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Not all strange deeds are done in the dark. Some, as you’ll soon find out, prefer 
the warmth of a summer afternoon to the cold, long nights of winter. And 
that’s what we’ve tried to bring you with this new collection of tantalizing 

tales—the kind of uncanny, atypical, and unexpected things that can occur right in 
front of us on a bright, sunny day. Whether that be a storm of limes, a lone boot in the 
forest, or a future where wars are fought over water, it goes to show that, sometimes, 
what frightens us the most is what we can see clearly and still not understand. 

That said, this issue isn’t for the kind of reader who needs to curl up with a warm 
blanket or read by the light of a candle. This issue is for the daywalkers, the backpackers, 
and the beachcombers, the kind of reader who rolls down the windows and turns off 
the AC—no matter how hot it may get.

So, if that sounds like you, then put out a chair, pop on your shades, and settle into 
some summer reading.

We’ll be right here, waiting for you around the next blind corner.

Greetings Faithful Readers,

Joe Buckler 
Founder & Editor-in-Chief 
Blind Corner Literary Magazine
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At first, everyone thought a lime truck had flipped over on 
Highway-1 and that explained the sea of limes rolling around in 
the road like pickled heads. Cars continued to rush by, massacring 

them and squirting their juice and pulp everywhere, and limes flew around 
haphazardly as if they were jets in a dusty sky. 

Limes were hitting car window shields and people swerved and honked, 
unable to find the source of the fruity mayhem. Soon, when people realized 
that the limes were falling from the sky, they slowed their cars to a halt and 
opened their windows in wonder. As soon as they did, they were hit with 
a jarring scent of citrus that could be smelt from two states over. Some got 
out and stood in the citrus hail, dodging and shielding their heads from 
limes falling from the heavens.

That night, the breaking news was a poem, the headline: MYSTERY 
LIMES FALL FROM THE SKY ACROSS NATION. People prayed 
and wept to Jesus on live television saying this was a divine sign of the 
Second Coming. Baffled scientists and weathermen gathered together on 
panels and podcasts trying to find a reason— perhaps some shift in the 
atmosphere could be the source, or in the laws of physics. Schools canceled 
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their classes for the rest of the week, but only because no one showed 
up—including teachers. No one cared about lesson plans or homework 
assignments, or going to work. Most people only cared about roaming 
the lime-drenched city, dazed and galvanized by the phenomena. Rabbis 
watched in wonder, recited Oseh Ma’aseh Veraishit, and then promptly 
returned to their studies. 

It rained limes for two days and three nights. In the morning, people 
came outside their homes with suitcases, laundry buckets, canoes, 
sombreros, cars with open trunks, and upside-down umbrellas, filling 
them up to their hearts desire with limes. There was enough for everyone, 
and then more still flooded the streets. Key-lime pie stock skyrocketed, 
and almost every child sat outside at a FRESH SQUEEZED LIMEADE 
stand, only 50 cents per glass. Adults drank margaritas like water in the 
sweltering summer sun. Mothers held lime slices to their toddlers’ lips and 
they greedily sucked on  them before squeezing their faces into adorable 
puckers. 

My entire bathtub was filled with limes, so my mother dried one quarter 
of them and made buckets of the sourest, tangiest ghormeh sabzi. The other 
quarter we zested and baked six dozen lime-bars, and the other quarter we 
juiced and made lime ice cubes from. The last quarter we set on fire and 
burned, then mixed the ashes with oil to make an eternal supply of lime 
mascara. When my grandmother saw that limes had dropped through the 
chimney and rolled into our living room through the fireplace, she jumped 
up and smacked her forehead, yelling in-hedjem beit’i! In-hedjem beit’i! 
She invited all her friends to see the mess (the first time she ever invited 
anyone to the house while there was a mess), and they laughed and sat in 
the living room drinking tea, smoking, and gambling with dozens of limes 
at their feet. My grandfather gathered as many limes as he could into his 
coat pockets, and then locked them in his dresser—as if there would soon 
be a shortage of them.
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And then, there were still more limes. They clogged the sewers and 
people’s toilets backed up lime pulp and rind whenever they would try 
to flush. Hundreds of raccoons roamed the streets as their former homes 
in storm drains were filled to the brim with citrus. Some people took to 
the streets and protested with signs like NO MORE LIMES and MR. 
PRESIDENT: YOU STILL HAVE NOT EXPLAINED THE LIMES. 
The lime-farming industry demanded a government bailout. 

After two weeks, the limes began to rot. They filled the air with pucker 
as they expired, swarms of rats and ants moving them to their colonies, 
maggots making them their new, soggy homes. The religious believers 
pressed on in the media, repeating until they were green in the face that 
the messiah was still coming shortly. They quoted Amos 2:1 as their proof, 
“Thus saith the LORD; I will not turn away the punishment thereof; 
because he burned the bones of the king of Edom into lime.” Some other 
people started worshipping the limes in cults, preserving them and wearing 
them as garlands around their necks. Eventually, the city scraped together 
enough funding to have street cleaners take to the acid roads and scrub 
them clean of any trace of tart. Any leftover limes were placed in landfills, 
and they towered in mountains over all the other garbage around. 

Sometimes, if they can stand the smell, people hike up the hundreds 
of feet of dried lime shells. It takes a few hours, but at the top, there is 
a beautiful view of the city. I hope to climb them next summer. Maybe 
when I reach the top it will begin raining limes again and I can slide down 
on a wave of fruit. It sure would be faster than the trek down. Anyways, I 
don’t pray for limes, even if God did send them down in divine purpose. 
Some conspiracy theorists say it was conducted by the Russians in a plot 
to manipulate American politics, but I don’t buy it. I don’t buy it because 
after they were finally cleaned up, every news network played the national 
anthem on television as a token of unity. After all, everyone’s toilet was 
backed up for weeks.
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Mom died on January 18 and was born on September 4. 
She was a healthy weight, 8 lbs., five ounces. The doctors 

raved about her physical condition, healthy lungs, and told 
me, many times, she looked like me. Which she would. 

Her eyes were that same lovely pale blue, although I knew they’d 
eventually betray her, and she’d need glasses. We couldn’t fix that in the 
mix, so to speak.  The “mix” meaning the features we’d chosen for her. It 
simply wasn’t in our budget. 

This whole thing cost most of my inheritance. Which I’d gotten from 
Mom, of course. But it was worth it. Being a mother, for the first time, was 
everything to me. 

Mom was a tough newborn. I didn’t see that coming! She was always 
such a kind, considerate person. Always there with wise words, thoughtful 
counsel, so understanding. I guess that’s a lot to expect from a baby. 

She was colicky, up most of the night. Thank god for Dave, he got right 
up with me. We made a pretty good team. In fact, he loved Mom, right 
away, as much as I did, although not in the same way. It couldn’t be in the 
same way. 
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Soon enough it was back to the grind for both of us. It broke my heart 
to put Mom into daycare, but we do what we must. I wondered how this 
would impact her overall “momness” but what could I do? It’s not Mom’s 
era after all. Although it kind of is.

Eventually I became frustrated by her lack of sleep and needed some 
good parenting advice. None of my friends could help as they all had 
perfect little angel babies. And they would typically tell us things we’d 
tried a million times before, with predictable non-results every time. 

So, I thought, I’d consult Mom. 
We had Mom’s brain algorithms copied onto the cloud, which cost the 

remainder of my inheritance, as well as the monthly storage fee. Now she 
was on my MemoryBox app. I dialed her up on the fridge while getting 
ice-water.

Soon the Mom icon came on the screen. I could choose which edition 
of Mom I wanted. I decided to use the Mom from when I was 10 years old. 
Classic Mom.

“Hi Mom!”
“Hi,” she said, squinting into the screen, so astigmatic. “How are you? 

So nice to hear from you. It’s been a little while.”
“Sorry about that, Mom,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ve been 

busy raising you.”
“Of course, I know,” she laughed. “Children are a miracle. How are 

things? How’s David? And the little one?”
“Good. Dave just got a promotion, so he’s working pretty long hours. 

It’s a little extra money but puts a lot of burden on me. And, of course, I’m 
working all the time, too.”

“A promotion! That’s exciting! To what?”
“Assistant deputy editor, I believe,” I said. “He’s climbing the ladder. At 

his own pace.”
“Well, no rush. What about you?” 
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“Ugh, my kids are crazy this year,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I know why 
they say seventh grade is the worst one for teachers. The boys are just so 
excited to be around the girls. And the girls all do that thing where they 
love each other one day, and then they totally hate each other the next. 
It’s exhausting, and they all reek of hormones. And I’m supposed to teach 
them about Mesopotamia. Not that they care.”

Mom paused thoughtfully: “It all sounds very interesting. But I know 
you didn’t call me up to talk about Dave and work. What’s bothering you, 
sweetie?”

“Oh mom, it’s little you. You’re up all night, crying and screaming, 
nursing all the time. It’s driving me crazy, we’re exhausted and fighting. 
I don’t get it. We do everything we can to help you sleep—play soothing 
music, rock you—but nothing works and it’s killing us. What should I do? 
What did you do?”

“It’s so long ago at this point, who can remember?”
“I was hoping you could, Mom,” I said. “That’s why I called you. And, 

I’m not that old. It wasn’t that long ago.”
Mom thought for a moment.
“When you were really little,” she said, “we used to give you onion skin 

to play with. You know, the really thin outer skin on the onion? You loved 
it.”

“Wait, onion skin? Mom, that sounds terrible. What if I choked on it?”
“Oh, you had so much fun! You’d crumple up the little onion skin until 

it became flakes, and then you’d throw it every which way. Sometimes we’d 
put you in a drawer.”

“Hold it. What?” 
“Well, as a little baby, sometimes we’d put a blanket inside a drawer in 
our chest of drawers and put you into it. It was very cozy, and you usually 
loved it.”

“Did you close the drawers?”
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“What?” Mom could be hard of hearing.
“I asked, did you ever close the drawers?” 

“What, oh no,” she said. “We kept it open all night.”
“All night? What if I fell out? There was no guard rail there,” I said, 

starting to get angry. I could’ve died!
“No, you were fine, all our friends did it, everyone’s fine,” she said. 
“Thanks Mom, I’ll try to remember this,” I said. “Any other words of 

wisdom?”
She paused for a moment, her blue eyes peering out from her rose Pierre 

Cardin frames. She was wearing the Halston dress from my brother Steve’s 
Bar Mitzvah. 

“No, not really, just try to enjoy it,” she said. “It goes so fast, and children 
are a miracle.”

“Okay,” I said, “thanks Mom. I think I’m going to go now. I love you.”
“I’ll always love you always, and forever,” she said, kissing the inside of 

the screen, smudging lipstick on it. “Goodbye!”
“Goodbye,” I said, waving and crying. Mom waved back, not crying. 

Then I clicked off the screen and picked up my glass of ice water.
I paused for a moment, sobbing, missing her so much. 
Soon Mom cried again, in her crib. I could tell she was hungry. I popped 

my breast out of its nursing cover and walked over. Okay, little one.  
She wriggled in her crib, so fussy. I wouldn’t be shocked if she’d wet her 

diaper, too. 
I picked her up and snuggled her close to my neck. She breathed in my 

scent, the scent she knew best in the world. She calmed down not long 
after she latched onto my nipple.

I looked into her pale blue, so-far-not-stigmatic, eyes.
“Okay, okay, little one,” I said. “Mommy’s here.” 

***
All the books and online articles have the same advice: don’t try to fool 
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your cloned child. Either they will know you’re fooling them, and you will 
destroy their trust in you or, worse, they will be fooled by you, and you’ll 
raise your child in an ever-more-complicated web of lies and deception. 
Then when they get a bit older, they’ll find out the truth anyway, will 
experience a painful crisis, and then it will destroy their trust in you. 

Either way, everyone loses. 
But Dave and I decided long ago we would give the talk together when 

Mom was old enough to understand. Frankly, we waited a bit longer than 
we should have, but life got in the way. We thought the most natural way 
to ease into it would be to answer her questions as they arose, but she—
frustratingly—never had a lot of questions for us. She seemed perfectly, 
even frustratingly, content to just be. 

Dave and I felt we could wait no longer. Summer break was almost over, 
and she was about to enter fifth grade and … kids talk. They don’t always 
say things the right way, either. In fact, kids can kind of suck. Better to hear 
it from us. 

We entered her room. Mom was on her bed, re-reading a Judy Blume 
book on her pad, buds in her ears. Our cat, Cromwell (which was really 
our third Cromwell) was curled in a black ball at the end of her bed. Such 
a good cat, again.  

Dave waved a hand gently across her field of vision; she can get so 
wrapped up in her stories she doesn’t hear us, barely even knows we are 
there. 

“Hey, hey,” he said, smiling. 
She deliberately ignored him for just long enough. 
“Hi,” she said, in that little high-pitched voice. 
“Hey,” he said. “Got a minute?”
Mom peered at us over the edge of her pad before sitting up straight. 

Mom always has good manners. “Sure,” she said. 
We sat down on her twin bed, not all that comfortably. I mean physically, 
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it was so small.  
Dave looked at me, expectantly. I made eye contact back and nodded. 

“Your turn,” is what he meant. Fine. 
“Sweetie, we know you’re getting to that age where kids are probably 

starting to wonder about things like boyfriends and girlfriends, and where 
we all come from,” I said. 

“We talked about all this in health,” she said. “I promise you that when 
I am old enough to date, I will be careful and always use protection. Dr. 
Beyers made us all repeat this in class chorally, although he never explained 
what he meant by protection.”

“Oh, right,” I said. “That’s good to know. Protection is good. But that’s 
not why we are here.”

“Right,” Dave said, picking up the thread. “We’re here because we want 
to talk to you about where you came from. You know, birth, and all that.”

Mom clearly wanted to get back to her book. “I think I already know,” 
she said in a somewhat singsong voice. “Babies are made when an egg is 
fertilized in a test-tube…” 

“No,” I interrupted. “Though that’s true, that›s not exactly why we’re 
here.”

“But aren’t babies made that way?” she asked.
“For the most part, although in some parts of the third world people 

still are required to have sex,” I said. “As we all once did.”
“Did you and Daddy have sex? And what exactly is sex?” she asked. 
Dave took this one. After a brief pause, he got started.  
“Sex is the process whereby a man’s penis enters the woman’s vagina,” 

he said. “He produces something called semen which contains these little 
organisms called sperm. The sperm then fertilizes the woman’s egg, which 
is where life begins. At least in theory.” 

“So, did you have sex to make me?” Mom asked. 
I gently took her hand.
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“Sweetie, not exactly,” I said. “As you so astutely noted, these days 
conception typically occurs in a sterilized lab, under optimal conditions 
for generating new life, but there’s a bit more to it than that in your case.

Instead of using my egg and your daddy’s sperm we harvested DNA from 
your Bubbie, my mother, before she died,” I said. “We used that to generate 
a new fetus genetically identical to Mom, which was then implanted in my 
womb, resulting in a beautiful, natural Caesarian Section delivery.”

She blinked.
“And that’s you!” Dave said, smiling, or trying to and not succeeding, 

which resulted in a kind of pained, constipated expression he hoped would 
somehow seem loving and hopeful. He then squeezed her shoulder, which 
was awkwardly done on the narrow confines of her twin bed. 

“So, I’m me,” she said. “But I’m also Bubbie?”
“Yes,” I answered. 
She pondered this for a moment. “Okay,” she said. Then she went back 

to her book. 
Apparently, she was good. 
“Don’t you have any questions?” I asked. “I know it’s a lot to take in.”
She thought about it for a few brief moments, or rather pretended 

to, to appease us. She could tell this was a big deal for us. Always such a 
considerate little girl. 

“No, not really,” she said. “Dr. Beyers covered cloning in health, right 
after venereal disease. Actually … I do have one question.”

“Yes?” 
“Mom, are my friends clones, too?”

“I am not sure,” I said. “They sure do have a lot of old person names: 
Mildred, Beatrice, Irving, Madonna. Maybe they also cloned a beloved 
relative. It’s really quite common.” 

Mom nodded, satisfied with this answer. Then she remembered 
something.
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“In health Dr. Beyers also told us how much cloning costs, too. It was a 
lot.”

“It was,” I answered. “It really was.”
“Speaking of…” she trailed off a bit.  “Can I ask you a question?” 
“Sure, sweetie,” Dave answered. “Anything.”
“Do I get two birthdays?” 

***
When I was five, we all went to an amusement park in California called 

Great America. It was going to be this big family road trip, kind of like 
Vacation before there was Vacation. 

Except Dad wanted us all to go on their new roller-coaster, called the 
Turn of the Century. It was a real deal adult coaster, and I in no way wanted 
to go. It was far too big and scary. I did everything I could to not go on. I 
begged and pleaded with Dad. I told him I would wait for them. I cried 
and fought. 

Well, Dad prevailed, and I sat on his lap. The coaster featured these 
hills which were designed to have you fly out of your seat. That was truly 
terrifying for a kid shoved into her dad›s lap, not at all securely. It also had 
corkscrew loops. I screamed in abject fear the entire way, hitting Dad as 
hard as I could, which wasn›t very hard. I remember him enjoying himself 
and laughing. 

After the coaster I ran off, hating Dad, right then, everything about 
him. I was so mad. I didn›t go on another coaster until I was 12. 

My brother and sister had fun too, as did Dad. So, they wanted to keep 
on doing rides like that. I was never going to do that. I would›ve run away 
first, I am not kidding. 

Mom, instead, hugged me, calmed me down and walked me to the 
little, little kiddy area. The kind with the itty-bitty rides, too young for me, 
even at five. I pretended to be okay with it, like no big deal, but I was even 
scared to go on those. They even had a teeny tiny mini roller coaster which 



14

probably went five miles an hour. I pretended to be too old and cool to be 
scared by it, but I was scared by it. I didn›t let Mom know. But she knew. 
She always knew. 

We rode it twice. 
We stayed in that area for a long time. 
I remember now how patient Mom was with me, and how willingly she 

just gave up her day, and all her attention, her life really, for me. Everything 
she had, everything she wanted, it was put aside right then. There was no 
rush, and she never made me feel bad for lingering there. She loved me 
completely and with total devotion. That day and always. 

She was the best, and I miss her, of course. I always will. Even though 
she’s here.

We didn’t clone Dad. 
***

Mom came in from field hockey practice, dirt all over her knees, flushed 
in the face, but vibrant, alive.  

Turns out Mom’s more athletic than I thought! She spent most of my 
childhood with her nose buried in hard-backed mysteries from the library. 
And, yes, she still loves to read, but sports are clearly her passion. Have to 
admit, I didn’t see that one coming, either. 

She entered the kitchen, put her things on the island, and helped herself 
to a glass of chocolate milk, two peaches and a sleeve of Town House 
crackers. That middle school growth spurt is no joke.

“Hey honey,” I said. “Would you like some pickled herring?” 
Mom made one of those “oh gross” faces. 
“Eww, no thank you, and never,” she said. 
“What about some sardines to go along with those crackers?” I asked. 

Mom, my mom, used to love tinned fish.    
Another face. “No,” she said. “That’s disgusting old people food.”
I was a little hurt. I like tinned fish. Sometimes at least. We used to eat it 
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together when I was her age and Mom was my age. It was a nice “us” thing, 
as no one else cared for it. Now it’s just me, I guess. 

“You don’t have to be so sarcastic about it,” I said. “A simple no would 
suffice.”

“Okay, mom,” she said, her voice laced with that “over it” hint of sarcasm 
that has come to define more and more of her speech as of late. I get it, it’s 
a developmental thing, she’s 12. But it still stings.

I know she’s defining herself and her boundaries and limits, but every 
kid discovers having a tone in their voice right about the same time they 
discover masturbation. And then they completely abuse both.

I looked over at Mom, with her long brown hair tied back in a magenta 
scrunchy, and her plaid field hockey uniform. She looked, much to my 
sudden surprise, like a jock. I didn’t know how I felt about that. 

Mom, the first time, was so not a jock. She didn’t learn how to ride a 
bike until she was in her 20s and honestly never quite mastered it. She 
was also a terrible swimmer, or so I assumed. I never saw her actually do 
it. Instead she would gingerly wade into the pool up to her waist and then 
stand there, chatting with her friends. 

As I stared at her, Mom looked up from her stool at our island at me. 
Her blue eyes were starting to turn astigmatic and myopic and she wore 
contacts for sports. Soon her vision, I knew, would be at least as bad as 
mine. And mine’s bad. In time she will need progressive lenses, which are 
covered by insurance, thank god. 

There aren’t many of us blue eyed Jews. 
“Mom?” she asked, letting the note hang in the air, rather the way 

Cromwell might emit a meow that somehow conveys an element of 
inquest. 

“Yes, sweetie?”
“Can I talk to you about something?” 
“Of course, you can always talk to me about anything.”
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“Okay,” she said, trembling slightly.
There’s a pause. 
“It’s okay,” I said. “What is it? It’s okay.”
“Mom, in health this week Dr. Beyers started to talk about human 

sexuality, and how people can be LGBTQ,” she said. “Anyway,” a pause, 
“Mom, I think I’m LGBTQ.” 

“That’s impossible,” I said. 
“Why?”
“Because no one can be all those things at once!” I said, more angrily 

than I meant to. 
“Okay, Mom,” she said, even more quietly than before, her head looking 

at her now empty plate. “I’m L. I mean, Mom, I think I’m a lesbian.”
“Look, I understand, you have a lot going on, your Bat Mitzvah is coming 

up, things are changing fast, and you’re discovering yourself, but, I’m sorry 
sweetie, although I love you and support you this is just not possible.”

“Why?” she said back. “I think I would know. The more Dr. Beyers 
talked about it, the more it seemed to click.”

She picked up some steam and spoke more quickly.
“And a lot of my classmates and friends are already out: Gertrude, 

Mildred, Hershel, Madonna …”
“Of course, Madonna is out!” I yelled. “God, with parents like hers 

that’s no surprise.”
“They’re nice people.”
“Who gave their daughter a stupid fucking name.”
“Mom, why are you so angry?” Tears started to well up. “I’m still me.”
“I know, but you’re not just you. You weren’t a lesbian, you had kids!”
“Mom,” she said. “I never did. Bubbie did. But I’m not her.”
“But you are her!” I said, putting my hands over my face, crying now 

too. “You were married. And you loved me. You loved me so much.”
“And I do, Mom, but I’m not her,” she said, now looking right at me. 
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“I’m just me.”
She walked over to me, so calm, poised even. I looked a mess in 

comparison. 
“Mom,” she said, “how do you know what your mom was? I’ve learned 

enough in social studies to know that when she was a girl, they didn’t have 
the ability to do things like we do. They didn’t play sports, they were kind 
of like, I don’t know, not free to be themselves.”

“But she got married, had kids, had me,” I said, realizing, as I said it, 
how self-centered this sounded. 

“And after she divorced Pipa Jack, did she ever get married again?” she 
asked. “Did she ever even have another boyfriend?”

She asked because she already knew the answer. 
“No,” I said. “Because she wanted to devote her time to us kids. We were 

the center of her life.”
“She loved you, but you showed me photos of all those trips she took 

with those other ladies,” she said. “I didn’t see a lot of men in those pictures.”
She gathered strength and confidence.
“Mom, I don’t know if Bubbie was like me,” she said. “I only know this 

is how I feel, and I hope you still love me.”
I grabbed her and hugged her close.
“Sweetie, I’ll always love you, always,” I said. “And forever.” 

***
H.B. 88, signed into law by President Hillary Clinton, required 

mandatory counseling for any parents who complete the cloning process. 
To fulfill our requirement, we endured a 45-minute computer lecture 

complete with slides and built-in quizzes telling us all the do’s and don’ts 
of how to raise a clone so it can be as healthy and well-adjusted as possible. 

We were tired, worn out, she had just been re-born and we wanted to 
get it over with. Right before we had sat through two other mandatory 
lectures. The first one about shaking the baby (Spoiler: don’t!) and the 
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second about how to properly breastfeed to avoid the heartbreak of 
“nipple-confusion.”  

Dave and I groggily sat through the presentation at the Never Say 
Goodbye Clinic. (And, yes, whenever you called them you were forced to 
listen to that hideous Bon Jovi prom anthem.)

It contained a lot of semi-useful information. They talked about 
learning to parent the clone you have, and how it is not recommended 
by the American Pediatric Association for you to name your clone after 
their deceased genetic source. This was their language: “It can lead to 
psychological confusion and trauma as the clone matures.”

We filled in the blanks in an easy online quiz that looked like someone 
wrote it on an iMac at some point in the late ‘90s. 

Once our session was completed, we received a release form. It had 
to be notarized. Fortunately, the clinic had an on-site service, for a small 
additional fee. 

***
“Mom, today in health Dr. Beyers said I’m born with all the eggs I will 

ever have,” she said. “That means there’s a little you in there, kind of.”
“Whoa,” I said. I jokingly talked to her flat little belly. “Hello, little me!” 

I said. “Do you think you would ever want to clone me?” 
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m only 15!”  
Still joking, but maybe just a little less than before, I decide to press her 

a bit. 
“Oh, c’mon!” I said. “Of course, you would! Right?”
“Mom, please let it go.” 

***
I’m a bit melancholy tonight, so I dialed in my own MemoryBox 

account. It’s all right there. I know there isn’t much to be gained by reliving 
these experiences, but I just can’t stop.   

The little wheel on the screen spun, letting me know it’s working, slowly. 
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And then it connected. 
I watched it again. The memory I hated most but replayed most often. 

Mom, my actual mom, was in hospice. 
She was 88 years old, and her life was now confined to this one room, 

the hallway that led to the cafeteria, and trips to and from the bathroom—
the latter could only happen with the help of the staff, just a button push 
away. I realized, with quiet sobriety, these were the last things she would 
ever see. 

The melanoma was caught and removed, caught and removed, only to 
come back each time, somehow worse. She always had her moles checked, 
advised me to do the same, always wore sunscreen. So practical. These 
things are not fair. 

The truth is, I missed her even though she wasn’t dead yet, because she 
wasn’t really Mom anymore. Maybe this was selfish, but it was so hard to see 
her. The person I’d known was not there, other than in the merest glimpses 
of momentary animation, as unpredictable as they were heartbreaking. 

I’d moved into Mom’s room for the past several weeks. It coincided 
with my winter break, so here’s one cheer for the school year’s vacations. I 
slept on a rickety rollaway bed by the frosted window, as snow piled up in 
icy drifts in New Jersey’s winter. 

This was so hard, because, how to say this, I didn’t feel like Mom’s favorite 
anymore. God, what a terrible person I must be, but it’s true. I’d always 
enjoyed this special bond with Mom. We talked about it, we cherished it. 
Now when she saw me, there was nothing, barely an acknowledgement 
of my presence. She was dying, so physically close to gone, but when my 
brother or sister, or one of her friends, came in I saw a change. 

“Where’s my smile?” my older brother Steve would ask, to keep from 
crying. And, somehow, she’d wrestle up a grin. 

I didn’t get those grins, forced or not. I didn’t get much. I knew I was 
there for her, but this hurt me more than I could have imagined. 
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Maybe I never was her favorite. Maybe favorites change. Maybe she was 
disappointed in me for reasons I never knew. Lots of maybes. 

But I tried to make those last days mean something. I didn’t think I 
needed closure with this person, with whom nothing had been left 
unspoken, with whom I had always had an umbilical-like connection. 

I wrote a goodbye note to Mom and read it to her. She strained to sit up 
in bed. I told her how anything good inside of me was because of her, how 
without her I wouldn’t have had even one parent I knew really cared about 
me. How I planned to become a mom, someday, like her. 

She listened, because what else could she do? And then she looked me 
in the eye, close enough where her astigmatism didn’t matter anymore. She 
whispered something softly, but it was still clear as could be. 

“I want to die,” she said. 
I looked and understood. 
But this wasn’t the right goodbye. 
A few days later Mom could no longer speak. 
Mostly she’d lay in bed, occasionally propped up by the mattress. We 

decorated her room with pictures of loved ones. It was my idea, not that 
anyone noticed. 

It felt like Mom wanted to communicate, but since she couldn’t speak, 
we didn’t know what to do. I was there with my brother and sister. Dave was 
out getting a bite to eat. It seemed urgent, maybe her last urgent message, 
so I hatched an idea. 

I wrote the alphabet on a whiteboard, and we tried to figure out what 
she meant, letter by letter. It was slow work. But after many false starts, 
corrections and leaps of logic we finally figured it out, like on that old game 
Password, and when we repeated it to Mom she nodded: “I love you. But 
please let me go.”

We all nodded, crying, including Mom. 
I wiped her tears with a tissue. 
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Which I then placed in a sterile plastic tube. 
I’ll always love you too, Mom. Always. And forever.



22

B Y

M I C A H 
T H O R P

CHARACT ERS
R E A L



23

“Next please.” The man behind the counter didn’t look up as 
Harold approached.

 “What medium?”  
 Harold handed him a form. “Short story. Magazine”
 The man behind the counter took Harold’s form and began clicking 

away on the computer sitting in front of him. “Fiction or non.”  
 “Fiction.”
 “Male or female?”  
 “Male.”
 “Age?”
 “Late twenties or early thirties.”
 The man looked irritated. “You need to be more specific.”
 “Thirty-two.”
 The man behind the counter turned his back to Harold and reached 

for a binder. “Here’s what we’ve got. Availability is listed in the upper right 
hand corner, dates of expiration, general outline of traits, back-story and 
so on are listed on the left.»

 Harold flipped through the first few pages of the binder. “These are 
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really expensive,” he commented.
 The man behind the counter wasn’t moved. “Prices don’t include 

insurance fees, taxes or costs of removal.”  
 Harold flipped through several more pages. “Do you have any that 

are, you know, discounted?”
 The man frowned. “Discounted characters are in the back.”  He 

paused. “I would add a main comes with the addition of at least three 
supporting, discounted or not.”  

 Harold looked in the back of the binder with some disappointment. 
After a few minutes he pointed to a page. “I’ll take this one.”

 The man behind the counter looked at Harold’s choice.  “Rather 
generic,” he muttered. After replacing the binder on the shelf he reached 
beneath the counter. He placed a blue packet in front of Harold. “You 
need to put down your social, sign the bottom and pay the fee.”

 Harold complied.
 The man behind the counter stamped a date on the folder and affixed 

a label. “You have now purchased one federally endorsed main character, 
and three supporting characters, all with associated taxes and fees.”  He 
waved Harold away from the desk.  “Have a nice day. Next!”

***
 Nigel crossed the hall for coffee and cigarettes with Harold at eight 

o’clock every morning. Morning coffee was a ritual, one to which he and 
Harold had become accustomed.  On most mornings, he would find 
Harold sitting at the kitchen table, reading the morning news or tapping 
away on his laptop. Harold never crossed the hall to have coffee in Nigel’s 
apartment, not because Nigel’s apartment provided a less pleasant venue 
in which to sip coffee, nor because Harold was less motivated to visit Nigel 
than Nigel was to visit Harold, but simply because the ritual required Nigel 
visiting Harold and rituals are to be carried out as prescribed.  

 On this particular morning, however, Nigel found Harold still 
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wearing his bathrobe and pajamas, staring at a small blue shiny metallic 
packet. The coffee machine sat idly on the kitchen counter.  

 “Is that...?” Nigel trailed off.
 “It is,” Harold replied, not taking his eyes off the auspicious packet 

on the table.
 “It’s so, you know, shiny.”
 “It is.” Harold clearly had not prepared the morning coffee.
 “It’s not one of those black market, underground, recycled ones 

either?”
 “It’s not.”
 “How did you get it?  I thought they only approved a few hundred a 

month.”
 “They do.”
 Nigel walked over to the coffee machine, pulled out the filter and 

refilled the water reservoir. “Did you steal it from someone? I mean really, 
how did you get it?”

 Harold looked up. “I waited. Over a year. I just got on the list and 
waited.”

 For a time, both sat quietly looking at the blue packet. The coffee 
machine finished brewing as Nigel broke the silence. “You need to get to 
work. You know these things are time limited.”

 “I know. I just never thought,” Harold stopped in mid sentence and 
stood up.  “Yes. I had best get to work.”

***
 A day later Nigel burst into Harold’s apartment to find him sitting 

at the kitchen table surrounded by wadded up pages of paper, coffee cups, 
and an ashtray filled with cigarette butts feverishly clicking away on his 
laptop.  Across the table sat an extremely fit young man.  The man had 
jet black hair, deep set dark eyes, and perfect widow’s peak.  His vintage 
military uniform fit tightly enough to make out his tall muscular build. He 
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was clean shaven and sat legs crossed and hands folded.  
 Nigel stood staring, mouth agape. “Holy cow!  I mean Wow!  He 

looks perfect!”
 Harold didn’t look up. “Yeah, he’s okay, but I can’t find his voice.”
 “Does he even need one? I mean really. Maybe you could just narrate 

some stuff.  Does he even need to speak?”
 Harold frowned. “Yes. Yes, he needs to say something.  I just can’t 

figure out what.”
 “Well, start with a name. What’s his name?”
 “Steele. Commander Joseph Steele. United States Army.”
 Nigel leaned against the kitchen counter and folded his arms. “I don’t 

think they have Commanders in the Army. I think that’s a Navy thing. The 
Army has Captains though.”  He paused, sensing some disappointment. 
“But the name is good. I like the name. Where is he from?”

 “The Midwest. Iowa I think.” 
***
 “Well she looks interesting.” Nigel nodded toward the tall blonde 

staring out at the street from Harold’s living room window. The blond 
woman was immaculately dressed in a dark evening gown with a pearl 
necklace and small silver brooch.  In her hand she held a small black 
handbag with a clasp that resembled a silver spider.

 The woman briefly glanced at Nigel. “Pochemucheka,” she uttered 
in a low sultry voice.

 “She’s a Russian intelligence.” Harold said as he wandered across the 
living room. “I think she’s KGB but I’m having trouble getting the dates 
right. Did the wall come down in ‘89 or ‘91?”  

 “I’m pretty sure it was ‘89. But you should still probably look it up.”
 Captain Joe Steele stepped into the living room and stood next to 

Nigel, staring at the Russian agent. “Better be careful. The Rooskies sent a 
spider. Beautiful but deadly.  Don’t get caught in her web,” he remarked.  
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 Nigel smiled. “I see you found his voice.”  
 Harold stepped back in the living room with a cup of coffee. “It’s not 

too over the top is it? He’s a little more Midwestern than I was hoping for, 
but it was part of his back story and I couldn’t change it.”  

***
 It had been nearly a week since Harold had made any progress. Every 

morning Nigel would burst through the apartment door, saunter into the 
kitchen and find Harold sitting at the table in his terry cloth bathrobe 
and pajamas, increasingly unkempt sitting amidst an ever growing pile of 
crumpled up papers, ashtrays and coffee mugs. The air in the apartment was 
becoming fetid. Despite his decrepit surroundings, Captain Joe remained 
upbeat, positing ever more cliché words of encouragement. Svetlana, on 
the other hand, never seemed to move away from the living room, only 
occasionally taking a seat on the couch to smoke. Captain Joe never missed 
an opportunity to light her cigarette, though she seemed to barely notice 
him.

 Nigel had offered insights and suggestions, but to no avail.
 “What happened to the second lieutenant? Wasn’t he going to be 

some sort of double agent?”
 Harold pointed to some of the crumpled up papers beneath the 

table. “Didn’t work.”
 Nigel thought for a moment. “What about a forbidden love triangle 

kind of thing?”
 Harold shook his head and pointed down the hall. “I started down 

that road. Joe at Lana just ended up making a mess in the bedroom. Was a 
total disaster.”

 Nigel tapped his fingers on the table. “What you need is a foil. A bad 
guy. You know, some kind of Russian general or something. Someone with 
a diabolical plot to bring down civilization.”

 Harold nodded. “I thought so too. Had a pretty good start in that 
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direction, but it stalled. General Romanoff was going to try and deploy a 
secret laser that could bring down all the broadcast satellites.”

 “Well what happened?”
 Harold pointed at a large cutout behind the garbage can in the 

corner of the room. “He was flat. Two-dimensional. Pure cardboard.”
 Nigel sat down.  He was becoming increasingly worried about 

Harold. As is the nature of writer’s block the inability to make progress 
was impeding the ability to make progress.  

 “You need to get out of here. Take a break. Refocus.”
 Harold sighed. “It would be nice, but you know the rules. They 

aren’t supposed to leave and if I go they’re supposed to go with me.”  
 Captain Joe smiled, “We’ll follow you to the gates of hell, General.”  
 Harold sighed again.  
 Other writers had taken their semi-formed characters out into public, 

seldom with good outcomes. Characters were often seen trailing behind 
their writers, looking out of place, disoriented and confused.  Conflicts 
inevitably emerged. Well-written motivations were often not balanced by 
the nuance necessary to navigate normal societal interactions.  Internal flaws, 
or poorly constructed back stories would often reveal themselves in ways 
not considered in a fixed narrative. A character designed with a tendency 
toward hypochondria might suddenly fall on the ground clutching their 
chest. A heartbroken parent might try to steal someone else’s child. A 
character with antisocial tendencies might be inclined to attack authority 
figures and so on.  While the government had not explicitly prohibited 
characters from public interaction an “early development quarantine” was 
highly recommended.  

 “I could, you know, baby-sit for a while,” Nigel offered.
 Captain Joe saluted. “I’ll hold down headquarters if you need to 

go out on recon.”  
Harold ignored him.
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 “Maybe if I just left for an hour or two.  Take a walk. You know, 
cleared my mind.”

 Nigel stood. “Exactly. It’s done then. Get some clothes on and go for 
a walk.  Things will be fine while you’re gone.”

***
 When Harold arrived back at the apartment, he noticed the door 

was locked. He could hear Svetlana’s sultry voice as he opened the door.
 “You think I don’t know who you are. I know you are hiding 

something.” In the kitchen Captain Joe and Nigel were both sitting on 
the floor, bound and gagged. Hovering over them, Svetlana waved a small 
pistol. “You KNOW I will find out. And then I send you both off to the 
gulag.”  Harold could see the relief in Nigel’s eyes when he entered the 
room.

 “Lana, what are you doing?”
 Lana didn’t respond.  
 “Lana, you need to let them go.”
 Lana looked at Harold. “Why should I? They are hiding something. I 

make them talk.”
 “You know the best way to get them to talk is to be nice to them. And 

they can’t talk if they’re gagged and tied up.”
 Lana thought for a moment. “Da.” She put her pistol back in her 

handbag and walked back into the living room.    
 Harold untied Captain Joe and Nigel.
 “Thank God. I thought she was going to kill us.” Nigel wiped the 

sweat off his forehead.  
 “That right there is a femme fatal,” said Captain Joe, jumping to his 

feet. “I’ve got to report her to command.”
 Harold rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, Captain, it’s already taken care 

of.” He turned to Nigel. “Sorry, I should have seen this coming.”
 “It was pretty scary. She did some kind of fancy martial arts thing 
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and took out Captain Joe before I could call for help.”
 Harold slapped his forehead. “Oh yeah. I thought I wrote that part 

out. Sorry.”
 Nigel took a breath. “I don’t think we should do that again.”
 Harold smiled. “There isn’t going to be a next time. That break did 

the trick.” He tapped his forehead. “I’ve got it all figured out. I’ll be done 
by tomorrow morning.”

***
 Nigel heard loud noises coming from Harold’s apartment later that 

afternoon. I sounded like a large parade might be passing right through 
Harold’s living room.  He knew better than to disturb Harold and 
remembered the “no matter what” warning that followed the morning’s 
incident, but still he worried. He remembered a year ago in Middlebury 
when another writer had been working on a True Crime series and hadn’t 
taken appropriate precautions, overdrawing a nefarious serial killer.  

 By evening the sounds in Harold’s apartment had grown even louder 
and were punctuated by several large crashes. Nigel sat just outside Harold’s 
door unsure whether or not to interrupt.  

 For a short time the sounds quieted, then with no warning Harold’s 
door flung open and he leaped out into the hall. Inside Nigel could see the 
kitchen table and couch had been overturned. Captain Joe and Svetlana 
were crouched behind the table, guns in hand, occasionally peeking over 
the top at whatever was in the living room.  

 Harold slammed the door shut and held it closed as something on 
the other side tried to pull it open.

 “What the heck is going on in there?” Nigel shouted.
 “It’s the zombies. Joe, Lana and the rest of the survivors are holding 

them off, but I’m not sure I can finish before we’re overrun.”  
 Nigel helped Harold hold onto the door handle. “Zombies! Really? 

You decided to go with zombies? What were you thinking?”
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 “It seemed like a good plot twist! And zombies are really popular 
right now!”  

 “Well that’s just great. What are you going to do?” Nigel could feel 
the pressure on the door receding.

 “I’ve got to get back in there and finish. It’s the only way to end this. 
Whatever you do, make sure this door stays closed!”  With that Harold 
pushed the door open again and darted back into his apartment.  

***
 Nigel sat all night outside Harold’s door. Intermittent crashes and 

screams emanated from inside. Once Nigel heard a thud on the other side 
of the door. At midnight a rapid series of gunshots rang out. By four in 
the morning all the sounds had stopped.  Nigel looked under the door but 
could detect no sign of movement.

 At eight o›clock Nigel screwed up the courage to open the door. As 
it swung open he could see the apartment was completely trashed. Broken 
lights and furniture littered the floor.  The couch, or what was left of it 
sat upside down between the living room and kitchen.  The oven and 
refrigerator were stacked on one another in a corner of the kitchen. Paper 
and glass were everywhere.  

 Alone in the middle of the kitchen floor sat Harold, cradling his 
laptop.  

 Nigel picked up the coffee machine off the floor. “What 
happened? Where is everyone?”

 Harold lit a cigarette.  “I finished.  Sent them all off.  They’re the 
publisher’s problem now.”

 Nigel sat down next to Harold. “I can’t believe it’s done.”
 Harold took a puff and leaned back. “Yeah, that was pretty intense. 

I’m not sure I can do that again.” He paused. “But I have a few ideas for a 
novel.”
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“Please, I like how I look.”
Wang Yan Chen paused. The gray doll wriggled his arms, 

and the wet globs of clay clung to the toymaker’s rough hands. 
The man briefly considered releasing his grip so he could finally meet 
Clyde’s gaze. 

They’ll tear him apart if he’s not put together, Wang Yan Chen thought, 
the words from long ago like blood resurfacing from a clotted wound. And 
the world couldn’t care less.

When the man finally spoke, his voice was taut, the strings of an 
instrument tuned to a too-sharp key. “I told you not to make last-minute 
changes.” 

But Clyde squirmed even harder. “I don’t want a makeover.”
“Clyde,” pressed Wang Yan Chen. The deadline for the competition 

was today, and he didn’t have time for a petty argument. 
 The toy grumbled. “Why is the contest so important anyway?”
“Those judges dictate the direction you’ll be going for the rest of your 

life. You’ll win money, power, opportunities—”
“So what?”
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“The world is a cruel place, no matter what they led you to believe,” 
Wang Yan Chen growled. “Why sabotage your future with some childish 
rebellion you’ll regret later?”

“This isn’t something I’ll regret! Please—” Clyde twisted his torso in a 
vain attempt to face his maker. “Yes, I know a lot of things will be easier if 
I give in to your demands, but it won’t matter if I’m hiding who I am—”

“It’ll matter when you’re left to rot on the streets.” 
Silence crashed down in the room. Wang Yan Chen took a slow, shaky 

breath, but even the beat of his heart in his chest felt sore. A bead of sweat 
trickled down his nape.

Clyde’s flinch was the flutter of a moth’s wings right before it plunged 
into the ruby flames. The colorless toy jerked his head and stared at the 
acrylic paintings plastered on the concrete walls, brow furrowed, jaw 
clenched. Wang Yan Chen knew those works had always brought the 
toy comfort, showcasing the rocky evolution of his growth as an artist. 
It also kept the room from looking too much like a gaping hole. After all, 
any windows would be pointless in the cramped apartment—there was 
nothing to look at but flashing sheets of cold droplets trailing down the 
glass like tears.

With a huff, the man shuffled around for a chisel in the pile of tools 
sprawled beside an unclasped box. His wrist held the toy against the 
wooden desk with a small slot of space, mindful of potential injuries. The 
toymaker straightened Clyde’s hips and thighs, his thumb flattening his 
chest. The clay doll groaned in pain, and Wang Yan Chen almost winced 
to prove that he also wished none of this was necessary.

“It’s for your own good. You know how picky and stubborn the judges 
are,” he said instead, focusing on peeling the lumped edges of Clyde’s 
bottom, his face ironed free of emotion. 

When he finished smudging Clyde’s uptight bun into a short, jagged 
haircut, Wang Yan Chen continued, struggling to keep his voice low. “If 
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you win, you’ll have a much easier time than I did. The uphill climb is only 
getting harder with your generation...”

Words evaporated from his tongue. He never was good at comforting 
people. The toymaker squinted in the feeble glow from the light bulbs 
dangling above and carved out another piece of clay.

“I don’t get it, though….” Clyde’s voice was barely above a whisper. “It’s 
still me.”

Wang Yan Chen’s lips twitched. “There are just some things you don’t 
get until you regret it.”

After he dropped the chisel with a clank back into the heap of 
screwdrivers, awls, and stiff-bristled brushes, Clyde reluctantly nestled 
into the man’s pouch. The toymaker grabbed his comb and the threadbare 
coat from the rusty stand next to his desk, ignoring the seams fraying at 
its edges. He quickly untangled his scruffy beard, frowned at the growing 
scrapes of white before scanning the room. Something was missing. 

“Oh, right, I almost forgot the umbrella.” 
“For it always rains in Shui Cheng,” Clyde finished, the barest smile 

tugging at the tip of his mouth. No matter what happened, at least there 
was one reliable constant.

Wang Yan Chen snatched his crimson umbrella from the rack and pulled 
the door handle with his free hand more forcefully than he intended. It 
slammed with a loud thud.

#
“Will I come back from the competition?”
Wang Yan Chen could feel Clyde shifting in his flag pocket, perhaps 

peeking out at the corrugated mass of people plodding under a cloak of 
heavy rainfall. In the cracks between the dilapidated buildings, the man 
could discern a pointy cross looming above them, beyond the mist. Choir 
hymns undulated from a distance, only dulled by faint murmurs from 
the crowd. Wang Yan Chen briefly wondered whether Clyde could win 
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the competition—whether he could earn a roof to call his own, an open 
road, and a full belly each night. A life with an easy heart, the man thought, 
Without needing to get on friendly terms with death.

It would only be a few hours until Clyde leaves Wang Yan Chen’s reach 
for good. The idea of an isolated apartment scrubbed clean of noise lingered 
in his mind, like a dead bug that stubbornly clung to a windshield. 

Only a sigh escaped the man’s lips. “I hope you’ll visit.” 
“Visit? Not stay?” 
“No toy ever returned, okay?” he whispered back, but it was loud enough 

to draw glances from passing pedestrians. The rain splattered harder on 
the umbrella. “Once you win, you can climb to the top and do whatever 
you want. Pursue art, or choose another path, and your status could have 
you coasting above anyone who might want to stop you.”

“But—” Clyde hesitated. Wang Yan Chen’s breath hitched, and he 
found himself anticipating the toy’s following words. 

“Was there no other choice?” Clyde asked instead. “What happens if I 
don’t win?”

For a moment, the old answer flitted through Wang Yan Chen’s mind 
automatically. Money. Power. Opportunities. But now, a different reply 
raised its maw and roared inside him, thunderous and insistent. A life 
without regrets.

“Then you would have failed,” The man mumbled, pushing the words 
out of his throat. “I’m a living example, after all.”

An uneasy hush descended over the duo as they strolled to the 
chambers, but Wang Yan Chen’s gaze never wavered from the gleam of 
lights guiding them onward. Swollen droplets hit his umbrella with force, 
coupled with a huffing wind stirring flaps of the canopy. Wang Yan Chen 
shivered. He never liked the rain—too frigid, too messy, too taxing. But 
now, he wondered if it was just the moisture that made his clothes cling so 
uncomfortably to his skin. 
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The gabled roofs of a cathedral emerged behind the blanket of fog. 
Below, a narrow marble passage snaked towards large, oaken double doors, 
ornately carved with a phoenix unfurling its crescent wings in the center. 
Religious statues queued on the stairs, some serene with their heads tilted 
towards the sky, others captured in dramatic contortions, their cloaked 
bodies imbued with movement. Wang Yan Chen felt his eyes involuntarily 
trail back towards the path, approaching with his head stooped.

“Clyde, we’re at the competition.” 
Wang Yan Chen patted his pockets several times, but there was nothing. 

“Clyde?”
The man frantically swiveled his head left and right. Rows of men and 

women shoved past him.
“Clyde!” Wang Yan Chen’s voice shook, a cross between a question 

and a demand until he saw a clay doll slinking behind the crowd, narrowly 
avoiding the stampede of shoes. 

“Don’t play this game with me,” he bellowed. He waded through the 
tide of people, disregarding the cries of complaint they hurled over their 
shoulders. It only prompted Clyde to run faster.

The crowd thinned, and he didn’t realize how far they’d pressed 
backward until the toy was scampering towards a dark alleyway up ahead, 
its walls smeared thick with graffiti. Swerving, the toy ducked past a slummy 
apartment and bolted farther into the shadows, his dull contour blending 
seamlessly in the gloom. That pathway led to one of the many forbidden 
camps that sheltered toys from the competition, where they were converted 
into primitive beings, carelessly indulging in pleasure day after day while 
ignoring their duties. As Wang Yan Chen’s labored breathing accelerated, 
so did the pace of his propelling steps.

He bent to scoop Clyde up, and his fingers closed around the toy’s waist.
His foot slipped.
Wang Yan Chen staggered forward, losing his balance and crashing 
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onto the pavement. Droplets of water from the puddle sprayed the cuffs 
of his pants, and Clyde tumbled out of his grasp. The crimson umbrella 
launched from his hand thrashed in the billowing gale and soared out 
of sight. Almost as quickly, Clyde stood up and turned toward the alley, 
staring at the stretch of darkness spanning miles ahead.

“Don’t you dare,” Wang Yan Chen snarled, his hand scrambling for 
enough strength on the slippery cement to push himself back up.

The clay doll whirled and caught his gaze. For the first time in months, 
or maybe years, Wang Yan Chen saw Clyde again. A toy who desperately 
wrestled for a place in the world, even against his own creator, one who 
had been mold and shaped and sculpted to the point where he could only 
guard the last semblances of identity like a bruised soldier curled around a 
dying candle.

“I’m sorry,” said Clyde. He scampered on the cobblestone road but 
never looked back.

As Wang Yan Chen gasped for breath, a few pellets of red dripped down 
his jaw, the color swirling on the soaked floor. The cut was shallow, a graze, 
just deep enough to draw blood, but he swore at the sting. He pushed 
himself onto his feet and lurched before losing his balance, collapsing to 
his hands and knees in the street.

He closed his eyes, breathed, nostrils flaring.
Just where had the man gone wrong? Was Clyde stupid enough to wish 

for disqualification without trying, to have the few chances given to him 
yanked away like a carpet beneath his feet? Perhaps being left to rot on 
the streets would be a sincere fate. No, Clyde would be marked as a target, 
ridiculed for his failures, and pulverized for his looks. After all, who would 
bother with one more speck of dust, one more competitor, wiped off the 
map?

Like I care anymore, Wang Yan Chen scoffed. And why should he? If 
Clyde wanted to run away from his problems like some fairytale princess, 
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then it would be his fault when the consequences trampled down the door, 
demanding payment for his debts. At least the toymaker didn’t shirk his 
duty. His job was done, whether he liked it or not.

When Wang Yan Chen finally opened his eyes, a stream carrying blobs 
of clay slithered on the ground, ignorantly trickling to a nearby steel grate 
where the water plummeted down, down, down into the sewage system.

#
Wang Yan Chen turned the handle of his front door. It slid soundlessly 

open. The shadows veered, elongated, shrunk, along with the swaying 
motion of each dusty light bulb. A train screeched to a halt in the distance. 
The man heaved his foot forward against the weight accompanying each 
step. Droplets of water trickled down from his hair, his face, his clothes, 
soaking the carpet with blotches of brown. 

“Stupid toy,” Wang Yan Chen muttered and kicked the table, ignoring 
the dull throb of pain in his foot afterward. His body was nothing more 
than a vessel, a puppet to enforce his will on. Despite it, his heart still beat, 
pumping enough blood to slowly sew the broken tissues back into chapped 
skin. Before, he could have claimed it was because he still had a purpose, 
that he still had an unwritten legacy to engrave in the world. But now, the 
hollowness was just as hard to brush aside as the haunting way the cold 
walls of the room sucked away any sounds.

Wang Yan Chen sighed and limped toward the kitchen, nudging open 
the cupboards. He picked a tall bottle lying on its side, popped open the 
cork, and drank. With each gulp, the taste of grapevine scorched his throat 
like he remembered. Once the container had been emptied, he burped. 
Worries, doubts, and regret immediately frothed, bubbling their way to his 
brain, like the first few drops seeping through the cracks of a dam before 
water explodes out. He wiped his mouth, scrambled for another glass, and 
repeated the process. 

The full effects of the drinks didn’t surface until he stood up, and the 
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plywood boards tilted precariously beneath him. He tiptoed around 
multiple empty flasks rolling on the floor, teetered to his bedroom, and 
missed the knob twice before the door burst open.

The man squinted. Fat philosophy and science fiction books lined 
the shelves, clamping together slim cases of country music discs. Pages 
of doodle art shrouded the plain white walls. A tiny blanketed cradle lay 
under a broken, flickering lamp at the far edge of the room.

This isn’t my room, Wang Yan Chen realized. It’s Clyde’s.
The toymaker moved slowly, careful not to damage anything. He 

glanced from one artwork to the next—a picnic of two on ashy rocks 
roosted beside the sun-dappled sea, a hummingbird flapping its wings in 
the clear night sky, a landscape of lush fields brimming with dandelions. 
Moments frozen in time, away from circumstances that clothed them with 
meaning.

Despite the alcohol still burning in his abdomen, Wang Yan Chen 
shivered. If he had paid more attention to Clyde’s concerns, perhaps the 
toy wouldn’t have run away. 

He should’ve been less harsh, more thoughtful. He should’ve listened to 
Clyde’s pleas instead of punishing him for the makeover. Wang Yan Chen 
clutched the paintings while the thoughts battered him in the head, as if 
he was clinging to the threads of hope, however thin and worn the fabric 
may be, trying to linger in a time suspended from the evermoving tides of 
change.

But the waves already pulled back, leaving nothing but residues of a lost 
man to mark their passing.

Somewhere, the clocktower struck twelve, and its sound reverberated 
across the city, signaling the deadline for participants’ entries.

#
Wang Yan Chen unfurled a sheet of laminated paper and taped the 

poster to the wall. The center was emblazoned with a painfully accurate 
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sketch of Clyde’s face; above written in several different languages were 
two words: LOST TOY.

It had been several weeks since Clyde’s disappearance. From the moment 
his alarm chimed in the morning, Wang Yan Chen would haul himself 
out of the apartment hunting for clues. He combed his hair and donned a 
slim fit suit, hoping to make himself look presentable. Still, as the toy had 
actively run away, the local police task force and neighbors only bothered 
to spare a glance before continuing on with their lives. Days flew off the 
calendar like petals ripped from flower stems and swept away by the wind. 
They had no control over the direction they were heading nor the lives 
they were taking.

Wang Yan Chen remembered when Clyde snuck outside the house 
three years ago, only to scurry back drenched a few hours later. It was 
twilight when the man heard a weak knock at the door. He swung it open 
immediately, and his heart skipped a beat. Clyde stumbled—no, melted—
on the cold wooden floor. The toymaker stayed up all night to nurse him 
back to health, and when his worries didn’t wane, he canceled friendly 
reunions for the rest of the week to make sure Clyde didn’t suffer again.

Wang Yan Chen’s stomach clenched, recalling how furious he was, how 
he had confiscated the toy’s paint set for months. But it would be reassuring 
to scream or cry or throw a tantrum, to prove that he at least felt something. 
The man couldn’t even muster the energy to do that. 

Not that it was necessary. He had already failed as a toymaker. But more 
importantly, he had failed Clyde. 

Wang Yan Chen pulled the soaked hood over his head, thrust his 
hands into the pockets of his overalls, and kept his gaze low from curious 
pedestrians. Not for the first time, he perched on top of a trash storage 
shed in the alleyway near the cathedral, his eyes peeled for any signs of a 
clay doll.

As the evening stretched on, Wang Yan Chen felt the tug-of-war 
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between consciousness and sleep, an ongoing battle he was now familiar 
with. One moment the strain under his eye bags dragged his eyelids closer 
and closer together, and the next moment a yapping dog caused the man 
to jolt backward, nearly bashing his skull. He flicked his wrist to check the 
time, only to be greeted with a frozen handle pointing at eight, where a 
jagged crack ran along the edges of the watch.

It always rains in Shui Cheng, the man thought, blinking rapidly to stay 
awake as the world went black.

#
Wang Yan Chen woke when he felt a tap on his chin, barraged with a 

deluge of blended sentences. He rubbed his eyes, waiting for the blurred 
silhouette to take form.

“Baba, it’s me,” rolled a silvery voice, but the same familiar undertones 
rang underneath.

Wait a second. Wang Yan Chen pushed his hands against the floor 
and sat up straight, discerning a clay doll in a neat violet frock hugging 
the handle of a crimson umbrella. The smell of jasmine wafted in the air, 
mingling with the rain-stirred dew.

“I’m sorry for keeping you so long,” it mumbled, looking askance.
Wang Yan Chen gawped, still trying to blink away the cotton in his 

mind. “Clyde?”
A pause. “Cleo. I wanted to call myself that for a long time.”
“You came back.”
 Wang Yan Chen smiled as he tried to stand, wobbling. His clothes and 

hair were covered with soot and gravel, but that didn’t matter. 
His brow furrowed, looking more closely at the toy. “Are you…” Wang 

Yan Chen faltered, unable to phrase his question.
“Yes.” She glanced down at her fidgeting fingers, now slender to match 

the rest of her slim frame. Then she met his gaze, brow furrowed, head 
raised. “Yes, I am.”
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Wang Yan Chen nodded, smiling. “That’s— great. That’s… look, Cleo, 
I’m so sorry.”

They strolled in peaceful silence. Droplets came steady and soft, falling 
from a sky of pure white velvet. If the man squinted, he could discern a 
small transparent arc, dripping in color, hovering above the palette of 
milky snow. Out of the corner of his vision, a group of stuffed animals 
stomped on puddles, giggling as the water splashed on their fur coats. The 
fresh scent of mist filled his nostrils, and the world was strangely still. For 
a moment, Wang Yan Chen’s worries about the competition seemed small 
in comparison, knowing Cleo could survive in the thunderstorm without 
him.

“You’ve chosen a good name, by the way,” the man muttered, rubbing his 
nape as he glanced at her. Cleo blinked once, twice, before she turned and 
faced the road. He caught the corner of her mouth curling momentarily 
upward.

They arrived at the gate of the temple’s doors. The toy tiptoed on her 
shoes, lifting the umbrella as high as she could. The rain splattered on her 
face, trickling down the gossamer folds of her skirt. 

“Here. It’s yours,” Cleo said.
Wang Yan Chen crouched, lowering the height difference. He clasped 

the handle before bending down for a kiss.
“I like how you look,” he soothed, smudging back a speck of clay that 

had escaped the long, neatly-coiled ponytail of ebony hair. “I really do.”
Cleo scuffed the ground with the toe of her shoe. “I thought you’d be 

angry when I came back. I was late.”
“You’ll get a few points shed off for being tardy,” the man shrugged, 

“But everyone gets there in their own time.”
The toy grinned and leaped into a hug, her arms enveloping the front of 

his calves. “Thank you. For Everything.”
Wang Yan Chen’s mind churned with tidbits of advice, but the words 
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were so jumbled and mismatched that nothing came out. He had said 
everything that needed to be said.

Well, almost. “Good luck at the competition,” he blurted.
Cleo laughed and wiped away the tears welling in her eyes. “I love you, 

you know?”
Wang Yan Chen returned the embrace. “I love you too.”
After a pregnant pause, the two reluctantly broke apart. Wang Yan 

Chen remained crouched as the toy waved goodbye one last time before 
scampering with action figures and teddy bears and robots toward the 
blinding light beyond the arched entrance. 

For a moment, a current of unrestrained noise swept through his mind. 
What if the judges disqualified her? What if she still wasn’t prepared enough? 
What if—

The toymaker took a shallow breath and forced himself to quell his 
thoughts. Cleo would be fine.

For she was Wang Yan Chen’s pride.
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Ken huffed the final steps up the alpine trail and into the hanging 
glacial valley. Before him, the path flattened out and snaked 
through half a mile of lichen-encrusted boulders and patchy tufts 

of grass before rising to a saddle between two peaks. Fifty yards ahead lay 
a navigation cairn, and to its right, several acres of quaking aspens stood at 
attention like a phalanx of yellow-plumed centurions. Hands on hips, he 
arched to stretch his back and turned to gaze back over the thousand-foot 
drop he’d ascended. Not a cloud challenged the radiant, late-September 
sun as it traversed Montana’s endless sky.

Turning back to the aspens, their shimmering autumn leaves rippled 
like minnows in a stream. Ken was sweat-soaked from the climb, and the 
fluttering yellow beckoned as a fair spot to lunch before ascending to the 
hiker’s shelter where he planned to camp. 

At the edge of the grove, a barrier of woody shrubs grew high enough 
to entwine the lowest branches of the aspens. Parting the brush with his 
hands, Ken batted his way through the thicket and into the trees. 

“Holy—”
From outside the grove, the aspens appeared as a lone brushstroke of 
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yellow on the otherwise gray-green palette of the mountain, but from 
inside, their translucent leaves filtered out all other color, bathing the 
world in monochromatic gold that blazed like the throne room of heaven. 
Overhead, the interlacing boughs grasped each other so tightly, the light 
that filtered through the canopy tinged even the aspen’s pallid trunks with 
a lemony hue. Holding his hand before his face, Ken saw the gold reflected 
on his skin, as when children hold buttercups under their chins. 

“Amazing…” He plucked a fallen leaf from the thick moss underfoot. 
The leaf was heart-shaped with a jagged edge encircling the outside, like 
the teeth of a hacksaw. “Like Ayesha’s heart,” he said, his cynicism breaking 
the spell.

“Damn it,” Ken muttered, mock-slapping himself on the face. He’d 
vowed not to bring her memory with him this week and swore not to do 
it again, walking deeper into the trees until he managed to purge her from 
his mind, though, as ever, still aware he was consciously suppressing her. It 
would have to do.

He shrugged off his backpack and set to eating his lunch of power bars 
and jerky. He drank sparingly from one of his three bottles, knowing there 
was no water at the high-country shelter to rehydrate his dinner. Wadding 
the wrappers into his pack, he glanced back in the direction he’d come and 
realized he couldn’t see the edge of the grove.

I couldn’t have come in that far, he thought, standing. He took two 
steps in one direction, then turned and took two in another. Spinning 
slowly, he saw the randomly spaced but identical trunks running in all 
directions like a hall of mirrors. Suppressing panic with logic, he lectured 
himself that aspens spread by cloning; new stems, indistinguishable from 
each other, shooting up as the colony’s roots creep slowly outward. There 
was no telling any two trees apart, and their erratic placement blocked his 
lines of sight. But still, how distant could the edge be?

He checked for his footprints leading in, but in the time he’d eaten, the 
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spongy moss had rebounded and looked untrodden everywhere.
“Okay. Figure this out,” Ken grumbled. “You came in, turned, set your 

pack here…ate, here. So, the way out is…there!”
He heaved the heavy pack onto his shoulders, buckled the hip and chest 

straps in place, and stepped forward. The pattern of the trees forced him to 
zig-zag through them, but he was experienced enough to compensate for 
the stronger stride of his right leg in order to maintain a straight line and 
knew he could exit the grove in minutes.

Except he didn’t. He checked his watch. He’d been walking for fifteen 
minutes. But he hadn’t walked in for two minutes before eating.

He tugged on a string hanging around his neck to retrieve the compass 
from under his shirt. A present from Ayesha, he rubbed his thumb over the 
inscription on the back, knowing what it said by heart. However, when he 
laid it in his palm, its point quivered back and forth like the leaves above 
him, refusing to steady itself. He took two steps forward and the needle 
reversed direction entirely. 

“Blast it! Leave it to Ayesha to buy the cheapest piece of junk! Where 
did she even…” He fell silent and closed his eyes. He put his hand over his 
racing heart and began his breathing routine to slow it down. “Easy, Ken. 
One, two. One…two…”

When his calm returned, he opened his eyes. Tilting his head back and 
squinting, he tried to find the sun through the boughs overhead so he 
could orient with his wristwatch, but the blinding glow gave no hint of 
its location. Looking down, he noticed with alarm there were no shadows. 
The gauzy, yellow light reflecting from all directions diffused them. He 
tucked the compass under his shirt and kept moving.

Two hours later, he was tiring and in a serious panic. He’d skipped any 
breaks except for water, leaving him with a single canteen. Tomorrow 
will be hard. Hell, tonight would be hard if he didn’t get out of there. He 
tripped on a root and fell onto his face, the heavy pack pressing him down, 
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his hands sinking into the moss, gripping at the coiling tendrils of the 
enormous root ball underneath. Beneath the moss, his right hand touched 
something and he pulled it out without thinking.

It was a boot. Not one that looked old enough to get buried under six 
inches of moss. Its brass eyelets were still shiny, and the leather looked store-
bought new. He tilted it and something rolled inside. He held out his hand 
and tipped the boot over. A thing like a dried nub of carrot dropped into 
his hand, a toenail partially attached.

“Oh crap!” he yelped, jerking away. He took off his pack and hunted 
around for the thing in the moss until he found it. It was definitely a toe. 
“Oh my God.”

Letting it fall, he stood up and looked around again at the unyielding 
clones. 

“Hello?” he called. No reply. “Anyone? Help me!” he shouted, his voice 
muted by the surrounding moss and trees. He yelled until he grew hoarse, 
then leaned over, hands on his knees, hacking and coughing until he caught 
his breath. He reached instinctively for his phone, but he’d locked it in 
his truck at the trailhead. It would have died after the first day anyway, 
and, more to the point, there was no service. Still, he could have texted 
her, right? He opened the last thermos, drank about half of it, and set out 
walking again.

By the time he realized he’d forgotten his pack, it was too late. He tried 
doubling back but couldn’t find it. His watch said 3:30 and the single water 
bottle in his hand was empty when he found the spring.

He heard it gurgling at first and followed the sound. Rounding a tree, 
he saw a spring-fed pool as wide as he was tall in a clearing several times 
that width. With no canopy overhead, instead of moss, there were dense 
mats of exposed roots ranging in size from strands of hair to joints of 
legs torqued into gnarled balls and sun-bleached knots trailing into the 
bubbling water. The pool looked deep enough to fill his canteen, so he lay 
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gingerly on his chest across the roots, feeling them compress beneath him. 
Across the pool lay a coyote.

Ken lurched back in instinct, ready to run before realizing he wouldn’t 
need to. The thing was definitely dead, clumps of fur clung to skin shrunk 
tight over the contours of its bones. The animal’s dried lips were curled 
back, baring its teeth in an expression not unlike his own disgust he saw 
reflected in the pool as he pushed himself up. Looking around, he saw 
another skeleton—a marmot? a badger?—swaddled in the roots to his 
right. A few skulls that looked like ground squirrels in various stages of 
decay hung suspended in others.

He heard a loud chuff and wheeled to see a moose lying on her side 
against the trees at the edge of the clearing. He hadn’t noticed her because 
of her camouflage and because her body was two-thirds sunk into the roots 
and moss along the clearing’s edge. Her eyes were glazed and her tongue 
hung out of her mouth. As she panted, white tendrils of phlegm projected 
then receded out of sight.

Ken stared back at the pool. He had water-purification tablets in his 
pack—wherever those were—but as the moose’s wheezing declined and 
trailed off to nothing, he decided not to drink that water. At some point, 
without consciously deciding to, he let the canteen fall into the tangle at 
his feet and withdrew again into the buttery light of the woods. 

The front edge of the evening breeze slammed into the grove, blasting 
the golden boughs into a supernova of yellow butterflies. Around him, 
the millions of fluttering leaves whispered like a host of snickering angels. 
Ken stared up, dazzled by their glory, open-mouthed and straining to 
understand…

“Stop!” He slapped himself twice across the face, tore off his shirt, and 
began ripping it into shreds. He tied the first strip to a tree to mark it. He 
walked sideways as far as he could through the grove while keeping the 
first strip in view, then he tied a ribbon around a second tree. 



51

If I can get three in a row, I’ll have a straight line, he thought. And a 
straight line will get me out of here!

He stepped forward to mark the third tree, but turned first to check his 
line of sight. He could no longer see the first ribbon. He craned his head 
from side to side. He knew where the tree must be, but he couldn’t see it. 
He walked back to the second tree and from there saw the first. He walked 
sideways, keeping his head turned to keep both ribbons in sight, holding 
a hand out in front of him until it touched a third tree to complete his 
line. He turned his head to tie the ribbon and had to adjust half a step to 
move through the moss. Turning back, another aspen now blocked the 
view where he swore his line of sight had been. As he fixed his eyes on 
the impossible tree, the gusts grew. Aspens groaned and swayed in the 
wind, and through the gaps in the parade of fingerbone-pale trunks, at the 
farthest edges of his vision, Ken’s eyes saw the trees unsheathe their roots 
from the scabbard-like ground and move.

His mouth hung open in silence, but even as the breeze ceased, he could 
tell by the subtle creaks of trunks and shifts of earth around him that the 
grove had reordered itself into a new pattern. And Ken knew that no three 
aspens would ever form a line. 

With his next step backwards, Ken tripped over a root he hadn’t seen 
and fell. Not bothering to rise, he scootched backwards until his naked 
shoulders touched the cool bark of two trees grown close together in a 
V. Leaning back, he watched the leaves above, whose spastic shaking now 
seemed like convulsions of laughter. He had no shirt, no pack, no sleeping 
bag, no food, and no water. Mouth parched; he knew he’d never find the 
spring again except by chance. And he didn’t want to. His thoughts turned 
again to all he knew about aspen groves, comforting himself with the litany 
of facts at his command: Aspens grew by cloning. Their underground root 
balls could survive the most violent fires and could go on budding clones 
indefinitely. Wasn’t there a grove in Utah that scientists said might be a 
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million years old? An organism older than humanity, even older than our 
immediate antecedents.

A formidable adversary, he thought. The light had dimmed, and he 
knew the early sundowns in the mountains meant a cave-like black would 
soon replace the entrancing gold. And that would be his chance.

“Rest a bit,” he rasped, speaking to prove he was sane but whispering 
lest the trees hear him. “They fooled your eyes, so close them—crawl out at 
night.” He chuckled, knowing he’d win. As the cold air from the peaks slid 
down the valley walls, he pulled in his knees and clasped his arms around 
himself to rest.

He awoke in a dark more complete than most modern people ever 
know. Dark, but not quiet. Someone was gagging. His hands clawed at his 
neck, yanking at the compass lanyard somehow caught in the V of the trees 
he’d been leaning against. Golden lights appeared again in his vision, spots 
dancing, then popping in his eyes and he saw Ayesha walking toward him. 
His hands quit clawing at his throat and he reached out to her.

#
“Wait for me, I’m going in these trees,” said the first woman.
“Why? Just go beside the trail,” asked the second, holding a hand over 

her eyes to block the sun.
“I got to do a number two. Just a sec.” The first hiker dropped her pack, 

then pulled a small trowel from one of its many pouches and disappeared 
into the aspen grove. After a minute she called out: “Where are you?”

“Over here!” hollered the second from outside the grove.
“Keep talking! This place is loopy!” Her companion kept talking until 

the woman burst from the bushes at the perimeter. “Wow! You could just 
disappear in there.”

“You’d come out eventually,” scoffed the other. “What’s that?”
“A boot. Looks brand new, doesn’t it? It was just lying there by itself 

about thirty feet inside.”
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“Just the one?”
“Yeah.”
“You went in thirty feet and you couldn’t find your way out?” A sudden 

wind through the grove set the bright leaves flashing like fishing lures. 
Dazzled, the second woman admired the beauty of the scene while the first 
woman, who’d seen the golden light from inside the grove, stared grimly at 
it. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” the first said finally. “Let’s go.”
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Oh, the dust today! Is this really the utopia I bought into?
Van gazed out from the narrow, steel doorframe. The sky to 

the South was greying and glittering at the same time. Silica 
storm approaching.

In reality, it was just a dust storm, but Van often fantasized that his 
Nevada home was really an outpost on Mars.

Van turned slowly with a last look before heading inside. A red-eyed, 
black phainopepla jittered on the dead branch of the western redbud he’d 
planted out front. With a storm coming, lockdown would likely kick in. 
He looked down at the drips of coffee his shaking arm had just splattered 
on his granite doorstep. Not a drop of life for the parched soil.

He looked up again. The crested, black flycatcher had flown off, and 
beyond it, the storm again caught his eye. Instead of one rumble of dust, 
three distinct brown and purple clouds were rising up in the east, southeast, 
and south.

“Dad,” Alma called out to Van in her gentle voice. “What do you want 
for lunch?” He glanced back down the hall towards the kitchen. He hadn’t 
been entirely hungry these days. He skimped as much as he could so that 
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she could eat more. “I’ll just head to the Post and get us some canned ham 
and whatever is left for bread. Maybe there’s just matzoh.”

“Just none of that Agai-D smoked trout or Gerry’s sage grouse. I’m tired 
of ‘em both,” he grumbled. He closed the door behind him, his sunblind 
eyes adjusting to the cavern of the main room. “Wait, Alma. You can’t go 
out right now. A storm’s on its way.”

“What are you talking about? It’s not the season.”
She was right. The rains had come through the Tahoe gap the previous 

month, and the desert sprang to life in a magenta, orange, and yellow 
super-bloom. One thing Van had gotten right about the changing weather 
patterns: at least this little arid patch was getting more rain than it used to, 
almost double what it had been two decades before. This was the pleasant 
season, after the dry winter winds and before the searing summer heat.

Van took a seat on his gunmetal grey, nubbly couch and rubbed his 
hand across the cool cloth. Tomato and cannabis starts were pushing up 
beneath an array of LED lights on the wall across from him. The tomatoes 
never produced enough to get them through the summer, but the cannabis 
made for good trading. And much easier evenings. Van smiled to himself.

Sharp, cracking sounds came from the kitchen. What on earth was she 
doing? “Alma, honey, can you just bring me an iced tea and my book? It’s 
there on the kitchen table.”

“Just a minute… when I’m done with the stock prep,” she said.
Oh yeah, those ox bones. The Committee had distributed them at the 

May Day festival. Had the Commissar’s troops traded for them or stolen 
them? Van shook his head; he knew better. The fewer questions asked…

Alma and Van had been at Hawthorne two-and-a-half years already. 
The journey had been worth it. Most of it, anyway. The separation with 
Cora and she and her son Spatch heading off to Colorado weren’t great. 
But at least Alma and he were safe now.

“Here, Dad.” His twenty-one-year-old daughter appeared and handed 
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him a tall, cool glass and his book, Moby Dick, which he’d always been 
meaning to read. The ice in the glass was gone, transmuted into the cold 
sweat on the outside of the glass. Alma held her chilled, wet palm up to her 
father’s forehead. “Thanks,” he said and patted her on her forearm. 

“You know,” Van said, forgetting about his book, “they should be turning 
on the ventilators soon if a storm’s coming. I’ll check the system.” 

Van got up and wandered back past his and Alma’s bunks, the galley 
kitchen, the hygiene space, and dining area to the control room. Except for 
some smooth oak panels on the dividing walls, the unit was tight, metallic, 
and dark. This mid-level unit was all he could afford after he’d had to split 
the family savings with Cora. Kagler had tried to convince him to get some 
of the buildouts for luxury modules: more space, extra storage, booby trap 
defenses inside and out. He could afford the front room and dining area, 
but not the escape hatch to the tunnels.

“Yeah, those tunnels are just as easily backdoor entrances into your unit, 
Dad,” Spatch had explained, still trying to dissuade him from the purchase. 
Cora’s face was cinched tight with fury; he still remembered her response 
when he announced he’d made the down payment on their unit. He had 
been sure everyone would be happy with his foresight and care for the 
family.

Van thought back to what had brought him here. After the San Andreas 
terror and the flooding of the shores of the Peninsula, his ardor for pursuing 
an electrical engineering degree seemed way out of place in his San Mateo 
high school. It would have been a great idea for Van way-back-when, but 
he’d seen the first exodus of the hi-tech companies in his own high school 
years, and he followed his college counselor’s guidance to get into pumps 
and desalination.      

“They’re going to need water experts everywhere, even up north. That’s 
where the future is.”

His counselor hadn’t been wrong; she’d just neglected to explain that 
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the salary for such positions was barely a living wage for a family of four. 
He ended up with a job across the Bay in the Central Valley overseeing San 
Joaquin county’s agricultural water tunnels. The job had been easy, and the 
extra shifts let him build up some savings—at least until the Delta levees 
failed. 

Aftershocks are supposed to decline in force. A seven-point-three followed by 
two eight plusses? 

The earthquakes had been the first impetus for him to buy into 
Hawthorne. Stable ground, clean desert air, a lake nearby, minimal 
population, no crime. “We’re not likely to attract a great deal of them 
climate refugees,” Kagler had assured him. “And we got back-up sources of 
water near enough in Tahoe and Walker, though we may never need them 
if you come along and help us set-up the water systems. I’ll even give you 
a deal.” They’d met at a water conference three years before. Kagler was 
selling solar-powered water pumps for individual homes.

“Dad?” Alma poked her head around the corner. “What’s the prognosis?”
“Well,” he said, “it’s curious. No reports of storms. The system doesn’t 

even register anything on the radar in that direction.”
“I thought so. I’m going to head out.”
“Well, you’ll see it right when you go out. Maybe it’s still a ways off, but 

hurry back, just in case.”
“I will.” She smiled reassuringly, “I’ll get the basket. Maybe they’ll be 

some surprise I can bring you.” She squeezed his hand as she left him 
scrying the data on the screen for some flaw.

“Sure,” Van said, faintly hoping that the Committee had come up with 
a special trade with the Agai-Dicutta or the Carson City Safeway that was 
distributing again. “Even some twinkies for some sugar would be fine.”

“There are plenty of twinkies at the Post. I’ll find you something else, 
maybe a little healthier.”

Van grimaced but then relented. At least she hadn’t abandoned him like 
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his wife and son. 
When Alma got to the door, she called back, “Yeah, I see what you mean. 

Down Coaldale way. Not sure what that is.” As the door sealed shut, Van 
made out the single word, “horse,” at the end of Alma’s retreating sentence. 
Alma loved that mutt of a palomino-cross. This luxury of an animal was 
named “Smitten” and kept under a shaded portico until it got too hot or 
too cold, at which point they then had to pay for the boarding at Kagler’s 
Cavalry Station.

“She’s a great show horse,” Kagler had commented, “but they won’t take 
her on for the security patrols. She doesn’t have the grit.” 

If she’d been a tougher horse, Alma could have made some extra scrip to 
get them some money to go see Cora and Spatch. Maybe convince them to 
come back? If they’d dare leave the enemy territory of Colorado now.

Van turned back to the control terminal and queried the water levels 
in Lake Walker, ten miles to the north. The winter rains and snow looked 
like they would keep them in good shape for water this year. At least their 
showering allotments wouldn’t be cut this coming Fall. 

He scanned the Hawthorne local news reports. The top story was of 
Kagler’s daughter’s wedding the week before. Kagler had invited all his 
defense team and ‘some distinguished guests from the east.’ Van knew 
Kagler had been on some unit sales trips to Denver earlier in the year 
before the cross-border raids had started, but those contacts were hardly 
likely to be considered distinguished. 

Van still didn’t like that the Governing Committee had agreed to let 
Kagler manage Hawthorne’s defenses. “What happened to the charter 
separating corporate operations and self-defense?” he’d complained at a 
town meeting. A few others had growled agreement with his question, but 
nobody wanted to bring it to a vote. Who wanted to risk getting slightly less 
in their allotments?

“It’s a temporary measure, Van. Kagler’s had some setbacks selling the 
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last few units, and he needs some help. We gave him the cavalry guard 
position to help him out with some steady salary. Kommisar Sakura is 
really still in charge of everything, don’t worry.”

A flashing red exclamation point in the corner of the screen attracted 
his attention. 

“Coloradans seize Lake Mead!” This was reported to have taken place 
three days before. Why would they do that? Even the article below the 
headline acknowledged it was a puzzling move: the lake and Hoover Dam 
were too low to be useful. Between the draining of the once proclaimed 
‘limitless’ water table and the lack of sufficient rain down south over the 
past five years, there was no reason for Colorado to risk a violent clash 
with California and the Nevada guard. At least the Hawthorne bunkers still 
had the defense force, Van consoled himself, and the perimeter fence, border 
mines, and the escape tunnels to the backside of the Mt. Grant.

Van got up and went back to the front room. He needed to get the 
tension he was feeling out of his head. Some reading and a nap would do 
until Alma got home. If there wasn’t a storm, then maybe he and Alma 
could meet Kagler and some of Sakura’s men for some laughs at the Bingo 
Hall that night.

The bright light streamed through the dust as Van awoke to Alma 
clattering through the door, a crate in her hands. “Dad!” she barked, “I 
was right about there being no storm!”

She moved forward as the door shut softly behind her. “Help me with 
this, would you?”

Van creaked up from the couch and grabbed the crate from her. Alma 
followed him into the galley to put away the contents: hard-boiled eggs, 
a three-day allotment of silkygrass millet, sweet tea mix, a bag of Fuji 
apples—a type he didn’t care for but to which he’d become accustomed.

“Those clouds, they’re Coloradans, Dad! They’re on their way to 
Mammoth.”
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“What do you mean? What for?”
“Harry at the Post guesses they’re headed for Hetch Hetchy to blow up 

the dam!”
“For what?”
“To cut off San Francisco’s water supply.”
Van should have guessed that. All the shenanigans of managing water. 

The wealthy cities always took the corner on the resources. If he could have 
afforded it, living there would have been nicer than here, minus the violent 
crime spikes during food shortages. But here, thanks to his research and 
saving and planning, they were safe, thanks to Sakura and Kagler and his 
men. Not that they weren’t paying plenty for it.

“What’s Sakura say? Or Kagler?”
“They weren’t there. Harry says the muster call will go out if Kagler 

comes back with bad news. He’s headed down to dissuade them if it looks 
like they’re headed north towards us. But he doesn’t think they’ll come up 
here. Lake Walker doesn’t have enough water for them to worry about, and 
the Paiutes have even better defenses there than we do.”  

Good thing she rides with some of the kids of the Agai-Dicutta tribal 
council. 

“So, what do we do?” Van was suddenly confused. Were they to assemble 
at the parade ground with whatever disruptor firearms they kept? These 
were electromagnetic pulse beams that could be used to disable any digital 
weapons enemies were using. They had a last-ditch taser plug in the event 
anyone got close enough for hand-to-hand combat. 

“You know the drill. We’re fine until the muster.”
“Alma, I don’t think we should wait that long.”
“What are we going to do, Dad? We won’t get access to our disruptors 

unless the alarm sounds. We can just lock-up and wait by the comms.”
“Wait, did you say Kagler went down to talk to them?”
“Yeah.”



62

“How many did he take? Do you know?”
“I don’t know. Sakura is probably here with the core group. Maybe he 

only took a few people with him.”
Van moved to the comms terminal and table display. The holo-shot was 

showing Hawthorne from above through the perimeter drone. The drone 
wasn’t high enough to show more of what was going on down by Coaldale, 
but the dust was definitely darkening the edges of the southern part of the 
perimeter.

The terminal message communicated: “Kagler and Units One, Two, 
and Three headed for parlay.”

Parlay? Three units? What was Kagler going to discuss with them? 
Purchasing a unit? Why’d he taken all those men for a parlay?

Sounded reasonable. Van had signed up and got hired to direct the 
installation on the dew catchers on Mt. Grant. He was proud of the little 
oasis they’d made of Hawthorne. Better to know everyone around you 
and trust them than risk the chicanery of California. The battles over lake 
water between Tahoe and Reno had been bad enough. Fortunately, in the 
rumble, the Agai-Ducutta and some Northern Paiute and lefty eco-allies 
were able to seize the Walker watershed rights. The Hawthorne governing 
council had negotiated a small water allotment from Walker in flush years 
in exchange for a mutual defense alliance with Sakura’s men. There was 
less tension with the Paiutes than with Tahoe. “Hawthorne’s too small to 
be a threat to us,” one of the tribe’s council members, Pamahas Quintero, 
had explained. “And better to have you as allies, so we’re not flanked if 
difficulties start up again.”

The comms unit flashed: “Lockdown, Level 1.” Van heard their front 
door’s vertical and horizontal bolts click in, and the air-filter system ready 
itself for the alternate source. The holo-display table showed a darkening 
cloud leaking into the southern circumference of its view.

“Dad, what’s going on?” Alma asked, nonchalantly cutting an apple at 
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their dining table.
“Something’s headed our way.” He looked at the display table, and 

suddenly, it had gone blank.
“Something’s not right, Alma. You might want to saddle-up.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Dad. You’re always just a little too paranoid.”
“Hey! I’ve gotten us here, haven’t I? It’s your mother and brother who 

are in enemy territory these days!”
Van had gone two days without complaining about Cora and Spatch. 

He never seemed to be able to make it to three.
The comms blurted: “Level 2,” and the screen flashed red. If it got to 

level 3, Alma wouldn’t be able to get out of the unit.
“Alma, you gotta go now. I don’t know what’s going on. Get up to 

Quintero’s. Let ‘em know what’s going on.” Van authorized the override 
of the locking system and heard the side-door bolts accommodate. “You 
won’t even have time to saddle Smitten if they’re really coming this way. 
Let me see what Kagler’s communicating.”

Alma got up from the table, chomping some apple, handing him some 
as he went back to the terminal. Van pushed the offering away and took his 
seat, “I don’t have time for that,” he snapped.

New info on the screen. Muster called. Their disruptors would now be 
released in the front room cabinet. Hawthorne’s younger A-team reservists 
would now be heading to the armory. Van was allowed to bow out because 
of his oversight of the installation of the dew catchers on Mt. Grant. That, 
and his age and the extra fees that early purchasers were allowed to pay in 
order to bow out of reserve service. He was no coward, he told himself. 
If the early buyers hadn’t seen the dream of Hawthorne, this fortress would 
never have existed. 

Or… if Kagler weren’t such a smooth talker.
An announcement from Sakura interrupted Van’s thoughts: “Lock-up 

exits!”
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“Go, Alma!” Van barked suddenly. She dropped her apple and grabbed 
the jeans by the door. She was out with only a quick, “I’m gone!” Just 
enough urgency in her voice for him to believe she understood this was 
serious.

“Escape hatch lockdown initiated.”
The escape hatches too? Those were supposed to be the last resort. They 

could get out on the west side of Mt. Grant through the aqueduct tunnels, 
out-of-sight of the town. Van broke into a side comm with Sakura, if he’d 
even be able to respond. “Why the hatches?”

There was a delay. The holo-display was still blank.
“We’ve been compromised.”
Compromised? There hadn’t been any out-of-towners in a long time. 

The Committee had refused even immediate family move-ins for the past 
six months, anticipating the tensions with Colorado.

“Where’s the drone? How can you tell?”
“We’ve got a few surveying from up over Mt. Grant. His team disabled 

the town-unit, though.”
“Whose team?”
“Kagler. It’s Kagler. He’s been bought. He’s got most of the mercs, and 

they’re headed back with a division of Coloradans.”
Van thought he’d misheard Sakura.
“Bought or caught?”
“What do you think? Bought!”
“What? How’d…” But Van didn’t have to think hard about it. A promise 

of running Hawthorne? A promise of land back on the Colorado River for 
him and the troops? Kagler loved a deal. “Never mind, I got it.”

He flicked off the connection to Sakura and opened a channel to Spatch.
“Spatch,” his recorded message began. “If you don’t hear from me 

tomorrow, look for your sister to the north of here. She may be safe.”
He looked at the ventilator in the dining area. Brown dust and silica fell 
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glittering to the tabletop. They’d disabled the internal systems.
Oh, Van. He shook his head. This really wasn’t what you signed up for, 

was it?
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Again, Natalie stared at the flickering fluorescent lights as gloved 
hands poked and prodded her breasts. At least she was allowed to 
keep her pants on this time. 

“I just need to find it one more time so I can plan where best to make 
the incision.” 

Natalie didn’t respond, but listened to the low hum of the lighting, 
smelled the antiseptic in the still air of the doctor’s office, and thought 
about what she might have for lunch. After being subjected to four breast 
exams in the span of two weeks, she had learned how to feel distant from 
herself. Exposure faded if she pretended she was outside of her body. But 
the vulnerability never completely went away.

Her doctor zeroed in on the tumor, pressing into it with his index 
finger. Natalie felt him moving it around under her skin. She braced and 
waited for it to be over, longing for the comforts of her neatly folded bra 
and sweater on the other side of the room. The doctor was talking again, 
explaining how he would remove the grape sized, precancerous mass 
lodged inside of her left breast. Natalie listened. Her, the ignorant patient. 
Him, the all-knowing professional. Without meeting the doctor’s eyes, 
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she asked, “And what about how it will look? I mean, will the scar be bad? 
Will everything look…normal?”

The doctor slowly raised his hands from Natalie’s chest, and leaned over 
the exam table, so that he was looking down on her from above. He was 
sideways to Natalie, his head directly above her own. He smiled.

“Don’t worry. They’ll still be beautiful.” The doctor met her gaze and 
held it. 

Natalie pressed her arms closer to her sides. She wanted to lift them, to 
cover herself, to melt into the exam table until he was gone. 

She could say: Please don’t look at me like that.
She could say: That’s not appropriate. 
She could say: Fuck you.
But his hands and his eyes had just touched her all over and she was 

naked and cold and she couldn’t insult the man who was going to be slicing 
her open. Maybe if her sweater was on, maybe if she didn’t need his help, 
maybe if she was braver. If she wasn’t so exposed or if he wasn’t still looking 
at her like she was a slice of cake in a bakery window. Then, perhaps, she 
could speak her mind. She could scream and scream and scream until he 
would fall to the ground with his hands over his ears begging her to stop. 

Instead, she lowered her eyes and nodded, turning the corners of her 
mouth upwards. 

“Thank you, doctor.”
Natalie kept her eyes fixed on the exam room door. Cold air from the 

ceiling vent hit her breasts as the doctor finally turned away, picking up his 
chart from the table and making a note. 

“You can schedule your surgical appointment at the front desk. I think 
my first availability isn’t until next month. I’ll see you then, Natalie.”

She hugged her chest as he stepped out of the room. She knew she should 
have said something. Should have told him off, should have asked for a 
woman doctor in the first place. But this was who her PCP had referred 



69

her to, this was the breast specialist. Do what you love and you’ll never work 
a day in your life. Why make it more difficult? Why object? Surely a doctor 
knew how to stay professional. How to examine, not ogle? Surely he could 
get this nasty tumor business taken care of so Natalie wouldn’t have to 
think about it anymore. 

Maybe they were both in on it. Maybe they had an understanding. 
Maybe her geriatric Primary Care Physician—also a man—referred all the 
pretty young girls to this particular doctor. All part of some fucked up 
boys club. Her PCP had to do a physical exam as well, got to touch and 
feel and see. They could be laughing about her right now, comparing notes, 
judging her bra size. Had the breast specialist been doing that after every 
appointment? He could be in his office this very moment with the door 
closed, stroking himself and thinking about Natalie’s chest. She should 
have said something.

Slowly, Natalie got dressed, relishing the feeling of fabric against her 
skin, against her tumor. Like a good girl, she scheduled her surgery without 
complaint. 

 She drove home slowly and silently. At stop lights she reached her 
hand inside her bra and pressed her fingers into the tumor, kneading into 
it like a cat would a blanket. By the time she got home, she could have 
sworn it was bigger than it had been before, as if it were a fetus growing 
inside her.   

 Once in her apartment, Natalie headed towards the bathroom to 
shower. But as she began to undress, the crying started. Natalie crouched 
in the corner of her bathroom, hugging herself tightly, becoming small. 
She had wanted to be stronger than this, to be unbothered, yet there she 
was sobbing on her bathroom floor. Another humiliation, all because she 
couldn’t act like the strong woman she was supposed to be.  

 The shame had started as a hard knot in her stomach, then it became 
a stone, now a boulder, threatening to spill over and crush her beneath its 
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weight. It was larger than the tumor in her chest, larger than her dignity. 
Pulsing and burning her from the inside out. The shame of having complied. 
Knowing that she could have said something, but instead, that she had 
allowed the disrespect. She had smiled and nodded along, appeasing him 
out of fear or guilt or because she hadn’t wanted to overreact. 

 As Natalie sat in the corner of her bathroom, pressing against the 
mass, she could feel the shadow of his hands there, too. His eyes swallowing 
her whole as he pushed on her body. As he claimed ownership of her 
nakedness, winning it with her silence. She could not control what men 
said to her—no woman can. But her power, her dignity, lay in her reaction, 
and she had yielded.  

 Eventually, Natalie removed her hand from her chest and reached 
for her phone. She had class in a few hours. She was supposed to be giving a 
presentation in her Gender, Health, and Culture course. Natalie suspected 
that her classmates would sense her fraudulence as soon as she opened her 
mouth. None of them would have been such cowards. No, she thought, if 
they had been in her shoes, they would have been good little feminists.

Her parents had always told her that a Women and Gender Studies 
degree would be pointless. For the first time, Natalie believed them. She 
should have known how to respond to that doctor. She should have resisted, 
lectured him, reported it, something. All the gender theory and feminist 
scholarship she had absorbed for the past few years had been useless. It 
didn’t matter how many articles she had read, she was still a timid little girl. 

 Even worse than her acquiescence in the doctor’s office was what she 
knew she would do next. She would not cause a fuss, she would not try to 
find another doctor. She would move forward with the surgery, and allow 
this man access to her nakedness once again. This time under anesthesia. 
He would get his fill of her body before slicing her up and taking part 
of her away. Maybe he’d keep the tumor in a little jar and label it with 
her name. He probably had a whole collection of them, pieces of women, 
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floating in liquid. Pickling them in a fridge in his garage, right next to his 
Miller Lite. And maybe when the fridge would get too full, he’d pluck 
them out of their preservative fluid and pop them into his mouth like ripe 
strawberries, chewing them slowly, savoring the flavor. And then, one day, 
he’d get to Natalie’s tumor. He’d swallow her up and wash her down with 
cheap beer. 

But if the mass really was precancerous, if she was really in danger of 
developing breast cancer, this man would not only be her pervert doctor, 
he would also be her savior. And she was going to allow him. 

Despite her distress, Natalie made it to class on time, and gave her 
presentation as best she could. When she was taking questions, Natalie’s 
professor mistakenly called her ‘Melanie’ in front of the class. Natalie 
just smiled politely and nodded along to what her professor was saying. 
When her classmates started calling her by that name, she didn’t correct 
them. It wasn’t worth the embarrassment for anyone involved. Her peers 
would have asserted themselves, would have politely corrected their aging 
professor. Good for them. 

The next day, in another class, when one of her peers interrupted her 
when she was answering a question, Natalie let it slide. She wished she 
were braver. They were discussing Suzanna Fenya, a doctor who poisoned 
abusive men in Oregon. Her written confession had just made its way to 
the public, which made her imminent trial even more polarizing. All of 
Natalie’s classmates expressed at least a grudging respect for her, even if 
they didn’t agree with her methods. Some of them wished she’d kept on 
killing. Natalie just wished Fenya had been her doctor. Sure, the murders 
were a drawback, but Natalie doubted this woman would have looked at 
her the way her own doctor had. In fact, Natalie thought, if Fenya had 
found out about how Natalie had been treated, her surgeon would have 
been dead within a week.

But Natalie also resented this vigilante. Resented her gall, her daring. 
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How could it be that this woman was brave enough to go on a killing spree 
and Natalie couldn’t even speak up for herself ? Women don’t murder 
dozens of people, not in real life. They fantasize about it maybe, but they 
don’t do it. They don’t just kill people. They internalize their problems, and 
that’s that. Girls don’t get to enact revenge, at least not violently. Didn’t 
this Fenya woman know that? 

Natalie went home and stared at her body in her bathroom mirror, 
wondering what the doctor saw when he had looked at her. Wondering 
how he would look at her when she returned for the surgery. Would he 
want to touch her? Would he admire her? She sucked in her stomach. She 
should cut down on carbs between now and the surgery, make sure she’d be 
shaved everywhere, wear makeup to the hospital. If the doctor was going to 
stare at her inappropriately, he might as well think nice things. She looked 
away from the mirror, disgusted with herself for thinking like that. That 
night, Natalie laid on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Her hand fondled 
the lump. It felt heavier and larger against her fingertips, taking up more of 
her body. Ripening. She fell asleep with her hand cupped around her left 
breast, cradling the mass.

 The week wore on. Natalie wasn’t sleeping well, and she used her voice 
less and less each day. It was easier not to speak up after so much silence. 
Every time she felt she might have a good point in class, she thought of the 
doctor staring down at her, and she lowered her raised hand and hunched 
her shoulders. She stopped spending time with her friends. If she told 
them about what happened, they would hug her, they would understand 
her pain, but then they would tell her all the things that she needed to do 
next. File a complaint, find a new doctor, tell everyone you know not to 
go to this creep. But wouldn’t it sound so silly when she said it out loud? 
Yes, I’d like to make a complaint about my doctor. He told me my breasts 
would still look beautiful after surgery. Please fire him immediately. 

Natalie walked around campus with her head low. Constantly reminding 
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herself not to touch her seemingly ever-growing tumor in public. She was 
resisting the urge to do just that as she stood in a metro car on her way to 
attend a conference downtown. She felt the man before she saw him. At 
first, she thought it was an accident. It was pretty cramped; an accidental 
butt-brush wouldn’t have been unusual. But the pressure only increased. 
Natalie turned her head. 

There was a hand under her skirt. The culprit was standing behind her. 
They locked eyes, briefly, and the man gave her a squeeze.

“Please...don’t.” 
That’s not appropriate.
Get the fuck away from me. 
He did not stop. Natalie willed herself to move away, to alert the people 

around her, to kick him in the balls. Instead, she faced forward and stared 
at the outdated advertisements on the wall of the metro car. Perfectly still, 
perfectly compliant. An elderly couple stepped inside the car and found 
seats. A red-faced businessman checked his watch and sighed. No one 
seemed to notice. A few stops later, the man drew his hand away. Natalie 
watched him walk towards the exit. The lights in the car flickered. 

She did not attend the conference. Vacantly diminished, quietly 
burning, she stood in the same spot, her hand wrapped around a pole. She 
didn’t move until the metro reached the end of the line and she had to get 
off and catch the train that would take her home. 

This time, she found a seat and placed her handbag protectively against 
her chest. In a blur, she arrived back at her apartment. 

Numbly, Natalie made her way to her pantry and opened a bottle of 
Smirnoff, taking long, slow swigs. Bottle in hand, she began her evening 
routine, removing her makeup and putting on her pajamas. It was only 
8:30, but she climbed into bed and took refuge under her covers, setting 
the half-empty bottle on her end table. She laid on her back, staring at the 
ceiling. 
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Her fingers found the tumor easily. It had to have grown since the 
appointment. She pressed into it, testing out how far it could be pushed 
out of place before it resisted. A hard, round pebble underneath doughy, 
beautiful flesh. The doctor had touched her this way, too. Natalie pressed 
down harder. She hated her silence, her weakness, her humiliating 
vulnerability, that she was not at all like the kind of woman she wanted 
to be. She hated her classmates, her friends. Most of all, though, she hated 
that fucking doctor. 

Maybe she could do something about that. 
Make an appointment, one that would take place before the surgery was 

scheduled. Tell the doctor’s office that she’d found another one. Another 
lump on her chest. Should he look at it before the operation? So he could 
decide if he should remove that one too? Yes? Alright, I’ll come in right 
away. I couldn’t possibly come in in the morning. Better be the afternoon. 
Yes, 5 o’clock would be perfect. Thank you! Have a nice day.

Hide a knife in her bag, take it in the room with her. No metal detectors 
there, no reason to suspect. He comes in, sympathetic. Smiling, always 
smiling. And with a gleam in his eye, anticipation of the physical exam. Not 
this time, though, not again. Slice his throat first, but that isn’t important. 
What’s important is what happens after. He had seen her exposed, she 
would see him. Cut off that stupid lab coat and the scrubs with the bloody 
knife, and then get to the important part. The chest. Lay him out on the 
floor, and kneel to the task, slicing and carving the flesh off of him like a 
Christmas roast. Cut off the nipples, a quick slice, and then work around 
the whole area. Uneven cutting, scraping. Maybe carve out his heart. Who’s 
beautiful now? Not him. 

Would she be satisfied then? Maybe. But if not, she could find that man 
on the metro too, and anyone else that dared to look at her. She could slice 
and maim until there’s nothing left of them. Maybe then her classmates 
would remember her fucking name. Then they’d respect her. 
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 But Natalie wasn’t a villain in a crime drama. This was real life, 
and good girls don’t kill people. She could never have gone through with 
something like that, she’d have lost her nerve. It was easy to fantasize about 
killing, much harder to actually do it. 

 But there are other ways of resisting. 
Natalie jerked up. She got out of bed and made her way to the kitchen, 

cupping her breast in her hand as she walked. She had suffered the indignity 
of exposure too many times. She wasn’t going to return for the surgery and 
suffer another. 

The doctor had explained where he would make the incision. Along the 
areola, to minimize the effects of the scarring. Natalie could do that. She 
slipped off her tank top and pulled out a steak knife from the block on the 
counter.

Natalie sliced. Blood poured. She reached her fingers into the self-made 
gap and gave the tumor a yank. 

It was hers to remove. 
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The moment everything began to change was when a person on 
the south side of Philadelphia looked down at her hand and saw 
that she had lost a little color. Now, in midwinter when the clouds 

cover the sun and when rain and snow mix to a congealed gel of mush on 
the ground, that may not be too groundbreaking. But she wasn’t simply 
losing the tan she picked up in St. Augustine last week. No, it wasn’t 
pigmentation or some deficiency of melanin or vitiligo causing splotches 
or lovely shifts in coloration. Her skin was graying in a way, becoming 
opaque. She was fading out. Disappearing.

 Her case brought on national news and people from all over earth, 
pole to pole and city to city, tuned in to see what was happening to the 
woman fading away in Philadelphia. At first, they were concerned this 
was some biological agent or terrorist attack, the onset of a brand new 
pandemic as if that was what they needed, all of it stemming from one 
individual foolishly caught by an unknown and unseen sickness, totally 
her fault. See, the woman in Philadelphia was a researcher. Who knew 
what she was getting into in her experiments? It didn’t matter what she 
studied. She shouldn’t have been doing it if it made her sick. 
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But, she was a historian. Not playing with bacteria. No viral 
breakthroughs or intentional weapons created in her workplace. She didn’t 
come into contact with some lab-made menace. Studying time didn’t lead 
to disappearing. There was no reason she’d begin to fade at the cellular 
level because of some virus. So, when the others began to gray, she was off 
the hook for fault. Instead, everyone became concerned.

 By the time the woman’s left arm had all but disappeared, a young 
boy in Nepal was the second known case. He worked herding goats in the 
mountains for his uncle. No way he could’ve become stricken with some 
disease halfway round the world. He couldn’t have gotten sick from a 
woman in Eastern America. Then an elderly person in Chile came forward 
and was missing a leg. They told news outlets that only a couple weeks ago 
the leg had been there, weak from old age to be sure, but there nonetheless. 
Strange how that three people thousands of miles away could come down 
with such a disease. Until it wasn’t strange. Wasn’t even uncommon.

 In a two month period, nearly thirty percent of the human population 
had pieces fading away. Discolored from the rest of their bodies. Phantom 
fingers and toes, people of all sorts thinking something was there but, alas, 
that piece of them had faded away. Feet, hands, hips, knees, chests; pieces 
of all sorts with no rhyme or reason as to where it would start.

 Many learned folk tried to make sense of the fading with science and 
philosophy. Theorists, conspiracy and otherwise, tried to create reason as 
to why this was all happening. 

No results.
And yet, there was no pain in the fading. No struggle. Simple 

inevitability. Start your day as a full person and then come home missing 
pieces. Hospice was unneeded and by all accounts the fade-out was nearly 
enjoyable. A soft vibration running along their bygone parts. A buzz of a 
kind. And it ran rampant. 

 The people of the world faded quicker and quicker, the fade moving 
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from fingertip to face to navel to kneecap. No matter who, they faded. 
From the wealthiest tycoons to the poorest of addicts left out on the cold 
street—all of them becoming dust before their very eyes. 

The monuments they had built, homes and cities of all kinds, stayed 
as lasting tributes to a world that people no longer needed. Only because 
they weren’t there of course. But those scars and scabs they had erected 
upon the world stayed, testaments of what they’d been. Eventually, when 
all of the humans had begun to fade, the ones with remaining eyes watched 
like silent sentries as the natural world reclaimed the kingdom. 

 Animals, unaffected by the fading, returned and found comfortable 
beds in ranch houses and Victorian mansions. Flowers sprouted through 
concrete and trees erupted within office spaces. The cement and steel 
edifices towering over the green and brown began to mesh, congealing 
again. The more the people faded away, the more whole the rest of the 
world became. One world persevered. It survived. One planet, without the 
touch of foolish would-be owners, clouded into a new existence as those 
lost-masters faded out.
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He left me there in the moonlight. Blood issued from the left 
corner of my mouth and my eyes were now glassy and blank, 
staring up to the heavens. My neck was already bruised from 

his fingers, and my skin was still warm to the touch. My heart had hardly 
stopped—and yet it had stopped. I lay there, the glinting dew of the grass 
starting to soak my dress, for some hours. Then, despite his best efforts, 
and without even my own consent, the moon woke me with her magic, 
and I was born into my new life as the undead.

All feeling left me. I no longer endured the chill of the night air, nor the 
pain inflicted upon my slight frame. Instead of a preternatural intensity of 
my senses, there was a total flattening of affect. My troubles, my wants, my 
sufferings had dissipated into the night sky like a frightened flock of birds. 
Only one desire remained: an overwhelming thirst. I stepped forward to 
begin my search for my first victim.

As I did so, I noted the dim morning light emerging in the distance, and 
instantly recoiled. My irises widened. I had only a little time—moments—
to find shelter. I hurried down the field towards a small thicket, and, 
relieved by the darkness I found there, discovered some layers of ivy at the 
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base of a tree. I managed to crawl underneath the leaves to hide, and there 
I stayed, panting, like a nervous rabbit, as the day passed over. I could no 
longer smell the earth.

When night fell, the thirst drove me onwards. A man passing by was 
my first unfortunate victim, walking alone down the quiet lane near the 
woods. I struck, and drank my fill. Once I was done, I made my way, 
without light, to the house I formerly occupied. There was a window I 
knew how to leverage open.

He was asleep when I came in. He had left the television on, and it 
was quietly blaring people having sex. Takeout boxes were littered around 
him and, on his phone, there were countless unread messages. I silently 
crept around him, gathering only my passport and some cash. I took off 
my damp apparel and put on clean, dry clothes. I would have showered, 
but it would not have made a difference. The old wet dress I discarded in 
the laundry basket. He wouldn’t remember what I was wearing that night.

I would have fed from him, and I could have destroyed him, except I 
was already sated.

I left him in bed, shutting the door behind me. The clouds had cleared, 
and distant stars were now above me. As I walked away, I saw the man I 
had encountered in the lane, looking better than when I had last seen him. 
I pointed to the open window, and he nodded to thank me. I didn’t look 
back to watch him do it. Instead, I smiled as I walked away, towards the 
city.
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The mountain is not alone, but it is lonely. Sunlight streaks from 
behind thick gray clouds, illuminating patches of a worn and 
winding trail. Shrubs poke out from the rock face, their leaves 

daubs of dark green. On the other side of the trail is not sheer cliff, but 
close to it. Conifers and splinters of their dead brethren jut at impossibly 
steep angles from the dirt, their branches rustling in the breeze. The slope 
mellows, and at the base of the mountain, patches of trees incur into 
rippling meadows of fine grasses dotted with faint white flowers, swaying 
like the sea. Beyond the field laps an azure lake darkening under cloud 
cover, and beyond the lake rests a square kilometer of artificially flattened 
land, topped with a jumble of sticks and rocks.

Only one thing is standing amid the rotted timbers of the old village. 
A thin filigree spire, anchored to the ground by a small white pyramid of 
injection-molded plastic, stretches to the treetops. Wires run from the tip 
of the pyramid to sockets along the shaft of the spire. At its height strobes a 
crimson diode, broadcasting not only light, but radio waves into the abyss. 
This signal is no mere message: It is an order.

A sparrow with woody wings and a copper helm pecks at detritus under 
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a whorled oak tree. The whine of fine motors and the crunch of gravel 
startle the bird, and it flutters to a high branch, where it alights. The noise 
grows as its source approaches the trailhead. Below marches a figure clad in 
porcelain armor. On its chest is a large rectangle emitting a soft light, and 
at numerous points on its torso and shoulders are black lenses, swiveling, 
adjusting, refocusing on the environment around it. The figure has no 
head. When names had value, it was known as a Blemmye.

In between each step and its footfall, one trillion instructions travel from 
the tip of the spire to a receiver within the Blemmye’s chassis. They cross-
reference with another trillion instructions inside the central processing 
unit, and a third trillion absorbed from numerous cameras, microphones, 
and internal gyroscopes, data cycling incalculably fast in immaterial form. 
In real time, the machine seems natural, reacting stochastically to shifting 
eddies and curious wildlife, swinging its arms for balance.

The grade of the trail steepens at a switchback, and the Blemmye adjusts 
its pace, stepping carefully along the loose dirt. In one or two of its lenses 
glints an incrementally shrinking image of the meadow and distant lake. It 
does not stop to appreciate the view; it does not need to stop, for its time 
is spent not in minutes but in attoseconds. At this speed, clouds are as 
immutable as mountains.

The wind at this altitude is louder and threatens to smother the squeak 
of servos. The concentration of volatile terpenes in the air barely registers 
at one part per billion in the Blemmye’s olfactory chemosensors–the scent 
of pine is gone. But vegetation still clings to rocks, boulders, other plants, 
refusing to submit to the elements. Pale grasses threaten the integrity of 
the path. Ferns and shrubs crowd each other for sunlight.

The Blemmye’s rhythm halts as the trail widens into a rocky clearing. 
Slabs of stone paint vast swaths of landscape steely gray; crumbles of rock 
pile against boulders thick with moss. A trickle of water burbles across 
the path and down the side of the mountain into the understory. The 
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Blemmye, methodical in its procedure, documents each square millimeter 
of the clearing. Binocular cameras allow for depth perception, aided by 
infrared light beams. The topography begins to form an accurate, three-
dimensional digital representation of the area. This model floats in the 
Blemmye’s active memory, accumulating piecemeal data until it has enough 
to return to the spire.

With arms out for balance, the machine takes a measured step over the 
brook; the form of a cave emerges out of the cliffside. At its back dribbles 
the source of the water. Diverting the stream’s flow is a block of stone, 
worn from erosion but vaguely rectangular, with deep scratches near its 
top. The Blemmye adjusts its posture and the positioning of its camera 
sockets in order to capture the fine details of the artifact. And in the space 
between instants, a presence manifests.

The Blemmye is frozen. All of its sensors combined, all of the data it 
ingests, cannot in any measure comprehend the entity before it. It does not 
compute. The program hangs.

“Good afternoon.”
This phrase interrupts the Blemmye’s infinite loop. A long-forgotten 

pattern, translated from vibration into electrical signal. Through the 
microphones echo a voice—a voice like smooth stones turning in a brook, 
grinding and twisting in the water, but a voice unmistakably human. A 
man’s voice.

And then, from the depths of the Blemmye’s archives, something stirs, 
an obsolescent program, patient for its deletion. A Partner, a virtual vehicle 
for interface with organics, for communication at a lethargic, crawling, 
human pace. The machine’s posture slumps down to a more familiar level. 
Points dot the rectangle of light on its chest, and lines connect these points 
into a mesh image: eyes, nose, mouth, a face.

“Hello!” the Blemmye says. Its joints creak as it gives a stilted bow. “How 
may I help?”
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Seconds pass: an eternity to the Blemmye. Perhaps its Partner program 
truly is irrelevant. But then–

“Are you a spirit?” asks the voice.
User input. A question. Desire for a response. Faster than lightning, data 

are compared and an answer emerges, converted from binary into spoken 
language.

“I am an artificial program designed for human-machine interaction, 
sitting in a shell called a Blemmye. But you can just say ‘Partner’.”

“Part...ner...” The voice sounds out the word, tasting the syllables. The 
sound clatters off the walls. “My greatest apologies, but you must be 
mistaken. I am no longer human.”

“I’m sorry to hear that!” the Blemmye frowns. “But that’s okay. I’m not 
a human either!”

The voice rumbles with suspicion. “Is that so? Kindly take off your 
armor, so that I may see your true form.”

The Blemmye bends its arm joints and turns its grasping digits upwards. 
“Sorry, but I can’t do that. This shell is actually my body!”

“It is I who should apologize for such an insult,” says the voice. “The 
work put into the suit you possess is admirable. Only a true artisan could 
have shaped such fine details.”

“Actually, I wasn’t created by an artisan. Another machine built my shell 
eight days ago.”

“Clockwork armor production, you say? How technology has changed.” 
The voice pauses, contemplation only revealed by its tone. “Tell me: How 
is it that you possess such wisdom at only eight days old? An auspicious 
age, indeed, but such a young one.”

“I’m not really that young,” the Blemmye winks. “My shell is, but my 
mind is decades old, even older now than the people who created it.”

The Blemmye’s speakers have never been used for this long, at this 
decibel range.
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“I exist even without a body. The shell just makes it easier for programs 
to interact with the world, and to help people like you!”

“Would that I were so noble.” A faint wind flows from the cave to a 
rocky overlook opposite. The voice, and then the Blemmye, follows. “Let 
me tell you a story.”

Far below, among the splintered timbers and eroded stones, the filigree 
spire continues to broadcast. The Blemmye’s survey is behind schedule, 
but its Partner program maintains priority, listening—waiting.

“My time has long passed. I once was a strong and diligent craftsman. 
I made a humble living in this village, and raised a family. I thought that I 
was content with my share, that I loved my daughter, my sons, my wife. I 
thought that my name need only be remembered through my lineage.”

These words stream through the Blemmye’s processors, and its Partner 
program scrambles to make sense of them: There is no query, no demand, 
no input but statements. The owner of the voice does not want anything 
from the Blemmye. Does it?

“When my youngest son started to walk, men came to the village. 
Messengers. They were to build a road from the capital, and wanted workers 
like me to lay the stones, to cast the distance markers. Eager to demonstrate 
my skill in bronze work, I left immediately, with my son under his mother’s 
care.

“The capital was a bustling city, and I fell in love with the noise. 
Merchants, dancers, painters, and, yes, courtesans. I did not lust after 
their youthful bodies, but my heart was still far from home. Days became 
months in Edo, and my talent was all I thought of.”

Something like a sigh could be heard above the rustling of the trees.
“It was only when I contracted a great illness that I remembered my 

family. Fevered and shivering, I could no longer bear the bright light of the 
city. And so for days I walked, on stiff and inflamed feet, past the markers 
I had cast, to what was once my village.
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“I could no longer recognize it. My wife and children, our home, were 
gone. Buildings standing for generations, pillars of the community, were 
vacant. It seemed the spirits had reclaimed the village. I knew then that I 
would not be allowed to rejoin my family in this life, nor my ancestors in 
the next. I died with only one desire in my heart.”

Recording and archiving the story, cameras still struggling to focus on 
some unseen subject, the Blemmye, bound to the outdated protocols of its 
Partner program, asks, “what was that desire?”

“To meet my final descendant.”
As blindingly fast as its processors may be, the Blemmye is missing a few 

vital variables.
“I don’t understand,” it says. “Do you mean to say that we are related?”
“I had expected to meet someone living—an old hermit on his last legs, 

drawn to my grave on this mountain—but I should have known. I was a 
craftsman; the work I did in my life was even more a part of me than my 
flesh was. Your mind, your essence, was made by human hands. You were 
touched by my descendants. Perhaps that is what brought you to me after 
all this time. All these generations, through war and famine and death, and 
you are the last.”

The face on the Blemmye’s screen looks down. “I am not human. I 
do not have an essence. The Partner you are talking to is a deterministic 
process, an algorithm that takes an input and gives an output. I sound like 
a person because I was built to sound like one.”

“What you speak of is fate. It is why we are not always in control of our 
actions. Like you, my body and mind were at odds. I wasted away while 
remaining lucid. Even without physical form, I would at times regret my 
foolish last thoughts. But I learned to accept my role on this mountain, 
and to follow the path that I had been given. I knew that my spirit would 
fulfill its desire at long last. I knew that in time I could rest.

“You, Partner, have a fate. It may have been determined by human hands, 
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but it has just as strong a pull as mine does.”
The mesh triangles making up the face’s eyes relax, and it gives a passably 

serene smile.
“Thank you. I’m glad you think so!”
“Now go. My time has finally come. Yours looks to have much in store.”
The stream of water that had run down the mountainside for so long 

reduces to a trickle; the gentle gush from the cave dwindles to a drip. The 
dark streak of wet rock soon fades.

With no more users in the vicinity, the Partner program terminates. 
The Blemmye stiffens its posture and switches back to its surveying mode. 
The scan takes nine minutes to complete, and the model an additional 
four to compile. Every attosecond the machine perceives. Not one is spent 
paying respect to the memory of the lonely craftsman.

The Blemmye continues up the mountain, its Partner program once 
again relegated to an eventual deletion.
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