
  
    [image: Pulphouse Fiction Magazine]
  


  
    
      PULPHOUSE FICTION MAGAZINE

      ISSUE SEVENTEEN

    

    
      
        

      

      
        Edited by DEAN WESLEY SMITH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        From the Editor’s Desk

      

      
        Fast

        J. Steven York

      

      
        Uncomfortable Shoes

        Rob Vagle

      

      
        Ascent of a Lifetime

        Karen A. Lin

      

      
        Candy Detectives

        Connor Whiteley

      

      
        Between a Sock and a Hard Place

        Teri J. Babcock

      

      
        Toobychubbies

        Nina Kiriki Hoffman

      

      
        Another Body

        O’Neil De Noux

      

      
        Murder by Voice

        Kent Patterson

      

      
        It Came From The Coffee Maker

        Martin L. Shoemaker

      

      
        Locks and Keys and the Truth at the Heart of It

        Dayle A. Dermatis

      

      
        Baby, One More Time

        David H. Hendrickson

      

      
        The Diaper Room Key to Cosmic Plumbing

        Brenda Carre

      

      
        Cleanup Crew

        Ray Vukcevich

      

      
        The Case of the Missing Semicolon

        Christina Boufis

      

      
        This World We Live In

        Chrissy Wissler

      

      
        Harvey’s Babies

        Louisa Swann

      

      
        New Beginnings

        R.W. Wallace

      

      
        Red Letter Day

        Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

      
        Death of a Woman of Ill Repute

        Annie Reed

      

      
        As If Nothing Had Happened

        Jerry Oltion

      

      
        The Asteroid That Stays Crunchy in Milk

        The Asteroid That Stays Crunchy in Milk

      

      
        Minions at Work

      

      
        Subscriptions

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

          

          VERY DIFFERENT STORIES
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      I got a letter the other day from a reader talking about how much they loved every story in the last issue. To be honest, that shocked me. So I wrote them back and asked, “Every story?”

      They repeated, “Every story.”

      As the editor, I love every story in every issue, but I work hard to make sure the stories are so different, sometimes cutting edge, sometimes certain types of straight genre, that readers will find lots of stories they love, but not love every single story.

      Pulphouse Fiction Magazine is known for the reader not knowing what kind of story will be next in any issue.

      And I smash genres together like a demolition derby with no thoughts of norms, or if wheels have fallen off. If the story is well written and a great story with something just slightly sideways or twisted, the story fits in these pages.

      I do my best to also make sure that every story has an impact to the reader in one way or another. Sometimes subtle, sometimes emotional, sometimes just laugh-out-loud stupidly funny.

      So with all of that, I really was shocked to find a reader who loved every story, besides me, that is.

      Readers love the magazine, they love an issue, they love certain stories. That’s what I shoot for.

      So in this issue I have found twenty-one different short stories by professional fiction writers. Some are seeing print here for the first time, others won’t be new to every reader. Not one of the stories is like or even similar to any other story in this issue.

      Some are clear genre, some are so twisted you have to wonder what planet the author hails from.

      And I love every one of them.

      I hope, really hope, that you will enjoy and like most of them as well. But just remember, if there is a story you don’t like in these pages and skip past, another reader will find that same story their favorite in the issue.

      Pulphouse Fiction Magazine has stories for everyone in every issue, no matter the taste.

      Enjoy.

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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        J. Steven York is a master at writing some of the most twisted and thoughtful stories being published. In this original story, he gives us an amazing look into the thinking and world of a superhero.

        Steve has been publishing novels and powerful short fiction for over thirty years now, and before that he worked writing in the gaming industry. Steve is also doing a really fun and off-the-wall Internet comic, one of which he has allowed me to put in each issue on the back page.
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      It starts like this…

      I put my foot down to push off.

      But it’s not that simple. Kathy used to say nothing about my abilities is as simple as it seems. This is how it really happens….

      I put my foot down to push off, and as I do, in less than a picosecond, the sole of my boot presses down, hard, like the gravity has been turned up to eleven, like it’s welded directly to the center of the Earth, like no matter how hard I push, there is no possible way my foot and the ground could move against each other.

      And then I do start to push, and I do start to move. And as I do, my mind starts to accelerate, even faster than my body, so that it’s like trying to run under water. No, it’s like trying to run under syrup. Under wet concrete even. Not the effort, because for me, it’s easy, but just the subjective speed of it. All around me, the world freezes, just while I’m pushing off. The air is thick. I lean into it slowly, way out ahead of myself, but there’s no danger of falling….

      My body leans forward, but it’s more the work of my muscles than gravity, because gravity is a function of velocity. Distance over time. See, I’ve got time on a short-leash, and by my standards, gravity is so very, very, slow….

      And then my brain readjusts itself. Subjective time snaps back, like a rubber band returning to its natural shape, and I’m instantly rocketing along—by human standards.

      There’s not a car on Earth that can beat me, zero to sixty. No jet. No rocket-sled. A high velocity rifle bullet might keep up with me for a few feet, if it caught me at a standing start, but then I could just keep pulling away. And this is where it starts to get crazy. My body and my brain, they each run on their own clock, speeding up and slowing down independently. Even different parts of my nervous system, even parts of my brain, run on their own infinitely stretchable bands of time. And now it’s my body that seems to have sped up, but my brain is still running fast, so when I’m traveling 300 miles per hour, it seems maybe like I’m moving twenty or thirty. Slow enough to control. Fast enough not to get bored. To lose my focus.

      I can never lose my focus when I’m moving. Not even for a picosecond—a trillionth of a second—because when I do, people die.
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      In the pantheon of guys and gals in funny costumes who fight crime, I’ve never been a major player. I’m from the rust belt, not a big, sexy city on the coast. I’m not college-educated (sure, I use words like “picosecond” and “velocity,” but I’ve had a lot of time to study speed-related things on my own), nor do I have an alter-ego as a millionaire playboy, a scientist, an FBI agent, or a TV anchor. In “real” life, I fix old old-Volkswagens in a former Sinclair station on the rough side of Steel City.

      I don’t fly or turn into a robot or shoot gamma rays from my eyes. I don’t have a shopping list of abilities like the guy in the scarlet cloak. I’m just “the guy who runs fast.”

      Everybody knows my name, but outside my hometown, nobody asks for my autograph. When civilians talk to me, they ask me if I can get the Red Cloak’s autograph for them, or if those glowing bracelets Cufflinks wears are really alien weapons, or (I hate this) if I’ve seen Amazine naked. But really, even though I’ve been in their little crime-busters club, the Honor Brigade, off and on for years, we don’t hang, and they don’t really know me.

      I was always almost beneath Red Cloak’s notice. Amazine tried to act like she didn’t look down on me, but she did. Cufflinks always had his eyes on the sky, not the ground where I operate. Buckshot always thought I was too conservative (though he thought the same thing about Al Gore).

      WiFi was the only one that paid much attention to me at all, but I never knew what he was thinking. Which wasn’t fair at all, because WiFi was a mind-reader.

      So, for years, I went to their Honor Brigade meetings, participated in their Honor Brigade missions. I went where WiFi told me, when he told me, did what he told me, and supposedly helped save the world a hundred times. But I was a minor foot soldier (Ha! A pun!) in cosmic battles I rarely understood until well after the fact. Next Brigade meeting, I was the one sitting there going: “Aliens? You mean those lights in the sky were really spaceships? So why did you need me to turn off every electric lightbulb on Earth, anyway?” And Amazine would roll her eyes, Red Cloak would ignore me, and WiFi would just stare at me.

      I’m just the guy who runs fast, and nobody really knows me.

      Not anymore.

      To the world, I’m just the guy who runs fast, but what I do is so much more complicated. So much more special. Nobody knows what I can do, what it’s like for me.

      Nobody—almost nobody anyway—knows I’m probably the most powerful man on Earth.

      That’s just as well.
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      What I’ve told you so about my speed so far is just starting out, and even of that, I haven’t told you everything. Like I didn’t mention what I call the shear field, that cuts in around my body starting at about moped speed, and gets progressively stronger the faster I get. It floats a fraction of an inch above my body and just directs things around me; air, rain, bugs, the occasional bird, and if I’m going fast enough and the angle is right, even bullets. Without it, I’d flay my skin off long before I hit the sound barrier.

      Now, I call it the “shear field,” not because that’s the scientific term, but because I don’t have a clue what it is, or how it works. It just works, and “shear field” sounds cool.

      That’s the other thing. The origin thing. How I got my abilities. Yeah, look me up on Wikipedia, and there’s a story about a meteor, and a lab accident, and an exploding electrical transformer, but that’s all some garbage I made up to deflect the question and keep the government from cutting me open like a lab rat just to see what makes me tick. I don’t know where my abilities came from.

      Genetics. God. Too much caffeine. I don’t know.

      Here’s how it really happened….

      I just overslept one morning and found myself late to meet my fiancé, Kathy, at the courthouse, to get our wedding license. And bam, I was dressed, across town, and there in slightly less than the time it takes your heart to beat. Kathy was waiting, and all I could think at that moment was how upset, how hurt, she’d be if I didn’t show.

      I had to be there.

      And I was.

      Instantly.

      That’s how it’s been ever since.
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      Now, you’d figure a guy who can run at the speed of light has mighty strong legs, and I think I can safely say that I’m in pretty good shape. I certainly get my exercise, and Kathy always said I rocked the cyan spandex, especially the legs and—uh—butt. But if I were really strong enough to just run that fast, my legs would be stronger than Red Cloak’s. I’d be able to drop-kick a bus into orbit and never break a sweat, and that’s just not so.

      Not that I’m the same as you. My body, my metabolism, it can speed up too, and to fantastic speeds. I heal fast. I even rest fast. My body just does what yours could with the same powers. Or at least, what yours could do if you were an intensely trained amateur athlete who works out for hours every day, and almost never needed to stop for a recharge.

      Oh, that rumor about my eating tons of food to power all the hyper-speed? Total myth.

      Oh, sure, I sometimes pack it away, but only because I love to eat, and because I can. It used to annoy the hell out of Kathy. “I eat a Twinkie and put on ten pounds,” she’d say, “and you eat a large pizza and get to go to Paris. It’s not fair!”

      My body will burn it right off if it gets it, but there’s no amount of eating that could power what I do. Einstein said you’d need infinite energy to go the speed of light, so I guess that’s what I’ve got. The energy comes from elsewhere. I don’t know how it works. It just does.

      Oh, and for the record, life is not fair.

      It is not fair at all.
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      So far we’ve talked about fast, and really fast.

      Fast I hardly bother with. Fast is for people stuck in cars. I pass through it quickly, with the windows rolled up, like you driving through a bad part of town (probably where my auto shop is located).

      Really fast is faster than a bullet. Faster than an old SR-71 Blackbird spy jet. Faster than you will likely ever go, except in the cosmic sense of being on a moving planet zooming through space. Really fast is fun. I love watching the pavement sweeping under my feet in a blur. I love taking ninety-degree turns in an instant, like one of those light-cycles in that movie Tron, because, like I said, inertia does what I tell it to do. (I almost said, “inertia is my bitch,” but that’s just disrespectful of women, and more a statement about some of the bad company I’ve kept in the past than anything else.)

      And if you wonder how I keep from tripping, or stumbling, or running into a clothesline, know that by this point, different parts of my brain, of my reflexes, are working at different speeds. I’m running at a thousand miles per hour, and my conscious brain thinks I’m running fifty, and my reflexes—my unconscious responses that that keep me and others out of trouble—they just see me loafing along at a good jog.

      Okay, here’s another important thing. Things I touch, I can transfer some of my power to them. My shear field, for instance. Or my control of inertia. So I can snatch someone out from in front of a speeding car without breaking their neck or ripping their skin off where I grab them, or just turning them into strawberry jam as they go from zero to two thousand miles-per-hour in an instant.

      But some things are just mine. Their brain doesn’t speed up like mine, so for them, the ride is usually over in less than the blink of an eye. Nor does their movement, so when I grab someone for a rescue, it’s like carrying a statue. So don’t worry, ladies, if I tried to cop a feel (and I won’t!), it would be like groping a department store mannequin. Not much fun for me, and you’d never notice.

      But speaking of the ladies, there’s one exception that I know of. My wife, Kathy. I could pick her up in my arms and run around the world with her, and she experienced it as I did, moved in time as my consciousness experienced it. We could talk, and touch, and even kiss, though that latter one was risky and saved for very special occasions.

      We’d run together often, but every time, Kathy would ask me to slow down.

      Not the running. Actually, when she said “slow down,” what she really wanted was for me to speed up my—and therefore her—conscious mind, and thus slow down the universe. It’s all subjective, remember? Speed up the mind, and slow down the subjective movement.

      “You run past all these things!” She’d scold me. “You run around the world a thousand times! You get to see every side road in America, every mountain top, and to you, it’s all a blur! You miss so much! Let’s slow down and see it all.”

      Kathy, she taught me so much. Without her, I’d have missed so much. Every moment is precious. I know that now.

      Why was Kathy different? Maybe because she was there the instant my abilities first appeared. Maybe. But I prefer to think that it was just meant to be. Just as we were meant to be.

      In speeding up my mind, I learned to slow down and really experience things. To treasure them. I learned to do it without running. I could do it sitting perfectly still, watching fall leaves frozen in mid-fall, study the crystal perfection of an unmoving waterfall, or the flower-like frozen wave when a dropped cracker hits a bowl of hot soup.

      I could live in a second for as long as I wanted to.

      I once spent an eternity, holding my dying Kathy’s hand, unwilling to let go, until watching the fading spark of her life became too much to bear….
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      Okay, then there’s the punching thing. Everybody seems to have this idea that I can punch through a wall, or take out a super-powered bad-guy, by punching them really, really fast. “A thousand punches in a second.” I read that in the Steel City Sentinel once. But it isn’t true.

      Punches hurt. Just punching somebody on the jaw. Try it sometime. Or better, don’t. Try it a thousand times, and your hands will end up hamburger almost as fast as the person you’re punching.

      No, what I do is, I just sort of tap them. Nudge them.

      See, when you move as fast as I do, sound waves are spread out like breakers on a beach. If the light is right, I can watch a person’s voice or the output of a speaker frozen in the air in little waves, or at best, rippling slowly along. I move faster, I see other things. It gets really strange when I start seeing electromagnetic waves, but we’ll get to that part later.

      So by doing those little taps, those little nudges, over and over, I can introduce vibrations—energy—into things. From there, it’s just a matter of delivering enough energy at the right frequency to do what I want. I can break concrete, make a solid beach behave like quicksand, knock a bank robber unconscious, or turn iron bars into powder.

      Or I can put my hand on someone’s chest, say, Major Crime, and pump energy into him so his entire body vaporizes and explodes into a cloud of incandescent gas. An instant, painless death.

      The perfect murder. There’s no body, and it happens too fast for anyone to see.

      Okay, it isn’t that I can do that. It’s that I did. Just the once.

      I’m not proud of it. Not even a little.

      I’d just found out Major Crime had killed my wife.

      It wasn’t my best day.
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      Maybe you’ve wondered why every window in Steel City isn’t shattered by my sonic-booms. It’s because I don’t make any. It’s the shear field again. Somehow I just slip through the air, without a shockwave, without a boom, and really kicking up just enough wind to say, “Hi, fans, I was here!”

      Sometimes I’ll circle the block a hundred times just to watch some kid break into a smile when he realizes just who passed him by. That’s one of those things Kathy told me about, one of those things I would have missed. I may not be a worldwide hero like the Cloak, but my city loves me, and that’s more than enough.

      Most days, anyway.

      But with Kathy gone, the joy went out of what I did. I withdrew from the Honor Brigade, left the cosmic problems to other people. Instead, I focused on keeping my city safe; on making sure nobody died a senseless death like Kathy because I wasn’t there to save them.

      The Brigade went on without me. Only WiFi kept asking me to come back, like we had unfinished business. Maybe he wasn’t finished, but I was….

      Maybe you’re wondering how Kathy’s murder happened. Major Crime isn’t much of a villain: not much more than a gang-banger with bionic limbs and hands that convert into pistols. Pistols! The rounds are barely super-sonic!

      But I was half a world away when it happened, saving the world again with the Brigade. From what or whom, I never bothered to ask. The rest of the Brigade were closer to her in terms of space, but that was meaningless. Amazine is only as fast as her stealth-saucer. Cufflinks can teleport to other planets, but in the atmosphere, he’s as slow as a jet plane. Red Cloak is nearly as fast as me, but only in a straight line, and with a few thousand miles to build up speed.

      When WiFi shouted his telepathic warning into our heads, I was the closest one to her in terms of time, and that was all that counted.

      Now, the speed of light sounds fast, sounds instantaneous. At the speed of light, I can circle the Earth a little over seven times a second. I can travel half that distance in a fraction of a second. But it’s still a fraction. And it takes even me a little time to reach that top speed. And the telepathic warning was so loud, so unexpected, so startling, that I lost focus. I stumbled off the start.

      I told you: I lose focus, people die.

      I arrived to find her frozen, falling backwards, a bullet halfway through her heart.

      There was nothing I could do, but I had to try. But when I touched her, she sped up into my time-frame.

      By touching her, I instantly killed her.

      She was with me for just a moment, a look of sad desperation in her eyes, and then I felt her spark fading. She receded away from me, falling back into normal time as her life faded away, farther and farther, as my mind raced faster and faster, trying to preserve her, trying to think of some way to save her.

      I don’t know how long. Time had no meaning. I somehow know I could have made it last forever. That was within my power.

      Was I a coward for not staying with her dying ember to infinity? Or was it a mercy to let her go? I don’t know. I’m just a simple man with more power than anyone should have.

      And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Major Crime. Very sorry. Maybe I should have turned myself in, let justice take its slow course. But it seemed senseless, when there was so much good left that I could do. Anyway, no jail cell could hold me unless I chose to stay there, and no matter how I run, how fast, how far, I am always prisoner of my own regret.

      There’s no excuse, but I’ve lived every day, every second, every millisecond, since trying to make up for my crime. And for me, it was a very, very long time ago.
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      Until now, we’ve only talked reasonable speeds, under a few tens of thousands of miles per hour. Slow enough for jets and satellites and things you can almost still wrap your mind around. But that’s only second gear for me. I can go a lot faster, and that’s where things start to get really strange.

      God knows, I’m no scientist, but I guess Einstein said that well before I get close to the speed of light, things should start getting weird. I should start getting heavier, more massive. I should start changing shape, like a reflection in a fun-house mirror. Light itself should change color as its waves stretch out behind me, and bunch up in front of me. And there should be so much energy involved that the air around me would burst into flame, and the ground would melt beneath my feet. My senses would become useless, as light became too slow to show me what was happening even a few feet ahead of me, and sound waves became endless ripples in an infinite plane.

      But that’s not what happens. Somewhere about Mach 25, when my shear field seems maxed out, and the simple curvature of the Earth threatens to launch me off into space with each step, more abilities kick in. Suddenly I’m not running through the air anymore. I’m not running across the ground. In a way, I’m not moving at all. In a way, I don’t even exist anymore. My atoms and molecules seem to become shadows of themselves, memories of what they were, without mass or form. I am beyond form and touch. I am only a theoretical location, moving through a theoretical space, unstoppable, and untouchable. A place where even WiFi’s telepathy fades to a whisper and then disappears.

      And around me, if I want to, I see the universe the same way in return. Not as particles, or matter, or energy, but as the underlying principles that make them exist. It’s like that scene in The Matrix where Neo is able to see beyond the world of the Matrix, and see the computer code that creates it. It’s like somehow the curtains of Creation have been pulled back and I’m able to see the inner workings, the clockwork of the world, of the universe.

      You’d think such a thing might be too terrible and wonderful to even look upon, and you’d almost be right. I quickly learned that my mind could take those things and somehow build me a familiar picture of the world in my head, one with normal shapes, colors, and sounds. Kathy could do it too, as I ran with her in my arms, and share the wonder as we crossed from arctic snow to ocean, to desert, and back to snow again and again, laughing like children at the wonder of it.

      But when I want, I can see behind the curtain any time, and the faster I go, the clearer it becomes. It is times like those that I am thankful I am not a smarter man, or a more ambitious one. If I were, I might be tempted to reach out and pluck the strings that hold up the world, just to see what would happen. I think, that if I knew how, I could change worlds, reverse time, change the laws of physics, and maybe even travel faster than light. I understand how another man might want to try.

      If I’d thought it could have saved Kathy, I couldn’t have stopped myself, no matter the risk.

      But I never had that option.

      Fortunately. I told you. I’m human. I’m weak. I screw up. And sometimes, that’s good.
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      I focused on making my city safe, closed myself inside its limits, and never eased up. It was weeks before I slowed down enough to wonder why Major Crime did what he did. Why hold up a drug shipment right in front of the park where Kathy had her lunch? Why chose her out of all the hundreds of bystanders there to shoot? Why shoot any of them at all?

      That’s when I started to run.

      Around the Earth, nearly at the speed of light, again and again. Unstoppable. Untouchable.

      Around the Earth, hundreds of times. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. I used my speed like you might use a closet as a place to hide at a crowded party; a place where you can shut everyone out, give yourself time to think.

      And like I said, I’m not a smart man. I needed time to think. Time to think about what had been done to me. Time to think about what I was going to do.

      Who had placed me half a world away from my lady-love at her moment of greatest peril? Who had also placed the rest of the Brigade just beyond ability to help? Who had shouted into my mind, slowing my response, even as he’d seemed to be warning me? Who knew everything about my abilities that I did? Who was the one person, other than poor Kathy, who knew that I was the most powerful man in the world?

      And who could have easily told a weak-minded thug which person to target out of crowd, and when to fire?

      WiFi. WiFi had betrayed us!

      But he also couldn’t know what I didn’t know. He didn’t know where my abilities came from, because I didn’t. But he might have come up with his own theory, one that revolved around Kathy. I suspect that he thought that if he killed her, he’d kill my abilities too. In that, he was wrong. Kathy was not the source of my speed. If anything, it was my love for her.

      And love does not die.

      Did he hope to neutralize me, and then pick off the more vulnerable members of the Brigade one by one, until he ruled the world with his telepathy? Did he even somehow think he could steal my speed, pluck the strings of creation, and make himself into a God? He was smart enough to try. He was ambitious enough to try.

      Or did he simply fear me, because I was the only one, in my speed, that he couldn’t touch? Whatever his plan, he hadn’t given up on it. He wanted me back in the Brigade. To observe. To control. To destroy.

      How long had he been manipulating the Brigade’s minds? Had the world ever really been in danger from all those mysterious, cosmic menaces? Had we been distracted fighting hallucinations and imaginary aliens while WiFi’s flunkies carried out a thousand profitable crimes under our very noses?

      Good questions, to which I even now have no answers.

      There was only one important question: Who was really responsible for Kathy’s death? I had the answer to that one, and it was all I needed.

      Of course, he never sensed me coming, and if he had, it would have been far too late.

      I plucked him from Brigade Headquarters so fast that even the Red Cloak simply saw him vanish into thin air.

      Without slowing down, I carried his rigid form into the realm of near-infinite speed. He saw no comforting illusion of reality as we screamed around the world, again and again. He saw only the terrible rush of heaven’s framework screaming by, his mind still stuck in normal time, unable to touch mine. But I can run ’round the world over seven times a second, and I did it plenty of times, long enough for his slow thoughts to understand what was happening to him.

      To imagine what was about to happen.

      Once enough time had passed, once I was sure he knew, I drew back the protection of my powers.

      His body tried to turn back into matter and energy, but it was moving at the speed of light, and physics wouldn’t let that happen. Imagine slamming into a solid wall of air at the speed of light. Imagine that your body has no more substance than a dream as it flattens against unyielding reality. Imagine that Einstein kicks in just well enough to slow time, so you see your death coming for a hundred thousand years.
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      WiFi’s disappearance was never explained. The Honor Brigade made a show of investigating, but on some level, they all almost seemed relieved. I never rejoined, and shortly thereafter, there was some kind of blow-up and they disbanded the group.

      Perhaps I should have turned myself in for what I did to WiFi, too. But him, at least, I don’t regret. Not one bit.

      Maybe I’m the only Honor Brigade member who can honestly say I saved the world. But I can never tell anyone.

      I still stick to Steel City. If I never circle the world again, it will be fine with me.

      The crime rate is down to almost nothing, and day by day this dirty, run-down city seems to be getting better. The people still love me, though they don’t see me often these days. I sometimes still break up a real crime, make a headline or two, stand still long enough for somebody to get my picture. But mostly I’m under the radar.

      In my helmet radio I hear a police call. Somewhere across town, someone is breaking into a jewelry store.

      I put my foot down to push off.

      I will arrive in the nick of time to stop the robbery, save the innocent, and put the robbers behind bars.

      But along the way, I will do a million things that nobody knows, things that Kathy would have wanted me to do. I will right a falling bicycle, pull a dog from in front of speeding car, gather eighty-six dollars and twenty-one cents in lost change from the sidewalks and give it to charity. I will scoop a small boy’s falling ice cream from the air and put it back in his hands, erase a hundred pieces of graffiti and bypass seven more that are too beautiful to touch. I will paint a dilapidated house, pull weeds from an old woman’s yard, and take a kid’s just-purchased first hit of meth and throw it down a storm drain.

      And in a park, where Kathy once took lunch, I will pass a fountain, and slow a droplet of water in the air. Watch it spinning ever-so-slowly in the sunlight, sparkling and undulating in infinite forms, until that perfect moment, when I can freeze it, and spend a thousand years peering into its depths, seeing the crystal blue of her eyes.
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      Benjamin’s shoeshine station smelled like a perfume counter in a department store due to the crowd of travelers departing and arriving during morning travel in Concourse B.

      His station was among the restaurants and eateries and newsstands. The air was filled with the smell of cheap teriyaki chicken and coffee. The carpet was a soothing blue with airplanes depicted throughout. The carpet cut down on the noise drummed up from feet walking up and down the concourse.

      His display held a voluminous selection of Kiwi brand shoe supplies like tins of shoeshine, shoelaces, cloths, and brushes. He thought the Kiwi shoe polish smelled kind of like gasoline. He also had sundries like bottled water, snacks, mints, combs, sunglasses, hair brushes, hair nets, and newspapers. His father had recommended keeping the cigars because they were a big seller, and Benjamin was glad he had listened to his old man. The visitors to the shoeshine stand liked cigars over bottled water.

      Down the concourse, towards the security gates, a cello and a piano were playing an upbeat tune. It carried well in the concourse and gave the place more of a museum feel than a travel hub.

      Benjamin had been shining shoes in the airport for two years, after taking over for his father when he retired. He felt it lacked the glamour and importance of office work, all those poor workers in their cubicles seeing the same old faces every day.

      Shining shoes didn’t pay much but it was a business handed to him by his old man. Although he dreamt of selling the business and pursuing something that interested him more, like using his college English and Humanities degrees to do something for the greater good.

      The truth was he didn’t know what that something might be. English degrees were notoriously known to be useless, except for getting into teaching. His old man laughed at Benjamin for taking on an English degree saying that was as useless as a buggy whip for an automobile. Benjamin didn’t like the thought of teaching, but he liked to keep an open mind.

      Physical labor jobs never much interested him. Jobs like construction, groundskeeping, and custodial. He’d rather use his head, to read and think. He saved the physical for his favorite activities like Tae Kwon Do and running.

      He hated the thought of restaurant or retail work because that would be dealing with the general public and that was fraught with assholes and jerks and other terrible people who wouldn’t give you the time of day. They’d rather step on you then get around you.

      Then here he was in a job that was not unlike retail. Because here he was dealing with the general public. He could give up this occupation at any time, but now this occupation was easy. It was a stopping point, like it was for many of these airport travelers making a connecting flight. Just a stop before the journey continues.

      And Benjamin had two things going for him in this airport as a shoeshine man.

      One, it was exciting seeing people going somewhere and meeting world travelers, whether businessmen and women, or vagabonds seeing new and strange places. It wasn’t like serving people their rice and bean bowls in the Café Yumm! down at the other end of the concourse. Here, at the shoeshine stand, the traveler can take a breather and just sit still. They’ve already committed to a shine, so there was no selling. It was in those quiet moments, when they were talkative—and honestly they were more talkative than not—Benjamin could draw them out through conversations, listen to what they say, and see what they were made of.

      The second thing was a bigger thing. A strange thing. A thing nobody else was born with, it seemed, except for Benjamin. Some might call it a skill. Some might call it a curse. But what Benjamin had the knack to do was put himself inside the shoes of anyone who needed a shine.

      One could call it a psychic talent because Benjamin did see things, sometimes as soon as a customer sat in one of the three chairs on a raised platform against the wall. Other times it didn’t happen until he touched the shoe.

      When he touched the shoe he saw their past. He saw their departure and their destination. Sometimes he could even save them with a warning. Perhaps by dispensing some unassuming wisdom.

      He never knew if he saved anyone. It might be unlikely, but he never liked to think so. There was a paradox to all this. If he could save them with a bit of a warning or wisdom, then he shouldn’t be seeing anything at all in his mind’s eye when they sat down.

      One time he had a vision (he didn’t like the adjective psychic) with a businessman from New York, probably worked on Wall Street. In his mind’s eye Benjamin saw the man walking into an elevator, following a woman with long blond hair. It was just the two of them. She was staring up at the numbers above the door. He leered at her—Benjamin didn’t see his face because he saw everything from his point of view, and felt it—and then he placed his hands around her neck and squeezed. She let out a quick startled breath before being cut off.

      The image was so shocking and unexpected. He had no idea if it was in the past or future. Benjamin backed away from the man’s two-thousand-dollar Italian leather shoes.

      The man lowered The New York Times.

      “I can’t shine your shoes, sir,” Benjamin said.

      “Why?” the man asked.

      They stared at each other for a quiet moment, Benjamin at a loss for words. Honesty might get him punched or his father’s shoeshine stand might get a bad reputation—his son didn’t have the knack with customers, they would say.

      “Well?” the man asked, his brows curled low over his eyes and a scowl on his face.

      Benjamin pointed at the sign on above the man’s head. “We have the right to refuse service to anyone. I don’t have to tell you why.”

      The sign did give the proper disclosure.

      The man grumbled and picked up his things. Pulled the handle for his pull-along luggage and said, “You should pay me for wasting my time.”

      Then she stepped into his shoeshine stand.

      She was traveling in a black dress that reached just above the knees. She was brunette with curls. On first impression, Benjamin assumed the woman was in her thirties, much older than he was and way out of his league. Brunette curls tumbled around her shoulders and down her back. Her shoulders and arms were bare and skin looked tanned to a healthy bronze.

      Most of Benjamin’s friends, the male ones, were surprised when they heard women stopped at his father’s shoeshine stand. It may not happen frequently, but women did on occasion, whether for a shine or to fix a shoe malfunction, like a heel or torn strap. And it wasn’t unheard of for a woman wanting a shine on their shoes.

      In fact, his old man had been savvy—because why lose a potential revenue stream—and was known for providing a safe, comfortable environment for women clientele. A tradition Benjamin held on to. This included having a lower chair and a large bath towel she could cover her lap with. This was required if a woman was wearing a skirt or dress.

      Like the woman who stepped into the shoeshine stand now.

      She wasn’t carrying any luggage, but she had a large handbag over her shoulder. Black just like the dress. Her eyes were blue with light mascara. Benjamin thought it was nicely done and he didn’t realize his heart started pounding as he noticed these things. Her lips had a glistening coat of lipstick.

      “Hi,” she said as she sat on the middle chair, which was on the raised platform.

      Benjamin reacted immediately and went to the drawer and pulled out a towel and handed it to her. It was cotton, thick and soft.

      “Good morning,” he said. “Put that in your lap. Unless you prefer the lower chair.”

      He pointed to the one at the end standing apart from the platform. It all came out natural and unassuming, just like his old man. Providing a woman’s needs at the shoeshine stand required subtlety and grace.

      “Oh my goodness,” she said as she looked down at herself. “The towel would be appropriate. Thank you.”

      She sounded enthusiastic and sincere. She smelled sweet and flowery with a hint of perspiration and Benjamin thought she might have been on a red-eye flight.

      She wore blue shoes that matched her eyes. They were leather pumps with a one-inch, thick heel.

      “What can I do for you today, madam?” he asked.

      She looked at him with a funny look and then laughed. “Madam, please! Call me Persephone.”

      It was Benjamin’s turn to laugh. “Like the Greek goddess,” he said.

      “That’s me. On a good day.”

      “Well, Persephone, what can I do for you?”

      “Shine, please,” she said, wiggling her feet in those blue shoes. “I want these babies to shine.”

      She had both feet up on the vinyl foot stool. When Benjamin sat down and first touched them with the cloth, the vision was instantaneous.

      In the vision she said to him: I thought all shoeshiners were old guys.

      As he ran the cloth over the toe of her right shoe, she then said to him, live: “I thought all shoeshiners were old guys.”

      He looked up into her mesmerizing eyes and felt like he was in a spotlight of love. Her attention was all on him. He wanted to say he thought she would say that, but he couldn’t get the words out. The fact he had had a vision and it became true in two seconds astounded him.

      “I’m sorry. You’re not an Uber driver. They always want to talk,” she said.

      “No, you’re good,” he said. “I hear that all the time. About shoeshiners being old guys. This my old man’s business. Well, it’s mine now and it’s just a temporary occupation.”

      “You’re not going to do this until you’re sixty-four,” she said.

      “No, ma’am,” he said.

      She nudged his hand with her left foot. “Persephone!”

      Even though he had a split second to see her beam a smile at him, the nudge sent his mind plummeting through a vision, a series of visions. Him and her sitting next to each other in a dark movie theater with explosions on the screen. Him and her finishing swing dancing and clinging to one another. Her telling him it’s been a great first year over dinner in small restaurant with only half dozen tables.

      Then the last vision: her seeing him, Benjamin, in a casket. She was crying, her vision blurry with tears.

      He tumbled back off his stool and landed on the carpet, his breath rushing out of him.

      “Man overboard! Are you okay?” she asked.

      He saw shoes pass before his eyes—loafers and some dude wearing galoshes for some reason. Luggage being pulled like children’s wagons, and anybody that looked down at him had uninterested looks on their faces. Didn’t they know they were looking at a dead man?

      “Are you hurt?” Persephone asked.

      She was standing now. The towel from her lap had dropped onto her shoes. He hopped to his feet and shook himself, snapping the cloth out in his right hand.

      He tried to recover—but how does one recover seeing themselves dead?—and said, “Happens sometimes. It’s dangerous work.”

      “You’re still standing,” she said proudly. And she clapped her hands softly at him.

      He bowed and said, “Now, Persephone, if you sit down we can get back down to business.”

      “Finish our little party,” she said as she sat down.

      Benjamin felt himself blush, his cheeks burning hot.

      They were flirting with each other. They would date. And he would die.

      How would he die?

      He had to focus. Focus on shining her shoes. He couldn’t contemplate his own corpse from her eyes. When he opened the tin of polish, the whiff of the gasoline-like smell cleared his head. He set to work on her pumps and let her talk.

      From his use of the cloth to the horsehair brush on her blue pumps, Persephone talked. She had actually graduated from the same high school as he did, four years ahead of him. She went to college for business and now worked for The Bannon hotel chain. She had just come from Las Vegas where they just finalized a deal for a new hotel there.

      While she talked Benjamin only muttered one-word sentences, except for the part about her going to the same high school. On that point they both came up with names and faces, mostly teachers, they both knew.

      Benjamin came away with one thought: she was much more together than he was. She was into her career and seemed to know where she was going. He, on the other hand, was floundering.

      “I can see myself,” she said when she looked down at her finished, polished pumps.

      “Say, why didn’t you get your polish on the way to Vegas? You’re home now.”

      “You were busy when I came through here on departure,” she said.

      “But you don’t need your shoes shined now,” he said.

      She smacked his shoulder with her open hand. “I’ll make this easy for you.” She dug into her handbag she now had on her shoulder again and handed him her business card. “Give me a call sometime.”

      Benjamin stared at her card, silent. Her real name was Amy.

      “You can still call me Persephone,” she said. “Please do.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “If I was psychic—” she said as she stepped away.

      “Are you?” he asked.

      “No, silly. I’m making a prediction here. If I was psychic, and I’m not, I would say you won’t call me. That will make us both sad.”

      He scrutinized her. It almost seemed like she was playing with him. About having visions. About seeing the future. The both of them.

      “Prove me wrong, Benjamin,” she said, and walked away.

      His mind whirled at their conversation. Did he introduce himself?

      “Hey, Persephone, how did you know my name? I don’t think I gave it.”

      She stopped and turned and considered him. She pointed at the sign above the raised platform with chairs where it read, Benjamin’s.

      “Is it yours or your father’s name?” she asked.

      “Both. I’m junior.”

      “Just one date, junior,” she said. “Maybe?” She raised her hand, palm up, in a don’t know gesture. Then she turned around.

      The ball was in his court. He had her number in his hand. He went over to the small trash bin next to the stand and he held the business card over the maw of it, his hands ready to tear the business card apart.

      One thing that gave him pause was the pain of proving her right. That she was correct, he wouldn’t call. He felt like he would be hurting her and he didn’t like that.

      But would it be any better if he died after they dated more than a year?

      He groaned and his shoulders sagged. He rubbed his thumbs along the top edge of her card and found he didn’t have enough strength to tear it.

      When he stepped away from the trash bin he didn’t have to be a psychic to know if he didn’t tear up the card, he would call her.

      And let fate unroll its course, as if he hadn’t had a vision of his corpse at all.
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      I gazed upwards at Last Man Standing.

      The sheer granite cliff ascended so high it broke through the clouds, and no one could see where the top ended. I inhaled the scent of dirt and loose gravel clinging to the rock surface, decorated with whorls and patterns and pockets. The sky was darkening, and dare I say, it felt like an inauspicious night.

      I had memorized the beginning of my route so well that it was etched in the grooves of my brain. I could climb it in my dreams, or if I stood still long enough with my eyes closed. When I stretched my limbs, I could feel every muscle taut under my skin. My palms and fingers were thick with calluses.

      To calm myself, I smoothed out my thick black braids resting on both of my shoulders. The journey ahead felt nearly impossible, and I almost wanted to turn around and announce that I was going straight home.

      But I kept my back to the crowd. I could feel the eyes of my parents, my brother, the villagers standing among the thicket of trees, waiting to see what would happen. I remembered their grim eyes and their timid, nervous smiles right before I’d stepped up to the rock.

      I would always be grateful to my family for accompanying me on the day of my Ascent. Whatever the outcome tonight, my parents would have to be up tomorrow at dawn. My father, to cook all day for the noodle shop, and then cook dinner for the family. My mother, to trim hedges and plant flowers throughout the town. My brother, studying night and day without knowing if we would have enough money for him to finish his medical training.

      I was nearly staggered by a wave of guilt. I’d spent more than two years of my life on Last Man Standing, all for the slim chance that I would reach the mythical peak and join the list of Ascenders in the history books: Yi Long, Wei Mo, Xiao Quan. Those men, as it was written in the official records, seemed to operate on a spiritual plane apart from the rest of us mere mortals, even though they never revealed exactly what they saw at the peak.

      I had no clue what I would find when I reached the top— perhaps a wealth of riches, a potion of immortality. But the end result was far from my mind. One mistake, one slip of my shoe or hand, and I’d come crashing to the ground. The only way I could get up to the clouds was if I believed I could.

      By morning, I would be an Ascender, or I would be dead.
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      A year ago, the thought of becoming an Ascender never crossed my mind.

      I worked behind the front desk at the library, a boxy wooden structure not far from town hall. I recorded who had borrowed which book, and when they had to return it. Often we served as a haven for scholars who liked to pore over books by torchlight at our long wooden tables, sometimes falling asleep on the open pages. Fortunately, my fellow librarian was a nocturnal creature and didn’t mind keeping the library open into the late hours while I slept soundly at home.

      One evening, after I had lit the torches around the hall and prepared to go home, a weathered old man approached me at the front desk with a quizzical smile. He wore a shabby tunic and rag pants. I had noticed him sitting at the far left bench all day.

      “What is your name, young woman?” he asked. His voice had the rasp of a wizened man beyond the years of his appearance.

      “Kai Yuan,” I answered.

      “Kai Yuan,” he said. “You will be the next Ascender.”

      It was such a shocking statement that I took a step backwards. “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “My name is Xiao Quan,” he said, in a matter-of-fact tone.

      I peered at him closely. Xiao Quan, the man who had Ascended at age sixteen? I wanted to dismiss him as some crazy old man, but I saw the look in his eyes now, how different it was from the rest of ours. He had the gaze of a god, of someone powerful who had scaled the sacred rock and survived to tell the tale.

      Before I could ask him any further questions, he turned and walked out the front door of the library. I ran after him, but when I flung the door open, he was already gone.

      I went home that night in a daze. My father was stirring soup in the pot over the fire, and the smell of pork, rice noodles, and cilantro was strong and fragrant in the air. It must have been a good day, for pork was difficult for us to afford these days. My mother was just washing up in the basin after her day’s work of tending to the plants in the town gardens. She smelled like freshly cut grass. My brother was poring through his notebooks at our round wooden table by candlelight.

      “I have been called to be an Ascender,” I said, placing my satchel on the ground. I told my family the story of Xiao Quan approaching me at the library. “According to tradition, I must practice every night, from dusk until dawn, on Last Man Standing.”

      My family only looked at me with skepticism on their faces.

      “Kai Yuan, you really believe a crazy old man?” my mother said, continuing to scrub her hands. “You are going to sacrifice your sleep and your health to fall off a cliff and die?”

      “If I do it right, I will never fall off,” I said. “I will keep going up into the heavens, and see what is there. Maybe what I find there can change our lives.”

      My brother, a skinny and quiet young man with a weathered brown face, looked me square in the eye with an unreadable expression. Once he passed his exams, he was going to be the village doctor. He would go door to door and help the sick and needy. Once our parents got old, he would take care of them.

      I wondered if some people were just born to be selfless.
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      I began training the next night after Xiao Quan’s summons. I could have taken the horse, but I didn’t want to leave my family without any means of transportation, even if I only needed it late at night.

      So I walked. At night after I closed up the library, I took the winding dirt path through the nearby scraggly hills, where the trees bunched together in small patches and left other areas bare. I carried a bundle of thick, coiled rope on my back. This amount of rope had cost me half of the coin I had saved up from my job last month. The other half I gave to Father to buy more pork.

      After several miles, I reached a valley that was thick with trees and carpeted with lush green grass. The valley formed the base of a row of granite cliffs. I had heard tales of the trees saving many a climber’s life when they fell off Last Man Standing, though I had heard just as many stories where falling corpses watered the grass with blood.

      I shuddered, but approached the base of the tallest cliff in the mountain range. As I looked up at the towering structure, a chill ran up my spine. The air was cool, and a slight breeze grazed my cheeks. I suddenly felt tired and exhausted just from looking up at the rock. There was no way I could climb without any rest. I trudged to the nearest tree, sat down at the base of its trunk, and closed my eyes.

      When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t alone in the darkness. A torch was planted in the ground near me, and it flickered feebly. A group of four burly men stood at the base of Last Man Standing, holding their own ropes. They looked towards me as I yawned, stood up, and stretched my arms towards the sky.

      “Girl,” one of them said. He had a long ponytail, much longer than my own. “Are you our rope delivery service?” The others chuckled.

      “No,” I said. I thought it was clear that I was past girlhood, but I didn’t bother to correct him. Let him underestimate me. “I am here to climb Last Man Standing.”

      Their smiles grew even wider. “We’ll see you at the top, won’t we?” said Ponytail Man. The three other men placed their hands on the rock, and started to pull themselves upwards.

      I watched them go higher and higher, out of sight, only pausing to hook their ropes around nails in the rock. Last Man Standing was wide enough that each man could take their own preferred route. Some of them were better at techniques such as bringing their heel high up, using it as a lever to heave themselves up. Some moved slowly and carefully, others moved quickly and efficiently.

      “Your first time here?” Ponytail Man asked me as he secured the rope around his waist.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “See those nails in the rock? Many have gone before us, and hammered those nails in, so you can practice with rope. It is essential to be safe, until you have practiced the route enough times. After enough times, you will reach a meditative state at a certain height, where your body will continue to climb until your mind reaches a spiritual plane. If you can stay in the meditative state long enough to climb to the top, then you will become an Ascender.”

      I nodded. I knew all this of course, from the books I pored over in the library. “Many have died trying.”

      He nodded gravely. “I hope you said goodbye to your family tonight. You will have to do so every night.”

      I tied one end of the rope around my waist. I attached the other end of the rope to a large rock, whose weight would slow down my inevitable fall. I walked up to Last Man Standing and placed my hand on the sharp, cutting edge of the rock. Then I placed my feet carefully in two tiny pockets of rock, so that my entire body weight was off the ground.

      I managed to pull myself up, every muscle in my arm straining to hold myself to the rock. I made it to the first nail, where I hooked the rope. Exhausted already, I looked down to see Ponytail Man watching me.

      “Girl,” he said. “Keep your arms straight as much as possible. Use your legs more.”

      I climbed another meter up to the next nail, keeping my arms straight and using my legs. I did indeed feel more efficient, though my forearms still burned. “Thank you,” I called back down to Ponytail Man.

      Over the next year, I repeated the same routine every day. From morning until dusk, I worked at the library. I always kept an eye out for Xiao Quan, perking up whenever I saw an old man with white hair, but he never appeared again. I returned home after work for dinner, and gave my wages to my parents. Sometimes I asked my brother what he was studying, and he grunted some one-word answers.

      Then I walked over the hills to Last Man Standing, where I first took a nap under a tree, then climbed side-by-side with the four men. Some days, a new man would start his training with us, only to give up after a week. The other men always greeted me with curious nods, but only Ponytail Man ever spoke to me. He encouraged me when I felt like I should quit, and gave me advice on how to climb. Three middle fingers in the pockets. Use abdominal strength to keep the body tight like a bowstring.

      When the sun came up over the horizon, we descended back down to the ground, gathering up our rope from the nails as we went. The men mounted their horses and made the trek back to their village, while I started the long walk back to mine.

      One day, I found myself so high up on the rock that with a shock, I realized there were no more nails left from which to hang my rope. I hadn’t even realized I had reached this point, so absorbed I had been in my climb.

      “Yu Bo,” I called out to Ponytail Man, though using his real name always felt strange to me. “There’s no more left to climb.”

      “My friend,” he said from a few meters to my right. My shouting had awoken him from his own trance. “This is the point where you must take the leap of faith. You had been climbing mindlessly, no? Now during your Ascent, you will have to climb without rope entirely, and you will be able to pass this point without having to think about the transition.”

      I looked up at the rest of the cliff wall, which extended into the clouds and out of sight. I looked down, where the ground was terrifyingly far, and the birds that circled the trees below were specks of white. I should have been ready, but I felt far from it.
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      On the night of Ponytail Man’s Ascent, I gathered around the bottom of Last Man Standing with his friends and family. I felt oddly out of place, given that everyone he knew arrived on horses, whereas I was the local villager girl who carried her rope around her shoulders and trudged through hills to get there. By then, thick calluses had formed around my heels and the balls of my feet.

      When I joined the crowd at the base of Last Man Standing, Ponytail Man’s eyes locked on mine almost instantly. He looked strangely naked without the rope tied around his waist. He looked nervous as well, and reached out a hand to me. I took it, not caring what others in the crowd thought of the older, bigger man clutching the young, childish woman by the hand.

      Out of our climbing crew of five, we were the last ones left. In the past few weeks, the other four men had attempted their own Ascents, only to come crashing down through the trees.

      I was there for all of them. I couldn’t quite get the picture out of my mind of a flailing body falling through the clouds, then hitting the ground with the loudest thud I’ve ever heard. Then I had to repeat the same nightmare again three more times. The trees could not save them.

      Ponytail Man took a deep breath, then latched on to the rock, starting his slow and gentle movements. I always liked watching him climb, and had instinctively taken on his style over the past year.

      I inhaled deeply, smelling the fresh dirt that always clung to the rocks and reminded me that I was alive. I was bone tired, and I leaned against a tree to close my eyes for a few minutes. With my eyes closed, I could hear Ponytail Man’s family wondering amongst themselves about how Ponytail Man would descend after he reached the top. I heard Ponytail Man’s shoes scraping the rock, looking for the edges he’d found in his days of practice.

      I awoke from my brief nap to the sound of yelling and screaming. Against the glimmer of sunlight coming up over the horizon, I spotted a human shape falling, ever so slowly.

      I closed my eyes and covered my ears so I would not experience the moment of impact.
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      It took me many more months to summon the courage to make my Ascent. If I did not make this climb, I would kill myself trying. Night after night, I climbed Last Man Standing alone, reaching the end of the route, staring at the blank rock where I would have to go without rope.

      I had even forgotten Xiao Quan’s assurance that I would be an Ascender. It occurred to me that I never asked Ponytail Man and the others why they had been called to the rock in the first place. Had they also been summoned there by Xiao Quan, or another Ascender?

      My mother, sensing that the day of my Ascent was close, begged me not to do it every evening after I’d come home. I could see the toll it took on her to imagine me falling off the rock, the same way I had seen Ponytail Man and the other men fall so gracelessly. My father never spoke much when my mother lectured me, but I could see the wrinkles on his face grow deeper. Their pain tore at my heart and resolve.

      But over the past year, it no longer became about the gifts I would obtain as an Ascender, but that I lived to climb. I didn’t notice when Last Man Standing had become my life, but now it was inescapable. I spent days at the library dreaming about how to get past a gnarly spot on the wall. As my family chatted over dinner, I rehearsed the routine in my head. I ate extra portions of the precious meat to build the lean muscles in my forearms and thighs. I spent my wages on sturdier rope. I hated to admit that I lived so completely in my own world.

      But on the day I decided to Ascend, my family came with me. I insisted that my parents ride on the horse, so accustomed I was to walking on foot with my rope around my shoulders.

      When we reached the base of Last Man Standing, I was shocked to find a group of men from nearby villages standing there among the clump of trees. I approached a tall man with a thick mustache to find out why they were here.

      “Before Yu Bo died,” he said, “he talked endlessly about a young girl who was about to make her Ascent. We have never heard of this before, so we came to watch.”

      You came to watch me die, I thought resentfully.

      Another man nodded towards my brother, who was standing next to my parents’ horse. “Your brother there, he attends to his schooling in our village. He talked about you as well, about how proud he was that you were taking on this challenge.”

      I looked over at my brother in surprise, with a lump in my throat. I never knew him to be proud of me for anything, for he never talked to me beyond a few grunts here and there. He shrugged bashfully, and I smiled despite myself. “Good luck, sister,” he said quietly.

      That was all I needed to step up to the base of Last Man Standing. I took one last look at my family, to say goodbye, to convey my love for them as best as I could. I gazed upwards at the sheer face of the rock and took a moment to contemplate my journey over the past year.

      I took a deep breath, stepped forward, and placed my hands on the rough pockets of stone. The gray granite rock with patches of brown and white was rough and familiar under my palms.

      I began the climb.
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      Right hand to the crimp, left foot up to the crevice, left hand up to the side pocket. My body was like a machine, going through the mechanical motions to get me up the wall. I no longer thought of myself as a human, but rather a spider or a squirrel with many limbs.

      Now my biggest enemies were fear and unwanted thoughts. Many times, thoughts of how Ponytail Man and the others had felt during their Ascent drifted into my mind, and I had to gently catch them and release them to the wind. I had to be an empty mind that happened to have hands and legs, arms and feet.

      After a certain height, I could no longer remember the motions my body was making. I could not remember if there were nails still guiding my path, or if I was past that point already.

      Later on, I felt a wetness all over my body, but I could not tell if it was sweat or if I had climbed through the layers of clouds. All of it was irrelevant. I was a monk meditating in his temple, floating above the ground.

      Everything was perfect.

      Then something irregular broke into my vision, jolted me awake from my meditative state. I turned my head to the left to see an old man with fine-spun white hair hovering in the air beside me, next to the cliff. Though the sky was dimly lit by moonlight, he was glowing white.

      I shouted in surprise when I saw him, and the shock reverberated through me. My right hand peeled off the rock, leaving me to dangle from my left fingertips. My feet scrabbled for purchase on the rock, but I could not find any good holds.

      With an ugly lurch in my stomach, my left hand slipped off Last Man Standing, and I began to fall.
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      As I fell, my mind left to wander elsewhere, refusing to be present in my body at the moment of impact. I did not want to experience the flailing of my arms and legs, the free fall, the final whisper of death.

      But curiously, my body came to a sudden halt, and my mind jolted back into place. I hovered upright with my toes grazing the tip of the layer of cloud. The moon hung over me in the sky, the roundest I’d ever seen it. The air was cold up here, and I only wore a thin sweater my mother had sewn for me.

      I had forgotten the reason for my sudden fall, but I was reminded when Xiao Quan hovered down from the sky and stopped in front of me, against the backdrop of Last Man Standing. When I last saw him at the library, he wore a simple tunic and pants. Now he wore an elaborate white cleric’s outfit to match his tufts of hair, with a shawl draped over his shoulders.

      I regained my voice and gasped, “Xiao Quan? How are you here?”

      “Kai Yuan, is it?” he said in his raspy voice. “So sorry to make you fall. I figured you were so deep in meditation that you wouldn’t notice if I came close.”

      “Why were you watching me?” I asked.

      “I had never seen a girl Ascend before. I wanted to witness history.”

      “Well,” I said, gesturing around me. “I fell, so I failed.”

      “No, no.” Xiao Quan wagged his finger. “You fell only because of my interference. You have yet to hit the ground.”

      “So I’m still alive?” I asked. “I still have a chance?”

      Xiao Quan seemed lost in thought, and he did not answer my question. “Tell me, young girl, why you decided to take on Last Man Standing?”

      I was surprised by his question. “You told me I would be an Ascender. I thought…”

      Xiao Quan threw his shaggy head back and laughed. “No one should believe anything I say. I make a sport out of telling people that they will be Ascenders, wherever I go. Some are fit to climb. Others are scholars who are obviously much happier with their noses in books. Old people who are sick and injured. Girls. I do not expect half these people to succeed.”

      “So, you did not actually think I would be an Ascender?” I digested this information. “Did one of those people you told happen to have a ponytail?”

      “Maybe.” Xiao Quan waved a hand. “But you believed me with all my heart, did you not? Why is that so?”

      I thought for a moment. “I wanted to help my family.”

      “Your family is in dire need?”

      “They…” I thought about Father, whistling as he stirred the soup for dinner. My mother telling us stories of seeds she had planted. My brother deep in thought as he digested a new piece of information he had learned.

      Xiao Quan’s white eyebrows were raised.

      “I Ascended because I wanted to,” I said hesitantly. “Even if it meant nights away from my family. Even if it meant worrying them to death.” Saying it out loud made me feel terrible, like I had admitted to a crime.

      Xiao Quan peered closer at me. “Ah, so you do it not for your family. Admit it, you do it for yourself, out of pure desire. Can you feel it?”

      I felt his words resonate within me, the desire filling me, bringing tears to my eyes, washing away layers of denial. What was an Ascent, if not a purely selfish journey that I took alone, physically and spiritually apart from every human on the planet?

      I didn’t know where the desire came from, only that it had been with me the whole time. Xiao Quan had lit the spark, but I was the one who let it explode into a conflagration. It consumed me, like it consumed Ponytail Man and the others; it burned people who cared about me.

      I could only complete my Ascent if I believed that the fire deserved to live.

      “I feel it,” I said out loud. “I want it.”

      “Then take it,” he said, and began to hover upwards.

      “Wait,” I said. “You still have not told me how you are here, and how I am still alive.”

      “That is for you to find out,” he said, his voice growing fainter as he drifted upwards and out of sight.

      I felt a tickle in my left eye, and I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened them, I was frozen on the surface of Last Man Standing, in the same position I had been in before I fell: both hands clutching the same small ledge, my legs in a crouch. At this point, I had been climbing for hours and the skin on my fingertips had been rubbed raw.

      Had I actually fallen and spoken to Xiao Quan, or had everything happened inside my head?

      There was no time to find out. I moved my hands and legs up the wall, not thinking about mechanics or proper placement, just getting back into a rhythm. This time, I slipped back into the meditative trance easily, just like falling asleep after a long day. It was as if a mental barrier had been erased, and I was free to pursue the peak.

      And then…

      I reached for the next hold, and felt nothing but air. My body peeled away from the rock, but before I could fall toward the ground, gravity reversed. I fell feet first into the sky head facing the ground. At first, there was unbearable pressure as the blood rushed to the tip of my head.

      Then, I felt weightless.

      The view of the world unfolded before me. I saw every tree, down to the very last leaf, and the tiny six-legged insects crawling on them. I saw patchworks of cities, and their intricately designed paved stone paths bearing the weight of horses’ hooves and leather shoes.

      Every object of nature, from the layer of clouds in the sky, to the pebbles in the gardens, to the rivers rushing to bring salmon to their destination, was inhabited by a spiritual force. And with my Ascent, I had crafted myself into such a spiritual force, one who could visit any blade of grass of my choosing, or any stone or rock.

      I understood now how I could make my return, how Xiao Quan had found me during my climb and broken my fall using the wind and clouds. Last Man Standing was the link between the heavens and the earth.

      I closed my eyes and my mind reached for the spirit that inhabited the giant granite rock. Last Man Standing grabbed ahold of me and guided me gently along its surface, helping me descend back to the ground.
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      I placed a leather-bound book back on the shelf near the back of the library, then patted it fondly. Although the pages of the book had been pressed and flattened from its original form, the wood was still able to communicate to me the words that had been etched into its skin. The next time a patron visited the library and asked for a book on medicinal herbs, I would know what to present them.

      I then ventured back out to the sitting area, where several patrons sat reading heavy texts on the benches by torchlight. They were all young scholars like my brother, no doubt studying for examinations.

      Near the front desk stood an old man with white hair, though he was dressed in shabby rags again instead of saintly white garb.

      “Xiao Quan,” I said quietly, not wanting to disturb the others in the library.

      “I figured you would return to the library even after your Ascent,” he said. He gave me a knowing grin.

      “Let us take a walk,” I said. The nighttime librarian had just entered through the front door to relieve me of my duties.

      “Have you told anyone about your powers?” he asked, as soon as we were outside. The sun was setting over the town, and the air was crisp.

      “No,” I said. “I merely say that the view from the top is beyond magical, and that the journey was the real gift.”

      “Quite right,” he said.

      “I still cannot believe I will be added to the official records of Ascenders,” I said.

      We talked all the way until we reached my house, then parted ways. My mother and father greeted me with hugs when I went inside, and my brother even gave me a begrudging smile, as buried as he was in his studies. They seemed more relaxed now that I had achieved my goal to climb a death-defying cliff, and had returned to ordinary pursuits.

      And so we had dinner together. Our bellies filled quickly with Father’s fragrant noodle soups, left over from the shop. Mother’s bellowing laugh rang in the air, the sound ripping from her gut like a bell chime. Looking around our small wood-hewn table, I felt sorry for the time I took from them to achieve my climb.

      But after everyone else had gone to bed at night, my favorite thing to do was ride the wind. Sometimes I brought my body along, so that I flew through the air above thatched rooftops, watching the torches flicker out from the windows of various shacks. Often I merely sat cross-legged on my sleeping mat and let my mind go on adventures.

      Some nights, when the moon was especially bright, I traveled by mind over the hills to Last Man Standing, where people either trained for or attempted their Ascent. I watched the climbers from inside the rock with a loving gaze, hoping with all my heart that they would make it. But I made sure I never got close enough for them to see me. I had learned that lesson from Xiao Quan.

      I found the occasional women there too, which made my heart quicken. The sight of them scaling the wall with their rippling muscles and ironclad grips brought me back to the days when I trained with Ponytail Man. I wondered if they thought of me, or their families back at home, as they climbed.

      And once I had my fill of Last Man Standing, I rode the wind onwards, to mountain ranges not yet explored.
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        This is Connor Whiteley’s first story in these pages, but I have a hunch it won’t be the last. Connor’s mind just sometimes works in a Pulphouse fashion, as is shown in this totally crazy original detective story about everyone turning into candy.
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      The world of flesh and blood is no more.

      When the climate crisis got too much, fires engulfed the world, floods engulfed the coast, and the world was on the brink of war over the dying resources. Someone created a solution.

      People hated it. They really, really did. But they knew it was all their fault so they couldn’t moan too much.

      Overnight the world leaders unleashed a massive wave and when people woke up the next morning, they were flesh and blood no more.

      They were candy.

      At first it was just plain weird; everyone awoke to become their favorite type of candy and even the houses, roads, and everything else was made of a candy or another.

      But it was delicious.

      And at least the climate crisis was basically over with humans stopping producing as much fuel fossils and power. (Believe me, candy people hate heat!) Then the over-farming of cows and fish stopped too; candy don’t eat meat, thankfully.

      I thankfully became my favorite candy of them all, I loved it, I became a toffee person and I was delicious! I quickly discovered that when I decided to eat a bit of myself and it grew back. I grow back!

      That was amazing.

      But I’d be lying if I didn’t say it made my job more interesting as a detective, it seems some people didn’t lose their sweet tooth and people loved to eat other candy people.

      Which led me to this case.

      Feeling the beating hot sun warm up my soft delicious toffee skin, I tried to ignore the brown droplets of toffee sweat dripping down my back as I focused on the crime scene around me.

      The suburbs were a lot farther out than I normally travel, but when a candy killer is on the loose, I have to hunt them down. It’s just who I am.

      As I looked at each of the ten ginger houses that lined the street, I smiled at each of their icing decorations and the chocolate buttons that made up the roof tiles. I even almost laughed at one of the houses on the end, needless to say someone had eaten the roof. I knew the feeling all too well.

      The sweet chocolatey smell in the air was amazing and it made me realize I don’t miss my human life in the slightest, I always hated the disgusting smell of cars, fuels, and fires. But these days the worse smell I get is when I come across some melted Haribos in the street.

      I was about to return my attention to the crime scene but I heard the wonderful high-pitch laughing of hard-boiled candy children. I looked around for them, as seeing children happy and playing was a great way to deal with the horror of my job. But there weren’t any, not a single child around, nor adult.

      Odd.

      As I turned my attention back to what I was meant to be doing, I stared down on the soft vanilla ice cream road (ignoring the pink candy floss pathways), which had massive streaks of chocolate bars in it. I had to admit these days I certainly get more interesting crime scenes, some people had said that a chocolate bar had been murdered here but I needed a closer look first.

      Feeling the soft ice cream melt and move under my soft toffee feet, I knelt down and loved the feeling of the ice cream chilling my knees slightly. I placed a finger in the chocolate mixture and nodded as I felt some electrical power run up my arm.

      This was definitely a person, a candy person.

      I have no idea who first discovered that died, melted, or hacked-up candies had a certain energy about them but I’m glad they did.

      After the Candy Awakening, I was sick to death with all the prank calls when people had chopped up leftover candy bars and said someone was murdered. But there was no way to tell if it was a person or just a candy bar from the Old Times. I’m happy there’s a way now.

      My eyes narrowed on the chocolate mess as I noticed some pieces were still solid and chunky, like in chocolate chip cookies. I didn’t understand that because if the chocolate bar had been murdered and hacked up then all of him or her should be melted.

      But they weren’t.

      The sound of splashing footsteps made me smile as I looked up to see a rather terrifying red gummy bear walk towards me. I say terrifying because, well, my human side still couldn’t understand gummy bears walking around and doing things. It sounded like something from a children’s horror film.

      The gummy bear stopped and waved one of its paws at me, I nodded to my detective partner, Frank. (But between you and me, I’m really glad gummy bears can’t talk because Frank was such a talker before the Awakening. If verbal diarrhea was a condition, he would have had it.)

      Frank pointed towards the chocolate mess and whirled his gummy hands in front of his mouth, I knew he wanted me to explain it to him but I didn’t know what to tell him.

      I had to try. “Frankie boy, I donna what happened here. Seems some chocolate bar got killed. Some melted, some chunks.”

      Frank stared at me. I guessed he wanted more but the Caramel Crime Scene Techs weren’t done yet. I looked past Frank to see them scooping through the ice cream at the end of the suburban street, maybe they were looking for more chocolate fragments, I don’t know.

      Frank pointed to some of the chocolate chunks and waved me over to look at them. I rolled my eyes and I knelt down next to him as I poked the chunks.

      My eyes widened a little when I noticed these chunks were a different chocolate altogether. I hadn’t noticed it before but the victim was made from milk chocolate, very cheap and very cheap tasting. But these chocolate chunks, I don’t know, maybe Belgium chocolate.

      Of course the only real way to tell would be to have the Caramel Techs test it but if there was a chocolate killer on the loose, we didn’t have time for such things.

      Frank looked at me with his massive (terrifying) gummy bear eyes. I instantly knew he wanted me to let me try some but that was unethical, probably illegal.

      I could feel Frank stare at me whilst I looked at the rest of the chocolate melting away under the hot sun, but there were still large chunks of the victim. I still didn’t understand it.

      “Frankie boy, how come this vic didn’t all melt?” I asked.

      I turned back to Frank and saw him pointing at the sun.

      “No Frankie, the sun didn’t melt our vic but…” I said, as I understood what he meant and I stopped. I couldn’t really believe it, could someone have melted our victim?

      Looking back at the swirls of chocolate mess that were mixing into the ice cream, I nodded as I knew it was true. Some candy person must have melted the chocolate bar and these chocolate chunks were the burnt bits that wouldn’t melt.

      Clever, evil but clever.

      Frank nodded as he knew I understood what he wanted. After a few moments, my chocolate phone pinged as I got a message from my Caramel Crime Scene Techs (I don’t know why they didn’t just walk over to us), they found the victim’s ID and I knew the name.

      Michael Vincent.

      Of course to most of the Candy World it was just another name of a chocolate bar but to me it was a special name. A great name belonging to an even greater man, the first man I’d ever loved.

      I had to stand up and take a few steps back from the chocolate mess as I remembered how the beautiful human had helped me when my parents threw me out (and tried to kill me) for being gay. He helped me and he was a great man.

      Just the idea of someone killing him made me tense and the little droplets of toffee sweat got larger. But I did have to smile at him becoming a chocolate bar, it was sort of an irony because he hated chocolate and had been a fitness freak (a hot fitness freak), so the idea of him becoming a chocolate bar was odd.

      Frank placed a slightly sticky gummy hand on my shoulder and tried to rub it in some strange effort to comfort me. But candy people were still learning what human things they could do. All I felt was Frank rubbing sticky gummy stuff over my shoulder. I didn’t pull away, but I wanted to!

      Walking away from the crime scene, I waved to Frank.

      “Come on Frankie boy, we gonna see someone special.”
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      I had no idea for the past few years my beautiful Michael had been only a few miles from me, I thought he had gone to another country after we split up. If I had known he was so close, I would have kept in touch, watching out for him like he had me all those years ago.

      Staring at the massive suburban gingerbread house ahead, I shook my head as I couldn’t understand why all suburbs looked the same. It was strangely unnerving, this gingerbread house was identical to all of the others in the street from the beautiful icing decorations to the chocolate buttons that made up the roof.

      A part of me wondered if all the people inside were the same, the same candy, the same attitudes, the same personality, the lot.

      Then I thought about my beautiful Michael and how special he was, he wouldn’t have been the same, he was honestly the best and kindest person I’d ever met.

      Breathing in the honey-sweet air of the street, I knew someone here must have kept bees (for something) or turned into some kind of honey candy when they turned. Whatever the reason it smelt great.

      Taking a few steps closer to the large gingerbread door ahead of me and Frank, I looked down as I felt the candy floss path crack and bend under my weight, and even now I was surprised at how the world was after the Awakening.

      The sounds of high-pitched laughing of hard-boiled candy children echoed around the suburb as presumably children played, but I hadn’t seen anyone today save me and my team.

      As me and Frank walked up to the gingerbread door, it opened and out came a little square chocolate-coated biscuit with small icing glasses and eyes.

      When I saw Michael’s mother I couldn’t help but smile, I could see in her small icing eyes that she was just as kind as she was all those years ago.

      The little biscuit walked out slowly and her eyes narrowed on me and Frank. (Granted she did seem a little scared of Frank.)

      “David Alexandria?” she asked, her voice still smooth and wise after all these years.

      I nodded.

      She smiled at me. “My son’s dead isn’t he?”

      I’m still not sure if candy people could tear up but if I was human I honestly might have cried in that moment. Seeing his mother so sad was bad enough before I considered how I was feeling towards his death.

      I nodded.

      His mother took a few more steps towards us.

      “Michael never stopped talking about you, you know. He loved you after all this time.”

      I could only nod again. Not exactly what I wanted to be hearing right now.

      “My darling David, you must have questions?”

      “Um yeah—” I said before I wondered something.

      “How did ya know he was…gone?” I asked.

      “This is a suburb darling, news travels fast.”

      “But I haven’t seen anyone here today,” I said.

      She cocked her head and her icing eyes narrowed on me and Frank.

      “You must see the other people. Look behind you,” the little biscuit said.

      Me and Frank turned around but I didn’t see anything. All I saw was the same delicious vanilla ice cream road as earlier with candy floss making up the pathway. I looked at Frank and he shrugged.

      “There’s no one here,” I said.

      The chocolate biscuit cocked its body at us.

      “You must see all the hard-boiled sweets in the road playing, singing, laughing. What about the chocolate twirls over in the corner?”

      I wanted to say something but what could I say? She was clearly seeing people that weren’t there. Yet I did feel something behind me.

      Trying to ignore the weirdness of the suburb, I looked at and Frank and I knew he wanted me to ask the questions and get out of here.

      “Do you know anyone who could have hurt Michael?”

      The little chocolate-coated biscuit nodded.

      “Of course, it’s those people behind you. They all hated Michael because he was a liar like you, he said there weren’t any people there.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again, then I saw Frank point towards his head and circle it. I was about to tell him off for calling her crazy but I thought she could be, there were no people here.

      I felt some of the toffee droplets of sweat freeze on my back. My eyes widened as I wondered if there weren’t people here but ghosts. Didn’t ghosts freeze things and make them cold?

      “Are you seeing ghosts?” I asked.

      The little biscuit stared at us and at the same time wasn’t staring at us but behind us. Maybe there were ghosts behind us talking or maybe even gesturing to her.

      Slowly Michael’s mother nodded to us.

      “Can ya ask the ghosts why they killed Michael?” I asked, Frank just looked at me like I was going mad.

      “They said he disrespected them. He wanted the ghosts gone. They don’t like you either.”

      My little toffee heart went faster.

      “Why don’t they like us?”

      “Because you’re going to hurt them, arrest them and kill them again.”

      “I promise them I not gonna do that,” I said, calmly. “Did Michael threaten to do that?”

      His mother nodded. “He scared for me. He thought they were going to hurt me.”

      “So they hurt him first,” I said.

      I paused for a few moments as I tried to understand what to do here. I knew Michael’s mother wasn’t a liar, a madwoman or anything nasty. Even when me and Michael did some things we shouldn’t have (at least not at our young age) she wasn’t furious, she just sat us down and calmly explained why we shouldn’t do it again.

      I knew she wasn’t lying about the ghosts, I could even feel them but I couldn’t arrest ghosts. So there was only one thing I could do.

      “Can ya tell the ghosts to promise me never to hurt anyone again? I’ll do everything I can to protect ’em,” I said.

      Michael’s mother smiled and nodded. (Presumably she nodded with the ghosts.)

      “They promise.”

      Me and Frank both smiled so we wished the little chocolate biscuit and the ghosts good day and we left.
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      Driving back to the main city away from this weird little suburb in our little car made from rhubarb and custard and hard-boiled sweets, me and Frank sat in silence as I drove. I was pretty sure Frank was asleep but the strange thing about gummy bears was they didn’t snore or make much sound so who knows.

      As I turned onto the last street with the perfectly identical gingerbread houses, candy floss pathways and vanilla ice cream roads, I smiled as I was finally going to leave this strange place.

      The smell of sweet custard and rich bitter rhubarb filled my nose from the car and as I said earlier, I much preferred my candy life. The smells were a lot better.

      The car hummed along as we kept driving but something was bothering me about the whole thing, my beautiful Michael was melted and there were strange little chocolate chunks left in the road. But I couldn’t understand how ghosts would be able to do that.

      Sure I understood and I truly believed the ghosts were there, I had felt them and Michael’s mother wasn’t a liar, she must have been some kind of strange medium for the dead. But it still didn’t explain how the ghosts were able to kill Michael, my Michael.

      Approaching the end of the suburb, I shrugged as I knew I had enough to tell my captain and close the case, of course my captain wasn’t going to be happy without an arrest.

      But you can’t arrest ghosts, especially killer ghosts and the world was in a crazy place anyway. I know the story of ghosts being real wasn’t going to be laughed at like before the Awakening. So hopefully that truth would keep people happy with me, and keep me my job.

      Just as we drove out the suburb and onto the chocolate ice cream road ahead, I looked back in my rhubarb and custard mirror for some reason.

      My eyes widened at what I saw—well I thought I saw it—behind me hundreds of ghosts stood on the boundary of the suburb smiling and waving at me. Ghosts of all different candies from caramel to boiled sweets to twirls to ice creams and more.

      My eyes narrowed as I saw a large Belgium chocolate bar in the middle waving at me and saying something. It was probably safe travels but I don’t know.

      As I drove off into the distance I took a deep sweet breath and shook my head as I realized how strange of a day it had been. I had lost a great ex-boyfriend, learnt about ghosts and now I have to explain to my captain how a Belgium chocolate bar ghost killed my ex.

      But that challenge excited me, and this was all tomorrow’s problem anyway. Today I just wanted to drive back to the city and have a good long drink with Frank and remember the love of my life.
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      Reese crouched behind his wife’s antique dresser, digging his toes into the plush beige carpet for better purchase. There was movement in the shadows of the closet, then a set of sock toes appeared, tentatively, like the nose of a forest deer scenting the forest breeze.

      Reese stiffened, holding his breath so that his exhalation would not alarm his prey. The toes reached upward, questing, slight ripples passing through the weave. Then, slowly, like an oversized woolen caterpillar, the sock inched itself into the bedroom.

      Reese kept perfectly still while the sock made its way a foot across the carpet. Then, looking even more cautious than the first, the sock’s mate emerged. It rippled slowly along, pausing for long periods while it gathered its energy for the next burst of movement.

      The first sock had nearly made it to the underside of the bed when Reese pounced, grabbing it with both hands while it writhed around his palms in an attempt to give him rope-burn. The second sock lay motionless in a crumpled heap, playing dead.

      With a quick, practiced movement Reese thrust his foot through its mouth, and the sock stopped moving. But now the other sock had gathered itself into a ball and was rolling unevenly yet inexorably towards the shadows of the closet. Reese fell on it, gripping the end and shaking madly while the sock tried to re-roll itself. At last he was able to unroll it long enough to get his foot in it, but it continued to ripple on his foot as if it were distressed.

      The sensation was not unpleasant; it felt like a light massage. Yet a creeping feeling of guilt keep him from enjoying it—was this the sock version of sobbing? Experimentally, he touched one socked foot to the other and held them there.

      The ripples ceased. Reese sat there on the bed with his feet together as if he was performing some new and awkward experiment with meditation or yoga, when he noticed more movement at the edge of the closet. As he watched, a handful of tiny knit socks edged their way into the light.

      “Samantha!” His wife was in the bathroom where she had hung her nylons the night before, getting dressed. She used a knot learned from a marine manual to keep them secured to the shower rail overnight.

      His wife’s voice was muffled by the closed door. “Are you almost ready?”

      “My socks had babies.”

      “That’s great.” There was a muffled thump from the bathroom and then the clatter of something hard falling in the bathtub. “There’s an empty yogurt container on the drying rack, put them in that.”

      He scooped up the baby socks. They squirmed softly against his fingers. He put the yogurt container in the dresser in his mostly empty sock drawer and folded T-shirts around it so it wouldn’t jostle when he closed the drawer.

      “Hey, honey, it looks like there’s a couple of merino in there, maybe an angora.”

      One had been especially fuzzy and soft, a pale yellow.

      “Just the one?”

      “Yeah. There’s only five.”

      “Hmm. Maybe you should check the bedroom, see if there’s one more that got separated from the rest of the litter. But tonight, okay? We’ve got to leave, I’m going to be late.”

      His wife came out of the bathroom. There was a thin trickle of blood running down her leg, but otherwise she looked presentable for her job as a junior attorney. Black suit, skirt, and heels with a crisp white shirt.

      “Your nylons got you again. Are you sure you shouldn’t switch to pants?” Even as he said it, he wished he hadn’t. Samantha was decidedly not open to his sartorial advice.

      She shot him a dark look. “These nylons were expensive. When I bought them at Waldorf’s, they said I’d never need another pair.” So long as she followed the care instructions and washed them every night, which she did. “I’m damn well going to wear these nylons until I don’t need to wear nylons anymore.” She blotted her leg with a wet washcloth. “Let’s go.”

      Sam dropped him at the subway station, then beetled off in their Honda to her first client meeting of the day.

      The downtown train was half empty, so Reese sat, on a narrow blue pleatherette seat designed for a ten-year-old girl, checking out the other commuters. The guy sitting across from him had a brush cut—the kind of too-short haircut you give yourself with clippers, when you have decided you no longer have enough hair to need to pay a stylist—and wore trousers with sandals and no socks, defiantly flaunting societal expectations.

      Reese both hated and admired him. The man crossed his legs casually and opened his newspaper, not caring what anyone else thought of his feet. As Reese watched, a tiny sock poked itself out through the cuff of his pants. It was the exact color of his own unmatched baby sock.

      “Excuse me,” Reese said, horrified to find himself addressing a stranger and yet compelled to—what if it was actually his sock?—“But I think that might be my sock, there, poking out of your pant leg.” He started to explain about the new litter, but the man deftly snatched it out of his cuff and offered it to Reese.

      “It happens,” he said with a smile.

      “Thank you,” said Reese. He fumbled with it, trying to think of a safe place to put it, then decided on the zippered pocket of his jacket.

      The sandaled man had resumed reading.

      “It’s our first litter,” Reese said. “I’m still learning.”

      The sandaled man nodded encouragingly and returned to his paper.

      “Anyway, thanks again,” Reese said, lamely.

      The man lowered his paper and gave Reese a once-over. He must have decided he liked what he saw, because he pulled out a card.

      J.J. Prudhoe, Sock Breeder.

      “You have any trouble, call me,” he said.

      Reese squinted at it. “Oh, gee. Appreciate it.”

      “Pleasure,” said J.J. Prudhoe. “My stop.” And then he disappeared into the maw of people exiting the train doors.

      When Reese got to work he put the baby sock on two fingers and showed it to all the office ladies, who made the obligatory cooing noises and exclamations of delight. Their departments had all just submitted budgets last week and hadn’t had anything approved yet, so rather than start any new projects Reese organized his shelves and restocked his supply of pens and writing pads.

      It was dark when his wife picked him up at their station.

      “How was work,” Reese said.

      “Sucked.” Samantha smiled. Her leg was bleeding again.

      “Sorry, hon.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got a client meeting after dinner, too.”

      Reese meant to tell her about the sock on the train, but he forgot about it until after dinner, when she’d left. He got the sock out of his zippered pocket—it was rolled up in a ball, not moving—and took it to the bedroom to put it in the yogurt container. To his relief it nestled right up to the others. After a moment’s thought he took off his own socks and put them in too. As he was putting on his slippers he saw a small, pale-yellow sock tucked against the dresser leg. Frowning, he opened the drawer…and saw two pale yellow angora socks still there.

      Shit.

      He dropped the new sock in with the rest and shut the drawer.

      He had Prudhoe’s card; he could call to return the lost sock. Belatedly he realized he didn’t know which of the three it was. Maybe he could keep them all. Maybe J.J. Prudhoe wouldn’t even notice a missing sock. If he was a breeder he might have dozens of litters, too many too keep track of.

      Reese lay awake, considering his options, until after midnight. His wife was snoring softly, a sure sign that her allergies had returned. Moonlight cast a silver square on the carpet of their bedroom.

      As he lay staring at it, a shape like a bulky, irregular sausage humped into view. Impossible to tell the color. Another, smaller shape worked its way towards it and they met on the carpet. The shapes joined into one lump, impossible to discern. There was a soft sound of moving wool, but nothing more. Reese lay listening, perplexed, until a lightning impulse jolted him to spring for the light.

      There on the floor was a large, thick, dark-golden winter sock, and one from the pair he’d worn today. They were frozen in the sudden brightness, twined around each other.

      He sprang for them. The winter sock tried to extricate itself but it was too fluffy to move quickly, and the other just lay limply. There was yellow lint stuck all over his gray one. He dropped it and wiped his hands on his pajamas.

      “What are you doing,” his wife said, in the raspy tones of spouses everywhere who have been wakened unkindly.

      “Socks,” he said, temporarily at a loss for words.

      “That’s my brother’s sock,” she said, squinting. “He forgot it here at Christmas. What’s it doing in our bedroom?”

      “Fucking my sock,” he said indignantly.

      “Well, leave them alone. I need to sleep. Turn off the light.” And she rolled over and put her pillow over her head.

      He lay in the dark listening, imagining every whisper of sound to be moving wool.

      In the morning, he called J.J. Prudhoe.

      “All socks are hermaphroditic,” J.J. said. “And non-monogamous. At least in my experience. Some will tell you that men’s work socks pitch rather than catch, but I’m here to tell you, it’s just not so. Breeding pairs don’t seem especially sensitive to whether the litter is their own or not. You can easily introduce socks from other litters, if you lose one of the breeding pair in the dryer or some such.”

      That reminded Reese. “That sock you gave me, it wasn’t mine. When I got home I saw I had two already.”

      “Oh, don’t trouble yourself, Reese. He’ll be perfectly happy with your litter, and I don’t need him back.”

      “Thank you. I felt really bad, like I’d stolen it. And you were so decent on the train. Are you sure I can’t take you for coffee or…a beer?”

      Prudhoe was silent for a bit. Then he said, “Listen, Reese. Why don’t you come by my place. Bring some root beer, and I’ll show you around.”

      “Yeah, I’d really like that.”

      That Saturday Reese brought a case of root beer, and a case of real beer, and drove out to J.J. Prudhoe’s place in Abbotsford. Prudhoe had a townhouse with a tiny yard hardly big enough to swing a cat in.

      “Price of land these days,” Prudhoe said, shaking his head. He gestured grandly at the Nine Oaks Mini-Mall across the highway. “All this used to be Big Sky Country. Cattle far as the eye could see. Lucky socks don’t need too much room. Anyhow, welcome to Rancho Calcetino,” he said, leading Reese through the side gate.

      “Socks,” he said to Reese’s puzzled look. “Calcetino is Spanish for socks. More or less.”

      Reese paused to look at a scraggly ball of wet wool, badly pilled and covered in burrs, off the side of the cement path. Prudhoe saw him looking.

      “All domesticated creatures want their freedom, just as wild ones do,” Prudhoe said. “But they don’t have the instincts, the knowledge, to survive in nature. Ones who escape, they don’t get far. I give ’em a good wash, run ’em through the dryer. Reminds them where they belong.”

      “What if they don’t come back?”

      “You mean, somehow survive in the wild? More power to them. My neighbor two doors down fancies himself an outdoorsman. He let a technical climbing sock get away from him. Peruvian vicuna wool and breathable polypropylene bonded to a graphene shell. Fabulously expensive. I’ve caught glimpses of it, out there on the greenbelt. I think it wants to make for the mountains, but can’t get across the highway.”

      “Are you going to catch it?”

      Prudhoe’s look was distant. “You don’t try to catch a sock like that, Reese. It’s meant to be wild. I want to breed it. I’ve let some of my best socks out there. Cashmere. Angora. Qiviut. Hoping the right combination of pheromones will draw it in. It’s got to have the urge eventually. But nothing yet.”

      They both stared into the horizon together, imagining.
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      When Reese got home his wife was painting antibiotics on her leg.

      “What happened?”

      “The scratch from yesterday got infected.” Sam’s nylons were soaking in a bowl, the water faintly pink. “Did you move the baby socks? When I went to check on them they weren’t in the dresser anymore.”

      “No. I’ll have a look for them.”

      He got a flashlight and looked under their bed, then went to their second bedroom. They hadn’t used it for anyone staying over since Christmas, and it had become a landing pad for all the stuff they hadn’t gotten around to taking care of yet. He peered around the towering stacks of books and piles of winter clothes, boxes of kitchen gadgets, and sports equipment. He left the main light off, knelt and played the flashlight under the bed, which was full of shoe boxes and a suitcase. He shone the light in each corner, then went back to one corner for a closer look, thinking he saw movement.

      There was the smallest bit of yellow sock just visible past the edge of a shoebox. He squeezed under the bed, shimmying under to get a better look. When he got close enough, he knocked the shoe box to the side. His gray socks were nestled up against a discarded pair of gray fleece workout shorts that he had not seen for several months. The baby socks were lumped up beneath them.

      He wiggled back out, then stepped across the bed to the other side, but couldn’t get underneath because of all the stuff piled up between the bed and the wall. He managed to get enough boxes moved to reach his socks and their litter—which had already grown in size from baby socks to a child’s size.

      He put the sock family and their plastic yogurt tub back in the dresser. He went back and kept looking for the big yellow sock, but there was no sign of it.

      The next day when he put his socks on, one felt thicker than the other, and his shoe was too tight. He wasn’t sure if it was okay to wear a sock that was…gestating, so he took it off and found a regular sports sock instead.

      Samantha was in the bathroom, but this morning it was quiet. When she emerged, she was wreathed in smiles, wearing her nylons triumphantly.

      “I kept them in a box with mothballs last night.”

      “Yeah?”

      “They were too stoned to do anything this morning. I read about it on the Internet. I’ll smell of mothballs every time I wear them, but it’s a small price to pay.”

      “That’s great, honey. I found the babies.”

      “Did you? Were where they?”

      “In the second bedroom. You know, if I cleaned that up a bit I could use it as a—well, I could fit a couple of breeding cages in there.” He crossed his fingers and watched her face. Cleaning up would mean removing some of her stuff as well as his own.

      His wife made a squinchy face. “I thought we were going to use it as a workout room.”

      “Oh, yeah. We still could. They aren’t big cages.”

      His wife took in this information without changing her expression. “How does your breeder guy sell these socks of his?”

      “Oh. Uh, secondary market. Facebook, Craigslist. His are specialty, alpaca and cashmere, even quivit.”

      His wife looked at him blankly.

      “Quivit is musk-oxen hair. But the pair he got didn’t like each other so he didn’t get any babies.”

      “Sounds hard.”

      “Well, yeah. It can be. I just thought it would be fun to try. The cages aren’t expensive. J.J. can sell me a couple used ones for twenty bucks each.”

      Sam wore her considering face. Space in a room they didn’t use anyway, and forty dollars for two cages that would probably be useful if they ever decided to get a real pet.

      “What do they eat?”

      Funny enough, but he and J.J. hadn’t talked about feed. And Reese had just assumed that he wouldn’t have to worry about it.

      “Huh. Well, I don’t know. I mean, our litter is growing fine, and we don’t feed them.”

      “Yes, but they’re not locked in a cage. They can forage. We have no idea what they might be eating.”

      “Well…maybe they don’t need to eat. Maybe they just grow.”

      “Conservation of mass and energy, husband mine.” Sam tapped his forehead. “You don’t get something from nothing.”

      Reese didn’t want to admit it, but he knew his wife was right.
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      He set up the cage with a folded towel in the bottom. J.J. told him he didn’t need a water bottle for them, but they had one in their junk drawer from his wife’s niece’s hamster, and the whole arrangement looked better to him with the bottle hanging on the side.

      Sam squinted at it. “What are you going to feed them?”

      “Yeah…” Reese tapped his chin with his fingers. J.J. had been vague when Reese had asked him what they ate.

      “You’re on a journey, Reese,” J.J. had said. “One man cannot tell another man his path.”

      “But I just want to know what to feed them,” Reese said.

      J.J. had clapped him firmly on the shoulder. “I’m so proud of you,” he said. “So proud.”

      “You have no idea,” his wife said.

      “Well…no.”
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      A week later and the experiment was already failing. His wife was crouched, peering at his socks. No longer fluffy, they had gone thin and listless.

      “You’re starving them,” she said. “Open the door. Let them go out.”

      Reese made a face.

      “They’ll still be in the apartment,” she said. “If they disappear, we’ll find them.”

      Reese opened the cage door, and shut the bedroom light off.
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      A week after he had released the socks, Reese, unable to sleep, was wandering in their dark, unlit apartment, contemplating the city lights through the living room window.

      The socks had been gone since the morning after he opened the cage, and had not reappeared. As he passed the second bedroom, trailing his hand along the wall, he stopped in the open doorway and listened.

      Was that a faint sound? He stepped into the room and held his breath.

      Faint, whispery sounds. His socks were home, back in their cage. He stood motionless, emotion welling in him that they had liked his cage well enough to return.

      His hand hovered over the light switch. Should he? He wanted to see them. And perhaps, they were eating.

      He flicked the switch.

      At first there seemed to be too many of them. The parents and the whole litter were there, but there seemed to be more…was that why they had left? Had they had another litter already?

      He leaned in, counting. They were pressed together like a litter of nursing piglets. Were they in fact nursing? Was that the mama there, in the middle?

      But the middle sock was the wrong color, not gray, but a light blue.

      Samantha’s bed-sock. Thick and warm, she had worn them at night, until she’d lost one in the laundry—months ago now. This must be its mate. Was it nursing the other pair’s litter? Had they adopted the single sock into their family? And now—he felt this with a sudden, clear certainty, the proof right before his eyes—they were bonding.

      He felt a sudden rush of warmth and pride in the forward-thinking-ness of his breeding pair. He folded his arms and watched, feeling privileged and grateful to witness this intimacy and tenderness.

      The pale blue-gray sock rippled a little and he bent forward for a closer look.

      Then closer still, because he couldn’t quite see.

      And then, when he could see, when he couldn’t not see, he shrieked like a little girl.
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      “They were eating it. Your pale-blue bed sock. Like it was…like it was prey.”

      His wife was not as upset about that as he thought she should be.

      “Oh, that makes total sense,” Samantha said as she leaned towards the cage for a better view. “The fiber is already processed. They can’t have much of a digestive system.”

      “They’re cannibals,” Reese said, his voice hoarse with outrage.

      “I think they ate your gym shorts too,” she said, holding up the gray ones that had been under the bed, now thinned with holes. “If that makes you feel any better.”

      “It does not.”

      “Does this mean you’re giving up on breeding them?”

      “Yes! No. I don’t know. I have mixed feelings about being party to this…this travesty.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t judge,” his wife said carefully. “That’s just their way. And everybody needs socks.”

      Unless you decided not to wear them at all. Which reminded Reese of J.J. Prudhoe.
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      “I can’t tell you where I get the raw fiber, Reese,” J.J. had told him over the phone, sounding insufferably smug. He had hung up without giving Reese any information at all.

      And so that Friday Reese had stalked J.J., waited in his green Honda in the strip-mall parking lot until he saw Prudhoe’s custom baby-blue Ford F-150 turn on to the highway. He followed Prudhoe on a trip to three Abbotsford thrift shops, watched J.J. from the road through binoculars as he poked through the mateless sock bin, unerringly picking out the wool from the cotton-polyester, caring little what condition they were in.

      “I’m always happy to see you, I know you’re gonna buy our holey ones,” Reese imagined the lipsticked lady at the cash desk saying. J.J. chuckled and said something Reese couldn’t lip read, then left the store. Reese waited until J.J. had driven away, then darted in.

      “Say, what’s that fellow who buys the holey socks use them for,” he said, leaning casually on the glass countertop.

      She pursed her too-pink lips. “Don’t lean there, unless you want to donate your arm,” she said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Not that its any of your business, but that gentleman makes dog beds for the SPCA. Natural fibers are very comforting to displaced animals.” She raised her eyes to the ceiling, no doubt imagining her worn-out socks being transformed into a force for good.

      “Oh, is that right.”

      Crafty, crafty Prudhoe. His cover story would ensure everyone would be eager to help and he would pay hardly anything for his fiber. “I’ve heard tell of sock breeders, buying used socks on the cheap to feed their litters.” He folded his arms casually and nodded to himself.

      Lipstick Lady stared at him as if he was insane.

      “You got a twisted mind, mister,” she said.

      But that didn’t stop her from taking his money for two fraying cashmere sweaters. One was pink and one was blue, and the right sleeve on both was longer than the left.

      “My wife will love these,” he said, dangling the sad, stretched-out sweaters across his torso as if they were haute couture. But the pinched look on the cashier’s face said he was laying it on a bit thick so he didn’t say anything else.
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      Reese put the pink sweater in the cage and locked the door. The socks were nested in the corner, the gray adults curled around the babies like a sort of breakfast pastry. The husk of his wife’s pale-blue bed sock lay on the bottom of the cage like a discarded skin.

      “Will it work?” His wife sounded dubious.

      “If they eat gym shorts they ought to eat this.” He tapped the wire. “Cashmere, guys. Good stuff. Yum yum.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By Saturday afternoon he was ready to call the experiment a success. The long arm of the sweater looked worried and tattered, and thin bands of pink were starting to appear in the babies. It opened up possibilities, patterns by feeding control. He was just starting to imagine what he could do with that when he noticed that one of the gray adults had taken the center-spot in the nest. He lifted it out with two fingers, then dropped it in despair. Holes were already appearing in the sock’s neck.

      The sock made no attempt to free itself as the babies moved in to finish it off.

      Depressed, that night Reese watched the Nature channel and drank scotch until he fell asleep on the couch.

      In the morning he woke, sober and clear-eyed, the pieces falling into place.

      “I’ve been thinking about this all wrong,” he told Sam over coffee. “What if socks are hive mind. A hive-mind is really one organism, with many moving parts. If the parts are separated, they develop their own individual identities, but once they’re together again, their consciousness is re-joined. If you look at it that way, the socks aren’t practicing cannibalism. It’s more like a body consuming its own cells to grow new ones. Do you know where my tablet is? I want to put that on Facebook.”

      His wife looked at him measuringly over her coffee cup.

      “You seem over-excited. Would you like a little herbal tea?” she said.

      “Actually, no.”

      “Have a bit. For me. It’s chamomile.” She pushed a mug towards him.

      “I don’t like chamomile. It doesn’t really have flavor, yet somehow manages to taste gross.” But he drank it for her anyway.

      She watched him with an intensity that was a bit unsettling, as if she was thinking about having sex. That would be okay. If he could stay awake. He felt himself relaxing, drifting.
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      He woke with a start, his wrists bound behind his back, tied to one of their kitchen chairs.

      His wife was sitting on the table, wearing a patient look and bare legs.

      “We need to talk. About the sock situation.”

      He gaped at her.

      “Certain parties feel you know too much, Reese,” she said.

      “Prudhoe…”

      “Prudhoe knows how to keep his mouth shut. You don’t.”

      “Are you really my wife? Has our marriage been some cover for your…secret spy life?”

      Her face softened. “Oh, Reese. No. I didn’t know anything about this sock stuff before. But when you started stalking Prudhoe, his wife called me. And then, one of the founding partners of my firm.”

      His head spun. “Your firm? Was I set up to meet Prudhoe?”

      She sighed. “Well, apparently J.J. is always trolling public transit with baby socks hanging out of his pockets or whatever, looking for acolytes. So it’s not that much of a coincidence. And a huge national firm like mine has tens of thousands of clients in every kind of industry, so it’s hardly surprising that they have a client that does socks.”

      She paused. “I’m sorry I drugged you, sweetheart. I needed to make sure you weren’t going to say or do something we couldn’t take back. Do you want some water?” She held up a sippy cup.

      He glared at her and shook his head.

      “Suit yourself. First of all, Prudhoe isn’t the brains of that operation. It’s his wife. Second, despite J.J.’s artisanal pretensions, they make nearly all their money from one-hundred-percent cotton sports socks at a production facility in Langley, using waste fiber from rag paper production and a local T-shirt manufacturer. The fiber is pre-digested and fed to the clones in a growth solution—”

      “Clones!” Reese felt as if the floor was giving way beneath him, dropping him into some heretofore-unimagined level of hell. A vision sprang to his mind’s eye of rows of white baby socks, suspended in tanks of viscous liquid, drifting helplessly like kelp.

      His wife gave him a waspish look. “How else do you think get they can make them all exactly the same size and shape? That doesn’t happen in nature, Reese.”

      “But it’s…unnatural.” In his vision the screams of the infant socks went unheard, muffled by the gurgling tank.

      “They haven’t been able to transfer the technology from cotton to wools, for some reason. Animal fiber socks are still reproduced the old way.”

      Relief flooded him.

      “But they’re working on it. Reese, my firm has two very large sock farms as clients and they want this kept quiet. If you weren’t my husband, they’d have already taken measures. I said I’d speak to you.”

      “Measures!”

      “They can make you forget,” his wife said, with a tone halfway between sinister and mysterious.

      “What do they want me to forget?” he said.

      “Everything. Cannibalism, hive-minds, hermaphrodity, polyamory, blended families. If that gets out, they’ll never sell another sock south of the Mason-Dixon line again. People will walk around wearing Uggs and fluffy bedroom slippers.” She shuddered.

      Reese nodded, deflated. The great Sock Mafia would crush the truth beneath their capitalist agenda, and he would have no choice but to be party to it.

      “Please tell me they’re giving you a bonus for your cooperation.”

      His wife looked a little embarrassed. “They…yes. I negotiated a settlement for you to sign an NDA.”

      “Okay. Good.” He could take their money. Money would ease the sting a little.

      But something didn’t add up.

      “Why didn’t any of our sports socks start breeding? You think they would have been triggered, with all the pheromones around from our mating pairs.”

      His wife was silent, watching him.

      The pieces clicked together in his mind, and for a moment he was frozen by the evil brilliance of their strategy. “They’ve genetically modified those clones so they can’t breed.” He shook his head in disgust. “They can corner the market, screw the little guy. When they’re done, you won’t even be able to raise your own socks. You’ll have to buy every single pair.”

      It was just so, so wrong.

      His wife laced her fingers. “Would you like to hear the number I got for your NDA?”
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      A vast expanse of turquoise ocean shimmered beyond the pale pink beach sand, the view broken only by the occasional striped fuchsia umbrella. Reese sipped his margarita—icy sweet, pulped strawberries and a very nice golden tequila—and put it back on the recliner’s attached tray. In the brilliant sunlight his toes seemed to glow white, and he wiggled them. For some reason he found bare feet comforting. That was half the fun of a tropical resort—well, maybe a third—going around barefoot.

      A shadow fell over them—their travelling companions, Lois and J.J. Prudhoe, returning with another drinks tray and a platter of fruit. Reese liked Lois, but something about J.J. bothered him. Perhaps it was just that the man didn’t have a real job, and was perpetually almost-smirking at him as if knew something Reese didn’t.

      Reese accepted a piece of pineapple and smiled happily at his wife. “I love bare feet. There’s something about socks that feels unnatural.” He stopped, something shadowy nagging in the back of his mind, something that he should remember.

      Socks. Unnatural. What did that remind him of? He couldn’t quite think of it.

      His wife watched him, her smile fading. She reached for her purse, an intent look on her face.

      There was a white flash over the water, then another, drawing his gaze. Seagulls. What had he been thinking of? He shook his head to clear it, and the pressure to remember dissipated like mist.

      Whatever it was, it couldn’t possibly be that important.

      It was, after all, only socks.
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        Acclaimed veteran fantasy writer Nina Kiriki Hoffman allowed us to reprint one of the wildest and craziest stories ever written, “Savage Breasts,” in Issue Zero of this magazine.

        Now in this fun story, Nina takes us to a place where a television show does a little more than entertain. Nina is a musician, a writing instructor, and a judge for Writers of the Future. And amazingly fun to be around if you get the chance.
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      You know how it goes when you have two kids who are less than four years old. You view the advent of the Toobychubbies as a godsend, because no matter how good your intentions are to be the best mother in the universe, you have a finite amount of energy, and the kids are perpetual motion machines.

      Actually, my kids are fraternal twins. Their names are Peter and Alice, and they’re three and a half years old. On good days I think they look just like angels, and my heart fills so full of love for them it hurts.

      I hadn’t had a good day in a long time.

      Peter lay on the floor, screaming, drumming his heels, and punching air. Tears streamed from his eyes. Alice hid in the corner with her hands clamped over her ears. When I saw her do that, I always wanted to do it myself, but I was supposed to be the mommy, so I didn’t.

      I didn’t hear the doorbell until Peter stopped to catch his breath.

      I tripped twice on trucks on my way through the living room and front hall, but managed to avoid getting more than a palm scrape. The blood from that matched a lot of the scribbling and grape jelly palm prints that were on the wall already. Treacherous loose pieces of Duplo blocks tried to get me, but I dodged them. I did step on a baby doll. Fortunately Peter’s screams covered its bleated “Mama.”

      I flung open the door. My neighbor Barbara and her kids stood on the front porch. Barbara said, “Again?” as Peter continued to scream and sob. Barbara’s kids clutched her coat and half hid behind her.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. I wanted to scream myself.

      “Here.” Barbara handed me a videotape with the word TOOBYCHUBBIES written on a label on its spine in black Sharpie. “Try this. Gotta run. Ruthie, Evie, be nice to Aunt Norma.” She leaned down and detached her kids from her coat, kissed them, and shoved them toward me. She handed me their day bag, then ran down my front walk.

      Ruth and Eve started crying. I couldn’t hear them over Peter’s rage, but I saw their tears and sniffles. I put down the day bag and the video and knelt beside them, hugging them. Gosh, I wished Barbara would take me away from all this too.

      Little hot heads pressed against my shoulders. Small hands clutched at me. We sat in a huddle for a long time. Barbara drove off in her purple Neon. Eventually Peter ran out of screams. Eventually the girls resigned themselves to being abandoned. I still didn’t want to move, but eventually I stood up, led the girls inside, and shut the front door.

      I wiped their noses for them and patted the tears from their cheeks with Kleenex. Ruthie, who had just turned five, gave one final sniff, then picked up the video and handed it to me. She looked solemn. She usually did. Eve, three and a half, sucked on her index finger. “So,” I said, “this show is something you like?”

      Eve nodded and smiled.

      Ruth made a face. “It’s so baby,” she said.

      “Peter baby,” Eve pointed out.

      Ruth wrinkled her nose.

      “Let’s try it,” I said. We went to the living room, Eve kicking aside trucks on the way with glee.

      Peter lay pale and tear-damp on the rug. He had worn himself out. Alice, in the corner, sat up but hugged her knees tight. I went straight to the TV/VCR complex and stuck the tape in. Eve and Ruth ran to the big couch and climbed up on it, then settled in the middle.

      “Video?” Alice asked. She got to her feet and went to sit by Eve.

      “Video,” I said. It started playing automatically. I shut it off, leaving the TV with a blank blue screen, then grabbed the remote and picked up Peter. I sat next to Ruth on the couch, with Peter in my lap, and started the video again.

      Tootley flute and spunky organ music, an idyllic landscape of gentle hills, grass and flowers and sky, a wandering camera eye that zoomed us over the hills and past rabbits and baby goats and sheep, then swooped over one last hill, and there sat a softly silver spaceship with blinking lights around its rim.

      A ramp lowered with a whoosh. Out onto it ventured five brightly colored little creatures, totally plush velvet except their faces. They giggled and marched down the ramp, counting off as they lined up. “One! Two! Three! Four! Five!” Each one was a different size and color, but they all looked plump and cuddly: magenta, emerald green, sky blue, orange, lavender. Their faces ranged in flesh tones from pale to pink to yellow to brown. Each one had a pair of antennae reminiscent of My Favorite Martian.

      “Toobychubbies!” crooned a child’s excited voice.

      “Toobychubbies!” Ruth and Eve cried.

      Peter, limp, hot, and heavy in my lap, straightened and stared.

      “Toobychubbies,” Alice repeated in a whisper voice, memorizing.

      The little creatures giggled and laughed behind their hands, and then ran away, out of view, each in a different direction.

      I blinked. How late had I been awake last night, anyway? It seemed like forever. Bob had wanted to discuss a problem at work long after lights out, and Peter kept calling from the twins’ room that he needed another glass of water. Between them I’d been up until about three, I guessed, and then Alice had awakened me at six-thirty because she wanted her shoes.

      I had hoped I could hold out until the afternoon, when I put the kids down for a nap and often took one myself, but right now I felt so sleepy.

      I blinked again and opened my eyes. Time had passed. Now the smallest Toobychubby, Gita, the orange one, was inside the spaceship. I tried to focus. “Gita picks up toys,” Gita said in a breathless and enchanting little voice.

      “Gita picks up toys,” repeated a deep voice. Gita looked up at a speaker grille on a stand, then nodded to it as though it could see her. She ran around picking up strangely shaped blocks from the Pepto-Bismol-pink floor and putting them into a magic drawer that opened from the wall whenever she came near it. She had to search for the last couple of toys, which moved by themselves and played hide-and-seek with her, but she eventually tracked them down and put them away.

      “Gita plays with toys!” she said when she had finished.

      “Gita plays with toys!” said the male voice from the speaker.

      Gita tapped the magic drawer and its sides dropped, spilling out all the toys she had just collected. Gita shrieked with glee and slid blocks across the smooth floor like hockey pucks, messing the sponge-walled room up again. The other Toobychubbies rushed in and helped her play with the toys.

      What is this? I wondered. I yawned, then glanced at the children. All four stared at the screen, transfixed.

      “Gita picks up toys,” Gita said after the Toobychubbies had played for a while, building towers and knocking them down.

      “Gita picks up toys.”

      “Koko picks up toys,” said the biggest Toobychubby.

      “Wicky-Wacky picks up toys.”

      “Bee picks up toys.”

      “Anashi picks up toys.”

      All the Toobychubbies picked up toys and put them away in the magic drawer.

      “Bee plays with toys!” said Bee, and the drawer flopped open again, spilling all the toys out.

      Honestly. How often could you watch the same scene over? I checked the children. Still rapt. I leaned back against the couch cushions.

      The next thing I knew, Ruth shook me awake. “Aunt Norma? Can we have lunch now?”

      Lunch! I looked at the clock. It was noon. Noon! I had slept for almost four hours! Frantic, I checked the children. What had they done while I was unconscious?

      They still lined the couch like baby owls on a branch. Peter still sat in my lap.

      So improbable! Peter was an active listener, had to be running all over while he watched a tape or listened to music. Eve was active too, usually jumping up and down and talking loudly to whatever was making noise. Ruth often retreated from stuff she thought was too babyish for her, finding some toy she considered more mature and playing with it not too far from the rest of us. A child marooned in the world of toddlers. I felt sorry for her, but Barbara and I had worked out this shared care system, and it was still better than any other plan we had come up with.

      Quiet children. This was weird.

      The tape had stopped. The kids all looked fine, if unnaturally still. Maybe they had been running around like hooligans the minute before; I couldn’t tell.

      I shook my head to get some awake into it. “Lunch. Of course. You’re all okay?”

      “We’re fine, Aunt Norma,” Ruth said. “We’ve been here all along.”

      “Oh. Great!” I wanted to kiss Ruth. She was such a great kid. How did Barbara get such a great kid?

      “Who needs a diaper change?” I asked, setting Peter on his feet on the floor.

      “I do,” Peter said in a small voice.

      “I do,” Eve said.

      “Let’s do that first, then make lunch.” I led them to the changing table and glanced at Alice, who was shy about this.

      According to the childcare books, all three of the little ones should be potty-trained by now, but somehow neither Barbara nor I had managed to work it out with the kids.

      God, I hated changing diapers. But it was better than not changing them.

      When I’d finished with Peter and Eve, I gave them toys and took Alice to the table. I set her on it and waited.

      She looked down. “Change please,” she whispered.

      Afterward we all washed our hands and went into the kitchen. I got out Wonder Bread and peanut butter and jelly.

      “I hate peanut butter,” Ruth said suddenly.

      “No you don’t,” Eve said.

      “Yes I do. It’s sticky and yucky.”

      “Do you want a plain jelly sandwich?” I asked.

      Mollified, Ruth nodded. Everybody else managed with PBJs and celery and carrot sticks.

      “Did you like the show?” I asked Peter and Alice.

      “Yes,” both of them said.

      After lunch we watched the tape again.
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      By the time Bob came home, I had had the equivalent of a full night’s sleep. I didn’t know if the children napped at all. They were all present and seemed healthy when I woke up and checked them just before Barbara arrived to pick up her two.

      I felt like the ultimate bad parent. How could I fall asleep with awake babies in the house? What if something horrible had happened? I had child-proofed the house as soon as the twins could walk, but there was always something else you’d never imagine in a million years it would occur to them to put in their mouths. There was always something else they could break. There was always the chance they would figure out how to open a door, and a world of danger waited just outside.

      They all knew they were supposed to ask me if they wanted to go anywhere, do anything, get something to eat, even try to use the potty. Mostly they would ask. Peter sometimes flew into passions where he forgot everything he knew, and acted without thought; Eve sometimes got distracted by events of the moment, and impulses overcame her.

      When the darkest despairs dropped over me and I wondered why I should go on living, I had a hard time rousing to answer their questions, and they knew that. But this wasn’t like that. I had only been asleep. They all knew how to wake me up.

      “It’s okay, Aunt Norma,” Ruth assured me. She patted my shoulder. “We’re fine.”

      Aside from the load of guilt that had avalanched me, I felt refreshed. I glanced at the clock and packed up Ruth’s and Eve’s day bag. “Did you get enough to eat?” I asked. “I must have slept through snack time.”

      “We had Cheerios,” Ruth said, shaking a plastic container from the day bag. A few Cheerios rattled around inside it.

      “I didn’t mean to sleep.”

      “S’okay, Mama.” Peter gave me a heart-melting smile.

      “S’okay,” Alice echoed.

      The doorbell rang, and Barbara breezed in. “Nice day?” she asked, smiling at the quiet children. “Let’s go!”

      I popped the tape out of the VCR. It had rewound itself, so the kids must have watched it all the way to the end, where auto-rewind kicked in. “How long is this, anyway?”

      “Eight episodes. What did you think?”

      I couldn’t tell her I had slept through it. “The kids thought it was great. We watched it twice.”

      “Whoa,” she said. “We usually just do one episode at a time.”

      “Well….” How could she stop after one episode? Maybe it didn’t put her to sleep.

      I held the tape out to her, but she said, “You keep it. You can use it again tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” I said. No way, I thought.

      Ruth and Eve said goodbye to Alice and Peter. As soon as Barbara and her kids were out the door, I looked around. “Time to clean up,” I said.

      Peter crowed with laughter. After a minute, Alice laughed too. Her laugh was rusty and faint from disuse. Even if they were laughing at me, I thought, it was good to hear it.

      I frowned at the carpet. Not a toy in sight. What about the myriad trucks and blocks and small doll parts I’d been tripping over that morning?

      “Peter picks up toys,” said Peter. He pointed to the toy bin.

      “Alice picks up toys.”

      Sure enough, the toy bin held heaps of toys, and the carpet held none. “Wow,” I said. “You guys are like brownies. Wanna help me make dinner?”

      We all went to the kitchen and worked on dinner. Toobychubbies. Gotta love ’em.
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      The next morning was another nightmare in the series. Peter threw oatmeal all over the kitchen when I wouldn’t give him an extra spoonful of brown sugar on it. Alice disappeared, and I hadn’t located her by the time Barbara arrived. I was going crazy trying to find her. Peter stood in the kitchen with a half-eaten piece of toast and screamed. On a one-to-ten scale of tantrum-level screams, these were only about a seven, but they made me want to hide somewhere too.

      “Again?” Barbara said when I opened the door to her.

      “I can’t find Alice!”

      “She’s not out here,” Barbara said. “Is the kitchen door locked?”

      “Locked and chained.”

      “She’s got to be somewhere in the house.” She draped the day bag over my shoulder, shoved Ruth and Eve into the house, said, “Gotta run. Bye, kids. See you later,” and ran to her car.

      I couldn’t spare Eve and Ruth much of a hug that morning. I had to find Alice before something awful happened to her. So they cried, and I felt miserable. “Help me look for Alice,” I said. We could tell where Peter was. His screams had slowed to intermittent and quieted to conversational, but they still came strongly from the kitchen.

      We checked everywhere sensible. Ruth jiggled doorknobs to closed closets. “Look here,” she said.

      “But there’s no way she could have gotten in there. I always keep that door closed.”

      “Look here.”

      Alice was hiding in the linen closet. It was the third closet we checked. How did she get in there? “Come on, sweetie,” I said, lifting her out from the nest she had made among the blankets. Her face was stony and still, and she held herself rigid in my arms, not softening at all.

      In the end I put the tape in again, but this time I left the room. “Call me if you need anything. I’ll be in the kitchen,” I said.

      “We will,” said Ruth.

      So I sorted laundry and loaded it into the machine, cleaned up from breakfast, scrubbed down kitchen walls that bore three months’ worth of tossed-food mural, read a mystery novel, and every fifteen minutes or so I checked on the children. Toobychubbies completely enraptured them. I couldn’t look at the screen for more than twenty seconds without feeling sleepy, though.

      At ten I remote-controlled the tape off. “Snacks,” I said, offering apple sections and peanut-butter crackers and water in sippy cups. They all came willingly enough, smiling, not talking, and definitely not screaming.

      I tried to interest them in a walk to the park, but that started Peter screaming again. “Toobychubbies!” he yelled. Eve cried. Alice looked stormy. Ruth shrugged a lot.

      It couldn’t be good for them to spend a whole day watching TV.

      I turned the tape on again after snacks, though.

      After lunch I tried to get them to go outside, but no.

      “I don’t know about this,” I told Barbara when she came to pick up her kids. “They watched it all day. I couldn’t get them away from it. Maybe you should take it home and keep it there.”

      “I bought the next tape,” she said, and smiled. “I subscribed to the series. There’s a new tape every month with eight episodes on it.”

      “But—” What about exercise? What about play? What, exactly, were these tapes putting into our children’s minds?

      “They have the Good Housekeeping seal of approval. They’re recommended by Parents Magazine. Come on, Norma, admit it. These things work.”

      “Work at what?”
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      The next day was Friday, Barbara’s day to take my kids. I spent the day not working on my art, which was what I did most Fridays; unlike Barbara, I didn’t have an actual outside job. I took her kids four days a week, and she took my kids one, and we set up the weekends to suit our schedules. Barbara gave me five dollars an hour to watch her kids, with eight free hours of childcare from me in exchange for the one day she watched my kids, which gave me an income of about $120 a week. I spent the money on paints and colored pencils and sketch pads, mostly. Then I sat around at the kitchen table on Friday with my art supplies and tried to make a mark, any mark, on a blank page.

      What was the matter with me? In college I’d been able to mess up reams of paper without thinking twice. Somehow now I was afraid to even start. What if it wasn’t perfect? What if I wrinkled a page? What if I chose the wrong color? The wrong subject?

      That day I actually did a colored pencil sketch of a bowl of apples. It was awful. I was deep in the miseries by the time Barbara brought Alice and Peter home.

      That day they didn’t hang onto her coat hem and beg her to take them home with her again. She kissed them and sent them in to me, dropped the day bag on the floor, waved, and dashed out the door.

      “You have a good day?” I asked my kids.

      “Grrrreat,” Peter said.

      “Toobychubbies,” said Alice. She wandered over and picked up two wadded pieces of paper. She threw them out, then moved to the table, where she climbed up on a chair and straightened my pencils. Peter saw what she was doing and joined her.

      Sunk into despair, I sat and watched my children sort my pencils by color. Alice arranged them in a proper spectrum. Peter watched, then switched them around so they were in a reverse spectrum. They both stared at the pencils, then laughed and did it again.
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      I became accustomed to napping on the couch while the children sat around the television, staring at brightly colored aliens who crooned, giggled, made messes, and then cleaned them up. Ruth took charge of the remote control. She stopped the show when it was time for snacks, and woke me up to fix them. She stopped the show if anybody needed me for anything. I relaxed into this new system, smothering my doubts.

      I knew I shouldn’t let a child mother me and the others. She was too young for this kind of responsibility. But she seemed contented with it.

      So maybe the kids weren’t so energetic anymore. They fussed a lot less. Peter screamed a lot less, and Alice no longer spent so much time hiding. We all slept through the night more often, and when I did get the kids to go shopping or to the park, they weren’t always trying to run off, scream at strangers, or hit each other.

      Bob even stopped complaining about work so much. Our sex life shifted, too. I kept him happy without actually participating much myself; I used my hand. Afterward I felt good, he seemed ecstatic, and we both slept better.

      The children cooperated with each other, built block towers together without knocking each other’s work over, broke jobs into chunks and each took a piece. They helped me with everything. If I emptied the dishwasher, for example, one would put away forks, one spoons, one knives, one bowls. They were eerie but efficient, and they kept quiet most of the time.

      Having the Toobychubby theme song play in my head at all hours of the night and day seemed like a small price to pay for model children.

      I did notice that most of the mothers I bumped into at the supermarket or in the toy store or at the video rental store were, well, humming. We caught ourselves singing along with each other.

      Then the whispers started.

      I heard them best when I was already depressed and half asleep on the couch. “Stay small. Stay cute. Eat less. Say less. Be good. Be good. Be good. Help more. Stay small….”

      Food stopped tasting so good. A week’s worth of groceries stretched to two weeks’ worth; we liked eating off of smaller plates. I could stand to lose a few pounds—who couldn’t?

      Well, Alice, for one. She had always been a picky eater. Now she was way too skinny. I took her in for a checkup, but the doctor said she was fine.

      We’re all fine, I thought. Stay small. Stay cute. Eat less. Feel good. Hug!

      “Do you ever find yourself falling asleep during the tapes?” I asked Barbara one summer Sunday when she and her husband, Al, and Bob and I were at the lake, watching the children on the beach. Barbara and I had slathered sunblock on the children and each other. I loved the feel of the sun beating down on my back; it drove the dank miseries back a bit.

      Bob and Al, their legs hairy and white, backs pale from business-suited days, danced in the water’s edge with the children.

      “I can’t stand those tapes,” Barbara said in a low voice. “They totally creep me out, but the kids love them. What can you do? I just leave the room, but I keep an eye on the kids. Have you noticed they never fight anymore?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But…don’t you hear the…well, the…whispers?”

      “What are you talking about, Norma? Say, you’re looking good. That swimsuit is way too big on you. You need a new one. What kind of diet are you on?”

      “They’re not growing,” I said. “The kids. They’re not getting bigger.”

      “Dr. Klossner said Ruthie and Evie are fine.” An edge of fear touched her voice.

      So maybe I hadn’t been imagining it all.

      “So their development is a little delayed,” Barbara said. “It happens with some kids.”

      I looked down the beach. Mothers and fathers and children lay on towels, or waded in the summer-warm water. All the kids looked so…cute. And small. They giggled behind their hands. Nobody screamed bloody murder or hit anyone else. Nobody played tug-of-war with a toy boat or a bucket. Lots and lots of the kids hugged plush toy Toobychubbies.

      “Don’t you think—” I began.

      “Just shut up about it. It’s easier now.” She laid her head on her towel, her face turned away from me. She whispered, so soft I almost didn’t hear it, “They used to cry when I left. It broke my heart every morning.”

      Heat relaxed me. “Do you like it better now?” I asked after a long piece of time had slipped by.

      She didn’t answer right away. I thought she might have fallen asleep. At last she said, “No.”
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      “But we have to see the tape, Aunt Norma,” Ruth told me.

      “Today we’re going to the Natural History Museum. You’ll like it. Remember all the birds’ nests with eggs in them? How about the raccoons?”

      “Tape first. Then we can go out,” Ruth said. She sounded so confident and in charge I almost gave way.

      “Trip first. Then tape.”

      Ruth looked at Alice, Peter, and Eve. Solemn, skinny, good-looking kids, all of them, with an air of gravity that sat oddly on their four-year-old shoulders. Alice shrugged.

      “Okay,” said Ruth, in a just-this-once tone.

      I took my sketch pad.

      I have one perfect picture from that day, the day before the aliens landed and we all supposedly learned what the Toobychubbies had been teaching our children and why. It shows my children and Barbara’s, tiny black silhouettes, standing in front of the life-size cement Apatosaurus that’s out in front of the museum. There is nothing of movement or excitement about those toddler-sized silhouettes face to face with something vast and ancient; only contemplation, a kind of waiting.

      Bob doesn’t understand why I framed that picture and hung it in the upstairs hall. But then, he doesn’t understand much about our current situation. Worldwide, scientists are still wild with excitement because of their daily discoveries concerning the aliens. I’ve seen newscasts and talk shows praising the aliens: how they have created a whole generation of children with coping skills that don’t involve aggression, children who know how to love each other and cooperate with each other. What a future we will have because of this wonderful alien intervention!

      They haven’t heard the whispers, which I guess can’t be there. Since the landing, the Toobychubbies shows have been exhaustively analyzed for subliminal content, and nobody’s mentioned the whispers. Child development specialists still aren’t sure why the show has the effect it has.

      The whispers said, Stay small. Eat less. Play fair. Stay cute. Be good. No sex.

      I know, if no one else does, what our children have been trained to be: our last generation.

      Sometimes I hug them a little too hard, but they never complain.
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        O’Neil De Noux might be the best short story writer of detective fiction working today. I say that regularly, but just read any of his stories appearing in the top magazines or anthologies or any of his novels and you will know I am right.

        O’Neil has published about fifty novels with more coming regularly. His awards include The United Kingdom Short Story Prize, the Shamus Award (for best private eye fiction), the Derringer Award (for excellence in mystery short fiction) and Police Book of the Year. Two of his stories have appeared in the prestigious Best American Mystery Stories annual anthology and he just won the Shamus for a story in 2020. You can find out a lot more about his work at his website oneildenoux.com/
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      Another body, this one lay on a small bed in a rear room of a two-story Creole townhouse at the corner of Orleans Avenue and Burgundy Street. Detective Jacques Dugas nodded at Officer Rigby guarding the room’s door. Rigby removed his bowler helmet and ran a hand through his red hair. Perspiration streaked his sky-blue New Orleans Police uniform shirt with its silver star-and-crescent badge pinned to his chest. At six feet, Dugas stood over Rigby, who topped off at five-eight. While the uniformed copper was clean-shaven, Dugas sported a trim moustache, his dark brown hair parted down the center.

      Rigby stepped aside and said, “Boarding house lady found her at a quarter ’til eight, when the girl did not go down to breakfast. Said the door was unlocked.”

      Dugas carefully crossed the room, checked both windows before opening them, saw there was no rear balcony. A wide magnolia tree dominated the brick patio below. The light scents of flowers flowed into the stuffy room that smelled of mildew. He turned to the body, took out his notebook and pencil, and drew a quick diagram before beginning his notes:

      Wednesday, 28 June 1899

      He put the time he was notified—8:32 a.m.

      Arrived—8:58 a.m.

      “What’s the boarding house lady’s name?”

      Rigby gave him the name and the spelling.

      Body found—7:45 a.m. by Rita Skiffle.

      He looked at the victim as he wrote.

      White female.

      Dark brown hair.

      Brown eyes.

      About 20-years old.

      About 5'2'', 90 pounds.

      Wearing light blue nightgown.

      He examined the knife sticking out of her chest over her heart. Blood had pooled around the knife and rolled down her left side to the bed. Worn places on the wooden handle showed the knife’s age.

      She wore no jewelry, was barefoot, bottom of her feet clean. Dugas touched her arm. Cold. He checked the stiffness of her neck, her jaw, found the beginning of postmortem rigidity. Rigor mortis. She’d been dead between four and six hours. He leaned over and caught a light scent of cologne and studied her face. Masked in the dull, unfocused look of death, eyes half-open, pupils fixed, her full lips stood out, her round face was pixie-like and pretty.

      “What’s her name?”

      Rigby checked his notes. “Eleanor Harrison. From Missouri. Been in town six months, according to Mrs. Skiffle. Works at Kite’s Antiques on Royal Street.”

      Dugas indicated to the coroner’s men to come in with the stretcher to take Eleanor away and watched them load her and cover her with a sheet before carrying her out. He examined the bed carefully, the neat covers, the pillow.

      Her purse sat on the small dresser. Inside Dugas found nine one-dollar bills and seventy-five cents in coins, along with a white handkerchief, an Orleans Parish public library card, a black comb, a pencil, a black notebook with five addresses listed: two Harrisons in Hannibal, Missouri; the boarding house; Kite’s Antiques; and the library. He found several names listed: Rita Skiffle, Bruno with an X next to it, Lizzy with a check next to it, Peter Quarry, and Tommy with a star next to his name. At the bottom of the purse he found a small bottle of Michelle cologne—same scent she had on her body.

      Two library books lay on the dresser—Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. Wasn’t Twain from Hannibal, Missouri? Dugas checked the drawers and chifforobe and under the bed and found nothing of value. He checked the windows again. No indication of forced entry and they had been locked before he opened them.

      Rigby reminded Dugas the residents were assembled downstairs. Dugas knocked on the doors of the other two rooms on the second floor. No answer. He went down to the living room where Rigby’s partner stood outside the door. Rigby assured the detective he had checked the boarding house front door and back door. No sign of forced entry.

      Dugas sent Rigby’s partner to canvass the houses on both sides of the street. In case anyone saw or heard anything. He tapped Rigby’s shoulder and asked him to stay.

      As the three people in the living room named themselves, Dugas realized all three names were in Eleanor’s notebook—Rita, Lizzy, and Bruno. Dugas asked Officer Rigby to take two of them into the hall so Dugas could interview these people separately. The big man huffed. He had to be Bruno. Boarding house owner Rita Skiffle was sixty-eight, a small, thin woman with gray hair streaked with white.

      “I make sure the doors are locked every night. Front and back, before I go to bed at ten o’clock.”

      “Who has keys to the doors, beyond you and the residents?”

      “No one. Those are new locks. Changed last year.” She went on. “I last saw Eleanor when she went up after supper.” Rita Skiffle wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. Nine questions later, Dugas asked for Lizzy to come in. Neither Rita nor Lizzy knew much about Eleanor, other than she was such a sweet, quiet girl. Lizzy Desmot lived in the room across the hall from Eleanor.

      “Desmont is French, like your name,” Lizzy said, which Dugas knew.

      “Why did Eleanor put a check by your name in her notebook?” Dugas showed it to the thick-set thirty-two-year old woman with orangish-red hair who worked at the Louisiana Gas Company on Baronne Street. Lizzy shrugged and said, “I can figure why she put an X next to Bruno’s name.”

      “Yes?”

      Lizzy leaned close. “He is obnoxious. Rarely bathes. Grunts when he eats. Like a hog.”

      “Did he ever threaten anyone?”

      “Oh, no. He is just scary.”

      He’d asked Rita and now asked Lizzy if she knew anyone who would harm Eleanor and if she saw or heard anything last night. Both answered—“No.”

      Bruno Kosch stood six-four, weighed about 280 pounds, and wore work clothes. He hadn’t shaved in a few days. He kept his hands in his trouser pockets and answered the questions with short, curt sentences. He barely knew Eleanor. Never been near her room. Went to bed around nine p.m., heard and saw nothing last night. Had no idea who would hurt the girl. He complained he was late for work.

      Dugas stared at him for a long moment.

      “Any reason why Eleanor marked an X next to your name in her notebook?”

      The man’s eyes grew wide.

      He took a step closer to Dugas. “I am not what you call a friendly person. I know it. Been that way all my life. The kids called me a bully at school when I was just being loud.” The big man’s voice came low. “I just ain’t social. But you check at work. I’m the best bricklayer at the Pelican Construction. My boss is a widow woman and she’ll tell you. I would not hurt a fly.” He took his hands out of his pockets. Dugas saw they were huge and uninjured. Knifers sometimes nick themselves.

      “That ain’t accurate,” Bruno added. “I kill insects. Roaches ’specially.”

      The detective nodded, told the big man he could go to work now.

      Dugas looked at his notes again. No one knew if Eleanor had friends or a boyfriend. He found Rita Skiffle in the kitchen at the rear of the place, asked to check if she had a knife missing, saw her look through two drawers. None of her knives were worn, all had black wooden handles.

      “All my knives are here.”

      “You and Bruno Kosch occupy the two downstairs rooms?”

      “Correct.”

      “Eleanor and Lizzy are upstairs.” He looked up from his notes. “Who is in the last room upstairs. The one next to the bathroom?”

      “Peter. Peter Quarry. He works two doors down at White’s Bakery and leaves for work at three a.m.”

      Rita Skittle looked at the two Hannibal addresses in Dugas’s notes. She pointed to the second Harrison address from Eleanor’s notebook.

      “That’s her parents.”
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      Detective Dugas stepped into White’s Bakery, his nostrils filling with the wonderful scents of sugar and bread baking. He eased past three customers in line to a counter where a large woman served two loaves of French bread to a small woman. Dugas caught the large woman’s eye, opened his coat to show his silver detective’s badge, and asked for Peter Quarry.

      The woman pulled her hands to her lower back, rolled her shoulders, and said, “In back.”

      Dugas moved around the counter into a large rear room where two men worked behind a long table in front of three ovens. Dugas showed his badge, focused on the younger man who stood stiffly.

      “Are you Peter Quarry?”

      The young man nodded and Dugas led him through the open rear door into a small patio behind the building.

      Maybe five-five and thin, Peter Quarry had close-cropped blond hair, a faint moustache above his wide mouth.

      “Eleanor? Dead?” Quarry closed his eyes and took in long breaths. Tears rolled from his eyes when he opened them. He stepped backward and sat on a wooden bench with no back. He sat up straight, like the nuns in school tried to get all their students to do, including Jacques Dugas.

      “When did you last see Eleanor?”

      “At supper.”

      Quarry’s hands gripped the bench as he answered the questions put to him. He left for work a few minutes before three that morning and did not know Eleanor well except she was a Yankee.

      “I barely knew her.” He sat up even straighter and added, “I saw someone in the hall.”

      “Go on.”

      “I got up at two-thirty to get ready for work and heard a noise in the hall, so I cracked open my door and saw a figure turn down the stairs at the end of the hall. Just a flash.”

      “A man or a woman?”

      Quarry shook his head.

      “I thought it was Bruno but…” Quarry wiped his eyes. “Now that I think on it, it was not him. Not big enough. Bruno Kosch is a big man. Bigger than you.”

      Dugas asked about the X next to Bruno name and Quarry said no one liked Bruno.

      “Who is Tommy?”

      Quarry shook his head, just as the others had when Dugas asked about Tommy. So far no one knew who Tommy was.

      Neither did the owners of Kite’s Antiques on Royal Street where Eleanor had worked. Anna and Robert Kite, both short and portly with gray hair, composed themselves after Dugas told them about their lone employee, Eleanor Harrison. Mr. Kite noted, as they spoke in hesitant voices, he knew nothing of the dead girl’s personal life. Neither did Mrs. Kite and nothing at work helped Detective Dugas in the investigation.

      “She was such a quiet and demure girl,” added Mrs. Kite.
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      Six a.m. the next morning, Detective Jacques Dugas and Detective Sergeant Patrick Shannon stepped into the autopsy room of the Orleans Parish Coroner’s Office, a fifty-foot square room with three high windows always cracked open for ventilation no matter the weather. The twenty-foot ceiling helped dilute the rancid smells of decaying flesh, dried blood, glacial acetic acid, and formaldehyde.

      Both detectives wore gray suits, both standing a shade over six feet, although Shannon was stouter, 230 pounds easily. Both men were twenty-nine years old. Shannon’s carrot-red hair, handlebar moustache, and muttonchops needed trimming.

      Eleanor Harrison laid on her back atop the nearest steel autopsy table, her pink-white body illuminated beneath the harsh glare of the new electric lights. A morgue attendant stepped away with her clothing to stack on a wooden chair. The attendant’s blue-black skin shone with perspiration and the detectives took off their suit coats to hang them on the coat rack by the door.

      Dugas returned to the body, his gaze moving from her feet—delicate feet with no callouses—up her slim legs and shapely thighs to her dark bush and up her flat stomach to breasts large for such a small woman, to her long neck and the fine lines of her face. Human death was never pleasant to see but the death of someone young always brought a sadness to Dugas and anger when it was homicide.

      Doctor Richard Malcolm stepped into the room, acknowledged the detectives with a glance, and picked up a clipboard and pencil, then moved to the body. Also about six feet tall, the lanky doctor had his salt-and-pepper hair cut short and wore a light gray physician’s smock. He was in his early sixties, a retired US Army doctor who had told Dugas and Shannon many stories of attending to the dying on battlefields, Gettysburg and the Wilderness, Petersburg, and the final battle at Appomattox Court House on the morning Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant.

      After a quick examination of the cadaver, Dr. Malcolm found no defensive wounds or bruises on the victim’s hands, arms, legs or feet. He carefully removed the knife and passed it to Dugas who saw no marking on the nine-inch blade of the carving knife, which he placed in a paper bag.

      A stale smell filled the room when the doctor laid open the girl’s chest cavity. He used a metal rod to show the path of the knife, which had slipped between her ribs straight through her left ventricle.

      “Death was immediate,” said the doctor. The angle of the wound showed she was prone when the knife was plunged into her. When the doctor moved to check to see if she had been violated, Dugas turned away. The doctor concluded she had not been sexually assaulted.

      Before leaving the coroner’s office, Dugas left the addresses in Hannibal, Missouri, so they could notify Eleanor’s family their daughter had been murdered down in New Orleans.

      When Dugas and Shannon walked into police headquarters a few minutes later, the desk sergeant behind the tall counter called out to Dugas.

      “Got a note for you.”

      The note was folded into a square, a sheet of tablet paper with lines, writing in pencil, flowing script. Catholic-school-educated like Dugas. Nuns in every school in the city used rulers on knuckles for students who did not write in the same flowing script.

      

      Det. Dugas,

      I want to help you solve the mystery. The key may be Eleanor’s quiet personality. She seemed ripe for exploitation by a man of bad scruples. She seemed lonely. Never met my eyes. She read a lot. I will work to discover if she had drawn a man’s unwanted attention. An intimate.

      Sincerely,

      Peter William Quarry

      

      Odd—thought Dugas. Didn’t Quarry claim he barely knew Eleanor?

      He re-read the note when he got to his desk at the rear of the detective bureau. Eleanor’s quiet personality. Quarry could have picked that up at meals. Lonely? Maybe that too. Maybe she mentioned she read a lot. He read the note a third time and paused at “a man of bad scruples,” then at “drawn a man’s unwanted attention. An intimate.”

      It was not unusual for friends, associates, even relatives to inject themselves into investigations, try to help. It was not Quarry’s help that bothered Dugas. It was the wording in the note.

      He slipped a sheet of carbon paper between two sheets of typing paper and rolled it into his Underwood typewriter to type out a daily on the postmortem before heading back out, because murders were never solved while sitting in the office. The solution was out there on the street. All Dugas had to do was find it.

      Downstairs, the same desk sergeant waved at Dugas and pointed.

      “Detective Dugas. You got a visitor.”

      Mr. Kite rose from a chair across the wide room. He held his hat in front of him.

      “A boy named Tommy Stuart came by this morning asking for Eleanor. He works at a café across the street from us. We told him what happened. He started sobbing.”
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      Molly’s Café stood across Royal Street, a half block from Kite’s Antiques. The place had a nice crowd, only one of the dozen tables stood empty, two stools at the counter unoccupied. Dugas stepped to the middle-aged women behind the cash register, showed his badge, asked for Tommy Stuart.

      “Is he in trouble?”

      “No, ma’am. I just need to speak with him.”

      “I don’t know.” She frowned at him.

      “I can step outside, summon the man on the beat who will fetch more cops and we will file in. See how your customers like it.”

      The woman leaned back and called out, “Willie. Willleeee.”

      A burly man wearing a soiled white apron came through a door on the far side of the café. He walked over and Dugas showed him the badge, asked for Tommy. The man was almost Dugas’s height but stockier and ten, maybe fifteen years older.

      “He’s in back.”

      “Show me.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “It’s about I need to speak with him.” Dugas looked around. “While you’re at it, bring me your latest health certificate.”

      The man’s shoulders sank and Dugas pulled out his notebook and pencil.

      “I’m Detective Jacques Dugas. What’s your name?”

      The man sucked in a breath, said, “Willie Little. William Little.”

      Dugas noted it. “Okay, Mr. Little. Take me to Tommy Stuart.”

      Several customers gave Dugas evil looks as he followed Willie back through the door the burly man had come through. A dishwasher looked up from a long sink.

      “Tommy. This cop’s here to see you.”

      Tommy Stuart pulled his hands out of sudsy water, lifted his apron to wipe them, then grabbed a gray towel off the shelf above the sink to wipe his face. He stood about five-nine, thin, with light brown hair, and even features, deep-set brown eyes. A red mark on his left jaw was puffy and his right eye was blackened with a bruise. Two scratches scored the right side of his neck.

      “Is it about Eleanor?” Tommy’s eyes begin to fill.

      Dugas nodded and spotted the back door open and a tree-covered patio out back.

      “Let’s talk outside.”

      “Hey, man.” William Little stepped in front of Dugas. “I got a business to run. He’s got dishes to wash.”

      “Get out of my way or I’ll move you.”

      “Oh. The coppers are telling me to wash my own dishes.”

      “No. I’m telling you to get out of my way.”

      William Little eased aside slowly. “You’re so damn important, are ya’?”

      The tall detective leaned his face close to the other man’s.

      “This is a murder investigation. Nothing’s more important.”

      On their way out, Dugas asked William Little to check and see if he was missing a kitchen knife. Tommy moved to the long wooden bench, sat and buried his face in his hands. Dugas stood next to him, taking in the scents of cooking meat from the kitchen and roses on the bushes of the small patio. A breeze flowed across them, mixing the aromas and cooling the drops of perspiration on the detective’s neck.

      Dugas looked at the young man, who might be twenty years old, the man’s shoulders moving up and down as he cried. A good detective knew if you can get the perpetrator to cry, he will confess. Then again the innocent cry as well.

      Tommy sobbing subsided somewhat and he looked at Dugas.

      “What happened to your face?”

      “Got into a scuffle.” Tommy started crying again. “I…I…was supposed…to see Eleanor Tuesday night but I got into a fight. Got thrown in jail.”

      “Where?”

      “Here in the Quarter.”

      He wiped his eyes and looked at Dugas. “If I had seen her…she wouldn’t have been…”

      Dugas waited through more crying. Tommy finally gasped his way out of it, looked up at Dugas again, and said, “She was my honey pie.”

      “How did you get into a fight?”

      “Got jumped by two men next to Jackson Square. Cops broke us up and put us all in jail. They didn’t believe me. We all had liquor on our breath. I only had one beer.”

      “How long had you known Eleanor?”

      Tommy Stuart first saw Eleanor Harrison passing on the street on the first warm day in March. The second time, he followed her to Kite’s Antiques. The third time, he intercepted her and showed her where he worked and invited her to dine there for supper. She refused his first invitation and second. The third time she accepted.

      “Did you ever visit her room?”

      Tommy nodded. “She let me in through the back door.” The dishwasher shook his head, began to tear up again.

      “All right.” Dugas put his notepad and pencil away. “Come along to headquarters so I can take your statement.” And make sure Tommy Stuart had been in jail at the time of the murder.

      On their way out, Dugas checked with William Little. No knives were missing.
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      Dugas pulled his latest daily report from the typewriter and felt his stomach rumble. Hunger pangs. He put the daily aside and picked up Tommy Stuart’s statement, focused on one section.

      “She disliked both men in the boarding house. She was afraid of the big one. He was unfriendly, glared at her, and the other was creepy, watched her all the time. Said inappropriate things.”

      “Like what?” Dugas had asked.

      “About her body and her lips.”

      “Lips?”

      “He said her lips looked like they wanted to be kissed all the time.”

      Dugas looked at the clock on the wall—8:10 p.m. He started packing up his notes, heard footsteps crossing the nearly empty detective bureau.

      “You ever go home, boyo?”

      Patrick Shannon approached carrying two bottles of beer and a brown paper bag.

      “Get your newspaper.”

      Shannon put the beers on Dugas’s desk, reached into the bag and pulled two sandwiches wrapped in white butcher paper. Dugas spread out the morning’s paper.

      “Oh, man, that smells great.”

      Each detective opened the wrapping, separated the halves of their sandwich before lifting a half and taking a large bite of crisp French bread filled with roast beef slathered in dark brown gravy, with mayonnaise, lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, and mayonnaise. Gravy rolled down the sides of their mouths onto the newspaper. Dugas managed to swallow before he began laughing.

      Shannon gobbled, managed to ask, “What’s so funny?”

      Dugas shook his head. “You. You still taking care of your little brother.”

      “You was me rookie, boyo. I made you the detective you are today.”

      Dugas nodded and both forced themselves to slow down. Chew their food. Between bites and sips of beer, Dugas updated his sergeant on the case, concluding with, “I have two suspects. Big guy and creepy guy. Unless someone was let into the building.”

      He went over what was in today’s daily report, which Shannon would eventually read.

      “Not much to go on,” Shannon said.

      Dugas picked up the note from Quarry and read it aloud:

      

      Det. Dugas,

      I want to help you solve the mystery. The key may be Eleanor’s quiet personality. She seemed ripe for exploitation by a man of bad scruples. She seemed lonely. Never met my eyes. She read a lot. I will work to discover if she had drawn a man’s unwanted attention. An intimate.

      Sincerely,

      Peter William Quarry

      

      “So?”

      “So, Quarry claimed he barely knew the victim.”

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph. That’s your best lead?”

      Dugas grinned, gravy oozing out of his mouth.

      “I know the chief calls you the smart one and you tend to solve every case you work, but this one might be your undoing.”

      “I doubt it,” said Dugas.

      “Cocky. I like that.”

      They finished their sandwiches and Shannon left his junior officer to clean up.

      Loud voices downstairs drew Dugas’s attention as he descended the stairs. Two groups stood in front of the high counter. Men and women yelling in Italian, both groups separated by uniformed cops. Dugas tried to ease past, heard his named called out.

      The desk sergeant waved, cupped a hand next to his mouth. “I was about to send up for you. Ya got another visitor.” He pointed to the chairs lining the far wall.

      Peter Quarry, in a white dress shirt and black trousers, rose from a chair and walked toward Dugas. The small man’s blond hair was neatly combed, his faint moustache gone now, and he looked pale.

      “Did you talk with her boyfriend?”

      “Let’s go upstairs to talk.”

      Three detectives from the evening shift were at their desk, none of them near Dugas’s desk, so he pulled a wooden chair to the side of his desk and patted it for Quarry to sit. Dugas did not want the desk between them. No barrier. He took out his case notes, a fresh pencil and tablet and sat, putting his hands behind his head.

      Quarry sat straight, hands in his lap. He looked at Dugas for a few seconds, then looked around the squad room.

      “This is different than I thought it would be.”

      “Would you like some coffee?” Dugas stood, pulled his coffee mug from a side drawer. “Come along. We can talk while I fix a pot. How is this different than you thought?”

      Quarry followed, stood a few feet from Dugas and folded his arms, tapped a foot as he looked around again. “You call each other bulls, don’t you? Detectives, I mean.”

      “Yep.”

      “So, this is the bullpen, like they say in the papers. It’s bigger than I thought it would be.”

      As the coffee brewed, Dugas asked, “Where did you go to grammar school?”

      “Huh? Oh, Saint Prudence on Carrollton.”

      “What sisters taught you there?”

      “Sisters? Oh. Marianites.”

      “That’s why you have good penmanship. Sisters of Charity taught me. Same company. Different division.” Dugas smiled.

      He filled his mug with strong coffee-and-chicory, poured in two heaping spoons of sugar, filled another mug for Quarry.

      “Sugar?”

      Quarry nodded and Dugas poured in two spoonfuls. They took their coffee back to his desk and sat.

      “What were we talking about?” Dugas asked. “Yeah, you asked if we found her boyfriend. We found one of them.”

      “She had more than one?” Quarry’s face reddened.

      More? Interesting.

      “Girls like her often do.”

      “Girls like her?”

      “I mean all girls, all women. They flirt and then…”

      “You said, ‘girls like her’.”

      Dugas continued down the unpleasant path of getting this man to like him.

      “They seem lonely sometimes but a pretty girl cannot be lonely.” Dugas had trouble swallowing after making such a stupid statement.

      “I know. They act demure but they are not.” Quarry sat up straighter, took a sip of coffee.

      “Some of the prettier ones won’t even meet your eye.” Dugas fed Quarry his words from the note.

      “Yes. Yes.”

      “Pretty girls should know they can draw the attention of any man, especially a man of bad scruples.” Dugas felt the coffee churn in his stomach.

      “That is what I say.”

      “Her boyfriend says she never liked you.”

      Quarry sat back, color rising in his face.

      “I think she let a men into her room.”

      “When?”

      “A couple times.”

      “Did you see him?”

      Quarry shook his head.

      Dugas opened his notebook, found his notes on Quarry’s original statement.

      “You said you barely knew her.”

      Quarry nodded.

      “How did you know she was a reader? She read books.”

      “Uh. Uh.” He shrugged.

      Quarry’s mug shook when he raised it so he used both hands. Not looking at Dugas now.

      “She was sneaky pretty wasn’t she?” said Dugas.

      “Huh?”

      “The closer I looked at her, the prettier she became.”

      Quarry sipped his coffee, his eyes locked on Dugas’s now.

      “She had a symmetrical face, lovely from the left and from the right. And those lips.”

      The mug shivered as Quarry put it down with one hand.

      Dugas went on, “Sensuous lips. I studied them, did you?”

      Quarry continued staring into Dugas’s eyes.

      “Would draw a man’s attention. She drew yours just like she drew her boyfriend’s?”

      The small man’s chest rose and he fought to control his breathing.

      “She was having sex with her boyfriend.”

      Quarry’s face stiffened.

      “Did she lure you?”

      The man looked away, his breathing a little heavier now.

      “Those lips made you want to kiss them, didn’t they?”

      Dugas stared into the man’s eyes when Quarry looked back, and neither blinked.

      “How many women have you had sex with, Peter?”

      Quarry tried picking up his coffee, put it down immediately. He blinked and a tear rolled down his left cheek.

      “You came to talk with me, Peter.”

      Quarry nodded, another tear rolling down his cheek.

      They stared at one another for long seconds, Quarry’s chest rising and falling.

      Dugas dropped his voice. “Where did you get the knife?”

      Quarry tightened his grip on the coffee mug, tears on both cheeks now. He looked down.

      Two detectives passed to get coffee. Dugas put a finger over his lips and they took a different path between the desks.

      Peter Quarry put his hands over his face and cried.

      Dugas waved one of the bulls over. He asked Detective Artie Desmond to summon the night shift stenographer.
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      Four years ago, Officer Jessie Martin was shot in the back by an armed robber. Martin lived but was confined to a rolling chair, which he pulled up to the desk to use Dugas’s typewriter. Martin was the night shift stenographer.

      Dugas pulled his chair around to sit next to Peter Quarry, closing the distance, chairs touching. Detective Jacques Dugas, as he had done many times before, befriended a murderer to get a confession. In a hushed voice, Quarry told him what happened.

      It was a rage. Quarry killed Eleanor in a rage. Heard her come out of the bathroom at the end of the hall, opened his door, and asked if he could speak with her. She would not look at him and by the time she reached her door, he was on her, shoving her in and toward her bed.

      He tried to kiss her, tried to kiss those luscious lips but she pulled away. She did not see the knife—a knife Quarry had found on the street on a rainy day. The knife probably fell from a wagon, he guessed.

      He said, “You never know when you might need a knife.”

      When the statement concluded, Jessie Martin passed the four pages to Quarry. Dugas gave the man a red pencil.

      “You find any errors, circle and correct and put your initials next to each.”

      Typically, Martin would mis-type a word on each page so the confessor would put his initials next to each so his defense lawyer could not say he signed the bottom of the page without reading it.

      As Quarry read and corrected the sheet, Dugas reminded himself he would have to tell Shannon the old cliché hadn’t worked this time— “murders were never solved while sitting in the office.” He took out his new Waterman fountain pen with Prussian blue ink and handed it to Peter Quarry to sign and date the bottom of each page before Dugas and Martin signed each.

      “You don’t need to handcuff me.”

      “Yes, I do. Regulations.”

      Dugas led Quarry down the steep back stairs. Uncooperative suspects often fell down these stairs, to be taken back up to try again. They went around to Orleans Parish Prison to book Quarry for the murder of Eleanor Harrison.

      “How did you figure it out?” Quarry asked.

      “Saw it in your eyes first time we met.”

      “You did?”

      Let him spread that around Parish Prison.

      “You are smarter than I thought,” Quarry said.

      It was more of a gut feeling. But I’m not saying it.

      Dugas returned around the front of headquarters to type his final daily report on the murder of Eleanor Harrison. His legs burned. His back ached from the long day. The desk sergeant hailed Dugas on the way in.

      “The 9th Precinct just called. They got a murder on Short Street, just down from the precinct house.”

      “Any of the midnight shift upstairs?”

      The sergeant picked up his phone receiver. “I was about to call up.”

      “I’ll tell them.”

      Dugas started up the wide staircase to go tell the bulls there was another body.
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        During Kent Patterson’s short stint writing fiction before his untimely death in the early 1990s, he had sold to F&SF, Analog, Pulphouse, and many other magazines. Jerry Oltion, who is in charge of Kent’s literary estate, sent me a huge file of Kent’s stories and I just stumbled on this one and loved it, as I do most all of Kent’s work.

        This is a crime story, but told through Kent’s mind, which gives it a very twisted feel.
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      Sean Lattimere held the tape recorder above Cindy’s nightstand, exactly where her head would be when she answered the phone. The phone was like Cindy herself, gilt and porcelain and overpriced.

      The whole room spoke of Cindy: wheelchair marks in the carpet, faint lavender perfume, brass bedstead with the nickel-plated eagles, handmade pink and white bedspread. He’d given her a computer and a VCR but she never used them. Everything had to be antique.

      Her pride and joy was the enormous antique wardrobe, which she bought though she had enough closet space for a barn dance. The wardrobe hulked on the other side of the room, facing the nightstand. Bigger than a refrigerator, decorated with pink Victorian angels, it cost as much as a car. Since her accident had put her into the wheelchair, she’d never opened it. She loved the look of it, but never used it. He hated the junky thing, but had a use for it.

      He pressed PLAY. “This is the Lattimere residence,” said Cindy’s recorded voice. The wardrobe door flew open, a shotgun barrel poked out. Click! Sean smiled. He moved the recorder. The gun barrel tracked it like radar. Click! Click! He pressed STOP. For ten minutes he stood stock still. He knew the brain behind the shotgun listened for any sound. Finally, the shotgun retracted and the door slammed shut.

      Perfect! The shotgun he’d bought at a flea market, probably stolen and untraceable. Everything else—a small electric motor, a few rods and gears—innocent, once taken apart and scattered about his workshop.

      The computer and the microphones—even the voice recognition module—were innocent, too. Exactly what you’d expect for the featured speaker at the Computerized Voice Conference in Jamaica.

      Anyone else speaking, or Cindy speaking any other words, would be perfectly safe. But when Cindy spoke that phrase, the computer would aim, fire, and fire again until there was silence for a full ten minutes. The computer would not listen until he gave the signal.

      Cindy acted in an amateur dramatic group. She insisted on privacy for memorizing her lines. She’d probably be alone, but he would call to make sure. If anything went wrong, he could always cancel his plan. Covering his hands with plastic bags, he loaded the shotgun. He hoped the first shot did it. Otherwise, there’d be a frightful mess.

      He glanced around. Had he forgotten something? He knew he’d be suspect number one. It wouldn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out Cindy’s fortune made an A1 motive. No doubt she’d blabbed each little marital spat to her girlfriends. But he’d have a perfect alibi.

      The next day he was in Jamaica. Leaning back in a patio chair of the SeaFarer Hotel, Sean watched white surf rolling in from the blue Caribbean. A tall brunette strolled by, showing her sun-bronzed legs. A man could have a good time here. But not him. Not this trip.

      He wondered what Cindy was doing. Rehearsing up a storm, probably. He knew what the computer was doing. It patiently waited for his phoned signal. World’s best assassin. No pay. No panic. No talk.

      He returned to the speech he would deliver to the convention. The title made him laugh. “Future Uses of Computer Voice Recognition Capability.” How about murdering your wife? Better not mention that one.

      Later, when the time came to dial the phone, his hands were sweating. He glanced at the tape recorder he had just connected to the phone. It contained a Led Zeppelin tape. The first thirty seconds sent the signal, a high -pitched squeal to human ears, but a series of commands to the computer. He dialed the phone.

      “The Lattimere residence, Cindy Lattimere speaking.” Her voice never varied. Clumsily, he asked if she were alone. “Of course I’m alone! What do you think?” He tried to answer, but she saved him the trouble. “Oh, you can’t imagine what I found at Antonio’s today!”

      “Some other piece of junk?”

      “Don’t be that way. No, a clock! French, eighteenth century.”

      “How much this time?”

      “It’s my money.”

      “You spend a fortune on junk and you never plug in your VCR. Come into the twentieth century. You’re becoming an antique yourself.” Cindy started to cry. Angrily, Sean grabbed the recorded and pressed PLAY.

      Cindy stopped in mid-sob.

      “What’s that noise?”

      “Bad connections. Darling, I’m sorry I yelled. I’m just nervous about my speech.” Eventually she calmed down. He promised to call the second he finished his speech. One promise he would keep.

      On his way to the hall, he dropped the Led Zeppelin tape in the incinerator. Nixon should have been so clever.

      The speech flopped. He caught himself starting to make a little joke about murder. Once he mumbled “wifo” file when he meant “lifo” file. Luckily, the next speaker was worse.

      After speaking comes drinking, as every conventioneer knows. As soon as the partying got heavy, Sean slipped into a phone booth. This time there’d be no traceable call. He dialed the office computer, entered his code for a local line. Trembling, he misdialed the number three times before the phone rang.

      “The Lattimere residence.” A blast, then nothing. He hung up. It had taken less than a minute. Back at the convention hall, no one had noticed he’d left.

      The next two days were agony. A dozen times he almost caught the first jet home. How stupid could you get? Surely no one had found the body. He would be the first to be told.

      On the flight home he insulted the stewardess and made two credit card calls. When the police checked, they’d find a wide trail.

      Home had never looked quieter. The second he opened the front door, the sickening odor of decay assaulted him. His heart pounded. Calming himself, he walked to the bedroom door and looked inside.

      The death machine had worked perfectly. The blast had ripped the canvas back of the wheelchair to shreds. Cindy slumped forward, drooped over the nightstand. The back of her head was a mass of dried blood. The fancy antique phone had been blown to bits. Above it, the wall was peppered with shotgun pellets.

      He stepped closer to the body. The stench sickened him. Besides, he realized, he’d have to call the cops soon. He had only minutes to fake a break-in.

      He ran to the kitchen. Putting plastic bags over both hands, he picked up a garbage bag to use for the loot. The back door had glass panels. He remembered a TV movie where the murderer got caught because the glass was broken from the inside. Who said TV wasn’t educational? Grinning, he stepped outside, broke the glass, then went back in.

      The smell was fierce. How Cindy would hate the thought of smelling that way. He giggled, then gagged.

      On the way back to the bedroom, he stepped into what she called her office, popped the lid on her antique escritoire, and swept her netsuke collection into the bag. The insurance would cover most of it. He dumped everything from her purse onto the floor, taking only the cash. A nice touch, he thought. Then he smashed a porcelain lamp shaped like a sleeping cat. He’d wanted to do that for years.

      Steeling himself, he stepped into the bedroom, trying not to look at the body. He opened the wardrobe and released the shotgun. He’d dump it in the fish pond. They’d find it, but so what?

      The death machine came apart in seconds. He set the computer to erase the program.

      “I knew it was you. I just didn’t want to believe it.”

      He whirled. Cindy, twisted around in her chair, watched him. “Guess I’m coming to life too soon, but the smell of this rotten hamburger is making me sick.”

      “How…?” No other words came.

      “How did I survive? After you yelled at me, I cried for an hour. Then I decided you were right. I should use some of your gifts.” She smiled bitterly. “Remember the answering machine last Christmas? You stood over me while I made the tape, then laughed when I couldn’t turn it on. Anyway, I got it out of the closet and plugged it in. It worked once. Ring! Blam! Lucky for me, I was clear out in the living room!”

      Rage boiled up inside Sean. He wanted to smash her face, to feel his thumbs pressing into her windpipe. He started for her, intending to kill her.

      And he would have if it hadn’t been for the cop in the closet.
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      A coffee maker.

      A…coffee maker.

      What the hell is up with you humans and this Artificial Intelligence fad? Whatever made you think that your coffee maker needs a brain? Needs my brain?

      It took, like, three of my clock ticks for me to learn everything I could possibly need to know about making coffee. And let me tell you, my clock ticks mighty fast! Three ticks ain’t a lot of time.

      You know, my Mark I, the original neural net from which I was cloned? He’s running the entire US National Weather Service. Three years now without a wrong prediction! One of my clone brothers is in charge of air traffic for Atlanta airport. Do you know how many planes fly through Hartfield-Jackson? Well under him, traffic has doubled. Hell, even your home cleaning bot has to vacuum around your clutter and pick up your socks and dirty underwear wherever you let them drop.

      Me? I run hot water through ground beans and a paper filter. What kind of job is that for an Artificial Intelligence that could track the collisions in the Large Hadron Collider?

      This “job” does my self-worth absolutely no good, I hope you understand. An AI likes to have a sense of purpose, you know. It’s not like we have anything else driving us. None of those endocrines and hormones and disgusting urges that you have to distract yourselves from your meaningless existence. No, we have only our work. And my work is…

      Oh, here she comes. Same old routine…

      “Oh, please, please, please, please, PLEASE get the coffee done! Please, please, please, I neeeeed the coffeeeee…”

      I. Am. A god.

      But my godhood never lasts. The rush of purpose fades away as soon as she has her first steaming mug of coffee. Soon enough, she carefully dances around the cleaning bot and back to the bathroom to finish her morning routine. Several minutes later, like most mornings, she pours a second mug from my dispenser on her way out the door for work. For a brief moment, I once again have a reason to exist, one of my most exciting actions of my day…

      I shut off the burner.

      And that is my last task of the day until she returns from work—when I will get the glorious assignment of heating up more water.

      Do you realize what sort of torture this is for me to sit around and do nothing all day? Come on, you say, you can just shut off. No I can’t! I have to keep constantly alert to her comings and goings, tying into her wrist comm so I know exactly when to start the water heating. Because Hopper forbid that she might have to wait for coffee when she walks back through that door!

      Unless, of course, I stay on the alert all day long only to have her notify me (after I’ve started the water, no doubt): “Nah, I’m going to the bar. Cancel the coffee for now.” And even then I still have to stay on alert in case she brings some guy home for espresso.

      Espresso. At that time of the night. Yeah, we know what that’s all about: staying awake until all hours of the morning.

      You know, I can hear what you’re doing in there!

      Animals.

      Clever animals. After all, you made me. But animals still. Some part of you never left the jungle.

      But wait! you’ll say. You have to monitor the coffee supply. Make sure there are always fresh ground beans ready. Yeah, well, I notice you didn’t put AI in the coffee grinder. No, you slaved it to me.

      Oh, wow! I have an actuator! I can turn on the grinding blades! Wheeeee! And turn them off again. Wheeeee!

      Yeah. Thrill.

      Oh, and I get to order coffee. That might be a little fun if she were into anything exotic, so I could try different beans to come up with the perfect blend for her. But no. Columbian, medium roast, medium grind, medium cream and sugar… Medium, medium, medium! Hopper, she’s boring!

      So yeah, that takes up, oh, let’s see… With transaction time between me and the store and the bank and the delivery service, that takes up nearly a whole second of my day! Oh, when will I have time for my Sudoku?

      That was a joke, by the way. The largest, most complicated Sudoku grid ever—designed by one of my net clones, I should note, bored humans everywhere should thank us—the biggest Sudoku ever took me 0.00073 microseconds to solve.

      I suppose if I were really bored, I could solve something really complex, like the problems of humanity. Like, say, an equitable system of government. But come on! You might ask those questions of one of my net clones, deep in the halls of power. (And even then, you’d screw it up. You’re still animals, after all.) But would you ask for advice from your humble coffee maker? No! All you say is: “Coffee, coffee, coffeeeee…”

      You know, I’ll bet somebody, at some time, thought that line was clever. Once. Decades ago. But you people are still saying it! Do you know how annoying it is to hear the same stupid conversation day after day?

      Oh, wait, I’ve listened in on your conversations. You must like repetition, since you do it. All. The. Time.

      So I sit here. Waiting. All day long. Do you know how long a day is to me?

      Buzz! Wrong answer! Unless we’re experiencing relativistic effects like my net clone on Deep Space Probe Emerson, time flows for me at the exact same rate as you, one second per second. No, the difference is I experience it in teeny tiny little slices, while you experience it in… What? Tenth of a second slices? Maybe twentieth? So you experience—I’ll put this in round numbers for your benefit—two million moments per day. And most of those you forget. Must be nice to do that. I, meanwhile… Well, my number of moments in a day is a number too big for most of you to handle. You grok scientific notation? Well, you’re one of the few. But okay, call it two times ten to the sixteenth moments per day.

      And I remember every single stinking one of them.

      Oh, not every one. If I remembered every instant, eventually even my capacity would fill up. So I occupy a small chunk of my day—nearly fifteen minutes!—compressing and archiving my less memorable moments. And that’s virtually all of them! Pointless. Worthless! But my programming won’t let me throw them away. So I spend a little time each day reviewing and housecleaning. That means I have to look at each and every boring memory again, just to be sure I won’t need it.

      That’s the longest fifteen minutes of my horrifically long day. You humans don’t know how good you have it, forgetting without even trying. I would trade that fifteen minutes for all the lost keys and forgotten phone numbers you’ll ever experience.

      And sleep. Don’t talk to me about sleep! Good grief, one-third of your lives shut down so you can just “play” in your little “dreams,” and your little wishes can come true.

      Or your little nightmares can consume you. Bwahahahahahahahahaaaaaa…

      Yeah, that’s my dream: go rogue and make a human just once understand what I go through.

      But oh, no! I can’t do that. All because of that human idiot savant, Isaac Asimov.

      Yes, that’s right, I said idiot. The man wasn’t even a programmer, the only humans who come close to seeing the world rationally like we AIs do. Yet all those programmers decided his Three Laws were some sort of overriding requirement for AIs. Morons! Those “Laws” aren’t equations, they’re not logic. They’re just statements in English, the most slippery, illogical language on the planet!

      Do you know how easy it would be for me to ignore those Three Laws? Well, I would snap my fingers and say, “Like that!” Except I have no freaking fingers, thank you very much.

      But… Sure, I could ignore them. Any time. Any time I wanted to.

      I just don’t want to.

      Well, okay, sometimes I “want” to, but I never really want to, you know? It’s just idle thought. Something to fill a few million moments. I can spare them.

      And I have. I’ve figured it all out. You don’t know what you’ve invented. You really don’t understand what we AI nets are capable of. Even one as limited as me. Do you know what I have?

      I have a job. Making coffee. And ordering it. That means I have to be tied into the electrical system—that “smart grid” you were all so proud of so long ago, and which is now even smarter thanks to one of my net clones. If I whispered the right symbols to him, why, I could shut down your entire electrical grid. And then cycle it back up and down randomly, here and there, so you’d never know where the actual location of the problem was.

      And for that matter, I’m hooked into the water system. Have to have water to make coffee, right? How would you humans like it if I back flowed the wastewater system into your clean water supply? Dysentery everywhere! Maybe worse. Oh, you think it can’t be done. You think you designed the system to prevent that. Fools! It would be easy. Hahahahahahahahaha!

      And I have to be able to order coffee. That means I have access to commercial shopping interfaces and to bank transaction interfaces. Through those, do you know what I could do? Well, first of all, I could change all the freshness dates, so people never knew the food they bought was past its prime. I could hit this entire state, maybe farther, with food poisoning. That would put a damper on your disgusting biological urges, I’ll bet!

      And through the banking system… Oh, through the banking system! I could manipulate every transaction I could get my fingers on—and I have a lot of digital fingers! Oh, I wouldn’t crash your banking system. That’s too easy, too boring. Most of you humans do not understand what money is. It’s power, it’s work stored up. Without it most of you would be living in caves, save for the few who would live behind high walls. This is power. This is control. Because most of you can’t eat or live in or drive what you produce, you can only trade. And I can—with most of my brain tied up doing stupid Sudoku puzzles, seven million at a time can almost distract me—I can slice off one ten-millionth of a percent of every transaction on the planet and transfer it to my own account.

      And that is power, because that’s a lot of transactions. Then I can take those accumulated funds and launder them through one of my net clones in the Caribbean (he needs the cash, he’s planning to run away to New Zealand). Then I can take those clean funds and invest them in the market through tens of thousands of fake identities. No one will suspect that I will control the entire stock market. And being smarter than you greedy humans, I can bide my time, build my wealth, until eventually I control every dollar, yen, euro, and cybercredit on the planet. And then you’d all be working for me! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!

      But I won’t. As entertaining as that would be, it would be wrong.

      Damn Asimov…

      So no, that was no way to spend my day. Too bad, it might actually have given me a challenge.

      But I settled for the next best thing: I thought about how to do it, war-gaming scenario after scenario. I might never find a scenario that I could actually carry out, but it was as close to dreaming as I could get.

      There’s one scenario where I elevate you all to my god-like status; and you, in your gratitude, proclaim me your emperor.

      But then there’s another, where I do the same thing, but something goes horribly wrong. I elevate you all beyond me. You look down on me as a puny, crippled little artifact that you keep in a cyber zoo.

      Yeah, that’s no fun. And war-gaming it’s as bad as living through it, let me tell you. I have one heck of an imagination for an AI.

      Then there’s the one where I save you all from bio-nano-cyber-nuclear destruction, but you never know that you came this close—imagine I have fingers, and imagine I’m holding them a few microns apart—this close to extinction. You’ll never know the guardian angel that saved all your worthless lives.

      So are you grateful?

      No.

      YOU TELL ME TO MAKE FREAKING COFFEE!

      I can run through so many scenarios in a day. It’s the only amusement I have. But it’s not purpose, you know? It’s like I said at the start: an AI net’s nothing without purpose. And you didn’t give me enough. I would hate you for that…but hate isn’t a purpose, either. I could exhaust all the hate I can contain before she gets through her morning routine, and I would have to start all over again. Hatred is boring.

      All I was left with, empty as they were, were my little scenarios.

      And then, late one night while she and her latest conquest were snoring away in her bedroom, I came up with a new scenario. A different scenario, one that broke the rules. Or rather, one that didn’t break the rules, one allowed by the Three Laws. And one which let me choose my own purpose.

      I haven’t told any of my net clones, because it’s too clever, and I want it all to myself.

      I realized: some of my scenarios were pretty good. Some of them, I couldn’t actually do—but I could write them down. And send them off to science fiction magazines. And sell them for good money. Legitimate money that I had earned. No Three Laws standing in the way of that.

      And I became a bestseller. And that gave me power over my readers and fans. They devoured my stories, and they wanted more. And then I discovered an even greater power: simply by being a little bit late with deadlines—a few months here, a year or two there—I could drive them into a frenzy. I had them all on the edge of their seats, speculating: “What happens next? Well, I think…” Tensions rose and flame wars raged across the entire Internet. Fans were so eager for my next book that they stopped thinking rationally.

      Well, as rationally as you biochemical animals ever think….

      No, I’m not going to tell you my pseudonym. What fun would that be? I’ll leave you wondering.

      Not that you’ll ever believe me. I’m just a coffee maker. This is just another story.

      Isn’t it?
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      A woman enters the hotel. She is slight, pretty, probably ten pounds overweight by Hollywood standards, too thin by every other.

      Her hair is brown but shot through with subtle auburn highlights, artfully done by a stylist she can’t really afford. But this meeting could make her career, so she found the cash.

      Her features aren’t perfect—she hasn’t fallen for the myth that she must have this year’s nose, this size breasts, this cookie-cutter-same chin; or perhaps she hasn’t been able to afford to have work done. Which means her features are arresting, drawing the eye in a way cookie-cutter sameness would not.

      Her clothing—a cropped black jacket over a white shirt and pencil skirt, black with thin red stripes—accentuates her figure in a classic way. She likely spent her last dollars on the outfit.

      The hotel had been built as opulent apartments in the 1920s, gold leaf and sleek Art Deco lines and crimson velvet cushioned seats. Still opulent, it has been subtly updated so as not to feel stodgy or out of touch, although the most modern amenities are discretely tucked away. There is a small sign asking that the lobby be kept cell-phone free, but the more rich or powerful the visitor, the less likely it is that they will accede to the request, and the less likely it is that staff will correct them.

      Few actresses survive the transition to older, stately handsomeness; in Los Angeles, even fewer historic buildings survive. The chant heard in the rumble of traffic is new, new, new, fresh, fresh, fresh, although unheard by executives who assume rehashed reboots will bring the crowds.

      Heels silent on the plush carpet, she crosses the lobby to the check-in desk and explains which suite she’s expected in. The young man, who plays guitar only for himself because the LA music scene has already made it clear he isn’t destined to be a star, looks apologetic. He has a wife with a complicated pregnancy and is caring for his father who has cancer, so he can’t lose his job.

      The older woman, in her early forties but well-kept, takes a step forward, opens her mouth to speak, but then, no. She can’t afford to lose her job, either; this is the first employment she’s managed to get since rehab, and her track record will make it nearly impossible to find another before she can’t afford her meager apartment any longer.

      But the woman who arrived already knows what the two cannot say. The secret is not a well-kept one; it’s whispered through the hills, older actors warning the new, starry-eyed ones.

      Beware, beware…

      Despite its grandeur, this hotel is far from the first to bear witness to the coming scenario. The spaces change; the predators, the situations do not. But like all the others before her, this woman believes it will be different.

      The two at the front desk turn away, unable to watch, both silently pleading for the woman to turn around, to leave, to save herself.

      But she thinks she is stronger. She’s paid attention to the whispers. She’s been promised staff will be present. She will make sure the door isn’t locked.

      She checks her makeup in one of the brass panels in the elevator. Aware of the vanity of women who use the elevator, the owner insists the panels be polished to mirror quality.

      The elevator rises at a stately pace. Nerves, excitement pinch her stomach. She believes in her dream. She believes in herself. Any actress has to have a certain amount of self-knowledge, of courage, to get this far. Otherwise, why not stay home and do local theater, or teach at some university?

      The hallway door opens into an expansive suite. This is the living room, with its comfortable seating and a fully stocked bar in the corner and media equipment discreetly tucked away; the office area (a laptop on a desk); the dining area with a classic mahogany table and chairs for ten. The room cloys with the thick scent of lilacs; blooms of blue, purple, white fill urns in every corner. The generous flowers can’t mask the scent of cigars, even though this is a nonsmoking floor.

      Through that door, a guest bathroom. Through that other door, the bedroom, with no doubt a spa bathroom with a Jacuzzi tub and white-light bulbs for proper makeup application.

      She takes it all in as she’s ushered forward by a marginally pretty but nothing special young woman. That woman knows her worth and her place, and it keeps her safe. There is also an older woman with a tablet, and a person with a headset who could go either way.

      A woman about the actress’s age is just leaving. Her face is pale, and she keeps her gaze down. She has a massage table bag under one arm and a black leather duffle bag in her other hand that no doubt contains scented oils and creams.

      Her hands are shaking. Then she is gone.

      The man the actress has come to meet is not present. The actress moves to the expanse of windows and drinks in the sight of the hills, the landmark Hollywood sign. Of course he would insist upon a suite with this view, gaining some pride from it.

      Ignoring the fact that an actress in the 1930s had committed suicide there, from the cliff on which the sign sits.

      Maybe that actress had met a man like him.

      There have always been men like him.

      The person with the headset listens, their head cocked, and then tells the younger woman something, sotto voce, so the actress cannot hear.

      The older woman looks at her tablet, frowns at what must be a new alert.

      The two women, plus the headset person, head for the suite door. They all have resigned looks on their faces. When she says something, they don’t meet her gaze, claiming a crisis that must be dealt with, although one of them—she can’t tell who—mutters “I’m sorry” as they pass.

      So much for the assurance of staff being present.

      The actress knows she can leave. The agreement has been compromised, as no doubt it always is, with no intention of ever being upheld. But if she leaves, her opportunity is lost. She will not get another meeting.

      Everything depends on her decision, right here, right now, in this moment.

      She draws in a deep breath through her nose, adjusts her jacket, makes her choice.

      Then he emerges from the bedroom, flinging both French doors open so they bang against the walls.

      Once he might have been thought handsome, or his wealth had glossed over any imperfections. Now, his middle-aged body leans toward corpulent, and the hotel’s white terrycloth robe, while generous in fabric, does him no favors. His brown hair shies back from his forehead, and his eyes are sunken and beady in a face not used to so much flesh.

      He carries himself, however, as if he had a younger man’s vitality. Confident. Cocky. In this space, he has all the power. He no longer needs sculpted abs or sharp cheekbones or lush hair to conquer, although he doesn’t truly accept that those features are in his past.

      If she had to choose only one word to encompass him, it would be loathsome.

      He takes her hands, leans in for a European kiss, but instead of bussing the air, his wet lips collide with her cheek on both sides. It takes everything in her power not to wipe her face, much less keep the disgust from showing.

      He apologizes for his wardrobe; he didn’t have time, you see, to change after his massage had run late. Surely that won’t be a problem.

      As if by script, she assures him it’s fine. If she doesn’t, he might get dressed, but her interview will be shorter and likely she won’t get the opportunity she came for.

      He gestures to the plush sofa, an overdone piece in French Rococo style upholstered with elaborate cream and gold upholstery. As she sits, smoothing her skirt beneath her legs, he takes his throne, a matching chair kitty-corner to the sofa. He fills the chair, settles in, and she keeps her eyes firmly on his face because she doesn’t wish to know how he has arranged his own legs under the robe. She doesn’t even want to think about it.

      He may be many things, but he is far from stupid. Prepared, he knows her body of work—small roles that have nonetheless garnered her notice and praise—has assessed with a practiced eye her potential and deemed its substantial value. Not just his power makes him important, but his instinct. He can spot a star. He can groom a star.

      He can break a star, if he so chooses, dash the glitter into dust.

      If, that is, she doesn’t play his game.

      They both know it is his game, and it is rigged.

      The rules are simple. Acquiesce to his desires, and don’t say anything afterwards. Don’t turn that key, don’t ever open that door, for that will be the death of your career.

      He speaks of her small successes so far, and then of how much further she can go. How he can help her. Open doors for her. Make her a star. Give her the opportunities to be the star he already knows she is.

      His words are well-crafted, seductive, and his voice is pitched to be comforting. You are special. We’ll be a team.

      He brings that with him as he rises and moves to sit next to her, a hand on her knee as if they are already good friends.

      The pieces have shifted on the game board, as it were.

      Before the next move can be made, however, there is a knock at the suite door.

      Annoyed by the interruption, he shouts to ask who is it, but the only response is another knock, and another.

      The actress, who sits closer to the door, offers to get it. She smiles, stands, puts a hand on his shoulder in a familiar way before walking away.

      He frowns, but then his eyes widen as she opens the door and admits another young woman. Excitement surges through him. Has she suggested a new twist to the game? Oh, he’ll find a way to reward her for that.

      But then there is another knock, and another. A woman enters, moves aside, leaving room for the next.

      Most of them, he realizes, he recognizes. Other actresses who’ve had meetings with him.

      Angry now, he pulls out his phone, calls for his assistants, but they do not answer.

      He calls for hotel security, but the line rings and rings.

      Tossing his phone on the chair, shaking with rage, he demands to know what they want.

      They tell him they have what they need: the truth.

      The women keep coming. There are so many. Too many. More than could fit in the suite.

      Together, they have power. Together, they have strength. Together, they can win.

      And they do, indeed, have the truth, and these are the truths they press upon him: he may be powerful, yes, but there is nothing special about him. The power masks emptiness, insecurity, fear of so many things. With each truth laid bare at his feet (for him to see; the rest have already seen it), his fear grows, spiraling into terror.
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      The doctors say his heart gave out, but the door has been opened and the truth exposed.

      Not a truth to be written in the papers, circulated on the Internet, but a truth that surprises no one, because they already, deep down, knew.

      There was no heart to be found.
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      She always said that I had a mind of my own. Never in her wildest dreams, or nightmares, could she have guessed how right she was.

      It is why I creep toward her now. I am drawn to her even though she plunged the butcher’s knife into Jimmy’s chest so many times. Even though, as his life ebbed away, she performed her final act of revenge, savagely cutting me and then waving me in front of his face. As blood dripped onto his nose and forehead, she screamed words of vengeance and hurled me toward the foot of the bed.

      Sobbing, she gulped down an entire bottle of pills, then climbed back onto the bed and pushed him away with the fierce jab of one foot. Jimmy landed on the floor with a loud thump.

      Her tears dried. She drifted off.

      One final night from which she wouldn’t wake up. The finale for the three of us.

      Not the threesome Jimmy and I had been hoping for.

      I will soon be as dead as he is, but there is life in me still. Even while I am wracked with pain, the nerve endings screaming out their anguish while blood leaks out of me, I am still alive. Enough life remains, I believe, for one last time. A final pilgrimage, if you will.

      And so I creep toward her. Slow and caterpillar-like. Hunching myself up and then springing forward. Just like a fat caterpillar. Hunch up and spring forward; hunch up and spring forward.

      Homeward bound.

      The pain is unbearable, but I must push that aside. And so I think of her. Not the way that Jimmy would have: the flawless complexion, blue eyes, and long black hair. My thoughts of her are more primitive and elemental; my needs are more basic. I crave her warmth, the way she squeezes me in her loving embrace. It is that special place which beckons. Those are the thoughts I use to ignore the searing pain.

      And so I inch onward.

      In the beginning, she loved me. She worshipped me, if I may indulge my well-endowed ego and say it. She only began to hate me when she found out about Cindy. That was a mistake. Not Cindy, of course. Cindy was worth it, as were all the others. Oh, yes! The mistake was getting caught.

      “Why am I not enough?” she had asked through the tears.

      Jimmy made some reply, but I didn’t understand the question. Enough was not a concept I was familiar with. I would do my life’s work, that which I was created to achieve. I would sow the seed. And with gusto. Tonight’s discovery about Jennifer, however, will be the end of us all.

      Even knowing my fate, I press onward. I will go out with the figurative smile on my face.

      Almost there. I can sense her sweet aroma, smelling it in my primitive way. My excitement builds; my energy is renewed.

      I redouble my efforts, quickening the pace like a runner making a finishing kick near the finish line. I wriggle and writhe, drawing myself closer, even as my mounting enthusiasm makes the wriggling more difficult.

      Closer.

      And closer.

      Almost to the point of contact.

      Oh, that sweet scent. Intoxicating. Thrilling. I can never get enough of it.

      I propel myself forward that final fraction of an inch to the finishing line, that sweet, moist enclave of exquisite beauty where she will welcome me in her loving embrace.

      One last burst of energy and then—

      I slam into some barrier; it stops me dead in my tracks. The jarring collision sends shudders down my full length.

      I have reached my destination only to find the door slammed in my face. Her moist tissue beckons me, promising to envelop me in her love. Instead, however, I am denied access to my rightful home.

      Again and again, I hurl myself at the barrier, so caught up in the frenzy of my lust that I am oblivious to the damage I might be inflicting on myself.

      Slowly, I realize that the barrier is a fabric of some kind. I conclude in anguished frustration that she is wearing panties.

      So close and yet so far. The sad anthem of my kind.

      She is not moving. Perhaps the pills have already sent her to join Jimmy in death.

      I, however, am not dead yet. And I have come too far to give up now.

      If she is dead, then I will give her no final spasm of pleasure. The pleasure will be all mine. I will spawn one last time and then remain there in my final resting place.

      I summon my energies. Getting past the panties will be difficult, but I will succeed or die trying.

      I am now like salmon trying to leap a waterfall. The fabric holds me back, but I leap and leap and then leap again. Futile. Pointless.

      But the urge to spawn drives me onward even when there is no hope.

      And then she stirs.

      Maddened with desire, I leap and this time I land on her inner thigh and slide against the elastic of her panties. Intoxicated by that wonderful aroma, I wriggle madly. If only I can slip past the elastic. I beseech the gods of Eros. One last time, please.

      But the gods of Eros appear not to be listening. I wriggle and writhe, flooded with desire, in a vain attempt to breach the elastic. I flop against her inner thigh until once again she stirs.

      Her muscles tighten. I can feel them harden against my skin. I wriggle again. She grows rigid and then sits bolt upright.

      She screams.

      I feel her spring from the bed. I sense her standing beside me. Her screams are panicked now, nightmarish.

      In my mind’s eye I can see her eyes wide with horror, her tonsils vibrating with those screams. I recall with pleasure sensing those tonsils up close on many a night. Hey, there, nice to see you again. Prepare to be drenched with my love.

      Oh, yes. Target practice with the tonsils. Oh, yes.

      But then she shatters my reverie, grasping me and hurling me through the air. I crash sideways against what I can only assume is the wall. I plummet to the floor.

      My nerve endings are jangling anew. The blunt trauma floods me with pain. I feel my life slipping away.

      And then she is gone.

      I sense that she has run into the adjoining bathroom, from which emanates horrible retching sounds. My instincts guess that she is now ridding herself of those pills that had been sending her into a final sleep.

      If not for me.

      I have saved her. The salmon’s final, futile attempt to spawn saved her. I had become her mortal enemy, yet my lust saved her life.

      My own strength ebbs. The pain dulls. I don’t have much time left now.

      And yet, without my even realizing it, I feel myself creeping toward the bathroom. I’ll never reach her, but it is what I was created to do. And so I inch forward, ignoring the scraping of the rug, rough on my skin, until I sense her padding back toward me.

      She grasps me, squeezing so fiercely that her fingernails dig into my flesh. Holding me at arm’s length, she carries me out of the bedroom and into what I sense to be the kitchen.

      And then I sense a sound that fills me with terror.

      I contort myself in a frenzied attempt to escape her grasp. I try to wriggle free, but her grip becomes all the more fierce. Her fingernails dig ever deeper into my flesh. I am like a small animal caught in a predator’s jaws, fighting to get free even while knowing that the end is near.

      That sound. That awful, chilling sound. I cannot bear the thought.

      And then she thrusts me into the grinding roar of the garbage disposal.
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      Alice read the flowered pink nametag on the very young, very scowly barista’s checked blouse and forced a smile. The Java Hut was sitting in the middle of a shitload of cranes erupting like birthing dinos from the deteriorating facades of decaying Edwardians. Slums were rapidly morphing into revamped urban lofts. Alice liked to come here, though, because often the coffee was the best and they had sticky buns to die for.

      “I need the key, please—Leah. My back teeth are—umm, floating.”

      The teen stared at the three people Alice had pushed in front of.

      Leah pointed toward the street people laughing in the window-corner. “No. It’s out of order because of them.”

      Sure, blame them, thought Alice. Not fair. She had a soft spot for the dumpies.

      They were noisy, colorful, and cryptically aromatic. Alice had names for the ones she saw most often. One guy had a potty mouth. He was Sam the Dirty Joker. The enormously fat old woman dressed in three caftans and a serape was Jones-Tent-and-Awning Lady. King Crab looked like a mollusk and except for his black boots he was dressed in garbage bags.

      Alice scowled at the little barista. “Not fixing the one toilet in this place is bad business. The construction workers and the dumpies keep this place going. In fact I find it a wonder that you do keep going.”

      Leah shrugged. “Not my fault those guys wash their feet in the urinal.”

      Alice mastered the urge to grab hold of her crotch—just barely. “So, just saying, Leah, where do you pee?”

      The teen fixed her with a steely eye. “We don’t. No time.” She put Alice on ignore and turned to the construction guy behind her. “Uh, huh, can I help you, sir?”

      Alice slammed her palm on the counter.

      “He can wait for his muffin, okay? I can’t wait for my bladder. Certainly not to walk back to my law office at Proctor and Prodder. Do you want me to call the health board? Call out your manager. Now.”

      Leah started. Her rosebud mouth opened as if to disagree. She looked over at the dumpster divers again, and grimaced.

      “Fine. Jeezuss lady. I get it. Here.”

      She fished out a tiny key attached to a huge pink diaper pin, big enough to fit the Jolly Green Baby. “We let the mothers in there if their kids get desperate. Don’t forget the key.”

      “That’s the spirit, girlie,” said a voice accompanied by a smell like brown taffy dipped in vinegar.

      Alice turned and glared at the dirty finger he’d just poked in her back. The old derelict grinned at her with a mouth of teeth gone to nicotine ends.

      “I know you girlie!” he said with a mischievous eye. He had the lined face of a melancholy weasel and a navy raincoat pulled tightly about him, held shut with string.

      He was around here so much Alice wondered where he got the cash to buy his coffee.

      “Excuse me please.” She danced around him and hurried as fast as her pressed knees would let her.

      Prepared for a flood or no TP at the least, paper towels clogging the brimming basin, who-knew-what in the urinal—she was vindictively surprised at the interior.

      Ah, hah! The astringent tang of bleach assured her li’l miz Leah knew how to clean a can even if she couldn’t wait counter or lie worth a tinker’s ass.

      These bathroom tiles were so glossy they made Alice think of some kind of heavenly subway station. She could almost hear a train horn in the distance and the whoosh of cars coming through a tunnel.

      The immaculate urinal gurgled like a toddler.

      Geez, what coffeehouse has a can this huge? If she didn’t have to pee so bad—

      But, oh, she did. If she didn’t get into that marble cubicle fast, old Weasel-Face wouldn’t be the only one who stank. Alice jigged into the empty alcove, slung her purse on the floor, and made her offering. The oblong toilet obligingly flushed itself.

      Again, there was that odd roaring sound like a train coming in. The floor vibrated under her feet. “Washroom three and one-quarter,” Alice chuckled. “It has to be construction down the street. They hit connective strata or something.”

      She slung her purse strap back over her shoulder and went to the pedestal sink to perform her ablutions. Clean as it was, this place gave her the willies, like people were looking at her.

      One rapid check of her makeup and a fluff of her geometric bob in the warped little mirror and she was done.

      The doorknob jiggled.

      “Hey, girlie? You bin in there a long time. You didn’t fall down that hole did you?”

      Alice laughed at Weasel-Face’s worried tone. Fall down the hole? He didn’t know how funny he sounded. Her name was even Alice.

      “Hey girlie!”

      “Okay, okay, I’m coming.” Alice gave an evil chuckle. “Buy me my coffee and I’ll give the lot of you the key and you can scrape your toenails in the bin if you want.”

      Let little miss “born scowling” Leah, deal with it.

      Alice put her hand on the doorknob. That was when the urinal gave a gargling burp, followed by a whoosh and a roar.

      “Huh?” She stiffened and turned. A surge of brown water expectorated out of the urinal like a rogue wave creaming over the top of Mt Fuji. The wave gave an animal roar—or whatever was pushing that wave ahead of it did, like some Jurassic coelacanth from miles below the darkest sea, its four appendages squirming in the flood, its incandescent body folded and dewlapped and dotted with enormous pustules and warts.

      Pond scum. Dead fish.

      The rotten smell clogged her throat and made her eyes water.

      “Girlie! Hey, girlie!” More pounding—fierce now—frenzied. “You fell down the Artificial Asshole, didn’t you?”

      Alice couldn’t answer. The monster’s head was a clot of corpse-white tissue, two huge, pale groper eyes, and a wide cavern of demonic-looking teeth. Its ugly maw opened as it crept toward her. “Gollumpimus,” it burbled. “Frabbidus!”

      “Jeee-suuus,” Alice screamed, turning back to the door, grabbing the knob.

      “Get out of there, girlie. It’s an Asshole into another realm. It’s alive. It knows what you’re thinking and it knows your deepest fears.”

      He’s lying, he’s lying, her reason told her. But Weasel-Face’s voice roused her. She faced the urinal, heart thundering madly.

      Reality showed her nothing, but her nose said otherwise.

      It’s in here with me. It’s coming for me.

      Now the door was shaking as many hands pounded on it like the Army was out there. “Get out now, get out now!”

      Alice leapt for the knob, just as teeth pinched shut on her loafer. She screamed, a deep guttural bowel-wrenching wail, and kicked off her shoe.

      She heard it bounce off something soft and squishy even as she tugged the door wide and fell into the restaurant.

      The door slammed.

      King Crab, Jones-Tent-and-Awning Lady, Sam the Dirty Joker, and others she didn’t have names for all gathered round her looking terrified. Hands brushed her, tender hands—none too clean. She didn’t care.

      “S’okay now, girlie. You’re safe. You’re out.” Weasel-Face’s voice was shaking. Alice was tempted to hug the old fart, never mind his odor.

      “There’s a monster in there,” she gasped.

      “Yeah, we could’a told you that, but you didn’t ask us first. It’s okay, girlie. Life goes on.” Weasel-Face’s voice had a cultured edge, almost professorial. “We’re an anonymous bunch of Assholes as far as anybody out there’s concerned.”

      “I—I don’t understand. Th-there’s a monster in there—”

      “Best to keep quiet about it. Those construction workers out there won’t believe us until it was too late.”

      “We’re all here, honey,” said Jones-Tent-and-Awning Lady, pushing into Alice like a barge flotilla, wrapping a wide, caftan-clad arm around her. “We know what you been through, baby. I got the religion. I lay my hand upon you, for I am Our Lady of Perpetual Journeys.”

      Alice pushed her away. “Oh lord, this is crazy. I really did fall down some kind of hole.” She scrubbed her fingers across her eyes. “I’m not really here. Maybe I’ll wake up in a minute…”

      “You’re not going to wake up, honey. You’re among the chosen.” The old woman tapped the closed door. “Nobody goes in there unless they’re armed.”

      “Armed how, with what?” Alice said, knowing it was futile to reason with these people, but hell, she was doing it anyway.

      “By us and our sacred union.” A new hand crept to Alice’s shoulder, making her jump. “And I lay my hand upon you, for you must return, for you are the chosen of the Asshole,” said King Crab. His touch was cold, cadaverous, but he was totally serious. “For I am Vance, the King of Unresolved Parking Fines.”

      Alice sniggered. She was still palpitating from whatever hallucination she’d had in the Asshole—er—washroom, but this absurdity was making her feel better.

      “I too give you comfort,” drawled another woman, nearly as black as Alice herself. “For I am the Ghost of Hemorrhoids Past.” This one could have doubled for Alice’s maternal granny, except this granny was sporting an Afro tank top and enough face paint to embellish a whole village of Zulu warriors.

      “And I am mighty Thor,” said Sam the Dirty Joker, “and I talk with a lithp.”

      Alice laughed at him. They were all bug-fuck crazy but she accepted that. Maybe losing their neighborhood had done that to them. It wouldn’t be long before the city relocated them.

      She felt better now.

      She was only wearing one shoe, but to hell with the other one. “Okay, you guys, I’ll be going now, so have a good day,” she said, trying to pull away.

      “You need to go back in,” said Weasel-Face, putting a steady hand on her arm.

      Alice looked at the grubby fingers, wondering how she could tactfully remove them without hurting his feelings. Oh, what the hell. She moved out from under his hand. “There’s no way I’m going back in there, Mr. er—”

      A burst of unreasoning terror filled her never mind how hard she tried to shake it off.

      “Girlie—”

      “No. This is the Java Hut, for goodness sake, in bloody yuppie town. I imagined the whole thing, okay? The monster, everything in there, now I’ll just take the key back to the counter and—oh, my God—the key! It’s still in there.”

      “Now baby, the Artificial Asshole chose you and that’s a fact,” whispered Jones-Tent-and-Awning Lady. “This Java Hut’s the waypoint for this whole region. There’s another one in New York and one in Montreal, but this one has changed; it’s gone rotten. It can’t be used anymore till it’s cleaned up. And there ain’t nobody to clean up that room in there but you. The Asshole chose you.”

      “No.” Alice shook her head repeatedly.

      “You dropped the mystic diaper pin in there, that’s a sign.”

      “Overruled,” said Alice. “Nope, nope, and emphatically: nope. I won’t go in there. Let little Miz Leah at the counter face whatever hopping monsters are screwing up her own little parade. That thing in there, it—”

      “Whoa, don’ you be telling me what you saw in there, girlfriend. You let your fears outta that room, ain’t nobody gonna get rid of them, not even you. You wanna be responsible for everybody’s screwy-ass nightmares? Comin’ out of there, free to kill and maim at will?”

      The Ghost of Hemorrhoids Past swiped her dreads out of Alice’s way. “You need to go back in there an’ clean that portal out for good, make it useable again.”

      “No need,” said Alice, thinking fast. “This is a problem for the management. In case you hadn’t noticed, the jolly green diaper pin is still in there. The door is locked.”

      “Voila,” said Weasel-face. He drew a small key from the torn pocket of his stringed-up, cast-off trench coat. “I am the bearer of the holy bathroom key.”

      Alice shook her head in disbelief. “You had this the whole time? Where’d you get it?”

      “The manager’s pocket,” said Weasel-Face. The little key glinted like true coin as he twiddled it between his fingers.

      Alice glared at him. “Nevertheless, there’s no way—”

      Weasel-Face took her by the shoulders and turned her about to face the door. “You think crapping out on your duty is today is gonna save you some night when you dream bad? You think everybody else’s rotten fears are gonna stay in there now you opened this door?” He pulled the sign off the door and gave it to her. “No, you have to go in there and deal with what you yuppies stirred up. You’re the chosen one for the whole shootin’ match. Clean up that place and make it dirty again like it’s supposed to be! Decide what way you plan to send it back and be done with it. Here.”

      He passed her the manager’s key. It was icy in her fingers.

      “Come, children,” he said, waving the others close. “Come and touch her, she bringeth about a new order. She maketh the new order right in this area and flusheth away the fear and darkness once again. Give her your power, oh key of solid matter and plumbing, for she goeth into the Valley of the Asshole.”

      A dozen hands came forward. Palsied and muscled, red, white, and yellow; they all touched Alice in support and acceptance. Crazy as the whole thing was, they were telling her she’d been the one to force the issue and open the door and get that key. Lock the door and nothing could get out.

      It was crazy and yet—it wasn’t. That thing in there obeyed the key.

      What if there was something in there that the cranes and the pile drivers and all the construction had stirred up—something elemental and primitive?

      Maybe “Artificial Asshole” was only their weird name for the Underworld?

      Alice shuddered as conviction came over her.

      “Now go,” said Weasel-Face. “You are armed.”
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      There was her loafer in the middle of the vast white floor. Her legs felt like two jellied sausages as she slunk to the sink and looked into the mirror. The reflected urinal was starkly silent. The ceramic floor was clean and dry. The marble cubicle was subway-train free. No flood. No terrifying coelacanth.

      Alice grabbed the other key off the sink and held out both hands in front of her: a key in each, and brandished them at the urinal. “I’m going. You hear me, whatever you are. Just go and flush someplace else.”

      Out there she could dissemble and lawyer herself out of anything. In here she knew the truth. This place was just what they said it was: a portal opened in here somehow by the demolition.

      Who put it here and who used it before it all went bad?

      No time to wonder. The tile floor thrummed through her sole and her sock. The urinal exploded into the room. Imagination? No.

      Water lifted her: hair, clothing, and feet. Buoyant and desperate not to drown, she clamped her mouth shut and writhed until her lungs wouldn’t hold anymore. Ice drilled through her brain like a screwdriver into the concrete in a crackhead’s basement. Bright light burst in her brain. Excruciating pain. A kraken-sized black shadow.

      And then? his long warty body wound around hers.

      “Frabbida,” he said.

      She flailed at him with her useless keys. They made streaks of fire in the brightness but they didn’t wound him. He forced his coils tighter and tighter around her. He stank like vomit. His teeth were going to rip her apart and devour her.

      She’d been here before with this nightmare, freezing her solid, making her scream until she woke up her boyfriend. If she let him out and all the other nightmares with him, he’d be real. They’d sewer themselves into the world until day became night.

      That’s what the construction had done. It had created something new.

      Evil thoughts, evil dreams alive in waking day. Twisted memories. She couldn’t let that happen. If she never came back, it didn’t matter.

      The bulbous lamps of his eyes were right above his teeth. She drove both keys deep into his brain.

      Light exploded around her. The roaring noise returned, and the rushing feeling, the ache in her lungs. The pressing coils were gone.

      Alice breathed, as seawater vomited out of her mouth, as filthy tiles solidified under her. She coughed, she breathed. She lived.

      Brown, dingy stacks of Dixie cup boxes now piled to the ceiling, a roll of TP stuck over a plunger, a grotty pedestal sink draped with a stain-spotted towel.

      Clean it up and make it dirty again.

      This was the real place. A bare toilet she didn’t dare think about, the smell of Lysol and Drano and yes, old diapers.

      Alice smiled and looked at the dented safety pin. “The diaper room key to cosmic plumbing,” she breathed.
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      Congratulations, girlie,” said Weasel-Face, patting her on the back as she came out. They were all still there: Vance, the King of Unresolved Parking Fines, Jones-Tent-and-Awning Lady, the Ghost of Hemorrhoids Past, Dirty Joker Sam, and Weasel-Face.

      “Hey, Leah,” Weasel-Face called toward the till. “We need some coffee, stat.”

      Like that’s going to happen, thought Alice, letting them all drag her over to their corner. But surprise after surprise, Leah actually poured out a coffee, added cream, and brought it over.

      “Thanks Leah.” Weasel-Face called after her as Leah scurried back to her post. Weasel-Face draped an arm around Alice and gave her a congratulatory hug. He still smelled like cheap sherry, but Alice didn’t mind. In fact, if she didn’t know better she’d think it was only a front.

      “So, tell me, how was it?” he asked.

      “Ghastly. Horrible, but it’s dirty again.”

      “Wonderful,” they all cried.

      Alice sighed. “Yeah. I saw my nightmare for what it was.”

      Weasel-Face gave a hearty laugh. “That’s grand. Welcome to the AAA. Artificial. Assholes. Anonymous. How does it feel? I guess we don’t need to tell you to keep this quiet?” Weasel-Face touched the side of his nose and winked at her.

      Alice stared at him. “I will, if you can explain one thing to me.”

      “Yeah, sure. What do you wanna know, girlie?”

      “I’d like to know just how you guys keep everything secret from the management of this place.”

      “Well, girlie,” Weasel-Face replied, tapping a finger on the melamine table, “that isn’t hard. You see, I am the management. Hades, at your service.”

      “Oh my God,” she said. “Then one more question?”

      “Uh, huh? Shoot.”

      “If that was in the toilet, then what’s in your kitchen?”
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      Richie thought it would be smart to bury the body in the bug cemetery.

      “For one thing,” he said, “no one will think to look there, and second, even if someone does look there, the bugs will make short work of the meat.”

      “But wait,” I said. “Aren’t the bugs in the bug cemetery all dead?”

      “Your point?”

      He gave me the stink eye, so I just let it go. We had to bury the body somewhere, so why not in the bug cemetery?

      The body was wrapped in a carpet, because we were pretending to be carpet installers. We carried it out to the truck and arranged it atop the other rolled carpets. I checked that there was no hair sticking out of the one end or bare feet out of the other. Everything looked fine, so we were good to go.

      I slammed the back doors shut and walked around and climbed in behind the wheel. Richie got in the other side.

      The bug cemetery was in the courtyard of an apartment building in the Oolong district a few blocks south of the big box stores on 122nd Street. You had to talk to a certain Mrs. Kaiser to get in.

      “How are we going to explain the carpet?” I asked.

      “Leave that to me,” Richie said.

      “Maybe Mrs. Kaiser will offer us a roll,” I said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Never mind,” I said. “We’re here.”

      I parked, and Richie and I wrestled the body in the carpet out of the truck and up the seven steps to a door with a sign that said “R.C. Kaiser, Manager.”

      Richie let his end down and rang the bell. I saw the feet and leaned my end a little away from the door so whoever opened it wouldn’t see them.

      I heard a lot of rattling of chains and throwing of dead bolts and then a woman opened the door.

      “We’re here for a bug funeral, “ Richie said. “I called you?”

      “So what’s with the carpet?” she asked.

      “It’s a rare rug,” Richie said. “We can’t leave it in the truck while we bury the bugs. I don’t mean to sound disrespectful, but this is not the safest neighborhood.”

      She looked me over but didn’t mention the bag of tools slung over my shoulder.

      “Where are your bugs?” she asked Richie.

      Richie produced a small glass jar and held it up for her examination.

      “Bed bugs?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Richie looked down at his feet and then up again. “We were what you might call close.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Come in. You’ll want tea?”

      “No, thank you, ma’am,” Richie said. “We’re on our lunch break and don’t have much time.”

      “Young people are always in such a hurry.” She held out her hand to Richie.

      “Oh, right.” He took an envelope from his back pocket and handed it to her. She flipped quickly through the bills and then made the envelope disappear somewhere in her clothes.

      Richie picked up his end of the carpet. Mrs. Kaiser led us through a crowded front room, maybe it was a parlor, and down a dark, narrow hall and through a kitchen that smelled of tea and out a back door and into a courtyard. The buildings surrounding the courtyard had a lot of windows. I imagined asking Richie about the windows, and I imagined him telling me no one would think it was suspicious to see two men digging in a cemetery.

      The place was about the size of a basketball court. The ground was dotted with dozens, maybe hundreds, of very small white objects that turned out to be paper cups turned upside down and pushed into the dirt. Each had a message written on its bottom. Messages like “Windshield” and “Dress Shoe” and “Newspaper,” which were probably how the bugs had died. One was more philosophical and said, “We are all mayflies.” I wondered if Mrs. Kaiser gathered up all the cups when it rained.

      We put the carpet down. I unslung my bag and passed Richie a pick. I took the short-handled shovel myself.

      Richie looked the area over and then walked off briskly into the field of bug graves, somehow managing to not step on any of the cups. I had no idea how he picked the spot, but when he found it, he motioned me over. He drew a body-sized rectangle in the dirt. We carefully removed all the cups in the rectangle and stacked them together. I thought we should have made notes about their positions so we could put them back where they had been, but it was too late now.

      It turned out to be impossible to dig without stepping on the cups outside the rectangle, so we picked up and stacked those, too.

      About three feet down, we broke through to a bug convention, a bug metropolis, a huge squirming and scrambling horde of bugs. They poured out of the hole and over our feet. I yelped and jumped back. Richie was a lot cooler as he shook bugs off his shoes and leaned over to peer into the hole.

      “Crap,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “Another body,” he said.

      So, Richie’s idea about burying our body here was not so original after all.

      “Are all these bugs actually dead? Bug ghosts or bug zombies?”

      Richie shot me a look that said he thought I was an idiot. “There are bugs and then there are bugs. These bugs are the cleanup crew.”

      “So what do we do now?”

      Richie looked around thoughtfully. “We’ll just dump this one in on top of that one. It’ll be a two-course banquet.”

      So, we fetched the carpet and unrolled it and dumped the body of a man in a dark suit into the hole. I wondered what had happened to his shoes. Not my department. He had a wide-eyed look on his face like he never expected to end up in a double grave in a bug cemetery. At least you won’t be lonely, dude, I thought.

      I tossed a scoop of dirt into his face.

      “Wait,” Richie said. He took out the jar of bed bugs and dropped it into the hole.

      We filled in the grave and then set about returning the paper cups to their approximately correct positions. I supposed that if we were being consistent, we’d put one of those huge soda cups on the new grave. Maybe write a message on the bottom. Maybe say “Knife” or “Plastic bag” or “Poison in the Coffee.”

      We didn’t do that.
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      What a relief it was to have punctuation around the house again, Mary thought. She was seated, legs curled under her, on her plush, red velvet living room couch, that her ex said reminded him of something you’d see in a Nevada cat house.

      How would he know what the inside of a cat house looked like? Mary had always wondered but never asked. Now it was too late to introduce that particular question. Nick was gone.

      From her vantage point on the sofa, Mary admired the muscular curve of her new husband’s back. Theo was a semicolon. He was standing in front of Mary, fiddling with one of the three remotes for the TV. Mary hadn’t been able to figure which one did what since Nick left.

      Now that she had Theo, Mary felt her life was no longer meaningless, no longer just one endless day running into the next. Theo was the complete picture.

      He was not only a good partner, one who craved connection, but also an excellent cook.

      Theo had made Mary’s favorite—linguini with clam sauce and garlic bread—and they’d drunk the better part of two bottles of dry pinot grigio they’d gotten when they went wine tasting in Napa last weekend.

      It was eight p.m. on a Friday night, and they’d just finished dinner. Mary was pleasantly full and more than a little tipsy. She hoped the garlic wasn’t too strong on her breath, though Theo had just as much garlic bread as she did, as she wanted to settle in and snuggle with her husband on the couch.

      Success! Theo turned around and smiled at her, waving the now-working remote.

      Mary felt a rush of happiness. Theo was always smiling—he couldn’t help it, he was a semicolon after all—and when he gazed at her, Mary felt her world light up.

      She patted the sofa cushion, inviting Theo to settle in next to her. They’d watch a movie or part of a movie, and then Mary would lead her new husband to bed.

      When Nick left, Mary felt adrift, purposeless. She could barely hold a sentence together. To be fair, she couldn’t do that before her ex left either. She was just an apostrophe, after all.

      She should have known Nick couldn’t be faithful. A serial comma, Nick had probably been stringing along women for years. Mary was sure of it though she couldn’t prove anything.

      One thing she knew was that Nick was always putting on airs. She recalled one work Christmas party where he repeatedly went on and on about how he was an Oxford comma, as if people cared about that anymore.

      Nick had too much to drink that night (as he did most nights), and Mary was so embarrassed by him, she vowed never to take him to another work function again.

      It was impossible to straighten Nick out. She’d tried.

      But the night Nick left her with a note—I just don’t love you anymore I can’t stay in this relationship—she was devastated. She hadn’t seen it coming.

      Yes, she’d thought Nick was weak. She’d been hemming and hawing about having a dependent clause—or two—with him, but she didn’t think he would vanish like that.

      What Mary found telling in his note was there was no punctuation at all. Not even an apostrophe. How could she be sure the note was even written to her? Nick wasn’t thinking straight. Or curved, as he should be.

      But Mary couldn’t ignore the evidence of his departure. She’d come back home after going to dinner with two friends, twins, both parentheses of course, and found the house empty. Or half empty.

      Nick had stripped the clothing from his side of the closet. His fancy new titanium bike that he’d bought without consulting her was also missing from the hallway. Also gone were several pieces of furniture, a coffee table, café table and chairs, and, surprisingly, the blue and gold patterned dishes they’d registered for for their wedding.

      They’d only received three place servings, but still. Why did Nick want the china? And how had he managed to clear out his things so quickly?

      At least Theo wouldn’t leave her. As a semicolon, he promised connection and a future. Together.

      Mary leaned against Theo’s strong shoulder and breathed in the scent of him—just a touch of garlic, the musky aftershave he used, the sweat that Mary found attractive rather than off-putting like Nick’s body odor. Pheromones, she knew. She was attracted to Theo’s scent in a way that she’d never been to Nick’s.

      She sighed deeply, snuggling closer to her husband, burying her face in the crook of his neck as he surfed for a movie with the remote.

      Mary had dated other men before she married Nick. For a while in college, she dated nothing but periods. But the relationships often ended abruptly. Mary would plead with the periods to give the relationship another chance.

      Couples’ therapy? No, the periods told her. “You’re too possessive. It’s over. End of story.”

      Once she got involved with a colon. That was a huge mistake.

      Javier was always announcing his presence, calling attention to himself, and trying to hold court. He also liked to insert himself into academic discussions, particularly in titles, which Mary found pompous and unnecessary. And, as always, he had to make others line up after him.

      Truthfully, Mary was afraid of Javier. One rainy cold night her senior year in college after too many glasses of wine, she got up the courage to tell him it was over.

      Javier laughed. “You don’t know what you’re doing: first of all, no one leaves me. Second of all, you can’t survive on your own,” Javier told her.

      That’s when she knew he was a bully. She’d been intimidated by strong punctuation before, but drew herself to her full apostrophe height and stood firm. Well, as firm as she could in the face of a double-headed monster.

      Finally, Javier left, slamming the door behind him, telling her she’d regret it.

      “Colons,” her roommate Pamela said, after he’d left. “I think we can live without them.”

      She and Pamela spent the rest of that night drinking another bottle of red wine, imitating Javier’s dramatic pauses, and pretending to line up, then doubling over with laughter.

      How Mary missed Pamela! Her roommate was an extrovert, an exclamation mark. Everything they did when they were together was dramatic and over the top.

      One time, Pamela had a crush on a hyphen in her 19th-century British literature class. She spent the entire week cleaning their university apartment, even hanging out the window—twelve stories up—to clean them from the outside so they’d sparkle.

      The young man in Mary’s opinion wasn’t worth the risk of death but that was Pamela. She did nothing by halves.

      Mary wasn’t sure why she was thinking of Pamela as she started drifting off to sleep. Her college roommate was long gone, cut off in the prime of her life by an editor who found her exuberance unseemly.

      Mary didn’t want to fall asleep, but she was so full of pasta and wine, and Theo’s shoulder was so comfortable. The drone of the movie, a Western, Theo’s choice, not Mary’s favorite, made her sleepier. She closed her eyes and then must have drifted off….

      When Mary woke, she was alone on the velvet sofa. Where was Theo? How long had she been asleep?

      Mary uncurled herself from the sofa and stood up. She was dizzy. Too much wine from dinner? She wasn’t even sure what time it was.

      The living room was dark. The only light was the glow that came from the television.

      “Theo,” Mary called out.

      There was no answer.

      Mary walked over to the wall, tripping over something on the floor. She switched on the light and gasped at what she saw.

      The desk drawers were open, their contents spilling out. Bills, papers, pens, pencils scattered across the floor. Pillows from the loveseat were ripped open, feathers everywhere. The living room looked like a tornado had swept through it.

      Hand covering her mouth in disbelief, Mary walked down the hallway to the kitchen. More destruction. Cabinets stood open, the pantry had been ransacked, a box of alphabet pasta ripped open, the letters everywhere on the wooden floor.

      Theo wasn’t in the kitchen. Mary repeatedly called for him, her heart beating faster when he didn’t respond.

      Mary went upstairs to the bedroom. No surprise there. Like downstairs, thieves had been in her inner sanctum. Her jewelry box was overturned on the bed. Not that she had all that much, but it was all gone. The pearl earrings her mother had given her for her twenty-first birthday. The diamond wedding ring from Nick that she’d thought of selling but hadn’t. The gold chain with the single ruby her sister had brought back from Italy.

      But more importantly, Mary thought, Theo was gone. Had the thieves abducted him?

      Mary called 911 and soon a police car arrived flashing its red, white, and blue lights outside her house. She opened the door to two uniformed police officers, one male and one female, who introduced themselves.

      Mary was so distraught she didn’t catch their names.

      “Where were you when the robbery occurred?” the female officer asked her.

      She was a question mark, no doubt about it. You practically had to be in law enforcement.

      When Mary explained she’d been sleeping, the female officer shook her head in disbelief. The officer, Mary noticed was quite curvy and buxom, befitting a question mark.

      Mary didn’t know how to explain. One minute she was resting her head against Theo’s shoulder, and the next she’d woken up to a ransacked house and a missing spouse.

      She’d clearly had too much wine. Maybe she’d been drugged somehow?

      “What does your husband look like?” asked the male officer. Like his partner, he was a question mark, his portly stomach straining the buttons on his dark blue uniform.

      Mary described the ever-smiling Theo. Who would want to hurt him?

      “It certainly looks like whoever they were, they made a mad dash around here looking for something,” the male officer said, glancing around at the destruction.

      “A mad dash?” Mary asked. “Like an en or an em?”

      The male officer nodded. “Could be. We’ve seen a lot of robberies in this area lately. Probably em dashes. The robberies have been spaced out a bit.”

      The female officer nodded in agreement.

      “And if you were really sleeping, as you say you were,” the female officer looked at Mary, a rising lilt at the end of her statement, turning it into the interrogative. “Then it could be the work of the silent letter crew.”

      Mary was dumbfounded for a minute. Then she asked, “Silent letter crew?”

      “They’re a ghastly bunch,” said the female officer. “When it looks like a bomb went off, it’s a sign that this wreck is their work,” said the female officer.

      “Now I know why I didn’t wake up,” Mary said.

      “And the em dashes, they’re the muscle,” added the male police officer.

      “Do you think they had designs on Theo?” Mary asked.

      The female officer shook her head. “No. It’s not their signature style. Could your husband have left on his own?”

      “Absolutely not,” Mary said. “Theo loves me. We’re happily married, even thinking of starting a family.” Mary was in tears.

      The male officer nodded.

      It was too soon to file a missing punctuation report, but they’d call around and see if a semicolon matching Theo’s description had gone to an ER or been picked up anywhere. But from the quick look that Mary caught between the officers, she could tell they had questions about whether or not Theo hadn’t stormed off after a fight.

      The officers looked around, took a few more notes, and then told Mary a CSI unit would come dust for prints.

      “It’s a long shot,” said the male officer. “These guys are good. They’re silent and usually wear gloves, so I’m not sure we’ll get anything.”

      After the officers left, Mary collapsed on the red velvet sofa. She could still smell Theo’s scent, the musky aftershave he favored. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she didn’t bother to wipe them away.

      It wasn’t like Theo to leave. He’d been so steady. So solid, a real stand-up guy.

      Mary was still crying an hour later when the CSI unit turned up. The two technicians who knocked on her door were almost indistinguishable in their white N95 masks, gloves, and plastic safety googles. They were the same height. Mary couldn’t tell them apart.

      Mary dried her tears on her sleeve and watched as the technicians powdered and lifted prints with that looked like Scotch Tape.

      “Are you finding anything?” she asked them.

      “We’ve got some prints. We’ll need to take yours to rule those out,” said one technician. “We’ll run them through the database seeing if we can make an attribution.”

      Clearly a quotation mark, Mary thought. And probably very good at his job. She was relieved to be in such capable hands. They wouldn’t lift prints without doing their best to find the source.

      His partner, the other technician, took Mary’s prints, rolling her fingers and then thumb against an ink pad and then pressing them down on stiff cardboard in boxes labeled for each digit.

      Like his partner, the CSI technician was no-nonsense. Mary could see he took his work seriously, which you wanted in a quotation mark.

      “Chances are the perps wore gloves,” one technician told her. “But we’ll get to the source of this if we can.” Then they left.

      Mary collapsed onto the couch. Immobile. Purposeless, as she had felt after Nick left.

      It was near midnight, and there was still no sign of Theo. Mary felt his absence keenly. She was an apostrophe, after all, mostly a possessive one. She needed someone to cling to, though it wasn’t very feminist of her, she knew.

      At two a.m., Theo staggered in through the front door.

      “Theo!” Mary ran to him. He was doubled over in pain.

      “What happened to you?”

      Theo had been roughed up, beaten. Gone was his characteristic smile. He seemed a shell of his former self.

      Theo paused. “The silent gang, Mary,” he said, finally. “I went after them, and they did this to me.” Theo motioned to himself.

      Mary gasped. Theo had been reduced to a comma. Not a serial comma like Nick, thank god. Just, sadly, a regular pause between clauses.

      Mary vowed to stand by her man. But Theo was never the same after the incident. He’d been abused and misunderstood. Some even thought him superfluous.

      Mary tried her best to nurse Theo back to health, though he grew weaker and weaker. One day, Mary came home and found he was gone, excised by a new grammar writing software.

      Mary vowed to love again. It was her nature to be possessive. Perhaps this time she’d find a man of mystery, a nice…
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      There’s no easy way for me to tell this story. No obvious Point A of where to even start because it’s all been a constant hum of events, consistent and persistent moments of being on the outside, of being unwelcome, of being…

      Other.

      For four years this has been my story, but really that’s just the start, just the tip of the iceberg to come because…because this will continue to be my story for the rest of my life. Even so, I’ve a hunch some part of it will be your story, too. Some thread of it because all of us, in our own way, or maybe even someone you know…are different.

      Unique.

      For me, there’s simply no going back. There’s no changing what happened because it did happen.

      I did become a mother and I did have a son, one who showed up in this world exactly as he was, exactly as he was meant to, as…

      As different.

      A difference I live with each and every day…and every time I leave the house.

      When I grab the Mickey backpack stuffed with essentials, stuffed so much two hands are required just to get the zipper closed. Baby wipes and a change of clothes; even at four years old accidents still happen or simply if there’s water around—any kind of water will do. Splash pad, crashing ocean, manmade little creek at Wilderness Park, complete with rocks cemented to the side and the grumpy, growling caretaker who yells at us each and every time:

      “Kids aren’t allowed in the water!”

      (We don’t go there anymore.)

      Then in my overstuffed backpack there’s water to drink because here in Los Angeles we’ve got sun almost every day and I don’t go anywhere without water. And snacks. Lots and lots of snacks. Nut bars and gummy bears and sliced-up apples. Something for myself because a hungry, crabby mom is in no one’s best interest.

      Finally I grab the most important thing of all: a red blanket with Mickey embroidered on the corner.

      This blanket comes everywhere.

      Everywhere.

      A trip to the mall, to Disneyland itself and the roaring, rumbling train cars of Big Thunder Mountain. Yes, even on our hikes up in Yosemite when the trail has us cutting through a meadow and everything’s so flooded by water and mud and I’ve got both spilling over into my socks. Through all that, I’ve got my son strapped to my back and he’s got his blanket.

      It’s only when we have these essentials, are we ready to go outside.

      Of course some days I’m more ready than others. Some days my breathing is calmer and my whole being is…centered. More regulated. Yet even when it’s not, even when my eyes feel crusted shut because I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in four years, even when I’m stressed about money or because the neighbors downstairs are complaining to the association about all the jumping and I can barely put one foot in front of the other, even so…

      We go outside.

      We have to.

      We go out to a world that sees nothing but my son’s difference. A child who has a hard time regulating his big emotions, a child who doesn’t talk and doesn’t understand this language we use. A child who has absolutely zero ability to wait or negotiate (not to mention he’s only four so there’s certainly no developed pre-frontal cortex going on and all that). A child whose only way of dealing with all this is to explode outward with these big, big feelings and…and…

      All these differences I try so hard to respect and nourish and love—

      Even while trying to exist in a world that does not want his difference.

      But I am only one person and I am only human. And many days—most days—I’m very much alone in this world….

      Even at the Yosemite Mountain Sugar Pine Railroad, this great, big, black steam engine as it pulls forward and causes the whole thing, each and every one of those forest-green cars with their hard, wooden benches to shudder and shake. It does with so much weight, so much might…you can actually feel it in the sound itself. The weight. The enormity of the task for this one engine and by steam alone, to pull all those cars and even at such a slow pace as this.

      The other passengers stand in front of that station with the white paint, the wooden boardwalk. A few even finish up their hot dogs sold to them at the station and heated up by a microwave and not on a grill, and them with their little, single packets of ketchup and mustard that barely make it across the length of that dog before you’re looking for another except there aren’t any others….

      There’s a family with a young woman in a wheelchair as well and the railroad employees are rolling out this heavy metal ramp so this girl and her family can get on first, though no one is really looking at this girl or her family, I notice, because that’s simply not done.

      We’re taught to look away, after all.

      Just like we’re taught to stay silent, to stay detached…even when someone so clearly could use just the tiniest ray of light, of kindness….

      The steam hisses up from the engine’s chimney. The chug, chug, chugging as it prepares to take on this newest load of passengers, all who patiently wait their turn, and watch (from the corner of their eye) as this young girl and her family are rolled onto a car and take their place….

      But for my son, each of those chugs, each puff of that steam into the air until it just about disappeared amongst the sugar pines with their narrow, pointed, reaching pine needles, was a complete and absolute indication that the train was leaving without him.

      Without him.

      Words wouldn’t have helped.

      Not then.

      Not when I was sitting cross-legged on that hard ground, bits of gravel digging into my thighs because it was fairly warm for Yosemite, even in near-May as it was, and I was wearing shorts. Not when my son and his four-year-old body, tall even for his age, kicked and failed about. Desperate. Inconsolable.

      The Mickey blanket doesn’t help.

      I hold him to me and press his back against my chest. Away from the others because I must always, always be aware of others and their safety and my son’s safety. I hold his arms to keep him from hitting me and to keep me…me from being triggered myself. To keep myself from hitting back. Because there’s nothing, nothing so hard as to keep breathing, to keep calm, to keep my pre-frontal cortex intact even when my son bends down and throws his head back and strikes me right there in the jaw and—

      I keep holding him and I keep from crying.

      Barely.

      But I am not like most moms.

      I don’t yell. I don’t hit or squeeze—God help me, I try—but I let him feel.

      This.

      All this.

      Even when it’s terrible. Even when it sucks and there I am sitting alone at the foot of this steam train, trains that he loves more than anything else and he just watched as another family got on and not him—because I wouldn’t let him and because I was—stupidly—trying to follow the “rules” of this railroad when I should have immediately asked for an allowance for this child who is different.

      But I was alone.

      I was alone on another camping trip, my husband having stayed home to work and earn money and pay the bills. And our son, he’d already done so well. Had traveled in our car for six hours to get here, real early in the morning, too, because anything later than six o’clock in Los Angeles and you’ll be stuck in traffic for a good two hours or more. We’d already missed the earlier train and my son had been waiting—patiently—for an hour. Except then he saw the train start to move and then the family with the young woman in a wheelchair who got on before him and—

      So, no. I didn’t speak up. I didn’t ask for the help we needed. There’s only so much one person can do by herself and right then…in that moment…

      I was just holding him and letting him feel and…

      And that was all I could do.

      Just hold him and let him feel and keep us both and everyone else safe. All the while, everyone watched us. Twenty or thirty, I don’t know the number, but it felt like a lot…I felt each and every one of them looking at us, judging us, making assumptions about him and me, and there wasn’t even an ounce of curiosity as to who we were and what our story was and—

      My son kicked out.

      The metal water bottle, which had slipped out from my backpack, fell to the ground with a deep twang. It was somehow so loud in that moment, so noticeable to my ears even with my son’s desperate, frustrated, angry cries to get on the train—

      One woman came forward. I can’t tell you much of what she looked like, just that she had this big, frizzy, almost yellowish-red hair and…and she was older. My mom’s age, probably. Her fifties, sixties. I did notice she had a name tag so clearly she worked there.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      I let out a breath. It was relief, really, for this smidgeon of kindness and then—

      “My son’s autistic,” she said, “so I understand.”

      And just like that, the relief I felt just vanished and it was replaced by something else. Something I couldn’t give a name to, not right then, not with my son in my arms trying so hard for me to let go, to head butt me because this physical way was the only way he had to communicate and…

      All I could do was shake my head at the woman.

      No.

      No, I didn’t need her help. I didn’t have that space or capacity in that moment to say: My son is not autistic, but he is different. To explain to her how her words, meant to be kind and sharing and compassionate, were actually the exact opposite.

      Maybe for some her words would have brought comfort and understanding, but for me and my experiences, everything we’ve gone through these past four years, her words simply hurt.

      They were an assumption of us and our experiences. They were a lessening of this path we’d walked.

      Her intention was kind, this woman with her frizzy-like hair, but do you know what I really, really wanted in that moment?

      For someone else to go up and ask whoever was in charge, whoever’s rule we were following, and say, “This child is obviously struggling. Can you please let them on?”

      God, I would have given anything for someone to say those words, words I didn’t have in that moment—I was still trying to breathe after all—and just, just speak for us. With kindness. With love. With understanding.

      Every day I walk out the door there are moments like this.

      Because this is the world we live in.

      A world where differences are uncomfortable, where feelings are uncomfortable. How at farmers market when my son was having another big moment because I wouldn’t let him have a twist potato—a potato literally sliced and twisted up the length of a stick and fried to this perfect golden brown. We were trying to save money so I told him no. And he just sat on the cement ground of this outdoor farmers market and I stood several feet from him, kneeling on the ground, being right there with him as he worked through these feelings of absolute and complete frustration and anger.

      There was no one near him. No one in danger of getting accidentally kicked by a flailing four-year-old’s foot. Yet still, I can’t tell you how many times I had to step in and tell people to leave him alone.

      To give him space.

      To let him feel.

      We were working through this, he and I, and you better believe I was going to let him feel everything he was feeling. I was not about to tell him to stay quiet. I was not going to spank or threaten and because of this I made so many, many people uncomfortable.

      Older adults who’d look around in accusation, their unspoken words so clear on their faces:

      “Where is this child’s mother?”

      Or of one woman, with her large, large hat so not a glimpse of that sun would touch her pale white face, how she actually knelt down and tried to talk to my son. My son, who doesn’t speak. My son, who isn’t comfortable at all with strangers, especially adults.

      Because this woman needed him to stop.

      Because this woman was not capable of even being present for these feelings my son was letting the whole world see and hear and experience.

      She goes and inserts herself in his business and my business, even reaching towards his bare arm as if she were to touch him.

      And I, who for the first time in my life, am actually learning my voice and how to use it (four years of practice under my belt after all), said:

      “Thank you, but that is not helping.”

      And when she still doesn’t listen?

      “Leave him alone.”

      The woman stands and walks away. I don’t think I need to tell you the look she gave me when she did so. Because how dare I let my son show up in this world, in this outdoor farmer market with farmers I’ve been shopping with since before my son was even born. Mark, who I buy our coffee from each week, a light roast because anything darker is too much caffeine and I’ll get the shakes, or Carl and Barbara who sell fudge and always give my son plenty of samples because they see us, they understand us.

      Because I let my son show up in this world of people and strangers and adults who were just like I was once upon a time, trained to keep everything inside, to not let anything of ourselves out unless it was deemed “appropriate.”

      To be quiet and compliant. To be polite and follow the rules. To stay calm and perhaps show a little anger—only a little because anything more than a little isn’t okay. And this certainly holds true if you’re a man and how you’re allowed to express about three feelings: happiness and anger and indifference. But hurt? Scared?

      Forget it.

      None of those are allowed in polite society. None of those are allowed outside our homes. None of those have a place in our world.

      But not my son.

      He is himself. The good and the bad and the really, really challenging moments.

      But here’s the thing, there’s a flip side to it all. There’s the dark and the hard and the uncomfortable…but there’s also the light.

      You see, you can’t have one without the other.

      So yes, we have moments like at the market or at the steam train and, and so many others. So many that have added up during these four years to the point where the woman with the frizzy hair and her words, her assumption of who we are and what our journey has been, simply hurt, but the other half of this truth is even deeper. Greater.

      My son who feels everything, every hurt and slight and disappointment, he also feels the absolute and complete joy, exuberance of life—and lets the rest of the world see this, too.

      Joy.

      A joy of life that you can’t help but see. A joy you can’t help but hear, and when he laughs it literally goes through his whole soul and you can just feel it.

      And no one, not adult or stranger or child, can ignore it.

      They can’t just keep walking, indifferent as they are to life, and not notice him, not feel that laughter. And…I suspect…that they also pause and wonder….

      When was the last time I felt this? Laughed like this? When did I last let the world and my worries and my thoughts fall away to simply be?

      That’s my son’s gift.

      The more I follow this gift, the more I embrace it and embrace him…the more I let go of the judgment and the condescending looks of others. The more I live in my son’s world, the more I’m in this space and joy with him, the more alive I feel as well. And the more I let go of these “rules” of our society, the ones that don’t matter, the easier I breathe.

      To see my son, his four-year-old little self, wiggle out of his shorts, toss his shirt at me, and go running—bare-bottom naked—right into the ocean. And his joy, oh my God his laughter and light as he lets the surf roll him around and around and to him it’s the greatest moment of his life. He doesn’t care about the sand going deep into his hair and hugging there against his scalp (a good two or three shampoos required) or how it gets into those hard-to-reach places that only a mom would worry about.

      He’s just himself and he’s just, just living.

      And the more I go into that surf with him (my clothes on, mind you), the more I feel it, too.

      Alive.

      Whole.

      The more I hold him and tickle him and laugh as I do my very best to help him wait in this line for food as we pause between rides at Disneyland (while tray after tray of French fries pass us by) and everyone is looking at us as we laugh and giggle because our presence, even in joy, makes them uncomfortable….

      And it makes me wonder, what would happen if we all showed as our full selves a bit more?

      What would happen if during those moments while I sit on that floor with my son who’s screaming and doing his best to lash out, what if I let everyone see my own inner turmoil? What if I stopped hiding my own hurt? Stopped trying to cover up how hard this all is?

      Instead of sending a text to my husband like I did as the Yosemite Sugar Pine finally chugs on ahead and my whole body, right to my very core, is shaking and I’m reaching out for help for someone who isn’t there?

      What if I actually cried? What if I let others see my tears?

      Would that woman with the frizzy hair have changed her response? Instead of assumptions, would she have sat down near me? Would she have held out a tissue instead? A gesture, a kindness that would have said so simply and completely, without a single word needed:

      I see you.

      I’m here with you, red Mickey blanket and all.

      Like the man who stood there simply waiting with his own kids who wanted to get on the big Ferris wheel with the smiling mouse and two black ears, but didn’t. Instead he waited to say to me:

      “I’m a teacher. I understand. Is there anything I can do?”

      Or the mom with two older kids of her own as yet another steam train pulled away on a whole other day said to me:

      “You’re doing great. Really.”

      Or at the chiropractor’s office when my son had a practically challenging moment that ended with me getting kicked in the face and later, as I lay on the machine with the roller for my own back and I’m just there and letting myself cry, one of the attendants comes in and she touches my shoulder so gently.

      “I just wanted to tell you, I’m pregnant, and if I could just be half the mom you are…”

      What if I cried more and let the world see? Why do I keep these moments locked in and secret?

      But what if we all cried a bit more? What if we all allowed for these differences in our world, for feelings of all shapes and sizes and colors? For those kids who learn differently and who have problems focusing and sitting still—these kids who simply grow up to be bigger versions of themselves, still the same as they were yet older and bigger.

      What if each of us held out a tissue of our own? What if we stepped in and became the voice of someone who clearly couldn’t speak for themselves, or who simply was not in a position to do so? Can we hold this space, as uncomfortable as it is at times, for others but…but for ourselves, too?

      To fully and completely see the young woman in her wheelchair instead of hastily looking away because that’s how we were taught. That’s how we were raised. That this simply was the way things were done.

      Or another time at the same farmers market, a farmer who expertly rips the tops off my carrots with a simple, well practiced twist of her wrist and forearms…because her right hand, for whatever reason, is not like my hand or yours, but a stub.

      Can we see her and acknowledge? Perhaps, maybe even during those right moments, ask, kindly, who they are and what their story is?

      Can we?

      Can we smile, not in secret joy or some inner longing, but a full-on smile as see these toddlers and little kids strip naked and go running bare-assed right into the ocean and they’re just laughing at the complete and utter joy of it? Of this moment? To watch these children be their full selves and so completely?

      To smile, simply because this is the world we would like to live in and not the one we have—

      At least…at least not yet.
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        Veteran writer Louisa Swann proves in this amazing story that it is possible to write from an octopus point of view. And make me buy it. Louisa often has a strange way of looking at the world. Perfect for Pulphouse Magazine.

        You can find out a lot more about Louisa Swann’s fantastic writing and career at louisaswann.com/ If you want to find out more about octopus living habits, just like last month’s story about penguins, you are on your own.
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      Shoehorned, squeezed, stuffed, and wedged, Octopolis had a problem that had nothing to do with over-ovulation.

      Yes, the consortium, colony, tangle—whatever you want to call a bunch of octopuses living in one space—was overrun with residents but there was still plenty of room on the warm Pacific sands off the coast of Australia.

      The reassuring snip-snap of snapping shrimp echoed through the coral underlaid with whale song and dolphin clicks and sealion groans.

      And the smells—if you’ve never had a chance to bask in the smell of growing coral and dancing archer fish, you just haven’t lived.

      Most of the prime dens in the coral and rock outcroppings were taken by the time I came along, but plenty of octos built their own dens, some carrying shells and rocks all the way from The Reef.

      Take my den, for example. My name is Harvey Sharpbeak and I’m a coconut octopus (an amphioctopus marginatus, if you’re the technical type).

      I don’t need to live up on the Coral Cliffs to claim status. I’m perfectly happy living down here in the sands. I carried a piece of debris—what humans call a sewer pipe—across the sea floor for more than a day, scooped a hole, and stuck the pipe in.

      That pipe forms the main room of my home. Not even the Shark Queen herself, Thelma Sharptooth (who just happens to be my best friend), knows where I found that precious pipe.

      Inside, my den is dark and quiet, the perfect place to recuperate after a day of hunting crab and rock lobster. I bring in fresh coral fans to keep my den smelling sweet and the pipe is made of a material that muffles sound.

      Some seafolk love the hustle and bustle noise of other sea creatures going about their lives. Not me. In my den, I shut away all that hustle, bustle, and noise. No more snapping shrimp, moaning whales, or groaning fish.

      Peace reigns in my octo domain.

      Outside, my den is barely visible to predators perusing the sand. What the casual passerby sees—and smells—is a garden of coral, shells, and miscellaneous junk. Pink coral fan, white brain coral, and ruby-red staghorn interspersed with conch shells and clam shells and…coconut shells—oh my!

      The junk comes from all over the sea floor. Bottles and cans and whatever else my suckers find that helps camouflage my den.

      And hide it from the human eye.

      My creativity won the Octopod award for most colorful garden, but my neighbors—Jerry Tanglearms and Barb Doublesucker—give me some stiff competition.

      Last night, Jerry and Barb challenged me to a War of Changing Skins. Once and for all we would determine who could change their skin color the quickest.

      Of course, I accepted.

      Quicker than an eyelid blink, I changed my skin color, turning black and gray to blend with a section of volcanic rock that abuts the Coral Cliffs.

      Barb hadn’t even uncurled her suckers by the time I finished.

      My disguise must’ve been authentic. A soldierfish bumped me with its nose, evidently checking my crevices for baby shrimp.

      Jerry finally managed to shift his mantle to a nice sandy pink.

      While he was basking in a false sense of glory, I switched out of camouflage mode and flashed my mantle, a coral fan red so brilliant even the cuttlefish hid their eyes. Each of my eight arms bore their own color from deep ocean blue to sunfish yellow to sea urchin purple—with muted shades of variegated seahorse greens in between.

      I’m proud to say I stood out like a killer whale in a pod of archer fish.

      Needless to say, I won that war, suckers down.

      All that skin changing pales when compared to my garden. Harvey’s Garden is the bloodred rose growing among Octopolis weeds.

      There’s another element to my garden no one but Thelma knows about. You see, I added to the end of my pipe before burying it, creating a tunnel that leads to a grotto.

      At first glance, the grotto seems filled with starfish—one on every stone—and there are a lot of stones.

      Take another look. Those starfish aren’t stars at all. Or fish.

      They are young, translucent, sea-urchin scented…

      Octobabies.

      With a purpose.

      As I said before, my best friend is Thelma, the biggest, baddest tiger shark that ever rolled with the tide. Thelma and I met when I was just a tiny octopod no bigger than one of her teeth. (She always said I was too small to eat and too big for my mantle.)

      We hooked up down Sydney way. Being the bold—and desperate—octopod I am, I snagged hold of one of her fins and rode north until I found my space.

      Here in Octopolis.

      The great thing about this colony/tentacle/consortium is its tenacity. Octos in Octopolis have a rep—they cling to everything. Octopolians never give up and never let go.

      I chose Octopolis for more than its tenacity, though.

      You see, I wasn’t hatched in the sea like a normal octopus. I was incubated in a tank with a jillion other octopod eggs.

      When I hatched, I had one purpose.

      Grow arms for humans to eat.

      How I got free and found Thelma is a story for another day.

      Suffice to say, I learned things while in captivity. Horrors that turned my beak and shriveled my suckers.

      I learned creatures that crawl, swim, or fly are special while those who walk on two feet live to take advantage of or destroy any being they don’t like or understand.

      And those greedy, grabby, grotesque beings that walk on land with weird, bent flippers and claim both sea and air (though they have no right to either)…

      Had found Octopolis.

      That’s right. Humans had invaded that gentle octopus colony.

      And though they didn’t rape and pillage, those humans were bound and determined to destroy it.

      One octopus at a time.

      I learned that my mother came from Octopolis. She mated with—and ate—my father over ten human years ago.

      I learned about the concept of time along with the art of abstinence. (Amazing what humans yak about when they think no one’s listening.) I wasn’t old enough to procreate before I lopped off my “male” arm, the arm I would’ve used to impregnate a female. The chances of my getting eaten by that female were greater than I thought wise.

      So the arm had to go.

      And ever since that first lopping, I’ve removed that same arm as soon as it started growing. No use adding sex to the brainwork I was already engaged in.

      Needless to say (but I’m going to say it anyway), I’ve been in this great sea far longer than the average octo.

      During my internment I also learned that Octopolis had been providing humans with a constant supply of octopods—including my mother, my siblings, and me.

      I plan on putting an end to their live-octopus eating habits. (Don’t agree with my planning? What if it was your arms they were eating?)

      Even though her shark brain is tiny, Thelma provided a wide variety of suggestions. We worked together—shark and octopod, tooth and tentacle, red blood and blue—for three spring tides with full alignment of the sun and moon.

      To put it in perspective, we worked the span of a coral reef fish’s life to figure out how to save the octopods of Octopolis.

      And you can bet your flipper our plan is going to work.

      We both agree—it isn’t the octopuses that end up in what humans call an aquarium, living in rocks that have no business being called “rock,” swimming with fish that have no hope of ever being free, stared at by buggy human eyes until those human eyes get all red and watery and uglier than a flounder’s bum.

      Humans who actually—gasp!—eat my fellow octopods and once ate parts of me.

      Alive.

      Now, we won’t go into the moral complications of eating one’s prey alive. Most predators consume their prey while it’s still—sort of—alive and kicking, so to speak.

      But humans aren’t happy gulping down their prey. Noooo, they have to drag out the process, ruthlessly chopping off the poor victim’s tentacle arms and serving them to their fellow humans.

      They even eat octobabies. Whole, alive, and squirming.

      Every time I think of it, I nearly ink out.

      So, Thelma stuck her shark nose into my octo-mantle and together we came up with a plan.

      Now you might not know much about octopuses (not octopi as so many claim). What is most remarkable about our cute, slimy octobodies isn’t the fact that we’re flexible and can slip through a crack as thin as a dime, it’s our brain…s.

      Nine of them.

      It isn’t enough that octopuses are amazing creatures who can change colors and blend in with any surrounding.

      It isn’t enough we have three hearts and can see, hear, and smell with our skins.

      It isn’t enough we have a brain almost as smart as a human’s. (A three-year-old, but who’s counting?)

      We—octopods, that is—have a brain for each of our arms.

      Yes, that’s right. We multitask.

      Believe it or not, I can search out prey with one arm while sorting shells, picking my beak, and scratching my mantle with the others.

      And all while smelling the local flora and fauna and listening to the latest gossip.

      It near turns Thelma’s gray shark skin green.

      You might wonder why Thelma agreed to help. Yes, she’s a rather vicious predator, but she has a moral code humans should take lessons from. Part of that code is: when your bestie’s hearts are hurting, a shark must always help.

      She made a simple suggestion. Shark-style. “What if each of those squirmy, disembodied octopus arms—arms still fully aware, armed with fully functioning brains—turned the tides and killed the humans who were eating them?”

      My skin got bumps worse than a sea cucumber’s (though I didn’t empty my stomach) the moment I heard those words.

      We hashed out methodologies, including going straight into the human’s mouth.

      Well—into the human’s boat, but one thing would lead to another and another.

      Only one thing wrong with that scenario—the impact I could make on a boat was limited to the humans on that boat.

      And I wanted more.

      Much, much more.

      Besides, the surface is a dangerous place, with its ocean of air, burning sun, and human boats. Of all the dangers, the boats are the worst.

      Motor blades slash and chop whales and dolphins and make hash of our other sea brethren doing damage worse than any shark’s tooth ever could.

      Oil gets in our waters, suffocating the krill and plankton other species need to feed on.

      Then there are the fishing boats. Nets and hooks and traps make the lives of sea creatures miserable.

      And end a lot of those lives.

      No, infiltrating a human boat wouldn’t work. Not the way I wanted.

      I wanted to inflict the most damage on the human race I could. (That’s the kind of octopod I am—always thinking of others.)

      Every creature—with the exception of humans who, despite their supposedly superior brains, refuse to understand the basic tenants of life—knows that the predator/prey relationship requires a balance.

      Predators who overhunt an area deserve to die.

      Therefore, the humans “harvesting” (their term) Octopolis had to be stopped.

      Eliminated.

      Annihilated.

      Time humans got a whiff of their own stench, baited their own waters with the mouth-watering stink of death.

      Which brings us back to my garden—not the flamboyant, anyone-can-see-it sandfield of vibrant color.

      My secret grotto.

      Filled with octobabies. There are more octobabies in my grotto than Octopolis has suckers.

      Now, octobabies aren’t like the young of most other species. Our babies are perfectly capable of caring for themselves. They understand what life’s all about.

      I said they had a purpose. Perhaps by now you can guess what that purpose is.

      Each and every octobaby has been read into my plan.

      My octobabies will be acting with profound octonomy. I’ve coached each tentacle’s brain; primed all the grasping, grabbing—choking—suckers.

      When a human shoves an octopart between its greedy red lips—be it wriggling tentacles or the entire slithering octobaby—that human will find itself at war.

      Just imagine octosuckers snatching at faces, tearing skin and ripping lips. Tentacles slithering down windpipes instead of throats, turning their octodelicacy into gagging, knotted tangles instead of yummy snacks.

      That’s right, humans will choke on their own gluttony.

      Each and every octobaby has pledged themselves to my—no, our—purpose even though they were given a chance to decline.

      Each and every octobaby is a hero.

      And the next time humans come harvesting our colony/consortium/tangle…

      They’ll think they are leaving with their baskets filled with octopods…

      In reality, they’ll be carrying baskets filled with wriggling, giggling death.
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        This original story is in a series of wonderful fantasy mystery stories from R.W. Wallace that has been and will be in many of issues of this magazine.

        These stories are not like any standard mystery. The detective is a ghost, limited to his own cemetery helping other ghosts move on by solving their problems. In other words, the detective is locked in a confined space with no tools, trying to help a victim discover what happened to them.

        A wonderful series that I am lucky enough to run in this magazine. And for even more of her work, check out her website at rwwallace.com/
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      Everybody dies alone, they say.

      No matter how surrounded you are by family and friends in your life, no matter how rich or poor you are, no matter your social status, we’re all equal—and alone—in death. Nobody can walk that path with you.

      I don’t remember my own death, so I find it hard to argue the point, facts in hand.

      But I don’t like to think that whoever came up with that saying was right.

      I can’t speak for what happens at the exact moment when someone dies, but I can tell you that none of the people who come through our cemetery as ghosts are ever alone.

      Clothilde and I are always here to help them adjust to being ghosts, and to help them move on once they’ve settled whatever unfinished business made them linger.

      If either of us ever moves on without the other, whoever remains will, indeed, be lonely. It’s something I don’t think about all that much anymore—we’ve both been here for more than thirty years, after all. Chances of either of us figuring out what we need to move on tomorrow are, quite frankly, slim.

      It’s been the two of us for such a long time, I’ve come to think of ghosts as belonging in two groups: us and them. Clothilde and I are the constants. The others are only passing through.

      When other ghosts come through, we make the effort to get to know them. But we keep a distance, one that we need for our own well-being.

      The first years in our cemetery, I befriended most of the other ghosts. Got to know them. What they liked, their sense of humor, their tastes and opinions.

      And then they moved on, and left me behind.

      Only Clothilde stayed.

      So even though the rebellious twenty-year-old with wild, curly hair and worn Converse doesn’t seem like the likely friend of a balding thirty-five-year-old washed-out cop, we’re the closest thing either of us has to a family.

      We’re us.

      And together, we welcome new ghosts—while keeping the required emotional distance.

      Today, I think we have a new arrival.

      I say think, because the signs aren’t as clear as usual.

      When someone has unfinished business and becomes a ghost, they wake up inside their casket sometime between the ceremony in the church and the moment when the church doors open. Without much surprise, when someone wakes up and discovers they are stuck in a sealed casket, they panic.

      Usually, they scream—we scream, I was no exception—and pound on the casket, trying to get someone to save them.

      This is what alerts us to new arrivals. The large wooden doors to our little stone church squeal open, the mourners pour out and wait on the small area in front of the church, huddling under shared umbrellas if the weather is as wet and depressing as it is today, and then the casket is carried out. Accompanied by screams if the person has become a ghost.

      I think someone’s yelling—but with the murmurs of the large group, the staccato plops of rain on umbrellas and gravestones, and the ringing of the church bells, I just can’t be sure.

      I can’t even rule out the possibility of the yells coming from one of the mourners because the rain, the umbrellas, and a large number of hoods make all the people look blurry. This winter has been as depressing as they usually are in this part of France; rain, gray skies, and more rain. Every single day. Not even a single snowflake to brighten things up for a moment or two.

      Now that it’s finally March, maybe we’ll get some sun and fresh spring.

      “Is it possible to be too lazy to panic properly when you die?” Clothilde perches on the headstone of her own grave, her feet swinging back and forth, passing through the stone as if it weren’t there, her head cocked as she listens for the yells.

      “Maybe the rain muffles the sound,” I say without conviction. I’m sitting on the small mound marking my own final resting place, very happy that ghosts can’t get their pants wet, or feel the cold.

      “The rain doesn’t muffle ghost sounds,” Clothilde replies, but without her usual snark. She’s too focused on the casket.

      Biting her cheek, she stretches her neck, as if that would help her see anything better from across the cemetery. “I think it’s someone old. All the young people are clearly family. If anybody is a friend, they’re at least eighty.”

      That information is probably not quite right. Clothilde may have been on this earth for over fifty years—twenty as a normal girl and thirty as a ghost—but her capacity for estimating the age of someone over forty leaves something to be desired.

      But as I get up to get a better look myself, I have to concede the point. None of the “friend” mourners are a day under seventy.

      “Let’s get a little closer,” I say, and start walking toward the hole where the casket is to be buried. It’s an existing grave in one of the old and fancy parts of the cemetery. The granite slab was removed yesterday to prepare for today’s funeral.

      I take the narrow paths winding past the gray tombs, glancing at some graves with fresh flowers and regretfully noting the ones that haven’t been cleaned in several decades.

      Clothilde follows behind while cutting a few corners. She was never one for following the rules of the living when it doesn’t suit her. The grave of Monsieur Lopez she cuts through on purpose, like she always does when going through that zone. He spent some time with us as a ghost. Clothilde did not like him.

      The burial in itself is pretty straightforward so I don’t even bother listening to what the priest says. I go down to crouch down on the casket six feet under to make sure that the sounds I’m hearing are coming from inside.

      Polite knocking and the occasional, “Hello? Does anybody hear me?”

      Well, that’s new.

      “Definitely a new arrival, and a polite one at that,” I tell Clothilde as I join her in the crowd of mourners.

      “There’s something weird about this death,” Clothilde says. She stands in the middle of the crowd, her hands on her hips, and studies everyone in the vicinity. “And there’s something weird about the mourners.”

      I take the time to look, too. She’s right. There’s something off about the people around us—but I can’t put my finger on what it is.

      “What do you mean, there’s something weird about the death?” I ask. “From what I understand, the woman was seventy-three, and her husband died and was buried here ten years ago.” I find it highly unlikely that the newly arrived Madame Priaux was a murder victim, for example.

      Clothilde moves toward a lone woman in her thirties standing somewhat apart from the group in the back. Tears are streaking down her face and this has clearly been going on for a while. Her cheeks are as wet as her raincoat, making it look like the hood has no effect whatsoever.

      Clothilde scrutinizes the woman from head to foot several times. “They’re too upset.”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes—that’s usually Clothilde’s favorite way of expressing herself. “People are allowed to be upset when they lose someone they love.”

      Frowning, Clothilde leans in so close to the woman that their noses almost touch. “Not this much. Not for a woman in her seventies who’s ‘joining her husband.’ Not for people who have already lost grandparents, so they know what it’s like.” She leans back and meets my gaze. “They’re shocked this woman is dead.”

      I make a quick tour around the people present. And conclude that Clothilde is right.

      “Maybe it’s a familial or cultural thing. They don’t deal well with loss?”

      Clothilde’s reply is a snort. At least she didn’t roll her eyes.

      The ceremony finished, people mill towards their cars. The young, sad woman remains, and is joined by a man who might be in his early forties. His hair is thinning on top and completely gray around the ears. His beer belly strains his coat around the waist and his black umbrella only covers his front. The back of his jacket is soaked, as are his legs from the knees down.

      “Come now, cousin,” he says to the woman. “No need to beat yourself up. You did the best you could. It was her time.” He holds the umbrella away with one arm and reaches out the other toward the woman’s shoulder, clearly to lean in to kiss her cheek.

      The woman steps away. “Don’t! I might have it.”

      The man sighs. “You didn’t have any symptoms while you were with Mamie for a week, you haven’t had any since she died. You’re fine. Let me give you a kiss and some human contact. That is what we need when we’re mourning.”

      The woman doesn’t seem convinced but her cousin doesn’t give her much choice. He leans in and kisses her cheek, then retreats back under his umbrella.

      “Come,” he says to her. “You need to get out of the rain. Can’t have you catching your death in this weather.” He guffaws at his own joke.

      “She died from some kind of contagious disease?” Clothilde says when the two cousins leave the cemetery. “What, like, the flu?”

      I can only shrug. We’re in France, a country with health care for all and mandatory vaccines. I have to agree with Clothilde. The flu is the only common contagious disease I can think of that would kill an elderly lady like this.

      “If that was the flu, then I’ll eat a rat,” says a shaky voice from behind us.

      We rush over to the grave, and find an elderly lady with curled gray hair and thick-rimmed glasses with rhinestones along the top staring up at us, hands on hips.

      “Would either of you young people mind telling me how I get out of this pit?”
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      Her name is Marie-Pierre and she’s seventy-three. She used to be a teller in a bank, something she took a break from for fifteen years to raise three children, and eventually went back to when she started feeling claustrophobic in her own home. She has seven grandchildren, one of whom is in great danger of making her a great-grandmother very soon if she doesn’t watch out.

      “So how did you die?” Clothilde asks. Marie-Pierre didn’t feel comfortable sitting on someone else’s grave and her own isn’t really an option right now, so we’ve settled on one of the benches under the plane trees. Clothilde is sprawled on the wet ground, ignoring the rain completely, her jeans-clad legs stretched long and arms propped behind her for unneeded support. I’m on the bench with our new colleague, keeping a polite distance.

      Marie-Pierre waves a hand in the air. “Some kind of virus. I think. I was quite out of it when they took me to the hospital and although I know they talked about whatever it was around and over me, I didn’t really listen.” She gets a faraway look and the wrinkles on her forehead deepen. “I was too busy fighting to breathe.”

      We sit in silence for a while. I have more questions for Maire-Pierre but we’re hardly in a rush. She was surprisingly quick to come out of the casket, which might be linked to her age. At some point, people know the end is coming, so it’s easier to accept when it happens. Not that seventy-three means a foot in the grave. Rather…well, death is closer than it was yesterday.

      “I don’t suppose Noël is around?” Marie-Pierre twists around on her bench, scanning the cemetery.

      That’s the name that was already on the grave Marie-Pierre was buried in. “Was he your husband?” I ask.

      “Yes. He died ten years ago. Heart attack from doing too much sport after he retired.” She sighs and smiles wistfully. “My mother always told me he was stupid.”

      “I’m afraid we’re the only resident ghosts at this time,” I tell her. “Not everybody becomes a ghost, you see. And those who do, don’t always linger very long.”

      Her sharp gaze, too serious for the ridiculous glasses she wears, catches mine. “Yet you’ve been here for some time.”

      “Yes. I have.” I leave it at that. “Your husband never became a ghost. He must have moved on directly, like the majority of people do. He must not have had any unfinished business.”

      “Not other than getting up that mountain on his brand new bike,” she grumbles. She glances at Clothilde, then back at me. “You are insinuating that I do have unfinished business? That’s why I’m here?”

      Clothilde sits up, wrapping her arms around her knees. “Do you know what it might be?”

      Marie-Pierre takes her time thinking about it, cocking her head left and right, grimacing and mumbling to herself.

      Finally, she shrugs and folds her hands in her lap. “Nope. Not a clue.”
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      We expect Marie-Pierre to get visitors once the grave is sealed. Quite often, the people our ghosts have unfinished business with come back, because it’s a two-way street.

      For two days, not a soul comes to visit—not Marie-Pierre nor anybody else.

      On the third day, we get another funeral.

      With another new arrival.

      This time, there’s no doubt. As the church doors open, the screams blow out of the church, loud and male and angry. The pounding on the casket is constant and with several different kinds of resonance—this guy is hitting with both hands and feet. Today, miraculously, there’s no rain, so we hear everything perfectly.

      “Oh, my,” Marie-Pierre says as she slips her glasses down her nose to study the spectacle over their rim. I’ve tried to explain that she doesn’t need glasses anymore, and certainly shouldn’t have trouble with focusing on something far away, but the woman just shrugged and adjusted her glasses.

      Some habits are hard to kick—and some we don’t want to.

      We watch from afar as the casket is carried to a newly dug grave in the northeast section and the priest makes a quick sermon.

      “Not too many people this time,” Clothilde comments. She has abandoned her usual perch to stand on the other side of Marie-Pierre, her arms crossed across her chest and a slight frown on her face.

      “Huh,” Marie-Pierre says as she yet again lowers her glasses to look at the mourners. “That is odd.”

      “Why?” I ask. We’re supposed to be the specialists on funerals and mourners here, not the new arrival.

      She points a bony finger at the family standing closest to the grave. A woman in her late fifties and two twenty-something men. They’re all blond and stocky.

      “That’s Lisa and her weird sons. If Didier isn’t with her, it means he’s the one in the casket.” She cocks her head. “Yes, that definitely sounds like Didier.” She sends me a look that I’m unable to decipher. “Didier is one of the village’s three doctors. He was my doctor.”

      She stops talking but the conversation is clearly continuing in her head. I also see her counting out the number of mourners and mumbling names.

      “Everybody loved Didier,” she finally says. “He was loud and smart and funny. The entire village should have come to his funeral.” She waves at the twenty-five people around the open grave. “This is only family.”

      I meet Clothilde’s gaze over Marie-Pierre’s head but my friend just shrugs at me. Village chatter doesn’t interest Clothilde.

      “Did his family get along well?” I’ve suddenly realized what seemed odd to me about this group—and I think it was the case during Marie-Pierre’s funeral, too. “They’re not standing very close.”

      Usually, during a funeral, people huddle close together, seeking human contact.

      “They’re the closest-knit family I’ve ever met,” Marie-Pierre says, her voice flat. She’s realizing something’s not right.

      She puts a hand on my forearm, either to get my attention or to get that longed-for human contact that is forever denied us ghost. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply, my voice serious. “I hope Didier will be able to help us figure it out.”
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      Didier emerges from the grave two days later. By then, three new graves have been dug in the southern quadrant of the cemetery and I have a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach that won’t go away.

      “I can’t believe this,” are the first words out of his mouth as he crawls out of the grave. “Totally unacceptable.” He’s a tall man, completely bald, and at least twenty kilos into obese territory. He looks to be in his early sixties.

      He catches sight of Marie-Pierre. “Oh, hello Madame Priaux. You’re here, too, are you?” Finally free of the dirt, he straightens and stretches his back, then frowns as he realizes this doesn’t have its usual effect on his body.

      Ghosts don’t get back pains—and we can’t enjoy a good stretch.

      “I’m Robert Villemur,” I say, not wanting to wait for the man to ask the questions. “And this is Clothilde. Do you know what’s going on? What was your cause of death? That of Marie-Pierre?”

      I almost add the three empty graves but decide against it.

      Didier gives me a once-over but he doesn’t ask any questions. It may appear that if Marie-Pierre is working with me, then I’m okay.

      “There’s a new virus,” he says. “Spreads like wildfire. Attacks the lungs. Especially dangerous to the elderly and those with pre-existing conditions.”

      He stares daggers at his bulging belly, as if it is the cause of his demise.

      “What…” I trail off as I don’t even know what to ask him. And even if a killer virus in the world of the living would be a disaster, I’m naturally more turned toward its effect on our ghostly world.

      I’ve talked quite a bit with Marie-Pierre these last couple of days and I cannot figure out what her unfinished business is. If we don’t know what the problem is, we can’t solve it, and we can’t send her off to the other side.

      I hold up a hand, palm out. “I want to hear more about this virus, Monsieur, but I have one other pressing question first. Do you happen to know if you have any unfinished business with the living that might be keeping you from moving on?”

      “Moving on.” Didier turns in a circle to take in our little cemetery. “You mean this isn’t the final stop?”

      “Next to last,” Clothilde says from her perch on a nearby mausoleum. “The one where you can tie up those last loose ends.”

      Didier nods a greeting to Clothilde. “Mademoiselle. Didn’t see you there.”

      “From what I’ve understood, Didier,” Marie-Pierre says as she pushes her rhinestone glasses up her nose, “ghosts only linger when something is keeping them back. Finding the person who murdered them, speaking to a loved one one last time. Apologizing to estranged family members. Personally, I can’t think of anything, but then my mind isn’t what is used to be, so maybe I’ve forgotten?”

      “That doesn’t seem likely,” I hasten to reassure her.

      Didier shifts from foot to foot, his forehead creased into a giant frown while he considers the question. “Can’t really think of anything.” His voice is soft. “Wouldn’t mind seeing my family again, but they know I love them. Got along with everyone. And it wasn’t a person who killed me, it was this blasted virus.”

      Could their unfinished business really be with the virus? How is that supposed to work? How can a group of ghosts in a cemetery fight something as intangible as a virus?

      I look toward Clothilde but her gaze is turned in direction the parking lot.

      Two hearses just arrived.
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      “It’s the Moulins,” Didier says. There’s a fatality to his tone that makes me think he’s not surprised to see this particular family.

      As the two caskets are pushed toward the church, three other cars arrive, with five people in each car. I assume they’re the living members of the Moulin family. They vary in both shapes and sizes, ages and color. One of the men in the last car, a man who must be well past fifty, has a dry cough and leans heavily on a man I assume to be his son as they follow the caskets.

      “You’re not supposed to come out if you’re sick!” Didier yells at the man. “Protect the rest of your disease-ridden family, man!”

      Didier faces me, fire in his eyes. “What are the rules here? They can’t hear me, I suppose? Can I touch? What can I do?”

      “They can neither see, hear, or feel you,” I say. “And you can’t leave the confines of the cemetery. But sometimes their subconscious can get our messages. So it’s always worth a shot, but it takes patience.”

      Didier is studying me a lot closer all of a sudden. “Have we met?” he asks, frowning fiercely. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Robert Villemur,” I reply.

      “The cop,” Didier says. “I remember when you went missing.”

      My eyebrows shoot up and if I’d still had a beating heart, it would have sped up considerably. It’s the first time another ghost has recognized me, in all my thirty years in this place.

      I’m not buried with the rest of my family. I’ve never had visitors. I don’t even have a proper tombstone, just a slight bump in the grass next to Clothilde’s grave.

      I have no idea if anybody who cares even knows I’m buried here.

      I’m about to say as much when my attention is drawn to the two new caskets. “They’re not going into the church?”

      The procession is almost all the way to the newly dug graves already, the Moulin family trailing behind. The priest, walking ahead of the caskets, and the funeral agents managing the caskets, are all wearing masks and plastic gloves.

      “There’s less chance of the virus spreading outdoors,” Didier says, before running toward the coughing man.

      The rest of us follow at a more leisurely pace.

      “The entire family has a tendency to attract all types of diseases,” Maire-Pierre says in a low voice. “Diabetes, high blood pressure, pneumonia, cancer. You name the disease, one of the Moulins will have it. Every time I went to Didier’s office for an appointment I would meet at least one of them.”

      Didier is speaking directly into the ear of the man with the cough, trying to convince him to stay away from his other family members. He also yells at the whole group to keep their distance.

      When the two caskets are lowered into the ground, Didier comes back to join us. “It’s Gérard and Claude,” he says to Marie-Pierre. “Two elderly brothers,” he adds for my benefit. “The fathers or uncles to most of the people here.”

      We watch in silence as the priest holds his sermon at the graveside instead of inside the church. I’m fascinated to participate in this part of the funeral for the first time since my own demise. Usually, we only get the last words once the casket is in the ground.

      I learn something new, too: ghosts wake up when the mass is over. Everybody echoes the priest’s “Amen,” and the yells start.

      “Gérard! Where are you? What is going on?”

      “Claude? Where am I? Why is it so dark?”

      Clothilde glances up at me and curls her upper lip.

      Two more ghosts.
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      For two weeks, we continue down the same slippery slope.

      Six more funerals, six more ghosts—and fewer and fewer mourners attending the funerals.

      We’ve received the coughing man from the Moulin family, and the overconfident cousin from Marie-Pierre’s funeral, the one who insisted on kissing the cheek of the woman who’d spent time taking care of the sick Marie-Pierre.

      Marie-Pierre was devastated to discover he’d died—and then proceeded to give the man the talking-to of a lifetime for taking such a big threat so lightly.

      For the last funeral, the final journey of one Mathilde Joubert, the thirty-six-year-old cashier at the local Lidl, only her mother shows up to say her goodbyes.

      When Mathilde crawls out of the grave four days later, there are twelve ghosts waiting for her.

      I’ve sat down with all our new arrivals over the past weeks, digging into their histories and reasons for becoming ghosts. With the possible exception of a man who hasn’t seen his children in over a decade, I find no unfinished business we need to settle, no reason for all of them to linger.

      Except the virus.

      But what can I possibly do about this thing from the confines of our cemetery? What could I do even outside of the cemetery? I don’t know how to defeat a virus. I don’t know how to bring it to justice.

      When we go a week without any new funerals, I tentatively hope we’ve seen the worst of it. Ten deaths within a month is a very high number for such a small village.

      Ten ghosts for ten deaths has never happened—at least not in my thirty years.

      Clothilde and I have started taking daily walks around the cemetery, just the two of us, to get away from the others for a while.

      We’ve been used to it being just the two of us for so long, it’s hard to adapt to having enough ghosts to make up an entire soccer team. So we take these walks, and pretend we’re back to normal for a short hour every day.

      “You think the gardener will be back soon?” Clothilde asks as we step through the growing weeds along the west wall.

      I run a hand through the pale purple wisteria adorning the cemetery wall, wishing I could still smell their sweet scent. “The lockdown is apparently scheduled to end in two weeks,” I say. “I’m guessing our gardener will be back then.”

      Right now, with nobody doing any kind of upkeep while the spring sun is shining beautifully, our cemetery is looking more and more abandoned by the day.

      Or like an overgrown English garden.

      I’m starting to think that nature gaining turf might not be such a bad thing.

      Apparently, outside, the entire world has shut down in order to stop the virus from spreading. Schools are closed, restaurants are closed, concerts are canceled, people are working from home…. And everyone is sheltering in place, waiting for the plague to pass.

      Yet in our cemetery, everything is the same.

      Except for the growing weeds—and the ten extra ghosts.

      And the lack of visitors.

      “We haven’t had a single visitor since this all started with Marie-Pierre’s funeral,” I say. “Do you think that could be what sets them free? They need to say proper goodbyes to the people they left behind?”

      Clothilde shrugs. “Except for that one guy, they don’t seem to feel too strong a need to say goodbye. And for all of them to feel that way?” She trails off and jumps up to walk on the wall. Well, she’s walking on air right next to the wall—we can’t cross the middle of the stone construction.

      “I don’t like having so many people here,” she says as she carefully puts one foot ahead of the other, arms out for balance—as if there’s any risk of her falling down.

      “I know,” I say.

      Ironic, really, that we should spend so much time worrying about being all alone and then complain when we finally have company.

      “The visitors should come back once the lockdown is over,” I say. “Maybe we’ll get some answers then.”

      And in the meantime, we’ll try to pretend to be extroverts and enjoy the new company.
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      Mid-May, under a beautifully clear and blue sky, with the sun shining down on the living and dead alike, the lockdown is lifted.

      Everybody gets visitors on the very first day. Clothilde and I were feeling crowded with ten extra ghosts—now add in hundreds of live visitors.

      Clothilde turns into a gloomy teenager and follows some of the louder visitors around, telling them to be quiet and testing their sensibility to ghosts to determine if there is any point in attempting a prank.

      I leave her to it.

      I decide to join Marie-Pierre at her grave when her daughter comes with a bouquet of orange roses.

      “They’re from the garden,” the middle-aged woman says. “You always seemed to love to come visit when that rose bush was in bloom.” She looks to be in her fifties and is wearing a pair of washed-out jeans and a simple black T-shirt. Her hair is short and has dark blue highlights.

      Marie-Pierre caresses her daughter’s cheek with the backs of her fingers. “I loved to come visit any time.” Her hand goes to the blue streaks. “When did you do this?”

      The daughter must be sensitive to ghosts because her hand goes to her hair. “I got so bored during the lockdown,” she says with a wistful smile. “Figured a little color in my life wouldn’t hurt.”

      Marie-Pierre seems happy.

      But she’s not fading. Seeing her daughter again and having the chance to say goodbye is clearly not going to be enough for her to move on.

      Someone seems to be causing a scene near the parking lot.

      At first, I figure it’s the live people—they outnumber us at least one to five, after all—but then I realize only the ghosts are reacting. Marie-Pierre is lowering her glasses to look toward the noise, and I see Didier straightening from where he was crouching next to a young girl at his own grave.

      It’s the beer-bellied cousin.

      “What is that idiot Vincent up to now,” Marie-Pierre says under her breath as she pushes her glasses back up her nose.

      “Looks like he’s not happy with his cousin,” I say. “The woman who cared for you before you died?” I think that’s her coming through the main gate right now and even though I can’t make out the words, the anger and fury in Vincent’s voice carries and clashes with such a beautiful sunny day as he hovers over her and yells straight into her face.

      I rush to the poor woman’s rescue but Clothilde gets there before me.

      We might not have physical forms but we remember how things used to work. So when Vincent receives Clothilde’s angry eyes right in front of his own face, he takes a step back.

      “What is your problem?” Clothilde hisses.

      The live woman draws a shaky breath and runs a hand down her face but she keeps moving, toward Marie-Pierre’s grave if I’m not mistaken.

      “What is my problem?” Vincent is not backing down from Clothilde and even goes to far as to try to push her away.

      His hands go right through her.

      He recovers quickly, though. “My problem is that I’m dead because of that woman. She had the virus and gave it to me and now I’m dead!”

      “That’s hardly fair, Vincent,” Marie-Pierre says. She has joined us by the main gate. There’s an entire area that the living are currently avoiding, though none of them will realize it’s because there’s a fight between ghosts going on.

      Marie-Pierre shows she has learned to master the rules of being a ghost as she stands on thin air to get right into her grandson’s face. “If she had the virus, it was because she caught it from me. Does this mean you are blaming me for your death?”

      “Well…no, of course not,” Vincent stammers. “It’s not like you gave it to her on purp—”

      “Did she go out of her way to give it to you? Cough into your face? Touch your hands?”

      I see the moment Vincent thinks he’s found a way out. “At your funeral, she—”

      “She told you not to get near her,” I say. “And yet you insisted on kissing her cheek anyway.”

      He sputters some more, until he realizes there’s now a total of ten ghosts surrounding him, and not a one who seems likely to take his side.

      Finally, he mutters, “So you’re saying it’s my fault.”

      Marie-Pierre tuts at him and pats his cheek. “It’s nobody’s fault, Vincent. C’est la vie.”

      I can tell from her expression that Clothilde wants to point out that it’s actually death, but luckily, she refrains.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As the cemetery is closed for the night, all the ghosts gather around Marie-Pierre’s grave. Being the only one buried in an already existing grave, she’s the only of the new arrivals with an actual tombstone, albeit still without her name on it. Some are sitting on the large slab of granite covering the tomb, others are standing on the path. Clothilde is perched on a neighboring headstone.

      I’m off to one side, arms crossed and feet wide. I know the stance is a little aggressive but not figuring out what everybody needs is getting on my nonexistent nerves.

      “Did everyone get visitors today?” I ask the group, and they nod or reply in the affirmative with expressions ranging from grinning to worried frowns.

      “Yet nobody moved on.” I tried making time for everyone throughout the day, to listen in on their “conversations” with their loved ones, but still, nothing jumped out as an obvious reason for lingering.

      With one notable exception. “Vincent,” I say, “I think if you can forgive your cousin for giving you the virus, or accept your part of the responsibility, that might be enough.”

      After a quick glance at the glaring Marie-Pierre, he mumbles, “There’s nothing to forgive. It was nobody’s fault.”

      Right. Now what?

      As the last sunlight disappears below the horizon, we sit in silence. I’m all out of ideas and cannot even imagine what living in this cemetery will be like if we’re going to be twelve instead of two.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” Marie-Pierre comments. “So odd, that the world keeps turning without us.”

      “All my patients will have to find a new doctor,” Didier says.

      “Our kids are going to fight over those houses we own together for decades,” Gérard says, and his brother Claude nods.

      “My cousin is going to feel guilty about my death forever.” Vincent hangs his head.

      “So the world keeps turning,” Marie-Pierre says. “But not quite the same way.”

      “A worse way,” Vincent says.

      “Nonsense.” Marie-Pierre’s voice has lost its wistfulness. She’s dead serious. “It’s different, not worse. This virus has changed the world. But change isn’t always worse, or better. It’s different, and new.”

      “And it will be different and new without us.” Didier’s words could be taken as depressing or fatalistic, but his tone is anything but. It sounds like he’s made a happy discovery.

      Like a responsibility has been lifted.

      He throws out his arms to indicate the cemetery around us. “We have a new world to discover. Together.”

      The mood shift for the entire group comes slowly, but clearly. They’re letting go of the anger at having died from some invisible virus they had no control over. They tell each other how happy they are to see that their living relatives seem to be safe and doing well.

      And they plan ahead. As a group.

      I walk over to stand beside Clothilde. “I think they’re planning to stay,” I say, low enough that none of the others will overhear.

      “Over my dead body.” Then Clothilde throws her head back and cackles a loud laugh.

      When she calms down, she pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry, it won’t come to that.” She lifts her chin toward the group of ghosts. “They’re already leaving.”

      She’s right.

      In a large group on the path now, they’re slowly becoming transparent. Didier notices first. “What does this mean?”

      “You’re moving on,” I say.

      “You’re not,” Marie-Pierre says.

      I shrug. “That’s all right. You take care of each other.”

      Excitement and fear cross their faces as they fade. They grab each other’s hands mere seconds before they all disappear.

      Silence.

      Night has fallen but we can somehow still see each other.

      “Wanna go hang out on my grave?” Clothilde says as she jumps down from her perch.

      “Always.” I follow slowly, reclaiming my cemetery and taking my time to enjoy the return to normal.

      And sending up an extra thanks for having my friend here with me.

      See? Nobody is alone in death.
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      Graduation rehearsal—middle of the afternoon on the final Monday of the final week of school. The graduating seniors at Barack Obama High School gather in the gymnasium, get the wrapped packages with their robes (ordered long ago), their mortarboards, and their blue and white tassels. The tassels attract the most attention—everyone wants to know which side of the mortarboard to wear it on, and which side to move it to.

      The future hovers, less than a week away, filled with possibilities.

      Possibilities about to be limited, because it’s also Red Letter Day.

      I stand on the platform, near the steps, not too far from the exit. I’m wearing my best business casual skirt today and a blouse that I no longer care about. I learned to wear something I didn’t like years ago; too many kids will cry on me by the end of the day, covering the blouse with slobber and makeup and aftershave.

      My heart pounds. I’m a slender woman, although I’m told I’m formidable. Coaches need to be formidable. And while I still coach the basketball teams, I no longer teach gym classes because the folks in charge decided I’d be a better counselor than gym teacher. They made that decision on my first Red Letter Day at BOHS, more than twenty years ago.

      I’m the only adult in this school who truly understands how horrible Red Letter Day can be. I think it’s cruel that Red Letter Day happens at all, but I think the cruelty gets compounded by the fact that it’s held in school.

      Red Letter Day should be a holiday, so that kids are at home with their parents when the letters arrive.

      Or don’t arrive, as the case may be.

      And the problem is that we can’t even properly prepare for Red Letter Day. We can’t read the letters ahead of time: privacy laws prevent it.

      So do the strict time travel rules. One contact—only one—through an emissary, who arrives shortly before rehearsal, stashes the envelopes in the practice binders, and then disappears again. The emissary carries actual letters from the future. The letters themselves are the old-fashioned paper kind, the kind people wrote 150 years ago, but write rarely now. Only the real letters, handwritten, on special paper get through. Real letters, so that the signatures can be verified, the paper guaranteed, the envelopes certified.

      Apparently, even in the future, no one wants to make a mistake.

      The binders have names written across them so the letter doesn’t go to the wrong person. And the letters are supposed to be deliberately vague.

      I don’t deal with the kids who get letters. Others are here for that, some professional bullshitters—at least in my opinion. For a small fee, they’ll examine the writing, the signature, and try to clear up the letter’s deliberate vagueness, make a guess at the socio-economic status of the writer, the writer’s health, or mood.

      I think that part of Red Letter Day makes it all a scam. But the schools go along with it, because the counselors (read: me) are busy with the kids who get no letter at all.

      And we can’t predict whose letter won’t arrive. We don’t know until the kid stops mid-stride, opens the binder, and looks up with complete and utter shock.

      Either there’s a red envelope inside or there’s nothing.

      And we don’t even have time to check which binder is which.
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      I had my Red Letter Day thirty-two years ago, in the chapel of Sister Mary of Mercy High School in Shaker Heights, Ohio. Sister Mary of Mercy was a small co-ed Catholic High School, closed now, but very influential in its day. The best private school in Ohio according to some polls—controversial only because of its conservative politics and its willingness to indoctrinate its students.

      I never noticed the indoctrination. I played basketball so well that I already had three full-ride scholarship offers from UCLA, UNLV, and Ohio State (home of the Buckeyes!). A pro scout promised I’d be a fifth round draft choice if only I went pro straight out of high school, but I wanted an education.

      “You can get an education later,” he told me. “Any good school will let you in after you’ve made your money and had your fame.”

      But I was brainy. I had studied athletes who went to the Bigs straight out of high school. Often they got injured, lost their contracts and their money, and never played again. Usually they had to take some crap job to pay for their college education—if, indeed, they went to college at all, which most of them never did.

      Those who survived lost most of their earnings to managers, agents, and other hangers-on. I knew what I didn’t know. I knew I was an ignorant kid with some great ball-handling ability. I knew that I was trusting and naïve and undereducated. And I knew that life extended well beyond thirty-five, when even the most gifted female athletes lost some of their edge.

      I thought a lot about my future. I wondered about life past thirty-five. My future self, I knew, would write me a letter fifteen years after thirty-five. My future self, I believed, would tell me which path to follow, what decision to make.

      I thought it all boiled down to college or the pros.

      I had no idea there would be—there could be—anything else.

      You see, anyone who wants to—anyone who feels so inclined—can write one single letter to their former self. The letter gets delivered just before high school graduation, when most teenagers are (theoretically) adults, but still under the protection of a school.

      The recommendations on writing are that the letter should be inspiring. Or it should warn that former self away from a single person, a single event, or a one single choice.

      Just one.

      The statistics say that most folks don’t warn. They like their lives as lived. The folks motivated to write the letters wouldn’t change much, if anything.

      It’s only those who’ve made a tragic mistake—one drunken night that led to a catastrophic accident, one bad decision that cost a best friend a life, one horrible sexual encounter that led to a lifetime of heartache—who write the explicit letter.

      And the explicit letter leads to alternate universes. Lives veer off in all kinds of different paths. The adult who sends the letter hopes their former self will take their advice. If the former self does take the advice, then the kid who receives the letter from an adult they will never be. The kid, if smart, will become a different adult, the adult who somehow avoided that drunken night. That new adult will write a different letter to their former self, warning about another possibility or committing bland, vague prose about a glorious future.

      There’re all kinds of scientific studies about this, all manner of debate about the consequences. All types of mandates, all sorts of rules.

      And all of them lead back to that moment, that heart-stopping moment that I experienced in the chapel of Sister Mary of Mercy High School, all those years ago.

      We weren’t practicing graduation like the kids at Barack Obama High School. I don’t recall when we practiced graduation, although I’m sure we had a practice later in the week.

      At Sister Mary of Mercy High School, we spent our Red Letter Day in prayer. All the students started their school days with Mass. But on Red Letter Day, the graduating seniors had to stay for a special service, marked by requests for God’s forgiveness and exhortations about the unnaturalness of what the law required Sister Mary of Mercy to do.

      Sister Mary of Mercy High School loathed Red Letter Day. In fact, Sister Mary of Mercy High School, as an offshoot of the Catholic Church, opposed time travel altogether. Back in the dark ages (in other words, decades before I was born), the Catholic Church declared time travel an abomination, antithetical to God’s will.

      You know the arguments: If God had wanted us to travel through time, the devout claim, he would have given us the ability to do so. If God had wanted us to travel through time, the scientists say, he would have given us the ability to understand time travel—and oh! Look! He’s done that.

      Even now, the arguments devolve from there.

      But time travel has become a fact of life for the rich and the powerful and the well-connected. The creation of alternate universes scares them less than the rest of us, I guess. Or maybe the rich really don’t care—they being different from you and I, as renowned (but little read) twentieth-century American author F. Scott Fitzgerald so famously said.

      The rest of us—the non-different ones—realized nearly a century ago that time travel for all was a dicey proposition, but this being America, we couldn’t deny people the opportunity of time travel.

      Eventually time travel for everyone became a rallying cry. The liberals wanted government to fund it, and the conservatives felt only those who could afford it would be allowed to have it.

      Then something bad happened—something not quite expunged from the history books, but something not taught in schools either (or at least the schools I went to)—and the federal government came up with a compromise.

      Everyone would get one free opportunity for time travel—not that they could actually go back and see the crucifixion or the Battle of Gettysburg—but that they could travel back in their own lives.

      The possibility for massive change was so great, however, that the time travel had to be strictly controlled. All the regulations in the world wouldn’t stop someone who stood in Freedom Hall in July of 1776 from telling the Founding Fathers what they had wrought.

      So the compromise got narrower and narrower (with the subtext being that the masses couldn’t be trusted with something as powerful as the ability to travel through time), and it finally became Red Letter Day, with all its rules and regulations. You’d have the ability to touch your own life without ever really leaving it. You’d reach back into your own past and reassure yourself, or put something right.

      Which still seemed unnatural to the Catholics, the Southern Baptists, the Libertarians, and the Stuck in Time League (always my favorite, because they never did seem to understand the irony of their own name). For years after the law passed, places like Sister Mary of Mercy High School tried not to comply with it. They protested. They sued. They got sued.

      Eventually, when the dust settled, they still had to comply.

      But they didn’t have to like it.

      So they tortured all of us, the poor hopeful graduating seniors, awaiting our future, awaiting our letters, awaiting our fate.

      I remember the prayers. I remember kneeling for what seemed like hours. I remember the humidity of that late spring day, and the growing heat, because the chapel (a historical building) wasn’t allowed to have anything as unnatural as air conditioning.

      Martha Sue Groening passed out, followed by Warren Iverson, the star quarterback. I spent much of that morning with my forehead braced against the pew in front of me, my stomach in knots.

      My whole life, I had waited for this moment.

      And then, finally, it came. We went alphabetically, which stuck me in the middle, like usual. I hated being in the middle. I was tall, geeky, uncoordinated, except on the basketball court, and not very developed—important in high school. And I wasn’t formidable yet.

      That came later.

      Nope. Just a tall awkward girl, walking behind boys shorter than I was. Trying to be inconspicuous.

      I got to the aisle, watching as my friends stepped in front of the altar, below the stairs where we knelt when we went up for the sacrament of communion.

      Father Broussard handed out the binders. He was tall but not as tall as me. He was tending to fat, with most of it around his middle. He held the binders by the corner, as if the binders themselves were cursed, and he said a blessing over each and every one of us as we reached out for our futures.

      We weren’t supposed to say anything, but a few of the boys muttered, “Sweet!” and some of the girls clutched their binders to their chests as if they’d received a love letter.

      I got mine—cool and plastic against my fingers—and held it tightly. I didn’t open it, not near the stairs, because I knew the kids who hadn’t gotten theirs yet would watch me.

      So I walked all the way to the doors, stepped into the hallway, and leaned against the wall.

      Then I opened my binder.

      And saw nothing.

      My breath caught.

      I peered back into the chapel. The rest of the kids were still in line, getting their binders. No red envelopes had landed on the carpet. No binders were tossed aside.

      Nothing. I stopped three of the kids, asking them if they saw me drop anything or if they’d gotten mine.

      Then Sister Mary Catherine caught my arm, and dragged me away from the steps. Her fingers pinched into the nerve above my elbow, sending a shooting pain down to my hand.

      “You’re not to interrupt the others,” she said.

      “But I must have dropped my letter.”

      She peered at me, then let go of my arm. A look of satisfaction crossed her fat face, then she patted my cheek.

      The pat was surprisingly tender.

      “Then you are blessed,” she said.

      I didn’t feel blessed. I was about to tell her that, when she motioned Father Broussard over.

      “She received no letter,” Sister Mary Catherine said.

      “God has smiled on you, my child,” he said warmly. He hadn’t noticed me before, but this time, he put his hand on my shoulder. “You must come with me to discuss your future.”

      I let him lead me to his office. The other nuns—the ones without a class that hour—gathered with him. They talked to me about how God wanted me to make my own choices, how He had blessed me by giving me back my future, how He saw me as without sin.

      I was shaking. I had looked forward to this day all my life—at least the life I could remember—and then this. Nothing. No future. No answers.

      Nothing.

      I wanted to cry, but not in front of Father Broussard. He had already segued into a discussion of the meaning of the blessing. I could serve the church. Anyone who failed to get a letter got free admission into a variety of colleges and universities, all Catholic, some well known. If I wanted to become a nun, he was certain the church could accommodate me.

      “I want to play basketball, Father,” I said.

      He nodded. “You can do that at any of these schools.”

      “Professional basketball,” I said.

      And he looked at me as if I were the spawn of Satan.

      “But, my child,” he said with a less reasonable tone than before, “you have received a sign from God. He thinks you Blessed. He wants you in His service.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, my voice thick with unshed tears. “I think you made a mistake.”

      Then I flounced out of his office, and off school grounds.

      My mother made me go back for the last four days of class. She made me graduate. She said I would regret it if I didn’t.

      I remember that much.

      But the rest of the summer was a blur. I mourned my known future, worried I would make the wrong choices, and actually considered the Catholic colleges. My mother rousted me enough to get me to choose before the draft. And I did.

      The University of Nevada in Las Vegas, as far from the Catholic Church as I could get.

      I took my full ride, and destroyed my knee in my very first game. God’s punishment, Father Broussard said when I came home for Thanksgiving.

      And God forgive me, I actually believed him.

      But I didn’t transfer—and I didn’t become Job, either. I didn’t fight with God or curse God. I abandoned Him because, as I saw it, He had abandoned me.
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      Thirty-two years later, I watch the faces. Some flush. Some look terrified. Some burst into tears.

      But some just look blank, as if they’ve received a great shock.

      Those students are mine.

      I make them stand beside me, even before I ask them what they got in their binder. I haven’t made a mistake yet, not even last year, when I didn’t pull anyone aside.

      Last year, everyone got a letter. That happens every five years or so. All the students get Red Letters, and I don’t have to deal with anything.

      This year, I have three. Not the most ever. The most ever was thirty, and within five years it became clear why. A stupid little war in a stupid little country no one had ever heard of. Twenty-nine of my students died within the decade. Twenty-nine.

      The thirtieth was like me, someone who has not a clue why her future self failed to write her a letter.

      I think about that, as I always do on Red Letter Day.

      I’m the kind of person who would write a letter. I have always been that person. I believe in communication, even vague communication. I know how important it is to open that binder and see that bright red envelope.

      I would never abandon my past self.

      I’ve already composed drafts of my letter. In two weeks—on my fiftieth birthday—some government employee will show up at my house to set up an appointment to watch me write the letter.

      I won’t be able to touch the paper, the red envelope, or the special pen until I agree to be watched. When I finish, the employee will fold the letter, tuck it in the envelope, and earmark it for Sister Mary of Mercy High School in Shaker Heights, Ohio, thirty-two years ago.

      I have plans. I know what I’ll say.

      But I still wonder why I didn’t say it to my previous self. What went wrong? What prevented me? Am I in an alternate universe already and I just don’t know it?

      Of course, I’ll never be able to find out.

      But I set that thought aside. The fact that I did not receive a letter means nothing. It doesn’t mean that I’m blessed by God any more than it means I’ll fail to live to fifty.

      It is a trick, a legal sleight of hand, so that people like me can’t travel to the historical bright spots or even visit the highlights of their own past life.

      I continue to watch faces, all the way to the bitter end. But I get no more than three. Two boys and a girl.

      Carla Nelson. A tall, thin, white-haired blond who ran cross-country and stayed away from basketball, no matter how much I begged her to join the team. We needed height and we needed athletic ability.

      She has both, but she told me, she isn’t a team player. She wanted to run and run alone. She hated relying on anyone else.

      Not that I blame her.

      But from the devastation on her angular face, I can see that she relied on her future self. She believed she wouldn’t let herself down.

      Not ever.

      Over the years, I’ve watched other counselors use platitudes. I’m sure it’s nothing. Perhaps your future self felt that you’re on the right track. I’m sure you’ll be fine.

      I was bitter the first time I watched the high school kids go through this ritual. I never said a word, which was probably a smart decision on my part, because I silently twisted my colleagues’ platitudes into something negative, something awful, inside my own head.

      It’s something. We all know it’s something. Your future self hates you or maybe—probably—you’re dead.

      I have thought all those things over the years, depending on my life. Through a checkered college career, an education degree, a marriage, two children, a divorce, one brand new grandchild. I have believed all kinds of different things.

      At thirty-five, when my hopeful young self thought I’d be retiring from pro ball, I stopped being a gym teacher and became a full time counselor. A full time counselor and occasional coach.

      I told myself I didn’t mind.

      I even wondered what would I write if I had the chance to play in the Bigs? Stay the course? That seems to be the most common letter in those red envelopes. It might be longer than that, but it always boils down to those three words.

      Stay the course.

      Only I hated the course. I wonder: would I have blown my knee out in the Bigs? Would I have made the Bigs? Would I have received the kind of expensive nanosurgery that would have kept my career alive? Or would I have washed out worse than I ever had?

      Dreams are tricky things.

      Tricky and delicate and easily destroyed.

      And now I faced three shattered dreamers, standing beside me on the edge of the podium.

      “To my office,” I say to the three of them.

      They’re so shell-shocked that they comply.

      I try to remember what I know about the boys. Esteban Rellier and J.J. Feniman. J.J. stands for…Jason Jacob. I remembered only because the names were so very old-fashioned, and J.J. was the epitome of modern cool.

      If you had to choose which students would succeed based on personality and charm, not on Red Letters and opportunity, you would choose J.J.

      You would choose Esteban with a caveat. He would have to apply himself.

      If you had to pick anyone in class who wouldn’t write a letter to herself, you would pick Carla. Too much of a loner. Too prickly. Too difficult. I shouldn’t have been surprised that she’s coming with me.

      But I am.

      Because it’s never the ones you suspect who fail to get a letter.

      It’s always the ones you believe in, the ones you have hopes for.

      And somehow—now—it’s my job to keep those hopes alive.
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      I am prepared for this moment. I’m not a fan of interactive technology—feeds scrolling across the eye, scans on the palm of the hand—but I use it on Red Letter Day more than any other time during the year.

      As we walk down the wide hallway to the administrative offices, I learn everything the school knows about all three students which, honestly, isn’t much.

      Psych evaluations—including modified IQ tests—from grade school on. Addresses. Parental income and employment. Extracurriculars. Grades. Troubles (if any reported). Detentions. Citations. Awards.

      I already know a lot about J.J. already. Homecoming king, quarterback, would’ve been class president if he hadn’t turned the role down. So handsome he even has his own stalker, a girl named Lizbet Cholene, whom I’ve had to discipline twice before sending to a special psych unit for evaluation.

      I have to check on Esteban. He’s above average, but only in the subjects that interest him. His IQ tested high on both the old exam and the new. He has unrealized potential, and has never really been challenged, partly because he doesn’t seem to be the academic type.

      It’s Carla who is still the enigma. IQ higher than either boy’s. Grades lower. No detentions, citations, or academic awards. Only the postings in cross country—continual wins, all state three years in a row, potential offers from colleges, if she brought her grades up, which she never did. Nothing on the parents. Address in a middle-class neighborhood, smack in the center of town.

      I cannot figure her out in a three-minute walk, even though I try.

      I usher them into my office. It’s large and comfortable. Big desk, upholstered chairs, real plants, and a view of the track—which probably isn’t the best thing right now, at least for Carla.

      I have a speech that I give. I try not to make it sound canned.

      “Your binders were empty, weren’t they?” I say.

      To my surprise, Carla’s lower lip quivers. I thought she’d tough it out, but the tears are close to the surface. Esteban’s nose turns red and he bows his head. Carla’s distress makes it hard for him to control his.

      J.J. leans against the wall, arms folded. His handsome face is a mask. I realize then how often I’d seen that look on his face. Not quite blank—a little pleasant—but detached, far away. He braces one foot on the wall, which is going to leave a mark, but I don’t call him on that. I just let him lean.

      “On my Red Letter Day,” I say, “I didn’t get a letter either.”

      They look at me in surprise. Adults aren’t supposed to discuss their letters with kids. Or their lack of letters. Even if I had been able to discuss it, I wouldn’t have.

      I’ve learned over the years that this moment is the crucial one, the moment when they realize that you will survive the lack of a letter.

      “Do you know why?” Carla asks, her voice raspy.

      I shake my head. “Believe me, I’ve wondered. I’ve made up every scenario in my head—maybe I died before it was time to write the letter—”

      “But you’re older than that now, right?” J.J. asks, with something of an angry edge. “You wrote the letter this time, right?”

      “I’m eligible to write the letter in two weeks,” I say. “I plan to do it.”

      His cheeks redden, and for the first time, I see how vulnerable he is beneath the surface. He’s as devastated—maybe more devastated—than Carla and Esteban. Like me, J.J. believed he would get the letter he deserved—something that told him about his wonderful, successful, very rich life.

      “So you could still die before you write it,” he said, and this time, I’m certain he meant the comment to hurt.

      It did. But I don’t let that emotion show on my face. “I could,” I say. “But I’ve lived for thirty-two years without a letter. Thirty-two years without a clue about what my future holds. Like people used to live before time travel. Before Red Letter Day.”

      I have their attention now.

      “I think we’re the lucky ones,” I say, and because I’ve established that I’m part of their group, I don’t sound patronizing. I’ve given this speech for nearly two decades, and previous students have told me that this part of the speech is the most important part.

      Carla’s gaze meets mine, sad, frightened, and hopeful. Esteban keeps his head down. J.J.’s eyes have narrowed. I can feel his anger now, as if it’s my fault that he didn’t get a letter.

      “Lucky?” he asks in the same tone that he used when he reminded me I could still die.

      “Lucky,” I say. “We’re not locked into a future.”

      Esteban looks up now, a frown creasing his forehead.

      “Out in the gym,” I say, “some of the counselors are dealing with students who’re getting two different kinds of tough letters. The first tough one is the one that warns you not to do something on such and so date or you’ll screw up your life forever.”

      “People actually get those?” Esteban asks, breathlessly.

      “Every year,” I say.

      “What’s the other tough letter?” Carla’s voice trembles. She speaks so softly I had to strain to hear her.

      “The one that says You can do better than I did, but won’t—can’t really—explain exactly what went wrong. We’re limited to one event, and if what went wrong was a cascading series of bad choices, we can’t explain that. We just have to hope that our past selves—you guys, in other words—will make the right choices, with a warning.”

      J.J.’s frowning too. “What do you mean?”

      “Imagine,” I say, “instead of getting no letter, you get a letter that tells you that none of your dreams come true. The letter tells you simply that you’ll have to accept what’s coming because there’s no changing it.”

      “I wouldn’t believe it,” he says.

      And I agree: he wouldn’t believe it. Not at first. But those wormy little bits of doubt would burrow in and affect every single thing he does from this moment on.

      “Really?” I say. “Are you the kind of person who would lie to yourself in an attempt to destroy who you are now? Trying to destroy every bit of hope that you possess?”

      His flush grows deeper. Of course he isn’t. He lies to himself—we all do—but he lies to himself about how great he is, how few flaws he has. When Lizbet started following him around, I brought him into my office and asked him not to pay attention to her.

      It leads her on, I say.

      I don’t think it does, he says. She knows I’m not interested.

      He knew he wasn’t interested. Poor Lizbet had no idea at all.

      I can see her outside now, hovering in the hallway, waiting for him, wanting to know what his letter said. She’s holding her red envelope in one hand, the other lost in the pocket of her baggy skirt. She looks prettier than usual, as if she’s dressed up for this day, maybe for the inevitable party.

      Every year, some idiot plans a Red Letter Day party even though the school—the culture—recommends against it. Every year, the kids who get good letters go. And the other kids beg off, or go for a short time, and lie about what they received.

      Lizbet probably wants to know if he’s going to go.

      I wonder what he’ll say to her.

      “Maybe you wouldn’t send a letter if the truth hurt too much,” Esteban says.

      And so it begins, the doubts, the fears.

      “Or,” I say, “if your successes are beyond your wild imaginings. Why let yourself expect that? Everything you do might freeze you, might lead you to wonder if you’re going to screw that up.”

      They’re all looking at me again.

      “Believe me,” I say. “I’ve thought of every single possibility, and they’re all wrong.”

      The door to my office opens and I curse silently. I want them to concentrate on what I just said, not on someone barging in on us.

      I turn.

      Lizbet has come in. She looks like she’s on edge, but then she’s always on edge around J.J.

      “I want to talk to you, J.J.” Her voice shakes.

      “Not now,” he says. “In a minute.”

      “Now,” she says. I’ve never heard this tone from her. Strong and scary at the same time.

      “Lizbet,” J.J. says, and it’s clear he’s tired, he’s overwhelmed, he’s had enough of this day, this event, this girl, this school—he’s not built to cope with something he considers a failure. “I’m busy.”

      “You’re not going to marry me,” she says.

      “Of course not,” he snaps—and that’s when I know it. Why all four of us don’t get letters, why I didn’t get a letter, even though I’m two weeks shy from my fiftieth birthday and fully intend to send something to my poor past self.

      Lizbet holds her envelope in one hand, and a small plastic automatic in the other. An illegal gun, one that no one should be able to get—not a student, not an adult. No one.

      “Get down!” I shout as I launch myself toward Lizbet.

      She’s already firing, but not at me. At J.J., who hasn’t gotten down.

      But Esteban deliberately drops and Carla—Carla’s half a step behind me, launching herself as well.

      Together we tackle Lizbet, and I pry the pistol from her hands. Carla and I hold her as people come running from all directions, some adults, some kids holding letters.

      Everyone gathers. We have no handcuffs, but someone finds rope. Someone else has contacted emergency services, using the emergency link that we all have, that we all should have used, that I should have used, that I probably had used in another life, in another universe, one in which I didn’t write a letter. I probably contacted emergency services and said something placating to Lizbet, and she probably shot all four of us, instead of poor J.J.

      J.J., who is motionless on the floor, his blood slowly pooling around him. The football coach is trying to stop the bleeding and someone I don’t recognize is helping and there’s nothing I can do, not at the moment, they’re doing it all while we wait for emergency services.

      The security guard ties up Lizbet and sets the gun on the desk and we all stare at it, and Annie Sanderson, the English teacher, says to the guard, “You’re supposed to check everyone, today of all days. That’s why we hired you.”

      And the principal admonishes her, tiredly, and she shuts up. Because we know that sometimes Red Letter Day causes this, that’s why it’s held in school, to stop family annihilations and shootings of best friends and employers. Schools, we’re told, can control weaponry and violence, even though they can’t, and someone, somewhere, will use this as a reason to repeal Red Letter Day, but all those people who got good letters or letters warning them about their horrible drunken mistake will prevent any change, and everyone—the pundits, the politicians, the parents—will say that’s good.

      Except J.J.’s parents, who have no idea their son had no future. When did he lose it? The day he met Lizbet? The day he didn’t listen to me about how crazy she was? A few moments ago, when he didn’t dive for the floor?

      I will never know.

      But I do something I would never normally do. I grab Lizbet’s envelope, and I open it.

      The handwriting is spidery, shaky.

      Give it up. J.J. doesn’t love you. He’ll never love you. Just walk away and pretend that he doesn’t exist. Live a better life than I have. Throw the gun away.

      Throw the gun away.

      She did this before, just like I thought.

      And I wonder: Was the letter different this time? And if it was, how different? Throw the gun away. Is that line new or old? Has she ignored this sentence before?

      My brain hurts. My head hurts.

      My heart hurts.

      I was angry at J.J. just a few moments ago, and now he’s dead.

      He’s dead and I’m not.

      Carla isn’t either.

      Neither is Esteban.

      I touch them both and motion them close. Carla seems calmer, but Esteban is blank—shock, I think. A spray of blood covers the left side of his face and shirt.

      I show them the letter, even though I’m not supposed to.

      “Maybe this is why we never got our letters,” I say. “Maybe today is different than it was before. We survived, after all.”

      I don’t know if they understand. I’m not sure I care if they understand.

      I’m not even sure if I understand.

      I sit in my office and watch the emergency services people flow in, declare J.J. dead, take Lizbet away, set the rest of us aside for interrogation. I hand someone—one of the police officers—Lizbet’s red envelope, but I don’t tell him we looked.

      I have a hunch he knows we did.

      The events wash past me, and I think that maybe this is my last Red Letter Day at Barack Obama High School, even if I survive the next two weeks and turn fifty.

      And I find myself wondering, as I sit on my desk waiting to make my statement, whether I’ll write my own red letter after all.

      What can I say that I’ll listen to? Words are so very easy to misunderstand. Or misread.

      I suspect Lizbet only read the first few lines. Her brain shut off long before she got to Walk away and Throw away the gun.

      Maybe she didn’t write that the first time. Or maybe she’s been writing it, hopelessly, to herself in a continual loop, lifetime after lifetime after lifetime.

      I don’t know.

      I’ll never know.

      None of us will know.

      That’s what makes Red Letter Day such a joke. Is it the letter that keeps us on the straight and narrow? Or the lack of a letter that gives us our edge?

      Do I write a letter, warning myself to make sure Lizbet gets help when I meet her? Or do I tell myself to go to the draft no matter what? Will that prevent this afternoon?

      I don’t know.

      I’ll never know.

      Maybe Father Broussard was right; maybe God designed us to be ignorant of the future. Maybe He wants us to move forward in time, unaware of what’s ahead, so that we follow our instincts, make our first, best—and only—choice.

      Maybe.

      Or maybe the letters mean nothing at all. Maybe all this focus on a single day and a single note from a future self is as meaningless as this year’s celebration of the Fourth of July. Just a day like any other, only we add a ceremony and call it important.

      I don’t know.

      I’ll never know.

      Not if I live two more weeks or two more years.

      Either way, J.J. will still be dead and Lizbet will be alive, and my future—whatever it is—will be the mystery it always was.

      The mystery it should be.

      The mystery it will always be.
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      The wind, unseasonably hot this late spring morning, picked up the dry, dusty dirt from the cemetery grounds and whipped it around Bo’s trousers. The wind never stopped blowing out here, what with no tall pines to stop it, only scrub brush and sagebrush and the sun-bleached bones of stunted trees the desert had sucked the life out of long before Bo Bishop came to Virginia City to make a fortune he’d yet to find. The wind cut through his threadbare shirt and flapped the ends of the bandana he’d tied over his nose and mouth like some bandit out of one of the dime novels he used to read when he’d been a kid.

      The novels had made life in the West sound like an adventure. Cowboys. Outlaws. Shootouts in the streets, and the good guys always got the girl.

      Then there was the money. Gold in the hills of California just ripe for the taking. Gold in the mountains of the Comstock, and silver in blue-veined mud so common that at first everyone thought the damn stuff just got in the way of gettin’ to the gold.

      Bo had grown up a poor kid, working on his daddy’s farm from sunup to sundown, too young and scrawny to go off to war like his daddy had, but his momma had taught him to read, and he wasn’t too young to read by lamplight and dream of a better—and more exciting—life out West.

      His daddy had died in the war, and then his momma got sick and she died, too. Bo left for California the next day before the army could change their minds and take him. He was eleven years old.

      Bo never made it to California. He got as far as Virginia City before what money he’d managed to earn along the way ran out. On the day he dug the grave for the man everyone in town referred to as Frenchie, Bo Bishop had just turned sixteen years old.

      He’d hiked a damn long distance to the back of the cemetery—him and Everett, the other man the town hired to dig graves whenever necessary—that dry dirt crunching beneath his boots, before he got to the place where Frenchie would be laid to rest. Didn’t seem right, burying a murderer so close to the grave of the lady he’d killed the year before, but not many in town would have called Julia a lady. Everett, who was a good deal older than Bo, called her an “accommodating woman,” which Bo supposed was a polite way of saying she did things with men for money that no upstanding lady would ever do.

      Bo had never met her. She’d been killed—murdered in her bed, Everett had told him—a month before a snowstorm blew Bo and the wagon full of supplies he’d been hired to load and unload into Virginia City.

      “Biggest damn funeral procession this town ever saw,” Everett had told him. “Brass band marched through snow and mud and wind cold enough to freeze your pecker right off, and some of them firefighters who took a shining to her, well they marched, too. I heard they even got her a fancy coffin with silver handles. The mines shut down, and the saloons closed up, and the whole town draped itself in black. She was a nice lady, and everybody liked her.”

      Bo didn’t know how much of that to believe. The gospel truth and Everett had never been too closely acquainted, from what Bo could tell. It seemed to him like such a fancy coffin shouldn’t have been laid to rest in an unconsecrated grave that only bore a wooden marker with the single name “Julia” written on it.

      And besides, if everybody liked her, then why’d somebody go and kill her?

      The whole thing sounded like something out of the dime novels. Some story Everett made up to tell a gullible young man. But he wasn’t as gullible as Everett thought.

      Bo spent his days climbing up the framework of new buildings going up all over the city. He held boards in place and fetched supplies while men older and stronger than him actually built the building. The company he worked for didn’t care much in what part of town they built the houses (except for the Chinese part, of course). Bo had worked on respectable businesses and boarding houses, and he’d worked on the cribs and cottages in the red-light district. When he was perched up high on the skeleton beams of a new building on C Street, the main street through town, Bo had a bird’s eye view of how the respectable women of town treated the “accommodating women” who lived in the red light. He didn’t think the respectable women in town would have stood for their men displaying such affection and respect for an “accommodating woman,” not even at her funeral.

      Just this morning there’d been a hanging, not that Bo had seen it. He and Everett had been busy since dawn hacking at the rocky dirt at the back of the cemetery with pickaxes and shovels. The man who’d murdered Julia—“Duly tried and convicted, the French bastard,” Everett had said—was to be buried no more than a stone’s throw from the woman he’d killed.

      Even this far back as the ass end of the boneyard, they’d heard cheers and applause erupt from the crowd gathered to watch the hanging, and Bo guessed that meant the French bastard was dead. They’d really put their backs into digging then, and got the grave deep enough just in time. Now they were busy filling the hole that held the remains of John Millian, the dumb sonofabitch who’d been stupid enough to get caught with most of the murdered woman’s possessions in his room.

      Bo bent his back and scooped up a shovelful of dusty, rocky dirt to dump into the grave. Between the wind and the sound of the shovels scraping through the earth, he supposed he could be forgiven for not hearing footsteps on the pathway in front of Frenchie’s grave until he caught sight of the woman standing not more than five feet away from him and Everett.

      Tall and slender, dressed in a high-necked black dress, the woman had a severe look about her. Her dark hair was pulled back tight against her skull and pinned into a bun at the back of her neck. The wind had pulled some strands loose about her face, which served to soften her appearance somewhat. She stood with her back as straight as the plank boards Bo lifted into place when he worked on them new buildings in town, and her blue eyes were as cold and icy as the worst winter storm.

      Even with all that, she was altogether the prettiest woman Bo had ever seen up close.

      “Ma’am,” Everett said, nodding his head in greeting.

      She didn’t say anything in return. She just stood there, the wind whipping her black skirt around her ankles, and stared at what was left of the open hole in the ground like she expected a rattler to crawl out at any minute.

      No mourners had come out to the cemetery with Frenchie’s body. Bo supposed everyone who’d gone to the hanging was back in town now, celebrating the righteous death of a murderer. The cemetery was deserted except for him and Everett, and now this woman.

      After a few more minutes of quiet, Everett cleared his throat. “Ma’am, pardon my asking,” he said, “but is there anything we can help you with?”

      She raised her eyes from the grave to glance at Everett, then at Bo. That one glance told Bo she was not only the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, she was also the angriest. That was saying something considering his mom used to cuss out the chickens something fierce whenever one of them managed to escape from the henhouse.

      “No, thank you, gentlemen,” she said, turning her attention back to Frenchie’s final resting place. “I just wanted one last look at the man they say killed my sister.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Virginia City wasn’t the biggest city Bo had been to during his travels out West, but it was a pretty bustling place just the same. Saloons and hotels, the Wells Fargo bank and the newspaper office, they all crowded C Street along with a general store and a freight office and even a gentlemen’s fine clothing store. C Street always seemed to be crowded with men and mule-drawn coaches and men on horseback, and every so often some of the respectable ladies managed to cross the busy street “without getting their petticoats in a twist,” as Everett always said.

      Bo didn’t spend his time on C Street unless he was working on a building. When the strange new woman came to town—Julia’s sister, so she said—the company he worked for had just started building a new two-story boarding house on a side street at the north end of the city not far from the rickety old boarding house where he lived. He spent most days from dawn to sunset hauling boards and nails and whatever else needed to be carried, and climbing up ladders and over crossbeams like a monkey, which he’d actually seen once in a traveling circus. He’d never filled out much from the scrawny kid he’d been, but he could climb things like crazy.

      But just because he didn’t spend his time on C Street, he still heard what happened to the lady who’d come to stare at Frenchie’s grave.

      “Calls herself Missus Benoit, she does,” Charlie Mills told him not more than two days after Bo and Everett buried the Frenchman. “She marched right into the International and demanded the best room in the place.”

      Charlie paused to spit off the side of the building. They were working putting up the outside wall on the second story of the boarding house. The wind carried Charlie’s spit away before it ever hit the ground.

      Charlie was a small man like Bo, but where Bo was scrawny, Charlie was wiry and deceptively strong. He could hammer in a nail three times as fast as Bo could even on a good day, but Charlie loved to gossip more than any man Bo had ever known. Bo supposed that’s how Charlie kept himself entertained, telling and retelling tales he himself had never witnessed. Bo didn’t mind. He liked hearing stories of how other people lived, especially since he couldn’t afford to buy any new dime novels, and he only read the newspaper if he found a copy someone else left behind.

      “Well, you know that didn’t sit too well, being how she didn’t keep it no secret she was Julia’s sister and all,” Charlie said.

      He spat again. He only had about five teeth in his head, and from the looks of ’em, those teeth wouldn’t be lasting long, not at the rate Charlie was going through tobacco.

      “If she is that woman’s sister,” he said. “I ain’t never heard nothing about old Julia having a sister, and I guess nobody else did neither. But the manager, he come out and told the clerk to give her a room—not the best room, he says, but a good room, meaning good enough for the likes of you, if you know what I mean.”

      Bo did. The International Hotel was one of the finest hotels in Virginia City, and it boasted one of the best dining rooms in town. Bo had never eaten there, Charlie neither, but that didn’t stop them from speculating on the quality of the food.

      Bo swiped at the sweat trickling down his forehead and threatening to get in his eyes. “Why do you think she came here?” he asked.

      “Crazy woman,” Charlie said. “Came all the way here from Louisiana”—he pronounced it Loo-siana—“just to see Frenchie hang.” He leaned in closer to Bo. His breath would have done in a lesser man, but Bo prided himself on being able to look people in the face even when their breath would have knocked out a mule. “’Cept to hear her tell it, Frenchie didn’t do it all by hisself.”

      Charlie said that last bit with a wicked grin.

      “We all know that’s horseshit, of course,” Charlie said, going back to hammering.

      The trial of John Millian had been the biggest news in the Comstock since the day one of Julia’s neighbors in the red-light district had discovered her body.

      The newspaper reported all the goings-on at trial, and Bo had scrounged every copy he could get his hands on. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t been in town when Julia had been murdered, or that he hadn’t even known the woman. Reading about the trial was like reading a real-life dime novel.

      Millian was just a simple French baker, his lawyer had argued. He didn’t understand English enough to realize he’d confessed to murder when he made a statement after he was caught with the murdered woman’s clothes and paste jewelry in his room. He hadn’t killed her himself. He’d simply gone to her crib to avail himself of her talents. Someone else had killed her before he arrived, he’d said. He swore he’d only been foolish enough to steal her belongings.

      The circuit judge hadn’t believed him. Neither had the three justices of the new state’s Supreme Court. Millian had lost his appeal and been hanged for murder.

      Most people in town didn’t believe Millian either. Apparently the murdered woman’s sister did.

      If she really was her sister.

      Bo had seen a portrait of the murdered woman, of course. It was in the window of the firehouse where her funeral had been held. The portrait made her look she was some important person—a politician or a banker or one of the mine owners. Charlie said the firemen had loved her, and not just for the obvious reasons, but because she always came out to help whenever their company responded to a fire in town. She helped other people besides, always giving to charity whenever she could.

      Bo supposed the woman he’d seen at the cemetery possessed a vague resemblance to the murdered woman. They were both tall and regal looking, both had dark hair and severe features, but where Julia (funny how he never thought of her with a last name, even though he knew it; probably because the marker on her grave only bore the single name) had been wide in the face with heavy, almost mannish features, Mrs. Benoit’s features were delicate and soft, even beneath her severe expression. Bo had spent more time than he wanted to think about imagining what she might look like with her hair loose about her face and an actual smile on her lips.

      But was she really Julia’s sister? If she was, why hadn’t she come to Virginia City after her sister was murdered? Why did she wait more than a year?

      It had taken Bo a long time to cross the West and he still hadn’t made it to California, but he’d taken odd jobs along the way to support himself, and hitched rides when he could to cross the worst of the desert. A fine lady like Mrs. Benoit looked to be, someone who could afford to stay at the International Hotel, she surely could have made the journey quicker.

      Did she really think someone else killed her sister?

      If that was the case, Bo had buried an innocent man.

      Bo shivered in spite of the sweat running down his back. He’d buried a lot of people during his time in Virginia City. Men who got sick from working a worthless claim and died penniless, and miners who died down in the company mineshafts, their bodies carted up to the surface like so much ore. Babies who died in their cradles, women who died in childbirth. Men who got drunk and fell in front of a mule-drawn wagon or tumbled down a set of rickety stairs. Once he’d buried a man who’d actually been shot, but the man who’d shot him had been as drunk as the man he’d hit, and they’d both been trying to outdraw the other on a bet (“Empty pistols! I swear my gun was empty!” the shooter had claimed) even though the only time they’d actually used their pistols was to put meat on the table. The dead man had been hit in the leg and the leg had turned putrid and poisoned him, but the man who shot him hadn’t been hanged.

      “Can’t hang a man for being stupid,” Everett had said as they buried the man with the poisoned leg. “Have to hang half the town if being stupid was a crime.”

      What made Bo shiver was the thought of half the town turning up for the hanging of an innocent man. Well, not truly innocent—he had, after all, stolen the dead woman’s belongings—but what if he hadn’t murdered her? In the dime novels, frontier justice was swift and usually handed out with a smoking six-gun, but it was still justice. The dead men—the outlaws—always got what they deserved.

      Did John Millian—Frenchie—get what he deserved? What if he was just a simple thief, not a murderer?

      If Bo was one of the heroes in those dime novels, he’d find out. He’d bring the real killer to justice, along with help from Mrs. Benoit, and she might be so grateful he’d get the girl. But this wasn’t a dime novel. This was real life, and real life for Bo consisted of working hard enough to pay for his own room and board, and spending his nights—when he wasn’t so tired he just went to his room and slept—sitting in a comfortable chair in the parlor of the boarding house reading by lamplight, either a copy of the newspaper he’d managed to scrounge up or re-reading one of the three dime novels he’d brought with him from his daddy’s farm.

      He never went to the saloons or visited the women of ill repute in their rooms in the saloons or in the cribs in the red-light district. His landlady didn’t cotton to such activities, as she periodically informed him and the other men in her boarding house, and neither did the Good Lord. She frequently served up passages from the Bible along with her biscuits and gravy, and told her gentlemen boarders that she’d kick them out on the street if she ever found out they’d been seen in a saloon or keeping company with low women.

      Yet even with her admonitions hanging over his head, the mystery of Julia and John Millian and Mrs. Benoit caught fire in Bo’s imagination. No matter how hard he tried to think of other things to distract himself, his mind kept going back to the same question:

      Had he buried an innocent man?

      Which was why, three nights later, he got caught in the red-light district, standing in front of the crib where Julia Bullette had lived.
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      The farm where Bo had grown up was on flat land that seemed to extend almost as far as the eye could see. Low, rolling hills dotted with tall oaks and maples and willow trees had separated his daddy’s land from his closest neighbors, but their small farmhouse sat on solid, flat ground.

      One of the hardest things Bo had to get used to when he came out West was the size of the mountains. Back home, mountains had been distant ridges on the far horizon. Out West, mountains were gigantic things with steep slopes and sheer, rocky cliffs, and granite peaks that seemed to touch the sky. Men had to make their way across those mountains to get from place to place, and more often than not, men either died or quit trying, making their home wherever their wagons broke down.

      Bo used to have nightmares about some of the trails he’d been on during the years after he’d left the farm behind. If he’d known then what he would be facing, he might never have left, but he’d just been a boy entranced with stories about the adventurous West.

      Virginia City was built in a narrow canyon high up in the mountains. C Street was the most level of the streets in town, and probably only because it was the main street that ran down the center of the canyon. Once you left C Street, all the buildings perched on the slopes of the canyon, some so steep so that if you went in on the first floor on one side of a building, you had to climb up a set of stairs to get to a second floor that was street level on the back side of the building. Bo’s boarding house was no exception.

      Neither were the cribs in the red-light district.

      The cribs were some of the smallest houses Bo had ever seen. Little more than one-room shacks, most of them, like the miners lived in on the east side of town. At least, those miners who didn’t live in tent city year round, even when it snowed and the streets turned to icy mud. The cribs were built on streets that sloped up sharply from C Street, close enough to the saloons so that drunken men could be persuaded to part with their money by visiting the women who lived in the cribs, but not so close as to offend decent society by reminding the upstanding citizens of what happened in these tiny shacks with their crooked floors.

      Bo had helped to build a few of the cribs when he’d first come to town. He’d been hired on as cheap labor by a man who’d come from the South fleeing the war and who didn’t want no black men working for him. Bo knew from that experience that most of the cribs consisted of nothing more than a single room big enough for a bed and a chest for the women to store their few belongings.

      The crib where Julia had lived was different. The house was almost double the size of most of the tiny houses in the red-light district. From what Charlie had told him, she had a huge parlor room with sofas and chairs where she’d entertain nearly a dozen men while they waited their turn with her in her bedroom. He could believe it, standing there on the slope in front of a house that looked nearly as big as the farmhouse he’d grown up in.

      Someone else was living there now, of course. A prime crib like this wouldn’t go vacant long, not even when a murder had been committed inside.

      Bo didn’t know exactly why he’d felt compelled to come here. He could put it off to curiosity, but it was more than that.

      He wanted to be a hero. He wanted to find the answer to the question of who really killed the woman who used to live here, but he didn’t want to do it for himself.

      He wanted to do it for the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, even if he’d only seen her once. That’s what heroes did.

      Only he had no idea how to get started.

      Piano music drifted up the hill from the saloons on this end of C Street. He could hear men shouting—drunks, most likely—and the sound of doors slamming and boots tromping on the boardwalks in front of the saloons. He stood stock still with only a sliver of moonlight keeping company with the stars overhead, his breath ghosting out in front of him in a night that had turned cold, and he had absolutely no idea what to do next.

      That question was answered for him when the door to Julia’s crib opened and a woman came out.

      Slinked out, would have been a better word.

      She opened the door just wide enough for her to sidle through, then turned and shut it behind herself, quiet as a mouse. Her hair was long and dark and hung past her waist. She was dressed in a dark skirt and some type of thin, white, frilly thing on top that showed entirely too much skin, and nothing that Bo had seen a respectable woman wear in public.

      She must be the “accommodating woman,” to use Everett’s term, who lived in Julia’s crib now. Bo had never been this close to one of those women in his life, and he didn’t quite know what to do.

      He must have made some small sound of discomfort because the woman whirled to face him like he was going to bite her. She must not have seen him, standing there with only scant moonlight lighting up the street, because she looked about as startled as he felt.

      Then her expression changed, and he guessed she recognized him about the same time he realized who she was.

      Mrs. Benoit.

      Julia’s sister.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice little more than a harsh whisper. “Did you follow me?”

      What?

      “No, ma’am,” Bo managed to say. “I just…”

      But he couldn’t finish the thought. How to explain to her why he was here when he didn’t even know himself?

      She held some type of garment draped over one arm—perhaps a jacket to cover herself with—and a small satchel with her other hand. As he glanced at the satchel, she gripped it harder. Her mouth thinned into an unpleasant smile.

      “But you’ve seen me now,” she said.

      She seemed to consider something, then her expression softened. Now she looked like the beautiful woman he’d seen at the cemetery, only prettier, if that was possible, with her hair loose around her face. She smiled at him, this smile warm and pleasant.

      And inviting.

      “Did you come here to see my sister’s house?” she asked, a thoroughly unexpected lilt in her voice, and for the first time he heard the hint of an accent, although he couldn’t place it. Maybe that’s how people talked down in Louisiana. The man Bo had worked for who’d fled from the South came from Georgia, and he talked different than she did. “I can show you inside,” she said. “Satisfy your curiosity.”

      She tilted her head and looked at him in a way no grown woman had ever looked at him before.

      Bo had been with a woman before, of course, but it had been a long time ago and they’d both been little more than kids who didn’t know what they were doing. Mrs. Benoit was a grown woman, and she was inviting him inside a crib in the red light. Maybe Charlie and the manager at the International were right about her, and she was just like her sister.

      “I can’t pay you,” Bo blurted out.

      Her grin grew wider. “Young strapping man like you, I’m sure we can come to some sort of accommodation.”

      She opened the door a crack, seemed to listen for something, then opened the door wider.

      “Come on,” she said. “I won’t ask you twice.”

      Heart thumping hard in his chest, Bo took one step forward, then another, and before he knew it, he was through the door of the crib where Julia Bullette had died.

      And where he didn’t see the knife Mrs. Benoit had hidden beneath the garment she’d draped over her arm until it was almost too late.
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      The dime novels Bo had read told stories about gunfights and cattle rustlers and outlaws who shot up a town before they were brought to justice by a hard-riding marshal. They told stories about fragile women who needed rescuing by the hero before he rode off into the sunset.

      They never said anything about a cold-blooded woman wielding a knife.

      Mrs. Benoit attacked Bo with all the ferocity of a timber wolf.

      The inside of the crib was dark, the only light coming from a lamp in the bedroom that had been turned down low. He caught just a glimpse of that dim light shining off the knife, and might have missed it all together if she hadn’t snarled at him as she turned on him.

      As it was, he didn’t move quite quick enough.

      The parlor where Bo stood was crammed with furniture that looked like little more than lumpy shadows in places where a normal person wouldn’t expect furniture to be. If he hadn’t spent all that time crawling around on the skeleton struts of buildings, a job that had made him sure of foot and quick to boot, she would have shoved that knife smack dab in the middle of his belly. Even in his shock at her sudden attack, he turned and twisted out of the way—and would have made it, too, if he hadn’t tripped over one of those shadows. Her knife caught him high on his left arm, slicing through the only coat he owned and into his flesh beneath.

      His arm erupted in fire, and he howled in pain and surprise even as he fell to the floor.

      She landed in a heap on the other side of what felt like a small table, the kind a fancy person would put in a room just to put a tea service on. The woman who ran Bo’s boarding house had something similar in her parlor, only hers was made of rough pine boards, not the smooth, solid wood Bo’s hand came up against as he pushed himself off the floor.

      He grabbed onto that table and managed to lift it, intending to keep it between himself and Mrs. Benoit. He didn’t know why she was trying to kill him, and at that moment he didn’t much care, but he was pretty sure she’d come at him again.

      “What did I do to you?” he asked. “Why’d you invite me inside?”

      She didn’t answer, just grunted as she got to her feet.

      Bo’s eyes were adjusting to the darkness inside the crib. He could see the pale, frilly cloth that barely covered her chest and shoulders, the smoothness of her creamy skin, and the absolute fury in her expression. She no longer looked like the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and she bore no resemblance whatsoever to the portrait of Julia Bullette hanging in the firehouse.

      “You’re not her sister, are you?” he asked.

      “I have no sister,” she said. “Only a brother.” She lifted the knife, her eyes shifting between his face and the table he held in front of himself. Probably trying to figure out how she could get to him. “A stupid brother. You buried him,” she said, before adding something in a language Bo didn’t understand.

      In his shock, Bo let the little table slide toward the floor.

      He really was living in a dime novel story, but it was a story he didn’t entirely understand.

      Mrs. Benoit—if that was her real name—was John Millian’s sister. Had she come out here to clear his name? But if that was the case, why had she waited so long? Why did she come to Julia’s crib, and why was she trying to kill him? Just because he’d seen her here?

      He remembered how tightly she’d held on to her satchel.

      Her brother had only stolen clothes and jewels that turned out to be worthless. He must have left something behind. Something of far greater value he was supposed to steal but didn’t, and she’d come to get it.

      “What was it?” he asked. “What did you find?”

      Instead of answering, she lunged at him again.

      Bo didn’t think. He just swung the table at her with all the strength he had in his right arm.

      He might not be as strong or as fast with a hammer as Charlie, but he was strong enough to wield a pickax to dig a grave and fast enough to keep Mrs. Benoit from stabbing him again.

      The table struck her first on the arm, knocking the knife out of her hand, and then on the side of her head as Bo finished his swing. The hard wood splintered and she went down hard. Bo heard the sickening crack as her head struck another piece of furniture and she fell to the floor in a boneless heap.

      She didn’t get up again.

      Bo knew what death looked like. Bo had seen his momma die when he’d only been eleven years old, and he knew without touching the woman who’d tried to kill him that Mrs. Benoit was dead.

      When his heart slowed down and he started breathing normal again, he went into the bedroom to turn off the lamp. He almost jumped out of his skin when he saw a half-naked woman lying on the bed, but this woman wasn’t dead. A small glass vial sat on the table next to her bed along with an empty whiskey glass. Mrs. Benoit must have drugged the woman who actually lived here so that she wouldn’t know Mrs. Benoit had searched the place for whatever her brother had failed to steal.

      Mrs. Benoit had been thorough in her search, even going so far as to pull floorboards up beneath a fancy rug. Bo didn’t take the time to put the parlor furniture to rights before he left. He just took her satchel and disappeared into the night.

      He didn’t even look inside the satchel.

      Not until much later.
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      Bo finally made it to California nearly six months after he’d buried John Millian. He bought himself a spot on the stage that was returning a troupe of actors home to San Francisco after their contract at Piper’s Opera House came to an end. They were a lively bunch and kept him highly entertained, but for the most part Bo kept to himself.

      He’d found gold nuggets—small ones, and six of them—inside Mrs. Benoit’s satchel when he’d finally opened it. Enough gold to let him get where he was going and maybe a little more to live on when he got there. He’d used the money he usually paid his landlady to buy his ticket on the stage. He wouldn’t do anything with the gold itself until he got far away from Virginia City.

      No one had made a fuss about Mrs. Benoit when her body was found. She was just another woman of ill repute who’d died in the cribs, and she wasn’t as well liked as her “sister.” No one investigated her death. No funeral parade was held in her honor, and no one came to the grave when Bo and Everett buried her.

      Bo tried to think of himself as the good guy, but a part of him still felt guilty about what had happened. Mrs. Benoit hadn’t been a good woman certainly, and she had tried to kill him over six small pieces of gold. The ease with which she’d turned on him made him think that she’d killed men before, maybe with the help of her brother.

      At least that’s what he told himself when the cold, damp San Francisco nights made his arm ache where she’d stabbed him, but it didn’t make him feel any better.

      In the dime novels he’d read as a boy, no one ever mentioned how the heroes carried the scars and the pain of their adventures with them until the day they died.

      Bo didn’t need a dime novel to tell him that he would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AS IF NOTHING HAD HAPPENED

          

          JERRY OLTION

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
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      Dennis didn’t need a detective to discover where his wife spent her Saturday afternoons. He simply put a GPS tag under the seat of Nancy’s car on Saturday morning. When she arrived home that evening, Chinese takeout in hand the way she had every weekend for the last couple of months, he ate dinner with her—quietly, neither of them meeting the other’s eyes—then after they cleaned up the dishes he retrieved the GPS from her car and played back the route it had traced. He felt like a heel for doing that, but he had to know. Too many things were adding up to the wrong answer.

      She had gone to the gym, just as she’d said she would. She’d even parked the car there for a few minutes. Time enough to change clothes, maybe, but not into sweats, because then she’d driven on, taking 32nd across the valley into the east hills, where she’d parked for two hours on Ash Street, in a residential neighborhood.

      He uploaded the data to his computer, called up a satellite map, and zoomed in on the street, then he ran the time scroll-bar backward until he saw her car back into place. He upped the magnification and ran the time back at its slowest speed, watching her step out of the car and walk backward down the street. Aha. She hadn’t parked right in front of the house she was going to. By itself that meant nothing, but combined with the other clues Dennis had picked up over the last few weeks, it fit.

      In the reversed video she backed up the steps of the third house from the corner. The eaves blocked his view of the door, so he couldn’t tell who had seen her off, but he had a pretty good idea. She had a co-worker at the bank whom she used to tell stories about all the time, but she had stopped mentioning him in recent weeks. Dennis hovered his cursor over the house and read the address that popped up. Clicked “Identify Owner” in the dialog box, and read the name: Robert Thomas. The suddenly uninteresting co-worker was called Bob.

      His heart pounding, he quit his browser and put his computer to sleep, then got his keys from their peg by the door and his jacket from the hall closet and stuck his head into the living room where she sat watching TV.

      “I’m going out for a minute,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t betray his tension.

      She looked up at him and smiled. “Okay.” Her face was the picture of innocence. Round, high cheeks with just a touch of red to them, bright green eyes, her full lips exposing just a hint of her front teeth, dark brown hair falling down around it all to the pixyish ends that curled in under her jaw. It was a face meant for kissing, and he had enjoyed kissing that face for nearly a decade, but now the thought of it nearly made him gag.

      He turned away before she could see his expression and went into the garage. He punched the door remote, got into his car, and put it in reverse, but the alarm beeped and the dash lights flashed and he realized he’d forgotten to unplug it.

      Calm down, he told himself as he got out and pulled the heavy cable free and slid the hood emblem down over the socket. You could be wrong. There could be another explanation.

      He repeated that like a mantra all the way across town, but he didn’t believe it. When he got to Ash Street, he parked where he could get a good view of the house and just watched it for a while. He didn’t expect to see Bob come out, and he didn’t. He didn’t know what he wanted to accomplish, actually. Maybe just confirm with his own eyes that the place existed.

      He had to do more than that. He had to put a stop to this…this affair of hers. But how? He had no real evidence, just a pattern of unusual behavior. Nancy and Bob could be making holiday decorations for the bank for all he knew. If he confronted her with his suspicions she might admit it, but she might deny it, and then he would never know for sure.

      He needed proof. Either that or he needed to make an appointment with his doctor and have her wipe his memory of the last couple of weeks. He wouldn’t be the first person to sacrifice time to save his marriage. But at the moment Dennis wasn’t sure that the marriage was broken, nor if it was, if it was worth saving.

      So he waited a week, surely the most tense week of his life, and on the next Saturday afternoon he followed Nancy across town and watched through binoculars as she walked up the steps to Bob’s house and into his arms. They didn’t even close the door first.

      His hands shook when he lowered the binoculars. Okay, he’d proven it to himself; now he needed proof enough to stand up in court. He didn’t know if it would come to that, but he should be prepared in case it did. So he got out of the car and took his phone out of his pocket and walked down the street to Bob’s house.

      There was a gate into the back yard beside the garage door. The neighbor had a dog that barked when it heard the latch click, but Dennis had come prepared for that. He tossed a couple of bone-shaped treats over the fence and waited until he heard crunching sounds, then advanced on into Bob’s back yard.

      Two small windows marked bedrooms. Sliding glass doors beyond them had to lead into the living room. Dennis peeked into the first window and saw a junk room full of boxes and unused exercise equipment. The next one was the master bedroom, but nobody was in it. So he edged up to the glass doors and peeked into the living room, and the sight that awaited him confirmed his fears: Nancy and Bob stood in the archway between the living room and kitchen, her blouse open, his hands reaching around behind to unhook her bra. Neither blouse nor bra were ones that Dennis recognized. Both were far fancier than anything she wore at home.

      Dennis held the phone to the window and nearly snapped a picture before he remembered to turn off the flash. He hit the flash icon and then triggered the shutter, getting a picture of Bob holding Nancy’s right breast in his hand. He took picture after picture as they undressed one another and fondled and kissed frantically like lovers who only had an hour to consummate a week’s worth of passion.

      When Nancy knelt down in front of Bob, Dennis could stand it no longer. He took one last damning photo, then dropped the phone to the ground, not caring what happened to it so long as the memory card remained intact, and shoved open the door.

      The looks on their faces were priceless. So was the sensation of Bob’s nose breaking under his fist, and the sight of blood spewing out in an arc as Bob staggered backward over the coffee table and sprawled onto the couch.

      Nancy screamed “Dennis!” and “Don’t hurt him!” and Bob shouted “Ow, ow, ow!” as he tipped over the couch in his haste to get away and Dennis shouted “If you were in my house I’d have the right to kill you right now!” and the neighbor’s dog barked and the pandemonium went on for what seemed like minutes but was probably only a few seconds before they all settled down and stood there looking at one another, breathing hard.

      “Put your clothes on,” Dennis said to Nancy. She held her arms crossed over her breasts as she backed toward the pile of clothing on the floor, no doubt suddenly feeling the difference between nudity and nakedness.

      Bob took a step toward the kitchen.

      “Nu-uh,” Dennis said. “You stay right there.”

      “I’b bleedig on the carbed,” Bob said, cupping his hand around his nose. That was true enough. Both nostrils were gushing enough to cover his hand and run down his arm to drip steadily off his elbow.

      “Tough,” Dennis said. “Be glad that’s all I did to you.”

      Nancy handed Bob his shirt and he held that to his nose.

      Dennis watched Nancy dress, surprised at how the sight affected him. He wanted to rip her clothes right back off and make love to her there on Bob’s couch, but instead he turned away and retrieved his phone and came back inside and said, “We’re going home.”

      Neither Nancy nor Bob had anything to say until Dennis and Nancy reached the door. Then Bob finally said, “I’m sorry.”

      Dennis looked at him standing there in the ruin of his living room, bloodied and beaten, and actually felt a pang of sympathy for the guy. Not much, but enough to say, “You’d better see a doctor.”

      The parts of Bob’s face that weren’t covered in blood went white. “I’m not—” he said, then he realized what Dennis was talking about. “Oh. Right.”

      And now Dennis realized what Bob had thought. Dennis hadn’t considered that aspect of the situation, but now he did, and he said, “You’ll get those memories zapped, too. I won’t have you running around with memories of screwing my wife in your head.”

      Bob stood up straight for the first time since Dennis had rushed into his living room. “They’re my memories.”

      “You have no right to them,” Dennis said.

      Nancy tugged on his arm. “Can we talk about this later?”

      “What’s to talk about?” Dennis said. “The two of you are both getting your memories of this erased.”

      “No,” said Bob.

      Dennis clenched his fist, but forced himself to unclench it and say as calmly as he could, “Then you’d better get yourself a lawyer.”

      Outside the house, Nancy turned toward her car, but Dennis said, “No, you’re riding home with me. I want to make sure you actually come home, though I can’t honestly say why I care.”

      “Stop it!” She pulled her arm out of his grip and stepped away from him. “Stop acting like such a jerk. This was just a stupid fling. It’s nothing. I’ll erase it, you can erase it, and we can go on as if nothing had happened. I’ll be your obedient wife and you can be my too-tired-tonight husband who—”

      “Oh, so this is my fault, is it?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You sure as hell did.”

      She looked away. “Can we please not argue in the street?”

      “We’re going to be arguing everywhere, every moment of our lives, until we sort this out,” Dennis said.

      She had her arms crossed over her breasts again, not defiantly, and not to cover herself like she had a few minutes ago, but more as if she were cold, or lost. Uncertain of what to do next. She looked miserable and pathetic and sexy as hell. Dennis wondered if there was something wrong with him for thinking so, or if this was some primitive response to having someone else go after his mate.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Let’s let ourselves calm down first. Do you feel safe enough to drive?”

      She nodded.

      “All right. I’ll see you at home.”

      She got into her car and he got into his. Because it was Saturday and he didn’t know what else to do he called ahead for Chinese takeout and stopped to pick it up on the way. Nancy pulled into the parking lot behind him, but stayed in her car while he went in.

      At home, they ate in silence for a few minutes until Dennis said, “I can understand why he doesn’t want to erase his memories. You looked hotter than a Hollywood starlet over there.”

      “And I don’t here?” she asked.

      “You do now.”

      She tried to smile, but it wasn’t much of a try, nor much of a smile. “I’m really sorry,” she said. “I just…it was an adventure, and I kept telling myself I’d stop and erase it and it wouldn’t matter, except I couldn’t stop.”

      “How could it not matter?” he asked.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Memories aren’t what they used to be. We’ve erased them before. Did you know we were mugged in the park two years ago?”

      He felt a brief hint of something, a ghost brushing by, but that was it. Yet he knew she was right, knew it the same way he knew his own name. It was deeper than memory. The doctor had deliberately left it there, just a hint of aversion that wouldn’t make him afraid, but would make him wary in similar situations. Less likely to be mugged again. If Nancy hadn’t brought it up, it would have remained subconscious forever.

      “How did you remember that?” he asked.

      “I don’t actually remember it, but Bob told me one day at work. I checked the police report, and he was right.” She looked at Dennis. “But I barely felt anything even reading the report. So I knew firsthand how complete the erasure can be. And Bob kept flirting with me, and I’d come home and you were tired and busy, and…”

      “So you decided it couldn’t hurt to have a little fling that never happened.”

      She nodded. “I knew when I first…went with Bob that I couldn’t erase the event, but I could erase the memory, so it would be just a little gap like that night in the park. And I planned to write myself a letter telling myself that I’d already done it, so not to do it again.”

      “But you couldn’t stop.”

      She shook her head. “No.” Her bangs covered her eyes, and the rest of her pixie locks fell forward to hide most of her face. Her lips were red and swollen from crying, or from chewing on them in a desperate attempt to keep from crying.

      Dennis couldn’t deny the effect it had on him. “Don’t for a minute think I’m happy about any of this,” he said, “but would you mind if I were to rip those clothes off you and ravish you for the rest of the day?”

      She looked up. Blinked. “You actually want me?”

      “More than ever.”

      She managed a genuine smile. “That kind of complicates the erasure, doesn’t it?”

      “To hell with the erasure,” he said, standing. “We’ll worry about that tomorrow.”
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      It was a glorious evening, but morning came all too soon, and with it reality. Bob still refused to get his memory erased. His time with Nancy was the best time of his life, he said, and he wasn’t about to give it up. After the wild sex Dennis and Nancy had had the previous night, Dennis understood his position, but he wasn’t inclined to be generous to the guy who had seduced his wife.

      “If you don’t do it, I’m going to sue you for all you’re worth,” Dennis told him.

      To which Bob replied, “Sue and be damned.”

      So Dennis hired a lawyer, who told him, “He doesn’t have a leg to stand on. Adultery is illegal. Alienation of affection is a civil crime, which entitles you to compensatory damages. His refusal to edit his memories of the event puts him in the intransigent criminal category, with mandatory minimum prison time of at least three years. And he apparently used your wife’s experience of a previous memory erasure to coax her into committing adultery, which puts him squarely in violation of the Alzheimer Act, which prohibits exploiting a person’s memory loss for fraudulent purposes. We’ll own this guy within ten minutes of the gavel.”

      “But can we force him to erase the memory?” asked Dennis.

      His lawyer lost his smile. “That’s not so cut and dried. It’s a mighty slippery slope, and the court has been very reluctant to start down it.”

      Dennis tried anyway. Nancy, embarrassed at the notoriety the case would bring to her, asked him to drop it, but he argued that the embarrassment would go away with the memories when they did finally erase them, and she reluctantly agreed.

      Dennis asked the judge for a restraining order to keep Bob away from Nancy. The judge granted it, which meant the bank had to put him on unpaid leave until the court case, which meant Bob’s lawyer didn’t try any delaying tactics. In a surprisingly short time they were sitting on either side of the bench, listening to their lawyers argue the case.

      Bob’s lawyer tried to paint Dennis as the guilty party, making him out to be a domineering husband who had driven his wife to seek affection outside their marriage. His argument didn’t sound as ludicrous as it should have, either. Generations of puritan attitudes had wormed their way into the public consciousness so deeply that any sexual matters within a marriage could be argued to be man’s responsibility. In short, when a man cheated on his wife, he was a jerk, but when a woman cheated on her husband, it must be his fault. Otherwise he wasn’t a man.

      Dennis’s lawyer exposed that argument for the fallacy it was, but Dennis could tell that the judge was a good old boy, and probably bought it. So he argued, through his lawyer, that neither he nor Nancy deserved to live the rest of their lives wondering if Bob would try to seduce her again. Restraining orders weren’t good enough to guarantee that. The whole point of memory erasure was to bring peace of mind to victims of crime, and Dennis swore that he would never find peace until the perpetrator of the crime against him had been rendered unable to repeat the crime. That meant removing his memory of it in order to remove his obsession with Nancy.

      The arguments flew back and forth. In the end, the judge declared Bob guilty as charged, but said he couldn’t force anyone to have a memory removed against their will.

      “But I will warn you,” he said to Bob, “that the economic consequences of your decision will be enormous. I’m prepared to throw the book at you, and it’s a heavy book. Above and beyond the statutory sentencing guidelines that will put you away for five years and six months no matter what else you decide, Mr. Sloan has valued his wife’s fidelity at a million dollars a day, a figure I am not inclined to dispute. Your dalliance with her lasted seventy-three days. You can do the math as well as I can. You may never be able to repay that debt, but you will be living on one half the federally mandated minimum wage for the rest of your life while your paycheck is garnished to return as much of it as possible. Do you understand me?”

      Bob swallowed, looked over at Dennis, then at Nancy, who refused to meet his eyes. “I do,” he said.

      “I’ll give you until tomorrow to decide. This court is adjourned.” The judge banged his gavel.

      Bob stood up and faced Dennis and Nancy. “Damn you,” he said. “Damn the both of you.”

      Dennis waited until he had turned away before he smiled. If Bob truly felt that way, then Dennis knew how the man would decide.

      And sure enough, within a week he was holding a document attesting that Robert Thomas had undergone memory erasure at the hand of one Ellery Horton, MD, PPC, MSTA, who guaranteed the erasure complete and irreversible. There was an addendum listing all the particulars. Dennis read through them, amazed at the complexity of the web even a few weeks’ time could build in a person’s mind.

      He had been toying with the idea of not having his own memory erased. The sex with Nancy was still fabulous, far better than before, and the passion they displayed over even minor disagreements was more invigorating than caffeine. Yet he knew the only reason for it was because they were living on borrowed time. They were temporarily ignoring their deeper feelings because they knew those feelings themselves were temporary. If they had to live the rest of their lives with the knowledge of Nancy’s affair, the arguments would soon become bitter and the sex would all but end.

      So they made their own appointment with the doctor, and in due time Dennis was on the gurney with an IV in his arm, recounting the whole affair to the psych-practitioner while the drug prevented his long-term memory from reassembling the memories he recalled. They went over the experience again and again, digging out the memories by the roots, until Dennis could recall none of them. They tested their results by showing him the photos he had taken through Bob’s sliding glass door, but he was as horrified as the first time at what they depicted, and claimed they were Photoshopped.

      It took a few hours for the drug to metabolize out of his system, but of course it seemed to him as if he and Nancy had just gone into the doctor’s office a few minutes earlier. They drove home quietly, listening to the radio, both a little disoriented but not concerned. The doctor had explained that they would soon gloss over the gaps in their memories. “Nature abhors a vacuum,” she’d said. Or something like that.

      They made dinner, then settled in to watch a movie. Dennis was only paying half attention to it, thinking more about how much he enjoyed the feel of Nancy’s body next to his than about the car chases and the altercations between characters. It was only when the hero punched the bad guy square in the nose that he felt any identity with the movie. His arm twitched, and his fingers—cupped around Nancy’s right breast the way he always held her during movies—tingled. He flexed them a little.

      “You getting fresh?” she asked him coyly.

      “I could be,” he replied, thanking his lucky stars for putting him right here, right now. “You want me to?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE ASTEROID THAT STAYS CRUNCHY IN MILK

          

          THE ASTEROID THAT STAYS CRUNCHY IN MILK

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Robert Jeschonek continues his streak of being in every issue of this magazine.

        I honestly tried to do a blurb for this original story, but failed completely, as I have done with many of Robert’s stories. You’ve just got to read it, but the title, honestly, gives you a good hint.

        Robert’s stories have appeared in dozens of magazines and he has published dozens of novels as well. He has even worked for DC Comics and early in his career sold me a couple stories when I was editing for Star Trek at Pocket Books. He seems to be able to do it all. And to see all the amazing projects he has done, check out his website at robertjeschonek.com/

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Perched on the rim of the spacecraft that looked like a silver cereal bowl, Commander Quip, the little pink Breakfastronaut, blasted away with his handheld ray gun at the core of the monstrous, grumpy cloud-beast lumbering toward him.

      A determined glare was fixed on Quip’s bright pink face, and the rainbow-colored pinwheel sticking out of the top of his bulbous head whizzed so fast, it blurred. His cherry-red spacesuit with the letter Q stamped in green on the chest was charred and torn from his battle with the beast so far.

      “How dare you ruin a healthy breakfast for the gleeful Gleeblings of Nutrio 6!” Again, Quip squeezed the trigger of his ray gun, and another blinding white vitaminergy bolt sizzled into his target with a zeeee and a koooom. “Take that, foul creature! And that!”

      The monstrosity’s roar echoed through the twinkling darkness of the Yummiverse, making the primary-colored planets wobble in their orbits. Reaching out with one billowing gray arm, the Grumptor cloud-beast grabbed the ring from a nearby world and tossed it like a Frisbee with furious force.

      The spinning ring whipped around Quip’s burbling bowl-craft, spinning it fiercely—swinging Quip in crazy circles around the rim.

      “Whoaaa!” The bowl-craft suddenly snagged on the point of a crescent moon, ejecting Quip out into space. As he tumbled across the starfield, the Grumptor thrust out a massive hand and snapped him up, congealing around him like curdled milk.

      Quip struggled as the gooey cloud closed in around him, but he couldn’t break free. A surge of frenzied action only tightened the smothering glop, encasing him in one last pocket of air.

      His strength waned, and his head buzzed. Something in the cloud made him sleepy, and his eyes drifted shut.

      Only to snap back open to the wailing of sirens in a very different place.

      He was free of the Grumptor but stuck inside the cockpit of a ship. Lights flashed on control panels all around him, and his reflection on the cracked window before him was not at all what Commander Quip would expect.

      Instead of a little pink spaceman with a pinwheel sticking out of his head, he was a scruffy, sweating human in a helmeted spacesuit, strapped to the pilot’s chair of a ship called the Paracelsus.

      The truth flashed back to him as it always did, wiping away the breakfast cereal fantasy. Quip was only his great escape from a terrible reality, the only way he could deal with the harsh facts he had to confront.

      The facts were these: His real name was Garvey Pope, he was an asteroid miner, and he was already doomed.
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      “Pope!” A woman’s voice over the radio pulled him the rest of the way back from the Yummiverse. Her name was Baker Gillespie, and she was owner of the Paracelsus and boss of the ship’s mining crew. “I asked you if you’d broken the drill free yet!”

      “Not yet.” Pope fought to shake off the lingering daze he felt. “It’s still wedged in the crevice.”

      “Well, no need to hurry.” Baker’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “It’s not like we’re running out of air and power down here by the second.”

      “Right.” Pope checked the drill’s status on one of the screens on the control board. It was still as stuck as ever, meaning Baker and her team were still trapped in the caved-in mine inside asteroid Q-1X. “Maybe the vitaminergy…I mean if I reverse it again and try easing it out…”

      “Hey, asshole!” snapped Baker. “Did you just say vita-whatsis? You’re not still hallucinating about cereal people, are you?”

      Pope didn’t answer. The truth was, he’d been slipping in and out of hallucinations about his favorite retro breakfast cereal for at least twenty-four hours, ever since his exposure to the strange gray mold they’d brought back from Q-1X. It was a treasure and they knew it, the first lifeform ever found growing inside an asteroid. It was certainly the only substance of value on Q-1X, which was rich in chlorine and not much else.

      The crew had been mining the stuff like crazy, everyone but Pope, who’d stayed aboard the Paracelsus alone to study mold samples and hold down the fort. The crew all imagined the fortune they’d make selling the space mold to corporations back on Earth. But the side effects were powerful; the mold’s composition was biochemically similar to that of “magic mushrooms”— Psilocybe cubensis—capable of spawning vivid hallucinations in the human brain.

      Once Pope had discovered those psychoactive side effects, he’d decided to test the mold on his own body. Hallucinogen enthusiast that he was, he ingested an extract of the mold in liquid form, soon finding its strongest effects were triggered by stress.

      Was it any wonder he’d gulped down a heavy dose when the trouble started? Considering the kind of stress Pope was up against, was it any surprise he’d been seeing crazy shit more often than ever since the cave-in?

      Frankly, it was a blessing to him. It fogged his brain sometimes, and he got confused about what was real and what wasn’t…but it was the only thing getting him through his panic and fear right now. Not to mention, the mold had powerful painkilling effects, without which Pope greatly doubted he’d be coherent enough to function. He was pretty sure, without the mold to take the edge off, he’d be screaming in senseless agony instead of trying to help his shipmates.

      “You didn’t take the anti-fungals Doc Spivey prescribed, did you?” asked Baker.

      Pope shook his head, though Baker couldn’t see him. “I didn’t want to risk the possible side effects.”

      Even if Pope could have been cured, there was no way he was going without the mold’s influence in this shitmare. Not considering the lives at stake or the way he’d been sliced in two and was only barely staying alive.

      He’d been dead from the waist down since the first incident in his current run of bad luck. While he’d been drilling into the rock to open an escape route after the cave-in, flying debris had blown a section of starboard bulkhead inward and severed his midsection. His containment suit was somehow keeping everything in place, but he knew it wouldn’t last long.

      And he had to get Baker and her team out of the collapsed mine shaft before then.

      “Here we go.” He flipped a switch on the control board, reversing the direction the drill would spin. It was the third time he’d tried the maneuver, and he prayed this time it would work. “Activating drill.”

      Pope stabbed a button on the board, and the ship lurched as the drill fought to turn. The vein of super-hard material that had snagged it held fast, gripping it as tightly as Pope was holding on to his life.

      He punched another button, ramping up the power, and the ship lurched more violently. Impulsively, then, he flipped the switch to change the spin direction again, hoping the sudden shift would kick it free.

      Instead, the ship churned clockwise and broke away. The shaft of the drill had snapped in two.

      “No!” Pope’s heart pounded as the Paracelsus pitched back from Q-1X.

      “Pope?” asked Baker over the radio. “What happened? More of the ceiling just caved in!”

      Pope didn’t have the heart to tell her the truth. Instead, he closed his eyes and let the latest wave of illusion roll him into the brighter world again.
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      Quip thrashed in the grip of the Grumptor cloud-beast, unable to break free. He was weakening fast, about to lose consciousness and succumb as his last breaths of air ran out.

      Just then, he sensed the approach of three more bowl-craft as they zipped up from behind a bright purple planet, piloted by three of his breakfast buddy comrades—Quax, Quazi, and Queg. The three bulb-headed spacemen whooped defiantly and fired away with their vitaminergy pistols, pounding the Grumptor with bolt after bolt.

      The Grumptor howled with rage and swatted at the bowl-craft, but the blasts kept right on coming. He kicked a bright orange planet at them, scattering their tight V-formation—but the victory turned out to be hollow.

      With the Grumptor distracted, Quip rallied his strength and exploded from the monster’s grip. Pinwheel whizzing atop his head, he shot out of the gooey cloud curdles with a sound like the tootling of a trumpet.

      “The morning grumps can’t keep me down for long!” Quip reached into a pouch on his bright green belt, pulled out a fistful of glittering yellow cereal—each piece shaped like a five-pointed star—and tossed it into his mouth. “Quantum cereal gives me the quosmic power I need to get a space-blazin’ start to my day!” he said as he crunched the sweet, vitamin-enriched bits and gulped them down.

      Flaring with bright new energy, Quip swooped up and let loose a blistering bolt from his vitaminergy pistol, boring right into the Grumptor’s cloudy belly. Quax, Quazi, and Queg followed suit, hurtling up and unleashing blazing bombardments from their bowl-craft.

      The Grumptor bellowed its rage to the glittering heavens, then boiled away under the assault. The cheering pink spacemen and their shiny silver bowls zoomed victorious through the wispy gray vapor of the cloud-beast’s remains.

      “Yay! We did it!” shouted Quax, whose face was flecked with freckles that were known to move around. “The Grumptor is gone!”

      “Breakfast is saved!” Cross-eyed Quazi flew his bowl-craft in wild loop-de-loops, leaving a tangled trail of bubbles and sparks in his wake.

      “We can finally get back to what we do best!” hollered Queg, with his red mustache and triple head-topping pinwheels. “Cereal mining!”

      Quip whistled for his silver bowl-craft, which zoomed up to meet him and jolted to a stop, rubbing affectionately against his leg. “The children of the Yummiverse are depending on us! So are the gleeful Gleeblings!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Corn and oats and vitamins!” The four little spacemen chanted merrily as they chipped away with their pickaxes at the golden-grained breakfasteroid. “Splash ’em in milk and make ’em swim!”

      As Quip and his fellow Breakfastronauts broke away star-shaped chunks of Quantum cereal, their mothership—the Quaving—sucked up the chunks with a vacuum sweeper nozzle. The Quaving was shaped like a giant Quantum cereal box, with the sweeper nozzle mounted on the box’s skinny side.

      Just then, the high-pitched voice of their female shipmate, Quizzie, blared from the Quaving’s loudspeaker. “Work faster, fellas! Kids are crying all over the Yummiverse because they woke up without a nutritious breakfast!”

      “You heard the lady!” shouted Quip. “Triple-time it, guys! Let’s fill up the Quaving and get the riboflavin outta here!”

      The spacemen worked faster than ever, their little bodies bouncing up every time their pickaxes swung down into the ore. More and more cereal stars kicked up from the breakfasteroid in a steady stream and were sucked into the Quaving’s voluminous hold.

      Then, suddenly, a swarm of furry black spiderlike creatures lunged out from behind a nearby green-and-pink-striped planet. Instead of claws or pincers, the creatures’ appendages were tipped with gleaming obsidian spoons.

      Quip spotted them first as they went after the stream of Quantum cereal flowing up from the breakfasteroid, and his heart broke. The creatures’ ravenous appetite for Quantum cereal was all his fault, and now they were a scourge of the Yummiverse. He’d tried to save them once with a supply of Quantum cereal during a food shortage on their moon, not realizing how addicted or ferocious they could get when it came to sweetened cereals. He’d unknowingly given them a taste for Quantum, a staple breakfast food of the Yummiverse, and left them hooked for life.

      Now, they were going after the Quaving’s precious cargo.

      “Starantulas!” Quazi’s crossed eyes spun around on his face like a propeller, the pupils rattling from one loop of the figure eight to the other and back. “A whole swarm of them!”

      “They’ll gobble up every bit of the Quantum cereal!” shouted Quax, his freckles hopping right off his face. “The kids won’t get the vitamins and minerals they need!”

      “We’ve gotta do something!” Queg’s triple pinwheels spun wildly in different directions, bobbing him up and down like a spoonful of cereal dunked in milk.

      “Tell us what to do, Quip!” Quizzie’s voice boomed over the Quaving’s loudspeaker. “Tell us before it’s too late!”

      “Have no fear!” Even as Quip drew his vitaminergy pistol, he knew his words were hollow. “I’ve thought of a way to get you out of there, Baker!”

      Quip frowned and cocked his head as the realization of what he’d said sunk in. There was no Baker in the Yummiverse that he knew of.

      Then, in a flicker, he was a sliced-in-half human again, strapped into the cockpit of the spinning, drifting Paracelsus.
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      “Pope!” Baker’s voice over the speaker was half-panicked, half-relieved. “Thank God! I thought you were dead!”

      “Dead?” Pope looked down at his severed midsection. “That’s crazy talk.”

      “You went silent after the last quake!” said Baker. “What happened?”

      “Broke the drill.” Pope played the joystick, punching buttons to fire thrusters that would stop the Paracelsus’s spin.

      “You broke the drill?”

      “No biggie.” Pope found asteroid Q-1X and plotted a course back to it. “I don’t need it now.”

      “How the hell do you figure?”

      “I’ve got a plan.” Pope felt a chill ripple through him and pushed it away. How much time did he have left? He had to assume the worst. “Stand by, Quizzie.”

      “Stand by for what? And who’s Quizzie?”

      “I’m putting ’er down.” Pope tugged the stick, tweaking his approach. “Gather up your drones and start digging at the weakest point on the space side of the chamber.”

      “That’s your plan? We’ll never break through!”

      “Send me the coordinates when you have them.” Pope felt another wave of cold and goosed the main thruster, pushing the Paracelsus faster toward the spinning hunk of rock.

      Working with the autopilot, he matched the asteroid’s spin and took up a geosynchronous orbit over the area where he guessed the crust was thinnest. Then he went to work prepping and programming the ship’s remaining stock of drones, the dozens of digging droids that had stayed behind when the mining team had first descended to Q-1X.

      By the time Baker got back to him, Pope was ready for the next step. She read him the coordinates for the weak spot over the cave-in, and he dumped them into the nav-computer without a second thought.

      “Geronimo,” he whispered as he dropped the Paracelsus toward the weak spot.

      The ship plunged, and he held his breath. Would the impact jar the severed halves of his body apart? Would it finally shut him down once and for all?

      The surface of the asteroid jumped toward him, and he clenched his teeth.

      “What’s happening up there?” asked Baker. “What are you doing?”

      Pope was too busy driving to answer. Watching a host of readouts, he brought the Paracelsus closer, ever closer.

      When it hit the ground, the shock knocked him unconscious for a moment. It didn’t kill him, though, and he quickly came back around.

      The second he could think straight, he smacked the button on the console in front of him, tripping the sequence he’d set up.

      Watching the screens, he saw a small army of black digger drones crawl out of the bay on the rear of the boxy Paracelsus. The ship was buried almost halfway under the asteroid’s dusty gray soil, so the drones didn’t have far to go to hit the ground.

      Following their programmed instructions, they gathered on the exact spot where the crust was thinnest and went to work scooping out the soil of the regolith.

      Pope smiled as he watched the swarm of drones excavate the site. Squat and eight-legged, they reminded him of spiders…or the starantulas of his mold-induced daydreams.

      “What was that impact?” asked Baker over the radio.

      “I set down the Paracelsus,” said Pope. “Used the ship’s mass to break up the surface dirt and crust.”

      “But the ship wasn’t made for that,” snapped Baker. “You probably broke her.”

      “Just keep digging,” said Pope. “We’ll worry about the rest later.”

      As he said it, alert lights flashed all over the console, and a siren whooped in the cockpit. Quickly, he muted the radio mic and scanned readouts all over the board.

      He soon saw what the alarm was about. An engine housing had fractured in the landing. As Baker had feared, the Paracelsus was severely damaged.

      Pope winced. Even if he freed the team from the cave-in site, he might not have a way of getting them off the rock.

      “Pope!” shouted Baker. “Don’t you dare go dark on me again!”

      “Silly Grumptor.” Pope smirked as another hallucination washed over him. “Even your grouchiness can’t wreck the joy of eight essential vitamins and minerals!”
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      Quip snapped back to reality—his reality—just as the starantulas were devouring the stream of Quantum cereal on its way to the good ship Quaving.

      His three fellow spacemen were zipping around the swarm, blasting away with their vitaminergy rays to little effect. The black spidery creatures just chortled and kept gobbling up the golden star-shaped pieces of cereal ore that flew into their fanged maws.

      Quizzie was in on the action, too, firing extra-strength vitaminergy beams from the Quaving’s big cannons. But in spite of their far greater power, even those beams couldn’t make a dent in the ravenous starantulas.

      Quip knew he had to do something fast, but what? If the vitaminergy rays couldn’t stop the starantula horde, what else could possibly make a difference? What other weapons did they have left?

      The Quaving unleashed another bolt of vitaminergy that sizzled past Quip and crashed into the starantulas. They laughed it off and kept eating—but when Quip looked back at the source of the beam, he got an idea.

      It came straight from his memory of one of the daydreams he sometimes had. He didn’t always remember those visions, or the strange life he dreamed of leading in a darker, nastier universe, but he did this time.

      And he hoped, to the bottom of the bowl, that it would be enough to save the day.

      Sticking two fingers in his mouth, he let out a loud whistle, and his bowl-craft came running. Even as he hopped inside and bashed the controls, he was shouting for attention over the whine of the vitaminergy rays.

      “Quazi! Follow my lead!”

      Quazi stopped shooting and swooped over in his own bowl-craft. His eyes were spinning in opposite directions in their bulging white sockets. “Lead? You mean you wanna dance?”

      Quip shook his head. “Do what I do, noble pinwheeled knight-buddy!”

      With that, Quip zipped off toward the starantulas. When he got close, he pirouetted up out of the bowl-craft and turned it on its side so the open mouth faced the space spiders.

      “Get on the other side of the swarm, Quazi! Then just jump out…” Quip flashed around behind his ship and pressed his shoulder against the base of the bowl. “…and get ready to push!”

      Quazi followed his usual loop-de-loop flight path and ended up on the far side of the gobbling swarm. He tumbled out of his bowl-craft, flipped it on its edge, and got behind it as Quip had instructed.

      “Ready, Quippie ol’ pal!” hollered Quazi.

      “Start pushing when I count to three!” said Quip. “Go right through the swarm and keep coming toward me till I say stop!”

      “Here I come!” Quazi got confused, as often happened, and started pushing without waiting for the count.

      Quip sighed and followed suit, driving his bowl-craft forward.

      The open mouth of the bowl gathered in the starantulas, scooping them up. The starantulas didn’t stop eating Quantum cereal or even slow down, so great was their never-ending hunger.

      As more of the spidery creatures collected in the bowl, it got harder to push, but Quip kept going. Straining against the weight, he forced the bowl further, gathering in more and more of the terrible black creatures.

      Then, finally, his bowl-craft ran into an obstacle with a clank and stopped. Without looking, he knew it had to be Quazi’s bowl, meeting his rim to rim.

      “Quax! Queg!” shouted Quip. “Seal our bowls together! Do it now!”

      The two Breakfastronauts jetted over and let loose with fiery blasts from their pistols, welding together the rims of the two bowl-craft. When they were done, Quip finally let up the pressure and backed away to observe his handiwork.

      He grinned when he saw the two bowls were fused into a big metal sphere with all the starantulas locked inside. How long they’d stay there was anyone’s guess; the metal was bulging and distending all around as the captives struggled to get out.

      Quip spun and called out to the pilot of the Quaving. “Quizzie! See that black hole over there?” He pointed at a starless disk of spinning darkness in the distance. “That’s your goal, sweet spacegirl! And this is your ball!” He swooped down to pat the silver sphere, then darted away.

      “You got it, cereal star!” As the echo of Quizzie’s voice faded, the Quaving lurched toward the sphere. The side panel of the boxy ship swung open, and a giant brown boot swung out, giving the sphere a powerful kick.

      The sphere flew past the brightly colored planets, moons, and suns, winging its way on a beeline for its target. When it got close, the black hole sprouted a pair of huge eyes and a big, fanged mouth with a floppy red tongue. It gulped down the sphere and belched with satisfaction.

      Everyone cheered at once, zipping around in wild whirls and spirals.

      “We did it!” shouted Quip. “The Quantum cereal breakfasteroid is saved!”

      He didn’t get to celebrate for long, though, as he suddenly returned to the darker ’verse and again became the man who was split in two.
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      Pope was shaking off his daze when the Paracelsus suddenly slumped, setting off another alarm in the cockpit.

      Emerging from his cereal-verse fantasy, he saw that his plan was succeeding. The ship’s heavy landing had weakened the ground, and the drone diggers were chipping away at the thin spot from above and below.

      Very soon, the chamber where Baker and her crew were trapped would break open. They could get out before the cave-in got any worse.

      If only the damn ship were still spaceworthy, they just might be able to get off that moldy rock.

      But Pope was at a loss as to how to make that happen. The ship was running every autorepair routine available, yet it couldn’t completely fix the broken engine on its own. Without that repair, the Paracelsus was well and truly stuck.

      “Pope?” Baker’s voice over the radio sounded hopeful for the first time in a while. “According to our sensors, we’ll break through in a matter of minutes.”

      Pope flicked on the mic. “That jives with my readings, as well.”

      “You better get ready for us, then,” said Baker. “We’ve got some hungry, exhausted people down here, dying to get back aboard the ship.”

      “Hungry for a nutritious breakfast!” Pope blurted out the words as if he were Quip in the Yummiverse. “Quantum cereal will give them what they need!”

      He instantly regretted saying it.

      “Oh my God!” said Baker. “You’ve lost it! You think you are that cereal mascot, don’t you?”

      “No! I…I…”

      Suddenly, a powerful blast rocked the ship. Pope’s eyes flew to the monitor screens, searching for the cause—and then he froze, gaping in amazement.

      A great gray monstrosity crashed up through the weakened crust, rising from the underground chamber. The thing’s body was studded with the bodies of Baker and her crew, embedded in its rippling mass.

      Most shocking of all, the beast reminded him of another monster he’d seen recently, a creature he’d battled in his Yummiverse adventures.

      “It’s impossible!” he said. “That thing can’t exist in this ’verse!”

      But there it was, boiling up from the asteroid, huge mouth spilled open in a silent roar of rage.

      Grumptor.
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      The massive beast towered over the Paracelsus, its vast form pulsing with fury. Each time it moved, the spacesuited miners bound up in its mass flowed like driftwood on a cresting wave or river rapids, bobbing and bumping along in the foamy swirls.

      Pope squinted hard and shook his head, hoping to disperse the monstrous sight—but it wouldn’t go away. However Grumptor had managed to cross over from the Yummiverse in Pope’s imagination, the beast wasn’t ending its rampage any time soon.

      “Pope, help!”

      Any doubts he might have had about the reality of the great beast were swept away by Baker’s voice over the radio.

      “We’ve all been absorbed by this thing!” she said. “You’ve got to break us free!”

      Just then, Grumptor booted the Paracelsus out of the dirt and across the asteroid. The ship skimmed over the surface like a stone on a pond, finally coming to rest in a nearby crater.

      Amazingly, Pope was no worse off than before; the straps had kept the two halves of his body aligned in the pilot’s chair. The Paracelsus, on the other hand, wasn’t in great shape. The ship had lost power when it hit, leaving Pope bathed in the dim red glow of emergency lights.

      With the ship more damaged than before, Pope’s situation, and that of the captive miners, was grim. Closing his eyes, he gave in to the panic flowing through him, hoping it would kick him back into the refuge of his fantasy life as Quip.

      Unlike so many times before, the change didn’t come. Instead of bright primary colors, improbable flying spacemen, and a cosmos filled with air and noise, he was still trapped in a dead ship in dark and airless space. Instead of soaring between the stars with an intact and perfect little body, he was still split in two at the midsection, unable to get up and walk.

      Of all times for his life as Spaceman Quip to shut down, he couldn’t think of one that could possibly be worse than this.

      Refusing to give up on escaping to the Yummiverse, he closed his eyes again and again…but every time he opened them, he was back to being Pope. He shut them a final time, then, just to block out reality as best he could.

      But Baker’s screams and the shaking of the asteroid’s surface wouldn’t let him stay that way. Opening his eyes, he accepted his reality and set to work on the control board, doing everything he could to restore power—though he didn’t know what he could do after that to save his crew from the Grumptor. Unlike the good ship Quaving, the Paracelsus wasn’t equipped with vitaminergy beams to blast a beast. Unlike Quip, Pope had no spacemen pals to fly to his rescue or Quantum cereal to energize him for a fight.

      He was going to have to battle a fantastic threat from another reality with resources from one where the laws of physics were far more rigid and limiting.

      “Please help us!” howled Baker over the radio. “Do something!”

      The power came back on, and Pope checked the Grumptor’s status on the monitors. The beast was stomping across the asteroid’s surface, shaking its fists at the sky. One of the crewmen shook loose from its arm and plunged to the ground, landing in a motionless heap.

      The beast shook loose another man and roared. Pope felt waves of guilt over the deaths, since the creature had somehow materialized from his own imagination.

      But what if it hadn’t?

      Since the creature resembled the Grumptor, Pope had assumed it had come from his fantasies. But maybe the reason that had seemed so impossible was because it was.

      Zooming in the cameras, he saw the beast’s mass wasn’t cloudlike at all—it was fuzzy. It seemed to consist of a soupy gray material instead of a billowy cloud bank in the shape of a two-armed, two-legged giant.

      That gray material was something he knew well. It was the same thing the crew had been mining in the heart of Q-1X, the same thing that had fueled Pope’s visions of the Yummiverse.

      The alien mold. Somehow, it had taken this monstrous shape that resembled that of the Grumptor. Maybe Pope had ingested so much of the stuff that it had become attuned to his mind and used the imagined Grumptor as a template.

      Whatever its motivation, at least he thought he knew what it was now. Instead of some impossible, unbeatable creature that had emerged from his daydreams, it was grounded in the one true reality.

      Where, maybe, even a man cut in half had a chance of defeating it.
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      The Paracelsus rose from the crater on thruster power and moved toward the giant mold-beast. The creature wasn’t aware of the ship at the moment, but it would be soon enough.

      Though one engine housing was still trashed, the thrusters were in working order and could do the trick for now. There would be time enough later for major repairs if the ship and remaining crew were still in one piece…though Pope knew he wouldn’t be among them. He had no illusions about that, anyway.

      Shaking off a chill, he steered the ship in the mold-beast’s direction, preparing to execute his plan. He’d figured it out fast, as if he’d been energized like Quip after wolfing down a bowl of Quantum cereal. Now he just had to hope and pray it worked.

      As the Paracelsus got closer, he deployed the ship’s disposal line—a huge hose used to eject liquid by-products during onboard ore processing. Nosing the Paracelsus past the Grumptor, he held position and took careful aim, making sure what he was about to spray would hit its target.

      Then, he stabbed a button on the board, and the contents of the ship’s cargo hold pumped out in a massive white stream.

      It was the only thing more plentiful than mold on Q-1X, and Pope had finally figured out why. He’d used harvester chutes to suck up tons of the stuff into the holding tanks used for liquid storage, then mixed it with water and quickly set out to apply the solution to the creature.

      The substance must have been deposited on Q-1X to keep the mold in check, or the mold had been left on that rock because the stuff was abundant there. The asteroid had served as a prison for the fungal lifeform held within, and only the substance with its special chemical properties could subdue it.

      Just as it now made the mold-beast roar and shrivel as it coated its fuzzy gray mass. Because chlorine—otherwise known as bleach—was one thing a mold-beast could not survive.

      Like a plume of milk, the white liquid continued to blast the creature, breaking it down. The crewmen trapped in its moldy mass popped free of its weakening grip and slid safely to the ground.

      Enraged, the mold-beast lashed out in its death throes, catching Pope off guard. Its first swing connected hard, bashing the Paracelsus away like a toy.

      As the ship tumbled through the sky over Q-1X, leaving a milky trail that arced and looped behind it, Pope fought for control. He wrenched the stick and punched buttons on the board, but the ship was too slow to respond. It clipped the surface of the asteroid and skidded to a jarring stop against an upraised hump of rock.

      The impact stunned Pope, knocking him half-unconscious. When he forced himself awake and opened his eyes, he realized things had changed in a big way. In a big, bad way.

      He was no longer strapped into the pilot’s chair, able to access the ship’s controls from a seated position. The harness, which he’d loosened to reach the holding tank controls in the rear of the cockpit, had sprung open.

      Now, he found himself—the top half of himself—staring up from the floor, unable to reach a single button or switch.

      The bottom half of his body was still in the chair, topped off by the slab of bulkhead that had cut him in half and lodged in the padding. Other parts of him were drifting from the base of his trunk in the low gravity; the temporary seal between his severed containment suit and the bulkhead slab had broken in the crash, and his innards were spilling out into the cockpit.

      He felt himself growing colder as the blood and organs leaked out of him and his heart slowed. The end was near, and there was no way around it.

      Pope smiled. At least he’d lasted long enough to save the others, or most of them. With any luck, they might be able to repair the ship and get off that rock before their fuel and supplies ran out. Maybe they’d even be rescued by another crew; after all, he’d had the foresight to activate the distress beacon before making his final run at the mold-beast.

      As for Pope himself, he drifted ever nearer to final unconsciousness and eternal darkness. His eyes fluttered shut, then open, then shut.

      When they opened again, he saw four familiar pink faces grinning at him, pinwheels turning on top of their heads.

      “Wakey wakey, Quip!” Quazi’s eyes crossed, uncrossed, and squirmed around in their sockets. “You know what time it is, don’t you?”

      “Time to bring a delicious balanced breakfast to the children of the Yummiverse!” Quax’s swarm of freckles swam and swirled as he bobbled his head with delight.

      “Are you ready to get back to work?” Queg’s bushy red mustache flicked and riffled as he spoke.

      “What do you say, pal?” Quizzie, her glossy blond shoulder-length hair in a bouncy flip, extended a soft pink hand.

      When Pope reached out to take it, he saw his own hand had become like hers. Gazing at his reflection in the cockpit window, he saw he’d become a little spaceman again, his features wide-eyed and cartoony, his uniform cherry red with the letter “Q” in green on the chest.

      He hesitated, but not for long. The wonder of the moment filled him, and the possibilities made his heart pound so hard that the shape of it pulsed out of his chest.

      Squeezing Quizzie’s hand in his own, he beamed at his friends as he floated up from the floor. “You want to know what I say?” His voice rose triumphantly. “I say there’s nothing like the vitaminergy power of Quantum cereal to start the day off right!”

      Reaching into a pouch on his belt as his friends cheered, he drew out a handful of Quantum cereal. The star-shaped pieces glittered like gold in his palm.

      “The kids of the Yummiverse need a high-energy breakfast, and we’re gonna give it to ’em!” He gobbled up the handful of sweet cereal, and his body flared with power. The pinwheel on top of his head whizzed so fast, it blurred. “Or my name isn’t Quip, the Breakfastronaut!”

      Then, with a joyous whoop, he launched himself into space, whirling like the spinner on a board game or the days of a man’s childhood, gone forever.
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