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Jillian sits on the windowsill and looks out-
side, where the fi rst snowfl akes fl utter in 
the pale glow of streetlights. It is cold; her 

breath leaves a white patina of fog on the black 
plastic of the phone receiver. She imagines the 
phone ringing in Rick’s dark apartment. The an-
swering machine does not come on – he never 
had one – and she counts the rings. Seven. Eight. 
Anything to keep her mind from wandering. She 
can spend all night listening to the receiver. Four-
teen. She imagines Rick’s bare feet padding across 
the cold ceramic tiles of the kitchen fl oor, his hand 
tugging up the pajama bottoms riding low on 
his waist. Last she saw him, he looked like 
he’d lost weight. 

“Hello?” His voice breaks through the 
twenty-fi rst ring, hoarse. “Jill?”

“Yeah. Did I wake you?” It’s 
a stupid question – it’s 4 am, of 
course he was sleeping soundly 
in this dead hour. She feels a small 
pang of guilt at denying him oblivion.

“Yes.” He never lies, not even in the 
small refl exive way when he’s woken up. “Are you 
all right?”

“I guess,” she says. And then she is crying, 
weeping into the receiver, a part of her mind wor-
rying if it’s possible to cause a short by crying into 
an electrical appliance.

“I’ll come over.”
“No need to… I’m all right.”
“I’d like to come over. If you don’t mind.”
“I don’t.”
The phone is silent again, and she sits on the 

windowsill, trying to keep her mind away from the 
horribly missing piece of her existence. She thinks 
of the ways Rick annoys her.

She thinks of their meeting in court. The 
divorce proceedings were over with, and 
there was just the question of custody. Jil-

lian bit her lip all the way to the courthouse, and 
spilled her coffee down the front of her white shirt 
as soon as she got there. She despised herself for 
this, especially once she saw Rick in his immacu-
late suit. Not an expensive one, but the man made 
any clothes look good. He owned them, while 
she couldn’t reach a truce with hers. Her clothes 
betrayed her by getting dirty or twisted, just like 

her hair tended to get in her face, 
and her makeup smeared itself at 
inopportune moments. How she 

hated Rick then, how she feared 
him! Any judge in his right mind 

would take one look at them and 
decide that she was a pitiful mess, 
while Rick was together, a fi t par-
ent. Able to provide good care to a 

child. Reliable. 
She mopped up the coffee stain the 

best she could, and stood before the judge 
brimming with desperation. She stammered out 

her reasons why Derryl should stay with her – she 
loved him so much! – and fell quiet, turning an 
uneasy gaze to Rick. He didn’t look back, the pale 
clarity of his eyes for the judge only. He didn’t ar-
gue that Jillian should have custody, he just want-
ed visitations and vacation time. She hated him 
for being more generous than she.

T  he dead receiver in her hand comes to life. 
“If you require assistance from the opera-
tor…” She puts it back on the cradle, star-

tled, upset that the delicate silence of the night and 
the snow was spoiled by this mechanical voice. 

Seas of the World
Ekaterina Sedia
to the sound of Tom Waits’ “The Briar and the Rose” ...
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She cringes and thinks of Rick, willfully, like it is 
some sort of an exercise. Thinking of Rick keeps 
her together until the doorbell rings.

She hugs him as he comes in, and cringes at 
how prominent his ribs are, how gaunt his face 
looks. He didn’t get a chance to shave, but even 
the scruff looks proper on him. Like he meant it. 

“I missed you,” he says, studying her face, 
searching for clues. Always searching for an indi-
cation of how she feels.

“I missed you too,” she says, and forces a 
smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask for sex.”

He breathes relief and adds, “I didn’t say you 
are.”

“But you thought it.”
He doesn’t deny this.
“Want anything? Coffee, tea?”
“Coffee,” he says. “Please.” He sits at the 

kitchen table, his large pale hands lying passively 
palms-down on either side of his empty cup. She 
hugs her shoulders and waits for the coffee to per-
colate. 

“I’m sorry I woke you,” she says.
“It’s all right.” He looks at his hands. “I’m the 

one who’s sorry. It was my fault that –”
“No,” she interrupts. “I don’t want to talk 

about that.” It’s enough to know that he’s feeling 
what she’s feeling. 

He takes the cue. “How’s work?”
“I haven’t been in for a while.” She looks at the 

snowflakes dancing outside the window. It will get 
light soon. “Don’t go tomorrow… I mean, today. 
Stay here. Call in sick.”

“Okay,” he says, always obedient.

When they first met, his obedience 
shocked her. She found him on the 
beach ten summers back. It was late, 

and the beach was deserted; she enjoyed her soli-
tary walks, almost dissolving in the darkness and 
the relentless pounding of the surf. She screamed 
when she stepped on something that seemed 
alive; it turned out to be the hand of a man lying 

in the sand.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle 

you.”
She squinted as he sat up. In the pale moon-

light, he seemed lost.
“It’s okay,” she said. It was difficult to tell what 

he looked like in that light. “I must be going.” 
He followed her. She should’ve been scared, 

but she wasn’t. He followed her not like a prowler 
but like a lost puppy. He spoke quietly, and she 
strained to hear his words above the surf. “Cas-
pian,” he said.

“Is it your name?” she asked. “Caspian?”
“Yes,” he said, his eyes wide and dark.
They reached the boardwalk and strolled 

along the fronts of rickety wooden shops. 
“What’s your first name?” she said, just to say 

something.
His gaze cast about wildly. “Rick,” he finally 

said. She followed the direction of his gaze to the 
sign of the Rick’s Bait and Surfing Supplies. She 
pretended not to notice. 

He sips his coffee, his face turning pink 
in the hot steam. He whispers under 
his breath, and she strains to hear. He 

takes a deep breath. “Aral,” he whispers. “Azov, 
Black, Red, Arabian, Laccidive, Andaman, Yellow, 
Dead.”

“Dead,” she repeats, and starts crying again. 
“It’s my fault,” he says. “I shouldn’t have told 

him.”
She cries too hard to answer, to react, and he 

resumes his litany. A nervous habit he has, nam-
ing all the seas in the world. 

“Philippine, Sulu, Koro, Java, Halmahera, 
Mindanao, Savu, Sunda, Arafura, Celebs, Mo-
lucca, Bismark, Coral, Solomon, Tasman, Bohol, 
Visayan, Camotes, Bali, Sibuyan, Flores, Timor, 
Banda, Ceram.”

It calms her a bit, like it calms him. “It’s not 
your fault,” she says. “It’s nobody’s fault.” 

“I shouldn’t have told him.”
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“Told him what?”
He swallows hard. “About me. About him. 

The way we are.”
She stares at him. She thinks he might be 

fi nally cracking, feeling the loss more than he 
shows. She feels selfi sh for forcing him to always 
be reliable, to make her feel better. “You want to 
tell me?” she says.

“Caribbean, North, Irish, Hebrides, Celtic, 
Baltic, Bothian, Scotia, Labrador, Sargasso, Ba-
learic, Ligurian, Tyrrhenian, Ionian, Adriatic, Ae-
gean, Marmara, Thracian…” His eyes are distant, 
glazed over. Dark. “These are my seas. His seas.”

It is always like this. Ice and water, jagged black 
cracks like stationary light-
nings running across the fl oes. 

The taste of fi sh, tightly clenched 
nostrils, lungs expanded like bellows. 
The shadows of other seals, fl oating 
in a graceful arc, their fl ippers trail-
ing behind them like twin tales of 
a comet. 

Rick does not know if 
it’s a dream or a 
memory; neither 
does he care. He 
tells Derryl of the slow 
falls and rapid ascends, of the green 
depth of water. Of the migration routes, of the ec-
stasy he felt as the water turned from icy to balmy, 
with every mile south. Of the coral reefs where wa-
ter ran clear as tears, of the fi shes as bright as they 
were poisonous, of the quick darting of dolphins 
overhead, of their staccato laughter superimposed 
over the short, sharp barks of the seals. 

Derryl listens, wide-eyed, as the two of them 
walk on the beach. “How did you become a per-
son?” he asks when Rick stops talking. 

Rick shrugs. “I just stopped being a seal.” He 
talks about the Sargasso Sea and its streaming 
grasses, undulating underwater like mermaid’s 
hair, and of the fat eels that come to this sea from 

all over the world. He talks about following the 
stream of eels from the Black Sea all the way to 
Sargasso, of the Aegian and Marmara, Ionian and 
Adriatic, of Greeks and Scythians, the deeds of 
men forever branded into the ancestral memory 
of the seals. 

Derryl looks at him with his warm brown 
eyes.  “I want to be a seal too,” he says. 

Rick is listening to the surf. “Then you’d have 
to stop being a person,” he says, distracted.

It is light outside when Jillian looks out of 
the window again. The world is dressed in a 
shroud, a shroud her son never had. A shroud 

for a boy who did not want to be a person. 
“It was an accident,” she 

says. 
He shakes his head, 

vehement now that he has 
found the courage to tell 
her.

She sighs. “It doesn’t 
matter, Rick. It doesn’t mat-
ter why or how.” She makes 
more coffee and they drink 

it, silently, as the snow falls 
outside. 

Jillian thinks of the Arctic seas 
and the ice – so thick – that opens sud-

denly wide to reveal black water underneath. She 
thinks of the smooth seals turning cartwheels in 
the black depths, oblivious to cold and wind whip-
ping the land half to death. 

 “Laptev,” Rick whispers, “White, Barents, 
Beaufort, Chuckchi, Lincoln, Kara.”

Jillian thinks of the black seals perched atop 
white fl oes, of their sharp barks that tear the fro-
zen air like tissue paper. She wonders, beyond 
hope, if Derryl got his wish. 

Rick calls work, telling them that he won’t be 
in. Then he settles by the table again, his hands 
palms down on the stained surface. 

“Tell me about the seals,” Jillian says.  w
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If you don’t understand
the importance of salt
imagine the world

without blood or seawater.

Every ocean dried up
every vein collapsed
no need to worry
about meat without savor.

No need to wonder
how bread would taste
or how we would mourn
without tears.

There’d be no mourning
there’d be no dead
there’d be no living
no life.
There’d be no hearts
to beat counterpoint
to sing and speed
at love’s approach.

There’d be no words
to talk of love
to talk of faithfulness
or oaths.

There’d be no you
to ask
and no me
to say

I love you more than salt.  w

The Answer Compounded
J.C. Runolfson 
to the sound of Craig Armstrong’s “Bolero”...

The Answer Compounded
to the sound of Craig Armstrong’s “Bolero”...to the sound of Craig Armstrong’s “Bolero”...to the sound of Craig Armstrong’s “Bolero”...
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After the war, after the toil, you will not 
be welcomed home.

That’s what the drill sergeant, the 
recruitment offi cer, the man who became your 
lieutenant told you that fi rst day in the 
Forces.  You will sweat and ache, cry 
and bleed, and they will not welcome 
you home.  You didn’t care: you were 
young, dedicated to the cause.  The 
war needed fi ghting.  There was a 
duty to be done.  Your convic-
tions would carry you through.  

You were young.
And so you kept silent as 

they told you to look right, 
look left, for one of those two 
people would not make it 
home.  You kept silent as they 
described the hardship of life 
overseas, the loneliness, the pain 
and futility of it all.  You signed your 
name on the dotted line and swore 
your allegiance to the fl ag.

You were young.
And now it is after the war.  

You have served with distinc-
tion, forged lifelong bonds, made 
it home alive to your family and 
town and the woman you love, and 
they have not welcomed you home.  
While you were gone, surrounded 
by blood and ammo and hot sun and 
hate, the mood on the home front shift-
ed.  People no longer support the war; people 
marched in the streets, accused your govern-
ment of killing you for an unjust cause.  Later, 
people called you murderers, participants in a 
conspiracy to rob a nation of riches and dignity.  
You knew none of this.  Your only care, off in 
a distant nation where nobody spoke your lan-
guage, was the strangling loneliness of the war.

After the war, nobody meets your eye in 
town.  They spit on the street when you pass.  
Nobody thanks you for the sacrifi ce you have 
made to keep them safe.  Four years of your life 
without wife and family, four years of death and 
dying and nightmares you still wake up from 
screaming every night.  She doesn’t know how 
to handle it, and you can’t explain.  She doesn’t 

understand how things worked in the war.
You’ve changed, she says, and there 

are tears in her eyes.  You 
came back different.

You still haven’t come 
back; you’re half a world 
away.  You dream of killing 

and dying and being thank-
ful for every pockmarked sunrise.  But it 
wasn’t you who changed.  They changed 

while you were gone.

You dream of it at night: you dream of 
her.  Beckoning dirt-death-brown fi n-
gernails, kukri-knife teeth, her touch 

burning acid holes around your throat.  Her 
whisper is seductive in the way the familiar 

entices; the familiarity is revolting and turns 
your stomach.

The dreams wake your wife; she looks 
at you sleepy-agonized, and you almost shy 

away from her touch in those fi rst moments 
between waking and sleeping.  The tension rips 
you fi ne and painful: pulling away, pulling close 
to her for comfort.

In the bars, late afternoon, you all stare into 
your drinks, stare at each other, try not to speak 
about the tendrils of dream still curled around 
your throats.  You try not to speak.

One day, your wife comes home with 
plane tickets in her hand.

We’re going back, she says.  You and me.

After the War
Leah Bobet
to the sound of Kate Bush’s “Army Dreamers” ...
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Your reaction is near violence.  You don’t 
want her to go there, your wife who is so small 
and strong and fragile all at the same time.  You 
went so she wouldn’t know hunger, disease, 
pain.  You lost yourself for that.

We’re going, she insists.  I’m not spend-
ing my life avoiding this.  I’m going, and I’m 
bringing you back home.

You board a plane.  It takes off—you dream 
and scream and frighten the stewardesses—and 
it sets back down.

After the war, it is still a place of stench, of 
poverty, of anarchy, of death.

A year later, you can’t tell what the 
war did for the people here.  Then, you were on 
a mission of liberation.  Things were going to 
be different: ugly now, but it would improve the 
lives of millions.  You were doing good work.

You were young.
You beg your wife not to stay: you can 

change your tickets, go to Italy or France or 
Scotland, see the sights for a week, relearn the 
rhythms of each other’s company.  Maybe it 
was the transition.  Maybe you need a change 
of scene.  Anything but this, you finally whim-
per, but she is adamant.  She will see what you 
see.  She will go where you went, even if she 
must walk cloaked and covered here so the lo-
cals don’t jeer at her bleach-blonde hair.  She 
will understand.

You give in.  You take her out to the ruins of 
the base camp.

The creature is still there.
After the war she is still monstrous: her 

eyes are black pits, her skin blood-red, her torso 
draped with ropes of skulls that do not conceal 
the spike-sharp black nipples which weep blood 
and pus and shit night and day.  She is sinu-
ous, vicious, smiling through sharp teeth.  She 
is birth and love and death, and the cord trail-
ing from her belly is still wrapped tight around 
your throat.  She is hot as the desert, and just 
as sterile, and the sight of her is terrifying and 
comforting and makes you want to run.

You bury your face in between your wife’s 
breasts.  You inhale her smell deep, the smell of 

woman and home.  You pray.
Your wife cradles you like a mother, com-

forting, soft, but she raises her voice like a war-
rior: The war is over, she says.  Let him go.  Let 
my lover go.

The monster laughs; it is jackboots on 
glass, on broken stone, on the debris of smiling 
statues.  The war is never over.  The war never 
ends.

It does.  It has.  He’s not yours anymore, 
your wife says, and you can’t understand how 
her voice is so strong and calm.  The hips of the 
monster give birth to land mines.  Each finger 
ends in a tiny pistol.  There are pestilential sores 
on her thighs and lice crawling on her arms.

They are always mine, the monster says, 
and her laugh is the whine that the missiles 
made a moment before they hit, the whine that 
told you to run as fast as you could if you want-
ed to make it home after the war.  Her arms are 
opened at the wrist.  Thick black smoke drifts 
from the long stigmata.  I can wait.

You shudder, because it’s true, it’s true.
But your wife does not droop or wilt or sur-

render.  Then I’ll go to him.  Tell me about the 
war, your wife says.  Make me understand so 
he will love me again.

No! you say.  You joined up to spare her 
this.  And yet a tiny voice in the back of your 
throat, a whimper, a wail: understand me.  
Love me again.  Thank me, respect me; I did 
this for you.

Liar, the blood-brown dirt beneath your 
boots whispers, and you start to weep.

You didn’t know.  You’re crying, because 
you didn’t know. How could you know what it 
was like?  You were innocent; you were young; 
now you’re a thousand years old.  You never 
asked those who fought the last war what that 
was behind their eyes, that darkness that never 
went away even when they smiled.  It didn’t 
matter to you, because it was after the war.  The 
war was over.

So no, you say again.  Take me home.  It’s 
all right again, even though it isn’t.  You turn 
your back on the monster, even though you can 
feel the umbilical cord from her belly connect-
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ed to a million souls, to your soul, drawing you 
back through the plane trip home, over ocean 
and plains and mountains, tying you to her for 
the rest of your life.  You lie, and you smile, and 
you make love to your wife slowly and not in the 
fervent, frightened, rough way you have since 
the end of the war.  You learn the motions of 
what’s expected, and she settles down.  

The worry smooths from her face, and the 
household is at peace once again.

After the war, you are always a battlefi eld.  
Need and necessity, desire and duty, the 
reason you said you went and the reason 

you really did tramp over you in formation, 
each gaining and giving ground in turn.  Your 
children see it and grow up pacifi sts; they know 

from the tilt of your head, the shuffl e in your 
step that war is a horrible thing.  There are 
questions, even grown, that they never ask.

After the war, you put on your uniform for 
Veterans’ Day and march to the town square, 
where times have changed again and the bit-
terness has been forgotten.  Trumpets blare; 
drums pound.  Speeches ring out through after-
noon air, praise you for serving your country, 
for doing your duty, for sacrifi ce, for courage, 
for high-mindedness.  You stand in rows, each 
old soldier wearing the blank face, the blank 
eyes that keep the war fenced in behind your 
teeth.

Paper rustles.  Flags wave.  The crowd rises 
to sing: Glory, glory, hallelujah. weach gaining and giving ground in turn.  Your 

children see it and grow up pacifi sts; they know 
to sing: Glory, glory, hallelujah
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Frayed Worlds
David C. Kopaska—Merkel & Wendy Rathbone
to the sound of “Over the Top,” by Sonic Assassins...

Holes in his head, windows to a river of dark matter
rushing to an ocean without a shore
where shapes behind shadow take form,

leak into our world and hurry down the winter road
rolling under the wooden horses like crumbling bricks
and stealing into houses bearing lethean gifts.
We’ve forgotten these dusk songs and obsidian silences,
rain-stars in a magician sky
so full of glittering possibilities that
dreams reach out and shake us like gods.
This is the rampaging garden,
this is where the soul aims its sword-shaped wind,
this is where the black iris nod inscrutably,
where beasts of jet, unblinking, lick their lips.
The windows stare with candle-eyes,
an echo of illusion,
a moment transforms myth to reality;
somewhere, new cities are born
inside this house, this head

blooming beyond all mind w

We’ve forgotten these dusk songs and obsidian silences,

dreams reach out and shake us like gods.

this is where the soul aims its sword-shaped wind,
this is where the black iris nod inscrutably,
where beasts of jet, unblinking, lick their lips.
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Interview with Stephen H. Segal
by Devin Poore
to the sound of “Greet Death” by Explosions in the Sky...

Stephen Segal serves as creative director for the Wildside Press magazine group, including 
Fantasy Magazine, Weird Tales, and H.P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror.  I fi rst met him 
at ReaderCon in 2005 where he was pitching a new magazine concept titled Earthling.  After 

that, we continued to run into each other at conventions, conferences and readings.  Our conversa-
tions always revolved around speculative fi ction and media, how to get it out to a wider audience, 
why we would even want to try.  

From our fi rst meeting, I realized that someone should be writing down what Stephen had to say.  
Last year, prior to one of the fall KGB Fantastic Fiction readings in Manhattan, Stephen and I sat 
down to put this to paper.  Incidentally, at the same time, Crispin Glover was being interviewed on a 
door stoop across the street.  Stephen and I have yet to decide if that was a good or bad omen.

To start off on a less 
than serious note, an 
employee under the 

Wildside banner wanted 
me to ask you why you de-
cided to give up the motion 
picture martial arts career. 
Along those lines, do you 
have many Offi ce Space, 
Michael Bolton-type mo-
ments with your name, even 
though you do pronounce 
your last name differently?

It’s funny — the bad jokes 
had fi nally tapered off a few years ago, and then, 
inexplicably, they came back worse than ever, 
despite the fact that Steven (spelled differently) 
Seagal (spelled differently) hasn’t actually been 
making any new movies. Yes, it’s a rare week 
when some bank teller, checkout clerk, or pe-
ruser of my business card isn’t moved to laugh-
ter by my name. I’ve long since grown past be-
ing irritated by it, though — hey, if something 
as simple as that can brighten someone’s day, 

far be it from me to rain on 
their parade.

I should point out that 
there’s also a Steven T. Seagle 
who writes some terrifi c comic 
books, and I’m occasionally 
asked more seriously if that’s 
me. Nope! I am Stephen Har-
ry Segal, the Atlantic City kid 
turned Pittsburgh journalist 
turned speculative-arts creative 
director.

First real question: you 
started out as an Arts and Entertain-
ment editor in Pittsburgh, which is a far 
cry from working at Wildside Press as 
manager and creative director. Or is it? 
While in Pittsburgh, how much of your 
job dealt with entertainment of a specu-
lative nature? And if the job itself did not 
deal with it, were you able to turn it in 
that direction at all? And how much of 
that experience with the “regular” enter-
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tainment scene can you bring into play 
with your new position at Wildside?

I’ve thought about this a lot, because I’ve 
noticed how many of the most interesting sf au-
thors today are current or former journalists: 
Gaiman, Doctorow, Scalzi, Sterling... 

On the broadest level, basic reporting expe-
rience can be a great education. Your job is to 
meet lots of interesting people of all kinds and 
talk to themabout their lives. How cool is that? 
Is there any quicker way to come to appreciate, 
fi rst-hand, such an incredibly broad cross-sec-
tion of society? In seven years writing and edit-
ing for Pittsburgh’s alternative newsweekly and 
city magazine, I got to know artifi cial-
heart scientists and 80-year-old blues 
musicians, millionaires and shit-
poor kids itching for a better life, 
sleazy artists and open-minded 
ministers and honest politicians. 
And it’s hard to immerse your-
self in getting to know real people 
without being forced to throw away 
lots of preconceptions about “these” 
people and “those” people. You come 
to understand that it’s a lot more help-
ful to approach the world with questions 
than with assertions — and that, to me, 
is the heart of all speculative fi ction: the 
question, the “What if?”

To answer a different part of the 
question: As a lifelong science fi ction 
and fantasy reader, I always felt that 
the fi eld got short shrift in the main-
stream media. So when I became part 
of the media, I tried to do my part to 
cover our unique art form just as seri-
ously as I would cover music or theatre 
or fi lmmaking. I had the most fun doing 
it at the alternative newsweekly, because 
obviously s.f. has been an “alternative 
arts-based culture” every bit as impor-
tant as, say, punk rock or hip-hop — and 

yet I found it was rarely talked about in that 
way. So that’s what I’d do. The week Samuel 
Delany was coming to town to give a university 
lecture, for instance, we ran a cover story about 
the close thematic links between science fi ction 
and surrealist art. More importantly, I’d try to 
make sure that as frequently as possible, every 
issue included some casual, passing reference 
to a touchstone of s.f., just as another pop-cul-
tural reference carrying the unstated implica-
tion that hey reader, you maybe oughtta know 
what we’re talking about.

Today at Wildside? The main area of over-
lap is that I’m working with our editors and 
contributors to introduce more nonfi ction 

into magazines that identify themselves as 
fi ction magazines fi rst. It’s a simple matter 

of audience awareness — people today 
are far more accustomed to reading 

nonfi ction magazines than fi ction 
magazines, and giving potential 
new readers a whiff of comfortable 
familiarity makes it a lot easier to 
lure them in to be captured by the 
far-out weirdness of our fantastic 
universe.

The other aspect is that, as art 
director, I’m willing and eager to look 
waaaaaay outside the narrowly de-
fi ned fi eld of “fantasy art” for artists 
of all kinds who are doing awesome, 
mind-bending work that’s as unex-
pected, unsettling, and exciting in 
their own way today as Kelly Freas 
or Margaret Brundage were 50 or 
60 years ago.

I’m often surprised by the 
unwillingness of people to 

deal with speculative entertain-
ment because of what I can only 
broadly label as the “geek cul-
ture” associated with it. I was 

city magazine, I got to know artifi cial-
heart scientists and 80-year-old blues 
musicians, millionaires and shit-
poor kids itching for a better life, 

without being forced to throw away 
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speaking with a neighbor last weekend 
about Cormac McCarthy’s fantastic book 
The Road and when I told her the prem-
ise she said “I don’t read sci-fi” with the 
same speed and distaste as someone 
might say “I don’t watch porn”.

Yeah, it seems to me that that sort of vehe-
ment, visceral reaction usually comes from one 
of two places:

(1) As you say, some people are turned off 
by the fanaticism of geek culture — usually be-
cause they think of themselves as smart people 
but desperately fear being associated with the 
classic nerd stereotype, a key component of 
which is being laughed at by other people. See 
Exhibit A, “Urkel.”

(2) They pride themselves on being real-
ists, and so they sneer at the “silliness” they 
perceive on the surface of any kind of fairy sto-
ry, whether the fairies in question are elves or 
aliens (or angels, depending on whether they’re 
semi-honest atheists or hypocritically religious 
“realists”).

The former person is simply tragically inse-
cure, too worried about being mocked to stand 
up and enjoy what they ought on their own 
terms. The latter person is missing the point 
— failing to understand that mythic narrative 
and imagery can be wielded with equal force 
in the service of either escapism or societal en-
gagement.

(Or both. I’ve been saying ever since Sep-
tember 11 to anyone who’ll listen: I wish Berk-
ley would release a new anniversary edition of 
Dune onto the general fiction shelves, with a 
grand, full-scale marketing push but not one 
word about “science fiction classic” anywhere 
on the package. Instead, the cover would read 
something like: “The most important novel of 
our time — Dune — a prescient tale of desert 
warfare, religious terrorism, and ecological ca-
tastrophe.”)

But now we are seeing the success of Spi-
der-Man and other superhero movies, 
acclaim for shows such as Heroes, Lost 
and Battlestar Galactica, with more and 
more speculative books showing up on 
the “What’s New” shelf at Barnes and 
Noble. Is this a sign of the genre mak-
ing itself more general and middle-of-
the-road, palatable, or is the audience at 
large now simply more willing to accept 
what has always been there?

A bit of both — with the note that it’s not 
because the genre is making itself more “mid-
dle-of-the-road” or “palatable” in terms of con-
tent, but in terms of presentation. As far as the 
book world goes, I suspect a lot of credit is due 
to the success of the approach taken with Greg-
ory Maguire’s books. Wicked wasn’t aimed at 
the fantasy market, despite the fact that it’s not 
only pure genre fantasy through and through, 
it’s Fanfic, for Pete’s sake. But Harper Col-
lins recognized that it was a wonderfully writ-
ten story with the potential to push the primal 
mythic button in the brains of a huge audience 
— and they gave it the sort of crossover market-
ing support it deserved. As a result, fairytales 
won back some of the adult cache they’d lost 
over the past century.

Similar story with Spider-Man. The movie 
was, for all intents and purposes, utterly faith-
ful to the comic-book source material — which 
was hugely popular to a general audience in 
1965 but considered a primitive, juvenile me-
dium by the average adult American in 1995. 
Our culture just had to wait for visual-effects 

Weird Tales has been the 
big, exciting challenge 

because the original
incarnation was so

incredibly influential 
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technology to catch up with the fantastical re-
quirements of the story, so that the appealing 
tale could once again stand up to the suspen-
sion of disbelief.

Speaking of visual updates, we have no-
ticed some changes in design and pre-
sentation of some of the Wildside maga-
zine titles, specifi cally Weird Tales, since 
your arrival.  Is there more of that to 
come, and what are the specifi c reasons 
for those changes and updates?

It’s the fi rst rule of magazine publishing: 
Have an identity. There are way, way too many 
magazines of all kinds out there on the book-
store shelves for a publish-
er to be able to get away 
for long with produc-
ing a magazine that isn’t 
uniquely appealing. So we 
sat down and looked at the 
Wildside magazines after 
I arrived, and we decided 
that their looks weren’t 
quite evoking their dis-
tinct editorial missions — and we needed to ad-
dress that.

Fantasy Magazine was the easiest, be-
cause its mission is very straightforward: It’s 
the magazine incarnation of our Prime Books 
imprint, dedicated to highly literary, intellec-
tual, myth-driven fantasy, and propelled by the 
great talents of emerging next-generation writ-
ers who may not be familiar names yet — but 
will be soon. Our editor, Sean Wallace, had a 
very clean, modern, elegant look in mind when 
he fi rst launched the magazine, and we’ve sim-
ply tried to streamline and develop that, mak-
ing it a bit more typographically sophisticated 
so the visual style matches the literary style. 
The look works well for Fantasy, I think — it’s 
much more visual than the digest-sized F&SF, 
and much more fi ction-centric than the glossy 

Realms of Fantasy.
With H.P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, 

we decided that the original logo was coming 
across as too psychedelic — and even though 
that was one valid interpretation of the Love-
craft aesthetic, we thought the horror motif 
would resonate better with readers if we found 
a look that was simultaneously grittier and 
classier. So we went with the blown-up metal-
type look for the logo and the headlines — and 
then we redesigned the interior pages around 
the concept of vertical lines and centered sym-
metry, which gives a very understated, sub-
liminal sort of ancient-stone-tablet vibe that 
I think is even more appropriate to Lovecraft. 

The fi nal result, hopefully, 
is a magazine that exudes 
moody, Lovecraftian dark-
ness while standing out as 
very different from all the 
movie-horror mags that 
clutter up the newsstand.

Weird Tales has been 
the big, exciting challenge, 
because the original incar-

nation from the 1920s through the 1950s was so 
incredibly infl uential, launching not only Love-
craft and Robert E. Howard but Ray Bradbury 
and even, for Pete’s sake, Tennessee Williams. 
And the current incarnation, which is now al-
most 20 years old itself — while it’s published 
hundreds of outstanding stories by great writ-
ers like Ligotti, Campbell, and Lee, as well as 
oodles of terrifi c artwork by the likes of Barr, 
Fabian, and Rowena — has suffered over the 
years from the diffi cult realities of small-press 
publishing, changing ownership several times 
and never quite getting a handle on the modern 
demands of circulation and marketing. So we 
wanted to put together not just a new look, but a 
whole new vision for Weird Tales that incorpo-
rates all the best aspects of the recent run that 
our subscribers enjoy, while more consciously 
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evoking the groundbreaking, subversive, coun-
ter-cultural mission of the original 1920s maga-
zine, and simultaneously reaching out from the 
newsstand to fresh, young, new readers in the 
21st century who may not yet self-identify as 
“fantasy readers” or “sf fans” per se. Goth kids, 
punk kids — they would love Weird Tales just 
as much as the devotees do if they noticed it and 
picked it up, but until now they haven’t. We want 
to fi x that.

How to do that? Well, obviously, the fi ction 
is still the heart and soul of the magazine. We’re 
bringing in Ann Kennedy VanderMeer as our 
new fi ction editor, starting with the October 
2007 issue. Ann is not only an incredibly cool 
person and a terrifi c editor, but she straddles 
both the traditional and the avant-garde sides 
of the genre. The surrealist-fi ction magazine 
she founded and ran in the ‘90s, The Silver 
Web, published several of the same authors 
and artists that Weird Tales was featuring — 
and at the same time, also reached far outside 
the sf establishment to fi nd creative 
people who were producing works 
of speculative literature and art 
from very different perspec-
tives. We don’t want to repli-
cate The Silver Web, but we do 
want Ann to mix up fresh and 
unexpected brews of strange-
ness, building upon the context of 
the Weird Tales tradition.

We’re restructuring the non-
fi ction content, too, in a way that 
I think old and new readers alike 
are really going to enjoy. First off, 
we’ve taken senior contributing editor 
Darrell Schweitzer out of his old duck 
blind hiding behind the editorial 
“we” so we can spotlight his in-
sightful musings about fan-
tasy in a fi rst-person-singular 
bylined column, dubbed “The 

Cryptic.” The actual editorial, “The Eyrie,” will 
now run much shorter — just a page or so — so 
we can add a new, rotating guest essay titled 
“Weirdism,” devoted to the weirdness of real 
life. The debut installment is a piece by Cait-
lin R. Kiernan, marking her fi rst Weird Tales
appearance. We’ll be refocusing anew on con-
ducting interviews with fantastic creators of all 
kinds, we’ll be including nifty historical notes 
on a page titled “Old Weird, New Weird,” and 
we’ll be launching a couple of art-centric series 
that I won’t spoil just yet, except to say that I 
don’t mean writings about art.

How much of your work towards luring 
new readers to the medium is focused 
at the existing adult demographic, and 
now much is focused towards grabbing 
the attention of young readers, where it 
seems that the affi nity with the specula-

tive is most likely to take hold?  You 
once told me “You build new au-

diences NOT by initiating them 
into the existing arcane rituals 

and clubs, but by simply enter-
taining them and winning them 
over”.  Isn’t that most prevalent 

when looking towards young 
readers?

It sure is. Just think about 
your own journey into sfdom for a 
minute, and you’ll realize that the 
organized structure of Fandom-

with-a-capital-F is almost certainly 
the last thing you discovered, and 
thus the least important. Taking me 

as an example — and forgive me, 
these are approximations — I fell 

in love with Doctor Who and 
Star Wars and Superman when 

I was 5, D’Aulaire’s mythology 
when I was 7, Madeleine L’Engle 

and C.S. Lewis and Star Blazers
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when I was 9, Asimov and Tolkien and Marvel 
Comics and giant Japanese robots when I was 
11. At that point, I leapt into my father’s book-
shelf full of Heinlein, Clarke, Norton, Varley, 
Doc Smith, spent junior high devouring them 
all — and I was confi rmed as a lifelong lover of 
the fantastic. It wasn’t until high school that I 
discovered Star Trek conventions, and not un-
til after college that I entered the world of orga-
nized literary fandom.

So what does that suggest? To me, it sug-
gests a couple things. First, that us grown-up 
literary sf fans damn well better embrace the 
onscreen “sci-fi ,” of all fl avors, that fi rst 
grabs the attention of children with 
its glorious imagery. Whether that’s 
Flash Gordon or Star Wars or 
Transformers or Avatar, it’s a 
starting point from which the 
connections to increasingly 
mature works can be nurtured, 
and we shouldn’t mock it just 
because we’re perversely em-
barrassed that we used to have 
kid tastes when we were kids. 

From a publisher’s per-
spective, it reminds us that, 
as an industry, it’s incumbent 
upon us to make sure that ev-
ery generation has their own 
material to enjoy as they grow 
through those stages. On the 
one hand, that means mak-
ing sure the truly timeless classics don’t appear 
stale (e.g., in the 1950s Asimov’s robots may 
have been illustrated somewhat fancifully by 
Freas’ generation, in the 1980s they were illus-
trated photo-realistically by artists like Michael 
Whelan, and in the 2010s they probably ought 
to show a lot more anime infl uence). On the 
other hand, it means that we’ve got to remem-
ber not to only publish sf for ourselves. For 
me, that’s been one of the most exciting chal-

lenges with repositioning our Wildside maga-
zine titles, particularly Weird Tales: working 
to ensure that it’s not just appealing to people 
who already know the cultural history of Weird 
Tales, but to an entirely new generation who 
ought to be able to discover the magazine for 
the fi rst time and fall in love with it fresh, just 
like so many teenagers did in the 1930s.

You mentioned that Dune is relevant to 
the state of the world today. In the past 
many have argued that the Cold War 

and the uncertainty it bred was re-
sponsible for the rise of Science 

Fiction and Horror in ‘50s and 
‘60s. How much of the current 
social, real-world climate do 

you look to highlight in your 
book and magazine content. 
Do you seek it out, or does it 
just naturally bubble up out 
of the community?

Well... I think the best social 
commentary in art is the stuff 
that puts itself there through 

the artistic requirements of 
the work, rather than overt 
political propagandizing. 
But these days, I’m just a 
creative director, not an 
editor. Come back and ask 
me that question again after 
I launch Earthling, and I’ll 

have a much, much longer and more interest-
ing answer.

You come across as one of those people 
who is never satisfi ed with “good enough”. 
Let’s say it is the year �0��: where do you 
see the Wildside magazines?

Hmmm — prognostication is dangerous. 
But I can tell you where I think the Wildside 
magazines ought to be in fi ve years with a bit 

onscreen “sci-fi ,” of all fl avors, that fi rst 
grabs the attention of children with 
its glorious imagery. Whether that’s 

sponsible for the rise of Science 
Fiction and Horror in ‘50s and 
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commentary in art is the stuff 
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of luck. Weird Tales should have at least dou-
bled its current circulation, by reaching out to 
new and younger audiences through new dis-
tribution channels — and that doesn’t just mean 
more retail stores, but also a truly awesome Web 
presence that takes online sf into currently-un-
dreamed-of places. Fantasy Magazine should be 
a well-established market where writers working 
in serious, sophisticated fantasy can know that 
they’ll fi nd an enthusiastic audience. And H.P. 
Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror should not only 
be wowing horror fans as the niftiest literary-
horror magazine in print, but also as the online 
starting point for anyone who’s making any sort 

of foray into the Lovecraft Mythos.

For the fi eld in general, where do you see 
speculative fi ction, and entertainment in 
general, in the year �0��?  Will advances 
in technology, especially the web, allow 
the medium to reach those that have no 
inkling of what exactly is available?

By the year 2012, I expect that narrative 
storytelling will undergo a convergence of all 
media, and will hitherto be composed by intel-
ligence-enhanced cyborg monkeys and trans-
mitted through touchpad sensors in our socks. 
At least, I hope so. w
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The lepidopterist was out collecting speci-
mens when he saw the woman. He had 
never seen another like her. He spied her 

from across the long park lawn, resting in a lawn 
chair, tightly swaddled in tan blankets from head 
to toe, with a turban wrapped around her head. 
From far away he wasn’t sure if she were as beau-
tiful and weak as she looked, so he circled around 
to approach her from the side. His collecting net 
quivered in his hands. As he grew closer, he could 
see her pale colorless face, the only skin exposed 
to the light. He took a deep breath and moved 
close to her, only a few feet 
away. For a few glorious 
moments he watched as 
she lay, wan and frail, warm-
ing herself in the sun. Desire 
gripped him.

She is very pale, he thought, 
almost translucent.

As he stared at her, he became 
transfi xed by her beautiful pallid 
features. He loved her small gaping 
mouth, barely distinguishable from 
the rest of her face except when she 
momentarily strained in an exhausted yawn. Her 
bulbous eyes hardly opened, just enough to let 
in as little light as possible. A few strands of fi ne 
colorless hair wormed their way out from under 
the turban, framing her formless face with a pale 
tangley web.

“Let me help you,” he whispered into her 
ear.

“Yes,” she whispered back, looking up at him 
through the pale little slits of her eyes.

He carried her to his van and placed her 
on the front seat. One of her many tan blankets 

bunched up around her ankles and covered the 
insect specimen bottles that littered the fl oor of 
his front seat. Most of her blankets remained 
tightly bound around her legs and torso, but her 
thin arms were able to emerge from the fabric 
that held her. He could see her tiny weak hands 
partially exposed from the folds of the blankets 
and they thrilled him. She sighed and leaned her 
heavy turbaned head sideways on the headrest. 
He threw his collecting net into the back seat and 
looked fervently at her.

“I will take you home with me,” he said as 
he headed the car toward 

home.
“Yes,” she replied.
“I will care for you,” he 

said.
“Yes,” she replied.

He brought her home with 
him and placed her in a lounge 
chair in front of a sunny window in 
his study. He arranged the blankets 

carefully around her and adjusted 
her chaise so that she had the best 

view possible of him as he worked. He 
longed to pull off her blankets and see the pale 
weak fi gure that lay beneath, but he didn’t. He 
would care for her and she would change. She 
would grow strong and someday she would 
emerge from the blankets on her own. It would 
be because of him and she would be grateful. 
She would be his. He thought of this and he was 
pleased.

His wood-paneled study was fi lled with leath-
er-bound books, and framed insects covered the 
walls. He had collected the insects himself. He 
was considered an expert in his fi eld, and his col-

Translucence
Rowena Southard
to the sound of “Two Sleepy People” by Fats Waller...
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lection was very valuable.  He was careful when 
collecting, making certain that the insects were 
in perfect condition when they were captured. 
People from all over the world looked to him 
for collecting advice, and he had been quoted in 
many textbooks. “Collecting insects is a special-
ized occupation meant only for the expert,” he 
had been quoted as saying. His desk was covered 
with wads of cotton and silver stickpins. He was 
proud of his knowledge, and he enjoyed having 
her near him so she could watch him while he 
worked.

From then on, they spent each day together 
in his study, she in her lounge chair and he at his 
desk. Every day he tended her, bringing her wa-
ter. She was unable to eat much at first, and he 
worried that she might become ill from lack of 
food. She drank tremendous amounts of water, 
coiling and uncoiling her thin tongue, which lay 
strangely curled in her mouth like the spring of 
a clock. The act of drinking seemed to tire her, 
but he thought he could see improvement and he 
was patient. He loved her.

Eventually, after several weeks, she was able 
to eat lettuce too, as long as it had no dressing. 
He sat mesmerized as he watched her pick at the 
wilted green leaves with her translucent fingers. 
He was certain he could see her heart beat in her 
fingernails. Each imagined pump of her heart 
sent a corresponding pulse through him. He 
wanted her.

She is mine, he thought to himself. I am 
helping her.

Certain practicalities concerned him, but 
he was always considerate. He was a gentleman 
and unwilling to embarrass her with indelicate 
questions, so he simply carried her to the bath-
room three times a day. Carrying her made him 
feel strong, and he relished their daily routine. 
He would leave her, pale, squirming, and still 
swaddled in her tan blankets on the tile floor and 
close the door. When he returned ten minutes 
later he would find her in the same position, but 

she always seemed a little more relaxed. Then he 
would lift her from the floor, careful not to dis-
place her wrappings or turban and carry her back 
to her chaise. His curiosity had once compelled 
him to listen at the bathroom door, but the high-
pitched scraping sounds had frightened him. He 
never listened at the door again.

During his life as a collector, he had trav-
eled the world in search of rare and seldom-seen 
specimens. His collection was rivaled by no other 
in the world. As her sat near her in his study, he 
held up his most prized specimens for her to see. 
He explained the difficulties of his occupation 
and spoke to her in his own mix of scientific and 
romantic language. He explained the most im-
portant aspects of collecting.

“One must collect only specimens in perfect 
condition,” he said, as she lay motionless in her 
chaise. Then he explained that a collector must 
keep the specimen without damaging it.

“Finally, specimens must be mounted within 
a reasonable amount of time,” he said waving a 
rare cherished butterfly for her to see. He had col-
lected it several years before in the Philippines, in 
a remote and isolated area. He had mounted it in 
a beautiful mahogany shadow box, and he held 
the box in front of her face so she could admire 
both the insect and his handiwork.

“Isn’t it remarkable?” he asked her.
“Yes,” she replied. Her weak puffs of breath 

caused her hair to dance ever so slightly around 
the edges of her turban. 

Time passed. He sat by her side, lustful and 
patient. He spent hours talking to her, showing 
her his collection and hoping for her to improve. 

He longed for the time 
when he could remove 

the blankets and see 
what was underneath



Sybil’s Garage

�0

At times she seemed to be getting stronger, and 
he occasionally suggested that she try to stand. 
Once he tried to force her to stand and she simply 
fell into a tan, turbaned heap on the fl oor. He felt 
terrible for trying to rush her. From then on, he 
tried to mold his life to fi t more with hers, sitting 
quietly with her day after day, eating only what 
she ate. He began to lose weight from their diet 
of lettuce and water. Before he brought her home 
to live with him, he had loved to eat meat and 
potatoes. Now he shared her diet out of courtesy. 
Each day he hoped she had recovered enough for 
him to add dressing to their salad. He felt himself 
growing tired from lack of food. He secretly ate 
radishes while she slept.

He longed for the time when he could re-
move the blankets and see what was underneath. 
Each day, as he sat gazing at her tiny, occasion-
ally gaping mouth and bulbous half-opened eyes, 
he imagined her unswaddled, translucent and 
glowing on his lounge chair. He imagined looking 
through her nearly transparent skin and watch-
ing her blood vessels dilate at his touch. He had 
nonchalantly offered to unwrap her once, but it 
had been a mistake. She had looked at him, open-
ing her bulbous eyes just a little more than usual 
and made a strange hissing sound. He thought 
the look on her face was a look of alarm, but he 
wasn’t sure. It might have been exhaustion.

He tried to stay by her side at all times, but he 
began to grow weary from lack of movement and 
food. He grew disinterested in his work. Unla-

beled jars of insects sat on his desk, wings 
collecting like tiny broken windows 

in the bottoms of 
jars. He decided 
he must get some 

exercise to keep up 
his strength, running 

perhaps. He bought a 
new tan running suit 

and some special run-
ning shoes. He started run-

ning every day.
Away from the house, he dreamt of their life 

as it would someday be. He saw other women 
as he ran, but none were as beautiful as she. He 
thought of her skin and her wispy hair and her 
spring-like tongue. He wanted to pin her down 
and kiss her. He imagined her tongue coiling 
round and round in his mouth. He was proud 
that he had been able to be so patient. He wanted 
her to want him, and he knew that eventually she 
would because he had cared for her.

Although he ran every day, he could feel 
himself growing still weaker. His own clothing 
weighed him down as he ran. His feet dragged 
along the sidewalk as he ran, and the tops of his 
new running shoes became worn from scraping 
along the cement. He eventually grew so weak 
that he stopped moving his arms at all when he 
ran. They hung at his sides, limp and useless, and 
he was barely able to lift his knees. Finally he had 
to give up running. Secretly, he was glad. He hat-
ed being away from her. He decided to stay home 
with her forever.

He set up his study so that he rarely had to 
leave. He had a tiny refrigerator brought in that 
was just big enough for a few bottles of water and 
some lettuce. The two of them sat near each other, 
he at his desk and she on the chaise. He was wait-
ing, and he assumed she was waiting with him. 
Over time, he grew accustomed to sitting quietly 
with her in his study. He napped often, dreaming 
of her tiny otherworldly hands reaching out for 
him. He dutifully cared for her, certain that she 
would emerge soon. He loved the way she rarely 
spoke. He loved the way they sat near each other 
and ate only lettuce. His running suit and run-
ning shoes lay in a pile in the corner.

He still managed to get her to the bathroom 
three times a day even though he was weak, but 
he wasn’t able to carry her in his arms anymore. 
Now he was forced to pull and drag her through 
the house to the bathroom. This worked most of 
the time, but once in a while he had trouble in the 

beled jars of insects sat on his desk, wings 
collecting like tiny broken windows 

in the bottoms of 
jars. He decided 
he must get some 

exercise to keep up 
his strength, running 

perhaps. He bought a 
new tan running suit 

and some special run-
ning shoes. He started run-
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areas where the carpet was thick. Her swaddling 
seemed to catch on the fibers and made it hard 
for him to pull her to where she should be. The 
effort it took exhausted him. He would leave her 
on the bathroom floor, close the door, and then 
collapse in the hallway until it was time to drag 
her back.

She is improving, he thought to himself as he 
lay in the hallway. Soon she will reveal herself to 
me. I will see what is under the blankets. I am 
making her well.

In between their trips to the bathroom, he 
pretended to catalog his insects, writing their 
names in perfect little columns in his notebooks. 
In reality, he couldn’t remember the names of 
the insects anymore. The orders and families and 
species all blurred together in his mind and he 
didn’t care. He watched his own trembling hand 
write meaningless names in orderly meaningless 
rows. Words which used to give his life meaning 
were now difficult to spell and only vaguely fa-
miliar. His colleagues occasionally called for help 
with identification of insects, but he was rude and 
claimed to be too busy for them. He grew pale 
from lack of sunshine. Water and lettuce began 
to feel like a filling meal. He dozed often, weak 
and anemic. The insects on his desk collapsed 
into weightless litter at the bottom of jars. Dust 
covered them all.

Then finally it happened.
One afternoon a strange humming noise 

awakened him as he sat napping in his chair. He 
opened his eyes and there she lay on the lounge 
chair, unwrapped. She had emerged. The blan-
kets lay strewn around the dusty floor, and he 
could see her beautiful naked frame covered only 
by a thin layer of gauze. He blinked at her, open-
ing his eyes only a little to shield them against 
the bright light. He studied her pale form spread 
lightly across the chaise. He felt faint at the first 
sight of her but recovered. Under the thin gauze, 
her arms seemed to be bent at impossible angles. 
Her turban was gone and her hair was divided 

into two unusual sections, which curled around 
her face, framing her black, black eyes.

He got up from his chair and went to her. He 
was weak as he walked to her, and he fell against 
the wall knocking off his prized, framed butterfly 
collection. Pieces of the mahogany frame crushed 
the mounted insects’ wings and the broken speci-
mens lay shattered near his desk. He seemed not 
to notice. He stumbled toward her and touched 
her cool, strangely bent arm.

“May I?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied.
He moved next to her, lying lengthwise on 

the chaise and draped a weak arm across her 
middle. He could see a thin sliver of her perfect 
bare skin under the gauze. He could see the out-
line of her hips. This is what he had been waiting 
for. She would finally be his. He had cared for her 
and now she loved him. Something stirred with-
in him, but was lost. He suddenly felt cold and 
weak and tired. She seemed uninteresting and he 
wanted her to leave.

“I am cold,” he said.
Very slowly she lifted his arm off of her mid-

section and got up off the chaise. She moved 
gracefully, remnants of the thin gauze fluttering 
behind her as she moved. She bent down and 
collected some of the blankets that were strewn 
around the floor. Her hands looked stronger 
now, and her black, black eyes were opened wide. 
She took the blankets and wrapped him tightly 
from head to toe, leaving only his pale anemic 
face exposed. She leaned down, her face next to 
his, with her coiled tongue only inches from his 
mouth.

“Let me help you,” she whispered. w
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When we floated together in our mother’s womb, 
I consumed you as one scared thing 
will do to another in this lonely world.

My guru, David, says your soul is beautiful.
An artist’s soul. A dancer’s soul.
He pressed his face to my belly 
& said he could see your aura
shimmering through my abdomen 
lovely as a mirage.

I feel you when I sit in my organic co-op chopping kale
& dreaming about murals you’d have painted. 
I feel you when I hear a homeless man melt joy 
like rich warm caramel into his saxophone’s strains.
You beg me to slip off my moccasins 
& dance barefoot on concrete. 
It was you who wanted to dye my hair magenta, 
wasn’t it?

Paris, my hypnotherapist, says understanding past sins
is the first step toward karmic equilibrium. 
In her office behind the acupuncturist’s, she regressed me 
through memory’s folds to mother’s womb,
we chimeral twins wrapped in fetal embrace.

Yearning gaped in my essence
like the universe hungering for God.
The cells that were me transmitted that hunger
to the cells that were you
& your kind soul, your beautiful soul, 
offered yourself to fill me.

I felt an echo of that hunger last night 
as I lay with David on the beach
salt air lapping our skins, thighs pressed 
into the timelessness of granite cliffs 

Dear Melody
Rachel Swirsky
to the sound of “Where You Are” by October Project...
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worn to sand by millenia. 
Gulls cawed, seals chorused, waves murmured, 
the cosmos rumbling its approval. 
David slipped his hand down my belly & tried to fi ll 
my lingering emptiness.

Handless, tongueless, you took part as you could, 
sending an egg with your DNA into my uterus
where David’s cells waited, ready to make 
the child only we three could conceive.

For a moment as he fi lled me 
as you fi lled me
I became one with the universe that is you & me & him
& kale & communes & murals & barking seals
him me you becoming 
 youhim 
  meyou 
   himmeyou 
    meyouhim 
an endless recombinantion of souls & DNA 
together miraculous 
like clashing weather fronts birthing the wind.

Most people live forever terrifi ed 
the universe will abandon them 
to the frozen pall of solitude. 
I am so lucky to be twice fi lled
twice reassured I will never be alone.

Melody, I promise:
Our baby will learn
to paint & dance. w

Handless, tongueless, you took part as you could, 

I became one with the universe that is you & me & him
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Jetsam, \jet-səm\, noun: The part of a 
ship, its equipment, or its cargo that is 
cast overboard to lighten the load in time 

of distress and that sinks or is washed ashore.

I’m writing this down because I’m starting 
to forget. I may need to remember someday. 
The chemical air is already kissing my mind, 
biting my memory away. Something terrible 
happened at work today. Beyond imagining.... 

Jay stops reading the worn fragment of pa-
per, and looks up. “I don’t remember writing this. 
Where did you fi nd this, again?” She speaks 
to the young man behind the counter, 
who’s examining the creases of a 
jacket fl ap. His glasses slide 
down his nose as he stops to 
pull a book out of the thick 
stack on the counter. 

“It was stuck in this 
one.” The man holds up a 
worn copy of a short story anthology. 
It is one of about 20 books Jay has lugged into 
the used bookstore to sell. 

“Oh. I though I searched all of them.” Jay 
takes the book from him. It is old, as thick as a 
tombstone. Her hand trembles from the weight. 
“Wait. This book doesn’t look familiar—are you 
sure it’s mine?”

“It was in the box with the others. The pa-
per was stuck behind the jacket fl ap. That’s why 
I like to go through everything before you leave 
the store. Thought you might want it back.”

“Thanks,” says Jay, and walks away from the 
counter. She sits down on a worn upholstered 
chair and turns the paper over in her fi ngers. 
One side is crammed with writing, and the other 

is affi xed with a single nametag, a sticker with a 
smeared red mark on it. She recognizes her writ-
ing. But she doesn’t recall writing the words.

It was so still after all the previous com-
motion, as if the traffi c and people had bled off 
the edges of the city. Emptiness, everywhere. 
Only the smoke plumes in the sky, coiling like 
worms. 

What day was this? What date? Nothing 
on the paper gives it away. Annoyed, Jay lets 
it drop to her lap. At the top of the torn edge, 

the name of the old publishing company 
she worked for stands out in 

crisp block letters. It’s surely 
the thought of her former 
job that sends little shivers 
of distress sparking up her 

spine, and nothing else. That’s 
what she tells herself. 
“A lot of books from the same 

company,” the man calls out. He is still 
methodically examining her offerings. “You’re 

in publishing, right? I can usually tell.”
“Not anymore,” Jay says. “I work in fi nance 

now. Better pay.”
Jay runs her fi nger along the jagged edge of 

the paper. She’s really only told part of the truth. 
She didn’t leave the company. The company left 
her.

“Didn’t like the job, eh?”
“Didn’t have a choice. They left the city,” she 

replies. “The attacks. Some people jumped ship. 
You know.” 

The man is respectfully silent.

Everyone was in their offi ces, all cramming 

Jetsam
Livia Llewellyn
to the sound of “The Last Secret” and “Land of Lyss” by John Serrie...

Where did you fi nd this, again?” She speaks 
to the young man behind the counter, 
who’s examining the creases of a 

worn copy of a short story anthology. 

the name of the old publishing company 

what she tells herself. 
“A lot of books from the same 

company,” the man calls out. He is still 
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things into boxes, or staring numbly out the 
windows into space. Like I was.

 
The company did more than jump ship. It 

vanished. Jay and a few employees—the ones 
who hadn’t been warned—traveled into the city 
one morning to find the building as empty of life 
as the smoldering ruins on the tip of the island. 
Whispers on the street said they’d fled to another 
country, leaving behind the detritus of their long 
history: piles of old books, unread manuscripts, 
and discarded employees. Just as devastating, in 
its own way.

“I have your total.” The man holds another 
slip of paper, the credit for the books. “This is 
how much we’ll give you in books, or you can 
take half that amount in cash. You can use it now 
or later—just don’t lose it.”

Jay takes the cash. Not much, as always, but 
it doesn’t matter. Relief is the only payment she 
needs—relief that there is a little less crowding 
around her, a little less intrusion on her life. She 
needs to know that at home, at night, she has 
some space to think and breathe.

“Thanks. I’ll come back next Saturday with 
the last load.” Jay grabs her metal shopping cart 
and heads for the door. As she picks her way 
through dusty stacks, she shoves the receipt into 
her pocket. She stares at the fragment one more 
time, then slides it in as well.

From my office, I watched the apartment 
building across the street. Some windows were 
lit up in the rainy gloom like soft yellow candles, 
others were dark and tomb-like. Most had pale 
curtains drawn across the glass.

As she walks back home, Jay sees herself 
reflected over and over again in dark storefront 
windows. In one tall pane of glass, a ghostly 
woman walks beside her whose face still flirts 
with middle age while her body has fully em-
braced it. In another she is thin and chic, a wom-

an of the City, proudly urban in her clothing and 
demeanor. In a third pane, she’s little more than 
a wraith. But her face remains the same in all 
those reflections: there’s a furrow nestling be-
tween her eyes, a deep line of fear bisecting her 
brow. The sight of it shocks Jay. She hasn’t seen 
that look on her face for almost five years.

That’s how long ago her old life ended, how 
long she’s kept herself from dwelling on her 
past. No reason to remember, Jay tells herself. 
It’s over. But even now, part of her still won-
ders why the company left without a trace, while 
another part secretly rejoices that she escaped 
something worse than what had been intended 
for her. What had been intended...? 

As she rounds the corner, her apartment 
building slides into view. It is thick and solid, 
comfortably utilitarian. From across the street 
her living room window is just one of many 
black rectangles, indistinguishable from the oth-
ers. It doesn’t have a view of the city skyline—she 
blocked it off years ago. She has no desire to see 
where she’s been.

To the left of the building a massive clock 
tower rose like a cream-colored phallus, laced 
with delicate scaffolding from base to tip.

The clock, the time—it was the last day she’d 
gone to work in the City, that was it. She’d been 
late. Only a week since the attack, and smoke still 
billowed in toxic sheets over the lower part of the 
island. Chemicals and flesh—the dead settled in 
their mouths and lungs. Jay hadn’t wanted to 
step outside. But bills had to be paid. So she’d 

EVERYWHERE SHE HAD 
TURNED THAT MORNING 

LONG AGO SHE HAD SEEN 
THAT STRANGE MARK
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reluctantly crept down into the subway, taking 
her place within the throng of silent commuters. 
And when she emerged from the underground, 
when she saw the company’s triangular build-
ing, saw the dun of the sky— 

No. She does not want to remember. To her 
right sits a battered trashcan. Through the iron 
mesh, magazine covers press against thick seep-
ing paper bags, sodden bricks of newspapers, 
strange dribblings of food. The fragment is a 
tight ball in her hand. It’s only trash. But her fi n-
gers can’t release it. She stares at the crumpled 
paper as it unfolds, an image blossoming in her 
mind...

Broken things pressing against 
each other, faces and bricks all jum-
bled into one terrible mass... And 
a word—no. A single letter. Every-
where she had turned that morning 
long ago, she had seen that strange 
mark.

Jay crosses the street in quick 
steps. She pushes the shopping cart 
into the building courtyard, past the 
molding statue and stunted trees, to-
ward her entrance. She stops to take out 
her keys, and the ball in her hand fl attens out 
suddenly as her fi ngers work the paper open. It’s 
a compulsion she cannot control.

Between the buildings two inky smears 
of clouds slowly passed. They lingered briefl y 
in the space before drifting toward the open 
square, as if surveying and cataloging the sod-
den masses below. If only I’d known— 

She saw something that day. Not clouds, not 
smoke, not the ashes of her friends. Something 
moved....

Jay stands at the edge of the entrance, her 
body rigid. Her eyes slide up to the tops of the 

building and beyond, looking for the edges of 
the City, reassuring herself that she cannot see 
it. That it cannot see her. She runs her tongue 
around her mouth. It tastes as if something foul 
has just moved through her. There is more than 
the memory of ash in her mouth. She tastes 
marked.

The door swings out behind her. 
“Could you—” says the janitor, and Jay grabs 

the door as he wheels his cart out. He gestures to 
the gaping mouth of plastic. 

“Trash?”
Jay looks down at the fragment. “No. 

Thanks.” She shoves it into her pocket. 
“No books today? That’s a fi rst.” 

The man smiles pleasantly at her. Jay 
sidles past him into the empty hall-
way.

“Not today. I’ve read enough al-
ready.” She drags her cart up to the 
seventh fl oor. 

Giant bins of trash surrounded 
the building—the last remnants of 
the publishing company. Just twenty 
minutes ago, men were walking from 

bin to bin, red paintbrushes in their 
hands, marking them for removal.   

Jay presses her back against the bolted door. 
The solid slab of painted metal makes her feel 
safe. Before her a cool and empty living room 
sits in silence. The lack of furniture and decora-
tion comforts her profoundly. Owning nothing 
means nothing can be taken or thrown away, 
nothing can be forgotten.

She examines the sticker more closely. “*MY 
NAME IS*” borders the top in thick letters. The 
white space below is stained red, smeared and 
slightly cracked. Jay cocks her head slightly as 
she tries to interpret it. The original mark is lost 
to her. All that’s left is on the paper.

Dropping her coat to the fl oor, Jay walks to 

the building—the last remnants of 

bin to bin, red paintbrushes in their 
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a large, empty bookcase and pulls it aside with 
a groan. Behind the case, a grimy window looks 
out on the quiet street, the buildings, the sky. 
Breathing hard, Jay presses a finger to the glass, 
then, as if writing a secret language, slowly trac-
es the tops of the buildings as they sprawl across 
the horizon.  

The creeping skyline of this city both fasci-
nates and repels her. No matter where she looks, 
the sky seems to stop at the rooftops—and there 
is a space, a thin crack where reality does not 
quite knit together. She imagines something 
pulsating at the edge, watching and waiting. 
Waiting for a sign, a mark. 

Workers clustered in small groups, whis-
pering fearful gossip back and forth. During 
the night a thousand companies fled. We had 
been abandoned.

“If I get rid of this, there won’t be anything 
left of that day. Not even my memories. But you 
can’t take things I don’t have,” Jay whispers. Her 
hand curls around the paper, crushing it neatly. 
“You can’t take nothing.”

A woman with a clipboard was shouting. 
“Proceed to your floor and pack your belong-
ings—” 

Her hand uncurls. It’s no use. She still has 
the fragment. And now: trickles of memory, 
staining her soul like drops of blood in water. 
Still marked, she tells her reflection in the glass. 

“—nothing will be left behind!”

The sky looms overhead like a bowl of metal 
riveted to the edges of the earth.

Jay stands in the middle of an empty street, 
before her old employer’s building. Beyond it, 
the island stretches out in one festering sweep 
of land. In five years, the corruption of the attack 

has spread outward and up the blocks. Now only 
smoldering piles of metal dot the landscape. 
Nothing whole remains, except the strangely 
triangulated building before her—a stone ship 
caught in a scoria sea.

A low boom catches her attention: in the dis-
tance a colossal wall, one hundred stories high, 
slices the island in half like a surgical scar. Roof-
tops of still-healthy buildings are visible over the 
top, while, at the base, tiny figures scurry back 
and forth in the thunder and wake of ponderous 
machines. Below, subways gag on hardening 
concrete. Jay had to bribe a man at the borough 
docks to ferry her across the water to the island. 
There was no other way in. 

“Why not you?” Jay asks her old building. 
It cannot be coincidence that it alone remains. 
Rows of windows grin at her like blackened 
teeth, revealing nothing. Pink stains the worn 
stone. Some brighter color once ran down its 
sides, then faded with time. Jay’s fingers grasp 
the wrinkled paper.

The woman slapped a nametag on my coat 
while a man shoved an empty cardboard box 
into my arms. “You have fifteen minutes to get 
to your floor,” he said. “Put your personal items 
in this, and wait in your office to be escorted 
out.” As I made my way through the lobby, my 
fingers slid over the tag. They came away red.

She picks her way past the rounded tip of 
the building and tries the lobby door. After a few 
pulls on the handle, it swings open. The land-
scape behind her reflects as wavering ribbons in 
the thick glass and brass. Jay looks back over her 
shoulder. 

Two dark grey clouds float along the east-
ern shore. They creep over the rubble as if they 
are snuffling and rooting their way inland. Jay 
slips into the building and pulls the door firmly 
shut, then presses her face against the glass. One 
cloud rises slowly, thinning out as it catches the 
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sluggish wind. The other pulses slightly—the ru-
ins beneath it shift.

Jay backs into the lobby until darkness envel-
ops her. More drops of memory trickle through 
her. Outside, the grey mass of air spreads itself 
farther out and up, until it is beyond her vision.

At the far end of the lobby, beyond the el-
evator banks, there is an open door to a brown 
stairwell. Jay hesitates, listening for any sound. 
After a moment of silence, she begins to climb. 
Her footfalls sound distant, as though her body 
is walking somewhere she can’t yet see. She 
knows something terrible happened that day, to 
everyone who entered the building. Somehow, 
she escaped so thoroughly that she even escaped 
the remembering of it. Her bones remember, 
though. 

My floor was a wreck. I picked my way 
through broken furniture, crushed bookcases. 
Dust choked the air. And everywhere, papers 
and books crammed in boxes, all marked with 
the same red paint. The same letter.  

The water fountain is dry. Jay clenches her 
jaw, and air shoots out of her nostrils in tortured 
bursts. Fourteen floors—twenty-eight small 
flights of steps. A quick glance to the glass doors 
of the old office space: the glass doors are open 
slightly, one large crack running down the right 
side. Beyond lies empty office space.

Jay walks through the doors into the recep-
tion area. The silence is profound. As she makes 
her way down the narrow hall, Jay marvels at 
how stripped and spare it all is. No boxes or 
books anywhere, no furniture, no light fixtures. 
She moves through bands of muted light and 

shadow—even the blinds were removed. As she 
passes each office, she glances at the sky.

At the thinnest end of the building is her 
little nook. It’s not really an office, just a space 
made out of bookcases and file cabinets. Jay 
stops before the opening. Her desk is gone, but 
two thick indentations mark the carpet where it 
once rested. She steps in and runs the toe of her 
shoe along the groove, then turns to the book-
case, placing her back to the window.

I packed my box in minutes, then sat on 
the desk and pulled the nametag off. It stuck to 
my fingers as I held it to the light. What did this 
red mark mean? As I lowered it, a movement 
caught my eye. I glanced out the window. 

She swivels around and stares at out the 
window. Five years ago, clouds had reflected off 
glass buildings, cold and clean. 

The sun shifted, and light threw red reflec-
tions across the glass. I watched the color in-
tensify in waves—red sunset in midday. And 
then....  

“I saw,” Jay says, although the words mean 
nothing. She still can’t remember. “I saw.” 

That’s when I realized what it was. What I 
had become. 

Jay imagines herself five years ago, sus-
pended in cold air, mouth open and slack, eyes 
huge with the sleepy pull of the clouds as they 
drift from left to right. She imagines pulling the 
layer of past over the present, moving one grey 
sky onto another, matching the clouds one by 
one....

I saw
I don’t remember the name
remember remember 

She came here for an 
epiphany and resolution. 
There is none
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But she cannot, and there is nothing more 
on the paper to help. The last sentence ends in 
an illegible scrawl of repeated pencil marks, 
smudged beyond recognition. She squints at the 
last word, larger than the rest, in the darkening 
light, then frowns. The letters are barely 
distinguishable, but still. It looks like her 
name.

Jay rubs her eyes. She has no 
idea what happened that last after-
noon. But does it really matter? Will 
it change anything? She came here 
for an epiphany, for understanding 
and resolution. There is none. She has 
a new life now. Everything else is trash. 
It will only drag her down if she clings 
to it. She crumples the fragment into a ball and 
throws it against the window with a papery ping. 
Her eyes continue up to the top of the frame. 

A wet red line oozes down the glass. 
Everything fades and falls away, except for 

the line, suspended between her and the sky. It 
grows thicker as it descends, as if an invisible 
hand is marking where she stands. Another line 
joins it, and a third. The buzz of blood and fear 
nips at the back of her neck and down her spine, 
until her body fl ushes it out in a thin stream of 
urine. Behind the red line, the horizon grins 
wide, hiccups, then splits.

“I knew,” Jay says. “I knew.”
Where the sky has stopped short at the edg-

es of the horizon, hundreds of cloud-like crea-
tures blossom and spill forth like sea anemones 
expanding to catch the currents. One cloud darts 
forward shockingly fast. The blunt end expands. 
Ropey spirals of wet fl esh unfurl and catch the 
rotting ruins, suckling them up. 

“Were you waiting for me?” The words 
barely pass her lips. Jay sees giant chunks of 
buildings work their way through the tubes into 
churning pockets. Sides bulge outward; bodies 
expand and adjust. They fan out across the is-

land. The largest stretches leisurely and shoots 
out toward the building. 

“Yes,” Jay says to the fl oating beast, “I think 
you were.”  

Red explodes across the glass. Jay leaps 
back into the hall.  Moving in slow strides to-

ward her are fi gures in white biohazard suits. 
She backs up into the fi nal offi ce, all the way 

to its very end, to the prow of the 
building; she’s trapped. The win-
dow is painted shut. Below she 
sees more men in suits move an 
undulating hose back and forth. 
Red bursts forth from it like fi re, 

dancing intricately around the coils, 
forming the mark they once had fi ve 

years ago. 
“Stop! I’m still in here!” She pounds on the 

window, but they can’t hear. Above, the creature 
pulses, and tiny veins of lightning run down its 
sides. Something slides around inside the mass, 
bending the grey fl esh without breaking: the tip 
of the old clock tower. She punches the glass, ig-
noring the blood and pain. 

“Turn her around!”
Figures grab her from both sides and pin her 

arms against the walls, while a third holds up a 
clipboard. An electric voice pours out of a black 
faceplate. 

“Is this you?” He thrusts the clipboard into 
her face. One thick fi nger points at a word on the 
page. 

“No.” Her voice is fi rm over the rising wind, 
with only a tinge of panic. They will listen to rea-
son, she tells herself—they have to. “That’s not 
my name, there’s been a mistake. Please get me 
out of here.” 

“I didn’t ask if this was your name. You don’t 
have one! This is you, right?”

“No! That isn’t me. I told you. I have a 
name!”

“What are you, then?” The man raises his 
voice. “Come on! I don’t got all day—tell me what 

ward her are fi gures in white biohazard suits. 
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you are! What’s your ‘name’?
Jay’s face hardens.
“My name is—my name—”

I’m writing this down because I’m starting 
to forget, I may need to remember someday.

Her name. She cannot remember her name.
“My name is Jay?” she asks. 
“Hey, wadda ya know? That’s what this 

says.” Even with the creature growling outside, 
she hears their laughter fl oat through the room. 

“She’s the last of the trash, boys—let’s do it.” 
Someone steps forward with a small ma-

chine and presses it against her right arm. Shafts 
of metal tear through the bone and fl esh, impal-
ing her to the stone wall. Her head snaps back 
against the glass, and the window fi nally breaks. 
Too late.

Gloved hands rip open her blouse, and an-
other machine appears. Thin lines of light em-
broider her skin, searing through the fl esh. 
Someone is screaming—is it her?

“Yeah, she won’t escape this time.” 
More laughter. 

The entire building shudders. Ev-
eryone falls silent and looks up at the 
ceiling. From above, there is a crack-
ling, then a thunderous roar of rip-
ping stone and metal.

“It’s started—everyone out!” The 
fi gures grab their equipment, jostling 
with each other to be the fi rst from 
the room.

“Why?” Her howl 
bounces off their 
backs. “Why are you 
doing this? What’s 
happening?”

From above a second wave of destruction 
pounds down through the building. The man 
with the clipboard looks back at her but doesn’t 
stop moving for the door.

“Nothing personal, lady. I’m just the gar-
bage man.” 

He turns and runs. 
Vibrations burrow deep in her bones—they 

travel up from the stone and through the metal 
pins. Bits of ceiling break away. With a waterfall 
of sound, everything around her rises. Some-
thing smashes against her side, then rips away. 
Jay no longer feels her right arm. She no longer 
feels. She stares up into the sky. There is no sky, 
only the pulsing grey. Membrane and ridges curl 
back to reveal a mouth as wide and long as her 
blood-stained eyes can see. 

“This isn’t my name.” She wants to point to 
the mark but cannot move. “I’m Jay. I’m Jay—” 
She lets out a small sob, almost a laugh, as the 
weight of her name drags it downward. It seeps 
through the skin, nestles into her soul. 

Jay is a letter. It is the mark. It is not her 
name. 

The grey sky inhales, and she rises.
Jay is a traveler now, 

squeezed through tubes and 
shunted from one contraction 
to the next. Shapes fl ood her 
eyes and graze her skin: bones, 
granite faces, bits of carved rail-

ing and brass fi xtures. Trash.
Flashes of light ripple across her 

vision—the grey membranes holding her 
become translucent as they rise. Below, 

she sees another creature move in to 
fi nish the job.  It spreads great sails 
of skin and strands of fl esh as it rides 
an unseen current. Jay would sigh at 
the terrible beauty of it if she were 
able to breathe.

Now they skim in silence over the 
top of the massive wall. The rest of the City ap-
pears, healthy and alive. Jay’s severed right arm 
lies slightly below her—spires of steel sift be-
tween the fi ngers. She sees the City, a slow-mov-
ing river of rooftop gardens and secret alcoves, 

broider her skin, searing through the fl esh. 
Someone is screaming—is it her?

“Yeah, she won’t escape this time.” 

The entire building shudders. Ev-
eryone falls silent and looks up at the 
ceiling. From above, there is a crack-
ling, then a thunderous roar of rip-

“It’s started—everyone out!” The 
fi gures grab their equipment, jostling 
with each other to be the fi rst from 

vision—the grey membranes holding her 
become translucent as they rise. Below, 

she sees another creature move in to 
fi nish the job.  It spreads great sails 
of skin and strands of fl esh as it rides 
an unseen current. Jay would sigh at 
the terrible beauty of it if she were 
able to breathe.
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silver windows and neon smears, resting like 
the body of a lover, safe in sleep. For now. One 
calm moment of beauty, worth the price of Jay’s 
pain. 

The creature tilts. Trash rumbles about her 
as Jay is thrust forward through hooked mem-
branes. Mucus uncoils from her throat. Every-
thing shifts. Jay plummets into darkness like a 
blood-tipped comet, the remnants of the build-
ing her silky-stoned tail. 

Nothing is left behind.

R

My name—
“What are you looking for?”
Jay looks up at the sound of the 

boy’s voice. She is unaccustomed to being spo-
ken to, unaccustomed to anything other than 
the sound of her hand sifting, sorting, pushing 
aside, and breaking. She pulls a cardboard box 
to her side, and opens her mouth. But the words 
fail her, as always. If she could just fi nd the frag-
ment, she might remember what to say....

The boy steps back and watches as Jay 
shoves her hair back from her face and stares 
into the valley. Jumbles of skyscrapers fi ll deep 
pockets in the land, separated only by occa-
sional trickles of rivers and accidental bridges. 
Up where they are, blind horses cantor down 
cracked streets with deformed dogs nipping 
at their sides. Here, potters fi elds and wooden 
shanties cling despondently to each other, and 
the people do the same. Perhaps they are afraid 
if they let go, they will drift away. From where 
she stands, she sees no difference between the 
brown of earth or sky. There is no up or down in 
the universe’s midden.

Jay and the boy both crouch as a wind rises. 
Heaps of trash stir and hitch around them, great 
stinking piles of garbage—old toys and dishes, 
broken lamps, bits of magazines, clothes. It is 

their history. It is everything they ever jettisoned 
in life, before life jettisoned them. Her box is full 
of paper. She reaches inside with long, dirty fi n-
gers. They curl around like dark worms. Papers 
crumble. If she could only fi nd a fragment, a 
piece, a certain word... She doesn’t remember. 
She only remembers the wind and the search, 
and that sometimes the sky will open up and 
vomit more broken memories across the land.

“What’s your name?”
My name—
The boy is speaking again. She tries, tries to 

mold the feelings up out of that festering sore 
in her chest, to trick it from the darkness in her 
mind. Her fi ngers creep, searching for inky trig-
gers. But they fi nd nothing, and the only word 
that comes out is the only word she knows. It 
cracks open her mouth and hovers before them, 
then fl oats away in the fi lthy wind, nothing more 
than what it is—which is everything around it, 
everything she has ever been.

“Jetsam.”  wJetsam.”  w
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Flesh Into Sand
JoSelle Vanderhooft
to the sound of Sarah Brightman’s “The Second Element, Part 2.”...

Take me
where roads end in 
exclamation points, where sun

burns deep inside translucent 
skulls, to the place where sky 
peers into clear streams
in search of wetness,
satisfaction.

Here,
beyond rag-tooth gables, stucco 
streets, beyond serpent-backed
roads slick with tar and too much sun;
Here, I am waiting, long and stretched
beneath the clouds, rock-striped
back deep in time-worn clay,
sienna breasts fl ush full against the
fi rmament, thirsty for sun and rain.
More. Your fi ngertips to stroke my
sand, your feet to tangle in the 
sagebrush heavy in between my hips. 
Your belly fl at against mine.

Yes.
You know you want me, always have.
from the day your chalked hands
climbed my peaks, dappled my
emerald pools and waterfalls to wash
away the dust between your breasts.
That night you slept beneath my spinning stars;
so bright. So clear. So unlike 
anything you saw in the concrete city, 
looking up.

That day,
I knew I would see you again.
I watched you from my mountain tops as you
bound your hair into a swinging braid,
slid your ragged cut-offs up your hips,
laced your boots up your bird-bone ankles.
As your footsteps cut along my yellow sands,

trapping the sun inside your instep’s ghost,
I felt the new light glide along my thighs
and smiled to know I would see you again.
You may leave me, after all.
But I will not leave you.
 
You know
sure as you know your blood and bones
you can’t so easily forget
my swimming heat, my sands
fi erce indigo beneath the slippered moon,
wind that stirred your unbound hair like breath,
like rabbit brush in autumn.
I know because I slide in past your lips
by day, by night, each time you breathe
and look towards my cliffs veiled by the light.
Then you dream of me as deeply as I
dream of you beneath my blue-ringed peaks.
 
I want, 
Yet I am patient.
Someday, though you can only dream it now
you will return, 
Drawn to my striped rocks and my sunsets
like clear water in fl ood-time.
What force it is, you will not know to name
except that you will smell it clear as heat,
feel it burn beneath your freckling skin
itch down your back like sun-stirred sand.
You will come within me, like a
hermit and a penitent to search for truth.
And I will wait until you have stretched
upon a wind-carved limestone, hair unbound,

to the sound of Sarah Brightman’s “The Second Element, Part 2.”...to the sound of Sarah Brightman’s “The Second Element, Part 2.”...to the sound of Sarah Brightman’s “The Second Element, Part 2.”...to the sound of Sarah Brightman’s “The Second Element, Part 2.”...
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Mingling with your sweat.

Only then
I’ll strike you to your back,
my red hands on your hips, 
sun in my swirling hair, 
heat in my mouth that matches but
the wetness in your own I want
So much. You want so much, 
my sand inside your scalp,
my rocks sharp on your hips,
toes baking in my warmth
my heat, my burning
me and everything
you want. And I will 
give as I will take.

Good
that you have no mind 
for consequences; how a
grain becomes an avalanche,

how skin bakes around a
Bone, and yours are so very, very
lovely underneath your 
muscles, heart and other trifl ing things.
Before my lips part from your throat
you’ll see a ripple down my back
too late you’ll think of water,
too late you’ll fi ght me off and I –

It’s said,
a desert has a way of holding those
who love it best. 
I will hold you close, my pretty girl,
bake your hip bones whiter than my cliffs.
My constant lover,
another pretty bead upon my throat
dazzled in the sun,
fl esh into sand. w

One of the Reasons
Kristine Ong Muslim

to the sound of Black Sabbath’s “Electric Funeral”...

One of the Reasons
to the sound of Black Sabbath’s “Electric Funeral”...to the sound of Black Sabbath’s “Electric Funeral”...

There is a sun in her mouth; I wonder

if it is real. How it burns. Must be

made of all that is yellow and real.

All shimmering wings mean something. 

She says she only wants her son back. 

That is why she digs up his grave,

fi nds him shriveled up and looking like

someone else. “Perhaps, he escaped,” she tells us.

“The casket’s too small. The lid’s not tight enough. 

He likes to play hide-and-seek, you know.” w
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In the waning light of a winter afternoon, 
Catherine cloistered herself in the window 
seat, determined to re-pair all the black socks.
That was no small task.  Her tangled piles 

were studies in every gradation of age and 
dark, threadbare wool, slick dress-black ny-
lon, the odd navy blue confusing things. She 
had combed the house to fi nd them, searching 
under every bed, behind every sofa, excavating 
bins of forgotten clothing from beneath the 
fading boxes of old wedding presents 
in the attic.  The sunlight shone 
horizontal through the window, il-
luminating the rime and warm-
ing her fi ngers as she 
balled each pair with 
a sure movement.  
Every scrap before her 
had a mate, animus to anima; on 
that day she intended to reunite 
them all.

Michael had left early, work-
ing on a Saturday again. She didn’t 
know which color socks he had worn 
and he wasn’t careful with his choic-
es.  He might even have worn the socks from 
two different pairs.  She yearned to ask him but 
his offi ce phone returned only twelve rings and 
his voice on the machine. A promise to return 
her call. 

Maybe that was for the best, she told her-
self.  Michael had little patience with her tiny 
projects, her homely concerns.  “Nobody is pay-
ing attention, Catherine,” he’d say with a shake 
of his head at her foolishness, “Nobody cares.”

But maybe it was just that he didn’t care.  
Certainly not about anything she wore, and 

he rarely needed anything more than casual 
clothing for work himself. Unless he wanted to 
impress someone, he wore socks to match, an 
endless stream of white sweatsocks of which 
one was the mate of any other. 

     When they met, she had loved him for 
that.  His white socks had reminded her of 
childhood freedoms, summers and sneakers, 
canvases upon which adventures could be writ 

large in mud and bicycle grease and the occa-
sional blood of a skinned knee.   Purchased 

in packages of a dozen, they were inter-
changeable, benign. Like prom-

ises.
She didn’t know it 

then, but black socks are 
different.

Black socks know little 
pleasure in their short 

lives.  The forced si-
lence of family din-

ners and funerals, 
visits to the physi-

cian, uncomfortable af-
ternoons with a man who 

tells you the key to marriage is commu-
nication — humorless and sullen they absorb it 
all.  Unable to stand even their own company, 
they separate from the pack, sinking deep into 
their misery in the silt behind the clothes dryer, 
pushing far into the underneath of beds to lie 
with the dust mice, and take mean pleasure in 
nightmares.  Alone and solitary, they are no 
threat.

A basket of black socks, however...that is 
something else.

The hair was curly and blonde, tangled in 

Pairings
John Bowker
to the sound of Blossom Dearie, “I Wish You Love”...
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the weave of a sock at the very bottom of the 
basket.  Grabbed tight during a stay on a partic-
ular floor, on a particular afternoon, as Kather-
ine’s pile grew, it was passed through the slow 
tectonics of fabric to the surface.  Against the 
dark background, it glowed to winter Saturday 
eyes like the chain Michael had given her on 

their first anniversary, the one that had looked 
so pretty against the raven’s wing of her long, 
dark hair.

When he came through the door that night, 
the first thing Catherine threw was a balled 
black sock.

But there were heavier things to follow. w

Farewell
Jaime Lee Moyer 
to the sound of The “Atheist Christmas Carol” by Vienna Teng...

t noon on Sirius 5,
Beneath suns grown red,

Swollen in the race toward death,
Doe-eyed Sidhe women and
Tall amber-skinned men,
Tuck sleeping spelled children
Into berths on silver vessels,
Kiss them farewell, 
Watch silently as 
Hopes and hearts hurtle into space,
Toward a fate they pray
Is kinder than their own.

And when it’s done
The strongest weep,
Return to houses silent with sorrow
And fall into each other’s arms,
Saying farewells of a different kind.
One last time to feast
On sweet caress and
Drink deep of kisses
Heady as the finest wine,
Cry out in bright release,
Before suns flare and
They enter the eternal Dream.  w

A
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He wooed me in the language of fl ow-
ers.  Are you familiar with that charm-
ing, although dated, convention?  The 

Victorians used nosegays to express their 
feelings, to convey the passionate messages 
they were too repressed to speak aloud.  

That fi rst day, my salad plate was gar-
nished with leaves of lemon balm, tiny cit-
rus-scented fl owers, signifying that one is 
looking for love.  I picked a sprig up and 
when I saw him looking through the 
kitchen portal at the diners, tired eyes 
fi lled with desperation, white chef’s 
hat askew, I caught his glance and 
touched my lips to the leaf, leav-
ing a smear of pink lipstick.  He 
smiled and turned away, back to 
his duck confi t.

In the following weeks, 
his messages garnished 
each daily special placed 
before me: mint for warm 
feelings, marjoram for joy 
and happiness, lavender for devotion, 
dandelions for wishes come true.  I ate 
each rich dish they decorated: pigs’ 
tongues with pomegranate sauce, co-
chon du lait, and grouse stuffed with 
veal sweetbreads.

Inevitably this correspondence led 
to a thickening of my hips.  A decided 
paunch rode my belly, swelling out 

over my mons.  But when I spurned a plate of 
poulet Basquaise on a bed of eggplant, chante-

relles, and bits of pepper garnished with 
blue pansies for thoughts of love, he 

looked so forlorn I picked up my fork 
again.

Rosewater pudding sprinkled 
with red and white petals, sage roast-

ed chickens stuffed with sunfl ow-
er seeds – I ate missive after mis-
sive, sacrifi cing my girlish fi gure 

in an effort to please my love.
Eventually my jowly 

ardor drove him away, 
made him withdraw, 
despite the fact that the 
rosemary-twig women 
he sent salads dusted 
with red carnation pet-
als eschewed them all for 
glasses of water.  

I watched and the 
sympathetic pain in my 

face angered him.
Now I pick up my fork 

again and look at the plate the 
waiter has set before me: deadly 

oleander and monkshood, served 
with a dribble of white truffl e 
oil and balsamic vinegar drops 
sitting on the leaves like dark, 

tangy tears. w

An Appetite for Love
Cat Rambo
to the sound of “Skullcrusher Mountain” by Jonathan Coulton...
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That fi rst day, my salad plate was gar-
nished with leaves of lemon balm, tiny cit-
rus-scented fl owers, signifying that one is 
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In the last days that the Irish ran Hell’s 
Kitchen I lived in that tenement neighbor-
hood between the West Side Docks and 

Times Square. An old lady of no charm whatso-
ever named McCready and called Mother rented 
furnished studios in an underheated fl eabag 
on Tenth Avenue. Payment was cash only, by 
the week or month with anonymity guaranteed 
whether it was desired or not.

Looking out my window on 
a February morning, I spotted 
my Shadow heading south to-
ward Forty-Second Street. He 
was already past me, so it was the 
clothes that caught my attention 
fi rst. The camel hair overcoat had 
been mine. The dark grey pants 
were from the last good suit I had 
owned. That morning, I’d awak-
ened from a drinking dream and 
was still savoring the warm, safe 
feeling that came with realizing 
it was all a nightmare and that I 
was sober. The sight of that fi gure 
three fl oors down fi lled my mouth 
with the remembered taste of booze. I tried to 
spit, but was too dry.

Hustlers called Forty-Second Street the 
Deuce. My Silent Partner turned on that corner 
and I willed him not to notice me. Just before 
heading east, he looked directly at my window. 
He wore shades, but his face was the one I feared 
seeing most. It was mine.

Seeing that made me too jumpy to stay in 
the twelve by fi fteen foot room. Reaching behind 
the bed, I found the place where the wall and 
fl oor didn’t join. Inside was my worldly fortune: 

a slim .25 caliber Beretta and, beside it, a wad of 
bills. Extracting six twenties, I stuck the rest in 
my boots, put on my thick sweater and leather 
jacket, and went out.

At that hour, nothing much was cooking in 
Hell’s Kitchen. Two junkies went by, bent double 
by the wind off the Hudson. Up the block, a su-
per tossed away the belongings of a drag queen 
who the week before had gotten cut into bite-size 

chunks. My Silent Partner was not 
the kind to go for a casual walk in 
this weather. 

Looking the way he had 
come, I saw the Club 596 sitting 
like a bunker at the corner of For-
ty-Third. The iron grating on the 
front was ajar but no lights were 
on inside. As I watched, a guy in 
a postman’s uniform squeezed 
out the door and hurried away. 
I knew that inside the 596, the 
Westies,  last of the Mick gangs - 
short, crazed and violent — sat in 
the dark, dispensing favors, col-
lecting debts. I also knew what my 

Silent Partner had been up to.
But I went to breakfast, put the incident to 

the back of my mind and prepared for my daily 
session. The rest of my time was a wasteland, 
but my late afternoons were taken up with Leo 
Dunn.

Mr. Dunn lived in a big apartment house 
over in the East Sixties. The outside of his build-
ing gleamed white. The lobby was polished 
marble. Upstairs in his apartment, sunlight 
poured through windows curtained in gold and 
hit a glass table covered with pieces of silver and 
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crystal. “Kevin, my friend,”Mr. Dunn, tall and 
white-haired came forward smiling and shook 
my hand. “How are you? Every time I see you 
come through this door it gives me the greatest 
pleasure.”

I sat down on the couch and he sat across the 
coffee table from me. The first thing I thought 
to say was, “I had a drinking dream last night. 
The crowd watched like it was an Olympic event 
as I poured myself a shot and drank it. Then I 
realized what I’d done and felt like dirt. I woke 
up, and it was if a rock had been taken off my 
head.”

Amused, Dunn nodded his understanding. 
But dreams were of no great interest to him. So, 
after pausing to be sure I was through, he drew 
a breath and was off. “Kevin, you have made the 
greatest commitment of your life. You stood up 
and said, ‘Guilty as charged. I am a drunk.’”

Mr. Dunn’s treatment for alcoholics was a 
talking cure: he talked and I listened. He didn’t 
just talk: he harangued, he argued like a lawyer, 
he gave sermons of fire. Gesturing to a closet 
door, he told me, “That is the record room where 
we store the evidence of our mistakes. Any booze 
hound has tales of people he trusted who screwed 
him over. But has there ever been anyone you 
knew that used you as badly and that you went 
back to as often as you have to booze?”

We had been over this material a hundred 
times in the last couple of weeks. “You’re a 
bright boy, Kevin, and I wouldn’t repeat myself 
if I hadn’t learned that it was necessary. We go 
back to the record room.” Again, he pointed to 
the door, “We look for evidence of our stupid-
ity.”

For ten years my habit and I had traveled 
from booze through the drug spectrum and back 
to booze. Then one morning on the apex of a 
bender, that fine moment when mortality is left 
behind and the shakes haven’t started, I found 
myself standing at a bar reading a New York 
Post article. It was about some guy called Dunn 

who treated drunks.
Three days later, I came to, empty, sweat-

soaked and terrified, in a room I didn’t remem-
ber renting. At first, it seemed that all I owned 
was the clothes I had been wearing. Gradually, 
in jacket and jean pockets, stuck in a boot, I 
discovered the vaguely familiar pistol, the thick 
roll of bills and the page torn from the Post. The 
choice that I saw was clear: either shoot myself 
or make a call.

My newly sober brain was blank and soft.  
Mr. Dunn remolded it relentlessly. On the after-
noon two weeks after our first meeting he saw 
my attention wander, clicked a couple of ash-
trays together on the table, picked up the gold 
lighter and ignited a cigarette with a flourish. 
“How are you doing, Kevin?”

“OK,” I told him. “Before I forget,” I said and 
placed five of the twenties from my stash on the 
table.

He put them in his pocket without count-
ing and said, “Thank you, Kevin.” But when he 
looked up at me, an old man with pale skin and 
very blue eyes, he wasn’t smiling. “Any news on 
a job?” He had never questioned me closely, but 
I knew that my money bothered Mr. Dunn.

Behind him, the light faded over Madison 
Avenue. “Not yet,” I said. “The thing is, I don’t 
need much to get by. Where I’m living is real 
cheap.” At a hundred a week, Leo Dunn was my 
main expense. He was also what kept me alive. I 
recognized him as a real lucky kind of habit.

He went back to a familiar theme. “Kevin,” 
he said, looking at the smoke from his cigarette. 
“For years, your addiction was your Silent Part-

Booze is a vicious, mind-
altering substance. It 
gets us at its mercy by 
poisoning our minds
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ner. When you decided to stop drinking, that was 
very bad news for him. He’s twisted and corrupt. 
But he wants to live as much as you do.”

Dunn said, “Your Silent Partner had the best 
racket in the world, skimming off an increasing 
share of your life, your happiness. He is not just 
going to give up and go away. He 
will try treachery, intimidation, 
fl attery to get you back in har-
ness. It will take every resource 
you have within you to stop 
him.”

He paused for a moment 
and I said, because I had to talk 
about this, “I saw him today. 
Across the street. He saw me 
too. He was wearing clothes that 
used to belong to me. 

“What did he look like, 
Kevin?” I guess nothing a drunk 
could say would ever surprise 
Mr. Dunn. 

“Just like me. But at the end 
of a two week bender.”

“What was he doing when 
you saw him?” This was asked 
very softly.

“Coming from a mob bar up 
the street, the 596 Club. He was 
trying to borrow money from 
guys who will whack you just be-
cause that’s how they feel at the 
moment.”

“Kevin,” said Mr. Dunn. 
“Booze is a vicious, mind-alter-
ing substance. It gets us at its 
mercy by poisoning our minds, 
making us unable to distinguish between what’s 
real and what isn’t. Are you saying that you had 
to borrow money?” I shook my head. Very care-
fully he asked. “Do you mean you remembered 
some aspect of your drinking self?”

“Something like that,” I said. But what I 

felt was a double loss. Not only did my Shadow 
haunt me, but Mr. Dunn didn’t believe what I 
said. My Silent Partner had broken the perfect 
rapport between us.

At that point, the lobby called to announce 
the next client. As Leo Dunn showed me to the 

door, his eyes searched mine. He 
wasn’t smiling. “Kevin, you’ve 
done more than I would have 
thought possible when you fi rst 
walked in here. But there’s what 
they call a dry drunk, someone 
who has managed to stop drink-
ing or getting high but has not 
reached the state beyond that. I 
don’t detect involvement in life 
from you or any real elation. I 
respect you too much to want to 
see you as just a dry drunk.”

The next client was dressed 
like a stockbroker. He avoided 
looking at my street clothes and 
face. “Leo,” he said, a little too 
loudly and too sincerely, “I’m 
glad to see you.” And Dunn, hav-
ing just directed a two hour lec-
ture at me, smiled and was ready 
to go again.

Outside, it was already 
dark. On my way across town, I 
went through Times Square and 
walked down to the Deuce.  It 
was rush hour. Spanish hustlers 
in maroon pants, hands jammed 
in jacket pockets, black hook-
ers in leather mini skirts, stood 

on corners, all too stoned to know 
they were freezing to death. Around them, com-
muters poured down subway stairs and fl ed for 
Queens.

Passing the Victoria Hotel, I glanced in at 
the desk clerk sitting behind bullet-proof glass. I 
had lived at the Victoria before my fi nal bender. 
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It was where everything I owned that I wasn’t 
wearing had been abandoned. Without trying to 
remember all the details, I sensed that it wasn’t 
wise to go inside and inquire about my property.

Back on my block, I looked up at my bleak 
little window, dark and unwelcoming. Mother’s 
was no place to spend an evening. Turning away, 
I started walking again, probably ate dinner 
somewhere,  maybe cruised the movie houses. 
Without being stoned, I couldn’t connect with 
anyone.

 Mostly, I walked, watched crowds stream 
out of the Broadway theaters. A Little Night Mu-
sic was playing and A Moon for the Misbegotten. 
Then those rich tourists and nice couples from 
Westchester hurried into cabs and restaurants 
and left the streets quiet and empty.

In Arcade Parade on Broadway, goggle-eyed 
suit-and-tie johns watched the asses on kids 
bent over the pinball machines. Down the way, 
a marquee announced the double bill of College 
Bound Babes and Bound to Please Girls. Around 
a corner, a tall guy with a smile like a knife gash 
chanted, “Got what you need,” like a litany.

Glancing up, I realized we were in front of 
Sanctuary. Built to be a Methodist church, it had 
gotten famous in the late ‘60’s as a disco. In those 
days, a huge day-glow Satan had loomed above 
the former altar, limos idled in front, a team of 
gorillas worked the door.

Now it was dim and dying, a trap for a par-
ticular kind of tourist. Inside, Satan flaked off 
the wall, figures stood in the twilight willing to 
sell whatever you wanted. I could remember in 
a hazy way spending my last money there to buy 
the Beretta. My trajectory on that final drunk, 
the arc that connected the pistol, the money, the 
absence of my Silent Partner, wasn’t buried all 
that deeply inside me. I just didn’t want to look.

At some point that night, the rhythm of the 
street, the cold logic of the Manhattan grid, took 
me way West past the live sex shows and into 
the heart of the Kitchen. On long dirty blocks of 

tenements, I went past small Mick bars with tiny 
front windows where lines of drinkers sat like 
marines and guys in back booths gossiped idly 
about last week’s whack by the Westies.

I walked until my hands and feet were numb 
and I found myself over on Death Avenue. That’s 
what the Irish of the Kitchen once called Elev-
enth because of the train tracks that ran there 
and killed so many of them. Now the trains were 
gone, the ships whose freight they hauled were 
gone, the Irish themselves were fast disappear-
ing. Though not born in the Kitchen, I identified 
with them a lot.

On Death, in a block of darkened ware-
houses, sat the Emerald Green Tavern. It was 
on a Saturday morning in the dead of night at 
the Emerald Green that I had found myself in a 
moment of utter clarity with a pistol and pocket 
full of money, reading a newspaper article about 
Leo Dunn. I stood for a while remembering that. 
Then maybe the cold got to me and I went home. 
My memory there is vague.

What I will never forget is the sight of a ship 
outlined in green and red lights. I was intensely 
cold. Gradually, I realized I was huddled against 
a pillar of the raised highway near the Hudson 
piers. One of the last of the cruise ships was 
docked there and I thought how good it would 
be to have the money to sail down to the warm 
weather.

In fact, it would have been good to have 
any money at all. My worldly wealth was on me, 
suede boots and no socks, an overcoat and suit 
and no underwear. In one pocket was a penny, a 
dime and a quarter - my wealth. In another was 
a set of standard keys and the gravity knife I’d 
had since college.

Then I knew why I had stolen the keys and 
where I was going to get money. And I recog-
nized the state I was in, the brief, brilliant pe-
riod of clarity at the apex of a bender. My past 
was a wreck, my future held a terrifying crash. 
With nothing behind me and nothing to live for, 
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I knew no fear and was a god.
With all mortal uncertainty and weakness 

gone, I was pure spirit as I headed down famil-
iar streets. A block east of Death and north of 
the Deuce, I looked up at a lighted window on 
the third fl oor. I crossed the street, my overcoat 
open, fl apping like wings.

Security at Mother’s was based on there 
being nothing in the building worth taking. 
Drawing out the keys, I turned the street 
door lock on my third try and went up the 
stairs, silently, swiftly. Ancient smells of 
boiled cabbages and fi sh, of damp carpet 
and cigarette smoke and piss, a hundred 
years of poverty, wafted around me. This 
was the kind of place where a loser lived, a 
fool came to rest. Contempt fi lled me.

Light shone under his door. Finding a 
key the right shape, I transferred it to my left 
hand, drew out the knife with my right. 

The key went in without a sound. I held 
my breath and turned it. The lock clicked, 
the door swung into the miserable room 
with a bed, a TV on without the sound, a 
two-burner stove, a table. An all too familiar 
fi gure dozed in the only chair with shoes off, 
jeans unbuttoned. Sobriety had made him 
stupid. Not even the opening of the door 
roused him. The click of the knife in my 
hand did that.

The eyes focused then widened as the 
dumb face I had seen in ten thousand morn-
ing mirrors registered shock. “I got a little 
debt I want to collect,” I said and moved for 
him. Rage swept me, a feeling that I had been 
robbed of everything: my body, my life. “You 
took that god-damn money. It’s mine. My plan. 
My guts. You couldn’t have pulled that scam in a 
thousand years.”

For an instant, the miserable straight-head 
in front of me froze in horror. Then shoulder 
muscles tensed, feet shot out as he tried to roll to 
the side and go for the .25. But he was slow. My 

knife slashed and the fool put out his hands. 
Oh, the terror in those eyes when he saw the 

blood on his palms and wrists. He fell back, trip-
ping over the chair. The blade went for the stom-
ach, cutting through cloth and into fl esh.

Eyes wide, his head hit the wall. The knife in 
my hand slashed his throat. The light in the 

eyes went out. The last thing I saw in them 
was a refl ection of his humiliation at dying 

like that, pants fallen down, jockey shorts 
fi lling with dark, red blood. His breath sud-
denly choked, became a drowning sound. An 
outstretched hand pointed to the loose board 
and the money.

“I was just cut down,” I told Dunn the 
next day. “It wasn’t even a fi ght. I 
was just some stupid mark killed 

so easily. I left that knife behind when I 
had to move and the Silent Partner had it 
and just cut me down. I looked like a fuck-
ing fool dying in that stupid room.” It was 
hard to get my throat to work. 

“It was a dream, Kevin, a drinking 
dream like the one you told me about 
yesterday. It has no power over your con-
scious mind. You came home and fell 
asleep sitting up. Then you had a  night-
mare. You say you fell off your chair and 

woke up when you hit the fl oor. The rest 
was just a dream.”

My eyes burned. “The expression my Si-
lent Partner had on his face is the one I used 

to see sometimes in the mirror. Moments when 
I was so far gone, I could do anything.” Then I 
was crying.

“Nothing else has reached you like this, Kevin.”
“Sorry. I couldn’t sleep.”
“Don’t be sorry. This is part of the process. 

I don’t know why, but this has to happen for the 
treatment to work. I’ve had detective sergeants 
bawl like babies, marines laugh until they wept. 
Until this, you haven’t let anything faze you. Our 

The eyes focused then widened as the 
dumb face I had seen in ten thousand morn-
ing mirrors registered shock. “I got a little 

my hand slashed his throat. The light in the 

like that, pants fallen down, jockey shorts 
fi lling with dark, red blood. His breath sud-
denly choked, became a drowning sound. An 
outstretched hand pointed to the loose board 
and the money.

lent Partner had on his face is the one I used 



Sybil’s Garage

42

stupid drinker’s pride can take many forms.”
“I won’t be able to sleep as long as I know 

he’s out there.”
“Understand, Kevin, that I’m not a psychia-

trist. I was educated by the Jesuits a long time 
ago. Dreams or how you feel about your mother 
don’t mean much to me. But I hear myself say 
that and spot my own stupid pride at work. If 
dreams are what you bring me, I’ll use them.” 
He paused and I blew my nose. “What does your 
Silent Partner want, Kevin? You saw through his 
eyes in your dream.”

“He wants to disembowel me!”
“The knife, even the murder were the means, 

Kevin. Not the motive. What was he looking for?”
“My money. He knew where I had it.”
“You keep money in your room? You don’t 

have a job. But you pay me regularly in fairly 
crisp twenties and hundreds. It’s stolen money, 
isn’t it, Kevin?”

“I guess so. I don’t remember.”
“Earlier you mentioned that in the dream 

you went for a gun. Do you own a gun? Is there 
blood on the money, Kevin? Did you hurt any-
one? Do you know?”

“The gun’s fully loaded. It wasn’t fired by me.”
“I assume it’s not registered. Probably has 

a bad history. Get rid of it. Can you return the 
money?”

“I don’t even know who it belonged to.”
“You told me that he was in a calm eye when 

he came after you. That was his opportunity. You 
described having that same kind of clarity when 
you decided to leave him. You had the money 
with you then?”

“The gun too.”
“Kevin, let’s say that some people’s Silent 

Partners are more real than others. Then, let’s 
say that in a moment of clarity you managed to 
give yours the slip and walked off with the mon-
ey the two of you had stolen. Without him hold-
ing you back, you succeeded in reaching out for 
help. The money is the link. It’s what still con-

nects you to your drinking past. I don’t want any 
of that money and neither do you. Get rid of it.”

“You mean throw it away?”
“The other day you said your Silent Partner 

was borrowing from the West Side mob. If he’s 
real enough to need money that badly, let him 
have it. No one, myself above all, ever loses his 
Silent Partner entirely. But this should give you 
both some peace.”

“What’ll I do for money? I won’t be able to 
pay you.”

“Do you think after all this time, I don’t 
know which ones aren’t going to pay me?” I 
watched his hands rearrange the crystal ash-
trays, the gold lighter as he said, “Let’s look in 
the Record room where we’ll find that booze is 
a vicious mind-altering substance. And we have 
to be aware at every moment of its schemes.” 
I raised my eyes. Framed in the light from the 
windows, Dunn smiled at me and said, “Keep 
just enough to live on for a couple of weeks until 
you find work. Which you will.”

 

Afterwards, in my room, I took out the pis-
tol and the money, put two hundred back 
in the wall and placed the rest in a jacket 

pocket. The Beretta I carefully stuck under my 
belt at the small of my back. Then I went out.

At first, I walked aimlessly around the 
Kitchen. My Silent Partner had threatened me. 
It seemed my choices were to give up the money 
or to keep the money and give up Mr. Dunn. The 
first I thought of as surrender, the second meant 
I’d be back on the booze and drugs. Then a third 
choice took shape. Payback. I would do to him 
just what he had tried to do to me.

Searching for him, I followed what I remem-
bered of our route on the last night of our part-
nership. It had begun at Sanctuary. 

Passing by, I saw that the disco was no 
longer dying. It was dead. The doors were pad-
locked. On the former church steps, a black guy 
slept with his head on his knees. No sign of my 
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Silent Partner.
But I fi nally recalled what had happened 

there. Sanctuary was a hunting ground. Tourists 
were the game. That last night, I had run into 
four fraternity assholes in town with seven grand 
for a midwinter drug buy. Almost dead broke, I 
talked big about my connections. Before we left 
together, I bought the Beretta.

Following my trail, I walked by the Victoria. 
That’s where I had taken them fi rst. “Five guys 
showing up will not be cool,” I said and per-
suaded two of them to wait in my dismal room. 
“As collateral, you hold everything I own.” That 
amounted to little more than some clothes and a 
few keepsakes like the knife. With the other two, 
I left the hotel that last time, knowing I wouldn’t 
be back. I recognized my Silent Partner’s 
touch. He walked with me at that point.

Turning into an icy wind off the riv-
er, I took the same route that the frat 
boys and I had taken a few weeks be-
fore. At a doorway on a deserted side 
street near Ninth Avenue, I halted. 
I remembered standing in that spot 
and telling them this was the place. 
In the tenement hall, I put the pis-
tol at the base of one kid’s head and 
made him beg the other one to give 
me the money.

Standing in that doorway again, I 
recalled how the nervous sweat on my 
hand made it hard to hold onto the .25. 
When those terrifi ed kids had handed over 
the money, I discouraged pursuit by making 
them throw their shoes into the dark, to take 
off their coats and lie face down on the fi lthy 
fl oor with their hands behind their heads.

The one I’d put the pistol on had 
pissed his pants. He wept and begged me 
not to shoot. Remembering that made my 
stomach turn. Right then my Shadow had 
been calling the shots. 

The rest of that night was gone be-

yond recovery. What happened in those blank 
hours wasn’t important. I knew where the search 
for my Partner was going to end. Death Avenue, 
north of the Deuce, had always been a favorite 
spot for both of us. The deserted warehouses, 
the empty railroad yards, made it feel like the 
end of the world.

Approaching the Emerald Green bar, I spot-
ted a lone fi gure leaning on a lamp post watch-
ing trailer trucks roll south. Only a lack of funds 
would have kept a man out on the street on a 
night like that. Touching the pistol for luck, step-
ping up behind him, I asked, “Watcha doing?”

Not particularly surprised, not even turn-
ing all the way around, he replied, “Oh, living 
the life.” I would never have his nonchalance. 
His face was hidden by the dark and masked by 

sunglasses. That was just as well.
The air around him smelled of cheap 

booze. “We have to talk.” I gestured to-
ward the Emerald Green.

As we crossed the street, he told 
me. “I knew you’d show up. This is 

where we parted company. When I 
woke up days later, all I had were these 
clothes and a couple of keepsakes.” 
That reminded me of the knife. My 
Shadow knew as soon as that crossed 
my mind. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I 
sold it.” And I knew he had. He went 
through the door fi rst.

The Emerald Green was a typi-
cal Hell’s Kitchen joint with a bar 
that ran front to back, a few booths, 
and beer and cigarette-soaked air 
unchanged since the Truman ad-

ministration. The facilities were the one 
distinguishing feature of the place. The rest 

rooms lay down a fl ight of stairs and across a 
cellar/storage area. You could organize a fi r-
ing squad down there and the people above 

wouldn’t know.
Or care. The customers that night 
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were several guys with boozers’ noses, an old 
woman with very red hair who said loudly at 
regular intervals, “Danny? Screw, Danny,” and a 
couple of Spanish guys off some night shift and 
now immobile at a table. The dead-eyed donkey 
of a bartender looked right through me and nod-
ded at my Silent Partner. In here, he was the real 
one. We went to the far end of the bar near the 
cellar door where we could talk. I ordered a gin-
ger ale. My companion said, “Double Irish.”

As we sat, he gave a dry chuckle. “Double 
Irish is about right for us.” At no time did I turn 
and stare my Silent Partner in the face. But the 
filmed mirror behind the bar showed that he 
wore the rumpled jacket over a dirty T-shirt. The 
camel hair coat was deeply stained. When the 
whiskey came, he put it away with a single ges-
ture from counter to mouth. Up and in. I could 
taste it going down.

It was like living in a drinking dream. I 
touched the back of my belt and said, “You found 
out where I live.”

“Yeah. Billy at 596 told me you were staying 
at Mother’s. Of course, what he said was that he 
had seen me going in and out. So I knew.” In-
doors, my partner smelled ripe. The back of his 
hand was dirty.

“You owe them money?” The last thing I 
needed was to get shot for debts he had run up.

“Not even five. My credit’s no good,” my 
Shadow said. “You left me with nothing. They 
locked me out of the hotel. Ripping off those 
kids was something you never could have done 
by yourself. You needed me.” He signaled for a 
refill. The bartender’s eyes shifted my way since 
I was paying.

I shook my head, not sure I could watch him 
drink again and not do it myself. “I’ve got most 
of the money on me. It’s yours. So that we don’t 
attract attention, what I want you to do is to get 
up and go downstairs. After a couple of minutes, 
I’ll join you.”

“Pass the money to me under the bar.” He 

didn’t trust me. “There’s something else I want 
you to have.” For a long moment he sat abso-
lutely still. The TV was on with the sound off. It 
seemed to be all beer ads. “When you come back 
up here,” I told him, “You can afford enough 
doubles to kill yourself.” That promise made him 
rise and push his way through the cellar door.

For a good two minutes, I sipped ginger ale 
and breathed deeply to calm myself. Then I fol-
lowed him. Downstairs, there were puddles on 
the floor.  The restroom doors were open. Both 
were empty. One of the johns was broken and 
kept flushing. It sounded like an asthmatic try-
ing to breathe.

The cellar was lit by an overhead bulb above 
the stairs and another one at the far end of the 
cellar near the restrooms. Both lights swayed 
slightly, making it hard to focus. My Silent Part-
ner had reached up and bumped them for just 
that reason. It was the kind of thing that I would 
not have thought of. He stood where the light 
didn’t quite hit him.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I 
reached back and drew the .25. He seemed to 
flicker before me. “Easy does it,” he said. “You 
know how jumpy guns make you.” His tone was 
taunting, not intimidated. “And killing me might 
well be suicide.”

I could read him as easily as he could me. My 
Shadow wanted me to try to shoot him and find 
out that I couldn’t.  After I had proved myself 
helpless without him, we could both go upstairs, 
have some drinks and resume our partnership. 
Carefully, I ejected the clip and stuck it in my 
pocket. “You bought this, you get rid of it.” I said. 
“My guess is it had a bad history even before we 
got hold of it.”

“You’ll never have another friend like me.” 
His voice, my voice, had a whine to it and I knew 
this was getting to him. I reached into my pock-
et and took out the money and a piece of worn 
newspaper. “You thought about what it’s going 
to be like to be broke,” he asked. “It’s not like 



Sybil’s Garage

45

you’ve got any skills.”
I’d had those thoughts and they scared me. 

I hesitated. Then I noticed that the newspaper 
was the page with the Dunn article. Taking a 
deep breath, I riffl ed the money and told my 
Silent Partner, “Almost six grand. Just about 
everything I have.” I put the cash on the stairs 
beside the Beretta and turned to go. “So long. It’s 
been real.”

“Oh, I’ll keep in touch,” he said in a whisper. 
Looking back, I saw nothing but the blur of light 
in the shadows.

On the stairs, I felt light-footed, like a burden 

had been laid down. This was relief, maybe even 
the happiness Mr. Dunn had mentioned. From 
his perch near the front, the bartender gave me 
a slightly wary look, like maybe I had come in at 
2 A.M. drunk ginger ale and had a conversation 
with myself. It occurred to me that, if that’s what 
happened, the fi rst one to go take a leak was go-
ing to get a very nice surprise.

But as I went out into the cold, the bartend-
er’s gaze shifted, his hand reached for the pour-
ing bottle and I heard the cellar door swing open 
behind me. w
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Interview with Jeffrey Ford
by Matthew Kressel
to the sound of “Up a Lazy River”...

From far-fl ung futures in deep space to artists’ studios in 19th century New York, Jeffrey Ford’s 
works span a Cosmos of thought.  He has received the World Fantasy Award for his second 
novel The Physiognomy, for his short story collection The Fantasy Writer’s Assistant, and for 

his short story, “Creation.”  He has also been nominated for the World Fantasy Award, the Hugo, the 
Nebula, the Theodore Sturgeon Award, the International Horror Guild Award, the Fountain Award, 
and the Edgar Allan Poe Award.  This interview was conducted by email in February of 2007.  The 
illustration on the facing page is by Derek Ford, Jeff’s son.

You have said previously that you shun 
rigid defi nitions of work into “genres,” 
that it’s up to the booksellers and his-
torians to work that out later.  But your 
work, in general, always contains an el-
ement of the fantastical or 
evokes a sense of wonder.  
Is there something you are 
striving to express in your 
fi ction, even if it is not spe-
cifi c to a “genre” ?  A rekin-
dling of childhood wonder, 
perhaps? 

There’s no one thing in 
particular.  Childhood wonder 
alone seems kind of limited and 
it’s not something I consciously 
want to convey.  Sometimes I’m 
aware of the ideas and some of 
the emotion behind a piece, but more often I re-
ally don’t know why I’m writing any particular 
piece at any given moment.  Much of what I do 
is, for want of a better term, “sub-conscious.” I 
concentrate on getting the story right and leave 
the interpretations to the reader.   

In the author’s note for your story, “The 
Fantasy Writer’s Assistant,” you say its 
publication in Fantasy & Science Fiction 

was the realization of a lifelong dream.  
What was that moment like?  How many 
times did you submit to F&SF before they 
accepted your story?

F&SF is a magazine that I’ve read from the 
time I was a kid.  I still think it’s 
the best US print fi ction maga-
zine out there.  Gordon Van 
Gelder is a terrifi c editor.  I had 
won the world Fantasy Award 
for The Physiognomy, but when 
I fi rst talked to Gordon, he 
wasn’t that interested in seeing 
my stories.  He gave me my fi rst 
major magazine breaks in the 
fi eld by letting me do a couple 
of Curiosities columns for him 
before I submitted a story.  He 
turned down two or three stories 

before he took “The Fantasy Writer’s Assistant.”  
He had really useful comments on it.  I fi xed it 
up and he published it.  I remember the day I 
got a copy of the issue.  It felt great to see my 
story in print in a magazine that has published 
some of the greatest writers of the fantastic in 
the history of literature.  

   
Did you have a break-out moment, a 
point where you realized you rose above 

turned down two or three stories 
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the dreaded slush pile to become a writ-
er whose work is widely and highly re-
garded?  If so, what was that like?

Break-out moment?  Yeah, when I did the 
bills last week, I broke out in a cold sweat.  If 
I had a break-out moment it must have sailed 
right past me.  For the last 18 years, I’ve 
driven over an hour and a half each way 
to work and back, taught fi ve classes a 
semester, raised two kids with my wife 
and wrote late into the night.  The 
only difference now is that I 
write more in the day time.  
The slush pile is only the 
hell you make it.

You mention that the 
story, “Exo-Skeleton 
Town,” was rejected 
dozens of times be-
fore it was published.  
Do you still get rejection 
letters today?  Do you still 
send stories out to pub-
lishers, unsolicited, or 
do most of your stories 
go to editors who spe-
cifi cally request them?

Dozens of times may 
be an exaggeration, 
but it did get the 
heave ho more than 
a few times.  It ended 
up winning the Grand 
Prix de L’Imaginaire in France.  I can’t help 
thinking of the old Saturday Night Live line – 
“There we are brain surgeons, here, we work for 
Sears.”  As far as if I get rejection letters today 
– of course, but there are fewer.  The past year 
and a half has been crazy with story requests.  I 
can’t keep up.  I’m sure that will die back down 
and I’ll have to start sending them in unso-
licited again at some point.  Even if there is a 

request for a story, the editor can still turn it 
down.  I’m always prepared for that.  I’ve had 
years of practice.    

Ellen Datlow has published many of your 
stories in various anthologies and on 

Sci-Fiction.  How did you begin 
working with her and what 

is your current relation-
ship like?

Ellen’s the coolest – my 
favorite short fi ction editor 
to write for.  When you show 
her a story, she doesn’t miss 
a trick.  I learned a lot about 

writing stories from her.  
She allows the writer 

to bring their own 
idiosyncratic vision 
to the fi ction — she 
encourages it – and 
assists in getting it to 

work.  Her impact on the 
fi eld has been incredible.  

I started working with her 
when she asked me to submit 

a story for the website she and 
Rob Killheffer had – Event 

Horizon.  After she asked 
me, I went to the site and 
read the current story.  It 
was Kelly Link’s “Special-

ist’s Hat.”  The whole site was 
a writer’s mandate to cut loose.  For all of her 

infl uence, the new writers she’s encouraged, 
the incredible magazine and anthology work 
she’s done alone and with Terri Windling, she 
remains completely without pretension.  

Would you tell us about a creative idea 
you’re particularly proud of that you’ve 
used in a story? (Maybe the world-building, 
or the situation, or a plot device?)  Where 
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did that idea come from? (What was the 
inspiration, or the a-ha! moment?).  

I was pleased with the idea of Mrs. Char-
buque, a woman whose portrait was to be ren-
dered by an artist not allowed to see her.  I got 
the idea from something I read about Emily 
Dickinson, a great recluse (supposedly) – that 
this woman who knew her her whole life only 
ever saw her once, in her coffin.  As it turns out, 
the anecdote was false, and although I’d read 
the passage in a book, after the novel was fin-
ished I could never find the passage again. I re-
member running the idea past this old guy in 
town who is a well-respected portrait painter.  
He told me it was a stupid idea, and that’s when 
I knew I had something.        

You currently teach writing and litera-
ture at Brookdale Community College.  
How does teaching affect your writing 
process?  

“Writing process” – that’s one of those terms 
born in academia.  It makes it sound like you’re 
turning out cheesefood slices.  I think the term 
“process” is used because it makes pretensions to 
being something scientific.  Many of the writing 
teachers who teach from “the process approach” 
view writing as mechanistic.  The students in 
the writing classes teach me by their example 
– in how they tell stories and how they struggle 
with the art and craft of using language to do it.  
Besides that, we have a good time talking about 
writing, life, politics, the weather…

Many of us decide to become a writer in 
childhood after getting lost in the magic 
of books.  For others, it comes later in 
life when we realize we aren’t express-
ing our creative gene.  When did this mo-
ment first come to you?

When I was a kid, my father would read to 
my brother and me – Rider Haggard, Steven-
son, Kipling, Tennyson, Eugene Sue’s Myster-
ies of Paris.  The experience of listening to those 
works being read was so intense, I could see and 
feel the reality of the story, that I wanted to try to 
create that magic myself. The beauty of the pur-
suit is that the goal keeps shifting, changing, so 
that the sense of discovery never diminishes.          

Beginning writers often struggle for 
years before we make our first sale, and 
it takes much longer to build up a name 
and reputation.  Can you describe your 
early years, before you made major sales.  
Did you have your moments of doubt?  
Did you ever think you’d be where you 
are today?

In all honesty, I never thought about any 
of that crap for too long.  The interest was in 
the writing and reading and learning.  I was 
writing lousy stories six at a clip and digging 
every second of it.  Not knowing where I was 
going with it was the draw.  The writing itself 
was the goal.  I was 33 when The Physiognomy 
came out, from the time I was in my late teens 
till then, it was a blizzard of half-baked stories 
slouching toward clarity to be born.  I’d pub-
lish one here, one there, occasionally, and when 
the copies came it was awesome.  My kids and 
my writing students deepened the experience.  
Writing and telling stories was all around me.  
Those times were a blast.   

I’ve heard you read at least four times, 
and now when I read one of your sto-
ries I can almost hear you speaking the 

In all honesty, I never 
thought about any of 
that crap for too long.  
The interest was in the 
writing and reading 
and learning.
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words.  There’s a unique cadence and 
rhythm to a Jeff Ford story.  When writ-
ing, do you strive for a particular style, 
or is this something that arises naturally 
from your personal voice?

For me, the style comes out of the story.  I 
see enough of the story in my mind when I start 
for it to dictate its style.  How it should be told.  
I do think that cadence and rhythm of voice in 
a story is important, not that it be particularly 
mellifl uous or jarring – but in that each story 
has its own voice.  The same information can be 
conveyed in a written phrase in so many vary-
ing confi gurations.  I believe there are certain 
confi gurations of rhythm and sound that better 
convey any given story. 

Some of your longer works, like Girl in 
the Glass and The Portrait of Mrs. Char-
buque are not overtly fantastical, yet 
they still evoke a sense of awe, turning 
the mundane into the magical.  Was it 
diffi cult for you, a writer of stupendous 
imagination, to confi ne yourself (loose-
ly, I’ll admit) to our limited world in 
those novels?

I like the fantastic as a metaphor for those 
aspects of real life that are otherwise impos-
sible to convey to a reader.  Sometimes more 
of it is called for and sometimes less.  When I 
write, even about King’s and kingdoms, like in 
“The Green Word” or “At Reparata,” I’m writ-
ing about some aspect of real life.  It’s the 
only compass I have.  And in truth, the 
world we live in is not limited by any 
means.  I’m blown away on a daily basis 
by the incredible things I see happening 
around me – weird synchronicities, small 
but powerful acts of heroism, the complexity, 
diversity and wisdom of Nature, what determi-
nation can accomplish…  Fantastical fi ction 
is a means for trying to make manifest the 
wonder of the real world. 

Do you listen to music when you write?  
What albums/artists do you enjoy?

When I write, I do listen to music.  I fi nd that 
if I listen to the same CD all the way through a 
novel, any time I come to the writing desk and 
sit down cold, the music can help me more easily 
drop into the head of the story because I’m used 
to the story and that music being together.  Vice 
versa, some times when the CD has ended, and I 
am still writing, I hear the music anyway.  When 
I write, I listen to Harold Budd a lot.  I have a 
number of his CD’s but my favorite is The Pa-
vilion of Dreams. I think I remember KJ Bishop 
telling me she was partial to Budd for writing 
too.  For the book I’m working on now, I’m lis-
tening a lot to Phillip Glass’s score for the movie 
The Hours.  I can’t listen to music with words in 
it when I write. When I work on novels, I think of 
their structures as if they are music.  w   
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In a circle of chairs, their backs straight and 
voices intent, the heroes discuss the day’s 
fi ndings, review their videos carefully, lis-

ten to their recordings, and enter their notes. 
They are tall, lean, clear-faced, bodies tight with 
exercise and good health, intelligence shining 
out of kindly eyes. Their voices rise and fall in 
a quiet, harmonious fl ow; I let myself fl oat on 
a river of sound that means little to me. Occa-
sionally one looks over at me, sitting silently 
in my corner, and asks solicitously whether I 
am comfortable, whether I have enough light, 
enough to eat and drink. I nod; they nod and 
ignore me again. We are all happier that way.

Technically, I am also part of this project, 
this great adventure in which the human race 
takes the fi rst tentative steps toward commu-
nication with an alien society. The station is 
bright and austere; the important sections, the 
labs and the engines and the control center and 
the airlock, are cared for by those who 
run those systems. There are robots 
to rumble over the landscape and 
take pictures, to repair a broken 
antenna or build an observation 
blind. But it is almost impossible 
for a robot to make a good hospital 
corner, and even Einstein needed 
somebody to mend his socks, to 
make his bed and make sure there 
was heat in the morning. That is 
my job. I attend to the living quar-
ters, the common rooms, and the 
kitchen. I am not allowed in the other 
areas, unless my duties take me 
there. They tell me that this 
prevents me from experi-

encing any unnecessary stress.
And that is important for someone with 

my history. Some of it I can remember at night, 
when I’m in bed and my mind wanders from 
the tasks of the day into its own secret path-
ways. I recall lying on a soft rug in a bright 
room, watching the play of sun on the walls 
but not yet knowing the words in which to 
describe what I am watching. And sitting in a 
schoolroom, surrounded by bright playthings 
and vibrant children, hesitantly touching a syn-
thesizer and listening to the sounds it creates. 
And walking down a long hallway, angry about 
something...something bad that was going to 
happen.... That is the one I come back to most 
often. 

But these memories are few and far be-
tween. Most are hidden from me, buried in a 
place where I have been made afraid to search. 
“We have not erased your former self,” the 

doctors told me. “We have only buried it, 
where it won’t disturb you. Before we 

helped you, you were angry and 
destructive; you destroyed other 
people’s peace and made them 

uncomfortable. Now you are 
free of those hateful behav-

iors and thoughts. Once 
you’re one with yourself, 
once you are completely 
open to the love and the 
trust of others, you will be 

able to heal yourself of ev-
erything that we have had to 

bury. And your memories 
will return.” This is what 
they have told me.

Means of Communication
Barbara Krasnoff
to the sound of “Drum Boogie” by Gene Krupa...
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I have tried so hard to 
follow their advice. I do my 
work faithfully. I smile at the 
heroes and try not to let any-
thing wrong or hard enter my 
thoughts. But whenever I sit 
quietly and try to fi nd the 
place where they have hid-
den my past, my stomach 
recoils and I must back 
away and turn my atten-
tion to my tasks. Sometimes I send 
a message to the doctors, and ask 
them how long it will take. But the 
people in the return messages only 
smile gently and tell me that it will 
take as long as it takes.

I have asked to talk to those 
who, like me, have had their pasts 
shrunk down and hidden somewhere in their 
mind, but who fi nally succeeded, made peace 
with themselves and regained access to their 
memories. But the doctors tell me that the se-
crets of those others are their own. “You would 
not,” they ask, smiling, “want others to know of 
your past, would you?” I don’t know. I no lon-
ger know what that past is. And they won’t tell 
me.

If I think about it any more, I become dis-
turbed, and sick — proving, says the doctor, 
that they were right and that I’m not ready. So 
I service the station; use the equipment that 
cleans and mends and cooks for the heroes who 
explore this world and study its inhabitants. 
They have told me that I am a hero, too, that 
without my help the clean-faced and clear-eyed 
people could not do their jobs in comfort and 
with confi dence. But I don’t feel like a hero.

Sometimes I wonder if I would have been 
content with this work three years ago, when 
I was caught, and arrested, and convicted of...
something. But I have no way of knowing. 
Sometimes, while I am cleaning, a tune comes 

to me, and I begin to hum it. But before I can 
remember the words to the song, my stomach 
tightens, my face grows hot, and I have to pull 
away from whatever has been planted in my 
mind.

I can’t complain, though. I am fed well, 
and cared for; everyone has a kind word for 

me at the end of the day, when we sit in 
the lounge, and look at the recordings of 

the Aliens.
“We can’t just keep calling them 

Aliens,” argues the linguist, a tall, 
thin man with hard eyes. 

“For one thing, it is inac-
curate. These are the 
natives of this planet; 
we are the aliens here. 

We shouldn’t call them 
Aliens. It promotes a condescending 

attitude toward them. They should have a 
name.”

“But that is the problem,” says the red-
haired man, who is the leader of the expedition. 
“Like T.S. Elliot’s cats, these beings have sev-
eral names.” He counts them off on his fi ngers. 
“There is the scientifi c name that tells us that 
they are biped lizards with opposing thumbs; 
there are the various names given to them by 
an eager media that tell us that they are weird, 
but possibly intelligent, and not to be hated; 
there are the nicknames we’ve given them, try-
ing to make them nameable and therefore un-
derstandable, and there is the name that they 
alone know for themselves.” He stops counting, 
and smiles. “And until we know that name, then 
Aliens is as good an appellation as any.”

But we may never know their real name. The 
Aliens are small, bright-eyed, active; they have 
towns and processions and schedules; they are, 
no doubt, intelligent. Yet there is no language 
there that can be deciphered by our scientists — 
the sounds they make, when they make them, 
seem random and without substance, while the 
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gestures made by their two sets of arms and 
hands are not elaborate enough to indicate co-
herent meaning.

For several months now, the heroes have 
gone out with their recorders and equipment 
and carefully, patiently, studied the Aliens. 
They — I’m sorry, we — have watched them 
farm small, quiescent worms, harvest them, and 
eat them.  We have filmed them as they sit like 
stones under the sun, occasionally moving their 
heads to study the sky and the ground. We’ve 
even been able to record the way the Aliens are 
born, reproduce (as slowly as turtles, and with 
less enthusiasm), and die. But with all the re-
search, and all the hours of hidden watching, 
there has still been no breakthrough, no way to 

decipher the system by which these small liz-
ards make themselves understood to each oth-
er. They seem to ignore each other, and us.

“Perhaps they don’t feel the need to com-
municate in any traditional sense,” says a tall, 
pale woman who sometimes offers me hard, 
sweet candies that she brought from home. 
“There could be an innate understanding there 
that doesn’t require a language.”

“But they cooperate,” answers the red-
haired man. I don’t think he likes me; my pres-
ence seems to make him uneasy. “A society at 
that level, with family groups and even a low 
level of manufacturing — they do, after all, cre-
ate tools and homes — must communicate in 
some fashion.”

“Telepathy,” somebody suggests. There are 
several groans, quickly stifled.

I sit in back and listen to the voices of the 

Aliens as the tape plays. They sound like pi-
geons, making contented cooing noises that, 
according to the heroes, don’t have any mean-
ing. But the sounds are pretty. Sometimes one 
of the Aliens screams, and the others all stop 
for a moment, and look, and stamp their feet, 
and then go about their business. That is pret-
ty, too, although according to the heroes, the 
scream and the stamps are random and there-
fore meaningless.

“We’ve gone over this before,” says the tall 
woman. “Their brains simply do not function at 
a level that would indicate telepathy. We have 
examined the possibility thoroughly and it is 
simply out of the question.”

“Nothing is totally out of the question,” an-
other counters, and they are off again.

They never raise their voices, never yell or 
hit the furniture in frustration, never let their 
hands punctuate a point. They just smile, and 
speak softly; it would be terrible to let a rude or 
loud word escape. I am told that I must avoid 
stress if I am to open myself to myself, yet the 
tension that fills these quiet, controlled bodies 
would, I think, power the entire station.

Usually I simply sit, and listen, and allow 
the words that I don’t understand to float past 
my head. But today, it has been difficult. Some-
thing is changing. It hurts to feel the stress rise 
in the room; the quiet river of sounds doesn’t 
carry me anymore. I try to concentrate on the 
sounds the Aliens make on the recording, but 
even that doesn’t help. Finally, I slowly stand 
and walk through the doorway.

Unfortunately, I am noticed. A few paces 
into the corridor and I am stopped by a soft 
voice speaking my name. I turn and see a short 
young man with smooth, dark skin. He is new 
here; he arrived yesterday with the supply 
ship.

“Why are you leaving?” he asks. “Are you 
ill?”

“No,” I tell him, wishing he hadn’t asked, 

“We know that you are 
better and happier now 
that we have shut away 
your bad self”
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but knowing I have to answer. “I just...
wanted to leave.”

He cocks his head to the side, very 
much like a bird. “Yes, I noticed that 
you didn’t say anything all evening. 
Are you shy? Do you dislike 
groups?”

“I have nothing to 
say.”

The young man’s 
smile is lovely. “Oh, I can’t 
believe that,” he says. “Every-
one here has something they 
can contribute. Why would 
you think...?”

The red-haired man, who has 
followed us out into the corridor, bends over 
the young man’s shoulder and whispers in his 
ear. The young man stiffens, and his eyes drop.

“Oh,” he says, suddenly hesitant. “I’m sor-
ry. I didn’t mean to... I hope I didn’t make you 
feel....” His voice trails off and the two men both 
stare at me. I wish I knew what they saw.

But I don’t want to embarrass anyone, espe-
cially members of the team. I had been warned 
by my doctor that this might happen. “We 
know that you are better and happier now that 
we have shut away your bad self,” she told me, 
several times, so I would remember. “But there 
are those out in the world who are disturbed, 
even upset, by the methods used to heal you. 
Of course, it is not your fault that they are up-
set, and you should not be bothered by this. But 
you should do what you can to minimize their 
distress — as we should all try to help minimize 
the distress of those around us — and we will 
teach you how to do this properly.”

So I smile at the young man, and shrug my 
shoulders, and say, “Please don’t be distressed 
on my account. I am perfectly happy with my 
life, much happier than I was before, I promise 
you.”

I have practiced very hard to combine the 

words with the ac-
tions so that they 

work well, and I am 
pleased to see that all 

my training has been suc-
cessful. The young man smiles 

back, his eyes return to mine, 
and he says, “Of course. My 
mistake. Please excuse me,” 
and immediately turns back 

to the room.
But the red-haired man 

stays. He doesn’t smile; he just 
looks at me for a moment, then 

raises his hand and touches my 
cheek. “I’m so sorry,” he whispers. 

“When I called them, when I reported you, I 
didn’t mean...I didn’t know they would....” His 
voice dies away, and he stands there, waiting 
for — what? This isn’t the fi rst time he’s talked 
to me like this. I don’t want to make him feel 
sad, or uncomfortable, but nothing I was taught 
seems to help. The only thing I can do is smile, 
stand and wait, until he drops his hand and, 
without saying anything else, goes back to join 
the other heroes. The voices swell again, and I 
walk down the corridor, leaving them behind.

Just past the living quarters, in a small wing 
that fl ares out from the outer shell of the sta-
tion, is the airlock that leads outside. This is an 
area that is normally forbidden to me, and for 
the fi rst two months of my stay here I walked 
around the entrance, anxious to avoid the un-
ease that hits my stomach when I go near that 
which is prohibited.

But then there was an accident — one of the 
heroes snagged her suit on a sharp rock, cutting 
her foot and exposing her to whatever disease 
could be hiding in the depths of the mineral. 
They rushed her back to the station, removed 
her suit and enclosed her in a bubble, hiding 
her in the sick bay until they were sure she was 
once again clean and bright.

but knowing I have to answer. “I just...
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They would have sent one of the robots into 
the airlock to clean the blood and dispose of the 
suit, but then they would have had to dispose of 
the robot, and none could be spared. So they fi -
nally gave me a suit so that I would be safe, and 
said it was all right for me to enter the airlock 
and scrub the fl oor.

Nobody said, “Only this once.” Nobody told 
the ship that I shouldn’t be allowed outside.

So now, while the others are discussing 
their experiments, and preparing for bed, and 
deciding who they will sleep with this night, I 
enter the lock. I put my suit on carefully and  
check the helmet and fi lter, the way it says to on 
the safety display, and attach the heavy boots 
to the shining pants so that I can walk without 
bouncing off the surface. And I go for a walk.

I don’t remember much about home, but 
I know it is nothing like 
this. The star that lights 
this planet is golden, red-
tinged, and the plants that 
cover the rocky ground 
shine dark green and 
purple. They are soft 
under my heavy boots, 
and as I step, tiny, trans-
lucent creatures scurry 
away from my tread to 
hide under other rocks, 
other plants.

It takes fi fteen min-
utes to walk to the Alien 
town.  Our base is far 
enough, I have been told, 
so that our presence doesn’t 
disturb their lives, but close 
enough for rescue in case of 
an emergency. Like the insects, 
the Aliens live in shimmer-
ing green rocks, or rather, 
in large caves built of rocks 
over which plants have been 

carefully tended. They wriggle out of entrances 
dug into the soft ground and stand around me, 
their bright multiple eyes refl ecting the red-
gold of the sun, now low on the horizon. They 
don’t smile. They don’t tell me how lucky I am. 
They don’t ask how I’m doing. They just stare at 
me, and I stare back.

Suddenly one screams, and the others 
stamp their feet against the hard ground in a ca-
dence that I can feel shivering through my feet 
and up my spine. Again and again, in strange 
patterns that I try to follow but always lose. 
Another screams. The sound pierces my head 
and makes everything bright, so bright that for 
a moment I can’t see. Stamp, stamp, until I vi-
brate with the rhythm, until my sight returns, 
everything sharp and clear in the golden sun-
light. Then I stamp too, and I scream.

The goddamn suit is in the 
way, so I pull off my gloves, 
remove the helmet. I clap 

my hands and sing the raw, 
living music that pushes 
through me. My head hurts, 

my stomach heaves, my pro-
gramming screams “Stop!” but I 
don’t care. I cry, I scream, and 
I sing.

I sing for the music that 
once was my life. I sing 
for the man who betrayed 
me, and who now mourns 
for what was lost. You’re 

wrong, I scream. It’s 
not lost. It’s here, it’s 
all here, and you can’t 

have it — the music, 
the words, the crowds, the 

audiences, the anger and the beauty. 
I remember and I scream and I sing. 
I offer it to the sun and the rocks and 
the Aliens.

And the Aliens dance.  w
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Arrive on Time
Bruce Boston
to the sound of “Time” by The Chambers Brothers...

Arrive on time with your luggage packed 
and labeled. Wear loose clothing.

Arrive on time at the station for your destination 
with no questions asked and your ticket in hand.

Arrive on time in the choke of the morning 
when objects leap from your grasp and your 
head is aching.

Arrive on time when your toast turns to shale 
and the amputee at the corner has run out of 
clever rhymes no matter how many quarters 
you feed him.

Arrive on time in your continental best, pre-
pared to dine alfresco, ready to drink in hotel 
bars and be taken in hotel suites.

Arrive on time for courtroom dramas that play 
with swift and awkward gaps between. No 
sotto voce here. Many silent abortions.

Arrive on time as if you were a drone chosen by 
your apiary peers to service the rapacious Queen.

Arrive on time with rage suppressed 
and a telegenic grin pasted on 
your scowl. 

Arrive on time for liquid 
blue excursions in the 
scuba deep. Favor the 
shoreline. Predators 
swim beyond the tide.

Arrive on time for midair 
collisions that leave burn-
ing human debris slathered 
across the land.

Arrive on time for long injections of the brew 
that stirs no passion in your veins. 

Arrive on time in a cascade of sunsets that 
promise a somnambulistic week of moist viral 
intoxication.

Arrive on time as if you were a fi sh who craves 
the hook and being served with tartar and 
lemon on a linen table.

Arrive on time in your grandfather’s pocket. 
Not really your grandfather but an infl uential 
patron of all that could be. If you can trust him.

Arrive on time like a lover who knows no op-
tion beyond the gazebo’s programmed kiss.

Arrive on time with your portfolio intact. 
Include the confi dential papers you don’t want 
anyone to see.

Arrive on time for your graveyard eulogy and 
the worms’ artless consummation. w

Arrive on time with rage suppressed 
and a telegenic grin pasted on 

Le Garage de Sybil
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Strangeness, \strānj-nəs\, noun: In 
particle physics a quantum character-
istic used to describe certain short-lived 

particles and their transformations when in-
teracting with other particles.

Short-lived particles.  Trish looked up 
from the dictionary at Martin. A half hour ago 
she’d had to tell him that his best friend from 
college had dropped dead from a heart attack 
the previous week.  The man’s much younger 
wife had phoned with the news.  She hadn’t 
provided many details—she’d said she had so 
many of these calls to make—she just thought 
Martin would like to know.  “Like” seemed cru-
el in such a circumstance but what word should 
she use?  Want?  No, there had been 
no history.  Absolutely none.  The 
woman had skirted around the 
precise circumstance and Trish, 
guiltily, had just naturally as-
sumed sex had 
been involved.  A 
transformation 
having taken place 
when two short-lived 
particles interacted.  
The result being this 
alien state, this strange-
ness, the lights dimmed, no 
one left at home. 

Martin appeared to be 
taking the news with equa-
nimity.  “He was never in the best 
of health,” he said softly, but would 
not look away from the television.  
It was one of those reality shows; 

Trish wasn’t sure which one.  People yelled at 
each other quite a bit on those shows—more 
than she herself had ever experienced, although 
she knew this was probably normal behavior in 
some parts of the world.  Then someone was 
voted out of the house, off the island, into the 
plastic box suspended from a crane, or whatever.

She waited to see if he had more to say, if he 
needed her comfort in any way.  This man had 
been Martin’s best friend for many years. But 
Martin had barely reacted—it might as well have 
been some stranger on the news who died.

Strangeness had been coming into her life for 
years—now at last it had fully arrived, courtesy 
of Martin, her husband of twenty-six years.  Did 
men undergo a change of life?  Angie once said 
“The difference between men and women is that 

men go through menopause every fi ve years.”  
Angie was on her third marriage, this time to 
Harry, a small man who hid part-way be-

hind her at all social occasions. 
It was that sense of strangeness 

that had driven Trish to open a dic-
tionary for the fi rst time in prob-

ably ten years.  Not even for 
Scrabble—if she had to look 
it up it probably wasn’t a 
word she’d feel comfortable 
using.  The dictionary had 

been hard to fi nd, pushed to 
the back of a bottom shelf in 
a corner of this basement rec 
room shared by Martin’s big 

old TV and assorted storage.  
Not much “rec” had occurred 

in this house for years, not since 
Molly had grown up and away to 

Strangeness
Steve Rasnic Tem
to the sound of Shostakovich, Sonata for Viola and Piano, Op. 147-I. Moderato...
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a series of eastern towns none of whose names 
she could recall.

The top edge of the dictionary had been 
covered by a thick bed of dust, and curlicues 
of someone’s long hair—whose she could not 
imagine.  She and Molly had always worn theirs 
short.  Maybe it’s angelhair, she thought, chuck-
ling, scrubbing off the book before daring to 
open it.  But angelhair was a pasta—who would 
eat this?  Of course there were poor people and 
people a world away whose lives she could not 
begin to imagine, but that was making her sad, 
so she derailed that train of thought.

She peeled the pages back carefully, looking 
for bugs.  If she found any she knew she would 
just throw the dictionary across the room and 
then that would be the end of this little project.

Along the way to the S’es she’d stopped 
now and then to look at a word—cynosure, de-
structionist, hydromancy, placebo, resistivity.  
The dictionary was like the estate list her moth-
er had of what had been in her grandmother’s 
attic at the time of the reading of her will.  So 
these are the things in grandmother’s attic, 
which we don’t use anymore, although once 
they had been important in our lives.  These 
are things she had but which she doesn’t have 
anymore, her being dead, and which we don’t 
have, our having sold them.  This is just a list 
of what used to be in that huge empty attic up 
there—this is all we have to remember them, 
and our grandmother, by.

That list had been no more substantial, 
really, than a list of the contents of her grand-
mother’s pantry might have been.  And these 

are the things that she consumed along the 
way.  This is just a list, mind you, for the pantry 
is now empty, our grandmother having eaten 
all these things over the course of her long life-
time, a time that has now ended and will not be, 
ever again.

On Martin’s television young twenty-some-
things lounged on inflated furniture in an indoor 
pool.  She could tell by their body language that 
several different sorts of flirtations were occur-
ring, seemingly at cross purposes.  The volume 
was turned down so low she could make out a 
general pattern of tone, but no specific words.  
This had become Martin’s preferred mode of 
television watching:  the volume turned down, 
brightness and contrast turned up.  The lights 
in the television room were set to the lowest 
level of dim.  The combination lent a yellow-
ish pallor to his face, interrupted by lightning 
flashes of white.  Simply watching his face she 
might have thought he was watching battlefield 
footage.

When Trish got into the S’es, a letter that 
had never been her favorite, which she hated to 
use even in Scrabble, she remembered that this 
was a letter that had vaguely unsettled her even 
as a child, because it so resembled a snake. 

 
Strange, \strānj\, adj. Foreign, the qual-

ity of being alien, not native.

She was somewhat surprised.  Was that 
what the word really meant?  She had ex-
pected some description of unease. Dis-

quiet.  Now that was a good word.  Disquiet was 
the way she felt most of the time, in her house, 
in her life, in the marriage.  Disquietude would 
be the noun.  The place where she lived now.

Not native.  That felt absolutely correct.  
Suddenly, unexpectedly, she had discovered she 
was not native to this place.  The lands at the pe-
riphery of her vision, the island out the corner of 
the eye—that’s where she had come from.

this was a letter that 
had unsettled her, even 
as a child, because it so 

resembled a snake.
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The twenty-somethings were now in a bar 
somewhere.  The camera work was jarring and 
aggressive, the colors bright, violent.  Something 
about to happen, although she saw nothing evi-
dent on the screen.  But she did not look away.  

Once she’d arrived at the correct place, 
Trish had felt compelled to read the remainder 
of that dictionary page.  It was like a rest stop 
on a long trip.  Since you were already there, 
why not visit “the world’s largest prairie dog 
hole?”  

Strange woman, apparently, 
was an archaic term for a pros-
titute.  There were other 
meanings, of course.  But 
did they all have some 
sort of sexual associa-
tion buried in their ety-
mologies?  Weird sisters 
and harpies and sphinxes.  
Strangeness back to the 
beginnings of art and writ-
ing.  Angie, who believed 
in astrology and evil spirits 
and the living Christ, and 
all manner of things Trish 
considered strange, said that 
it was men who made up the words 
and men who compiled the dictionaries, so it 
should be no wonder that women were associ-
ated with things strange and vaguely sinister.

She became aware of an insistent susur-
ration in the room.  She glanced over at Mar-
tin, whose breath whistled, as if he had fallen 
asleep with his eyes open.  He fell asleep often 
these days: in front of his computer, sitting out 
on the porch.  And this despite the fact that he 
was always in bed before she was.  He used to 
complain about the resulting neck pain in the 
morning, although now he did not complain 
about anything, ever.  

She did not think he was asleep.  She could 
see his eyes fl ickering, his tongue darting be-

tween his lips.  But he continued making that 
noise.  As if he were having diffi culty breathing.  
As if he were in pain.

Susurration.  Like snakes gathered togeth-
er to exchange the secrets of the world.  Trish 
hadn’t realized that she even knew the word. 

Martin sat motionless at the dinner ta-
ble, his eyes two wet gray pebbles fl oat-
ing on yellowing jelly.  Late afternoon 

spring sun afforded a relatively clear glimpse.  
He’d requested the earlier din-

ners, and eager to please him 
(did she imagine this would 
magically fi x things?) she’d 

obliged.  It hadn’t re-
sulted in additional time 
together, however.  He 
just had more time in the 
evenings to ruminate, to 
vegetate, to do exactly 
what, it now seemed, 
he did best: to stare un-

blinking at a life she wasn’t 
sure she understood any-

more.  They used to walk in the 
park, garden, sit in the sun, together, 

but not anymore.  Martin was either too 
tired or too busy, but she honestly couldn’t 

fi gure out what he was being busy at.  
His skin had a grayish, raw dough patina.  

The tiny cracks at the corners of his eyes ap-
peared to have multiplied since the last time 
she’d noticed.  She wasn’t sure, but his hair ap-
peared to be visibly thinner.  It was certainly 
grayer.  There was also a puffi ness about him, 
as if air was trapped in hidden pockets beneath 
the skin.

So people age.  Headline news.  She chided 
herself.  If he wanted he could no doubt catalog 
a dozen similar changes in her own face.  But 
did he notice her enough to do so?  He was still 
a handsome man—she needed to appreciate 
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more what she had and not, as her grandmoth-
er used to say, “borrow trouble.”   

“So,” she ventured.  “You haven’t said any-
thing about the ham.”

His eyes rolled towards her from some-
where behind his lids.  “This isn’t ham.”

“Well, no.  It’s what we always have.  Tur-
key ham.  It’s healthier.”

“It’s also pinker.  Real ham doesn’t come 
this pink.  I don’t believe so, at least.  We 
haven’t had real ham in a very long time, I don’t 
believe.”

“If you want real ham, Martin, I’d be happy 
to fix you some real ham.”

“No, no.  You said this is healthier.”
“Then what are you trying to say?”
“I’m not trying to say anything.  I’m just 

saying that you asked me about the ham, but 
this isn’t ham.  It’s turkey ham.  But it’s per-
fectly fine for us to eat.  It tastes just fine.”

A few years ago she would have been of-
fended by the conversation.  He was so hard 
to please.  Now it seemed more likely that he 
was too easy to please, or that “pleased” hadn’t 
much meaning for him.

The remainder of their dinner conversa-
tion consisted of factual statements about the 
weather, the progress of the neighbor’s new pa-
tio, and a repeated recollection of Molly’s phone 
call from four days ago.  She was pregnant, due 
in six or seven months.  She lived across the 
country and they rarely saw her.  They’d met 
her husband once, last Christmas.  Martin had 
commented that the young man appeared to 
be stable, but that he needed a better haircut.  
She’d agreed.  She’d actually said, “I agree,” 
even though she thought it was a ridiculous 
thing for him to say.  It was the only comment 
he’d ever made about their son-in-law.

Later that evening Trish peered into the 
study where Martin was reading.  She watched 
surreptitiously as he periodically turned the 
pages, tears tracing his cheeks with almost par-

allel trails.  She left quickly so that he wouldn’t 
see her watching him.

Downstairs she cleaned the kitchen, al-
though it was already spotless.  She looked 
around for laundry to do.  Towels were stacked 
neatly on shelves in the laundry room, sheets 
were in cabinets, and every bit of clothing ex-
cept what they had on was tucked away cleaned 
and pressed in a drawer somewhere.  Her rising 
anxiety was assuaged only when she took off all 
her clothes and slipped into a fresh clean robe, 
dropping the clothes into the washer and start-
ing it.  She would have just enough time to iron 
the small load before joining Martin in bed.

She went back upstairs.  Martin was no lon-

ger in his study.  She found him in their bed-
room, lying in bed in his bright blue pajamas, 
sheet tucked tightly across his heart, staring at 
the ceiling.  His lips moved slightly, constantly.  
She found the indecipherable whisper mildly 
irritating so she left.

“I’m just afraid there’s something really 
wrong with him that he needs to be 
treated for.”

Angie patted her arm with one hand and 
waved a cigarette sympathetically with the oth-
er.  “Oh, I know, hon.  You couldn’t drag my 
first husband into the doctor’s until the cancer 
ate his throat.”  Then, when Trish started cry-
ing, “Oh . . . sorry.”

“He doesn’t want to tell me what’s both-
ering him.  Half the time I’m not sure he even 
knows I’m there.”

Angie’s two-year-old—Trish couldn’t re-

when things start going 
bad, those mask-drop-

ping moments are what 
you focus on
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member the little boy’s name—planted himself 
in front of her with his thumb in his mouth.  An-
gie put the cigarette down and moved him like 
an errant piece of furniture.  “Maybe he can’t 
help it,” she said.  “There may be other forces 
involved.”

Trish looked up warily.  “You mean another 
woman.”  She almost said “a strange woman.”  

“I mean the devil takes on a number of dif-
ferent roles in our lives.  And when you’re wres-
tling with the devil pretty much everyone else 
disappears, including your family.  I know you 
may not believe that, but it’s what I believe.”

    Harry was sitting at his own table, a small 
square of wood not much bigger than a dinner 
plate, in a corner against the wall by the sink.  
He’d turned his chair around to face them, but 
Angie’s wide shoulders hid most of his body.  
He’d been smiling since Trish arrived, his eyes 
floating as if he were listening to his own, pri-
vate, ecstatic tune.  

“I don’t know what I believe.  I don’t know 
that I know anything.  I don’t know how people 
find each other in the first place, or how they 
stay together.  What do you really see in anoth-
er person?  A few surface traits, the way they 
present themselves when they know you’re 
looking, and then those times they’re losing 
it, dropping the mask.  And when things start 
going bad, those mask-dropping moments are 
what you focus on—you find yourself running 
around trying to catch them in the act, you’re 
just sneaking around looking for evidence that 
they’ve failed you—I swear, you’re collecting 
their worst moments, and you’re thinking that 
that’s what’s really true, that that’s all there is.  
To life, I mean.  You can’t see what it adds up 
to other than a list of things, a list of words, ob-
jects purchased, things consumed.  A long list 
of disappointments.”

She finished up wondering if she’d been 
spitting.  Did she just lose her mind in front of 
Angie and that peculiar little Harry?

“Oh, honey, you’re just upset.  You get all 
upset and then you get all complicated.  None 
of us know.  It’s in God’s hands, finally.  There’s 
somebody for everybody, you just have to let 
God make the arrangements.”

“Angie, you’re on your third marriage.”
“And God had a hand in every one of them.”
Trish gazed at Harry, whose face split into 

an even wider smile.  She felt warm, and wanted 
to leave, but didn’t know how to get out of there 
without being rude.  The corners of Harry’s 
mouth began traveling in opposite directions 
then, until the line of mouth completely bisect-
ed his head.  Harry leaned back and eased open 
his mouth.  Trish got up and left before the top 
of his head had the opportunity to fall in.

When she got home she could hear 
Martin moving around upstairs.  Low 
murmurs rising and falling.  Snaky 

sounds.  Reality TV.  Which, she thought, must 
be the most despairing phrase in the current 
vocabulary of the world.

She couldn’t bring herself to go upstairs so 
she looked around downstairs for something to 
fill the time.  She’d never had that problem as a 
child. Her mother used to say, “Trish makes up 
the world as she goes along.”  

She sat on the couch in front of the fire-
place.  It wasn’t a real fireplace, actually, al-
though there had probably been one, or sever-
al, in the house when it was first built.  But the 
old chimney was at the other end of the house.  
This fireplace had a pretty, but plastic-looking 

People created their 
worlds within worlds 

driven by whim—so what 
substance could there be 

to any of it?
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mantle and a painted, optical illusion of a fi re-
box with lavender gas fl ames.  

She and Martin had redecorated this room 
multiple times over the years, each time to 
something prettier (according to the fashion 
of that year), and a step further away from re-
ality, so that stepping in and out of this room 
was like traveling to a different ... hallucina-
tion.  Some day, she was sure, people would buy 
huge environmentally controlled boxes to live 
in, and video and 3D technologies would pro-
vide the decoration.  Home and Virtual Living.  
The world outside the walls of your newly pur-
chased skull could just 
go straight to hell.  Why 
should you care?

Whisper whisper 
whisper.  She also didn’t 
care if their house hated 
her new attitude or not.  
By this time it probably 
realized something was 
up, that it was quickly 
losing its grip on her.  
Some of these things—
that side table, the small 
Victorian lamp—had been her grandmother’s, 
and some—that art deco desk chair, for ex-
ample—her mother’s.  The rest were things she 
and Martin had purchased at fancy department 
stores, garage sales, out of a catalog (from pic-
tures which never exactly matched what was 
delivered).  Today there seemed no solid reason 
for any of it to be here.  Window dressing, was 
the phrase her mother used to use.

People never stopped playing house.  What 
was this place but her biggest dollhouse ever?  
People created their worlds within worlds driv-
en by whim—so what substance could there be 
to any of it?

The walls of the room suddenly faded into 
a child’s wavering crayon lines, a lopsided oval 
of red crayon sun showing through the broken 

drawing.  It smiled down at her crookedly.
Upstairs Martin continued to whisper.  It 

might have been her name he was saying or it 
might not, but she decided to imagine it was.  
She staggered to her feet and made for the 
rough box that delineated where the staircase 
should be.

Stair steps shuffl ed beneath her feet like a 
random stack of narrow rectangular cards.  The 
world didn’t clarify itself again until she opened 
their poorly drawn bedroom door.

Martin lay on his back in the bed, his chest 
rising and falling aggressively.  A large some-

thing stood or crouched 
on the fl oor by his feet, 
wings spread into a cruci-
fi x, head the size of a buf-
falo’s with a huge black 
beak the sheen of metal, 
cow-like eyes bright with 
realization, and behind 
those eyes, blending into 
the long blonde hair that 
fl owed down its feathered 
and scaled backside, a 
pair of fl aming, multi-col-

ored gills.
Judging from the size of the breasts Trish 

supposed her to be female, although visual cues 
seemed hardly reliable.  

Martin whistled and bucked, in the throws 
of an oddly controlled seizure.  Although Trish 
could see no trace of it, she felt something pass 
between Martin and the thing, this other she.  
She took something.  He took something.  

The whole process lasted less than a min-
ute.  Finished, the creature turned slowly to-
ward Trish, and froze, only light moving across 
the eye.  Trish felt as if she would completely 
dissolve in its greater presence.

Sweeping its wings, the creature moved 
again toward the window.  Trish thought that 
such a large thing could not possibly pass 
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through that size opening, when it faded into 
the air.  A brief smell passed through her mouth 
and nose, scouring, then evaporated with a 
slightly salty aftertaste.

She sat down on the fl oor and remained 
there for some time, peering now and then at 
Martin who appeared to be breathing easily, 
resting peacefully.  Eventually she crawled onto 
the bed beside him, staring at the ceiling, bare-
ly touching his side with her little fi nger, but 
touching him deliberately just the same.

She kept listening for the fl ap of wings, 
waiting for a change of smell or shadow.  To her 
great disappointment, nothing came.

Trish walked through the downtown shop-
ping district with a forced, determined 
step.  She hadn’t brought her purse; she 

had no plans to buy.  She did have a few dollars 
stuffed into her bra, because she did want to eat.  
She enjoyed eating these days—she 
was always hungry.  Food becomes 
me, she thought, and smiled, the 
way she remembered Harry 
smiling.

Around her the narrow 
lines of the buildings swayed.  
Threads of various colors fl oat-
ed together briefl y, becoming 
patches of sky and patches of store, 
powerlines and sidewalks, streets, 
the momentary smear of cars 
moving with one or more oc-
cupants inside.  Then the 
fabric warped and folded, 
hours passed, the sun tum-
bled through the sky like a 
half-eaten fruit tossed lan-
guidly into the trash, and 
there she was again, con-
tinuing on her merry way.

She bent down and 
picked up a thread—

once part of a sidewalk, perhaps connected to a 
person’s leg or the side of a tree—gave it a yank, 
then she smiled as the world tightened and 
leaned over slightly, before returning more or 
less to form, rumpled like a worn out sweater.

When she was a little girl her grandmother 
had knitted her the most beautiful sweater.  It 
had at least six colors knitted into a series of 
intricate, irregular patterns, as if from some 
sweater manufacturing machine gone wild, but 
Trish knew it came from her slightly addled 
grandmother and her imperfect way of knitting 
things.  Trish had worn that sweater proudly 
every day until one day one of the threads had 
come loose, a strand of yarn some two or three 
inches long.  The sweater now looked shabby.  
Not knowing what else to do, Trish had pulled 
on the thread, and pulled, until it became a long 
line of bright color, and reluctant to ask her 
grandmother to fi x it, Trish had kept pulling, 
and kept pulling, until after an hour or so the 

actual shape of the sweater was gone, as if it 
had never existed, and instead she had this 

pile of shapeless colored yarn.
“Mommy, who’s that strange wom-

an?” she heard a child ask nearby.
Trish’s lips tasted sweet, then 

salty, and vaguely of sex.  She smiled 
as the thread of the child’s voice 

stretched out into a long, dreary 
wail adrift with the rest of the 

dangling sky. w
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If the Shoe Fits
Aurelio Rico Lopez III
to the sound of Tenacious D’s “The Pick of Destony”...

qua socks guaranteed
To withstand the extreme depths

Of earth’s deepest underwater trenches;
Steel-toed boots that could
Kick a rabid Helicobeast
Clear across Jupiter; and even
A pair of shoes suited
For Mercury’s infernal landscape.
A thousand footwear designs
For every conceivable scenario,
Yet regretfully,
Not a single pair of size 10 Reeboks
In sight. w

A
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“These stories are like dark chocolate: rich, decadent, sometimes bitter, but 
always complex and stimulating. Be careful.  They will keep you up at night!”

-Theodora Goss, author of IN THE FOREST OF FORGETTING
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and all about death, beautiful and horrible. There are remarkable imagina-
tions at work in these stories.  Read them and see.”
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