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          Words from the Editor-in-Chief

        

      

    
    
      
        Jason Sizemore

      

      The beast that is 2016 is behind us. 2017 is a blank slate ready to be filled with our accomplishments. I believe issue 92 is a great place to place our pen to paper and write the story of the next twelve months.

      This is a special double issue created as a result of our annual subscription drive back in late October and early November. So that means YOU made this possible. Thank YOU!

      We want YOU to look back on 2016 one last time and participate in our annual Apex Magazine Story of the Year Reader Award. How does it work? It’s easy. You have until until January 31st to cast your vote for your favorite story. You only get to vote for three stories, so it’s a tough choice! All you need to do is click here. To vote for the Apex Magazine Cover of the Year Award click here. The winners receive acclaim, a nice certificate, and the right to brag all they want!

      Ursula Vernon returns to our pages with the powerful “The Dark Birds.” This dark fantasy (and dare we say…horror) allegory is my favorite Vernon piece thus far. James Beamon explores time travel and racism in “Soliloquy in a Cheap Diner Off Route 66.” “The Invisible Box” is a fun and quick little story of revenge. “Next Station, Shibuya” by Iori Kusano continues the conversation our magazine has ongoing with Japanase-influenced horror and SF. In “Mag, the Habitat and We” Lia Swope Mitchell’s little protagonists protect and fight for their home. Our two reprints are from Mike Allen and Rich Larson. “The Quiltmaker” is a terrifying dark fantasy/horror novella that will leave a mark. “Masked” by Rich Larson will have you thinking of Black Mirrors, but hey, his story came out before the third season of the show, so we’re giving Rich all the credit for the idea!

      Our nonfiction includes interviews with cover artist Aaron Nakahara and author James Beamon. Dr. Amy H. Sturgis contributes a scholarly piece titled “The Once and Future Chief: Tecumseh in (Science) Fiction.” Be sure to check out our August, 2017 issue as Dr. Sturgis will be our guest editor and will focus on First Nations and Indigenous authors of North America.

      Poetry contributors this month include Barton Paul Levenson, Laura Madeline Wiseman, Tracy May Adair, and Amanda Pekar.

      We hope you enjoy issue 92 of Apex Magazine!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Soliloquy in a Cheap Diner Off Route 66

        

      

    
    
      
        James Beamon

      

      
        3,600 Words

      

      He presses pause and life stops. The trucker in the red and black flannel shirt at the counter is stuck in mid chew of a meatloaf that was never meant to linger. The young woman in the blue jeans and white blouse holds an angry fist over a jukebox infamous for taking payment while withholding songs. Over in a corner booth, the family of four suspends their fight; the parents sitting across from each other stay their call for cease fire with desperate, open mouths while the young twin boys both gaze at their plates like generals assessing their arsenals. A French fry floats in the air.

      The brown-skinned waitress in front of Lolonyo wears a powder blue dress and a friendly smile. But Lolonyo sees how her full lips turn down ever so slightly, how her eyes don’t crinkle at the corners. He knows what that means. Lolonyo slides out of the booth and talks to himself, talks as if she can hear, as if she is taking notes with the pen frozen in mid scribble.

      “Why is this so complicated? It’s love ... it’s universal! It’s the simplest, easiest thing to fall into besides potholes and debt. You would think I could stand up in front of her and announce what the fuck this is. You know, just say ‘Hello Aliza, it’s me, your Lonnie, your Mandingo warrior, your hero. You may not know it, but I rescue you from these black and white checkerboard floors and the dead-end job that’s got you walking back and forth across them. I deliver you from burnt coffee and raw nerves, long days and short tips and I save you from having to serve racist people like that greasy haired dude in the John Deere hat that keeps studying over here like two black people together signifies the sudden resurgence of the Black Panther Party.”

      Lolonyo pauses to glance back at the racist at the counter whose look has lost all its surreptitiousness now that he’s fully frozen. He looks like a ferret trying to hide behind a ball cap and a plate of over easy eggs.

      “What was I saying?” Lolonyo asks himself. “I mean, yeah, it’s a love affair. And this one starts with a harmless observation. She went for that the very first time, when all this was nothing more than an accident unfolding. You’d think it’d be surgical now that I got some experience. So what is she curving her lip down about? This time all I said was ‘you seem tired’. Simple, clean. Definitely harmless. So why is she looking at me like I’m at her front door trying to sell magazine subscriptions? She can pretend if she wants but I know that look. That shit is as plain as her nametag.”

      Lolonyo paces. Aliza is still looking down at Lolonyo’s empty booth in quiet disapproval.

      “Maybe you’re being too personal,” he self-advises. “Maybe she isn’t tired, at least physically, even if she’s tired of the lifestyle. So instead of commenting like you’ve spent ten years studying her mannerisms you need to be ordering French toast or some shit like that. Ah! Maybe she thinks you’re accusing her of being lazy or not up to the job, as if saying ‘you seem tired’ to her is more like saying ‘you seem too tired to take my order right and I plan to give you a tip shorter than your manager’s patience.’ That’s probably it. You know how she reads into shit all the time.”

      He stops pacing and looks at her.

      “So, this time around, what do you read in me?” he asks. Silence answers.

      He sighs, sits back down. “Let’s try it again.”

      The world reverses. The parents in the corner eat their words, the trucker uneats his meatloaf. A floating fry zooms into a kid’s grip as if potato-to-finger is the new magnetism. Aliza moonwalks back behind the counter.

      Again, the world moves forward. Again, Lolonyo looks at Aliza with eyes he hopes says more than “I’m curious about the chicken fried steak” and nods at her slowly. Again, she makes her way to his booth.

      “You ready?” she asks with a slight smile, still fake, still practiced.

      “Yeah, um Aliza,” Lolonyo begins, making a point to look at her nametag. Then he looks in her eyes, like he always does, hoping one of these times it somehow catches a spark. “I’m Lonnie. I figure that’s easier to say than ‘the black dude over there’.”

      “But ‘the black dude over there’ kills any confusion,” she responds the same way she always does. “For all we know one of the guys at the counter is also a Lonnie.”

      Lolonyo shakes his head. “All Lonnies have to introduce themselves. It’s part of the Lonnie Code.”

      This is when her smile returns, this time warm, this time real. “So what can I get you?” she brings her pen and pad up.

      Here is how far he’s gotten. Here is where the improv starts.

      “Why not sit down with me to take the order?” Lolonyo asks gesturing to the other side of the booth. “When you stand over me like that, it makes me feel pressured to absolutely make the right choice.”

      Aliza frowns. She glances briefly back to the kitchen. “I’m sorry, I can’t. My manager would kill me if he saw me sitting down.”

      Her frown is real. So she really wants to sit down. Right?

      “So, what else can I get you?” she asks with a smile. And … there it is. The smile that turns down right at the corners and doesn’t reach her eyes, the practiced smile, the fake one. Her shields are raised. Now it’s all business, no pleasure, no progress.

      Over in the corner booth, the French Fry War has begun in earnest. The trucker is managing his meatloaf with an aggressive jaw that seems to know how many times he’s chewed that same piece of ketchup-covered carcass. The woman in the white blouse is banging a diminutive fist against the jukebox. The racist is wasting his time stealing glances at people he inherently doesn’t like, maybe hoping the black dude orders fried chicken and watermelon and in doing so confirms all the worthless stereotypes he’s been holding onto as dear and true.

      Lolonyo sighs. He presses pause and life stops.

      “What was wrong that time?” he asks an unresponsive Aliza. “It was an offer to sit in a booth, not on my face. Even though you’d love that, only slightly less than I would love that.”

      Lolonyo rises from the booth, circles Aliza like circling prey. “Oh, I miss that too, and oh, so much. Our sex was vulgar and sweet and salty and a beautiful mess. You, legs in the air, wet as Louisiana swampland. Me, hard as a feudal pike, hell, hard as Feudalism, all grrr grrr grrr. I knew there was a pit in the stomach, but—hot damn—there’s a pit in the bottom of my balls, somehow bigger and wider than the stomach pit, that I swear I didn’t even know existed til you came along and made that shit tingle. We damn near died of dehydration. If you could remember like I remember you wouldn’t be so mouse right now. It was everything love should be, the shit you cling to when love changes into what it eventually becomes. But here we are, before the start, and I can’t even get you to sit damn down. What’s wrong with me?”

      He paces back and forth, oblivious to the freeze frame surrounding him. “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he self-advises. “Something’s going on with her. Yawa would probably be able to tell me. Women understand women in ways that leave men scratching their heads. But Yawa’s not here so you’d better scratch your head until an idea bleeds out.”

      Silence fills the empty space between his heel beats on the linoleum floor. It’s a metronome, the only true measure of time in a timeless world. Tap. Tap. Tap. And it is fleeting.

      “Ok,” he says. “Maybe she only likes it so coy, you know? You know damn well you can’t be direct cause that scares her, but maybe you have to be a bit more straightforward than the hints. I mean, even obvious hints are still hints, right? So how about you play up to that point where she kinda turns serious and then give her a straightforward, clear as day message about what you want on your menu?”

      Lolonyo looks at Aliza, so full of silent disapproval. Why the hell not?

      He sighs, sits back down. “Let’s try it again.”

      The world reverses. Lolonyo is the director patiently waiting for his actors to cue up. Everyone returns to their places, including the French fry.

      And … action.

      “You ready?” she asks with a slight smile, still fake, still practiced.

      “Yeah, um Aliza,” Lolonyo begins, making a point to look at her nametag. Then he looks in her eyes, like he always does, hoping one of these times it somehow catches a spark. “I’m Lonnie. I figure that’s easier to say than ‘the black dude over there’.”

      “But ‘the black dude over there’ kills any confusion. For all we know one of the guys at the counter is also a Lonnie.”

      Lolonyo shakes his head. “All Lonnies have to introduce themselves. It’s part of the Lonnie Code.”

      The warm smile, the real smile, returns. “So what can I get you?” Once again, she brings her pen and pad up.

      “What would you recommend for a reasonably handsome guy who’s trying to keep his physique delicious enough to seduce a quasi-hapless waitress?”

      The frown comes almost instantly. “I’d probably recommend deeper, more substantial conversation. You know, overall tighter game. So I’m going to go ahead and give you a few more minutes to look over the menu. Take your time.”

      She turns to walk off. They never even made it to the start of the French Fry War. Is that a new record?

      He presses pause and life stops.

      “Damn, I did better the time I told you to come with me if you want to live. Are you not feeling the playful hintlessness of the approach? Or was it word choice? Did you take offense to me calling myself reasonably handsome or to me calling you quasi-hapless? I guess no woman wants to be quasi-hapless if they can be beautiful, right? Let’s swap the word out and see how it goes.”

      Lolonyo goes to reverse the world, but first it blows up.

      The diner and all the inhabitants turn into particles of dust dancing in the searing, blazing bright light. It’s the worst kind of blow up, thermonuclear hydrogen fusion, and maybe if he was a hundred miles out he’d see the cool mushroom cloud but he’s at ground zero and it’s too bright here to see shit.

      The bright hot light churns into dense gray smoke. Yawa appears in the midst of the hellstorm, walking to Lolonyo through the nuclear fallout. Wearing a black leather jacket and blue jeans, she is dressed to blend in with the crowd she just annihilated. Her hair is twisted into tight Bantu knots. Her eyes have the dark blue smoky treatment and her lips are painted burgundy.

      “Did I blow up your spot?” she asks.

      “Not funny.”

      “You’d love it if you were more into rap culture,” she says. She snaps her fingers and the raw power of an exploding sun implodes, pulling its deadly nuclear energy into a tiny dot before winking out of existence. They stand in an intact diner around frozen inhabitants. Aliza is still turned around, mid-stride in the process of leaving Lolonyo burned. The lady at the jukebox is fixing to get violent about getting ripped off.

      Yawa looks around. “Yeah, this is nowhere near as creepy.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll unfreeze everything while we talk.”

      She sits down across from Lolonyo with a casual plop. The world resumes.

      Yawa’s timing is suspect, but before he can get a word out the racist jumps off his stool with a clattering of plate and flatware.

      “Wait a cotton picking minute! Y’all see that?” He points at the sitting black people. “Now there’s two of ‘em.”

      All eyes are on their booth. Yawa glares at the racist. “Nigga what?”

      The racist experiences a break in composure. It probably never entered into his universe of possibility that he’d ever be called that.

      “I don’t think that’s how you’re supposed to use that word,” Lolonyo says.

      Yawa looks at Lolonyo incredulously. “Nigga please.”

      The confusion on the racist’s face is quickly replaced by anger. Apparently, racist white people don’t like being called nigga.

      “Now that’s the pot calling the salt bl—”

      The racist never gets to finish his statement. Yawa rubs her thumb and index finger together. She is literally erasing the target’s vocal cords.

      The man’s eyes grow big and panic stricken. He grabs at his own throat. Yawa uses both hands, tapping index and middle fingers against her thumbs repeatedly in a quick blur. The man’s face changes from panic to pain. He runs awkwardly out of the diner.

      “I didn’t recognize that last one,” Lolonyo says. “What did you do?”

      Yawa smiles. “I imported fire ants to chew out his asshole.”

      Lolonyo nods. By now most of the other people have tried to ignore the growing strangeness of all this by staring into their own plates and coffee cups hard enough to divine the future. All except the manager, who is chasing down the racist turned dine-and-dasher currently blazing a trail through the desert. And Aliza, who is inconveniently close to the action and stuck out in the middle of the checkerboard floor.

      “Um,” she says, taking a hesitant step back.

      Yawa looks up and notices Aliza. “Hey! Look at you!” Yawa exclaims. She looks Aliza up and down. “Bitch, you look good.”

      Aliza looks sideways as if trying to find an answer at another booth or at least the hidden camera. She raises a suspicious eyebrow at Yawa. “Do I know you?”

      “Not yet,” Yawa says. “But we’re gonna be lifelong friends, even if you get a little jealous cause you know your man be checking out my ass like it’s that yum yum. Maybe this time it’ll start with a cup of coffee. C’mon, hook a bitch up.”

      “A … cup of … coffee,” Aliza says nodding slowly to get through the encounter. “Sure.”

      Aliza retreats behind the counter. Yawa leans forward. “This is where you’ve been hiding? You running it back?”

      “You must’ve heard me call your name earlier.”

      “Naw, son. I could feel your energy from two planets away.” She holds out her hands, welcoming Lolonyo to complete the thought. He stares at her.

      “I got my drink I got my music … I will share it but today I’m yelling …” she continues.

      He doesn’t get it. Aliza comes back with an empty cup and a small bowl of plastic half-and-half cups. She pours Yawa some joe as fast gravity allows and leaves even faster.

      “Guess that song’s not out yet,” Yawa mutters.

      “Are you done playing?” Lolonyo asks.

      “Yeah, shit, now that you done killed my vibe,” she cracks a grin.

      “I didn’t mean for you to hear me,” Lolonyo confesses. “But now that you’re here, can you help me? What’s wrong with her?”

      Yawa looks at Aliza, now safely behind the counter, with confusion. “Whatcha mean? She look fine to me. Damn, nigga, didn’t you just hear me compliment her?”

      “She’s not responding to my advances. Doesn’t matter if it’s honest or clever or funny or angry. She shuts me down every time.”

      Yawa dumps two cups of half and half into her cup. “Stop trippin, dude. We both know that’s not how this works,” she says, stirring the coffee with her finger.

      “No, Yawa, you misunderstand. This is eight hours before we really met,” he taps the table with a long finger for emphasis. “This is pre-origin.”

      Yawa stops stirring her coffee, coolly regards Lolonyo with smoky eyes. “In their video game terms, they would call this ‘new game plus’. You know the cosmos wasn’t designed for that.” She sucks coffee off her finger.

      “How hard can it be? How wrong can it be?”

      “Fool, we can’t create serendipity.”

      “We are serendipity, Yawa. That’s what we do: create circumstances and force fate to where and how we see fit.”

      Yawa smirks and her playful eyes dance. “You know that’s like the complete opposite of serendipity?”

      Silence answers. Yawa sips her coffee.

      “A better question,” she asks leaning closer. “Do you know how long you’ve been here trying?”

      “Doesn’t matter. This is my life and it’s not ending anytime soon.”

      “Only a second at a time.” Yawa shakes her head, looks out the window at the barren, arid landscape. “Can you believe that dude described a unit of time as a cotton picker? Seriously, what the fuck?”

      Lolonyo’s unconcerned with the racist. He has lived with him for some time now.

      “Do you have any suggestions I can use, Yawa?”

      “Yeah, go up eight hours and get with Aliza like you’re meant to. Do it the right way.”

      Yawa speaks of the “right way.” The “right way” would erase Lolonyo’s original memories of Aliza. The “right way” is bullshit.

      “I could see if we had long lives together,” Lolonyo says. “But your right way won’t let me see the end coming. I won’t be able to stop it.”

      “Stop what?” Yawa asks. She’s baiting.

      “You know what.”

      She leans in. “You mean what’ll happen when these people fully embrace the network they’re gonna create? When they wholly immerse themselves into the worlds they’ll build with math and art and cel-shaded graphics? You really think you’ll be able to save her from her own diseased mind?”

      Lolonyo’s ire rises, his anger flashes. “Do not call her diseased.”

      Yawa smiles her perfect white teeth. “That’s what addiction is, isn’t it?”

      “Bah,” he says, batting her question away with a hand. “There are plenty of places in this world for her to enjoy, beautiful places. We’ll live in the Caribbean, in a villa on Cayman. This time I will show her Kilimanjaro. We’ll sail down the Congo, walk the Kalahari. She won’t get stuck in their web.”

      “How do you know that this world around us has the same appeal as the ones that loom online in the future? It’s a place you can’t pry into.”

      Yawa is right. Their virtual realm is a layer his people can’t penetrate, can’t understand.

      Meeting Aliza at the right time, the memory wipe, it’s unthinkable. He would literally be doing it all again for the first time. Only he’s changed—subtly, slowly in those incremental ways everyone changes as they go through life, whether he’s conscious of it or not. What if it that alone made it different? What if it wasn’t as good?

      He looks at Aliza, wiping a counter down, completely oblivious of her future, the happiness they’ll have. He looks back at Yawa.

      “The memory wipe is too much of a risk.”

      “That’s what life is, Lolo. A series of risks, some that pay off well, some you take a loss on. You ready to stop hedging your bets?”

      He shakes his head. “Not yet.”

      Yawa nods appreciatively. “She’s worth it. I can’t blame you, even if it’s a fool’s errand.” Yawa smiles. “And it’s not like I can talk. Remember all them years I spent trying to save Tupac?”

      Lolonyo grins. “How can I forget? You called it your ‘ambitions as a ridah’.”

      “Riiiight,” Yawa says. There’s a quiet stretch of silence. She puts her hands on the table. “Need anything before I bounce?”

      Lolonyo looks over at the vacant counter. “The racist. Places set.”

      Yawa presses a button and the people jump jarringly to exactly how they were before she arrived. Everyone is frozen in place. Aliza’s back is turned and she’s stuck in mid-stride, heading back to the counter.

      Yawa interlaces her fingers. “You should be good. You want the Cheshire or the Sauron?”

      Lolonyo shrugs. “Give me the Sauron.”

      “My favorite too. Aight, deuces.”

      She throws up the peace sign. Slowly, slowly she disappears from view until nothing can be seen of her save her two smoky eyes. They blink once, blink twice and they too are gone.

      Lolonyo is left alone in a frozen world. He stands up and walks around to face Aliza. Even in her disgust she’s beautiful.

      “You leave me too soon,” he whispers. He gives her a peck on her cheek. He sits back down and the world reverses. Lolonyo is the director patiently waiting for his actors to cue up. Everyone returns to their places, including the French fry.

      And … action.

      Again, the world moves forward. Again, Lolonyo looks at Aliza with eyes he hopes says more than “I’m curious about the chicken fried steak” and nods at her slowly. Again, she makes her way to his booth.

      “You ready?” she asks with a slight smile, still fake, still practiced.

      “Wait,” she says. She points her pen at the coffee mug on the other side of the booth. The coffee’s still steaming hot. Burgundy lipstick smudges stain the rim. “Did Clara wait on you already? Is there two of you?”

      Ah Yawa. Because of her, the improv starts now.

      “Clara didn’t wait on me,” Lolonyo says. “You know why? Because you’re my waitress, baby. And the thing you don’t know is, me, I’m the one you’ve been waiting for.”

      Aliza grins her famous “yeah, ok” grin, reserved for infomercials where the car wax withstands getting lit on fire and when she hits an overcrowded nightclub where a hundred dudes lob tired ass game like molotovs.

      “I think you may have me confused for the woman whose mouth has been on that mug. She’s the one you’ve been waiting for. Now, are you going to order?”

      Lolonyo sighs as she frowns. It was worth a shot.

      He should get rid of the coffee cup. It’s got another woman’s lipstick on it, after all, and Aliza does have that slight but fierce jealous streak.

      Nah. It stays. Serendipity’s important. Some things are truly cosmic, bigger than him, no matter how small they may seem.

      What was he waiting for? This was his life and it wasn’t ending anytime soon.

      He presses pause. And life stops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Interview with Author James Beamon

        

      

    
    
      
        Andrea Johnson

      

      There’s a lot of fiction out there that deals with “stuff” and “things.” The protagonist needs to get something back from someone else, or it’s very important that they give someone something, or they need to create something. A piece of artwork, an engagement ring, or a drug that allows the person to feel human, etc. Lots of stuff changes hands in fiction, and this is normal. Lots of stuff changes hands in real life, too, and this is also normal. But it’s not the only way to go. Much of James Beamon’s fiction reflects his own worldview that the best things in life aren’t things. Life is about who we spend our time with, and how we show people what they mean to us. As he puts it, “the stuff is at best decoration.”

      

      “Soliloquy in a Cheap Diner Off Route 66” is about exactly that—the people who are important to us and how far we’d go for them. There are objects in this story, but there is no stuff. Can Lolonyo get more time with Aliza? Is it worth moving heaven and earth for just a few more hours with her? Is Serendipity willing to make an exception when love is on the line? It’s a beautiful story, presented with success through an unusual narrative method.

      

      James was kind enough to give me a behind the scenes look into how you get a character to stand there talking to himself without looking like a crazy person. You know, it works on stage just fine, but it’s tricky as heck to pull off in a short story! We also chatted a bit about the influence his military career has had on his fiction, his involvement with the Unidentified Funny Object anthologies, getting to share a table of contents with one of his favorite authors, and more.

      

      If you’re looking for a bright unique voice, do yourself a favor and google “James Beamon, author.” I'll even help you out–his fiction has recently appeared in The Magazine of Science Fiction and Fantasy, Orson Scott Card's Intergalactic Medicine Show, Futuristica, Daily Science Fiction, Ares Magazine, and the first three volumes in the Unidentified Funny Objects anthology series, among many other locations. James currently lives in Virginia with his family. Learn more about his work, play, and other adventures at https://fictigristle.wordpress.com/.

      

      APEX MAGAZINE: I got an absolute kick out of your very long titled short story “17 Amazing Plot Elements … When You See #11, You’ll Be Astounded!” (Daily Science Fiction), and then I realized that “Soliloquy in a Cheap Diner off Route 66” has one hell of a narrative hook. The story starts off normal enough, and then BAM something completely off the wall happens. It’s off the wall, but it makes perfect sense as the story continues. Where did the idea for this story come from, and how did the design of how you would tell this particular story come to be?

      

      JAMES BEAMON: It’s a trip that you mention “17 Amazing Plot Elements …” because “Soliloquy” started off in much the same way.  Both stories have titles I had absolutely no hand in creating and both have their origins in Codex Writers’ Group. “17 Amazing” happened when fellow Codexian Karlo Yeager Rodriguez commented on one of the forum threads about how he hated “list” style stories and they all may as well be called <insert aforementioned super long title> which called to me and absolutely defied me to write a “list” style story even he would like. “Soliloquy” was taken from the Codex Rummage Sale Contest, where we leaf through a collection of clever titles, pick one, and write a story around it. I saw the title and said, “Man, I’ve never written a soliloquy before. Lemme try that.”

      

      It didn’t dawn on me that the reason I had never written a soliloquy was because the technique is usually only used for stage dramas and even then you hardly see them there anymore. So the story rose out of my desperate need to create a reason for a person to have a soliloquy, as opposed to a monologue where he’s just long-winded as hell to other active characters, as opposed to an aside, where he’s directly talking to us the reader. I figured being able to play with time was the only way for the protagonist to talk to himself without him appearing like a complete bag of nuts.

      

      AM: Lolonyo is telling this story, and while I feel the reader gets an intimate view of his personality, his history and long term motives are hidden behind a carefully crafted mask. Right now, he’s a little obsessed with Aliza, but Lolonyo has otherworldly powers. Who and what is he, when he’s not in Aliza's life? Yawa accuses him of hiding. What’s he hiding from?

      

      JB: Great questions and I think they go hand in hand. I like to think of Lolonyo and Yawa as members of a special tribe, people who have learned a certain mastery over reality, in much the same way that all of us can enjoy augmented reality or virtual reality thanks to our current proficiency in technology. Similar to how our current mastery of technology affords us the ability to travel anywhere in the world, their mastery of reality allows them to go anywhen they’d like to go. That’s who they are. People like us but not like us, gifted with an understanding of the universe that bewilders us in much the same way that Snapchat filters on a cameraphone would wreck the sensibilities of someone from the 1930s. Think of it in these terms … there are a lot of places we can get lost in all over the map. For them, there’s a lot of “whens” to get lost in as well. I imagine there are favorite “whens” these people hang out at, comfortable “whens” that feel as temporally close to home as it gets for non-temporal beings. For Yawa and Lolonyo it’s further in the future, when more and more everyday people are deeply entrenched in virtual reality. This is why Yawa says he’s hiding; she naturally hasn’t seen him for a while in the timeline that feels current, more like home, to them.

      

      AM:  Aliza isn’t your first waitress, and a number of your stories deal with characters chasing their loved ones and/or trying to find a deep connection with another person. It’s an alluring theme because I think all people just want to be loved by someone else. Why do you feel drawn to write within that theme, and is it something you notice yourself returning to?

      

      JB: You know, I never noticed until you said something … both the waitress thing and the recurring theme. I think the reason why I write about personal connections is that I’m not a very materialistic person. Even though I’m in love with emerging technology and swear VR is the best thing since pictures got motion, the stuff we buy and sometimes cherish is just stuff. Marshmallow is stuff. That crap they put in pillows and shipping boxes is stuff.  At the end of the day, the best memories I have are with people. Maybe we’re sharing some stuff, but it’s the people that light the memory … the stuff is at best decoration.

      

      AM: I love short stories, and a great short story ends with me wanting to ask the author “but, but what happens next??” Lolonyo is trying to save Aliza from something that will happen to her in the future. It’s a risky move, he knows. Even if he can’t save her, even if he can’t change a thing, can you at least tell me if they get to have some happy years together?

      

      JB: I can absolutely, positively tell you that they get some happy years together because, you see, they’ve had happy years together. They’ve yet to happen to Aliza and they’re a driving memory to Lolonyo, but those happy years are waiting in the near future. But what you really wanna know is if they have even more happy years together, a do-over for Lolonyo and a reimagining of Aliza’s happier times before she’s even had them. That question’s not as easy to answer. Lolonyo’s trying to brute force his will over immutable cosmic laws, something his people think can’t be done. Most, if not all, of them have tried at one time or another. Serendipity’s important. Even so, I feel he has a shot. After all, what’s stronger than the power of love?

      AM: You spent twelve years in the U.S. Air Force. What effect did your time in the military and overseas have on your writing process and how you think about storytelling?
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      JB: It’s a hard question to parse. The Air Force was such an integral part of me, you see. I don’t know what kind of direct impact it had on the writing, as the Air Force is focused on business-style writing—short, concise, impactful, virtually devoid of narrative. The term “backstory” doesn’t exist on the Enlisted Performance Report. If anything, the people, the exceedingly diverse and colorful people I met along the way of twelve years in the Air Force and four years deployed made a big impact on the writing. Each and every one I knew was beautifully unique, even in a sea of imposed uniformity. Oftentimes I find their impressions and mannerisms and outlooks creeping into characters. Some of the places I saw in Iraq and Afghanistan managed to find their way into my novels. If anything, I think the time I spent in the Air Force and overseas allowed me to tell a bit of truth when I write, even if it’s not my truth.

      

      AM: You’ve had fiction published in the first three volumes of Alex Shvartsman’s Unidentified Funny Objects humorous speculative fiction anthologies, and you've been involved with slush reading for the series. Successfully writing humorous fiction is one of the hardest things out there. How do you write a funny story? Does it start with a joke and you write a story around it, or is it the opposite, that you have an idea for a story and then decide it should be a funny story?

      

      JB: It definitely doesn’t start with a joke. I think the trick with me is I think there’s humor in everything. Humor in love, in hate, at weddings, and at funerals. Naturally, I think there’s comedy in the far futureness of science fiction and epically magicness (or is it magically epicness?) of fantasy. Instead of running from clichés and tropes, I revel in them. Sometimes I wallow in them. Let’s look at high fantasy in general and orcs specifically. I figure most readers’ expectations of an orc is a big bruiser in dark armor marching with a horde of other orcs in service of Evil Overlord X. That’s exactly what they get with me … met expectations. Only difference is the reader gets the expectation directly from the orc, who’s like “Well, Farmer Brown can barely pay for the one raggedy shirt farmhand to help him harvest his limp, raggedy harvest … besides, Farmer Brown wouldn’t hire an orc, no way. Fool’s scared of pointy teeth, thinks I’m snarling when I’m smiling and it ain’t like he covers dental. But Dark Overlord Elmo, that guy does cover dental. Plus I look pretty fly in that all black armored uniform, flier than I would in a raggedy shirt picking raggedy turnips.” I kinda just go from there. It’s fun to meet expectations in a way that makes the reader question their own expectations. Why does the reader expect elves not to have to deal with weight problems … you would think those folks would be serious fans of sugar.

      

      AM: No pun intended, but any funny stories from the slush reading side of the UFO anthology?

      

      JB: The process has evolved some since the first run of UFO, but invariably the guys on the editorial staff will succumb to crosstalk. It could be a bad story … it could be a great story, one we eventually buy, but since we’re all critically thinking about these stories something in one or a couple of them will prompt someone to ask a question or add a comment about the protagonist or the sidekick or the dragon’s little brother Theodore and then hijinks ensue. It’s bound to happen when you put that many wry and sarcastic people on one distro.

      

      AM: Who are some of your favorite writers and why do you find their work so extraordinary?

      

      JB: I grew up as an avid reader of Piers Anthony, so it was absolutely BOSS to be able to share the table of contents with him on UFO 3. Never thought I’d see that. He gave me my first real taste of science fiction and magic blended together, outside of Star Wars, thanks to his Incarnations of Immortality series. You mean I can have magic carpets and flying cars … together? A scientifically blended narcotic enhanced with magic called Spelled H? You would’ve thought I was on Spelled H the way I was eating those books up. I also really dug Ursula K. Le Guin for her intense, powerful world building and sociological analysis … both things I aspire to be better at when I’m not mining for yuk-yuks, Kurt Vonnegut for that conversational way he had, like he was sitting at the table talking to you about this thing that happened rather than you were reading a book that, sure, you’re free to enjoy but wasn’t specifically written for you. Also Harry Harrison for giving me the Stainless Steel Rat series and the premise that no matter how high tech society gets it’ll just make thieves that much cleverer, stainless steel even.

      

      AM: Thanks James!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Disobedient

        

      

    
    
      
        Barton Paul Levenson

      

      
        
        Yes. I ran away.

        I didn't bring her in.

        I'm sorry, General.

        But before you have them run me through,

        Just let me explain.

        

        I'm not a real good talker.

        Not like your silver-tongued senators,

        Or some Greek philosopher.

        I'm just a Centurion. An old soldier.

        But I had a reason.

        

        You know I'm no coward.

        When the German barbarians surprised us in the forest,

        Ran howling toward us,

        Their spears filling the air ahead of them,

        Their swords gutting the bearers and the scouts,

        

        You saw what I did.

        I had my sword out double-quick

        And waded into the thick of them.

        You recommended me for a medal for gallantry.

        Don't you remember?

        

        Or when the British cut us off outside Colchester,

        Boxed us in, then set fire to the fields,

        Did I panic? I did not.

        I told my men to beat out the flames with their bedrolls.

        And it worked, didn't it?

        

        So I didn't run away because I was a coward.

        I'm not a coward.

        General, you would have run away too.

        Anyone would.

        There are things no man can face.

        

        Let me tell you how it was.

        The witch went into the caves,

        And you told me and Lucius to go bring her out.

        And in we went.

        We put candles in our helmets, like miners do.

        

        The passage twisted. We walked for what must have been miles.

        Couldn't hear you and the cohort outside.

        Just long, low whistles, like the wind.

        You wouldn't think there could be wind in a cave.

        But there can be, sir.

        

        We came to a fork.

        We laughed, Lucius and me,

        At the thought that a fork in the path would confuse us.

        I went left. He went right.

        I walked alone for miles.

        

        Then I heard Lucius scream.

        Tried to rush back, tried to help him, you know how it is.

        But I was lost. Couldn't get back to the fork.

        Just darkness, and long, low, whistling wind.

        

        Then the candle went out.

        

        I'm not a superstitious man, Captain.

        I take care of lustrations and sacrifices,

        And leave the rest to the gods.

        Darkness don't scare me.

        But I started to think the witch was following me.

        

        And all I could do was keep my hand to the wall to guide me.

        One hand on my sword, one on the rough rock.

        Kept thinking I was going to run into a wall.

        Kept thinking I could walk into a pit and never know it

        Until I fell.

        

        But I kept going.

        Because I'm a good soldier.

        And I had a job to do.

        I kept going.

        Sweating, anxious. I kept going.

        

        And then there was a turn to the right

        And there was light again.

        Green glow.

        Green, unhealthy glow.

        Unnatural.

        

        It was Lucius, a foot off the ground.

        Looking down at me. His face and hands were green.

        Glowing.

        He was dead, General. You've seen dead men.

        I've seen dead men. We know death when we see it.

        

        Lucius was dead.

        Gutted, hung up in mid-air with his belly opened like a fish.

        No man can live with a wound like that.

        He looked at me and grinned.

        And that was when I ran.
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        Ursula Vernon

      

      

      
        7,600 Words

      

      

      My mother had daughters year after year, and one by one, my father devoured us.

      There were only three names allowed in the family, and only three children. There was the oldest, who was always Ruth, and the middle child, who was always Susan. The youngest was “the baby” or simply Baby.

      When a new daughter was born, she became the baby. The former baby became Susan, and Susan became Ruth—and Ruth vanished.

      Telling the story like this, it sounds as if we knew what was happening. We did not. I am telling you this so that it will not be a shock to you, the way that it was to me.

      The Ruths, I expect, mostly figured out that something strange was going on. The trusting ones believed Mother’s story that the former Ruth had run away with a passing trader. The suspicious ones watched with hooded eyes, and thought that they had not seen any traders recently … but then again, to escape this house, who knew what the old Ruth might have done?

      And there was a new baby, who rapidly took every scrap of thought and energy that the new Ruth might have. Depending on her age, Susan might not be much help at all. Even the suspicious ones might have lost their way, waking up in the night to change a sobbing sister.

      Still, I cannot say that every Ruth was eaten by our father. Of so many ogre’s daughters, surely not every one was a fool.

      I am fairly certain that the Ruth immediately before mine was not a fool. She chose her moment and ran and took her Susan with her. There was only the baby left, who was very young. Mother gave birth and collapsed back, and woke to a gray hearth and an empty house, and Father bellowing from the root cellar.

      (I am guessing here. My mother would never have told us so much. Still, I can picture it more clearly than I like.)

      Now, there were often gaps between daughters. We would come spaced out, by four years or five, and Mother lost babies sometimes. Gaps were not unusual. But a gap where the baby was sudden Ruth, and there was no Susan at all—that threw the family into disarray.

      Mother grew hollow-cheeked and gaunt, with knuckles like red walnuts. Father growled and scraped his teeth against the foundations of the house.

      The new Ruth could barely toddle and certainly could not tend the garden or care for the baby.

      Our mother paced back and forth with the baby at her breast, her hair gray and wild on her shoulders, and finally she said “We must hire a girl. We have no choice.”

      Our father spoke from the basement in a voice like mud on stone. “Do it. A fat one.”

      “No,” said Mother, stomping her foot over the voice. “Not a fat one. Not for you. It has been so long, they must have forgotten, but they’ll remember quick enough if you eat her!”

      “Orraaahaaahaaa …” said Father, laughing, and shook the house until dust fell from the ceiling.

      (I can see this much too clearly in my dreams. The birds must have told me, I expect.)

      So Mother dressed herself and went to town and hired a girl to help around the house.
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* * *

      That part, at least, I cannot imagine. She must have bought the poor girl’s indenture, because anyone who could leave would have. But she came, a skinny girl with hair like rags and broken nails from passage on the ship. One of her legs was bad and she could not run, which was likely why Mother could afford to buy her indenture at all.

      She lived out in the shed, next to the woodpile. She might have argued, but I imagine she had only to hear the sounds from the cellar and be grateful that she was not in the house itself.

      I wonder sometimes how my mother explained those sounds.

      My Ruth grew up talking to the indentured girl, who was named Lily. It is from Ruth that I heard all the stories, handed down like sermons. The Gospel of Lily, more precious than anything written in the family bible.

      She vanished one night, shortly after a new daughter was born. Mother said that her articles of indenture had run their course, and you couldn’t keep a servant forever, and that was simply the way it was.

      The new baby became a Susan within the year. And the baby that followed …

      Well. That was me.
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* * *

      Mother gave birth by herself, of her own choice. “I’ve done this before,” she growled. “Leave me alone.”

      My sister Susan looked at me, and I looked at her, and we took ourselves out of the house and sat in the garden. It was early evening and Ruth was pulling weeds.

      She looked up when we came out. “Has she had it yet?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, come and help me pull weeds, then.”

      I helped her until it was too dark to see. Lambsquarters and chickweed and wild mustard went in one pile, grass and cleavers in another. One we’d eat, and the other we’d throw over the fence.

      I could just barely remember having chickens and feeding them some of the weeds, but it had been too long. There were no chickens now, and Mother flew into a rage when we suggested getting more. “Chickens don’t grow on trees!” she snarled. “I’d have to sell you to get chickens. Maybe I should, and how would you like that?”

      Honestly, I didn’t know what it would be like to be sold. Being an indentured servant sounded bad—Ruth had explained what those were, and that sometimes you went to terrible places and couldn’t leave. Susan said that she’d at least see some other places that way, but I was too afraid to think of it for long.

      At last Ruth sat back on her heels, and I leaned on the mill stone. It was a great heavy round thing, half-buried in the earth. Mother had said once that it was there when Father had built the house, too heavy to bother moving. It was cool even in summer and you could lean your back against it like a chair.

      I sniffed my fingers. They smelled green, like sun and grass, and a little bit like earth.

      “There’ll be four of us soon,” I said. “With the new baby.”

      Ruth turned her head. I couldn’t make out her expression.

      “Will there be?” she said. “I wonder.”

      And then Mother called for tea, and I got up to go inside, which means that the last words I ever spoke to my older sister were stupid words, and the last ones she spoke to me were a question to which she already knew the answer.
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* * *

      Mother’s labor was easy, she said, but she was fond of saying that even an easy labor is hard enough. I brought her tea three times. She slept and woke, and sometimes she screamed, and we crouched by the fireplace and waited.

      It took a long time. We slept by the fireplace ourselves, which we didn’t usually do. Father grew restless when Mother screamed, and once he roared, shaking the foundations. The tin roof rattled and rang with the noise.

      Midnight came and went. “Go get water,” said Mother. “Baby, Susan … go to the creek.”

      It was a long way to go in the dark. The birds called. Some of them had low, throbbing voices like mourning doves, and others were high and keening as a hawk. Most of them, though, called a repetitive three-note call, like the whippoorwills—oh-die-will, oh-die-will. At night, they would all get going all together, the whippoorwills and the chuck-widows-wills and the dark birds around the house, making a racket so loud that you could hardly think: whip-poor-will! whip-poor-will! oh-die-will oh-die-will!

      They made Father restless when they sang like that. I liked the summer nights for the plentiful food and the fireflies drifting through the clearing, but not the birds.

      Susan and I would sleep out on the roof on those nights. Ruth slept in the shed by the woodpile. I think she might have let us join her, but there was hardly enough room for one person, let alone three. She had been the one who knew Lily, so she was the one who kept her shrine.

      Susan and I took buckets off the nail on the side of the house. The moon was bright overhead. The whippoorwills tended to quiet in the deepest part of the night, but the dark birds kept going: oh-die-will oh-die-will. Every now and again a chuck-widows-will would join in, but you could hardly hear the chuck part unless you were standing on top of them, so it was … widow-will! … widow-will! underneath the other calls.

      The dark birds looked like grackles, with moon-colored eyes instead of gold. They perched along the garden fence sometimes, but did not come nearer to the house.

      We reached the creek by moonlight, only stumbling over tree roots once or twice. The creek was low this time of year, and the water we scooped up looked black by moonlight.

      “Do you think it’ll run dry this year?” I asked. It had happened once before, and it had been a long grueling walk every day to fetch water.

      “I don’t know,” said Susan.

      I turned back toward the house, and there was a dark bird on the path.

      It was moving strangely for a bird—fluttering up and down as if it were wounded. It looked like a black rag caught on a line. I took a step back.

      “What is it?” asked Susan, nearly running into me.

      “A bird. It’s on the ground.”

      “Catch it,” said Susan. “We haven’t had meat in a long time.” She set her bucket down and began walking stealthily toward it, hands outstretched. “You go around the other side.”

      “Oh-die-will!” sang the dark birds in the trees. The bird on the ground flapped frantically.

      I tried to sneak around behind the bird. Last year’s leaves crunched underfoot. The bird cried out—not the three-note song but a high skree-ee of alarm.

      Susan pounced. The bird leapt out of her grasp and flung itself into the air. It left the shaft of moonlight and I lost sight of it for an instant, then it slapped into my chest, bounced off, and into the lower branches of the tree behind me.

      “Stupid!” hissed Susan. “It went right at you!”

      “I didn’t—I wasn’t expecting it to—”

      Susan groaned. “Baby …” she said.

      “I’m sorry!”

      “Never mind.” She picked up her bucket. “Let’s just go back.”
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* * *

      Here is a story from the Gospel of Lily—that she came from a land that was cool and green, where the fields were open and did not grow up into forests the moment your back was turned. She did not like this place, overrun with catbriar and creeper and wild grape. It was not green enough.

      “But it’s green here,” Susan said, when Ruth told the story. “Everything is green. Green’s the only color here.”

      “She said it wasn’t the same green,” said Ruth.

      I grew up dreaming of that other green, unable to picture it, wondering if it was like the blaze of sun through poplar trees or the deep green of chestnut leaves in shadow or then again, like the flat first pads on a sprouting seed.

      Ruth didn’t know. Sometimes she would make things up, to make the story better, but she could not conjure up a color that none of us had seen.
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* * *

      Mother stopped gasping a little after dawn. We heard a cry, like a little bird, and then silence. I dozed off again in front of the fire and didn’t wake until Susan touched my arm. “Come on, Baby,” she said. “Let’s go look.”

      “Go look at what?” I asked groggily.

      “The baby, stupid.”

      For a moment I could not understand her—I was Baby, I was right here, I couldn’t very well look at myself—and then I realized. The new baby. Yes. Of course.

      We crept upstairs. The stairs were very deep and we had to climb them like a ladder. Mother took them two at a time.

      Mother was asleep with her arms around an infant. It looked very small, no bigger than a rabbit, tucked into Mother’s elbow.

      “It’s small,” I said stupidly.

      Susan nudged me. “She,” she said. “She’s not an it. She’s our sister.”

      It was only then that it occurred to us to wonder where our other sister had gone.

      We searched around the garden, in the shed where Ruth slept, on top of the roof. We went into the trees around the house. The dark birds were mostly sleeping now, with only an occasional oh-die-will! and the blue jays were scolding each other from the trees.

      We did not abandon the search until we heard Mother calling us back to the house.

      “Where’s Ruth?” asked Susan, poking her head over the top of the stairs. “We can’t find her.”

      Mother rolled her eyes. “She went to town,” she said, sounding irritated. “For herbs.”

      Susan and I exchanged glances. None of us had ever, so far as we knew, gone to town. In fact, we didn’t even know which way the town was.

      “When will she be back?” asked Susan.

      “No idea,” said Mother shortly. “Later. Never. I don’t know. Go make some more tea.”

      Susan went out to the pump to get water. I hooked the kettle over the fire and got the little crock of tea leaves out of the cupboard.

      When the water was steaming, I threw in a handful of leaves and bent over them, inhaling the smell of mint and bee balm.

      “Are you worried about Ruth?” demanded Susan.

      I tried to ignore her. The smell of herbs was in my nostrils, and perhaps if I could pull the scent deep enough into my lungs, it would chase out the sudden dread.

      “Baby!”

      “Yes,” I said wearily. There was no point in trying to put Susan off. She would jab at you until she got the answer she wanted. She was the stubborn one, the brave one, the one who squared up her jaw and prepared for a fight.

      I was the soft one, the peacemaker, always running after to try to smooth things over, to stop her squabbling with Ruth or needling at Mother.

      I knew perfectly well that Susan despised me for being soft, but that was fine. I despised myself for it as well, but there was no point in trying to change. It was simply the way of things. There were not enough of us in the family for anyone to be allowed to experiment with different roles.

      I brought Mother the tea, creeping quietly along the floorboards. Father was silent in the basement, not bellowing or scraping, but I didn’t want to wake him.

      Mother looked tired, her gray face set in creases like an old towel, as she lay in her nest of blankets and hides. All I could see of the baby was the back of its head.

      She took the tea. “Thank you, Susan.”

      I wasn’t Susan, but it didn’t seem worth bothering over.

      “Is it a girl?” I asked.

      “It’s always a girl,” she said tiredly, lying back on the hides. “Go away.”

      I crept away again.
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* * *

      Ruth didn’t come back that night. We stayed up very late waiting for her. She didn’t come back the next day either, even though both Susan and I stayed out in the garden watching for her.

      The great golden mangel-beets were coming in, their tops sticking up above the ground like yellow fists. We pulled up clumps of grass and purple-flowered henbit. The flock of birds in the trees around the house sang, their voices rising and falling like ragged breathing.

      Susan pulled up great handfuls of henbit, not talking. I thought she might be crying, but I didn’t want to ask, because then I would find out.

      I did not want her to be crying.

      Bees swarmed around the edges of the garden. I played tag with one, chasing it, then retreating back over the line. It buzzed at me, hanging in mid-air, but wouldn’t come any closer. Bees wouldn’t cross the line where the shadow of the house might fall, even if the sun was over the top of the clearing. It was annoying because you couldn’t plant anything that needed bees close to the house. Ruth grumbled about it sometimes. We piled the wood up there instead, on either side of the windows.

      The paw-paw trees would grow in the shadow all right, though. Flies didn’t mind the house. Neither did wasps. At least once a season, Ruth had to get a long, long pole and knock down a wasp nest. She was really good at it—she could smack the nest away in two hits and then drop the pole and run and not get stung.

      I wondered who was going to knock down the wasp nests now that Ruth was gone.

      It had settled into my head, some time in the last day, that Ruth was not coming back.

      Because Susan is crying. Susan is the brave one, the smart one, the fierce one. She’d know. If she’s crying, then Ruth is gone for good.

      “Where do you think she went?” I asked.

      It was the wrong question, or perhaps the right one. Susan sat back on her heels and wiped a green-streaked hand across her face. She said, on an angry sob, “I don’t know, Baby. And why didn’t she take us with her?”

      “Do you think she left at night?” I asked. “I don’t remember her leaving. Maybe she didn’t want to wake us.”

      We went back inside as it started to grow dark. Mother was sleeping, so we did not wake her.

      “Should we feed him?”

      “He hasn’t yelled,” said Susan, and that was that.

      We had vegetable soup. There were handfuls of millet in it. Millet was about the only grain we could grow, other than corn. There was a swampy patch not far from the house that Susan said we should try growing rice in, but we did not have any rice.

      All that we knew about growing food came from a dog-eared volume called The Responsible Farmer’s Book of Lists. Ruth had taught us to read from it. Susan read better than I did. I didn’t see too much use to it—we all had the book memorized anyway, and what was the point in learning about things like snow peas if we didn’t have any seeds to grow them from? So I just recited the book when she pointed to a line, rather than try to puzzle out each letter, one by one.

      Ruth said there were other books in the world, but that seemed like an extraordinary amount of effort. Writing my name took me whole minutes. Writing a word like “responsible” would take forever. When the author had finished writing each word in The Responsible Farmer’s Book of Lists, he had probably died of exhaustion.

      (There was the family Bible, of course, but people didn’t write Bibles. God had written it, and God was presumably an excellent speller and had all eternity to get all the words in the right order.)

      Ruth had not seen any other books. Lily had, and told her. She had told us all the stories of Lily, handing them down like gospels. Lily had said there were houses with dozens of books in them. Lily said there was an ocean and cities bigger than the town.

      Lily was gone now, perhaps back to that very same town.

      Mother went, perhaps once a year. She wouldn’t take us, and she came back in a foul mood after, but sometimes she had new seeds. We’d gotten the marvelous spotted beans the last time she went.

      Even now, splitting open the pods and seeing the rows of spotted beans made me feel rich.

      She hadn’t gone to town this year. Possibly that’s why we believed for so long that Ruth might have gone instead.
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* * *

      “Ruth isn’t back yet,” said Susan, the next morning.

      “She isn’t coming back,” said Mother. She scowled down at the baby. “You be Ruth now.”

      Susan stared at her. Her face was blank. She clearly didn’t understand, and when she didn’t understand things, she tended to get angry.

      “What?”

      “Go make some tea, Ruth.”

      “Mother, that’s Susan,” I said hurriedly, trying to get into the middle of it.

      “No, you’re Susan,” Mother said. “And this is the baby.”

      Susan turned her head back and forth, not a shake exactly—more like she was trying to find a way to look at this that would make sense of it all.

      “Mother, I’m Baby,” I said.

      “You’re Susan now,” she said. “This is Baby. That’s how it works. Quit mewling and get me some soup.”

      I took Susan’s arm—or Ruth’s now, I suppose—and tugged her away before she could explode into rage. It did no good to rage at Mother. She would ignore you until she didn’t, and then she would clout you in the ear and nothing would change.

      There was a scraping, rattling noise from the basement. Mother glared at us over the top of the baby’s head. “Go feed him.”

      We went down the stairs together. “It’s your turn,” I said. Susan—Ruth—would have argued with me, I think, but she was thinking hard. A line had formed between her eyebrows.

      She went out the back door to the turnip barrel and took out an armload. They were the last of the ones at the bottom, starting to turn mushy. We’d have more soon from the garden.

      The trapdoor rattled when she pulled it open, and she grumbled. I ran and held it for her while she descended the ladder, one arm full of beets.

      The rattling grew worse for a moment, then stopped. I heard a growl, too deep to make out, and then my sister saying “Not a chance. You won’t have me that easily,” and the sounds of beets crunching as he ate.

      She was always brave.

      When she came back up the ladder, looking tired, I felt guilty for making her feed Father.

      We went out to the garden. My sister sat on the fence and swung her feet, not carelessly, but in an angry, jittery motion. The line between her eyebrows was like a scar.

      I took a stick and wrote S-U-S-A-N in the dirt. It took me a little while. I could never remember whether the slash in the middle of the N started at the top or the bottom, and I had to erase it with my hand several times.

      “She can’t just make us change our names! I’m not Ruth!”

      I stared at the name in the dirt and thought, somewhat annoyed, that I had spent a great deal of time learning to write B-A-B-Y and now it was all wasted. And S-U-S-A-N was much harder. The S’s slithered like snakes and I was never sure which direction they wanted to slither.

      I could write B-A-B-Y like that. I hardly even had to think about it. And now my name had changed.

      “Maybe that’s just how it is,” I said finally. “Maybe everybody changes their names. I mean … Mother couldn’t always have been Mother, could she? She had to be something else before she had us. And I’m not a baby anymore, so maybe I can’t be Baby. It’s probably normal.”

      My sister grunted.

      The flock called from the woods, one after another, oh-die-will, oh-die-will.

      “What do you think Ruth—I mean, the old Ruth—is going to be called now?” I asked, hoping to lighten her mood.

      She didn’t speak for a long time. Her hands clenched on the split rail wooden fence, and I saw splinters dig into the callused tips of her fingers.

      “I don’t think it matters,” she said quietly. “I don’t think she’s going to be called anything at all.”
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* * *

      Here is another story from the Gospel of Lily. In that old green land, there were stones, bigger than the millstone that stuck up in the yard. “Taller than Mother,” said Ruth.

      “Taller than Father?” asked Susan skeptically.

      Ruth hesitated. None of us knew how tall Father would be if he ever came out of the cellar, but these were Lily’s stones, and thus exceptional. “Taller,” she said finally. “Much taller. As tall as trees. And no one would ever knock one down or dig one up, because little people lived in them.”

      Lily had gone away from the land of stones and taken a boat across the sea.

      The sea was in the Bible, too, and the Responsible Farmer’s Book of Lists recommended seaweed as a top dressing in places where it was available, though it must be washed well to remove the salt. All three of our Gospels thus confirmed one another, and I think only Susan was troubled that none of us had any idea what the sea looked like, except that it was salt.
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* * *

      I’ve made it sound as if we never saw any other people. That isn’t true. You can’t live in the middle of the countryside and never see anyone. Hunters came through at all seasons, whether they were hunting game or mushrooms. Farmers with pigs would turn them out to get fatted on acorns, then drive them back to their farms in autumn. There were tinkers who came to mend the pots and we paid them in food because it was all that we had to pay with.

      And there were always do-gooders, of course. They came around particularly at Christmas, with coats and mended blankets and an orange for each of us, and told us that it was the birthday of Jesus. Ruth was best at talking to them. Susan asked questions that made the do-gooders stay longer. Ruth could be properly grateful, which they liked.

      There was a trader that came twice a year. Mother went out to meet with him. He had been coming for a long time. Most of the people, though, we dealt with. Mother could not come out, we said to the do-gooders and the tinkers and the hobos asking to do chores. She was frail.

      I was nearly grown before I learned that frail meant delicate and weak. Mother was neither. She was probably about nine feet tall at that point, though some of that was recent.

      “Gracious!” said the trader when he came next. “You’ve grown!”

      “It happens,” she said, and the trader reached up and slapped her flank like a horse and laughed.

      “Have you seen Ruth?” asked Susan, standing in the doorway of the shed.

      The trader glanced over at her, distracted. “Eh?”

      “Shut up, Ruth,” said Mother. She took the trader’s hand and led him into the house.
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* * *

      The Gospel of Lily said that she came here on a boat bigger than a house.

      “Was it the Ark?” I asked.

      “Bigger,” said Ruth. “The Ark only had two of the animals.”

      “And seven of some of them,” said Susan.

      “Fine, and seven.” Ruth rolled her eyes at this interruption. The boat had hundreds of people on it, maybe thousands, coming from the green land to this one. Many of them were sick on the boat and it was caught in a storm and went up and down and up and down until Lily did not know which way was up and which was down any longer.

      “And a woman took care of her,” said Ruth. “An old woman with white hair. She held her hand for three days and Lily got better.”

      “And on the third day?” said Susan sharply.

      “They came and took the woman away,” said Ruth. “She’d died sitting up, holding Lily’s hand. They wrapped her in a sheet and threw her into the sea.”

      “Was she a saint?” I asked.

      “Probably,” said Ruth, the first time I asked. “Yes.”

      Forever after, in the Gospel of Lily, the old woman was a saint who healed Lily and was martyred for it, wrapped in sheets and thrown down to feed the hunger of the sea.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The house was dark when we crept back to it. Mother was sitting in front of the fire. The chairs no longer fit her. She looked tired and her hair was matted with grease. She had eaten all of the soup.

      “Mother?” said Susan.

      Mother glanced up at her. “Oh,” she said. “Susan. It’s you.”

      Susan went oddly still. I could see the muscles of her back go tense. “Where’s the baby?”

      “The baby died,” said Mother. “Go fetch some firewood. The fire’s nearly gone.”

      It took a long time to fetch enough firewood, and by then it was too late for soup. I was not hungry. It was my turn to go down and throw mangels to Father. I took two armloads down the ladder and tossed them into the dark.

      He was easy enough to feed. You just didn’t get too close. Mother had explained that he couldn’t see well and he’d snap our arms off without thinking about it. I don’t know if that was true or not.

      I could hear him chewing with his great grinding teeth. I wanted to tell him that the baby was dead, but maybe Mother had told him already. Maybe it wasn’t my place.

      Susan and I laid on the roof that night, close enough to the chimney to get warm. We did not talk. There was nothing to say. I cried a little, but I don’t know what I was crying for.

      In the small hours, I woke.

      Susan had her hand over my mouth. I could see her face in the moonlight. She held a finger to her lips for silence.

      I nodded, although I don’t know why it mattered. The dark birds were calling so loudly that I doubt anyone could hear either of us speaking, and the whippoorwills and the chuck-widow-wills were calling alongside them, a great cacophony of will … will … will …!

      She gestured to me to follow. We crept to the edge of the roof, in the shadow of the chimney, and when Susan looked down, so did I.

      There was a dark shape scratching at the dirt behind the house.

      It was Mother.

      I put my lips next to Susan’s ear. “What’s she doing?”

      “Digging.”

      Mother paused, looking around. There was something furtive about her movements, as if she was trying not to be caught. Who could she be hiding from?

      She turned back and I saw her hand vanish into the earth to the wrist. She pulled out a handful of earth, then another, and then she took something in her other hand and laid it into the hole.

      “What is—”

      “I think it’s the baby.”

      I asked no more questions.

      Mother filled the grave back in with the side of her foot, three long sweeps, and then stepped on the earth to firm it up. She looked up again, her eyes searching the roof, and both Susan and I lay in the shadows, trying not to breathe.

      “Oh-die-will!” screamed the dark birds, swirling through the air around her. “Oh-die-will!”

      “Whippoorwill!” answered the nightjars from the woods.

      Mother made a noise of disgust and batted at them as if they were gnats. The flock, like clots of shadow, broke apart into the woods.

      She went back into the house. I heard her moving underneath the roof, the clomp of her feet going up the stairs, until she was just beneath us. For a moment, I had a mad feeling that she would reach her hands up through the wooden beams and grab us and pull us down to make sure we hadn’t seen.
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* * *

      The last Gospel of Lily was from when she lived here. She had been working in the garden and a man came to the fence, a man with dark skin and terrified eyes.

      “Hide me,” he begged her. “They’re looking.”

      “And did she?” I asked, knowing the answer, but knowing it was my job to ask.

      “She did,” said Ruth. “She hid him—”

      “In the shed!” crowed Susan.

      “And when the men he’d run from came to find him, Mother came out and scared them off,” said Ruth. “They were small compared to her. She didn’t know that he was hiding there, and she cursed them for coming around her property. And they went away again and Lily hustled him out that night and he lit out north by the stars.”

      “I’d have gone with him,” said Susan.

      “She couldn’t,” said Ruth. “He was a runaway slave and they’d kill him if they caught him. And Lily couldn’t run. She had to wait until her indenture was up, and then poof!” She spread her hands in front of her. “She went away.”
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* * *

      Susan waited until the next night. The moon had risen and was almost about to set when I woke and found that she was gone.

      I listened. Mother was snoring. So was Father. The whippoorwills had stopped, and only the dark birds sang. And underneath, very quietly, the sounds of something scrabbling at the earth.

      I went down the ladder one rung at a time, still listening. Then around the corner of the house, and then—

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “Checking something,” whispered Susan, driving the trowel into the earth.

      “But that’s where the baby is buried!”

      She looked up at me. Her gaze was cool and remote and her eyes reflected moonlight back like the dark birds.

      “I know,” she said, and struck again with the trowel.

      It was monstrous.

      It was my sister.

      “If you won’t help dig, keep watch,” she said.

      I turned my back so I wouldn’t have to look at her desecrating a grave. I stared into the dark, waiting for noises, for discovery.

      There were only the noises of a summer night. Even Father’s breathing was even and regular under our feet.

      I heard the sounds of digging change and I thought of what the trowel might have struck. My throat felt as if it were closing up.

      “Oh-die-will,” whispered the dark birds. “Oh-die-will.”

      The digging stopped.

      I did not dare turn around. This was sin at its darkest and deepest point. The Bible had not even conceived of such sins, or if it had, I could not remember reading about them.

      All I could remember, indeed, was the line There were giants in the earth in those days. I had always assumed that they meant men like Father, crouching in root cellars, but what if there were other giants, what if the earth was full of them?

      What if Susan reached into our sister’s grave and a hand reached back and took hers? A giant even larger and hungrier than Father?

      I realized that I could no longer hear her breathing.

      “Susan?” I whispered. “Susan, are you still there?”

      “Of course,” she said roughly. “Where else would I be?” She let out her breath, as if she had been holding it, and I heard the sounds of digging again.

      “What are you doing?”

      She did not talk for several minutes. The dark birds called and called in the trees, and Father turned over in his sleep.

      “Burying our brother,” she said at last. She threw down the trowel and vanished into the dark.
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* * *

      Brother.

      It made very little sense to me. Mother had daughters. She always spoke of having daughters. There had been others before us—she had mentioned them to Lily, I think, and Ruth had passed this down as part of the gospels. But always daughters.

      “Are you sure?” I asked Susan the next day, when we went to the creek for water.

      I did not need to say for what. I had been afraid to speak of it at the house, for fear Mother would wake and hear me. It had been Susan’s sin, digging up the dead, but I had not stopped her, and that made it my sin as well.

      “Of course I’m sure,” she said crossly. “I know what’s between my own legs well enough. He was like Father, not like us.”

      I leaned against a tree. Worms had made careful trails through the bark, doubling back on themselves, like words I couldn’t read.

      “Why did she say he was a daughter, then?” I asked.

      Susan pulled on her hair. “I don’t know,” she said angrily. “Unless she didn’t want anyone to know.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded a brother,” I said. I had no idea how it would be different than having a sister.

      I dragged the bucket through the water. Green strands of algae floated like hair.

      After a minute I said “Well, there will be another one, right?” Mother had never made any secret that there were other girls before us, that they had gone out in the world. Like Ruth, probably. I wondered if they met up together and talked about the old days, the warm spots on the roof and the way the birds called at night.

      Susan stared at me.

      “You don’t understand,” she said. Her voice was odd and slow, as if she was only now understanding it herself. “There’s no baby to take care of. We can go.”

      “Go!” I said. “Go where?”

      “Anywhere. To town. To the green land. Up north. Someplace that isn’t here.”

      I literally could not understand what she was saying at first. Then the idea began to take root in me, slowly, like a seed unfurling and sinking down runners into the earth.

      To leave. To go away. To walk into the trees and keep walking, not turning around.

      Was that possible?

      “Why did we never leave before?” asked Susan savagely. “Why didn’t we? I don’t know! Is it an enchantment, do you think?”

      “But … but we’ll starve, won’t we? If we don’t have the garden? We’ll get lost … and Mother …”

      “Damn Mother!” hissed Susan.

      Her blasphemy was too astonishing. I gaped at her like a fish pulled from the stream. The dark birds’ call rose and fell like breathing.

      “Susan! You can’t!”

      “I can,” she said. “You’re coming with me.”
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* * *

      If we had gone then, this story would be different.

      If we had gone then, perhaps Susan would be telling it instead of me.

      But we went back to the house, because Susan thought we would need supplies, and Mother was waiting in the shadow of the woodshed.

      Her hands were enormous, as large as Susan’s head. She plucked her from the ground like a woman pulling weeds.

      “What are you up to, girl?” she growled, as Susan spluttered and struggled. “You were sneaking around last night and getting into things you shouldn’t.”

      “Mother!” I cried. “Mother, put her down!” I grabbed uselessly at her arms.

      “Do you think I’m a fool?” hissed Mother. “You think I don’t see you slinking around here? Thinking you’re being oh-so-clever?”

      She shook her on every word, and I heard the click of Susan’s teeth meeting as her head snapped back and forth.

      Perhaps if Susan had denied everything, we might have come through. But Susan was never the peacemaker, never the one to smooth things over, and when Mother stopped shaking her, she raised her head and shouted “Why didn’t you tell us it was a boy?!”

      There was a little silence around those words. No one breathed.

      And then, from under the earth, Father said “Aaaaaauuuhhh …?”

      “Oh-die-will!” screamed the dark birds in unison.

      Mother transferred her grip to Susan’s neck and slapped me aside with her free hand.

      She strode into the house, dragging my older sister behind her, to the trap door on the root cellar. I ran beside her, grabbing at her, my head still ringing from the slap, trying to slow her down. “Mother—Mother—stop, stop!”

      She flung back the door and went down the ladder one-handed. I stood at the top, my mouth hanging open, and I heard Father laughing in the darkness.

      “Thaaaaaaat time?” he gurgled. “Aaaauhhh …”

      “No!” snarled Mother. “Not that time! Now eat and shut up!”

      I heard Susan scream, and then I heard a sound like when Father ate the mangel-beets, but worse.

      The screaming stopped.

      Mother’s head appeared in the hatchway of the trap door. I grabbed the wooden door and slammed it downward with all my strength.

      I was only trying to stop her climbing. I did not expect to hit her. The wooden door bounced off the top of her skull and she let out a roar like Father when he was hungry and put up one arm and tore the trap door off its hinges.

      I ran.

      I bolted out the door and around the corner, knowing nothing, thinking nothing, only trying to get away. I was halfway up the ladder to the roof before I thought This is stupid, where do you go, there’s no other way down—but it was too late.

      The ladder was small enough that she had to be careful climbing it. The top rung banged rhythmically against the edge of the roof.

      I scrambled backward. If I had to, I would jump. There was nothing else that I could do.

      Her face came over the edge.

      The dark birds struck her in a wave of bodies, like crows mobbing a hawk. She slapped at her face and I heard their wings crunching, but there were more and more, going for her eyes, cackling high, and she rocked on the too-small ladder, her arms windmilling as she jerked backward.

      And she was gone.

      “Oh-die-will!” screamed the dark birds. “Oh-die-die-die-die-will!”

      I crept to the edge of the roof.

      Mother lay stretched out in the garden, surrounded by dark birds living and dead. She had struck her head on the millstone. Her blood mixed with the blood of the dark birds and the earth slowly turned black beneath them.
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* * *

      I had to jump down to the water barrel and I scraped my hands and my shins doing it. I should have gone at once, immediately, but I thought of Susan in the root cellar, and thought perhaps that Father would have known better than to eat her, and maybe he had realized what she was. Maybe she was lying wounded in the dark now.

      I had to check.

      I came down three rungs of the ladder and whispered “Susan?”

      “All gone,” said Father. His voice was thick and burbling with disuse. “All gone. None for you.”

      I felt as if I were hanging in the air, and if I moved up or down the ladder, even one rung, the words would strike, and I would understand them. If I understood them, I would have to feel them.

      If I felt anything … anything at all … I would die or faint or fall off the ladder and be eaten up.

      “Mother’s dead,” I said sharply.

      “Is she? Ahhh …” I could hear him moving, a rustle of flesh, a clink of chain. “Yes. As it should be. When they start … throwing boys … it’s time.”

      “Time?” I said blankly.

      “For a new Mother,” he said.

      I was silent. There was only his breathing and outside of the house, the screams of the dark birds.

      “Usually … it’s a Ruth …” he said, and laughed. “You’re only the second … Baby … to take her place …”

      I told you at the beginning that not all the Ruths were fools. It had not occurred to me then that some of them might be monsters.

      “Drag … the old one … down here,” he suggested. “I’ll eat her … when I’m hungry …”

      “You want me to be the new Mother?”

      He laughed again. I could hear his teeth scraping against the foundations.

      “What else … did you think … you were for?”

      I went back up the ladder.

      Mother lay in the garden. I looked at her and wondered if she had been a Ruth or a Susan or if it mattered.

      There was a dark bird on top of the millstone. It looked at me with moonlight eyes, and there was something about the way its head was tilted, as if it were waiting …

      “Susan?” I whispered.

      The flock descended. They perched on my shoulders, on my head, along my arms. Their hard black feet prickled like sewing needles. My sisters. A hundred Ruths and Susans and Babys.

      Was one of them Lily? Was it only ogre’s daughters that, once devoured, became the dark birds instead?

      How many of them had been Mothers?

      I took a shuddering breath, but I had no time to cry. I could not risk Father knowing what my plans were.

      I went to the woodpile and began to drag the firewood out, log after log, piled around the house.

      I did not know what would happen after I lit the flame. Perhaps the smoke would suffocate him. Perhaps the fire would cook him slowly. Perhaps the floor would burn away and the chains that held him would melt and he would escape into the world.

      I did not want to be there to find out.

      The Susan-bird called once, imperious.

      “Yes,” I said. I knelt and blew on the spark until it caught, then rose and dusted splinters from my hands. “Yes, I know. I’m coming.”
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      Viola watched the unconscious man trapped inside the transparent cube. He would wake soon. She counted down the seconds until his eyelids fluttered. The sedative’s dosage had been precisely timed. Her engineering background gave her the skills to systematically plan every detail.

      At first, the man was groggy and unsteady. As unsteady as Viola’s mother had been after her trembling hands dropped a skillet, spattering hot oil on her legs. She wouldn’t venture into the kitchen again, and Viola convinced her to go into the assisted living facility. The place had solid recommendations that the facility director held up to Viola like badges of honor. It wasn’t until later that she found out how much effort they put into squashing negative reviews and complaints.

      As the man fully woke, he looked at the city square around him, confused. Confused like Viola’s mother, when she said she hadn’t received her medications. Viola talked to the attendants, and they always insisted everything was given on schedule. Her mother was only forgetting that she’d taken the medication to control her tremors, or the cholinesterase inhibitor meant to help her memory. Once her mother became angry, raising her frail voice louder than Viola thought she still could, demanding that she was not getting her medications every day. And Viola hadn’t known whether to believe her.

      The man stood up and tugged at the black and white striped shirt he wore, the black pants, the red suspenders. These were not his clothes, but he didn’t know how he had come to be dressed this way. Viola didn’t know that the attendants in charge of her mother’s care were not getting the training she’d been assured they all had. Even if they’d taken the supposedly required eight-hour class, it fell far short of the necessary training for memory care. The director led Viola to believe he employed a far higher ratio of medically licensed staff than he actually did. She didn’t know many of them were low paid, and turnover was high.

      Now the man in the city square stared at the unfamiliar people who walked past him. The way Viola’s mother sometimes stared at her when she came to visit, a distant look tinged with bewilderment. She once asked Viola her name. Viola’s throat choked her reply, and her mother had curled her shoulders down and drawn her arms in, shielding herself from this agitated stranger. Viola tried to get Mother’s doctor to intervene, and he prescribed a different medication. Viola wondered how often her mother had actually received it.

      The man touched the white greasepaint that coated his face, recoiling. When Viola got the call informing her of her mother’s death, she recoiled back from the phone, dropping it to the floor. She had thought from the impersonal tone beginning the call that it was going to be a telemarketer. At the facility, no one could tell her what had happened. Mother was simply found dead, lying in the courtyard. Viola tried to talk to the director—he was not interested in meeting with her, always conveniently unavailable.

      The man started to walk, then bounced backward as he hit the invisible barrier of his prison. He stretched out his hands, putting them flat against the wall. He pounded on it. Then he started trying to feel his way up—down—side to side, seeking an edge, tracing his way around the inside of his invisible box. Viola was impressed at how much he looked like a genuine mime. He was no longer a director who would hire unskilled workers, understaff his facility, then encourage them to lie and cover up abuse. Now he was just a mime in an invisible box.

      The man shouted, but no one could hear him through the transparent plasma shield. Just like no one had listened when Viola tried to convince law enforcement to press charges. The director saw to it that no evidence existed and no personnel would testify to any wrongdoing. Her only option was a civil lawsuit. But the facility’s pockets were deeper than hers, and loss of money wouldn’t hurt them the way Viola wanted them to hurt.

      Instead, she used her connections as an engineer. Viola made a few subtle inquiries about a company working on the tech she needed. Their force field project had been discontinued due to instability at a large scale. But the smaller models worked for Viola’s purposes.

      A forged ID badge and disguise got her in. Security cameras wouldn’t identify her any more than her mother had during their last visit. Then Viola walked out with a wealth of plasma technology. Most importantly, she took several sets of ground strips from the force field project. The strips generated magnetic fields that would confine plasma injected with dust particles, allowing the plasma to crystallize and behave as a solid. This would effectively create flat planes and become the walls of her prison.

      Her captive had a chance at rescue. He might use the greasepaint to write a message, or find some other way to beg for help. Eventually, the strips would run out of power and collapse the magnetic fields, most likely before he suffocated. As he had not intended to murder her mother, Viola was not intent on murdering him. He would be punished, though. And this experience would haunt him the rest of his life. Viola’s mother had been robbed of her memories, but memory would be a torture for those who failed her.

      The man waved at people, trying to get their attention. A little girl waved back, but the girl’s mother pulled her along, hurrying past without making eye contact. He finally turned and spotted Viola standing a short distance away. He wouldn’t recognize her with her wig and modified features, but she stared straight at him. He beckoned. He threw himself against the wall. He fell to his knees and started to sob. Viola had cried many days recently. Now she smiled. He would not be able to break the plasma shield, and passersby would only see a mime pretending to hit a wall, the lack of sound adding to the illusion. And there he would stay, invisible in plain sight.

      Viola stayed until he got up and started around his box again. Funny how much he looked like a mime. Robbed of freedom and dignity, just as he’d done to her mother.

      A new identity along with her new face ensured Viola couldn’t be caught before fulfilling the rest of her plan. The director’s name was only the first on her list. There were more injustices to correct, more villains to be punished. Soon more mimes would be appearing around the city, patting their hands against the walls of their own invisible boxes.

      And people would ignore them as best they could.
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        If cultivated to sweeten their tongue,

        they grow us staked or caged, hairless

        twigs and leaves, starred and starved

        

        core, lengthening and ripening fruit

        proof we would become whatever

        they required. If our skin split

        

        with abscess, dripped juice or grit,

        they pinched, pain obliterating

        as their hill-home against the sky.

        

        If some seasons, they thin us down

        by ropes and blades, anywhere

        our limbs cross or touch another.

        

        If our fruit windfalls, beckons wasps,

        honeybees, or forgers, they smoke

        the fields to win the best of our variety.

        

        If we’re as common as the Latin origin

        of our name, they’re ancient, well-known

        shapeshifts, divining the power change.
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      Tonight you fell asleep on the loop line again.

      You didn’t mean to do it but the rumble of the train stretched around your shoulders like an arm, spiraled deliciously down your spine. You were alone in the car and your reflection flickered in the window across the aisle. The city lights on the other side of the glass sparkled like stray glitter dusted over your face.

      The sky was a deep blue that looked soft somehow, like your favorite pajamas you’d had in high school. You wanted to be wrapped up in it, wanted to lie down in a quilt as heartbreakingly soft and blue as that sky.

      You were exhausted, Nagiko.

      You closed your eyes for just a moment.

      「次は代々木、代々木。お出口は左側です。中央線の各駅停車千駄ヶ谷、四ツ谷方面と都営地下鉄大江戸線はお乗り換えです。」

      “The next station is Yoyogi, Yoyogi. The exit is on the left side. Transfer here for the Chūō line local service to Sendagaya and Yotsuya, and the Metropolitan Subway Ōedo line.”

      You woke up cold and clean and still alone when the recording called your station. You love that voice a little—its lightness, its cheer, its unflagging politeness. You could be in love with someone who spoke that way, but not even I am that pleasant all the time.

      But you know that. You are not always happy with me, Nagiko, but you love me.

      As you walked home from the station I made sure every streetlight above you was lit.

      This is how I say, “I love you, too.”
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* * *

      Your address is technically in Sendagaya 5-chōme, but it might as well be in Shinjuku, and your station is Yoyogi. If you leave the window open you can hear the intercom in the Shinjuku Gyoen National Garden in the daytime. Every night I lull you to sleep with the humming song of the power lines running along the street.

      When you open the door your apartment looks just as you left it this morning. You narrow your eyes, trying to fight down the pinched hollow feeling in your sinuses that always foreshadows tears.

      Tonight the whole world is different and you don’t know why. You wonder if you drank too much at dinner, if maybe you should have refused the fifth round of beers that your professor called for.

      You take your shoes off and leave them by the door. You put your purse down on the floor. The futon is still on the veranda where you left it, and when you drag it inside it smells faintly of the sunlight it’s been soaking up all day.

      The thin cardigan goes back onto its hanger; the dress goes into the hamper. As you wash your face and brush your teeth you are struck by your own reflection, and reach out to rub the mirror with the corner of your towel. The faint haze around your face doesn’t dissipate.

      You tell yourself that you have certainly drunk too much. You turn away from the mirror, pad to the kitchen, chug a glass of water.

      When you lie down at last you realize that you are shaking. The wind rustles a sutra in the tall trees of the Imperial Gardens. You ball yourself up but you feel exposed.

      It’s been a thoroughly ordinary day; every day has been easy in a way that makes you feel cradled in my great palm. But all this time I have been tuning you, refining you, and you are finally beginning to feel it.

      Three years have passed since you came to live in me, and from the moment I first felt your step reverberate on my ground I recognized the reverence in your tread, the step of someone who has dreamed of me for years.

      I’m always tender to your type, so I opened my heart for you. There is always enough space for you at the standing noodle counters and a sweet head of foam on your nama-beer. You never wait more than a moment for any train. In every library the books you need fall into your hands by my divine grace, and the flash of gratitude radiating off you feeds me. You knew, somewhere deep inside, where your luck was coming from.

      You tremble in time with the trains running through and under me, and shake yourself to sleep.
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* * *

      「次は渋谷、渋谷。お出口は右側です。東急東横線、東急田園都市線、京王井の頭線、地下鉄銀座線、地下鉄半蔵門線、地下鉄副都心線はお乗換えです。電車とホームの間が開いている所がありますので足元にご注意ください。この電車は、山手線内回り、品川、東京方面行きです。」

      “The next station is Shibuya, Shibuya. The exit is on the right. Change here for the Tōkyū Tōyoko line, the Tōkyū Den-en-toshi line, the Keio Inokashira line, the Ginza subway line, the Hanzōmon subway line, or the Fukutoshin subway line. There is a gap between the train and the platform, so please watch your step. This train is the Yamanote line, inner circle, bound for Shinagawa and Tokyo.”

      It’s rush hour and I’m pumping people through my steely veins, but I still see you, sense you, out of all those millions. You can feel it in the way I carry you through the crowds, through the ticket gate where you tap your Suica card, out into my blindingly bright morning.

      You blink up at the Resona Bank’s green sign and start the hike up foot-dragging Miyamasuzaka towards the university, past the post office, the Doutor on the corner, turning left onto wide Aoyama-doori and crossing the street on the footbridge. You stop in the conbini and buy a half-dozen onigiri; it’s your turn today.

      When I deliver you safely onto the bricks of campus you find yourself sighing, as if returning has eased some knot deep inside you. You ride the elevator to the tenth floor and your professor’s office. Sharp-eyed Miss Himuro is already there, with two steaming mugs of sencha on the long worktable and a map spread out in front of her. It’s not even nine, but her bun is already beginning to droop, wisps of hair falling around her face.

      “Professor Komazawa has a department meeting, so we won’t see him until lunch at earliest,” she says as you unload your bag of onigiri onto the blue pottery plate kept on the table. Without looking, she reaches out and takes a tarako one. Her clever fingers zip the plastic wrapping away. You sit down next to her, choosing an onigiri with a salty-sour pickled plum inside. Your tongue prickles under the sharp taste.

      “Thank you for the tea,” you say as you reach for your mug.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” she replies. For a second she glances up at you and the smile suspended between you turns conspiratorial. The two of you get along well; her spiky edges and yours fit into each other.

      The map on the table is of my sister, a thousand years ago. Miss Himuro has an array of colored pens scattered atop it, a book open next to it. Bright dots and trails of ink mark the Heian Palace, a scattering of shrines and private houses in the city around it, probable paths connecting them.

      What Professor Komazawa specializes in, what he is training you and Miss Himuro and a handful of graduate students to do, is something he calls “literary geography.” He maps stories. He is enthralled by “place,” by fixing scenes and lines and emotions against their backdrops. You took his Survey of Local Literature in your first semester; instead of a midterm, Professor Komazawa took the class on a walking tour of Aramata Hiroshi’s Tale of the Imperial Capital. Gazing at the me-that-is and imagining the me-that-might-have-been, thinking about “place,” you found yours. You wanted this work that would give you an excuse to wear your soles thin pacing my streets. You loved me in every incarnation—past, present, and all my possible futures—and I loved you back.

      You finish your onigiri and take your own maps and books from your oversized tote purse. What you’re doing now is for Professor Komazawa’s graduate seminar, which you’re participating in by special permission; you intend to use this work as the foundation of your senior thesis.

      The book is a modern one: Amano Rei’s Capital Collection, her first volume of tanka poetry. She’s organized each section of the work in the style of the old imperial anthologies, tracing the seasons from spring to winter and then a love affair as it progresses from its initial pangs of longing to the final break, with a chapter of religious poems and one of miscellany slipped in at the end. She’s as dear to me as you are, and it delights me to see you together this way.

      You’re using headnotes and context clues to mark each poem on a map of me. #63, from the Summer chapter, at a Honey’s Bar in Ikebukuro Station. #158, from “Love I,” at the Nepalese restaurant on Heiwa-doori. #290, from the book of Miscellany, at Takashimaya Shinjuku. You want to reorder the poems by neighborhood, recontextualize them through sense of place.

      It’s still two hours before your first class. You have time to nurse your hangover, to drink your tea, careful not to spill on my map. In the last few years, your breathing has fallen into sync with mine. I’ll give you just the slightest nudge to tell you when it’s time to go.
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* * *

      The rocking of the train lulls you to sleep on the way home. It’s been a long day, but every day is long. You’re in lectures from eleven to four-thirty, with less than an hour stolen for lunch after the first class. After that it’s back to Professor Komazawa’s office to join the rest of the seminar, working on individual projects or mapping a text together until six. On Tuesdays and Fridays he takes you all out to dinner, but today is a Wednesday, so you’re headed straight home.

      I rattle you awake as the recorded announcement calls out Yoyogi and the train pulls to a stop. You lift your glasses to rub sleep from one eye and shuffle onto the platform. Trudging to the top of the stairs sets your heart beating a bit faster, waking you up enough to cross into the conbini across the street. You don’t notice that your reflection in the glass door glows faint and fuzzy.

      You pick up a pasta carbonara to microwave at home, a montblanc and a canned highball. The girl behind the counter smiles as she rings you up and sends you on your way. When you step outside again into the pink glory of my springtime you lose your breath for a moment.

      This scenery is my gift to you, and you feel the whole world trembling around you. I wrap you in a wind like a blanket, a wind that smells like the summer that won’t be here for weeks yet. Five minutes’ walk, past the Yudetarō, the Fukutoshin line rumbling deep under your feet, turning right at the southern wall of Shinjuku Gyoen, brings you to your door, but you can’t shake off the tight buzzing feeling, like a cicada has thrummed to life somewhere deep in you.

      You eat your dinner, more conscious than you’ve ever been of the hum of the microwave, the lights, your cell phone charger. You can’t stop hearing them. You unplug everything you can. Frustrated, you throw the breaker to cut the electricity entirely but the soft static whine is still there.

      You sit on the floor in front of the fusebox with your highball in hand and cry, pressing the cold can against your forehead when your sinuses clog up. The buzzing is in you; it’s in your teeth and in your bones, vibrating at your core.

      I’m sorry, Nagiko. I don’t know how to make this part easy. But someday that humming will be a comfort to you, and you will be one more pair of my hands.
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* * *

      You don’t know what is happening to you so you throw yourself deeper into your routine. You go to school and you smile at your classmates like nothing is wrong. Miss Himuro, seeing the tightness in your face, brings you a canned coffee from the hanbaiki. You warm your hands on it and drink the whole thing under her watchful eyes, narrowed behind silver wire frames. But she doesn’t ask, and even if she did you wouldn’t have the words to tell her. You’re grateful regardless.

      You glance away from mirrors now when you catch the hint of neon fuzzing around your outlines. You don’t realize that even though the cherry blossom petals carpet the ground they never stick to your shoes.

      When the weekend comes you push yourself into my streets to run your errands. You brush past the busker singing the world into being at the west exit of Shinjuku station. All my crossings glow with the “Walk” sign exactly as you reach them and you move unstoppably forward, one foot in front of the other with never a hesitation, as though it’s utterly natural. But the feeling in your chest grows tighter and tighter, and the only thing that eases it is the rocking of the trains.

      You sleep late Monday, every muscle sore from tension. When you wake up it’s already half past ten, too late to make it to your first class even if you rush.

      I watch you stretch your slender arms over your head, yawning, and whisper in your ear. Spend the day with me, Nagiko.
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* * *

      With your worn copy of Capital Collection and your notebook in hand, you hop on my loop line. Not every setting can be identified by the headnotes, but you’re sure they can all be mapped. There’s no such thing as something that doesn’t have a place it belongs. Believing that has brought you this far.

      The poem troubling you today is #131. It’s still the early stages of the sketched affair, the second in the five chapters of love. You can place it in time; the poem says “the spring day” and the plum blossoms put it in late February, early March.

      

      
        ゑびすに住むをとこにつかはしける

        今日だにも色濃き梅は散りにけり 春の日通ふ香にかをる風

        

        Sent to a man who lives in Ebisu

        Only just today, the deep-colored plum blossoms have scattered; traversing the spring day, the breeze scented with their fragrance

      

      

      You haven’t been able to locate it, and it frustrates you. There are thousands of plum trees all over the city. The only thing working in your favor is the timing. It’s keichitsu now, when the insects wake from hibernation, by the solar calendar’s reckoning, and the plum blossoms are beginning to fall from the trees in threes and fours and twos.

      You spent a day in Ebisu last week but nothing in the scenery struck you. Today you give in and trust me, heading north. The majority of the poems you’ve placed are along the west side of the loop line, with the northmost clustered in Ōtsuka and the furthest south around Ebisu.

      If there is one place in the world that can make a convincing case for the existence of ley lines, it’s me. If you follow my currents I may not take you to the right place but I will always, always take you to a right place.

      Trust me, Nagiko. I’ll get you where you’re going.

      You murmur the poem over and over as the train hurtles north, the whine of the tracks echoing low in your ears and teeth.
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* * *

      Staircase after staircase, an escalator, a moving walkway, and finally I spit you out into Sunshine City. You climb past shops full of sparkling baubles. The summer collections are already decorating the mannequins and you slow as you pass the kimono shop where you rented a furisode last year. The yukata on display are stiff with their newness, spangled with fireworks and flowers.

      The automatic doors part before you. You step onto brick worn smooth with age. The sky is pale and overcast, just cool enough to make you grateful for your long coat. A shop attendant dressed as a butler waves at you from outside the Animate across the street.

      You smile back—a tight, polite grimace communicating your disinterest. You turn away, to the right, and let me push you northeast.

      Nagiko, I know you can feel me tugging at your eyes. If you’d just let me, I could show you what you’re looking for. You stop at the intersection, staring blankly at the scrawny young plum trees lining the sidewalk. You’re mumbling the poem under your breath now, trying to keep it all in your head at once, and a passing obasan gives you a wide berth.

      Frustrated, you pull a pen from your purse and scribble the poem on the back of your hand. You can’t write small enough to fit it all in one line, as is the convention; you break it into its five units, stacked on top of each other, and that’s what makes you see it.

      

      今日だにも

      色濃き梅は

      散りにけり

      春の日通ふ

      香にかをる風

      

      春の日通ふ。

      

      春日通。

      

      You look up at the sign hanging from the streetlight across from you and can’t help laughing. When you pull all the hiragana away from the kanji in the fourth line, the location is right there. Kasuga-doori, the spring-day road.

      My laughter and yours spiral around each other, shaking the petals from the plum trees. The wind swirls between the tall buildings like the living thing it is and you understand at last. She wasn’t writing about Ebisu for that man. She was asking him to come see Ikebukuro.

      You burst into a run southeast down Kasuga-doori, turning left when you reach the Toden Arakawa streetcar tracks, and follow them all the way to the Ōtsuka JR station. You get on the counterclockwise loop, southbound. Your blood echoes in your ears in time with the thrum of the wheels and you are glowing, glowing, glowing with triumph.
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* * *

      「次は渋谷、渋谷。お出口は右側です。東急東横線、東急田園都市線、京王井の頭線、地下鉄銀座線、地下鉄半蔵門線、地下鉄副都心線はお乗換えです。電車とホームの間が開いている所がありますので足元にご注意ください。この電車は、山手線内回り、品川、東京方面行きです。」

      “The next station is Shibuya, Shibuya. The exit is on the right. Change here for the Tōkyū Tōyoko line, the Tōkyū Den-en-toshi line, the Keio Inokashira line, the Ginza subway line, the Hanzōmon subway line, or the Fukutoshin subway line. There is a gap between the train and the platform, so please watch your step. This train is the Yamanote line, inner circle, bound for Shinagawa and Tokyo.”

      But you don’t get off the train. You keep riding, counting off the stations in your head along with that sweet, lilting voice on the intercom. Shibuya, Ebisu, Meguro, Gotanda, Ōsaki. The names take on a rhythm as you silently chant them. Your mouth goes dry with a sharp ashy taste that pierces your sinuses like you’ve just smoked one of Miss Himuro’s menthols. And you feel the tremble and sway of the train on its rails, and something is welling up inside you but you can’t put a name to it—

      It is my power, Nagiko.

      It is my power, and now it is yours, too. Stone and steel below you and you are safe in my heart, my loop line, coursing through me.
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* * *

      You keep riding that day until you’ve come full circle around the loop line, and when you step off you know that you are my hands now. You can feel the hum of electricity in the marrow of your bones and in the roots of your teeth clutching into your gums, and now you know it for my blessing. A song bursts from your throat as you walk down the silent street, and the air ripples around you, bending with the force of your melody.

      Tonight you will sleep more soundly than you have in months, understanding at last that I was always what waited for you on the other end of that invisible red string. I will catch you, in my streets and my wind and my neon. I will show you the sun rising and setting between skyscrapers in Ginza, and the midnight moon over 109 in Shibuya. I will watch you hold hands and dance with my other lovers, and we will knit the world together.

      You are not alone. Never alone, as long as you stand on my ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Quiltmaker

        

      

    
    
      
        Mike Allen

      

      
        20,000 Words

      

      

      
        prologue: the pattern

      

      You never imagined you’d be in a place like this again.

      Mothers. Fathers. Schoolteachers. Children. All about you, children.

      To a tiny part of you, this setting is familiar. These hard chairs built a little too small, with their desk flaps scarred by years upon years of pocketknife graffiti, rows on rows slanting down between aisles of threadbare carpet to the stage with its smooth-worn planks and its decades-old curtain and its faded elementary school logo marring the cinder block at the front of the stage platform.

      You’re packed in tight among these people that the bulk of you finds so alien. To your left, a plump mom in a fancy black coat shushes her sullen son. To your right, a thick-bellied dad with a ridiculously long mustache makes no effort to hide his boredom. In front of you, a younger woman, slender, wearing a tacky spotted top, reveals a hollow, haunted look as she leans in to listen to whatever her towheaded daughter is trying to tell her.

      The lights dim. The curtain parts.

      The play is something scripted from a children’s picture book, and the set matches the source, all garish pinks and greens. Adults in the cast are dressed as children, with ponytails and long white socks and overalls. They speak in exaggerated childspeak, with loud slurred words, and jump and skip with over-the-top excitement. There are children on stage with them, playing at being playmates. They’re singing that old tune about the woman who swallows everything, the fly, the spider, the bird, all manner of beasts. Around you, the parents laugh and laugh, especially the moms, even the haunted mom in front of you.

      You pay the story no mind, it’s all just screechy noise.

      Except it isn’t.

      If the school auditorium affects you like an alien moonscape, then this sensation is even more alien, this burning moistness behind the eyes you’ve chosen to use, this pressure in your throat like a tightening fist, this weight pushing down inside your chest, the pain there that billows and unfolds and billows.

      You don’t understand. Thoughts echo confused inside the marble hall of your mind, whisper amidst infinite layers of tapestry.

      Your vision blurs. You bring a hand to your face, unable to believe until your fingers touch your lower eyelids that you’re shedding tears. That you’re sniffling.

      It makes no sense. You’re not moved by this squealing travesty on the stage. Not at all.

      How many parts of you remember being read to at night? The drone of a father’s singsong voice, the sprightly coo of a mother reading Alice or the Grimms? Sharing in your wide-eyed delight with shining eyes of her own.

      This agony in your belly uncurls layer after layer. You are a mask of mourning in a garden of mindless giggles, listening to voices from stolen memories, watching a tableau of unabashed, unselfconscious innocence that you will never belong to, can never be part of again.

      It’s a miracle you don’t sob aloud. You have to get away, get out of this crowd, before someone notices.

      You excuse yourself. Once upon a time, these people would have had to stand up and press themselves as far back against their seats as they could to let you pass. No such problem now, you’re so compact they hardly notice you.

      It’s no matter that you left early; your plans are still on track.

      You know what you’re looking for and where you want to go. But it’s this tide of emotion sloshing inside you, disrupting your concentration, that’s unexpected and unwelcome and potentially dangerous.

      It takes an uncomfortably long time to find the car, and the slice of you that remains in control frets about how you must look, wandering aimless among the rows of spoiled suburbanite SUVs with tears smearing your face. In another life, you might have called the cops on such a freak, or at least run like a goody two-shoes to tell a teacher.

      When you spot that little red hatchback with all its charming dents and rust spots, it’s like the day your father arrived at the park just as the sixth-grade bullies had you cornered, a signal of safety, an end to fear.

      But not an end to sorrow.

      You produce the hand that holds the right key, you open the hatch and swing it up, climb in with a creak of old shocks and seal yourself inside. There’s a thick tattered quilt of yellow and green crumpled behind the back seat, where you knew it would be; you pull it over yourself and squirm into the darkness underneath, as small as you can make yourself.

      But you want to shrink further, crawl into the purest darkness that’s found only in the spaces between atoms and the void outside time and never come out again. The empty places inside you rustle at this longing, trickle echoes down into the sickest pits of your soul, and you allow a sob to escape. But only one.

      You can’t still the trembling, not completely. Though you smother this ghost chorus of despair in layer after layer, you can’t quite force yourself to still, no matter how silent you become, enveloped in warm black misery that doesn’t abate even as the young mother with the hollow stare opens the passenger door. You can’t see her, but you know she’s there.

      Her towheaded daughter chirps Shotgun! as she climbs onto her seat to be buckled in.

      Maddy, don’t be silly, scolds her mom, and hold still, damn it. Hold still.

      Madeleine, you say, too soft for either of them to hear.

      Somewhere inside you, someone’s heartstring stretches past the breaking point.

      The little engine that could starts up after several cough-and-hack tries, and as the asphalt rumbles beneath you, Maddy starts to talk. She tells her mother over and over again about the play’s funny parts, the parts that make her laugh again to think about them, prompted along by her mom’s disengaged Mmm-hmms and Yeahs muttered at the right places. And that little girl’s laughter, that indecipherable Rosetta stone from a land with all its gates barred to you forevermore, makes you want to plug your ears and howl.

      Even in your state, tactile memories tell you when the final turn arrives, when the tires bounce and trundle over the gutter and onto the gravel drive. That’s when you do move, when you sit up, when you stretch out.

      As you draw your magic pouch from your neck, your bulging button sack, and dig fingers into your writhing faerie beads, far more addictive than any crystal Maddy’s mother was ever tempted to try, you glimpse your face in the rear view mirror, so distressed from your pathetic weeping that it’s peeled in strips like wet wallpaper, and the stuff beneath has sagged like softened wax, a paper-mâché horror show.

      You could scream at the sight, as you slide forward. And so could Madeleine and her haunted mother, but soon they have no mouths to open.

      In your hands, it shudders, this thing plucked from a little girl’s limp shell, this eye-searing, beautiful thing.

      You wail as it flutters against your fingers.

      
        first square

      

      In the cobweb-garnished shadows of his living room, Benjamin does what he does every morning at this hour, creeps to the bay window where he keeps the gauzelike curtains pulled almost shut but for a gap of an inch or two.

      And he watches through his remaining eye.

      His living room is dim and cavernous, and yet he never turns on the lights here. There’s no need, because he never has visitors.

      Binoculars rest on a doily atop the lamp table beside the window, next to a telescope on a tripod that bows its heavy magnifying lens in a show of mock shame.

      For now, with the sky cloud-free, he has no need for such tools—perched on the hill at the end of the circle, his house commands an ideal view down the short length of the street, with split-level domiciles lined up to either side, four to the right, three to the left, triplets and quadruplets clad in beige and white vinyl siding. He has a surveyor’s command of the neighborhood, and the people in it, what they do in their yards, what they do in their cars.

      He only needs assistance when he wants his gaze to reach through a few choice windows.

      Already there’s sights to behold. Second house on the left, Maria the single mother is outside washing her car in cut-off jean shorts and a bikini top, a good use of an idle May morning. Her son is probably in school, true, but even if school was out she’d still be idle—her ex has custody on weekdays. A loudmouth talk radio DJ, that pinheaded tub of lard was no prize in any box, but she was the one who got caught cheating. Let her boss’s nephew nail her on top of the manager’s desk in the very restaurant where she worked as a hostess, or so Benjamin heard. Just one unseemly bead on a string of terrible decisions that stretches across her entire life.

      Maria is not a young lass anymore but the wear has all been on the inside. It’s no wonder that even though she’s almost twice his age, Lance the redneck brute has emerged from the first house on the right to make a show of trimming the hedges. He stares at his neighbor whenever her back is turned, sometimes even when she’s facing him.

      Surely she knows he’s there, what he’s doing, but whenever Maria looks up, it’s to steal furtive glances at the house directly across from hers, third house right, where Clive and Francene’s troubled prodigal son has just been returned to the nest.

      Benjamin had been witness a couple afternoons ago to the sad procession, as the unhappy couple brought wayward Shaun home from rehab, rushed him inside like handlers hiding their charge from paparazzi.

      What a delectable mess that household is. Once upon a time they were four, with stiff and proper Francene, demure wife number two, agreeing to help Clive raise a granddaughter produced through his first marriage. So little boy Shaun acquired a niece, Denise, who started as a sweet tomboy in a softball uniform, graduated from there to full-blown teen crackhouse queen, then vanished without a trace.

      And now, Shaun, their perfect son, their honor-roll-scoring son, is headed down that same route. That special hell paved behind pressure-washed siding and meticulously fertilized lawns.

      The fact is, hollow eyes and needle tracks serve little perfect boy Shaun just dandy, as far as Benjamin is concerned. Benjamin knows the boy was never what he seemed, he saw the backyard parties when mom and dad weren’t home, the toking, the drinking, the groping. Kept a lot of things hidden from his parents, that boy did. Benjamin always had a suspicion that bad things happened to little Denise when Clive and Francene left her alone with their bright-eyed boy.

      Then Denise went missing, Shaun charged off looking for her, and not only did he fail, he came back an utter wreck, a babbling addict, the candy wrapper removed to reveal the turd that was always there.

      But why is Maria so invested in Clive and Francene’s intimate misfortunes? Why the worried frown when she stares at their house?

      There she goes, stealing yet another concerned glance, herself a central pattern in the fabric of that perfect family’s unraveling lies.

      Invisible at the window, Benjamin smiles, witness to the long hours Clive has spent inside Maria’s house over the course of years. He’s noted with lascivious glee the times of entrance and exits, and that sometimes these day-after-day repetitions of arrival and departure occur through the back door rather than the front—usually when she’s between other lovers, and their on-off is on again, and Clive feels pressed to avoid his wife’s gaze. Sometimes he even comes over when her sniveling whelp of a boy is visiting, on loan from his overbearing disk jockey dad.

      Benjamin has devoted much space in his imagination to what happens inside Maria’s house, with its wildflower gardens always on the verge of riot.

      She’s hardly the only sad soul in this neighborhood whose imaginary exploits keep him awake long into the night. There’s the ripening teenage redhead being raised by her milky-eyed grandmother in the fourth house on the right, who Benjamin knows with his own eyes and the aid of his telescope to be turning in the direction that most offspring of strict church upbringings turn. The things she does in her blank-eyed boyfriend’s truck, parked right in her grandmother’s driveway—surely she wants to be caught, surely it will be only a matter of time before she gets her wish.

      And then there’s the cop in third house left who comes home from nights spent arresting drunken and abusive husbands to beat his mousy wife if she doesn’t fix his breakfast fast enough. Or the heartthrob weatherman in second house right with his endless procession of lithe young men brought home well after dark, kicked out in the wee hours of the morning.

      The door opens first house left, and Benjamin’s smile changes, to one of fond indulgence. Here’s scrawny, feisty, nosy Patsy, trundling down her ramp in her motorized wheelchair.

      It’s been years since he was inside Patsy’s house, with its Christmas tree always lit in the dining room and its overpowering smell of cats’ piss. But hers is the only other home in this cul-de-sac he’s ever set foot inside. And she’s the only neighbor he ever speaks to, though it all happens over the phone.

      She has never been inside his residence.

      Afflicted by a cruel degenerative brain disease that’s taken more and more of her mobility away over her fifty years of life, Patsy will never be a part of the harem in Benjamin’s inner sanctum. Yet amidst the dingy rooms inside his mind, he keeps a shrine to her that’s pristine, bathed in light.

      She waves to Lance the white-trash thug, who beats a retreat like a pitbull nailed with pepper spray, unable in his hardwired hatred to cope with his neighbor’s half-paralyzed body and relentless good cheer, not so bold a bully as to mock a handicapped woman when the parents he still lives with might find out about it. To Lance, Patsy is wolfsbane.

      At the window, Benjamin smiles, as Patsy glides her slow and steady wheelchair up the street, to where Maria wipes a towel over her tiny car’s back bumper. She doesn’t seem to mind the interruption at all as Patsy hails her—she stands up and steps over to chat, despite being drenched head to toe from her labors.

      This is the one thing that raises Maria higher in Benjamin’s esteem than all the other pathetic human lumps making their nests along this street. She’s always kind to Patsy.

      The way both women keep looking over at Clive and Francene’s house, Benjamin guesses they must be chatting in stage whispers about the drug addict’s return. He longs to know what they’re saying, but doesn’t trouble himself. Sometime this afternoon, the phone will shrill, and Patsy’s adenoidal voice will tell him everything.

      And he will share things too, things he’s seen. He will never tell her everything, never that, but enough to keep her coming back.

      They’ve been entwined in this relationship so long, he and Patsy, that he no longer remembers precisely how it started, other than that it must have begun all those years ago when she invited him to her house and he accepted, even then not entirely understanding why. Possibly because no one else had ever asked such a thing of the creepy old man on the hill.

      Though they had almost nothing in common, they immediately recognized the one thing they shared, an outsider’s perspective on everyone else, that delectable twist of longing and contempt. And an unspoken and yet soundly understood acceptance that directed a gentle breeze through the torn rags of each others’ psyches.

      Dearest Patsy, who like him lives off disability checks, who like him has a ravaged face to show the world. When he was younger, he would tell people his eyepatch covered the results of a war wound in Vietnam, where he never served. He would never admit to anyone his puddinglike eye and prematurely arthritis-crimped joints resulted from venereal disease.

      Patsy, for all her chatty nosiness in the neighborhood, showed no interest in learning about his embarrassments. She just wanted him to feel at home, she once said.

      Her empathy had actually freed him to make the play he most desired in the game of human interaction: to drop out, to give up trying.

      Maria turns her head, and Patsy hers. And now Benjamin looks too, and squints his one good eye, and shuffles to grab the binoculars.

      That drug-addled boy, Shaun the Formerly Perfect, has just turned onto the circle from the cross-street, walking with shoulders hunched in a jacket too warm for the weather, like he thinks that will stop him from being seen.

      But when did he leave his parents’ house? And where on earth is he coming from?

      Benjamin presses the binoculars to the window.

      
        second square

      

      Maria knows something has gone terribly wrong the moment she spies Shaun trudging up the street, shoulders hunched, the skin around his eyes puffy and raw, his expression unfathomable.

      Speak of the devil.

      He looks like a devil, doesn’t he? Like someone consumed inside by fire, any moment his skin will blacken and the flames lick through.

      Sweet Patsy stops her soft-spoken prattle mid-sentence, thank goodness. She has to sense it too, how wrong this is.

      The boy’s not supposed to be out of the house, Maria knows this. Clive told her last week, during a brief, jittery-nerved visit. It had been a Wednesday before sunup, her son Davey staying with his accursed father, Clive dressed for work in his button-down, her in her violet nightie. They’d shared nothing more than a quick kiss on the lips. Her on-again off-again lover had been wound tight enough to snap a spring.

      That in itself wasn’t so unusual for Clive these days—his family had unraveled, his granddaughter Denise gone without a trace, his son plunged down the same path of addiction and self-inflicted psychosis.

      And worse, Shaun’s stay in rehab had gone about as poorly as could be imagined. His second night there one of his podmates at the Langan Center had gone missing, presumably bolting back to his life of crack and crystal, but the third podmate had made wild accusations that Shaun had assaulted his fellow junkie—they weren’t taken seriously because what the guy described sounded like something straight out of a peyote delusion.

      The accusations stopped when the third podmate staged his own disappearing act the next night, but the seeds of suspicion had been irrevocably sown.

      That morning, they sat pressed together on the couch in her den, her shoulders tucked under his arm. They’re kicking him out, he said. I have to go get him today. It’s either that or the streets, and I’m not letting that happen again.

      She frowned up at him, but he was staring somewhere else, staring through the paneled wall.

      Did I tell you about the things he said?

      I remember. Maria shuddered involuntarily, remembering the night Shaun came home, how he’d pounded on the windows of his parents’ house, screaming about things crawling inside him, things like little living needles.

      No. When I saw him yesterday, when the staff called me in.

      She looked into those eyes that weren’t focused on her. No, you didn’t.

      So the director leaves me alone in the pod with him for a couple minutes, and he’s had this hangdog, sullen look on his face the whole time, but then, as soon as the door shuts, he cuts loose with this smile. I’ve never seen a look quite like that on his face before. It’s not a nice smile. It’s like he wants to take a bite out of me. And he says, You don’t have to grieve for Denise anymore, Dad. She’s right here. And he taps his chest. I found her, and you’ll see her again and so will Mom.

      And I’m so freaked out that I don’t know how to even respond to that. And I’m thinking about how when he disappeared, so did one of my handguns. So I ask him, Shaun, do you know where your roommates went?

      And he just smiles that same way and says, They didn’t go anywhere.

      Good God, she said. They can’t let him out. Not like that.

      That’s what I tried to tell them. But they wouldn’t listen. Clive bit his lip like a child. I think they’re as afraid of him as I am.

      They had ended the visit by clinging to each other in a desperate hug. There’d been no closing kiss.

      Shaun trudges down the street between these passive rows of cookie-cutter split levels, a feral dog stalking the hen houses in the open. She knows he’s never been the stand-up chip off the block her lover believes him to be. She’d been the subject of too many more-than-cursory glances from the little creep over the years. How much did he know about her, about her and his father? What did he imagine when he looked at her that way?

      Maria knows something is wrong, and she’s burning to know what, and she is not afraid of Clive’s pup. Hey, Shaun, she says, how’s it going?

      He draws up short, and his face lights up in a manner that makes no sense, like a trapped miner who has just spotted a pinprick of light, but this glow goes out almost as soon as she notices.

      And then he turns to her, to Patsy, and he’s walking over to them with his mouth compressed into an anxious line, and Maria wonders why she couldn’t just leave well enough alone.

      Hi, ladies, he says. He glances over Maria, still dripping from her not quite finished carwash, before he turns to Patsy, scrawny and wide-eyed in her wheelchair, and Maria’s heart starts to pound, her fists to clench.

      Are you feeling okay? he says to Patsy. You look pale.

      Patsy, bless her heart, recovers quickly from the shock of being addressed by the creep she was just whispering about. I don’t feel any worse than I usually do, Shaun, but I appreciate your concern.

      I know you’ve both heard things about me, he says.

      Maria sees her own cold trepidation mirrored in Patsy’s round face. Her wheelchair-bound neighbor’s thick glasses, framed by graying curls, magnify her pop-eyed shock.

      I’m sure everybody heard me screaming the other night. I don’t even know what I was saying. He hangs his head. I know Mom and Dad had to tell all of you why. I didn’t leave them a choice. And that’s no one’s fault but mine. Everything that’s happened to me is all my fault. All of it.

      The pain on his face is so frank that Patsy has gone misty-eyed. Maria feels that urge, too, gathering behind her own eyes, but it doesn’t gain momentum, because something in her doesn’t believe in what she’s seeing, as if it’s staged, a movie trick, as if she’s staring at the most perfect rubber mask ever molded.

      I know I frightened everyone, he goes on. And I know I caused my mom and dad a lot of pain and confusion and worry. I have to make it up to them. And I want to make it up to all of you.

      How are your mom and dad, Shaun? Maria doesn’t think she kept the suspicion completely out of her voice.

      Oh, man, he says. They’re so unhappy right now. Unhappy as they can be.

      The way he looks at her, when he says it.

      I know dad helps you around the house sometimes, he says. Maybe I can do that for you. Help out some.

      The thought makes her skin crawl. She’s shaking her head before she even comes up with words to blurt out. I can always lean on my ex if I have to, she says, with what she hopes is a jaunty smirk. He doesn’t know jack about squat, but he can afford electricians and plumbers. And the courts made sure he has to pay for them. Don’t you worry about me.

      But he’s already turned to Patsy. Same offer stands for you, he says. My mom’s told me about how much trouble it is for you, keeping things up inside your house. I know I can help. I want to help. His voice grows even more urgent. I’ve been so selfish. Putting my needs above all others. That needs to stop. I want to do something that I know is worthwhile. Give to a good person.

      Oh, Shaun, poor Patsy stammers, that’s, that’s so sweet …

      He keeps speaking to Patsy, even though he’s looking at Maria sidelong. Mom told me what she said to you. About talking to myself all night. In different voices. How they could hear me through the floor. About the fight I had with Dad. How they locked themselves in the bedroom to keep me out. I know. Yes, it’s all true.

      This is exactly what Patsy had been telling Maria about when Shaun walked up. The things she’d heard from Francene.

      But I’m done with that. I’m done with the DTs. Too much has happened to me these past few weeks, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes, and I can’t take any of them back. But I want to make good now. I want to show everyone that I can.

      Maria has backed away a little. You don’t need to try so hard, she says. Just be the person you want to be. And quit being bad to yourself.

      He ignores her, kneels beside Patsy. Come on, Patsy, please. There’s got to be errands I can help you with. Chores?

      The sheer force of his need bends her will. She nods, flashes a nervous smile. Sure. Sure. Tomorrow. Let me think about it.

      And he takes her hand. Thank you. Kisses her fingertips. Then stands, and grins radiantly at both of them, a smile so heart-breakingly genuine that Maria feels ashamed for a moment that her hackles were ever raised.

      And then he turns to his house, and goes inside, without knocking—the door isn’t locked.

      Immediately she’s at Patsy’s side. I don’t think you should do it. Don’t let him in your house. It’s not…he might be looking to steal something. For money. For drugs. It’s what happens.

      She fears something worse, but she can’t imagine or articulate what.

      I want to help him, Patsy says.

      No, no, you don’t have to do that.

      It’ll be fine, she says. I feel so bad for him.

      Well, if you notice anything funny, you call.

      A shy smile. I will. Don’t you worry.

      
        third square

      

      Lance crouches behind the peeling picket fence that stretches from the side of his parents’ house like a molting wing, and peers between the slats, watches the woman in the wheelchair roll back home, watches Maria finish up her chore, plucks idly at the crotch of his jeans.

      He doesn’t know which of the two women he hates more, the freakish one that gives him the willies with her cheerful, slurring speech and owl eyes and spindly frame slumping all the wrong ways, or the sad sexpot bitch who thinks she’s too good to give him what he wants.

      That latter hate has been with him a long time, planted in puberty, growing poison vines. A tower of athletic-numbered-and-school-lettered muscle in high school, he never had trouble reeling in pussy at the rich-kid parties despite his own humbler origins—and he couldn’t count how many times, when he’d had some dumb bitch squealing beneath him while he hammered her with his hips hard enough to leave bruises, he’d shut his eyes as he spurted and groaned and pictured his neighbor across the street in all her latté-skinned glory.

      As for the former, he’d only ever imagined choking her to death.

      In truth, his loathing for either woman means nothing special, given his quick slide into obscurity after squeaking through graduation, his father who still calls him a lazy cocksucker, his father’s cheapskate friend who owns the oil-change shop where he works but doesn’t pay him enough to let him move out, the friend’s microskirt-wearing slut of a daughter—his withered, leathery heart holds plenty of hate to spare for all of them, and most everyone else besides.

      When Maria finally goes inside, Lance stands up, adjusts his jeans, and notices with an angry blush that the creepy kid from two doors down is staring right at him. The gall of that boy, prissy Shaun, offspring of perfect Clive and Francene, standing beneath a tree, not averting his gaze at all. And fucking grinning.

      Lance meets him stare for stare, getting angrier by the second. What the fuck are you looking at?

      The little prick grins and shrugs. Actually grins and shrugs.

      You want me to come over there? Want me to beat your junkie ass?

      No, that’s okay, he says. As if this is fucking funny. But he trucks toward his house like the plucked chicken he is.

      Lance thinks about shouting after him, but he knows that little prick has been acting all bugnuts, he knows that family has guns, and his entire life has been about walking the edge of discretion, only hurting others when he knows there will be no repercussions.

      That little prick had been a recipient of some of that hurt, once upon a time. You’d think he would remember how it felt, surrounded and petrified in the little park down the hill, blubbering on the ground while Lance’s friends circled him and laughed, while Lance himself pretended he was going to shove the pipe wrench in his grip handle first up Shaun’s prissy little asshole. He had no intention of doing so, but the fact that the little faggot believed it and was terrified enough to piss himself, and too humiliated afterward to ever tell—that was what mattered.

      You’d think he’d remember that, and know who not to fuck with.

      Recalling the scene brings Lance to a quick boil, but not because of his crybaby neighbor’s defiance of the pecking order. Lance remembers how that confrontation ended, with perfect daddy Clive, who seemed so much bigger then, driving his Pontiac right over the cement parking block and onto the playground grass, stepping out with a tire iron gripped in one hand as all the big kids scattered. Lance hating little Shaunie even more as he ran, not because his wuss ass had to be rescued by his dad but because he knew his own dad would never do anything like that for him.

      Think of the devil. Inside the house, Lance’s dad starts shouting, and he freezes, and fucking hates himself for doing it. His dad’s just screaming at his mom again. Nothing for him to care about.

      Lance saunters all supercool back to the garage and resumes the task he had planned to start when Maria popped out her front door with all that skin showing. He has his Cutlass Supreme’s front tires up on ramps, the oil filter wrench and the oil tray and the new filter already in easy reach. He lies down on his back on the mechanic’s creeper he swiped from his employer and glides under the engine.

      This chore is child’s play, and as he clamps on the wrench, his mind wanders, because the smirk on that little prick’s face still pisses him off. His rage is like a hydra made from rattlesnakes; it wants to sink all its fangs into its target, any target, and never let go.

      He mutters under his breath as he awkwardly twists the wrench. I know what would wipe that smile off your face, you little prick. He twists. That crazy bitch niece of yours showed up at Mickey’s party stoned out of her mind. He twists. She gave every motherfucker head that was there. He twists, harder. The filter’s not coming off. I had my turn in line, little prick. I had my turn. What do you think of that, prick? What do you think?

      But then his stomach is in knots, because the fact is he’d been so drunk he barely remembers what happened that night, only Denise’s eyes staring up at him, bloodshot to the point of pink. And the memory makes him sick—

      The filter tears apart, spraying oil all over him. Fuck!

      It takes him a full second to realize that in his distracted state of mind he was turning the wrench the wrong way, and then he cusses that much louder.

      And that’s when he notices the shoes. There’s someone standing in front of the Cutlass, two nice high tops parked right by his left thigh.

      What the— he begins, but he doesn’t get to finish, because something shoves what feels like a fist-sized rock in his mouth. He thrashes, smashes his forehead into the bottom of the engine. The thing in his mouth shoves down, slams the back of his head into the ground. It tastes like snotty flesh. It pulses and thickens, and his muffled scream becomes a shriek as his jaw pops out of its hinges.

      The shoes never move. Dark, mottled ropes blur with cobra speed around the tire ramps.

      The engine drops, embeds itself in Lance’s body. His chest and ribs cave in. His pelvis splits. Beneath him, the caster wheels pop out from underneath the creeper. The weight of the Cutlass pins his head sideways against the concrete of the garage floor. So many nerve signals are roaring that he doesn’t feel his right ear tear free. He’s shrieking, shrieking, shrieking, but the sound can’t get around the fleshy obstruction swelling in his mouth.

      He doesn’t have enough mind functioning rationally to wonder how Shaun is with him, under the car with him, somehow slid under to join him, bright green eyes boring right into his as he once again displays that maddening smirk.

      You remember my niece, then, Shaun says. Turns out, she does remember you. Just barely.

      Something balloons out. From Shaun’s neck. Like a sack. Except it’s also a face. A girl’s face. Bright things crawl from her eyes.

      
        stitches

      

      You were so lucky.

      Your father never told you, No you can’t, never said anything was out of your grasp. Your mother never laughed at you when you talked about writing poetry for a living, starting a band, hitchhiking the country just to do it. They always told you that whatever you wanted most was the thing that was best for you.

      You had to take things into your own hands to learn what a waste you are, what a repulsive excuse for a human being you turned out to be, even before you could no longer call yourself human.

      At rare intervals, such as now, shuddering on your parents’ king-size bed, stifling your whimpers with the barrel of your father’s .357 magnum, you congeal in some rough approximation of your old self.

      Most of the time you are not—you are a creature of unbridled longing, unstoppable hunger, lacking even the discerning predilection for the weak and unwanted that kept the monster you have now become hidden from the light for long ages.

      You no longer know where you begin or when you began. You can crawl inside yourself like a silverfish skittering through the coils of a rolled-up tapestry but no matter how deep into the dark you crawl you will never find the other end.

      You are every god that ever had the raw remains of a sacrifice stretched over its shoulders, every monster that ever wore its victims’ skins, stitched them into capes, coats and masks. The soul is a bright morsel sealed in an envelope of flesh, and you are the unbinder and the weaver, the one who adds new patches to the ever-growing quilt. You carry the motes that, when cast upon your prey, reveal the seams by which you unhook and unbutton, but never rip, never draw blood.

      You are a nightmare from the grimmest of all fairy tales. Call your true name, and you’ll simply unhinge your jaw to swallow the shrieking princess and her squalling baby whole. You are a throat that can never be stoppered, a hole that can’t be sealed by sunlight or stake or bullet.

      Sometimes the you who once was slides out from the folds to glimpse the surface, but that you is never is control. There is nothing in control.

      The only thing you ever had control over, was Denise. Until she fled. Right into the arms of another monster, and led you right to it, led it to you.

      She ran from your probing hands, from the sickening price you exacted for a false show of brotherly love, and to addiction, to alcohol, to sex, to Ecstasy, to the archdemons of crack and heroin and meth and finally into the grasp of something a million times worse.

      When you tracked her down at that quaint little shop, innocuous front for a methadone empire, it was waiting for you. It had a name, Lenahan, and a sweet public face, and an awe-inspiring profile in the drug-running underworld. And an even older pedigree and an even more terrible purpose, a hunger it fed so carefully, so thoroughly.

      And you thought you were so clever, when you bested it with its own button-hook magic. But as it died, it opened you up, it made you understand what you were, a pathetic, predatory scavenger, a belly-crawling degenerate, feeble clone of its own black-stitched glory.

      You’re draped in its hunger, in its lust, in its skins, but not worthy of the mantle. You’re the will-o’-the-wisp struggling to steer the whirlwind.

      You’re the fly swallowed alive, helpless, wriggling.

      In the dead of night, blubbering on all fours on your parents’ bed, you press the tip of the brutal metal barrel hard against the back of your mouth and squeeze the trigger.

      The bullet bores through your palate, out the back of your head, punches into the ceiling. You feel nothing but a hard tug.

      You start screaming. The screams are in Denise’s voice, in your father’s voice, in the voice of an innocent little girl, in voices you don’t recognize and never will.

      You push your mouth down on the barrel, jam it in your throat, you gag on it but shove it in deeper, you squeeze the trigger in your fist again, again, punching holes through your head, the entire clip, ten spent shell casings spit from the chamber one after the other. And you wail and you keen as each bullet does you no more harm than a needle shoved through a cloth sack.

      Your cries leak through the spiral coils inside you and you can feel the responses in kind, a muffled chorus of despair croaking for release.

      You’re just one more voice at the crest of this crypt, the thin-stretched shroud wound over and through a mass grave packed with thousands, pressed on each other in layer after layer.

      Your father’s gun has gone impotent but you keep clicking the trigger, screaming into an empty chamber.

      Still later in the night, when the cops come to the door, you calmly tell them nothing’s wrong. You let them search the house. They ask about the bullet holes in the bedroom ceiling. You say your son did that when he was drunk and alone in the house, before you had him taken to rehab, and right now you don’t know where he is.

      They can see there’s no blood. Finally, they leave you. And you resist the urges. You leave them alone. You let them leave.

      The crushed shell of your mind leaks with other urges, more pressing lusts to slake.

      
        fourth square

      

      Truth be told, Patsy gave no credence to Shaun’s strange, tear-stained speech of the previous day, expected nothing to come of it, which makes the knock on her door so early this morning that much more of a surprise.

      Everyone promises to call on Patsy and her cats. No one ever does. And she makes sure they don’t need to. Every warm day, she makes sure they all have to see her bright-eyed, smiling face.

      Most of her neighbors pretend to be kind to her, and she’s not blind to the pretense. They smile too long, won’t look her in the eye, say goodbye before she’s done talking. She’s always gracious about the subtle abuse—a compromise she offers to those who might be happiest if she gave into the disease slowly rendering her paralyzed, if she simply stayed in her home and withered away, died helpless and forgotten in her bed, a sacrifice to the flies.

      One of the consequences of being inconsequential, a person looked past rather than seen—she has been cast as the neighborhood’s cheerful confessor, its motorized wheelchair-bound repository of secrets.

      If she wanted to, she could make the whole neighborhood come apart at the seams. But, because she never breaches trust, never shares these sacred scraps, and because of the pity those with a glimmer of a conscience feel toward this woman with no friends, she is entrusted with so much. She knows so many things about people who care little to nothing about her.

      She hears the elderly woman at the end of the street complaining about her tramp of a granddaughter. She hears Francene’s frettings about missing Denise, and her not-so-perfect son, and the suspicions about her husband that she doesn’t quite dare face head-on.

      She hears Maria’s gripes about her many obnoxious boyfriends, enough that she can tell when someone’s about to get dumped. She hears about the fights with the ex, how he lords his custody of Davey over her, how he deprives Davey of things like comic books and field trips just to spite his mother, to show her how powerless she is.

      Patsy even hears about the break-ups and reunions with Clive—Maria has never kept this secret, not from her.

      And she hears from Barry the bulked-up, hunky weatherman about the annoying and adorable quirks of his latest boy toys. She hears the resentful whispers of the cop’s wife, and many, many more, even sometimes speaks to Lance’s withered and hateful mother, aged to twice her years, about what goes on in that hell of a household.

      There is only one person with whom she shares these treasures. Withdrawn, crazy Benjamin, with his fenced-in house on the hill past the dead end. She talks to Benjamin because of all the ones she knows, he’s the one she pities. Because the rest of the neighborhood has forgotten him, the way they’d love to forget her. Because she has vowed to never be what he became, a thing so cut off from the world his blighted soul is barely recognizable as human, the way he eats the morsels of other lives that she feeds him the way a starved dog gobbles leftover fat.

      Though he came to see her once in the mildew-blotted house she can’t keep up with, she has never been so naive as to mistake his alien fascination for kindness. Others have shown genuine kindness, Maria for one, Barry for another in his self-indulgent way, sometimes calling her to warn her about the weather when he thinks of it. Even distracted Francene has at times remembered her with tiny gestures, cheap porcelain kittens given at Christmas to match her octet of living ones. Patsy places Francene’s gifts in the living room, under the plastic Christmas tree that she never takes down, set up when she was more mobile.

      When the knock comes again, she wonders if one of her occasional benefactors is making a rare house call. Maria, most likely, though she hardly stops by anymore, and she can’t keep from wrinkling her nose when she does. No one ever asks if she wants to live with this stink, no one ever offers to help. She can’t afford in-home care. They look at the stains on the carpet, the turds on the floor, and assume this is something she wants. And if she asks for help, that leads to the cold stares, to the questions, Why do you keep so many cats? Can’t you get rid of them? She doesn’t dare ask for help.

      The knock again.

      Who is it? she yells, commencing her struggle to get out of bed. Her crutches haven’t slipped out of reach, that’s a good start.

      Muffled through the door, It’s me, Miss Hale.

      Francene and Clive’s boy has kept his word. He’s really at the door. The depth of her shock can’t be sounded, especially after all that commotion last night, noises like firecrackers and police cars parked out front, their blue rollers bathing the street in submarine light.

      She wonders what that was about. She wonders if it’s safe to have that boy on her doorstep. She wonders if Benjamin watched last night, what he saw.

      He knocks again. I’m coming, she says, you’ll have to wait.

      Okay.

      Getting dressed is an ordeal that requires careful coordination. In forty-five minutes, she is clad in slacks, shoes, an oversized, faded floral-print blouse, and rolling her halting way to the door. She hasn’t heard a peep from Shaun, but when she peers through the spyhole, there he is, standing at the top of her ramp, those piercing green eyes gazing off into nowhere, a slight frown creasing his forehead.

      Her voice quavers slightly as she unlocks the door. Bless you for being so patient.

      Not a problem, Patsy. He slips inside, closing the door behind him, deftly maneuvering around her wheelchair. She rotates the machine to see where he goes but he just stands in the middle of the living room, doesn’t raise his eyebrows at the Christmas tree, doesn’t show any sign he notices the reek.

      What a lovely house, he says.

      Patsy starts. She could swear that when he spoke, the voice she heard was Francene’s. Yet the illusion breaks when he speaks again. I can get started if you show me where you keep your cleaning supplies.

      They’re in the kitchen, beside the sink. You’ll see them right away.

      He doesn’t move. Actually, before I get started, there’s something I want to talk to you about.

      Now she understands. He wants what everyone wants: to make a confession. Yet still her unease grows, blood rushing in the parts of her that still have functioning nerves to feel. Well, anytime, Shaun.

      This isn’t easy for me. He takes a deep breath. Maybe you can show me around the place, give me a little tour, so I can see what needs to be done. While I think about how to start. It’s a painful subject.

      And raw pain wrenches in his voice. Patsy doesn’t know what to say other than, Okay, then.

      Go ahead, I’ll follow you, he says.

      Well, okay. There’s not much to see. I don’t use the basement much.

      He doesn’t laugh at her joke. His red-rimmed eyes glisten.

      Oh, Shaun, she says, what is it?

      He just shakes his head. She finally pushes the lever to guide the chair toward the hall, and from there into the kitchen. Beneath her the floor creaks. Something is egregiously wrong about all this, his unprecedented frankness, his claims to want to make amends, his presence here so early, but she can’t deny that he’s genuinely upset over something. In fact, behind her, he’s starting to sob.

      The kitchen linoleum is as filthy as the living room carpet. Three of her babies hunch under the table, mute witnesses with wide slit-pupil eyes, eager for morsels and charity. Were she alone, they would have it.

      She’s almost afraid to speak. He’s crying behind her. Whimpering. Maybe she should suggest he leave, but she doesn’t have the heart. I do have a table in here with a couple extra chairs. I don’t use them much, but maybe you could…sit down?

      Then her head snaps back as he shoves her out of the chair, as her chin smashes against the floor, her mouth blooming with agony as she bites her tongue.

      She’s spitting blood as he flips her onto her back as if she’s no more than a porcelain doll. Her babies all pitter-patter away in panic as he straddles her stomach. The sounds coming out of him—he’s bawling like a child with his hand slammed in a door.

      His face. The skin of his face is sliding loose. And there’s another face underneath. And that too is peeling along a previously invisible seam, splitting to reveal yet another layer that starts to slide free as soon as it’s exposed.

      He’s not heavy, not a big man, but her traitor muscles can’t help her, she can never hope to get out from underneath. Her blows against him are kitten-weak and she hates that even more than she hates him.

      He claws at his throat, which splits open at the Adam’s apple. His sobs don’t stop as he draws out something like a kerchief that expands into a sack, into a limp mask. He bends toward her, with this mask clutched beneath his sloughing face as if it’s a bag on a necklace, and the mask’s mouth is shaping silent words. The face, it’s familiar, she would know it if it weren’t so distended, if her mind were not on fire with fear and pain.

      Stop.

      He shakes the mask. Bright beads fall from its mouth, eyes, into his cupped hand.

      Stop. Please.

      He jerks her up by her collar and shoves his hand with its fistful of bright crawling motes down her blouse. She wails up at him in outrage as her aching chest goes numb. Beneath the peeling onion of his face, the gasping girl mask opens its mouth in a silent scream that mirrors hers as he rips her blouse open, the fabric tearing like tissue paper.

      The bright beads have arranged themselves in rows down her heaving ribs. They look like buttons, multihued buttons of all shapes and sizes, but they also look like living things, beetles or ticks, aligning themselves along invisible seams.

      His fingers trace those seams. As he gropes, his breath hitches, somewhere deep inside the ruin of his head.

      She cannot be seeing what she is seeing. Her flesh parting under his manipulations as if he’s unfastening another blouse.

      She swallows a copper gob of blood. Why?

      I can’t fight them, he sobs. It’s what they want. I can’t stop.

      
        fifth square

      

      Barry winces as he gets out of the gleaming Volvo he can’t actually afford and limps the six yards from his driveway to his house, still dressed in the sweater and button-down he wore during the early morning forecast.

      Sometimes his face aches from the smile he has to hold steady the entire time the cameras are at risk of rolling. He kept it on through the 5 a.m. and 6 a.m. shows. Even sat there grinning beside the anchor, her adipose-padded hips safely hidden behind the counter on the set, as she rattled off a sad script about a young single mom and her daughter reporting missing yesterday, and how police wanted to question her ex-boyfriend, a doozy of a catch with an easily checked-on criminal record who vanished without a trace from a rehab center just days ago.

      That poor woman and her kid, last seen at a school play, probably already dead at the hands of psycho Romeo. How is it that people never have their guard up, never recognize the signs, he wonders.

      Of course, the cheerful weatherman act was even trickier this morning, thanks to that beautiful peacock of a hookup from the night before. An exquisite young buck from the club with plush pouty lips and not an ounce of cellulite on his slender frame, with cheekbones high and sleek as an elf’s. But he’d pleaded an over-reactive gag reflex, insisted on sucking and chewing only on the very tip of Barry’s cock and making up for it with his hands. Oh, they did the trick, yes – his thighs were still sore—but he’d also woken up with the tip of his penis bruised purple as a plum. He had to look forward to an entire day pretending in front of a camera that every step wasn’t accompanied by an excruciating pinch of pain.

      Ordinarily, he would head straight for the basement and the free weights, to pass the couple hours before he had to drive back and prepare the noon forecast. Instead, he fills a sock full of ice from the fridge and climbs straight to bed. He doesn’t know if the ice will help, but he has to try.

      He lies there in a fugue, mind shifting between the day’s labor and the not at all unpleasant memory of the face of that evil Adonis bobbing at his groin. He sits up with a yell when the scratching at the window starts.

      Obscured by the shade, there’s a dark shape in the window’s bottom corner that could be the curve of a head in silhouette.

      Get out of here, he hears. Get in your car and never come back here.

      Patsy?

      Barry’s window is at the back of his house, on the second floor. There’s no deck, no tree, nothing below it to stand on for support. And Patsy …

      I’m sharing a secret, she says. He wants to fight it but he can’t stop. He’s too weak. You have to go.

      He springs to the window, jerks the shade handle. It slams up onto its roll, flapping hard against the wall, one, two, three.

      Nothing out there but the sun dappling his tool shed and the tiny square of his vegetable garden.

      Before he gets back in his car, he notices a curtain moving in Clive and Francene’s bedroom window next door, the fabric stirring as if caught by a breeze, even though the sash is closed.

      
        sixth square

      

      Late for work, Maria freezes with the side door to the carport half open. Clive stands by her Hyundai, clean-shaven in a short-sleeve button down and tie, face vacant as a zombie’s.

      Then he sees her, and that square-cornered grin of his brings all his smile lines out.

      Inside her the spike of alarm melts, and for a moment she doesn’t care that they’re out in the open. Oh, baby, she says, where you been?

      His smile falters. I’m so sorry I haven’t been in touch. I swear, that crazy kid’s going to be the death of me.

      No he won’t. You’ll get through to him. She knows this role, the comforter. She’s played it for him many a time. She locks the door behind her. Your timing’s terrible, I have to get to the restaurant, I’m going to be late.

      I know, I just … I had to get out of there a minute. I had to see you. He stares hard at the ground as he says this.

      Now she’s beside him. He happens to be blocking her driver’s side door. It’s okay baby. I was worried, really worried, you’ve been silent as the grave. I just can’t do this right this minute. She holds up her car keys in a clear I’m-about-to-unlock-the-door gesture. He doesn’t move, just studies her face. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down above the knot of his tie, as if there’s a word stuck there that won’t come out.

      Um, baby? I have to go.

      He reaches up, strokes a warm finger under her jawline. She leans into his hand out of reflex a split second before her brain kicks in. Then she recoils. Clive, what the hell are you doing?

      He grabs her shoulders, pulls her in for a kiss.

      He’s never done this before, not this way, and not where everyone can see. His fingers dig in hard enough to bruise, and with a hiss she punches him in the solar plexus. Jesus fucking Christ!

      Her knuckles sting from the impact. He doesn’t flinch but he lets go.

      What the hell are you thinking? You want Francene to see?

      She’s never seen his face assume a configuration like this before, a snake flickering its tongue above a quivering mouse. You really think she doesn’t know, Maria?

      For a moment, his eyes are green, like his son’s, like Francene’s. She blinks and they’re dark brown, like they should be.

      She grips her ignition key like she’s holding a knife. I need to go.

      She vowed a long time ago not to let men bully her any more, not to let them use her, not when she has a choice. She’s not going to tolerate this kind of bullshit, not anymore, least of all from Clive. She’ll do what she has to do, even if it hurts.

      He’s not moving. For a breath-stopping moment she’s certain she’ll have to make good on her threat. Then he shudders, and gives way.

      A higher power blesses her at that instant, keeps her from fumbling at the lock, lets her hop into the driver’s seat in a fluid motion without ever having to look at him, even though he’s just inches away. She pulls the switch that locks all the doors.

      As the car coughs to life, he starts shouting. Maria, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

      She floors the accelerator, screeches straight out of the driveway. At the end of the street she checks her side mirror. He’s still standing in the same spot.

      
        seventh square

      

      Binoculars pressed against the window, Benjamin witnesses the whole brouhaha, Clive the Perfect Husband attempting to draw Maria the Single Mom into a kiss right there on the front lawn, his not-so-secret lover-on-the-side responding by thrashing out of his grip and holding her car keys like she intends to stab him in the eye.

      Obviously having Junior home has pushed Mr. Perfect Husband and Father over the edge. Benjamin can’t help but feel little thrills, of titillation, of anticipation.

      It makes up some for not having seen Patsy out and about today despite the sunny glow outside. It’s not time for her to call yet, though. When she does, he’ll learn what’s happened, what new twist in her ailment has laid her low. And he’ll listen as if he’s interested, because sometimes one must make an investment to keep the returns you want coming in.

      Clive the Perfect stands in the driveway as his mistress zooms off. This Benjamin can actually hear, the sulky tramp lead-footing the engine. Surely all that noise has brought meek little Francene or even wild son Shaun who caused all that police ruckus last night to come to a window, to see.

      Maybe they’ll have a confrontation right in the street. Benjamin can only hope.

      He watches Maria’s car disappear around the corner at the far end of the circle, then turns his attention back to Wayward Daddy.

      Who is staring right back at him.

      Benjamin utters a little girly shriek and stumbles back from the window.

      Then he pulls himself together, because it could only have been coincidence. He did not see Clive the Perfect Father with a smile like a serpent about to swallow a nest of eggs, looking not at his house or even at his window but right at him, meeting his single-eye gaze across the distance. It did not happen. No one ever looks at him in the slit between the bay window curtains. He’s never caught the neighbors doing more than idly scanning what little of the overgrown yard they could see behind his fence.

      He returns to the pane, puts binoculars to the glass.

      And finds himself looking right into bright green eyes, glistening mad eyes, eyes like aurora fire.

      Clive hasn’t moved an inch, except he has to have moved, and with astonishing speed. Because it’s not the father standing there now, in his bland blue button-down, it’s the son, the drug addict, in an unwashed black print t-shirt, standing in the exact same spot in Maria’s driveway, in the exact same hands-in-the-pockets pose, staring at Benjamin with the exact same predatory smile.

      Where has the father gone? Benjamin doesn’t know and he never finds out. He can’t look away from those green eyes. Seconds turn into minutes.

      Shaun winks. And blows Benjamin a kiss.

      And the old man cries out, and pulls the curtains shut.

      
        eighth square

      

      Lance doesn’t understand the place where he’s been, or the condition he now finds himself in.

      If his mind ever connected to the concept of a card catalog, he might have explained the raw sensations in those terms—he had been as a sheet of flesh compressed against other sheets in a claustrophobic drawer, waiting for fingers to pull open the narrow space, page through the pink membranes of exposed nerves. But Lance lacks the vocabulary to explain how it felt, just as he has no words to articulate how awareness, sight, smell and hearing have returned to him as abruptly as a sack pulled over his face.

      He stares at the ominous circular grill directly over his head for several seconds before his addled brain tells him it’s in fact the cover over a drain set in a concrete floor. Though his eyes tell him he must be hanging upside down, he feels no corresponding upset of balance. When he tries to bend his neck, he learns something doesn’t work right. It’s like his muscles find no spine to pull or push against, but his gaze swivels enough to see a water heater, a tool bench, saws and hammers hanging on a wall-mounted peg board.

      Somewhere, perhaps in another room, the sound of a tea kettle boiling to a whistle, quickly subsiding as a hand removes it from the stove.

      He doesn’t know if he should call out or keep quiet. He tries to look up at the ceiling, find out what the hell he’s hanging from, but he can’t make himself bend. His back, his arms, his legs—none of these things cooperate.

      Unbidden he remembers something awkward, something awful. Hanging upside-down in a smoke-filled bedroom, his mountain of a father dangling him, crushing both ankles together in a sandpaper-rough hand. Lance was tiny then, so tiny, and when his father used his free hand to punch him in the back, the fist that struck him was almost as wide as he was. He wailed like a siren, wailed red-faced at his momma sitting on the bed, who took the cigarette out of her mouth to say, Hit him again! The impact felt like it cracked him in half, and when he screamed his momma yelled, Shut him up! Again!

      When the mist clears from his eyes he connects with a start that he’s in a utility room, just a plain old utility room like any you’d find in the houses all through this neighborhood where he’s lived all his life. Those blocky things in the darkness beneath the lowered shade are just a washer and dryer, those jars on the shelves across from him hold nothing more than jam and canned beans.

      A door opens somewhere he can’t see, and the overhead light clicks on. Someone pads into the room. Lance tries again to turn his head, can’t. Then he tries to call out, but he can only push out air, no matter what he tries to say, Hey or Help me down or Who are you or You fucker.

      Striped athlete’s socks, no shoes, slender legs covered in blond fuzz, white boxers, the bottom hem of a black T-shirt. A hand gripping a large silver stovetop kettle, thumb fiddling with the lever that controls the lid over the spout, making it open and snap shut. The bastard stands that way, the spout not inches from Lance’s nose, flicking the lid open and shut, muttering something Lance can’t quite hear.

      His course of action ought to be a no-brainer. Knock that kettle away, grab hold of the little fuck however he can with his own massive hands, twist with arms thick as his puny captor’s legs, hell, tear the freak’s balls off if that’s what it takes, make him weep, make him beg, make him Let me down!

      But he does nothing of the sort—the most he manages to do is sort of tremble in place.

      Now is when it occurs to him to be afraid.

      And even that feels all wrong. His heart should be freaking in its ribcage like an inmate with the DTs. Instead he feels an unnatural and sickening chill, like ice is cracking underneath his chin.

      The guy bends down to look him in the eye. It’s Shaun, staring with wild green eyes. His hair is matted, bird’s-nest crazy, as if he hasn’t slept in years. And there’s something wrong with his face, not just that the pussy’s been crying, but his skin looks like it’s straining, on the verge of bursting.

      It isn’t enough, he says. Don’t try to tell me it’s enough. It isn’t enough. He deserves so much worse. So much worse than what we can do. Don’t tell me it’s enough. Don’t tell me what to fucking do, I want this, I want this.

      He grabs Lance by the hair and lifts his head. Lance’s head and shoulders shouldn’t be able to bend and fold the way that they do.

      His eyes tell him things. He doesn’t understand or accept them.

      His eyes show him that he’s hanging from nothing more substantial than clothesline strung from the bare ceiling rafters. Something is wrong with his skin. It’s loose, neither stretched by muscle nor distended by belly fat. His eyes tell him he has no arms—they’re simply not there. His body truncates at the waist, no cock, no legs. Odd black pins clip him to the clothesline. If his eyes are to be believed, he’s hanging like a pillowcase of empty hide in the drug addict’s basement.

      For a second, his captor looks him in the eye, face peeling like wet wallpaper.

      The kid lets him go, and his head flops down so he’s staring at the drain again.

      Shaun walks around him, still talking. So he never did this. That makes me an innovator. Taking things to the next level. Shaun stops behind him, tugs at him, tugs at his back, where he can’t defend himself.

      Now Lance is really struggling to form words, saying Don’t, don’t, Daddy don’t …

      Tell me if this hurts, the addict says.

      Then the water sluices in, poured through the opening at his waist, scalding him from the inside out. It burns worse than a hand on the burner, than a blowtorch in the throat, gushing through his empty insides, and he screams and screams, but only water pours out, searing his tongue, searing his nostrils, cooking his eyes like eggs as it leaks out through the corners of his eyelids.

      
        stitching

      

      You can’t control the whole, but you can control its pieces. You can break off parts, you can make them long for a voice to scream with. You’ve never loved loss of control so much, you’re high on it, laughing as the tornado lifts you.

      Surely a sin eater can also sin. You say it to yourself, over and over, despite the whispers of alarm deep within. Eventually all those whispers shift along the spectrum, no longer voices in unison, no one could understand their thousandfold overlapping syllables, especially not you.

      
        ninth square

      

      Maria has too much to think about when she gets home.

      The confrontation with Clive really rattled her, has her pacing through the house, paying only half-attention to her evening routines as she rehearses how she’ll tell him she never wants to hear from him again.

      She’s only indulged their clandestine trysts this long because he’s been so sweet to her, oftentimes the only help on hand when she really needs it. And he’s smart in a way that most of the men who chase her generally aren’t. She never sought out a relationship with a married man, but she fell for him anyway. Her feelings are what they are and she knows the good things in life are fleeting, so she enjoys them when she can.

      And she knows that as soon as something goes bad it must be thrown away. No matter what excuse he concocts.

      So many men are just like children. They push boundaries. It took her a few bouts with abuse too many to learn that lesson, but boy has she learned it.

      She ditched graduating high school to become a wealthy older man’s toy, to learn a toy’s life is torture when one’s owner never lets you out of the box and never wants you to ask what he does while you’re trapped inside alone. The bad boy who helped her escape turned out to be even worse, a charming wild-man guitar player with a heart-melting grin and a honey tongue, who’d get her drunk and stoned and show off what he could make her do, with other men, with other women, with people watching. And then Ralph the disc jockey, who turned out to be the worst of all, like marrying Hitler disguised as Casanova. The only thing worthwhile that came from all of it was Davey. For her son, she’d do anything.

      Everyone else could go to Hell, and if Hell came for her and her boy, she’d stand in the fire and hold him out of reach of the flames.

      She’s wandered into Davey’s room, the one he uses on weekends. She sits on his bed with its Spiderman-patterned comforter, idly thumbs through the books stacked on his short metal bookshelf. Bartholomew and the Oobleck. He’s a little old for that one now. Alice in Wonderland. Something Wicked This Way Comes. That’s a little better. Bulfinch’s Mythology. She’s wondered if that would be too fat and wordy for him, but he loves it, loves those old tales of weird Greek heroes and gods and goddesses always doing terrible things to each other, just like life.

      What was the one they read together that punched her so hard in the gut? The musician and his wife. Orpheus.

      No man was ever going to lure her down into the dark and trap her there, accident or no. She thinks of Clive again, starts telling him to go fuck himself a hundred different ways, then snaps out of it. Laundry. All her uniforms are dirty. Laundry, now.

      There’s a note taped to the basement door. She doesn’t recognize the handwriting. A woman’s, curvy and meticulous. It just says, I know now.

      She freezes as if every drop of blood in her body changed to ice crystal.

      Who the fuck has been in my house, she thinks, although the message itself points to one particular person, which is impossible because Clive doesn’t have a key to her house. She learned never to make that mistake again many years ago.

      With a slow-motion avalanche of denial at war in her mind with an inferno of curiosity, she opens the door.

      When she spies the heap at the foot of the basement stairs, at first she thinks it’s a pile of clothes, and she wonders how it got there, because Davey’s with his father.

      Another step down after flipping on the light and her confusion grows, because these are women’s clothes, but not like anything she herself has ever worn. A no-nonsense, non-revealing skirt and a clean, pristine blouse, when she is totally a jeans-and-T-shirt person, if even that formal.

      The disconnect resolves itself when she takes her next step, and she understands someone is wearing these clothes, someone lying motionless at the bottom of the stairs.

      Down a slow step further and she realizes she knows who it is, recognizes the outfit. Francene, who is always at home, because Clive makes enough she doesn’t have to work. She’s had any number of reasons, ranging from seething envy to sympathetic pity, to give Francene more than casual scrutiny on multiple occasions.

      It looks for all the world like Francene is lying with her head wedged under the bottom step.

      The illusion doesn’t come apart until Maria stands on the bottom step and softly calls Francene’s name. When no response comes she toes the other woman’s arm with her slipper, and the body shifts.

      She appeared to have her head wedged under the step because her shoulders were flush against it. Francene’s head is missing.

      What’s even stranger about it, what pushes Maria right past the need to scream, leaves her sitting silent with mind in freefall, is the sheer absurdity of the fatal wound—or lack thereof. Francene’s starched collar doesn’t encircle a gory stalk of severed neck. Instead it reveals an expanse of smooth skin, as if Maria’s unknowing romantic rival had never had a head, was somehow born without one.

      Immediately Maria convinces herself that she’s the victim of a prank and her own overactive imagination. She grabs an arm of the dummy and her fingers circle flesh that’s still warm, still has a pulse.

      The next thing she knows she’s on the floor herself, back against the cinder-block wall in the furnace room, kicking at headless Francene, who does nothing in response but flop and loll. The shrieks ringing in her ears are no doubt her own.

      A rap on the basement window startles her into new silence.

      The squat window in question is set high in the wall above the dryer. On the outside of the house, the sill of that window is set in a shallow concrete well, its floor about six inches below ground level. Shadows move outside that could be legs and feet, someone in the backyard retreating from the window, impossible to tell in the dark.

      There’s another note, taped to the window. She can see writing. WE NEED TO TALK—in the same hand she saw before, that neat feminine cursive.

      She should call the police.

      She can’t. Her cursed brain shows her the consequences all too clearly.

      Her rival’s still-living headless body lies sprawled at the foot of her basement stairs. Either Clive or his son left her there. One of them is responsible for Francene’s state, somehow. She doesn’t understand what’s happened to Francene, she knows that she’s alive, somehow, and that means there’s hope. Whatever has been done, she doesn’t understand it, but she needs it undone.

      She can’t call the police.

      She could have before, and she didn’t. When Denise showed up on her stoop crying late one night, wanting to talk. Maria will never forget the conversation they had over warm tea that graduated to straight shots of Jack, as Denise spilled her guts about things that happened in that house. She made Maria promise never to tell.

      It weighs like a hot brick inside that she kept that promise. But the consequences of breaking it are too painful to think about.

      The loud-mouthed father of her sweet little bookworm of a son already has far too much power. What would happen to her life, if she exposed this squirming mess? How would Ralph exploit it?

      She can’t give up. For Davey’s sake, she needs this fixed.

      But she’s not completely without her senses.

      When she crosses over to Clive’s house, nonchalant as if she’s planning to borrow a bag of sugar, there’s a little extra pressure in the front hip pocket of her jeans, a gift from one of her previous paramours, a big-bellied trucker with a wicked sense of humor and too much of a mean streak to be a keeper.

      The gift: a silvery folding knife with molded black grips and a ten-pound spring that causes it to flip open and lock with the speed of a switchblade when she depresses a button with her thumb. Hardly an assurance of even odds—Clive owns guns. And there’s Francene’s body, still living somehow without its head. She can’t comprehend how something like that is possible, can’t deal with it in any rational way, so she just doesn’t.

      All the neighborhood’s cookie-cutter houses gleam ghostly in the lamplight. The street is empty. Somewhere down the cross-street, a kid shouts, a basketball bounces on a driveway.

      Upstairs, to her right, in the room where Denise slept, the curtain moves. A face glimpsed.

      Francene? Francene’s head?

      She watches her finger push the doorbell as if she’s dreaming. Footsteps on the other side, but no one answers.

      She hears Clive call. It’s open.

      She hasn’t set foot in this house in years. Hasn’t dared.

      As promised, the door’s unlocked. Inside the house is pristine as ever, shoes arranged neat as soldiers on the split-level landing, a wooden plaque carved with the words Our Lovely Home mounted above the short stairwell to the basement, and to the side, above another plaque that reads Home Is Family, hangs a huge photo of the family in their younger years, Denise in her softball uniform, Shaun in glasses and an Izod shirt, Clive in a sweater and Francene in a pink blouse with puffy sleeves.

      Maria regards them all, their phony smiles. Clive, what the hell is going on?

      No answer.

      Clive?

      A noise from downstairs, a creak, something banging on a metal surface, and a wet sound she can’t quite place.

      As she descends the stairs, more homilies await on the walls. God bless this house. Home is where the heart is. Forgive us our trespasses.

      The door to the utility room stands ajar. That odd, wet flopping sound wafts through it. She contemplates pulling out the knife, decides against it.

      Through the door, past the furnace, and at first she’s puzzled by what she sees hanging from the short clothesline attached to the ceiling beams.

      Her mind translates it as a large, shapeless sack of untanned leather, with a swarm of something inside it, making it twitch and ripple up and down its length in a truly disgusting way. Insects? Mice? The creaks come from the clothesline cord as the thing’s weight tugs and shifts, the bangs occur when the cord snaps up against a metal air duct.

      When she steps closer, the sack shivers even more violently. Her stomach knots as she notices the thing is leaking, a thick, foamy, snot-like string dripping out a hole at its tapered bottom. A hole that looks disturbingly like a mouth. With lips that stretch and contract.

      She can make out more features. Nostrils. Ears. There are eyes. Rolling to stare at her as the drooling mouth shapes words.

      She recoils, and bumps into someone standing right behind her.

      A warm envelope of red, glistening flesh engulfs her head. A bear hug crushes her arms to her sides, and what feels like another arm crooks around her neck. She kicks, kicks, kicks as she’s dragged upstairs.

      
        one stitch loosens

      

      A voice, louder than the others. Not her.

      
        tenth square

      

      Her struggle ends when she’s hurled like a Barbie doll thrown in a tantrum. She lands on a mattress.

      Maria wants to laugh. She’s in the master bedroom, sprawled on Clive and Francene’s king-size bed, with its layers upon layers of floral comforters, its pillows color-coordinated to anal-retentive perfection.

      The ceiling is riddled with bullet holes.

      Shaun bars the way between her and the doorway, eyes bulged, teeth bared in an extraordinary grimace. Tears slick his cheeks. Snot globs his vestigial mustache. He’s panting so hard, it’s like his whole body is pulsing.

      She scrambles away from him, to the opposite corner, between Francene’s delicate white dresser and an immense oak wardrobe.

      The boy thumps his chest with a fist. You belong in here.

      No I don’t, she says. What the fuck’s wrong with you?

      Everything, he says, his voice breaking.

      She’s on her feet in the narrow space between bed and wall, wardrobe and dresser. He’s crossing by the foot of the bed, moving toward her as he claws at his throat with both hands, his lips stretched in an agonized rictus.

      Stay away, she says, and flicks the knife open.

      He looses a sob, and steps closer.

      
        stitching, undone

      

      You’re a forlorn cry of despair, echoing and echoing down through the spirals of flesh and darkness.

      You’re an ant atop a mountain crawling with severed and recombined horrors, the mountain itself built on layers of half-mad, half-alive remains. You’re battling against other fanged and pincered mites as the entire mass beneath you begins to move.

      As legs kick. As arms scrabble. As skin inches and bunches and slithers. The coils of the tapestry plunge deep, deeper than anything remembers, so many strata crushed one onto the other, all sewn together with the darkest magic, all alive.

      You are the cork shaking loose above a building geyser of hunger. A thin membrane that swells, ruptures, leaks.

      You are staring at the parasite who drained your father’s love away, your husband’s sperm away, and as you reach for your thronging faerie beads, your black magic buttons, your ultimate drug of choice, other fingers pluck at yours, other wills rip at yours, other longings disrupt yours, and the bright motes slip into the cracks inside you and scuttle the wrong way.

      Your father’s voice, cutting against the grain of yours. Not her.

      And other heads lift inside the coils of this endless, overloaded patchwork of stolen sin and severed lives. Uncounted mouths cry out, even as voices both yours and not yours hiss in your ear.

      Not her.

      Somewhere inside you a little girl wails.

      And you’re in a fight to keep your own mind intact as a multitude strains for freedom, pushing and pulling in all directions from their places in the quilt. The only thing these fragments have in common is appetite.

      You are the head torn almost free, dangling by a shred of flesh no thicker than a thread.

      You are the pattern that can no longer hold.

      
        eleventh square

      

      Through the gap in his throat something bulges, another mouth, whispering not her not her not her …

      Shaun screams and lurches forward another step.

      Even his eyes split, another pair bubbling up behind them.

      Backed up against the wall, Maria has forgotten to breathe. Forgotten she has a heartbeat. Forgotten she has a weapon.

      Beneath his clothes, beneath his skin, Shaun’s flesh is swelling.

      Just as with his face, his forearms begin to split.

      Inside his left arm, there’s another mouth, and it starts screaming too. In Patsy’s voice. Run, Maria! He can’t control it!

      The thing that was Shaun gasps NO! and stumbles closer.

      Get away, she says, but she can’t even hear her own voice over the many, many others that join Patsy’s, yammering over top of her. Run run help me not her help me RUN …

      Worst of all, she hears the ear-shredding screams of a terrified little girl.

      Folds of skin slide out from underneath Shaun’s shirt, from inside his sleeves, pour out like foam from an overflowing cup.

      His face is a shattered nesting doll, a peeling onion of mouths and eyes. His arms, too, peeling back like corn husks as he reaches toward her, his soft shell rolling back to reveal clots of squirming fingers, gobs of knotted flesh between them mushrooming out into even more faces, the empty eye sockets abruptly filling with eyes, bright mites flowing through the creases between the tumorous blooms.

      He’s filling the space between wardrobe and bed, sealing her in. She peels herself out of her paralysis, stabs him in what’s left of his face.

      The knife sticks in his molting forehead as if plunged in a grapefruit. It draws no blood. Above and below it, his head yawns apart. The knife slips into the widening hole and vanishes somewhere inside him.

      She scrambles onto the bed, flailing pillows out of the way as every bit of Shaun’s mutating body begins to unwind.

      He comes undone, a thing made of unreeling tapestries, every panel sewn together from writhing, bleating human remains, every single tortured sheet unrolling.

      You belong here. The words waft out of his partitioning face before the length of his body splits and yawns wide open.

      One of the thousand voices she hears screaming must be her own.

      What had been a body, however chimerical, is now a tunnel gaping down into another space, a spiraling channel into somewhere completely outside the confines of reality, its walls formed of peeling patches of skin knitted and merged in suppurating layers, of thrashing limbs, of lolling heads, of flopping genitals, of twisting intestines and latticed bone, all fused in brain-bending Picasso distortion.

      She could laugh. She does laugh. The thing fills half the room, every part of it like a window shade flapping open, like fleshy tongues of carpet unrolling, speeding to a blur, every new fractalling tendril opening out and uncoiling, spewing even more patchworks of flesh. The babble of voices echoing out of that otherwordly tunnel of fused-together body parts has reached such a crescendo that she can no longer make out any individual one.

      Somehow she’s crawled backward onto the floor by the bedroom door, as a curtain of swarming skin covers the ceiling in a single motion like the tossing of a sheet, as a twisting tendril of flesh slithers out from beneath the bed, its tip opening in a polyp of arms that rises to embrace her.

      She scrambles backward into the hall. The tendril formed of grasping arms lashes at her like a striking snake. Her cries have moved beyond words.

      She’s up and running, down the hall, down the stairs, out the door, into the night.

      
        twelfth square

      

      Outside, the bright streetlights cast the neighborhood in friendly amber. In the distance, Maria hears traffic. Closer, the springboard sound of a basketball hitting a backboard, the game she heard before continuing into the night, in someone’s floodlit driveway.

      From the house behind her, not a sound.

      A pickup truck turns onto the street, pulls up to the curb by the first house on the right, engine idling. The headlights momentarily blind her—she steps hesitantly out of Clive and Francene’s yard, feeling as if she just woke from a nightmare to discover she’s been sleepwalking.

      She can see redhead Jillian and her peach-fuzz bearded boyfriend, necking in the cab of the truck right where Jillian’s grandma could see her if she chose to look.

      She wants to warn them but her mind can’t wrap around what to warn them about. What did she see in that house? Did she see anything at all? Her heart could be sprinting in place.

      She turns.

      The house stands silent, front door sensibly shut, lights on behind the dark curtains in the windows.

      A rustling catches her ear, and she backpedals to the road until she can see its source. Clive and Francene have a juniper beside their house that they’ve allowed to grow up until its crown crops just beneath their bedroom window. The branches are waving back and forth, ever so slightly—but even as her heart attempts to leap into her mouth, she can feel the quickening breeze.

      A new flicker of motion makes her glance back up at the living room window, on the second floor, on the left side of the house, above a neatly trimmed hedge of cedars, black boxes in the night illumination. Again, the curtain in that window moves. Is moving.

      Maria peers closer. The way the fabric is moving.

      What she sees in the window, illuminated by the truck headlights, is a continuous glistening sheet, sliding up the glass. It flexes and expands until the window goes black.

      Maria backs away as the rustling in the trees grows louder, joined by new noises from the back yard, as something starts moving in the hedges that shield the basement windows.

      An exit plan is forming in her head. Get back to her house, grab her keys, get to her car, roar as far away from this place as possible, pausing only to pick up Davey from his father’s apartment. She’ll take him by force if she has to, somehow. And then just keep driving. What’s one waitress job? She can always get another. And she’s blessed enough that she can always find a place to live, even if it means shacking up with someone disposable for a while.

      A voice whispers, Maria.

      She can’t tell from where.

      She’s off at a sprint.

      
        thirteenth square

      

      When the telephone rings, it’s as if a banshee breaks the silence in Benjamin’s dank cavern of a house.

      He’s lain in his own bed under the covers most of the day, shivering, but not because of any cold. He wants the courage to spit in those green eyes that sought him out in his hidey-hole. He wants the courage, the rage, to say to that smugly predatory face, You have no right, to seize that smug head in his bare hands and squeeze that all-too-knowing stare out of existence with his thumbs.

      He wants to put the bricks back in the wall that’s been blasted through. But the most he has the strength to do is hide and hope the rock he’s under gets left alone.

      The phone shocks him out of his withdrawal. He’s so deeply shaken, San Andreas fault shaken, that he’s only in the most passing way noticed that Patsy’s afternoon call never came. He has not wondered why, or what might be wrong.

      Patsy. He needs to ask her what’s gone on down there, why Shaun the Drug Addict has taken notice of him.

      The phone continues to shrill, a deafening nag worse than any his long-gone mother had to offer him.

      He pads into the kitchen with increasing hurry, so used to the dark he navigates without need to see his way, wanting as much to quiet that hideous ringing as to hear from his partner in spying on the neighborhood’s sad dregs.

      The receiver is cold in his grip. When he picks it up the noise is astonishing, like someone’s called him from a room where everyone is shouting.

      The volume dims as he places it to his ear, but as he speaks Hello! Hello! into the phone, it takes many seconds before he can hear Patsy talking to him.

      Her voice sounds strange in the receiver, like she’s having trouble breathing. And even once he can make her out she’s hard to hear. Though he can’t fathom why, she’s whispering, even though it sounds like she’s still in a crowded room, a cocktail party where hundreds of people are speaking softly.

      What? he asks.

      You have to come to the window, the woman’s voice whispers. You won’t believe your eye.

      
        new stitching

      

      If he could still breathe, Lance would breathe a sigh of relief when the bright motes stitch him back into the seamless sheet of the greater body.

      He’s never been a beast of strong will or secure mind, governed from childhood by primal, petty instincts, a creature crushed beneath his father, forced to grow unnaturally in what little space remained under that flabby oppression. He has no identity to clutch to beyond the scrub of hate, cannot hold his own against the torrent and doesn’t even try.

      And yet in the expanding corpus of the quilt, hunger trumps all, and the desires of its individual parts become guiding urges, adding eddies to the current, that scrabble and claw into tributaries.

      Perhaps it’s only chance that his gibbering remains are among those disassembled and rearranged segments that push out through the crack in the utility room window.

      Yet as he and his companions slither as one across the weatherman’s backyard, grope not quite blindly toward his own home, this tributary of fused-together flesh gains momentum, gains purpose, speeding even faster as he leads the squeeze through the hairline gap beneath the garage door, faster yet as he tracks the muted sounds of emphysema-roughened moans and animal grunts.

      He finds them naked in the den, their shriveled, sagging flesh bared and animated with full rut, his mother on the couch on all fours, his father kneeling behind her, red-faced, veins bulging in his neck just as they did during a prelude to a beating.

      Neither has time to squawk a syllable as the tide washes over them, as Lance’s hands find his mother’s neck, as his mouth locks with his father’s mouth.

      The bright motes unbind them and Lance is inside his mother and father and both are inside and part of him, and all the pathetic and mean secrets they kept from one another are known for one brief moment before they’re all absorbed and swept away.

      
        fourteenth square

      

      The higher powers are not smiling on Maria.

      Neither her purse nor her keys are on the lamp table by the door where they’re supposed to be. Nor are they on the coffee table in front of the TV. Nor are they on the spare chair in the kitchen. What the hell did she do when she came home, before she found Francene’s body?

      She finds them on the desk in Davey’s room, her keys glittering like stray treasure beside a stack of coloring books he hasn’t touched in years. She vaguely remembers thumbing through the books and daydreaming before heading down to start laundry.

      She snatches the keys and she’s sprinting again, breath hissing through her nose. Her mind alights briefly on the headless not-corpse in the basement, regrets there’s no time to hide it, to somehow make it go away. But if someone finds it, if someone wants to ask her about it, so be it. If God really does love her she’ll be far away from here by this time next day, with Davey sleeping in the passenger seat.

      She dashes outside, keeping her mind restricted to the practical, the need to leave, not letting herself dwell on the unexplainable. Stay focused, get away, get to Davey. One foot on the sidewalk, she pauses to wonder if she should bother locking the house. A hand waves to her from the grass alongside the driveway.

      Her mind tells her someone’s lying there, though she sees no body. The arm waves again, protruding straight up from the ground, a pale, thick and disconcertingly lively flower.

      A second arm lifts up nearby. And a third, this one terminating in a smooth knob at the wrist rather than a hand.

      Someone else starts to scream.

      The pickup truck’s shock absorbers groan and squeak as it rocks back and forth with tremendous force. A mass of churning, meaty darkness blots and flattens against the windows of the cab. The girl’s screams continue, muted underneath. The waving headlights sweep a road flooded with travesty, a boiling river of wet glistening eyes, gasping mouths, floundering limbs.

      What the fuck!

      From the house on Maria’s right, that boulder-muscled hulk of a cop has come out onto his front deck, his scalp reflecting white beneath the halo of his crew cut, wearing only his boxers, his coal black Glock 22 clutched with both fists.

      Her own yard is smothered in serpentine motion. Inside the truck cab, the girl is still screaming, though her voice sounds like it’s coming from down a long hallway, someplace far distant. The passenger window rolls down and something pale and inhumanly long wiggles out of it.

      The cop swears again. His gun cracks and flashes.

      Hundreds of limbs, a forest of arms, rise up from the cop’s yard, from Maria’s, in eerie synchronicity. They sprout beside her car. They grope out from underneath it.

      She hears a laugh, Shaun’s laugh. One of the arms holds up a pale bag of flesh that fills into a woman’s blond head. The woman whose body lies in her basement. Francene’s head bares teeth, her jaw unhinging to stretch her mouth in a baboon’s insane scream.

      Maria runs straight toward Patsy’s house, where she saw no animated remains raise their hands. She aims for the treeline behind, the railroad tracks beyond.

      Behind her, more gunfire.

      
        new stitching

      

      Francene knows anger. She knows betrayal, she knows rage, she knows the urge to murder. For good or for ill, she has known these things for years, and kept them buried deep.

      Now they’re all that’s left of her.

      The thing that used to be her son claimed both her and her sham of a husband just hours after Clive brought him home from the rehab center. So funny, so funny, when he started wailing that he couldn’t resist any longer, they thought he meant the drugs. But, oh, the thing their boy was addicted to, one taste and hooked for life, it wasn’t drugs. Oh, how soon they learned.

      Since then Francene has been nothing, a speck of plankton swallowed by the whale, not even a party to the cruel game of bait and lure to which her body had been put to use. Until this spark, this ignition that renders her a particle of positive charge, drawn with increasing power to a negative target.

      When she was gobbled by the monster, her husband did nothing to keep it from happening, nothing to fight it, nothing.

      When the monster came for Maria—he fought for her, used what was left of his will to delay the strike, buy her time to escape, break her son’s crumbling will. Not her. He fought for Maria.

      Francene’s anger swells. Her hunger snowballs.

      The prey is on the run.

      The forest of arms bends toward Maria’s retreating back like flowers pursuing sunlight in time lapse. The pool of flesh gushes as the limbs swarm after her.

      The bulk of the chaos she’s part of surges in ravenous bloodlust toward a different morsel but the impulse spreading through the tide of flesh has no hold on her. Francene rides her own frenzied engine, her wrath outpacing the momentum of the greater body. She hardly feels the plucks of stitches parting, nerves separating.

      This time, her beautiful rival won’t be spared.

      
        fifteenth square

      

      Benjamin can’t tear himself away from the window.

      As Maria the Mistress runs, the Uniformed Wifebeater clutches his gun and wades into what looks from Benjamin’s perspective like churning floodwaters, only it’s too pale, too patchwork, too alive and deliberate in all its motion to be water or any other form of fluid.

      Through the disc of his monocular vision the entire street seethes with twisted life. The mouth of Hell has vomited up all its squirming scrapple of damned.

      The cop shoots again, shouting in a voice uncharacteristically high-pitched. The visual makes no sense at all: hands clutch at the cop’s waist like he’s a rock star attempting to stride across a crowd of rabid fans. Something like glitter sparks between the scrabbling fingers. Then the cop drops straight down as if a trap door opens under his feet, disappears up to his bare heaving chest in the chaos, shrieking nonstop as his arms flail wildly.

      Then, as if he were an iceberg melting, his head, his shoulders, his muscle-knotted arms simply drift apart—one arm slapping the air, the other with the gun firing straight up, his face contorted like a pug, still shrieking, as each part drifts at speed in different directions, separated by feet, by yards, still moving, still alive.

      I told you, a voice whispers. The best show of your life.

      He drops his binoculars. They break on the hard oak floor.

      A woman’s voice. Watching, always watching. Never one of us.

      He peers back into his darkened cavern of a house. Patsy?

      The woman laughs, softly, and her voice is joined by another, and another, a chorus of mockery.

      We know all about you now.

      Never one of us.

      Always watching. Always peeping.

      He thinks he hears weeping. He thinks he hears Patsy’s voice, a moan of warning. Something plucks at the hem of his dressing gown.

      He cries out and stumbles back, into a host of waiting arms.

      Lips press against his ear. Nasty little spy. You will never be one of us.

      He’s yelling, Leave me alone, Leave me alone, and struggling against the hands that are all over him, palms sliding across his body, fingers digging in. There are mouths, teeth nipping pinches of flesh.

      Never part of us. Simply … apart.

      His feet leave the floor.

      His gown torn away, his eye patch gone, arms squeezing him, pinning his own arms, fingers probing his mouth, his anus, his blind eye, squeezing his cock, his balls, his throat, grabbing fistfuls of his flab, more fingers grabbing at his tongue to replace the ones he bites through, stuffing his mouth as he tries to plead for mercy.

      His joints are being bent the wrong way. The pressure, unrelenting, unbearable.

      And the hands tighten their grips to stone-crushing force. And pull until they tear, as joints pop loose, as teeth force themselves through skin.

      
        sixteenth square

      

      As Maria bolts past the fenced-in house where that weird recluse lives, a horrible noise rips from its dark depths, screams fed from a level of pain she’s never encountered in the whole of her life, never even been able to imagine. The very sound makes her want to weep and cover her ears.

      When she reaches the treeline, they still haven’t stopped. She’s tuned them out. She has to. And she doesn’t notice at first that there’s another voice, screaming her name.

      Her mind is racing far ahead of her wheezing body, thinking about what she needs to do once she’s on the railroad tracks, once she’s off them, who she’ll call and who she’ll recruit, how she’ll get to the apartment where the father of her child lives to snatch Davey up.

      She doesn’t understand any of the things she’s seen over the past hour, doesn’t understand what happened to Shaun and Clive and Patsy, doesn’t need to. She knows she can’t go home, knows she can’t leave this town without her son, knows she can’t leave him vulnerable in a place where the pylons of reality have ripped free of the ocean floor.

      She’s a survivor. Someone who lands in bad situations and then springs out again under her own power, whether it’s through the possessive clutches of a beefy, jealous boyfriend or through the snags of untrimmed brambles and disease-slimed trees with the mouth of Hell open behind her.

      The fence guarding the rail yard has barbed wire strung along the top. Twenty years ago, she would have climbed it without thinking twice. Tonight the sight makes her hesitate, just for a second.

      Maria.

      And now she can’t mistake the sound.

      Maria.

      She turns to meet Francene’s green-eyed glare, not three feet away, illuminated by the rail yard lights, peering at her through the crown of a sumac tree, her oval head cross-hatched by the shadows of the compound leaves. Maria doesn’t see a body—she knows Francene’s body isn’t with her head—she can’t tell how Francene’s face is hanging there.

      She picks the only obvious option, and flees. The treetops rattle and rock above her as Francene follows. The rustle of the leaves could be thunder.

      No more hiding, Francene says.

      She lowers down from a cedar that’s directly in Maria’s path.

      Not anymore.

      Francene’s head with its blond hair once wound back in a tightly braided bun now grins at the tip of a slender twist of flesh that thickens out into a column, a many-limbed worm cobbled together from the still-moving parts of other people. They clamber through the branches with no concern for injury as Francene lowers her head further—there are so many of them, the branches heavy with motion all around her, the coils of the creature winding from trunk to trunk, hands grasping everywhere as the circle tightens.

      She’s surrounded. Francene’s head lifts toward her, the mutant head of a caterpillar. Maria wants to laugh.

      More rustling of leaves, and she’s confronted with the tail of the serpent. This too sports a face, gasping like a fish. Shaun, Francene’s son.

      My disgusting son wants to know you from inside, the way my disgusting husband did.

      The boy’s voice whimpers. I’m sorry.

      The crazy quilt monster of torsos and arms and legs and eyes has closed in on all sides, steadily inching through the branches and brush. Francene’s head nuzzles against her weeping son in a twisted show of affection. My little sweetheart should always get what he wants most.

      Everywhere Maria could lunge, arms await.

      She kneels. I just want to see my son again. You understand.

      Mine wants to see inside you, Francene’s mouth hisses. The coils unite, become a wall, a chimney.

      Maria knows Francene’s hatred is just. I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to hurt any of you, she says. I’m so sorry.

      Fingers pull at her hair, her clothes. Most of her body goes numb as glowing mites crawl from the monster’s skin onto hers, arrange themselves in orderly rows.

      Arms encircle her, lift her shirt as Francene’s face lowers to her navel, pulls one of the bright fasteners loose with her teeth, then another, then another, opening Maria’s belly like a baby doll’s. What’s inside flitters in mind-bending motion.

      Shaun’s face disappears inside her as the serpent invades tail-first. She can feel its length folding up inside her, folding and folding, feel the blind eyes along its length flutter open.

      
        the pattern

      

      You are so lucky.

      Your life and hers connect in one long worm of memory, and with full understanding hate can only transmute into sadness.

      You learn all you ever needed to know about the man you have in common, how he kept feeble ghosts of love alive for both of you, one shade comatose and dying, the other leprous and selfish, based on a stunted waxwork of desire. He never wanted you close enough to have for keeps but never wanted you to stray out of reach. In your shared soul, you see he always wanted you in your proper place, loved you for your usefulness but demanded that you stay out of sight, carry out what you were charged to do without ever getting in the way. And for this empty, manipulative homunculus of a man you’ve waged a war of wills, burrowed into one another in life and after.

      You are so lucky.

      That her furor, her desire to rend you piecemeal so overwhelmed that she tore away from the great body and found you on her own.

      That as she stitches herself into you and fastens you around herself, as the scraps and tatters she dragged with her fuse into you, as that insatiable hunger for the stains of flesh and spirit becomes your hunger, as her mind buttons itself to yours, she understands everything, the web you had lived in together all these years, understands your surrender, your genuine repentance, and loses the willpower to do anything but grieve.

      And as she howls, as she curls into herself, you smother her, you swallow her, you unravel the bits that remain and weave her into your new pattern.

      You’re a survivor, with a drive, a cause that devours all others.

      Your belly closes over the tapestry of horror rolled up inside you. A thousand half-memories loop around your thickening thread, add their feral undercurrents.

      You are every goddess that ever wore the skins of her followers. You are every witch that ever stole a man’s damnable shape. You are an innocent girl molested, you are her pathetic, cowardly abuser, you are every docile loved one who ever kept silent and looked the other way. You are the woman on the side, the woman scorned, the woman bent on murder.

      You are a new pattern sheared from the old quilt.

      You find what’s left of the weak, mewling man-boy, the one who tried to be the monster and failed, and fold him into nothing, into something even less.

      You can feel the great body’s resonance in your weave of nerves, the wonderful agony as it spews and stretches with no end in sight. The slavering delight at finding new patches to absorb, new secrets, new nasties, hunting them as they run through the streets, hide in cellars and closets and clutch their button-eyed dolls under their beds, winding tendrils around the punches they throw, circling fingers around their ankles as they try to climb into their cars.

      You could return to it, yes. Perhaps you could become its new nerve center, new master pattern, the quilter who stretches all the layers across the frame and binds them with the strength of living skin.

      Or perhaps you’d simply become lost and reabsorbed in its folds. Or perhaps you’ll snip away all you can steal and set out on your own, a new colony.

      You have nothing to fear, everything to learn. You go to meet it.

      
        the piece trimmed free

      

      A little girl kneels in the center of a quiet street.

      As below, so above. Asphalt washed by streetlamps. A bright moon muffled by clouds. All the same gray.

      Empty houses stand to either side of her, dead sentinels, skulls of concrete and plaster picked clean of all human parasites. The girl has never seen any of these houses before. She still doesn’t see them. She stares at the ground between her hands, posed as if she plans to puke, as if she’s pressed her hands to the plate glass above a view into the craw of Hell, and she can’t stop watching, no matter how much she wants to.

      Around her the neighborhood lies silent. In the distance, somewhere well out of sight of this deserted cul-de-sac, a brief scream, a sound that could belong to anything, human or animal.

      Off to one side, in the front yard of one of the abandoned houses, a woman rises from the grass. In the gray ambiance her hair flows black as strokes of ink, her skin dusky, her eyes glistening pits. Every bit of her is alive, flesh, clothing, layers sliding over one another as might snakes in a nest, before she settles into one shape.

      She steps onto the road, walks to the girl, who doesn’t move, doesn’t look up.

      Maria stoops beside the girl, cups a hand under her chin, forces her to raise her head. She whispers the girl’s name. Maddy. She speaks in another woman’s voice.

      The girl who was Maddy stares at nothing, starts to shudder.

      When Maria speaks again, it’s with a voice akin to her own. She whispers in the girl’s ear. You don’t belong in here.

      Maddy sings softly, without melody. She swallowed the spider. To catch the fly.

      I gave you back everything I could.

      She swallowed the fly. I don’t know why. Maybe she’ll die.

      You’ll have to find the rest on your own.

      Maddy’s mouth moves but makes no more sounds. Maria stands and backs away. Now her eyes are star-bright. Maybe I’ll see you again. When you’re older.

      When Maria drives away, the little girl is still hunched in the road, neither laughing nor crying as she speaks. Funny, Mommy. It was so funny. Mommy, don’t you think it was funny?

      
        the scrap left over

      

      Mom, what’s going on?

      Davey stands at the end of the dark hallway, his silhouette ludicrously tall and wide for a boy of ten, especially one as sedentary as he is, but these days that’s how they grow them.

      Maria has just stepped out of his father’s bedroom, carrying a bulky juggernaut of a purse that’s packed to the point of overflow.

      She pushes past her son and sets her bag down on the breakfast bar that delineates the kitchenette. Its handles flop to one side and its contents take a while to settle, stirring quite a bit of noise as they rattle about.

      Jeez, Mom, you got mice in there?

      She laughs. In the background, the voice on the TV changes. The panicked newscasters have actually stopped hogging the airways long enough to let that hunky weatherman talk about the thunderstorm sweeping in ahead of the cold front.

      Davey bites his lip as he peers down the hall again. Where’s dad?

      Oh, he’s still here. He just can’t see you right now.

      Huh?

      He’s not feeling well.

      Oh. He wanders over to the TV, but he’s still eying his mom. Did Marcie know you were coming over? You know how she gets, if you come over without telling her first.

      A smirk. Oh, she knows I’m here.

      And now his mother grows thoughtful.

      Davey, remember that story we were talking about the other day, that thing you read?

      More specifics, Mom?

      That story about the harpist.

      Orpheus?

      Yeah, that’s the guy.

      How he couldn’t stop from looking back and left his wife in Hades forever?

      No, no, there was something else. About his head.

      Oh, that. I told you, these women who were like demons tore off his head, but he was immortal, so he couldn’t die, and when they threw his head in the river it was still singing, and it floated away.

      Yes, that exactly, she says. I really like that part of the story. I think it’s my favorite. I was wondering if it could work in real life.

      The contents of the purse shift. There’s a noise inside, like a hiss of air, a gasp.

      Her son cocks his head, but his mother seems to take no notice. Instead she snatches the handles. I need you to wait here just for an hour or so, okay. Just stay put. Play a game or something.

      Where you going?

      Don’t worry about it. I’ll be back for you soon.

      And she totes her burden out the door.

      
        Originally published in Unseaming (Antimatter Press, 2014).
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      It starts with a bang. Those of us awake scurry for cover; those sleeping jump wide-eyed. Five peep out of shoebox nests. Only Mag remains halfway, still part-drowning in dreams.

      “Mrs. Huntington?” a woman’s voice calls from out on the porch. “Mrs. Huntington, are you there?”

      We remember this, we know what it means. We’ve had a long year of freedom and excess, we cannot resist our excess, but as always here is the reckoning. The City Men.

      Mag rolls herself upward and lurches sleepily into the bathroom. Maybe she remembers, too.

      “Okay, Mrs. Huntington. But next week we’re coming in.” A few shuffles and murmurs, a papery sound—something sliding under the door. Then footsteps, one pair light, one heavy, down the wooden steps and away.

      We wait. Are they gone? Car doors slam, an engine growls. They’re gone. Then we dash. Where is it, where’s the letter, there, sticking halfway out—two of us tear it open, and a third reads. Shockwaves pass through all.

      Usually there’s a letter, a month’s warning—did we miss it? This time we only have a week’s notice. The City Men are coming back on Friday the 5th. The 5th. When is that? Too soon, too soon.

      First things first, we say to each other, trying to sound confident and matter-of-fact and like we know our business. Mag is always first, of course. She’s our mother and we love her. We check, find Mag safely ensconced behind the tower of mason jars, eating chocolates. “Make—every day—sweet,” she reads from one foil square before opening another. Our fingers itch to flatten the wrappers, to place them on our heads and dance, but no, not now, there’s no time.

      “A smile—is worth—a thousand—words,” Mag mutters.

      All right. Mag is secure. Time to get organized.

      We organize Mag’s perimeter. By which we mean, make sure she doesn’t see anything. This is for everyone’s safety and convenience, considering what happened before. Once, we were tunneling through a stack of National Geographics, shredding the paper for nests, when she tripped and knocked them over, spilling ten little bodies from inside. We blinked up, adjusting to the sudden light.

      Mag gasped, flailed her arms, stared from one corner of our shared habitat to another. She tore the lid off a box where a couple of us were napping, wrenched open a closet door. We’d packed the walls inside with food, and maybe fifty were there, swinging from the hangers or crouched on the floor, knobs of mash in our hands, all amiably chewing. We saw Mag’s big gaping face and we hoped for a second, we really did. It could have been a new era of our joyful cohabitation, a time of mutual awareness and love. But Mag slammed the closet door and fled.

      “Rats,” we heard her sobbing into the phone, “hundreds of them—the whole place is infested.”

      That’s when the City Men came for the first time, with machines and tubes and terrifying chemicals. A total disaster. Most of our habitat and our population, our collective memory, destroyed. Only a few traumatized remnants, the smallest and youngest, were left quivering in the pipes.

      We didn’t understand. We don’t look like rats at all, though we’ve got that smooth fur and we’re around the same size. We don’t even have tails. But we don’t blame Mag, oh no. She’s our mother and we love her, but her eyes aren’t all that good.

      Normally our work can wait until she’s sleeping, tucked in nice and warm between stacked magazines and a pile of laundry. But on this tight schedule, we need her waking time if we want to be ready, and yes we do want to be ready when the City Men come. Twelve of us deploy to this end, establishing a series of observation points and communication channels, working in shifts to warn others of her movements.

      Second, we must choose our temporary encampment, the location to which we will retreat. Small enough to remain hidden, large enough to hold us. The more numerous we are, the more easily we can manage Mag and the habitat, but the more habitat we need, the more habitat we crave. These inherent conflicts of our existence, they’re tough, we don’t always know what to do. But we know we must protect Mag, and ourselves. From eviction, fumigation, demolition. From the City Men, our mortal enemies.

      They are not all men, in fact some are women. In fact the women are the most dangerous ones. They have sharper, better-trained eyes, they look in closets and drawers without asking, they examine walls and ceilings, they sniff, they knock, they listen. Mag must show them whatever they ask, those are the rules, she must prove that she is sane and clean and throws her garbage away. In the past we’ve used closets and cabinets (too easily opened), the backs of bookshelves (too cramped, twenty-eight died). But we are so many and we’ve got so little time. We need a bigger space.

      We explore, we debate. On the ventilation shaft! scream some. It’s a squeeze, up in the basement ceiling, lurking with the moths and flies. But unexpected, invisible. They’ll never look here. The proponents swing from the rafters to demonstrate. One falls, thump! And twitches and writhes. In silence we deal with the body.

      In the attic! howl others. It is indeed spacious. But filled with cottony pink poison, and six tiny skeletons from the last time. At the sight of those bones we all cringe away.

      No time, no time! all worry. We scrabble and fight. Three are killed in the argument. Then an expedition returns from the heating vents, and all caper and embrace. This is right.

      As Mag sleeps, four strategically selected floorboards are loosened and removed, holes burrowed through the baseboards. Underneath them we find a maze of joists and noggings. Twelve inches high, the area of the entire first floor, all interconnected. Perfect. A committee of thirty is dedicated to preparing the space with their big sharp teeth, and immediately we set to chewing.

      Now that the first steps are underway, the next steps are next. And the next step is everything.

      We commence habitat reduction. Layer by layer, chunk by chunk, everything must be moved or removed. We save what is soft and edible. Cotton balls, tissue paper, threads and scraps of fabric, corks, chewing gum, sugarcubes. Properly masticated and applied, these ingredients form an edible insulation, a soft sponge where we can cuddle and suck nutrients for as long as it takes. All year we’ve stockpiled supplies. Mag helps us, even if she doesn’t know why. We send whispers down her ear canal: Fruit roll-ups, we beg. Beef jerky, taffy, a big jar of paste. Whatever we need, soon enough it appears.

      She used to work against us sometimes, truth be told. She’s our mother and we love her but sometimes our priorities compete. We would assemble our materials, then watch her sweep them into plastic bags and carry them outside. Probably she was wise, probably she already knew about the City Men. But we did not. We retrieved our supplies from the alley, avenged ourselves upon her pills and lotions, then recriminated in whispers at night. Why this pointless effort? we ranted, to fill her dreams with rage. Why get in our way, why even try? The habitat is all, all, all! Then in the morning, she would see that everything was back: the same old shoes, nested yogurt containers, shiny scraps of metal, whatever. And it worked. Regret filled her, and for a long time she hasn’t tried.

      Now we ask gently for her assistance, to clear our things away. The candy wrappers we use for bedding and decoration, the plastic figurines and stuffed animals we use in plays, our many small boxes—how we love small boxes, to curl up inside them and pop out and surprise! We should see our faces. All our little electronic toys—oh the thrill and sparkle when we break them open and gnash their microchips between our teeth! All kinds of bulky wooden and plastic chewies, all the scraps of foil and mysteriously beautiful shards of glass and tasty tasty bird bones from the yard. All, all. It hurts us to do it, but remove them we must.

      Heavy things we chew up to destroy, swallowing them down, carrying them outside in our guts to eliminate by night. Light things we can move whole, carry out in teams. Some of us will be lost, some always are. There are cats and raccoons, insects with poison-tipped mandibles. We look up into silent air, and death swoops down with talons outstretched. Another gone. These are heroic times, with choices and sacrifices. We soldier on.

      Day and night we work; the whole house wriggles with activity. The floorhome committee chews and sticks, chews and sticks. The majority scamper and carry and rush. And the surveillance team follows Mag, signals the rest of us to create a bubble of silence and peace around her. We wonder what she imagines, when suddenly there’s no cereal box tower, no baby shoe coliseum; when she sees a newly cleared tabletop and gives it a slow, thoughtful wipe. A team of benevolent fairies? Maybe a kind neighbor. Or her own efforts, performed in dreams. We don’t need credit; we glow at her approval, her incredulous smiles. Who knew we could work at such speeds!

      Two days before the City Men’s visit, we are doing well. We have removed our major constructions. We have created a system of tunnels and burrows under the floors, its walls packed with nutritious mash enough to sustain us in a siege. If the City Men demand that Mag repair these pipes or replace those windows, she must accomplish whatever tasks they set her. Everything must be up to code, they say. If we could get our fingers on this mysterious code we would see to it, but we cannot. It is online, they say. We have driven ourselves half mad trying to figure out where that is.

      And then Work Men may come, stomping around above our secret fortress for days or even weeks. We’ll reduce our numbers if we must, swallow down our corpses if we must. Otherwise they rot, they stink—and we can’t waste food. We must gird ourselves for the worst in such dire times.

      Mag, however, seems optimistic. She’s moving quicker, with more purpose, getting harder to predict. Usually she’s easy—spates of activity in the morning and night frame long periods of immobility in bed or on the couch. Now our surveillance team bounds from hiding place to hiding place, transmitting like mad, and the work teams all scramble for cover. Our progress slows maddeningly. Frantic messages shoot from kitchen to livingroom, from floorhome to porch, where is she going, why won’t she settle down, only thirty-two … thirty … twenty-nine hours remain, what to do, what to do? She’s our mother and we love her but we need her under control!

      Finally she drops onto the couch. It’s softer than usual, with nothing stored beneath the cushions. Amidst the fading outdoor light, she illuminates her glowing screen. The surveillance team sends out a joyous call—she’ll be hypnotized for hours. Teams assemble and spring to bold action. We set to scraping the candy mosaic from the bedroom window and licking the kitchen floor clean. We will triumph.

      Mag sits, chuckles, turns serious. Her eyelids droop and blink. So much activity for her, it’s so tiring, and oh the ache in her hips, oh those creaky knees. She sighs, stretches out, rolls onto her side. Her whole body relaxes. All around her we work at a fevered pace, gnawing and carrying and running outside to eliminate. Only a few remain to watch her sink deeper into sleep. Her eyes twitch. Her mouth hangs open.

      It’s a good time to clean her teeth, spread some fluoride around, check for trouble spots. We must take care of our mother. One of us sneaks in with the floss. Her mouth is so warm and damp, so cozy, just the right size for one of our smaller numbers. We taste her breath, like earth and garlic mixed with coffee. It’s enervating, exhilarating. We are transfixed. She’s our mother and we love her, we just want to get closer. Another creeps forward, and another and another. Then the whole surveillance team. What are we doing, if not watching Mag? We comb her hair with our fingers, cuddle against the loose skin of her neck.

      One of the boards that guard entry to our floorhome shifts up and to the side, and six of us pop heads out, jump up and crawl forward. Then a few come in from the garden, others from the kitchen. Normally we wouldn’t dare, but we have been so brave and worked so hard. She is so warm, so soft. Silently, silently, we nestle against her belly, against her arms, behind the crooks of her knees. Waves of comfort crash over all.

      She’s our mother and we love her so we whisper in her ear: we say, Sweet dreams, and Buy more chocolates and Your smile is worth a thousand words. We tell her lies for the City Men, about how often she cleans, how fine she feels, and how nothing under her floorboards ever skitters or squeaks. And more and more of us sneak in, find a niche and curl up, stretch arms and legs, spread fingers and toes to touch her. It is dangerous, we know it is dangerous but the knowledge is nothing against the magnetic attraction of our love. We are overwhelmed, overpowered, with no desire to resist. She’s our mother and we love her and we are all here, all one hundred eighty-seven of us, breathing with her breath and throbbing with her heartbeat, we have never been so happy, until someone—oh fool, oh sweet adoring fool—tries a bite.

      Mag jerks up. Her eyes open. We cannot scurry, cannot hide. She stares at us, all of us, our many brown and gray bodies clustered tightly around hers, our double-many glimmering golden eyes.

      We try to beam calm at her. Into her ears we whisper: This is a dream, we say, a strange and beautiful dream. A dream of one hundred eighty seven small beings full of love, clasping little fingers and trying little smiles.

      Mag slowly, cautiously, pulls herself out of our many-armed embrace. Up onto her feet. But oh, one foot stays tangled in her hair, we’re trapped, dangling upon her shoulder, as Mag’s gaze moves from the surrounding many, to the moved and missing floorboard, then turns—her head rotates. Through the eyes on her shoulder we try to send all our love. She looks into them. She sees. She’s our mother and we love her but then she starts to scream.

      The one is clutched, ripped free and thrown, small skull cracked against the wall. It’s unconscious, we can’t help it. We swarm, we hurry, we flood under the floorboards and huddle there in fright. Shrieks and roars fill our minds but we stay quiet, quiet now, as Mag’s feet stomp back and forth above us. We cower below, listening to her low stutter: “Gotta get out,” she’s saying, “out of this house, my god, those things—touching me, my god, what are those things—”

      We wait, hoping and cringing, to hear feet in the bathroom, then swiftly mount a rescue mission. Three dart out and retrieve our unconscious one, drag the body to safety. Just in time we pull the board back over us.

      “Where—” Her feet track over to the wall; one bump then another as she drops down to her knees. Fiercely we hold the loose board in place, twenty of us, forty clenched fingers and countless gritted teeth—we feel her tug and move on.

      One sneaks to the wall, to the heating vent, and peeks. Mag is standing there, her hands opening and closing, gaze traveling over the floor.

      “I don’t care,” she says suddenly. “I don’t care.”

      And then she leaves. Just like that. Grabs the suitcase she’s packed and walks right out.

      In the dark under the floorboards we huddle and lick the walls. Waiting, waiting. The night is long, the house heavy with quiet. Empty. No Mag. A black, aching wind blows through the hole in all our hearts. We wail and weep, fight desperately: whose fault? Whose failure? The surveillance team suicides. We eat their bodies. Dawn comes but with no Mag there’s no reason to finish our work. Instead we nestle together in mourning, through the day, through the night. Still no Mag.

      The next day comes. On the porch the City Men pound and call. Motherless, unprotected orphans, we clutch each other and cry. Finally, with a snick and a click, the door opens.

      “Mrs. Huntington?” the woman says, and then, “What’s that?”

      “Looks like a note,” answers the man. An envelope tears. “Huh. Look at this. ‘To whom it may concern. You can have this house and deal with the disgusting rat things. Please never bother me again. Signed, Margaret Huntington.’”

      “What? You’re kidding.”

      “Here, take a look.” A rustle. We peek. The woman stands looking at the paper, while the man wanders inside.

      “So is that like an eleven-bee?” she asks. Her light feet tap along above our heads. Liar, fool. We are not bees. “Maybe we should call Sandy.”

      Thoughtfully the man touches the walls, runs his hand over a wooden doorframe. “You know, it’s not a bad house. Good bones. You slap a coat of paint on the walls, redo the floors, put in some new appliances—it would look pretty nice.”

      “God, Jack, you and your side business. But don’t forget about the disgusting rat things.”

      “I don’t smell rats, do you? Anyway—I bet there’s two hundred kay in this place, easy.”

      We are not quite two hundred and we have never been called kay. But still. It seems he knows we’re here, and we don’t have any other name. We watch Jack from the heating vents. He’s walking from room to room and his eyes are all aglow. He has big projects in mind, that’s obvious, plans that must include us, a glorious warmth spreads through us as he examines the place. He examines window frames, pipes, closet space, all with a proprietary air. Like he knows and owns the house already. And we recognize him, like he’s part of us, like he’s outlined in a golden light. He’s our mother and we love him, and we know we’ll manage him just fine.
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        I've almost lapped the light,

        nearly rounded the corner from one day

        to the next. Edges are always difficult: lines

        between here, there; then, now; together,

        alone. In the empty gap, whiteout fog

        forms. It doesn’t creep. It doesn’t bother

        me to be far out of touch. Devices

        meant for contact gag me

        with insistence. Everything I recalled was small?

        Overwhelmed. Avocados expanded,

        a boiled egg enlarged. I can’t see the curve,

        but it’s there. Pulling me hard to one side. Or,

        perhaps, jealously away. Accidents, events,

        are common in dark spaces, which anyway

        you must cross. Language hurts

        my eyes. Touch underwhelms. I smell

        the sea six hundred light years away.
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      He was known by whites on both sides of the Atlantic as “the Indian Bonaparte,” “the Indian Wellington,” and even “the Indian King Arthur”—all sincere compliments from an Anglo perspective—even before his tragic battlefield death in 1813 ensured that his life and myth would remain inextricably bound together. Arguably no other single representative of Indigenous America has so consistently captured the imaginations of mainstream writers over the past two centuries. After popular eulogizing, fantasizing, and romanticizing became long-established trends, Tecumseh’s literary afterlife took a new turn.

      The maddening “What if?” of Tecumseh’s story made him a natural subject to view through the lens of science fiction, and it was this genre that gave Tecumseh new (after)life as a symbol for Native America.

      Who Was Tecumseh?

      Tecumseh was a Shawnee leader who created a pan-tribal Native confederacy to oppose westward expansion by the United States in the early nineteenth century. The idea of a coalition didn’t begin with him. Tecumseh inherited a tradition of organized resistance from other great chiefs before him, such as the Ottowa leader Pontiac, the Mohawk leader Joseph Brant, and his fellow Shawnee leaders Blue Jacket and Captain Johnny. The more personally charismatic, politically adept, and militarily savvy Tecumseh, however, forged an alliance of Native peoples on an unprecedented scale; members of his confederacy spanned the North American continent from Spanish Florida to British Canada.

      He gained fame as both an ambassador and unifying force for his people, and his military prowess was renowned. He exemplified cool and clever strategy in battle—knowing Tecumseh led the forces against him, the Brigadier General commanding Fort Detroit surrendered in sheer terror without firing a shot in 1812—paired with generosity and loyalty to his warriors and mercy and respect to his enemies. While he became a lasting symbol of Native American identity and resistance, he was a cultural purist, not a political separatist; he forged lasting partnerships with Anglo leaders, most significantly British Major-General Sir Isaac Brock, with whom he co-led forces against the United States during the War of 1812. Thanks to Tecumseh’s remarkable leadership of his pan-tribal Native army in alliance with the British during that conflict, he also became a Canadian national hero.

      His primary U.S. military opponent, Governor of the Indiana Territory William Henry Harrison, described Tecumseh in 1811 in this way:

      “The implicit obedience and respect which the followers of Tecumseh pay to him is really astonishing, and more than any other circumstance bespeaks him one of those uncommon geniuses which spring up occasionally to produce revolutions and overturn the established order of things. If it were not for the vicinity of the United States, he would, perhaps, be the founder of an empire that would rival in glory that of Mexico or Peru. No difficulties deter him … For four years he has been in constant motion. You see him today on the Wabash and in a short time you hear of him on the shores of Lake Erie or Michigan. Or on the banks of the Mississippi, and wherever he goes he makes an impression favorable to his purposes.”

      
        
          [image: Tecumseh meeting Gen. William Henry Harrison]
        

        Council between Tecumseh and General William Henry Harrison, August 1810. The New York Public Library Digital Collections. 1892.

      

      So potent was Tecumseh in the popular consciousness that multiple U.S. soldiers lied and fought over the notoriety of being known as the one who had killed him on the battlefield, and William Henry Harrison rode the distinction of defeating Tecumseh all the way to the White House.

      Of course, if you like your history on the more legendary side, you know that Harrison didn’t get the last laugh. He died in office, as did all of the U.S. presidents elected in years ending in “0” until Ronald Reagan, who came quite close when John Hinckley Jr. attempted to assassinate him. That’s seven dead presidents in a solid 136-year run for the so-called Curse of Tecumseh.

      Tecumseh in Popular Literature

      During Tecumseh’s life, many whites on both sides of the Atlantic were fascinated by him even as others feared him. After his death, his fame only grew. He became a romanticized hero as well as an admired symbol of principled leadership. His fall at the Battle of the Thames (also known as the Battle of Moraviantown) ended his story in 1813 with an extra dash of pathos. He died standing his ground, fighting shoulder to shoulder with his warriors, after his British allies turned and fled the battlefield, abandoning the Native Americans to slaughter. The Major General in command of British forces, Henry Procter, was later court martialed for this cowardly flight and betrayal of Tecumseh.

      In 1818, Lieutenant Francis Hall, a British officer, published a poem in memory of a man he clearly revered. “To the Memory of Tecumseh” (as quoted in C.F. Klinck’s Fact and Fiction in Early Records) exemplifies many such tributes to the tragic chief: “Tecumseh has no grave, but eagles dipt/ Their rav’ning beaks, and drank his stout heart’s tide …”

      Although Anglo culture found much to admire—and appropriate—in the chief’s story, Tecumseh was undeniably exotic and all the more mysterious and romantic because of this. In The Life of Tecumseh and of His Brother the Prophet (1841), Benjamin Drake quotes Judge James Hall on Tecumseh: “He was called the Napoleon of the west; and so far as that title was deserved by splendid genius, unwavering courage, untiring perseverance, boldness of conception and promptitude of action, it was fairly bestowed upon this accomplished savage.” Terms such as “genius,” “courage,” and “boldness” fit Tecumseh well, but he was not a Napoleon. The confederacy Tecumseh championed was not an empire in the making; it was an act of self-defense.

      Canada’s celebrated first novelist, John Richardson, actually fought with Tecumseh at his final battle at Moraviantown before writing about the great chief. In 1828, Richardson penned a verse epic entitled Tecumseh: A Poem in Four Cantos, which presents a portrait of Tecumseh as a self-sacrificing republican hero who ultimately welcomed his own tragic demise. James Strange French’s 1836 novel, Elkswatawa; or, The Prophet of the West, draws parallels between Tecumseh and Hannibal, the Roman military strategist who is often lauded as one of the greatest commanders in human history.

      Richard Emmon’s 1836 play Tecumseh; or, The Battle of the Thames, A National Drama underscores Tecumseh’s chivalric virtues and humane values—something of an irony, since it was commissioned to serve as campaign propaganda in support of then-Senator Richard Johnson, one of the men who claimed to have fatally shot Tecumseh during battle. William Galloway’s 1934 Old Chillicothe: Shawnee and Pioneer History distils earlier legends about Tecumseh, and its folklore remains the inspiration for a historical drama still performed today in Chillicothe, Ohio. Galloway both appropriates and assimilates his subject; Tecumseh falls in love with Rebecca Galloway, a white girl, who partially succeeds in Anglicizing him before he meets his final destiny. Galloway overtly compares Tecumseh to Hamlet in both his great promise and tragedy.

      After the turn of the century, the tide of Tecumseh-related fiction continued unabated. For instance, German author Fritz Steuben published an eight-book series of novels about Tecumseh’s life between 1930 and 1939. Tecumseh and his brother the Prophet play key roles in Alan W. Eckert’s 1967 novel The Frontiersmen: A Narrative, the first in his six-volume Winning of America series; Tecumseh also takes the spotlight in Eckert’s 1975 Tecumseh! A Play and his 1992 fictionalized biography of the chief, A Sorrow in Our Heart. Furthermore, James Alexander Thom published his novel about Tecumseh, Panther in the Sky, in 1989, and in 1995, it was adapted into the TNT original film Tecumseh, The Last Warrior. Recent works such as Rosanne Bittner’s Into the Prairie: The Pioneers (2004) and L. C. Fiore’s The Last Great American Magic (2016) have brought the tradition of fictionalizing Tecumseh into the new millennium.

      Tecumseh and Science Fiction

      More than any other Indigenous American leader, Tecumseh poised on the knife’s edge of what might have been. It’s undeniable that Tecumseh made history in ways that cannot be overstated, but the point here is that he might have transformed our world into something we can scarcely imagine.

      Herein lies the maddening “What if?” of Tecumseh’s tale.

      At the prelude to and start of the War of 1812, Tecumseh led his pan-tribal Native army in coordination with Major-General Sir Isaac Brock, leader of the British forces, against the United States. Tecumseh and Brock formed a powerful partnership; they came to respect, trust, and rely on one another to a terrific degree.

      Brock then wrote a letter to the new British Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, in which he discussed his ally: “He who attracted most of my attention was a Shawnee chief, Tecumset [sic], brother to the Prophet, who for the last two years has carried on (contrary to our remonstrances) an Active Warfare against the United States—a more sagacious or more a gallant Warrior does not I believe exist. He was the admiration of every one who conversed with him …” Brock noted what he had learned from Tecumseh about how the United States “corrupted a few dissolute characters whom they pretended to consider as chiefs and with whom they contracted engagements and concluded Treaties, which they have attempted to impose on the whole Indian race.” He explained that the British would claim Native American loyalty if they could include American Indians in the final negotiations for peace when the war ended, and urged that the British recognize Indigenous rights to the land taken from them.

      What does this mean?

      Brock was so impressed by Tecumseh that he urged the British government to 1) give Native America a chair at the table alongside Great Britain and the United States when the final negotiations to end the War of 1812 were made, and 2) plan to recognize Native claims to lands the United States had annexed, should Britain win the war.

      Either one of these actions alone would have redrawn the map of North America as we know it today.

      But neither happened. Indigenous Americans did not have a say in negotiating the post-war boundaries in North America, and lands wrongly taken by the United States remained under U.S. control. The honorable and sympathetic Major-General Sir Isaac Brock, Tecumseh’s ally and advocate, died at the Battle of Queenston Heights in 1812. A year later, Brock’s vastly inferior replacement, Major General Henry Procter, abandoned Tecumseh and his warriors five minutes into the Battle of the Thames, leaving Tecumseh to be slain. Both Tecumseh and Brock were in their early/mid-forties. Had either or both survived the war—Tecumseh as a leader, and/or Brock as a leader influenced by Tecumseh—much might have been different.

      Of course, no genre of fiction is better equipped to wrestle with a “What if?” than science fiction. Science fiction is the literature of the thought experiment, the story as simulation, the alternate history. Tecumseh’s tale has never ceased to fascinate—in part because Tecumseh’s dream of a unified Native America exercising sovereignty over traditional homelands is still a vision pursued by individuals and groups today—and science fiction has allowed authors to theorize different responses to the question “What would Tecumseh do?” In fact, one of the earliest modern alternate histories ever published, Guy Dent’s 1926 The Emperor of the If, involves Tecumseh. Other authors have followed Guy Dent’s lead; for example, both Eric Flint’s 1812: The Rivers of War (2005) and Erin Kushner’s Madison’s War: An Alternate History of the War of 1812 (2016) explore alternate histories of the War of 1812 and feature Tecumseh. On a slightly different note, the television series Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (1993-1999) repeatedly refers to an Excelsior-class starship named U.S.S. Tecumseh, thus making the ship and its implied tribute to the chief part of Trek franchise canon.

      Orson Scott Card’s ongoing The Tales of Alvin Maker series of novels, short stories, and comics (1987-2015 and forthcoming) folds Tecumseh—who is referred to in the tales as Ta-Kumsaw—into a mythic alternate history of the American frontier. This serves as a stage for the coming of age of the series’ protagonist, Alvin Maker, who is supernaturally gifted with the “knack” for changing matter by force of will, and whose story loosely parallels that of Mormon leader Joseph Smith. Tecumseh’s historical brother the Prophet also plays a key role (and supplies the title for the 1988 novel and 2006-2008 comic series Red Prophet), although it is Ta-Kumsaw who deepens Alvin’s appreciation of his own potential by explaining that his knack draws from the vital power of the land itself.

      Card’s Ta-Kumsaw exemplifies the magical yet natural power of the environment and those in harmony with it. For example, in Red Prophet, he walks on foot two hundred miles in a day–a feat reminiscent of historical accounts of Tecumseh seeming to be everywhere at once—because the land comes to his aid: “It would kill a man to run so fast for half an hour, except that the Red man called on the strength of the land to help him. The ground pushed back against his feet, adding to his strength.” Some critics might point to such Othering as a modern instance of romanticizing the Noble Savage; others might argue that environmental ethics is a necessary component in a series dedicated to the moral instruction of a young hero, and few figures from history and legend better represent a connection to and fierce defense of the land than Tecumseh. Both sides probably have a point.

      An unusual and particularly powerful work is Beth Meacham’s short story “One by One” from the 1993 collection Alternate Warriors edited by Mike Resnick. Meacham imagines an alternate twentieth century in which “the Two Hundred Years War between the Shawnee Alliance and the European invaders” continues to seethe in the enormous half Native reservation, half mainstream U.S. state of Indiana, with acts of violence begetting more in an endless cycle. Rather than dying at the Battle of the Thames, Tecumseh had turned the tide of the war there. As Meacham writes, “the treaty that the U.S. had finally signed with Tecumseh’s grandson, just as the Civil War broke out, had guaranteed that the members of the Shawnee Alliance kept their traditional village sites and traditional farmlands.”

      In one of the tale’s most visceral and disturbing scenes, Army Counter-Terrorist soldiers force two Alliance Warriors to their knees before a statue of the heroic Tecumseh and shoot them execution style. The moment effectively underscores the nobility of one who would never have sanctioned such treatment of enemy prisoners of war; it also contrasts Tecumseh’s example as a principled leader with the less-than-noble tactics of both sides of Meacham’s ugly, inherited de facto war. The fact that this Indiana conflict is between peoples who have lived side by side for generations and intermarried is one of Meacham’s points: “Half the people in this state are related by blood or marriage to the other half … I suppose that’s what makes things so tense. There’s nothing worse than a family fight.”

      Perhaps the most significant work of science fiction featuring Tecumseh thus far came from Vine Deloria, Jr., noted Standing Rock Sioux academic and activist, author of works such as Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (1969) and God is Red (1994). His distinguished career included serving as both executive director of the National Congress of American Indians and board member for the National Museum of the American Indian, as well as winning the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Native Writers’ Circle of the Americas.

      During the U.S. bicentennial year of 1976, Christian Century created a series called “What If …? Rewriting U.S. History.” Deloria’s contribution was the first in the series, published for the January 7-14, 1976 issue. Written from the point of view of a very different 1976, its main idea is summed up in its title: “Why the U.S. Never Fought the Indians.” The fictional 1976 Deloria describes it by no means a utopia, but it is marked by the full engagement of the First Nations as influential players on North America’s stage at every step of the continent’s development.

      No so-called Indian Removals or Indian Wars took place in Deloria’s alternate timeline. Instead, Tecumseh’s confederacy grew in the second year of the War of 1812 with the addition of “the southern tribes—particularly the Chickasaw and Choctaw,” giving his coalition the strength to stand apart, not only from its opponent the United States, but also from its ally the British. Tecumseh, therefore, became the architect “for the whole pattern of American development.” Deloria’s work reads as an indictment of mainstream U.S. attitudes and formal U.S. policy toward American Indians, as well as a reminder of Native potential.

      In short, science fiction not only gave Tecumseh a new and different literary afterlife, but the genre also brought Tecumseh full circle, returning him to Indigenous hands and purposes.

      As the fields of history, ethnohistory, and Native American/First Nations studies grow and mature, scholars are finding new tools to employ in uncovering and understanding the life, times, and impact of the Shawnee chief. Some, like Yours Truly, write books about Tecumseh aimed at the college classroom in order to introduce the next generations to his remarkable story.

      It is Deloria’s counterfactual, science fictional vision in “Why the U.S. Never Fought the Indians,” however, that to date best captures the promise and the power of the once and future chief:

      “With the western frontier secured against both Americans and British, Tecumseh was able to negotiate as an equal with the other two parties … as a result of the Treaty of Ghent the Indian nations received from the European countries the political recognition which had been lacking for three centuries; at that point, with their title to lands guaranteed and a process of negotiated sales under the supervision of an international tribunal instituted, the real history of the United States began.”

      
        Editor’s Note: Our August, 2017 issue will be guest-edited by Dr. Sturgis. The issue will focus specifically on contemporary First Nations and Indigenous authors of North America.
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        3,000 Words

      

      

      It’s been a whole month since anyone’s seen Vera, and the circumstances of us finally seeing her this weekend are going to be ultra grody-odd, so I deliberate forever doing my Face. In the end I decide to go subtle: an airbrushed conglom of three of my most flattering private snaps, plus Holly Rexroat-Carrow’s lips and Sofia Lawless’s cheekbones from that Vogue shoot she did on the Moon. Nothing too recent, nothing that’ll make Vera feel like she is way, way unsynched and missing out on all kinds of hot shit. Which she has been, obviously.

      I do the rest of my Face the same way, kind of sous radar. I set my wardrobe to cycle four or five outfits, one of which includes the Chanel inside-out jacket Vera gifted me a week before the accident. It is now kind of gauche, so she better appreciate the gesture like whoa. Boob-wise I go small, because obviously Aline is going to be there, too, and she always goes chesty and is way way more than welcome to the unsolicited profile taps, thanks.

      Lastly, I prune the digital cloud of updates shuffling around my shoulders. A few instant-regret purchases, plus the many many snaps of me and Aline and Estelle wearing our wetsuits in Venice, disappear in a drizzle of code. The result looks a little barren. But barren can also be construed as, like, minimalist, which may or may not be coming back now.

      Either way, I am not going to be rubbing Vera’s nose in the fact that a viral strike took her Face offline and she is stuck hiding from the world for at least another week according to technicians. Aline probably will, but whatever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vera’s parents are really fucking rich, if I didn’t mention that. As in, rich enough to rent a reefhouse on some secluded beach for Vera’s first weekend out of neural recovery, and also send me and Aline there in a big black shiny autocab to spend it with her. When said cab pulls up outside my house, Aline leans out the open door with Curacao in a martini glass, because she likes to pretend she’s an alcoholic, and welcomes me to her chariot.

      “Yeah, strump, okay, strump,” I say, but when I climb in and see the chiller bar and the curved screen and the plush upholstery and all, I sort of have to agree. Me and Aline swap kisses. Her Face looks total wattage, as usual, wearing a high concept summer dress that is entirely foaming water, and keeping with the theme our Venice vacay snaps are ribboning off her in big graceful arcs.

      Which I think is like, whoa, spinal cringe, because Vera’s parents bought us the sub-orbital tickets, and Vera had been wanting to dive Venice for-fucking-ever, and I felt somewhat Judas doing it without her.

      “Are you sure you want to be, like, shouting those vacay snaps at her?” I say. “She might be suicidal enough already.”

      “Bessandra. We are going to be there to support her.” Aline’s facial is painful pretty—between you and me, I think it’s a full model blend, like, none of her in it at all—and her Naufrage Blue TM eyes are full of sympathy. “But we are not responsible for her highbrowsing on deep webs and getting fucked up by some grody-odd virus. That was just straight-up unclutch of her to do right before we were supposed to go to Venice.”

      But Aline wasn’t chatting her that night, so she doesn’t really know the extent of this grody-odd virus shit. I was.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The reefhouse is made of slick purple coral and looks like a big twisty conch, grown from a designer geneprint and way way chic, but me and Aline are both a bit quiet when we get out of the cab. Instead of, you know, being watted out of our minds to be weekending in a reefhouse with our dearly missed best/second-best friend.

      I met Vera when we were ten, meaning we already had Faces, and neither of us knew Aline until high school. Although apparently her and Vera did kindergarten together—they can’t remember each other, so whatever. Basically, none of us have ever seen each other without a Face. The only people I have seen without a Face are those small, dim, barely there people who dive the trash or rap loco religious tracts outside 7–11.

      Then Vera steps out onto the porch, holding a Bacardi Slush, and waves a familiar wave. “Hey, strumpets, you coming in or what now?”

      My heart seriously lozenges in my throat, partly because of how good it is to hear her voice in actual airtalk and partly because she is so, so brave to strut outside like everything’s glacial when it is so obviously not.

      I mean, her facial, or I guess her small f face, looks like her, because she’s pretty enough to never toy with it much anyway. But now it’s all wan and colorless and loaded with pores, and I think her nose is bigger, too. Her eyes seem smaller and not so shiny, and they’re brown, which they haven’t been for at least a few years.

      Her hair is also brown, and totally lank, hanging off her like something dead instead of style-shifting or turning into digital snakes or even just doing a standard Pantene Ripple TM. And her swimsuit body is like, oh no. Hip-to-waist ratio’s all fucked up and there are little rolls of flab under her arms and around her middle.

      But the worst thing is that she has no update cloud. As in none. The space around her shoulders and her head is totally empty of Trottr notifications, food snaps, Whispas, party-streams, profile taps, purchases, and everything else. I can’t even see my reassuring BFFF status that always pops up over her head. There is no way of knowing where Vera has been for the past month, if she has been drinking Bacardi Slushes the whole time or mixing it up with Lemogrenades, what she’s been buying, what she’s been wearing, who she’s been chatting. It’s all this horrible gaspy void.

      It looks like she’s been dead for a month, and I can’t think what to say. Fortunately, Aline takes the pressure off me by doing a shatter-glass squeal and bounding up the steps to hug her, Face spouting these big cartoon tears. “You are an inspiration, Vera. An inspiration. And as soon as they fix you up, I am going to get you so synched, and we are going to party so hard, and we’re all going to look so fucking wattage, okay, love?”

      There’s a glimmer in Vera’s brown eyes, and it takes me one to realize they are actual tears, like the saline kind. “Oh, Aline,” she says. “I missed the shit out of you.” She smiles, then catches my eye through Aline’s cascade of updates. “Hey, strump. How’s you?”

      “Hey, V,” I say, coming up the steps. “You know, um, minimalism may or may not be back. So there’s that?”

      Vera laughs, which sounds really good in my ears. We airkiss, but for some reason I don’t quite manage to actually hug her, maybe because I’m not sure what it’s going to feel like. Aline’s already bounced past us into the reefhouse, gushing about organic architecture and the fact that there is a minibar.

      Me and Vera follow her in, and as long as I keep her in the periphs I figure I can make an effort at pretending everything’s normal.
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* * *

      Vera says we should do the beach while there’s still sun, so we head out the back door, which shutters shut behind us, and down to the pale gray sand. Me and Aline are justifiably worried about people seeing her. Not everyone digisigned a no-snaps waiver in sight of her lawyer parents, and some asshole taking snaps of her without her Face would be, obviously, disastrous.

      “I’ve been here since yesterday,” Vera says, resettling the strap of her swimsuit. “It’s absolutely zero tremor. Like, there’s one Finnish family with little kids and then an old man who does maintenance shit.”

      “Oh, good,” Aline says, but she looks somewhat disappointed and drops a cup size when my head is turned.

      We pick a spot on the smoothest stretch of beach and camp it, unrolling our mats and stretching out. Me and Aline do our best to get Vera synched the old-fashioned way, like, telling her about how DaLia is now dating Sedge Vandermeer, and she’s rigged her Face to project his facial beside hers when they’re not actually together so she looks like some kind of two-headed monster but it’s love so whatever. We do not mention Venice, and Vera does not bring it up, so it will probably stay submarined until everyone’s drunk.

      Eventually Vera wants to swim, so she sloshes out into the waves while me and Aline elect lifeguarding instead. Vera doesn’t seem to mind going solo. In fact, she looks really fucking blissy just dashing around out there, laughing through a mouthful of water when the tide bowls her over. Her skin has this ruddy thing going on, which actually looks sort of hot, and her smile is not as white, but seems bigger somehow.

      “She’s medded,” Aline concludes. “Like, sky-high.”

      “You think so?” I say, because I’ve seen Vera medded and usually she’s more sluggish.

      “Um, has to be?” Aline shakes her perfect head. “Nobody just, like, bounces that kind of trauma.”

      Vera wades back up to the beach, wringing water out of her hair, and it reminds me of something I can’t quite stick a finger on. “Come on,” she calls. “The water’s warm, you imps. And you owe me for Venice!”

      Me and Aline swap looks.

      “It smelled really bad,” I say. “The whole time. There was a heatwave.”

      “Serves you right,” Vera says, but grinning.

      Then we all go splash around for a bit, and it is sort of funtime, even for Aline, at least until her hair, which was doing this big wind-tunnel look, freezes up trying to interact with the water physics. And I get my finger on what Vera reminds me of: ancient clips of yours truly as a little kid, before I got my Face, running around wild with an ugly gappy smile big as the Moon.
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* * *

      We go back to the reefhouse when the water gets cold, then me and Vera hop in the hot tub while Aline raids the minibar for mojito supplies. With a big billowy cloud of steam between us, it’s easy to imagine Vera’s got her updates and her perfect hair, which in turn makes it easier for me to realtalk her. Which is my duty as first best friend. Sure, Aline’s way wattage and way funtime, but I am Vera’s confidante.

      “So how actually are you, V?” I ask. “No need for brave facial, love. Be serious, okay?”

      “I’m actually good,” she says, tipping her head back. “Now that I’m out of neural recovery, really good. The hospital food was shit.” She grins and flicks some water at me.

      This is not how I was envisioning it. I thought she’d admit how miserable she’s been all month, maybe cry a little, and I could comfort her and reassure her that when her Face is back it will be like it never ever left. I did not envision her so blissy about everything. Maybe a few mojitos are needed first.

      “You’re being so brave about the situation,” I say, because I didn’t have a backup plan. “And when your Face is back online, it’ll be like nothing ever happened. You will forget this month so fast.”

      “Not exactly, Bess.” She raises an eyebrow, which is way furrier than an eyebrow has any right to be.

      “Not exactly, what?”

      “If they get my Face running again, it won’t have any of my old stuff,” Vera says with a shrug. “That’s all gone. Permagone.”

      She says it so nonchalant that for a second I do not even understand, and then when I do, I know this is selfish, but the first thing I think is how her Face, or at least her update cloud, was like 35 percent me from all the party-streams and snaps and curated convos we shared, and now all of that is gone and she doesn’t even care. I could slap her until I remember that she is recovering from a serious viral strike and probably medded sky-high. Maybe she should not be drinking mojitos.

      “Why’re you saying if?” I ask. “Why if?”

      “When,” Vera corrects.

      I narrow my eyes. “V. That night you caught the virus, do you remember what you chatted me? Looking for . . .”

      “Mojitos!” Aline announces. “Except with no mint. So, rum and lime juice.” She hands us our drinks, then sticks the handle of rum and the plastic bottle of mix and the few remaining Bacardi Slushes into the little floating thermos that is bobbing around with us in the water. She slips into the tub between me and Vera and sends me a Whispa at the same time, like, why are you AMAing her about the night she got viral, she does not want to think about that right now!

      I do not want to reply, so instead I hold up my not-mojito. “To Vera’s health, right? Um, salud.”

      “Yeah, whatever, salud,” Aline says, but she holds up her glass and grins. Vera holds hers up, too, but doesn’t look at me when we drink.
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* * *

      The hot water and cold drinks do their tingly headrush thing, and pretty soon all three of us are turvy and blissy and laughing. We make a drinking game out of the floating thermos, as in whoever it floats to via the current has to drink, and for some reason it keeps coming back around to Aline, and she’s kicking her feet at it like no, no, no, you evil little robot, and Vera is hiccupping how she does when she laughs too much, and it feels almost like we’re drinking for the first time again.

      Me and Aline apologize to Vera, ultra-blubbery, for the Venice thing. Then, still in the repentant spirit, Aline confesses that she was still hooking up with Thierry when I started dating him, but I already knew and never much liked him anyway. Vera tells us how her mom ordered her a bunch of physical makeup from some specialty place, but she had no clue what to do with it and ended up smearing it all over her hospital room’s wall, pretending to suffer a delusion where she believed she was Pablo Picasso.

      Before long Aline flicks out, sliding down the side of the hot tub and mumbling about how she way way loves us, which is sweet. We get her out and nest her in some towels on the couch, propped on her side just in case. Then it’s just me and V and we’re drunk.

      “What’s it feel like not to have your Face?” I say. “Besides horrible.”

      We’re in the kitchen now because we’re looking for acetaminophen. You crush one and mix it in a glass of water and you wake up without a hangover, or at least Aline thinks so.

      “It was only odd for a few days,” Vera says, scraping around on the shelves, up on tiptoe. “And then you feel . . . light.”

      “Light how?”

      “Like a balloon,” Vera says. “Up, up, and away, strump.” She turns around, twisting a fistful of the fabric of her shirt in a way a Face probably would not allow. “You want to try?”

      It seems really obvious to me, now that I’m drunk and I remember back to that night when she chatted me. Maybe I’ve known this whole time.

      “You got the virus on purpose.”

      “Yeah. Did.” Vera looks relieved to say it. She smiles her unwhite smile and it makes me so angry. “Looking for a way to be real again, remember?”

      “I thought you were looking for fucking fashion leaks,” I snap. “Thought you tapped something bad by accident. Everyone was so gutted for you, and worried—”

      “You want to try?” Vera repeats, ignoring me as she does when she’s drunk. “Not a full deletion. Just a flicker.” She sinks down onto the glassy kitchen floor, tugging me down by the wrists. Her bare skin is warm and well textured even though I thought it would be cold and goopy for some reason.

      “But don’t you love us still?” I ask, the mads transmuting to sads all at once. If I was Aline I’d be throwing the cartoon tears by the bucket. Instead I just feel like I’ve got hard plastic in my throat. “Everything we did together, V. It’s gone, V?”

      “I’ve still got it where it counts,” Vera says, pulling me into one of those sloppy hugs that usually only happen after one of us throws up. She feels softer than normal.

      “Like, you offsite stored it somewhere?” I sniff, only half-joking.

      “Just try it for a bit,” Vera says. “Just us two.”

      She shows me how to get there, down under all the masked protocols and shit, past all these blistery red pop-ups asking me what exactly I am doing. The override is so simple, just a little off/on toggle.

      “That’s why I had to use the virus,” Vera says. “Too easy to go back, otherwise. That’s what other people were saying.”

      The toggle revolves around us on the kitchen floor, a glowy little satellite. I don’t know if I can do it.

      “Minimalism might be back in,” Vera says. “Right?”

      “Yeah, strump, whatever, strump.” I take a deep breath. “Hold my hand, would you?”

      I know I can’t preview before I do it, because if I preview I’ll see myself looking so ugly and lonely and small and anonymous I will not be able to go through with it. Instead I try to think about how Vera looked in the waves, how I looked as a kid.

      Holding hands with her, I switch off my Face. Everything dissolves around me, all my updates, all my streams, all my little bits of manufactured me, and it feels almost like coming up for air.

      
        Originally published in Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine (July 2016).
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        Amanda Pekar

      

      
        
        You invented me, my maker—

        built me out of clockworks and gears,

        the Eve of my kind, the first metal foot on the Earth.

        A marvel, a myth come to life.

        

        I reread your manuals, your notes,

        graph paper brittle between bronze fingertips.

        They make sense to me;

        their logic sings through my mechanisms:

        a steady rhythm, a ticking clock.

        

        But the books in your library speak of love.

        Always of it, never saying what it is,

        their definitions conflicting and unsatisfactory.

        They dance around love like my predecessors move around curiosity shops.

        They paint a picture, as if it will spark an understanding.

        

        I stand before your name, inscribed in white stone,

        wondering if this is the proper way to kindle that first flicker of flame.

        Or if perhaps the spark has already flared,

        and it is what drives the engine inside me.

        

        Your colleagues ask, the world debates:

        is Galatea a person or a thing?

        Is she life or a trick of metal, the remnant of a great man’s mind?

        

        Only I know about the clock buried deep in my head,

        and how soon it will wind down.

        

        You in your mercy

        gave me the one thing that defines all life from the dead:

        a scarcity of time.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Interview with Cover Artist Aaron Nakahara

        

      

    
    
      
        Russell Dickerson

      

      

      This month’s Apex Magazine cover artist is Aaron Nakahara, an artist working within fantasy, horror, and science fiction. With wonderful textures and brilliant work with light, Nakahara makes the fantastic seem real.

      

      APEX MAGAZINE: Your cover art for this month’s Apex Magazine, “Painted Strider,” is full of vibrant colors, and in the description of it on your DeviantArt page, you mentioned revisiting the concept from its original idea. Does it become a new piece, essentially, once it is reworked, or do you see it as a continuance of the original?

      

      AARON NAKAHARA: For the “Painted Strider” in particular, I viewed it as a continuance of the original since the core subject was simply refined a bit more while adding in new elements to the piece.  If I had changed the original subject more radically, or used it as a springboard to create a very different visual presentation, then I would probably consider it more of a new piece with the original, in essence, becoming more of a ‘rough’ than a ‘final’ image.

      

      AM:  You describe your piece “Blood Farm” as being influenced by both War of the Worlds and The Matrix, as well as mosquitoes, and that there was a 30 minute, self-imposed time limit to the piece. What value do you find in smaller projects like this, and how do the pieces, directly or indirectly, influence other, more finished pieces?

      
        
          [image: Blood Farm]
        

        Blood Farm

      

      AN: The smaller, quicker studies, like the 30 minute illustrations, have actually helped me refine my speed in iterating out ideas for larger projects. The tight time constraint forces me to come up with faster solutions and more efficient paths to resolving an image while also giving me some mental leeway in trying out very different approaches to painting, things that I might normally not have gone to if I had the time to default to my normal work flow.

      

      AM: Many of your pieces, such as “Moonpool Teleport,” use a chiaroscuro-like effect, especially involving fantastical light, fire, or energy. How important are the strong highlights and the overall darkness in challenging or intriguing the viewer?

      

      AN: I enjoy working with fire and lighting effects in general with a lot of my work, and I think the play of contrasting light and dark can be a strong tool in engaging the viewer. It seems that when presented with a dark environment, people tend to find the luminous things all the more attractive and find themselves drawn into a piece, especially a specific area of the piece. The fun play on that is you can throw subtle elements in the darkness, giving viewers something to explore further once the allure of contrast wears off a bit.
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        Moonpool Teleport

      

      AM: In your DeviantArt gallery, many of your works have a lot of comments from viewers. How important have you found communities like that, and social media overall, to be? Has that support, or even lack of in the case of any bad comments, ever led you to change a plan for a piece or other pieces?

      

      AN: Art communities online, an social media, in my experience, have always been a very, very supportive collective, and I think there’s a great camaraderie that individuals can find in like-minded souls so easily. Art can be a difficult thing to undertake since oftentimes you’re putting a bit of yourself out there in all your works, even your sketches and doodles, so to have a mechanism that nurtures and supports that allows you to grow as an artist, gives you affirmation that taking that risk is worth it. It’s something I greatly appreciate and found very welcoming when I first really started striving to become a better illustrator.
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        Lazarus Pit

      

      Conversely, commentary that only wishes to be contrary and not supportive or constructive in any way I’ll ignore. That’s not to say I dismiss criticism, which is very different, that’s something I welcome. I don’t let commentary sway my plans, not usually, since a lot of my work is personal and it’s just an extension of myself put out there. While I’m a part of a greater whole, a larger community, I feel that I should be ‘me’ when creating work that’s personal.

      

      AM: I was talking with another artist a few weeks ago, and we thought it was interesting to go back through larger galleries, those over 100 or 150 pieces, and see how the progress of both techniques and ideas have changed over time. With 380 pieces in your DeviantArt gallery (as of this writing), what do you feel has changed, if anything, over your portfolio so far? Aside from learning new techniques, how have your ideas evolved with further experience?

      

      AN: I feel the biggest evolution would be that I can express specific ideas much better now and that the work I do has a more individual cohesiveness within each image. Looking back at my earlier pieces, I can remember those feelings of stumbling about, trying to find a brushstroke or technique that could give me that visual element or feeling I was looking for. Those early attempts might have had a bit more ignorant bravado to them, like they were more uncharted explorations of the medium with a lot of guesswork and hope that something would come out ‘correct,’ but time and practice have given me a lot of opportunities to find and refine that journey so it’s a bit less of a mess, a bit more efficient.

      

      I do like having all of my old work up in a browsable gallery, though, and I don’t plan to curate anything out so long as DeviantArt will give me the space. I think it’s a good thing to have, not just for myself to look back on from time to time to see how I’ve come about, but I think it can also be a useful tool for aspiring artists to see a longer timeline of development and maybe give them some insight into how to progress with their own art.

      

      AM: Thank you to Aaron Nakahara for his enlightening answers and a look behind the artist’s curtain. To find more of Nakahara’s work, visit his extensive galleries at cobaltplasma.deviantart.com.
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        Iori Kusano is an Asian American writer and itinerant grad student specializing in classical Japanese literature. Find her on Twitter @IoriKusano and Instagram as iori_stagram, or on her blog.

        

        Mike Allen is the editor of the magazine Mythic Delirium and the Clockwork Phoenix anthologies. His horror story "The Button Bin" was a finalist for the Nebula Award, and his debut collection of short stories, Unseaming, was a finalist for the Shirley Jackson Award. His other books include novel The Black Fire Concerto and collection The Spider Tapestries: Seven Strange Stories. His poems and stories have appeared or will appear in places like Weird Tales, Best Horror of the Year Volume One, Cthulhu's Reign, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Tomorrow's Cthulhu, Transmissions from Punktown, and The Leaves of a Necronomicon.

        

        Lia Swope Mitchell is a writer, translator, editorial assistant, and PhD candidate in French literature at the University of Minnesota. Consequently she often feels overwhelmed by a multitude of small tasks. She lives in Minneapolis.

        

        Tracy May Adair holds a MFA in Poetry from Warren Wilson College in Swannanoa, NC and a BS in Chemical Engineering from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, NY. She works in the coffee business, which affords many opportunities for global travel and for her to practice her photography skills. More practice needed! Her poems were recently published or forthcoming in Fickle Muses, Sediments Literary-Arts Journal, Olentangy Review, and Linden Avenue Literary Journal. You can read some of her thoughts about poetry, and life, at www.adair-author.com.

        

        Amy H. Sturgis holds a Ph.D. in intellectual history from Vanderbilt University, teaches at Lenoir-Rhyne University, and focuses on Science Fiction and Native American Studies. An award-winning scholar and journalist, she is the author of four books and over fifty essays. In addition, Sturgis contributes regular “Looking Back in Genre History” segments to the Hugo Award-winning StarShipSofa podcast and serves as Editor-in-Chief of Hocus Pocus Comics. Her official website is amyhsturgis.com.

        

        Rich Larson was born in West Africa, has studied in Rhode Island and worked in Spain, and now writes from Ottawa, Canada. His short work has been featured on io9, translated into Polish and Italian, and appears in numerous Year’s Best anthologies as well as in magazines such as Asimov’s, Analog, Clarkesworld, F&SF, Interzone, Strange Horizons, Lightspeed, and Apex. Find him at richwlarson.tumblr.com.

        

        Amanda Pekar is a graduate of the Alpha Writing Workshop. She is graduating with a BFA in Creative Writing and Literature from Prescott College in May 2017, and her work has been published in Alligator Juniper and plain china magazines. In her free time, she enjoys knitting and working on her first novel.

        

        Russell Dickerson has been a published illustrator and designer since the previous millennium, creating works for many genre publications and authors. He has also written many articles for various organizations in that time, including Apex, and his work can be found on his website at www.darkstormcreative.com.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Artist Bio

        

      

    
    
      Aaron Nakahara is a fantasy illustrator and game designer born and raised on the island of Maui. He’s done concept illustration work for Warner Brothers Interactive, Collision Studios, Active Gaming Media, White Wolf Publishing, and is currently illustrating cards for Stone Blade Entertainment’s Ascension deck building card game. In his spare time he dabbles with developing games for the iPhone, focusing on Japanese-style RPGs.

      

      Aside from doing fantasy novel covers and promotional art for indie games, Aaron is also working on developing Fields of Eleria, a head-to-head MOBA-inspired card game, set to come out in 2017.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Issue 93 Preview

        

      

    
    
      Next month in Apex Magazine we have original fiction by Nisi Shawl, Rich Larson, and Lyndsie Manusos. We also have a reprint by Samuel Marzioli. Plus, poetry, nonfiction, and the winners from our Valentine’s Day themed flash fiction contest!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Copyrights and Acknowledgements

        

      

    
    
      
        “Words from the Editor-in-Chief” Copyright © 2017 by Jason Sizemore

        “Soliloquy in a Cheap Diner Off Route 66” Copyright © 2017 by James Beamon

        “Interview with Author James Beamon” Copyright © 2017 by Andrea Johnson

        “The Dark Birds” Copyright © 2017 by Ursula Vernon

        “The Invisible Box” Copyright © 2017 by J.J. Litke

        “Next Station, Shibuya” Copyright © 2017 Iori Kusano

        “The Quiltmaker” Copyright © 2014 by Mike Allen

        “Mag, the Habitat and We” Copyright © 2017 by Lia Swope Mitchell

        “Interview with Cover Artist Aaron Nakahara” Copyright © 2017 by Russell Dickerson

        “Masked” Copyright © 2016 by Rich Larson

        “Disobedient” Copyright © 2017 by Barton Paul Levenson

        “On the Edge of the Stone-Meadow” Copyright © 2017 by Laura Madeline Wiseman

        “Wormhole” Copyright © 2017 by Tracy May Adair

        “The Galatea” Copyright © 2017 by Amanda Pekar

        “The Once and Future Chief: Tecumseh in (Science) Fiction” Copyright © 2017 by Amy H. Sturgis, Ph.D.

        

        Publisher/Editor-in-Chief—Jason Sizemore

        Managing Editor—Lesley Conner

        Poetry Editor—Bianca Spriggs

        

        Slush Editors—Andrea Johnson, Anna Middleton, Beth Sutherland, Beverly McPherson, Carolyn Charron, Dawn Griffin, Eileen Maksym, Gabrielle Harbowy, Jessica Nelson, Joshua Cowell, Joshua P’ng, Kate Dollarhyde, Lauren Smith, Lia Swope Mitchell, Lindsay Anderson, Lisa Bolekaja, Mandy Johnson-Parker, Mike Baldwin, Rebecca Hurley, Reese Menezes, Samantha Williams, Stephanie Harris, Andrew Tudor, Anna Chapman, Carl Duzett, Carolyn VanEseltine, Dan Schindel, Heather Cale, and Tacoma Tomilson.

        

        Graphic Designer—Justin Stewart

        

        ISSN: 2157-1406

        

        Apex Publications

        PO Box 24323

        Lexington, KY 40524

        

        Please visit our website at www.apex-magazine.com.

        

        Each new issue of Apex Magazine is released the first Tuesday of the month. Single issues are available for $2.99. Subscriptions are available for twelve months and cost $19.95.
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