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Abstract
This Apocalypse Won’t Last Long Enough is a collection of short stories about
people facing a crisis - their own personal apocalypse. Each character struggles with a
relationship that is either helped (or most often, hindered) by the past. In “In Miniature,”
an older man is haunted by the recent popularity of his old TV repair shop commercial as
he struggles to prove to his wife that he’s still a viable mate. “Hollywood Magic” is a
young girl’s quest to save the life of her teen idol, but she’s surprised when she travels
back in time and learns that he is a jerk. “Libration” is a double narrative of two sisters
who, like the moon’s wobble, are able to see a little bit more of their father than the other.
In “Time Lines,” a young man cuts himself in order to relive memories of his ex
girlfriend. “This Apocalypse Won’t Last Long Enough” follows a young musician in the
aftermath of a tornado’s devastation, and the dissolution of his romantic relationship. In
“Spirited Art” a young woman takes a special art class in order to reunite with her
deceased mother. In “In Vivo,” a young woman rescues a rabbit from a laboratory, and
discovers that it has strange powers. “Poppies Will Make Them Sleep” features a middleaged narrator who covets youth’s beauty, and discovers that she has the strength to steal
it. The final story of the collection, “Helpline,” describes the life of an elderly man who
works a telephone helpline in order to make up for his troubled past with his son. In this
collection, each character must confront their past in order to move in to the future.
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In Miniature
Floyyd didn’t fix TVs anymore, but he kept the name badge because he liked it.
He worked a shift at an old Phillips 66 gas station now, on the side of I-65. Floyyd
watched the cars flash by on the interstate. In the mornings he took the half-empty pack
of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket and would light one. He’d scoot his stool closer to the
window so he could watch the planes flying away from the airport on the other side of the
city. They moved slowly, like flies on a window pane.
During the week Floyyd had his regulars stop in for coffee and cigarettes. They
were all locals, and Floyyd knew them by name. But anyone could walk in on a Saturday.
Today it was some punk in a top hat and suspenders. He parked around the side of the gas
station, away from the pumps. A group of high school kids drinking their slushies by the
newspaper machines called out to him, asking for help buying beer, but the guy didn’t
even pause to look at them.
When the bell on the door made noise behind the man, Floyyd’s right shoulder
raised up, like he was going to use it as a shield. He watched the guy walk to the back of
the store and go through the energy drinks, reading each label and then putting the cans
back. Floyyd knew the guy could feel his eyes on him. It was like Floyyd could read the
guy’s thoughts. He was thinking “Please don’t watch me.” But Floyyd thought back,
“Tough.”
Floyyd kept looking for the hair he knew must be under that top hat somewhere.
Maybe it was in a Mohawk. Maybe the guy had it shaved on the side and long in the
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middle, so he could change quickly. Like a chameleon. Like a robber. Floyyd took his
pocket knife out of his back jeans pocket and started to clean the dirt from under his nails
with the blade.
Some guy had robbed him once, back when Floyyd owned his own TV repair
shop. The guy came in and stood around looking at TVs and parts for a while, but Floyyd
let him be. When the other customers left Floyyd’s Big TVs, the guy came up to Floyyd
with a long-bladed buck knife with ridges at the end, and Floyyd had to put the TV parts
down and decide whether to use the screwdriver he held in his hand. That was the first
time he used the Watch Yourself look. Floyyd wasn’t aware at first that he looked any
different. But the buck knife went down a little, and the guy holding it took a step back.
The man took in Floyyd’s look and then put the knife back in its sheath. He grabbed the
tip jar on the way out, but there was only five bucks in it anyway.
That had been twenty years ago. Floyyd put his knife back in his pocket and
scratched the chest hair that poked out of his unbuttoned shirt like spring grass. Where
was this punk hiding his hair? He had an energy drink and was looking at the little plastic
bags of sweets. A plastic bag of gummy worms were getting some close scrutiny. He kept
taking them off the little metal hook, reading the ingredients, and then putting them back.
Floyyd took a drag from his cigarette and exhaled, keeping his eyes on the young guy.
The guy in the top hat came up to the counter, but he didn’t lay his food out to be
rung up. He stood there, on the brink of a decision. Something more than the fate of
gummy worms.
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The door jangled open and a young girl came in. Barely old enough to drive. The
guy in the top hat stood back to let her pay for her gas. Ten dollars on pump number two,
please. Then she was out of there.
Floyyd watched her walk out to her car. Watched the high school hangouts say
something to her. Watched her walk on by as if they didn’t exist.
Floyyd slid the window open and waved his hand to push out the cigarette smoke.
The punk stepped back up to the counter. “You’re famous.”
Floyyd didn’t like the smirk on his face, so he opened up his Watch Yourself look
just a little.
“I mean, do you know you’re famous?” He stood back a little, taking his arms off
the counter.
Floyyd finished off his cigarette and put it out in the ashtray he kept by the
register.
“Are you buying this stuff, or what?”
The man in the top hat sucked in his lower lip and bit it at the corner. “Yessir.”
Floyyd punched in the numbers and then asked for the cash. The guy in the top
hat handed it over. Floyyd could tell he was gearing up for something. He reached around
to his back pocket and rested a finger on the tip of his large pocket knife.
“Listen. I don’t know if you want to know, but I just want to tell you. That old
commercial you made? It’s gone viral.”
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Floyyd raised a bushy eyebrow, “Viral?” He said it like it was a piece of old
furniture. Vie-ruhl. A tall cabinet with a hundred drawers the size of cigarette cartons.
The place for useless keepsakes, like a set of spoons or a penny whistle.
“Viral - it’s all over the Internet. People all over the U.S. are watching it. Heck,
probably outside of the States, too.”
Floyyd lifted his hand off the knife and scratched his chin.
“That so?”
The guy in the top hat looked like he didn’t know what to make of Floyyd. “Yeah.
You know, you could make money off of this if you wanted to. Hell, you could probably
get on the Tonight Show.”
Floyyd had heard enough. “Listen, son. I don’t want any of that kind of thing. I’m
just fine here.”
The guy grabbed his energy drink and touched the brim of his top hat in a mock
salute, “Well, then. Much obliged.” His grin was lopsided.
Floyyd gave him the two finger sendoff, a little flick of his pointer and middle
finger away from his temple.
“See ya.”
Outside the teens were climbing into a car.
Floyyd waited for the night shift to come in. Loyola was late as usual, but Floyyd
knew she had a hard time at home, so he didn’t make her feel bad about ten minutes.
Loyola counted out the cash drawer. Floyyd stared at the old Phillips ad taped to the wall
by the register. The ad was of an Indian in a headdress beating out a smoke signal with a
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carpet. The smoke said 66, and beneath the scene the advert said, “Go with Phillips
66.. .the gasoline that won the West!” The picture was ratty looking, torn at the edges and
with cuss words painted over in white out, but he didn’t feel he had a right to take it
down. After all, it wasn’t his gas station.
Loyola had to count out the drawer three times, because she kept losing her place
with the nickels. Her fingers were shaking a bit, and she wore an old, tattered scarf
around her neck. Floyyd was just about to break out another cigarette when she hit $200
to the penny. He tucked the unlit cigarette back in the pack carefully, closing the foil and
then the lid. He didn’t like to walk and smoke at the same time. Besides, he needed to air
out before he got home.
“Watch out, Lo. Been some weird people in here today.”
She nodded and tightened the scarf around her neck.
Floyd opened the door and started down the two blocks to home.
#
When he got there, Cyndil was in the kitchen, watching over the food on the
stove. She was balancing on her left leg, scratching it with the toes of her other foot. He
remembered their first date twenty years ago, her leaning on his arm for the first time at
the state fair. The bugs were bad that year. Bloodsuckers. When he saw her bare calf up
close later, in the truck bed, after they’d done the deed, he counted the bites to slow his
heart down, tracing them with his finger and making her laugh at the tickle. Thirty-seven.
Floyyd walked up behind her and kissed her on the top of her head.
“Hey.” He rested his hands on her shoulders.
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“Hey, Floyyd.” She measured some salt in the palm of her hand and tossed it into
the pot of green beans. She didn’t turn around.
The television set took up one corner. Its old, gigantic screen loomed like an eye
waiting to open. On either side of the set were the speakers, and the wooden top opened
to reveal a turn table. Cyndil had the windows open, and when the windows were open, it
meant Cyndil wanted some quiet time. So Floyyd let the TV alone. The curtains billowed
out and sucked against the screens with the breeze. Sounds of evening came in off the
street. There were some cars driving by too fast - nine to five’ers rushing to go home.
The leaves were rustle-clicking against each other. In another month they’d be on the
ground and Floyyd would get out the old rake that was missing a tooth.
Floyyd sat in his recliner. He tilted his head to the left, the right, and then did a
little half circle across his chest until the tight spot in his back loosened up. He liked these
minutes at the end of each day when he sat alone, nobody asking him for anything. The
smell of dinner let him know that the world was alright. He looked over at the row of
Cyndil’s porcelain unicorns locked away in the china cabinet. They were mostly lying
down or galloping. Smiling, licking their fur, drinking from a pond, racing away into the
unseen.
Cyndil came in with a loaded plate and set it down on the small table by Floyyd’s
recliner. Then she went back to the fridge for their drinks. Floyyd picked up the plate and
forked some green beans into his mouth. He tried to keep from making the silverware
clank against the plate, but he was hungry and his fork jabbed a bit too forcefully against
the ceramic every now and then.
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“About time for Channel 6 to come on,” she called from the kitchen. Floyyd took
the hint. He laid his plate back on the tray, walked over to the TV, and turned the large
dial until the screen lit up.
They ate together in silence, listening to the local news with its junior high
football games, stories about local businesses going under, and a quick mention of the
faraway war.
There was a high whine, and then just like that, with a tinyp o p ’t, the screen went
blank. Like an eye still open, but dead to seeing.
Cyndil and Floyyd didn’t get up right away. Maybe the power had just gone out.
But they could hear the hum of the fridge coming from the kitchen, and when Cyndil
leaned over and tapped the base of the old touch lamp once, twice, three times, and the
light got brighter and brighter like at a movie theater. Telling you it’s time to get out of
your seat.
Floyyd eased his plate onto the coffee table and then flicked the side handle on
the recliner like a gear shift. The foot rest sucked back in and the chair tilted down.
Floyyd used the motion to help him stand up. Swift, graceful-like. He walked over to the
TV and leaned to look behind it. He was only there a minute. Then he went quietly out to
the garage and came back with his tool case. On the side with the clasp, it had a bumper
sticker with the old store logo - a TV with frazzled rabbit ears and a busted screen on the
left, a sparklin’ TV with straight antennae on the right. The fixed screen showed a
cartoonized version of Floyyd, smiling with giant teeth and winking in a kind of profile
that showed off his mutton chops.

8

Floyyd could hear Cyndil taking the empty plates back to the kitchen as he
opened up his tool box. He worked slowly. His body knew the motions enough to let his
mind wander. He kept thinking about the commercial and how he hadn’t seen it in years.
That song had taken him weeks to write, and he’d felt like it was the start of a grand
enterprise. As long as the commercial was playing, his shop would stay in business.
The water stopped in the kitchen. Floyyd heard the dishes thump lightly as they
reached the bottom of the soapy water. He pushed up from his knees and walked to the
doorframe. Cyndil was sitting at the kitchen table, drying the water off of her hands with
a dish towel and reading a thick fantasy novel, its pages held open by the bottom edge of
the fruit bowl. Floyyd could imagine the cover - a young girl standing with her hands
brushing a unicorn’s mane. Cyndil had a row of books like these under her nightstand in
the bedroom, and Floyyd could never tell when she’d started a new one. He used to ask
her what was going on in the stories, but after a few times hearing about rescues and
magic and beauty he’d gotten the gist.
“I’m gonna go out for just a little bit,” he said.
“Okay, hon.”
Floyyd grabbed his jacket from beside the screen door and stepped outside. The
crickets were going at it, singing their lives out. He lit a cigarette and walked down the
street to Bud’s house.
Tina answered the door. She was holding the new grandbaby tucked in her arms.
She gave a quick sniff to the air.
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“Evening. Is Bud around?” Floyyd held his cigarette just behind the side hem of
his jeans leg, so that the smoke wouldn’t drift in the door.
“Yeah, hold on just a minute, Floyyd.”
Bud came to the door with the car keys already in his hand.
“Going out for groceries again? You guys having a party we don’t know about?”
“No. TV’s fritzed out. Just need to go into town to get a part.”
“I’d a thought you’d have all the parts you’d need. Didn’t you keep most of
them?”
“Not everything.” Floyyd brought his cigarette to his mouth.
Bud took a look towards the kitchen, and then stepped out onto the porch,
catching the screen door before it banged against the frame and then easing it shut.
Floyyd held out the pack of cigarettes and Bud took one, then fished a book of matches
out of his own pocket. As the smoke drifted out of his mouth, he sighed like he’d just
eaten the last piece of meat he’d ever have.
“Saw your old commercial on the news tonight, Floyyd. You see it?”
Floyyd shook his head. “Tube busted right after the football scores.”
“They said it’s all popular on the Internet. Looks like you’re a big star. Think you
might get called up to be on Channel 6?”
Floyyd didn’t have to raise his head to know there was some hope in Bud’s eyes.
Bugs pinged off the glass around the porch light. Big, heavy moths. Closer to birds than
insects. Their wings were the color of mummy wrappings Floyyd had seen on a TV
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special. Secret o f the Pharoah, or something like that. All those kings from way back
when, vital organs in jars, ladies and servants all killed and wrapped up to go with him.
One of the moths flew into Floyyd’s face, coming at his eyes. He backhanded it
and sent it smack against the vinyl siding of Bud’s house. It stuck there, part of its body
cut open and gooey. It flapped its wings against the house, but it couldn’t get free.
“No, they don’t want an old cuss like me. They got all they want in that video.”
He stepped down into the yard and ground the stub of his cigarette into the dirt.
“I’ll be about an hour,” he said, then nodded his thank you and walked around the
side of the house to the old Ford.
#
He found the library easy enough, though it was due more to the new light-up
sign, the kind you see outside a church or bingo hall, than to his familiarity with the
place. Floyyd had only been there once before, when he’d needed to apply for a job after
his store hit the bottom. The state had its employment office down in the basement. The
cold room with no windows felt like Bud’s description of the drunk holding tank at the
county jail. Floyyd thought he deserved to be there. In purgatory. In between the sweet
stuff and nowhere nice. He hadn’t kept up with the new technology. No one wanted a
CRT set anymore. It was all about plasma and flat-screens and high definition to make
your eyes pop out. He’d taken the first job they offered him that didn’t involve smiling all
the time. Walking out of the library, with his half-page resume folded up in his pocket,
he’d peeked in to the room behind the door labeled “Computer Lab.” Four young kids ran
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up and down the aisles, playing tag with each other. Their mother sat at a computer, her
face inert as her finger tapped the mouse.
This time, though, the room was quiet. The chair sank a little underneath Floyyd
when he sat down, but the other people didn’t seem to notice. He moved the mouse
around a little and the screen lit up. He sat there, waiting for something to happen. The
people around him were typing quickly. He moved his mouse to a small icon on the
computer screen and clicked it. The screen turned white. A small black line blinked at the
top of the screen. Floyyd typed in the name of his store and then sat back to wait. Nothing
happened.
“Need some help, sir?”
There was a young man with a library work badge hanging from the front pocket
of his work shirt. He was young and he was bald on top. The sides of his head were cut
close, but you could tell by the shine where he could still grow hair and where there
wasn’t ever going to be any more. He was grinning wide enough to break his face in two.
“I was just about to leave,” Floyyd said.
“Hey, are you that guy from the commercial? Did you paint that mural outside
your shop yourself?”
“I’m done.” Floyyd pushed the chair in and walked out of the library.
Behind him, on the computer screen, were the words he had typed: Floyyd’s Big
TVs.
#
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The Ford rumbled down Caldwell’s short main street: Cotton Street. Floyyd had
twenty-five dollars in his pocket, so he decided to buy a new unicorn for Cyndil. He’d
want a bag of something with him when he dropped the truck off at Bud’s, anyhow. All
he needed was for Bud to tell a story at the bar about how Floyyd went off in the truck
one night and came back empty handed. Not even enough get up and go to find the right
TV part anymore. Or worse - some story about him hooking up with a girl. Bud putting
all his fantasies over on to Floyyd’s messed up life.
Floyyd stopped at the antiques store and bought the one Cyndil had held the
longest the last time they’d gone together. It was a unicorn mid-gallop, with a garland of
flowers around its neck. You could tell the flowers were breaking apart in the wind,
because the petals were flying off. Some were on the ground, and a few were on the
unicorn’s back, like large freckles.
The old timer at the counter called his wife out from the back room to wrap it up
in some tissue paper. She even got out a small white box and set it down inside, like a
corsage.
The old timer stared at Floyyd.
“Hey, you’re that guy from TV.”
Floyyd picked the white box off the counter.
“Yeah! Yeah, you are. We saw it on the news tonight. Sing it for us. Do that
dance!”
Floyyd started walking to the door. “Sorry, musta been somebody else.”
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“Wait, wait. How did that song go? Myrtle, grab the camera and take a picture of
me with him.” The old timer tapped the unlit end of his cigarette against his temple. It
was the right rhythm. Floyyd had to get out.
Floyyd pushed open the door and the bell rang behind him.
Through the windows Floyyd could see the man singing the words to “Floyyd’s
Big TVs.” Then the man doubled over with laughter.
Floyyd went around to the passenger side of the truck and set the white box down
on the floorboard so it wouldn’t rattle off the seat and break. When he shut the door, there
was a flash. The woman from the shop stood winding a camera for the next shot. Floyyd
stood looking at the woman. She brought the camera back up to her eye and snapped
another. Floyyd tried to summon up the look that would make her stop taking pictures
and apologize, but he couldn’t find it. He walked to the driver’s side, started up the
engine and headed for home.
When he passed his house, he pulled over to the curb and stopped for a minute,
pretending it was years ago when he still had his own truck. Back then he came home
every night feeling alright. He’d bring home the money that’d keep Cyndil from having
to work, keep her reading her fantasy stories, maybe keep her from looking for a better
deal.
But last week when Floyyd took the recycle bin out to the curb he’d stubbed his
foot on a rock and dropped it. Soda bottles and old newspapers fell on the lawn. On the
bottom of the bin was one of those free apartment guides. The pages for expensive
apartment complexes had giant red X’s through them. There was a line of jagged paper
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on the inside, near the spine, as if some of the pages had been torn out and saved. The
next day Floyyd had to come home for lunch because the slushie machine had lost its
mind and sprayed blue coloring all over his shirt. Cyndil was out in the backyard,
hanging up laundry on the clothesline. There was an application for employment at the
grocery store on the kitchen counter. It was part-way filled out. For the question “When
would you be able to start?” Cyndil had answered “immediately.” Floyyd grabbed a new
shirt and went back out the front door quietly, as if he’d never been there.
He turned the ignition and pulled out, drove back down Cotton Street and turned
off at the big warehouses. There was an old lumber mill that had been out of commission
for thirty years, a place that was still a gymnastics school for kids during the day, and the
one building Floyyd knew better than any other in his life. The parking lot was cracked
with lines of grass growing up. On the side of the building was a giant mural of Floyyd.
A cartoon version: exaggerated features, exaggerated happy. It was faded and worn away
in places, but still clear enough for Channel 6 to use as a background for their report.
Floyyd wondered where the reporter would have stood, that young girl with the greasy
hair who still fumbled over the words the teleprompter fed her. He tried to picture her in
front of the giant, cartoon Floyyd. What were the few bits she’d managed to memorize?
What did she say? What had Bud and the Old Timer heard?
Or maybe they hadn’t gone there at all. Just stayed in the studio and played the
commercial and that was it.
The truck sounded too loud in the empty lot, so he turned it off. He didn’t need to
walk up to the doors to know that they were locked. The shop wasn’t worth a nickel to
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anyone but him, but the bank had taken his keys away just the same. Floyyd sat down in
the dusty concrete and let his head hang between his knees.
A car came up the street with its radio full blast. Floyyd looked up just in time to
see the car do a donut in the parking lot. Through the rolled down window Floyyd could
see the driver with the steering wheel pushed all the way to the left. The beat up, dirty car
leaned on its left wheels as it squealed around in a tight circle. Floyyd’s song was on the
radio. One of the guys in the car tossed a beer can at the sign painted on the side of the
building. The beer flowed down the mural of cartoon Floyyd, coating his cheeks and
chin. He looked older, mummified. The girls in the car pealed out in laughter and the car
drove away, another song taking over after Floyyd’s had finished.
Floyyd walked up to the mural and stood face to face with his cartoon self. He
wondered which person Cyndil saw when he came home every day. Maybe there was a
place for him in the fantasy stories. Not riding the unicorns with her, but maybe traveling
along with her, protecting her when he could.
He knew he couldn’t be the tall, thin man that he’d seen on some of the book
covers. Even when they’d first met in high school he’d been a bit short and stocky. But
she’d loved him then, told him he was handsome and strong. She wouldn’t think of him
like a big cartoon grin. Surely, she’d know the real Floyyd.
But he looked down at his fingers and they were stumpy. His belly poked out a
hair more than just this morning. He thought about the guy in the top hat, and wondered
just what he looked like to that fool. Sitting at the Phillips 66 day in, day out. Floyyd
sometimes came home with a patch of ketchup on his shirt he hadn’t known was there
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until Cyndil eased him out of his shirt, rubbed the soreness out of his back, and wrapped
him in his robe.
He walked back to the truck and took out the white box. He opened it. The paper
felt soft, and crinkled in his hands. The unicorn was still beautiful, unearthly, perfect. In
the grassy area near the building, he set the unicorn down. It looked more alive here, with
the moonlight, than it had in the shop. The grass was like a jungle around the unicorn, but
she kept up her gallop like she knew nothing was in her way. A grasshopper jumped out
of the blades and onto the porcelain back. It stayed there, twitching its legs.
In the distance, he heard another car coming down the road fast.
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Hollywood Magic
John Svelten died in the hallway of his apartment complex in Hollywood when I
was a freshman in college. He’d tied a rope to the iron rungs of the stairwell and then
stepped off. That’s what the news said. His friends were in his apartment. He’d just
stepped out for a smoke. They’d all come over to keep him company, because he’d been
feeling down.
He was a movie star. A guy I’d never met. But in the end, my obsession with him
was real.
Way back in middle school all of my friends had a celebrity crush, and at
Heather’s birthday sleepover they kept asking me who I liked. I was missing out on entire
conversations.
Heather sat on the counter in the bathroom, giving me a French braid. “I bet for
our first date Brad would pick me up in a limo and hand me a dozen lilies.” She snapped
the hair elastic off of her wrist and wrapped it around the bottom of the braid. “What’s
your dream date, Nicole?”
I stood in front of the bathroom mirror, holding a hand mirror behind my head to
look at the braid. Heather leaned to see into the other room where our friends were
playing truth or dare. There was some gross concoction of milk and pickle juice that
Stephanie was holding up to her lips, getting ready to drink.
“John would make a picnic lunch. We’d go out to this field and eat on a blanket,
and then we’d explore a haunted house and he’d save me from the ghosts.”
Heather turned to me. “Who’s John?”
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“He’s that guy from Shadows Upon Us.” I hummed a bit of the theme song.
“Oh yeah!” She jumped down from the counter. “Hey, I think there’s a picture of
him in Tiger Beat. Wanna see?”
We sat on the edge of Heather’s bed, flipping through the magazine. There was a
centerfold of John in a cable-knit sweater. His chin rested on his fist, and his dark hair
fell across his eyes. Heather pried up the staples of the magazine with a pair of scissors
and pulled the centerfold out of the magazine.
“Here,” she handed it to me. “So he’ll be in your dreams.”
There was a poster of Brad Posely taped to the ceiling over Heather’s bed. His
short, spikey blonde hair guys at our middle school copied.
When we’d watched Dirty Dancing and eaten popcorn and M&M’s until our
stomachs ached we pulled out our sleeping bags. I put the poster of John underneath my
pillow. I watched the shadows cast by Heather’s nightlight and listened to the soft snores
of my friends until I fell asleep.
John and I were being hunted. His dark hair was wet from rain, and it stuck up a
little on the back of his head.
“Give it up!” voices called to us down the alley. The snap of police shoes against
stone grew louder.
John laughed at them. He pushed me up a fire escape and we climbed. After a few
floors he smashed a window with his elbow and we climbed inside. They ran past us on
the wet pavement below, turning down another alley.
“W e’ll be safe here for the night,” he said.
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We huddled together on a sofa, my head on John’s chest, and when I looked up at
him he kissed me. It was better than the kiss that Greg Dalton had given me in the back of
my mom’s mini-van on the way home from seeing a movie. For one thing, it lasted
longer. And unlike Greg, John brought his hands up to cup my face.
We kissed and kissed, and then the sun was in my face from the window. The real
window in Heather’s bedroom. And I kept trying to push myself back down into sleep,
but I couldn’t get all the way there. I put my hand on my face, where John had held me.
Half in my dream and half out, until Heather’s mom knocked on the door and herded us
downstairs for breakfast.
Things changed for me and John after that. I used my allowance to buy
magazines, and I put the best pictures of John up on my wall. I wrote a few love poems,
put them in an envelope, and tried to work up the courage to mail them to John’s fan club
address printed in Tiger Beat.
I thought that if he only knew someone out there loved him, then it might change
his life.
Eight years later, when I heard of John’s suicide, I felt personally responsible. If I
had only sent him those letters, maybe it would have been enough to make a difference.
What if all he needed was a girl who loved him?
#
The morning that I heard about John I skipped class. I lay in my bed in my dorm
room, underneath the covers even though it wasn’t that cold. In the afternoon I wrapped
the comforter around my shoulders and poured a bowl of cereal. Then I sat watching a
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Shadows Upon Us episode on my laptop. It was one of my favorites. John was searching
for a young ghost, someone he had fallen in love with. Back in middle school, I’d
daydreamed about the episode all week after it aired, picturing myself as a ghost, winning
over John’s heart so that he couldn’t capture me, even though that hadn’t worked so well
for the ghost in the episode.
“Are there any spirits here?” John asked.
A shimmer of light and shadows answered him. A beautiful girl ghost trapped in
the attic of an old house. But she wasn’t an angry ghost, or a mean ghost. She just made
people feel uneasy. I closed my eyes, and imagined that I was the ghost in the episode.
That it was my voice speaking to John, telling him that it was ok. It was my time to go.
John reached out to touch the ghost. Her long blonde hair floated in the air, like
she was underwater. Her fingers lifted, ready to take his hand.
John looked into the ghost girl’s face.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Then he pulled the trigger on his ghost capture and she swirled into it, imprisoned
in the tiny box forever. The box clicked shut and steam poured from a side vent. There
was a faint sound in the background, like a woman screaming. A tear ran down John’s
cheek, his blue eyes so bright they almost glowed. I blew my nose into a tissue and took
another spoonful of Lucky Charms.
When I’d watched as many episodes as I could stand, I searched for Shadows
Upon Us memorabilia online. I thought maybe I’d buy a patch to sew onto my backpack
as a memorial to John.
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And then I saw it.
A Polaroid photograph of John, in his Shadows Upon Us clothing. The description
said the photograph was taken by the wardrobe department between shots, to make sure
that everything would be in place for the next take. John was on set, in a corner of a large,
grey living room. He was laughing, his head thrown back a little and his adam’s apple
sticking out. It looked pointy, almost sharp enough to cut you if you tried to kiss it.
The price was $15.
I had thirty dollars on my checking card that had to last me the next two weeks. I
clicked “Buy.”
My roommate came back from her classes and tried to get me to come out to the
dining hall for dinner. I started to walk out the door with the comforter still wrapped
around me.
“Come on,” Tessa May said. “You never even met the guy.”
I went into the bedroom and pulled out an old notebook. I handed it to her. She
flipped through the pages of love poetry, hearts with John’s name inside, a collage of
photos of John glued onto the cover.
“Five years. Middle school and high school. He’s the guy I thought about.”
She smiled. “Mine was Rick Madly.”
“What happened to him?”
Tessa May shrugged. “He grew up I guess.”
She handed me back the notebook. One of the magazine photographs curled up on
the edge. I smoothed it down.
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“Stay here, Nicole,” she told me. “I’ll bring you back a tray.”
#
The photograph of John came in the mail two weeks later. It was bubble-wrapped,
and had “Do Not Bend” written in red ink on the envelope.
Tessa May had gotten me to go to my classes and to the dining hall. But other
than that I stayed in, wrapped in my comforter, forgetting to take a shower.
Soot smudged the outside edge of the photograph, and the episode name and
number were written in a ballpoint pen at the bottom. It had that white frame around it
that old Polaroids have. The frame was peeling up in places, and it made the photograph
feel a little fake. They’d also gotten the name of the episode wrong - someone had
written “An Encounter” instead of “An Eerie Encounter.”
I held the Polaroid in my hand, looking at John. His adam’s apple was even more
sharp in the photograph than it had looked online. The photograph was in color, the army
green of his ghost-catching uniform the same hue as my messenger bag, but there was a
greyness to the picture that made me uneasy. John belonged there, in the dilapidated
house. The angles of his face as sharp and unexpected as the rotting boards over the
windows.
My finger lingered over his face. This photograph had been in the same room
with him. Maybe particles of his breath had touched the paper. I pressed my finger to his
hair, and imagined him looking down at me.
That night I used my cellphone as a flashlight and stared at the photograph for as
long as my eyes would stay open. When I couldn’t stay awake any longer, I slipped the
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photograph beneath my pillow. At one point in the night I woke up and thought I felt
someone’s hair beneath my fingers. But when I pulled them out from under the pillow
there was only the photograph there, John smiling back at me. I held my hands under my
chest and went back to sleep, but my fingers reached for the photograph again. Even in
my dreams I felt my fingers pushing through the photograph, creeping into the room
where John Svelten stood by the window.
I tried to will myself to wake up. To pull my hand from the photograph. But my
hand inched forward, pulling my body beneath my pillow. My hand slipped inside the
frame. The world inside the photograph was dry and hot. I rubbed my fingers together
and my skin made a scratching noise. Tiny tears in the photograph scraped against my
skin as my arm traveled further inside. The air stank of hot tar.
It was only after my head passed through the photograph that I was able to wake
up.
John Svelten turned to face me. He stood by the window, his green ghost-hunting
jumpsuit unzipped to the waist. He saw me and laughed. His adam’s apple cut back and
forth in his neck.
I was here. And in my sports bra and panties, no less. Maybe mom was right
about always wearing pajamas to bed in case there was a fire.
I tried to cover myself with my arms. But there’s only so much you can do.
John walked over to me, slowly, like he was afraid I’d try to attack him. He had
his ether-catch device with him, his finger ready to open the catch.
He laughed. “I’ve never seen a ghost blush.”
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“I’m not a ghost,” I said. “See?”
I held out my arms in front of my body to show him how solid they were. Fingers
squeezed together, palms covering up my face. The only problem was I could see John
through the palms of my hands. My skin and everything inside it had gone milky white
and transparent.
Then I remembered what I was wearing, and I put my arms over my body again.
“That’s what they all say,” John said.
“No, but, I’m from the future. I’m here to rescue you.”
John nodded. “They all say that, too,” he said.
The ether-catch device shook in his hand. Faint sounds, like a mewing kitten,
came from inside the little black box.
“What’s in there?” I asked.
John gave a wicked smile. Like I should already know.
A man came in from one of the side doors. He saw John and me talking. “Are we
rolling?” he asked.
“W e’re always rolling!” shouted a woman.
I turned around and saw a huge camera. A woman leaned into the eyepiece,
watching me and John. A little red light blinked on its top corner. Not just watching, then.
Recording.
A man with a Polaroid camera stood off to the side, shaking a piece of developing
film.
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I turned around to face John. “Listen to me,” I said. “In six years you’re going to
kill yourself.”
John pressed a button on the ether-catcher. A green light turned on the top of the
black box, and it started to hum. He fiddled with a calibration on the side, not looking at
me.
“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “In a car accident, right?”
“No. With a rope.”
He looked up at me and we stood near each other for a moment. I almost still
wanted to kiss him.
“What is it with you ghosts? Do they teach mind manipulation at Ghost
University or something?”
This wasn’t the John Svelten I’d grown up loving through the television
screen. There was cruelty in his voice. And anger. This was going horribly wrong.
“I’ve watched every show you’ve ever been on. I have your action figure.”
John laughed. “Do you want an autograph?”
I shook my head. “I just wanted to tell you, you’re special.”
His hand twitched just a little bit on the trigger to the ether catch device. And only
because I had watched the show so many times did I know the one way to escape before I
was pulled down into the black box. I pushed off the ground and floated up. My body
passed through the ceiling as if it were water.
And I found myself alone and safe in the upstairs room of a rickety old house. I
stood in the center of the room, surrounded by peeling wallpaper, my arms covering my
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body. There was a pounding noise, like a kid running up the stairs. A young woman with
a clipboard and a walkie talkie spotted me.
“She’s on the third floor. I’ll sweep her down stairs.”
The woman pulled out this weird looking broom. It had little wires attached to the
bristles. A hissing noise came from them, and one popped blue with electricity. I ran to
the wall and she chased after me, just managing to slip in as she brought the broom down
across my back. My skin ached. I couldn’t escape the smell of burnt hair no matter how
far I travelled in the house.
That night I found a tiny alcove that had been bricked over on the outside. It
looked like a kid, or maybe other ghosts, had been here before me. There was an old
Barbie with dark blue eye shadow and a red one-piece swimsuit propped in one corner. A
shard of a mirror was wedged between two exposed beams. My face was an odd, milky
color. I wasn’t completely transparent, not like the ghosts that you see in movies. It was
more like I was a person in a black and white television show. Reduced to grayscale.
I huddled there with the Barbie in the crook of my arm. I knew I wasn’t dead.
When I closed my eyes, I could see my world. My roommate getting dressed before her
class. A campus policeman searching my desk. Everything there was in color. The
images came in over my body like chills.
Temporal. That’s what I was. Because really, what’s a ghost but someone stuck
outside their rightful time?
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The next day I came across John in a hall closet. He was sitting on an old suitcase,
smoking a cigarette. He had his forehead in his hands and stared down at the floorboards.
His cellphone rang but he didn’t answer it.
He took a puff from his cigarette, his sharp Adam’s apple poking at the skin of his
throat. The smoke curled above his head, and I thought of him telling his friends he was
going out for a smoke. Of his friends hugging his legs and cutting him down from the
ceiling minutes later.
I pushed through the wall and sat down beside him.
“So you’re still here,” he said. “We were beginning to think you’d left.”
“I don’t know where else to go,” I admitted.
John took a drag on his cigarette. The ether catcher sat on the floor of the closet.
John had unzipped the top part of his jumpsuit and it hung around his waist. His arms
were thick and looked like they could break through walls.
“I could catch you right now,” he said.
“But then you wouldn’t have it on film.”
He blew the smoke in my face, but it drifted through me. I couldn’t even smell it.
There was a soft rap on the door, and the young woman who’d tried to zap me
yesterday opened it and stepped inside.
“Shit, I left the broom downstairs.” The woman turned to leave, but John grabbed
her wrist.
He made a backhand motion. “Beat it, ghoul. I’ll get you later.”
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I slipped back into the wall, but I didn’t go down the passage. The back of the
closet had a mouse hole large enough for my eye.
The assistant switched off her walkie talkie and took the headset off. “We should
chase after her.”
John mashed out the cigarette with his shoe. “Come here, you.”
He kissed the assistant. But it wasn’t the sweet kissing I’d dreamt of long ago. It
was violent and ugly. He squeezed her leg, dug his fingers into her flesh. Her eyebrows
scrunched together in pain.
I couldn’t bear anymore. I reached through the wall and punched the suitcase, and
John and the assistant toppled to the ground.
“I’m going to kill you!” he yelled.
I took off down the wallways.
I decided that my best chance for getting back home would be to find that
Polaroid picture and to try to slip back into it. Maybe it could work in reverse.
Screw John Svelten.
On the third day of my life as a Temporal, I waited until the filming for the day
had ended. I travelled by wall, down the cool plaster of the great room. A corkboard
leaned against the wall at the far end of the room. Polaroid photographs hung from their
pins. I searched for the one I had traveled through.
The bottoms of the photographs had curled up, like bark peeling off of a tree. In
all of them, John stood in the center of the frame, looking back through the lens with a
cockiness I’d never noticed before. A photograph near the top of the board shifted. There
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was movement in the small square image. I stood on my tiptoes. First there was John
Svelten, hair bedraggled. The smoking ether-catch device in his hands, signaling that he
had just captured a ghost. Then John’s face blurred. A photograph taken while the object
is in movement. A girl appeared. Young, sitting on the floor in a living room. Her parents
on the sofa. The light of the television gave their faces a moon glow. In the girl’s lap, I
could make out the cover of a teen magazine. John Svelten’s face was on the cover.
My photograph was beneath this one. John stood by the window, hand in his hair.
And then there I was, holding my cellphone open at night so I could stare at his picture.
There was a creak from one of the floorboards. I pulled the photograph from the
board and turned around.
John Svelten stood in the center of the room, dressed in his Shadows Upon Us
ghost hunting jumpsuit. The camera hovered at the side of the room, and I could feel its
hulking presence. The director made a motion, which I suppose was a silent call of
“Action!”
“You’ve haunted this house for too long,” John said.
I’d pictured myself in a movie with John so many times when I was younger. In
those daydreams, I always felt nervous, excited happy.
“Your killers tried to rape you. They tore your clothes off, but you ran away,”
John said.
Oh shit. We were in denouement mode.
“That’s not my story,” I said. “That’s not who I am.”
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John blinked. The director made another motion: keep going. My talking could be
edited out.
“You ran away. You were strong. But it was a cold night, and you couldn’t find
your way back home.”
Now I knew why the ghosts John captured were so angry.
The photograph flickered in my hand. A policeman lifted the sheets of my bed.
The photograph tumbled to the floor, and he stood above it. Looking down into the
snapshot.
My fingers pressed into the snapshot, pressed down. A sound came from the other
side of the photograph. A man’s voice.
“What the hell?”
“Please help me!” I shouted to the policeman. I imagined his shocked look, him
running out the door. But I felt someone’s fingers touch mine. And as my hand slipped
further into the photograph, his hand gripped me tightly as he began to pull.
“Don’t worry, Vanessa!” John shouted.
It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. But my name wasn’t
Vanessa.
John slid the ether-catcher beneath me and pressed the button. White light shot up
all around me, and my body pulled down, closer and closer to the black box on the floor.
I could hear voices now. They were trying to tell me something.
The policeman shouted, “Hold on!”
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But my thumb was already out of the picture, back on John’s side. My fingers
slipped out of the policeman’s hand. My thumb left a black print on the edge of the
Polaroid. It fluttered through the air and landed on the floor, out of reach.
John Svelten was playing the comforting role, trying to ease my transition from
ghost to ghost in a box.
“It’s time to transition Vanessa,” he said.
My fingernails clawed at his shirt and he screamed as I scratched his skin. Pieces
of his uniform came apart in my hands. I was an animal, an angry ghost, and all I wanted
was to take John down into that dark box with me.
The director bounced in her seat. She made the motion to keep rolling. The
assistant John had kissed in the closet stood out of frame, a first-aid kit in her hand.
Waiting for the director to yell, “Cut.”
I tore into John, but the pull was getting stronger. My fingernails tore down
John’s pants. His warm body touched the tips of my fingers. The lower half of my body
was cold. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I felt arms beneath me, trying to push me back
up.
A trickle of blood ran down John’s leg. His face was panicked.
He tried to kick me off and his shoe came off in my hands. As I fell into the ethercatcher, I screamed at his smirking face.
“You’re going to die, John Svelten. Unhappy and alone.”
#
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A girl with blonde hair set me up on a large comforter while the others looked at
John’s shoe. There were all sorts of things down in the ether-catcher: a beautiful Tiffany
lamp, a curling iron, a croquet mallet. Every girl had managed to take something with her
before the ether-catcher doors closed.
“It’s always hard right after your fall,” the girl said.
I recognized her long blonde hair from the Polaroid on the wall. She was barely
fifteen. Most of the girls were that age or younger. I was the oldest in the room.
The other girls huddled around John Svelten’s shoe. Smelling it, tasting it, tracing
every piece of it with their fingers.
The comforter was soft, and I pulled it over my head to muffle out the sound of
the others talking. Being in the ether-catcher was like being in a submarine in the bottom
of the ocean. You knew life was out there somewhere, not too far away. But you didn’t
know how you’d ever reach it again.
#
Sarah, the girl with the blonde hair, warned me about the Edges. “Don’t go too far
from the center,” she said as she brushed my hair with her fingers. “We’ve lost a few
girls out there. They go exploring, and don’t come back.”
First I learnt their names, then their bodies. The tiny fingernails of Dana. The
honeybee tattoo on Charlotte’s ankle. The scar on Trisha’s scalp. We were all we had to
keep ourselves company. Sarah rearranged the center of the box every day. The lamp at
our feet, then out a few yards. The comforter was a bed, then she propped the edges up
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into a tent. We tried to keep ourselves busy. Sometimes there were sounds from the
Edges, like bed sheets being torn.
One night Charlotte woke up screaming. She said she’d felt fingernails scratching
her ankle, right where the honeybee was. We scooted in closer to her, laid our heads on
her feet. Our fingers made soft strokes against her fingernails. Pretending to paint them
blue, green, pink, colors of nights out with friends and dates with other boys.
We started organizing our things, preparing for when the box would open again. I
held the dirty comforter in my hand. When it was draped over my head, it made the
horribleness of being trapped inside a box a little more bearable. The air underneath was
heavy, and the smell of the comforter magnified with my warm breath. Arms lifted away
from my sides, for the first time I felt like a ghoul.
“Charlotte! Dana!” I called.
They came with their Things. The cricket mallet in Charlotte’s hand, John
Svelten’s shoe tied around Dana’s neck.
“Whattsup, Nicole?” they asked.
I still had the comforter over my body, but they recognized me. Nicole the ghoul.
I pulled the comforter off my head. “Can you help me?”
Charlotte grabbed one corner of the comforter and Dana the other. They held it
between them, as if they were making a bed. I stepped into the center of the comforter
and bent my knees.
“Up!” I shouted.
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Charlotte and Dana pulled up, but the comforter only rose an inch off of the
ground.
“Hold on!” Trisha called.
Sarah grabbed one side, and Trisha held the other.
“Now, on the count of three,” Sarah said.
There was a noise outside of the box. A girl’s voice. She must have had her face
right against the box in order for us to hear her so clearly.
“It’s from John’s old show! How wonderful! Here, let me try it,” she said.
“Do you think she’s going to - ”
“Hush!”
“Listen for it.”
“She must. She must.”
Trisha’s eyes were wide, “My lamp. I left it over there.”
“Forget the lamp,” Sarah snapped. “If we can get one of us out, then she’ll be able
to help the others.”
Trisha nodded, but her eyes were teary. She gripped the comforter. Ready.
There was a click and the ceiling opened. I fell back on the comforter, blinded by
the non-darkness.
Nothing happened. No force propelled us out. The battery must have died long
ago.
“Hello?” the voice called into the box.
“Let’s do this,” I said.
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They held the blanket. Sarah counted.
On three they lifted their arms. The blanket lifted a few inches from the ground,
but I didn’t make it up into the air. I was too heavy. There were only four people holding
my weight.
A person I’d never seen floated up to the blanket. Her hair was long and braided.
She wore a blue corduroy skirt. Her face was gnarled around her jaw, as if someone had
eaten it. Then a girl with high pig-tails and a neon orange t-shirt. A girl with a short,
black bob who wore all black.
They weren’t girls like us anymore. The Edges had turned them into ghosts. No.
Not just the Edges. John Svelten had done this, too.
More shapes floated up around the comforter, until every space around the
blanket edge was held. They were transparent, but that didn’t hide their gory wounds.
Blood in black and white is scarier than red.
Dana whimpered a little, but a smile from Trisha shushed her.
Sarah counted again.
On three I flew up into the air. Arms stretched, reaching for the edge of the box.
John Svelten spoke somewhere in the distance, saying he was stepping out into the
hallway for a smoke.
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Libration
The house is cool. Quiet. Calm. Billie leaves the door open behind her, ready to
run out again if her dad is awake. She can make out the shape of the furniture, but the
details are blurry without her glasses. She knows enough from memory to step out of the
way of the coffee table, around the squeaking floorboards, to put her hand out to tell her
body just where the sofa reaches.
Upstairs her sister, Jean, is fast asleep with her stuffed animals. The nightlight in
her room a faint and tiny star. She couldn’t have slept through all of the yelling. Not Jean
who calls out into the hallway every time Billie comes in late at night from a party. Jean
with her child’s smile. The one Billie is here to save.
She pauses at the bottom of the stairs, listening. The summer crickets are at their
loudest. A car passes. The headlights sweep around the room, and when they hit her face
she ducks away. Her hand grips the smooth knob of the stair railing. Her bare feet arched
against the hardwood floor, ready to run.
#
The planetarium is slightly dingy. Spider webs hang between the Styrofoam
planets in a display case. An old woman sits behind a counter by the door. She takes a
long time to count back the change from the twenty dollar bill that Jean’s father gave for
admission.
There’s a group of schoolchildren sitting in the best seats. They’re a year older
than Jean, and from a different school. They all wear matching shirts that say Randolph
Academy. The private school. The kids have a map of the moon taped to clipboards.
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Their small hands hold pencils with spoons taped to the top so that they won’t be
accidentally stolen. One boy smiles at Jean and she turns her body so that her father
cannot see her wave back.
She has a marble and a rubberband and a small plastic pony with purple hair in
the pocket of her dress, but she doesn’t take them out to play with them. Billie warned
her not to fidget. But Billie isn’t here with them. She’s gone out to a party and their dad
was pretty mad about it. The rubberband stretches, pops, stretches between her thumb and
middle finger, hidden in the soft pocket of her hand-me-down dress.
Jean and her father sit together on one of the old benches. She counts the number
of people there. Just under twenty. Across from her there are some men. When Jean goes
back up to the counter to pick up a free star chart she passes them, the smoke of campfire
lingering in their clothes.
“Did you skin it yourself?”
A man with a bright orange hunters cap spits a dark liquid into his soda bottle.
“Yeah. Hung her up in the back yard.”
Jean sits down again beside her father and spreads the star chart across her lap.
She can hear every word they say, as if they had cupped their hands up to her ear.
“What about the foal?”
The man’s bottom lip is puffed out with chewing tobacco. It makes his words
muffled and heavy. “I’ll get her next season.”
It is a game she and her father play. They sit across the room from some people
who are obvious newbies, and they don’t speak for the first few minutes. They listen to

38

the people on the other side of the planetarium, to find out what secrets people reveal
when they think no one is listening.
#
Billie’s hand sweats. She wipes it on her pajama bottoms. Her dry throat aches,
her mind fizzing a bit at the edges. But she doesn’t have time to get some water. He could
wake up any moment. She takes one step onto the stairs. She waits. She listens. Glass
shifts in the garbage can in the kitchen and makes a clink. She thinks she knows the type
of glass by the heavy smell in the room. Dark green bottles with thick bottoms, the rim
stained red with wine.
But they were at the planetarium until at least 9 P.M. That’s how late they ran
when Billie was a kid. He must have started drinking right when they got home.
A high whine and water running through the pipes stops her. He must be awake.
She runs back to the front door, bumping into the sofa along the way. It grunts as its
wooden feet scoot across the hardwood floor. She crouches down on the front step and
puts her head between her knees. Counting her breathing, measuring it, congratulating
each slow exhale.
Her red mustang sits by the front curb. There’s a streak of white on the front
bumper. Her mother’s the one that put it there.
Billie considers running up to one of the doors, ringing the doorbell, and asking
the person to call the police. All along the quiet street the front porch lights stay off. No
windows lit up by lamps or the blue glow of television. It’s 3A.M. on a Saturday. This is
a gated community, a place where engineers and businessmen and even an astronaut have
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come to retire. People that have paid to not be part of these kinds of situations. Billie
wonders if the police would just throw her out of the gates to the community.
Her breathing steadies.
“I’ll just be in there for a minute,” she thinks.
She stands up and steps back into the house. Her hand lingers on the front door,
making sure it will stay open when she lets go.
Jean.
The keys. Her glasses. Her phone.
She walks into her father’s house silently, feeling for the first time like a thief,
even though it is a name he has called her before.
#
“You little thief.”
Jean holds the glossy star chart on her lap. She picked it up from the table by the
front door. But she hadn’t stolen it. The lady behind the counter had nodded to her, told
her it was alright to take it back to her seat. She looks up at her father, wondering if he is
making a joke.
“Put it back.”
His voice is not unkind. But it is stern, and Jean does not argue. She travels the
stars one last time, her fingers rubbing over the small, glow-in-the-dark paint that traces
the constellations. She hopes that it will rub off on her fingers.
She folds the map together. Spoons and bears and sisters all bending into each
other.
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Maybe Billie has an old star map she doesn’t want now that she’s older.
The lady at the desk gives Jean a smile, and presses a sticker onto her t-shirt
before she can protest. It is a star. Jean sits beside her father, swinging her feet, hoping
that when the lights go off her star will be visible.
#
Billie makes it to the top of the stairs without too much noise. She peeks around
the corner and the door to her father’s bedroom is shut. Her hand rests on her throat, as if
it could shield her windpipe. There has been no time yet for mirrors, but by the ache of
her skin she will have to wear a scarf around her neck to her classes tomorrow. Not an
hour ago his hands were on her neck, his rage filled the house.
Just like your mother. Sneaking in late at night.
The hallway floor is full of squeaking boards, all the way down to her bedroom at
the far end. She steps and the floor groans, as if tired of all of this late night moving
about.
Billie waits in the hallway, ready to run down the stairs and out of the house
forever. She’s waiting for the sound of the door unlatching, for his stumbling forward
with his fists against the wall. But his door stays shut.
And so does the one with the glow-in-the-dark star sticker on the doorknob.
#
The show starts. The lights dim slowly; a rapid dusk falling. On the dome the
stars appear. Only a few at first, but then more and more step out of the dark. Stars that
can’t be seen from the city. A woman gives a tour of the constellations with a laser
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pointer. Beginning at the North Star, she works her way around the sky, using the red
beam to draw the swoop of a bear’s back and the belt hanging from Orion’s hips.
When the sky has been mapped out, the slideshow begins, and the woman guides
her audience across the moon. The kids with the clipboards stare in awe, and then
scribble on their maps as the woman names the seas. Jean pulls the head of her plastic
pony out of her pocket to take a peek at the slideshow.
Jean thinks of the moon as an emotional journey. Maybe in the future there will
be a tour you can take through all of the romantically named areas.
The Ocean of Storms, where you face your fears.
From there into the Sea of Vapors, where the past comes to settle its score.
And then into the Sea of Serenity, and finally the Lake of Sleep.
#
Billie’s father does not wake up.
She steps into her bedroom, and stands in the dark.
Broken glass lies scattered across the floor. She leans into the room and picks up
her shoes. She shakes them to make sure there are no slivers of glass inside, and runs her
hand into the toes to be sure. Then she slips them on and steps into the room.
Her glasses have fallen onto the floor, but they are not broken. She puts them on
and looks around, measuring what she can and cannot take.
There’s a sound in her closet. A soft knock. Billie steps into the closet, presses her
ear against the wall. Knock knock knock.
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It’s Jean in her bedroom. They haven’t talked to each other through the walls like
this since before their mother left. Back when the fighting between their parents was so
bad that they couldn’t risk running through the hallway to the other’s room.
They don’t have a code. The knocks don’t correspond to letters of the alphabet or
phrases. But because they are sisters, they know what the knocks mean.
I’m here. I’m okay. Are you there?
Billie listens to Jean’s raps on the wall, the knuckles of her first two fingers
readying a reply.
#
The children in the planetarium begin to pick on each other. They shift in their
seats, hitting one another on the head with their pencils. The woman with the laser
pointer tells the tech guy to bring up the lights, and she places a tin cooking pan on the
floor.
“I’ll need some volunteers,” she says.
Jean jumps to her feet. There’s a tug at the back of her t-shirt, pulling her back
down onto the seat. Her father lets go of her t-shirt, and gives her head a pat.
The children race to the woman, and she hands them each a rock. They stand over
the cooking pan, and one by one drop their rock. On impact, white strands of flour
bounce out and stretch across the top layer of brown cinnamon. Jean listens to the soft
sounds of impact. The thuds sound like heavy footfalls. The woman calls these rays of
debris ejecta. A teenage girl slumps over in a fit of giggles and her friend smiles beside
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her, her cheeks reddening. The woman only has a few rocks left. The children begin to
fight over who can drop them into the pan.
The woman holds the rocks out to Jean. “Why don’t we let someone else have a
try?”
Her father swipes at the back of her shirt, but Jean sprints forward to clutch at the
rocks. She’s careful not to look back at her father’s eyes as she raises her hand and lets
the first rock fall. But the pebble only makes a small spray. She tries again, raising her
hand high above her head and letting another rock go. A puff of white flour flies across
the pan. But it isn’t enough. The last rock Jean throws. It bounces off of the corner of the
pan with a twang, the rock flying into a faraway corner.
Jean runs back to her seat as the adults in the audience laugh. She draws her feet
up to her chest, tucks her head in between her arms. She wishes Billie were here to tell
her it’s all right. To make everybody else be quiet.
Beside Jean her father laughs in deep, thunderous roars.
#
It is hard to walk away. She picks up her backpack full of college textbooks. She
opens a duffel bag and begins to stuff clothing in it, hangers and all. There’s a laundry
bag in the closet from her brief stay in the dorm before her father stopped paying. She
opens the bag and begins to fill it with shoes, jewelry, hats, stuffed animals.
Billie shoves her phone and her car keys in her purse, and then lifts the shoulder
strap over her head. Everything else she can leave behind.
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She turns to look around the room. Jean stands in the doorway, her stuffed rabbit
in the crook of her arm, covered to her toes in her Disney princess nightgown. Billie
shoulders her backpack, swings her purse over to the side so she has room to run, and
picks up Jean.
Jean wraps her tiny arms around Billie’s neck. “Don’t go.”
Billie walks down the hallway, into Jean’s room. She picks up Jean’s school
backpack and throws clothes inside. Jean’s forehead is warm against her neck, and she
remembers holding Jean when she was a baby. When their mother stopped getting up at
night to feed her. Reading stories about sailing away from monsters in an enchanted boat,
and swearing not to step onto that boat without her little sister.
Jean stretches out her arms, sleepwalking through their morning routine of putting
on her backpack. Billie stands in the doorway with Jean balanced on her hip. Three. Two.
One.
Ready.
Run.
#
The lecturer tells everyone to give the kids a big round of applause, then the kids
are sent back to their seats.
One of the men across from Jean raises his hand. The lecturer points at him, and
he leans forward.
“What about the other side of the moon? You know, the dark side?” He starts to
hum some Pink Floyd.
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The lecturer looks tired, like this has happened before. Or maybe it happens every
weekend. But the lecturer has a strategy for dealing with these types of questions.
“Does anyone know why we only see one face of the moon?”
One of the kids sitting on the front row raises his hand.
“Because of the tides?”
The lecturer nods, smiles. And describes how the moon is tidally locked, how it
does not turn in its orbit like Earth does.
The kid looks confident that this is the end of the discussion, but the lecturer asks
another question.
“So how much of the moon can we see?”
The kid raises his hand again. “59%”
“So if we can only see one side of the moon, then why can we see 59%, instead of
just 50%?”
The kid shakes his head. He hasn’t gotten that far yet.
“It’s because of something called libration. The moon has a slight wobble, and
this allows us to see just a little bit more of the sides that are usually hidden.”
The lecturer turns to the Pink Floyd guy, ready for his retort.
But he doesn’t hear the kid’s answer. He’s too busy looking at the photograph on
the projector screen of a crater called Pythagoras. A grin spreads across the man’s face.
“What’s that jerk so happy about?” her father whispers.
Jean sees it.
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In the center of Pythagoras, there is the outline of a man. His body splayed out as
if it were the chalk outline of a crime scene. Beside him lies his dog.
Jean knows the man and his dog aren’t real, their images just the shadows and
light giving a shape meaning. Like shapes in clouds. The face of Jesus in toasted bread.
The man across the room turns to look at Jean’s father. And from the cold look in
the man’s eyes, Jean knows that he has heard her father’s whisper.
#
At the door to her sister’s bedroom Billie listens. There’s no sound in the house,
no stream of light into the hallway from her father’s door. She takes a deep breath.
She runs down the hallway, down the stairs, to the front door. It doesn’t matter
now if he wakes up.
She’s almost to the front door when Jean freaks out. She struggles in Billie’s
arms, pushing against Billie’s chest, trying to get free. When Billie holds her tighter, Jean
starts screaming. She hits Billie in the neck, and Billie stumbles back, her arms opening.
Jean hits the floor with a heavy thud and then runs off, up the stairs, her backpack
bouncing.
“Jean!” Billie whisper-calls.
There is the sound of a bedroom door opening. The upstairs hall lamp turns on,
filling the corner of the living room.
#
Outside the planetarium, people stand staring up at the dark sky. The tech guy
from the planetarium show has his personal telescope out on the grass field. He’s trying
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to focus in on the moon, but the weather is against him. There’s a line forming behind
him, waiting to look through the eyepiece.
The teacher hands out ice cream to the kids from a red and white cooler. The kids
try to manage eating their fudgesicles and avoid getting tagged by their classmates who
have already finished eating.
The teacher tries to call the kids over to wipe off their sticky hands, but they’re in
full play mode. Jean and her father stand in line to look through the telescope. The tech
guy has finally calibrated everything.
The kids playing tag use the line for the telescope. They weave in and out of the
adults, hiding behind legs, feinting in and out of the line while being chased.
The boy who knew all of the answers during the planetarium show stands beside a
tree. He smiles and beckons her over. When Jean’s father leans down to look through the
telescope’s lens, Jean runs to the tree. She doesn’t stop until she’s behind it, out of sight.
#
“Jean!”
Billie can see Jean’s tiny feet poking out from the top of the stairs. If she can just
get Jean to come back down they’ll have enough time.
“Please Jean, please.”
She moves forward. There is a crash from upstairs, the sound of the floorboards
creaking.
The sound of his footsteps on the stairs freezes her.
Jean’s voice is full of trust. “Dad!”

48

Then there is the slap of his hand against the wall, steadying himself as he comes
down the stairs.
Billie runs.
She locks the car as soon as she’s inside. By the time the living room light turns
on she has started the car and shifted it into drive. When he stands on the front porch, his
white hair sticking up like a madman’s, she is pulling away from the curb. He stands
there on the front step, holding Jean in his arms.
Billie hits the steering wheel. “No!”
She wants to roll down her window, to shout at Jean to run and get in the car. But
she remembers the day her mother left, and how Jean wouldn’t even hug her goodbye.
There is a look in her father’s eyes that she has only seen once before. As Billie
drives away she looks in her rearview mirror, and watches as he closes the door and turns
off the front porch light.
#
The boy hands Jean a fudgesicle. They sit together behind the giant tree. It’s
evening, but the moon is full and glowing. Her hands grow sticky, the thick chocolatey
ice melting in little streams. The boy pulls a star chart out of his pocket - the same one
that Jean’s father made her put back.
He holds out the map as if to bargain. “Want to kiss?”
Jean shrugs her shoulders.
“Haven’t you ever kissed anyone before?” he asks.
“No, ‘cause I’m a lady.”
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The boy leans in and kisses her cheek before Jean can turn away. His lips are
warm and sticky, and Jean rubs her cheek where he touched it. He tosses the star chart on
the ground and then runs back to the group near the planetarium. There’s still half of the
fudgesicle left, but Jean doesn’t feel like eating it anymore.
She covers the popsicle stick and the small bit of ice cream left on it with a leaf,
and picks up the map. Pressed between two fingers, held at a corner, because her hands
are dirty and sticky.
Her father is waiting for her.
She’s afraid he will take away the star chart again, or make her give it back to the
planetarium lady.
He kneels down, face to face with Jean. “I want you to make a promise.”
Jean holds the star chart behind her back, ready to promise anything if it means
she can keep it.
“Promise me you’ll never run away.”
It seems like an easy promise to make. “I promise.”
Her father picks her up, and she wraps her arms around his neck. They walk past a
school bus, the boy who gave her the map watching her through the window. He tries to
pull down the top part of the window so he can lean out and yell something, but he
presses at the latches over and over and they don’t give way. Jean spreads the star map
behind her father’s back as he carries her to the car. In the darkness, the tiny stars begin
to glow. The dirt of the forest is on her fingers, and the warmth of the boy’s kiss still on
her cheek.
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Time Lines
I haven’t cut myself in a long time. But it comes back to me, like all the old skills
of childhood. How to ride a bike. How to catch lightning bugs in your hands. How to cut
into skin.
It’s my first time since middle school. Better the pain of my body than missing
you. I make the cut, and you’re there. Your long elegant fingers, tracing the length of the
scar on my arm. We’re lying on my couch. Your long brown hair is draped over the edge
of the sofa, and your head rests on my other arm. I move my fingers into your hair.
Your fingers trace out my name in cursive, using the line on my arm like it is a
line on paper. Matthew. You hesitate, then draw a heart, and your name. Clarabelle.
“Tell me the story of you cutting yourself,” you say. Your eyes won’t leave the
scar. My fingers push through your hair. I don’t answer.
When I open my eyes I’m alone in my room, and I remember that you’re gone.
All I want is more time with you.
I press the blade of the boxcutter against my arm. Breathe in deep and push down
until the blade disappears into my flesh. There is a sharp pain. My brain tells me to stop. I
force myself to breathe, to keep going. It takes only a second to pull the boxcutter an
inch, opening up my flesh. The pain is almost musical. My arm throbs, surging the ache
throughout my body. The blood is coming out now. I hold a towel over the wound, and
when I pull it away I can see the divide in my skin. My ears are full of ringing. And the
earth pulls my body down, until I am flat against her surface. My body stays, but some
other part of me keeps going, falling through the grass and into the dirt of the past.
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You were on your lunch break at the bookstore. I was on my way to the storeroom
for more books to shelve, and I caught the curve of your back in the corner of my eye.
Sitting on the floor with a sandwich in one hand, a book open in your lap. The sign above
the bookshelves said Travel. I pulled out my scanner and started checking the barcodes
on the books a few shelves down from you. Inventory.
The scanner made a little beep each time I scanned a barcode. Your shoulders
pulled together tighter, and you leaned your head on your hand.
“Do you like to travel?” I asked.
In your lap, the pages of the guidebook were open to a photograph of the Eifel
Tower. Beneath it a couple kissed. The tower glowed above them, reached up until the
frame of the photograph ended.
Somewhere beneath this past-present is the current me that has memories of you
that I haven’t acquired yet. And that me is yearning for the kissing couple in that
photograph to be us. But that me didn’t notice the photograph as much. I looked at your
eyes and tried to gauge if I should leave you alone.
“I don’t know. I haven’t traveled anywhere yet,” you said. Then you turned the
page to a map of Paris, and you pointed out the rivers to me. I sat down beside you. Your
hair smelled like apples.
“What are you doing for dinner?” I asked.
I was already planning it out. That fancy restaurant with the Chez-name. How
long it would take me after work to go home and change clothes. Buy some flowers.
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The bookstore starts to look foggy, and everything moves just a bit too slowly.
I’m pulled backwards, like I’m rising up through water, carried by the buoyancy of my
body, back up to the surface.
When I open my eyes I’m in my bedroom. My breath is slow, ragged. My lungs
contract too quickly, and I cough. You’d think I’d get used to this, that my body would
adapt. But it hits me harder each time. My body is starting to rebel against me. Maybe it
is telling me, “No.”
My legs feel heavy, as if I’ve been walking all day. When I try to push myself
around in my desk chair my foot falls in on its side, and the motion of the chair turning just an inch - sends me into a curled up ball. Fighting back the nausea, I try to pull back
little wisps of memory. They all slip away. The towel on my arm is stiff in the center with
dried blood. My mouth is dry and I swallow, trying to get the thickness of my tongue to
move again.
I pull open the half-empty box of butterfly Band-Aids and press one to my arm.
On my desk is a photograph from that night at the restaurant. I’ve turned at the last
minute to kiss your cheek. The camera can see it. It’s caught there on the film - the first
spark of my love for you.
#
I’ve been wearing long sleeves to work at the bookstore. But it’s summer, of
course, and Big Ben doesn’t like it.
“You’re gonna pass out, man,” he told me today.
“Sounds like a good way to get the day off,” I said.
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Ben’s a big guy, and he stays moving all day loading boxes onto the cart, shelving
books, taking the empty boxes out to the dumpster at night. There are little circles of
sweat beneath his armpits.
“You pass out and you’ve got to wear a t-shirt to work for the rest of your days as
a book drone. I’ll see to it.”
The water from the cafe tap is warm and smells like sulfur, but I drink it anyways.
Got to stay hydrated. I don’t want anyone see these marks on my arm. Cutting is the only
way to see you, and I can’t let them take that away.
You’ve only been gone two months. You’ve still got nine months left overseas.
My memories of you are starting to get fuzzy around the edges.
I’ve tried watching TV, tried to let it drown out my need to see you every day.
Sometimes it works for a few hours. But lying in bed always gets me. I can’t fall asleep
fast enough. Some memory of us comes to mind, and I can’t quite remember what
happened in between things. You’ll be sitting beside me watching the news, and then the
remote will be on the floor, and you’re on top of me, kissing my neck. It’s those inbetween moments I miss. Without them it doesn’t feel real. It just feels like the past.
Time that has already died.
I’ve got this kind of timeline worked out on my arm. The line down my arm is a
little puffed up, and the skin is rubbery where it fused back together. That’s the baseline.
At the beginning is when I got the scar, and in the middle is when I met you, when we
started hanging out. Each month we were together is an inch, three blocks of time down
my arm that I navigate, over and over, searching for time to spend with you. The smaller

54

lines-the ones I cut everyday-are white and thin. They could be from someone scratching
an itch, they’re so thin. Except the lines never go away.
The television is showing some movie. There are planes, people leaving, people
staying. I get up from the sofa and go to my desk. I push the boxcutter two clicks forward
and roll up my sleeve. My arm is beginning to look like an art project. What was that
called, that shading method? Crosshatching. Yeah, that’s how my arm looks. Little marks
to shade in the areas of my life where I was with you.
I pull a fresh towel out of my closet, and rest it underneath my arm. I count out
the inches from the middle of the scar. One, Two, Three. The blade pushes against the
end of the last inch.
The day you left.
The blade goes in easy. My skin practically opens up to it. But I’ve cut close to
this mark before. Recently. My skin pulls apart more than I want. There’s a sharp pain,
and I’m not expecting it. I press the towel over the cut, and my finger sinks in between
my flesh just a little. Another wave of pain hits me, and when I lean over, into it, I fall out
of the chair, onto the floor.
My arms pressed against your body, holding you to me. Around us people rushed
by with suitcases, boarding tickets in hand.
You’d just cut off your long hair the day before, and I was still trying to connect
the old you with the new in my mind. When I dream about you, Clarabelle, you still have
long hair. Even though I know that’s not who you are anymore.
“I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.”
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You were bending down, pulling your boarding pass out of your backpack. I
guess you didn’t hear me.
“When can I see you again?”
You zipped your backpack shut and slung it over your shoulder. “We’ll see how it
goes.”
“I’m going to come see you. I’ll save up. We can go see the Eifel Tower
together.”
“Gate C3,” you mumbled.
“What?”
“Just checking my gate number.”
You turned away from me to the departures board, checking the time.
“I’ll see you soon Clarabelle. I’ll visit.”
You hugged me. The tip of your nose against my ear was cold. “Bye, Matt.”
“How do you say ‘See you later’ in French?”
You kissed me. In French. Then one last hug, and you were gone.
I watched you walk away down the terminal, Clarabelle. I can still see the bounce
of your backpack, your sassy southern gait. You didn’t look back again, and I understand.
You didn’t want to see me crying there. You had a terminal to find. Maybe you were
crying too.
The airport departures lobby was so cold, I wrapped my arms around myself.
Outside the large windows a plane detached itself from the jetway and taxied out. But I
couldn’t be sure that it was yours. The little windows on the plane were all dark, no faces
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peered out. I stood there until the screen said DEPARTED. And I stayed there for a little
bit longer after that, just in case you decided not to go. Just in case you needed a ride
home, after all.
Sitting in my car in the airport parking lot, I found one of those little black rubber
bands you used to pull your hair back when it was long. That little black oval in my hand.
It caught on one of the calluses on my palm, tiny black threads intertwined with skin.
And that was it for me Clarabelle. I was one of those guys that sits in their car crying in
the airport terminal parking lot.
When I come back, I’m on the floor in my room. My arm is still bleeding. It’s
gotten all over my shirt. Some of it got in my mouth, and I taste metal. I grab some
butterfly clips and push my skin back together. My hand is shaking, it’s all slippery from
the blood.
Slowly, the bleeding stops, and my head feels like it’s on firm ground again. I go
into the bathroom to wash the blood off my arm. The tap pours out cold water, and I
leave my shirt to soak.
That little black elastic is on my wrist. It pushes into my skin a little, and it leaves
a red groove when I wear it for too long. I’m keeping it for you, for when you come back.
Maybe your hair will be grown back out by then. Maybe you’ll need it.
#
I spent my lunch break today in the travel section, looking at books about Paris.
One had a photograph of the Sorbonne, all beautiful and old, with those little hollows in
the side with statues peering out. It must be beautiful there.
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The photograph you sent looks like it belongs in this book. You and two of your
classmates in front of the Eiffel Tower. You’re leaning against some girl. She must be the
Marie you mentioned. Behind you there’s the guy, DuStross. I can just make out the tip
of his fingers curling over your shoulder. You said you’re just friends. You, Marie and
him. All friends. But I see in his eyes the longing for you that I know too well.
Ben signed the book out to me after lunch. He wrote my name down on the
clipboard so I could take Visions o f Paris home for a few days without buying it.
Employee perk.
He doesn’t like me waiting for you. He told me I should move on. He even
brought this girl into the store to introduce me to her. She was pretty. Sure. But she
wasn’t you. Her clothes were too bright, too new. She tipped her head back when she
laughed, like they used to do in old movies. Her skin was pimply on her neck, and the
stub of a black hair stuck out on her chin.
I told Ben no thanks, not to waste his time. He’s having a party on Friday. I said
I’d go, but I’m leaving if he tries to introduce me again.
This book of Paris has one photograph I really like. There’s a bookstore,
Shakespeare & Company. I want to go there with you. I wonder I wonder if it would work. I can always try.
I prop the book up on my desk and put my jar of change on one corner to hold the
pages down. All of the tips I’ve gotten in the last two months. I’m saving up my money.
In five more months I should have enough to buy a plane ticket. In six more months, I
should be there with you.
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I pull the blade out of my desk drawer and roll up my sleeve. My skin is tender
and itchy in the places I’ve cut, all of those little x marks near the middle. This time I
push into the future, farther down the line than I’ve cut before.
The blade goes in and a little bead of blood rises up to the surface. I have to be
careful not to cut too deep. The blue vein snakes up my arm. I stop before I reach it.
It’s so hot in here. I’m so thirsty.
I grab the water bottle from my desk and drink. The water vibrates in my throat.
There is a pressure on my head like someone has their hand on my temple and is pressing
hard. I swallow and my jaw goes slack. Then gravity reverses and I’m pulled up out of
my chair, standing. My arms stretch over my head and I’m afraid I’ll be ripped in two.
I open my eyes and I’m there. Paris.
I’m in front of a pastry shop. In the front window there’s a display, a rainbow of
desserts. A young woman walks by in a pea coat. Her black stockings and black heeled
shoes are right out of that Paris book. She sees me staring at her.
She hurries down the sidewalk. Inside the pastry shop a little girl is watching me
as she eats a croissant. The air is cold, city cold. Like they keep all of the warmth
underground. I can see why this place has always been in your dreams.
You’re not with me.
I start walking, like I know the way, like there’s a map already sketched out in my
mind. And then there it is. The bookstore. The sign in gold letters above the tall, thin
doorway: Shakespeare & Company.
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I brush past a couple in the poetry section. They’re all into each other. His lips are
on her neck, his arms around her waist. They rock back and forth as her fingers linger on
the spine of a book. Her head is bowed, making a cradle for his kisses. Her elbow sticks
out into the aisle.
A kid runs around the corner, stomping on my foot as he runs from his mother. I
step back, bumping into the girl’s elbow.
“Hey!” She turns.
It’s you.
The guy is DuStross. He’s still got his arm around your shoulders.
Your name is on my tongue, but I can’t say it. And I am thinking. OhMyGod.
OhMyGod please don’t let this be real. I turn away out of the bookstore and stumble to
the railing by the river. There’s the blade of a razor in my pocket. Maybe I can cut myself
out of this mess before you speak to me, before all of this becomes the future.
“Matt.” It’s your voice. Rich and full. I can’t hear it like this in my dreams
anymore. Little pieces of it have fallen out of memory, made the notes flat. I drop the
blade into my pocket and turn to face you.
The sun is burning your cheeks a little, and the strands of your hair play up and
down your face. It’s grown so quickly. Almost back down to your shoulders now.
DuStross stands across the street, over in front of the bookstore. You call to him
in French. Something beautiful I can’t translate, but I know means “I’m okay.” He pulls a
cigarette out of his pocket and lights it, then nods.
“What are you doing here?” you ask.
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“To see you.” But when I look in your eyes, I know that’s the wrong answer. That
it won’t change anything.
“Didn’t you get my letter?”
But that hasn’t happened yet, so I shake my head.
You put your arm around me. My heart lifts. I suck in a big gulp of air like I’ve
just surfaced from diving deep.
“You’re a wonderful guy, Matt.”
Oh no. I know this. I know all of this.
“You’re going to make a girl so happy someday.”
“But not you?” I look down into her eyes. For a moment I think we’re on the sofa
together again. That time you asked about my scar. Then you turn to look out at the river,
and your eyes are gone from me.
I leave and walk down the riverbank. Behind me you are calling my name. Days
and nights and afternoons and seconds all in between I dreamt of you saying my name.
Now it doesn’t matter. I look back once, and DuStross has crossed the street. He’s
holding you against his chest. Maybe you’re crying. DuStross is looking at me. He nods
once, slowly, then turns and leads you back into the bookstore.
The steps leading down to the river are dirty and smell like piss, but I take them
two at a time. On the cobbled pier there’s an old homeless man with a baguette across his
lap. I give him everything that’s in my pockets. Everything except for the blade. It comes
with me around the corner, to the place where steps lead down into the water. I take my
shoes off, and the cold water runs in between my toes. The steps are cool and hard as I
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lean my arm over them, into the river. The blade dips into the water and moves across my
arm. In the darkness of the water I’d be afraid I missed the cut, if it weren’t for the pain.
I lie down on the steps, my arm in the water, and think of you walking up on the
streets above me somewhere. DuStross’s arm around your shoulders as you begin to
forget me. His thumbs wiping away the last tears. His lips leaning down to kiss yours.
The homeless man I gave all my cash to is singing. The water laps at my arm and
beats against the stones of the bridge. It seems like this day will never end.
I come back to my bedroom. The loss of you aches in my gut, like I’ve been
punched. The cheap carpet of my apartment scratches at my cheek. I lie on the floor,
listening to birds outside my window chirping the same notes over and over as if they’ve
lost their minds.
When I look at my arm, it suddenly seems like I’ve been scratched by fingernails,
razor sharp, over and over. All of these little white marks. Tiny x ’s up and down that one,
large, raised line. The last cut is still open. Still bleeding a little. The ache in my arm and
my heart pulse against each other.
#
A few days later there’s a letter from you in the mailbox. It’s got the blue air mail
stamp and the smudge and dirt of all the miles between us. The envelope is thin. This is
the first letter from you in weeks.
I sit on the curb, open the envelope slowly, and pull out the one page that’s inside.
I read it three times.
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A dog in the backyard next to mine is going crazy, barking like there’s an
opossum nearby. The front door of the neighbor’s house opens. A kid, maybe six or
seven, walks out and sits on the porch. In the few seconds the door is open I can hear the
shouts from his parents inside. He sits there with a spider-man action figure, making him
leap between imaginary sky rises.
I stand up and walk to my own front door. There’s a memory of us in the park I
haven’t visited in a long time.
“Get in the car!”
I turn around and my sleeve catches on a nail beside the door. It rips through,
presses into my skin. And I have to sit down again, because I have that feeling of dipping
and falling. I roll up my sleeve, looking for the cut. The mark is at the beginning of the
timeline - the place I never go.
My fingers press the skin back together, but it’s no use. A trickle of blood runs
down my arm.
The mom slams the front door behind her and grabs the kid’s arm as she hurries
down the steps to the driveway. She drags the kid behind her. He hurries to keep up, but
sometimes his feet skid against the pavement. The dog runs to the side of the fence and
jumps up against it, barking at the car as it reverses onto the road.
I sit on the front porch, my fingers pressing the skin together, willing myself to
stay here.
In the car window, spider-man’s head peeks out, as if he is watching the scenery.
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The car pulls onto the road, pauses as it shifts into drive, and heads off. The dog
gives a few last barks and then a low whine. The ground presses against my body,
pushing up through my bones. This is the first time I resist it.
When I woke up, I was inside my mom’s old Subaru. It was parked in a driveway.
But not our house. A stranger’s. There was something hard and plastic in my hands. It
was night-time, so I held it up above my head until it caught the light from a streetlamp.
Tyrannosaurus Rex - the leader of all of my action figures.
I pushed myself up, but I could barely see out the car window. I was seven. My
mom stood on a stranger’s front porch, knocking with her fist. T-Rex watched through
the window with me.
“I know you’re in there!”
She knocked and knocked, but no one ever came to the door. I was hungry. We
hadn’t eaten dinner.
Mom finally came back to the car.
“Who lives here?”
Mom lit a cigarette and rolled down her window. “Your father.”
She started up the engine and we backed out of the driveway super-fast.
I rolled down my window. T-Rex wanted to watch the squirrels. We didn’t have
squirrels at our apartment.
The car went up and down real fast. Speed bump. T-Rex fell out the window. I
grabbed him by his tail. Then the back wheels went over the speed bump and he fell out
into the street.
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“Mom!”
She didn’t turn around.
“Mom, stop! We have to go back and get Rex!”
“He’ll be fine,” she laughed. “Maybe he’ll start a new family.”
I pulled on the door handle, but the kid locks were on.
My finger slid in the crack at the back of the seat. They touched something flat
and cold and metal. I pulled it out. It was a kind of blade. Something I wasn’t supposed to
play with. I wondered how sharp it was. The blade pressed against my arm and the car
went over another speed bump, and suddenly there was blood. Lots and lots.
I thought I’d let myself bleed. It would show mom not to leave T-Rex out on the
street. My arm started throbbing and I felt sick. I lay down in the backseat of the car as
my mother drove through the night. And I felt like I was somewhere else. Not
daydreaming - this was better.
I was with a girl with long dark hair. There was something wrong with my arm.
She was touching it. Making it better. Stitching me back together like she was a nurse.
She had a name like in one of those old cartoons.
Sometime soon I would freak out when the blood didn’t stop. In just a few
minutes I would tell my mom I was hurt. And I’d be okay, except for the scar.
But I waited. Thinking about the future. When I’d be grown-up. And I’d never
leave the person I loved. Not ever.
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This Apocalypse Won’t Last Long Enough
Chris balanced the acoustic guitar across his legs in the living room of his
apartment. His long dark hair was pulled in a ponytail at the base of his neck. Some days
he thought he looked like Antonio Banderas. On those days he went to the bar downtown
and ordered tequila. But most of the time he just felt old, so he stayed at home with his
hands working the nylon strings into songs.
It was warm for the first time this spring and the front door stood open. The sky
was dark and heavy with rain clouds. The stillness of a coming storm hung in the air and
silenced the birds.
His phone rang in his pocket. It was Joanna. “Turn on the television.”
Paranoid, Chris thought. Everyone gets paranoid about the weather when it’s
April in Alabama.
“I’ve got a gig tonight. I need to practice.”
Chris leaned over the sheet music, the long fingernails on his right hand lightly
pulling the strings of his guitar. They gave off a soft sound, like wind chimes nudged by a
breeze.
On Joanna’s side, the copy machine hummed and a desk phone rang.
“Just turn on channel 19, ok? I’ll call back in a little bit.” She hung up.
Chris turned on the television. Cheddar, their cat, jumped in his lap and rubbed
his cheek against Chris’s hand. A man in a yellow sweater vest stood in front of a map of
northern Alabama. Gary Feldman, the head meteorologist, held his hand over a giant
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swirl of red. When he moved his hands the circle cut across the map, coming closer to the
small dot marked Huntsville. Tornadoes again. It was shaping up to be a stormy April.
Gary stood in front of the green screen, pointing out “super cells.”
“We have a confirmed tornado on the ground in Hanceville. If you are in this
area, take cover immediately.”
A news ticker at the bottom of the screen flashed Tornado Warnings. Madison
County. Jackson County. Florence. Lauderdale.
Chris walked up to the screen door. It was just 10:00AM. Joanna had left for work
a little more than an hour ago. The sky was evening-dark, thick with clouds and heavy
with a weird silence. It wasn’t the peaceful kind of quiet. The sound seemed to have been
sucked out of the world, taken in by people holding their breath.
He made himself exhale. Cheddar lifted his front paws and pressed them into
Chris’s leg, asking to be picked up. Chris leaned down and ran his hand over the cat’s
back. Hair came off in his hands, and he opened the screen door and tossed it onto the
front porch. The wind picked it up and the orange hairs flew high into the air, off into the
neighbor’s tree.
Chris’s phone buzzed with a text message from Jason, the drummer in his band.
Gig cancelled. Stay safe.
“Looks like practice can wait,” Chris told Cheddar.
He placed his guitar in its case and snapped the clasps shut.
The bottom fell out of the clouds. Rain came down in big splashes. The few
potted plants in Chris’s tiny front yard shook with the force of the water. The small
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leaves of the catnip Joanna had picked up at the pet store were bent over, a few stems
broken already.
Mist from the rain moved in through the screen door, wet and cool on Chris’s
face.
“Shit.”
He stuffed his feet in his sneakers and ran down the front steps. The rain pelted
his skin. Something hard and icy nicked the back of his neck.
“Hey!” Chris turned around, expecting to see a kid throwing ice cubes. But there
was only the sky opening up all around him. Little marbles of ice started to bounce off
the driveway.
He moved fast, picking up two plants at a time and taking them in to the
bathroom. He ran back and forth, the dozen plants turning the bathtub green with catnip,
the first sprouts of peppers, the tall fronds of rosemary. Cheddar climbed in the plants and
chewed a few holes in the leaves before Chris caught him, shooed him out, and shut the
bathroom door.
Chris looked on the top shelf of the closet for the flashlight, pushing aside
Joanna’s flamenco shoes, lifting up the performance dress with the long train. She hadn’t
worn them in a year, since she started her new job. Back then she’d been part of the band,
going to gigs with them and dancing a few numbers. Their tips had been better when
Joanna danced. But Chris missed more than just the extra money.
He found the flashlight, finally, in the nightstand by the bed. The battery almost
dead.
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The phone rang.
“I’m coming home.”
#
The hail had started when she pulled up in the driveway. She slipped a little on
the wet grass as she ran up to the front door, but Chris knew better than to ask if she was
okay.
“Glad you’re home.” Chris kissed the top of her head.
Joanna didn’t say anything. She picked up Cheddar and slipped the collar over his
head as he tried to shake his way out of her arms.
“You might have thought to put his collar on,” she said.
Even when she was angry, Chris still thought she was cute. Her short hair had an
odd chunk cut out of it where she’d snipped out the blue streak once she’d gotten her
desk job. It was growing out, but he could still see the place where the color had been.
Her office clothes he hated. The drab colors, severe angles, conservative necklines. He
wanted to dig her peasant skirts and sandals out of the back of the closet and toss out
everything else.
Chris offered to rub Joanna’s shoulders, but she shrugged him off. Cheddar
meowed from his crate. Joanna shushed him.
They sat on opposite sides of the living room watching Gary in his yellow sweater
vest tell city after city to take cover. Joanna on the sofa. Chris in his recliner.
After a few minutes Joanna loosened up. She rolled her pantyhose down and off
her legs, tossing the crumpled stockings to the far side of the sofa.
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“You can tell a lot about a family by their choice of weatherman,” she said.
“Like what?”
“Like whether they’re stuck up or not. Just like whether they root for Alabama or
Auburn.”
“But you don’t even watch football.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Joanna said. “Even if you don’t watch football, you still have a
team you’d pick.”
They caught a glimpse of Gary’s hand resting over downtown Huntsville before
the power punched off. It went out all down the block. That sudden lack of sounds Chris
hadn’t noticed before. No hum of the refrigerator. No soft whirring of the ceiling fan. It
was like the power in the lines just vanished.
Outside the sirens began their slow climb, growing louder. The tone became
distorted, shifted into a minor key. Chris stepped onto the front porch. A beat-up looking
car sped down the street. He’d thought the trees would be thrashing around, but they were
still. The leaves barely moved.
The sirens faded away, and Chris listened for the sound of a train. That’s how
they’d described it in all of those storm chaser TV shows.
“Come inside, Chris,” Joanna said.
The street was silent. The sky was turning a shade of lime green. He hadn’t heard
about that part before.
Joanna held the door open. “Chris! Come inside.”
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They sat together in the hallway, between the bathroom and the closet. Joanna had
grabbed the heavy winter comforter out of the hall closet and she threw it over their
heads. Chris pointed the flashlight at the wall of the blanket. Cheddar sat between them in
his carrier, licking his paws.
A roar of wind circled the house. The hail started again. A thousand hammers all
pounding on the roof. A window shattered somewhere in the neighborhood.
There was a boom, and then the cracking of a tree. Joanna cried out and covered
her head with her hands. Chris leaned over to shield her head with his torso. The tree split
apart and fell. Joanna pressed her head against Chris’s chest. He wound his fingers
through her hair and held her tight.
The tree hit the ground with a loud crunch. It had missed the apartment. But it had
been so loud, like it was coming straight for them.
Joanna pulled away from Chris, focusing her breath in long, slow exhalations.
Chris lifted a corner of the blanket to let in some fresh air.
“Joanna, if something happens ,” Chris started.
“Don’t talk like that,” Joanna said.
“I’m just saying, I’d want you to know.”
“Know what?” She asked.
“I love you, okay? I love you.”
“Yeah, I know. I know.”
She scratched her bare calf and leaned her head on her knees. Her voice was
muffled, folded into her body. “Love you too.”
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When the rain and the hail and the wind died down Chris crept out from beneath
the blanket and walked through the dark apartment. He flipped the switch in the kitchen.
Nothing happened. The sky was lighter, but the clouds hung heavy in the air, bringing
dusk in early.
The power was off all down the block. A window in one of the townhouses across
the street had been broken by a tree branch. The streets were slick and dark. No
streetlights were on. A large tree lay across the road a couple of houses down. Chris
watched a car drive almost up to the huge trunk, then squeal to a stop and make a u-turn.
Inside, Joanna pulled plates out of the cupboard. “Let’s make sandwiches for
dinner.”
They used the last of the bread and ate by candlelight in the living room. Joanna
on the sofa. Chris in his recliner.
It was the first time in years they’d eaten dinner together without the television
on.
Joanna leaned her ear on her shoulder.
“What are you doing?” Chris asked.
“Eating.”
“What’s this?” Chris leaned his ear on his shoulder and gave her a look.
“Nothing.”
“You don’t like the way I eat?”
“It’s just, when you swallow it makes this really loud sound,” she said.
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Chris took one of the candles and his plate and went into the kitchen. He ate
standing up by the sink.
They spent the evening sitting in the living room. Joanna read an old paperback
while Chris played soft songs on his guitar. He thought the power would come back on
any moment. The two candles gave off a soft halo of light, barely enough to read by. The
edges of the room were in darkness, and the world outside felt larger, like it had when he
was a kid.
“Let’s go to bed,” Joanna said.
Chris looked at his watch. 9:14 PM.
Jesus, he thought. Feels like midnight.
They lay together in the bed, side by side but not touching. Chris reached out for
Joanna’s hand. She squeezed it, and then moved her hand to rest on her stomach.
He stayed awake for hours. On the road outside cars rushed by. They usually slept
with a fan on, and all of the little noises were louder, larger, more ominous. He fell asleep
dreaming that the power had come back on, and all of the machines in their house
hummed with life.
#
In the morning the power was still off.
Joanna walked around the front yard, searching for a phone signal. Chris turned
on the battery-powered radio and flipped through the channels until he found one station
still working. The usually cocky disc jockey had turned into a solemn news anchor.
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“We have a new report from TVA that the power may be out for as many as seven
days,” the announcer said.
Chris watched Joanna through the screen door as she talked on the phone. She’d
found a signal mid-way in the street. She walked back to him, her shoulders sagged in
relief.
“Work is closed until the power comes back on,” Joanna said.
They spread a blanket in the backyard. It was warm enough for Chris to take off
his shirt. Joanna sat on the blanket with a book in her lap. Cheddar had on a harness
across his shoulders, the leash wrapped around Joanna’s wrist. The cat sniffed every
blade of grass around the perimeter of the quilt and then flopped onto the grass and
rubbed his back in the soft blades.
Chris fell asleep. He plunged into unconsciousness like someone thrown down a
well, falling deeper and deeper with no way of coming back up.
When he woke he had sunburn across his chest. Joanna was inside the house,
taking food out of the refrigerator and throwing it away.
“Why don’t you take a break? Finish reading your book?” Chris asked.
“I need to get the fridge cleaned out.”
“I can help.”
“Fine,” Joanna set the garbage bag on the floor. “You do it.”
Joanna sat on the sofa with her book. Chris put the can of whipped cream in the
garbage bag softly, but it still made a thud as it hit the bottom of the bag.
He heard her sigh from the living room.
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That night they heated up a can of refried beans with a candle.
“We’re going to have to figure out a better way to do this,” Joanna said.
The first generators came on while they sat together on the front porch finishing
their dinner in the last of the light. The generators made loud, heaving sounds and that
night Chris dreamed of an ancient age of machines suddenly come back to life. Spiders
made of steel and wire, metal men as tall as skyscrapers. Chris had to keep repairing
them, climbing inside their cold bodies. At first he could keep pace. On his lunch breaks
the spiders would take him up into their webs between the radio towers and he could see
the valley full of moving metal. And then for no reason he could tell, things began
breaking inside the machines more often. He spent days working on one problem, solving
it, only to find another. His body ached, he begged his mind to dream of something
different, but he spent the night working. Problem after problem, his arms streaked with
grease and sweat.
#
They had a quarter-tank of gas, and they were saving it in case they needed to
leave town in a hurry. The power was off in the whole northern half of the state. For three
hours in any direction, all gas stations were offline. Chris listened to the radio in the
mornings for the news. There were reports of gas stations gouging, and of lines hours
long at the pumps over the state line.
They were stuck.
When Joanna started organizing the closet for the second time, Chris gently
suggested that they walk down the street to the grocery store.
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Joanna wore jeans and one of her work shirts, unable to fully relax. The sidewalk
curved around a big oak tree and dipped in a front yard cultivated almost to a wild jungle.
It was ten degrees cooler than out by the main sidewalk. The moisture clung to Chris’s
skin, cooling it. His hand brushed against hers by accident and Joanna widened the space
between them.
A cat lay on the bricks. Her white tail flicked at them as they walked by.
At an intersection, a guy and a girl rode by on bicycles. The girl had a basket on
the front of hers, and there was a brown paper bag with boxes of food poking out. They
coasted past Chris and Joanna, and waved.
“How’s it going?”
“Good,” Chris said.
“Pretty good,” Joanna said.
The sun filtered through the leaves of the oak tree. There were birds overhead,
making their sounds again as if nothing had happened.
“This apocalypse won’t last long enough, eh?” the guy on the bike called out.
Chris took Joanna’s hand.
At the next corner she bent down to tie her shoe, and when they set off again
Joanna kept her hand in her pocket.
The stoplights were out. Everyone was on foot. Outside the grocery store it felt
like carnival. A large man in a sweat-stained t-shirt fed his pug a hotdog. A girl in pigtails
clutched at her balloon.
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A man on a ladder was painting a mural. The beige cinderblocks turned green and
blue. A hillside and a sky. The landscape was cartoonish, as if the gravity had a different
weight there. A carefree cloud formed in the top corner. The man held on to a small paint
can with one hand and the brush with his other.
The grocery store had a sign for free food. The owner was grilling up his entire
freezer section before it went bad. Chris and Joanna walked through a billow of smoke.
There was the sound of drums playing, a steady rhythm perfect for dancing. A
woman waiting outside the grocery store bounced a baby on her hip in time to the song.
“Hey, it’s Jason!” Joanna pointed across the street.
Jason sat on the curb, playing a large African drum.
They walked across the street to him. Jason smiled up at Chris and finished the
song off with a roll. A few people around the grocery store clapped.
“Want to jam?” Jason asked.
He nodded at a guitar case leaned up against the wall.
Chris pulled the guitar out, its light wood varnish reflecting the sun.
They played a series of bulerias. Fast, flapping melodies. Chris slapped his hand
against the body of the guitar. A few people gathered around them, listening.
Joanna sat on the curb, her feet tapping out syncopations to the rhythm.
They finished the song, and the people around them clapped.
“You’re making me want to dance,” Joanna told Chris.
“Dance, then.”
She shook her head.
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They played song after song, the crowd coming and going. Jason pulled out his
flask and shared a drink with Chris. The sun passed the zenith and headed into late
afternoon.
“Last one,” Chris said.
They still needed to walk home, to pull out the candles, to fix dinner outside on
the one-time use grill they’d bought with the last of their cash at the grocery store. All
before it got dark. There was a dusk to dawn curfew until the streetlights came back.
Joanna stood up and stepped in front of Chris and Jason. Chris began a cante
chico, and Joanna’s fingers came alive with the sound. They undulated like anemones
caught in a current. Jason sped up the pace of the music with a few pops on the drum, and
Joanna was suddenly wrapped up in motion. She anticipated beats in the music, angled
her body into the melody.
The sun pulled out the golden strands hidden in her brown hair. She rolled up her
shirt sleeves to give her arms room to move, revealing her tattoo on her upper arm. It was
a dove. The bird’s wings arced back behind its body as if it were getting ready to land. He
hadn’t seen it in months. Joanna kept it covered, even when she slept.
The crowd around them grew, and they began to clap to the beat. Her whole body
looked different when she danced. She looked taller, stronger.
Chris caught Joanna’s smile, and realized he had forgotten the dimple that showed
in her left cheek.
That night Joanna pulled Chris to her, and they made love in the darkness. Chris
fell into a heavy sleep, faintly aware of his non-dreaming.
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#
The days felt long. They woke up with the sunlight and went to bed when the sun
set. They lost track of time.
When it felt right, they walked down to the grocery store. Jason was there,
playing already, and Chris joined in. But after the first few days Jason left town, and
Chris began to play alone. As soon as Joanna worked up the courage, she’d step in front
of him and dance. Chris began daydreaming that they had a caravan of musicians and
dancers, that their only work was this. They traveled in Volkswagon vanagons, stopping
each night in a new town. And in his dreams Joanna laid her head on his chest each night
after her legs had danced her to him.
#
After five days the power had still not come on.
“Maybe we should drive up to Tennessee,” Chris said.
“What’s in Tennessee?”
“Jobs. Money. I could at least use my debit card up there since the power’s still
on.”
“Come on. The power’ll come back soon. Then I can go back to work and earn
real money,” Joanna said.
“What about this money?”
He opened up the guitar case and pulled out the change and bills that people had
tossed in over the past few days.
“That isn’t real money.”
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“Looks real to me,” Chris held the bills up to the afternoon light.
“It isn’t enough to live on.”
She organized the kitchen cupboard. A small stack of canned corn, beans, and
instant potatoes covered the counter. There wasn’t much food left.
The grocery store had the last bread, milk, and water up at the front in shopping
carts. People weren’t allowed to go down the aisles and shop for themselves. The Red
Cross had free food down at the shelter, but Chris hadn’t gotten to that point just yet.
He’d spent the last of his cash the day before on a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He kept the
small bottle in the neck of his guitar case, in the little compartment used to store picks
and string.
The radio predicted another week without power. In between playing songs down
at the grocery store, Chris talked to a man who heard the power wasn’t coming back for a
month, maybe more.
Joanna slept with her head on Chris’s chest now. The dusk to dawn curfew made
her jumpy when cars sped down the road at night. More and more generators groaned to
life in the evenings. People brought them in from Tennessee, Georgia, even Mississippi.
Chris wrapped his arm around Joanna’s body, and dreamed of a campfire. A thousand
shapes moving to the light in hesitant mechanical motion. In his dream he held Joanna’s
wrist and moved her open hand to touch one of the creatures on its smooth, cold head.
#

80

Chris saw the Westfalia two weeks after the power had first gone out. It was
parked by the grocery store, its windows rolled down. The van had a camper top, and
from what Chris could tell after looking in the windows, it was in pretty good shape.
He sat down on the curb with his guitar across his knee and began to play. He
hadn’t earned more than a quarter in the last week. There weren’t as many people out in
the streets anymore. At home, Chris thought, making plans to leave. Or else they were
volunteering to move trees out of the road. Trying to get things going again. Joanna spent
her days at the community center helping sort donated clothes.
The man came out of the grocery store with a paper bag loaded down. He must
have still had quite a bit of cash to be able to buy that much stuff.
He stopped a few feet away from the Westfalia.
Chris leaned against the driver’s side door. “Nice ride.”
He kept his hand on the empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s in his pocket. His thumb
pressed against its neck.
The man shifted his groceries to his left side. Chris guessed the man had a knife in
his back pocket.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to block your way,” Chris said.
The man unlocked the van and put the groceries inside.
“Hey, you know of a place to buy some bottled water?”
Chris pointed to the drugstore across the street.
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When the man had disappeared inside, Chris walked up to the van door. In the
window, he saw the dirtiness of his face. There was a shiftiness in his eyes and he turned
his head, looking behind himself to make sure that no one else was there.
#
“I traded someone for it,” Chris said.
Joanna stood in front of the community center, looking at the Westfalia. Cheddar
peered out through one of the windows. His paws made soft tapping noises on the glass.
“Traded what?”
The kitty litter box was in the back of the van. There was a bag of groceries, a
suitcase with a few of their clothes. Joanna’s make-up kit for dancing. Chris’s guitar. A
new bottle of Jack Chris had bought that afternoon.
“We can live in it. On the road.”
“We can’t,” Joanna said.
“We can. We don’t need that much. No rent. Just gas to get from place to place.”
“They’ve offered me a part-time job here, with the Red Cross.”
“Doing what? Making copies?”
“Taking insurance claims. Paperwork stuff.”
Chris took Joanna’s hands and held them.
“This is our chance to get out of here,” he said. “To do something other than work
in an office.”
“Like you’ve ever worked in an office.”
“What does that mean?”
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She squeezed his hands. Kissed his cheek.
“I’m not leaving.”
When they got home, he moved the litter box back inside the house. He was tired.
He told Joanna he’d move his guitar and the groceries inside tomorrow. In the candlelight
before they went to bed, Joanna put away her clothes in the closet.
It was quiet again on the street. There were only a few generators left now, their
hum puttering intermittently through the night. Summer was a few weeks away. No one
wanted to be left without air conditioning when the heat began its climb. Everyone who
could afford to leave was getting out of Alabama.
That night, Chris dreamt of the machines heading north. A passing spider scooped
him up with one of her arms and set him on her back. He lay there, watching the stars and
playing his guitar to the machines. Chris expected them to break down, that he would
have to crawl inside them and work until it was right. But they seemed to grow stronger
the farther they went.
“It is good for us,” said the spider he rode on. “The movement keeps us healthy.”
He woke up in the darkness of early morning. Chris gently pulled away from
Joanna’s head resting on his shoulder.
He unzipped the black garment bag hanging in the hall closet. Joanna’s flamenco
dress was a deep red and had a long train. It smelled like perfume, and near the arms a
little of the sweet scent of Joanna’s sweat. He angled the dress hanger into the handle of
the refrigerator. In an envelope with her name written across the front he left a hundred
dollar bill.
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Chris walked out to the van, careful to leave his key to the house inside before
pulling the front door shut. The morning birds were out, making noise. Hopping from
branch to branch of the tree, fighting over the tiny red berries. He sat in the driver’s seat
until dawn. Until the curfew was lifted.
Cheddar sat in the front window of the apartment, his eyes blinking in the first
rays of the sun. His tail flicked as he watched the birds.
Chris threw an old cup of coffee into the garbage and put a bottle of Jack in the
cupholder. He pulled away, out of the drive, headed towards Tennessee.
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Spirited Art
“Hi hon, have you signed in?”
The woman who greeted me wore an apron covered in smudges of paint. Her
black hair reached down to her waist and had flecks of blue and yellow at the ends, as if
she had been using it as a paint brush. Printed sheets lay on the table in front of her, a list
of names. My name was half-way down the list. I picked up a green pen and made a
check next to it.
“This your first time at Spirited Art?”
“Yes.” I stood in the entryway as women in smart dresses pushed past me. I
hadn’t even thought to change clothes. My black hoodie and pink Chucks made me feel
even more out of place.
“W e’re glad to have you. Whenever you’re ready, you can go inside and meet
your loved one. Take as much time as you need.”
The studio was off to the left of the entrance area. A wide, open doorway led into
a room full of tables and easels. To the right of the entrance was a deep sink full of
paintbrushes soaking in water.
I stood in the doorway to the studio, working up the courage to step inside. I
scanned the room for my mother, but I couldn’t find her.
A young woman in a houndstooth jacket brushed past me, her shoulder bag hitting
me on the back as she walked into the studio.
“Sorry!” she called out over her shoulder.
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She walked up to a woman with white hair and large-framed glasses. The older
woman wore an almost identical coat, the small black and white checkerboard of
houndstooth falling around her tiny shoulders. I felt underdressed in my well-worn
bellbottom jeans and my tie-dyed t-shirt.
“Nana!” The two women embraced.
“My jacket looks good on you,” Nana told her.
“I thought we couldn’t touch them,” I asked the woman at the front desk. “Your
website said not to expect any physical contact.”
The woman behind the table squeezed my arm. “No one has ever run out of here
screaming.”
I was still worried I’d be the first.
Two more young women came in. My car was parked just outside. I could go to
the pet store next door and buy a can of dog food, maybe stop at the pizza place on the
way home. Go back to my husband and my border collie, and neither of them would ask
any questions. I could work on my painting at home in my studio, and nothing strange or
different would have to happen to me tonight.
Photographs of previous art classes decorated the wall. All of the students stood at
the front of the studio, right where I was standing now, holding their finished canvases.
Beside each person there was a space, as if reserved for a person. Some of the spaces had
faint outlines of women holding their own canvases.
I took my black hoodie off and hung it on the coat rack.
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The teacher stood at the front of the room beside an easel with a blank canvas.
Four long rows of tables filled the room. Women bustled up to their loved ones. Some of
the living tried to hug the Breathless. Their arms curved around the bodies of their
mothers, sisters, grandmothers, daughters. But when their firm hands tried to hug the
apparitions, their hands pushed through the air and appeared through the chests of their
loved one.
I stood at the entrance to the studio, my arms cradled behind my body, my hands
cupping my elbows. My feet rocked back and forth in my sneakers, ball to heel. Then I
realized how I must look - a fidgety five year old masquerading as an adult - and I
unclasped my arms and pushed my hair behind my ears.
I was afraid to see my mother. Afraid my hands would only find air when I
reached out to her.
A woman with short hair and dangling silver earrings stepped up to the canvas at
the front of the room. She wore a nametag that said Daisy. “We’re just about ready to get
started.”
A woman’s hand gently touched my elbow. “Would you like to reschedule?”
“Jeanine Eufalia,” my mother called in her crisp, high voice.
I laughed. It was an odd laugh, happy and sad all at once. But the woman at the
front desk must get it all the time, because she smiled and pressed gently on my shoulder,
guiding me into the studio.
We walked down the row of tables to where my mother sat. Her dark red hair was
cut in a blunt bob that fell just beneath her chin. She sat at the front of one of the tables,
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closest to the teacher. Her hands weren’t see-through, but everything about her was
dimmer. Like the light that hit her came from a small candle, far away. A paint-flecked
apron rested on the back of my chair. On the table, a small easel and canvas waited for
me, along with a paper plate covered in globs of paint and an old plastic cup with water
and paint brushes.
My mother’s set of paintbrushes, her canvas, even her apron, all had the same
quality of fadedness as her hands.
My heart felt fluttery and my eyes ached. I sat down in the seat beside her, the one
with a canvas and paintbrush I could touch.
“Jeanine, dear.”
My mother raised her cheek, for me to kiss it. I leaned close, but before my lips
touched her I made a kissing noise and pulled away. I was afraid of falling through her
and afraid of touching her. Maybe her flesh would be cold and dead. Or maybe there just
wouldn’t be anything to feel.
I wanted to ask my mother how she was doing. What dying was like. If she
missed me. I wanted to tell her I’m sorry I didn’t come to the hospital right away. But I’d
taken too long to get settled, and the class was about to start. I smiled at my mother,
sitting beside me in her smart outfit, her legs crossed at the ankles, her fingernails
rounded and perfect.
The teacher stood at the front of the room, in between a finished canvas and a
blank one. The finished canvas showed Van Gogh’s Starry Night, with a tall Christmas
tree on the left of the scene.
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Daisy gave us an overview of the process, how we’d all be painting the same
picture, but that some versions would be a little different, and that this was ok. We’d use
our hands to measure distances across the canvas and make guesses about how much
white paint to mix into the blue to get the different shades.
“W e’re painting with acrylics, which is a very forgiving medium. If you make a
mistake, you can wet the end of your paper towel and wipe it off the canvas,” Daisy said.
The finished painting at the front of the room was so perfect. The thousand tiny
branches of the tree placed just right and the snowy furl of cloud across the sky layered in
different colors. I didn’t think I’d be able to make a painting that looked anywhere near
as nice.
The assistant my mother had chatted with earlier walked up with a tray of
mimosas, and I drank from the long-stemmed glass full of orange juice and champagne
before I set it on the table. A similar glass appeared next to my mother’s canvas.
“Can you drink?” I asked my mother.
“Well, I’m not driving anywhere tonight,” she answered.
The assistant with the tray of drinks laughed. “Your mother’s a hoot!”
Daisy walked us through the measurements for the top of the painting - the starry
night sky. I held my left hand against the top left corner of the canvas, and made a blue
tick mark with my paint brush just below the base of my palm. On the top right side of
the canvas, I curled three fingers around the side of the canvas and made a tick mark
below them. The marks guided our paintbrushes as we painted the line across our
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canvases, beginning low in the sky, rising up, curling into the very top of the canvas, and
then falling just a bit to the side edge.
I dipped my thick-bristled brush into the blue paint and filled in the night sky. My
mother painted in long, full strokes.
What do you ask a dead person? We’d been warned the Breathless didn’t like to
talk about God and heaven. Three weeks ago I’d received an information sheet in the
mail, warning that our loved ones could leave the painting class at any time. And they
often did when people asked questions about the afterlife. No refunds would be given.
“I’ve started selling my paintings,” I said.
My mother kept painting her night sky. “Are you still painting those jigsaw puzzle
scenes?”
A flush crept into my face. I took a deep breath. “They aren’t for puzzles. But yes,
they are fantasy scenes.”
I painted fairies and galaxies, trees with faces and girls with long hair who talked
to them.
My mother leaned in closer to her canvas, using the small paintbrush to fill in the
white gaps near the line of the cloud.
“Well, that’s something,” my mother said.
Across the room the young woman with the houndstooth coat laughed. Her Nana
leaned in and whispered, and then patted the younger woman’s arm. My heart tightened
in my chest. I wondered if I would have a heart attack, and die right here in this room. I
imagined lying on the floor, the living and the dead people leaning over me, and I

90

wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. My mother pretended not to watch as I took the
pill bottle out of my purse, shook two capsules into my hand, and washed them down
with a swig of mimosa.
“Are you ladies doing okay over here?”
The assistant stood behind us, watching as we measured with our hands to draw
hills across the bottom of the canvas.
“Just getting all the details in,” my mom said.
The assistant leaned in closer to my mother’s painting. “You’ve got a good eye.
Are you a painter?”
“Interior decorator,” my mom said.
“Oh, really?” the assistant asked. “Because I’m remodeling my house and I’m
having trouble picking out the right theme for my living room.”
The hillsides in my painting were too round, too simple. I filled them in with
short, stumpy strokes of blue paint. Each hill a lighter and lighter shade. My mother
talked about the importance of lighting in a house, the need for blank space. The assistant
nodded, soaking up each detail like a student in a classroom. But I had heard this advice
so many times before.
“The important thing to remember about walls,” my mother began.
“- is to leave them as bare as you can stand,” I said.
My mother and the assistant stared at me for a moment, as if they’d forgotten I
was there. A woman on the other side of the room raised her hand, asking for help. The
assistant rushed off.
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I swirled my paintbrush in the water cup. “Bare walls. I was the only teenager at
my school whose bedroom looked like it was from a Bed Bath & Beyond catalogue.”
“You should be thankful for that.”
“What would it have hurt?”
My mother pursed her lips and gave me a side-long glance. “You are the sum of
the things around you. A cluttered room begets a cluttered mind.”
“I’m not talking about clutter. I’m talking about my Labyrinth movie poster. One
poster.”
“That was trash.”
“It was mine. I bought it with my babysitting money and you ripped it down.”
My mother and I didn’t speak as we added a layer of white specks to our snow
clouds. When we finished, Daisy told us it was time to take a break. The canvas needed
to dry before we added the Christmas tree. The air in the art studio was musty. On my
way in I’d spotted a cafe two doors down that sold milkshakes and hamburgers. My
wristwatch read eight o’clock, and I hadn’t eaten after leaving work.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I said.
My mother nodded, continued to use her small paintbrush to fill in the small
spaces left blank by the big-bristled brush.
I walked into the cold without stopping to get my coat. The diner was mostly
empty. A radio behind the counter was tuned to the Alabama football game. My husband
would be at home with the television on, complaining at every call by the referee.
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A man in a paper hat took my order, and I sat down on a red stool to wait for my
fries.
The young woman in the houndstooth jacket came in, stomping her feet to knock
the chill out. She ordered a chocolate milkshake and sat two seats down from me. I
realized I was still wearing my paint-splotched apron.
“Are you having a good time?” the young woman asked me.
“Yes.”
“Is your mother the one you’re visiting?”
“Yeah. I had hoped that she’d be a little bit more... open. But I guess death
doesn’t change a person much.”
She laughed. “Maybe so. I never met my Nana while she was alive. She died
when my mother was still pregnant, so this is the only chance I’ve ever gotten to know
her.”
I thought of the old woman in the black and white coat, her fingers reaching out to
hold the photograph. Her effortless hug, her body becoming solid for just a moment.
“Is this your first time to meet her?” I asked.
“No,” she said. “I come here as often as I can. A few times a month, at least.”
The radio surged with cries from the football crowd. Alabama had the ball and
they were running it. The whole diner paused for a moment to listen to the announcer
count down the yard lines as the runningback passed them. He was tackled fifteen yards
out from the endzone, but the cheers from the crowd carried on. We heard cries of “Roll
Tide!” from the kitchen, and the slap of a burger flipped on the grill.
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The waiter came back out with a bag of French fries for me, a milkshake for the
young woman. We walked out together across the cold sidewalk. I hesitated for a
moment at the entrance. In the back of the room, my mother sat chatting with the
assistant. I wondered if I should leave, if maybe my mom would be happier wherever she
spent her time now. Decorating the halls of heaven or whatnot.
The young woman hung her houndstooth jacket on a peg in the wall.
“I have to tell you, though, it took me two years of coming here for my Nana to
give me that hug tonight,” she said.
Daisy made her way to the front of the classroom, ready to start in on the last bit
of the painting.
My mother’s canvas sat beside mine. It was unmistakably the same picture, but
you could tell they were painted by different people. My mother’s snow cloud looked
sharp and hard, with thousands of tiny ice particles flowing over each other. My snow
cloud was soft, heavy with dense specks of snow that threatened to fall at any moment.
“Just one part left, ladies, the Christmas tree!” Daisy said.
Our Christmas trees at home had never been happy. They’d been modeled after
ones in Southern Living and Martha Stewart.
“I wish you’d let us pick our own ornaments when we were young,” I said. “All
of my friends did that. Each year they got to pick a new one.”
“We had beautiful trees when you were growing up.”
Glass globes mom wouldn’t let us hang. Lights that had to be arranged just so.
“But they weren’t fun. They were breakable.”
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“What do you want me to say? That I’m sorry?”
I shook my head. “I don’t need you to say anything. I just need you to listen.”
She stared at me. My mother lifted her paintbrush. “Time to make our ‘happy
trees,’ Jeanine.”
I looked at her, not sure if she was joking. Then something in me caved, a little
wall broken up. One I’d been pushing against for so long, because I thought it kept me
safe. But here it was falling apart, brick by brick, and it felt wonderful.
And I decided to let myself laugh.
My Christmas tree came out well. The brush seemed to know what to do against
the canvas, and each branch curled up at just the right point. But my mother had trouble.
Her branches were sticking out at odd angles, in different shapes that made the tree look
pieced together from discarded branches.
“How are you doing yours, Jeanine?” she asked.
And without thinking I leaned over and placed my brush on her canvas. The dark
green on my paintbrush left a perfectly curled branch at the base of her tree. It was a
moment before I realized what had happened, and then I waited for the bit of paint from
my brush to fall off of my mother’s canvas, slip away from the tree and land on the table
top. But it stayed, bonded to the canvas as if it belonged.
“Ah, I see now,” my mother said.
She painted her branches like mine, and our trees began to look more related. Not
just trees of the same species, but of the same bent, the same forest.
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Daisy told us to decorate our Christmas trees with ornaments, and when we were
done to please take our paint plates and dump them in the trash and wash ourselves up as
our canvases dried. I chose to put small, tiny ornaments all over my tree. But my mother
followed the pattern on the example painting - large globes, fuzzy around the edges with
a glare as if they were shining.
My mother scrunched her lips together.
“What?”
She shook her head. “Nothing.”
“No. Tell me.”
She sighed. “It looks better with the large ornaments.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But my way is good, too.”
“You shouldn’t be painting that stoner art.”
“It isn’t for stoners. They’re fantasy scenes.”
“Erotica, then.”
I set my paintbrush in the water. “Mom! Jesus.”
Daisy waved her hands to get everyone’s attention. “OK ladies, time for the group
picture!”
She herded everyone to the entryway. We held our paintings in front of us, our
Breathless beloveds standing beside us holding theirs. I wondered how well I’d be able to
see my mother in the photograph.
“Say cheese!” Daisy said.
I looked into the camera, waiting for our image to take shape.
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In Vivo
Katie jumped out the second-story window.
Her arms windmilled as she fell. As the pavement accelerated towards her, she
pulled her body to center and angled her feet for impact. Her running shoes were ready.
She hit the pavement hard, the pain ricocheting up through her knees. Her
backpack tugged at her shoulders as she landed, and she hooked her right arm back to
make sure the small weight was still there.
The lights were coming on. A mechanized voice commanded, “Stay where you
are.”
She ran to the chain link fence. Her toe nudged in to a link, finding a hold. The
metal fence clanged as she climbed to the top, pushed her gloved hands down through the
barbed wire, and vaulted off to the other side. The headlights of a battered station wagon
turned on, and Katie jumped in through its open side door.
Derrick shifted the car into drive and hit the gas pedal. “I told you not to spend
time with the high-security cages. He won’t live long anyways.”
“I couldn’t just leave him there.” Katie cradled the backpack as she buckled in.
The moon was bright. Its light illuminated the grassy hill as it rippled with the
shapes of escaped animals. A fox ran beside their car for a few moments, patches of fur
shaved off her back.
Katie opened the backpack and the rabbit looked up at her with his red eyes.
There was a metal cage on his head, his brain visible beneath the open skin.
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“Jesus.” Derrick looked over, then swerved to stay on the road. “Is it safe to take
him out like that?”
The rabbit twitched his nose. Katie took off her gloves and rubbed her hand under
the rabbit’s chin. The rabbit closed his eyes.
“Safer than leaving him there,” she said. Katie saw the gleam of the metal road
spikes in the headlights a moment before the tires hit. They raised up out of the road like
a shark opening its jaws.
The car jerked forward, and Katie held the rabbit against her chest. She reached
out with her right arm and braced herself against the dashboard. There was a loud bang,
and a hiss of air escaping.
“Shit!”
Headlights illuminated the back window. The laboratory, half a mile behind them,
was ablaze in electric lights. Up ahead on the road were the blue and red flashing of
police cars.
“Split up!” Derrick unbuckled his seatbelt and scrambled out of the car, running
to the left, down the hill.
Katie tried to undo her seatbelt, but it was jammed. She pressed the button again
and again. The lights were growing closer. She could hear the spin of their wheels on the
gravel.
“Derrick! Come back! Help me!”
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She reached for her backpack in the backseat. She had a knife, she had boltcutters. If she could only reach. The sealtbelt locked across her chest, pinning her in
place.
The rabbit sat still in Katie’s lap. She stopped pressing the seatbelt and held on to
it. They’d take him back. She had failed him. “I’m sorry.”
The rabbit stood on his hind legs, pressing his feet on her jeans,and licked her
cheek. He smelled of antiseptic, of sterile air kept away from the sun.
Katie tried the seatbelt one last time.
Click.
The belt slid out of the lock, off her shoulder.
The cars were coming up behind her. The rabbit pushed himself up as she ran, so
that his head looked back over her shoulder.
The headlights from Derrick’s car illuminated the trees in the distance. If she
could just make it there, Katie thought, they’d be safe. She was small. She couldburrow
into some bushes, climb a tree, cover herself in leaves.
She ran. Her boots slipped on the dew and she went down onto one knee.
The jeeps turned off of the gravel road and churned up the grass behind her. The
rabbit dug his claws into her shoulder, his head beside her ear. He ground his teeth, a
sound like plastic being bent and molded to a different form than intended.
She pushed up off the ground with her free hand. Lights surrounded her, throwing
a long shadow of her body against the grass.
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Just a few feet away, she heard the cock of a shotgun. Her body froze. Her mind
told her to keep running, to not look back. But that sound took over. The mechanical
schick - schick pumping her heart into overdrive. She had to remember to breathe.
“Put your hands out where I can see them.”
Katie let her arms fall to her side. She splayed her fingers out, to show she wasn’t
holding anything. The rabbit stayed nestled on her shoulder, digging his small claws
through her shirt, into her skin.
A hand grabbed her arm and pinned it behind her. The tough plastic cord cinched
around her wrist, binding her hands together.
“You’ll go to prison for this.” The cop pulled the handcuffs tighter than he should.
The plastic pinched her skin.
A man in a business suit came up beside her. He had a calm, tired face. He wore
expensive cologne and pleats in his slacks. As he walked, he pulled on a pair of rubber
gloves. His hands grabbed the rabbit’s body and he began to lift him from her shoulder.
The rabbit squealed, thumping his back legs in the air. His head thrashed back and
forth, the metal box that covered his exposed brain glinting in the headlights of ten police
cars. Katie squinted as a woman in a lab coat walked up the hill with a cage in her hand.
She had flipped the locks on a hundred of those cages just ten minutes ago.
Katie watched as the woman took out a syringe. A man was talking to her,
reading her rights. There were hands on her body, moving up and down, searching. The
door to the police car was open, and there was a hand on her back, pushing her to it.
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There was a high-pitched noise, like a baby’s squeal. It took away all other sound.
Katie felt goose bumps rise along her skin, a feeling of electricity in her body as her hairs
stood on end. There was a tug in her chest, as if she were being lifted into the air. She
smelled something acrid, some chemical she should know. The name was in her memory,
but she could not find it.
A force pushed her to the ground. She hit the earth with her shoulder first. The
rest of her body crumpled, and she lay on her stomach. The knee she had fallen on just a
few minutes ago ached. She waited for the feeling of a boot against her back, for the
batons to come out. She closed her eyes, regulating her breathing. She prepared her mind
for pain.
There was a touch of something cold and wet on her cheek. The tickle of a bristly
hair. Katie smelled astringent. She opened her eyes, the rabbit sat in front of her, peering
down into her face. She craned her neck to look for the man in the business suit, the
policeman who had bound her, the woman with the cage.
The hill was empty. There was nothing. Not even the trucks and the police car.
There were no people, no bodies, no blood. There was just an absence of the whole scene,
as if it hadn’t happened. But the smell persisted, a pungent smoke that curled like mist
along the ground.
Katie raised her hands and felt her head. The plastic handcuffs were gone. She
pushed at her temple to make sure her brain was whole. Her head felt solid beneath her
fingers. She didn’t want to be in a hallucination. She didn’t want to be in a mindspace
that would allow her to make mistakes that could cost her life. She sat up slowly,
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listening, straining for the cue that would push her back into the scene, back into her
body.
Shit, did my brain ju st check out? she thought. Keep calm. Keep it together.
The rabbit jumped into her lap, then scrambled up her shoulder. The metal from
the box on his head scratched her cheek. He took a piece of her hair in his mouth and
tugged at it. The pain made her eyes water.
“Ow! Jesus.”
There was a new sound, like a big truck turning on its engine.
“Let’s get out of here.” Katie held the bunny and walked away from the road, her
mind remembering the escape routes she and Derrick had set up. Her knee and shoulder
ached. She could see the watchful eyes of a hundred animals standing at the forest’s edge.
As she came closer the eyes closed, and by the time she reached the forest the animals
were gone.
#
The lights were off in Dr. Franzetti’s office. Katie sat in a plastic chair in the dark,
drinking a cup of tea. She wore an extra pair of nurse scrubs that she’d found in the
closet. The fabric was soft from being washed so many times. She checked the gauze
bandage on her knee, a small circle of yellow already seeping through. Katie studied a
poster of a dog’s olfactory system. Outside the sun was starting to peek over the hills.
Dr. Franzetti came out of the surgery room with a small plastic carrier. “He’s
sleeping off the anesthetics.”
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Katie leaned down to look in the carrier. The rabbit was lying on his side. The
wire box had been removed from his head. A gauze bandage was wrapped beneath his
chin, in between his ears.
“Is he going to be ok?”
Dr. Franzetti handed the carrier to Katie. “It’s hard to tell with test subjects. After
this one, you’re taking a break for a while, right?”
“I don’t know. I heard about a hoarder up in Kentucky - ”
“There are some animals you can’t save. You have to accept that.”
“Bullshit.”
Dr. Franzetti shook her head. “I can’t keep doing this, Katie. Not forever.”
“Not for forever,” Katie said. “Just until they’re all free.”
Dr. Franzetti took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes.
They walked together to the back of the clini. Dr. Franzetti stepped out the back
door, looked around, and motioned for the younger woman. They walked to Katie’s car,
an old Nissan with a bad paint job. Dr. Franzetti opened the car door and Katie lowered
the rabbit carrier into the backseat. She gave Katie a hug. “Call me if anything strange
happens.”
#
The sun was rising on Maple Street. People were walking their dogs, running out
to their cars to start their daily commute.
Mrs. Swanson was sitting on the front porch of her side of the duplex, drinking
her morning tea when Katie pulled up. It was an old style building, one level, painted a
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garish light blue. Mrs. Swanson had a glass table and four chairs, two hanging baskets
with violet flowers spilling out, and a trellis with vines climbing upward. Mrs. Swanson
was a perfectly nice older lady.
She was also a snoop.
“Ok, my rabbit friend. Act cool.” Katie looked in her rearview mirror at the rabbit
carrier, but she couldn’t see inside the small ventilation holes.
Katie waved to Mrs. Swanson through the windshield of her car, then killed then
engine.
“Working late again?” Mrs. Swanson looked up over her magazine. “They really
should let you work the day shift. It just isn’t safe for a young lady your age to be out so
late at night.”
Katie opened the back door of her car. The bunny was awake. Katie whispered
into the cage. “We’re home, buddy.”
“What’s that?” Mrs. Swanson put down her magazine.
Katie walked up the sidewalk with the carrier. “Someone left this rabbit on the
front step of the clinic this morning. We don’t have room for him there so I’m taking care
of him for a few days until we can find him a home.”
Mrs. Swanson straightened up in her chair to get a better look. Katie thought the
woman might get up, come over, and see the bandage on the rabbit’s head. But she just
went back to reading her magazine.
Katie’s apartment was clean, but had an undeniable odor of animal. She didn’t
keep them for long. A place in between there and home. Katie pulled the kitty litter box
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out of the closet and put some hay in it. She took the rabbit out of his carrier and placed
him in the bedding. “Here ya go.”
The rabbit looked up at her. She knelt on her good knee and rubbed the rabbit’s
cheek.
“What should I call you?”
She thought about the empty hillside, the sulfur mist surrounding her like ghosts.
“Houdini.”
The rabbit looked at her, and she could hear him grinding his teeth.
She went to sleep in her scrubs, curling up on top of her mattress, dreaming of
things in her apartment disappearing, one by one.
#
Katie took Houdini to work the next afternoon for some fresh bandages and a
check up. She set up a box with fresh hay in the staff room, and put a sign on the door
warning the other aides to be careful when opening the door.
“Franklyn’s family is coming in this afternoon,” Dr. Franzetti told Katie as they
weighed a kitten.
“I thought Franklyn was doing better.” Katie wrote down the kitten’s weight on
his chart and moved him to the examination table.
“It’s made its way to his brain. He’s having seizures daily and losing weight.” Dr.
Franzetti lifted the kitten’s lips to look at her teeth. “Would you mind staying late for the
procedure?”
The kitten mewed, her tiny voice barely audible.
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“I’ll stay.” Katie scratched the kitten’s lower back, and the kitten arched her body
to move herself closer into Katie’s fingers.
#
Mr. Morgan carried Franklyn in his arms that evening, after all of the routine
shots and neutering and check-ups had left. Franklyn was Katie’s idea of a true Golden
Retriever. His eyes were beautiful even in their blindness. Franklyn was Katie’s first
friend at Dr. Franzetti’s clinic. He’d given her a kiss on the cheek after she’d weighed
him, and she’d given him a dog treat. But that evening she could see the changes from
age and cancer, two conditions she could not heal. Franklyn’s head hung over Mr.
Morgan’s arm, his breath shallow. His skin was tight over his ribcage, and when Mr.
Morgan accidentally bumped the dog’s arm on the countertop Franklyn whined in pain.
To the Morgans, he was the family hero. He had pulled their youngest son,
Ralphie, out of the current of the Tennessee River. He had helped their older daughter
past her eating disorders, refusing to leave the door of the bathroom whenever she was
inside. Katie listened to these stories as Franklyn lay on the table and Dr. Franzetti pulled
out a small vial of clear liquid from the cabinet.
Mrs. Morgan held Franklyn’s front paw and told him stories of forests and ponds,
memories of stealing food from the kitchen table.
Mr. Morgan scratched behind Franklyn’s ears, “Good dog. Good dog.”
When they had gone and Katie had cleaned up the examination room, she went to
the staff room. Her hands were shaky as she turned the hot water switch for her cup of
tea. She sat on the floor and Houdini hopped up to her. She rubbed his cheek.
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“Stay with me for a while, huh, Houdini?”
The rabbit cooed at her. His right front foot twitched.
Before she left Katie took a small vial from the cabinet and a sterile syringe and
placed it in her bag. Houdini didn’t want to go back in the carrier, so she let him ride on
her shoulder, his mouth beside her ear, his teeth grinding, his eyes watching the world she
passed.
#
A blue car had followed her out of the parking lot at the vet’s office, but it turned
off a few blocks from Katie’s house. She told herself not to get paranoid.
There was a black shape in the tree at the corner of her street. She shouldn’t have
seen it, and even when she did it took her a few moments to realize what was happening.
Mrs. Swanson was not on her front porch. That’s when Katie realized what was
wrong. She hit the gas.
Her car squealed forward and a sniper opened fire. Ahead of her a chain tightened
across the road. Katie stopped the car in the middle of the street and her car swung
around 180 degrees. She sat in the driver’s seat, Houdini on her shoulder, as the police
cars blocked the road in front of her.
“Shit.” Katie held her hands up.
A man with a bull horn yelled, “Keep your hands up and step out of the car.”
“Houdini, when I open the door I want you to run away and hide. Can you do that
for me?” She looked into his red eyes.
He twitched his nose.
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“You have until the count of five to step out of the car. One.”
Katie moved her hand and opened the door. Houdini sat perched on her shoulder.
“Jump down, go. Go.” She leaned forward and Houdini jumped onto the pavement. Katie
stood up with her hands above her head. She walked to the center of the street. She could
see Houdini moving towards the bushes at the corner of the road. The cops didn’t seem to
be paying any attention.
A policewoman walked towards Katie, her hand cuffs already out of her holster.
Houdini sat in front of a bush, watching. A man in a lab coat with a loop at the
end of a rod was walking up behind the rabbit, getting ready to lean over and slip the
noose around the rabbit’s neck.
“No!” Katie shouted.
The policewoman took cover in front of the car and yelled, “Get on the ground!
Put your hands on the ground!”
Katie knelt on the pavement, pressing her face against the hot concrete. Her head
turned to Houdini. The noose slipped over his head, tightened.
The pavement smelled of tar. Small pebbles pressed into her face, carving craters
in her skin. Then there was that smell, the one she couldn’t name. She looked over at
Houdini, the animal catcher pulling him into a crate. She was trying to keep her eyes
open, but the smell stuck to her eyes.
She blinked.
They disappeared.
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Houdini whipped his head. He walked backwards, trying to get his head out of the
noose.
The police were gone. The shapes in the trees, the sniper on the roof, the
neighbors, the cars. Katie wondered where they were. This was real. Mass couldn’t
disappear, it had to go somewhere. If they had disintegrated there should be dust. Were
they in a void somewhere? Were they transported to an island?
What the hell was going on?
Katie pushed up off the pavement and ran to Houdini. She pulled the lever on the
noose and loosened it, and the rabbit scooted backwards until his head out.
She threw the leash into the yard and picked up Houdini. His paw was shaking
badly. A small amount of saliva was leaking from his mouth.
Mrs. Swanson came out of her house and ran towards Katie. The older woman
knocked her down with surprising force. She sat on Katie’s chest, wrestling to wrap her
hands in the cord.
“W e’re good friends, aren’t we dear?” She kept smiling, talking in a soothing
voice.
“Leave the rabbit alone!”
“I’m not here for him.”
Mrs. Swanson disappeared. There was the sound of ruffling pages from her
magazine on the front porch as the wind picked up. A wave of the acrid smell hit Katie’s
nose. The cord loosened around Katie’s wrist.
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Katie screamed. The cord sloughed off from her wrists and fell onto the
pavement. She held the rabbit in front of her, looking in his eyes.
Houdini’s red eyes shifted.
Katie held him to her chest. “Okay. Okay okay okay. We’ve got to go.”
She walked back to her car and sat Houdini on the passenger seat. This time he
didn’t try to crawl up her shoulder. He lay on his side, lifting his paw off the car seat, its
twitching growing more and more rapid, even when he slept.
#
The phone rang five times before anyone answered. “Golden Heart Veterinary,
this is Dr. Franzetti.”
“Is it safe there?”
“Katie?”
There were voices in the background. A man came on the line. “Katie, this is
Agent Reed. W e’d like for you - ”
Katie ended the call and threw her cell phone out the window. It smashed open on
the pavement.
She hit her hands on the steering wheel, holding back her tears just enough so she
could see the road.
Katie turned off the interstate and headed into the country.
There were caves in the cliffs along the river. They could stay there for a few
days.
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Houdini’s leg had stopped twitching. It jerked every few minutes, remaining rigid
after the spasm. The bandage around his head turned red.
She drove past one-room shacks with tin roofs, past country mansions, and horses
grazing in fields. When she reached the river she turned off into the grass, and drove her
car into the shade of a tree.
Houdini was sleeping. Katie took off her jacket and tied it around her body to
make a cradle. She lifted him out of the seat and placed him in the hammock, tightening
the sleeves of her jacket until he was snug against her body.
The slope was steep, and she had to use her arms to pull herself up, tree by tree.
She walked across the cliffs, searching for a cave away from the side where her car was
parked. She found a rocky overhang, where the hollowed space underneath did not
stretch back very far. She settled beneath the rock and opened her jacket to check on the
rabbit.
Houdini looked up at her, his ears turned to listen.
“Hey there.” Katie reached down and rubbed his cheek. He closed his eyes
slowly. “What’s happening?”
He opened his eyes a little, and made a cooing sound.
Katie pulled bits of dried grass from the hillside and made a small bed for the
rabbit. He lay on his side, his breathing shallow. Katie had the vial and the syringe in her
pocket, but she did not want to use them. Not yet. She curled up in her jacket and looked
out at the countryside. The landscape felt grey and dull, even though it was filled with
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evergreen trees. A storm cloud rolled towards her, and she could hear the rain coming up
the valley.
#
She woke to someone’s hand on her shoulder. Katie jerked up, hitting her head on
the roof of the overhang. She winced and bent down to cradle her forehead in her hand.
She smelled sweat and blood.
Two men in camouflaged overalls and neon orange hats stood by the entrance.
Their hunting rifles were slung over their shoulders. A little bit down the slope Katie saw
their four-wheelers. Lashed to the steel bars on the back of one vehicle a deer’s body
hung suspended, its limp legs tied together.
“You doin’ okay there, miss?” one of them asked.
Katie looked around for Houdini, but he wasn’t underneath the overhang. His
bloody bandage lay in a clump on the mat of dried grass she had gathered.
“Yeah, I stopped here to take a rest, and I guess I fell asleep.” She looked at the
men, searching their faces to see if they had seen the rabbit before they woke her.
“You want a ride down to the bottom of the mountain, miss? It’s a slippery walk.
No trouble to us.”
“No, I’m fine... I’m fine.”
“You sure now? Wouldn’t be anything. You could ride on the back of my four
wheeler, just take a few minutes.”
“No, it’s fine. I’ll walk.”

112

The taller one scratched his head underneath his baseball cap, making it do a little
dance on his head.
“Well, I think you’d better come along with us anyhow.”
Katie drew her feet underneath her. She put her hand in her pocket, feeling for the
syringe.
Katie stared hard at the men. “And why is that?”
The men looked at each other. In that instant, Katie slid forward and kicked the
shorter man’s legs, sending him sprawling. The taller man reached around for his rifle
and brought it level with Katie’s head. The man on the ground groaned, cursing her.
“She broke my leg.”
“You’ll be alright.” The man with the rifle kept his eyes on Katie as he fished his
badge out of his pocket and flashed it at her. “Stand up.”
Katie stood. She refused to look away from the man. He smiled and winked at
her.
“Don’t worry. W e’ve got the rabbit here, too.” The man nodded over his shoulder
to a small brown sack on the back of the other four-wheeler. He marched Katie over to it,
and bound her hands together with a piece of nylon rope. He tied her to the rack, facing
her forward so that she couldn’t see the little burlap sack just behind her. “Stay here.”
She watched him climb back up the slope.
“Houdini, are you still alive?” She twisted her neck to try to look at the sack. She
thought she saw a small movement.
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“Quiet.” The man pulled his partner up, and they walked together down the slope.
He helped him onto the four-wheeler with the deer. The injured agent started it up with
his good leg and gunned off down the mountain.
The tall man climbed on in front of Katie, scooting back into the seat until her
legs cupped his.
The burlap sack pressed against her back. A paw pressed through it, into her back.
The man started up the four-wheeler.
An acrid smell was on him, it came from his mouth when he spoke. “Hold on.”
She saw the four-wheeler in front of them, the agent racing down the mountain.
Then suddenly he was gone.
The tall man swung his leg off the four-wheeler. “What the hell?” He opened the
burlap sack, and Houdini stared up at him, his red eyes twitching in pain.
Katie pulled the syringe out of her pocket, filled it with the liquid, and jabbed it
into the man’s neck. She pushed the plunger down hard, forcing the liquid into his body.
He batted her hand away, the syringe still stuck in his neck. The man stumbled.
He landed on all fours and pawed at the ground, panting. He collapsed, his head buried in
leaves, the toe of his boot tapping against the ground.
They were coming up the mountain. Their movements fast, not even trying for
covertness. As soon as Katie was in range she’d be taken down.
“They’re coming, Houdini.”
Katie leaned over the rabbit. His arm made little movements. He blinked his eyes
slowly. Her arms were still tied in front of her. She tried to wrench them from the ropes,
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but the agent knew his knots. She reached her bound hands to the rabbit and rubbed her
thumb against his cheek. She bent her head next to his and heard the soft cooing.
She looked him in the eye. “I can’t. I can’t.”
He made a painful noise. A dying sound. She pressed her hands against his body.
Katie closed her eyes. She breathed.
There was a rock a few steps away. It barely fit between her bound hands. The
press would love it. They’d call her an animal killer. She could see the photographs
already, the blood on her hands.
Shouts echoed up the mountain, the bullets hitting the bark of the trees around
her. She lifted the rock above Houdini’s head.
Houdini gritted his teeth.
She wished for the smell of sulfur as she brought the rock down.
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Poppies Will Make Them Sleep
There are skills I have that she cannot fathom. Some of these are simple:
How to know when someone is lying.
How to tell someone that they are wrong without letting the red of anger creep
into my face.
How to end a conversation gracefully.
The other skills are stranger, and I am just now, at forty, beginning to understand
them.
I tell myself that these skills are ample compensation for growing older, that they
make beautiful the aging woman I see in the mirror each morning. But on most days, I
have trouble convincing myself that this is the truth.
It’s hard to see young people every day, but it’s part of my job. It seemed like a
good idea back in library school. I loved reading YA novels, and I daydreamed about
putting on fun programs for teens who loved comic books and fairy tales. But when I
turned thirty I started getting cranky. And more than cranky. A little resentful. Ten years
later, and I have embraced my inner curmudgeon.
A teenage girl walks up to the circulation desk. She looks sixteen maybe. She
smiles at me. “Um, where are the manga?”
“They’re along the back wall, underneath the birdcage.” I point towards the far
end of the room, past the giant mural of Where the Wild Things Are that’s painted in the
children’s reading corner.
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The girl flashes a smile, mumbles thanks, and walks away. Her social skills need
years of improvement. But it doesn’t matter. She is young and beautiful, and that is the
power that counts. As she walks away, her smell hits me. It isn’t a smell of being
unclean; not like Bud, one of our homeless patrons who washes up in the bathroom sink.
It’s the smell of her flesh, of living in her body. The fading smell of her shampoo (maybe
cucumber melon?) and the small hint of sweat from being busy all day.
Myrtle comes back from her lunch break with a historical romance in her hands.
She’s been working in this section of the library since before there was a term for YA.
She takes care of the aging tortoise and the psychotic parakeet that has been poked by too
many small fingers through the bars of her cage over the years.
“If you could go back and be younger again, would you do it?” I ask.
Myrtle packs her romance book down into her bag underneath the circulation
desk. “How young?”
“Thirty? Twenty, maybe?”
“If I were thirty again, then I wouldn’t have had my career yet.”
She straightens the free bookmarks on the counter. “Twenty, and I wouldn’t have
my children. No, I don’t think I’d like to go back.”
The girl who asked about the manga is sitting at a table with two boys. They’re
leaning back in the chairs, talking loudly on their phones. A man with his two year old
daughter looks disapprovingly from the teenagers to me at the circulation desk.
I turn my badge over (Poppy Oth, YA Head Librarian) and walk over to the girl’s
table. The boys spot me coming and they start talking more loudly.
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I hate this part of the job. “Excuse me, you’ll need to take your cellphone to the
lobby and use it there.”
The boys don’t look at me. They act as if they haven’t heard me. I’m invisible.
“I can call security if I need to.”
The larger of the two boys looks over at the girl. “Hey Seraphina, you wanna grab
a burger?”
She hides part of her face with her long hair. “Yeah, let’s go.”
None of them look at me as they pick up their backpacks and head to the door.
They leave a dozen library books scattered on the table. I push one of the shelving carts
from the end of a nearby row to the table and begin to load the books.
Underneath How to Draw Manga Characters is a photograph of the girl. She is
looking into the camera, caught by surprise. The girl wears some type of gauzy material.
Probably an old prom dress from the thrift store. In the background there are tall white
columns and a row of low grey tombstones. It must have been a graveyard photo shoot.
Typical teenager.
The photograph is a close-up. But she makes a horrible ghost. She’s too full of
life, so youthful that she glows through the layer of white make-up someone’s plastered
on her face.
The man with his daughter is absorbed in a paperback John Grisham. His
daughter sits on the floor, struggling to turn the pages of a picture book. She has not quite
gotten down the dexterity needed for pinching. Myrtle has taken the parakeet’s cage into
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the staff room to give her fresh food and water. It’s twenty minutes to closing time. The
rest of the children’s area is empty.
I press the photograph in between the pages of a novel. I put it in my bag
underneath the circulation desk and then push the cart from table to table, picking up
books that children have left. Through the windows I watch dusk falling. Out in the
parking lot, the girl, Seraphina, sits on the hood of a car. One of the boys leans in and
kisses her.
Her eyes are open. She watches me over his shoulder. When they’re done kissing
she says something to the boy. Her muffled voice comes through the window, but not her
words. The boy turns to look at me, and I push the cart away from the window. When I
look back I see them doubled-over in laughter. The girl with a finger in front of her lips.
Shushing him.
#
The next day I drive up to Tennessee to see my mother. She’s in an assisted living
place up there. Dementia. A busted hip. Eighty-three years old. But shestill recognizes
me, and I try to get up there as much as I can while she still does.
We sit together on her sofa watching the Entertainment channel.
“Want a Coke?”
She doesn’t take her eyes off the TV. “They’re all gone.”
“I bought you five cases last weekend. They can’t be gone.”
Someone rich and famous is getting married on TV. “They come in and steal
them.”
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The fridge is empty. So are the cabinets. I open up the clothes washer and there
they are. Fifty Coke cans piled up in the washing machine. I take a few out and put them
in the fridge.
On top of the dresser there’s an old black and white photograph of my mom when
she was younger. She’s laughing at something someone has said, or maybe just laughing
because she’s young and the world doesn’t seem like such a bad place yet.
My mother’s bathroom smells like stale pee. “I’ll be right back, Mom.” I slip out
the door and walk down to the public bathroom at the end of the hall.
I run some water and splash my face. When I pull out my hand mirror to check
the back of my hair, something falls out of my bag onto the floor. It’s the photograph of
Seraphina. I stand gazing at it for a minute, and a crazy idea hits me. The small sewing
scissors in my purse are dull. They leave a rough white edge along the photograph where
I cut out Seraphina’s face.
When I’m done, I press the photograph onto my hand mirror. It’s an oversized
one, an antique. The mirror extends from the base of my palm to the tip of my fingers
when I hold it in my hand. The top part of the photo wedges underneath the frame. It’s
silly. Something a teenage girl would do with a cutout of a supermodel from a magazine.
But it makes me feel better. I look at the photograph, imagining I’m Seraphina. I primp
my hair and put the hand mirror back in my purse.
My mother and I watch TV together until it’s time for dinner, then I walk her
down to the dining hall. A man in a wheelchair rolls up beside us. “Good evening,
ladies.”
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My mother walks off with him, swapping conspiracy theories about items the
staff has stolen. I stop at the doorway to the dining hall. A hundred elderly people sit at
tables as young waiters maneuver through the crowd, taking orders and filling water
glasses. My mother sits down beside her friend. She’s forgotten I’m here.
I walk out to my car and drive back to Alabama.
At the drive-thru I catch my reflection in the window of the fast food restaurant.
My chubby cheeks and round glasses. I’m well-dressed, my hair is recently cut and
styled. A teenage boy hands me a bag of food, mumbles thanks, and then slams the
service window shut. I pull off down the street, telling myself I won’t eat the food. I’ll go
on a juice fast until I’m the size I was in college.
But five minutes down the road my stomach starts to rumble. The fries burn my
tongue, so I hold them to my lips and blow on each one.
#
The next morning I wake up with stiffness in my lower back. I press my knuckles
on either side of my spine and rub the muscles, but my skin doesn’t feel right. Maybe I’m
coming down with a summer cold. I’m running late. I brush my hair out and then pull it
back in a low ponytail before I grab my keys and run out the door.
At work Myrtle keeps looking at me like I’ve got some food stuck in my teeth. So
I sneak off to the manga section and sneak a peek in my hand mirror.
But the mirror is different. The photograph of the young girl is still there. Its
rectangle covering my face. But it’s fallen into the mirror. I press my fingers to the glass,
and feel the cool surface. When I pull my fingers back the glass seems to stick to my
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fingertips for just a moment. I push them against the glass again, a little harder, and this
time my fingers go through the surface. I wince and turn my head. I expect the glass to
shatter, to cut my skin open. But the surface parts like water to let my hand through, and I
reach down into the mirror. My wrist is at the rim of the glass when I reach the
photograph. I touch its corner, and try to pull it out. The young girl in the photograph
blinks her eyes, and turns her head to focus her gaze on me.
I step back, my arm slipping out of the mirror. There is an oily substance all over
my hand, and I run to the bathroom to wash it off. I scrub with a paper towel and hot
water. The oil peels away from my skin, and I can’t shake the image of a snake sloughing
its old scales.
Then I look up into the bathroom mirror and see myself.
They must have installed new lights in the bathroom. It’s weird, but I look ten
years younger. Thirtyish. It’s in the subtle difference of my skin, and something
unnamable in my eyes.
“You look nice today, Poppy,” Myrtle tells me when I return to the circulation
desk. “Been doing a new beauty treatment?”
“No,” I feel a flush in my face and some back part of my brain tells me I look
prettier with it.
But there is another part of me that knows this isn’t right. That I learned how to
stop blushing a very long time ago.
“A new love, then.” Myrtle winks at me.
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On her lunch break she comes back with a new romance novel. Its spine cracked
and creased so many times it’s a wonder it holds together.
“I’ve got ten minutes left on my lunch break,” Myrtle says. “I think I’ll go read
for a bit in the staff room.”
I nod and get up to shelve a cart of newly-returned books.
On the top of the cart are some books on beauty. The cart rattles as I push it over
to the YA non-fiction section.
There’s a girl sitting in the middle of the row. She’s hidden between the stacks.
Not many teens come to the non-fiction section. They’re all in the manga or the video
games. Her back is curled over, her head lowered into the center of her body.
She’s crying.
“Do you need any help?”
She looks up at me, and I realize it is the girl from the photograph. Seraphina. Her
eyes are red from crying. It must be the trick of the light, but it looks like she has crow’s
feet at the corner of her eyes.
There’s something strange about her hair. It isn’t long and silky like it was just a
few days ago. It looks like it’s been baked in the sun. The way she leans over, her
shoulders scrunched together, makes her seem old.
“Leave me alone.” Her voice is so steady, so self-assured that I turn around and
walk away from her. But I watch her through the spaces in the bookshelves as she pulls
out book after book on make-up tips and skin care. And then one on aging.
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The two boys that were here with her before are sitting at a table reading manga.
She walks past them, and they ignore her. Seraphina checks out all of the books she can,
until she hits the youth limit.
#
A week later I pull out a giant blue plastic bin from the back of my closet. I lay
the dresses out on my bed. I’ve lost a little bit of weight without even trying. I pull a
black dress over my head. It has red flowers on it. Poppies. Long ago, it was in my
mother’s closet, and I stole it and took it with me to college. It is a 50’s cut, with a high
waist and a skirt that flares out. It’s still a little tight across my chest, but that makes it
look even better. I pull my hair up into a loose bun and stand in front of the mirror, then
take my hand mirror out of my purse to check the back of my hair.
Seraphina’s photograph is still there, inside the mirror. I had forgotten. I wipe my
fingers across the surface of the mirror to move the image of the girl, but my fingers
touch only cool glass.
I sit in front of the long mirror in my bedroom, the hand mirror with Seraphina in
my lap. Every time I think of reaching in and pulling her picture out, my chest feels like it
expands. My flesh revisits a memory of stretching out, falling slack. And I remember
Seraphina at the library, stooped over the beauty books. Her hair more weathered than
possible for her age.
The dress with my namesake flowers I hang up in the doorway of my bedroom.
The perfect form turning slowly in the wind from the fan.
#
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My mother hits one of the attendants at the assisted living place, so I drive up
there to smooth things over. I wear the black dress with the poppies on it and some mary
jane shoes with just enough heels to make me look a little more slender, but not throw me
off balance.
There’s a bad smell in the air. Like a port-o-pottie. “What’s that smell?”
She’s sitting on the sofa, watching celebrity TV. “What smell?”
I turn around and look behind the sofa. There’s a mountain of white cottony
material. I pull it up. It’s a used adult diaper.
“These aren’t reusable!”
She turns to face me. “My daughter never brings me any.”
I go to the closet and open the door. There’s ten packs of new adult
undergarments. The packages are unopened. “What about these?”
She waves her hand. “They must have hidden them there.”
I toss all of the used diapers in a garbage bag and let the door to my mother’s
room slam behind me. I walk out to the trash disposal at the end of the hallway. The trash
bag is heavier than it should be. Maybe I accidentally dropped something important in
there. I heave the trash bag onto the floor, open it, and start rummaging through the
mountain of used diapers.
“Excuse me, ma’am.” I look up. It’s a young orderly. His nametag on his blue
uniform reads Joe. “Can I help you with that?”
I close up the bag and start to walk to the garbage disposal. “No thanks. I can get
it.”
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“You shouldn’t be taking the trash out. We can come get it for you. What’s your
room number?”
My hands smell like pee. I have a compulsive urge to wash them. “I have to go to
the restroom.”
Joe nods. “I’ll wait right here for you, ma’am.”
In the bathroom the water is hot on my skin. I turn it all the way to cold. I lather
up the soap on my hands and my arms where I have reached into the trash bag. There are
lines on my arm. At first I think they are streaks of ink. Maybe a leaky pen got thrown
into the trash bag.
I rub the purple line with my hands, and it wobbles beneath my skin.
I look up into the mirror, and an old woman looks back at me. I look decades
older than I should. Much more than forty.
I dig in my purse for the mirror and pull it out. When I open it, the photograph of
Seraphina falls out and lands on the bathroom floor. I snatch it up. In the photograph, she
is still young and beautiful. But there’s a wisdom behind her eyes.
Wisdom I earned.
I take her photograph and I push it beneath the glass, bracing for the feeling of the
liquid around my fingers. My arm sinks beneath the surface of the mirror, and I press the
photograph as deep as I can.
There’s a knocking on the door. “You alright in there, ma’am?”
I snap the hand mirror shut, put it back in my purse, and push the door open.
“I’m fine, thank you.”
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Joe steps back, his eyes bashful. “Excuse me, miss. Did you see an older lady in
there?”
“No, I didn’t see anyone.”
As I walk away I see Joe opening the bathroom door, calling into the ladies’
room.
When I step back into my mother’s room, she greets me like she hasn’t seen me
since my last visit. Her memory must be getting worse.
We watch TV together. Kim Stilton, airline heiress, tries on dress after dress in an
upscale boutique. My mother comments on each one, and I feel like we’re at some
strange slumber party where neither one of us is dreaming of growing up.
#
After that day, I develop a routine that becomes a compulsion. It starts out just
twice a day - once in the morning and once at night. A quick check on the photograph in
the mirror. Sometimes I reach in and push it down just to make sure. Then I start
checking it at lunch in the staff room, on my breaks, whenever I’m in the stacks.
I buy new shirts with low-hanging pockets. It’s the style now with
twentysomethings. I keep the mirror in the pocket all the time. I try to limit myself to
checking it only once every fifteen minutes.
In my dreams, Seraphina shows up as an old woman. Back bent and vengeful.
Two boys stand behind her. She points a long, yellow nail at me and they rush forward,
grab my arms, and pry the mirror from my pocket.
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Sometimes when I pull the mirror out, there is a noise behind me. A low, feral
moan like a housecat pawing to be let out. And with the sound, the smell of old things.
Damp. Decaying. Forgotten. There is a person watching me that must be Seraphina. But
she has learned to blend in, to use age as a disguise, and I am unable to find her.
#
The break in happens two months after I first found the photograph of Seraphina.
The back door to the employee exit at the library is forced open. The DVDs have been
ransacked, as well as the Young Adult section. The adult stacks are untouched.
The staff room suffers the worst. All of the drawers are upturned. Paper piled on
the floor in drifts.
“They really had a hay day,” says Myrtle. She’s trying to calm down the parakeet,
which has been screeching non-stop since we came in this morning.
“Did they take anything of yours?” I keep a small bag of make-up in my drawer in
the staff room, but that’s pretty much it.
Myrtle goes through her basket of belongings, cataloguing a hairbrush, romance
novel, and a packet of dental floss. “Just an old hand mirror.”
A cold prickle creeps up my neck.
“Are you feeling okay, Poppy hon? You look a little sick.”
Myrtle helps me into a chair and brings me a paper cup full of water.
“Can you manage without me today, Myrtle?”
She nods her head. Her hand on my forehead is so cold.
#
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At home the front door is open.
My bookcases are empty, the paperbacks flung open on the floor. I hear a noise
from the bedroom, and I shuffle slowly between the debris of paper and glass.
It is her. She’s standing in front of my full-length mirror. She hasn’t noticed me
yet. Her eyes are full of disgust at herself, at her age. I want to tell her she is an elegant
and lovely older lady. I step forward hoping to fix all of this somehow, to give us both
enough youth to satisfy our needs. Then the door creaks as I push it farther open and she
springs forward, knocking me to the ground. Her bony hands encircle my throat.
“Where is it?”
Without meaning to, my hand instinctively flies to my pocket. She smiles.
Seraphina keeps one hand on my throat and pulls the small mirror out of my
pocket with the other. She flips it open. Her photograph is there, just beneath the surface
of the glass. I’ve forgotten to push it down today.
Still on top of me, she lays the mirror on the ground beside my head and then dips
her hand deep into the mirror like a midwife. I turn my head to the mirror and her
fingernails scrape into my skin. Her hands are on the photograph, pulling the picture up
to the surface. Her legs brace against the ground. She pulls hard, bringing her youth back
up from the well.
I grab her arm, but she’s already got her strength back.
She pulls at the photograph, the oily liquid dripping from her arm onto the floor.
When it is free of the mirror, I feel the last of her youth leave me.
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The photograph is distorted now. Her face no longer smiling and benign. It is
young, beautiful - yes. But it is also a lifetime of hardship and regret compressed into
sixteen years.
The girl in the photograph is a monster. Seraphina rips it into pieces with her tiny,
pink fingernails. The shreds of paper flutter to the floor.
My hands are my own. From before this whole thing started.
Seraphina walks for the front door.
Another back turned towards me. Another person who thinks I’m invisible. That I
don’t exist.
I stand up, my feet shaking, and run.
I throw my weight against her body and she stumbles forward. Her head hits the
frame with a sickening thump. She tries to speak and a gurgling sound comes out instead
of words.
I pick up her feet and drag her back into my bedroom. It takes a minute to help
her stand up, her back against the mirror. She has a dazed look in her eyes that makes her
even more beautiful. Her long black hair is silky in my fingers. That scent of cucumber
melon.
“Please,” she says. “Please.”
Her lips are soft when I kiss them. She pulls her head back, away from me, and it
bumps into the mirror.
An oil comes out of the mirror and drips down her shoulders. It must be cold. She
shivers.
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My hands are on her shoulders. I push against her body.
It’s easier than I had thought it would be, really. Once the mirror gets a hold of
her, it has its own force that pulls her down. The last part to go under are her fingers,
which I have to pry from the frame of the mirror. One by one by one.
#
The police visit the library the day after Seraphina ransacked my house. One of
the officers is flirting with me. He’s only twenty-five.
“W e’re looking for a missing girl.” He hands me a sheet of paper with a
photograph.
I smile at him, willing myself to be calm as I take the paper from him. His finger
brushes up against mine and I blush.
The photograph is so grainy that I hardly recognize her at first. It’s her
mischievous eyes that let me know it is Seraphina.
“She used to come in here and do homework,” I tell the officer. “But that was a
while ago. I haven’t seen her in weeks.”
I hold out the photograph to the officer, but he waves it away.
“If you don’t mind, keep it behind the desk. Let any other staff know we’re
looking for her.”
The officer gives me a wink.
After he leaves, I fold the photograph and put it in my purse.
#
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In the evenings I crush up a sleeping pill with a butter knife and then spread it
onto the mirror’s oily surface. Seraphina spends her days trying to claw her way up to the
surface. It takes an hour or so for the sleeping pill to kick in. I sit down with some
popcorn in front of the TV while I wait.
Once she’s asleep, I slip a broom into the mirror and press her down as far as I
can without letting go of the handle. She’s begun to write words onto her dress with
blood. Things like “please” and “help.”
One time I pull the photograph the police gave me out of my purse and press it
against the mirror, just to see what happens. But the surface doesn’t take the photograph.
There’s a little bit of a push against the piece of paper, like I’ve held two magnets
together that have different polarities. I tear the photograph into little pieces and throw it
away.
I find that I can’t look into mirrors anymore without seeing Seraphina’s face
there, accusing me. Begging, pleading for a way out. But I see my reflection in the faces
of others. And I can gauge how close she is to reaching the edge of the mirror by the way
people look at me, the number of doors men hold open, the time saleswomen spend with
me as I buy new clothes for my slimming figure. The inches of the mirror transformed
into ages.
#
Mom breaks her hip again. I dig her ornate hand mirror out of storage and bring it
to her while she recuperates at the assisted living place. She sits in bed, propped up by
four huge pillows, applying her make up.
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“Where’s that remote?”
“Would you want to be young again, Mom?”
She twists a tube of lipstick and red pigment swivels up.
“I’d give my right leg. Maybe my left, too.”
In the photograph of my mother at sixteen that sits on her dresser, she’s young
and beautiful. The hinges on the back of the frame are rusted, and I have to use a nail file
to pry them up.
“Poppy Oth - stop messing that up.”
I pull the photograph from the frame and hold it in my hands. It’s the only
photograph of her when she was young. All of the negatives long-since destroyed. The
copies lost or damaged. I sit on the bed beside my mother and hand her the photograph.
“What were you laughing at? When they took this photo?”
She squints at the photograph and purses her lips. “Don’t remember.”
I pick up her antique hand mirror from the bedspread and hold it in front of her
face.
“Let’s try something.”
“Don’t be mean.”
“I’m not.” I say. “Put the photograph on top of the mirror.”
She raises her hands and moves the photograph towards the mirror. Her skin is
paper thin and dry. Ropes of blue illuminate the underside of her wrist.
There’s a ripple of oil across the surface as her fingers inch closer. In the doorway
to the bathroom hangs the dress with red flowers, waiting for my mother’s body.
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Helpline
On Sunday nights the regulars call in. I might talk to the same person maybe
three, four times in my eight-hour shift. In between calls I take the headset off, twist my
neck, roll my shoulders back to work the stiffness out of them. Midnight in an office
building can get pretty lonely. But I don’t have to handle any money or stay on my feet.
It’s a better gig for a sixty-five year old man than greeting people at Wal-Mart.
Jerry put the coffee on before he left for the night. It’s quiet in here except for the
steady drip into the carafe. Outside a storm has blown up, and the wind is apocalyptic.
I’ve got a little space heater someone dragged in here, and its fan whirrs steadily. I keep
the heater near my feet until my toes start to sweat in my socks, then I pull my feet
underneath the chair and open my Star Trek novel.
It’s 9:23pm. I’ll be here all night.
There are a few rules to working on the helpline. You tell the callers a name, but
it doesn’t have to be your real one. You listen to the callers, ask them questions, help
them find answers to their life problems. You don’t judge them, tell them they’ve done
something wrong, tell a gay person they need to find Jesus. And no clients come in the
building after lock-up at 5pm.
Plus, my boss doesn’t mind the communicator badge I wear on the left side of my
t-shirt. The one that lets people know I’m a member of Starfleet. I’m not crazy. I know
the difference between Kirk and Shatner, Spock and Nimoy, Sulu and Takei. There’s not
a spaceship out there waiting to beam me up. But I respect the ideals of Star Trek, and
wearing the badge lets other people know that I want a better future, too.
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When the phone rings I take a deep breath before answering. On the little screen
next to the receiver the caller ID lights up. There’s a number taped by the security
cameras, a phone number we’re not supposed to answer. This isn’t it.
“Helpline, this is Bill.”
Her voice is a jumble, but I know who it is alright.
Third time tonight.
“Now just take a deep breath, Trisha, and tell me what’s going on.”
“I’m having thoughts of hurting myself.”
“Then who’d keep me company at night?”
“Bill, you old goat.”
In the background the television is on. Trisha changes channels.
“What are you doing tomorrow?” I ask.
“Going fishing with my nephew.” She’s future-oriented, she most likely isn’t
going to hurt herself tonight. She just needs a distraction. Something better than a TV.
I need the distraction, too. “Whatcha watching on TV, there?”
“Just a bunch of crap.”
There’s the sound of television laughter. Faint, kinda static. Like it’s been taped
on cassette, then copied to another cassette, and another.
The channel changes. Here’s the laughter again. Probably watching one of those
home videos gone wrong shows where someone swings themselves into a tree instead of
the pool.
Trisha snorts.
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“At least I’m not that stupid,” she says.
I pull my Star Trek movie magazine out of the desk drawer. I’ve got the clock
ticking on Trisha. She’s got ten more minutes of my time before I wind it up and tell her
goodbye. I’m the only one here at the moment. There’s a trainee coming in in half an
hour, but until then I’m all alone, and there might be another person trying to get through.
I try to turn the pages quietly, but I think Trisha can hear the rustle.
“Bill, you listening to me, buddy?”
“Mmhmm. I’m just processing what you told me.”
“Don’t get on your high horse, Bill. It don’t suit you.”
The dial tone comes up, and I set the receiver down gently. Trish’ll call back in a
few hours, like nothing ever happened. Still on the sofa, still watching TV.
I turn up the ringer on the phone and walk to the kitchen and pour myself a cup of
coffee. The trainee should be here anytime now. At least she’ll be some company.
Usually, Sarah’s with me at night. She’s a retired schoolteacher who drinks cans
of diet soda like she’s in a contest. Single-handedly fills up our recycling bin every week.
You can tell she’s a teacher because one of her strategies is to make the callers do a goal
chart. It makes them feel like they’re making progress. It makes her feel like they’ve
taken a step to the light. We talk Trek when she’s working. Our favorite episodes, our
hopes for the future of mankind. But she’s out of town this week, back at home with her
mother who’s ailing. I take more pills every year, myself, but I’ve still got the go in me.
There’s the buzzer at the door. I squeak out of my chair, past the little heater on
the floor and stoop down to get a closer look at the security cameras.
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It’s the trainee. All windblown and full of energy despite it. It’s her first full shift.
Her first time to take some calls without me hovering over her. I’ll be here all night, like I
said, but if we get two calls at once, she’s on her own.
I flip a switch beneath the desk and push the button on the speaker.
“Door’s open.”
She pulls on the handle and disappears from the screen. I watch until the door
closes behind her, and make sure that the lock is back on. I put my Star Trek magazine
back in the drawer. My fingers linger over my communication badge, but I decide to
leave it on.
She bounces into the call room, trying not to look as excited as she feels. She
claps her gloved hands together and stomps her feet. Some childish affect that hasn’t
worn off yet. Her red pea coat is new. The color is a punchy kind of bright. Her blonde
hair comes just to her shoulders, but lifts a little higher in the back. She’s probably one of
those girls that gets her hair styled every six weeks. Money. Might as well have a tattoo
across her wrist that says trust fund.
“Hell of a night,” I say.
“Lots of calls?”
“Just Trisha. You know.”
“Yeah. Raman told me about her.”
Amanda. That’s this girl’s name. I had to dig it out from those dusty filing
cabinets in the back of my head. Maybe I am getting old.
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There’s a big television in the room, with some DVDs and spine-broken
paperbacks. Amanda pulls the copy of Mutiny on the Enterprise that I donated to the
center off the shelf. She asks me if I ever watch the tube while I’m here.
“Usually I just talk with Sarah.”
We sit with each other for a few minutes. When I ask her about school she says
it’s going fine, but she doesn’t know what to ask me in return. I remember how I felt
when I was her age. Old people seemed to be a different species. They just happened to
have a language close enough to mine to communicate the basics. Greetings. Status
updates. Calls for help.
But not everything translates.
In Star Trek, there’s this rule called the Prime Directive. You’re not allowed to
interfere with the development of an alien species. You’re not even supposed to let them
know that space travel exists, or that there are living beings in the universe besides
themselves. Sometimes I wonder if the helpline really helps people. Maybe they’ve got
their own course for developing, and I just screw it all up.
Amanda makes little arcs in the swivel chair, the underside squeaking a bit. She
sits in the chair like she’s in finishing school. Back straight, feet crossed at the ankles
even though she’s wearing black dress pants. Her eyes go to my communications badge. I
think she’s going to ask about it, but she’s trying to figure out how to phrase it so that it
doesn’t come out mean.
The central heat comes on with a rumble and a puff of hot air that makes the piece
of paper taped to the cubicle wall flip flap back and forth. In the center there’s a grainy
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photograph of a guy wearing a baseball cap. His hair sticks out from underneath the cap,
in that long mop cut that’s popular these days. There’s a soul patch on his chin. He holds
a joint between his thumb and middle finger, his eyes closed as he inhales.
Amanda asks about the photograph.
“That’s Ted. We don’t answer calls from him anymore.”
“Why not?” Her voice is young, smart, sensitive. She’s in school for counseling.
She wants to make this her life’s work.
“He’s abusive towards the Helpline workers. Very combative.”
“He looks sad.”
Raman got the picture off of Ted’s Facebook page. The jerk actually posted a
photo of himself taking a toke on the Internet. This ain’t California. Isn’t even close. One
guy at the monthly Starfleet meeting told us how the whole SWAT team busted into his
house over half a joint. Guns in his back, people in black masks calling him a drug lord.
It’s one thing for a guy to light up to keep from stressing out over his job. It’s another for
some pampered asshole to skip out on life. You have to work to better yourself and the
world. At least, that’s how it works in the 24th century.
The girl just stares at the photograph for a few minutes.
She’s hoping for Raman’s job: Volunteer Coordinator and Trainer. At least, that’s
what the gossip says. It’s a far-off hope, a stab towards something shifting in the dark.
It’s the best she’s got. She tells me she’s living at home with her parents. No customer
service job will take her because they think she’ll bail as soon as she gets a real gig.
They’re right, but they’re bastards just the same.
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The phone rings. I let it go two, three times.
Amanda’s frozen. Looking at me, kind of pleading.
“Want to take it?” I ask.
She’s considering it. Trying to work out some algorithm of luck in her head. Is
this going to be a good first call to take?
She’s still working on it on the fifth ring.
I pick up the receiver.
“Helpline, this is Bill.”
“Having a good night there, Bill?”
It’s Trisha again. “Hey, old girl.”
Amanda smiles and pretends to wipe sweat off her forehead. Nobody wants to
talk to Trisha. Especially not on their first call. She’s easy to ruffle, and it can seem like
there’s no right answer.
Another ten minutes, and she tells me she’s about ready to go to bed. She has me
say the prayer we worked out months ago. Calling out the names of the spirits she says
haunt her at night, telling them to settle down and leave her alone so she can sleep. Then
she hangs up and that’s all I’ll hear from her tonight.
Amanda’s been listening in, getting herself ready to answer the next call. I
remember how it felt when I started. Wanting a call to come so you could answer it, so
you could help someone. But afraid, too.
In the training they tell us that people make their own decisions. Whatever help
you can give them, that’s help they didn’t have before. But their decisions aren’t your
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fault. Repeat callers are kind of my specialty. That’s why I work the night shift. I like
building up that bond. Letting people know I’m going to be here to take their call.
I get up to empty my bladder. I walk down to the bathroom at the far end of the
building. It’s quiet in here.
When I get back there’s a man at the front door and Amanda’s talking to him
through the intercom. It’s hard to see his face. He’s keeping it turned away from the
cameras.
“What’s your name?”
“Spike.”
Amanda looks at me, but I’m too busy listening to his voice.
I go to the phone and dial a number. On the monitor, I see the man reach into his
pocket and fish out his cell phone.
“Ted.”
The man on the screen shoots a bird at the camera.
“Let me in, old man. I need to talk to you.”
“You know that’s not how it works, Ted.”
He shuffles his feet. There’s a gate banging open and shut somewhere.
“Will you talk to me?”
“We don’t have such a great history, Ted.”
He shakes the front door, hoping the locks aren’t on. “Lemme talk to that girl,
then.”
Amanda’s watching the screen.
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“Listen,” I tell her, “he’s out there. He can’t hurt you. You want to talk to him for
a few minutes, fine. If not, we tell him to hit the road.”
On the camera screen a big wind blows up. Ted punches the intercom again.
“Bill, you there? Hey, lady?”
She leans into the intercom. “This is Amanda.”
There’s another call coming in, so I move over to the phone station and let her
talk through the intercom. It’s a referral. Simple. Just look up the number in the binder
above the desk and give it to the person on the phone. This lady needs help paying her
electricity bill. I give her the number for Hope House, the only place in town that has
money for that kind of thing. Their phone line only works from 9:00am - 9:30am every
Friday. They give out money once a week until it runs out. This lady has the smallest of
chances. I ask her if she wants to talk about her situation, if she’d like a non-judgmental
ear to listen. But no, just the referral. Thanks.
I hang up and look over at the monitors. Ted’s not at the front door anymore.
Amanda’s voice floats down the hall. A man’s voice responds.
Damn.
I’m down the hallway in under a second. They’re sitting together in Raman’s
office. Amanda’s in his office chair. Ted’s sitting across the desk from her and he’s got
fire in his eyes. He’s waiting for me to throw him out.
“It was so cold out there. He was shivering,” Amanda says.
This troubled mind’s just an abandoned puppy to her. But she hasn’t heard his
story yet.
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“Amanda, you go back to the call room,” I say.
She starts to argue with me, but I cut her off. “Now,” I tell her.
In a quick, graceful move she stands up and walks in front of me. Her smile is
gone, and her lips are a thin, tight line. Her eyes tell me things won’t always be like this.
That soon she’ll be in charge and no old fart with a Star Trek button on his shirt will be
able to boss her around.
But she’s out of line. Student or supervisor, it’s my responsibility to take
command.
When she’s left I close the door to the office.
“I could have the police here in five minutes,” I tell him.
Ted shakes his head, runs his hands through his hair and scratches the back of his
neck.
“No one answers when I call. It just rings and rings,” he says.
I know that feeling. But regulations are regulations, whether they’re call center or
Starfleet.
“My friend Sarah,” I tell him, “listened to you for two hours straight one night.
Then you cussed her out.”
Ted’s leather jacket puffs out around his middle. He’s not that big underneath it.
There’s a bunch of padding inside it, maybe for riding a motorcycle. He’s a bit on the
skinny side, and on his face is that look I know too well when I start thinking about my
son, Matthew, Jr. and I can’t go to sleep. Dark rings beneath his eyes, a tightness at the
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corner of his eyelids. A phone rings down the hall and Ted starts, his shoulders raised up
in defense.
I ask Ted how many days it’s been since he’s slept.
“I don’t know anymore.”
There are tiny cuts on his jeans. These days that’s the style. I bet Amanda would
pay $60 to have her jeans designed like that. On commercials the stores call it
“distressed.” But I know Ted doesn’t have a bunch of money, and he’s not keeping up
with fashion. He takes a box cutter out of his jacket pocket. It’s routine to him. He’s
looking at me, thinking of what to say next, but his hands have their own thoughts. His
thumb pushes the blade forward out of its sheath, and he presses it lightly on his jeans.
Not enough to cut through them, into the skin, but enough to press down into the tough
fabric. The threads make tiny popping sounds as they’re cut.
“How are your arms doing?”
Ted tenses up. He looks down and realizes he’s got the box cutter out. He laughs,
the kind where you’re too deep in the well to care.
“I’ll show you.” Ted slips the box cutter back into his pocket and then pulls off
his jacket one arm at a time. As if he’s giving blood, he lays his hands palm up on the
desk, exposing the veins on his inner arm.
They’re a wreck.
White lines cut across his skin. There must be hundreds of them. Ten or so are
fresh. The marks are still red from where the blood welled up.
“How long since she left?”
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Ted runs his fingers along his arm, counting under his breath.
“Eight months.”
“And the cutting, it makes the pain disappear?”
His eyes are shut. He takes a deep breath. “No. It helps me remember her.”
Amanda’s voice floats down the hall. She’s chatting with a caller. But it’s still too
quiet in here. Ted puts his coat back on. The scarred arms disappearing beneath a layer of
leather.
“I bet you don’t know what I’m talking about. Always had it easy.”
I take a minute before I speak. Sometimes I come to this crossroads with a caller.
In the training, they say not to monopolize the conversation. You’re there to listen. But if
you do have an experience, one that might help the caller, then it’s up to you if you share
it or not. Most of the time I don’t.
The building’s quiet. Even Amanda’s voice is gone. I think I hear something
outside the door to the office. I imagine Amanda standing with her ear against it, but I
shrug off the old paranoia.
I run my right hand into my gray hair until I feel the ridge of raised skin. Then I
pull up the sheaf of hair so Ted can see. “I was going to use a shotgun. It went off before
I was ready.”
There’s a badly-patched circle in the wall of my bedroom. I didn’t try to make it
blend in.
Ted leans in to get a look at the scar.
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When he’s seen it I let go and smooth my hair down. “My son came back from
the Middle East with some bad memories. He was better with guns than I was.”
I pull out my wallet and show Ted the photograph of Matthew in military dress.
His wide grin and a bit of mischief in his eyes. “He shot himself three years ago. I was
working as an Engineer at NASA, coming home late at night.”
A small smile pulls at Ted’s mouth. But he isn’t smiling at my pain. He isn’t a
monster. It is a smile of recognition. Of traveling for a long time in a foreign land and
finally finding someone who speaks your language.
Ted nods at the photograph. “Looks like a good guy.”
Matt Jr. smiles in front of an American flag. My son. “He could read people like
you or I read a book. When he was five he told a lady in the supermarket he was sorry her
cat had died. She busted out crying, holding Matt Jr.’s little hand and talking about how
Mr. Rochester had been the best cat in the world, even though he’d had a stumpy leg.
Matt came back from Iraq with these medals and commendations, stories from his troop
about saving their asses over and over. He could tell when people were covering
something up.”
I close my wallet gently, lean back in the chair and settle in. “Tell me about her.”
He talks.
The night passes, one memory at a time.
#
At five AM there’s a knock on the office door.
It’s Amanda. “Raman just pulled up. I guess he decided to come in early.”
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I stand up and motion to Ted. “Let’s take the back exit.”
He follows me down the hall. I’m walking fast, but not too fast. I keep my voice
nice and level.
“This is the deal. You leave now, and you don’t come back to this office again.
You do that, and I’ll take your call when I’m here,” I tell him.
“You’re just trying to get me to leave.”
“You’re right, but I’m also offering you some help here.”
Ted sizes me up. My bit of belly, the strands of white in my hair. The
communications badge on my shirt.
“I think it’s time for you to go,” I say.
Ted zips up his jacket, making him look bigger than the skinny body underneath.
“You better keep your word, old timer.” Ted pauses just outside, his body still
half in the building. “What would Captain Kirk have done to me?”
“I’ve always been more of a Picard man, myself.”
Ted gives me that look that says You have got to be kidding.
“But Kirk?” I tell him, “He’d have kicked your ass.”
Ted laughs and walks out the door. He flashes the Live Long and Prosper sign at
me from the sidewalk, and then puts his head down and pushes against the cold air.
I make sure the door is locked behind him.
The front door beeps and I figure it must be Raman. I step into the bathroom at
the back of the building. My hands cup the cold water, and I splash some of it on my
face. It’s been a long night.
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I take my communication badge off and put it in my pocket. My chest feels bare
without it, as if I’ve taken off a vest of chainmail instead of a small plastic pin. There are
two small holes in my t-shirt where the needle held the badge in place. When I run my
finger over them, the threads stretch and the holes disappear.
When I walk back into the call center, I notice my old copy of Mutiny on the
Enterprise is open at one of the call stations. Amanda and Raman are in his office talking.
She laughs and I pick the book up and place it back on the shelf.
A call comes in and I answer it.
“Hello?”
Silence. I wait. After five minutes the caller finally hangs up without ever having
said a word.
Raman pops his head into the call center.
“How’d her first night go?”
Amanda’s walking up the hallway, close enough to hear.
“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” I say.
Raman laughs. I put the Star Trek magazine in my bag and walk down the
hallway, out of the building. I nod at Amanda as I pass her. “Night.”
The sun’s not quite out yet. The dark parking lot hasn’t changed since last night. I
almost expected my car windows to be smashed. By Ted, maybe, or just all the people
out there in the world having a hard time.
While I’m pulling the keys out of my coat pocket, I feel her standing next to me.
Waiting for me to look up.

148

“I heard what you said about Matthew,” she says.
So she was eavesdropping. Standing here, I realize she’s young. Twenty-three,
tops.
She’s wanting me to say something back. Like I’m a caller. Like I need to talk
about this.
“If you need someone to listen,” she says.
And then her arms pull out from her sides just a little bit, like she’s ready to give
me a hug if I want it.
The morning air is cold and my breath fogs. My lips chap into ragged bits of skin
I resist pulling off. I want to get in the car. Turn the heater on. Drive home and watch an
episode of Star Trek while I eat breakfast. Feed the dog. Then lie down on the sofa and
sleep for a good long while. But this young lady’s staring at me.
“It wasn’t your fault,” she says.
And I hear that clock ticking in my head. Counting down the time I have left
before my emotions get the better of me. She’s got maybe two minutes.
I’m trying to think of the words that will make her step away from me. That’ll
keep her from talking to me, but not piss her off so much that it’ll be weird to work a
shift with her again. My throat feels kind of tight and dry. I’m not sure that the words
would come out right.
She touches my arm. There’s no skin contact. It’s her glove on my coat sleeve.
But somehow the warmth tunnels down to my skin. It’s the first time anyone has touched
me in six months. I’d bump into people at the grocery store sometimes. On purpose. Not
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rough, not hard. Just a little bump to let me know all these people are still real. That I’m
still connected to them. But this is the first time in a long time someone touched me.
The wind gusts and her body sways a bit with it. But her hand stays put on my
arm.
“It’s ok, Matthew,” she tells me.

