.

One of the biggest, or perhaps least expected, was when I returned to
the house one last time to prepare it for my real estate agent’s inspec-
tion. As I pulled into the driveway, I saw the front door standing open,
and I asked myself if I’d forgotten to close it when I last left, knowing
full well I hadn’t. I could taste the dread gnawing at my stomach.

That dread intensified when I saw the state of things. The house
had been turned upside-down, my careful organization ruined, and
someone had rummaged through it all, tearing open garbage bags and
overturning boxes and pails. Everything was a mess, nearly as bad as
when my father had left it, not knowing it was for the last time. Ex-
haustion suddenly overwhelmed me, and I sat down on the floor, no
longer able to trust my legs to keep me upright.
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I didn’t make the connection to Bees, not at first. At first, all 1
wanted to do was tidy up the house as much as possible before Tricia,
my agent, arrived. I didn’t know if I should tell her there was a break-
in; I didn’t know if that was something that needed to be disclosed. 1
doubted it, but I wanted to be careful and keep her in the dark as best
I could. She was due soon, so I rushed through the rooms, collecting
and rebagging as much as possible. I couldn’t wrap my head around
what happened. Nothing appeared to be missing, and I’'d already
moved or given away anything of value, so it all seemed so pointless.
Just another undoing of my life. There were so many pains now stored
in that house that I was going to be relieved when it finally sold. It was
only when I came across the tinted business card I’d left on the mantel
previously that the various loose threads connected and I realized who
must have broken in and what he’d wanted. 1 was sickened, violated,
and confused. I should have called the police, but what would I have
told them? My dead father’s house was broken into and I suspected
the culprit was a small Asian man with a weird name who wanted to
steal a cheap clay statue I found hidden under some clothes, but don’t
worty because he also left me his business card? It was ludicrous. And
I had no proof; after all, nothing was actually stolen. The only tangible
evidence I had was the card, but it didn’t even have an address on it.
All it had was a phone number, but I knew the chances were high the
line would be disconnected. I didn’t know what to make of any of it.
There was definitely something strange going on I didn’t like. I peeked
out the window at the street and saw nothing unusual or out of place,
which only made things worse. Somewhere, eyes were watching me.

Tricia’s arrival a few minutes later made me feel better, or at least
less alone and spied on. After a tour of the house, she gave me an idea
of what it might sell for based on its state, and a few small things I
could do to increase its value. It was probably only politeness that kept
her from asking about the pronounced mess she had to navigate, but
had she done so I was so rattled I probably would have admitted there
was a break-in and laid out my suspicions as to who committed it. I

would have come across as an unstable paranoiac, despite how confi-
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dent I was that I was right. When Tricia finally left, the sudden silence
caught me off-guard, and I suffered an immediate and utter deflation
of all happiness and joy. While it wasn’t true that everything in my life
was vanishing over the course of a few weeks, it certainly felt that way.
At that moment I understood the reason Bees failed to find anything.
I’d already lost it all.

I drove home with my eyes on the rearview mirrors, alert for cars
that might be following me. I was convinced I was leading Bees right
to my house, but if he was behind me, I couldn’t see him. No one was
there long enough to be suspicious. Still, to be sure, I drove past my
house and circled back using the quietest side streets I knew. If he was
there, he wouldn’t be able to hide.

Satisfied, I returned home, but instead of going in right away I sat
in the driveway, just in case. In my solitude I looked at my front door
and had the cold fear that Bees wasn’t following me because he had
already found my house. I wondered if I'd left the blinds open or
closed, if I’d left the front room lights on or off. I couldn’t see move-
ment inside, but was it possible someone was there, quietly waiting? Or
maybe they’d come and gone with it in hand. I didn’t know any of it
for certain, but after a while I realized I couldn’t remain in that parked
car forever; I'd have to face my fear and go inside. I steeled myself for
any outcome. Any outcome, except everything being as I left it, undis-
turbed. That called for a celebratory drink. And then another.

I was on my third when I decided to look again at the statue to see
what all the fuss was about. I removed the box’s lid with my drink-free
hand and picked up the statue by its golden trunk. I set the thing down
on the table across from me. It was even uglier than I remembered.
The gold spraypaint was supposed to make the statue look luxurious,
but instead the clay absorbed the paint, giving it a rough satin texture
that was distinctly unappealing. I tried to remember why I hadn’t
thrown it out at first sight, but there was no good answer. It looked like
trash. And yet I kept it. And my father kept it. And some stranger had
broken in to get it. And for the life of me I couldn’t understand why.

Three drinks was a lot more than I’d usually allow myself, but this
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situation warranted it. It helped me feel better, if more muddled, and
in my increasing dullness I decided it would be wisest to put the statue
away before something happened to it. I took hold of it by its curled
trunk, and when I lifted it didn’t travel more than a few inches before
the appendage cracked right at its base, and the whole thing broke off
in my hand. The statue was suddenly in two pieces and I wasn’t sure
what to do. It was a serious issue I was in no state of mind to solve. So
I dropped both fragments in the box and carried the whole thing with
me to the bedroom. I hid it in the cubby above my closet, deciding I’d
deal with it in the morning when I wouldn’t be quite so exhausted or
drunk.

I woke in the morning in a fit when I realized I hadn’t locked the
front door. I got to my feet faster than did my head, and my legs al-
most spun out from under me as I dashed to the door to throw the
deadbolt. Relieved, I turned around to find the statue was no longer on
the table, and for a few addled moments I was convinced that Bees
had found me and taken the statue. Mild panic attacked my limbs;
combined with the hangover, I felt nauseously enervated. It was only
once I started piecing together the night that I hazily remembered stor-
ing the statue in the cubby to keep it safe. I sat on the edge of the bed
relieved nothing had happened, but it didn’t help me feel confident
that nothing would. There was a sense of foreboding growing inside
me I couldn’t shake.

I tried to remain vigilant, but the thing about vigilance is it’s taxing
and requires a level of concentration that’s difficult to maintain. It’s
why car accidents happen, and why after weeks of dealing with my fa-
ther’s sudden death and the dismantling of my life, when strangers
were appearing at his door and ransacking his house, I found myself
walking along the street after work autonomously while my mind was
somewhere else entirely. I was so in that place that I didn’t immediate-
ly notice the young man who was following me. He was dressed in a
slim tan overcoat and wore thick-rimmed glasses beneath his large,
blond eyebrows, and he hovered about thirty paces away, hands in his
pockets. I probably wouldn’t have noticed him if I hadn’t suddenly
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chosen to jog across the street on an amber light, which caused a litany
of horns to sound when he did the same on the red. But once I no-
ticed him, I continued to do so out of the corner of my eye—enough
to become concerned. At the next opportunity, I turned down a side
street, then ducked into a grocery storefront before he could see where
I’d gone. I waited by the window for him to pass, but he never did—
not after two minutes, nor after six. After fifteen, 1 felt confident I’'d
misread the situation, and noticed the queer look the cashier was giv-
ing me, and the way she cleared her throat disapprovingly. I offered
her an apologetic smile and nod, then slipped back out the door and
straight into the young man who had been waiting for me just out of
sight. He locked onto my arm.

“Mr. Slant wants to see you.”

“Who’s Mr. Slant?”

“He’s Mr. Slant. Let’s go.”

There were many reasons why I went with him. None of them had
to do with being physically intimidated, because this kid—and the
more I looked at him the more I realized he really was a kid; maybe
twenty, I suspected—was no more than half my size. I'd never
punched another person before, but I was fairly certain I could over-
power this one relatively easily. But I didn’t want to try because I
didn’t know. I didn’t know if he was carrying a gun, or if he was a box-
et, or if there was something dangerous about him. So I went where he
told me, even though I had no idea who Mr. Slant was. But I did have
an idea about what he wanted with me.

“I already met Clifton Bees. Does Mr. Slant work for him?”

The kid laughed. It wasn’t with the sort of guffaw other people
laughed with. His laugh was mirthless. Not really much like a laugh to
anyone except maybe his mother.

“Good joke, buddy. I like it,” he said, no longer even smiling, then
nudged my back to make me move faster.

He marched me two blocks to a small hotel nestled between a
boarded-over convenience store and a barber shop complete with
rusted striped pole in front and sun-faded posters of out-of-date mod-
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els hanging in its dirty windows. There was no elevator in the hotel, so
the kid nudged me first up the stairs, tempting me to turn and push
him down a flight or two, but I kept it together and did what I was
told. When we reached the fourth floor, the top floor, he took me
down the hall to an undefined door and rapped on it twice. There was
a jovial voice from within, urging us to enter. I suddenly had no inter-
est in doing that, but the kid insisted without making a sound.

“Hello, my friend!” said the tall man in the middle of the room. He
was pale, with a long, pronounced nose and an unruly head of white
hair. He looked as if he might be an albino, but I immediately dis-
missed the thought. The smile he had on seeing me was so wide and
warm that it made me uncomfortable. It was too familiar to be genu-
ine.

“Please,” he said, “come in! I trust you didn’t find the climb up the
stairs too taxing?”

“No, Mr. Slant,” I said. “It was fine. I had no problems. And if I
did your man was right there to make sure I didn’t lag.”

He chuckled. “Oh, dear. You may call me Fitzroy, or Fitz, if you
prefer. 'm sorry if Edna frightened you. He can be too taciturn and
too eager to please me at times. I’'ve asked him to be more polite, but
what can you do?” He shrugged innocently, then shot a glance over at
the kid, Edna, with his lip slightly curled.

“What am I doing here, Fitz? What’s going on?”

“What’s going on? Well, only the most important thing there is,
my friend. What’s going on is no less than an opportunity for you to
make a healthsome amount of money by doing hardly a thing.”

I knew what he wanted, and I suspected he knew I knew as well,
but I wanted to hear him say it because of how ridiculous it was.
Somehow I’d become trapped in an absurd nightmare and felt that the
only way to accept it was to hear the words spoken—out loud and un-
varnished. Maybe if he said it, it would begin to make sense.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Your assistant, Clifton—"

““‘Assistant’? That’s hardly the word I’d use to describe that snivel-
ing miscreant. What he is is a junk dealer, pure and simple. He
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wouldn’t know the value of a dollar bill if he were holding it in his
hands. I’d caution you to stay away from him.”

“So you do know Clifton Bees.”

“Alas. Intimately and unfortunately.”

“But you want the statue, same as he does.”

“I’ve been looking for this statue for a long time. I traced it half-
way around the globe to your father, but I was not able to secure the
funds to travel here before his untimely death. Believe me, I was
heartbroken when I heard and wish to extend my deepest regrets for
your loss.”

Nothing could have confused me more than the idea that this tall
pale man operated in circles that may have overlapped with my fa-
ther’s. To call the two incongruous would have been an understate-
ment. He was the opposite of swarthy, the antithesis of the small-time
crooks with whom my father often did business. And yet Fitzroy’s
comments on his death seemed genuine. There was too much about
my father I didn’t understand. But I wanted to.

“I don’t know what you need from me, Fitz. By my math, you’re
the third person to try and get that statue over the last few days, and 1
hate to tell you but the statue has already been bought and paid for by
someone else. It’s no longer mine to sell, even if I wanted to.”

This is where Fitzroy Slant’s lips curled again into a smile, and 1
could see through their parting a thin window of coffee- and nicotine-
stained teeth. The way he looked at me—with serious amusement—
made my skin crawl.

“You can’t hope to sell something like the statue online, my friend.
Objects like that, they don’t travel through normal means between
owners. It’s much too pedestrian.”

“How——?"" I was confused, retracing our conversation, and the one
I had with Bees. I was certain I’d never mentioned selling the statue
before, let alone to whom.

“My friend, as I told you, I’'ve been chasing this statue a long time.
There is not much about it I don’t know. You needn’t worry about
that other buyer. He won’t be asking for his money back. I, however,
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am prepared to make you a quite handsome offer on the same prize.
Think of it: you’ll keep that money, plus my payment. You’ll make out
like a bandit, if I do say. So what do you think? Do we have a deal?”

“Why is this statue so important to you?”

“My friend, I might ask you the same. You’re going through a lot
of trouble to forestall a simple transaction.”

“It’s not, but it was my father’s and I want to understand where he
got it from; why he had it. It must have meant something to him.”

Fitzroy chuckled again, glancing at Edna.

“Children can be too nosy for their own good. Believe me, I know.
Your father had the statue, but it was never his. He only thought so,
and only for the most mundane reason: he won it in a poker game.
The man from whom he’d won it didn’t know what it was and neither
did your father, otherwise he wouldn’t have kept it. Had I known
where it ended up, I would not have let him take such a risk, but the
fool who lost it went and died shortly after playing that game, and be-
fore revealing what he’d done with the statue. It was quite unfortunate,
wasn’t it, Edna?”

Edna’s head slowly nodded. The rest of his body didn’t.

Fitzroy never let his display of joviality drop, nor did it ever seem
sincere. I glanced over at Edna and wondered what might happen if I
refused to turn over the statue. I suspected Fitzroy wouldn’t attempt to
reason with me. He’d let Edna do it, and Edna looked as if he was just
waiting to be taken off his leash. I swallowed, wondering if I could
overpower the kid after all.

The knock on the door startled me. Edna was laconically unfazed,
and Fitzroy’s pale forehead wrinkled as he appeared cross for the first
time. Fitz nodded to Edna, and Edna took his cue to check the door
through the peephole, then open it slowly. He stepped out then
stopped, and we watched him slowly back into the room again, Bees
following. In Bees’s hand was a small single-shot derringer, and as he
advanced his eyes moved rapidly from Edna to Fitzroy. He never once
looked at me, which told me all 1 needed to know about the level of
threat I engendered.
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“I’d hoped I’d have longer before you appeared,” Bees said.

“There’s nowhere the statue goes that I won’t follow, old friend.”

Bees nodded facetiously as he patted down Edna and checked his
pockets. I wondered if there was going to be a scuffle, but Edna knew
the drill and just waited it out, the whole time watching Bees with dead
eyes. Bees’s search turned up nothing; information I filed away for lat-
er. He motioned with the pistol for Edna to join us on the other side
of the room. Edna moved fluidly, his mouth half-cocked with a smile
as his stare bore into Bees.

“I must admit,” Fitzroy said, “I’'m surprised you’ve made such a
threatening entrance, considering there are three of us here, and that
pistol holds only one bullet. One would think you’d be more discreet,
being so outnumbered.”

“That may be true,” Bees said. “But I only need the one bullet to
make my point. Should anyone make a sudden movement, it’s you,
Fitz, who will be on the receiving end.”

At this, there was a pause, then an enormous laugh erupted from
Fitzroy. Neither Edna nor I joined in. I found the entire situation terti-
fying. ’'m certain Edna felt a different emotion.

When Fitzroy was done, he wiped away the tears from his eyes.
“Dear me, I’'ve missed you, my old friend. I've missed you and your
wit terribly. I don’t know why you ever left us.”

“I didn’t leave, if you recall. It was you who left, and right when
the gendarmes were closing in. I escaped only by a stroke of luck. But
enough of this. Hand over your father.”

Fitzroy laughed again. Shook his head. “My dear friend. Always
one step too eatly or too late. We don’t have him. No one but this gen-
tleman has Father right now.”

I muttered something as confused as I was.

“I already searched his house. He doesn’t have it.”

The sigh from Fitzroy was enough to waver Bees’s confidence.

“You do understand that house belonged to his father, don’t you?
The man who’s been hiding the statue all this time? Don’t look at me

like that; it’s not terribly complicated. The statue was not there because
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our new friend had already moved it. And now he’s going to sell it to
us for a tidy sum that will cause him to forget it and all our faces. Isn’t
that right, new friend?”

I nodded, and he nodded, and Bees looked as us both. Edna
looked only at Bees, stared at him like a dog awaiting the kill com-
mand. It all sounded easy when Fitzroy said it, but I wasn’t stupid
enough to think there was much chance of me walking away with their
best wishes and a suitcase full of money. The only suitcase I’d be see-
ing would be the inside of one as Edna was carting my body parts
down to the river.

“I don’t know where Fitz’s father is—" The words stuck in my
throat as Bees’s pistol slow moved from pointing at Fitzroy to pointing

<

at me. “—but I do have the statue, and I’'m happy to give it either of
you. Bozh of you. It’s just a cheap clay statue painted gold.”

“My dear friend,” Fitzroy said, chuckling as though Bees didn’t
have a pistol aimed straight at me. “Don’t you understand? The statue
s my father.” He paused. “I can see this confuses you; it’s written in
bloodless lines across your face. Of course, I don’t mean the statue it-
self is my father. Rather, it holds the remains of my father. My dear,
cremated father, Hieronymus Slant.”

“p_»

“It’s a shock, I'll concede. Especially if one has seen the statue. It
hasn’t always looked that way—so monstrous. It’s taken on that shape
after years of being transported from owner to owner, city to city,
country to country, all in an effort to disguise it from me, its rightful
owner. It was in Budapest I learned that the trunk had been affixed,
somewhere in China the small arms. Rome had the urn covered in a
clay veil and nowhere else but in America where it took on that spray-
painted shine like some dime-store bust. It was all a trick—a ruse. A
case of hand-waving misdirection to keep me off its trail. And, for a
time, it worked. It gathered so much bulk, so much weight, as might a
snowball rolling down a mountain side, that eventually the whole thing
grew overwhelmed and sank out of sight. It was only by luck that it

surfaced now, in the hands of you, a gentleman—and forgive me for
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saylng so—too ignorant to see its worth. Placing the item for auction
online was comically suicidal. Had I not seen the listing myself, we
might be attending your funeral right now.”

“How—>?"" I wondered. “How did my father get mixed up in this?”

“I told you before, my friend. He gambled his way in. He wasn’t
the man to steal my father’s remains, and he certainly hasn’t been hid-
ing them for the last forty-nine years, at least not knowingly, but he’s
been holding them all the same. And now that he’s gone, I'm sure you
can understand why I’d want them back. Of course, there are always
obstacles to overcome . . .” He looked over at Bees and his pistol. The
small man did not see the same humor in the situation that Fitzroy did.
If anything, the story had only made him angrier.

“Keep pushing me, Fitz, and see what becomes of you and your
treasured Edna.”

I didn’t bother looking at Edna; I already knew the expression on
his face. I could hear the kid growling underbreath.

“So, my old friend, here we all are. What do you propose happens
next? Have you given that any thought?”

“I’ve given this all tremendous thought, you can be sure,” Bees
said. “Finding this statue and keeping it from you might be more im-
portant to me than the statue itself.”

“Ah, but how are you going to exploit your find without me? You
need me, Bees, as much as Edna and I, regrettably, need you. Put that
pistol away and let’s talk sensibly, all four of us. Who would like some
tea? Edna, why don’t you boil us some water?”

“Don’t anybody move,” Bees said, not that there was any threat of
that. “We i/l be having that sitdown, but not until I have the statue in
my hands. You say you have it at your house?”

Bees looked at me and I nodded.

“Then it looks as if we’ll be taking a trip. But first, there seems to
be a surplus of bodies here. Perhaps one of you would like to tie this
youngster to a chair? He may get the wrong idea about what we’re do-
ing and try something that none of us would like.”

“Don’t be silly, my friend. Edna is of no threat to anybody. I don’t
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think we need to resort to anything quite as drastic as tying him up. I
have no doubt he’ll sit here like a good boy until we return.”

Bees shook his head. “The only way we leave this room is with
your Edna secured to a chair, or with one of you needing an emergen-
cy trip to the hospital. Perhaps I should just take this one with me and
leave you and Enda to decide if it’s more important to follow us or vis-
it the hospital to treat the hole in your neck.”

The smile on Fitzroy’s face dropped suddenly, an actor discarding
his mask once it was clear the show was over. As false as I'd found
him until then, the undisguised Fitzroy was not someone I wanted to
be near.

“We both know that would be a grave mistake, my old friend. Per-
haps your gravest.”

To this Bees shrugged, then looked at Edna. I could see Edna’s
confident glare twist to disbelief, then to hurt, before settling on ac-
ceptance, all in fractions of a second. The betrayal was all that re-
mained there as Fitzroy, too, shrugged.

“My friend,” he said, nodding at me, “would you do us the hon-
ors? Enda, we’ll be back soonest. Once we have the statue, all this will
be a fading memory.”

I’m not sure if anyone actually believed that.

Edna did not struggle as I looped a length of rope through the
arms and back of a hotel room chair, nor when I pulled it as tight as I
could on Bees’s insistence, so tight that Edna’s hands turned nearly
white. The sum emotion Edna conveyed was a sharp wince as I
yanked, and the icy stare he gave both Bees and Fitzroy.

“I’ll be back soon to free you,” the latter said, with dubious sin-
cerity. It made me nervous, if only because Edna struck me as the oily
type, and I felt confident he was going to slip out of the ropes I inex-
pertly tied at some point and hunt us down. I just didn’t know when it
would be, or how much blame he attributed to me. I tried to read his
face, but it was pouting when I first saw it and continued to pout until
the last. If there were any emotions rolling around inside his head he

wasn’t letting anybody see them.



Black Begueathments 115

Bees led us to his car, a small white sedan with out-of-state plates,
and motioned for me to get behind the wheel. He sat in the front pas-
senger seat, his derringer continuously pointed at me, while Fitzroy slid
into the back, his neck kinked to avoid the low ceiling. No one spoke
to me—there was just the wave of the pistol, indicating I should drive
forward and head toward my home or wherever the statue might be
hiding. I did it because I didn’t know what else to do, because I didn’t
have many options open to me. I considered what might happen if I
drove too fast, then hit the brakes suddenly. Would the pistol fall from
Bees’s hand? If I purposely drove into a tree, or the median on the
highway, might the ensuing accident give me the chance to escape? Or
would the most likely outcome of any scenario be me bleeding out in a
ditch along the way while the two men found and raided my home?
Part of the idea appealed to me—there was a circular beauty in joining
my parents again—but I bristled past it. Despite the issues they had
between them, I knew they’d agree that I should do my best to live as
long as possible. I found myself agreeing with them, too.

When my chest began to vibrate, I first worried death was coming
for me in a different way. I was startled, which sharpened Bees’s atten-
tion as he watched me, and it was only when the vibrations stopped,
then started a moment later that I realized what was happening. 1
pointed at my breast pocket.

“Should I answer my phone? Someone is calling me.”

Bees looked to Fitzroy. I couldn’t see the back seat, or the pale tall
man in my mirror, but whatever silent communication they had was
enough for Bees to nod his head.

“Don’t say anything that would get you in trouble,” he warned.
“Nobody wants to see things go poorly.”

I swallowed, then pulled out the phone. I kept my eyes on the road
as much as possible and hoped nothing unexpected happened.

“Yes, who is this?” I asked.

“It’s Tricia,” she said. “We got an offer on the house!”

“You what? How? The house hasn’t even been shown yet.”

“Sure it has. Remember? Today was the first day I was showing it.”
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I glanced at Bees, who was watching me closely. Tricia was too
quiet for anyone else to hear, something for which I was thankful.

“Ah, I see,” I said, trying remain as vague as possible. “And what
did they say?”

“They offered twenty over asking, no conditions, no inspection.
And they want it in six weeks. You’ll have your money next month!”

Tricia was happy with the speed and success of the transaction, but
my emotions were mixed. Leaving aside the two men actively plotting
to kill me and despite my haste to get the house ready, I found myself
unprepared to give it up. I knew, rationally, it was just a house, but it
was ) house. My parents’ house. The place I grew up in. It had been
the central point around which my life had always and forever rotated.
And suddenly it was being taken away, and I'd have to find a way to
deal with such an integral piece of my life vanishing. I didn’t want to
lose anything at that moment, and when I thanked Tricia and thought
about it I realized that statue was no different to me than anything else
in my father’s life. They were all things I didn’t want to get rid of,
didn’t want to lose. Instead, I wanted to hold them as tightly as possi-
ble so I wouldn’t forget anything, forget anyone. I wanted to cling to
my past like a child to its mother—terrified of ever letting go. Because
if I'let go I’d surely become lost.

“So will you be at homer”

“Pardon me?” Tricia had been talking but I hadn’t been listening.

“I need to get the paperwork signed. Can I swing by your house?”

I glanced over at Bees. Then at his gun. I heard Fitzroy’s impa-
tience in the back seat.

“Right now is not good,” I said. “T’ll call you later tonight.”

“But—" was all she got out before I disconnected. I needed to
keep her as far away from what was going on as I could.

“Should we be worried?” Bees asked.

“Was that someone else looking for the statue?” Fitzroy asked.

“No,” I said. And then, “Why are your father’s ashes in the statue?
I mean, why in a cheap clay statue painted in gold, as if a child made it?
A broken statue, too.”
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Bees turned pale. Looked at Fitzroy. “You never told me it was
broken,” he said, his voice trembling. “It can’t be broken.”

“Don’t worry, my friend. Your imagination is getting the better of
you. Our new friend only means one of the extremities has been—
how can I put this—/iberated from the body of the statue. There’s been
no real damage done.”

Relief engulfed my captor. Even his pistol arm momentarily re-
laxed.

“But why are they therer” I said. “In the statue. And why do so
many people want them?”

“I take it you've never heard of my father, the great Hieronymus
Slant? It’s not surprising, but it is unfortunate. The greatest men are
often unheralded in their time. And my father was certainly unheralded
by many. Considered strange by even more. You see, my father was
what one might crassly call a ‘wizard,” were the term not already thor-
oughly corrupted. He was the Grand Magus of the Order of Valzerial,
follower of Monteligro, and spent all the life that I knew him im-
mersed in various forms of alchemy, faith healing, and investigations
into the supernatural. In short, my father was very much respected and
revered by those in his circles, and he repaid that adoration by explain-
ing to us the unlocked secrets of the universe.”

I saw him looking at me in the rearview mirror. He couldn’t see
more than my eyes, but he seemed to see them wholly and completely.

“I can tell you are having trouble accepting the magnitude of what
I’'m saying. It’s to be expected, of course. The world is so much wider
and larger than we give it credit for being, and yet it’s also so small a
chance encounter can have reverberating consequences throughout
one’s life. My father was, arguably, the most powerful man alive for a
time, and he revealed miracles—true, undeniable miracles—to the Ot-
der that proved there was more to the world than what lay within the
ken of men. Sadly, though my father’s vision was transdimensional, his
physical form was all too bound by this world and its rules, and his
body could not take the punishment he inflicted upon it in his ad-
vanced years. When I found him, his essence had already nearly
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drained, leaving him close to an empty shell.

“We, the Order and I, cremated my father by the practices he in-
stilled into the organization, wrapping him first in treated papyrus
gauze and stuffing him with natron powders, incense, and spices. He
was then burned in a kiln built strictly to act as his pyre, and the ashes
collected into a Vessel—a sacred urn made of Tinaldam clay mixed
with his blood. That part was important, you see, because it was the
only material that could contain his remains afterward. Those ashes,
over the following forty days, were transformed into something more.
The Order prepared for the Vessel’s arrival.

“But that day never came. We had spent so much time protecting
the Order of Valzerial from external threats that we failed to ensure
there were no rogue agents in our midst. On hearing about the power
developing within the Vessel, this splinter plotted its theft. They were
eventually caught and punished, but not before smuggling the Vessel
away from us, disguising it more the further it traveled around the
world.

“What none of them knew at the time was that just as only blood
could contain the power in his remains, it was only blood that could
subsequently free it. What they got had value, but without a living rela-
tive of my father they had nothing.

“That statue has been outside my grasp for nearly sixty years, but
that time is nearing its end. Can you feel it, Bees, my old friend? Can
you feel the end of the road we’ve been traveling on for so long? I
must say, it feels right to be traveling it together, just as we did in old
times.”

He put his hand on Bees’s shoulder, and the small man smiled,
glanced back at his tall partner, then looked back at me with a face that
no longer betrayed any of that warmth.

“How much farther do we have to go?” Bees asked.

“Not much farther,” I said.

Bees raised the gun and pushed it into my face. I shrank away,
nearly twisting the wheel into oncoming traffic in the process.

“Bees,” Fitzroy said, “what are you doing? Stop this at once!”
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“Do you think we’re fools?” Bees said to me. “I recognize that
corner. How long have you been driving in circles?”

“I’'m not—" I started as he tapped the pistol against my skull. My
hands shook uncontrollably. My foot left the gas as I lost control of it
and the car began to slow. The drivers behind us leaned on their
horns.

“Think very carefully about what you do next,” he said.

“Okay, okay,” I said, raising one hand from the wheel in defeat.
“We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Good,” he said, removing the pistol from my face and leaning
back into his seat beside me. I glanced again in the rearview mirror and
saw Fitzroy’s bloodshot eyes there, watching me mirthfully.

My house came into view fewer than nine minutes later. It looked
so normal and routine that I found the sight jarring. So much had
happened, so much continued to happen, that transformed my life into
a chaotic mess. And yet the house was still the house. It had not
changed at all, and I realized that no matter how different everything
felt, my real life, my day-to-day existence outside my father’s sudden
illness and death, outside the mysteries he stored between the blankets
in his home, was just as it had always been. The tragedy I was suffering
through had done nothing more than pause my daily life, and it now
waited in patient status for me to return. It was reassuring—or at least
would have been were Bees and Fitzroy not behind me, waiting for
their spraypainted treasure, holding my life in their hands.

“Let’s go inside, my friend, and see what you’ve been holding onto
for us.”

It was too much to hope that a neighbor might happen to notice I
was being marched by gunpoint into my home and call the police for
assistance. And I knew without that intervention I didn’t have much
hope for rescue, so I did as I was told and marched like a death-row
inmate toward my inevitable end. Fitzroy was speaking, but I didn’t
listen. I couldn’t stomach the explanations or platitudes. If anything,
what I needed was for all this to be over once and for all regardless of

consequences.
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Fitzroy took a seat on my oversized green armchair while Bees re-
mained standing, his nose upturned at the squalor in which I’d been
living since my father’s death. I wanted to explain myself, but I doubt-
ed either would listen. Fitzroy rubbed his dry hands together, the
sound like starched sheets.

“It’s been quite an exciting day. An exciting day. And now here we
all are at the end of it. Friends, the lot of us, all in business together. 1
must say, when I woke this morning I never expected it to wind up like
this.”

I stood silently, waiting for instruction. Bees was still holding his
pistol, but it was no longer pointed at me.

“I think you can put that away now, my old friend. I don’t think
our new friend is going to try anything foolish. Are you, son?”

I shook my head.

“Besides,” Fitzroy continued, slapping his knees with his hands,
“we have business to attend to. And whoever heard of conducting busi-
ness at gunpoint? It’s not done. No, sir. It’s not. I won’t stand for it.
Utter rubbish.”

“Fine,” Bees said, narrowing his eyes and looking into mine as he
pocketed the weapon. “But I'll have it right here in easy reach.”

That still made me nervous, but without it in the open significantly
less so.

“Now,” said Fitzroy, “why don’t you bring us what we came here
for.”

“And don’t try anything funny,” Bees added. “In fact, why don’t
you give me your phone before you go. Just in case.”

I took my phone from my pocket and handed to Bees. He glanced
at it, then put it down on the end table.

“The Vessel?” he said.

It took all my willpower to avoid sprinting from the room.

With the way my luck was going, I fully expected to open the clos-
et doors and find the box missing, but it was there, right where I’d left
it, the broken statue still inside. I exhaled the breath I’d been unknow-
ingly holding. I’'d once had so much curiosity about the thing, but that
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had gone a long time ago. All I wanted now was to be rid of it, be rid
of Bees and Fitzroy and the whole lot of them. I wanted everything to
g0 back to the way it was. Go back to normal, because everything had
been not normal for so long that I honestly didn’t know how much
longer I could handle it. I stopped worrying, though, when I heard the
deafening clap. It startled me so much I nearly fumbled the box hold-
ing the statue. By the time I wrestled it back under control, the air
stank with a metallic and sulphurous tang. Like an idiot, I dashed back
to the living room to see what happened. Bees stood there, trying to
stop his hands from shaking long enough to wipe the derringer with a
handkerchief. On my couch sat a slumped Fitzroy Slant with a spread-
ing hole in his chest, gurgling words that the blood and coughing made
impossible to understand. Not there was much time, as he was dead
only a moment or two later.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“Get me a towel,” he said, and I went, not thinking, not sure what
else to do. I was trembling as much as he was, and probably in no
small amount of shock. I took a small hand towel from the closet and
brought it over to him. Bees snatched it from me, then gingerly laid it
down of Fitzroy’s cooling body. A dark stain appeared instantly, then
Bees stood up and walked into the kitchen. I dumbly followed, statue
in hand.

He rifled through my drawers until he found what he was looking
for: a box of plastic zip-top freezer bags. He took one out and walked
back to the living room with me in silent tow. By this time, the towel
had transformed completely from white to dark red, as though it were
some sort of magic trick. He lifted it by a corner and dropped the sop-
ping wad into the zip-top bag, then sealed it.

“If you knew what I’ve been through with him, you’d understand.”
This he started telling me without prompting and without looking at
me. I half imagined he’d be saying it even if no one were in the room
to hear. “You’d probably have done the same. Fitzroy Slant wanted to
be his father, but he wasn’t and could never have been. His father un-

derstood how important everyone in the Order was. Not just because



122 ONLY THE LIVING ARE LOST

they were necessary for his plans to reach fruition, but because without
them there was no power. Fitz, if he’d abandon me, the one person
willing to help him find the Vessel and his father’s remains, he’d aban-
don anyone and everyone. That’s not what the Grand Magus is, power
or not. That’s nothing anyone wants. He could have learned so much
from his father, but he chose not to. Did you hear that, you ignorant
old man? You wasted your chance and you’ll never get another.”

He continued to berate Fitzroy’s cooling body. I kept quiet and
backed slowly toward the doorway, hoping to get out of his sight, until
I realized he’d fired the only bullet the derringer had. The gun was
empty. As though a blind had been lifted, I was suddenly reminded of
how small Bees was. Or, rather, how much bigger than him I was. I
stopped backing away and looked for anything I could use as a weap-
on. Something blunt and heavy and to the point. I couldn’t see any-
thing. Not until I looked down into my hands and noticed I was still
tightly clutching the broken statue.

I didn’t even realize I was creeping up on Bees until I was doing
so, statue held above my head. I could sense more than see the cheap
gold shimmering above me, absent from the rough white spot where
the trunk had been broken. I didn’t know exactly what I was going to
do, or even if I was capable of doing it, but something motivated me
on, pushed me forward to where the small man was going through the
larger man’s pockets, looking for something. When I was within strik-
ing distance I hesitated, the statue growing too heavy. All the grisly
outcomes flashed through my mind, and when I accidentally glanced at
the face of Fitzroy on my couch, the muscles slowly relaxing and be-
coming plasticized, I was struck again with the recollection of my fa-
ther’s face, moments after he’d gone, while I ran my fingers through his
graying hair. I lowered the statue and stepped back. Bees turned then,
holding something in his hand he’d taken from the dead man’s coat.

“Here,” he said, tossing a wad of folded bills on the floor in front
of me. I could see it was soaked with Fitzroy’s blood. “I’'m not sure
how much is there, but it’s more than Fitz promised you. Hand over

the statue, please, and let’s put an end to all this.”
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Bees stepped toward me, his brown hands grabbing for the statue,
but I jerked it away. Strangely, it was only when his pistol could no
longer cloud my judgment that I began to worry what was going to
happen next.

“If I give you this statue, how do I know you’ll leave? How do I
know I'll never see you again?”

“You have my word, of course.”

“Your word? You've killed a man in front of me. In my house.
What am I going to tell the police?”

It was here he shrugged, as if to suggest he didn’t see a problem.
Or, if he did, it was my problem, not his. His reaction angered me and
I raised the statue above my head again.

“What if I were to smash this stupid statue on the ground? What
would you do then?”

I thought I’d see terror in his eyes. Instead Bees glared at me, and 1
could almost hear the gears in his brain grinding, his mind weighing
various scales, and I could see in his eyes when he came to a conclu-
sion. He sighed, then sat down on the armchair across from what was
left of Fitzroy Slant.

“Go on,” he said. “Throw it down. Destroy it.”

I was confused. Bees waited until I faltered before continuing.

“You think it makes a difference? Any of it? Do you think destroy-
ing the statue will bring Fitz back? Do you think it will bring Hierony-
mus Slant back? Even this”—he held the bag of blood up for me to
see, waved it so I couldn’t miss it—"it doesn’t mean anything. I'll take
it back to the Order, we’ll concoct some other vessel for the old man’s
ashes, put it up on a shelf where no one will touch it, and they’ll go on
doing what they do, asking it questions, sacrificing to it, wishing they
could commune with Hieronymus even though he’s long dead, and even
if the spells are right and they somehow bridge that gap to the other-
world, so what? What does it mean? So many questions, but there aren’t
answers. There are never answers. It’s just another load of questions.”

We both heard a clatter coming from the hallway behind me. We

turned and saw Edna there, an automatic pistol in his hand. He had
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sneaked into the house, intending to rescue Fitzroy or maybe kill Bees
or me, but he clearly saw Fitzroy dead on my couch and it threw his
plans out the window. That stoic face I'd seen earlier was now crum-
pled and wrought.

“Edna—" Bees said, and Enda shot him through the eye.

I remember a scream, and I’'m pretty sure it was mine. Everything
I’d lost, and now to be staring at Edna and his gun—it all became too
overwhelming. I’d reached my breaking point, and beyond it was an
unknowable void. I don’t remember much of what I did or said. I
might have just kept screaming. Whatever it was, I didn’t stop until
Edna slapped me hard across my face.

“Stop. I won’t kill you. It’s a waste of time. Give it over.”

He reached for the statue. I didn’t protest. He lifted it up to in-
spect it, turning it over in his one hand while the other held the still
smoking gun. I was vaguely aware of the crumpled body of Clifton
Bees on my floor, and the spread of gore that covered everything be-
hind him. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to turn around again, so I
kept facing Enda. I knew, deep inside my head, that I should be terri-
fied, but I couldn’t be. I didn’t have any more terror left. I didn’t have
anything left at all.

Edna stooped down and picked up the zip-top bag of blood that
Bees had dropped and put it in the box along with the statue. Then he
looked at Fitzroy’s body and paused for a moment in reverence before
walking to it and putting his hand on the dead man’s cheek, and then,
hesitantly, ran his fingers through Fitzroy’s hair. I recognized the ges-
ture, and recognized what it meant.

“I'm taking these now,” he said without looking at me, without
motioning to the box.

“I have no intention of stopping you,” I said. “I’'m sorry I had to
tie you up.”

He shrugged as though he had already forgotten what I was talking
about. He had the look that I knew too well—the look of someone
suddenly cut adrift, unmoored and unsure of what he was doing or
what he should do. He just stood, not making any motion to leave,
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while he looked at Fitzroy’s body. I needed to do something, to say
something, but I didn’t know what. All I could think of was how the
room smelled of rust and seared flesh.

“You know, my father wasn’t around much when I was growing
up,” I said. The words were just spilling out on their own in a babble.
“My mom would make him take me places sometimes—I remember
having steak fries in a basement strip-mall restaurant where no one
spoke English and everything smelled like old cigarettes. She made him
take me, I think, so he’d form some sort of bond with me, a connec-
tion that fathers are supposed to have with their children, a connection
she’d had with her own father before they moved here. But it didn’t
work; my father was always this unknowable being in my life, like a liv-
ing, breathing secret with which I interacted only superficially and spo-
radically. An unknowable life in the periphery of my own. And when
he was gone I found myself wishing I’d taken time to understand those
mysteries, because maybe they would have told me something I didn’t
know about him. But I wouldn’t have. Even if I had him back, even if
there was some magic way of resurrecting him and talking to him
again, it wouldn’t be anything different. There wouldn’t be anything
new to say, anything to learn I didn’t already know. It would just be
one last grasp at disappointment. Maybe it’s better to let the past go.
Let it turn to dust and fly away.”

“Maybe,” Edna said, then wiped something off his cheek. It was
probably blood.



So Much Potential

ilda did not like the look of Blake. He was tall and broad,

with brutish features clumped around a crooked nose. Un-

derneath his heavy lids sat a pair of flat black marbles that
fixed on her and didn’t move. None of him did. From the moment she
saw his giant square hands laid flat on the table between them he
didn’t move an inch. It was as though he were a statue. Or, more wor-
ryingly, as if he knew he couldn’t trust himself not to lose control of
those hands and strangle her.

And the worst part was, he had nothing to say. Hilda should not
have come. She could have stayed home, worked on another proposal,
or studied another marketing book. She couldn’t afford to waste time.
So why had she allowed herself to be convinced to go on a fix-up in a
sketchy restaurant across from a man like Blake? He just wasn’t right.
She’d been on plenty of bad dates, but even the worst of her ill-suitors
had at least tried to start a conversation, even if that conversation was
about how hard it was to be a man nowadays. Too many complaints
and too much overreaction about a bit of friendly and misunderstood
flirting. These men were monsters, but at least they were the sort Hilda
had encountered before. This one was different. He didn’t have to say
a word to scare her, because all of him scared her. From his dirty fin-
gernails to his scuffed shoes. Where did he get that suit, she wondered.
A yellowish gray, he must have rolled in dirt to get it so filthy. Or
crawled out of a dumpster.

“Roxanne tells me you’re from out west. Did you grow up there?
Just outside of Evenston, is that right?”

Nothing.

“I used to know a pair of girls from Evenston. We’d go round the
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pubs in college, but eventually they failed out and had to go home. 1
managed to get myself back on track, thankfully. How about you? Did
you go to school nearby?”

Nothing still. Just dead black eyes; his giant hands, bigger than her
face, flat on the table.

Was it too soon to leave? That was the question switling through
her head since she’d arrived and found him waiting there. How long
was the right amount to ensure she didn’t upset him? Ten minutes? An
hour? His existence terrified her. Just sitting near him was enough to
make her feel ill; he seemed perpetually on the edge of utter and unbe-
lievable violence. But would it be safe to leave? She didn’t want that
violence turned against her. Please, let it be directed at anyone else, an-
yone but her. She didn’t care how horrible it was to wish it.

2

“I should freshen up,” she said, pushing her chair away from the
table. “I’ll only be a minute. Don’t get up,” she quickly added, not that
she’d needed to bother. Her emerald dress with its white floral pattern
draped over her knees as she stood. If he saw through her ruse her es-
cape would be thwarted, so she tucked her small purse under her op-
posite arm as quickly and discreetly as she could and headed straight to
the restrooms where she hoped there might be a back door waiting. It
was cowardly, but that’s what she was. Ahead she saw a steel emergen-
cy exit door propped open by a sweating cook in a greasy white apron.
She knew if she looked back, even for an instant, Blake would be
standing there, watching, so she didn’t. She pushed forward toward the
cook and squeezed past him before he could say a word.

The alley behind the restaurant stank of garbage and freedom.
Wonderful freedom.

*

Never had being at home behind her locked door felt so good. She’d
looked over her shoulder the entire commute—from subway to bus,
from bus to second bus, then on foot ten minutes more—ensuring no
hulking shadows followed. Even in the elevator of her building, she
feared he’d be waiting when the doors opened. But all that waited was
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the mirror on the opposite wall, reflecting her sad struggling face. She
pushed it out of her mind until she was inside and throwing the locks
into place. Only then, once secure in her armchair, glass of wine in
hand and an eye on the door, did she take a moment to reflect on her
aborted evening.

Why had Roxanne done this to her? It was true they weren’t more
than office acquaintances, but Hilda hadn’t asked her for a fix-up or
even hinted at it. It was Roxanne who came running in saying she had
found her the perfect man, and it would be a crime for the two not to
meet. Hilda should have been warier, but things had been going better
lately for her—at work she was complimented twice by a client and
once by Brion—and she thought, perhaps naively, that it might be
okay to try meeting someone. Or, if not okay, then at least tolerable.
She expected an accountant, or an insurance salesman, or something
equally boring and benign. That was how the women at work saw
her—unchallenging, unexciting, a bit of a bore—and maybe they were
right. They were probably right, which is what made Roxanne’s fix-up
so odd. Blake Massas was anything but those things. He reeked of
cheap cigarettes and cheaper booze, of old leather and oil. He smelled

of danger, of risk, and those were the last things Hilda needed.

*

The morning arrived with an unseasonable chill against which even
two coats weren’t enough. Nor was her cream knitted hat. She hadn’t
slept all that well. After another glass or two of wine before bed, she
found herself waking periodically to the sound of thumping from
somewhere nearby. It wasn’t loud enough to warrant getting up, and
sometimes she wasn’t sure if she was still hearing it or it was just the
echo in her somnambulating mind, but in the end it didn’t matter be-
cause it was there, waiting for her when she faded back in. As a result,
the night dragged on for an eternity and ended far too soon. Even af-
ter showering under water as cold as she could stand, she found herself
in battle with her eyelids to stay awake.

Her cellular phone had been blinking all commute with a message
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she dreaded playing. She didn’t recognize the number, but felt she knew
who it would be and had no interest in hearing apologies or justifica-
tions. All she wanted was for it to be over. Hilda stared at the blinking
light for a moment, wishing she could go back in time ninety minutes,
back before she saw the light. But what difference would it make?
She’d still be sitting there, holding the phone, ninety minutes later.

Better to get it over with than let it hang over her, she thought,
and pressed play. There was the sound of shuffling, muffled speaking,
and far off shouting. The rumble of a motor, louder than that of the
bus she was on. Maybe a wrong number? A clicking sound over the
line, like static. Then a voice.

“Hilda, it’s Brion. Great work on the Bressack proposal. It really
knocked the partners’ socks off. Can you drop by my office for a chat
this morning? I’d like to talk to you about your future. I'll send over a
calendar invite. Again, great job!”

Hilda stared at her phone, wondering what she’d heard. What did
he say? She must have misunderstood it. Because what it sounded like
was . ..
Hilda replayed the message to be sure she had heard it correctly.
Then once more to grasp all the words, but they were too many. It was
too big to fit in her head. The idea pushed everything else out, leaving
her brimming with terrifying hope. She wanted desperately to change
her lot—had been working so hard to be in a position to do so—but
suddenly it seemed real, and she wasn’t sure. Not at all. Should she
dance or flee? Either way, she wanted to scream. But there wasn’t time.
She needed to prepare for the most important morning of her life. At
least it would give her a distraction from thinking about Blake Massas.

But he was not so easily forgotten. As the crowd standing shoul-
der-to-shoulder around her swayed with the motion of the train car, it
parted for a moment to reveal brutish features staring angrily at her.
Before she could utter a scream, the gap closed and Massas was gone.
Hilda trembled, raised her arms to adjust her glasses, and stared into
the crowd, but found it too thick to reveal anyone more than a few

feet away. Nevertheless, she searched each face, intent on proving
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she’d been mistaken. How could he have found her? Was it possible
he followed her from the restaurant? She didn’t see how. He knew
Roxanne, but she only knew her as a co-worker—they’d never ex-
changed addresses or even phone numbers. As far as Hilda could tell,
there was no way to find her unless she wanted to be found, and she
most definitely didn’t. So Blake’s appearance had to be Hilda’s sleep-
starved mind playing tricks. It had to be. And yet she couldn’t stop
staring into the crowd, waiting and worrying it would part again and
give her a less-welcomed answer.

But it never did. The crowd continued to slide back and forth with
the train car’s motion, but it never broke the same way, never revealed
Blake Massas or someone who might be mistaken for him if glimpsed
for a brief instant. There was no one at all, which Hilda found both re-

assuring and distressing.

*

At work she turned off the ringer on her phone and put on her head-
phones. She needed to concentrate on preparing for her meeting, and
that meant forgetting her terrifying aborted date with Blake Massas.
Brion and the partners had been impressed, which intimidated her
endlessly. Her instincts screamed at her to run and hide, as they had
the night before, but this time she wouldn’t let them win. This time
she was going to face the threat, because if she didn’t she would re-
main at her desk for the rest of her life. It might be her only chance for
something more; she refused to believe this was all there was.

And yet she couldn’t banish the phantom of Blake Massas from
her head. If anything, it grew stronger; even when she blinked, she saw
that crumpled face pressing toward her.

When Roxanne appeared in Hilda’s cubicle, it was in a sudden and
startling cloud of fluttering sheaves. She wore a pale green frock and
an inscrutable look of contrition. Hilda knew why she’d come, and
there was no time for it. Hilda was not ready to discuss what happened
with Blake. But Roxanne’s stare demanded attention, and she would

not leave until she received it.



So Much Potential 131

Hilda peeled the headphone from her ear.

“I'm just in the middle—"

“I want to apologize.”

“You don’t need to,” Hilda said, though it wasn’t true. She did
want an apology. And even more, she wanted an explanation. But she
didn’t have time. Brion was expecting her in minutes.

“But I do. I'm really sorry. Blake is really sorry, too. He wanted me
to ask you for a second chance.”

A second chance? “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
She remembered how his dull eyes still looked angry. How his thick
fingers looked as though they should be covered in blood. “I don’t
think that would be a good idea at all.”

Roxanne looked crushed. “But he’s so sorryl And you two would
make such a great match. I know it. You’d be perfect for each other.”

“I really need to get back to work, Roxanne.”

“Please tell me you’ll give him another chance? Please? It’s not his
fault. He’s not like this normally.”

Hilda did not like the pressure. She was already on the precipice of
falling apart, and the more Roxanne pushed, the more it felt as though
Hilda were teetering.

“He doesn’t seem my type, Roxanne.”

“Why? Because he was late?”

Was he? He’d been there when she arrived. Had she been late?

“Roxanne—"

“Give him one more chance. Please? He’s a very sweet man, and
says he’ll make sure he doesn’t stand you up again. He promises. See?
He’s as excited for you two to meet as I am. That’s a good sign!”

“Thanks, but I think I met him enough last night.”

Roxanne gave Hilda a queer look.

“What do you mean?”

There was no way out of this. Roxanne was not going to leave
Hilda alone. The only way to get free was to be rude. The question was
how to do that inoffensively.

“To be honest, Roxanne, ’'m surprised you two are friends. He
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seemed different from how you described.”

“That’s really strange. Blake says he never saw you. He says when
he reached the restaurant you weren’t there.”

“But that’s not true. We talked.”

But had they? Hilda remembered talking to him, yet couldn’t recall
him answering any of her questions. In fact, he hadn’t spoken a single
word. No, he must have. He must have said something.

“And you’re sure it was him?” Roxanne was still confused.

“Yes, it was. Why would I lie about that?”

But Hilda’s vehemence felt phony and full of doubt. She didn’t
know at all what to believe.

“Hang on,” Roxanne said, and went to her desk. Hilda remained
standing, wondering what she was waiting for. But after a few mo-
ments Roxanne returned, her wallet in hand.

She opened it and flipped through, then pulled out a photograph
from a small stack.

“Here,” she said. “Is this him? The man you met?”

Hilda squinted. It was a photo taken around a campfire, a small vi-
gnette illuminated by an orange flicker surrounded by night. In the co-
rona of firelight sat six people, all dressed in summer clothes that
hadn’t been fashionable in about a decade. Even Roxanne looked dif-
ferent, with longer hair cut in an unflattering bob. Behind her, half-lit
by flames, was a wide dark face. He was staring at the camera, his teeth
barely discernable in the grain of the film.

“I don’t know,” Hilda said. “I guess it is if you say it is. But—"

“But what?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? Hilda squinted hard at the pic-
ture. She wasn’t sure. It could be him, but it could just as easily not be.
The person in the photo was younger, but so were they all, and the dif-
ference in complexion could just be the reflections of firelight. But
there was something different about the face, something that Hilda
couldn’t immediately discern but felt in the pit of her stomach. Or, ra-
ther, didn’t feel. The person in the photograph didn’t fill her with utter

and consuming terror. It couldn’t be the man she’d met, because the
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man she’d met was something less than a man. He was only shaped
like a man.

“If you have to look that long, then it wasn’t him. Blake’s pretty
memorable. I don’t know who you were talking to, but next time you
should be more careful. Besmirching my friend’s name isn’t right.”

“I'm sorry, Roxanne,” she said. The photograph still haunted her,
as did her lack of confidence in who its subjects were. But worse was
the mystery of who she’d met the night before, and what he’d wanted.
And still might want.

Hilda’s computer chimed. On the screen, a small dialog box ap-
peared. A reminder for her meeting with Brion.

The panic returned.

“Oh, no! I'm sorry. I have to go. I have—I have a meeting with
Brion right now.”

“Brion, huh? Look who’s suddenly important.”

Hilda ignored Roxanne’s turn. She had to. If she didn’t she’d only
grow angry that the woman had stolen her preparation time with her
stories about Blake. Who else could it have been, though? Who else
would have met Hilda at that exact time, at that exact place? And why he
had lied to Roxanne afterward was a mystery. Maybe it was to cover his
tracks? Hilda couldn’t worry about it at the moment. She had to focus
on her meeting with Brion. Focus on the future hurtling toward her.

*

She was at the elevator when she realized she’d forgotten her folder of
notes and had to go back. Precious time was ticking past. Being late,
even by a few minutes, would not look good, not look professional. By
the time she reached the fourteenth floor, she felt the beginnings of
sweat creeping along her hairline, but she managed to keep it together
long enough to let Brion’s assistant know she was there. She took a
seat and wondered if it were possible for her heart to beat any faster.
After a few moments, it did just that.

Brion didn’t keep her waiting long.

“Come in, Hilda. Let’s chat.”
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She followed Brion into his office. She had never been inside it be-
fore. It was probably larger than her entire apartment, filled with dark
oak furniture and a bookcase spanning the wall behind his desk. Along
the length were a series of giant windows that would have overlooked
the city if there weren’t a sister building across the street with matching
floors. Each of its windows reflected enough daylight in to brighten
the room. Was this what her future was going to look like?

He led her to a pair of leather couches, then motioned for her to
sit. The reflected light shone in from behind, silhouetting him and
making it hard for Hilda to see without squinting.

“You may be surprised to hear we’ve been watching you for some
time, Hilda. You’ve consistently proven yourself a valuable asset to the
company. Your work on the Bressack proposal showed a thorough
understanding of the client’s needs, and more importantly you took the
time and the hours necessary to understand why those needs were im-
portant, and how we could best address them. I’ve looked at the num-
bers, and your projections for their costs savings are significant, but
more importantly you outlined and implemented a methodology that
allowed us to deliver those savings in a smaller budgeting envelope.
You showed not only ingenuity, but also thoroughness and accounta-
bility. You saw the entire project through while not allowing that over-
sight to affect your day-to-day. You assembled and deployed teams
strategically and coordinated their efforts effectively. Your project not
only came in on time, but under budget. Frankly, the partners agreed it
would be foolish for us to overlook what you’ve put into the company.
As a result I've called you in here for this meeting.”

Hilda smiled, she hoped convincingly as Brion droned. It was all
too much, too fast, as her stomach confirmed with its churning and
twisting. She didn’t know how she felt about what was happening—a
sickening combination of excitement and dread that made her want to
scream. Even the clouds seemed wary, shifting in the sky to block the
sun and deaden the glare off the building opposite. The reflection from
each of its windows blinked out a row at a time, allowing Hilda to finally

see, not only Brion clearly, but through the large windows behind him.
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“Now, I'm not sure how much you’ve been paying attention to the
goings-on of management, but we’ve been through restructuring that’s
moved Karris to a different division and created a new opening for an
Intradivisional Operations Manager. I've reviewed your current com-
pensation, and this position would come with a significant pay raise.
Of course, since it’s a newly created seat, there will be some tinkering
involved, and will probably require an investment in your time to plan
the restructuring of the various departments and how they interrelate,
but based on what you’ve shown us so far we’re confident you’re ready
to meet the challenge. The question is whether you feel the same way.”

Hilda nodded without thought, her eyes transfixed on the building
out the window. Across from Brion’s office she saw a figure standing
there, unmoving. She squinted even though she didn’t want to, even
though she knew what she was going to see. Brion’s voice drained
away as she witnessed those crumpled features glaring at her across the
divide. They bore into her.

Blake was coming. Blake was coming straight for her. And she
worried he might jump across space to get her.

“Are you all right?” Brion asked, concerned. But Hilda didn’t re-
spond. Her heart beat so fast it thundered in her head. The sickness
was unbearable, ratcheting up her body in convulsive waves. She
trembled, tried to force her eyes shut to keep from screaming. She had
to escape Brion’s office. She had to get out before Blake found her.
She had to go any way she could.

“I'm—7DI'm sorry, Brion. I'm not feeling well. Do you . . . do you
mind if we cut the meeting short?”

“I—"" he started, unsure what to say. Hilda knew it was a mistake,
but she couldn’t stay there another moment under Blake’s stare. If she
didn’t leave immediately she wouldn’t be able to contain her terror any
longer. She stood without waiting for his reply. Brion stood, too.

“Thank you for this opportunity,” she rushed out. “I need—1I just
need...”

She just needed time. And there wasn’t any. She did her best to of-

fer the sort of smile a normal human might offer, and didn’t dwell on
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how she’d failed as she fought the urge to sprint from the room. Brion
said something she didn’t hear. His assistant, too. But it was just noise
drowned out by her thudding terror. It didn’t stop as she jabbed at the
elevator’s buttons, and continued when it let her off at her own floor.
A steady thunder following her into the washroom, staying with her as
she locked herself in a stall and covered her ears with her hands. With
eyes squeezed closed she counted down and prayed her heart wouldn’t
seize from terror.

When she was calm enough to emerge, twenty minutes had passed.
She was drained. She slunk back to her desk, the dissipating adrenaline
making each step harder than the last, and tried to ignore her overwhelm-
ing sense of shame. She had hallucinated Blake Massas, she had fled from
Brion and her future. Was it her fear that cast the illusion in the other of-
fice? How could she both want and be afraid of something so desper-
ately? Her head wasn’t working, and she didn’t know what to do.

It felt as though the entire office knew about her panic. Every set
of eyes on her belonged to someone snickering. Even her cubicle, the
one refuge in the building that was hers alone, had been staked out by
a hovering Roxanne who whispered with others at surrounding desks.
Roxanne glanced up as Hilda approached, half a smile still clinging to
her face, and waited until she was sitting before she spoke.

“How did your meeting gor”

“Fine, fine.” All Hilda wanted was to be alone.

Roxanne’s eyes narrowed.

“You don’t look fine. Are you sure you’re okay?”

Hilda looked at Roxanne’s inscrutable face and decided she’d been
tortured enough.

“You know what? No, I don’t think I am. I think I need to call it a
day.”

She stood and began to pack her things. Roxanne stepped back,
but continued to hover.

“Go home. Rest. Maybe take a bath. We'll be okay here without
you.” Her words seemed supportive, but the tone betrayed them. “T’ll
tell Blake you’ll have to postpone things. He’ll be very disappointed.”
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Hilda smiled weakly, then put her phone in her pocket and picked
up her bag,.

*

Once on the street, she inspected every face for Blake Massas. Or ra-
ther the man she’d thought was him. There were times, on her travels
home, she imagined she saw him: a lurking figure in the corner of her
eye, an errant shadow across a distant wall, the sensation of being
stared at when no eyes were cast her way. Each instance was easily
dismissed, yet compounded kept her on edge, expecting violence at
every turn, down every block. By the time she reached home she was a
jittering mess, barely able to hold her key still enough to unlock the
door, and even as she did so she kept peering back to be sure the
shadows gathered around her were just shadows. It was only when she
was inside, the locks drawn, that she could trelax. Her home had be-
come her only haven from that thunderous man and whatever vile
harm he intended to inflict on her.

Hilda pulled shut her curtains and drew a bath. She lit scented
candles, too, with the hope that they might help soothe her, but the
smell was overpowering, and she blew them out before they could
make her head hurt worse than it already did. Turning down the lights
helped, but the bathroom had no windows, and without candles it was
too dark, so she left the door ajar to light her way.

Hilda slid into the hot water, the heat wicking away her anxieties.
The preceding days had been confusing and torturous, and as much as
she wanted to sort through everything that had happened, what she
needed now was to put it out of her head. To let her eyes close and al-
low her mind wander to anywhere but where she was. Any place that
disconnected her from her travails.

She did her best to ignore the thudding. It was just a noise, some-
thing outside the cocoon of wet warmth she’d made for herself. She
refused to let it in. But it persisted, a discordant sound that drilled into
her thoughts, pulling her back from whatever mild tranquility she’d
been able to secure. Eyes open, she looked through the narrow of the
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door into the rest of her apartment, as though the source of the noise
was within its walls.

It certainly sounded as though it were. The pounding grew so loud
it shook the organs in her chest. Everything seemed to vibrate with
each strike. But noj; it wasn’t everything. It was only one thing: the
door. The sunlit door shook as though being struck by a powerful
force, over and over again. Hilda caught her breath, pushed her body
against the far side of tub. Someone was trying to get into her apart-
ment. She was too terrified to speak, too terrified to move. All she saw
was that door, vibrating over and over, giving way a little bit each time.
Her body prickled with all-consuming fear. She knew who it was. She
knew who was coming.

The telephone rang. The sound was a needle puncturing the tenu-
ous membrane that held back her terror. She screamed, blinded by
white as fear spewed out of her. It went on and on, a steady stream
that would have continued forever if her lungs could have sustained it.
Instead, her body shut down and she slid deeper into the cooling wa-
ter. Her head remained buoyant, though, long enough for her to realize
the pounding had stopped, that the locks and knob were no longer
shaking. All that was left was the shrill of the ringing phone.

She felt with her jittering hand for the bathrobe hanging beside
her. Wet footprints followed her as she made her way to the telephone,
answering it midway through its ring.

“Hello?” Her voice quavered.

“Hilda? This is Brion. I wanted to check on you. Is everything
okay?”

Her heart sank. Brion. The partners. The meeting. She’d been try-
ing so hard to avoid thinking about it that she hadn’t had time to pro-
cess it.

“I'm—yes, ’'m okay. Thanks. I ... um ... what I mean is I don’t
feel great, but I don’t think it’s anything serious. I'm really sorry about
running out of the meeting.”

“Not just the meeting. Apparently the office, too.”

“Yes,” she said. She wished she were dead.
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“I want to reassure you it’s okay. Don’t worry about it. Also, to be
clear, it was a meeting, not an interview; I was offering you the promo-
tion. That’s on the table, regardless of what happened today. I know
it’s not indicative of your work ethic. And, as I mentioned, the partners
and I think you’d be a great fit.”

“You dor”

“Of course we do. The only reason I'm calling—other than to
make sure you weren’t too overwhelmed—was to find out when you’d
be ready to start. We’d like to get moving on this soon, you under-
stand.”

When would she be ready?

When?

She heard a footstep in the kitchen.

“I—I don’t know, Brion.”

“What do you mean? Isn’t this what you wanted?”

“I thought I did. I mean, I do. It’s just . . . it’s just that there’s a lot
going on right now.”

“Hilda, I have to say I'm surprised.” His voice took on a different
tone; a faint thread woven through. “We need someone to step into this
role as soon as possible. I'm frankly surprised it’s not an easy decision.”

“It’s just—"

“Just that things are going on right now?” he parroted. Hilda
cringed. Her life was unravelling before her and she had no idea how
to stop the tumult. How could she concentrate on anything Brion had
to say when she was certain she heard heavy breathing behind every
wall in her apartment?

“Maybe if I had some more time . ..”

The sound over the phone grew muffled. She could hear Brion’s
voice, faintly. Who was he speaking with? She held her breath.

“How much time?”

There was no way of knowing. How long did it take to get over
the perpetual feeling of imminent death? How long until the sounds
from the other side of her apartment stopped sounding like someone

large shifting their weight? She glanced around, saw nothing amiss. But
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nevertheless it felt different. Wrong. She had a sense the space where
no one stood was the opposite of empty. It was like a shadow, occu-
pied by the echo of something that had just left or was about to arrive.

“Brion, hang on a moment. I’ll be right back.”

There was a pause on the phone. A pause not unlike the space on
the other side of the room. Full of more than the nothing on its sur-
face. And when she heard the definitive sound of scraping, she didn’t
know from which world it came: the one on the other end of the
phone or the one in front of her. She dropped the receiver to her side
so she could listen more closely to the apartment around her.

Brion replied, but Hilda didn’t hear him.

Still dripping, one hand clasping her bathrobe closed, she placed
the receiver on the table and crept forward. The wall seemed to ex-
pand and contract in slow rhythmic waves as though breathing. Hilda’s
skin was cold and numb, and tightened the closer to the kitchen she
stepped. She noted a peculiar scent in the air that left a bitterness on
her tongue. Going forward was a mistake, but something waited for
her ahead that had been waiting for a long, long time, and it wasn’t go-
ing to wait any longer.

She turned the corner of the kitchen. The room was empty, the
dim yellow bulb leaving pale shadows on the island between her and
the sink. She could see out the window into the oncoming dusk filling
the sky, veins of color running through it like cracks in stone. Never-
theless, they tinted the color of light seeping through, turning the cup-
boards and table top a pale shade of dusk.

There was no movement, and yet the room was full of potential. It
was building, whatever it was, like a low thrum increasing in volume
and intensity until it overtook all her senses. Hilda raised her hands
against her temples to soothe the pressure but it didn’t help. The
sound was coming from within her. There was nothing to do but turn
away and wait, but that became very quickly impossible when the man
pretending to be Blake Massas slowly rose up from behind the island,
lifting his enormous hands one at a time, followed closely by his long

scowling face.
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Hilda didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. The world had
been violently torn away, leaving the two staring at each other in the
void. The hulking man didn’t utter a sound; he only stared with his flat
black eyes. So many thoughts collided in Hilda’s head that she could
utter none of them. Her panic transfixed and immobilized her just out-
side the penumbra of light from the kitchen. His long shadow reached
out and blanketed her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her throat fighting each
sound.

But he had no reply.

“What do you want?” she begged him.

But he had no reply.

“Why are you doing this to me?”

But still he had no reply.

There was no humanity there. The sum of him was a monolithic
concentration of potential violence. It vibrated on an obscure frequen-
cy that irradiated and liquefied what was inside her. Hilda looked at
what passed for his face, doughy and crudely molded, and realized
what she hadn’t earlier.

He hadn’t come for her; rather she had summoned him.

The imitation of a person she’d called Blake Massas came because
of her. Because she had not fought hard enough to stop him when it
was still possible, when he hadn’t grown so large, so intimidating, so
inevitable.

“What are you?” she whispered, but she knew.

The thing that wasn’t a man, that wasn’t Blake Massas, wasn’t
looking at her. He couldn’t. He could neither see nor hear her. And yet
there was no escaping him. Not anymore.

Hilda watched his pootly constructed face ripple, his features swell
improbably. The crack where his mouth should have been grew larger,
splitting his molten face. At the sides of his head his eyes protruded
oddly, what might have been the bones in his jaw jutted outward.
From beneath his nose another crack formed, climbing from mouth to

his brow, and at once the various points of his face unhinged, peeling
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back to reveal a throat deeper than anything she’d ever seen or imag-
ined. And still his face peeled further, the opening widening until it
consumed the entire kitchen, floor to ceiling. It grew so large, so deep,
she couldn’t see anything else. And when the thing that was not Blake
Massas moved to envelop her, Hilda found herself stepping forward

autonomously into the deep nothing that awaited.



Circle of Blood

’d been staying at the Y for a few weeks, trying to keep a low pro-

file. I signed in under the name “Robin Littlejohn” not only be-

cause the name made me laugh, and sometimes laughing was all I
had left, but also because Detective McCray was on the warpath and
the name Owen Rake on the register would have stuck out. McCray was
built like a solid wall, and wanted me like I was the one who put that
scar on his face. Sometimes I think he and Mrs. Mulroney had some-
thing going on and that was why he was so mad at me. Other times I
think it’s just because my screw-up got her killed, but either way the
cop was gunning for me. For some reason it seemed like the best way
to avoid the law was by turning tricks in the dark of the YMCA.

Jake Rasceta was the kind of suited douchebag you see on the
street all the time—a Bluetooth earpiece in wherever he went, speaking
at a volume one decibel higher than everyone else. He was about a
foot taller than me and a foot wider. When he approached me as 1
smoked by the emergency exit I'd propped open, I thought he was
there to kick my ass. Instead, already sweating, he looked me dead in
the face and said, “I'm looking for a blowjob.” I told him I knew
where he could find one.

Afterward, things were awkward. He wanted to leave but had to
get dressed. I wanted him gone so I could gargle for a million years but
I couldn’t leave him alone in my eight-by-eight. The last thing I wanted
was anyone going through my stuff and finding something they
shouldn’t. So I waited while he put his suit back on, noticing how
much more he was sweating than before. He was silent, especially
compared to the shit he’d been saying to me only ten minutes eatlier,

and in that silence I heard the traffic outside my closed widow and the
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coughs and gags of my neighbors. It was a peaceful Sunday morning, 1
thought. Not at all when I expected to see something bizarre. It caught
my eye as he opened his thick wallet to pay me for services rendered.
There, tucked within a clear plastic envelope, I saw his gigantic face
mugging for the camera, behind him some cheap department-store
backdrop. He stood with his wife and what I assumed was his kid, but
the photo didn’t show all that; at least, not clearly. It showed him and
his wife, and something else I wasn’t seeing right.

Most people don’t notice these sorts of things—Rasceta hadn’t—
but I’'ve been around too much crazy shit in my years to let it go. Ras-
ceta was fixing his tie around his throbbing throat when I got out of
my chair and went to investigate what I saw. Rasceta immediately hid
his wallet from me, glaring, and shoved me away, hard. His skin was
red from overheating, but he continued to add more layers of clothes.
I wondered if my ass-kicking hadn’t been so much canceled as delayed,
and started babbling small talk in hopes of avoiding a confrontation. If
I got thrown out of the Y, I had no idea where I’d end up.

“Hey, take it easy. I just wanted to see that picture. Was that your
family?”

He seemed startled by the question. He wasn’t really paying atten-
tion. I saw it in his glassy bloodshot eyes.

“In your wallet. The photo?” I said again, louder in case he hadn’t
heard me the first time. “Do you mind if I take a glance at it?”

He looked at his pocket, then at me strangely. “Why, uh, why
would . . . No, I don’t—"

He was trying to protect them; I respected that. But it was clear
something was seriously wrong with Rasceta, and I suspected that pho-
to would give me an idea of what.

“Seriously, let me see it. 'm trying to help.”

For a second he hesitated as though he was going to do it. Maybe he
knew, subconsciously, he needed help, and wanted to reach out, but I
guess his programming kicked back in because his face scrunched in an-
ger and he increased a foot in size. At least, that’s how I remember it.

“Fuck off. You have your money.”
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Which I did, but that wasn’t the point. I would have explained if
he hadn’t stormed out of my room without even a thank-you, slam-
ming the door hard enough his cash lifted up and floated around the
room. It was probably a good thing I’d closed the window.

Here’s the thing: people don’t always know what’s best for them.
They know what they want, but there’s a difference between want and
need. 1 saw what Jake Rasceta needed, and all he could see was what he
wanted. There was little I could do to stop him.

I should have let things go and forgotten about the guy. He’d al-
most taken my head off when I tried to help him, but that photograph
in his wallet wouldn’t stop haunting me. Whenever I closed my eyes, 1
saw his child squirming like some deformed reptile breathing slowly
while mucousy black eyeballs rolled in its head. I knew if someone
didn’t do something about it there would be dire consequences. And I
was the only one remotely qualified for the job.

Nowadays it’s amazing how much information you can find about
people using the Internet. But what’s equally amazing is how much is
available off the Internet, and always has been. My life would be a hell
of a lot harder if it weren’t. It’s there for anyone to dig up if they know
where to look and aren’t afraid of getting their fingers dirty. Or taking
their time, too. A whole lot of time. Luckily, I met all the qualifica-
tions. Jake Rasceta didn’t try too hard to hide who he was, but guys
like him, guys who help me pay my rent when I have rent to pay, they
don’t usually plan their actions too carefully. I make my money in
more of a spur-of-the-moment fashion. Kind of like that chocolate bar
at the cash register you don’t know you want it until it’s in your face,
and less than an hour after you’ve swallowed the thing you start to re-
gret it. But, oh, during that time nothing tastes better. At least, that’s
what I imagine. For me, it was just a means to an end. And I knew
Jake was going to come close to his if I didn’t get to him soon.

Finding where Rasceta lived and getting there were two different
stories. At the time I was traveling lighter than usual, and the price of
two buses—one out of the city, the other through suburbia—ate up

more of Rasceta’s money than I wanted. I would have hitched it if I
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could, but few drivers are interested in picking people up anymore.
Still, I made it to Collingwood in only a few hours. Everything was so
quiet and still, and the trees on the streets weren’t in tiny concrete
planters but in a long string along the side of the road. I felt horribly
out of place, as though I was wearing a neon overcoat and marching to
the beat of a bass drum. Those few couples I passed on the street
stared at me like I was from Mars, and they were right; we were from
different planets.

Rasceta’s house was one of those split-level ranch houses you see
being built along the highway north of the city. It looked like every
other house on the block, its bricks painted a godawful fake terracotta.
It was still early in the day, so I figured I'd catch him before he left for
his sales job. I knocked on the door and waited. It was a nice morning
out, which made it strange that I couldn’t hear any birds. Maybe they
were avoiding the place? I rang again, then knocked.

When Rasceta answered the door he only had enough time to say,
“What the fu—r?" before the door slammed in my face. That half-
second was enough to see the guy already looked worse. His face was
sallow and sweaty and his shirt was plastered to his chest. I hoped he
wasn’t dumb enough to call the cops; the last thing I needed was any
cockeyed company. I rapped on the window when he didn’t come out
and then looked inside. There was a dark-eyed woman there, terrified,
hair plastered to her sweating face, holding tight to a familiar little boy.
I was terrorizing them, which wasn’t something I normally liked to do.
I would have felt worse about it if I hadn’t realized too late they were
trying to distract me long enough for Rasceta to slip out the back door
and sneak up on me. It was a stupid mistake, and I paid for it when his
sweating hands reached around my neck and choked me. Everything
went light and wobbly and in my oncoming daze I saw the face of that
little boy in the window starting out at me. It seemed impossibly big,
flickering as it filled the pane edge to edge, and it slowly turned. Then 1
realized it wasn’t the face that was turning but the world. In the distance
I heard a voice cursing me, calling me names, telling me to stay the fuck

away from his family. It was a normal reaction, considering. Weird
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how you can have a guy’s cock in your mouth but never really know
him. I’d had enough of what he was dishing out, mainly because I knew
that if I lost consciousness I’d probably never wake up again, so I did
the only thing I could think to do. I grabbed hold of his balls and
squeezed as hard as I could. He let go instantly, and as the blood
pumped back into my head my skull felt as though it was on fire. I
coughed, my eyes a river of tears, and I knew better than to stick around
long enough for him to recuperate. Instead, I stumbled down the drive-
way and out into the street. I half expected him to follow me, and if he
had there wouldn’t have been much I could have done, but he stayed
away and I was able to find a backyard overgrown enough to hide in.
Needless to say, the whole intervention could have gone better.

I licked my wounds and wondered what I was going to do. I would
have liked to hop on the next bus out of there but that thing was stalk-
ing Rasceta, and I wanted a better look at it. Besides, the way that kid
had looked at me—maybe it was a choked-out hallucination, but it
didn’t seem right. The kid was flickering when 1 looked at him, for
fuck’s sake. That sort of thing wasn’t normal, and it was worth investi-
gating. I stayed in those overgrown bushes for a few hours, though,
just to make sure neither Rasceta nor his wife called in any sirens. I
didn’t hear any, but I haven’t survived this long without being careful.
Once I was sure no one was looking for me I straightened myself out
as best I could and started walking back to the Rasceta house. The
road was quiet in the middle of the morning, and when I got closer to
their place I saw there was still a car in the driveway. If he was smart,
Rasceta would have taken his wife and split, but something told me the
guy was too big to think straight. He probably felt invincible, probably
told his wife I’d never come around again. Probably told her lots ex-
cept about how he met me. I bet the last thing he wanted was for her
and me to talk. As for me, I wanted nothing more. At the very least, I
wanted a piece of their kid. But when I got back to the house, it
looked empty. I peeked in as many windows as I dared, but Rasceta
and his wife had gone. What passed for their kid nowhere to be seen.

Normally, in the city, I pretty much disappear on the street, which
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makes life a lot easier for me. And the city is like an open book to
me—its secrets are my secrets. The suburbs, though, are like another
galaxy, one where I’d stand out less if I wore an actual astronaut suit
and scowled at the primitive Earthlings as I strutted around. I felt peo-
ple peeking out their windows at me from behind their silk curtains.
All curious who I was and what I was doing there. I didn’t think I
could stand the scrutiny for very long, so I did the thing I do best: 1
gave up and went to find somewhere to sit and ponder.

There was a park not too far from the Rasceta house, one big
enough that I wouldn’t be too conspicuous. Suburban parks are little oa-
ses, filled with green grass and flowers. Just the sort of thing to make
you forget about cockeyed cops and weird things that look like children
but definitely aren’t. I almost felt normal sitting there, listening to the
kids on the playground close by, ignoring the mothers henning it up on
the benches around me. Had I found a bed there, I might have lain
down and taken a nap. As it was, the day was getting to me and my
eyes were already feeling heavy. I wanted to close them but was afraid
of what might happen if I slept. I shook myself to keep aware, and
once I did I realized something was wrong. There was a lot of noise, as
though the volume on the world had been turned up two notches. 1
heard the kids louder, and the birds were kicking up a storm. I half
thought I heard ants crawling across pavement because there was the
sound of footsteps moving quickly but I couldn’t see anyone around
who might be walking. I might not have noticed it if I hadn’t run into
crazy shit like that before, but I 4id notice it, and whatever it meant 1
knew wasn’t good. As though on cue, as soon as that thought had
formed, the sound dropped out. And this time it was noticeable, and
not just to me. Even the hens stopped henning and looked around.

The birds were dead silent again. Have you ever seen a bird when a
snake shows up? It was like that. Eerily silent, waiting for the predator
to move on. Then I saw the Rasceta kid standing in the middle of the
playground, staring right at me, his worn-down mother and sweating
father not around. That did not inspire hope in me for their safety.
Why else hadn’t they called the police after I showed up at their door?
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Why else had the house looked so empty when I went back later? The
kid didn’t say anything or react at all to me. He simply stood there
watching, and damn if I didn’t see something other than a boy in his
place. He looked at me with a sort of soulless gaze, an empty vessel
steered by something malignant, and part of me wanted to go over and
take the bait he was trolling, but before I moved I heard voices cluck-
ing behind me. The hen party had made me their concern.

“Excuse me, but is one of these your child?”

I only barely paid attention to her. I wanted to keep my eye on the
Rasceta kid.

“I said, do you have a child here? Sir?”

When I looked at her, at her fat rubbery face, I almost said some-
thing vile but noticed the lineup standing at her back, all in pecking or-
der. Suddenly I didn’t feel as inconspicuous as I'd hoped. Even the
kids had slowed their games to watch me ... except for that Rasceta
kid. He didn’t do anything at all but stare. Things were suddenly worse.

“Why are you looking at our children? Who are you?”

“I'm just relaxing in the park, lady.” I hoped my indignation al-
layed their suspicions. The Rasceta kid went back to playing, but it was
calculated. He wasn’t watching me directly but he knew exactly what
was going on.

“I'm not relaxing until you tell me your name and why you’re
watching these children.”

“Goddamn it, will you back off? I didn’t—"

“I will not back off,” she said, and I knew I’d slipped, that I’d made
too much of a spectacle of myself. It was time to get gone.

“Fine, fine. I'm leaving, see?” I held my hands up and turned to
walk away. She clamped down on my arm to stop me while her hens
advanced.

“Oh no, you don’t. Not until the police get here.”

This wasn’t going to end well for anyone. Especially anyone
around that Rasceta kid when he started feeling murderous again. I had
to make a choice: fight now or fight another day. As usual, it wasn’t
much of a choice at all.
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I have many faults, but not being aware of all the tools at my dis-
posal isn’t one of them. I know what I can do and I have a good sense
of how far I can push things. This woman who was grabbing my arm,
for instance: I knew how far I could push her. I could push her right
the hell over. She was a sight, falling backward after I shoved her,
throwing her into the grass and dirt, stunned like I’d just slapped her
across the face. It shut her up, and her hens too. Long enough for me
to hightail it out of there, but not before I gave them all the stink-eye. I
hoped it would be enough to buy me some time. I didn’t know for cet-
tain if they’d called the police when they said they had, but if they
hadn’t they sure were going to once I was out of sight, so I had to
make myself scarce until things blew over. It was back to the bushes
for some cover. My home away from home.

Things were a mess, and I wasn’t sure why I was bothering. No
one had asked for my help; even if Rasceta had, it wouldn’t exactly
have done much for him or his wife. I wasn’t completely sure what
their kid was, but I suspected it was what I like to call a cuckoo situa-
tion: something had managed to finagle a flesh-and-blood suit and use
it to infiltrate this world. It was probably just biding its time, and my
unfortunate appearance caused it to escalate its plans. That, or once
again I was in the wrong place at the right time. If I were smart, I'd
have left Collingwood right then and there. I was already a suspected
thief. Last thing I needed was to be accused of being a child molester,
too. I needed to get back home. I even missed Detective McCray, that
righteous bastard. But I couldn’t do it; I had to stay. If not to keep that
thing from destroying Collingwood, and afterward probably the world,
then at least to satisfy my curiosity.

Two things happen when you hide out in bushes for a long period
of time, listening to sirens and chatter from somewhere outside your
vision. First, you get bored. I used to carry a paperback in my pocket
to read when I was just sitting around doing nothing, but I'd read eve-
rything I really want to read and couldn’t find anything new. It was all
just trash, really. Instead I ended up drawing over the tattoos on my

arm with the stem of a leaf. For some reason, tracing those wards re-
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laxed me. That led to the second thing: you fall asleep. I'm not quite
sure when I slipped out, but I know when I woke up. It was when I
was being dragged into the open by the scruff of my coat.

It took me a few seconds to figure out what was going on wasn’t
good; by then I'd received a few kicks to the ribs to clue me in.
Around me stood a circle of men, screaming at me to stay out of their
neighborhood. For a brief moment I wondered if I could suck my way
out of the situation, but I didn’t think they would go for it in front of
each other. So instead I curled up and tried to cover my face and my
balls. I didn’t get kicked more than a few more times, though, and
when it stopped everything went quiet. So quiet that I didn’t really
want to uncover my eyes and see why. But I did, because I realized
that was exactly what 1 wanted. One of my eyes was already swelling
shut, so it wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped, and I hurt like a son of a bitch,
but I managed to stand up and look at what awaited me on the lawn:
about a dozen men, all lying in pieces on their backs, dead eyes wide,
staring at the empty sky.

Across the lawn I saw the Rasceta kid. He was crouched down
over one of the bodies, doing something to it I had no desire to see up
close. His tiny arms were covered in gore, but not nearly as much as
his face. For a second I forgot that beneath that little-boy suit was
something old and soulless, until he looked at me with a gaze that
made my nuts crawl up into my chest. He ran right at me, those smil-
ing teeth getting sharper with every step.

Imagine being charged at by a vicious dog. Then imagine some-
thing worse, all long teeth and crazy eyes. The kid was practically on
four legs and moving quicker than he had any right to. He leapt at
me—and my brain finally kicked in and my closed fist connected with
the side of the kid’s face. He fell, but it only knocked him off balance
temporarily; I'd done no real damage. So I dropped down and
wrapped my hands around his blood-caked throat. His jaws opened
and closed, revealing at least three rows of the craziest teeth I'd ever
seen; his tongue darted out, short but seriously forked. His eyes were
cloudy to the point of white, but they focused on me while I struggled
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to stay on him, although not at the same time. Like a lizard’s, those
eyes moved independently of one another, while the kid hissed and
spat and tried to push me over. I felt the muscles in his neck as 1
squeezed—they were like rock. I couldn’t even dig my thumbs into
them, which did not bode well. There was nothing I could do to con-
tain the kid and yet I was stuck on top of him. If I let go and ran, how
far would I get? No more than a few feet before he tore me open. If 1
stayed, could I really outlast him? Already my strength was leaving me,
but his bucking and thrashing did not seem to be slowing down. I’d
put myself in bad trouble and I had to figure out a plan quickly to get
out of it. Otherwise, I was going to end up on the menu. But I didn’t
need to bother worrying; the kid’s bucking made the decision for me.
With a final jump he threw me into the air and I careened forward
over the dead men on the ground. The kid watched me like a hunting
dog watching a wounded duck.

I was better prepared when he charged at me again. I’d already re-
moved my coat and when he got close I tangled him in it, then
dropped him to the ground. He was strong, but I didn’t need to hold
him forever. Just long enough to cinch the belt tight and form a make-
shift straitjacket. He still bucked with unheard-of strength, so I put my
knees right into his ribs, where I knew they’d be weakest, and put all
my weight down on them. I heard the thing’s muffled screams as it
died in agony, shattered bone cutting though flesh like a thousand ra-
zor blades. Beneath me my coat turned the darkest shade of red, and
though the bucking stopped the gurgling didn’t. It took the kid a lot
longer to die than I expected, even after I jumped on his chest to make
sure, digging my knees in deeper each time. Eventually I had to stand
to prevent a cramp, so I stomped on his head a bit to change it up.
That ended things a lot quicker.

I wiped my forehead. There was no way I was getting my coat
back. I reached in the pockets and took out whatever I could. The rest
couldn’t identify me anyway. Still, to be safe, I lit the kid on fire. Then,
for kicks, I took off the pants of some of the dead guys lying there. 1
figured it was better for all involved if it looked like some crazy circle
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jerk that had gone horribly wrong. At least people would understand
that. I felt bad for them, but I felt worse for Rasceta. He hadn’t wanted
my help, and in the end it probably got him killed sooner. At least I did
a favor for the rest of the people in Collingwood. They’d never know
it, but I saved their lives. More or less. Still, I wasn’t going to wait
around for a tickertape parade. Instead, I got myself to the station as
quickly as I could and then caught the first bus out of there. It wasn’t
until I saw the Welcome to Collingwood sign fading in the rear win-
dow that I began to calm down. To be on the safe side I needed to lie
low for a while. I checked my pocket for the rest of my money before
realizing I’d left whatever I had in my coat pocket, the same coat I’d
burned along with the kid.

I knew a way I could make some more cash, at least enough for a
room at the YMCA. This time I vowed: no more small talk. 1t wouldn’t
be the last time I had to remind myself of that. I ought to get it tat-

tooed across my fucking chest.



Doused by Night

’m late for dinner, so I hurry home. Rain is falling like an ava-

lanche of cold stones on asphalt, and the droplets kicked up be-

neath my fogged glasses make it hard to see. It’s all a kaleidoscope
of amber light. Lorianne is going to be angry and won’t understand,
even after I explain that the useless car won’t start.

“Couldn’t you change the tire or something?”

“Don’t you get it? The car doesn’t go vroom vroom!”

I keep imagining things like this—things I'll never have the nerve
to say—to distract me. I don’t want to deal with her tonight. I don’t
have the energy to face the whirlwind of abuse and its destruction of
my soul. I walk past bar after bar in the downpour, each promising liq-
uid warmth and neon fun, but I can’t afford it. Even a moment would
mean days of Lorianne’s accusations and threats, of her throwing my
past weaknesses in my face. She demands so much of me that I barely
have anything left for myself.

I arrive to find a dark house with locked doors. I can’t work my
fingers, so I press my cramped cold hands against my pockets, feeling
for my keys. I know I had them when I left. I think about Lorianne ly-
ing in bed, the stub of a cigarette burning out beside her, and weigh my
options: knock or find somewhere else to spend the night. Rain pum-
mels me as I debate which would be the greater mistake. But there’s no
way to know. So I turn my soaked loafers until they’re pointed in the
direction I came from. The bars are still open, which means there will
be flickering blues and reds I can sit under and dry out. Somewhere
the drink and the rain will help me forget until one of them stops flow-
ing. I don’t know what I'll do at that point, and I don’t care. I don’t
care about anything the future has in store. For once in my life I’'m not
going to worry about goddamn tomorrow.

154
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*

I wake up and don’t know where I am. I’'ve blacked out before, but not
like this. Everything is bright and the quiet rings my ears like alarms. I
try to sit up and my stomach rolls over, pokes itself up my throat gin-
gerly as a warning. I drop back into the thin foam pillow and moisten
my dry lips. Everything sounds distant. I only have the strength to
close my eyes.

When I open them Lorianne’s face eclipses the world. She’s
mouthing words that I can’t make out. Annie Oakley? I repeat it back
to her. She turns red as she boils.

“Are you okay?” she shouts, enunciating each syllable into my face
with sour breath. I don’t know what she means, but she’s angry.

“You promised me you were done.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I say, but I don’t remember and the fuzz
on my tongue says I’'m lying.

She looks up, then looks at me and shakes her head. Mercifully
stands back.

An Asian woman steps into my tunneled vision. She has the thick-
est eyebrows I have ever seen and there’s a stethoscope tucked in her
white coat pocket. Her ID says “Dr. S. Maharaj.” Suddenly it all makes
sense.

“Am I in the hospital?”

“Yes, Mr. Edmund. You were admitted late last night.”

“What?”

“You’ve been here since last night, Miles,” Lorianne repeats at an
unhelpful volume. I cringe, head throbbing. Dr. Maharaj says some-
thing and Lorianne shakes her head angrily. The doctor does not
flinch. She hasn’t dealt with Lorianne as long as I have. Give Lorianne
enough time and she’ll wear down Mt. Everest. But Dr. Maharaj is in-
sistent, and Lorianne eventually storms out the door crushing a pack
of cigarettes in her hand.

“Mr. Edmund, do you know how you got here?”

Is it hard to hear her because of the drumming of the rain on the

window, or because everything feels so far away?
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“Mr. Edmund?”

“No,” I muster. She nods her head; writes something in her book.

“You were found slumped in our Emergency Wing. We admitted
you with what appeared to be severe alcohol poisoning. You may have
noticed the charcoal on your bib?” She points to my chest with her
pencil. I don’t follow it.

Her story sounds impossible. I ask if maybe she’s mixed her charts
up, but she’s adamant. When I think back I realize I can’t remember
anything from the night before. The footage in my head has been
erased. My worry almost distracts me from what Dr. Maharaj said.

“Wait. What do you mean it appeared to be severe alcohol poisoning?”

This is where Dr. Maharaj pauses, catches her breath. I try to study
her upside-down face hovering above.

“We’re still waiting for more tests to come back. We’ll know more
this afternoon.”

Later, the light in the room is gray down to the fixtures, and my skin
ripples with a thousand insects that radiate from the base of my skull.
There’s something wrong with me. The cardiac monitor panics as my
chest heaves in and out. I scramble for the remote beside me and jab
at its button. No nurse comes.

Lorianne does, though. She arrives in a dervish, smelling of damp
smoke, and after one look at me she’s ready to lose her goddamn
mind.

“What’s wrong? Are you in pain?” I nod and reach for my chest,
but my hand is jerked back by my tangled intravenous tube. Lorianne
steps forward and does what I couldn’t: she puts her cool hand on my
chest. My heart slows, the dizziness in my head ebbs. She only re-
moves her hand to run her fingers through my hair. It’s comforting,
but not enough. I’'m terrified, and I want a drink.

Dr. Maharaj arrives. She’s shorter than I remember. Her eyebrows
thicker.

“Mr. Edmund, we’ve reviewed the test results. There’s no trace of
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anything wrong with you.” The news should be reassuring. Lorianne
exhales and responds with her fastest voice. I don’t listen, because Dr.
Maharaj isn’t finished.

“If the tests are clean,” I say, “then what’s wrong?”

She glances at the window of my room. All that’s out there are wet
bricks. The hospital’s other wing.

“We found something when we examined you,” she says. “A mark
behind your right ear.”

I look into Lorianne’s wide terrified eyes. That can’t be good. 1
reach up and feel behind my ear. The skin is sore, and touching it
pricks deep into my tender flesh. Lorianne no longer looks at me.

“What kind of mark?”

“It’s some kind of symbol. No one here can identify it. But the
mark isn’t what’s important. There’s something else.”

She clears her throat, looks down at my chart, adjusts her glasses.
Her fidgeting makes me nervous. I usually feel this way when Lorianne
is in one of her moods. It’s the inevitability of an oncoming storm.
The cardiac machine’s beeping jumps in tempo.

“You said he was okay.”

Dr. Maharaj doesn’t acknowledge her.

“We’ve seen the mark at least a2 dozen times before. Each time, the
patient appears healthy with no visible signs of trauma. Within twenty-
four hours— There’s no easy way to say this, but the patient has died.”

I wait for the punchline. Then ask her to say it again to make sure
I’'m not hallucinating. She does, but I've already stopped listening. All
I’m thinking about is another drink.

“We’ve called the police, Mr. Edmund, and they’re on their way.
This mark has been on every patient so far, and the homicide detec-
tives need to question you before it’s—what I mean is, before we dis-
charge you so you can get your affairs in order. I'm sorry to be
delivering this news, but anything you tell the police may help them
find who’s done this to you and put a stop to it.”

Things suddenly click into place. “Wait. Homicide detectives?
Someone’s done this to me?”
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“That’s right, Mr. Edmund. This isn’t something that’s just hap-
pened. This was deliberate. In effect, you’ve been murdered.”

Lorianne sits down. I’'m lucky I'm already lying in bed.

But I don’t feel lucky.

Dr. Maharaj leaves and we wait for the homicide detectives. Lorianne
shakes. I shake, too. And can’t stop probing behind my ear.

“What happened to you last night? Why didn’t you come homer”

I hesitate, not sure how I should answer.

“It was raining and I didn’t want to wake you. I went for a drink.
I’m not even sure where.”

I can’t describe her expression. She’s simultaneously mad, con-
fused, and terrified. Each emotion strikes her face in time with the
storm. I shrink, worrying what she’s about to say. Instead, the storm
abates and exhaustion seeps in. I’'ve never seen this before. I don’t
know what it means.

“You must remember something.”

“I don’t,” I say. I don’t remember anything at all. I return to the
spot behind my ear. The tingle makes my head swim and insects crawl
down my back. But I'm numb otherwise. Is it normal to feel numb
when you’ve been marked for death? There’s no time to wonder. Be-
fore I notice, Lorianne is on me, removing my oxygen hose and dis-
connecting my electrodes. The beeping gives way to an alarm—the
sound of my stopped heart.

“We’re so out of here,” she says, abruptly yanking the intravenous
needle from my arm. I flinch.

“But the police—"

“To hell with the police. We aren’t staying.”

Lorianne fetches my clothes from the locker and throws them at
me. No one has come by to check on the alarm. I think about how
lucky I am that I wasn’t actually dying, considering the lack of re-
sponse. Then an idea occurs to me that makes me sit back down on

the bed. Maybe they didn’t come on purpose.
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“Let’s go!” Lorianne is impatient, already at the door. I nod and
slip into my trousers.

*

We’re running through the halls. Lorianne wheezes, and my feet are
too numb to keep me balanced, but if we don’t get out we never will.
My skin ripples and crawls with each footfall. My teeth chatter. No one
bars us from leaving. No one prevents us from getting into Lorianne’s
tiny Ford Fiesta, or slams the parking lot gate closed before we reach
it. No one does anything. I wonder if it’s because they know I’ll be
back.

The adrenaline of our escape ebbs quickly behind the wheel. I
know, because we haven’t gone more than a couple of blocks and I'm
rifling through the glove box for a half-bottle of anything. Anything
would go down good right now. I hear Lorianne’s breath hitch over
the torrential rain. She’s watching me instead of watching the road. I
glance at the side mirror and am startled by my pallor. I’'m a ghost.

“Miles, I'm wortied.”

“Don’t be. It’s going to be all right.” I say it with conviction,
though she won’t believe me. She rarely does when I contradict her.
Part of me doesn’t believe it either.

“Of course it’s going to be all right,” she scoffs. “That doctor was
an idiot. And she was talking out her ass. But I'm worried about how
you’re taking it.”

I shrug my shoulders and pretend she’s right. But she’s not. I can
feel it. I don’t know how to make her listen, so I keep quiet. I don’t say
all the things I need to say to her; those things that need saying while I
still can. But maybe if I don’t say them I'll have more time. Maybe
speaking the words, closing the loops, is what brings on my end. What
if I don’t say goodbye and instead postpone it indefinitely? Maybe then
I won’t ever have to leave. I touch Lorianne’s leg and notice my hand
is shaking. It’s probably from the vibration of the road.

“Christ!” Lorianne shouts. I snatch my hand away as she stomps
on the brake. The car skids on the wet asphalt, the tail swinging out
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into the middle of the street. My heart doesn’t stop rattling even as she
straightens the Fiesta and pulls over to the curb. I'm relieved no one
else was on the road, otherwise we may not have survived. The irony
isn’t lost on me. Every inch of my skin vibrates at a different wave-
length; I’'m out of step with everything. The sensation takes time to
subside.

“What did—?”

“There,” she points.

I'm not sure what she’s pointing at. There’s a series of boarded-
over storefronts cloaked by curtains of rain. The only visible lights are
the red and blue neon of the neighborhood watering-holes.

“Look,” she says, stabbing the air with her finger.

“Lorianne, what is it?”

She looks at me, angry and excited and frightened. And smiling?
The raindrops leave shadowy pools on her face, making it hard to tell.

“Over there,” she says. “It’s the same mark.”

I look through the sheet of rain at the twisted neon tubes and see
what she’s talking about. Crudely painted on the brick behind the
glowing tubes, the graffiti is hidden in plain sight. It looks like an intet-
robang with six lines radiating from its curved crest. I have never seen
it before.

Though I wonder if that’s true.

Lorianne dashes from the car and my stomach sinks. The street is
empty and the neon lights it like a Christmas decoration.

“What are you doing?” I shout into the storm. She doesn’t look
back.

“I told you this is bullshit. What was that doctor talking about?
You’re one hundred percent healthy, and you’re going to die by tomor-
row? No, I don’t accept that. That’s idiotic. But somebody put that
mark on you, and we’re going to find out who and why.”

“Leave it alone. Let the police handle it. I just want to go home.”
The rain pummels my skin, but beneath the sensation everything buzz-
es faster with each step I take.

“I'm tired of this bullshit. And who does that Dr. Maharaj think
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she is? She doesn’t know everything. Screw her. Screw all doctors. It’s
just another example of the way people are classed by society. Like,
I’m supposed to listen to her because she has a stethoscope. Why? Is
she more valuable to society than me? I guarantee you I do as much in
my job as she does in hers, but I don’t have a Ph.D. after my name so
I get ignored or harassed. And I have to watch this so-called expert tell
you that there’s something wrong with you when there clearly isn’t.
And you believe her because she has a fancy piece of paper and makes
lots of money. It’s one of the oldest fallacies in the book: the appeal to
authority.”

The storm intensifies alongside her rant, the heavens drowning me
in it. She continues until we reach the bar, at which point her face
twists into a grimace, and her shoulders lift as though she’s taking a
breath. It lasts less then a second before she reverts to herself.

“Bringing you in here is a bad idea for so many reasons.”

“We don’t have to go in,” I say, but all I want is a drink. A drink
will make all of this go away.

“We do,” she says.

We enter the bar drenched. Lorianne pushes her soaked hair back
and looks at me, but my memories don’t return. I don’t know what
happened last night or how I got this bizarre mark. Nothing is familiar:
not the crooked knick-knacks pinned to the walls, not the line of
curled football pennants around the mirrored wall, not the row of old
men draped like lost coats over their chairs, eyes blankly fixed on the
stuttering television. No one glances at us. Lorianne snatches my wrist
and drags me to a booth along the outer perimeter.

We sit and Lorianne lights a cigarette. She leans back and blows
thick smoke into the air separating us. She squints through the cloud at
everyone in the bar. Then asks me to do the same.

“Is there anything that you recognize? Anything that rings a bell?”

The drinks are all I see, but I don’t admit it. I pretend to stare,
since it’s too hard to concentrate. I'm sopping wet and I don’t want to
be in this place. I want to be at home, dry and alone and apart from

the world. Lorianne has no confidence in Dr. Maharaj, but I can’t
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shake the feeling there’s something else going on. Something inevita-
ble. I have less than a day left in this world, fewer than twenty-four
hours above ground. I can’t process how frightened I am—it’s so
overwhelming my mind keeps sealing it off. But like a cracked dam, I
can’t hold the growing pressure forever. Every inch of my flesh
writhes and struggles to escape my body. Scratching brings no relief.

“Well?”” she asks.

“Nothing looks familiar. I don’t think I’'ve ever been here before.”

She purses her lips. I don’t want to hear whatever she has to say next.

“You have been here before.”

There’s no question in her mind.

“Lorianne, maybe we should just go home. I don’t want it to end
like this.”

“We need to get to the bottom of what happened to you, Miles.”

“But why? Why can’t you just leave it alone?”

She looks at me through a cloud. I can’t tell if her eyes are wet or
angty.

“Anyway, you need to stop worrying. If you were sick, you’d be
getting worse, and you’re fine.”

Except for the ants crawling over me.

The bartender notices us and throws a white rag over his shoulder.
I turn away, pretending I'm not desperate for a drink, but Lorianne
doesn’t bother. She crosses her arms at the elbow and rests them on
our table while her cigarette dangles between two of her fingers. I can’t
tell if she’s too distracted to notice the bartender or doesn’t care. Nei-
ther would surprise me.

He arrives at our table with eyes swollen and red like two fresh
wounds. I wonder how long he’s been awake.

“What can I get your” he says. His attention is focused on Lo-
rianne.

“Nothing for me. Miles, what do you want?”

Before I can tell her, there’s commotion behind me. I turn around,
but no one in the bar has moved. I glance back at Lorianne, whose

face is inscrutable. What does she want? Does she want me to keep
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playing the game or be who I am?

If ever there was a time to splurge, this would be it. On the eve of
my death.

“What’s the best Scotch you haver”

She looks at me. The bartender doesn’t. I don’t care: my mouth is
watering.

He rattles off some choices, but I'm not paying attention. I’m busy
imagining the taste of it, smoky and peaty. I run my tongue over my
eager lips.

“Give me the Lagavulin.”

He nods. As soon as his back is turned, Lotianne’s face is a mask
of unbridled excitement. She stubs out her cigarette, and I worry she’s
about to lay into me. She has other things on her mind. She waits until
he’s far enough away before she says anything.

“He wouldn’t look at you.”

“What do you mean?”

“The bartender wouldn’t look at you. I was watching him the
whole time he was here.”

“Are you sure?”

I turn and watch him going about tending bar. He never looks our
way.

“He knows something,” Lorianne says. “I don’t know what, but he
knows something. He probably recognizes you from last night. He has
to. He recognizes you and he’s worried you recognize him. He’s trying
to figure out what to do about it.”

“He doesn’t look worried. He looks bored.”

“Maybe, but he isn’t. He’s panicking and trying really hard to hide
it. Now shut it, he’s coming.” She leans back into her torn leather seat
with feigned indifference. My hands are sweating.

The bartender arrives and drops the tumbler before me with a
muted thud. I stare at it greedily, not certain it’s not a mirage. But it
feels real enough. I take a sip and it burns in my nose the way the good
stuff should. For a moment I forget all about Lorianne and everything
else. There is only this. This beautiful instant.
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Lorianne’s voice nudges me out of my reverie.

“So,” she says, “do you get a lot of business here?”

The bartender hovers above us. Shrugs. Lorianne keeps going,.

“I assume it gets busier than this, usually. I mean it must, since
you’re still in business. Like, it was probably really busy last night,
right?”

I study his weathered face, and there’s only the smallest hint of
impatience. He nods at the Employees Only door behind him, then looks
at Lorianne. Then at me.

My head swims.

“You can go try again if you want.”

That’s it. That’s all. He says it, then walks away.

I don’t speak as he goes. I can’t. My skin is skittering over my
body, my heart racing. Everything spins as though I’'m in a dream and
have been since I woke in the hospital. Nothing makes sense. I push

the tender spot behind my ear and the world flips sideways.

*

It rights and once again I’'m lost. The stairs at my feet are lit by a dim
bulb, but it can’t disguise how much paint has flaked off every surface.
Lorianne is ahead of me, descending into the dark. She never looks
back at the coils of smoke that follow her. I piece together that we’re
still in the bar and we’ve traveled beyond the locked door. The prob-
lem is I have no memory of how it happened. I don’t know where my
Scotch went, either.

“Where are we?” I whisper.

Lorianne shushes me, then points into the darkness ahead with a
cigarette pinched between her fingers. I hear something. A voice quiet-
ly murmuring.

Maybe it’s hesitation or dread or fear, but I wonder what we’re do-
ing. Why is Lorianne working so hard to find out where the mark
came from if she thinks I’ll live? And if I think I’ll die, why am I wast-
ing these moments in a grungy stairwell? It’s not who we are, but it’s
who we used to be, who we both think we should be. We’re stuck, our
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reflections failing to match how we are seen. I desperately want to pull
Lorianne back and tell her we need to go, but it’s too late.

She pivots the corner at the bottom of the stairs, the lit tip of her
cigarette an ember doused by night. When I reach the foot of the stair-
case I look down that long hallway, but she’s no longer there. There is
only a single shoe a few feet away, chewed and worn through.

Thin light falls down the stairwell behind me and highlights the
edges of stored cardboard boxes. I open one and find it full of musty
clothes, folded neatly. In another, jewelry and accessories in unsorted
tangles. I've packed my own life so often into similar boxes, com-
pressed it and expected a future new life to spring forth. But wherever
I ended up, when I opened those boxes nothing was different. Every-
thing I hoped to escape was right where I left it.

“Lorianne,” I whisper with as much volume as I can muster. The
sound reverberates off the peeling walls and damp floor. “Lorianne,
where are you?”

There is more murmuring. A tiny square of light penetrates the
dark at end of the hallway.

All T want is to be anywhere else, but my flesh won’t let me leave.
It pulls me by my bones, drags me forward. I don’t want to hear the
voice. I don’t want to know about the mark behind my ear or if 'm
about to die or when. I don’t want to be confused or disoriented. But
most of all, I don’t want to die in the dank and the mildew, surrounded
by puddles and concrete. I don’t want the last thing I see to be sodden
cardboard boxes of clothes stored for so long they can’t hold them-
selves together. Like pupae splitting open.

A pale specter moves in blackness. I detect familiar smoke.

“There you are,” Lorianne says, emerging from the dark. I can
barely see her face. “Only you could get lost in a hallway. Come on.”
She grabs my wrist. The skin beneath her touch buzzes and radiates in
waves.

“We should go home, Lorianne. I think—" I check my forehead
to convince myself I’'m not lying. “I think I’'m actually sick.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” she says. But what she means is, don’t be a
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sucker. Don’t believe Dr. Maharaj just because she’s a doctor. Doctors
are only people and people are no smarter than me.

But Lorianne doesn’t know about my blackouts. She doesn’t know
how fast my heart races. She doesn’t know my skin won’t stop moving
or my head thumping, especially now that she’s leading me toward that
square of light. She doesn’t know anything and I don’t want to tell her
because everything since I woke in the hospital has been leading me
deeper and deeper into a nightmare, and if I say something—if I admit
the truth—then I'll have accepted it’s all real and I'll never wake up.
So, instead, I bargain.

“Let’s turn around, Lorianne. Let’s go home and hide in bed and
forget everything that’s happened. Let’s for once pretend that we
aren’t angry or scared or worried or unhappy. Let’s let all this go and
be something we’re not. Just this once. Just for tonight. Let’s forget
everything else. Please, Lorianne. Please, let’s just leave.”

My voice warbles once, and it stops her. She turns, her face lit by a
long drag of her cigarette. She’s practically a shadow now, framed by
the solitary light at the hall’s end.

“We have to keep going, Miles. Otherwise, how are you going to
know this was all bullshit? Or do you want to worry for the rest of
your life? Because I don’t. I don’t want to worry about it, and I don’t
want to watch you worry about it. We might as well never get out of
this basement, if that’s the case. We’ll be stuck down here forever.”

I don’t know what else to say. I don’t know how else to move her
or change our direction. I don’t know what else to do but continue
toward the square of light.

At the end of the hall there’s a room. It’s not a large room—it’s no
more than twenty feet in any direction, and the floor is made of une-
ven concrete; the walls, pale scratched brick. There are piles of clothes
everywhere tucked in shadow. On the far wall is the square of light,
and only when I'm close do I realize it’s a mirror. No bigger than two
feet square, it’s the only furniture in the room and is reflecting light
from somewhere.

The floor in front of the mirror is slick, and my shoes make tearing
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sounds as I lift them. I barely recognize my reflection; I've aged since I
woke in the hospital. My skin pulls, sallow and loose, an outfit that no
longer fits. Lorianne’s voice is behind me, but she’s not in the mirror.
There is only me.

“Look at this,” her disembodied voice says. I don’t turn. “Are
these your keysr”

Metal clinks and jangles, but I'm distracted by my reflection. It’s
untethered and glitching, and I wonder if it’s caused by the throbbing
behind my ear.

Fingers find the tender flesh where the mark should be and I push,
unleashing waves of scurrying insects under my skin. They ripple
across my body with the turn of my head and the bending of my ear. I
need to see the mark. I need to see my oncoming death. I pull back the
skin and the cartilage and finally look in the mirror.

“There’s nothing there,” I say.

“What are you talking about?”

“There’s no mark. The spot behind my ear isn’t even red.”

Lorianne whispers her protest, but the truth is obvious. It’s reflect-
ed right back at me.

There is no mark, but there is a spot in the mirror. Some smudge
on the glass that reshapes as I waver on my unsteady legs; a spot that
grows the longer I stare. I reach out and put my finger on it. The glass
is warm and soft and my finger feels as though it’s sinking in, as
though nothing in the world is solid. Lorianne’s voice is behind me,
emanating from a deep hole, uttering shrill words I can’t make out be-
fore they slip away.

I push harder against the spot on the mirror and my finger sud-
denly punctures the membrane. Electric shocks travel the length of my
arm. I vibrate, lose control. My body activates and pulls toward the
surface. I frantically struggle but only sink deeper as staggering pain
burns through me. My hand is already two knuckles deep, but the flesh
has not followed. Instead, the skin has split, then buckled, muscles and
thick-walled veins collecting against the smooth mirror as I’'m yanked

inch by inch farther in. Lorianne is screaming somewhere as I reach
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out with my other hand to stop my descent. But the mirror is now too
wide, and I can’t reach the wall in time; I plunge my other hand into
the plastic surface. Both hands are electrified and angry, and the re-
mainder of my burning flesh shrinks from my bones, further stripped by
each jerk deeper into the glass. I'm soon at my wrists. Then I'm at my
elbows. If the pressure I feel on my shoulders is Lorianne, struggling to
pull me free, it’s too late. Each successive tug leaves more flesh gath-
ered against the glass, the evacuated sleeves of my Miles-suit hanging
lifelessly. I don’t know anymore if the screaming I hear is mine.

There’s a momentary chill when my elbows are taken, right before
I cry out in torment. The mirror is inches from my face, and through
my tears I see light refracted there. Another world, faintly superim-
posed on this one, a new image on old film. My face is wrenched clos-
er still and I see another face staring out from behind the glass, looking
into mine. His mouth is open and stretched wide, his eyes burning
with tears. I look deeper and see all the grooves carved around his fea-
tures. That man is so close I can almost touch him, our faces an inti-
mate inch apart.

Then I am yanked again. I open my mouth and can’t breathe. Eve-
rything burns as the surface breaks and I am submerged.

*

Everything is blank. Empty. Nothing. A yawning void forever of
blinding white. I stare and stare and stare and stare and the white goes
on forever. There is nothing. I am nothing. There is only nothing.
Then suddenly there is something. Into the white creeps a shadow.
I stare into the void until the shadow thickens and congeals. It takes
millennia to form. It takes aeons. But the shadow becomes a shade, the
shade a blur, the blur a body. And other shadows emerge, colors touch
and paint the blank canvas. A gradual painting is created, words be-
coming thoughts becoming images. The endless nothing ends as the
vast white contracts until it is no larger than a light bulb hanging above

my head in a stark white room. I blink and sit up.
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The world wavers then settles. At the foot of the bed, flipping
through my chart, stands Dr. Maharaj. Her brow turned up at the ends
in a hirsute smile.

“Welcome,” she says without glancing. I scratch my head. There’s
the distant echo of a cry. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” I say, though I don’t remember what fine feels like. My
voice sounds strange. Dr. Maharaj nods and scribbles.

“Well, you’re awake. That’s a good sign.” She reaches over, checks
my pulse; takes the stethoscope from her pocket and pushes the cold
disk into my chest. Satisfied, she scribbles again in her book, then
points at the open locker by the door. “Your clothes are in there.”

“How long have I been here?” I wonder. Time is moving slow.

She waves away my question.

“You’re perfectly fine. You can leave as soon as you’re ready.
There’s already a backlog waiting for the bed.”

The room’s brightness fades gradually. Beyond the window the
sun bakes the side of the other wing.

“What happens now?”

She looks up from her clipboard at me. Her skin is a deep brown.
Mine is as red as a newborn’s.

“Now? Whatever you want to happen, I suppose. It’s up to you.”

I open my mouth, but her pager beeps before I speak. With a fin-
ger posed to quiet me, she bends the pager upward and glances, then
the ends of that brow draw together as if someone pulled a loose
thread. I ask her what’s wrong and she doesn’t answer. She wordlessly
storms from the room.

I sit in silence and wait. I can see my clothes folded on the open
locker shelf, but they don’t look familiar. I doubt they’re mine, but 'm
not sure what they’re supposed to look like. All I know is I should get
dressed and leave.

Sunlight beams in through the room’s window, drawing a bright
square on the tile. I carefully stand and pace to where I can see clearly
outside.
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From the bed, I can only see the brick wall of the other wing, but
as I step closer to the window that wall moves, and an overlooking
view of cityscape and its waterfront is revealed.

“Whatever I want,” I repeat aloud as I survey what’s below me.

Before I leave the hospital, my eye is drawn once more to the crys-
tal clear sky. It’s breathtakingly cerulean and nearly perfect as it hangs
over the world. It harbors but one single flaw: the solitary dark cloud
moving just above where the great lake meets the infinite curved hori-

z0o1n.
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here are four of us left huddled in the cabin: me, Jerry, Carina,

and Kyle. And we’re terrified the door won’t hold. Carina

shivers so uncontrollably, her teeth sound like stones rattling
down a metal chute. Kyle begs her to quiet down.

But her teeth aren’t making enough noise to matter. Not compared
to the howling storm. It comes in gusts that build in slow waves, rhyth-
mically increasing in both volume and strength until a gale overtakes the
cabin, pelting the windows with hard rain. A cold draft pushes past us
while we tremble on the floor, wishing we were any place else.

Still, the draft’s not the issue. It sneaks beneath doots and crawls
down the chimney, and these are things we may not like, but we ex-
pect. It isn’t the storm that bothers us, despite its deep-throated howls
and the way it screeches around the corners. The problem, instead, is
what’s beneath the storm, mimicking the howls of the storm, trying to
coax us into opening the door and letting it in.

The others are quickly losing hope we’re going to survive this.

Not me. I lost hope a long time ago.

*

Kyle, Jerry, and I have traveled up north together, three former work-
mates who still get along. Kyle, tall and lean, with a confidence born
from getting everything he wants without much difficulty; Jerry, his
opposite in a way, maybe trying too hard to remain detached from
life’s upsets. But both are good people, and I need to surround myself
with good people. I meet so few of them.

It was Kyle who suggested we hike through Iceteau Forest for a

week. Collectively we’ve spent too many nights in downtown bars and
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pubs, and he thought time outdoors would do us good. I suspect,
though, it was his and Jerry’s plan to get me outside my head for a
while. Give me something distracting to do, some good stories to fo-
cus on for a change. Since all three of us left the socket company, I
haven’t landed on my feet the way the two of them have, and I know
they’re worried.

The trip to Iceteau was long, mostly sunny and pleasant. The fore-
cast promised long warm days and short cool nights in that brief win-
dow between the rise of the mosquitoes and the fall of the black flies.
The perfect time to hike into the woods, Kyle said, and when we left
our car at the side of the road I felt buoyed enough to wonder if I’d
ever want to return to it. Maybe we’d leave that life behind and start
anew, become one with the grass and bushes and trees. But it was
clearly a dream; my desire to give up and do nothing resurfaced quickly
once we started walking.

The good weather didn’t last long. No more than a day; long
enough for us to hike too far to make turning back reasonable. As the
storm commenced, we rooted through our backpacks for our water-
proof shells and trudged through the deepening mud and the increas-
ingly heavy downpour. After a while, the white noise multiplied on
itself, becoming as deafening as it was maddening, as though it were
trying to prove something to me: that no matter where or how far I
went, my misery would always follow.

Maybe that misery was why I didn’t notice it. Maybe being unhap-
py makes it harder to speak. I know the longer we walked through the
mud, the less we wanted to talk to one another. Misery loves company,
but the miserable just want to be left alone. The wind was hot and
drove the rain against the sides of our drawn hoods, creating an im-
penetrable racket, loud enough to cause hallucinations. Kyle did his
best to convince us the storm was abnormal and temporary; that it
would be sunny again soon. It sounded like just another story to me.

We hiked single file, picking our way between tall old trees. Kyle
led the way, Jerry close behind, but I couldn’t keep up with their
strides. The mud was too thick and sucked my boots down no matter
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how many stones I stepped on. Wet leaves clung to me, their weight
slowly building. I heard only my panting breath over the rain, inter-
rupted by the scratching of low-hanging branches against my hood,
and I saw only the gray of heavy sheets of rain. With each deaf and
blind stumble forward I sensed something was wrong, and that sense
quickly turned to fear; cold, irrational, debilitating fear.

I kept quiet, told myself the story that everything was fine; that it
was only my depression rearing up. But when I peered ahead I saw the
shimmer of movement, like some giant thing unfurling. I screamed
and Jerry spun, but I knew he saw nothing. Even Kyle asked what was
wrong. I was dumb, unable to do anything more than point. The two
followed my hand, saw what had until then been camouflaged by old
trees.

The thing had to be twenty feet tall, yet couldn’t have been more
than a hand’s-breadth wide. Its limbs were thin and elongated as a stick
insect, except an insect that towered over us on two narrow legs, and
instead of a head there was nothing.

There was nothing.

Just a mouth, too wide, lined with a dozen rows of tiny sharp teeth
embedded in undulating flesh. It reached toward us with one of those
long creaking arms, and only Kyle had the wherewithal to move. He
yanked me and Jerry back, breaking the spell of disbelief and terror
that had enthralled us.

I chased after Kyle, Jerry behind me where I couldn’t see him, but
I could hear his boots throwing themselves frantically into the mud.
The howling wind grew louder around us, as though the storm were
strengthening, yet the rain didn’t fall heavier, the sky didn’t grow dark-
er. Whatever caused that noise was not the wind; it was merely pre-
tending to be the wind.

We scrambled through the downpour, chased by the sound of
trees being uprooted and tossed aside. Jerry shouted hysterical gibber-
ish, but I heard nothing from Kyle. Both their reactions were frighten-
ing, but I couldn’t allow myself to succumb to the fear. I had to

concentrate on escape.
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Sighting the cabin was more blind luck than anything else. Kyle
saw it first, pivoting mid-stride toward the ramshackle structure. I fol-
lowed without thought, Jerry close behind. I prayed the door would be
unlocked.

Kyle stumbled ahead of me, just avoiding the black iron rod driven
into the ground. He reached the cabin a few steps before me and
wrenched open the door. I dived in, followed close by Jerry and Kyle.
They tripped over themselves, tumbling into a heap on the floor, and I
scrambled to slam the door shut against that twig creature and its hor-
rifying, undulating teeth. The three of us then froze in place—I curled
against the door, Jerry and Kyle tangled in each other’s arms—and we
stared at the cabin’s buckling walls, its trembling windows, waiting for
the defenses to inevitably fail. But they didn’t. Not when the storm
howled louder, not when the cabin rattled with anger. I didn’t under-
stand why, but I also didn’t understand any of what was happening.
The swelling of wind and rain against the cabin eventually subsided,
and we three instinctively knew that whatever that half-seen thing be-
tween the trees was, it had retreated back into the woods to wait for
us. Kyle and Jerry hoped, for the moment, we might be out of danger.
I didn’t share their hope.

The two disentangled themselves from each other and stood. I
thought Jerry might be crying but didn’t want to ask. I was worried the
truth might cause me to do the same. But the whimpering wasn’t com-
ing from any of us. It came from behind the closed door of a rear bed-
room. It was Kyle who decided to open it despite my protests, and
Jerry who stood close with a wooden chair held over his shoulder as a
makeshift weapon. I stayed back and waited for whatever they were
letting free to kill us.

And Carina and Weston behind the door waited for the same. We
found them kneeling on the floor, clutching each other in fear. Cari-
na’s eyes were pressed closed as she repeated “Antripun” below her
breath. Tears streamed over her quivering lips. She screamed when
Kyle touched her shoulder, awakening her from whatever refuge she’d

retreated into during the storm’s onslaught.
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Carina was petite with dark hair that matched her dark, harried
eyes, while Weston was tall, blond, with a football playet’s shoulders.
We found out they’d been hiking in the woods as well, and like us
they’d become lost in the unexpected storm when their compass failed
to steer them out of it. They were in the midst of staking their small
tent when the wind took it and lodged it in the trees. Then one of
those trees proceeded to eat that tent.

Carina knew what she’d seen even if Weston didn’t. And what she
was still seeing whenever she closed her eyes. Antripun.

It was the name she’d said eatlier, though she denied it. None of
us knew what it was, and Carina didn’t want to talk about it. She would
only say the sight of it sent her and Weston running, their gear left be-
hind in the forest to rust and rot.

The five of us sat in a circle, Carina and Weston on the couch, Jer-
ry on a small stool he dragged over, and Kyle and I on the floor. I had
tried to light a fire earlier, but the stove wouldn’t open and even if it
had, seeping water had already made the pit an ashy swamp. No one
said anything for a long time. We just listened to the howling and the
rain as it ebbed and flowed. Every so often one of us would startle,
certain we saw something at the window, but it turned out to be noth-
ing.

When all that was left was darkness, I thought we should sleep in
that rear room, hidden and protected, but Kyle wouldn’t entertain it.
He did not want us to give in to the fear. I didn’t know how to tell him
I already had, a long time ago. Nevertheless, I sat in the front with the
rest, sharing my sleeping bag with Jerry so Carina and Weston could
use his. I was so exhausted from the hike and the subsequent terror
that even my anxiety couldn’t keep me from sleeping until morning.

When I woke, there was still no sun, but the black had given way
to dark, drab gray. I felt the opposite of rested as I struggled out of my
shared sleeping bag. Carina was already up, looking out the window at
the half-dozen black metal rods planted in the ground and encircling
the cabin. Each had a chain leading from the top into the mud. I asked
if they were what was left of a fence, to which she shrugged. Then I
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asked her if they had something to do with An#ripuu. She shuddered.

An Abntripun was a spirit, she whispered. A forest elemental her
grandmother had told her about. But it wasn’t real, she said. It was just
a story from the old country. What did the Antripun want, I asked, but
Carina wouldn’t answer.

Kyle woke then, but I suspect he’d been pretending to sleep while
listening to us, because he rose unmoored. We didn’t repeat anything
and he didn’t ask. All he did was sit quietly with his face in his hands.
When Jerry woke, he looked at the three of us and moaned.

Only Weston appeared inured to the storm, emerging from the
room chipper and relaxed. He decreed the night before an aberration,
a shared delusion that leapt from him and Carina to the rest of us, or
vice versa. Despite our arguments he assured us that we hadn’t seen
anything but the storm playing tricks on us, but now the storm had
weakened. It was already getting brighter, he claimed, though it seemed
no different to me. He laughed then, maniacally, as though in the grip
of depression or delusion. I was understandably concerned.

He suddenly announced he was leaving. We urged him to recon-
sider, but he was decided, and even Carina’s pleas would not deter
him. Weston assured us that once he reached a park ranger or some
authority in Iceteau Forest, he’d report what happened and insist on
our rescue. We told him again it was too dangerous, but he asked
about our alternate plan. Was it to stay hidden until we starved to
death? None of us knew how to respond. We looked to Kyle and, after
a moment, he acquiesced. Weston was right: someone had to go.

With great trepidation we unlocked the door and he stepped out,
invigorated by his imminent escape from captivity. Clouds hung over-
head, heavy and potent, while mist had risen from the ground to mir-
ror them. Weston kissed Carina and shook hands with me, Kyle, and
Jerry, and again told us not to worry, and that he would see us soon.
We stood in the doorway and watched him walk off with the pack
we’d assembled for him, following the makeshift path toward the trees.
He whistled something jaunty as he passed the black iron rods, the sort
of tune one might whistle on an invigorating summer’s walk. When he
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was almost at the trees he stopped and turned to wave at us, and from
the mist behind him rose the Antripuu.

We screamed, but I don’t know if there was time to hear us. A roar
like howling wind, and Weston was up in the air and gone. Swallowed
whole in a single motion.

I came to my senses inside the locked cabin while around me Cari-
na was trembling and Jerry sobbing. That was when I understood how
bad things had become. Once the Antripun appeared, Kyle had dragged
us inside before we wetre noticed, but now he stood at the window
stone-faced, watching the day increasingly darken. It was too early for
night’s approach, so it had to be clouds gathering, blocking the remain-
ing day while lightning flashed and thunder jolted the ground. We
looked at one another, then crawled and shuffled towatrd the middle of
the floor and huddled together as a deluge of rain hammered the cabin.
When the wind returned, in volume and in force, howling as it had the
day and night prior, I was tempted to surrender and follow Weston out
the door.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t do it.

That was when Carina slapped me across my face so hard I tasted
blood for the next hour. But at least my head was screwed back on
right.

*

We won’t escape the forest. That was clear the moment Weston was
devoured. Our car is days away, and Carina doesn’t know where she
and Weston left theirs. Even if she did, he carried the keys. We will not
be rescued, we will not get away. Which means there is no conse-
quence to anything we do. Nothing could be worse that what already
awaits us.

So we spend the night arguing what we should try and when. Jerry
wants to wait the storm out, but I don’t think that will stop the A»-
tripun. Carina called it a storm-bringer, and as long as it stays, so will
the rain and wind. As Weston said, there isn’t enough food to hold us
long. We pile it in the middle of the floor and there’s no more than a
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day’s worth. We could ration, but the more we stretch it out the hun-
grier and weaker we’ll be, and we need our strength. It seems so im-
possibly insurmountable, but Kyle forces us to press on. It takes him
until dawn, but he rallies us. Even with the sound of the storm outside,
even with the flashes of lightning, and the Awn#ripun circling, he tells us
we can make it, that we can survive. We just need to stick together and
stick to the plan.

Once we lose hope, he says, we’re dead.

It’s a good story. I'm not sure I believe him, but I want to.

We distract ourselves from the howling by sharing bits of our-
selves. I learn things about Jerry and Kyle I never knew, such as how
when Jerry was eight he lost his father in a bar fight, and how Kyle
never graduated high school and got his GED much later. And I learn
things about Carina. I learn that she and Weston met at a peace rally
only a few months ago. I learn that she’s struggled with anxiety for
most of her life, and her medication was a godsend. I learn she’d want-
ed to be a poet, but ended up selling pharmaceuticals because of how
much more money she makes. And I learn that she is terrified of the
Antripun and desperately wants everything to be over. That revelation,
if it can be called one, brings a somber air to our night, and we get
down to business planning what we’ll do once the day returns.

If it returns.

*

Our plan is not complicated. It can’t be, because we have nothing.
There is no fighting back. There is running, and there is dying. The on-
ly hope we have is seeing the Antripun before it sees us. We will walk in
a cluster, a set of eyes in each direction, and head for our car. Kyle will
be our point person, the leader, the one we follow if we have to run.
We dress him in all the red clothing we collectively have so he will
stand out. Be unmissable in the rain, between the trees. If the Antripun
appears, Kyle will run, and we will follow him like a beacon. It’s a ter-
rible plan, but it’s all we have.

We leave as soon as the sky has turned from black to gray. It’s the
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hardest moment of our escape, when we most question our judgment.
For me the second-guessing is nothing new, but for Kyle it must be
strange not to be sure of something. It takes our cluster some time to
find our rhythm, and we worry with each stumble or falter that the An-
tripun is readying to strike. But it doesn’t, and we are in step by the
time we reach the black iron rods.

We don’t stop long enough to inspect them, but in the morning
light I see they are not the remnants of a fallen fence. The chains are
not linked together, but instead to metal collars partially sunk into the
ground. Poking through the waterlogged mud are yellowed bones, and
I shift my eyes away, not wanting to think about why the animals were
chained. Or if they were animals at all.

I hear only rain pelting my shell and the howling wind. I concen-
trate on the trees, scanning for the Antripun. There isn’t energy left to
speak, and if the others do, the din is too great to hear. It doesn’t take
me long to conclude we’re fools, and that we should turn back. Out in
the storm, with that thing stalking us from behind the branches, my
anxiety coils tight and threatens to explode. I can’t imagine how Carina
is faring. I feel her trembling beside me. I want to tell her the only way
through is to ignore the fear, push it down and forgets it exists, but I
can’t help her. I can’t help anyone. I'm on the cusp of losing every-
thing, and I don’t know how to stop it.

The four of us move as a unit through the pouring rain. Jerry is
surprised the tree canopy doesn’t better protect us, but it’s clear the
trees have given up. Alone in the middle of Iceteau Forest, insignifi-
cant and alone, I wonder if they’re any different from me.

It’s as though my every suspicion about the world has been proven
true. There is something out there that wants to destroy me. I haven’t
been imagining it. No job, no partner, no prospects for either; watching
my friends excel while I fail repeatedly. Until now I assured myself I was
wrong and things would get better, but now that I'm trapped in this
downpour, surrounded by deafening winds and stalked by a creature
who craves my destruction, it’s become clear I'm right where I belong.

The screaming is sudden, but I don’t know from whom or
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where—the sound is sliced by the savage winds and rain. Kyle is al-
ready a red blur bounding ahead through the storm, and I am running
before I'm aware I’'m doing so. I don’t turn to look for the Antripnu. 1
don’t turn to look for Jerry or Carina, either. I just pray I'm running
fast enough. The mud tries to slow me but I defy it, hurtling over logs
and debris. Kyle’s red clothing slips in and out of sight as he moves
between the trees, looking for the swiftest path to safety. The forest
spins, my vision confused and disrupted in a perpetual state of vertigi-
nous mayhem. Then, at some point, I realize I am still running but the
red blur ahead of me is gone.

I cannot panic. I will not panic. I keep running straight, hoping to
catch another glimpse of Kyle and his red clothing, or of anybody at
all. At least anybody real, anybody who is not a mirage of streaming
water and shadowy branches, a ghost from my past skittering in the
spaces between the trees. Repeatedly, I see an illusion of the Antripun
hovering overhead, but I don’t stop running as hard as I can. I run un-
til I can’t do it anymore, until the adrenaline boost wears off and I find
myself staggering through the woods, nearly falling over every root or
upturned stone. When I can’t go on, I throw myself into the mud be-
hind a tree and wait for whatever is coming.

It’s only when I've stopped that my body demands more breath.
My limbs rattle and my digits spark as I try to get myself under control.
I will not think about the others. I won’t. I close my eyes and listen for
the howl of the Antripun, but if it’s there it’s hidden behind the static of
rain on the leaves.

I hold no hope I'll see anyone again. Not Jerry, not Carina, not
Kyle. I could call out their names, but I don’t have enough breath to
pretend. The Antripun has found them. I am utterly alone.

We did not plan for this. I have only the vaguest notion of where
the car might be, but I start moving nonetheless. Without hope, there
is nothing left but the illusion of hope. The treetops above creak and
bend, but I do not see the Antripun looming amongst them. I take a
hesitant step into the open, then another, and still there is nothing.

As I move through Iceteau Forest, my equipment, food, and friends
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gone, I question why this happening, what I’ve done to cause it. The
thought consumes me as I watch the trees, hoping I'm still moving to-
ward the road. Toward the car. Toward escape and salvation.

I catch sight of red again between the trunks ahead, the briefest
glimpse of Kyle. I yell, even though it is impossible for him to hear me
through the rain, and he stops. I stop as well. I can make out a red blur
through the haze, waiting for me to catch up, and for the first time I
feel hope. Kyle has survived. And if he’s survived, the others have sur-
vived as well.

They have to have. They have to.

I squint, hand on my brow to keep the streaming rivulets out of
my eyes, but I can’t see any sign of them. They’re not behind me, ei-
ther. But maybe, I hope, they found their way past me when I became
lost. Maybe they’re up ahead. I turn back, calling out to Kyle to tell
him I’'m coming, but he’s gone; the red blur is gone.

I run forwards, screaming his name despite my breathlessness,
each footfall a jarring thud in my ears. The trees ahead cluster tighter,
their branches springing lower to the ground, and the mesh of twigs
and leaves scrape my skin. I raise my hands to protect my face, sacti-
ficing them to the long scratches and tears. Everything in Iceteau For-
est is hungry for my blood.

When the lattice of branches suddenly opens, I'm spit out over an
unexpected ravine, and I spin and flail over the edge. I don’t remember
the fall, only coming to my muddled senses sitting waist-deep in rush-
ing water, staring up at the narrow opening too far above my head to
reach. Dazed and bruised, my head buzzing, I raise my aching hand
and it’s clear my arm is broken. It’s much too thin, and flexing it feels
like someone slowly pushing a dull knife into my flesh. I cough and
everything hurts.

In the gap above there is a glimpse of movement, a momentary
red blur. It’s Kyle. He’s found me. I see his arm stretch over the side
for me and I’'m elated. I call up through the rain as I reach to take his
hand. My ringing head, though, keeps insisting something is wrong,
something I’'m not seeing, but I can’t focus on what, not until my fin-
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gers graze Kyle’s overlong arm and I jerk my hand away.

The Antripun’s body resolves between the drops of rain, standing
astride the chasm’s opening, its unhinged mouth grinding against the
crevasse’s opening—too wide to fit through, but wide enough to show
me the row after row of undulating flesh and teeth within. I smell its
fetid breath, the odor compounded and worsened by the rain, and 1
slide my broken body down farther out of reach until all but my head
is submerged in the water.

The Antripun, frustrated, struggles against the solid rock, stretching
its long spindle arms to snatch at me. I can see the tattered remains of
the clothing we’d given poor Kyle tangled around its knotted limbs,
and the sight unleashes the anger and frustration I’'ve been carrying
much longer than I’ve been in Iceteau Forest.

I scream at the Antripuu to leave me alone, to ask it what I've done
that’s so horrible, so absolutely vile as to deserve this, any of this.
What have I done to deserve having my only friends taken from me?
To deserve losing everything I've ever loved? My home? My career?
My sense of self? What have I done that’s so awful that my dreams
should fail, that any promise I ever had should wither away? What
have I done to deserve sitting here, alone, deep in water and muck,
pounded by rain so heavy it’s like rocks, chased by a spirit or a god or
figment of my imagination until my body is destroyed and I have no
choice left but to curl up and die? What have I done that is so bad that
I deserve this life?

The Antripun doesn’t have the answer. All it has is a howl like a
thunderstorm, and a hunger to consume me.

Hopeless, broken, and alone, I wonder why I even bother to fight.

The voice beneath the howls is a mirage. It must be. Small and
pitched barely above the Antripun’s roar and the ringing echoing in my
head, it can’t be ignored, even as I focus my attention on the creature
pacing above and wonder how much longer I can hold on. The voice
sharpens, grows insistent, and needles into my thoughts, forcing me to
turn my head, to take my eyes off the Awn#ripun. On the edge of the ra-
vine’s crevasse a short distance away, disheveled and panicked and
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skittish, is someone it takes 2 moment to realize is Carina.

Through the heavy storm and my concussion I see her eyes are
wide and fearful as she watches the Antripun. 1f it sees her, it’s too busy
grappling with how best to reach me to care. She creeps near enough
to ask if I’'m able to move. I tell her I’'m not sure. She tells me I must.

I wait until the Antripun steps away from the crevasse in search of
a solution. First I try to straighten my bent knee stuck in the ravine’s
muddy bottom. It’s painful and exhausting, but I manage to free it, and
immediately the rushing water carries me forward. I use my one good
arm and the drag of my legs to slow myself before submerged debris
tears me open. Carina races along the bank to keep me in sight while I
try to remain as silent and as invisible as possible.

The Antripun returns to the place I was shortly after I've gone. 1
can see it through the widening opening of the crevasse—circling the
spot it last saw me, frustrated and confused, and I almost feel . . . no, 1
don’t feel anything. I’'m numb to everything but my throbbing pain.
Carina’s harried face appears periodically, peeking over the edge of the
ravine, urging me on.

The ravine’s banks eventually slope downwards; the eight-foot
banks become six feet, then four, then only one, low enough that Ca-
rina can wade into the ravine and grab my battered and exhausted
body before I float away. She manages to drag me from the water and
onto the bank where I lie on my back and let the rain shower my face.
I stare into the churning, clouded sky; my body continues to feel as
though it’s floating, and I wonder if any of this is real, if I’'m not actu-
ally still in the ravine, swept away by the current. Why else would the
rain on my face taper in force, like a storm in its final throes?

Carina says we have to go. The rain may have weakened, but we’re
not safe. She helps me roll over, then get my knees under me. My
joints are swollen and bruised, and even with her help standing seems
impossible, but I'm able to move enough so that we can get out of the
open. I still hear the howling wind, but it sounds farther away. Like
distant thunder.

We take refuge in the fringes of the tree line, where Carina helps
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me splint my arm and wrap my wounds. I want to ask her about Jerry,
but I know the answer. It’s already written on her distraught face. But
there’s something else there, too, a perseverance that illuminates from
beneath the scrapes and dirt and keeps me from losing hope. Once
you lose hope, you’re dead. I remember Kyle saying that, and it’s never
seemed truer. Once you lose hope, you’re dead.

As soon as I'm able, Carina and I stumble through Iceteau Forest,
taking care to study the trees, to listen to the winds, but the rain gently
peters out and the wind dies down the farther we walk, which tells me
we’re moving in the right direction, away from this horrible nightmare.
I don’t know how far the road is from us. I just know it’s somewhere
ahead. I hope when we find it the car will be right there, right where
Kyle, Jerry, and I left it, but it seems impossible. Iceteau Forest is so
large, so deep, that the car could be anywhere along the road, or maybe
even nowhere. Maybe Jerry and Kyle made it past the Antripun and
reached the car first. Maybe they’re driving back and forth looking for
Carina and me. Or maybe they’ve left to find help. Or maybe the car
will be sitting behind a curve somewhere along the road, somewhere
out of our sight, and will remain there until it eventually rusts away.

I don’t know what we’ll find when we get to the road. It could be
anything, or it could be nothing. But the sun is already starting to peek
through the drizzling clouds, and my banged-up knees are starting to
hurt less. Carina has been telling me stories about the old country and
what it was like for her grandmother there. She tells me she loved
hearing those stories growing up, and I'm starting to understand why.
A good story can make you forget about the bad stories, even if the
bad stories are all you want to believe. All you’ve ever told yourself.
And sometimes you have to choose to believe the good stories, even
when it feels like there’s no choice at all.

I’'ve almost forgotten all the bad stories I know as Carina helps me
limp through the trees. I think I hear the sound of a car engine some-
where in the distance. Or maybe it’s the roar of wind echoing through
the forest. It’s difficult for me to be sure.

All'T can do is hope.



Clay Pigeons

1

eno broke the news to me once we hit Port Said.

“Liv, we’re skint.”

There were a few pounds left, but we’d apparently spent
the rest. The north coast offered lots of opportunities and lots of
marks, but as we made our way south those marks grew fewer and fur-
ther between, and when the car finally broke down we didn’t have
much choice but to hitch a ride into the city and sit tight until some-
thing came up. At least there was enough to keep us drinking and
smoking, and thankfully fucking still cost nothing, so we managed to
have a lot of all three while we tried to find our next score.

I just wish I’d known before getting there how much I’d hate Port
Said.

I’d met Reno at the start of the summer, back before the sun made
Egypt a blast furnace for eight hours a day. I’d learned a long time ago
that the hours between nine and five were not for me, so I’d spent
most of my days holed up in cheap rooms sleeping off the night be-
fore, and most of my evenings in the local clubs with the local men,
stoking their hopes that the drinks they were buying me might wet
more than my whistle. It was into this world that Reno stepped, and 1
don’t know if it was his trustworthy face or my need to have a conver-
sation with someone who spoke my language, but I gravitated to him
nearly as much as he gravitated to me. In any other place in the world
we may have simply passed each other by; but there, without any other
options, we clung together—Iess out of desperation and more to alle-
viate our shared boredom.

Port Said was the sort of between place that everybody without a
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home ends up in at one point or another. An accidental experiment in mul-
ticulturalism, Reno called it, since it took the refuse from everywhere
and threw it all together at the entrance to the Suez Canal. There were
just as many people running to get somewhere as there were people
running to get away, and with me and Reno in the middle it should
have been easy to fill our wallets with their money and slip out. Except
we hadn’t counted on so many other grifters doing the same, which
meant the number of trusting worthwhile marks was low while the at-
tention from local law enforcement was high. If we weren’t careful,
we’d end our mutual travels locked in a cell without hope of ever get-
ting out. The Egyptian courts didn’t mess around.

We’d been there for two weeks, and the lack of movement irked
me and shortened my temper. Or maybe it was the sight of Reno
sprawled across the furniture like a dead weight, eyes closed, shirt un-
buttoned. It was grating, and if not for the way the sweat made his
chest gleam I might have left. But it did gleam, and he presented him-
self with a laggardly confidence that suggested he cared about nothing;
both those things turned me on from the first moment I saw him.

But even so, stretched out like that he seemed to fill all the space
in the room, and there wasn’t enough air left to breathe.

“We can’t spend another evening in this fucking room. I'm going
to rip out my hair if I don’t get a break from looking at it.”

“At it or at me?” he asked. That only irritated me more.

“Don’t bother with that guilt shit. ’'m not dumb enough to fall for
it, and you’re not dumb enough to think I might. We have to get out
of this box as soon as possible. And I don’t mean just the hotel room.
I mean we have to get some money together and get the hell out of
Port Said. You promised me we wouldn’t end up stuck, and right now
that’s exactly how I feel. If I wanted to be in one place for the rest of
my life, I’d have stayed home.”

He took a long drag off the cigarette dangling from his lips.

“I’'m having a hard time imagining you married to the star quarter-
back, nursing a couple of kids.”
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“That’s why I ran. But you need to get off your ass and start run-
ning, t0o.”

He scratched the contours of his chest.

“Trust me, I have no plans to get stuck here either.”

That made me laugh.

“The way you’re laid out there, you’re all but glued down.”

That’s when he crushed out his cigarette between his fingers and
bolted upright, all tanned legs and arms. He really was something to
look at.

“I’ll show you who’s glued down,” he said, reaching for the clasp
of my shorts. With nothing better to do I turned around and let him.

It was as hot and sticky as the room, so afterward we went out.
There were a lot of little places in Port Said to drink, each run by
someone from a different place. There was Rifées run by a Kuwaiti,
and Rick’s run by an unimaginative American. We also had Lei’s
Dragon and the Tea Tree. They all offered their own experiences, all
had their own back rooms where real experiences could be had for the
right price, but Reno and I preferred the Kalai, because why not? It
had everything we could want or need, plus the German woman who
owned it kept her nose out of everybody’s business. Or, at least, she
normally did. That’s what made it the perfect place for us, and made it
so strange when we were approached by a short Frenchman holding a
satchel and wearing a scarf around his face so only his puffy eyes
peeked through. Eyes that lingered too long on our hands before mak-
ing their way above our necks.

“Excuse, but the woman up front suggested I might introduce my-
self to the two of you. Do you mind if I sit?”” His manners were so sharp
you could cut yourself on them. I saw Reno shift in his seat as though he
might make an allowance, but I wasn’t ready to be so trusting,.

“You know this guy?” I asked Reno while staring at the French-
man.

“Never met him,” he said. “And dressed like that I’'m not sure I
want to. Nice scarf, by the way.”
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“You should fuck off now,” I said but the stranger didn’t leave.

I'looked at Reno, who just shrugged.

“Fine,” I relented. “What do you want?”

“Pardonnez-moi, s’il vous plait,” he said, before sliding into a chair. He
unhooked the scarf from behind his ear, uncovering a sweating, un-
shaven, porcine face. My cigarette smoke appeared to bother him so 1
blew more his way. He waved his hand to dispel it, then gave up and
opened his satchel. He pulled out a small brown leather roll and un-
furled it across the table. Inside were a series of pockets, all holding
various documents and drawings, haphazardly folded and scribbled
over. Greedy excitement blossomed in Reno’s eyes.

“What is it?” I asked, though the Frenchman was too focused on
the presentation of his documents to notice. I blew more smoke at
him until he finally looked up, eyes rheumy and streaked with red.

“I have come to talk to you about this. An opportunity. One that
makes us all a good sum of money.”

“Right,” I said. “Such a great opportunity that you just need to
share it with a couple of strangers.”

“I would not say it so.”

“Really? How would you say it?”

“I would say I am an investor, and I need the people to invest in.
People willing to do what needs being done for everyone. I have been
told this is you.”

Told by who? We’d only been in town two weeks.

“Thanks,” I said. “But we’re not interested.”

I stood up, but Reno didn’t.

“Hang on, Liv,” he said. “Let’s hear him out first.”

I shot down the rest of my drink. Dropped my cigarette in the
empty glass.

“You can listen all you want. I’'ve got better things to do.”

I spent the next few hours at the bar, letting a group of young
Australian travelers buy me drinks while Reno sat at the table with the
Frenchman, deep in conversation. When the Aussies started to get
stingier with their wallets than with their hands, I slipped away and
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back to the room. I lay down on the bed and watched the ceiling spin
for a while until Reno came in.

I was still angry, and when he didn’t notice I grew angrier. But he
kept going, obliviously, dropping something off on the dresser by the
door and then walking to the basin to wash his hands. He came back
drying them on a towel and wearing a giant grin.

“You should have stuck around, Liv.”

“Oh, should I?”

“Yeah, this guy’s job sounds like no-risk easy money.”

I had something cutting to say, but was too drunk and irritated to
say it, so I kept my mouth shut. That didn’t even slow Reno down. He
sat on the edge of the bed and kicked off his boat shoes.

“You want to know what he needs us for if it’s so easy, don’t you?
Well, that’s the same thing I asked.”

“I was going to ask something else,” I lied, stifling a burp. “I don’t
trust him.”

Not that trust was easy to find in Port Said.

Reno’s smile widened as he pulled a folded piece of paper from his
back pocket and handed it to me.

“This might change your mind.”

The folded paper turned out to be a map covered in hand-drawn
lines and hash marks, all in different colors. They showed the layout of
a building and its entrances and exits, times and other numbers anno-
tated beside each. If you didn’t know what you were looking at, it
would have looked like a confused mess.

And I had no idea what I was looking at.

“Maybe you better explain what you’ve gotten yourself into,” I fi-
nally said.

“What I’'ve gotten s into. It’s easy, Liv. Look. All we have to do is
get into this place, grab a box, and get out. That’s it.”

“Oh, that’s it, huh? It sounds easy. Or like a setup.”

“I know, I know, but it’s not. It’s real. Whatever is in the box is
valuable, and Pequire said that he’ll pay us well to get it for him.”

“What’s in this box, and why does this Pequire guy want it?”
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Reno shrugged. I wasn’t going to accept that answer, so I pressed
him.

“Honestly, Liv, he doesn’t know. He was hired by some guy to
track it down and return it. It sounds like it was his client’s, and this
group of people called the Shaa’ Kalyd took it. He hired Pequire to
take it back by any means necessary.”

“What the hell is a Shaa’ Kalyd?”

“Fucked if I know. Does it even matter?”

I'looked over the drawing again.

“I guess not.”

Someone had definitely done their research on this job, and Reno
and I did need the money so we could get out of Port Said. But on the
other hand I was still seeing double and everything Reno said to me
had that sloppiness that told me neither one of us was right enough to
be making decisions about anything. Besides, with my anger ebbing,
my exhaustion was catching up with me.

“So tell me again why exactly he needs us for this? If it’s so simple,
I mean.”

“People know his face around here, apparently. He’d never get
within ten feet of the place.”

“I see,” I said, and reviewed the drawing again. “And if it’s so val-
uable, how does he know we won’t just take whatever’s in the box and
sell it ourselves?”

“He told me it’s only valuable to his client, and that client will only
deal with him. I tried to get Pequire to tell me the guy’s name, but he
wouldn’t do it. He just said the man was in Port Said, waiting. He also
said that if we tried to sell it to anybody else, the Shaa’ Kalyd would
find out, and we’d be running from both them and him for the rest of
our lives. He said we’d be idiots to try anything like that.”

“I see,” I said again. “So what did you do?”

Reno walked back to the door and picked up what he’d left there
as he came in. He tossed it over to me.

“Don’t worry about what I did. I did what I had to. Just worry about
how we’re going to get out of Port Said once we sell whatever this is.”
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For the first time in a while I was excited. We might get out. We
might score big and actually get out. My hands shook as I unfurled the
Frenchman’s leather roll.

*

Studying was not something I was keen on—part of the reason I ran
halfway around the world was to avoid becoming the kind of person
who had to study—but if it meant getting out of Egypt I was willing to
give it a shot. The biggest problem with Pequire’s documents was he’d
written his notes in French. That probably shouldn’t have surprised
me, but I was always an optimist and just assumed, naturally, every-
thing would be easy. The amazing part was how often I was right. The
whole trip down the coast had been that way—one trusting sap after
another trying to help a down-on-her-luck foreigner; it was only when
we hit Port Said that my luck turned. That change should have been a
flashing red warning light, but being the optimist I just ignored it.

Since neither of us spoke French, and there was no one we trusted
enough to ask for help, we had to figure something else out. Reno
wasn’t much help, so I cleared a space on the floor and laid out every-
thing from the leather roll before me. I’d hoped seeing it all at once
might spark an idea.

The thing about French is it overlaps a lot with English, so I was
able to recognize more words than I expected. There was also the
map, which was easier to decipher, and on which Pequire had helpfully
drawn circles to highlight items of importance. What those circles rep-
resented wasn’t always clear, but it was a start.

“Have you figured out how we’re supposed to do this?”” Reno asked.
He’d already removed his shirt and was lying on the bed, watching the
smoke from his cigarettes climb toward heaven where it belonged.

The sight stirred a couple of things in me, but I had to focus.

“I think a lot of these are notes he took casing out the place. There
are times listed that look like shift changes or schedules, and a circled
phone number beside what looks like a list of handguns. This will be

more dangerous than anything we’ve done before.”



192 ONLY THE LIVING ARE LOST

“We’re a little late to call it off.”

“I’'m not saying we shouldn’t do it. ’'m saying we need to be care-
ful; it’s dangerous.”

“Does it say what we’re supposed to be stealing?”

“Not as far as I can tell, but there’s a shipping manifest in here,
and one item is heavily circled. Whatever it is, it looks like it came
from somewhere near the bottom of the continent.” I tuned the page
around so he could see for himself, but he didn’t appear interested.

“And once we find this thing, what do we do with it?”

This time the shrug was mine.

“I have no idea yet.”

“Well,” he said, crushing out his cigarette, “not knowing what
we’re doing has never stopped us before.”

Pequire’s map was of a building fewer than three kilometers from
the entrance to the canal. We crouched behind a pile of cardboard
boxes along the side of the street, waiting to see if anybody came or
left. The place didn’t look like much—there was an arch over the
doorway, but otherwise it was bland and beige, as though purpose-
built to be unremarkable.

Both Reno and I were still buzzed from the night before, and we
should have let another day pass before carrying out Pequire’s plan,
but the impulsivity was an aphrodisiac. If we’d waited, we might have
done the smart thing and found the money to get out of Port Said
some other way.

We watched the entrance of the building for an hour, waiting for
somebody to appear. Then we waited another hour.

“I don’t think anyone is coming,” I said.

“Are we sure this is the right place?”

“You’re the one who got the address out of him. Do you think he
played us?”

Reno considered it.

“I'm not sure Pequire was capable of playing anyone. Most of
what he said was in French, though, so I couldn’t follow it all. But this
is definitely the place he mapped, and this is definitely where they’re
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keeping it. Whatever it is.”

“And you’re certain he isn’t running off with our box right now?”

“Why would he have involved us in the first place if he was going
to do that? There’s no reason.”

“Right. Of course,” I said. “I’'m just— We need to get out of Port
Said before I kill somebody.”

There was a quiet moment before he responded.

“Trust me. Once we get our money, we’ll be gone.”

I did trust him, so I kept watching the dootr. The street was empti-
er than I expected. Even in the heat, there should have been more
people around. I didn’t like it.

“It’s our own fault,” I said. “We should have taken better care of
our money. At least, we should have held some back, just in case.”

Reno didn’t bother nodding. He knew I was right. I could tell just
by the way his eyes were locked on the front of the building. Some-
where far off there was gunfire, but I put it out of my mind. The Afri-
can and Asian sides of the canal were always at odds with each other; it
was just more heated sometimes than others.

“This is ridiculous. I'm going over there,” I finally said. “You
coming?”

He started to answer, but I didn’t wait around to hear it.

I hunched as I darted across the street, but it was a waste of ener-
gy; there was no one around. Even the windows in the other buildings
facing us were dark, as though everyone in the area had cleared out,
leaving me and Reno alone to deal with whatever was waiting for us.
Something felt wrong.

“Try the door,” I urged.

Reno looked askance at me.

“You try it.”

“You got us into this. That makes this your problem.”

“But you’re the one who wants a big score before we leave Port
Said.”

“Yeah, but that’s because you spent all our money.”

He shut up after that one. Point for me.
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“I’ll try it, but if something goes wrong you’re on your own.”

“What else is new?”

He pretended not to hear me.

Reno checked the street behind us while I fretted, then he reached
out for the door. I wished again there was light in at least one of the
windows around us; just some indication the world had not stopped.
But there was nothing. And when Reno finally tested the lock I knew it
wasn’t going to be good news.

“Liv, it’s open.”

Reno pushed the door slowly forward. We both waited. I was
ready to bolt at the first noise, the first moving shadow, Reno or no.
But there was nothing. The door merely hung open, exposing a cheap-
ly and inexpertly tiled floor receding into the dark. We looked at each
other and he swept his hand dramatically.

“After you,” he said.

Pequire’s map showed a long corridor lined with rooms, which
looked a lot less creepy on paper than the string of doors confronting
us. I’d assumed there would be people wandering through the building
that we’d have to sneak past. The reality was much more baffling.

“Maybe we are in the wrong place,” he suggested.

I shrugged.

“Too late now.”

We traveled maybe another few feet before Reno stopped, sudden-
ly looking back as though he’d heard something. I froze as well and
waited for him to be confident it was nothing.

“What do you think this place is?”” he asked.

“Why don’t you open one of these doors and find out?”

I don’t think he liked that answer, but nevertheless he started test-
ing each knob. They were carved with a design I couldn’t make out in
the gloom. Like a lattice, or maybe vines. Or maybe a lattice with vines
twisted through it. Each door was different, and each revealed some-
thing new: a small office with a narrow shelf of books and maps
pinned to the wall; a half-kitchen with a plate of biscuits and tea pot; a
room with a couch and a few folding chairs. One of the doors had
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light spilling out from the gap underneath, and I could hear voices be-
hind it. I looked at Reno who was waving me on, trying to get me to
forget about the Shaa’ Kalyd, but I couldn’t. Know thy enemy, as they
say. I needed to put a face on what we were dealing with, even if it
made the odds of us getting what we wanted worse. I lay my hand on
the knob and tested it as slowly as I could. It turned, and when the bolt
slipped back with a clunk I glanced up at Reno. There was a queer look
on his face. I don’t know how else to describe it. I carefully opened the
door as little as possible—a sliver, really—and peered inside. Then 1
urgently beckoned Reno to join me. Reluctant and frustrated, he did,
and the two of us put our good eyes to the crack I'd made.

What we saw wasn’t what I expected. I might have been okay had
it been a bunch of weirdos in hooded cloaks, each holding a lit candle,
or whatever it was cultists did. Then again, it was Egypt, and that kind
of stuff didn’t happen in Egypt. Egypt was too busy with too many
other things on its mind. So what we saw was what you’d see in any
office in any country full of industrious people: a few desks with peo-
ple working. There had to be about half a dozen of them, pecking at
ancient typewriters or poring over folders filled with documents. A few
smoked cigarettes and spoke a dialect of Arabic I barely recognized—it
wasn’t Masri, that much I knew. Everything was so normal and aver-
age that I didn’t immediately notice why it all seemed so ¢ff; so frac-
tionally out of sync. It took Reno to say it, and once he did I couldn’t
understand how I’d overlooked it.

“Are they all missing a hand?”

He was right: they were. I'd been so focused on them writing or
typing or smoking that I hadn’t noticed they all did so with only the
one hand. On their opposite arms were the rosy stumps they used to
hold down papers or push themselves up. The wounds looked old and
healed, but I still got the impression their hands’ absence was some-
thing recent, and not some defect at birth. Maybe it was in the way
their arms moved, as though by habit trying to reach for something
that couldn’t be touched. Like at the end of each arm was a shadow, an

intangible phantom.
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“These are the Shaa’ Kalyd?” I whispered. “They look more like an
amputee support group.”

“Can you understand what they’re saying?”

I shook my head. Even the little Masri I knew barely lined up with
what I heard. Whoever these people were, they didn’t come from any
part of Asia I was familiar with.

“Let’s go,” Reno said. “The longer we’re here, the more danger
we’re in.”

I nodded and closed the door. The only people in the building
seemed to be in that one room, which meant the large room, the one
at the end of the hallway, the one Pequire marked on the map, was un-
guarded. At least that’s what I hoped, because the hallway was one
long narrow passage leading to a set of double doors. It was where
everything was corralling us, but there was no cover between where we
were and where we were going. If anyone appeared on either end of
the journey, we’d have nowhere to hide, so we sped toward the doors
as quickly as possible.

But we didn’t get far before Reno’s face twisted.

“It smells in here,” Reno whispered.

“Everything smells in Port Said. It’s the canal.”

“No, this is different. It’s like old sayadeya or something? Maybe
not as fishy?”

I sniffed. He wasn’t wrong; there was definitely something rotten
close by. All the weird things were starting to add up, and I didn’t like
the math. That should have been our cue to leave: we’d followed our
guts before, usually to great success, and it’s what got us all the way
down the coast. And it probably would have got us out of that Shaa’
Kalyd building too if it weren’t for one simple thing: I needed to know
what was in the box. I needed to know what it was and how much it
was worth, and if it was finally going to get me out of Port Said.

At the end of the hallway were the double doors. The air was no-
ticeably colder, and Reno guessed it was because we were too deep for
hot air to circulate. It didn’t make sense, but I was no scientist and I

wasn’t interested in arguing—not when we were at the proverbial X on
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Pequire’s map. I drew a deep breath and, looking at Reno, rubbed my
hands together before exhaling. This was it. This was what we came
for. I pushed on the doors and let them swing open.

The smell punched us hard in the face. I don’t know if I'd ever ex-
perienced anything like it before. It was all I could do to keep from
throwing up on myself. Reno was doubled over, covering his mouth
and nose with his hands and moaning. I choked out a series of coughs.
We were lucky no one heard us.

“What the fuck /s that?” I asked. Reno was only able to shake his
head.

It took me a minute to get over the shock, and when I did 1
slapped Reno hard on the chest so he’d catch up.

“We have to go in. If we keep standing here like idiots we’re going
to get caught.”

He nodded, then reluctantly stumbled inside while I followed,
closing the door behind me.

It wasn’t so bad after a few minutes. By which I mean it was just as
bad, maybe worse, but the initial shock had worn off and we could
tough it out. I was amazed I was putting myself through the torture,
but whenever I wavered I thought about life with that money and it
got easier. I’d be able to leave Port Said and Egypt and go somewhere
nice without worrying about being chased. Or chaste. That was worth
stinking like garbage for a few days.

There was enough light in the room to get a sense of its size,
which wasn’t very large despite what Pequire had drawn. That cold
we’d felt outside was double the intensity, which either meant the
doors to the room were never opened or cool air was being piped in
from somewhere. There were at least five metal carts, all stacked with
boxes the size of small refrigerators, and a few were damp at the bot-
tom. Whatever was inside had leaked through the paper, leaving a foul-
smelling sticky residue I couldn’t wipe off my hands. It was disgusting,
but I wouldn’t let myself think about it. Each had something in Arabic
scribbled on its side using a heavy black marker. On the opposite side
of the room, pressed up against the exterior wall, looked to be a large
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incinerator that wasn’t giving off any heat.

The room was crazy with obscured shelves filled with smaller box-
es. Reno and I started with those, hoping they’d be easier to carry and
escape with.

“Do you have the manifest number from Pequire’s notes?” 1
asked.

Reno nodded and read me what was written on the map.

“You start over there. It’s got to be one of these.”

The two of us worked quickly, methodically checking each box.
Some were full of broken pottery, most unfired and fragile, but there
were harder pieces mixed within. They didn’t look like flatware: the
pieces were twisted and grotesque, like multi-limbed creatures pulled
from the deep ocean, and I shivered as I looked at them. One ap-
peared more intact than the others, and I removed it from the box for
a better look.

“What is that?” Reno asked.

“I have no fucking clue.”

“It looks like a hand.”

And it did, a little, if you squinted. But the texture was all wrong.
The surface was rough and pebbly, and without sculpted joints.

I dropped it back into the box with the other broken pieces.

“Everything in here is garbage,” I said. “You have any luck?”

Reno turned back to the shelves, running his fingers along the
boxes. Almost immediately he turned to me with excited eyes.

“Bingo!”

“Are you surer”

He nodded and struggled to pull the half-buried box free. It was
no more than a foot square, but by the strain on Reno’s face it was
heavier than it looked.

All T saw, though, were visions of me leaving Egypt.

“Open it.”

“Just about to,” he said, lowering the box. He tore off the strip of
packing tape in one movement, then bent back the flaps. He stared in
the box, eyes wide and greedy before shifting to perplexed and unsure.
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“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It’s—" he started, then paused. I rushed over to him.

When I looked in the box, I was just as confused. The box was
filled to the edges with what looked like a block of terracotta clay. Plas-
tic lined the insides and was folded overtop to protect it. But protect it
from what? It was cay.

“This is our big scorer”

Reno shook his head.

“Pequire did say it wouldn’t be valuable to anyone else.”

Shouting in the hallway interrupted us. It was definitely not good.

“Just grab it, whatever it is,” I said. “We have to go.”

I sped to the door of the room. Reno was close behind, hauling
the small box with both hands. We pressed ourselves against the wall
and I turned the handle slowly. The young Egyptians were out of the
office, buzzing in the hallway and arguing. Some rubbed their heads,
others tried to calm the group. I couldn’t tell what was happening, but
they were nervous and I didn’t like nervous people. Nervous people
made unpredictable decisions. We had to get out of the place as fast as
we could.

I scanned the room. No windows. Typical.

“This box is getting heavy,” Reno whined.

“Don’t you dare lose it after all this.”

“What’s going on?”

“They’re fighting with each other. Don’t know why.”

“It can’t be about us. This would have been the first place they
looked.”

“Maybe,” I said. I was worried that even if it wasn’t the first place,
it might be the second.

“What’s in those big boxes? Is it more pottery or is there some-
thing we can use as a weapon?”

I moved as quickly as I could without making noise. Reno stayed
at the door, peeking through to make sure we weren’t going to be sur-
prised. I picked a large box from the nearest cart, hoping it would be
something useful. It was heavy enough. I tore through the packing
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tape and opened up the flaps.

My stomach leapt as I covered my mouth to hold back my scream.

Inside the box was what looked at first like a disassembled manne-
quin, but by the smell clearly wasn’t. It was a jumble of limbs and piec-
es I didn’t recognize—a person taken apart and packed tightly. At the
top of the pile was a human torso, its chest cracked open and its heart
missing. At least, I thought it was the heart. I didn’t know; I wasn’t a
doctor. But I was confident it was the most horrible thing I'd ever
seen. I couldn’t take my eyes off the old white scar that ran along the
ribs to the torso’s truncated neck. That puckered flesh curled like
something written in cursive. And, of course, there was no head in the
box, because why would there be?

“What the fuck is going on here?” I choked out under breath.

The seeping cardboard of the other boxes had the same rotting
smell, and I knew there was nothing in the world I wanted less than to
open any more of them.

“What’s wrong?” Reno asked, still watching at the door for an op-
portunity to escape. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him.

“Reno, are they gone? We have to get the fuck out of here.”

He glanced at me.

“If we’re going to go, we’d better now.”

I folded the flaps down on the large box. I would just pretend I
hadn’t seen anything. That seemed best. Just pretend I hadn’t seen a
thing because there was nothing to see. It didn’t matter what waited
for me every time I closed my eyes, every time I blinked. It didn’t mat-
ter what was seared into me memory. I saw nothing, because they was
nothing to see.

“Let’s go,” I managed to say.

We rushed down the long hallway—me in front, Reno behind lug-
ging the swinging box. I was sure we’d be caught, considering the
struggling noises he made. But we made it to the row of offices and
almost made it to the front door when the sound of voices erupted
ahead. I literally had to pull Reno into one of the empty offices we’d

seen eatrlier. The two of us ducked down and pressed ourselves against
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its door as the Shaa’ Kalyd stormed by, arguing among themselves in
their version of Arabic. Once they passed, I softly flipped the lock.

“What are we going to do?” I whispered. I was struggling to keep
pretending I hadn’t seen what I’d seen, but it was getting harder. The
adrenaline from our escape only helped so much.

Reno put the small box down on the desk. He shook out his hands
and looked around.

“There,” he said. “A window.”

“Can we fit through it?”

Reno tested the frame of the awning casement with the heel of his
hand. It moved a fraction. He nodded, satisfied.

“I can open it. I'll need some leverage, though. Help me move the
desk over.”

He swept everything off the desk and onto the floor, then the two of
us grabbed an end and lifted. The thing weighed more than I expected,
and I couldn’t move my side far. Reno ended up dragging the desk most
of the way. It made a sudden shrieck on the floorboards and we both
froze, eyes glued to the door. But no one came in, so we kept going,.

Reno leapt up once the desk was in place and fought to pry the
window further. As he did so I kept watch, but my eye kept getting
drawn to mess of papers and books he’d made. One book in particular
caught my attention. It was bound in beaten-up leather and the cover
bore a symbol like an upside down Q, but broken in two places. 1
picked it up and saw it was full of handwritten notes I couldn’t read. I
flipped through a few pages and wondered if it was valuable or not.

“Got it,” Reno whispered. The window was open and he beck-
oned me forward. I shoved the book into the pocket of my pack.

“I’ll boost you out, then pass you the box. I'll be out right after.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

First thing out was my pack, then Reno’s. Each landed with a dull
thud. Then Reno’s interlaced fingers lifted me to the window. I swung
my legs over and just as I was about to say something profound, the
doorknob rattled fiercely, and Reno, without hesitation, shoved me the

rest of the way out.
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I stumbled when I hit the ground, pitching forward and landing on
my hands. I was frightened and sore from impact, but nothing was
broken. I heard Reno’s voice through the window, first casual and gen-
tle, trying to control the situation, while the other voice’s Arabic grew
louder and more insistent. Then there wasn’t much talking at all, just
the sound of things falling over and smashing.

My first instinct was to grab the bags and take off. But I didn’t. I
hesitated. Because if I ran, what did I have? Where was I going to go?
There was nothing for me. The box was still in that office. Reno, too.
So I picked up the bags and watched the window nervously, anxiously.

“Come on, Reno,” I muttered.

There was a scream just as I was reconsidering my plan, and every
inch of me leapt to attention. It was happening. Whatever it was, it was
happening. 1 felt like my joints were frozen, but I managed to twist
myself toward the window, terrified of what I might see looking down
at me. The memory of that disassembled torso and its ghostly-white
scar flashed across my thoughts. I couldn’t swallow.

Worse was the window was empty, but it wouldn’t be for long. It
was as though I’d had a premonition, and had no choice but to watch
the terrible things unfold. There would be the young crazed face of a
Shaa’ Kalyd as he pointed and screamed out my location. I'd run, but 1
wouldn’t get far, not with two packs on my shoulder. It wouldn’t take
long before they had their hands on me.

Yet that didn’t happen. It wasn’t a Shaa’ Kalyd I saw in the win-
dow. It was something else. Something I didn’t expect, so I didn’t im-
mediately recognize it.

A brown cardboard box covered in bloody fingerprints being
handed down to me.

“Grab it, Liv. Hurry!”

I lifted my hands, unprepared.

The box was heavier than I realized, and I had to set it on the
ground so quickly I all but dropped it. When I looked up I saw Reno’s
bright red face beaming and out of breath. He leapt on the sill and
pushed himself out, landing with awkward few steps beside me. He
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didn’t say anything. He just picked up the box and ran as fast as he
could. I scrambled after him.

I thought there would be more screaming. I thought there would
be more people chasing us. I thought we would never escape in time,
but none of that happened. We just kept running deeper into Port Said
until Reno’s arms gave out and he had to put the box down. We
picked a doorway that looked as though it had never been crossed, one
deep enough to hide us from the street. Reno’s face looked redder and
puffier than ever. His chest heaved in and out, and he was sweating
like a motherfucker. He was the least attractive I’d ever seen him,
which was still pretty attractive, and the sight of him cradling that box
reminded me of why we’d stayed together so long, and of what we’d
had to do to get there.

“We need to get off the street,” he spit out between breaths. “We
need some place safe to hide.”

I was only able to nod, distracted by the state of his hands. His
knuckles looked raw and swollen. Like fresh sausages. They had that
newborn sheen to them, blood mixed with saliva. I didn’t want them
anywhere near me, but until we got out of sight I'd have to find a way

to pretend nothing was wrong,.
11

I didn’t know what to expect, but I knew the box was radioactive with
danger. It emanated like heat, and the longer we kept it with us, the
more likely we’d be found.

I told Reno we should hide the box, but it was his idea to leave it
in a rented locker. Even if someone stole the key, it would take them
forever to track down where in the city it was hidden. That sounded
safe enough to me, so I picked out the first nondescript place we saw
and rented a small locker for a week. I figured we’d know what to do
by then, and I couldn’t afford to rent it much longer anyway. One
week would have to do. The angry old man handed me a key and I put
it in my pocket where it wouldn’t get lost.

Ironic, since getting lost was exactly what Reno and I wanted to
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do. We had to cut ties with anyone in Port Said who had so far known
or met us. It was too dangerous otherwise. Reno found us a small
room above a fish market he said he had just enough to cover, a room
far enough away from our last place that no one would find us if they
came looking. The place didn’t have running water, and the windows
didn’t shut completely so the stink of fish kept getting in, but it was
better than the stench of the frigid Shaa’ Kalyd temple, and the boxed
body parts I was still trying to forget. The fishiness I could get used to;
the memory of that torso was something else.

Getting hold of the box had only been the first step in our master
plan to get Pequire’s money and get out of Port Said. The next step
was to sell it back to the man who’d hired him. That was where we hit
our first snag.

“You never asked who it was?”

Reno alternated a towel full of ice against each set of knuckles, try-
ing to stymie the swelling. His right hand barely closed properly, but it
didn’t seem to be broken.

“I meant to. But the evening didn’t go that way.”

“Oh, is that right? And it never occurred to you that might be im-
portant information to haver”

“Maybe if you’d stuck around you could have offered some of this
invaluable insight. Maybe heard what he had to say for goddamn your-
self.”

We were both still pumped full of adrenaline and there was no
outlet for it other than to fuck or attack one another, and I wasn’t feel-
ing especially amorous. We also tried to figure out how we’d let despera-
tion lead us to a situation we had no control over. It was different from
the minor scams and cons we’d been running, and no matter how easy it
had first looked to us, the way it so quickly spiraled did not make me
trust we’d ever get out of Port Said. At least, not in one piece.

As though reading my mind, Reno kept himself stationed by the
window, obsessively checking to make sure no one had followed or

was watching us. Or maybe he was looking for an excuse not to look
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at me. Whichever it was, when we weren’t sniping he was somewhere
else in his head.

And whatever he was thinking about clearly had nothing to do
with me.

We sat in the room, not talking for a long time. He didn’t utter a
sound, no matter how heavily I sighed or often I cursed—triggers I'd
hoped would spur him to at least acknowledge me. After a while, I was
no longer sure if I was really mad or just thought I should be. And that
confusion led me to wonder about our predicament. We had a box of
clay worth nothing to anyone, yet a lot to someone; and we were hid-
ing said box of clay from a large quantity of one-handed young men
who were warehousing boxes filled with broken ceramics and body
parts. If there was an award for being in over your head, I'd have to
recuse myself, otherwise I’d win it every year for the rest of my life.
And maybe for a short time after.

I needed an idea, anything to point us in the right direction. We
still had Pequire’s roll, so I leafed through it looking for information
we might use. I tried to make more sense of the French without suc-
cess, and the Masri was even more confusing. Nothing jumped out;
not until I reached the manifest.

“Even though I’'m holding the proof in my hands,” I said, waving
the manifest around, “I still find it hard to believe we took the right
box.”

“What else could it have been? The broken pottery?”

Or maybe the dead bodies?

“But who would want a box of clay?”

Reno shrugged.

“People want what they want.”

I didn’t like it. I knew life was arbitrary, but this added another
level to it. Like a veneer of structure over the chaos, and that just made
the chaos worse.

I looked at the crumpled manifest in my hand. There was the
number of the box we’d found, right beside its weight and tariff code.
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“Where did Pequire get this manifest, anyway? How did it end up
in his stuff?”

“Who knows? Maybe he got it online.”

“No,” I said, drawing it out as I took a closer look. It wasn’t an
original; it was a copy that some unknown person had made and sup-
plied to Pequire. “They don’t just hand these things out. Not for all the
shipments coming in during the day. Someone would have had to give
Pequire this.”

“Are you sure?”

I'looked at the form again.

“Well, no,” I said. “But it seems right. Seems logical. And who
would be the most logical person to have this information?” I pointed
to the page.

Reno leaned over me to look.

“It says ‘Fathi Essam.”

“It does, doesn’t it. Do you think the guy who signed for the box
into the country, who knew both the person it was addressed to and
when it was going to be picked up, might also know its final destina-
tion? Do you think that’s possibler”

“Possible, yes. ’'m not sure how likely it is.”

“Only one way to find out.”

“So you’re saying you think if we find the ‘Essam’ person, he’ll tell
us where to take the box to sell it.”

“Sounds about right.”

“And if things go sideways with him?”

“If they go sideways? When have things ever gone sideways for us?”

He gave me one of those looks that was supposed to appear in-
credulous but instead looked ridiculous.

“It'll work. Trust me.”

“It better,” he said. “And it better fast. The sun’s already coming
up, which means it’s soon going to be too hot to do anything for the
rest of the day but stay in here and choke on the smell of fish.”

I added that to the list of incentives I didn’t need.

But wanting to find someone and finding him were two different
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things, and I didn’t know how we were going to do the latter. I tried
looking through Pequire’s roll for any information on his contact and
came up with nothing. Whatever he knew, he didn’t write it down. 1
grew more frustrated as the hours passed, and the rising heat and
stench of fish didn’t help my mood. It wasn’t until late afternoon, the
room a sweltering sauna, that Reno suggested we go to where Essam
worked. “After all,” he said, “we know the address. It’s right there on
the manifest.”

It was so obvious I hated myself for not suggesting it first.

We waited until evening when it would be cooler and we’d be less
likely to run into the Shaa’ Kalyd. The shipping offices weren’t far
from the canal, and if Essam was like the millions of other dopes in
the world with day jobs, someone in the stores around those offices
was bound to recognize his name. No one was that invisible.

Once we left that rented room 1 didn’t ever want to return to it; I
couldn’t bring myself to suffer through the heat and odor any longer.
It was a one-two that dug itself into your reason to live and wouldn’t
let go. It was better that way, too: if we had everything with us, we’d be
harder to find. Unless the Shaa’ Kalyd had noses, because the stench
of fish lingered in my clothes and hair long after it should have. Every
time I managed to forget what I smelled like, a hot breeze off the Suez
would change direction and remind me.

We were lucky to find someone working at a small tea shop near
the canal who recognized Essam’s name and was surprisingly eager to
answer questions.

“Fathi, he comes here every morning to buy his tea. He sits out-
side in that corner and drinks it while reading his newspaper. He’s very
particular, this man, but he’s a very good customer. Very good. Very
loyal.”

“Thank you,” Reno said, pressing his hand on the counter. I no-
ticed something pecking out from underneath it. Like a sliver of a
hundred-pound note, but that couldn’t be right. We had no money
left—not enough to bribe anyone. Suddenly our spree through Egypt
replayed in my head, and I saw me paying for things that we couldn’t
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steal, and I saw him miraculously coming back with things we needed
when I couldn’t. It explained how we rented our fish room, too. The
blood drained from my face before it boiled back up again.

I had a lot of questions, and he was lucky it wasn’t the time to ask
them. I didn’t think he’d like my tone. Or the way my fists delivered it.

“Please be careful with him,” the tea shop owner said as he dis-
creetly slipped Reno’s money into his pocket. “Please make sure he
isn’t hurt.”

Oh, but I felt like hurting someone. I felt like hurting someone
right then more than I could express. But instead I feigned being
shocked.

“We don’t want to hurt anybody. We just want to ask Fathi for
help.”

Then I laughed with as much innocence as I could muster. On
cue, Reno joined me. We wanted the tea shop owner to believe he
could trust us. Two funny people in over their heads.

I didn’t get the feeling it worked, though.

I didn’t get the feeling anyone in Port Said trusted us.

When we left the tea shop, I confronted Reno. I did that by shov-
ing him so hard he stumbled over his feet. His face told me he had no
idea what was happening.

“What the fuck, Reno? We’ve been stuck in Port Said for weeks,
living like shit, barely eating anything, waiting until we had enough
money saved to get out. But you’ve been holding out on me. You have
a secret stash of money. Seriously, what the fuck?”

“It’s not like that,” Reno said.

“Oh, it’s not? Then what’s it like?”

“For starters, the money isn’t mine. It’s my sister’s.”

I literally couldn’t speak.

“What are you talking about? What sister?”

“Is it so surprising I have a sister? She’s back home. When I left

. ’'m not really proud of it, but when I left I broke into her bank ac-
count and transferred her half of our inheritance to me. I told you I

had to get out in a hurry, and there was no other way. It was shitty but
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I had no choice. Not if I wanted all my features to remain in the right
order on my face. Still, I fucked her over even though she’s the only
family I have left. It’s been haunting me forever; I need to get it off my
back. So I’'m trying to save enough to repay her. Selling this box might
finally be enough.”

“How much did you take?”

“More than enough to get me arrested if she could find me.”

I really didn’t know what to say. It was ... sweer? Was that the
word? I didn’t know; sweet wasn’t my thing. It’s what they called it
when you made moon-eyes at a guy, or hung onto his elbow, or whis-
pered stupid things in his ear. Being sweet was talking in a baby voice
to your partner, which is why I never had one. Boyfriends were a waste
of time and got in the way. And family? Family wasn’t much better. My
own was a braided rope wrapped around my throat and knotted
through an anchor. Even the thought of their cloying neediness
dragged me down. I didn’t care if I never saw any of them again. Es-
caping them was escaping insanity.

Reno knew all this. I’d told him repeatedly during our time togeth-
er. Yet he also knew not to hold out on me, especially when it came to
money, and that didn’t stop him from stashing some away, so I no
longer knew what to believe.

“Okay?” I said, unsure what more I could add.

Reno gave me a queer look, then he shook his head. When he was
done, his features quivered and shifted, and his face became different,
became the face I was used to.

I was relieved to see it back.

He wasn’t very talkative after that, which was fine because I was
tired and needed to lean up against him while we rested on a street
bench. Once or twice, men watched us warily as they passed by, sizing
us up as a predator would the competition. The fact that they didn’t try
anything was probably because they were smart enough to understand
their place in the food chain and what might happen if they did some-
thing stupid.

By two AM. I was drowsy, and my mind wandered in a semi-
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dreamlike state. I was back at the Shaa’ Kalyd temple, opening box af-
ter box filled with body parts, all jiggling as though they were made of
gelatine. But they weren’t; they were excited, anxious to begin some-
thing I didn’t understand. I started reading to them from a large book
even though I didn’t understand the words I was seeing. The oddity of
my situation was enough to shake me out of my delirium. It also re-
minded me of what else I’d picked up at the temple.

“Shit!” I blurted as I sat up. Reno jumped, not prepared for the
outburst.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“While we were at the temple and you were opening the window, I
found a book. And I took it.”

“Why?”

I shrugged.

“I don’t know why I do anything.” I picked up my pack and rifled
through it while Reno watched groggily. My life was in there, but it
didn’t take me long to find the book, even in the dark. Reno motioned,
but I wouldn’t hand it over.

“If you wanted to see it so bad,” I said, “you would have taken it
first.”

I opened the large book across my lap and found it filled again
with writing nothing like the little Masri I knew. It figured: everything
about this job was in a language I didn’t speak or understand. I flipped
through the pages and saw drawings of something that looked like a
starfish, only misshapen and crooked. Maybe it was a hand. There
were more drawings of similar hands, later, closer to medical diagrams
than anything else, and I assumed they’d have to be related. But there
wasn’t much else I could glean from the book.

“Here,” I said, surrendering it to Reno. “I can’t make anything of
it, other than the Shaa’ Kalyd have a thing for hands. Obviously. May-
be you’ll see something I’'m missing.”

He was irritated, but that vanished once he saw the symbol burned

into the leather cover.
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“This?” he said. “I’ve seen it before. It was on the wrist of the guy
back at the temple. It must mean something.”

I snatched the book back and looked at it.

“It means nothing to me. Do you think the book is valuable?”

“Maybe to the Shaa’ Kalyd. I have no idea.”

“When we sell the box, let’s see if they want this, too. We need to
buy our way out of this shithole. And you need to convince your sister
to—what? Not put you in jail in a country you haven’t visited in
years?”

Reno didn’t have much to say as I slid the book into my pack. He
also didn’t stop watching me, either. As though he was trying to work
up the nerve to say something but couldn’t, which sort of sickened me.
I didn’t have patience for games like that, so I ignored it because if 1
didn’t things would have gotten messy and we couldn’t afford messy.
Not yet. Maybe when the deal was all over, but not until then, so I
leaned back against him on the bench. There were still a few more
hours to go before the tea shop opened, and nothing to do but sleep
or talk, and I had run out of words.

The smell of Port Said was never great, but the morning stench
carrying in off the Suez was particularly foul, and as soon as the sun hit
the horizon the combination of the heat plus that odor was enough to
wake me. My neck had a hard kink in it from using Reno’s arm as a pil-
low, and no matter how much I stretched I couldn’t undo the knot
buried behind my shoulder.

The two of us watched the front of the tea shop, waiting for Es-
sam to arrive. The proprietor had described him to us the night before,
and offered to point him out for another five hundred pounds. It irri-
tated me to see Reno hand over more of his hidden money, but I re-
minded myself it was an investment, and soon I would no longer have
to deal with Reno’s betrayal.

It still took time. First the owner arrived; awkward and stilted,
probably because he knew we were watching. Thankfully, there was no
one else around to notice. A few minutes later the first of the customers
strolled in. Then more. One after the other streaming through, passing
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one another in the doorway. As we watched, the sun only got stronger.

“I’'m not sure how long I’ll be able to stay out here,” I said. “I feel
like a pot roast.”

“Trust me,” Reno said.

So we waited. We waited an hour, then two. During this time I
stood, I paced, I grumbled. I did everything but talk through what we
were going to do once we found Essam. I had some ideas, and for the
first time I wondered if Reno had the same ones in mind.

“Look,” Reno said, pointing across the street. “Is that him?”

The man matched how the tea shop owner described Essam.
Lanky, dark-skinned with curling black hair, seated at a set of tables by
himself. He wore a pair of thick glasses and was hunched over his tea
as though he was trying to hide in the cup.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Wait. If we ask him how to get rid of the box, he’s going to know
we have it.”

“True, but what else are we going to do? Right now we have no
idea what to do with it and we have no contacts. This is our only lead.
Unless you got the information from Pequire and are keeping it from
me like your stash of money . ..”

Reno ignored my jab, but still he hesitated.

“Tick tock, Reno.”

“Okay, but play it cool. If you spook him, he’ll make some phone
calls and we’ll have a whole platoon of people waiting for us.”

“If T spook him that much,” I said, “I'll owe you five hundred
pounds.”

Reno smirked. It didn’t help me feel less prickly.

Essam looked up as we approached and attempted to stand when I
took the seat across from him. Reno’s presence stifled that urge.

“What do you want?” he asked. His voice was higher than I ex-
pected, and had a sing-song watble to it that made his thick hair seem
less styled and more accidental. I supposed he might have been good-
looking if he weighed another fifty pounds. And if his eyes didn’t look
like a couple of cue balls poking out of his face.
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I took the manifest from my pocket and laid it down in front of
him. He shifted in his seat; he knew where this was going.

“We picked up this box and need to know where to take it. Pe-
quire said you could help.”

“I do not know what you are talking about.”

I folded the manifest and returned it to my pocket. “Your name’s
on the manifest, Fathi. It doesn’t do any good to lie. And I know you
know who Pequire is because he told us. He told us everything about
you, and about the sideline you have helping boxes come in and out of
Egypt. Pequire is an old friend of ours and he wants to make sure you
help us out so you don’t get in trouble.”

I watched him as I spoke; watched beads of sweat coalesce be-
neath his thick hair. If he was going to lie to me, he couldn’t have
picked a better place to do it. In that heat everyone was sweating.

“Where is Mr. Pequire? I will only deal with him.”

“Pequire couldn’t make it. He’s not feeling well.”

“If you are friends, why did he not tell you where to take the boxr”

“I don’t know why. He’s funny that way. Are you going to help us
or are we going to have a problem?”

Essam looked up hopefully as a couple of men peeked their heads
out of the tea shop. They looked at Reno, then at me. I glared right
back. A moment later they were gone and Essam slumped.

“We don’t have all day,” I said. “It’s already about a billion degrees
out here and I’'m getting crabby.”

“I cannot help you.”

“We aren’t leaving, Fathi. Not after all the shit we’ve been
through. Not until we get what we want.”

“Please, I do not know what that is.”

I'looked over at Reno, who looked at me and shrugged. I laughed.

“You’re braver than you look, Fathi, but a lot stupider if you think
this act is going to work. Get up and let’s go before I change my mind
about how nice I’'m going to be.” To emphasize the point, Reno took a
step forward and Essam cowered.

“Up,” I ordered. He obeyed without more questions.
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*

We led Essam to his home through the back streets of Port Said. The
last thing any of us needed was to be spotted together, especially if the
Shaa’ Kalyd creeps were wandering around. Reno thought I was being
overly paranoid, but I figured it was safest to assume the worst.

There were some nice homes in Port Said, but Essam’s was not
one of them. It had a door, which in hindsight was a surprise. I won-
dered if he was squatting, but it seemed unlikely; I didn’t know much,
but I knew a government job meant enough money to afford a house.
It took some convincing to get him inside, and almost as much to take
a seat on his old cloth couch, but once we did I regretted being there.

The house reeked of old sweat. It was worse than the fish market;
worse than the canal. I wanted to congratulate him on his achieve-
ment, but instead 1 asked what he knew about the box.

Essam shook his head, bemoaning the trouble he was in or
fighting to keep from telling me what I wanted to know. Reno, unsur-
prisingly, was no help. He just wandered, picking things up and setting
them down. He moved like he was holding a grudge against me, but I
was the one who was supposed to be mad. But maybe I was wrong;
the dizzying heat muddled everything.

“I’'m going to ask you again: what do you know about the box, and
who are we supposed to give it tor”

“Where is Mr. Pequire?”

“Pequire isn’t who you need to be worried about right now. He
won’t be coming by anytime soon, which is why we’re here.” I thought
if I could keep reminding him of the story, he’d eventually buy into it.
He didn’t, but I don’t think it mattered.

“Please listen to me: I do not care for you. I do not care for either
of you, or Mr. Pequire for that matter. You may all die, if it is all the
same. Port Said is not perfect, but it has been my home for many,
many years. My brother and I lived here happily. Then this box you are
looking to sell arrived and everything went bad. The things that make
me happy disappeared, and people I do not like came instead. You
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know these people that call themselves Shaa’ Kalyd? Have you heard
this name before?”

I nodded. Reno touched his face absently.

“They want access to something and are not afraid to rise from the
shadows to get it. They have already bribed many to get their hands on
it, and it was only by luck they found out it was coming through my
bin at the Port. That is when things turned bad.”

He sank further into the couch, and I could see those golf balls
start to wet. I almost felt sorry for him. I tried to head him off before
he started wailing, but he waved me away. He was going to tell his sto-
ry whether I wanted him to or not.

“First, they come to me politely and say the box is coming though
Port Said, and I should ignore the address and give it to them. They
say they will give me an identical box to replace it with so no one will
find out. I know many people here do these things—I know it is eve-
rywhere in Egypt—but I am not these people. I believe if I do my job
honestly I will be rewarded. So they leave. Then later they come back
and ask me again. Only now they are no longer polite. I tell them again
no and they leave again but they are not happy. I tell this to my broth-
er, Botros, and he says I am a fool; do what they say. He says if I do
not want the money, he will take it. He needs things too, and some ex-
tra money will help. I tell him it is not right and he tells me nothing is
right. The days pass and I do not want to see these Shaa’ Kalyd again,
but I also cannot stop going to work, so I am there at work the day the
box is coming through. I know the shipment it is on and what I must
do. Only, before the box arrives, another smaller box is delivered to
me. I don’t see who leaves it, but it’s covered in plain paper and has
my name. The box is light, but I still worry. I know it is a mistake, but
I open it and inside are four whole teeth in blood. And I have not seen
Botros in days. That is why I agree to everything. Because it makes no
difference now.

“A man comes by the office and delivers the replacement box. He
has arranged for the cameras to be off while he and I make the ex-

change. I wonder why he has not bribed more people to make this eas-
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ier, but he does not tell me. When the warehouse is going to close for
the night, I sneak into the toilet and wait. My whole body shakes. I
think about those teeth, and poor Botros. When the security guards
have finished checking the building I leave the toilet and sneak into the
warehouse. The box is easy to find on the shelf, and it is smaller and
heavier than I expect. I look at my watch to make sure my time is
right, and I wait.

“I wait for a long time, and my head fills with many thoughts that I
am too afraid to understand. And when I think I have been waiting so
long there must be something wrong, the light on the camera above
the door blinks out, and I push the door open and find a tall man with
little glasses holding a bicycle in one hand and a box that mirrors mine
in the other. We trade them without speaking, and he straps the one 1
gave him to his bicycle and pedals away. It is so quiet I hear the gears
of his bicycle change. I watch until I remember there is more I must
do. I rush the door closed before the camera light returns and put the
box he gave me in the place the first one was stored. When it is done I
teel sick and I do not stop shaking. I never stop shaking.

“I go home sick; wait for Botros. My poor headstrong Botros. He
doesn’t return that night, so I do not go to work the next day. I want
to wait for him, and I am too afraid of what I have done. If the ex-
change of boxes is discovered, things will be bad for me. Every time
someone walks near the house I freeze in terror, listening. But it is not
them and it is not the police and it is not Botros. It is no one. It is
none of them. No one comes. My Botros never comes home. So why
should I care anymore what happens to me?”

“We don’t care what happens to you either, but we need to know
what to do with the box. Who to give it to.”

Essam shrugged.

“It does not matter. Botros is gone.”

I looked at Reno, exasperated. I wasn’t cut out for this feelings
bullshit. I was good at faking emotions, not understanding them, and I
didn’t think this guy would fall for any of my tricks. He was broken.
Reno picked up a framed photograph—it was the only thing sitting on
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a table and not lying on the floor—and walked toward us. He didn’t
have to say a word; I stepped back and let him work his magic.

“Is this him? Is this Botros?”

Essam nodded. Reno glanced at the photograph again, then hand-
ed it to me to hold. He seemed so genuinely concerned that I didn’t
look at what I was holding right away. When I did, I saw the two
brothers shirtless with their arms around each other. Essam looked fit
and filled with vigor, not the withered person sitting across from us
now. But it was Botros that surprised me. Surprised, and horrified. At
least I was smart enough to hide what I saw when I looked at him. No
one seemed to notice the tremble in my hands as I put the photograph
face down on the floor.

“I get it,” Reno said. “I have a sister. Back home, I mean. I made
some mistakes with her I wish I hadn’t and it’s probably too late to fix
them.”

“What happened with your sister?”

“I stole from her. Left her behind when she needed me. I think
about her every day.”

Essam wiped his face. Ran his hand through his thick hair.

“I too think about Botros every moment of every day.”

“Sometimes you can’t help but think about the people you hurt.
It’s even worse when times are good. When times are bad, it feels
right, because you deserve it after everything you’ve done. When it’s
good, though? That’s not fair. It’s not fair to anyone because it means
life isn’t fair. That it’s just random and nothing we do matters or
makes sense. But, Fathi, you have to believe me: that’s not true. What
you do does matter. Who you help matters. Even if you mess up and let
someone down or get them hurt, it doesn’t mean you have to stop try-
ing. It doesn’t mean you’re off the hook from helping the next person.
It doesn’t mean you give up, because giving up is the worst thing. Far
worse than any mistake you’ve made or person you’ve hurt. You can’t
do that. If somebody is in need, sometimes you’re the only one who
can help them, and the only way to fix the things you’ve done wrong in
the past is to do something right now. Does that make sense?”
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Essam wiped his face again, then reluctantly shrugged. Nodded.

“Right now, she and I, we need to get rid of the box. We need to
get it to its real owner. It’s the only way I’ll be able to see my sister
again. It’s the only way I’ll be able to make all those wrong things right.
I didn’t know Botros, but I don’t think he’d want you suffering like
this. He’d want you to be happy, to be free, and the only way you’re
going to get there is to try to help people. All I'm asking is you start
with us.”

Essam shook his head and looked and Reno. Looked and me, too.

“The best help I could give you is to say you should leave Port
Said. Go away as far as you can.”

“That’s what we’re trying to do,” I said. “That’s all we want.”

“Do you two know what this box is?”

I shrugged. “It’s clay. It’s a box of clay.”

“It is more than clay,” he said. “In the certain hands, it is much
more. The Shaa’ Kalyd call it Tinaldam, and it is used as a trap. To
hold things.”

“What? Like a bowl?”

“Maybe. They say a soul is poured into it, where it can be held for-
ever. This is why the Shaa” Kalyd want it. They want a soul for some-
thing.”

“They what?”

“A soul. The Tinaldam is for trapping souls.”

What was this bullshit? I looked at Reno. I hoped he’d smack this
guy for wasting our time, but Reno wasn’t looking at me. He was
watching Essam.

“There is a story the Shaa’ Kalyd believe,” Essam continued. “The
story says that when Allah told the archangels He was going to create
the Khalifa, He asked each to collect a handful of clay from the earth.
They say this means the richest, rarest clay of the valley somewhere in
the great deserts. This clay was red as blood and magical and had to be
hidden from all and especially from the jin who inhabited the earth
first; who Allah wished to destroy. With this clay Allah made all the
men and women and He filled them with souls He pulled from the
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sky. Allah knew the souls would wish to stay only with Him, so He
bound them to earth with the Tinaldam and promised they would only
be released when the Tinaldam dried and cracked.”

“And the Shaa’ Kalyd?”

“They believe they have found this clay. This is why they want it.”

“But what are they going to do with it?”” Reno asked.

“I do not know,” he said. “But it is important enough to steal, and
to take Botros.”

I swallowed, not wanting to think about what I knew.

“Can you translate something for us?”” Reno asked.

“What is it?”

When it dawned on me what he was talking about, I shook my
head.

“Come on, Liv. We should know what it is.”

“I already know,” I said. “And I don’t want anybody else knowing.”

I didn’t want to shate the book. It was ours; mine and Reno’s. At
least until we sold it. I was also worried what might happen if the Shaa’
Kalyd found out we had it. I wasn’t looking to have my body parts
stored in a row of cardboard boxes.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Let him look. Trust me.”

Essam’s wet bulging eyes stared at me as though he were a toad
gazing unfocused into oblivion. I didn’t like Reno’s idea and told him
so with a narrowed glare, but he was too busy watching my hands as
they opened my pack.

“This better be worth it,” I said, though nobody was listening.

I pulled out the leather-bound book and handed to Essam. He
reached for it with trembling hands that didn’t fill me with confidence,
and gingerly placed it on his lap. Reno and I glanced at each other as
Essam skimmed the pages.

Essam’s brow wrinkled and he muttered to himself in Masti as he
looked up at us, though I’'m not sute he could tell we were still there. It
took a moment before he remembered his English.

“Much of this is too. ... It is not something I understand. It is

very strange. Very strange.”
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“What’s strange about it?”’

“This?” he said, pointing to a diagram of a bisected circle with
three marks near the bottom of the curve and a further two at the top.
In the middle was a dotted spiral. Beneath, more writing. “This is hard
because the Arabic is not one I can read. It is a different kind of Ara-
bic. Some words I think I know, but not what they mean. And it is
hard to say in English. Maybe it means ‘the something that comes
back’ but it also may be ‘the thing is refilled.” Maybe there is a cup
mentioned? I think so. I think it says the cup is filled again, but maybe
it is not the cup? I am sorry. I do not know what this all is.”

“Thank you for trying, Essam,” Reno said, carefully retrieving the
closed book. Essam held on a fraction too long. Long enough that 1
was about to step forward.

“If you find my brother, Botros, you will help him come home,
yesr”

“Of course,” I lied. “But you still haven’t told us where we’re sup-
posed to take this box of clay.”

“I'inaldam,” Reno corrected.

“Tinaldam,” I repeated, more irritated than before.

111

I had the good manners to wait until we were out of earshot of Es-
sam’s house before I laughed.

“That was bonkers. I’'ve got to hand it to you, though: you got him
talking. I don’t know how you did it, but you did.”

Reno half smiled, but didn’t say much or look at me. My amuse-
ment ebbed, leaving only irritation, but I didn’t have the energy to
fight about it. The heat wore on me, and even the scarf over my head
didn’t do much to stop it. No wonder everybody else wore something
light and loose-fitting. I wish I’d thought to do the same. At least Reno
was no better than me in his sweat-drenched clothes.

“What crawled up your ass?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why are you so quiet?”
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He shrugged. “Can’t I be quiet? It’s a million degrees out here. 'm
not feeling all that talkative.”

“Fine,” I said. ““At least this whole ordeal is nearly done.”

I’m not sure if I meant dealing with the box or traveling with Re-
no. It had become tiresome either way, and I was itching to escape
Port Said and all the people in it. Every goddamn one of them.

“Do you still have the name of the guy we have to seer”

He patted the front pocket of his shirt.

Essam had told us what little he knew. Not long after the Shaa’
Kalyd took the box and Botros, Pequire showed up at Essam’s house,
asking after it. He was supposed to pick it up for his employers, and
now that it was gone there were going to be problems.

So Essam told him what happened. Where the box had probably
gone and with whom. Pequire knew who the Shaa’ Kalyd were and
promised he’d recover both the box and Botros. However, it would be
dangerous for him in Port Said afterward, so if Pequire didn’t come
back Essam had to inform someone named Weldon Bush.

It got more complicated here, and I didn’t think Essam truly un-
derstood the scope of what had been happening. All he knew was he
was supposed to steal the box for Pequire, and if the Shaa’ Kalyd had
not taken it instead, Pequire would have delivered the box to Weldon
Bush, and Bush would have subsequently delivered it to his employers.

But once Pequire failed to come back with the box, Essam didn’t
do what he was supposed to do. He didn’t contact Bush. He didn’t in-
form anybody. He kept to himself and prayed for it all to be over.

“The last thing I want,” he told us over more tears, “is to be more
involved.”

Reno and I, though, had no such qualms.

For us, Weldon Bush was out salvation, the solution to all our
problems. Meeting Bush would get us unstuck, and becoming unstuck
was all I wanted at that point.

But meeting him wasn’t easy. Bush didn’t seem to have a phone,
so the only option we had was to travel across town and face him in

person. That was a lot to ask under a sun that couldn’t have felt hotter
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if it were shooting microwaves at us. Actually, it was probably doing
just that. So instead of going to see Bush we decided to spend the af-
ternoon hiding from the Shaa’ Kalyd in the back of a little bar.

Reno took the opportunity while we sat at the dark table to flip
through Pequire’s leather roll and inspect the documents again.

I asked what he was looking for.

“I'm trying to find out more about this Tinaldam stuff. Pequire
said it wasn’t valuable to anyone but the people who hired him, but
then why steal it? Why all the effort to get it? Why hold onto Botros?”

“Christ, that reminds me,” I said, emptying my kosna with a single
throw. “They aren’t holding Essam’s brother. I mean, not anymore. I
saw him. At least, I think I did.”

“Where did you see him?”

“Do you remember the photo you handed me in Essam’s house?
The one of him and Botros? I don’t know if you noticed, but there was
a long twisting scar that ran from under his belt up to his neck. Well, I
saw that scar at the Shaa’ Kalyd temple. I saw it inside that box I
opened. I saw it on the torso.”

“What?”

“They took him apart, Reno. They took him apart and put him in a
box. And there were more boxes just as big. Just as damp.”

I feltill. I felt so ill I needed to stand, to keep moving. The look on
Reno’s face twisted as he tried to process what I’d said.

“But . .. why?” he asked. There was no answer and he knew it. We
both did. We’d never understand it; the best we could hope for was to
forget. So I flagged the bartender for another shot glass full of tangy
forgetfulness.

I wish telling Reno had alleviated my horror so I could put it behind
me, but it was like I'd thrown a steak to a hungry dog. Reno wanted to
know more. He wanted to know everything. And it didn’t matter how I
felt. It especially didn’t matter if I had anything more to add.

“I told you all I know, Reno. I opened the one box and saw what
was left of Botros. I don’t know what was in those other boxes, but 1

can guess.”
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“But why? What were they trying to do?”

“How should I know? You’re the one with Pequire’s notes.
Doesn’t it say anything in there?”

He looked down at the table. It was covered in scraps he’d spread
around.

“Why do you care so much anyway?” I asked. “I thought we agreed
the plan was to get this box to Bush, get our money, and leave Port
Said. Why are you messing with something that doesn’t affect us?”

He looked at me for a minute, like he’d never seen me before and
was trying to figure out who I was. I came close to punching him.

“I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I guess ... I guess I feel bad
for Essam. His brothet’s gone and he feels like it’s his fault.”

“It zs his fault. He should have just done what those Shaa’ Kalyd
goons wanted. His life would have been a lot easier.”

“Would it have been?” He genuinely seemed to be asking. I tried
to remember the Reno I used to know, the one who stole the wallet
from a man looking for directions at a gas station, and who spent the
money in it on getting us drunk for three days straight. The Reno who
got into a fight for no reason with two rugby players just out to dinner
and ended up putting one of them in the hospital. I tried to remember
that Reno, because this one wasn’t him. This one sounded like he was
falling apart, and I wasn’t interested in gluing him back together.

I finished the last of my drink and looked out through the filthy
window. The sky was a burnt orange that reminded me of that god-
damn clay, and of heat that wouldn’t break. I wanted this done.

“It’s time to visit Bush; find out he’s offering.”

A noise sparked at the front of the bar. Some sort of heated argu-
ment. I wasn’t sure what the commotion was, but I didn’t like the way
it sounded. I glanced at Reno to be sure he was thinking what I was.

“Grab it all. Fast.”

We snatched the pages spread across the table as the shouting in-
tensified. Men at the other tables stood, shook their fists. It wasn’t a
good sign. Reno shoved everything into the roll and managed to fold it
when the Shaa’ Kalyd appeared. I recognized them and their stumps as



224 ONLY THE LIVING ARE LOST

they pushed their way through the irate crowd.

My mind raced. They hadn’t seen us, so how did they know who
we were? But who else could we have been? I caught Reno sliding the
roll behind him. I kept my eye on it.

The men shouted, mostly in Masri. We returned the shouts in
English. Everybody in the bar joined in, making it hard to track what
was going on. One of the Shaa’ Kalyd grabbed my arm, pulled me to-
ward him. He was surprisingly strong for someone with only half the
gripping power, and I wondered what he’d be capable of doing once
he got his stumped arm around me. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to break
free, so I did the only sensible thing and punched him so hard in the
mouth his teeth cut my knuckles.

He let me go after that.

The other two were stunned long enough for Reno to deliver a
surprise haymaker right into the side of one of their heads. Then we
were running, slipping through hands trying to stop us.

We hit the street hard. I didn’t take time to look back, but I knew at
least two Shaa’ Kalyd were behind us. Maybe more. Probably more. Who
knew how many? And all were looking to get even. Maybe cut us into
pieces to do whatever they’d done to Essam’s brother and that pottery.

Once we hit the marketplace there were enough people to get lost
among. We took a few abrupt turns in the chaos before ducking be-
hind a stall to see who might be following.

And sure enough I saw someone dressed in beggar’s clothes and
yelling into a cell phone as he paced through the market. He passed our
hiding spot three times, then stopped, slipped his phone into his pocket,
and picked up something from the ground. He slid it under his arm then
looked quickly around before jogging out the way we’d come in.

When we were sure we were safe, Reno said, “We have to get as
far away from here as possible right now.”

“Well, I guess that means we’re going to go see Weldon Bush with
the Tinaldam earlier than we thought.”

That’s when Reno stood and checked his pockets. I saw his face
pale.
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“Oh no,” he said. His voice sounded like his throat was closing in.
“Oh no, oh no, oh no.”

“What is it?”

He looked around where we’d been hiding, but it was no use.

“Goddamn it. I lost it. I lost everything.”

“What? Pequire’s notes? It’s okay. It’s fine. We already know
where Bush is. We don’t need them anymore.”

“No, it’s not his notes. It’s everything. I had everything in there.
Everything. All my money. All my sister’s money. Everything I was sav-
ing. It was there. I had it there. Now it’s gone. It’s all gone!”

He collapsed to his knees, then fell onto his side. I thought he was
going to start sobbing. He hid the money from me, now the money
was gone; I didn’t know if I should feel bad or smug. What I actually
felt was disgusted.

“Good thing we still have the Tinaldam to sell. All we have to do
is get to the locker and get the box without being seen by all the Shaa’
Kalyd out to kill us. What could go wrong?”

*

Turns out, nothing. It was fairly easy. Reno and I were able to elude
anyone following us, and reached the locker without incident. He sent
me inside to buy time while he went looking for some way to get us
and the Tinaldam away from the Shaa’ Kalyd and into Bush’s hands.
My knuckles had stopped bleeding by the time I entered the store,
but they’d swollen enough that my fingers didn’t bend easily, which
made it impossible to carry the box. From behind the counter the
stout middle-aged shop owner watched me from his plastic stool, a
small black-and-white television perched on his lap. He eyed me as
though I were up to something he either didn’t want to be involved
with or, worse, wanted a piece of. Fither way, he was working up the
nerve to become a problem, but before he could do more than take a
breath Reno floated in. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to;
the shop owner took one look at him and knew better. Instead, he sat
farther back on his stool and return to watching whatever he’d been
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watching. I wanted to say something cutting, but what would have
been the point? It would have only caused us more problems.

“Did you get it?” Reno asked, the desperation warping his voice.
“Please tell me you got it.”

“Still in the locker,” I said, then showed him my hand. “You’re go-
ing to have to lift it out.”

He grunted as he heaved the small block into his arms, clearly hav-
ing forgotten how much it weighed. The owner stared as we walked
out of his store, so I smiled and waved instead of following my instinct
to flip him off. It was inevitable that he was going to call someone—
possibly the police, but probably the Shaa’ Kalyd—so we had to get
moving fast and keep moving,.

“This way,” Reno said, and led me around the corner to where a
moped waited.

“What’s this?” I asked, unable to paper over my disdain. Reno
loaded the box onto the carrier behind the seat and strapped it down.

“Trust me. There aren’t a lot of options this time of night. Unless
you want to walk.”

“What I want is to not die before I get to leave Port Said.”

Reno swung his leg over the moped and started it up. I didn’t
think it was possible, but the whine it made was more embarrassing
than the way it looked.

“We don’t have time for this, Liv. Get on and let’s go.”

I grumbled and I spat, but I got on the seat behind him and put
my arms around his chest. Turns out, we never reached a fast enough
speed for that to be necessary. I suggested it might have been faster if
we’d walked after all, but Reno pretended he couldn’t hear me.

We sputtered down the main roads for a while, then eventually
crossed a bridge to the Asian side of the canal. It didn’t look much dif-
ferent when you focused on particular buildings or people, but the at-
mosphere there wasn’t the same: people slumped more, maybe moved
slower. And there were fewer lights, if that makes any sense. Generally,
it had the air of a city that had been worn down by the traffic it got.
Reno and I cut through on our coughing moped and people stopped
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to watch us go, none surprised to see us. I wasn’t sure if that should
have worried me. It didn’t seem to worry Reno.

Weldon Bush was staying in a motel that looked more like a
boarding house. Even that description didn’t do justice to how nonde-
script the place was. Whatever Bush was up to in Egypt couldn’t have
been lucrative. No one chooses to live like that.

By the time we arrived it was either too late in the night or early in
the morning to knock. Reno developed cold feet, wanting to wait until
sunrise before we did anything, but the Shaa’ Kalyd had found us
once, which meant the clock on getting out of Port Said had started—
the longer we took the harder it would be. It didn’t help that we were
carrying around our only bargaining chip, or planning to get rid of it
the first chance we got. This wasn’t the movies; no one was going to
care what our plans had been at the start or what they were by that
point. All anyone cared about was who had the Tinaldam, and how
they were going to get it back.

Frankly, I didn’t care who ended up with it. All I wanted was my
money and I’d be gone. Reno, though, was feeling more philosophical.

“Should we have played this different? From the beginning, I
mean. Do you think we should have just worked with Pequire, done
what he’d asked? Things would have been easier if we had.”

I thought about it.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe he would have screwed us over. We
don’t know, and we never will. The only reason you and I have made it
this far is because we’re a team, and a team is built on trust. Everybody
else is working a hidden angle. I mean, we’re working angles, too, but
we know what they are.”

“Yeah? What are our angles?”

“We’re both doing whatever it takes to get out of here, but also to
avoid going back home because we both know there’s nothing for us
back there.”

Reno grimaced.

“For you, maybe. But my sister—"

“Forget your sister, Reno. What did you do that was so wrong?
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You took some money. Big deal. She’s not dead. She can make more.
Why does she deserve it any more that you? Any more than us?”

“I—" He started to say something but it never came. He was be-
ing an idiot. He could no more go back to his sister, to his old life,
than I could my parents. Too many bridges burned. Too much blood
spilled. There was no going back after that. Not if you didn’t want
what you deserved. And I sure as hell didn’t want that.

“You’re going to have to smarten the fuck up and decide what you
want out of your life, because you can have this or have that. They
don’t work together. And I need you to be all in with me.”

“Liv, you can’t make me choose.”

Actually, I could, but it was clear to me right then that I didn’t have
to because he’d already chosen. He’d chosen the first time he put money
in his pocket where I couldn’t find it. He’d chosen again when he let me
go hungty for a night so he could make sure his nest egg was secure.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. We’re good.” And we
kind of were, because I knew once we got our money there wasn’t go-
ing to be a “we” any longer. We’d split the bounty, then he’d step into
the shower or go out to buy more cigarettes, and I'd pack up my things
and leave. I could see it all happening right before my eyes.

Reno looked at me queetly, so I smiled. Everything was going to
be fine.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

Reno heaved the box from the carrier and we walked to the door
through the midnight darkness.

He timidly knocked on the doot, still uncomfortable about the eat-
ly hour we were visiting. I could barely hear his rapping and I was
standing right there. So I took over and pounded with my uninjured
hand, loud enough to wake Bush’s neighbours. After a moment, a light
went on.

“See?” I said.

There was the sound of an automobile nearby. Both Reno and I
turned toward the road to watch for lights. But as quickly as the rum-
ble appeared it faded. We were still safe.
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The sound of locks and bolts sliding recalled my attention. The
door opened a few inches, but I didn’t see anyone in the dark gap. I
heard something, though. It was the clack of a magazine round being
chambered.

“Mr. Bush—" Reno whispered, but we’d come too far for whis-
pering.

“Pequire sent us,” I interrupted. “We have the box of Tinaldam
and he said you were paying to get it back.”

There was no response, and I decided that bringing the box with
us to the door had been a bad idea. We should have dropped the
Tinaldam and run, but there was no way I was giving up on getting
that money. Not after everything we’d gone through. Not when we
were so close.

“If you’re not interested any more, we’ll go. ’'m sure the Shaa’
Kalyd would be willing to discuss getting their hands on it.”

Another moment where no one spoke. We waited for someone to
make a move, make a decision. I glanced at Reno, readying myself for
anything. What I wasn’t ready for was Bush closing the door.

Reno turned to me. I said nothing. Just reached out and tried the
knob. It turned. The door swung open.

We entered cautiously. Reno was carrying the box of clay, and my
hand was still a little stiff, so if Bush jumped us we would have been in
trouble. But he didn’t. What he did do was turn on a lamp just as we
were walking in. I threw up my hands, blinded, but Reno didn’t have
that luxury.

The corona of light faded to reveal Bush sitting in a chair, pointing
a pistol at us.

“Look at this. A couple of pigeons just flew in.”

It was hard to be sure, but he appeared to be roughly as tall as Re-
no, though maybe not so broad. His beard was streaked with gray, and
he wore only a pair of jogging pants. He was tanned, with the chest of
someone not unfamiliar with heavy outside work, but who maybe had
not done it in a while.

His eyes, though. Those are what got me. They were tiny—like a
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pair of opals—and they looked just as black and lifeless. Yeah, his
eyes, and his stink. He obviously wasn’t suited to the Egyptian heat.

“We’re working with Pequite—"" Reno started, but Bush wasn’t
having it.

“That’s bullshit and we all know it. Pequire would be standing
there if that were true. You two pigeons better start squawking if you
want to make it out of here.”

And I could tell he meant it.

“Pequire approached us,” I said. “He gave us the information on
the temple and asked us to get him the box.”

“So where is he now?”

I shrugged, but that didn’t appease him

“Really, I don’t know.” It was technically true. Reno and I had
never discussed it. I just made my assumptions and he never corrected
or confirmed them. It was easier that way. We had plausible deniabil-
ity. “And, really, I don’t really care.”

He made a face, cocked his chin, and reached for the folded news-
paper on the table beside him. He threw it toward me. It landed a few
feet away. With a nod from his pistol, he suggested I pick it up.

The paper was in Masri, but the photo on the front was of some-
thing being pulled from the Suez, and beside it another photo of a man
who looked a lot like a younger, less worn-down Pequire.

“They found him yesterday, bobbing in the canal face down. They
find a lot of people in the canal like that, so they haven’t ruled out sui-
cide. Yet.”

He looked at me, waiting for something to crack, but I knew the
biggest mistake I could make was to look away. One glance at Reno
would be the end of us both.

So I shrugged again.

“That’s weird,” 1 said as carefully as I could. “He seemed happy
the last time I saw him.”

Weldon Bush frowned, not wholly satisfied. But I didn’t blink.

Eventually he decided my answer was good enough, and lowered
the pistol. He placed it beside him where the newspaper had been.
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“You have the Tinaldam?”

I nodded.

“Show me.”

I looked over at Reno, who looked more than happy to put his
burden down on a table. It landed with a thud that made the walls ring.

Bush and his pistol continued to face us as he stood. Then he
waved us away while he approached the box.

He slid the barrel of his pistol beneath one of the flaps and lifted.
Suddenly I worried we didn’t grab the correct box at all. I started run-
ning through the scenarios in my head, looking for the right combina-
tion of words to prevent me and Reno from getting shot.

Bush lowered his pistol. Squinted his too-early-morning eyes and
looked us up and down.

“You two pigeons realize I don’t have the money with me, right?
We’re going to have to wait until morning so I can have it wired here.”

That was indeed something I had not realized. I was used to quick
cons for easy cash; this was outside my comfort zone. I wanted to
dump Reno and get out of Port Said right away and thought Bush
would be the ticket, but he just laughed at us.

“Maybe we should take the box back then,” I said, irritated. “May-
be we’ll bring it back later when it’s not so inconvenient for you.”

Bush stopped laughing and became deadly serious.

“You won’t be taking that box anywhere, pigeon. It doesn’t belong
to you. If you want your money for bringing this back to my employ-
ers, you'll find a way of waiting until daylight. Otherwise, you’re wel-
come to leave the box here and fuck right off.”

The difference between his threat and mine was that he had a pistol.
Which meant he had us. I took off my pack and sat down with a huff.
Reno looked at us both, then took off his pack and placed it next to mine.

We all sat quietly for a few minutes, watching each other, waiting
for the dawn to come. Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Can we at least have something to drink?”

Bush didn’t bother replying.

There isn’t much to do when you’re stuck in a small Asian-
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Egyptian motel room with a pistol trained on you. We had a television,
but almost all the stations were off-air for the night. Not that I could
have understood any of them. Bush wasn’t set up for guests, and hav-
ing both the box and the pistol in the room meant our movements
were strictly limited: no one would let the others out of their sight. It
made things incredibly complicated and boring.

I was often up late, but usually in a bar or on my hands and knees,
not sitting around a depressing motel room, so after the stress of the
preceding few days my exhaustion threatened to catch up with me. I
had to pace the room regularly to keep from falling asleep in my chair.
Reno didn’t look any better.

Bush, on the other hand, was as sharp as I'd seen. He might have
had cold water pumping through him. The way he watched us, I knew
if Reno and I fell asleep, we’d wake to find both Bush and the
Tinaldam long gone—and that was assuming we woke up at all. My
only play was to start talking. Breaking the numbing silence might be
enough to keep me connected.

“So who did you say this stuff is for, again?”

“This is my clients’ property. I’ve been hired to do this.”

“And that’s your job? Finding lost property?”’

He smiled a cruel little smile.

“Among other things.”

“If it’s your job, why send Pequire to hire us?”

“If he hired a couple of pigeons, that was his mistake. He’s lucky
they found him in the canal. If I’d learned what he did, he never would
have surfaced.”

“Without us, you wouldn’t have the Tinaldam.”

He shook his head.

“You two have bumbled deep into something you know nothing
about.”

“We know what the Shaa’ Kalyd have boxed up in their backroom.
Or maybe I should say who.”

Bush laughed and it got my back up until I realized it wasn’t me he

was laughing at.
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“Those idiots. It’s never going to work.”

“What isn’t?”

He stopped laughing and looked straight at me. Two black pin-
holes fuming like coal.

He shook his head.

“It’s a miracle you didn’t follow Pequire into the water. I'll be
amazed if you make it out of this alive.”

“Why? Are you going to shoot us?”

He chuckled. Then shrugged.

I was tired, but not tired enough to put up with his bullshit.

“Can you quit posturing and talk like a normal person for a sec-
ond? Why is this Tinaldam so goddamn important that people are dy-
ing over it?”

“You know the history of it? What Tinaldam is?”

“I’ve heard the story: Allah made us all from clay, blah blah blah.”

“Suppose that clay is a real thing. That a god used it to bring life
into the world. Imagine what you might be able to do with it. Imagine
how far people might go to possess it, if they only knew what it was.”

“But it’s just a story. Make-believe. It didn’t literally happen.”

He sat back. “You’re probably right. But ask yourself: what if?
What if you’re wrong? And what if it not only could hold a soul, but
part of one, too? It sounds like the Shaa’ Kalyd want to try. That
would be why you found whoever you found in their back room.
They’re experimenting, hoping they’ll get it to work.”

“You're joking, right? This is the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”

Bush grinned.

“I didn’t say I believed it either, pigeon. But some do. The Shaa’
Kalyd do. So do my employers. Enough that they’re willing to steal for
it. Or worse. Have you ever heard the name Hieronymus Slant? He
was the head of a cult called the Order of Valzerial, and when he died
some of those cultists couldn’t accept he was gone and wanted to
bring him back. That’s why my employers got me involved. What bet-
ter way to bring the dead back than with the true stuff of life?”
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“And exactly how is that supposed to work? By speaking back-
wards Latin?”

He shrugged again.

“I couldn’t say and I don’t really care. I'm not paid to. ’'m just
supposed to get the clay and then find some book the Shaa’ Kalyd
stole. It outlines the process. Pequire had a line on it, he said. I assume
he didn’t tell you?”

“We didn’t speak much.”

He scrutinized my face, so I didn’t react. Nor did I glance at my
pack. I thought of blank paper, of white snow, until he seemed con-
vinced I wasn’t hiding what I was hiding. Then he turned his focus on
Reno.

“Your friend looks as though he won’t hang in much longer.
Should I get him a blanket? It’s going to be light soon, but there’s still
a few hours before the Western Union opens. Enough time for us all
to get some rest.”

Reno’s eyes were wide but blank; his jaw slack. He was asleep but
didn’t know it. Looking at him, it amazed me I ever thought we were
on the same page. I must have been mesmerized by his face, by his
body, and not seen what should have been obvious. I hated him at that
moment for tricking me, and hated myself more for letting Bush see
that he had.

I nudged Reno harder than I needed to and he jolted, features
tightening, lights coming back behind his eyes. He looked at me with a
moment’s annoyance, but it dissolved once he got his bearings. He
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and shook his arms.

“I think we’re good,” I said. “Some coffee or tea wouldn’t hurt,
though. If you have it.”

I smiled, which no doubt looked as unnatural as it felt.

*
The three of us were in Bush’s car a few hours later—Reno driving

while Bush, now wearing a fresh white shirt under a tan linen suit, sat
in the back with his pistol trained on us. We were heading back into
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Port Said so Bush could have the money wired over for the box of clay
sliding around in the trunk. I finally felt good about things; confident
Reno and I were going to get paid, and pleased I had the book to sell
for even more later. By the time I unloaded it, Reno would be gone
and I wouldn’t have to split all the money I got for it. I didn’t know how
much longer it would keep me going, but I was betting on forever.

I’d have settled, though, for enough to get me out of Port Said.

I watched the windows for any Shaa’ Kalyd that might be follow-
ing. I didn’t think getting to the wire service would be problem, but
waiting around for the money transfer would be painful. The longer it
took, the more exposed we were, and the more likely the Shaa’ Kalyd
would find us. Port Said was big and multicultural, but Reno and 1
didn’t quite fit in, and since Bush wouldn’t leave the box with us and
there was no way I trusted him enough to take it inside to get our
money, our only option was to go in together—all three of us—and
hope we weren’t noticed.

I looked over at Reno and remembered how we’d met, and all the
cons we’d pulled to get us to where we were. We really did make a
good team for a while, and it was sad, in a way, that this would be the
end of it, but despite his looks and everything else it was clear I could
no longer trust him. He was more in love with his sister and fixing his
past than he was grifting with me. Maybe these were things he could
work out of his system in time, maybe he could go home and find
some sort of closure, but if he did he wouldn’t be the same Reno, and
that Reno was the one I needed. The one that fit with me. It wasn’t
love—love is a word people made up to describe being too chicken-
shit to face the world alone—but it was nice to have someone on my
page for a while. If only he’d stayed there. That’s how it went, I sup-
posed. And that was exactly how Reno would go.

We reached the Western Union just after it opened. I had on a hi-
jab to disguise me from any stray Shaa’ Kalyd while Reno just kept his
hat pulled down and carried the Tinaldam inside. We were all too
afraid to leave it in the trunk in the heat, even though it hadn’t yet real-
ly warmed up. Plus we wanted to keep it in sight. Once we stepped
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through the glass door of the wire service, Reno put the box down and
I handed him my pack. I couldn’t afford to be encumbered, and with
Bush carrying that pistol and the Shaa’ Kalyd skulking around, the last
thing I needed was to be off-balance. Reno hesitated a second, then
took my pack before I followed Bush in to get out money.

The Western Union desk was the counter of a small shop in the
middle of Port Said that sold everything from snacks to cheap elec-
tronics. There were handwritten signs everywhere. 1 couldn’t read
them, but knew from experience the sorts of things they were offering.
Essentially, anything I wanted, all at a price higher than I’d pay else-
where. It was a one-stop shop, its own mini-bazaar, and was the sort
of place I tried to keep at a distance. The clientele were either people
too poor to be a good score or were up to things that couldn’t go
through proper channels without flagging attention. Things like, say,
wiring large sums of money to pay for an item stolen multiple times
and involved in the death of at least two people. You don’t handle that
sort of thing through your corner bank.

The man behind the counter fit right in. He was dressed in a
brown galabia and white headwrap. His eyes were red and moist, and
the bags under them drooped down his tanned face far enough that
they started to shift toward black. White stubble poked out of his jowls
like tiny wires, and he stared at us as we approached the desk like the
uninvited imposition we were.

He and Bush exchanged words in Masri. They sounded harsh, but
I was no judge since everything anybody had said to me since arriving
in Egypt sounded harsh. The man eventually threw up his arms and
slammed an old rotary phone down on the counter before muttering
and drifting to the back of the shop. I took a few steps sideways to
watch him as he pulled aside the curtain there and stepped past. I
glimpsed a thin mattress on the floor before the curtain closed again.

“How long is this going to take?” I asked, but Bush hushed me
while he spoke into the phone. He didn’t say much, choosing instead
to do a lot of listening. Eventually he aggressively snapped his fingers

at me and pointed to a ballpoint pen across the counter. I imagined for
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a moment jamming it through his hand but reminded myself I should
get my money first. So instead I smiled insincerely and handed him the
pen. He ordered the person on the other end to go ahead, then wrote
down a long series of numbers.

“Hey!” he shouted, then again something in Masti, and the man re-
turned from the back, only he acted differently, more uncomfortable
with the two of us. Was it even the same person? Every idiot blends
together after a while.

Bush pointed at his note and then said a few more words in Masti.
The man shook his head, said in English “Go go go,” and crossed his
arms. Bush pointed at the car, then stabbed the note again with his
finger. He followed that with a hard poke to the clerk’s chest, hard
enough that the old man stumbled. Bush said one more thing which
turned the man red, but he snatched the note and started entering it
into his machine.

“Not long,” he said. “He won’t be able to pay you in cash, obvi-
ously, but he’ll give you a certified money order you can take to the
bank.”

“How much can you pay in cash?” I asked the man at the machine.
He replied with more yelling, more hand waving. I turned to Bush.

“Can you ask this guy how much I can get in cash? Reno and I are
going to need some to get out of Port Said before the Shaa’ Kalyd
find us.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about him, pigeon,” Bush said.
“That bird has flown.”

I looked back at the door. I saw my pack there, and the Tinaldam,
but Reno was gone.

“Oh, shit,” I probably said.

I dashed over to my pack, not wanting to believe what I suspected.
But when I got there and saw the contents rummaged through, I knew
what I wouldn’t find.

“No no no,” I kept muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Bush smirked, peering over my shoulder.

“It’s gone. He took it. The book,” I blurted. “He took the book.”
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“What book?”

“The book. The book.”

“What? You had a copy of the book?”

But I wasn’t listening to him. I was too busy running outside to
scan the street for Reno. I didn’t see him. I didn’t see him anywhere.

“He took it. He took the goddamn book.”

Behind me, the door burst open and Bush charged out, carrying
the box of Tinaldam. He put it on the ground by the car and reached
for his keys.

“I don’t know which way he went,” I said. “But he can’t have gone
far. We should be able to catch up with him.”

“I’ll find him,” Bush said. “But you’re not coming with me.”

“What are you talking about? We had a deal.”

“We had a deal for the Tinaldam, not for the book.”

I glared at him.

“We had a deal,” I said, clenching my fist.

That’s when the pistol reappeared in his hand.

“Our deal is done, pigeon.”

I'looked at the barrel. Then at his eyes to be sure.

“What about my money?” I said.

He popped open the trunk.

“Money for what? You don’t have anything my employers need.
Which means you’re of no use to them any longer.”

That what I was afraid of hearing. I was too far to reach him and
too close to run. I wouldn’t have even made it back inside the shop.

“You don’t have to do this. You can just leave with the Tinaldam.
I don’t need any money for it. I don’t need the book.”

“It’s not that simple. I can already tell you’re going to be trouble.
And my employers don’t like trouble.”

“Right here? In the street?”

He didn’t reply. He just pointed the pistol.

That’s when I noticed someone madly sprinting toward us. He was
lanky, dressed in a loose shirt and slacks, and I knew right away who it

was before I even saw his missing hand. And once I saw him, I spotted



Clay Pigeons 239

his one-handed brothers also running toward us from opposite direc-
tions on the street. There were over a dozen of them, more than I’d
seen in the temple, moving in waves from all directions to converge on
us. There wasn’t much time; I screamed and pointed.

“He’s got itl He’s got the Tinaldam! He’s got it!”

Bush was confused, then turned and saw what I saw.

“Shit!” he said, and dropped the pistol in his pocket to free up his
hands. Once he did so, I darted back inside the shop and ducked near
the window. Bush heaved the box of clay into the trunk. The Shaa’
Kalyd I'd first seen was practically on top of him, and as he leapt he
threw something at Bush I couldn’t immediately make sense of. Bush
pivoted the last second before it struck, the cultist right behind. He
fired the pistol from inside his pocket. The man’s neck exploded.

I felt the sound through the window, not sure who I was rooting
for. The clerk cowered behind the counter, and if it weren’t for the
gunfire I might have rushed over and strangled him for calling the
Shaa’ Kalyd. Or maybe I would have kissed him for saving me from
Bush. It was complicated, and in the chaos I didn’t have time to get my
emotions sorted.

The Shaa’ Kalyd spasmed on the ground as blood spurted from his
neck, but Bush didn’t notice. He was too busy struggling with the sev-
ered hand the dead man had thrown at him. It scrambled up Bush’s
chest like a huge pale spider, leaving behind a dark wet trail. I was pet-
rified, but Bush never lost his calm. He grabbed the hand off his throat
before it could get a hold and threw it to the ground. It landed on its
back, fingers moving in a frenzy. Bush drove his heel into it before it
could right itself.

More Shaa’ Kalyd raced forward as Bush slammed his trunk shut
and fired indiscriminately into the mob. I didn’t see how many cultists
he hit, but I expected it was one for each explosion. And there were a
lot of explosions. It’s why I kept my head down.

Bush cracked off a few more shots to keep the clustering Shaa’
Kalyd from getting too close, then leapt into his car. I looked out the
window at him, but he didn’t look back. He’d forgotten about me, just
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as the Shaa’ Kalyd had, as the engine revved to life. Before I could
wonder if there were too many Shaa’ Kalyd to get through, the car’s
wheels spun black and Bush peeled away as fast as the asphalt would
let him. Hands and bodies bounced off the car as he plowed through
the crowd of Shaa” Kalyd. When the smoke cleared I saw anyone still
standing chase after Bush and the box of Tinaldam in his trunk—some
on foot, some breaking the windows of old cars and hopping inside.
Behind them a flock of disembodied hands followed, leaping across
the hot asphalt like frogs in pursuit. I kept out of sight until the last of
them had gone.

I decided I'd had enough. I grabbed my pack and shoveled all my
stuff back inside. The clerk hesitantly peeked over the top of the coun-
ter looking frazzled and insecure. I stripped off my hijab and gave him
a look intended to scare him as much as possible.

“I don’t suppose the money came through?” I asked, and he start-
ed screaming and throwing anything within arm’s reach at me. I man-
aged to dodge most of it, but when I got winged by a steel wrench and
my arm went numb I knew it was time to put as much distance be-
tween me and the shit show as possible.

“If I find out you said anything about me to anyone, I’'m going to
come back here and gut you!” I screamed, then ran out the door and in
the opposite direction from the one Bush and the Shaa’ Kalyd had
gone in. I had no idea where I was going to go, just as long as I was as
far away as possible from the police sirens I heard getting louder.

I ran and kept running until I couldn’t anymore. When I finally
reached the end of my strength I stumbled into a random alley and
collapsed behind a bin of garbage. It smelled like shit, but I didn’t care.
I was struggling to block what I'd just escaped from my mind. But I
couldn’t. It kept replaying over and over. The adrenaline was burning
away until only the shock was left. I shook uncontrollably and I burst
into tears, heaving and sobbing and wishing I could forget everything
I’d seen over the past few days. I should have stifled it, kept quiet and
in control, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it. My body was betraying my
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trust just as everyone else had. Even under the baking Egyptian sun, I
felt cold. Without anything. Alone.

The one person I'd trusted was Reno, and he was gone. He left
without a word, without considering me or where I'd end up. He left
as though he never cared about me at all. And, worse, he’d stolen the
book. The chip I'd been hanging onto to get me out of trouble. He
stole it from me after everything we’d done and gone through togeth-
er, stole it and left me with nothing. He’d fucked me in so many ways I
couldn’t count them all, and my swelling anger was so great that I
hoped Bush would find him and leave his bullet-ridden corpse on the
side of the road to be devoured by vultures. Even that seemed too
good for him, too good for the person who broke my trust and ruined
my life. I hoped Reno got back home and found his sister dead. Bru-
tally murdered. Maybe then the scales would start to even out.

My anger helped me calm down. I wiped my eyes on the tail of my
shirt and my nose on the back of my hand. Fuck him. I'd been in
worse straits and kept my head. Fuck him and his fucking sister. I
wasn’t going to let them stop me.

So what if Id lost everything? So what if I had no big score, no
Reno, no box of Tinaldam or rare book? So what if I had no money,
or food, or change of clothes? And so what if it was only a matter of
time before the Shaa” Kalyd realized they still wanted me dead? Why
should I care? They were all just obstacles, and I could overcome ob-
stacles. That’s what I did. I overcame.

When my breath was finally under control and my arm no longer
throbbing, I stood and slung my pack over my shoulders. There were
still sirens but they were miles away, and if they were all over there,
dealing with the dead Shaa’ Kalyd and the escaping Weldon Bush and
Reno, then no one would be over here keeping an eye on the cars
parked haphazardly on the baking afternoon side streets of Port Said.

The Pontiac I found had to have been about thirty years old, and it
coughed and it choked but it ran when I crossed its ignition wires the
way Reno once taught me. With my pack in the passenger seat, I put
all my weight on the gas pedal and aimed the car straight across the
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Suez and as far away from the canal as I could get. Once the tank was
empty, I’d find a way to get it refilled or get someone to drive me fur-
ther away. The last thing I was going to do was get stuck. Not in Port
Said. Not in any place ever again.
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