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ow do we sum up our second Literary-Speculative issue? Let’s
just say we’re so enthused about this edition, and the
submissions we’ve been receiving, that we’ve decided to add a
second lit-spec issue to our annual schedule.The next one will come
out in January, 2022. The guidelines for submitting are on our
website.
Issue 7 is a special one. It contains debut fiction from wellknown astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson and his long-time editor
Avis Lang.Their story, “The Pageant” imagines a future in which
earth must decide how to welcome visitors from the farthest reaches
of the solar system. Another of our stories has been selected for
inclusion in the course reading requirements for UCLA’s “Environment and Cultures” lecture class.This one’s called “Le Déluge,”
an environmental speculative piece by Alexa Weik von Mossner, an
Austrian writer and scholar.
As usual, we have a selection of work from around the U.S. and
the world, this time including writers from Pakistan, India, and
Canada.And this issue’s cover,“Time Traveler,” is a digital composite
created by Maggie Taylor, one of the nation’s foremost artists
working in Photoshop.

H

– Joe, Zac, Renee, Marci, David,
Ronak, Lauren,Ai, and Tommy
Editor’s Note: We have not Americanized spellings and grammar
native to other English-speaking countries, but have left them in
their original form in order to fully convey the voices of our
authors.

Contents
About the Cover
Really, Shockingly Bad Things, Sam Asher
Conversations with My Friend Trilobite, Jihoon Park
Twilight, Susan A. H. Grace
Le Déluge,Alexa Weik von Mossner
Blameless, sid sibo
Permeable, sid sibo
In the Forest,There are Harps,Aiden Baker
The Last Offering, Eleri Denham
Glowstick, Zuneera Shah
Unfolding, Lucy Zhang
The Library,Aditya Gautam
Breakwater, Jennifer Quail
Whiskers and Smoke, Kori Klinzing
First Consult Free, Carol M. Quinn
Fairytale Wedding, Carolyn R. Russell
Everybody Slept, Rachel Kowalsky
Secrets, Mark Thomas
Your Guide to the Interpretive Center, Marilee Dahlman
Do You Still? Margaret Erhart
Let Us Go and Serve Other Gods, Adam McOmber
Everything Ain’t for Everybody, Lyndsey Ellis
Envelopod, Berardo Manari
Wait.Watch. Graham Robert Scott
The Pageant,Avis Lang and Neil deGrasse Tyson
Contributors

2
4
19
26
28
40
44
47
50
54
66
69
79
88
91
97
101
107
110
117
119
121
128
135
138
153

About the Cover

his issue’s cover,
“Time Traveler,” is
a digital composite
created by Gainesville,
Florida artist Maggie
Taylor.
Originally a photographer (she has a master’s
degree in photography
from the University of
These Strange Adventures
Florida, as well as a
philosophy degree from Yale University),Taylor spent years photographing still lifes. But in 1995 her husband at the time, Jerry
Uelsmann, also a photographer, was asked by the creative director of
Adobe to manipulate his surreal images using Photoshop. He didn’t
take to it. But she did, transforming her work into what might be
called lighthearted surrealism, along the lines of Dali and Magritte.
Since then she’s become a preeminent digital artist, profiled in
The New York Times in 2011, and featured in an Adobe Photoshop
Master Class, as well as other courses. She’s also had exhibitions in
many galleries and museums around the country, including The
Center for Creative Photography, Tucson; The George Eastman
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House, Rochester; The High
Museum, Atlanta; Museum of
Fine Arts, Houston; Ogden
Museum of Southern Art, New
Orleans; The Art Museum,
Princeton University;The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland;
The Fogg Art Museum, Harvard
University; The Nelson-Atkins
Museum of Art, Kansas City; and
The Santa Barbara Museum of
Art, Santa Barbara.
In her NYT interview she
Stellar Stories
described her aesthetic by saying,
“I use pretty minimal and simple features. I try not to get overwhelmed by the technical aspects of it. But as new features have
allowed for higher quality images, that’s changed my work.Things
have become more intricate and layered and I’m braver about
having many more layers in the images than I used to be.When I
started out I didn’t think that I could do all of my work in Photoshop. I never really saw it as the ultimate answer to everything. But
I now realize that there’s no other way I could do this kind of work.
I couldn’t imagine myself using a camera and film anymore.”
Taylor continues to exhibit her work. In the next year she will
be featured at the Altered States: Group Show, at the Telluride
Gallery of Fine Art in
Telluride, CO (July 7 - Aug.
5, 2021), the Brumfield
Gallery, Astoria, OR (Solo
Exhibition, Sep. 11 - Nov. 8,
2021), and The Light
Factory, Charlotte, NC
(Maggie Taylor Retrospective, March 10 - May 13,
2022). Find out more at
https://maggietaylor.com.
Companions
About the Cover
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Really, Shockingly Bad Things
SAM ASHER

y father has been on top of our house for three years. He
never comes down. He’s contractually obligated to be up
there. Often, he gets chilly.This is New England, and even now our
winters are hardly balmy.
I leave the house this morning, and this is what he’s saying:
If you want DEALS and STEALS and WHEELS, then buy
your WHEELS at the HUB.The HUB is the place, the only place to
get a STEAL or a DEAL or a WHEEL, because we are a GLORIOUS MONOPOLY. Long live the United States of Excellence!
He’ll say that eighteen times this morning.
This is one of those kinds of stories, yes.
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The bus driver welcomes me aboard and asks if I’m going to work,
and I say, You know I am, you pick me up every morning, and he
says, Have you considered health insurance from THE HUB? and I
tell him I don’t qualify for health insurance and sit down. He offers
the question to everyone who boards the bus. Nobody needs health
insurance.They already have it or they don’t qualify for it. A lady
wearing a Luchador mask covered in HUB emblazoned smiley faces
calls the driver something under her breath, and you can see her
begin to sizzle from several seats away. Sizzle’s no kind of metaphor,

I mean quite literally that she begins to sizzle, like breakfast sausage
in oil. After twenty seconds or so she screams and hits the floor of
the bus.
A reminder to all of our valued PARTNERS that to represent
the HUB is to be FLAWLESS and KIND. Bad language like fuck
shit ass cum wank or scooby is not tolerated while representing the
HUB. Have such a good day you guys, oh my goodness.
The voice comes from the mask. I’m certain it’s not her saying
it. I step over her when we get to my stop, and the driver says,
Teaches her right. Her sizzle lingers with me all morning, makes me
want to pluck my nose hairs out. Eventually I get pork-proteinration for lunch, and the smells are similar enough that I forget to
notice any longer.
Here’s what I do at work:
Build robots.There was an idea in the past that robots would
be built by other robots, but that’s nonsense and would make me
laugh if I’d done that in a while. Robots can’t be built by robots.
That’s perverse.
To put a robot together is mostly like a paint-by-numbers.You
could do it. Do you know the color blue? Put the blue connectors
together. Disengage the functy-clamps and look for your next color.
Continue until the robot says,Thank you, I am built, and then move
on to the next one. I build forty robots a day, mostly delivery drones,
occasionally battle bots, once or twice REDACTED droids that are
for something or other I don’t understand. Sometimes other people
on the floor ask me what “REDACTED” means, and I say
“REDACTED” means they’re bad robots, but I don’t really know
that. Could be they’re the best thing since sliced protein.
I sit with Clive Hub’shome at lunch. His grandmother has
finally been able to come down from her roof twice a day—to pee
and nap.
How’d she manage it?
I got a middle name, he says.
The practice of offering your naming rights to sponsors is
nothing new. I went to school with three kids named StuffMart and
have a cousin called RowdySoda, but middle name rights are
Sam Asher
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uncommon. I’ve kept my name because dad’s been so willing to
monetize himself. One of us, he says, should still be human.
So now grandma gets to come down and be human for a
couple hours, Clive says. If she does twenty-two hours advertising,
and I go by the new name, we hit our quota.
I pat him on the shoulder. Clive has a moustache like a badly
trimmed roadside hedge and hair sticking out of his ears like wiry
bouquets of saw grass.We’re not encouraged to make friends, but
Clive’s as close as it gets. He’s shaped like a bowling ball and wears
HUBbrand aftershave that makes my eyes water.Today he’s wearing
a thick scarf. He’s very kind.
Clive-HUB’sgreat-HUB’shome and Caleb Eddie report to the
doc on floor 8.
We look around. We’ve never known where the omnivoice
comes from, but I suppose that’s sort of the point. Nobody else in
the cafeteria’s paying any attention, which is one of our finest evolutionary developments. I can go selectively blind and selectively deaf
almost at will.
Were those our names? Clive says.
Yes, the omnivoice says.Those were your names.
Are you due for any shots? Clive says.
I don’t qualify for any, I say.
We shove protein rations into our mouths and squeeze coffee
protein into mugs of hot water.The protein’s a shiny brown, oozes
from the packet like a leprous slug. It doesn’t mix into the water
well at all.
Are we in trouble? Clive says.
Always, I say.Absolutely always.
The doc is a human being. Ninety-eight percent of workplaces use
automated healthcare droids, but in a factory like ours it didn’t seem
right, for no specific reason. She looks to be in her forties, which
with cosmetic alterations on a doctor’s salary means she’s probably
somewhere between sixty and eight-five. Her hair’s strung through
with gray. It’s arrogant gray, the kind that tells you it could still be
blonde if it wanted to. She’s a good doctor. She does her best.
Really, Shockingly Bad Things

You two are due for physicals, she says.
We sit across from her. Both of us shake our heads, like we’d
planned it in advance. Neither of us are due for physicals.We don’t
earn enough, contribute enough, or qualify through ads enough to
be given what they call “Maintenance Medicine.” Barely anybody
does. Besides, people getting sick is a huge part of the economy.
Without us funneling so much of our income into medicines, the
whole U.S.E. would probably fall apart.
We don’t get physicals, I say.
These aren’t standard physicals, the Doc says.They’re company
mandated.
Why? Clive says.
One of you’s dying, she says.We’d like to figure it out before
you do, when we’d have to offer any pensions to widows, or
whatnot.
Neither of us are married, Clive says.
Or dying, I say.
One of you is certainly dying, she says. It was picked up on a
scan when you sat for lunch. She smiles with only her bottom lip
and rubs her desk with the flat of her palm like we’ll feel it through
osmosis and be comforted. Her office has a window and plants on
the windowsill that I don’t recognize.They look a little like spider
plants with bulbous flowers the size and shape of rodent brains.The
walls are gray, like unflavored protein.The carpet’s nauseated green.
You couldn’t tell which one of us is dying?
You were sitting too close together. But if you’ll let me handscan you now, it’ll only be a second.
Clive and I shuffle closer together. Perhaps, I think, if we literally never stop being shoulder to shoulder, they won’t figure out
which one of us is sick, and neither of us will be fired. But Clive
hangs his head. People don’t ever hang their heads before good
news. Here’s a question—is that learned behaviour, or something
intrinsic? Like if you met a human who’d never met another
human, had lived their whole life around, I don’t know, stick insects,
would that human know to hang their head at the appropriate
moment? Or would they hang it low and speak in mournful tones
Sam Asher
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when telling everyone they’d gotten a new job, or been approved
to vote?
It’s this thing in my neck, isn’t it? Clive says.
He unwinds his scarf and lifts his chin.There’s a growth at his
collarbone the size of a ping pong ball. It moves beneath the skin,
back and forth like it’s on a Newton’s cradle. I want to throw up. I
tell him to put his scarf back on.
Nuh-uh, he says. Is this what’s killing me?
The doc signals him to stand up and move away from the desk.
She pulls out a scanner the size of a quarter. It hovers in the air before
Clive like a bumblebee, scanning him silently for a couple of seconds.
And then it screams CANCER CANCER CANCER HE’S
DYING and drops to the carpet.
They always break when they diagnose something terminal, the
Doc says. Sorry, Clive.You’re fired, of course.
Clive hangs his head, somehow even lower than before.
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Clive kills himself the next day. His grandmother commits suicide
by non-compliance. She attended the funeral, rather than fulfilling
her duties as an advertising partner for the HUB, and so her nose
exploded inward.
Form a pyramid, the shape of a nose say, out of rubber. Leave
the part of the rubber nose open where it would meet the face, so
the thing is hollow.Then place your pointer finger on the tip of the
pyramid, and pop it inwards. It inverts, becomes the same, but inside
out.That’s what it’s like when your nose explodes inward. I don’t
know how they do it, but you die by being stabbed in the brain by
your own nose. It’s really very impressive.
The doc calls me into her office again the day after Clive’s funeral.
In the elevator to the eighth floor, I check my throat all over for
lumps. I cough into my hands to see if there’s any blood. I grapple
around in my pants furtively for signs of malignant growth on my
testicles. This morning, my father’s advertising had sounded less
enthusiastic than usual, which is dangerous. Insincerity in an advertising partner is a breach of HUB terms and conditions.
Really, Shockingly Bad Things

Sometimes I think maybe we should move to the woods
where the HUB can’t reach us. Rations and housing and healthcare wouldn’t depend on advertising partner credit earned, or our
status in society, or how regularly we said the pledge of
subservience, but then I see personalized ads saying things like,
THE HUB—THERE’S NO PLACE WE CAN’T REACH
YOU, HA HA, ONLY KIDDING, BUT ISN’T THIS A COINCIDENCE.
Today, the doc’s hair is twirled like a beehive. It’s held in place
by nanobots who maintain a permanent swarm like miniature, intelligent scaffolding. I don’t sit down, even when she asks me to.
You don’t need to be nervous, she says.
And here’s the thing:At times when you genuinely don’t need
to be nervous, people won’t tell you that.Your husband doesn’t tell
you you don’t need to be nervous when he’s about to give you a
cuddle.Your mom never told you you didn’t need to be nervous
before she read you a bedtime story. But I bet a lot of people were
told to be completely, perfectly at ease right before really shockingly
bad things were done to them.
I don’t say any of that out loud.
What’s up? I say.
I have some feelings, she says.That is an unexpected thing of
her to say. I suppose she feels bad about Clive, but it’s not like she
technically did anything wrong. No more than any of us.There are
times at night when I can’t sleep and I hear my father on the roof.
He’s saying, The HUB sells HATS for all CIRCUMSTANCES.
Funeral? HAT! Wedding? HAT! Circumcision? MEGAHAT! or Do
you have the Flu? To access the three secrets you need to survive,
subscribe to the HUB’s home entertainment channel! and my
thoughts go to gray-area places. Like:
When prisoners are marched into concentration camps, there
are the volunteer guards, the paid guards, the custodial staff, and the
everyday, local people, who just let it happen. In order of culpability,
where do you place those people?
And:
There are prison camps on the U.S.E.’s Southern, Northern, and
Sam Asher
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Central borders right now.All these little children, this very second,
huddled in corners, bruised, and naked. And here I am, in a bed.
What kind of feelings? I ask.
The doc shakes her head.The nanobots maintain her hair like
crazy glue. And then she does something that I thought was legitimately mythical.
Omnivoice, she says, Off.
And I hear its absence.The room is silent.You only appreciate
silence when your life is punctuated by buzzing. I’ve never known
the omnivoice to not be present, never once in my life. I feel
confusingly, liberatingly nude.
You can really do that? I say.
I’m a doctor, she says.
On one of the rodent-brain plants on her windowsill the
flowers have grown big enough to drag the leaves precariously close
to the carpet.Through her window, ads for the HUB’s new tobaccaffeine supplements are painted on the exterior wall of a new
condo.The young woman smoke-drinking the liquid is grinning,
her teeth sparkly white, almost as pale as her complexion. As I
watch, a window opens in her nostril, and I see into someone’s
bathroom.
And you’ve got a lot of money, I say.
Which is really the answer, she says. But I can’t leave it off for
long. I need to ask about your father.
Did you overhear one of his deals?You can find them all on the
HUB’s coupon page—
No, she says, no. I don’t shop at the HUB. Nobody with money
does.
You don’t?
We have HUBmax, she says. It’s more exclusive. I ran a remote
medical on your father, after what happened with Clive.
Why?
I had feelings, she says again, in the way a person might describe
eating a live bat for the first time.You and Clive were friends. I
thought it might be hard for you to lose two people.
What does that have to do with my father?
Really, Shockingly Bad Things

He’s going to be dead very soon, she says. I’m very sorry, Caleb.
That’s a feeling I’m having. Sorry.
The bus I take home has an unusual driver. I don’t typically take an
afternoon bus, but the doc signed off on a half-day of compassionate
leave provided I watch an hour’s worth of advertisement dreams
tonight.
I’m going to Little Neck, I say.
I know, CALEB EDDIE.
I’m halfway down the aisle, and I turn, take a few steps back. I
peer at the driver. He’s shockingly realistic.
What model are you? I say.
I’m one of the new HUB LIFE XX2EA Simu-droids. Did you
take me for human?
Yes.
Then I am delighted! he says.
The door closes.We pull away. I take the single seat adjacent to
the driver.The bus is empty, barring a guy sprawled across the back
seat, asleep. To get to Little Neck, we take the bridge through
Whitestone. The driver opens the windows as we’re crossing the
river and smiles at me. His hair’s trimmed to a state of almostperfection that suggests he had it cut a week ago and isn’t fussy. His
nose is a little crooked, his brown eyes flecked with emerald sparkles.
He wears a hat, and an old-fashioned button-up uniform.
Isn’t the fresh air lovely? he says.
The East River’s hardly fresh.
To me, he says, all air is fresh.
There’s barely any traffic.We pass a couple of cars whose drivers
are pulled over, watching HUB mandated ads. Paper commercials
hang from both of the bridge’s main cables, fluttering like carnival
flags. I ask the driver if he has a name.
Nope! he says. Objects can’t have names.
Oh, I say. But some objects do. Ships have names.
Nope! he says.
And the bridge we’re on has a name, I say, it’s the—
Nope!
Sam Asher
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He blinks in rapid succession, his eyelids like hummingbird
wings. We come off the bridge into Malba and past the defunct
athletic league building.There are fewer people on their roofs here
than in Whitestone, more high-income people who see the kind of
super-revenue commercials which mean they only need to watch
an hour or two per day. They have their own names, wear
unbranded clothing, only say the words they want to say.They’re the
uncommodified.They’re a commodity themselves.
You know I build robots, I say.
I know, the driver says. You are responsible for TWENTYTHREE-THOUSAND-FOUR-HUNDRED-AND-EIGHTEEN
-POINT-SIX of my cousins. I’m sure they keep you in their prayers,
he says.
Their what? I say.
This is your stop, he says.
My neighborhood was one of the nicer parts of NewYork City
for a long time, resting right on its easternmost border.When the
U.S.A. sold its naming rights and became the U.S.E., the city spread
outward like commercialized cancer. Everything to Montauk is
New York City now. Little Neck became Midtown.
It used to be famous for clams. Littleneck clams were found in
the dirt and the sand of the Atlantic, the real working-class of the
shellfish world.There was a time you’d eat Littleneck clams in bistros
in Paris, lobster shacks in Maine, cocktail parties in London. But
they became subsumed into the greater hard clam family, and people
forgot that Littleneck clams were ever a thing. The identity just
disappeared. Someone might tell you now that a Littleneck clam is
just a small clam of any type, but that person doesn’t know what
they’re talking about. Before my dad went onto the roof, he’d catch
us Littleneck clams and prepare them for us on the grill, or raw with
juice.They’re disgusting. But what does that matter?
I can hear my father and a half-dozen others on our block alone
before I step off the bus and. I wonder sometimes what’ll happen
when there’s nobody left to advertise to, because we’re all doing the
advertising. Perhaps society will eat itself, like a confused snake. I
suppose that could be pleasant.
Really, Shockingly Bad Things

Our house is a single story, a thin triangle like a slice of cheesecake. There are three rooms inside: living room, bedroom, bathroom.
The roof ’s been colonized with a lot of my father’s belongings. He
never has time to enjoy them, but I assume they might make him
feel comfortable. I grab the metal extension ladder we keep in the
rear gutter, lever it against the shorter side of the house, and climb.
My father nods at me, smiles, but never stops talking.
How do you like your TEA? he says. Hot? Iced? Milky? Existent? The HUB is now the only place to buy TEA! So if you like
TEA, shop at the HUB!
The SKY! Do you like looking at it? Remember, the HUB
now has forty-eight percent legal ownership of everything higher
than a thousand feet! Whoa!
I sit on the chair beside him and watch him speak for a little
while. Every so often I’ll try to pick out individual words and
construct a new sentence from them, one that he might have said
to me before he sold his speech rights. I (am a HUB customer!)
LOVE (HUB brand floor tiling; mmm it’s chilly on my feet!)YOU
(can’t do any better, BECAUSE WE’RE A MONOPOLY!).
This is how long it’s been since my father told me he loved me:
Six years. He’s been on the roof for less than that. Occasionally I
wonder if he wishes he’d told me he loved me before he moved up
there, that they could have been his last words. A thought like that,
or something like that, is why I’m here.
I tell him he has cancer.
I can taste it on him, I think. See it. Smell it. His moustache was
black, and now it’s gray and thin. Like it was shaded badly. His black
hair is white. It’s abysmally long, but so sparse it’s hard to tell. His
scalp like a chasm, a void, the strands of hair planks to salvation laid
over the abyss.When I was a child his chin, his cheekbones, his forehead, his eyes were so blue they seemed like a dare to the world;
were so prominent I’d occasionally imagine them carved from stone,
from basalt.They’ve melted. His eyes are hidden. I’m overwhelmed
with the desire to wrap my arms around his body, not to comfort
him, but to comfort me. I’ll hold what’s left of you in, I think.And
stop it floating away.
Sam Asher
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You’re dying, I say.You’ll be gone in a day or two.
There are rows of shots at his feet.They keep him awake, able to
advertise non-stop. They suppress his appetite, provide him with
hydration. His tone of voice doesn’t change, his eyes don’t say a
thing. He reads his advertising copy. I’ve stopped associating his
voice with my father and started hearing in it the HUB itself. I don’t
know what to do.
Did you know dogs are now endangered? The HUB has some!
And we killed the rest! Come buy one, or we’ll kill these dogs too!
The HUB!
I don’t know what to do, and he can’t tell me. I climb down
from the roof. I load the commercials I’d promised to watch into
the projector beside the couch.
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This is what I dream about:
A penguin. An exaggeration of a penguin. It’s the fluffiest,
roundest, gentlest penguin I’ve ever seen. It certainly doesn’t exist. It
tells me that I can protect its habitat by donating to the HUB. If I
don’t, the HUB will destroy its habitat.
If my thoughts were my own I’d wonder when we started
paying a protection racket for the earth. My dreams aren’t mine.
When my dreams are my own, I dream of my father. He’s in a
swimming pool, a pool of fresh, sweet, clean water. He’s how he
used to be. Shoulders wide, arms thick. He does a few laps, his
paddle-like feet propelling him like a steamer.When he stops, he
ducks his chin into the water and tries to drink. He can’t. As if his
mouth and the pool are like poles on a magnet, constantly repelling
one another. The water recedes from his lips like Moses’s hands
parting the sea. He looks at me in the dream. He’s smiling. He never
stops smiling.
I leave for work on my regular bus. The driver asks me if I’ve
considered HUB brand life insurance, and I tell him I don’t qualify
for life insurance and sit. No one else who boards the bus qualifies
for it either. I recognize a dozen people from the plant, none of
whom speak. Some are watching ads on their HUBLenses, others
Really, Shockingly Bad Things

gazing out the window.A woman digs at the nail bed of her middle
finger with a pocket knife. A paronychia has formed. A paronychia
is an infection of the nail bed. It’s red, swollen, emits heat.A well of
pus builds around the nail and stares at you.The woman lances it
with her pocket knife. Pus leaks from the wound onto the floor of
the bus.
My thought is this:
She’s left a part of her behind.A build-up of white blood cells.
She’s left her DNA in the carpet of the vehicle, where it’ll never,
likely, be completely expunged. She’s created a legacy on the way
to work.
If you spit in the river, do you become part of it? If you piss in
the ocean?
I leave work early again. I haven’t been given leave to do so, but I
feel like the doc might cover for me. I have no sensible reason for
believing that, but it seems like odder things might have happened.
I was doing poor work, anyway. Halfway through my second
assembly of the day, a clean-up droid asked if it could just do it itself.
I said yes. It attached its own functy-clamps.
It’s raining, half the rain clouds overhead bearing the HUB’s
logo.The bus stop is plastic glass, without seats.The graffiti carved
into the glass is all pro-HUB. I wonder if it’s still graffiti at that point.
Today my driver is a human. I’m disappointed.
As we cross the bridge, I talk to him. I tell him my father is
going to die later, because he has cancer.
I’ll pray for him, he says.
I want to ask when, exactly, he’ll do that.What his prayer will
be, who he’ll say it to. Will he give us thoughts, I think, or just
prayers? And which is more useless? Dear God, he might say, sponsored by the HUB, who art in the CLOUD. I met a guy on the bus
this afternoon whose father’s dying. Please ensure I’m given whatever advertising partnership space that opens up.
My grandfather died once, which is the correct amount of times.
The last thing I said to him was,That’s all right. I think sometimes
Sam Asher
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about that and wonder if it made him feel better. His grandson, in
the dead of night, pulling him gently up the bed so that he might
sleep. That’s a good thing I did for myself. Wasn’t I a wonderful
grandson at the end? At the very end, didn’t I do a good job? Can’t
I pat myself on the back?
What? What did I do for him before then?
You’re missing the point.
When my grandmother was dying I didn’t say anything. If I’d
said something it would have been unkind, and that, I think, was
also a good thing to do. I’ll let you die thinking I feel sorrow.What
a good grandson I am.What a good man I am.What a good, good,
good thing.And now I tell everyone how much I despised her, retell
stories of her malice and her menace, but I let her die thinking I
cared, so doesn’t that mean just absolutely everything?
Do you think I’m a good person? You’ve been with me for a
while; you’ve learned a lot.What do you think?
When my mother died I was very young.The HUB had still
called themselves assistants, could be banished more or less at will, or
you could make yourself think that, at least.They still listened, of
course.A great myth we tell ourselves is there was ever privacy.The
last thing I ever asked my mother was if there was anything I could
do, which is the question of a child. She died a minute or two later
of the thing that was killing her, or the thing they tried to cure her
with. I wonder if the HUB stored away my question, “Is there
anything I can do?” and kept it in some memory bank, tied up with
my name, my picture. It would file me under Essentially Useless, and
I’d be that for life.
Once home, I climb the ladder slowly.There’s a deliberateness
to ladders that’s missing in almost everything else.Your feet, your
hands, your knees, they move together in an unfamiliar fashion. If
your methodology is wrong, you fall. Do it at the right time and it
feels like an achievement.
Did you know that robots can’t climb ladders?
Maybe. Maybe they can’t climb ladders.They tell us that.
I sit with my father. His voice is ghostly, thin, like whips of light
in the trail of a sparkler. Overnight, the last of his hair has left. I
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wonder what might happen to it. When it’s cut, or slinks along a
drain. Does it continue existing? Perhaps a mouse is using his hair as
we speak to bolster a nest. Maybe it’s choking a woman at a restaurant, hiding in her salad like cancer in your blood.
The HUB, my father says, has all you need.
I place both my hands over his. I resent him in that moment
because his hands are so much grander than mine.What a waste that
they’ll die, I think.They could have done so much.
I need you to say something, I tell him.You’re about to die, Dad,
I say. In a minute, or an hour, or a few seconds.That’ll be it, and I’ll
never hear you say anything again, and I need you to say something
as a human.
Do you have a beard? he says.The HUB brand razors will shave
it for you, whether you like it or not.
There was a time when human beings stopped hearing birds.
Nobody knows where they went. As if some divine benefactor
reached down a wing and scooped them out of our plane of existence, all the birds left us like we live in a perpetual winter.What I
think right now is how much I wish there were birds chirping.That
would be a thing to hear.
Please, I say. Please, forget the ads, forget your obligation, just
say one thing, anything at all, any sentence. I’ll pay the penalty, whatever, I just need to hear you—
The HUB—
I slap him. I grab him by the shoulders and shake him, and it’s
like worrying a single tree branch. Hair drifts from his upper lip like
he’s a dandelion. Make a wish. I lay my forehead against his and talk
into his mouth, against his words like they’re in a battle of wills. In
old movies, the good guy’s blue beam of light would shoot from his
hands and connect with the antagonist’s red beam.The red beam
would seem more powerful at first, would almost eliminate the blue,
until the hero summoned all his strength and pushed the red beam
back.
Dad, please—
STEALS on WHEELS and DEALS—
And then he dies. And it’s just me talking. Holding his limp
Sam Asher
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body and telling him to say something, because that can’t be the last
thing he ever says to me, can it? Is that it? Is that how pathetic the
world is?
I sit him in his chair. Later, I’ll ask someone to carry him down.
The city continues. Our neighbors speak advertisements from
their rooftops, people arrive home from work. I wonder how many
of them will notice that our roof has become quiet, how many will
wonder whether we finally made our quota, and how many are realists. The truth washes through me like sickness. I feel shabby and
small.
I tell the people at his funeral that he’s been speaking his last words
for years. One long “I love you” submerged in advertising copy for
years on end.That’s what I tell all the people.
If your last words are all you’re remembered by, what were you
doing with all the rest?
I tell them that. Do you think I’m a better man, now?
Was my father?
back to table of contents
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Conversations with
My Friend Trilobite
JIHOON PARK

August 24th, 1881
Visited Trilobite’s cave after my morning trail walk. He was
turned over and shriveled on the floor, four empty wine bottles on
his table (an uprooted tree stump). I woke him with a kick.
“Drinking like this will kill you,” I said.Trilobite only laughed.“In
ten years, I’ll regret the things I didn’t do more than the things I
did,” he said. “Why not then, with that logic, smoke opium every
day?” I asked,“Why not murder the innocent? Why not masturbate

19

Somewhere in Trilobite’s strange biology may be the secret to how a small
creature can consume such vast amounts of alcohol.

in public?” “You’re right, Charles,” said Trilobite, “I should do all
those things and more.”Trilobite was too sick with wine to move, so
I had to carry him to the creek. He seemed rejuvenated after a
quick swim.
Swimming,Trilobite said, is like being baptized in the tears of
saints.
September 5th, 1881
Took a stroll through the village market. I bought roasted chestnuts, and Trilobite found an old turkey leg to gnaw on.“Charles, do
you know what it’s like to wake every morning knowing you’re
supposed to be extinct?”Trilobite asked. “I’m not the miraculous
living fossil everyone says I am. I was created by accident. A lone
anomaly. If there was even one other trilobite alive in the world, I
may find meaning in my life. I feel God is punishing me.” He gave
the rest of his turkey leg to a one-legged beggar boy, who put it in
his shirt pocket, presumably for later consumption. I told Trilobite
that in my late age, I feel God’s presence growing more distant every
day. I told him maybe there’s no God at all.
Killing God,Trilobite said, is the only acceptable form of murder.
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October 2nd, 1881
Trilobite hosted dinner (wine and boiled barnacles) for me and
Alfred, who had recently returned to England from his Malaysia
expedition. As we drank, we discussed the evolutionary lineage of
barnacles (particularly the homological structures in reproductive
organs across barnacle species, my research when I was aboard the
Beagle). As always with Alfred, a theoretical debate ensued. “Yes
Charles, natural selection explains the development of observable
traits, such as those barnacle penises you so admire, but it cannot
explain the human psyche.Your Origin of Species doesn’t account for
invention, creativity, and resilience, the core markers of humanity.
Don’t be too quick to remove God from the equation, my friend.”
He took a smug sip of his wine. I scoffed. I expected Alfred to go on
his usual patter about how he’d love to run tests on Trilobite in his
lab, but he said nothing further.
Conversations with My Friend Trilobite

Barnacles,Trilobite said, are warts on the face of a ship bound
for barbarous coasts.

Alfred thinks I have wasted the best years of my career on barnacle
penises. I disagree.They are beautiful.
October 29th, 1881
Invited Trilobite to lunch. He wore a suit (one of those novelty
dog suits, nevertheless it fit him quite well). Emma prepared herring
stew. Despite my objections, she insisted on using the good tablecloth. While discussing why the children couldn’t join (they’re
hardly children anymore, but I still see them as such), Emma noticed
Trilobite’s plate piled with bones and guts and offered a second
serving.“Oh no, Mrs. Darwin, I’m stuffed. I was just saving the best
bits for last,” Trilobite said. He scarfed down the bones and guts,
splattering pieces onto the tablecloth. Emma scowled at me, and I
raised my eyebrows at her to reiterate my initial objection to using
the good tablecloth. After dinner, I showed Trilobite my latest
purchase. “That Edison fellow’s newest invention,” I said, winding
up the phonograph. We sat there in the study, the sound of
Beethoven’s Egmont Overture slowly filling up the room.
Music, Trilobite said, is the cherry on top of the ice cream
sundae of pleasure.

Edison’s mystical music machine. It lives and breathes sound.
Jihoon Park
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November 6th, 1881
Alfred, or Dr.Wallace in the academic circles, invited us to his
lecture on horseshoe crabs at Cambridge. “While exploring the
Malay archipelagos, I came across a beach during the mating season.
I was both astonished and terrified of their fecundity.The beach was
covered with them to the point I could not see the sand beneath
their shelled bodies. Given their reproductive potential and anatomy,
I believe horseshoe crabs, once thought to be crustaceans, are actually related to arachnids. Like the old-world trapdoor spiders of the
orient, the horseshoe crab may be one of the last living fossils in
their subphylum.”While listening, I couldn’t help but notice similarities in gill structure between Trilobite and Alfred’s horseshoe
crabs. Glancing at Trilobite in the auditorium seat next to me, it
took a moment to shake off the image of him preserved in a jar.
After the lecture,Alfred showed us the specimens in his lab.“Some
of your ancestors likely shared the same ocean as these horseshoe
crabs,”Alfred said to Trilobite.Trilobite stared as the horseshoe crabs
crawled over each other in the crowded glass tank. “They’re
disgusting,” he said.
Evolution,Trilobite said, is the fraying edges on the tapestry of
collective suffering.
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Alfred’s horseshoe crab. I see the possibility of an amphibious
common ancestor with Trilobite.
December 23rd, 1881
Stopped by Trilobite’s cave with a present before leaving for
Conversations with My Friend Trilobite

Shrewsbury for the holidays. “What could it be?” Trilobite asked,
gnawing through the wrapping paper.We both marveled when the
Vitruvian Man was revealed, his proportions encapsulated in the
square and circle simultaneously, his fingertips gracing the edges
where the two shapes meet in harmony.“Beautiful!” said Trilobite,
“I’ve always wanted a Da Vinci print, and this is my favorite of his
works.”“Yes, I know. Merry Christmas,” I said.Trilobite insisted we
share some whisky together. Despite being late for the train, I
obliged him. I think the holidays are especially lonesome for Trilobite. We talked about the Renaissance men of our past, and how
their great minds might navigate these strange, modern times.
Art,Trilobite said, is the first refreshing sip of the frothy lager of
civilization.
February 12th, 1882
My 73rd birthday. Emma is still in bed with fever. None of the
children visited, although I did receive kind letters from Erasmus
and George.They’re quite busy these days. On a nostalgic whim, I
went through the storage boxes and found my old journals.There
was page after page of notes and observations, debunked hypotheses,
and outdated diagrams (finches, tortoises, carnivorous plants, but
mostly barnacles—perhaps Alfred is right about some things). For
someone who had spent his career studying life, I had hardly written
anything about my own. Only now, during these sunset years of my
life, do I find myself concerned with my own experiences. I considered visiting Trilobite but did not want to leave Emma alone in the
house. I half hoped he would pay me a visit, but realized that in our
decade of friendship, I had never bothered to tell him when my
birthday was.
Birthdays,Trilobite had once said, are the unwieldy front wheels
on the penny-farthings of life.
March 2nd, 1882
Trilobite accompanied my annual visit to Anne’s grave at
Malvern Priory. I was hesitant at first, this having been a private
ritual for so long, but Trilobite’s drinking has gotten worse, his caraJihoon Park
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pace even turning sickly and pale recently, and I thought a day trip
away from his cave would help.We took a stagecoach in the early
morning before the fog lifted. From the graveyard we could hear
Bach’s Komm Süsser Tod on the church organ.“I used to picture my
little Anne up in the clouds with the saints,” I said, breaking the
silence. “How do you picture her now, Charles?”Trilobite asked. I
didn’t answer.There are some things I will never share, even with
my best friend. I cleared some weeds from the base of the headstone.
Death,Trilobite said, is the warm embrace of Mary Magdalene
at the end of a feverish nightmare.

My little Anne would have been forty-one today.
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March 30th, 1882
Trilobite confessed he had been having some trouble with
Alfred.“He insists I donate my body to the Cambridge labs after I
die. Can you believe it?” said Trilobite. “He stopped by my cave
yesterday with a lawyer, demanding I sign postmortem documents.
I attempted to be civil and invited them in for tea, but they refused.
They only wanted my signature.When I asked them to leave,Alfred
shouted,‘I’ll be back soon!’ as if he couldn’t wait for me to die, for
my species to go extinct once more.”Then Trilobite asked if I would
like his body after he died for my own research. I was tempted. I
had even imagined this conversation a few times. But I replied no.
I want Trilobite to be at peace when leaving this world, if such a
thing is even possible.
Lawyers, Trilobite said, are the fungus on the foot of human
decency.
Conversations with My Friend Trilobite

April 18th, 1882
Trilobite and I spent the day sightseeing along the River
Thames. On the carriage ride back, he asked me a peculiar question. “Charles, could I touch your beard?” I held Trilobite close and
let him examine my big white beard with his little legs. “Strange
that we’ve been friends for so long, yet I’ve never touched your
beard,” he said. It was the first time I held Trilobite so close to my
face. I recalled the time I met Trilobite as a mere hatchling all those
years ago, how more than wanting to study him under a scalpel, I
wanted to see if he could survive, maybe even thrive, in this world
not meant for him.
Beards,Trilobite said, are the intricate carvings on the hilt of the
sword that is a man’s soul.
April 19th, 1882
Trilobite tried to kill himself. He ate hemlock leaves, which he
had been secretly gathering in the woods. I was collecting worm
specimens nearby and decided to pay him a visit, only to find him
unresponsive in his cave. I was able to resuscitate him by shaking
him vigorously, forcing him to vomit the plant.After reinvigorating
himself in the river, Trilobite told me how last night, especially
drunk and glum, he was struck with visions of trilobites from eons
ago. Millions of trilobites, his ancestors, were nothing more than
imprints on ancient stones. He thought about how nice it would be
to join them, to be with his kin, wherever they were. He told me
how hard it is somedays to even find one second of joy in his life. I
struggled to find the words to comfort him. “When tuberculosis
took my Anne,” I started,“I couldn’t even muster the strength to lift
a fork to my mouth. My research lost meaning.The love of Emma
and my sons simply passed through me. I thought about drowning
myself in the Thames for many nights. But one day I felt my
strength returning. I kept trying to live, and one day I was able to
do so.”
Suicide,Trilobite said, is the only rational choice in an irrational
world.
“Shut up,Trilobite,” I said,“and just listen.”
Jihoon Park
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Twilight

SUSAN A. H. GRACE

fter driving a light-year through a hundred shades of beige, I
roll into the Scottsdale Hilton on the corner of Indian School
Road and Drinkwater Boulevard—bars, shopping, blabla.
I barely have time to shower before I have to GPS myself to this
cocktail party at someone’s desert mansion where I’m expected to
mingle—business, blabla.
An hour later, I’m ready. 108 Fahrenheit—the address. I plug it
in the app. More light-years. More beige. 108 Fahrenheit—the
temperature in the shade. I turn up the air. Winding roads in the
middle of nowhere. And finally: the mansion, a glass mirage. 108
Fahrenheit—the fever at which brain damage begins.
The entire place is a nebulous galaxy revolving around the black
hole of money.Which means, I’ll get as close to the core as I can
without being ripped to shreds. Excuse me, I say, and thrust my way
in.
Black dress, ruby lips. My champagne flute—a salve and a shield.
Me and a zillion other bodies tessellate through the corporate
continuum. Mingle here, turn. Mingle there, turn.A spiral of rising
stars in search of the gravitational gradient of success. Goatees,WiteOut teeth, Maybelline eyes. Trays of booze and caviar float by at
periodic intervals.

A
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The constant jostling boomerangs me to the outer reaches of
the cluster.
I’m utterly stunned when Rod Serling drifts into my orbit. He
cocks his lips, grins.Those intense brown eyes, bushy eyebrows.The
perpetual cigarette—his salve, his shield. For an instant, we’re locked
in mutual synchronous rotation.
You’re Rod Serling.
Maybe.
I’m in love with Rod Serling.
He died in ’75.
Yeah, that’s a challenge.
Love is like that.
A slick-faced financier tumbles through and nudges him on
another trajectory. I spiral away, gravitate to a glass wall. I watch him
from a distance, fascinated.Those divine hands samba in a cloud of
smoke as he makes a point. His words flow Serling-esque through
clamped teeth.
I get a text. I respond. I look up.
The financier satellites a doe-eyed blond now. I panic.Where is
Serling? Faces emerge and retreat. Heads on long necks, torsos on
lanky legs, bend and blend in a vacuum of colliding egos. He can’t
have gone far under this great dome of chandeliers and glass ceilings. He can’t have—
Coat flap, pant cuff, black derby shoe vanish beyond the closing
door.
I sling myself from vertex to vertex, through an infinite matrix
of bodies.To the foyer.The door.The platinum knob. I kick off my
heels. I rocket after him into the twilight. A zigzag of streets gives
way to sharp gravel and asteroids, cactuses, patches of scrub.Vast
stretches of nothing in the beige shadowland of a different kind of
party. Light-years away I see him shimmer in a vortex of heat waves.
I run, cutting my feet on the desert floor.
back to table of contents
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Le Déluge

ALEXA WEIK VON MOSSNER

elcome to the Déluge.”

“W
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The host smiles at him as he dives into the dimly lit lobby of
the restaurant, relieved to be out of the rain. Her greeting sounds
funny, the pronunciation halfway between English and French, plus
he finds it fitting given that he’s dripping wet from the torrents
coming down outside. She offers a towel and a dry jacket for him to
wear during dinner and reminds him to put his Spine in full 3D
mode, as if that wasn’t the default. He’s still surrounded by the holographic maps and track forecasts he’s been working with on his way
up here from the West Village, trying to arrive at a decision.
He used to be better at this, making decisions. But lately he has
grown terrified of his choices. They have grown into monstrous,
impossible things, whatever he does a death knell for hundreds or
thousands. He stares at what is now a severe tropical storm in the
Southern Pacific, the Philippines still outside the forecast cone. It’s
impossible to tell where the storm will be in two days or how fierce
it will be, but it’s his job to guess and decide. If he makes a mistake,
fails to foresee the next supply chain breakdown, NewYorkers will
be dying in two weeks from now due to lack of critical medical
supply. If he gets it right, it won’t be New Yorkers who will be

dying. He has to make his decision and the idea was that he’d figure
things out before reaching the restaurant. Now he is here and
nothing.
“Please, this way,” the host says and it’s clear from her tone that
she’s said it already.
He mutters an apology and manages a smile as he follows her.
Behind the translucent coastline of the Philippines on the interactive Spine map, he can make out the walls of the lobby, painted a
soothing pale green and lined with awards for the restaurant’s famed
animal cuisine. It’s one of the few places in Manhattan that still serve
the flesh of formerly living things, catering to those who can afford
somewhat more exotic tastes. But what it’s even more famous for
than its food is its enthralling environment. And since there’s no
chance he’s going to make any progress while here, he decides to
finally take a break and closes all files related to work. Perhaps diversion will help, and his rare dates with Marla are as diverting as it gets
for him. He hooks up his Spine with the restaurant’s VR system as
the host leads him through a lock into the dining room like it’s
some rite of passage.
The circular room shows an African veldt, complete with grass,
scrubs, and a group of lions in the distance. Despite himself, he
pauses, amazed and in awe. His job requires him to stare at screen
walls all day long, so he is no stranger to virtual worlds. But this is
something else. Everything—wall, ceiling, and his implanted Spine
processor—works in concert to create a seamless illusion of a natural
environment.Along the walls, the tall grass of the savanna stretches
out to the horizon, swaying softly in the slight draft from the aircon
and populated by 3D holograms of grazing springboks produced by
his Spine. All of it illuminated in supple orange by the setting sun
on the west side of the room.The arched ceiling is filled with the
reddish blue of a darkening sky and what looks like a million stars.
“They finally put Africa back in rotation.” Marla smiles as he
approaches their table.“You’re pretty late.”
His kisses her forehead and sits down across from her, still wet
inside his dry jacket.
“Don’t tell me you’ve walked up here?” It’s a rhetorical quesAlexa Weik von Mossner
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tion since she knows that he always walks, no matter the weather or
the time. It is the one thing that keeps him sane, moving his feet
one in front of the other for as many blocks as he possibly can.And
so instead of answering it, he makes an announcement.
“This,” he gestures toward the surrounding savanna,“is insane.”
Marla takes a sip from her half-empty glass.“Well, as I said, you
don’t have to like it, but it’s my favorite restaurant in the whole
world, so please indulge me, will you?” She attempts a pout that is
at odds with both her still-smiling eyes and her hunched body
posture. She’s big-boned but thin, a slouch making her always look
deflated and now causing the red dress she’s wearing to sag around
her bony chest. She has gotten thinner again since he last saw her.
Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail that makes her cheekbones
stand out and the thick layer of mascara emphasizes gray eyes that
are pretty but permanently dimmed from years of abuse. Behind her
rounded shoulder, a group of elephants comes into view.
“Do they even exist anymore like that?” he asks, nodding
toward the animals now nearing their table, seemingly oblivious of
them.
Marla turns around and then back toward him.“A few of them,
at Kruger. It’s basically a giant zoo now. But this is fiction, Jake. Can
you please let me enjoy it?”
He’s unsure whether he actually can, wondering once again
why she wanted to meet here. She must have known what effect it
would have on him. Or are they so disconnected that she didn’t?
But it’s his one evening off and so he decides, once again, that he
will play along.The restaurant clearly is going for the picturesque,
and perhaps it’ll do him some good to see those places thriving and
intact for a change. He looks at Marla’s drink.
“Is that a Bradbury?”
She nods and he orders one for himself, hoping it will help him
relax.The world around them changes slowly to night and then to
the dazzling white of an Antarctic landscape with massive penguin
colonies in the distance, teeming with life. It is fiction alright. He
tries to focus on Marla’s face.
“How have you been?” It seems a necessary question to him,
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and he is genuinely interested in the answer even though he knows
it will be inadequate.When they first started dating, a little over two
years ago, Marla insisted they make a pact to never ruin their
evenings talking about work. It’s been tricky because they both do
nothing but.
Predictably, he hits the wall right there. “I’m good,” Marla says
with a mocking smile.“I’m always good when I see you, you know
that.”Then she leans in, the glass in her hand pressing into her chest.
“Where have you been though—all—this—time?” She stretches the
question to its limit. “You know I’m not the broken-hearted type,
but it still hurts a little not to hear from you in weeks. Did I do
something?”
“No,” he says simply because it’s true.
“I missed you,” she declares with another smile, still mocking
but softer now. He knows what he is supposed to respond, but he
can’t get himself to say it. He likes Marla and doesn’t want to lie to
her. Fact is he didn’t miss her because he didn’t have any space for
that. He might not have seen her for another four weeks if she
hadn’t sent him that three-word message—“Are you dead?”—but
now he’s glad he’s with her, even in this bizarre place, still hopeful
that it will allow him to take a break from it all, just for a few hours.
The penguins have disappeared into another night by now, the
endless white of the Antarctic ice reduced to a glimmering of phosphoric blue, like an afterglow.
The server comes up with his drink and for a moment he
thinks it’s another hologram. But then she puts the glass down in
front of him and he can smell her perfume. She asks whether they
have already put in their orders, but they haven’t even looked at the
menu. And he’s unsure whether he can get anything down except
his drink. He takes a sip, taken aback by the explosion of flavors.
Vermouth and whisky and an orange-flavored liqueur that he
knows is produced in France. Not things easy to come by. He
wonders how they manage.
Marla’s dislodged gaze suggests she’s already studying the menu,
and so he clicks on the icon floating in the space before his eyes and
it expands. A note at the top of the page explains the offerings are
Alexa Weik von Mossner
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changing daily depending on availability.Today they include Wagyu
ribeye, Iberian Duroc cutlet, lamb chops, marinated ostrich steak,
Maine lobster, and Antarctic toothfish from the Ross Sea.The very
last of them, probably.
“This place sure is named appropriately,” he can’t stop himself
from saying.
Marla looks at him. “It’s French, right? What does it mean?”
“Same as in English.”
“The Flood?” She laughs. “That’s a weird name to give your
restaurant in this town. But hey, as long as we’re still above water.”
Her gaze refocuses again and then she says,“It’s a quote, actually, or
part of a quote, by some Lady Pompadour. “It’s down here at the
bottom of the menu. Après nous, le déluge.And you’re right, my Spine
says it means ‘After us, the flood.’” She raises her glass and flashes
another one of her taunting smiles.“Well, to the flood then. I’m glad
it didn’t come before us. Looks like it missed us, just barely.”
They take a ceremonial sip from their glasses, the drink still
powerful and probably too sweet to be drunk before dinner. But
Marla doesn’t seem to care as she orders another one along with her
lobster and a side of wild rice. He has no idea what to get and settles
on the ostrich, figuring it will be the least harmful choice, all things
considered.
Waiting for the food to arrive they slide into their usual conversation mode while the restaurant takes them from Antarctica to the
Andes, Australia, and New Zealand, and then, to Marla’s delight,
underwater to the whales, dolphins and a whole bunch of marine
species long extinct. He knows her well enough to navigate the
conversation without effort, even in the sorry state he’s in. Marla
smiles, laughs, and frowns in all the right places. She’s pleasant to be
around, rarely makes demands on him other than that they don’t
talk about their jobs.
He knows that she’s high up the food chain at a travel agency
that organizes for the super-rich what she wryly calls “Farewell
Tours” to select destinations around the world. Places like Greenland, which currently surrounds them with polar bears, icebergs and
dog sleds gliding across a majestic white landscape. Only that it
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looks a lot greener now. He feels certain that Marla knows this is
well as he does, how otherwise would she do her job, but she seems
to have found an entirely different way of dealing with that knowledge. But everyone’s coping as best as they can, or perhaps it’s
simply a professional deformation, the inevitable result of the many
hours she must spend every day surfing with her clients through
glammed-up travel sites and conveying to them a sense of how
happy they will feel to be among the very last ones who get to see
whatever’s still left before that, too, is gone forever.
When the food arrives, it looks nice, but the smell instantly
makes him sick. It’s nothing, he tells himself, just the amphetamines
interfering with his appetite. He takes his knife and cuts into the
meat, fighting disgust as he tries to slowly decrease its size by hiding
bits of it below the grilled sweet potatoes and green beans while
Marla tells him about a movie she’s seen on the Spine. She notices
halfway through her lobster.
“Something wrong with your food?”
He vaguely implies that he isn’t very hungry and that’s when
she tells him, ironies abound, that he’s been losing too much weight.
“Seriously,” she says, “but that’s just not healthy anymore. I didn’t
wanna say anything, but I think you’re overdoing it with the pills.”
She catches his look and adds, “Or, you’re taking the wrong kind.
I’m not big on food either, tonight being the exception, but at least
my stuff makes me happy.”
They are in dangerous territory now since this is just not part
of their protocol.Though their vow of silence doesn’t include the
various drugs each of them is on, they usually overlook all telltale
signs as if unaware of them. He’s wary that Marla is now going there,
and outright alarmed when she continues with what amounts to a
full breach of rules.
“I know we don’t talk about work, but I can see all that dark
stored up in you. All those disasters, wars, dead people washed up
on shores.They’re like trapped in your eyes.” She raises a finger and
points to him. “Right there. Perhaps I’m naïve, but I thought this
place would be a nice change of scenery, seeing the world whole
and beautiful, filled with life and light.”
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He looks at the dog sleds disappearing into a glorious sunset
and says nothing. Marla keeps talking, but he remains silent as the
room once again fades into night and then into an equally glorious
sunrise seen from some tropical beach.There are no humans, just a
wide band of sand stretching between the sea and the palm trees.A
sea turtle is basking in the sun. It’s probably the Philippines, at some
point in time, experiencing a virtual revival for their benefit.
“I’m sorry,” he says abruptly, interrupting Marla mid-sentence,
“but I have to check on something. It’ll just take a moment.”
She looks on dumbfoundedly as he shifts his gaze and calls up
the track forecasts again on his Spine, the translucent color cones
bursting into the space between him and Marla.The storm still isn’t
categorized as a super typhoon, but it will be, of that he now feels
sure. Its path is no less uncertain than it was an hour ago, but the
Philippines are within reach of the forecast cones and so he can’t
rule out Manila. He just can’t. He feels the precious seconds ticking
away, each of them an opportunity for someone else in the world
to get an advantage over him, over New York. He needs to make a
decision.
Marla’s face is frozen behind the cones. He ignores how that
makes him feel, forces his gaze to shift back to the hologram, the
cone lines pulsating before his straining eyes, his heartbeat
hammering his ears. His finger hovers for another endless second.
Then it moves along his keyglove and clicks, shooting off the go to
his assistant Masao, setting in motion the cascade of cancellations,
orders, and carrier changes they have worked on all day. Masao
confirms, and Jake feels that sudden rush of relief that follows every
decision—the momentary emotional high that invariably precedes
the onslaught of guilt and regret.
He switches back to the restaurant channel. The projection
cones collapse and vanish and right there, not even three feet away
from him, are Marla’s unfiltered eyes.
“You said you wouldn’t do that ever again,” she says. Her face
hasn’t thawed.
“I know and I’m sorry,” he presses out, the high already evaporating. “But sometimes I have no choice.”
Le Déluge

“Because you work for Homeland Security,” she gives back,
deadpan.
“No,” he returns flatly.“I work for SAFE.”
“And that belongs to Homeland Security.”
“Correct,” he acknowledges, his back rigid. He is in no shape
for another argument about SAFE’s relationship to Homeland or
why global supply chain management has been elevated to a
pressing matter of national security. He regrets having ever told her
anything at all about his work, every time they broke their selfimposed silence, every attempt to explain to her what they do and
why it’s so hard. It is always misunderstood. Everyone in town has
their opinion about SAFE and usually it’s a bad one.Yet without it
there would be no food to eat in this fancy place and—more
importantly—no meds in their hospitals.
“But you’re not made for that kind of work,” Marla says.“You’re
not the type.”
He laughs, a hoarse laugh because he can’t believe she just said
that. “I’m not the type? What’s that supposed to mean? You realize
that that kind of work is simply getting stuff from A to B, right?”This
is a common posture for him, downplaying his job as much as
possible.“I’m doing logistics,” he adds for emphasis,“managing supply
chains all day long. It doesn’t get any more boring than that.”
“Right,” she says, mocking him. She leans forward.“This job is
killing you.”
“Oh please.” He rolls his eyes, desperate to deflate the situation.
He’ll have his crash landing soon enough, but not here, not now, not
with her and in the middle of a restaurant.
“No Jake, I’m serious.” Marla leans in even closer, her voice
compressed in a way he has never heard before.“You’re not telling
me much, but I always imagine you like one of those drone guys in
the Army. Know what I mean? They sit there in the Pentagon, or
wherever it is they sit, and stare at their Spines or whatever, and
when the coordinates match their orders they click on a button and
BOOM! Fifty people drop dead somewhere.”
“I don’t click on any buttons,” he barks back, unable to control
his emotions or tell the truth.“Can we stop this nonsense now and
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enjoy the scenery? That’s why we’re here after all.To stare at what
we’ve lost.”
He demonstratively shifts his gaze away from her, and that’s
when he sees the wolf. He doesn’t recognize where exactly they are,
but it’s sunrise again and the animal has just stepped out of a forest.
Tatters of fog linger on the floor, the trees in a haze of early light.
The wolf seems to move straight toward him, eyes dark and liquid,
the fur so defined he could swear it is real. His stomach contracts,
but he’s unable to process what he feels. And so he just keeps on
staring until Marla’s voice drifts through the fog, shrill with alarm.
“What’s wrong, Jake?”
She says something else, a few things.When he finally manages
to look at her again, her eyes are filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she
whispers, “I didn’t mean to say you’re a killer or anything. And I
know we don’t talk about work. I was out of line.”
When he finds his voice, he tells her that it’s okay, that he’s just
exhausted after a long day and overdosed on pep pills.The wolf is
gone. The wintery forest still surrounds him, stretching from
horizon to horizon, but it’s free of animals now and missing some of
its visual depth because he has switched off his Spine.Without the
holograms, the darkening landscape looks empty and easier to bear.
He feels his adrenaline level going down, his breath flowing more
easily.
Marla is still looking at him, the tears arrested in her eyes. He
cannot possibly explain himself to her and feels relieved when she
suggests going to his place so he can relax.
Five minutes later, they step into the pouring rain of the
Manhattan night.
“Looks like the rainy season has started again,” Marla says with
a high-pitched laugh that betrays her tension.
It doesn’t really matter to him, since his clothes are still damp
from his walk up here, but Marla’s red dress is swiftly changing to a
darker color.
“Do you want me to get a car?” he shouts against the torrents.
“Absolutely not! After two months of summer furnace, this is
heaven!” She tilts back her head and opens her mouth, catching the
Le Déluge

rain with her arms spread wide.Then she abruptly turns around and
starts running in the direction of his apartment building, her heels
splashing into the inch of water covering the sidewalk. He runs after
her, grateful to be out of that awful place and moving.The sidewalks
are empty, the trees and the overgrown facades shimmering green
behind the curtains of rain. A few electric podcars swoosh by,
drenching them in fountains of spray. But Marla keeps running, her
dress clinging to her legs, her heels diving into the water with determination and without ever losing hold.
When they reach the entrance door to his building, she waits
for him to open the door, laughing.“I’m terribly, terribly wet,” she
murmurs, pressing her slick body against his own and pushing her
tongue against his lips as the elevator soars upward. Desire washes
over him as he responds to her demand, draining away all other
emotions.
When Marla is finally asleep, her long limbs spread out across his
bedsheets, he sits by the bay window in the living area of his studio
apartment and stares into the illuminated riot of green covering the
building across the street. As usual, he doesn’t really see anything,
but this time it isn’t because the Spine is projecting a translucent
layer of data onto his retina. He still hasn’t switched it back on, a
state that is not only untypical for him, but radical, dangerous even.
One of the many requirements of his job is to never be out of reach,
always online or at least on standby, allowing Masao and the other
people at SAFE to contact him. But now that he has turned it off,
he finds himself reluctant to switch it back on. His mind is replaying
the virtual landscapes from the Déluge instead, vivid and intense.
And wherever he looks, whether it is the white of Antarctica, the
red of Australia, or the green expanse of the forest, the same creature
is looking at him with his intense dark dog-stare.
It isn’t the wolf, but he looks almost like him, at least in his
memories. He used to sleep on his bed, follow him to school, sit in
his boat when he went off to explore the sinking sanctuary islands
in the Alafia river channel through binoculars and camera lenses.
His partner in crime, his friend and confidante, the one he loved
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most in the world, more even than his enervating parents and his
pest of a little brother. Or so he thought. He was twelve when
Hurricane Arlene came racing toward the west coast of Florida, the
Tampa area slapped with a mandatory evacuation order. His father,
as always reluctant to leave, enlisted his sons in getting the house
prepared for the storm. Only when the weather was already turning
did he finally start packing the car, reticent and irritable as he always
was when they had to flee their home. Once they were done, Farley
was missing. And without his beloved dog, Jake wouldn’t leave.
Tearful arguments shouted into gusts of wind, a raised hand, and
then he was running. He can still feel it now, the wet air, things
hitting him, the pain in his throat from shouting his dog’s name.
Somewhere behind him, half-lost in the storm, the voice of his
father, furious.And he kept running, away from him.
It was a neighbor who saved Jake’s life, spotting him in the
streets and dragging him into his car against his desperate attempts
to break free and continue the search. He doesn’t know how long
his father kept looking for him because he never saw his family
again.They were among the hundreds of casualties left behind by
Arlene.
He wonders whether he should tell Marla about any of this and
knows he won’t burden her with his guilt. His shame. The only
thing he can do is not make the same mistake again, the same lethal
error of judgement.At least he must try. He boots his Spine.
The path of what is now a named typhoon has changed again,
the Philippines smack in the middle of its forecast cone. He remembers that broad sandy beach he saw at the Déluge, the kind of beach
that no longer exists, eaten away by the rising Pacific. He knows he
was right before he even starts checking Masao’s messages. After
receiving his green light, they canceled all of New York’s standing
orders for the export processing zones around Manila, millions of
dollars badly needed in a country now devastated by climate change.
But those EPZs will be underwater before the end of the week, the
workers in their sweatshops drowned or evacuated.
He made the right call and not a second too soon.The alternative orders they’d planned to put in at EPZs inVietnam and Macao
Le Déluge

didn’t go through because the stuff was already gone—other trouble
shooters making their calls faster than he did. The death race has
begun, but they were still fast enough to buy in India,Taiwan, and
even a rare domestic deal in Colorado. Several tons of antibiotics,
anticoagulants, beta antagonists, and reverse-transcriptase inhibitors,
along with a whole bunch of other critical supply meds.The price
of the hour was outrageous, but it’s enough to keep New York’s
hospitals above water for at least three weeks. Someone else in the
world will be dying.
Jake reads through Masao’s final message again, tries to feel some
of the elation swinging in his assistant’s announcement of success,
the admiration seeping through his words when he congratulates
Jake on his impeccable instincts, his bold decision, his service to the
people of NewYork. But the only thing Jake feels is the familiar tide
of guilt and shame.
He puts the Spine on standby, walks over to the kitchen nook
and swallows two sleepers.Then he lies down next to Marla and
closes his eyes, waiting for oblivion.
back to table of contents
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Blameless
SID SIBO

fault line, let’s call her Davina, lives next to a swanky ski resort
in Colorado. She puts a hand on the small of her back. Leans a
little to the side.
Ask any of these bright, flickering people—the celebrities, the
executives, the politicians’ husbands who’re stay-at-home dads
pretending careers in travel photography—everybody has to let off
steam now and then, cut loose of daily pressures.
There’s the cloud seeding.The snow-making, because no one’s
perfected the science of where that precipitation will land.There’s
dredging fossil water from the aquifer to mitigate lack of summertime rain on fields that feed competitive horses providing write-offs
to international moneylenders, water needed to fatten cattle whose
flesh is torn to thin shreds for pulled beef barbecues the real estate
agents eat on lamp-lit pavilions. Sometimes things seem a little
ridiculous. Davina sighs, and a ski hill newbie, a young Bollywood
starlet, stumbles on an icy mogul.
Some benefactor, in memory of an avalanched former buddy,
supports a ski program for newly-immigrated teens. Everyone
should experience the thrill of fresh powder and color-free competence. Brochures show brown skin in a thin space under mirrored
goggles. Six participants swerve off the chairlift, locked-down heels

A

40

swinging their skis in tandem with jaunty hips. Not just for rich kids
anymore.“That one in green is mine,” Olivia points out to the other
cleaning staff, washing windows on the resort’s seventh floor. Davina
senses her pride.This itch, however, has been growing a long time.
She tries to think of something besides the tremor wanting to
run along her spine. Think about overnight party huts in critical
wildlife winter range. Water slides and zip lines. Mountain bike
courses with tricky jumps to guarantee no riders ever notice a
flower trying to blossom from compacted earth. A gondola
running half empty half the time, because a bigger, better mountain is less than a half-hour’s drive away, on a different fault. She
thinks about this new road knifed into her mountain’s oncememorable face, a scar lightning-wide and dark, visible the length
of the overpriced and undervalued valley floor. Oops—none of
this calms her down.
The cleaning crew stands on a private balcony, glass doors
pulled closed against their cigarette smoke.Yostin wears the rented
neon-green gear with exhilaration. His grandmother raised him
from age eight until sixteen, while his mother married an ethnic
Russian gringo and had several new babies before he could make
it north of the border. Olivia doesn’t consider that unusual. The
nicotine slides deep in her lungs. She wonders what to serve with
the falafel she’s planning for dinner. Someone slides the door open
but it drags on the sill, vibrating the balcony’s floor. Everyone files
through, unconcerned.
On the slopes,Yostin chases Ardrianna, a full-figured Alabama
girl. Does that count as immigrant? Or is she not part of the
program? Her gear is orange and black, the skin below her goggles
a few shades browner than the polyurethane stripes. In the back seat
of her father’s parked car,Yostin has felt tiger teeth against his collarbone. Davina grins. She too, knows how to rock some shocks.
Olivia’s husband sits in front of architectural drawings, a roomful
of male voices echoing off well-decorated walls. Paintings of tropical trees on one wall, cityscapes with traffic lights streaming in fog
on the other.The clock is more interesting than the discussion, its
retro ticking hand talking a language he longs for. His stomach
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rumbles, and he thinks of Brussels sprouts, tossed in tangy vinegar.
Eating is life, but how many restaurants does one ski town need?
A displaced mule deer eats sagebrush, night after endless
morning, favorite mountain maple branches plowed under for
progress. She’s bedded in sparse juniper on blustery foothills, staring
at forest-sheltered vacation rentals. High fences keep her away from
imported landscaping, and Davina’s teeth grind to think anyone
considers her natural beauties insufficient.The doe leaps up, alert,
long ears flicking.
A scarp line can stretch forty miles. Davina could take out the
town and the secluded subdivisions with manmade koi ponds and
spouting fountains. Her river follows old down-shifted blocks of
strike-slip and remains too unpredictable for these people, no matter
the hunks of rubble they’ve packed along once-willowy and musical
banks.
Ardrianna’s mother works in the resort and her daughter uses
the ski pass benefit. Breakfast servers suffer the hangovers of vacationing guests who demand to be fed in time for the day’s first lift.
Her work is done, but she’s too tired to stand at the cold bus stop.
She’ll wait in the lobby by the fireplace until her daughter’s done
flirting with all the rich boys. Not something she should interrupt.
Ardrianna will take care of her when she’s old.A burning log drops
in the cast-iron cradle, and through her chair’s padded upholstery,
Olivia feels the rumble.
The lift operator has a night job too. His janitorial duties wear
him out, so on break he does a quick line of cocaine. He comes
back with a smile bigger than Yostin’s when he sees Ardrianna, and
a bit of a jitter in his step. Davina, our Lady of the Line—Fault, that
is—knows jitter.
Like when you’ve been told you have a brain tumor and you’re
on your back in the MRI machine and you must-not-move because
every imaging click costs untold cents in some shareholder’s portfolio, but you have a twitch crawling from your lumbar region,
destined to bash your already sound-battered ears into machine
metal, so you breathe slow and try to forget about it.Then you try
to hold your breath.
Blameless

A volcanic wind smacks intoYostin’s back and his ski tips cross
and he somersaults over the same mogul that flummoxed Bollywood, landing against Ardrianna’s orange and black calves. She
topples and lands on his chest, one ski pole close to his hungry eyes.
They’re laughing so hard neither of them could say if the mountain
under them is moving.
back to table of contents
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he four to ten p.m. watch is my favorite, even in winter when
the whole time is darkness. Northern Lights keep me company
then, and to keep warm, I shimmy with magnetic green or red
curves and waves, my shadow large in their frigid glow. Now, early
summer, the entire watch is a dance of changing daylight through
pine needles, and basswood leaves play sultry music behind swelling
mosquito hum and chant. Mostly light enough to paint while I wait,
but as night climbs up from feathered moss and fragrant sweet fern,
I descend our camouflaged ladder. A cool mud smear keeps blood
in my veins, fending off swarms of insect mothers, though I don’t
need it to darken my bare arms.
“You look like a moose when you do that.” Jon arrives early to
spell me.
“I like my moose lips.”And pucker up to offer him a taste, late
wild strawberries on my tongue.We don’t actually watch much. It’s
easy to hear anyone driving on the far side of the dense cedar grove,
motors a foreign sound here on the edge of official wilderness.The
Boundary Waters, a paddler’s splashy paradise ringing with whitethroated sparrows and breaching fish.
Jon can’t stand gathering wild strawberries.“Like milking mice
tits,” he always says. His au pair raised him on out-of-season nuclear
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strawberries, tasting of straw. He doesn’t appreciate small things, slow
harvests. To him, though, these six-hour shifts are all-important,
despite waiting for mostly nothing, since his mother and her corporate entourage show up rarely.
My tongue teases. I know these weightless mosquitoes will
deter him from removing his clothes.
He pulls away, business on his mind.“How’s the painting?”
A final black stroke of mud along my cheek before I climb
again to our deer stand. He studies pages of copper-bellied fen
frog—life cycles, natural history, caddis fly prey and river mink predator, jellied egg masses and leaf mulch hibernacula. Complete
fiction, all of it. His idea, that I’ve brought to vibrant verisimilitude.
He grins. “That might slow ’em down.” He slaps the sketchbook’s covers closed. A single loose page drifts off the edge of our
platform.
My hand strokes his sunburned face. “Not for long.” In stock
futures,Triplet Metals outcompetes his mother’s mining conglomerate, but Jon hopes his undercover campaign will return her trust,
and his inheritance. Our fellow activists will stop Triplet with this
new species—last year alone, one hundred thirty one rare amphibians discovered worldwide. But then the false frog dries up, and his
family company accesses the lode. He had to confide in me. Stick
figure frogs would never suffice.
He kisses me again, triumph near. Mud ugly I might be, but
at the moment, this mansion on its remote northern lake hides
only couples and a couple single straight guys. Others stay in the
posh house by the wilderness a few months at most, then rotate
out. I lived here long before a disowned Jon had the same idea.
Occupy. And he stays occupied, secretly maneuvering, satellites
at his command, unaware of being maneuvered by the muck
underfoot, that protective scent I wear. It has been inside his
dreams.
Tires rattle gravel in the long driveway. His eyes go wide as a
screech owl’s, but our drill is uncomplicated. The Humvee’s path
bends east around the fen, and from a waterproof cache I extract a
signal flare, send it into the dusk.A parallel watcher at the house will
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clear the main rooms.The team will conceal all political efforts, slink
away like salamanders. His mother is clueless.
“Vacation,” I say. Everyone has a retreat plan, and a canoe. Some
will push against the Kawishiwi’s slow current, stay with friends in
Ely. Jon will retreat to an unused barn on high ground near a stand
of jack pine, binoculars trained on the main house. Invisible as a
molecule of balsam scent, I’ll slip through penciled membranes, at
home in Quetico waters, same as here. A mosquito grows heavy,
unnoticed, on Jon’s exposed neck. I leave him the sketchbook.
A few strides from the tree, I push my granddad’s old birchbark
canoe into a tannin-dark water trail. The loose page floats a few
paddle strokes away. In it, a copper-bellied frog leaps where beakrush
and fringed bogbean punctuate thick sphagnum, marking the fen’s
edge. I pause. The waterlogged colors run together, create movement. My hands, a silent praise hymn for past generations, for
regeneration, bury the disintegrating paper beneath basswood twigs
and ash leaves.
I listen to motors growing faint behind mosquitoes and the calls
of settling loons. Though fen frogs don’t sing, I hear tiny drums.
With every leap, they speak. In each beat of their padded feet, I hear
the Kawishiwi’s survival song.
back to table of contents
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In the Forest, There are Harps
AIDEN BAKER

y aunt used to tell me this story to explain why my mom was
a mute.“She wasn’t always so quiet,” is how she’d begin.“She
used to tell jokes. She’d sing.” I’d perk up at the thought of my
mother’s voice. I imagined her saying mundane things: orange peels.
Electric sockets.

M

The story went like this: my mother liked to walk to clear her
head and one day in the woods she got lost.The trees were tricking
her and she couldn’t find north. After a few wandering hours she
fell asleep in the dirt and she woke sometime later to a watery
sound. Music. She pushed through branches and webs and crept
toward the sound, eventually stumbling into a clearing.The grass
was tall and wild and in the grass stood instruments: a bass, viola,
cello, all emitting a wonderful sound. No hands plucked their
strings; the instruments played on their own, producing a music pure
and full. My mom sat there, in the beautiful circle of string instruments, and she sang.That’s my favorite part of the story: her sitting,
legs folded, singing.
The next part is scary. Sometimes, my aunt has a hard time
telling it.
A bad man came, she’d say.A bad man came to the clearing. He
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was big and mean and he wanted to hurt her. He snuck up behind
her with a knife and he tried to cut her open. She struggled. She
fought.And she was strong—she kicked and kicked until he ran away.
But she was slit open—a great red gash on her throat.And from
the hole he’d made, her voice box fell out. It was a small oak box. It
had fallen in the brush. She picked it up, held the rough thing in
her hands. It wouldn’t fit back in. She tried to cry, to call for help,
but no sound came out. All this time, the instruments around her
continued to play, the cellos and bass, their music soft and deep and
sad. She didn’t know what to do. She wandered hopelessly in the
woods before slumping up against a tree to rest, too tired and hurt
to find her way home. It was then she heard another sound, the grass
rustling, and then suddenly a little woman appeared with green
button eyes, popping up from the brush. She had a little hat and
dress, no shoes, and she blinked at my mother. Excuse me, the little
woman said. She reached with her little hand to grab my mother’s
oak box. Off she ran, box in hand, leaping and dashing through the
woods.
My mother was determined. She ran after the woman but the
woman ran fast, taking quick turns through the trees. My mother
tried to keep up, she really tried, but the little woman was too quick,
she darted away.
It wasn’t long before my mother saw the smoke, curling into
the sky. She followed the smoke to a small stone cottage surrounded
by trees.The windows were low, and she bent to look through the
pressed glass. Inside, a fire crackled. The little woman was there,
hunched over a workbench with tools and glue. My mother
watched through the windows as the little woman undid the nails
on the voice box. Her little fingers slipped into the box and came
out with several pieces of string, silvery thin. The little woman
worked gently, fastening the strings to a curved body of wood,
darkly stained. She watched the silver chords as they were fashioned,
with care, into a harp.
But she wanted them back, my mother wanted her voice box
back in. She tapped on the glass.The little woman looked up, waved
her inside, like she’d been expecting this. She gestured to the harp.
In the Forest, There are Harps

Fixed, the little woman said.
My mother shook her head, pointed to her throat.
Fixed, the little woman said, pointing to the harp.As best I can.
My mother, again, pointed to her throat.
Can’t go back in, I’m afraid, the little woman huffed. She leapt
from her stool and brushed her dusty palms on her dress. I’m sorry,
the little woman said, before ducking through a little door and
darting off into the woods.
My mother tried to call after her, stop, come back, but her voice
box was gone. She made the motions to cry, to yell, but there was no
release. Frustrated, desperate, she cried. Inside her head was so loud
she didn’t notice at first, the watery sound of the harp. She stopped
trying to speak; the instrument hushed. She tried again, and the
strings sang out.
Determined, she slung the harp on her back, left the fire
burning, left the little door open, and went marching into the
woods. She didn’t want to go back to where the other instruments
sat, she wanted her voice to stand on its own. Eventually she found
the perfect spot, hidden by a bend in the river, and she planted the
harp in the dirt.
She’s not that much of a mute, that’s what the story was trying to
say. Somewhere, in the forest, she speaks.
back to table of contents
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The Last Offering
ELERI DENHAM

he bones of the shrine are salt-bleached driftwood. Sheltered
inside a small cave in a nameless cliff, the shrine is arrayed with
gifts given by the ocean.
With a pocket knife, Cerys carves out notches on the seaward
side of the pale deadwood. The hollows hold pieces of red jasper
and honey-gold agate.Within the shrine, there are whole abalone
shells, smooth pastel pebbles of sea glass, the carapace of a crab that
turns purple when she holds it under the water.
These relics are cultivated over the course of the winter. Cerys
searches for flecks of color in the interminable gray of the sand and
water and sky. The findings are best just after a storm, when the
shore is garlanded with great lengths of bull kelp. In the days that
follow, it is impossible to walk the beach without breathing in the
earthy scent of the kelp’s rot.
She has always spent much of her time here, but it isn’t until
this winter, the winter of her fifteenth year, that she starts to see the
footprints. They are long and slender, more narrow than Cerys’s
own. They are always barefoot, toe marks clear in the wet sand,
although it is hard to imagine anyone foregoing shoes in the cold
slosh of January. She doesn’t remember who, but someone told her
once that the sea cliffs are home to bone-thin, upright-walking
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creatures who come down to the shore at night, to collect the gelatinous carcasses of jellyfish and eat them.
The shrine starts as nothing more than a pile of carnelian.Then
a few sticks leaned against the rocky overhang to keep out the mist.
Over time, she refines this into something that resembles a deliberate structure. It is only then—when the shrine has an architecture,
a sense of hallowed space—that the offerings begin to come.
The first of them are simple. A bundle of raven feathers. A hag
stone with a hole cleanly piercing its center. A glass float, marbled
blue and cradled in decaying rope. It does not surprise Cerys that
whenever she finds an offering, there are long barefooted prints
leading up to it and away again.
Everything comes into the shrine. The elk antler with white
trillium blossoms tied to the points is placed on the driftwood altar.
For the dried cedar branches, she digs out a pit in the sand and
edges it with stones.The smell of sweet woodsmoke clings to her,
fusing with the salt in her braided hair and on her wind-raw skin.
The morels are cooked over the fire, and the empty cockle shell
they arrived on returned to the tide.
Winter loosens. April brings the first squid eggs, viscous and
translucent, dotting the sand in their hundreds. By now, Cerys has
stopped going home altogether. No one misses her there and no
one bothers her here on the beach. With the offerings, she never
wants for food. She brings a Pendleton blanket from the house her
mother left and makes a bed beside the firepit.
Sometimes, at night when the ocean is quiet, she thinks she
hears faint chattering coming from the cliffs, from the high places
where seabirds nest. Lying in the glow of a smoldering fire, she
thinks the voices must be just above her. Sometimes it sounds like
singing.These are the nights Cerys likes best.
At the fading edge of spring there is one last storm, worse than
any she can remember. She watches the ocean strike stone in thunderous plumes of white.The water arches into the sky, weightless
for a heartbeat, before it crashes back down to the heaving waves.
In the morning, there is a new mountain on the beach.
The rain has stopped but the clouds linger, pressing low and
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close to the earth. By the colorless light of dawn, the mountain takes
shape. It’s a whale, hefted up on a sandbar and stranded there when
the tide drew out. The footprints are everywhere, making spirals
around the corpse. They are so fresh that water is still filling the
indents in the sand.
The whale has a square head and a tiny jaw and dozens of
yellow scars raking across the pale gray flesh that covers its skull.
Cerys paces slowly along the animal’s front, then circles around its
tail, fascinated by the silver shimmer of its rain-slicked skin.
It takes her too long to notice that the perpetual sound of the
surf has gone quiet.When she senses the unnatural silence, she starts
to turn, and then something slams into the back of her legs.
By the time her face breaks the surface of the water, the wave
has dragged her out farther than she can hope to swim. As soon as
she gets the horizon level another swell comes, and the world is
reeling, and she is breathing salt into her burning lungs.The beach
is growing smaller.The cold of the ocean is stealing into her blood.
Just before she goes under again, she sees the impossible: the
whale carcass is coming alive, breaking into human-shaped pieces
that are trying to return to the sea.Then the shore rolls away and
there’s a split second of depthless sky that swiftly fades to night.
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At first, she thinks she must still be underwater. All she can make
out are blue-hued forms moving between patches of murky light.
Then she hears the chattering, soft, melodic.
She starts to cough up seawater and there are hands pushing her
upright, making sure she doesn’t choke as it spills from her mouth.
She shoves the wet hair out of her face and sees them: their slender
feet and spindly limbs and delicate fingers.Their skin has a blue cast
and their eyes are all dark pupils.
Cerys is on the beach above the tideline. She is shivering,
although her own Pendleton blanket is wrapped around her. “You
pulled me out of the water,” she says.
They blink and warble and chirr.Their heads tilt as they rock
forward to peer at her and then pull away again, sinuous as waves.
From the ridge above them she hears the distant rattle of an
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engine. A white pickup is slipping through the trees. It slows, then
stops.
When she looks back, the jellyfish-eaters are retreating around
a bluff. Some of them pause to give her warning, pointing first
toward the truck and then to her, urgency in their voices.Then they
are scaling the sheer cliff, never faltering even though it has started
to mist and the stone is treacherous.They disappear into hidden rifts,
their skin mimicking the texture and sheen of shadowed rock. Cerys
watches them go and something like grief pierces through her.
A truck door slams. She turns to the ridge, where two men are
beginning to climb down to the beach, toward the whale. She pulls
the blanket tightly around herself and follows the jellyfish-eaters to
the far side of the bluff.
Over the next few days, more trucks come. People in canvas jackets
inspect the whale, take measurements and photographs, peel away
strips of its flesh in neat rectangles.They leave late in the gloaming
of a sunless afternoon and they do not come back the next morning.
After that, the whale starts to disappear. The wolves and the
vultures both take a share and the jellyfish-eaters take theirs. Cerys
sees only their footprints.
She wakes one morning and finds a small cairn outside the
shrine. Balanced at the top is a whale tooth, delicately carved. It
shows a human, a girl, with a braid like the one Cerys wears.The
lines that make up her body overlap with a second figure, one much
larger. She traces the arc of its flukes, the scars on its square head.
The shapes of the two figures are interlinked, each part of the other.
That’s the last offering.The whale continues to rot, picked at
and eaten by a thousand unseen mouths. But there are no footprints
around it now. She never sees the footprints again.With no one left
to grant sanctity to her altar, she abandons the shrine to the wildness
of the beach, which will reclaim everything it let her borrow.
back to table of contents
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Glowstick

ZUNEERA SHAH

or months,Amal has thought solely about the runaway midwives
and in the following imagery: pushing a van through a moonlit
alley, crouching in the cargo-bed of a rusty pickup, and choked in
the trunk of a vintage car.With the third image,Amal goes as far as
to conjure up the stench she associates with the dead; a mix of metal,
her grandmother’s perfume, smoke. Once summoned, the stench
always lingers. Even tonight, at some point, it will crawl through her
nasal passages and into her throat, but still, she will manage to go
about her night as if death was not in fact lodged in her throat—an
unshakable reminder of the missing women that could neither be
considered alive nor dead.
Amal shuffles the possibilities in her head at all hours since the
first midwife went missing: which vehicle did they pick to execute
their escape? Of course it crosses her mind that there may not have
been any vehicle after all but an enormous orb of silk thread with
bodies tightly spooled into its layers—like the moon with its
splatter—rolled into the River Ravi at midnight. It is this possibility
that terrifies Amal the most—she knows what mere thread can do,
how deceptive it can be. She thinks of a childhood lived out on
their grandmother’s rooftop; of her brother’s sliced fingers and a
kite-speckled sky. Scars from those glassed threads were still etched
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into the maps of their palms.The sky was a dance of bloody handprints, wriggling out of each other’s threaded snares. Until, finally,
one carcass cut loose and succumbed to the indifference of gravity.
The loser kite swayed towards the ground, taking its time, as if
avowing that there was dignity in failure, and was soon looted by a
young boy or two who ran after it, eyes in the sky, their fingers too
like those of a butcher accustomed to the occasional harm of their
tools.When the kites left their city and with them the bloody handprints, Amal was grateful. But even now, years later, Amal cupped
the front of her neck as she walked the streets, always afraid that a
wandering thread would land on the curve of her neck and slit her
throat.Violence could arrive anywhere, that much she knew.
So it was not outside the realm of possibility to think, Amal
convinced herself, that this gigantic ball of death she kept envisioning could exist. Maybe it belonged to a sick artist’s imagination,
someone who took their work too seriously, and who, because the
world was capable of performing such violence and with little
thought, could also mimic the same in the name of art.This particular theory of Amal’s explaining the midwives’ disappearance has a
predictable ending: it is punctuated by a splash of the water as Amal,
our principal voyeur, watches the pyre of silk settle into the silt at
the bottom of the river.
For months, there has been nothing; no clue, no incident.The
city was now thoroughly depleted of its midwives, leaving Amal
with no new leads to investigate. So when the car arrives outside
her apartment building to pick her up in the dead of the night,Amal
cannot help but wonder if this will open another window to the
midwives. Her thinking is not entirely wishful, for the convenient
timing of her new mystery assignment points directly towards this
line of thinking; it has been exactly one year since the first midwife
disappeared. Amal remembers, of course. How could she not? She
hurries into the back seat of this nondescript car, mimicking the
urgency of the entire endeavor, with full recognition that she is,
once more, hoping.
Just an hour before Amal found herself in the car, she was
nestled into her couch when the phone rang. Amal had no reason
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to expect the editor-in-chief of her newspaper on the other end,
especially at this hour. Amal only spoke to the editor one-on-one
once and that too in the elevator. All their communication went
through her desk head, Hamid. She reported to him and he
reported to the man now calling Amal in the middle of the night.
Was she to be fired from the Truth Daily? Her suspicion was not illfounded; Amal’s compulsive reporting on the midwives had
triggered a bit of a spam crisis in the mail room—the first of its
magnitude in the history of the newspaper. Loved ones wrote in
search for information of those disappeared, but the greater obstacle
proved to be a group of males relentless in the pursuit of their
midwife fetish.And for a runaway midwife? The tingles were of the
full-body kind, one such pursuer had confided to the newspaper
in a letter to the editor. The entire news room knew the editor
wasn’t happy with these developments, but that he also couldn’t
deny the attention the newspaper had received because of the
midwives’ story.
If the story was a huge success outside the office, inside chaos
reigned. Day in and day out, employees were distracted by the fresh
supply of pornographic content in the letters.Two were even caught
in acts of self-pleasure and the ever-increasing bathroom lines
suggested that others were getting ideas as well.The editor ordered
locks on the mailroom and, no, Amal could not do a follow-up
piece on the fetish group. And, no, it did not matter that it might
help bring the midwives back if they knew the specifics of just
how—and how much—they were desired. Yet, the story
commanded the news cycle, even internationally, and since Truth
Daily, thanks to Amal, was the first to break it, she now walked the
halls with a nascent significance.Whatever lay on the other side of
the phone call,Amal could not ward off now. She croaked,‘Yes, this
is she’ in response to the editor’s inquiry and introduction.
Amal went through her litany of questions with the same
astuteness that had crowned her the smartest student in her graduating journalism class two years ago. But even this man, who always
spoke with an editorial calm, betrayed his jitters on the line.A large
donation to the paper had greenlighted this mystery assignment, she
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learnt. In return, they were demanding a front pager about an
unknown individual’s death in tomorrow’s edition.
‘Just how large are we talking?’Amal asked.
When the editor said nothing,Amal understood. She was given
five hours; the night’s task was writing an obituary that went to
print at dawn—a task coveted by no female journalist who wished
to be taken seriously (which was every female journalist, of course).
Whose obituary? On this note, the editor too was uninformed. By
noon tomorrow, however, every household in a one hundred-mile
radius was expected to know and Truth Daily, or more specifically
Amal, would be the one revealing it.
‘I’m sending over the document with all the instructions and
details.You’ll find out when you get there.They’re on their way to
pick you up. Don’t let us down, alright?’
‘Wait! Who’s they?’ Amal pleaded, but the line was already
disconnected.
Was Amal being prank-called? The butt of some elaborate office
joke? And yet the email that carried the instructions was undoubtedly the editor’s.
The interior of the car smelled like fresh leather and Amal was
oddly conscious of her dry elbow resting on the black armrest when
she realized that she hadn’t even seen the chauffer’s face. She
remembered Hamid and the first thing he had taught her: make sure
to always know who is behind the wheel. And, tonight, the question was manifesting itself literally.
When Amal began investigating the midwives, the potential
dangers of her job actualized for the first time. She had never
reported from a war zone; her reporting travelled from the comfort
of her unimpressive cubicle to inked letters on the daily paper. It
had started with some online bullying—of which being deemed
“merely a reporter of prairie fiction” stung most—and there was the
porn in the mail, of course, even if it was not for her. But she could
not have anticipated the baseless vitriol that called her ugly, fat, slut,
whore, skank, prostitute, tit-brained, or which said she deserved to
be repeatedly raped with an iron rod—both front and back.
It wasn’t that her haters wanted her to stop investigating, but
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that these invisible men—and they were always men—wanted her
to have answers that ascribed blame to the midwives alone. Any
sympathy from Amal for the midwives would clock in another
round of onslaught. Amal spoke about the unfair wages and
exploitative nature of the job; Amal even demanded compensation
for the midwives extensive emotional labor, claiming that they were
possibly burnt out. But the readers were not having it. For them, the
midwives might as well have been dead.They had taken an oath to
bring life into the world—so how dare they forsake it? Who was
going to take their place—men? Even if the midwives wanted to
return,Amal knew it would not be easy for them. She wondered if
she too had played a part in adding to their difficulties. She liked to
think she had thicker skin now, but being alone in a car with an
unknown man on this strange task still made her feel that same
acute tightness in her body that came from moving through space
and time in a body that was woman.
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Amal is no fan of elevators; it means placing herself in a situation
she cannot run away from. She half-wonders if the elevator will slide
open to reveal a room full of the runaway midwives.Will they be
mad at Amal for telling their story without having spoken to any of
them? But she has always been on their side so it seems possible to
Amal that they might treat her as a hero, an advocate, or a wellintentioned ally at the very least. The elevator opens into a neat
lobby on the fifty-sixth floor and Amal is handed a clear bag in
which to place her electronics by a woman wearing a sleek headset.
Amal’s phone and smartwatch are both taken. So are her writing
materials.
‘But I’m a reporter. I’m here for the obituary? Maybe I’m in
the wrong place.’
Upon hearing this, the receptionist cackles. Amal is not, she is
informed.They have been expecting her but there are rules.
Amal first uncovered the ‘midwife beat’, as it came to be
known, when a letter to the editor argued her grievance that
midwifery needed better accountability measures.The woman had
recounted a most shocking episode; she wrote that the moment her
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baby began to crown, the appointed midwife—after suggesting that
the baby would come faster if the mother closed her eyes to focus—
disappeared. Left with a crowning baby and tearing insides, the
woman recounted her added hardship in labor and demanded that
she deserved better from the feminine institution of midwifery;
hospitals could not be expected to practice the empathy and care
that midwives were capable of. It was why the author had gone the
midwife route in the first place. Hamid, of course, had discarded the
letter into the slush pile; labor, especially of the kind featured in the
letter, was not an area he thought people could be interested in.
Amal would not have been surprised if Hamid thought the letter
was what he called ‘women’s fluff worries’. Even Amal didn’t make
much of the incident except to acknowledge it as an isolated act of
cruelty.
In the weeks following the letter, other episodes concerning
midwives pricked Amal’s ears. At the coffee shop where Amal
camped on the days she worked from home,Amal overheard a tale
of blood over tears; a young woman had suckled her child to death
in the birthing pool, as the water around her turned from red to rust
to dark brown, waiting for help to arrive.Another vanished midwife
was on ‘Wanted’ lists all over the city for the murder of a woman
and her newborn.The midwife was said to have deserted the scene
right when the baby’s head poked out of the opening—halfway into
the world outside the womb, still slick with the mother’s insides.
With no one there to grab it, the newborn slid straight out of the
mother and onto the floor.The cracked skull made no sound, only
a splatter. The two witnesses, the cracked skull’s father and his
mother-in-law, lunged forward per instinct but could not prevent
the fall. It seemed that the mother had already passed from either
pain or shock, or likely both.
In Amal’s city, more babies crowned and more midwives fled.
Amal began to keep track of the disappearing women in her notebook, slowly collecting evidence so that Hamid could not send her
away as he usually would when she finally went to present her case.
The count went from one to twenty-eight in a matter of three
weeks.The fathers were mandatorily stationed in the delivery rooms
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to prevent the midwives from absconding, but fathers had always
been the first ones to glue their eyes shut, not to mention faint,
when the greasy dome first emerged from a woman’s insides. Even
a crisis of running midwives was not going to suddenly change that.
Distrust clouded the rest of the midwives, and the locals had no
choice but to return, once more, to the hospitals.The midwives who
remained found themselves out of jobs, and those left behind did
not even wait to be in delivery rooms to pull off their final disappearing acts. Soon, they all vanished completely behind the cloak
of newer antics buzzing in the news cycle.
And so the city lost all its midwives in a matter of months.
Forty-four.All women.To where did they escape? And why? Amal
had no leads, no trails to follow. They weren’t again seen in the
city—perhaps they had done the impossible and figured out a way
to cross the border. Some people, mostly family members or lovers,
lighted candles every day at Liberty Chowk in memory of the
women.The “Partners of the Missing Midwives Coalition” orchestrated a hunger strike to rile up the state’s conscience, but were
packed up in police vans and sent away instead. Pregnant women
stayed away from the crowds for fear it would be a bad omen.
Hawkers ran their betting circles on what had happened, if they’d
come back, hoping to make money off a communal tragedy like any
entrepreneur worth their title would.
Amal’s first piece came out when the number was at a high of
twenty-eight and she covered all subsequent stories for the months
after. The attention she received lasted a while that was rare for
junior reporters. Hamid, of course, was quick to take mentorship
credit although his interest had waned even before the controversy
sparked its brightest, not to mention his reluctance to begin with.
Such was the world, Amal thought, but she had to keep writing.

When the receptionist is done with Amal, her faux leather satchel is
almost empty. She is seated on the waiting couch.A waterfall fixture
sits as the centerpiece of the lobby and trickles over their silences.
Amal fixates on the bulging eyes of the fish around the rim; four are
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sculpted against gravity, ostentatiously gold, facing inwards to form
a circle of sorts.Their mouths face the gaudy chandelier hanging
from above.Water streams through their mouths into a large stone
bowl and Amal notices the slightest bulge of a knife in the receptionist’s trousers.
Amal’s first instinct is to shuffle the deck of the runaways in her
head to see if she can place the receptionist. It was incontestable—
Amal’s authority on the midwife matter. Even the police requested
a copy of her comprehensive image collection, not that they did
anything with it. When Amal cannot place the receptionist, her
breath comes easier and she returns to the fish.This time, the one
closest to her.
The receptionist whispers into her headset but Amal fails to
make out what she said. She tames her negative speculations:
perhaps this is how the high-profile are. In any case, it’s too late to
worry; Amal wishes she had taken a greater interest in uncovering
the escape tactics of the midwives, even as she is not yet aware that
she will need them later.
After the noise of the midwives was drowned out by the new and
loud, Amal was rejected, pitch after pitch. Nothing seemed to
compare.Amal wondered if she had hampered her career by gaining
such special attention so early on.A fluke, they would soon call her.
Too quirky, Hamid lamented about some of her ideas.That it wasn’t
tantalizing or mysterious like the midwives was his preamble for
declining many others. Her pitch for the all-manicurists tabla
ensemble was the last to get rejected.Would Hamid know how hard
it was to do anything with nails, let alone play an intricate instrument? But Amal knew what was going on here.The midwives had
presented a narrative of both unquestionable failure and forsaken
responsibility in popular perception—one cannot forget that one
tabloid ran the heading “The Midwives and the Mass Aborting
Crisis”— and even her left-leaning newspaper, especially her leftleaning newspaper, had little need for stories of women’s joy and
success.
Amal tries not to think of the knife in the bulge; there are
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plenty of reasons a woman in this city would hide a knife on her.
She tries to stifle her fear by rehearsing the list of questions she had
browsed on her way over. Amal makes a mental note to say
‘deceased’ instead of ‘dead’ (this is among the main condolence
don’ts according to a professional condolence trainer).
Soon,Amal’s attention darts towards a loud noise.An open door
reveals a man dressed in a long black garb made of silk who gestures
for her to come over. She forgets about the noise behind the closed
doors and Amal walks towards the strange man.Twice in one night,
Amal thinks.The door opens again and another man slides through.
Was that a party that Amal just glimpsed? The man walks on ahead
of her and she struggles to keep up while the other man follows
behind.Amal breaks the silence, clears her throat:
‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ She knows this is a lie but it seems to
suit the situation.
The man replies with a smirk; light laughter rises from him and
billows into a cruel upsurge. Amal’s laughter is a meek follower and
her confidence capsizes. Silence settles once more. She is led up a
staircase at the end of which the men disappear through another door,
instructing Amal that she go through the double doors in front of her.
Sound torpedoes her ears once on the other side. The music
ransacks her thoughts—her heartbeat is pulsating and the thumpa-thump of the bass bounces back from her ribcage.There are no
words to the music, none that she can make out at least. Amal
decides she is having an in-body experience.With every beat, the
rise and fall of her chest quickens. She feels her body pushing against
her as if they were not one but two entities; occasionally,Amal feels
this rings true.What was it about certain spaces that Amal’s body
became so quick to betray her, that it forgot it housed her all the
other times? Why resist her now and among these strangers? The
noise is filling her body, and pushing her out.There is nowhere to
go, Amal wants to say, and fights against this in-body revolt. Beads
of sweat settle on her nose. A quick wipe—as if to remind herself
her nose is still there—and her nostrils awaken.A strange smell wafts
through and lands on her tongue. She recognizes it instantly but, for
now, there is much else to notice.
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Before her, a sea of pink and green bodies are also at the music’s
behest. In a flash, a chameleonic shift—the sea becomes blue and
yellow.Their arms travel towards the roof where this mirage of light
descends from and their hips pivot towards and away from one
another with an audacity Amal will not be able to articulate in the
obituary if she does live to write it.Their wrists are aglow. Bright,
monochromatic lines under the eyes distract from the roundness or
squareness of faces and instead enunciate the white of their pupils.
The lights prance from body to body, producing their own
vibrant whirls. Amal has been hearing about these underground
grief parties popping all over the city, but had she imagined them
to look like this?
Soon, her index finger is twitching, as if beginning a murmur
the rest of the body will have to follow. And it does. Amal
is…convulsing at first.Then, it is dance. Something is pulling her in
to the crowds and she notices it is a pink luminescent limb.Why is
Amal not glowing with them? She feels lacking, conscious of her
inability to glow, even though she knows it is just paint but, with
not a speck to her name,Amal feels less and less of a person.
Who knows how much time passes before Amal’s sweat pools
up in the middle of her arched back? Her drenched linen shirt
clings to her skin. She cannot control her limbs.They are in overdrive, erratic in their movement, as if compensating for their
dullness. Her eyes, however, are attentive.After all, this is her training;
watching is half the work. She scans the room and the faces in her
surroundings—no runaway midwives in sight here either. Some
eyeballs face the sky, other lids are ablaze in color. Pink eyes, orange
eyes, purple eyes.The room has two glass walls that meet in a corner.
Outside, the city is still wet.Time… what is the time? Amal deduces
it is probably around 1 am. She has four more hours to finish her
task.
Amal cannot participate in the jaunty display of light but she is
moving…shimmying to the best of her abilities.Who is she trying
to impress? For once, no one. Soon,Amal is jumping. Both her arms
are linked with terribly tall men and so it is discomforting but it
doesn’t matter because soon they’re all shouting Hoot, Hoot, Hoot—
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synchronizing every cry with a jump —and Amal has no option but
to join, although there is the slight willingness to indulge, to be a
part of something, and so she does.The hoots become louder and
their jumps higher with each pronunciation and Amal is at times
wriggling in the air.After a minute or so,Amal realizes it is Hu, Hu,
Hu that they are chanting and she feels ashamed for not recognizing
the divine nature of her environment. She notices that her eyes are
suddenly sweating. She looks around to find that the others too are
sweating through their eyes.Amal blinks hard and the water streams
down her face. Her vision returns.Around her, the colors are transforming once more.
The sound comes to a sudden halt. The lights disappear. A
chorus of loud breathing permeates the dark. A flash of white—
Amal is blinded. The room envelops all, no silhouette exists to
separate her from another. Her hand rushes to her aid, but she must
look. From the ceiling, something is descending. It burns with a
brightness Amal has only ever associated with the story of Musa and
God from her childhood. Is God showing herself to the world? Was
Amal chosen to be present for this momentous occasion? She has
now transitioned into an out-of-body experience.
But it is not God. The object descending to the crowd is a
casket. Is this what Amal has come searching for? She cannot see the
insides of the casket. She keeps her deck of midwives at bay,
prepared to belt it out the moment she is met with a face.
The crowd has begun to chant once more.This time, there are
pauses. She is able to make out some version of the name. Alyosha
or Ayesha? Amal picks Ayesha—it makes more sense—and joins the
chanting once more. Amal notices a budding desire to touch the
casket and so she begins to move into the crowd. Not a single body
will budge. Amal tries slipping through the crevices of the congregation; she makes headway and does not stop until Ayesha lies
before her; ordinarily dead, a life-sized porcelain doll being advertised for sale in her box. She is dressed in white. Her skin is
embalmed with wax that gleams against the light.
Will Amal describe the corpse in the obituary? She notices the
glowsticks scattered around the body in the casket; perhaps kept to
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ward off the darkness of the soil and Amal wonders if Ayesha, too,
fears the dark, or if the midwives who left tremble when the moon
wanes into a thin slice.
Will she take one? On an ordinary day, never, but today, she feels
she must. As her hand makes contact with the glowstick she
desires—red—Amal lets out a gasp. It is in-body and out-body at
the same time; Amal has received what can only be described as a
revelation. In a flash, a single image enters and leaves her. It is of the
midwives.The vision tells her they are all together.
Amal is running.Three men in black shrouds tail her but she leaps
through the lobby and crouches on a remote balcony. She knows
they will find her eventually. How will she escape? What if the
midwives did not run away but were in fact taken? Should she have
been searching for a fetishizing murderer instead? She truly was a
reporter of fiction; the runaway midwife was her creation when it
could have been the murdered midwife, the kidnapped midwife…
the permutations were countless.
Amal cannot pander to these concerns, not after she knows
where she must go. But first, she must get to her writing materials.
The men grumble in the hall and Amal has to keep her breathing in
check for what is to come; she knows the night is far from over. She
breaks the glowstick into half and smears its red insides onto her
hands.Amal tosses the two halves aside and plants her palms on the
floor—a quick push and Amal is standing.The men catch up eventually, but only to find her bright red handprints in the concrete,
their sharp luminosity fading with every second they are exposed
to the air, the fleeting evidence and sole indication that Amal was
ever here.
back to table of contents
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Unfolding
LUCY ZHANG

t happens without anyone realizing it. They are still double
knotting their shoelaces before racing to the school bus stop; they
are still looking left and right and left again before crossing the road,
shadows looming over white stripes painted on asphalt, a single lamp
post flickering; they are still counting the ghosts in their closets,
dangling off coat hangers, stuffed in trash bags full of old stuffed
animals, tossed on the rack with worn t-shirts.
The earth unfolds into a sheet of paper. He picks it up, crumples it in a fist, opens his fingers to reveal a crinkled ball. Look, it’s
the earth. Between the folds cling his set of ghosts, now less likely to
drift away, held in place by sharp creases. Skyscrapers and townhouses are now angled on their sides, windows facing the ground,
doors facing the sky. He crushes the paper again.The buildings push
into each other, their steel frames sag, twist, warp.The surrounding
concrete cracks. Old wiring inside walls fray and short, igniting
sparks that spill from windows and singe grass. His ghosts are
squeezed out.
From the playground behind the townhouses—the one with
the mini rock climbing wall that teens will carve their initials into—
a girl dangles from the monkey bars. She is alone.This is not a time
you leave a child alone. Not when redwoods collide with rooftops
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or oceans flood classrooms from chimneys or cars slide off bridges
into the Pacific Ocean. But her stuffed pony sits on the bench,
paying careful attention with its beady, black eyes as she swings one
arm to the next rung.To be honest, the girl isn’t entirely sure where
everyone went. Mom and dad were walking behind her and then
the ground shook and they were gone. Like they had fallen through
a trap door in the sidewalk, one that led to a parallel universe just for
adults. More silly ideas.According to her dad, she wasted too much
time on fantasy books. She doesn’t have much else to do now but
wait and develop calluses. It’s kind of fun, swinging back and forth,
like she’s a pendulum, fighting the viscosity of the air, keeping time
until her arms ache. She releases her hands. Rubber soles displace a
handful of wood chips.Time stops.
He creases rhombuses and triangles into the paper, scrapes his
nail from fold to fold. He thinks about flattening the sheet, spraying
it with distilled water, compressing it between books. He thinks
about paper fibers, softened and hardened and softened again, how
they’ll never quite return to their original state. He keeps the paper
balled in his fist, the earth compressed until its greens and blues chip
away like dried ink.Why do people bother with fixing things when
it’s so much easier to start from scratch? He eyes the part pulverized, part sharp-edged ball and finds a girl on the tip of a crease,
smaller than the point of his eyelash. She sits on a bench, rubbing
her palms, trying to soothe the bright red skin on the balls of her
hands.Then she stands and leaps upward to latch onto a monkey
bar. Back and forth and back again until her arms feel like they’ll
snap.
Why bother? He wonders.
Where’s mom and dad? She wonders.
You could get hurt, he tells the girl. His voice reaches her as wind.
It threatens the chimes dangling from a patio staircase, still structurally intact, untouched by the earth’s unfolding. It is not as though
she doesn’t listen; she listens, quite carefully, as she has been taught.
She chooses to climb, one arm at a time, one bar at a time. It makes
the wait feel shorter. She suspects she may be waiting for a while.
She drops back down onto wood chips and stares upward.
Lucy Zhang
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Can you fold up the sky? She asks.
Not fold, he says. Crush.The sky isn’t a mass of matter I can compress
as is.
But the earth is?
Yes, there is a lot that can get jumbled up, reorganized, repurposed.
Plenty to crush too.
The girl picks up her stuffed pony. That’s no fun, you can’t crush
paper into origami.
What good is origami?
She shrugs, strokes the mane of the pony. It’s kind of like building
something from nothing.
back to table of contents
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Unfolding

The Library
ADITYA GAUTAM

dedicated to Arundhati Roy and Ray Bradbury

oes he really trust her? That is the question, that is the question,
that is the question. But what kind of a world is this in which
he has to ask himself that question about the girl he loves?
The night is cold, smells of smoke, and Kabir watches the misty
light from a streetlamp dance on the river for a few moments. He
looks around the ghaat to make sure he is alone before walking over
to the changing room.As always, the Captain is sitting there on his
little stool by the door, rubbing his hands together to put some
warmth in them. He holds a handkerchief on his nose and mouth
against the smoke which is pouring in thick over the wall beside
him.
‘All good, Captaan saab?’ Kabir asks.
The Captain coughs into his handkerchief. ‘What I wonder
about is, how much trash can a tiny juice shop produce? God knows
what the Sanghi bastard has been feeding that fire since the
morning. My throat feels like the back end of a diarrhea patient
right now.’
Kabir chuckles at the grumpy old man and holds out the greasy
paper bag he has brought with him.The Captain nods approvingly
at the steaming-hot samosa inside the bag.
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‘Varanasi, 1880?’ he mutters at Kabir as he bites into the samosa,
and Kabir gives him the week’s password.‘Premchand.’The Captain
tilts his neck towards the door, giving Kabir the permission to be
on his way.
The smoke from outside has mixed with the damp, musty air
inside the pitch-black changing room to create a nauseating
effect. Kabir switches on the flashlight on his mobile phone as he
moves through the room. The wall to his right has a full-length
shelf with compartments that might have held people’s clothes
once upon a time when the waters of Ganga were clean enough
for people to bathe in it. Now only religious ceremonies happen
at the river and inconspicuous ghats like this one seldom see any
visitors.
Kabir feels with his hand under the compartment in the shelf ’s
seventh row, the seventh column. He knows that he will never be
able to forget the feeling of finding that button for the first time.
Feeling, just like then, as if he has discovered all the world’s arcane
mysteries in an instant, he pushes the small button for the sevenhundred-and-eighty-seventh time in the last one year. He walks to
the adjoining wall as a part of it swivels inwards to reveal a spiraling
staircase going into the river’s belly.Then, standing on the first step,
he pulls a lever on the inside of the door, and the door slides back
to become a wall again.
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It lies under the river like a sleeping giant biding its time until
freedom.The law of the land above means nothing down there, not
in the Library, because by its very existence the Library is a rebellion,
a refuge, a safe haven.To be all this it is, of course, also a secret.
In its foyer, Bhagat and Kastoori, the Librarians, are bent over
their desk upon a loose sheaf of papers.They look up as Kabir enters
and smile at him.
Bhagat, tall and lean-bodied, clean-shaven with a mustache that
turns roguishly at both ends, a wide-brimmed hat present on his
head as always. Kastoori, as tall as Bhagat, with her thick, round
glasses and her hair painted an iridescent green, orange, yellow, blue,
and the natural black.They must be the same age as his parents. His
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parents, the government employees, grey-haired already, without any
light in their eyes.
Despite having known them for a year now he still feels a little
discomfited in the Librarians’ presence. Having lived for most of his
life in the world above ground, the real world, he is not yet used to
their easy laughter, their hand-holding, their frequent kissing.These
are things that do not exist in his home.
‘Got anything particular in mind for reading today, saint-sahib?’
Bhagat asks him.
Kabir shrugs.‘Not really.’ His parents will be back home earlier
than usual today because they are throwing a farewell party for some
colleague, and he has to pick up some stuff for that on his way
home. ‘I will only have enough time to read for the test, I think.’
Kastoori looks at him kindly.‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you will do
well on it.You chose a good writer.’
Kabir thanks her and walks down from the foyer to the chambers within.
The Library is structured like a beehive inspired, some say, from
the catacombs under Paris. Holding memories as books, however,
instead of bodies.Tunnels wind around from one chamber to the
next, and the chambers vary in shape and size, but all of them are
crammed tight with books.You can keep walking down for hours
on end while the river rushes overhead and by some marvel of
architecture or magic, the air always remains fresh and sweet.
Kabir walks past the first two chambers, turns right, and enters
the second chamber to his left. He takes out the book he wants from
its shelf. Fahrenheit 451, Ray Bradbury.
He settles down to read it for perhaps the hundredth time.
The only other person in the room is Mr.Verma, who is the
Postmaster in the world above ground and just Surendar here in the
Library. Their eyes meet briefly, then Surendar sees the book on
Kabir’s desk, and goes back to reading the one on his own.
The Library, Kabir had learned on his first day here, does not
come free of cost.
It charges its patrons in memory rather than money. Everyone
is required to memorize a book of their own choice before they
Aditya Gautam
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truly became a member—a Man or Woman of Letters—which
means, among other things, the privilege of sharing the Library with
one other person.
This memorization is the Library’s backup system, the sleeping
giant’s stowed away life, in case its secrecy is breached someday and
shorts-wearing men burn its books as they had burned them in the
rest of the country. By making sure that each new member carries
a book in their head all the time, it is ensured that words remain
even if papers are turned to ash.
Kabir’s reason for wanting to pass the test tomorrow, however,
is a little less lofty. It’s a girl, of course, it’s always a girl. A girl of 17
years whose name is Anjani, whose hair smells of lemons, and the
coolness of whose skin during fortuitous brushes with Kabir’s own
makes him put her person somewhere between the poetry of Rilke
and Tagore. If he can share the Library with Anjani then he is sure
she will change her mind about leaving Haridwar to go to college.
Rilke’s words come to his mind, as they always do when he is
fantasizing telling her about the Library,“I want to be with those who
know secret things or else alone.”
Anyway, what could they possibly teach her in college that
could not be learned here, in the Library? It would just be a few
more years of scrolling on the government-issued tablets that
everyone got on the first day of school.Advertisements popping up
after each paragraph.Textbook lessons written by teams of writers
whose expertise lay in making lies sound like truth or in diluting
the truth so much that it loses its power altogether. Nothing but
rubbish, to put it in three words.
Kabir has no plans of going to college. He knows he has learned
more in this last year than he has in the last eleven years of his
expensive school education. He has been sharing some of the things
he has learned with Anjani too.
He loved the look of wonder which came on her face when he
told her that money did not always haveVir Savarkar’s face stamped
on it; until the war of 2024, that dubious honor had been Gandhi’s.
Or, the time she jumped up and down with excitement when he
told her that music used to be legal as little as twenty years ago.
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Buoyed by her glee at learning something new, he had also told her
the short story by Gogol in which a government officer’s nose
vanishes off his face and goes about town on its own.
She had looked at him as if he were a magician pulling off
impossible tricks.
So, if he passed the test tomorrow he would do for Anjani what
Miss Tewari, their old English teacher, had done for him by letting
him in on the Library’s secret a day before she was sacked from the
school. Only, he needs to be absolutely sure that he trusts Anjani to
keep the secret.
He is brought out of his reverie by a voice deep and slow.‘Not
reading so fast today, are we?’
Kabir looks up with a start.
Mr. Surendar Verma, the Postmaster, is looking at him with
amused eyes. Kabir’s reading speed is a joke between the two of
them. He reads like a starving wolf let loose among lambs, Surendar
tells him, doesn’t savor the words as much as he should.The world
being the way it is, being a words-wolf may not be that bad a thing,
Kabir keeps telling him back.
‘Well, I wasn’t really reading, Surendar-Ji. Just trying to memorize it for my test tomorrow.’
‘You worry too much, young man. It took me eight months to
learn mine properly.’
In eight months Anjani could be in a college somewhere far, far
away, Kabir thinks. Or else alone, Rilke’s words echo in his head.
‘Which one are you?’ Kabir asks the Postmaster and closes the
book that’s open on his desk. He doesn’t want to be late for his
parents’ party because it is better for everyone that they don’t get
too curious about where he spends all his time.
‘Me? I’m Tagore’s Geetanjali,’ the Postmaster says.Then he closes
his eyes and quotes from memory:“Where the mind is without fear
and the head is held high, where knowledge is free...Let my country
awake.”
‘Sounds like something Bradbury would have written.’
‘It does, doesn’t it? They’d probably have liked each other too,
your Bradbury and my Tagore.Throw old Orwell and Saadat Manto
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into the mix and they could have conjured up words enough
amongst them to exorcise our shorts-wearing rulers, I bet.’
Kabir smiles at the image in his head of four tall, mild, bespectacled men chasing away a mob of pot-bellied politician-goons.
‘Yeah.Too bad that the men like those are all dead, huh?’There is a
pause in which man and boy wonder if that really is true, are there
no men like those anymore? Then Kabir remembers that he must
hurry home and says goodbye.
‘Bye, Kabir,’ the Postmaster says as Kabir places his book back
in its place, and then after a pause, he adds,‘but, you know what? I
don’t think men can truly die while their words still remain alive,
not men like those, especially.’
Kabir nods once and comes out of the chamber. In the entrance
hall, Bhagat and Kastoori are still laboring over the same manuscript
that he had left them with.They wish him good luck as he is leaving.
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Kabir feels the heat from the fire before he sees it.
A heap of garbage is burning away on the curb outside a juice
shop on the ghaat’s corner.The shopkeeper poking at the bonfire
with a stick is wearing, as on every other day Kabir has seen him, a
pair of loose khaki shorts and a skimpy woolen overcoat over a
white, sleeveless vest.
‘Grape juice?’ Kabir asks the man in a low voice and wonders
how he isn’t cold in those shorts.
Alcohol and meat have been banned in India since 2024, but
the people of Haridwar were used to these prohibitions long before
that. That is why they are better adapted to finding ways around
them.To get eggs you only have to walk into certain bakeries in the
city and whisper,‘Potatoes?’ For liquor, you walk up to certain juice
shops and you ask quietly for grape juice.
‘Your father’s usual stuff?’ the shopkeeper asks Kabir without
taking his eyes off the flames.
‘Yes.’
He turns around and shuffles to the back of the shop.When he
comes out he has a black polythene bag wrapped around two
bottles and he puts them on the counter for Kabir to pick up.
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‘No need for that. I’ll settle the tab with your father,’ he says as
Kabir takes out the wallet.
Kabir picks up the polythene bag and turns to leave, but his eyes
pause momentarily at the shopkeeper’s little bonfire and he sees the
stack of books lying next to orange peels and used paper bags.
232 —that’s how hot the flames must be, he thinks, the Fahrenheit
to Celsius conversion he did out of boredom in a class now
suddenly leaping to his mind, and the shopkeeper slides a thin book
into the fire with his stick.
An edge turns black, the cover turns on itself. Crispy brown.
Grey ash.A final white. Kabir walks away.
Walking home, Kabir knows that he has seen just now an evil so
large and so petty at the same time that there are no words to
describe its ugliness.The sight of those flames sits heavy as a rock in
his stomach. He tries to think about the Library with its walls upon
walls full of neatly arranged books, but it feels as if it were only a
dream, a mirage borne out of desperate thirst.
How could it be real, after all? How could people like Bhagat,
or Kastoori, or the Postmaster, exist in the same world as that old,
small shopkeeper in his dirty overcoat and the khaki shorts he wears
so proudly?
Lost in his thoughts, Kabir walks by his own lane, turns around
a corner, and finds it.There, at the end of the street, it stands as if
waiting just for him—a bright-yellow Informer’s Box, reflecting the
light from a streetlamp directly overhead.
He has passed by it often enough before.The kids in the neighborhood used to dare each other to go inside when he was little, but
everyone knew better than to actually do it. Now, Kabir gathers up
his courage and walks inside. He picks up the old-fashioned landline
telephone which has been soldered to the box’s metal frame.
‘National Anonymous Informer’s Helpline. How can I help
you?’ a pleasant female voice says on the other end.
The events of last night take a few moments to come back to him
in the morning.The righteous anger he had felt while walking into
the Informer’s Box has turned sour overnight.
Aditya Gautam
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A cold shower helps, as does the nervousness about his test. He
drops Anjani a text message before leaving the house telling her that
she is going to get a big surprise when they meet later today. He
will share his secret with her because he loves her and that should be
reason enough to trust her. Provided that he gains the privilege to
share it, of course.
He keeps going over the book in his head on the way to the
Library and he doesn’t stumble on the words, not once, except for
a moment when he passes by the juice shop and sees it closed. A
white A4-size print-out is pasted on the shutter but he cannot read
what it says from the road. He doesn’t want to very much either.
‘Notice something different around here?’ the Captain asks him
with a big smile when he reaches the changing room.
‘No, what?’ Kabir offers innocently.
‘No smoke! That goddamn trash-burning Sanghi got arrested
last night by the Swayamsevaks. Used to sell alcohol on the sly—
everybody knew, of course—but no one ever said anything. I bet it
was one of his Sanghi pals that ratted him out in the end. That’s
why—’
‘I got to hurry, Captaan-saab.Test today, sorry.’
There’s more than enough time before the test but Kabir
doesn’t want to talk about the shopkeeper, at least not with the
Captain being so happy about the man’s fate.
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It takes him more than five hours, without so much as a toilet break,
but when he walks out of the Library again, Kabir is a Man of
Letters.
It wasn’t just about reciting the book word by word. Kastoori
and Bhagat also grilled him about what he thinks of it and the man
who wrote it, about McCarthyism, about the book’s first publication in the Playboy magazine, and about a dozen other things. But
then, when it was done, and everyone in the Library was congratulating him, Kabir was happy that they had made it so difficult for
him.
He can hardly stop smiling all the way to Anjani’s coaching
center. The victorious fire in his chest has burned away all the
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morning’s fear and guilt. He is halfway there when he gets a call
from Anjani.As soon as she says ‘Hello,’ he knows from the sound of
her voice that something terrible has happened.
‘What’s wrong? Are you okay?’
Her voice, when it comes a couple of seconds later, is so frightened that it’s barely recognizable.
‘I’m fine Kabir, but my grandfather—he was arrested last night.’
‘Your grandfather?’ He can see the shadow looming over the
horizon and in the heart of his heart, he already knows what she is
going to say.
‘Yeah. He has a juice shop by the Ganga ghaat near your
house...Kabir? Are you there?’
‘Yes, yes.What happened?’
Anjani starts crying.‘I’m not sure yet. Mum and Dad have been
at the police station since morning.The Swayamsevaks are saying
that he was selling liquor in his shop. It’s right next to the Ganga,
so you know how angry they are about it. Dad told them that he
fought for the Nationalists in 2024, but they just don’t seem to care.’
‘Don’t cry, Anjani, please. Do you want me to come over? Or
you can come to my house? Maybe Papa will be able to do something?’
His voice sounds hollow to him, like an echo, as though it were
coming from a faraway place.
‘No, I have to wait for my parents. I heard a neighbor saying
that a mob tried to attack the police jeep last night when they were
taking him to the magistrate. Kabir, what’s going to happen?’
‘I’m sorry,Anjani. I’m sorry.’
‘Hmm,’ she says, and he hears her insert a false note of cheeriness in her voice like she always does when something is very
wrong. ‘Anyway, what was the big surprise you wanted to tell me
about? God knows I could use some good news right now.’
‘Oh, that. It was just a stupid little thing. My mother said I am
going to get a bike on my birthday and I thought we could drive up
to Landour next month. But forget that—listen, my battery is low
so I’ll have to hang up now. I’ll call you again as soon as I reach
home, okay? Take care, please.’
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‘I will. Bye.’
Kabir puts the phone back in his pocket and turns around to
go back to the Library. Once the initial shock has washed over him,
there’s a voice, very small, very quiet, in the back of his mind,
thinking about how strict they are about checking family backgrounds while accepting college applications. Anjani would not be
going anywhere anytime soon, and maybe he will tell her the truth
after a few years.
In any case, that’s just the kind of world this is, he thinks as he
kicks at a pebble in front of him.The kind in which you have to lie
to the people you love.
back to table of contents
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Breakwater
JENNIFER QUAIL

agic is women’s work among my people, but it is usually a
thing of life: plants and animals, birth and death. It is the
women who know how to bind a wound with more than moss and
cloth to make it whole again, who know the coming and going of
the seasons and lead our rituals to mark them. Men build our skin
boats, make nets and spears and bows to hunt the seals and horned
whales that feed us through the long, dark winters, but it is the
women who speak to the tides before they let the men set out.
Except for me.
I do not feel the rush of life in the blood of a gravid woman
and her child when her time comes, or see the fibers of healing skin
like the knots in a net. I feel the antiquity of the rocks beneath me
as I climb the breakwater seeking shellfish or sea plants trapped in
the tide pools. I cannot predict how many calves the reindeer will
bear or when the shorebirds will return in the spring. But I know
where wind or water has scoured soil down to bedrock. As long as
I stand on the shield rock of our home, I am connected to it all.The
stones tell me where herds move, where our hunters are when they
chase them, where the first plants will sprout.
They also speak to me of the thousand turning seasons that
have passed since they boiled and hissed to life from beneath the sea.
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Deep within them are the ghosts of creatures who walked them
eons before I breathed and whose imprint will remain eons after
my bones join theirs.
None of my people have had this kind of magic before. Some
use it as reason to shun my company. Most of the men fall into this
group. Others say it was a sign something else new was coming.
The stones of the shore passed word to me from the sea when
the old man appeared.
I like the old man, because he is not old in any way that matters,
because he hunts partridge and reindeer better than the men of my
village, and because he doesn’t mind that my magic is speaking to
stone. And he likes me, not in the clinging way the men of the
village possess their women, but in the way of two people who can
sit together in silence or where one can leave for days without the
other trying to hold them.
He is from away, wherever that is.Wherever he comes from they
have narrow sky-colored eyes and hair the color grass turns at the
end of summer that makes him look like an elder, though he does
not move like one. He came in a boat made of heavy timbers
instead of stretched hide like ours. He burned the great boat on the
beach as soon as he drew it above the tide line.
And he left two bundles, one large, one small, in the boat as he
set the torch to it.
The old man stood and watched until the tide came up and
swamped the smoldering timbers. He had to know we were there,
but he never looked, simply took his bag and the sword that now
hangs behind our door and climbed the cliffs. He never went back
to the sea from that day.
He built a house, not like our hide-covered dugouts but round and
walled with stone. He built far from the cliffs, out of sight of the sea,
almost too far inland to even hear the breakers. He never troubled us
until one day he came into the village carrying a bundle of hides. I
understand many of his words now, but then they were rough
gibberish.We realized, though, he wished to give us the stack of finished
hides in exchange for one of our goats, a doe.They were excellent pelts,
from an inland creature nearly as soft as seal. He left with the goat.
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I listened through the stones for him after that. He hunted for
himself, but he seemed unaware of plants whose roots and leaves
were edible, let alone that moss that could be scraped and boiled, or
the plentiful seaweeds and shellfish trapped on the breakwater. It
was as if he had no idea that the crowberry and cloudberry were
needed to stave off winter sickness.
He was not of our people, so I had no obligation to help him,
but one afternoon when I sensed he was far across the stones,
stalking partridge, I took a bark basket of cloudberries and left them
at the entrance to his home. I was well away before he returned, but
several days later I saw him watching as I gathered moss.When he
approached, he didn’t speak, but he had my bark basket and set it
down.
When I retrieved it, there was a pouch inside sewn from the
soft skin of an otter, with a long sinew cord to hang it around my
neck. The stitches were masterful, small and even, superior to
anything I had ever made. I stroked the hide, wondering what I
owned that could possibly deserve to be kept in such a finely-made
bag, and then I realized he was still watching me.
I didn’t have words, in his language or mine. So I put the cord
around my neck, and pressed my hand over the bag, bowing to show
my gratitude. His shoulders twitched under his auk-skin coat,
strange eyes narrowing as if thanks made him nervous.
Then, hesitantly, he pointed at the moss I was gathering and
tilted his head.
It was a good way to learn each other’s words, if awkward at
times. But we learned, his words and mine, for things like fish and
the birds and the clouds. Never the stones, as I found I couldn’t
explain, and never the sea.
We still don’t always comprehend each other, and I’ve never
decided if Kinna is his word for all women or only for me. I don’t
mind either way.
It became my habit to feel for his movements in the rocks, so I
was never surprised to hear “Kinna” behind me on the tundra as I
gathered berries or stalked hares. Soon the only time I didn’t expect
him was when I hunted the tide pools. Sometimes when I was far
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out on the breakers I would look up and see him on the cliffs, a
burning brand from the hearth in his hand. Only when I came in
beyond the tide would he turn away, when I was safe out of the sea’s
reach.
I wondered if somehow that watchfulness was related to the fire
pit he dug around his home and the torches he kept ready near it, but
I did not have the words to ask and he did not have the words to say.
One day in spring I gathered the last mussels to be had before
the hot season.The stones told me he was far inland but walking
home, and so I went to the round house anyway. By the time he
returned, dragging fresh-cut birch saplings, I had steamed the shellfish and cooked them with sharp-flavored early greens.
Even though by now he had more of my words, and I had more
of his, he didn’t speak, but he ate. And he didn’t question when I
made no move to leave as long spring twilight stretched to dark.
Nor when I stayed in the days after that.
He would go away, inland or up the coast (never too close to
the water) on his hunting excursions, and I kept my usual routine
with the additional tasks of caring for the goat and keeping the
hearth in the round stone house. One word I knew now was ild, his
word for fire. If he knew he would be gone overnight, he would
make it clear that I was not to let the hearth go cold, no matter the
weather. The old man had mastered some skill my people hadn’t
which kept the coals hot even while he was gone.
I had yet to grasp it, but my own power substituted nicely. I
whispered to the black stone he’d placed as his hearth every
morning, coaxing heat from deep below in the earth until the
warmth brought the ashes flaring back to life. If he noticed any
difference on his return, he never said, only reverted to whatever
mysterious method he used and did not question when I used my
way.
He made a small casing of shell, though, and when I went to
the tundra to stalk partridge with my sling or gather the season’s
plants, he filled it with coals that remained hot until I needed to start
my night’s fire if the hunt ran long.That was when I began to think
what his magic might be and why the sea was his enemy.
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I was half right.
I like the old man, because he never questions my absences or
shames me because stones fly truer from my sling as the men of the
village did, because when he is gone his instructions do not assume
I’m a fool, and in spite of his aversion to the sea.
The village left us alone, by and large. I had always wandered
too far, and been too much a stranger to the women’s magic, to be
missed now. No man had ever wished to take me to his hearth
when I knew the land and the shoals better than any of them.The
old man stayed away from their hunting ground, so they had no
quarrel with him.
Some of the children came to watch us, especially when (to my
surprise, but not the old man’s) the goat kidded a pair of twins.The
children hid behind rocks that whispered their presence and their
benign intent to me. Even their mockery, holding up stringing moss to
their chins to mimic the old man’s strange pale beard, was gentle.The
old man snorted, and sometimes shouted at them, but if I didn’t always
know his words I knew his tone and he was amused more than angry.
The children being so near meant we should, perhaps, have realized sooner one had been taken.
The rocks shrieked with the women’s alarm and the men’s
anger. And one of the children came running, crying so hard I
couldn’t understand her, but as she gasped and pointed to the sea I
felt the stones shudder with every strike of the waves against the
breakers. I had never heard stone sob before but now it wailed. If
the shore could have crawled away from the water and the thing
within it, it would have. I could feel the trembling beneath the thick
caribou hide of my boots.
I tried to reassure the girl, even without knowing what I could
do to help.Then I heard behind me the soft “Kinna.”The old man
stood in the door of the round house. In one hand was the sword
that had hung behind the door so long I forgot it was there, and in
the other he held a torch wrapped with moss and pitch he’d set
alight from the hearth.
He was looking towards the sea, his eyes darker than I had ever
seen them.
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And he said a word I did not know:“Ikuturso.”
The rocks lurched with it.
I had my sling, and the pouch around my neck was filled
smooth stones meant for hare and partridge. I ran for the cliffs and
the shore with the old man hard on my heels. I had a rock ready in
my sling as I picked my way along the breakwater toward the roiling
mass of white water at the mouth of our cove.
I passed small baskets, child-sized, half filled with clams and
mussels, abandoned on the stones.
I saw the flash of an enormous tail, gray-green and shimmering,
unlike any of the whales who make their yearly transit through our
waters, and I heard a high scream like a gull.Then the front of the
whirling creature rose up.
The face was not fish or whale, but I could not say it was a
person or animal either.Too much wild hair the color of fire spun
in massive tendrils around its head for me to see any details. It had
clawed arms instead of fins, and its body twisted and writhed too
quickly to see any one part longer than an instant.That body was
greater than even the greatest whales, the ones we saw only seldom
and never dared hunt.
I heard the voice cry again, and I saw rags flung up from the
vortex.A sealskin shirt, torn to pieces.
The old man was picking his way slowly behind, the sword in
one hand, the burning brand in the other. He could not see me,
only the creature in the water, and he waved the flame above his
head. “Ikuturso!”
The creature flailed in the water and I saw the child in its talons.
I could not see if it was alive or dead, or even a boy or a girl. But I
saw one of the creature’s eyes, flat and dull gray like a mussel shell.
The torchlight reflected in the ashy surface. It lashed its huge tail,
and I pressed down into the stones as the water rushed up and tried
to drag me away.The old man’s burning brand only flared higher
and the creature shrieked a sound that made the stones shudder
again.
I snapped my sling back and let the rock fly.
No matter how sullen it makes the village men, I never miss.
Breakwater

I did not miss now.The enormous eye dimmed and liquid spattered as my missile found its mark. I saw the child slip from its grasp
as it clawed its face, and then I lost my own sight in a wall of water.
The stones, whispering strength, held me on them, and for the
first time that I had ever heard they murmured hate, hate for this
creature that threatened my people.
Hate for the creature who’d driven the old man to our shores
and had left him the last of his own village.
The stones of the deep seabed sang of his passage, and the salt
tears he’d given the ocean for the two bundles he carried in his
wooden boat.
I looked at the old man. My eyes stung with salt.
The creature’s claw-tipped limbs raked at the breakwater. I
loosed another stone at its head and the ashen eyes. The claws
smashed into the stone and the ancient rocks screamed at the desecration. I blinked salt from my eyes and saw the child flailing in the
surf, her face tipped up.Alive, but not for long in these waters.
Flame burned past me and I smelled singed flesh and hair.The
old man drove the burning brand at the creature’s face, scouring
more of the dull eyes and its snarling mouth. I understood his magic
now as the wall of water and the muscled flukes tried to crush us,
and his torch only blazed brighter. The fire of the hearth that he
kept burning without end blazed from him, as the stones sang out
through me, blazed hatred for the creature trying to drown us all.
He slid lower, and I saw he could reach the child. He could
reach, if the creature backed away, if they weren’t crushed against
the breakwater.We were nearly at its promontory, just before the
peak that jutted out into the open sea. I knew this ancient slab,
driven up by some immense force long before my people walked
these lands. When it spoke to me I smelled ice and snow, cold
beyond comprehending, and depths more than any living thing
could stand.
Now it throbbed with the anger of all the earth, and I felt the
pressure of the seam where it had been flung into the breakwater.
Down, it sang to me, down and deep and cold beyond knowing.
Down where claws can’t reach. Down in dark and the depths.
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The stone strained away from the breakwater, even as the creature grasped it and pulled itself up, reaching for me, for the old man
clinging to the rocks and calling the child to him.The torch hissed
and flared, and he had to choose, the brand or the girl.The old man
dropped the torch and leaned farther until the girl could grab him
and he pulled her up.The creature twisted, writhed, and reached for
them.The old man put the girl behind him, but he had nothing to
drive it back.
Down, the stone sang, clearer than anything I had ever known.
Down to darkness and the deep.
And I felt the join between the stones, felt the will to break
away, the need only for power to do it and a tool to strike with.
Power I had. Yes, whispered the stones of the breakwater and
the rocks of our land. Our power.Your power.
A tool was in my reach.
I love the old man because he warms me at night with more
than his fire, because he loves that I can sling a stone and never miss
rather than hates me for it.
And because when I call for his sword, he does not ask me why.
He throws it to me.
And with all the power of all the depths of the earth my people
live on, I drive it down and free the ancient monolith from its hold
on the breakwater.
It cracked like thunder when it broke, carrying the creature
backwards under its weight. Down, and it was a song of joy and
triumph, down to darkness and the cold and the deep!
The creature, blind and struggling, took the full weight of it,
and we heard its bones breaking.
We watched the froth rising from its descent until the stone
carried it far below and pressed it in, trapping it on the sea bed, and
I felt that alien, ancient surface whisper up: Well done.
There is still a maelstrom there, and the people avoid it when
the women tell the seal hunters it is time to put to sea.The stones
have never sung me whether the creature lives still, crushed beneath
the stone, and whether the whirlpool is the lashing of its great tail
as it tries to free itself.
Breakwater

If it does, we will be here, the old man and I.
I carry rocks in my bag that are bigger than those for partridge
and hare, and there is always a torch, ready but unlit, near the door
where the sword hangs once more.The old man is still strange to
the village, but the children no longer hide when they come to
watch the goats play, and now there are berries and dried fish and
sealskins left for both of us. I do not ask my people if they are offerings in gratitude, payment for having spared us his people’s fate, or
if they are payment in advance for when the creature returns.
And now when I go to gather on the breakwater, the old man
sometimes comes with me. At first I thought he was worried that
the creature would rise up again while I was there, but he only
watched, pointed, asked. Slowly he learned which shellfish and sea
plants were food, and began collecting them with me and finally
without me.
Still, I am never sure it is over and the sea is safe until one day,
in our private language that is half his and half mine, the old man
asks about netting fish and when my people would go to hunt
whales.
I love the old man because he has made my home his, because
he sews the skins of the birds I hunt into warm coats for me and for
the child we’ll have in the spring, and because even though among
my people it is not a woman’s place, he never argues as I teach him
how to build a boat.
back to table of contents
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Whiskers and Smoke
KORI KLINZING

eraldine Fitzroy vastly preferred ghost cats to living ones.
Living ones shed all over the place, woke her before the sun
rose, tracked litter all over her just vacuumed carpet.Ate her plants
and coughed them up half-digested, eviscerated rodents and left
them in her bed. Ghost cats brought in memories and dream
fragments, leaving them on her pillow like mints at one of those
hotels Geraldine had only seen on television, filling her with the
scent of lavender on a hot summer’s day, or the feel of wind tangling
her locks as she drove 90 down an empty highway, car rumbling
contentedly beneath her. She isn’t sure where the memories come
from. She doesn’t think she cares. She just takes them in like the
treasures they are.
The ghost cats, and there are two of them, one she calls Breath
and the other Bone, come late in the morning. She feels them more
than anything else.The spring of gravity as something leaps on four
paws, landing feather light on the duvet. The shadow sound of a
gentle mrr, and the half-remembered brush of fur against an
exposed hand.
She’s always either awake and postponing getting out of bed—
what did she have to do these days but continue the routine of her
existence—or just rising out of sleep when a quiet mrr would shake
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her up. She’d reach out, nearly blind without her tortoiseshell glasses,
and a suede-soft head would butt up under her hand, a small rumble
starting next to her, matching the heaviness near the foot of her bed.
And she’d feel it.An exhalation of cool smoke filling her up to the
edges.
This morning it was salt sea spray against her face, a whippoorwill breeze tangling long blonde hair as the waves roiled and
jounced beneath her. She kept steady, this body used to the motion
of the boat, used to not needing a cane. It was delicious, the sun on
her face, a steading hand on the small of her back.
And then it shifted.At the crest of her inhale, when she felt like
her lungs could hold no more of this reality, when the body she was
so tenuously connected to fluttered at the edge of her consciousness, aching even in repose, the cat at the foot of the bed leapt. She
felt the distant impression of paws on her chest. Like a blacksmith
with billows, it pressed down, and all at once the breath fled her
body.
That breath.All the breaths.
The borrowed memory.All the memories.
Her vision went misty. The memory was gone and all she could
see were the cats, more real than she’d ever seen them. Usually, they
were the vaguest suggestion, like a single brush stroke in feline shape,
left open to let the whiteness of the page leak in. Usually, she only
felt the memory of fur, the echo of a purr. But they were coming
into focus now, watercolor paint swiped over, gray fur spreading and
spiraling out. Strange, how Breath was grayer, Bone more cream. Just
as she always imagined.
Both of them watching her with white-blue eyes, marble
misted over.
They grew in size. Or perhaps she was drifting closer, a moat
on sunlight, circling and spiraling ever higher.
Then she stopped, yanked to a halt as if she were on a tether.
The cats loomed above her.Those milky blue eyes staring down at
her, grave as sphynxes.
And she knew.
She knew if she looked back, her body would be below her,
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struggling for breath, eyes open but sightless. Her body the same
one she had to blink past in the mirror every morning.
Is this how they got the memories and dreams, she wondered.
Taking the memories of the dying or the old? Would they dissect
her for her component parts and spread her memories across the
world? As they had brought them to her?
The ghost cats blinked down at her in unison, two long, slow
blinks, and the world was filled with the rumble of purring. It was
the most peaceful she’d ever felt, suspended there before them. Not
awaiting judgment, for she’d already been found worthy. Just waiting.
And something behind her snapped.
She was twenty-one. Her feet ached from dancing in borrowed
heels, the scent of cigarette smoke and sweat sweet in her mouth.
Her heart syncopated with the jazz pouring from the stage. She
happened to glance across the crush of bodies, and met a pair of
warm brown eyes and a smile that felt like that sax sounded. And
the man behind them pushed his way through the crowd to her.
This is the man who would become her husband.Who would
spend sixty-odd years with her, gift her with three beautiful children. Children who had kids of their own now. The man who
would make her coffee while she put breakfast on the table, who
would hold her hand on evening walks, forget her birthday, hug her
from behind when she was figuring out how to make that check
book balance.The man who died three years ago, leaving her in this
big empty house.
This was the moment they met.The night her heart was so full,
it felt like a separate thing, a cup that runneth over. This was the
memory she kept going back to when the night was too-too long
and doubt crept in.
She knew that, in the back of her head, and didn’t. Memory, a
mobius strip of déjà vu.
Now, replaying in technicolor, in 4-D surround sound, a hand
was reaching out for hers and all possibility was before her. Now,
there was the phantom brush of fur at her ankle and purring in her
ear.
Now, she smiled back and took his hand.
Whiskers and Smoke

First Consult Free
CAROL M. QUINN

nside the witch’s house is cool and bright. Cecily has heard the
rumors—that Beatrice lines her walls with the dreams of
unwanted children, that she keeps the spines of mothers and the
hearts of fathers in jars on her windowsills, that the flowers in her
garden grow strong off the bones of other people’s mistakes—but
there’s no evidence of such practices in the cheerful hallway, where
cream-colored walls are hung with bold folk-art prints, or in the
consultation room, painted a soothing mint green and stocked with
open toy chests.
Limping a bit from her c-section—the incision is healing nicely,
but there’s still a disconcerting sensation when she pulls or twists in
a certain way, as though her insides had enjoyed being open to the
wider world and were now testing her, straining up against the new
scar tissue and looking for weaknesses—she sets Emma’s carrier
down and sits gingerly on a straight-backed, firm-cushioned
loveseat, arranges the diaper bag at her feet.
In her carrier, Emma sleeps, a tiny thing, floppy and hunched.
Her mother knows that carrier sleeping is not best practice, is not,
strictly speaking, safe, but Beatrice does not bat an eye, and if Cecily
were to wake the baby, she would need to feed her. Feeding the
baby means exposing her own bruised, chapped, oozing nipples to
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the shock of the air, and Cecily does not feel like doing that
right now. And so she compromises, alternates filling out the
many forms balanced on her lap with watching the subtle rise
and fall of Emma’s chest, checking the rapid pulse of her baby’s
fontanel.
The paperwork is routine: mother’s health history (appendectomy at 16; c-section eight weeks ago; no other surgeries or health
conditions), baby’s health history (appropriate weight gain over her
two months of life), a brief description of the birth (uncomplicated
c-section, unplanned, after a long, stalled labor, but not an emergency, no fetal distress). A PPD questionnaire, as Beatrice is
scrupulously ethical. Cecily considers each question. She does feel
sad sometimes, just like everyone. Just like everyone, she is sometimes overtaken by a sense of the futility of all human endeavor.
Sometimes she cries. Sometimes she feels restless. She is always
hungry. Of course she is tired; she no longer sleeps for more than
three hours at a stretch, and even that is pushing it.
There is no space on the form to write down, physically recoils
from baby multiple times a day.
There is no space to write down, stands in baby’s closet screaming;
own screams meet or exceed volume and duration of infant’s.
There is no space to write down that just this morning, Emma
awake barely an hour after going down, Kevin somehow sleeping
through, she’d squeezed the baby so hard while picking her up and
not, she knows, out of love.
There is no space to write down that after breakfast, Emma
blinked at her as though nothing had happened, and she clicked the
carseat carrier into the stroller frame and pushed her baby in a circle
around their little neighborhood, past everyone’s mowed lawns and
shiny cars, the mid-morning sun reaching her through the latticework canopy of bold green leaves, lacy shadows moving over her
cooing baby’s swaddled legs, and all she could think was What have
I done, and all she could say was Hi, Emma, Hello baby girl.
Cecily knows that her problem is not depression; depressed
mothers are blameless, and she is not that.
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“Please.” Beatrice wears soft drapey pants and a long purple
cardigan, thin leather ballet flats. She sits cross-legged on the floor,
a legal pad on her lap. She snaps pictures with her phone.“Imagine
that I’m not even here. Engage. Play. It will be helpful for me to
observe.”
Emma, awake now, rests placidly in the carrier. Cecily moves
carefully to the floor next to her, sits on a cushiony mat of interlocking soft alphabet tiles.Were other mothers playing with their
eight-week-olds? How, exactly, did one interact with a blinking bag
of sugar?
“Look, Emma,” says Cecily, wincing at her own bright, sitcom
inflections. Even in this friendly room, she can’t escape the thought
that she must smell of baby shit and hand sanitizer, that she is too
large and slow moving. Her breasts are stinging and heavy already.
“Blocks. How fun are these? I’m going to make a tower.”
Emma turns her face to the side of the carrier, presses her balled
up fists against her chin.
Having struck out at play, Cecily unfastens the carrier’s fivepoint harness and pulls Emma into her lap for a snuggle.This she
can do. Before the baby, she’d imagined motherhood mostly in these
terms: closeness, softness, physical warmth. She brushes her lips
against the top of Emma’s head.“If you happen to end up with any
good pictures,” she asks Beatrice, “can I have a copy? We don’t
always have a lot of luck with—”
Emma cuts her off, arching her chest forward and spitting up a
yellow-tinged, foul-smelling goo. (“Normal,” the pediatrician had
said.“Your girl’s a happy spitter.” Easy, of course, for him to say.)
Cecily grits her teeth and digs into the diaper bag for a fresh
onesie as Emma lolls her head from side to side, deepening the
grime circle under her chin, stickying the skin folds that constitute
her neck.
Kevin, Cecily knows, would have played it off with a joke
(Linda Blair, Old Faithful) about their spewing baby, then tried to
re-engage Emma with something from the toybox.
Kevin is the better parent; he has a knack that Cecily does not.
Motherhood has not, in spite of the snuggles, made her a better,
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kinder, softer person. She is the same old person she has always been,
only now with new applications for her inadequacies. She has
thought about just leaving, giving the baby to Kevin and packing
her own suitcase and disappearing into some city, somewhere—she
has a handful of skills and $3,000 in the personal checking account
she’d never managed to get around to closing after she and Kevin
got married. She won’t, though, probably. Despite his infinite good
nature, she loves Kevin and doesn’t want to leave him. And the
baby? Well.
Beatrice keeps recording. Cecily’s shoulders slump, she sits back
on her heels, and, one-handed, she empties the diaper bag onto the
floor, spilling rash cream and scented diaper sacks and tiny newborn
Pampers. She deposits Emma, on her back, on the carpet.
“Tell me,” says Beatrice,“what is happening in your mind right
now.”
Cecily holds up a buttercup-yellow onesie printed with orangebeaked, blue-eyed ducks and emits a frustrated growl.“I can’t,” she
says. “Okay?” Emma, startled, gives a full-body twitch, angling her
face toward her mother.
“I can’t do it anymore.” Cecily holds the onesie in both hands,
stretching it tight. Her voice is high and fast.“No, it’s worse. I don’t
want to do it anymore. I’m not cut out for this. I thought I was, I
thought I could be. But I’m so, so tired, and I can’t and I’m not, and
I just want her to be gone, but I can’t bear to be away from her, and
I just need…”
“What,” Beatrice asks, her voice steady and calm, “do you
need?”This is a moment to tread carefully. Babies, long ago, were
more fragile and less precious, left nameless at her foremothers’
doorsteps. Today, a woman who gives the witch her baby can’t
console herself by invoking fate; today, she can only see herself as a
bad mother. Beatrice, of course, knows what the witches have always
known: that the truly bad mothers never give up their children, that
the truly bad mothers hold the tightest, inflicting all the damage
they can.
Emma has found her own knuckle. She watches and sucks. She
doesn’t know what kind of mother she has; she doesn’t know that
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any other options are possible, besides Cecily. She gathers her
evidence; for now, she withholds judgment.
The mother shrinks down, embarrassed at her outburst.“I need
to feed her,” she says.“Is that all right?”
Beatrice nods, watches as Cecily pulls up her loose t-shirt, then
yanks down her camisole, unsnaps her nursing bra.
Cecily’s eyes sting with tears as Emma latches to her breast.“I’m
sorry,” she says.“It’s actually going really well, and we’re really lucky.
She’s a fantastic eater, gaining good weight.We’re lucky.We’ve been
so, so lucky.”
“But?”
That desperate laugh-yelp again, as Emma pulls away from the
breast to gaze up at her mother.“She is sucking out my life.” Cecily’s
voice creaks, and the tears spill down her cheeks. She breathes
deeply, to steady herself and not jostle the nursing baby with her
sobs.
“Of course she is,” says Beatrice.“That is what they do.”
Emboldened, Cecily yelps.“I hate her.”
“Of course you do,” says Beatrice.“You would be insane not to.
She hurts you. She exhausts you. She is excruciatingly dull company.
She has taken your life and ripped it apart, violently.”
The baby’s eyes are squeezed tight. She sucks and sucks, hands
screwed into determined little fists.
“How do I fix it?”
“No, dear.There’s no fixing it.You just have to live it. Or you
can choose not to.”
The horror on Cecily’s face, Beatrice knows, doesn’t come from
the suggestion itself; rather, it’s from the realization that she likes the
suggestion—that for a second, before her sleepy-tired superego
caught up with her id, she’d considered it.
“But,” Cecily gulps,“she didn’t ask to be born.”
“So what?” asks Beatrice.“None of us did.
“Would I miss her?”
“You might.”
Cecily slumps forward, hunching over her suckling daughter,
and Beatrice can see that the decision has been made.
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“Fuck,” says Cecily. Emma opens her mouth, breaks the seal
around Cecily’s nipple. She pulls her head away, reaches up her hand,
scratches an untrimmed fingernail down the middle of Cecily’s
chest. “People always say, ‘you’ve never known a love like this,’ as
though that’s a good thing.”
“It’s a trap,” Beatrice agrees, gently.
Cecily buckles Emma into her carrier, tightens the straps, readjusts, tightens again.“Thank you,” Cecily says, her voice groggy, her
words thick.“But I don’t think this was such a good idea.”The baby
squeaks and chirps, as small creatures do.
Beatrice never holds a grudge. “Call me,” she says. “If you
change your mind.”
She waves from the window as Cecily lugs the carrier and
diaper bag to her car, limping and earthbound, lumpenly maternal.
She wishes them well, the mothers who leave, who get back in their
cars and pull out of her driveway, who’ll wake up tomorrow and
pretend that they’d never dream, that they couldn’t imagine. She
tries to forget their faces and their names, in case she ever sees them
again at the grocery store or on the news.
She closes the blinds and goes back inside. Beatrice never
mopes. She’ll make some tea, putter a bit, visit her garden.Walk her
neighborhood at dusk, when the air turns cool and the bats take
flight. Love has never yet ensnared Beatrice, but one never knows
what tomorrow may bring. For now, unencumbered, she can raise
her face to the sky. For now, unencumbered, if the witch chooses
to, she can soar.
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Fairytale Wedding
CAROLYN R. RUSSELL

llie was to marry Henry the following afternoon, and we
wedding partiers were more than a bit tipsy that night. My
three fellow bridesmaids were all from the same Upper East Side
castle-dwelling-in-the-winter, Hamptons-in-the-summer crowd
Ollie had run with her whole life. I was a grateful outlier, her best
friend and roommate at Barnard, which I had attended on
scholarship. But by the time we left the restaurant and hit the clubs,
I felt like I was on the inside; invincible, and unshakable.
It was between Moscow Mules and EDM beats that I found
out that there was a posh send-off for Ollie and her new husband
the following evening, after the reception. A family tradition. I
wasn’t sure how I had missed the memo, but as I listened to the
discussion of who was wearing which designer, it dawned on me
that I hadn’t brought anything to wear to this stealth shindig.
I excused myself and swayed to the ladies’. I wet a paper towel
with cold water and stood still for a moment or two, pressing it
against my wrists so as not to disturb my makeup.A woman I hadn’t
noticed stepped toward me from a corner nook of the powder
room.
“Pick something,” the woman said.
I stared at her.
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“Make a wish, and I shall grant it.”
This city.
The woman looked perfectly normal, impeccably groomed and
coiffed. Like maybe a rich matron slumming it with her friends for
the evening.
“I want the dress of my dreams,” I said. I curtsied as I left,
laughing.
The story about meeting my fairy godmother in the restroom
was a hit back at the table. In the limo on the way to Ollie’s parents’
house, I belatedly realized that though I hadn’t meant to, I’d gone
and confessed my ballgown deficit. Ollie’s crew had been sweet
about it, though. And if I needed to double up on something I’d
already worn, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world.
I woke up the next morning with a very nasty hangover. Not
surprising, given that I’m usually a beer and wine kind of minimalist. As I headed to the shower, I was still a little drunk. I took my
time under a scalding spray designed to reupholster my dignity. It
was a big day, and I wanted to enjoy it.
Ollie’s brownstone looked enormous from the street, but even
so, from the outside it was hard to imagine it was large enough to
contain what the family called The Great Room. Many generations
had been wed there, and I could see why.The space was thrilling,
with floor-to-ceiling stained glass windows and chandeliers that
threw shimmering arrows of light against brocade-covered walls.
Ollie looked like a princess, dazzling as she and her Henry
murmured their promises and took their vows.
The reception was held in the same hall after nearly invisible
staff swiftly rearranged it.The celebration was glorious, with toasts
from people whose names I dimly recognized as intellectual celebrities, and a small orchestra so guests could dance.And the spread was
insane, hundreds of small plates pre-filled with food that looked too
pretty to eat. I couldn’t help but wonder how the evening’s prehoneymoon soiree could possibly compare to this one.
We bridesmaids eventually retired to our rooms to rest up
before the final round. As I entered, I saw something draped over
the foot of my bed, something shining and frothy and dark red.
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When I reached to touch it, I found my arm swallowed up past my
wrist by gossamer fabric so delicate it appeared to pulse along with
my heartbeats.
The gown was like nothing I’d ever seen up close.The fabric
seemed to gather the light to itself and beam it back tenfold. I
looked at the label, itself a work of art, with scrolled lettering
stitched onto a piece of velvet shot through with gold threads. I
didn’t recognize the designer’s name. It was exotic, with combinations of vowels and consonants I didn’t know how to pronounce.
There was no note or card.
I wondered who among our cast of bachelorettes might have
been most likely to have loaned me this beautiful thing, who in the
group had heard my drunken admission and had acted so kindly
upon it. I resolved to find out.
I could barely feel it, the dress was that soft in my winterweathered hands. I carried it to each of my new friend’s rooms in
turn.The reaction was the same at each door: appreciative oohs and
aahs and, it seemed to me, sincere professed ignorance as to its
origins.
Of course.There was only one person it could be.
I found her in the hallway outside my own room, ready for the
party and coming to see me, she said. She looked at the dress cradled
in my arms and the color rose in her cheeks.
“O my lord,” said Ollie. “Where on earth did you find this?
What an extraordinary shade!”
I held the gown up to her shoulders. Ollie was set aflame, its
hue perfectly offsetting her auburn hair and the emeralds at her ears.
We were the same size and had similar taste; during our school
years we had freely combined our wardrobes. That I had always
benefitted more from this arrangement had bothered me. Now was
a chance for me to repay her, and I wouldn’t take no for an answer.
We would trade clothes for the evening.
The dress fit Ollie as though it had been sewn while pressed
against her skin. Its bodice clung to her ribcage, somehow
suggesting the curve of each delicate bone beneath the gleaming
scarlet silk.The same fabric cupped her breasts before curving into
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a high, Victorian-style lace neckline. Beneath her slim hips, the
gown increased in volume: billowing panels of paper-thin velvet that
just skimmed the floor.The dress was objectively demure, I knew,
yet on her, it seemed more revealing than sheer nakedness.
When she and Henry appeared at the threshold of the ball, I
swear there was a collective gasp.They appeared to float toward the
dance floor; once there, they melted into each other’s arms.
Ollie stopped breathing at several minutes before midnight. She
died in full view of more than a hundred people, after silently falling
to her knees.The autopsy revealed no previously undetected heart
defect, no underlying illness. There was some scant evidence of
constriction at her throat, but nothing definitive.
We go back to that nightclub as often as we can.We recreate
the circumstances, drinking Moscow Mules and dancing to whatever happens to be on tap.And I go to the powder room, hoping to
find the woman who furnished me with the killer dress. No luck
so far. But my Henry and I are determined to find her.
He wants revenge. I want my next two wishes.
back to table of contents
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Everybody Slept
RACHEL KOWALSKY

verybody slept. Not only the janitor in the break room behind
Vera’s desk, and not just the boy on the ventilator in the bay
across from her, Propofol whispering its way through his veins, but
also the boy’s furious father, the girl with the dog bite, the boy who
drank Tylenol, the wailing child, the child whose mother was
wailing—all of them. Everyone in the entire children’s emergency
department was fast asleep, visible through half drawn curtains and
open doors: the doctors, the nurses, the EKG tech in his zebrastriped scrubs.
“It is time to sleep,” was all she’d said. Because she’d had
enough—everybody had. She’d been announcing, for the third time,
that visiting hours were over. Finger firmly on the intercom button,
Vera had said:“Good evening. It is now eleven p.m.Will all but one
parent please leave the bedside? We can only have one parent at the
bedside. Thank you.” They’d all ignored her, the furious father
grumbling about barbarians, fascists, Nazi doctors, and other people
who separated children from parents ad nauseum. She couldn’t
really disagree with him. Who on God’s green earth expected a
parent to walk away from their sick kid? Wrong direction. Try to
separate her from Hal at such a time, when he was a boy, and
someone would have lost their teeth. Not her, and not Hal.
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Now the department was quiet, the only sounds the hum of her
computer and the buzz of a dying lightbulb. Now she could make
her phone calls.
The first was to hospital security. An officer answered on the
first ring.
“I need you in room three,” she said. “I’ve got an angry dad.”
The man had reached inside his jacket with the wrong sort of look
on his face—the impotent rage of a parent wronged by a heaving,
shuddering system—and these days one never knew what was being
reached for, a phone or a piece of candy or a gun.
“Angry dad,” said the officer.“Gotcha. Is it an emergency?”
Vera looked thoughtfully around the department, its occupants
sunk deeply now in the folds of sleep. Their faces were soft and
animated by their assorted dreams. Seeing this, she was flooded with
a warm well-being like she hadn’t felt in years. Since she’d spoken,
since everybody slept, there was no longer any emergency.
“You’ll come by in time,” she said, feeling her blood pressure
settle and her heart ease up.
“Amen,” said the officer, sounding grateful and extremely sleepy.
She wondered about the sleepiness.Where was his desk? How far
had her words travelled?
No use wondering. She called AT&T about her phone bill, the
super about a leaky faucet, and a shoe company about a return she
wanted to make. She called her boyfriend, kicking her legs up onto
the desk because they ached and nobody was looking, then she
pulled off her mask because she was at a safe enough distance, and
anyway all the wailing, shouting, and subsequent generation of
deadly respiratory particles had ceased. She ordered a slice of pizza
from the place on 72nd. Finally she dialed her son Hal, who lived in
San Francisco. It was just past eleven p.m. in NewYork City, just past
eight out west; Hal would be channel surfing with Loretta. Loretta
was a weather reporter, which seemed like indulgent work since the
weather was right there for everyone to see, but then again it was
prediction that people were after.They were after the what next. She
wanted to know when Hal was coming home. She missed him
something fierce.
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Vera held the receiver, warm from so much use, and waited to
hear Hal’s voice. Room three was directly in front of her; she had a
clear view of the boy on the ventilator. He was in bad shape, tubes
and lines poking out of him every which way.The Propofol was a
mercy.The ventilator was too; it just kept on blowing air into the
boy’s lungs so that he could rest. It made a rhythmic poof with each
breath, like a quiet piston, a train just starting up. He’d rolled in an
hour ago, only eight years old and shot in the chest, a trickle of
blood at the corner of his mouth.
The furious father was his. From the moment EMS rushed
them in, he’d stormed around the ER shouting and waving his
hands. He hollered while they intubated the boy, then overturned
the IV cart when the baby-faced doc asked him to put his mask on,
and finally when he was asked to vacate the ER—because his thinshouldered wife would obviously stay at the bedside weeping—he
had reached purposefully for his inside pocket.
Vera knew a thing or two about what angry men kept in their
inside pockets. Such a man had been her mother’s boyfriend over
and over again in different places and at different times.They carried
cigarettes, fifths of vodka, broken dreams, iPhone pornography, and
sometimes a gun. Derek K. had carried a gun, and that was why her
mom was long gone.
When the father reached inside his coat, she’d had a funny
moment of weightlessness, like watching Derek K. reach into his
coat all over again. A feeling of disquiet, a pause in the choreography. The glint of glass before you stepped on it in bare feet. His
coat was like that of a bad guy in the movies: camo, heavily worn,
visibly dirty. If she got close enough, she might see his chest rise and
fall beneath it, as Derek’s had, and then stop because as she understood it, you held your breath when you pulled the trigger.
Vera had risen to her feet shaking, a strange resolve flowing
through her like it came from somewhere outside of her, but close
by—the steadfast ventilator perhaps. Her finger on the intercom, the
heavily sanitized receiver pressed hard to her mouth, she had spoken.
She hadn’t known at first where the words were coming from, but
in seconds, still up on her aching legs, she understood that they had
Rachel Kowalsky
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been inside her for a long time.They had formed in clouds years
before, as she watched her mother struggle to breathe and then calm
as the vent and the medicine took over, making temporary weather
in her lungs until she died. It is time to sleep.
She had always thought that it would be best for families to
sleep through the things they couldn’t bear, when the people they
loved were sick or injured. She’d thought it many times but she
hadn’t said it out loud. Perhaps the out loud was the important part.
She had said many important things to herself, but never out loud.
Today, her words bore fruit. Everybody slept. It seemed like a
movie, but it was real. That was the way things were, more and
more.
“Hello?” Hal’s speech was thick and drowsy: hullow?
She thought about the sleepy security officer and wondered
again, but no, there was no way that the words of Vera V. Jackson
could have been so effectual, carried so far.“Hi baby.”
“We’re watching some bad shit on the news.”
“Don’t I know it.”
“Crazy shit.”
“More and more.”
“Seems like something’s got to change.”
Vera let her breath out in assent. She heard him flip the channel,
surf, surf, surf, find, as he’d done all his life. His tryst with each
channel was as short-lived as each job, apartment, or girlfriend.
“We should plan a visit,” she blurted out, sooner than she meant
to. She lowered her voice, so as not to disturb the sleepers around
her.“I found tickets to NewYork, real cheap.You and Loretta could
fly together.”
Hal hesitated.“I don’t think it’s a good time.”
“A good time for what?” she asked.“For coming home?”
“For flying,” he said. His voice was low and languorous.
“Well, the sale ends Sunday.”
“They want us to hurry, but we don’t have to.” Hal yawned.
It felt very hard then: the phone bill, the sink, the unreturnable
shoes. Her son in California, which was far away and on fire. She
fixed her eyes on the telephone cord.The cord was connecting her
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to her boy. It was reliable; she would focus on this small mercy.
“Okay,” she said.“That’s okay then.We can talk about it later.”
“I’ve gotta go to bed.”
“I miss you,” said Vera.“Get some rest.”
The delivery boy called from outside.They all had to wait outside
these days, and if you wanted your food you had to go and get it, so
she swung her legs off the desk, shrugged on her sweater, snapped
her mask behind her ears, and pushed herself up from her seat,
feeling the years in her creaking knees.
She didn’t want to wake anyone, so she stepped onto the
polished floor carefully, marveling at its luminous stretch.The janitor
had been through with the buffer and it gleamed, casting a tender
light around the room.
She kept to her side of the ER, avoiding room three. Strange
how the father was asleep on his feet. It must be the fury that kept
him upright, she thought, as she crept toward the exit. Everybody
else had crumpled in place. His lips were slack and dry, his eyes wet.
One hand reached for his inside pocket, but in the stillness she could
see that the other hand was on the shoulder of his wife.Angry and
sad, she thought. She knew these storms—they were like Loretta’s
warm fronts and cold fronts, little x’s of disturbance scrambling the
lives of the people around them.
The woman slept with her head in her hands, the bedside nurse
in a restful semicrouch.The baby-faced doctor had been kneeling
at the bedside, looking for just the right place to stick another tube,
so he slept with his face on the child’s abdomen, his head moving
softly up and down as the ventilator puffed away.
Outside the revolving doors, the city was silent. Even the
pigeons were quiet, asleep in the dark boughs overhead. She stepped
over the chalk hearts drawn by school kids and girl scouts, skirting
the word “Hero” and the enormous “Thank You” so she wouldn’t
smudge the chalk, and found the delivery boy propped up against a
bench, fast asleep. She lifted the pizza from his hands and ate it on
the bench under the thin August moon. Everywhere she looked
were sleeping people. The yellow light touched their wrists and
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shoulders, it elevated them so that they were not just people on the
street, but actors in a movie, each one ready to fill his role, to be the
thing he was slated to be, like the boy on the ventilator who might
become anything someday—another angry man or a baby faced
doctor, a weather man, a pizza boy or something not yet named,
something only now gathering at the edges of his life as he slept and
dreamed in the shadow of his father. Everybody was waiting for the
scene to begin: the next word, the next line, the next breath.
back to table of contents
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Secrets

MARK THOMAS

he little mandrake walked.

T

It dragged itself away from the dancing circle of feet, rose up on
bowed legs and awkwardly rotated newly formed hips. It swung tiny
shoulders and fists with every step. Crows watched the expressionless, bloody face as it stomped towards the town in pre-dawn
darkness.The black birds understood the little creature’s purposeless purpose because they were tugged by similar forces.
A knife sharpener, pulling his grinding wheel on a cart, overtook the mandrake, but was unable to see it.The man hoped to find
a place in the market, and also hoped to meet the witches who sold
cataract ointments. Focused on his own poverty and the curse of
rapidly diminishing eyesight, the knife sharpener lurched past the
little creature, assuming the strange, soft footfalls that he heard were
from the pads of a nearby farm dog. In fact, he could hear one of
those animals now, whining and cringing, straining against its tether.
And there was a goat bleating, with the terrified sounds that usually
meant a wolf was nearby.
The little mandrake walked.
Snatches of songs and incantations rose in the cold air only to
be subsumed by crackling fires and straining wagon wheels as the
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market town shook itself awake.The knife sharpener pulled and the
mandrake walked, both drawn toward those fresh noises.
At the edge of the village square, familiar sounds were wrapped
in familiar smells, straw and manure, and earth clinging to vegetable
husks.
“Here, father,” a young woman said as she touched the knife
sharpener’s arm, guiding him towards her stall.“I was hoping to see
you today.”
“I was hoping to see anything today,” the man said, “but I am
often disappointed.” He heard the sound of ivory handles rubbing
against each other as the young witch unrolled a velvet bundle. He
knew that each handle gripped a long thin blade, worn to razor
thinness from use and his own expert honing. The young witch
took good care of her tools.
Then, suddenly, a cackle of surprise: “What have you brought
with you?”The young witch’s breath was full of lavender and cloves
and malice.
“Nothing,” said the blind man,“I have brought nothing but my
great wheel.”
But the little mandrake was now entering the square, trudging
in the knife-sharpener’s wake, a diminished shadow.
“I see a bloody puppet. How extraordinary!”
“I have no control over your visions, but if you do see something, it’s not my creation. I only sharpen knives; I don’t whittle the
wood.” His white eyes flicked restlessly from side to side. “Perhaps
your sisters have been busy.”
“Perhaps.”
The little mandrake walked past the young witch’s stall.Tiny
fists swung in front of his belly with each naked step.The creature
was almost trampled by a donkey who squealed and started within
the harness traces of its cart.
But the little mandrake walked to the far side of the square,
somehow untouched by the hammering, lading, roiling activity.
Then the creature paused in front of an ornate doorway, the beautiful house where the young Alcalde lived. The little mandrake’s
chest heaved and his head tilted upwards. He crawled up seven steps
Secrets

on his round knees to the threshold, then curled into a purplish ball
and slept.
The knife sharpener tested a blade with his calloused thumb,
the market heaved like a living thing and the young witch laughed.
back to table of contents
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Your Guide to the
Interpretive Center
MARILEE DAHLMAN

Hours:Timed Entry Only
Masks Recommended (for Health and Anonymity)
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About the Center
This is your special place.You won’t be judged and you won’t
be offended. We respect all values, beliefs, heritages and, most
importantly, each person’s interpretation of the past. Many
museums display controversial artifacts. Theme parks offer
dangerous rides.Your Interpretive Center is a perfect and unique
combination!
From time to time in world history, including during the 2020s
in our great nation, anti-statue movements flared. City landmarks
got paint-splattered, broken, burned and removed. And for good
reason—they represented terrible injustices. On the other side of
the coin, some people pointed out the artistic value of these
statues—shouldn’t they be preserved? What if simply more context
about that historical figure was provided somewhere near the statue?
Here at the Interpretive Center, we devised the right approach.
For one thing, an informative sign isn’t nearly enough. What’s

needed is fully immersive, deeply engaging, complete and total
context. Extreme context.
Technology has sufficiently advanced to successfully present
these statues in an authentic and appropriate way. Our founders and
staff—call us Contextualists—tracked down discarded statues from
dusty storage rooms, re-fixed heads to bodies and washed off paint.
We have achieved something great: the resurrection of Debated
Icons in a manner that is truly moral and just, which is to say, moral
and just according to the value system of each individual visitor.
One first-time guest put it like this:
We shouldn’t venerate evil. Some darkness should be left in the
dust of bygone ages. I had my doubts about the Center, but if you
keep an open mind, you just might have the experience of a lifetime!
How It Works
A historical statue meets state-of-the-art science.
Behind each statue stands a self-contained gallery embedded
with virtual reality (VR) technology that brings the historical figure
to life, more real than you can possibly imagine.This cutting-edge,
computer-generated environment allows you to see, hear, touch—
even smell—real figures of our complicated past.
First, select a statue.We have over three hundred on display (not
to mention many busts and oil paintings). Follow the map to find it
on our beautiful estate.Take a moment to contemplate the work.
Perhaps it’s a fearless general on horseback, or maybe it’s a Russian
bronze that still bears the scars of citizens tearing it down.
When you’re ready, enter the VR chamber behind it, and
proceed to interact directly with the historic figure represented by
the statue. Be warned—this is truly a realistic, two-way communication experience. Each word, expression and gesture of a Debated
Icon is programmed based on extensive research by our historians,
and our engineers have created a completely immersive and
sensory-rich virtual space. In the words of a recent visitor:
I gazed into General Custer’s eyes and saw such piercing intelligence. His hair was spun golden silk between my fingers.
Marilee Dahlman
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Interesting—he was more cocksure and self-righteous than I ever
could have imagined. I think if he could storm back to those humid
hills above the Little Bighorn right now, he would.
What’s more, you’ll engage with these figures deep in their own
world. Enter a three-dimensional battlefield, palace, dark alley, or
even the White House itself. Sit in a cold flat at Kazan Imperial
University and chat with a young law student named Vladimir
Lenin. Steady yourself on the Santa Maria’s deck, easterly trade
winds gusting at your back, and discuss astronomy with Christopher
Columbus.Ask Phyllis Schlafly to serve you a cold lemonade. Chat
with her about traditional gender roles, anti-establishment grassroots
agendas, or whatever you like. In this safe space, all the context you
desire is right there waiting for you. From this repeat visitor:
I’d always admired Margaret Thatcher, including her hard-nailed
political style.What a treat to slip into the inner sanctum of 10
Downing. At first, I felt nervous making small talk across the tea
table. But she’d really gotten it wrong on the poll tax and miners
and I told her so. Politely. On subsequent visits, it dawned on me
that British niceties didn’t really apply to these encounters. I could
say and do whatever I wanted with the Iron Lady.
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Of course, many of you, quite justifiably, will want more than a
conversation. We guarantee that our technology can deliver any
scenario you desire. And in virtual reality, social boundaries and
norms do not apply. Day after day, visitors cut off the hand of King
Leopold II, jab Columbus with a syringe full of smallpox, or face
off well-armed against Felix Dzerzhinsky in a prison basement.And
why not? In this environment, there are no consequences.
And don’t forget about our newest feature! On special occasions, we open the VR chambers and allow our Debated Icons to
freely roam the grounds. Simply seat yourself on a plush lawn chair
in the shade or stroll into our sublime, thirteen-pillared domed ballroom. You’ll enjoy an interactive, digital overlay of Debated Icons
by means of our patented overlapping projection, tracking and environmental sensing systems.
Your Guide to the Interpretive Center

The open-air VR option is popular with institutional clients
hosting private fundraisers and similar events.Why not dance with
a Debated Icon, or chat with him about the stock market or election? A recent “Confederates versus Communists” afternoon soccer
match was great fun, with Stonewall Jackson earning his nickname
as an excellent goalie and Jefferson Davis scoring the winning point.
Here’s this testimonial:
As someone who has managed many a political campaign, I was
impressed by the perfect precision of the way both sides ran their
soccer game strategies.All players were so intent on victory. Having
Abraham Lincoln referee was a nice touch. Bringing these men all
together—what a potent force!Whatever your values, this is entertainment unlike any other.Your clients will be impressed.
Another pleased visitor:
Tickets to the Center are pricey but it’s worth it.The buildings are
federalist-style architecture with marble cherry-tree motifs over doorways.The windows are large and perfectly symmetrical. Drawn red
brocade drapery keep the interiors pleasantly dim. Dark blue
carpets emblazoned with gold stars muffle the click of footsteps.The
grounds, which are really like formal parkland, are lined with
orderly rows of indigenous American birch, oak and apple trees.
Our Story.Your Values
Shouldn’t we remember the past to avoid repeating it? Don’t
victims, or descendants of victims, deserve a chance to face perpetrators? Our VR technology allows each Debated Icon to be
appropriately contextualized.
We at the Interpretive Center believe that each person is of
equal value, and each opinion on a Debated Icon is valid and
unique. Unlike classic museums, we don’t rewrite the past—you do.
Enjoy complex interactions arguing justice and political philosophy.
Or just play checkers with a conquistador.
Often, I leave the Center with a totally different view of a Debated
Icon.Take Maximilien Robespierre. He had some very modern
views on the right to bear arms, abolition of slavery, and revoluMarilee Dahlman
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tionary virtue. He’s much more nuanced than all the Reign of
Terror, guillotine stuff, etc. would suggest.
Visitor Information
If you have a question, talk to a Contextualist through conveniently-placed wall touchscreens. People find it all pretty easy and
even elegant:
The Center is enormous, actually a labyrinth of marble corridors and
classical gardens.The cables and electronics are hidden away. Everything is quiet.All you hear is the occasional whir of cellar computer
servers and faint laughter or shrieks from the VR chambers.When I
got lost, I just stopped at a touchscreen and tapped away. The
Contextualists were always helpful, with plenty of ideas on what
Debated Icons I might like to meet and interactions I would enjoy.
The Contextualists all looked kind of similar, with the jovial
charm of Ronald Reagan and noble bearing of a young George
Washington. I could’ve spent days at the Center, exploring. I felt
safe and welcome. No judgments from anyone.
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As you enter, to your left is the Hall of Presidents; to the right, the
Enemies of America Atrium. Take time to explore our grand
gardens, courtyards and orchards. Please obey “staff only” signs. Due
to media misconduct, we have temporarily discontinued the
behind-the-scenes tour.
Fine dining! Stop by our café, which offers historically-inspired
creations that complement our installations. Reserve your table in
advance to do lunch with the Debated Icon of your choice.
Contrary to recent reports, the Debated Icons actually have nothing
to do with food preparation. From another visitor:
There’s that nasty rumor that somehow the virtual reality Richard
Nixon smuggled potentially poisonous mushrooms into the café’s
kitchen and tried to add them to manchego-quince tea sandwiches.
True or not, for me, this adds to the appeal of the Center.You just
don’t know what to expect.And that’s exactly how the real Nixon
would behave, IMHO.
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And a completely different visitor said this:
Media reports are hysterical and lame. It’s true that there are touchscreens in the restrooms, but they are there for convenience. At no
point in time did I see J. Edgar Hoover’s eyes showing up
anywhere.
From yet another visitor:
There’s no ‘eavesdropping’ vibe at all. And don’t you think that
most powerful men and women are three-dimensional, with good
sides and bad, and it’s worth getting a better understanding of what
made them tick?
Our Complicated Past and Exciting Future
The Interpretive Center is funded, designed and administered
by apolitical Contextualists. We are technologists, historians, nonconformists. We are anonymous simply due to the controversial
nature of our enterprise. It’s too bad we can’t be more open with
our identities, because by all metrics, especially attendance figures,
our attempt to display these statues in a fair and appropriate way has
been entirely successful. Many people online rank our Center as a
far superior attraction compared to any of the Smithsonian
museums.There’s no telling how much we will expand.Already, we
have plans for new Interpretive Centers in multiple cities, where we
will install clones of our most popular Debated Icons.We may soon
be able to send Debated Icons into schools as learning lessons and
into your own private home.
Reassurances
A last word on modern-day controversies surrounding our
Center. First, we thrive on being provocative and committed to our
First Amendment right of free speech.There is no propaganda here.
Each experience with a Debated Icon is a safe space for meaningful
dialogue and many other unique interactions.
These Debated Icons are long dead and can’t return and go
rogue, individually or collectively.When it comes to artificial intelligence, there will always be naysayers who are afraid of computers
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“taking over.”That won’t happen here.There are many safeguards
in place. Each figure is contained.They are programmed and do not
actually think for themselves. Everyone knows that artificial intelligence doesn’t have consciousness or free will. They are merely
programmed—trapped, if you will, as they should be. Allegations
that the resurrected icons manipulate visitors or have become
increasingly hostile or are “banding together” are completely false.
We remind all visitors that the Center is not funded with taxpayer
money.Would you join us and play a role in shaping the Interpretive Center for years to come? Each visitor donation contributes to
making these historical figures more and more real.And don’t forget
to sign the petition to establish a patriotic annex on the National
Mall.
Please pay us a visit soon. Our advanced technology provides a
chance to interact with the most influential people in history and
find out exactly what they stood for. Do whatever you like! Don’t
forget, this special place belongs to you.
back to table of contents
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Do You Still?
MARGARET ERHART

y dear darling boy,

M

Here are the similes which are the extent of my ability to
describe our arrival and the place at which we have arrived:
As hot as a teacup filled with dynamite and plunged in a fire.
Silent as the heartbeat of a dead mountaineer frozen in ice
fifteen meters from the summit of Everest. But forgive me, that takes
us away from the overwhelming sensation of HOT! And excuse me,
but Dan Tobin has just introduced noise into this Martian world.
He has somehow found the breath to play his trumpet! I didn’t even
know he was a trumpeter. Somehow he squirreled away the ghastly
instrument and now we are paying the price. I do remember that
you are fond of dinosaurs. Mr. Tobin could be a brontosaurus
blowing his nose.Are you still fond of dinosaurs? I think not. By my
calculations you are a mature man now, and I am close to the age
of quitting life, but the business of space travel keeps one young if
not fit.Well, not fit. I’m afraid I’ve put on quite a belly.
Uh oh. Now Pete Henderson has brought out a ukulele and
Roseanna Seely has produced two spoons which she bangs together
like a pair of chattering teeth. See what happens when five people
are cooped up in a small space for, let’s just say, a great span of time.
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Without access to influences beyond the tired thoughts of their
comrades. Pete is “strumming” that ukulele with hands that are out
of practice, and I feel very badly for the poor instrument. Twang
twang twang. Like a swarm of bees. Do you still have bees? I mean,
does Earth?
As I said, hot as an overcooked pot roast here. Dry as a paperback book flipping its own pages on an outdoor shelf in the desert.
Do you still have books? Terrible clap of thunder-like thing, like the
upstairs neighbors rolling a piano across the floor.What could it be?
Do you still have thunder? Pianos?
back to table of contents
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Let Us Go and
Serve Other Gods
ADAM MCOMBER

Deuteronomy 13: 6-10
“If thy brother, or thy son, or the wife of thy bosom, or thy
friend entice thee secretly, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods,’
thou shalt not consent unto him...do not hearken unto him...thine
hand shall be first upon him...and thou shalt stone him with stones,
that he die...(but as soon as the first of these stones is cast, you may
pause and think: Where might we find these other gods? For haven’t you
always wondered such things when you were alone in the quiet of
your rooms? So, let me show you now...follow me into this dark
fissure...this narrow wound in the earth. Come down past the places
where the dead are buried. See how they are laid out, flowers
pressed to the hollows of their eyes.They rest in the rooms of towers
that do not rise but fall deeper into the earth. See the plague pits
here with their death parades. Corpses dressed in florid silk. See
stacks of coffins made of marble and brass and ivory.Then, beneath
these newly dead, see the bones of the old beasts that once walked
the earth when the sky was dim and the black stars hung closer than
the moon. Listen to the sounds the stars made as they turned in the
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hollows of that sky. Follow me down deeper still. See the buried
pyramids and ziggurats of the old kingdoms, the mastabas and the
painted caves. Here, there are circles drawn in the earth. Here, there
are remnants of the first garden, ferns pressed beneath the weight of
time, pits of ancient fruit, scattered.We are deeper now.And yet we
must travel further still.Trailing down the empty corridors of silver
ships that once sailed the darkness of the cosmos before there was
land or water or even light.We nod to the old sailors resting in their
metal cabins, long-fingered men with odd black eyes, dressed in
collars of emerald and gold. And on we travel, until it seems as if
there will soon be no earth left to plumb. Perhaps, we grow tired.
Perhaps, we lie down and close our eyes.As we fall asleep, our bodies
slide on loose pebbles, moving us into deeper caverns still.We come
to rest on the floor of an old house made of neither wood nor
stone.We do not see the occupants of the old house because we are
asleep. And these occupants step quietly around our heads, careful
not to wake us.We ask ourselves [because we have travelled so far
and because we have left so much behind] are these, then, the other
gods? The ones our friends tried to warn us about? Have we finally
found them here at the center of the earth? We ask these questions
in our dreams, even as the figures kneel down to kiss our mouths, to
stroke our cheeks with fine and ancient hands.They will show us
(will they not?) that we needn’t have gone searching, for we are
loved and have always been loved here deep inside the earth).”
back to table of contents
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Let Us Go and Serve Other Gods

Everything Ain’t For Everybody
LYNDSEY ELLIS

omeone spilled orange juice next to the black eyed peas Thelma
left sitting in the sun. Genie blocked out the drone of hovering
yellow jackets and wiped off the table with a wet rag, the whole
time swearing her best friend’s dish wouldn’t see the inside of a
throat or stomach. No one ate black eyed peas at garage sales on
muggy mornings during 4th of July weekend.
But, that was just like Thelma to botch things. She did stuff she
had no business doing, like counting braids, wearing white pants in
February, opening umbrellas indoors and washing clothes on the last
Friday of the year. Didn’t know toner from cleanser either, or which
order to apply them, and it showed. Goddamn, it showed.

S

Thelma stopped in front of Genie cleaning the table and feigned
surprise.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d ask who the hell are you and what
have you done with my Genie?”
“And, I wouldn’t tell you a damn thing until you do what you
need to do.”
Thelma smiled sweetly and winked, her pink gums crowding
her teeth like mutant silly putty. By nature, she was nauseatingly
agreeable, which also meant she was two-faced. And, she had poor
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posture, like a teenage girl with big breasts. Only she was far from a
teenage girl and her breasts weren’t all that big, either.
“You want what you want, don’t you?” Thelma asked Genie.
Her tone was barely audible under the giddy current of her neighbors’ voices. Up close, the purple contact lenses in her eyes looked
too pixelated and noticeably fake.
Since dawn, Genie had eyed people leafing through clothes on
the makeshift racks in Thelma’s open garage. They fussed over
shelves full of trinkets—board games, romance novels, Mary Kay
sample kits—in her driveway. They listened to Thelma make up
outlandish histories on items that she had the most trouble parting
with. All of them let her talk them up on the price while their
mimosas kicked in.
The real treasure, Genie knew, was inside Thelma’s house.
Clutching the handle of her purse, Genie imagined the
brooch—an aqua egg-shaped middle with a sterling silver lining—
and matching earrings inside Thelma’s guest bedroom. The cold
weight of the ornaments between her fingers as she pulled them,
one by one, out of the jewelry box. How they shined against her
cocoa skin.
Thelma insisted the jewelry was rotten. But, how could something so divine—so expensive—be no good? That it belonged to her
late great-grandmother, a brothel madam who once lived in
Thelma’s hand-me-down house, was worth celebrating, not
denouncing.
She’d shared this hidden fact two summers ago and immediately became an envied sensation in Genie’s eyes. Respectable.
Worthy.
“I don’t want to talk about this,”Thelma insisted the night she
shared her family’s secret with Genie over dinner.Tears in her eyes,
she balanced the plate on her lap and chugged her glass of wine.
“Girl, please,” said Genie. She smashed down on her fettucine
with her fork, a habit she’d had since childhood, and listened for the
crisp snap of sauce against noodles. “What, you think everybody’s
got a squeaky clean past? I think it’s kind of charming.”
“Yeah, you would.”
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“Be glad she was a boss.” Genie watched her best friend caress
the jewelry box’s brass-colored key, place it against her mouth and
kiss it weakly.
“Not what I call female empowerment.”
“Not like she sold your grandmamma down the river.You here,
ain’t you?”
Genie reached across the couch for the key but she wasn’t fast
enough for Thelma who pulled away and hid it behind her back.
She tried to block out the sliver of annoyance, followed by anger,
pricking at her. Thelma didn’t know how good she had things.
Better her great-grandmother be a head Woman of the Night than
no woman at all, like her own mother, her sister, her aunts, and every
woman who’d either left or died before Genie was old enough to
get a driver’s license. What good were relatives if one couldn’t
remember, or be told, anything about them?
“Uh-huh,” was all Thelma said as she plucked a wishbone from
the turkey on her plate. She sucked the meat off it and hurled it
across the room, missing the trash.
“You so dense,” said Genie, retrieving the bird bone. She held
one side of it out to Thelma.“We have to make a wish.”
“You still believe in all that?”
“Damn right. Let’s go.”
That night, Genie broke off the largest piece of bone. She knew
it was the universe’s way of telling her she had a chance at the
brooch and earrings.When or how, she didn’t know. But, she would.
It would take putting up with Thelma and occasionally telling
her about herself.There were times when Genie could barely stand
the thought of being seen chatting with her on just any street.Too
much tackiness—or, what Thelma liked to call eccentricity—had
gotten the best of her over the years. She was no longer the revered
tomboy of their youth who’d taught Genie how to puff Virginia
Slims and beat the neighborhood boys at playing Jax in the back
alley. Nor, was she the stately prom queen who bragged about losing
her virginity to a college kid under Nookie Bridge hours before
the dance.
Because she’d always been the first of them to try anything,
Lyndsey Ellis
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Thelma burned out fast and had nowhere else to go but down.To
Genie, she was now worse than dull. At least boring meant being
predictable and having a solid sense of normalcy. Both of their
divorces, within two months of each other—Thelma’s first, in
typical fashion—polished Genie while it stripped her best friend of
her spark and made her embarrassingly careless about everything.
Freakish beyond repair.
“You look crazier than a fool serving beans for breakfast.”
Genie folded her arms and shook her head at the table of food
in front of Thelma’s garage sale.
“You said have a dish, so I made a dish.”
“I meant like biscuits or quiche.”
“Lord Jesus.”Thelma laughed, waved her hands between them.
“Did you make fruit cake for later, too?” Genie joked.
“I should have.”
“Honey, you know we eat key lime pie in the summertime.
Banana bread pudding. 7-Up cake.”
“Says who?”
“Everybody Black,” Genie said. “What color are you today?”
“Whatever color you want me to be, as long as you behave. I’m
not selling the jewelry. Not even to you.”
Thelma walked off to greet newcomers approaching her lawn.
Genie stared at her thin frame, struggling to walk in bronze pumps
that squeaked when her feet sweat. Her backless dress exposed the
patch of skin where most people could never reach. Even from afar,
Genie could see it was dry and peeling.
To take her mind off sizzling in the sun, Genie gathered the
empty bottles of champagne and juice. She nearly gagged at the
untouched pan of black eyed peas. The dish was beginning to
smell like dumpster juice and resembled thousands of sautéed stink
bugs.
“Want me to fix you a to-go plate, Missy?”
Thelma tipped the checkered wide brim hat on Genie’s head.
“No, ma’am.And, who says I’m ready to leave?You kicking me
out already?”
“Thought you had a bingo game at the Y tonight.”
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Genie pulled down her sunglasses with her finger and batted
her eyes at Thelma.
“Well, you see, I can’t go without wearing this lovely ensemble
I’m picking up at a garage sale, of all places. It’s such a steal.”
“Then I guess you’re not going,” said Thelma.
“How much?”
“You so hardheaded.”
Genie leaned into Thelma until she smelled the sickening
sweetness of the holding spray in her weave.
“$200.”
“Better stop while you ahead.”
“$250.”
“Genie, no.”
“$315.Take it or leave it.”
Thelma flitted away to mingle with more guests. Genie noticed
the skin around her best friend’s elbows sagged and looked as dark
as the circles under her eyes. She remembered the photo Thelma
showed her of her great-grandmother.The woman was fascinating.
Drenched in seduction and a gray mink coat. Her eyes burned into
Genie’s as the aqua brooch and the earrings pulled all the energy in
the room toward the photo.
The day dragged on like a stubborn mule. An endless blur of
people browsed, bought, laughed, and drank at the garage sale. By
mid-afternoon, most of the clothes racks were scant and the shelves
bare, save for a rainbow plasma lamp and a pack of Uno cards.
One of the shoppers, a stout man in navy khakis, paid his
money to Thelma for a floor mirror he’d found. She stuffed the cash
inside her bra and tried lifting the glass. It slipped out of her hands
and shattered, shards of shiny glass flinging a kaleidoscope of color
across the concrete.
Just like Thelma, Genie thought. Clumsy, with bad luck
breathing down her neck.
Before she could talk herself out of it, she went inside Thelma’s
house to get a broom and dust pan for the mess.The kitchen was
stuffy and vacant. Fruit flies buzzed lazily over a bowl of bruised
apples on the counter. Genie scowled at the jungly green walls that
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made her feel even hotter, stickier. She pictured Thelma, mopping
the floor after 9 p.m., dismissing the fact that she was in danger of
mopping years off her life, as tradition confirmed.
The dishwasher’s hum grew louder, higher. Genie held her
chest and willed her thoughts to become a blank white space as she
climbed the stairs and entered Thelma’s guest bedroom.The stale air
hit her hard like an invisible hand. She bypassed the tiny bed and
moved to the nightstand next to the window.
Surprisingly, the doors to the jewelry box were open and
inviting. Hands shaking, Genie reached for the aqua brooch and
matching earrings. She closed her eyes and rubbed the pieces across
her cheek, her throat and her breast bone. Felt sky and water
crashing into each other.
“Put it back.”
Genie peered at Thelma’s small frame reflecting through the
window pane.The sunset’s milky blend of sapphires, mauves, and
golds gave her the saint-like glow of a figure on one of those prayer
candles she liked to stash in her basement.
“Give me a price, will you?” Genie said, irritated.
“It’s not for you.”
“You never wear these. I’ll put them to good use.”
Thelma sighed. The bed groaned as she plopped down on it.
“Everything ain’t for everybody,” she said.
“What’s that mean?”
“Just what I said, Genevieve.”
A dry laugh escaped Genie. She couldn’t remember the last
time anyone called her by her full name.That settled it—the jewelry
wasn’t leaving this house without a full-fledged cat fight.
“Why?” Thelma asked her, a pitiful quiver in her bottom lip.
Genie squeezed the jewelry in her hand until one of the
earrings’ backs nearly pierced her palm. She had no room for
“whys.”Thelma, on the other hand, always asked the “whys” because
she thought they were easy and she was only interested in surface
answers. She liked putting the reasons for things in little, neat packages. Genie figured it made her feel safe and good.
“Where do you keep the cleaner for these?”
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Genie didn’t wait for Thelma to respond. She put on the
earrings and clasped the brooch onto her blouse. A blinding coldness rushed through her, nearly knocking her down. She felt fur
matting in her mouth.The fast thump of blood pounding filled her
ears.
“Everything ain’t for everybody,” Thelma repeated. From the
angle of the bed, it was hard to tell if the ends of her mouth pointed
upward or downward—whether she was smiling or frowning.
The air turned into nails clawing at Genie’s neck.A blues song
played from somewhere in the walls. Underneath it, women cackled
and men ground their teeth. The night’s first fireworks exploded
across the sky, spreading faster than warm blood over jewelry.
back to table of contents
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BERARDO MANARI

made my way down to the lake: my one hour of daily exercise. It
didn’t take long to grow used to seeing masked individuals talking
into their cameras again, or crossing the street against the traffic lights
because there were so few cars in the city anymore.The rules were
easier to enforce this time.We knew the drill. But there were still the
wary eyes, passersby side–stepping each other like landmines.
When I reached the park grounds, I wandered under an April
sky buzzing with red–eyed spider drones. Pathways wound along
the lake edge, up slopes, across foot bridges, through fabricated
caves—and all over this trail, local artists had installed their work. I
moved in a mindless trance disrupted only when I blindly penetrated an orgy of black flies, swatting spastically at the air and
coughing on tens of them. Soon, I forgot my feet again and simply
walked until, surprised, I ended up back home; and it was like
waking from sleep, fumbling to locate my fob, my key, my apartment door. If you were to ask me what had so engrossed my mind,
I would say: nothing. It was an empty hour of walking in a white fog.
I entered my apartment and was received by the mortifying
scent of solitude I could never chase away. Still, I opened the
balcony door, then read an old magazine, wrote a poem, ate soup,
and before long the day was enveloped by night.

I
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Soon it would be Monday, and I would have to return to work,
which had become scarce in the recession, but I am a housekeeper
and the rich don’t clean, not even with all this time on their hands.
It was strange at first, cleaning around them as they worked from
home, trying to be invisible, a ghost-servant sighted in the background of video conference calls. But as with everything else, you
get used to it.
Sunday nights were usually when he would contact me, though
not every Sunday. I decided to get ready, just in case. I placed my
laptop on the toilet where I could see it, and located a new makeup
tutorial I had been meaning to try. Examining my pores in a two–
sided mirror, my heart sank as though my ugliness were a revelation.
After a close shave, I slathered the foundation, only too eager to
spackle the divots.
Mid-face, my phone bleeped.An email notification:
–u around?
Familiar imperatives gathered within me like a witch’s chant—
drop everything, be available, now before you lose his attention. I
dashed off my reply, and he responded:
–can u host for long?
It pleased me when he wanted extended, intense time with me.
–Yes.
–u got poppers n booze?
–Yes.
–imma smoke inside.
Once, I told him I was allergic to smoke but he threatened not
to come.
–Okay.
–send addy and buzzer apt number.
After five years, he still asked for this. A reminder that I was
nobody.
–im drunk and aggressive. gonna fuck hard.
All blood left my brain.This rehearsed script never ceased to
turn me into a depraved puddle.
I knew better than to push, or pry, which was why he had no name,
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why we had never exchanged numbers, why I had only ever seen
him in a baseball cap and sunglasses and in semi-darkness. Still, two
years ago, I had been watching the news when I began to think the
reporter looked a lot like the guy I had been hosting for three years.
He was in his early thirties, brown too, with the same angular jaw—
but what I focused on was the crooked smile, moustache slinking
up his cheek like a caterpillar.
On the reporter’s Facebook, there was a photo of him with a
woman. It was a professional portrait in black and white. They
were dressed up, a carnation in his lapel.Their foreheads touched.
This photo cast the most doubt: that’s not his nose, his ears aren’t that
small.
Over the next year, my suspicion only whined in the background of our encounters.Then, one night, he left my place in an
unusual rush, mentioning a red-eye flight. I turned on the news the
next morning, only to see the same anchor covering a story in
another city. Now, this might have amounted to little significance
had I not thought to check the app on which we had first met. His
profile was now several miles away, the exact distance from my
apartment to this other city.The discovery surged through my body
and I felt levitated by it.
The indisputable proof came just one year ago, when I finally
built the courage to rifle through his jeans as he slept. First his
phone, locked, no telling screen saver, all notifications on private.
Then there it was, the lone credit card, no wallet. I struggled to read
the embossed name in the darkness. I rushed to the window, tilting
the card until, finally, the faded letters caught the moonlight.
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With extra bobby pins, I secured my wig, needing it to stay in place
when he put me in this, then that position. I lit scented candles in
every room and sat in the penumbra, as nervous as the first time. I
checked my phone, it was midnight. He would keep me waiting. I
moved to the bathroom and inspected myself by candlelight.
Slanting my head, I smiled, practiced my hello, hey you, sup, so softly
even I was aroused, coming into my purpose.
Back on the couch, I turned on the television, watching as Neil
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Armstrong lookalikes were praised for their frontline efforts to help
the infected who continued to multiply like bed bugs.
My phone bleeped:
–u ready?
–Yes.
–dolled up? wig makeup?
–Yes.
–omw. have beer and ashtray ready, gonna destroy u.
I turned up the music so my neighbours wouldn’t hear my
struggle. Soon, he arrived. Below his shaded eyes, he wore a surgical
mask, and on his hands, seafoam green gloves. I recalled the time he
muttered something, while pulling out of my spent body. I had
asked him to repeat it, but of course he wouldn’t, not because it
might hurt me, but because it was something I wanted him to do.
You make me sick.That’s what he had said. He wasn’t speaking about
physical sickness, illness, but rather how I disgusted him. Beneath
my hair and makeup, I had been witnessed. He had seen me, and still
retuned time after time.
On this night, his hazmat disguise had more to do with bodily
danger. Even though neither of us had been branded with a red
contagious-wristband, it was still reckless, meeting up as we did. But
it also made me feel desired, a risk worth taking. It wasn’t fear, but
maybe faith, that I inferred.The blind trust that must exist between
two strangers, even in ordinary times. Every one of us contains the
power to exact such devastation in a mere flash. I remember as a
teenager, standing next to a friendly man on the subway platform
who accepted the handshake of a passerby, only to end up sizzled
like bacon on the third rail.
I am young enough to have missed the AIDS crisis, but came
of age in its shadow, fear and trust flanking every sexual encounter
I can remember. So, I know how one’s vigilance fatigues with time.
He ordered me into the bedroom, onto my knees, my wobblyheeled descent turning him on. His erection leapt out of his pants
and into my mouth. It was long and bowed in the middle, like a
boomerang, requiring him to torque my neck at an odd angle to
force it all the way down.Then he dragged me onto the bed and
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tied my hands behind my back.While entering me, he smothered
my face into the mattress. Briefly, I imagined what it would look
like to watch this performance—my bed, a stage. But mostly, I disappeared into myself for a duration that defied the clock, until finally
he collapsed onto me and fell asleep. Under him, I was there.
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A deafening Alert from our phones stabbed into our sleep.
“What the fuck!”
On his way to the living room, he turned off the music that was
still playing. He tripped over something, cursing the darkness. I
reached for my phone to tell the time, but I was bound.
“Will you untie me? What is it this time?” I could taste coppery
blood, which wasn’t uncommon, for I often cherished cuts and
bruises as mementos of our exchange.
He slid open the balcony door, taking a call. A dissonance of
what sounded like a fog horn and a recess bell filled the room, while
the fresh air eased the cigarette stench.
The angry Alert sounded again. He returned, pulled on his
clothes and left me scratching at my wrists. I heard the front door
slam behind him. Godlike, a drone repeated its command: A Hold
and Secure order is in effect. Remain indoors until further notice. These
emergency lockdowns were infrequent and usually lifted the next
day. I was thinking about the drone’s voice, a kindly British woman,
wondering why they had chosen her over a militant male bark,
when I heard the apartment door again.
“Fuck!” he shouted.“Fuck my life!”
The sunglasses had returned. “Don’t say a word,” he grunted,
answering another call.After a few words, he hung up, advanced the
bed and tied my feet together too. Every redundant tug, each superfluous knot was charged with an awareness of its own futility. He
could not force the moon to tarry.
“I don’t want this.” I declared, at last.These were new words for
me.“I’m not playing, now,” I said, but it sounded more like singing.
Back in the living room, he spoke presumably to his boss. He
said he’d make calls from here, and tweet any updates. He
rummaged through my drawers, maybe for paper and a pen, then
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turned on the television, probably to baffle my ears, before going
onto the balcony. Soon, he walked back inside, with someone on
speakerphone, and started clicking on my keyboard.
Whenever the caller spoke his name, it was as if my apartment
walls sighed. But this person on the other side of my bedroom was
not the gruff man who had been visiting me for years. A highstrung logomaniac sat at my desk, dressed in the clothes of that other
man, the one who tied up old crossdressers and fucked them until
they bled.
When I was nine, we went on a class trip to a TV studio where
they had filmed a music-video program at the time. I shrieked upon
seeing theVJ’s in real life, their red mouths and drawn-on eyes.They
looked like surprised clowns.
“Get this rope off of me!”
I tried freeing my limbs, drifting in and out of sleep, stirred
finally by the lightening sky. Faded red and blue lights from the
street throbbed on my bedroom walls, siren cries a white noise. It
still reeked of smoke and my bones hurt. I desperately needed to
use the bathroom.When I called out, he didn’t say anything. All I
heard was the television reporting of looters and riots and flaming
police cars. And here I was, bound to this bed, wondering if the
surgical mask and rubber gloves might assist in my murder, because
now I had knowledge, and he would have to do away with me. No.
No, that would be a fitting end for someone else. It was daylight,
my wig had fallen off my head, and I would more likely die of starvation, hog-tied on my bed, in a pile of my own shit.
For several Sundays, I waited for late-night emails I knew would
never come. His profile had been deleted from the app.All evidence
of him had retreated. I was left with the TV him, weightless, only
his voice filling my apartment, reporting on the sorry state of the
world.At one time, I would have said that the dying sun or a wicked
government would sooner bring upon the end of us. Now, every
body was its own ticking timebomb.
One Sunday night, I did my makeup and, for the first time, had
the idea to leave my apartment this way. In the cool darkness, I
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moved among the homeless and the criminal, heedless denizens
who still huddled for warmth, passed joints, shared bottles and
needles. For them, the threat of death was nothing new. By the lake,
I discovered the art deposited like Easter eggs in the public park.
Maybe it was because these installations were meant to be seen at
night, part of a light-exhibition, that they hadn’t roused me on my
daylight walks. I was drawn to a tapered silo glowing blue against
the black lake-water and perched on a gravelly hilltop. The scree
shifted slightly as I reached for the summit. Winded, I briefly
worried the contagion had latched itself onto the hairs of the cells
of my weakened lungs, but soon my breath was once more flowing
in and out to the rhythms of the waves lapping the shore.
At the base of the sculpture was a placard that read Envelopod. It
was said to be a rendering of the cryptid serpent who haunts these
lake waters, threatening ship wrecks and violent wakes. I caught on
that word, wake, earthquake, awake? Up close, the figure was tall and
lean with scalloped scales and it seemed to be reaching its pointed
head toward the moon.The scales permitted only glimpses of the
light within, as if shielding something precious, some important
incubation within its cocoon of copper and acrylic. I placed my
hand on its skin and vibrated. It felt like benediction, this
communion between me and the suffering creature understood
only for its potential to destroy.
back to table of contents

134

Envelopod

Wait. Watch.
GRAHAM ROBERT SCOTT

ait,” Prateeksha says.“Watch.”

“W

The sea is glass.The wind, still.The sun, just above the horizon.
Our rented boat rides, engine silenced, on a reflection of the sky.
A minute later, her quarry erupts from below. A primordial
black hole—not to be confused with its larger, cinematic cousins—
has a distinctive look at odds with its name. As this one leaps from
the ocean, following the ellipse of its orbit high into the sky, it trails
a ribbon of swirling, enthralled water. Sky and clouds behind it
distort as though viewed through a fisheye lens. From here, the
object isn’t black at all. It’s all of the colors around it, whorled by
some divine, mad painter.
She clutches my arm in scientific rapture. For someone with a
hypothesis, witnessing confirmation is like holding a newborn. Look,
it has my eyes! (On the opposite side of the black hole—where the
fisheye lens looks back at us—it probably does.)
Prateeksha’s ability to shrug off naysayers awes me.“I know the
data are intriguing, but there’s a reason we call some odds astronomical,” Niles Long said to chuckles at the conference. Instead of
writing up a response, Prateeksha calculated a trajectory from
seismic readings and subtle GPS errors. Listened to poetry on the
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flight, Marcus Aurelius on the drive, seagulls on the water. I tagged
along, having hooked an editor on the strength of her personality
and the controversy, the science, but here we are now, parked equidistant between the place the black hole emerged and where it will
soon reenter, an unremarkable patch of water where we can witness
the event without becoming part of it.
Had the hole passed through the Earth and continued on its
way, it would have been merely interesting—a drive-by greeting
from a bubble of funhouse space, something I was surprised to learn
happens every thousand years or so. But this one didn’t just pass
through. Against odds so long that there are only two of us in the
boat, it’s hung around, caught in a narrow, eccentric orbit that hooks
around the center of the planet. Prateeksha figures another gravity
well banked it into a path overlapping our own before we picked it
up like a bug on a windscreen. Because most of its path lies below
ground, it gains mass with every loop. In time, its accretion disk will
blaze like a new sun.
The black hole reaches apogee. Dives.
I track it by eye. Prateeksha, by camera.
When the hole returns to the sea, it leaves in its wake a deep,
weird dimple as the surface chases it. Seawater sucked into the
sky falls in a thin, warm rain. The air is chilly, so the heat feels
good.
I begin composing in my head. Composition is both work and
therapy. Turns subjects into objects, puts me in charge of them. I
work on a pithy comparison to convey its mass to readers. Imagine
an asteroid like Pallas, large enough to fit the state of Wyoming between its
poles. Now crush it until it fits on the tip of a human hair.
Prateeksha hugs my arm and rests her head on my shoulder. For
a moment, I wonder if this is a carpe diem thing. The world is ending,
do a reporter. But no, that’s not it. She’s looking at the world, appreciating the view.
She hasn’t said how long before things get ugly. I should ask,
should have asked, but the question poses its own event horizon,
doesn’t it? A point past which there is no return. Struck vague, I say,
“Now what?”
Wait. Watch.

She juts her chin at the horizon, which the sun is on course to
intercept.
“I want to see the flash.”
I have no idea what she means. She turns her head, peers up,
gives me an odd look.There isn’t a hint of worry or strain in her
eyes. Just life, curiosity, humanity. I’m pulled in, fall into her orbit.
My heartrate slows to match the low, patient swells of a tranquil sea.
“The green flash?” she says, trying again.
I shake my head.
“Sometimes,” she says,“just as the sun vanishes over the ocean’s
horizon, there’s a flash of green.”
It’s my first time on an ocean.“Really?”
“I’ve never seen it,” she admits.“Tried before. But I blink a lot,
and it’s a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it thing.”
“How’s that work? The green flash?”
“Hush. Don’t spoil the poetry of it.”
“Okay.”
“Wait,” she says.“Watch.”
back to table of contents

137

Graham Robert Scott

The Pageant

AVIS LANG AND NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON

steemed colleagues of The Hundred,” Lunn pleaded,
struggling to keep the rage out of his voice, “why are so
many of you insisting we discuss the deficit? There’s a titanosaur in
the room. Should we just wait for it to trample us?”
Venting a long, puffy sigh as he sank back down in the Speaker’s
chair, Lunn briefly cast his eyes toward the chamber’s neo-Baroque
dome, with its pink-tinged fantasia of maidens and cherubs frolicking amid the clouds. Painterly fluff inspired by a long-ago
century. Nothing could be more unlike the present.
An archaeologist fond of working patiently with other careful,
patient folk, Lunn had never sought the speakership, never imagined he’d be begged to spend most of his eleventh decade heading
up Terra’s ruling coterie of oligarchs. But here he was—chance
inheritor of all the rights to all the Northern Territories’ waterways—now in the middle of an eight-year term of governing the
ungovernable, trying to maneuver his fellow one-percenters into
carrying out their assigned task of protecting Terra and its eleven
billion citizens. No more drawn-out dinners with his relentlessly
brilliant daughter, arguing about the possibility of a better world.
No more two-month excavations in ancient Mexico or old
Manhattan.

“E
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Seething and sweating as he tried to keep himself from shouting
at his colleagues, Lunn said to his inner self, Breathe, breathe, just
breathe.These people are terror-stricken. None of this is your fault.
You didn’t launch a giant UFO from Kepler-62 and personally
usher it into our solar system.
The spacecraft was now within targeting range of Terra. The
Hundred needed a plan. Maybe Thenna would help him dream one
up at dinnertime if he broke the rules and told her what was
happening.
He hoisted himself to his feet. “People. Friends. Colleagues. I
repeat: this object is not a rogue rock. If it were, we would deflect it.
Members, this is a potential near-term threat.A colossal, unimaginably advanced spacecraft will arrive in our neighborhood within
weeks. Possibly this vessel is programmed to destroy every person
on our planet. Who can say? We have to confront this now. Not
months from now, when some commission presents an interim
report. Now.”
Normally, meetings of The Hundred were virtual, held every
Thursday via top-security QuantumTable from ten in the morning
until one in the afternoon. Not this time. Not with this at stake.This
time Lunn had demanded that every last oligarch be in Berlin,
seated at their inherited desks in the chamber, before he would tell
them what was happening.
“Members, I’m trying to focus on reality. Please help me do so.
If you noticed, I mentioned only the possibility, not the probability,
of destruction.We don’t know and can’t know what’s coming at us.”
Lunn closed his eyes and bit at his lower lip to steady it. Dampness surged in his underarms and the many folds of his midsection.
“But here’s what we do know.This object is hundreds of times
larger than anything we’ve ever constructed ourselves. Solar Space
Surveillance picked up its presence two months ago—just minutes
before our satellites and communications links were put into safe
mode because of the impending supernova in Virgo. I doubt the
timing was coincidental. I think these entities, these…whatever the
hell they are…may be able to monitor the temperature and pressure of star interiors, and that they knew long ago when Virgo’s
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brightest star, Spica, would go supernova—and how many centuries
later its blast of energy would reach us. I also think they knew we
wouldn’t register any signs of the supernova until just a few months
beforehand, giving us very little time to mount our defenses.”
Lunn paused for a few more sighs of desperation. “Last week,
our space scientists used our old ground-based telescopes to calculate its speed, size, trajectory, time of arrival, a few other things—not
that the trajectory can’t change, since we’re assuming this thing is
highly maneuverable.We’d be idiots to presume otherwise. But we
can’t give up all hope of meaningful action as if we were living in
the fourteenth century, sitting around praying while the Black
Death kills us off by the millions.”
A bearded sixty-something member from the Rocky Mountain region of the Union of Northern Territories, a rancher with as
much give as a concrete wall, banged on his desk bell and rose to
have his say.The swirling pattern of deep-green photosynthetic biocells that decorated his golden forehead bunched themselves up in
a frown.
“Colleagues. Friends and adversaries.” He ostentatiously laid his
oversized right hand on his overstuffed right pocket, as if to remind
the other oligarchs of his insistence on carrying barely hidden
weapons.“We’ve always known that someday there would be a real
crisis. Now the ultimate confrontation is a few billion kilometers
and a few days away.We need to get all the children, sick, and elderly
into our bunkers, and all the weapons and fighters ready to deploy.
I move we issue an immediate Orange Alert and then adjourn this
meeting.The fate of our species rests in our hands.”
A crowd of members jumped to their feet as the man sat down,
but Speaker Lunn overrode them all.
“Thank you, Mubb.We couldn’t have asked for a clearer articulation of the Defenders’ point of view. Issuing an Orange Alert may
be necessary at some point, but I’m not sure we should declare
danger before we’ve developed a solid response to it. Corrh?”
A thin, stooped, copper-skinned man with a few vintage pencils
protruding from his vest pocket made a slight nod accompanied by
a fleeting smile.“What I want to say is simple: it’s irrational to talk
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about weapons and war when we’re on the verge of encountering
organisms—or their surrogates—that have mastered so much more
of the universe than we have. Our best weapons would probably
have as much impact on them as throwing cherry pits at a stone
wall.”
“Hear, hear!” yelled half the assembly, stamping their heels on
the diamond-tiled floor as the other half sat immobile and silent.
A very tall physician from Greater China cut through the din.
“What concerns me is the potential for a planetwide microbial or
viral assault, carried out by vehicles not too different from our own
microdrones.” She paused and looked down at the many silver rings
on her left hand. Every visible inch of her neck and arms displayed
rose tattoos amid the life-sustaining patterns of green foliage.“That
kind of assault would certainly be launched at distance. We’d be
exterminated within days if not hours.”
”I have exactly the same fear,” said a renowned epidemiologist,
scion of a vaccine conglomerate. “After all, we’ve run preliminary
tests on that scenario ourselves. And these aliens have no doubt
moved beyond the testing stage.”
Moments later, a hush began to spread through the chamber.
Morra,The Hundred’s only astrophysicist, was tapping her desk bell
and rising unsteadily to her feet.At a hundred and forty, she was the
oldest natural-born oligarch. Over her long lifetime, she’d monitored three Milky Way supernovas and managed a dozen
species-threatening asteroid deflections. Her eyes were obscured by
large mediators, her neck hung loose to the collarbone, and the
green geometries on her forehead and cheeks had sunk into deep
creases of slackened skin. Unlike almost every other well-to-do
Terran of every gender, Morra had refused cosmetic rejuvenation.
“Mesdames, messieurs;Terrans and honorable colleagues,” began
the aged scientist, “why are we fixated solely on worst-case
scenarios? Your fears are not irrelevant, but please also consider the
possibility that these visitors might primarily be curious about us.
“If I were commander of that vessel,” she continued, “I would
park it at the Earth–Moon L2 and send out probes to survey the situation here. L2, you may recall, is one of the five Lagrangian points,
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where Earth’s gravity, the Moon’s gravity, and the centrifugal force
of the rotating two-body system all more or less balance out.A craft
can hover at L2 with minimal expenditure of energy. It’s close
enough to Terra—about one and a half million kilometers—to facilitate side trips. In addition, it’s more private than the other
Lagrangian points, since it lies beyond the far side of Luna.We too
have space assets there, but as you know, since all our assets are locked
in safe mode, they’re currently incapable of surveillance—”
As she paused to cough, dozens of members hurled comments
at her. Typically, Mubb’s roar triumphed over the rest. “We don’t
have time for astronomy lessons or crazy talk about curiosity.We’re
in mortal danger here.That pre-empts everything.”
“We hear you, Mubb,” said Morra, her voice still cracking,“and
we recognize your priorities. But I plead with my compatriots to
hear me out and also let me catch my breath occasionally.
“Individually, each of us is free to believe what we wish unless
those beliefs impinge on another person. But during the hours that
we collectively serve as The Hundred, we’re obligated to focus on
evidence and avoid irrationality.This is the evidence:A huge spacecraft is hurtling through the interstellar vacuum on a path that
brings it rapidly nearer to the inner solar system.Terra might be its
ultimate destination. The scientific and technological knowledge
needed to build such a craft is far beyond what Terrans—or, for that
matter, any other civilization we’re familiar with-—have achieved.
The spacecraft’s occupants or flight controllers may be sentient
beings or sentient machines. I contend that before we can discuss,
let alone devise, an appropriate action plan, we need more
evidence.”
Thenna could see that her father was pretending to be absorbed in
polishing his prized American Civil War–era musket. She could also
see that he looked uncharacteristically somber.
“Lunn, did you hear what I asked you?”
“No,Thenna honey, I didn’t.What was it?”
“I asked you why all the members are here in Berlin.The last
time there was a face-to-face session of The Hundred was two
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decades ago, right after that huge solar flare that damaged all the
satellites.What’s happening this time? Plus, as soon as you walked in
the door this evening, you told me there was something you wanted
to talk about at dinner—and then you never brought it up.”
Lunn blew out the longest, loudest sigh his daughter had ever
heard him produce, shook his head from side to side and then up
and down, threw up his hands, and collapsed into the nearest
armchair.
“And by the way, Papa, I’ve never heard you sigh and groan as
much as you have these past few days.”
“I’m not surprised, dear. There’s a lot to groan about. I’m
supposed to be in charge of ninety-nine unjustifiably powerful
people, at least ninety of whom can’t process a new idea. But look,
I’m not going to give you all the details. I’m only going to tell you
the basics, and then you absolutely have to leave me alone so I can
think. If you come up with a genuine solution, tell me. Otherwise,
please just leave me alone so I can mourn the fate of everything I
know and love.”
Early on,Thenna had learned from her father that appearing to
be attentive was a useful tactic, but she’d soon surpassed him at it.
Whenever she talked with people who knew something worth
knowing, she’d continually nod and smile, which encouraged them
to keep rambling and generally resulted in their divulging more
than they’d ever intended. Even Lunn could fall victim to her skills.
By the time he stopped spilling the story,Thenna knew everything knowable about the incoming spacecraft. She also had a
picture of the current competing factions within The Hundred and
the near-impossibility of their agreeing on a sensible response.
Even at age sixty or seventy,Thenna would have been impressive. At thirty-eight, she was dazzling.After taking advantage of her
clan’s wealth and status to study privately with retired historians and
delve into obsolete media archives, she’d thrown herself into
reviving a long-defunct UNESCO campaign to preserve Terra’s
irreplaceable heritage.While most Members regarded her work as
unimportant, they supported it because it softened the public face of
the oligarchy—a maneuver once called window dressing.
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But there was nothing soft about Thenna except her cloud of
brown hair and her mahogany skin. As soon as her father finished
his disclosures, she began to design her strategy.
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Not one chair stood vacant during Lunn’s opening remarks the next
morning.“Members,” he began.“I intend to be brief. I would like
nothing more than to relinquish my role as Speaker, but I feel
certain that incalculable endangerment would result. Therefore, I
intend to use the privileges of this high office to the fullest.” He
paused to glance around the room. No one stirred. An ambulair
siren sounded a mile downtown.
“Although we oligarchs are the official guardians of Terra’s
welfare and the well-being of our species, we demonstrated
yesterday that we’re incapable of fulfilling that role.Therefore, in my
view, we cannot continue conducting our business in secret. I intend
to order the public broadcast of all upcoming special sessions.These
sessions will begin Saturday morning at 09:00. Every citizen on our
home planet and its five colonies will be able to hear every word of
our discussion. We will eventually solicit their input and perhaps
even their vote.”
Mouths froze open.
“I trust we will conduct ourselves appropriately. As of 16:00
today, when I submit my report of this meeting to the news services,
the outlines of the situation will be common knowledge. Every lifeform and every cubic centimeter of our five inhabited worlds
may—or may not—be at risk. Communicate with your constituents.
Be honest with them, but also be cautious and kind. If we fail to
convince our people that their survival and well-being are our
priority, the chaos that will engulf us if and when this uninvited
visitor arrives will make every prior disaster seem like a family picnic.
“We will reconvene Saturday and every day thereafter until we
have agreed on a course of action. Colleagues and friends, thank you
for your attention and cooperation.Today’s meeting is now adjourned.”
All weekend,Thenna sat on the living room sofa with a workpad
on her lap, barely taking her eyes off the wallscreen. No citizen
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monitored the unprecedented public sessions of The Hundred more
intensely.
As she’d expected, the first day of debate was full of fearmongering and foolishness. Surely the invaders/visitors/aliens had not
traveled such vast distances just for the sake of exploration. Surely
their agenda included the extermination of Terra’s human population and the subsequent takeover of the planet. Surely the aliens
planned, at the very least, to extract samples of Terran genomes for
bioresearch, for zoos, for food, for the cultivation of slave castes, for
exotic entertainment at luxury resorts in faraway star clusters. Lunn
intervened in this carnival of oratory solely to identify each speaker
for the benefit of the unseen audience and to halt speeches at the
seven-minute mark.
Sunday morning continued in the same vein, though the voices
were shakier and foreheads more furrowed. By Sunday afternoon,
nearly every member looked frantic and stricken, like old photographs of earthquake survivors. Embarrassingly ineffectual proposals
drew polite murmurs, followed by stretches of silence, lengthening
as the day wore on.
At 16:00, as Lunn straightened his spine and rose to adjourn the
meeting, the emergency alarm on the Speaker’s table launched into
a loud, ugly buzz alternating with an alert from a Saturn orbiter.
The alien craft, now nine and a half billion kilometers away, had
begun beeping radio waves at 20.005 megahertz, in 0.3 second
pulses.The message was unmistakable: We are this century’s Sputnik.
We know your history, and we control your future.
Thenna had been awaiting the rulers’ final hour. Here it was,
undeniable as Anthropocene extinctions. Here was her chance.
“Papa, I know you’re hugely busy, but I want to suggest something
that could be helpful.” It was almost dinnertime, and Lunn had been
sitting motionless in the living room for more than an hour,
appearing to study the patterns on their antique Turkish carpet. His
workpad lay on his lap unused, his evening brandy sat on the side
table untouched, the wallscreen broadcast its commentaries
unwatched and unheard.
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“Papa, are you OK?”
He opened his mouth to speak, but only a sigh emerged.
“Lunn, please try to listen to me. I watched every word of the
debates, and I know what you must be feeling. It was totally
horrible. But if you’ll listen to me, I’m pretty sure I can help.”
“Honey, you always think there are solutions and possibilities.
It’s a wonderful trait. But this time…I don’t know what to say. I just
don’t see a path out of this. All I see ahead is disintegration and
destruction; all I heard today was fright and foolishness.Thenna, we
might be facing the end of everything, and nobody came up with
even one constructive proposal. Not one. I can’t bear it, honey; I
can’t bear just being a stagehand at the final show—”
“But Papa, you’re not hearing me: I have some ideas. Just please
have your brandy and listen to me for twenty minutes. I guarantee
you’ll feel less desperate when I’m through.”
An hour later, Lunn felt so much less desperate that he spent
the night pleading with a few dozen members to let Thenna speak
to them. Shortly after nine in the morning The Hundred voted, 73–
18, with an unprecedented nine abstentions:Thenna would address
the oligarchs that very afternoon.
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Nearly everything was ready. For the past few days the spacecraft
had been hovering at L2. Hundreds of millions of people had
managed to move into position, dragging their supplies with them.
Thenna could barely remember what it felt like to sleep through
the night. Never had she been more exhilarated or terrified.
Almost everybody who could walk at least five miles, carry at
least twenty pounds, and was willing to sleep on the ground in a
tent and eat nothing but snack bars had decided to participate.
Thenna had been given pre-emptive access to every media outlet,
waterway, forest, and farm, every soldier, cop, and firefighter, every
3D printer, vehicle, and power tool, every textile factory, clothing
store, sports equipment manufacturer, tentmaker, chemical plant, and
supermarket—just about everything except hospitals, personal
workpads, and weapons installations. Money played no part.Thenna
had asked to be put in charge of eleven billion souls and given access
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to the resources of the entire mother planet, and that’s what she got.
But at her side were hundreds of thousands of people who had
volunteered as deputies right after the deciding vote. Now they
were the ones carrying out her plan.
Ranged along the coastlines of every continent and scattered
across the vast plains and deserts of Terra were huge civilian
brigades. Every person carried a week’s food supply and a portable
drinking-water condenser. Everyone traveling in a group wore the
same solid color: red, blue, orange, or white. A few religious bands
wore saffron. Packed into the kit of every volunteer were hundreds
of meters of multicolored ribbon, tape, plastic film, and UV foil, cut
into long strips and bundled like a cheerleader’s pompom. Every
group had kites, wooden flutes, and harmonicas.
Air drops had blanketed remote plains and deserts with military
camouflage tents. In less remote regions, many people who couldn’t
easily leave their homes extended their hospitality to the travelers.
Everything was low-tech, immune to malfunction.All they had
to do now was wait for the signal. Mass suicide was the only possible
saboteur.
What had turned the tide in Thenna’s favor during her presentation
to The Hundred was the idea of pleasure. Of course, the moment
she spoke the word, Mubb and his cohort went into a rage. In this
context, at this time, to invoke something so trivial was insane,
disgusting, unbelievable. How could she be so crass and insulting?
But Thenna knew exactly how useful a shocking image can be
when you’re trying to dislodge people from ingrained thinking.
After letting them rant for a few minutes, she reminded them that
their own photosynthetic body art meant they no longer had to
ingest required calories as food in order to stay alive but could
instead eat for the sheer pleasure of it—not three or four times a
day but only once, and usually only something delectable. She
reminded them that sex was no longer chained to reproduction and
that immersing oneself in water was no longer just about shucking
off grime. Pleasure was inseparable from life itself. Gradually the
outrage fizzled, and she commandeered the members’ full attention.
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“Think about it,” she urged.“Everyone here agrees that somehow
we have to protect our planet and ourselves. We also agree we’re
incapable of counteracting the level of force and energy that the
aliens obviously control. So we’re faced with a single question:What
can we do?
“Let’s assume,” she said, switching to professor mode,“that every
organism endowed with some amount of intelligence seeks some
amount of pleasure. Since we can’t prevail against these overwhelmingly powerful, intelligent organisms, we can only welcome
them. Otherwise, we passively await annihilation.
“So if we assume that pleasure, beauty, and entertainment are
valued, at least to some extent, by all intelligent organisms, and that
the givers of pleasure and beauty stand a chance of being rewarded
rather than punished or ignored, we have to figure out what we can
do that beings unlike us could experience as pleasurable.”
The mild nodding of a few heads here and there, the slight
relaxation visible in a few unclenching mouths, indicated that the
moment had arrived. It was now or never.
“So here’s my idea,” declared Thenna, her voice barely
wavering.“I say we put on a colossal show for our visitors, using our
entire planet as the stage and our whole population as the
performers—something like what a twenty-first-century theatre
reviewer might have described as the Radio City Rockettes meet
the Beijing Olympics, scaled up by a factor of tens of thousands.
“What I envision is a dialogue between cosmic geometry and
our planet’s particularities. Every scientifically literate civilization in
the universe would know the circle, the square, the equilateral
triangle, the logarithmic spiral, maybe the six-pointed star. So, we
create gigantic versions of these basic geometric forms—using
everything from human chains to acres of logs to rows and rows of
parked vehicles—and we line them up along the non-basic, antigeometric intricacies of Terra’s coastlines. Everyone everywhere
would be holding a pompom with long streamers, which even the
slightest breeze would animate.There could be an audio component as well, but very low-tech.
“In fact, everything about this would be low-tech. And every
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single person who wants to participate in this festival—sculptors,
engineers, film and theatre producers, athletes, dancers, singers, IT
people, train conductors, truck drivers, cooks, nurses, you name it—
everyone can play their part. Everyone would be participating in the
biggest project that humanity has ever undertaken.”
She took a breath, avoided looking at anyone’s face, and
continued.“I’m assuming the main craft will be sending out probes
and landers to check us out at closer range and see what we’re up to,
even if it doesn’t move from L2 itself. Our show would be visible
from nearby space. But since parts of it would be continually in
motion and would incorporate elements on various scales, the aliens
would pick up different shapes and patterns and colors as they move
toward us. The closer they come, the more animated and entertaining and gorgeous our spectacle would look.
“Land surveyors and helicopters could orchestrate the largest
forms: squares, circles, etc. Within these, we could have smaller
circles, lines, zigzags, whatever, creating colossal mandalas. All the
smaller shapes would be formed by people wearing the same color.
The goal would be to preserve the geometry from dawn to dusk.
People could sit down and still hold their position, but no bathroom
breaks—which suggests diapers as the ideal solution, though I doubt
anyone will be happy to hear that!”
Nobody could say Thenna didn’t know how to work a crowd.
Seeing the occasional smile and sensing that the oligarchs’ hostility
had evaporated but that their fears had not, she paused for a few
seconds of meaningful silence before pushing on to another level.
“Anyway, I know what you’re worried about, and it’s not bathroom breaks. Sure, we don’t know what wavelengths of light these
beings can perceive, we don’t know what wavelengths of sound they
can pick up, and we don’t want them to have to get close enough to
touch anything or poison our atmosphere before they decide
whether or not to eradicate us, if that is their plan.
“But even if the aliens don’t enjoy our spectacular, they’re obviously complex enough to understand we’re trying our very best to
entertain them, like children putting on a show for adults. In all the
advanced civilizations we know of, offering grandiose forms of
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pleasure to strangers is a signal of welcome. In this case, it would be
a declaration that we recognize we can’t prevail in conflict and are
capable only of extending a peaceful welcome.”
Nothing like this pitch had ever been heard in the Chamber of
the Oligarchs. Nobody who heard it—which is to say, the six or
seven billion persons on Terra and its colonies who had tuned in,
along with an incalculable number of galactic eavesdroppers—
remained unmoved.
By a vote of 89–0, the members agreed to Thenna’s vision.
Among the eleven abstentions were the chief financial officer of
Terra’s main transportation conglomerate and the head of a cyber
empire. Unable to pretend that another full-fledged, feasible option
existed or that overt opposition would accomplish anything, the
dissidents satisfied themselves with simply opting out.Whatever you
need to make this happen we’ll supply, said the other eighty-nine.
Don’t even think about cost.
Terrans hovered on the precipice of a new era.
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It was a wonderful show. Everyone who took part felt happier and
safer around strangers than ever before.They almost stopped caring
what would happen next.At first, they obsessed about whether their
colorful geometries would be ignored and extermination was
inevitable. But within hours, many discovered how much they
enjoyed just spending time with people they would never have met
otherwise. Fears receded. Predicting the outcome felt less urgent.
They would either die contented or survive with new friends.
Judgment Day arrived at dawn on the fourth morning, in the
form of a small fleet of probes that put on a show of their own.
Starting at a thousand kilometers above Terra, the probes circled
the planet, slowing as they descended, each appearing as a huge
bouquet of flowers. Nearer and nearer they came, sending out indescribable scents and enthralling waves of sound that somehow
triggered joy in every witness.Then they separated into triads, one
each to the administrative capitals, Berlin and Kinshasa, as well as to
Xian, Minneapolis, and the cluster of antique UNESCO observatories in the high, dry Atacama.
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According to local reports, during their hourlong visitations to
the five points on Terra the unseeable Visitors implanted inside the
deepest, most permanent memory of every receptive human within
range—not by sight or sound, not by gesture or spoken language,
not by beings whose shape and size could be described, but through
an electromagnetically induced neural hallucination—a new and
highly detailed historical perspective.
In that hour, we learned that ever since the era of Terra’s earliest
continents, the blue-green planet had been monitored and periodically redesigned by the ancient Visitors, and that throughout the
brief span of human history,Terra’s inhabitants had been prodded to
be creative and inventive.The Visitors’ goal was to nourish a civilization devoted to pleasure, joy, beauty, and wisdom—a bountiful
civilization that delighted in music, drama, architecture, science, and
mathematics, that valued lovemaking, gardening, perfume, pastry, and
wine.
Among theVisitors’ earliest interventions were the construction
of deep freshwater lakes and major rivers and the seeding of
numerous phyla of organisms capable of reproduction. As the
planet’s hominid populations developed burial practices and the arts
of tool making, theVisitors had placed iron, copper, nickel, tin, and
gold in the ground to help push technology forward and improve
living conditions.When the Visitors saw that the terrestrials’ telescopic technology was progressing rapidly, they inserted some fairly
large asteroids in orbit around Sol; asteroids, the Terrans were
reminded, had not been discovered until 1801.As Terra’s spacefaring
capabilities improved, more and more asteroids, containing ever
more precious resources, had been added. When tribes began to
hoard and steal precious metals and murder their neighbors to gain
control over arable land and sources of freshwater, theVisitors added
to the stockpiles of underground riches and asteroidal treasure chests
so that there would always be more than enough for everyone to
share.
But the continual sowing of gifts wasn’t enough to keep Terra
on the desired path. And so, whenever the Visitors saw that Terran
civilization was flagging or degenerating, whenever they witnessed
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an upsurge in greed, intolerance, lies, and ignorance, they would
travel to Terra to implant, yet again, in as many people as possible,
the precious electromagnetic spark of creativity and love of truth. It
was this spark that had led to the stone circles of the British Isles
and the Mediterranean, to Angkor Wat, to the Iliad and Shakespeare,
to the telescope and the steam engine and the satellite.This time,
the Visitors came because they saw Terra exporting the machinery
of destruction across the solar system.They saw beauty and pleasure
vanishing, crassness and cruelty increasing. The Visitors’ only
constructive option was to make another appearance.
And so Terra’s inhabitants and colonies need never fear selfannihilation, even when they race toward chaos.They are protected
from their own worst proclivities. Continuously surveilled and occasionally upgraded by the Visitors, their home and civilization will
not merely endure but advance.
And why do theVisitors care enough about Terra to sustain it?
The hallucinatory history offered no explanation. Truth is, bluegreen Earth is theVisitors’ plaything, a hobby, a frivolity.Terra is their
terrarium. Its sole purpose is to be fascinating and beautiful—not
unlike the elaborate clocks and exquisitely colored small fish cherished by the Terrans themselves and displayed in their living rooms
for the enjoyment and amusement of visitors.
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Stories, 2018 by Kitaab, Singapore, and he was the
winner of the Short Story 2020 contest by Defenestrationism.net. His novel, A Dream of Duplicity, is scheduled to be
published in March 2022 by Aesthetic Press, USA.
Susan A. H. Grace is a Southern California writer
with work published in Fiction International,
Sleipner, Autre Magazine,The Reader, and others.
She is a Pushcart Prize nominee and received her
MFA from San Diego State University in 2018.
Contributors

Kori Klinzing (she/they) is a writer, editor, and
game designer based out of Chicago.You can
find their work in Shroud Magazine, Goreyesque,
and Abyss and Apex, and hear them play tabletop
RPGs twice a month on the Just Roll for It
podcast.You can find them on Twitter at @nvulnerabletide, and at most other places on the internet as
theinvulnerabletide.
Rachel Kowalsky is a Guatemalan and Ashkenazi
pediatric emergency physician. In her stories, she
loves to explore the hospital as a location of
unexpected magic. In academics, she studies
historic race narratives as they influence modern
medicine. Her work is published, or forthcoming,
in Podium, HerStry, JAMA, the American Journal of Bioethics, the
anthologies Real Life of a Pediatrician and Perspectives, and elsewhere.
She lives in NewYork with her family and dogs. Her profile can be
found here: https://www.linkedin.com/in/rachel-kowalsky863a0a9b/
Formerly an art historian, curator, and essayist on
contemporary art based in Vancouver, BC, Avis
Lang moved to New York City in 1983, where
she turned herself into a freelance editor and
adjunct lecturer in English. In 2002 she became
the editor of Neil deGrasse Tyson’s monthly
column in Natural History. One of several collaborations between
them, their coauthored tome Accessory to War:The Unspoken Alliance
Between Astrophysics and the Military appeared in 2018.
https://www.amnh.org/research/staff-directory/avis-lang
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Berardo Manari earned an MFA in Creative
Writing from New York University. His stories
and poems have been published in both Canada
and the United States. He currently resides in
Toronto, where he is is writing a novel. Berardo
would like to acknowledge Matt Charalambides,
whose art installation is described in his story.
Adam McOmber is the author of three novels,
The Ghost Finders (JournalStone) Jesus and John
(Lethe), and The White Forest (Simon and
Schuster), as well as two collections of short
fiction, This New & Poisonous Air and My House
Gathers Desires (BOA Editions). His new collection
of short fiction, Fantasy Kit, is forthcoming from Black Lawrence
Press in June 2022. His short fiction has appeared recently in
Conjunctions, Kenyon Review, Black Warrior Review, and Diagram. He
teaches in the MFA Writing Program at Vermont College of Fine
Arts, where he is also the editor-in-chief of the literary magazine,
Hunger Mountain.
Jihoon Park’s fiction is published or forthcoming
in Storm Cellar,The Forge Literary Magazine, Reed
Magazine, and elsewhere. He is an MFA student
at George Mason University where he also
teaches. He is from San Jose, California. Find him
on Twitter @jihoon_park94.
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Jennifer Quail is a writer of fantasy, horror, and
mystery, a wine-tasting consultant, trivia geek,
and owner of two of the world’s cutest dogs. In
December 2019 she achieved a lifelong dream
of appearing on Jeopardy! without embarrassing
herself in the process. She enjoys travel, art, and
excessive amounts of coffee. Find her on Twitter @jenniferquail, and
at facebook.com/AuthorJenniferQuail.
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Carol M. Quinn’s fiction has recently appeared
in Border Crossing, CRAFT (as a winner of the
2019 Flash Fiction Prize), Painted Bride Quarterly, and Joyland, among others. She lives in
New York with her family. For the record, she
thinks her kids are pretty great.
Carolyn R. Russell is the author of three books,
including In the Fullness of Time, a dystopian
thriller published by Vine Leaves Press in 2020.
Her poetry, essays, and short stories have been
featured in numerous publications, including The
Boston Globe, Flash Fiction Magazine, Club Plum
Literary Journal, Ekphrastic Review, Reflex Press, and Dime Show
Review. Carolyn lives on and writes from Boston’s North Shore.
More at http://www.carolynrrussell.com/ and Carolyn R. Russell
| Facebook.
Graham Robert Scott grew up in California,
resides in Texas, and owns neither surfboard nor
cowboy hat. By day, he’s an English professor
and assessment specialist at Texas Woman’s
University. His short fiction has appeared in Pulp
Literature, Barrelhouse Online, Nature, and others.
Zuneera Shah is a writer from Lahore, Pakistan.
She tweets at @shahshahzon.
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Living and writing on the west slope of the Rocky Mountains, sid
sibo recently won the Neltje Blanchan Memorial Writing Award
and an Honorable Mention in the Rick DeMarinis Short Story
contest. Publications include Cutthroat, Brilliant Flash Fiction, and
Artscapes; several poems are also anthologized in Small Beautiful
Things.A day job in environmental analysis seeds a variety of creative
work. Read more and get connected at siboMountain.net.
Mark Thomas is a retired English and Philosophy
teacher and ex-member of Canada’s national
rowing team.

Neil deGrasse Tyson was born in New York City
the same week NASA was founded. He has
served as director of New York’s Hayden Planetarium since 1996. The author/coauthor of
more than a dozen books, including the longlived best-seller Astrophysics for People in a Hurry,
and the host of several TV series, Tyson is a recipient of the US
National Academy of Sciences’ Public Welfare Medal for his “extraordinary role in exciting the public about the wonders of science,
from atoms to the Universe.” https://www.haydenplanetarium.org/
tyson/
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Alexa Weik von Mossner is a writer and literary
scholar who spends a lot of time thinking about
our environment and the future. After
publishing three academic books and over
eighty articles and essays, she has recently added
fiction to the mix. Her second short story is forthcoming in the Delmarva Review. She lives in Klagenfurt, Austria,
with her husband and multi-species family. Visit her at
https://www.alexaweikvonmossner.com or onTwitter:@awvmossner.
Contributors

Lucy Zhang writes, codes, and watches anime. Her
work has appeared in West Branch,Threadcount,
GASHER, Superstition Review, and elsewhere,
and was selected for Best Microfiction 2021 and
Best Small Fictions 2021. She edits for Barren
Magazine, Heavy Feather Review, and Pithead Chapel.
Find her at https://kowaretasekai.wordpress.com/ or on Twitter
@Dango_Ramen.
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Publisher/Editor Joe Ponepinto is a Seattle area writer and editor.
He is the author of the novels Mr. Neutron and Curtain Calls, as well
as dozens of short stories published in the U.S., Europe, and
Australia. A former journalist, graphic artist, and political speechwriter, he abandoned those pursuits 15 years ago to pursue his love
of creative writing.
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Publisher/Editor Zachary Kellian is an author of flash fiction,
short stories, and novels. He has been published in various journals
and was a finalist for the Ernest Hemingway Foundation’s Short
Story of the Year in 2016. His non-fiction writing career has
included work as a contributor for The Huffington Post and Buzzfeed.
He recently concluded a national public-speaking tour on the
complexities of intergenerational communication.
Co-Editor Renee Jackson is a multi-disciplinary artist currently
splitting time between the US and Argentina. She has a passion for
new work and a background in theatre where she has had the
pleasure of assisting in the literary development and staging of
several plays including (Non)Fiction (Jillian Leff),The Wildling (CJ
Chapman), Minotaur (Teagan Walsh-Davis), and Gothic Arch
(Jeffrey Fiske).

Readers
David Anderson is a writer of short fiction. While primarily
focusing on short stories, his interest in flash fiction sparked while
studying at Hugo House in Seattle. A recent finalist in a national
flash fiction competition, he continues to study and challenge
himself within a small group of emerging writers. David has also
been a panelist at Pacific Northwest Writers Conference and
Emerald City Comic Con.
Thomas Kenneth Anderson was born in South Bend, Indiana,
raised in Romeo, Michigan, and currently resides in Tacoma,Washington. He’s a Western Michigan University graduate working as a
paper engineer. His focus is on flash and short fiction, with a background in journalism and satire. He enjoys mountains, beaches and
fantasy baseball.
Ai Jiang (@AiJiang_) is a Chinese-Canadian literary and speculative writer. She graduated with a BA in Literature from the
University of Toronto and is a current student at the Humber
School for Writers. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in
Maudlin House, Haunted Waters Press, Beyond Words Magazine, and
elsewhere. Find her online at aijiang.ca.
Ronak Patel is an educational researcher, telling stories through
data. His research interests include racism in education and the
model minority myth, and he has published work for non-profits,
school districts, and state agencies in Washington and Hawaii. He
also writes fiction and is currently exploring the South Asian American experience.
Marci Pliskin writes fiction and non-fiction. Her work has
appeared in Cottonwood (University of Kansas) and on MSNBC.com.
She lives with her family in Seattle. She is a 2019 New Millennium
Writers Finalist in Non-Fiction.
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Lauren Voeltz lives with her family in northern Minnesota. She
writes short fiction and is working on her debut fantasy novel.
When she’s not writing, and especially when she is, Lauren drinks
copious amounts of coffee. She also enjoys reading fantasy, especially
books by Brandon Sanderson and Sabaa Tahir. She grew up on the
Leech Lake Indian Reservation in Minnesota, and is a registered
member of the Ste. Sault Marie tribe in Michigan. She earned her
Bachelor’s Degree in Psychology at the University of North
Dakota.
_____________
Isabel Armiento (staff emeritus) studies English at the University
of Toronto, where she is Editor-in-Chief of a campus newspaper and
actively involved in several other campus publications. Her work has
been published or is pending publication in Submittable,The Mighty
Line, Adroit Journal, Antithesis Journal, and elsewhere, and she was a
winner of the Hart House Literary Competition for prose fiction.
Zoë Mikel-Stites (staff emeritus) is a freelance fiction author and
copywriter. With a background in theater, she had the chance to
study visual storytelling, and the interaction of story and audience
up close. She has a passion for science fiction and fantasy, and any
medium that can tell a good story.
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Orca Staff

Orca is a literary journal and we believe in
the literary style of writing.
We still believe writing can be fun, too.
Orca is currently published three times a year.
We will be expanding to four times a year (two literary,
and two speculative issues) in 2022.
All the work we publish comes through the submission portal.
Fiction published in Orca may be nominated for anthologies such
as Best American Short Stories, Best Small Fictions, the Pushcart Prize,
and others. In our first year one of our stories was selected for Best
Canadian Short Stories of 2020. In 2021 three of our stories were
selected for Best Small Fictions.
We are open year-round for submissions.
For complete guidelines please visit our site at orcalit.com

165

Stories by:
Sam Asher

Adam McOmber

Aiden Baker

Jihoon Park

Marilee Dahlman

Jennifer Quail

Eleri Denham

Carol M. Quinn

Lyndsey Ellis

Carolyn R. Russell

Margaret Erhart

Graham Robert Scott

Aditya Gautam

Zuneera Shah

Susan A. H. Grace

sid sibo

Kori Klinzing

Mark Thomas

Rachel Kowalsky

Neil deGrasse Tyson

Avis Lang

Alexa Weik von Mossner

Berardo Manari

Lucy Zhang

