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The Hand-Holding Machine 

 

 When I learned the truth, I could no longer sleep. It may have been fitting that 

upon discovering I wasn’t human I lost such a human function. I couldn’t see it that 

way, then. Besides, other things sleep besides people. Animals sleep, and dream. 

Computers, too.   

 I’d had problems with sleeping before. It was always some little thing I 

worried about; Rhett had forgotten a plan we’d made that day, or my teacher had been 

particularly cruel. Eventually I would turn over in bed and the thoughts would drift 

away, dust motes, as my mind flipped itself inside out and I entered the circus of 

dreams. 

 Not so anymore. I laid up in bed that first week completely awake. It was 

partially the revelation of my inherent computation that kept me up, and partially an 

image of the future my father intended, where I never found out and lived my whole 

life thinking I was a real girl.  

I was home on break from boarding school in the North, a place my father 

sent me three years before. In truth it wasn’t really break. He picked me up two weeks 

early. I cut myself—mostly accidentally, but a little on purpose—and I saw 

underneath. There was no coming back from this. The truth was in my blood, my 

plasma, whatever it was. Some dark, ethereal goo. My father told me the truth on the 

car ride home, perhaps so he wouldn’t have to look me in the eye. I was not a human. 
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I was made of metal gears slick with motor oil, covered in pigskin bleached pale. I 

had an engine for a heart. 

My father and I did not talk much, but I would have considered us close. We 

understood one another. The new silence between us was both familiar and strange. It 

was accidental, at first. I simply could not find what to say. I had not found it by the 

time we arrived home, when I walked quietly to my room and closed the door.   

A week later, it was more intentional. I sat on my bed and thought, I should 

have known. For one, I ran colder than any person I had ever met. When people 

touched me, I got this sensation that pinged through my arm and all the way down to 

settle at the bottom of my stomach. My nails grew slow, my hair slower, and once 

Rhett and my aunt came over for dinner and I heard a cat meow like it was right next 

to my ear. The table had been silent, we had no pets. When I told them what I heard, 

Dad bit his lip and Aunt got uncomfortable and Rhett laughed, and then Aunt grabbed 

Rhett by the arm and took him home even though the chicken pot pie was just coming 

out of the oven.  

More than that, I had always felt very odd in my body, and I looked that way 

too. Not unpleasant, but strange enough that you wouldn’t look too closely. Now I 

understood why.  

Almost every morning that week, I lay flat on my back, tracing the new scar 

on my hip. I was accustomed to that groggy feeling of a morning after a night spent 

staring at the ceiling, the bedposts, the curtains—that bare, stripped feeling. I was 

familiar too with twisting that feeling inside out and waking everything up. My body 

responded the way I’d taught it to. Since coming home, though, I lingered longer. The 
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morning’s perfect yellow burned orange through the brick pink curtains I’d had for as 

long as I could remember. I thought about the relationship between time and age.  

 On the drive home, Dad had told me of my creation at the hands of his team at 

the lab, fourteen years before. Fourteen! I had to interrupt—I think I even laughed. 

I’m sixteen years old, Dad. I know how old I am.  

 It was more complicated than this. The scientists had created a young girl, not 

an infant but a toddler, with the particular combination of plant-based matter and 

metal—so that I would learn and grow like a human throughout my life.  

My father insisted I was still sixteen. “It’s only a number,” he said. It was 

hardly raining but he had the windshield wipers on. The glass dried out and they 

screeched. He fiddled with the controls the whole drive, making them go faster, 

slower. I couldn’t watch that. I looked out the window and saw the trees wink by like 

fake, green coins.  

I tried to compare myself to a dog. People said dogs aged seven years for 

every human one. But this was ridiculous. It was not so simple to compare two 

species who had such distinct ways of interacting with the world. A dog who has 

lived a year has lived a year. A machine functions for as long as it does.  

 

A week into my isolation, there was a knock on my door. Thinking it was my 

father, I ignored it, until I heard Rhett say my name. When I got up, my calves ached.   

That Rhett was worried about me was clear, though my father wouldn’t have 

told him much. Rhett was subtle about such things. His mother, my angry aunt, was 
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the opposite, especially when she fought. She was loud, volatile. This was why my 

father had grown up to be very calm and quiet. 

 That scared me for years. I thought, if I got along so well with Rhett and with 

my father, was it because I was like my aunt, brash and unapologetic, needing to be 

catered to all the time… What I really wondered, is—was there only two ways for a 

person to be, and only one for a woman? I didn’t have the cool ease of my father and 

Rhett. I could be temperamental.  

Anyway, I have since decided that it is not always virtuous to be passive.  

Rhett sat down next to me on the bed and told me he’d brought me a present. 

It was in my dad’s car and he needed help bringing it up. I thought he might be lying, 

that my father had told him I hadn’t left my room in a week. But when I trailed down 

the stairs after him, I saw through open front door that my father’s car was backed all 

the way up to our front porch. The trunk was open. Inside, a big bulk was covered in 

an old quilt. I wondered how I’d missed Rhett coming over to borrow Dad’s car as I 

followed him outside.  

It was my first hint of air. I was barefoot; the sidewalk was rough and 

pebbled. Rhett reached into the car to grasp the left side and nodded to the other. I 

stared at him for a moment, not quite understanding, until my brain seemed to shed 

itself of fog. I helped Rhett lift the thing out of the car, and bring it inside, then up the 

stairs to set it down at my bedside. My arms were very tired, then. I blew out a long 

breath. 
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 Rhett didn’t linger. He had to go, to get to class. But could I not unveil it until 

tonight? Could I call him? I was burning with curiosity—a feeling more acute than 

any I’d had all year—but he looked so excited. I said yes.  

As he went, he seemed to remember something. 

“Look what I found,” he said. He produced from his pocket a handheld 

translucent purple Gameboy. It was a relic of our childhood. Back then, he had 

rewired it with an adventure text game. I fell in love with it, and played it on the bus, 

at home, in the middle of the night… It felt very distant. He handed it to me, now, 

though, and I realized it was actually not so long ago.  

Rhett had hardly gone when a shoddy white pickup came clattering up our 

driveway. Three scrawny men, two of them with glasses as thick as my pinky, were 

loaded up in the bed of the truck with boxes. They pulled up to our garage and started 

unloading. 

I watched them from my bedroom window for a minute, then went to stand in 

front of the open bathroom door, where Dad was shaving. He stood at the sink, 

wetting a thin rag. I had watched my father shave for years, and for a second, I felt 

small. 

“I wanted to talk to you before they got here,” he said. 

“They’re men from the lab.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why are they here?” 

“I asked to work from here, now that you’re home.” 

“I don’t need a babysitter,” I said.   



 

 

6 
 

He was quiet. I went back to the window and watched as my father went out 

to greet them. From my window, the men looked exactly alike. They had glasses, like 

my father. They wore slacks and lab coats, old off-white bags with long pockets. How 

odd for them to wear those here, I thought idly.  

The men stayed for hours. I heard them in the garage, setting things up, 

talking, making coffee in our kitchen. I waited until they were gone, and I heard my 

father leave the garage as well. Then I crept downstairs and see what they had 

brought.  

In the center of our garage, there was now a chair made of what looked like 

copper wire. Next to it, a fat orange machine sat on two metal stands I had seen Dad 

use to cut plywood. There was another folding table set up on the other side, already 

cluttered with file folders and thick black books. I took a step forward.  

“It’s only to check up on you,” Dad said behind me.  

I startled. He was now at the entrance to the garage. 

Three years ago, when he told me I would be attending the boarding school, 

my father sat me down. “Ruth,” he said. It was only time I could remember him 

sitting me down with any intent. My father had seemed to me, back then, very 

passive, meek in some ways but ultimately strong in his silence, and his decision to 

let me figure things out on my own. “This will be good for you,” he had said. “This is 

an opportunity—the first of many you’re going to have in your life.” 

I suspected then he did think it would be good for me, but I still didn’t want to 

go. Why should I have to leave the place I had lived comfortably thus far? How could 

he even afford to send me away? They were questions he refused to answer.  
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He looked at me now in a similar way. I knew now this meant there was 

something more he wasn’t saying.  

“You want to do something, to me.” 

“No, Ruthie. No, I only want to make sure you’re okay.” 

“Because of what I did?” 

 “Because of what you know about yourself.” 

 My curiosity from the morning remained. So, I sat in the copper wire chair. 

My father went to stand in front of the large machine. He flipped a switch, turned a 

dial. It hummed. He opened one of the black books and produced a pen from his 

pocket. He made a note in the book, then put it down to pick something small and 

black, the size of a checker, attached to a long wire.  

 “A magnet,” he said. “It won’t hurt.” 

 He spread it with Vaseline and held it up to my scalp, where it adhered on its 

own, surprising me. It was different from being told you were framed with metal: 

holding a magnet up to your head and watching it catch. It was another of those 

moments like the very first. 

 “You brain has the greatest concentration of metal,” my father said, as though 

he was commenting on the weather, the garden. “In the rest of you, it’s deeper in your 

body—to add structure in your spine, the balls of your feet—but the rest of your is as 

fleshlike as we could make it; silicone, pigskin, artificial plant matter that’s designed 

to grow with you, which is how you’ve aged… you’ll continue to, for the rest of your 

life…” 
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 There was pressure, but no pain. He had attached five more magnets all over 

my head. I turned my head, gently, when he was looked back at the machine, just to 

feel them pull.  

 There wasn’t much for me to do except sit quietly. There was something 

calming about that. My father asked me questions. What had I eaten—nothing—was I 

sleeping—how could I? He frowned and wrote this down, but he let me go back to 

my room.  

 I had told Rhett that I would wait to unveil the quilt, but the Gameboy was 

lying very innocent on my bed. I thought vaguely that it needed me.   

 

 

You are in the dark place again. Welcome! What next? 

 

jump 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

jump up and down 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

sit down on the ground 
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You sit in the dark. The room is eerily silent. You bump something on the floor—a 

cold cylinder. 

 

pick it up 

 

You pick up the cylinder and warm it in your hands. There is a switch along the side 

of the cylinder. One end is fat and the other is thin. 

 

flip the switch 

 

Light bursts forth from the flashlight in your hand. The room is dim, but you can see 

a filing cabinet and a bookcase, a worn chair, a painting, a lampshade, and a ladder.  

 

go to filing cabinet 

 

You walk to the other end of the room and stand before the beige cabinet. It is almost 

as tall as you are, with three drawers.  

 

open the top drawer 

 

You tug the handle on the top drawer. It’s locked! 

 

open the middle drawer 
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You tug the handle on the middle drawer. It’s locked! 

 

open the bottom drawer 

 

You tug the handle on the bottom drawer, and it comes flying open. Inside, you see a 

folded map and a key.  

 

open the map 

 

The edges of the map are brittle like it is very old. It is dark and hard to see. 

 

use flashlight  

 

You shine the flashlight on the map and see a drawing of the room you are in, with 

the filing cabinet, the chair, the ladder. The drawing also shows a door underneath the 

filing cabinet. 

  

move the filing cabinet 

 

You push the cabinet hard. You don’t know your own strength! It falls with a 

CLANG! and where it used to stand you see a door, latched shut with a lock around the 

rusted metal. 
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put the key 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

use the key to open the door 

 

The door creaks as you pull it up. It is heavier than you thought it would be—it takes 

all of your strength and your shoulder aches. With the door open, you can see the dark 

tunnel underneath. 

 

go in tunnel 

 

You crawl down. The tunnel is dark and dirty and small. You feel the grime 

underneath your fingernails and sticking to your knees as you crawl. It is painstaking 

and long. Eventually, you see a light. You crawl faster toward it, but as you do, dirt 

slithers along your back and you realize it is falling, more and more of it the farther 

you go. You crawl faster and faster toward the light, though the dirt is falling ahead of 

you now, so that you feel it on your shoulders and in your sleeves, on your eyelids 

and in your mouth. You make it, though, to the light. You emerge from a hole in the 

ground, spitting dirt out of your mouth and brushing it from your body. You are 

outside. The world is bright. 
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Congratulations, you are free! 

 

[Play again?] 

 

 

 

 On the phone that evening, Rhett directed me as I pulled the quilt off of the 

hand-holding machine. It was large. If Rhett stood next to it, it might have reached his 

waist. It was even taller next to me.  

For years, though Rhett was older, I was the taller one. Rhett never minded, 

but I felt strange to be younger and so much taller... still, I was uncomfortable when 

he grew taller, also, somehow further away than he had been before.  

There had been perhaps only two moments when we stood the same height. 

The moments we met and passed one other. I recall Rhett and I, so young I’m certain 

he wouldn’t remember, standing on the same level ground, both of us barefoot. He 

kissed me on the mouth—a wet, blushing press—and my aunt glanced over. 

“Disgusting,” she had said, in that blunt voice of hers, before going back to her 

knitting.  

 The hand-holding machine wasn’t unlike other inventions of Rhett’s. He was 

a fiddler, a mechanical genius like my father, my aunt would say. I agreed with her. 

Neither Rhett nor my aunt had a car, and so their garage belonged to him—a huge 

concrete floor covered with his tarp, his tools spread out around him with the look of 

something destroyed. In the corner, there was a nest made from an old blanket and 
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two moth-eaten pillows. I would lay there while he worked. I brought him gadgets: 

our toaster, when it broke, an old radio I found sticking forlornly out of a neighbor’s 

trash, half a mangled can opener. Then there were the tools, screwdrivers and heads 

for wrenches my father would give me as he dropped me off. Dad had always been 

proud of Rhett, in way he couldn’t be with me, mechanically inept as I had always 

been.  

 You might think a mechanical human would work well with other machines, 

but why should that be true? Aren’t machines constructed for human use, and wasn’t 

I? Anyway, I never had the knack. Sometimes the dishwasher would beep at me 

oddly, so I would clean dishes by hand until my father shooed me, amused, from the 

sink. Other times I felt very strongly that I wanted to get away from them and be 

outside.  

But Rhett was a master. Nothing he created was boring or anything that had 

been made before. I liked his inventions—the toaster that spun, singing, round the 

concrete floor, the adventure text game that I had begun to play again that afternoon, 

as obsessively as I had back when he first made it.  

Now, this great big amalgamation of pipes and wires, gaudy and tall, stood 

before me. The hand-holding machine. In its uniqueness it was much like his other 

inventions, but in scale, in sheer might, it was altogether separate. In some places I 

could see all the way through from one side to the other; in others, the wires were so 

thick and red the innards appeared opaque. A slender arm extended from one side to 

present a mechanical hand—made of metal, but softer than you expected, when you 

touched it. I said as much on the phone, my finger stroking the thumb. “Not soft,” I 
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heard Rhett say through the receiver, “warm.” I felt it again, and realized he was 

right—it was another of my little inaccuracies, to think of it at first as soft.  

 Rhett knew this about me, just like he knew I always had trouble sleeping. 

Often, when we were younger, after a day of us playing in the yard or working on 

projects in the garage, I would yawn, and Rhett would go inside and return with a big 

bed-sized hunk of foam from the basement, which he rolled out just next to the back 

door of the garage. In the spring we left that door open, and Rhett held my hand as I 

looked out—to an unkempt yard, nearly vacant yet sublime with weeds as poised as 

flowers. Rhett would tell me stories, there. The stories all felt like they happened in 

the same place, a place just for us, that we imagined together and where only we 

could go. His voice was very slow, his hand warm. I listened very closely and always 

fell asleep.  

I looked at the hand-holding machine now and understood all of the impulses 

of its creation. Rhett had known how much worse my sleeping had become away 

from home. I sent my emails in the dead of night, and he read them when he got up at 

a reasonable hour. Why aren’t you sleeping? he asked in every reply.  

First, I ignored the question. Back home, on days where we couldn’t see one 

another, he would call me on the walkie talkie to ask something like this. He had a 

very nice voice, slow, and the walkie was a small cradle for my head, like a hand. It 

was some combination of this—the vibrations of each word that I could nearly round 

my fingers and pressed up against my cheek, the lilting sound of his voice, that burst 

of heat from the receiver while he spoke—that got me relaxed and dozing. Rhett was 
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not with me, but his voice was. This was a part of him, maybe, but also somehow his 

entirety.  

 The words in his emails were pieces of Rhett, as well, I knew this. But it was 

harder for me to feel him through him. Living so far away, I began to forget his 

inflections, and the slightest phrase typed might seem nasty to me, when in person I 

would have understood it as loving. If he was so worried, why didn’t he call? Of 

course, it was a hassle to use the phone in the dorm, and I wouldn’t have wanted to 

talk to him where my classmates and Miss Helga could overhear. It still would have 

been nice to get a call now and again, I often thought, like the other girls did.  

 Eventually I got over myself and wrote Rhett back, telling him how I couldn’t 

sleep. In the dark room of the dormitory, with so many bodies hushed beside me, I 

couldn’t even get my eyes to close. He was concerned, like Rhett is. I assured him I 

was fine.   

 The second reason for the hand-holding machine was more complicated. It 

was about how I was with people, when they touched me, even before I knew the 

truth about myself. I got uncomfortable and felt this ping that went all the way up my 

arm and through my whole body, like a shock. I would startle, lose my breath, and 

move away. Rhett was the only one it didn’t happen with. Somehow, too, he was the 

only one who knew. But I never talked about it, with him or anyone else. I just kept 

my distance.  

 “Rhett,” I said quietly into the phone. I had the cord wrapped all around my 

wrist. I twisted it and twisted it. 

 “There’s a switch on the side,” he said. “Do you see it?” 
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 I told him I did. I tried to thank him, but it was difficult. We hung up. 

 Though I understood why Rhett had made it, I was skeptical that night. I’ve 

already said I wasn’t much for machines, even if I did enjoy Rhett’s inventions. Now 

I wondered if something so imposing might have its own agenda and desires. I sat on 

my bed, looking at the machine and wondering at it, apart from Rhett. Wasn’t the 

hand-holding machine’s hand also, in its own way, Rhett’s hand? Or was it no more 

Rhett’s than my hand was also my father’s hand, and the hand of the men who created 

me? 

 It was dark outside. Because it was winter, it was not very late. But I felt the 

day had stretched on forever.  

I flipped the switch. Nothing happened at first, except a low humming that 

drowned out the buzz of the television downstairs. I turned over so that I was lying on 

my back. Though my door was shut, there was a bit of light coming in from 

somewhere down the hall. It was so faint it could have been from the nightlight in the 

bathroom, or the hallway window open to the moon. Because of this light, though, I 

could see the dark outline of my hand when I held it aloft. I remembered a bedtime 

from years ago…when I held my hand up and could not see anything, it was so dark. 

I longed for that now—not knowing I was really there. I flipped again, onto my side 

this time. 

 I felt the pinky first, questing up the bed to brush against my hand. Rhett was 

right, it was warm, but it also felt very soft to me. I had never mentioned my bodily 

affinities to my father—the way I confused warmth with softness, the way my left 

foot ached when I was embarrassed, and I had to sit down so as not to trip. Many 
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things were so subtle I hardly noticed them until something happened to reveal their 

strangeness to me... The first time I’d realized how my left foot could ache was that 

day, with the chicken pot pie.  

I was embarrassed after my aunt left with Rhett. Of course, we didn’t really 

have a cat. What I had I heard? Why hadn’t I kept it to myself? I had been trying to 

entertain. It seemed a funny thing to share. My foot ached right away, when my aunt 

looked at me in that way... as if I were no better than water from the gutter, or some 

strange plant that grew from something just as hated. My foot ached as Rhett looked 

at me, an apology, while his mother pulled him from his chair and the two went 

home. My foot ached, but I did not trip or fall because I was already sitting. Dad 

brought the pie to the table and put a slice on my plate as best he could, with the 

insides running all over the place.  

Now, when I thought of Rhett, how he had made the machine for me, it was 

very easy to feel this hand and think it very soft. 

After the pinky came the fourth and middle fingers, together, pulling my hand 

down and turning around until they were slotted through my own. It was an odd 

feeling at first. I examined that feeling very closely, as if from afar, with my eyes 

closed lying in bed. Like a scientist might. I floated over the feeling. I saw my 

driveway—cracked, wet—a memory where my dad lets me ride the half-sized bike in 

circles only a touch into the street while he watches from lip of the garage and it rains 

slow, then faster and in sheets, which is when he calls me in. I get back and then he 

takes my hands in his and rubs them. He covers them in his jacket as if to dry them, 
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which doesn’t really work because the material is fleece, and I realize, watching, that 

he expects me to be cold. 

 

 I woke up in the morning to a new color, yellow without the orange of dawn. 

It was late morning, maybe afternoon. The hand-holding machine hummed lightly, 

but the hand was no longer grasped in mine. Rather, my hand rested facedown 

alongside the edge of the bed, and the machine’s rested atop it, lightly brushing the 

back of my hand with its fingers.  

When I was a child I never fought with Rhett, and often I wished that he could 

live with us, too. Once I asked him whether he would like to. My aunt seemed evil to 

me; I was sure Rhett would much prefer to live with us. As soon as I’d gotten his 

permission, we could go to my father with the idea. My heart sunk into my foot Rhett 

looked at me like I was crazy. I don’t think the idea was all that out there back then. I 

was lonely whenever Rhett wasn’t around. I assumed he was too. It wasn’t that my 

aunt ever disturbed us when we were together, or even that she did anything 

particularly bad, aside from not letting Rhett come over if he hadn’t done his chores, 

but she treated me with a subtle disregard that felt all-consuming back then, the way 

those things do to children or facsimiles of them.  

Rhett tried to be nice about it when he turned me down. “I don’t think my 

mom is ever going to let me leave,” he said. That Christmas he presented me with the 

walkie talkies. We used them for a while after, then they stopped working and he 

would repair them, and then they stopped working again and he would work on them 

again, so that they seemed to spend just  as long in Rhett’s garage as split between the 
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two of us. It was also around then that he created the game. Both of these seemed to 

be substitutes for him, perhaps created because he worried about me when I was 

alone.  

If that’s what the hand-holding machine was now, I was happy with it. As I’d 

woken, I had remembered one of the stories Rhett had told me in the garage many 

years ago. I felt closer to him than I had the night before.  

 

There once was a town that owned a small bucket with wheels. The people put 

the wheels there so the bucket would move easier. They found it useful. They never 

expected it to move on its own. When it did, they didn’t notice right away. The whole 

town used the bucket, see, so they just assumed that another person in the town had 

moved it from here to there. But eventually the movement was too much for them to 

deny. The bucket showed up at the town hall, at the swimming pool. Under the big 

oak, where it caught leaves in the fall. Everyone denied moving it to these places.  

The bucket became a common confusion. ‘I’ve seen the bucket out by the 

bramble bushes,’ someone would say, or ‘I haven’t heard tell of the bucket in a week, 

no one has. Where could it have got to?’ – ‘Out the borders? Rolling alone?’ –‘I 

swear it looked at me once, Momma, it sees.’ 

They talked about it with specifics like that, but none of them really 

understood it or how it got to where it went. Basically, they didn’t see that putting two 

things together could make something greater than the additive sum of those two 

things. Over time the confusion turned to madness. It was a fog. Where was it now? 

Where was it now? It was discussed more than the weather. It was more than the 
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weather; they had created it. Everyone needed to know and hardly anyone ever did. 

They drove themselves insane.  

Meanwhile the bucket was rolling, happy. You’ll say a bucket can’t be happy, 

but I find it actually quite simple to say the bucket was. Happy for a bucket with 

wheels ought to be rolling the way the hill goes down. Always with the earth, see, and 

not pushed where it doesn’t want to go. Doesn’t that make sense? Doesn’t it? Wait, 

I’m not done. The people in the town would eventually realize that no one had seen 

the bucket for months. Then for years. The town grew, but it was a miserable place. 

The bucket became a myth. The town became a city. 

 

I marveled in bed for some time, then, sick of my room—where I had slept!—I 

wandered downstairs and found my father in the garage. I brought the Gameboy with 

me. I sat in the chair.  

 

 

 

You are in the dark place again. Welcome! What next? 

 

walk to the ladder 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

touch the wall 
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You reach out a hand in the dark. Though you cannot see even the outline of your 

hand, you feel the wall’s plaster, which is rough, covered in hard, sharp bumps.  

 

feel wall more 

 

You move your hand gently along it. You move your hand up and down and to the 

left and feel the same mottled surface. When you move it a bit to the right, though, 

you feel an odd protrusion—a smooth plate—a light switch— ! 

 

turn on the light 

 

You flip the switch. The room is illuminated. You see a filing cabinet and a bookcase, 

a worn chair, a painting, a lampshade, and a ladder.  

 

go to ladder 

 

You walk across the room to stand in front of the ladder. It is made of rusted metal 

and looks as though one wrong move will send it toppling to the ground.  

 

knock it down 

 

The room is cold. What next? 
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grab it 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

fine 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

climb the ladder 

 

You raise one foot to the ladder and hoist yourself up. The ladder is twice your height 

and stretches all the way up to the top of the room, where it makes indentations in the 

wall. The way up is shaky and long, and the rungs are metal—cold, slippery. Each 

foot you raise makes you nervous. You miss one rung and go swinging to the left. 

You throw your body to the right and the ladder steadies, but your arms shake. You 

are spooked. Continue up or go back down? 

 

continue 

 

After a deep breath you resume climbing up the ladder, slowly this time. The ladder 

shakes but you learn to move against it and soon you’ve reached the top, and find you 

are looking through a small, cracked window.  
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open the window 

 

Oops, it’s locked! 

 

break window 

 

You throw all your weight behind your arm and punch the window. It shatters 

immediately, but a sharp pain comes with it. You feel woozy. You bleed. 

 

climb out the window 

 

Are you sure? You have not seen what is outside. 

 

climb out 

 

You push yourself up to the very top of the ladder and through the opening in the 

window. Glass breaks, gently this time, as you force yourself through the small space. 

You hear it falling. You are protected by the clothes you wear. You push yourself out 

with no regard to what is below, and find yourself, miraculously, falling only a small 

distance. You hit the ground with a THUMP! and look up at the blue sky.  

 

Congratulations, you are free! 
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[Play again?] 

 

 

 

 That week I slept every night. I had to lay just right, with the hand clasped in 

mine. It did not come naturally. Rather, it felt like I was relearning a skill long lost. I 

wondered whether I was not meant to sleep after all. Now that I knew what I was, 

maybe sleep was not a function I needed. I thought to ask my father, but every time I 

ended up in the chair in the garage I forgot, or worried myself into not asking, or 

knew I never was going to after all. I wanted sleep. It was a familiar place to go, 

much like Rhett’s stories, or his garage. More than this, though I hardly remembered 

them in the morning, I dreamed every night.  

These dreams were a code: that one where you fold the alphabet onto itself. It 

was that with the hue of the sky and my feelings for Rhett, they got mixed up.  

In a dream, the sound of a truck clattering down the street is the way my skin 

reddens after a shower. I see pollen floating fat through the air and what I am seeing 

is when I was small and I tripped outside a convenience store, a teenage boy laughed 

at me: one big, ugly snort. 

Every experience denoting another. Every moment somewhere else.  

They were never anything general, like a maxim or a rule. There was never a 

pattern. They all felt new to me. I liked to imagine that I was tunneling deep into my 
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own body, and meeting each piece as I passed it, settling in my own stomach, my 

kneecaps, whatever they were made of. 

Then, in the mornings, I came downstairs and ate quietly at the table with my 

father. He took me into the garage to do my reading. I went back up upstairs after. 

Then, I would pay the Gameboy. I could do this for hours at a time.  

I played it now nearly as much as I had when he first created the game. This 

was right as he’d started having less time for me. During that time, I was always a 

league behind him, as he entered middle school, then high school without me. I was 

very angry with Rhett when he wasn’t around, but I could never be angry with him 

the times he was. Alone, I played the game mindlessly, as though it could replace 

him. I moped at home. My father watched me from a distance, at a loss. He turned up 

the heat in the house. He turned up the radio in the morning. I was dour and grim, 

thin-skinned and high-strung. I took offense when he was surprised that I ate so much 

at dinner. I snapped when he asked me to put my dishes in the sink. He didn’t respond 

with anger. He got a thin crease in his brow and he stared at me. This upset me most 

of all. 

Stop staring, I would snarl. 

Once, around that time, Rhett and I traveled through the woods by ourselves. 

Our neighborhoods were connected this way: down the street from Rhett’s place there 

was a small forest that led from his street to mine. If you crept through his neighbor’s 

backyard, you could enter it. Then, if you knew the way, you could fidget through 

dark spaces, sleek pines. The ground had no path, everything covered in needles and 

overgrown with ivy. Rhett had suggested it. Though I was nervous, I was eager to 
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keep up with him. When we snuck out and waded through, I got pine needles stuck in 

my sneakers. They poked my ankles and nudged against my toes. I didn’t feel it, 

Rhett didn’t either, rather we both felt excitement that could not be named, and 

though there was the occasional cigarette butt or empty bottle, we were certain we 

were discovering something. That the wood belonged to us alone. 

I was giddy to be with Rhett, when so often back then he’d preferred to be 

without me. We soon made it to my house, where we drew on the driveway with the 

soft granite-like rocks we’d found at the edge of a neighbor’s yard. But Dad came 

home from work early, and he found us there.  

Rhett was grounded. He called me the next day to say the poison ivy burned. 

His voice was very annoyed and almost angry, at his mother, my father… I hadn’t felt 

the effects of poison ivy. I hadn’t been grounded, either. I was afraid to tell him so. I 

felt it would push him farther away, that he would think I couldn’t understand him. It 

was the first time I hadn’t wanted to tell Rhett something. I lied and told him my skin 

was also itchy, that I was tired and wanted to take a nap. After that, though I missed 

him sometimes, I chose to spend less time with Rhett, because it was different from 

how it used to be. Really, though, we were not completely distant… I still knew he 

cared for me deeply when we saw each other. Soon after all this, I went away to 

school, and we became close in a new way. I relied on his emails there.  

I did try to sneak over to Rhett’s through the woods one time on my own. I 

didn’t get anywhere. I scraped my knee and cried on the sidewalk. There was a smear 

of brown blood, but, in a moment, I realized it hadn’t come from my leg—I’d gotten 

my period. My father found me and was not angry. He only sat with me on the curb 
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with his hand on my shoulder. In the yellow light of our bathroom, he produced 

tampons from the cabinet, pads. A washcloth. 

 I thought now of my human like functions, the things made, it seemed, to fool 

no one but me. I began to sour with my father like I had back then. Every time he 

spoke, I thought of blood—that first brown, and the bright red of my period now, and 

the dark oil that had leaked from my stomach.   

 Was I angry now? I was sleeping again, eating as well. I had called Rhett a 

few times and talked to him once. It was the end of his semester at the local 

community college, and he also worked at a restaurant in town. My aunt would pick 

up the phone and remind me that he was very busy. I would listen to her voice—

something familiar no matter how much I once despised it—and then I would say 

okay and hang up and go back to the game. It is inconceivable how much I played 

it… I couldn’t fathom doing anything else.  

 But my fingers had begun to hurt. I told my father as he hooked my up for my 

daily reading. He looked down at the game.  

I stretched my fingers out above it. I straightened myself in the chair.  

 He went to his workbench and pulled out a dark jug and a slim package that 

he ripped open. Inside was a thin needle. While he injected the oil into the delicate 

skin between each of my fingers, I rolled my head back and looked up. In the rafters 

of our garage, there were old things you might find in anyone else’s. Sleds stacked on 

top of one another and shoved to the side. A flickering light and the string hanging 

next to it. The garage door opener, its mechanism reaching all over.  

 My fingers were loose, after. I couldn’t move them; they hung there.  
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“They’ll need some exercise,” my father said. He took my hand in his and 

rolled each finger in a gentle figure eight until I was strong enough to pull my hand 

away. 

He went back to the machine. I felt he was about to say something that I 

didn’t want to hear. “Can you read my mind?” I asked.  

 He looked surprised. “Of course not.”  

 “Well, how would I know?” 

 “The machine just monitors your activity levels. Brain activity, body activity. 

Mechanics. Is everything in working order? It throws a code if something is 

malfunctioning. It’s like a checkup. A doctor.” 

 “I always thought it was strange I had never been to one of those.” 

 My father was quiet.  

 “I was jealous of Rhett when he went.” But I wasn’t talking to my father 

anymore, my voice got quieter and quieter and in one moment I couldn’t stand talking 

to him any longer. “Are we done?”  

 We were. I left. On my way back to my room, where I planned to lay again 

with the game, I decided suddenly to go to Rhett’s. I was at the front door already, 

and my father was still in the garage. I left the house and went to Rhett’s. I walked 

through the woods, rather than the main road. I held tight to the Gameboy in my 

pocket. The way there was not quite as I remembered it; it was much shorter. I had 

just snuck in behind a neighbor’s house and walked a bit on the path when I could see 

Rhett’s neighborhood already through the trees just ahead. The walk had seemed very 

long when I was younger.  
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 Rhett’s garage door was closed. Usually this meant that Rhett was not home, 

but it was winter, and he often closed it on colder days. I went to glance in the garage 

windows. It was dark. I walked idly around the house once, twice. I peeked into 

Rhett’s first floor bedroom. Seeing the space alone made me feel something… it was 

nothing special, not even much more room than I had at the boarding school, sharing 

my space with the same kind of transient friends that I had at home.  

I tracked my eyes over Rhett’s window, which looked cold to the touch… 

everything outside was wet. It had been raining early, and now the ground was 

sloshy, my toes cold. 

My last day at school, it was snowing outside—not beautiful snow, but the 

stuff of slush. It wasn’t even covering the ground, but thick enough still that you 

could see it falling, grainy, but you knew it would only disappear. The first half of the 

year had been much the same. I knew I would go home soon, I was excited to see 

Rhett, whose recent email I felt bad for not responding to—but it had been too late 

now, and I would see him in less than a week to apologize and explain. What would I 

explain? That things had been difficult. That I found myself tired, staying up late. He 

knew this already. That semester, I had slept through afternoons, then woke feeling ill 

and slow. I stayed up in the nights until five in the morning when my roommates 

were asleep and I wasn’t doing homework or anything like that, I was hearing noises, 

twitches, animal noises, imagined noises, I was delirious and thought I was going 

crazy. It was always like there was someone behind me, or before me. Like some 

threat from the future echoing back for me to hear it through time. I jumped easily at 

little things, the muted thud of my roommate dropping a plate on our carpeted floor or 
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the sound of a car pulling past outside. I thought I just needed the week to be over, 

then I needed to finish my homework, then I needed to not have any homework for 

some time.  

I began to have trouble sitting still. In class I would sit on my ankles in the 

back of the room to stop them shaking. I thought if I just got back to Rhett’s garage, I 

would be able to breathe again, but a large part of me suspected that this wasn’t the 

case any longer, that I wouldn’t feel better there or anywhere. I remembered how it 

had changed between Rhett and I before I left—how, though we weren’t at odds, I’d 

learned we couldn’t do everything together forever. It was unreasonable to want to; I 

couldn’t help it. 

I would wind myself up this way, in the silence of the ugly snow, with no one 

else in the room. When I dragged the boxcutter across my stomach, I was looking at 

the ceiling. The pain was immediate, harsh and hissing. Next I felt very calm. Nearly 

happy. Then I looked down and saw underneath. Wasn’t that the real problem? The 

seeing, and knowing? My blood was completely black. 

 At first, I thought blood must be black. Didn’t people sometimes describe it 

that way? The blackness of blood, blood-dried-black? These were crazed thoughts. I 

understood that what I saw inside me was not real. I knew I was sick, dying. For a 

moment I was happy about even this—I could call my father to come get me. I felt 

almost a comfort. I admitted for the first time that I missed him. I covered myself and 

went to ask permission at the front desk to call home. Miss Helga was surprised; I 

hadn’t called home that year yet at all. I waited until she moved further away to give 
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me privacy—she hadn’t wanted to, the curious louse—and then I calmly explained 

everything that happened to my father.  

 He told me he was coming to get me. It was all very matter of fact. He 

reminded me it was a three hour drive—although we’d done it together many times 

now—but that there was snow, so who knew how long it would take; still, he 

promised he would hurry and said that I should pack everything up and be ready. He 

would say there had been a family emergency and take me home. His voice was clear 

throughout all this; it was as if, I remember thinking, he was directing an experiment 

in his lab. He did not ask why I had cut myself in the first place. He didn’t explain 

anything. But I really thought nothing of it. In the moment I saw the wound I’d 

panicked, but now it was covered with the tissue I had stuffed into the waistband of 

my sweats. I would pack; I could do that. Then Dad would take me home, and 

everything would be fine. I felt like a kid. I hadn’t known until now that was a feeling 

I missed.  

 There is a phenomenon where you can see someone you have known your 

whole life entirely anew. At least I hope there is. For me it may have been some 

malfunction of my recognition software, but I really think this happens to humans, as 

well. That they also have some kind of internal software that could produce a similar 

feeling to the one I felt when, sitting with my duffel in Miss Helga’s claustrophobic 

office, I turned at the creak of the door to see the man who returned with her—a gray-

haired man with divots of wrinkles—walking toward me with an odd, unsteady gait 

that was slow, so slow that I felt that same feeling of calm I’d had on the phone, and, 
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truly, it was only that feeling which allowed me to look at this weary man and realize 

he was my father. 

 

 It was not altogether different from what happened now, when I knocked on 

my aunt’s door after circling the house three times. I knew her right away, though it 

wasn’t how she looked. She carried herself very securely, her back arched in pride, 

her nose very straight.  

 I realized my aunt had been looking at me for quite some time. I cleared my 

throat. “Is Rhett home?” 

 “He’s not. You might as well come in.” 

 She turned without waiting for me. I followed her into the house, a place that I 

was usually very comfortable; but Rhett or my father was always there with me. It 

was odd to realize then that I had perhaps never been alone with my aunt, for that to 

be the strangest thing.  

 “I just wanted to see if Rhett was around,” I said again in the kitchen. My aunt 

handed me a glass of water.  

 “He’s working,” she said. She filled a glass for herself.  

 “I imagine you don’t want to go home,” my aunt said, as though not expecting 

a response.  

We sat and drank water together. 

“That boarding school must be nice,” she added. “The snow further north is 

even prettier.” 

 “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know.” 
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 “It’s good to go somewhere now and again,” she said. But I didn’t know 

whether she meant leaving my house or leaving town. She looked much the same as 

she always had, but somehow different, too. She looked uncomfortable. I wondered if 

she had ever been as angry as I’d thought her, or as disapproving of me… Mostly I 

thought her very human and different from me. But I thought us similar, too. It was 

awkward to think. We finished our water and I went home.  

 

 

You are in the dark place again. Welcome! 

 

[What next?]  

 

deja vu 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

turn on the light 

 

The room is cold. What next? 

 

walk forward 
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You walk forward in the dark. The air is hard like steps. There is a chill. You feel 

something brush up against your face. 

 

grab it 

 

You grasp a thin string.  

 

pull 

 

The room is illuminated. You see a filing cabinet and a bookcase, a worn chair, a 

painting, a lampshade, and a ladder.  

 

sit in the chair 

 

You walk directly to the center of the room, where the chair is. You sit down slowly. 

It is a comfortable chair, and you sink in. You fall asleep. When you wake up, you are 

disoriented, and the room is even brighter. You squint. 

 

open your eyes 

 

Your eyes are open. 

 

what do i see? 
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You see daylight coming down in a loud beam from the window. You see that isn’t 

where all the light is coming from. In the dim light from the night before, you could 

not see it, but there was a door on the opposite wall. Now it is open. Outside, nothing 

but the bright. 

 

walk out 

 

You walk outside. Congratulations, you are free! 

 

[Play again?] 

 

 

 

 

 

Before I turned the handholding machine on that night, I practiced my body. I 

touched all my fingertips together. I interlaced them. I drew the alphabet with each 

ankle, my toes slanted in a ballerina’s point. I pushed all sadness to the tips of my 

ears and drew in air. 
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The Wood Was Rakish and Handsome,  

 
 with pine tree branches sweeping like brooms, and dirt in love with the bite of 

claws. The wood had fallen trees leaning on one another and the little burrows under 

them; it had leaves layered into umbrellas for sun. The wood had moss on its trees, 

and delicate plants growing close to the ground that were baby green and new. From 

the prints in the dirt you would guess the wood had bobcats and chipmunks and foxes. 

You would guess it had coyotes, rabbits, robins; you would never see them. The 

wood had a stream deep inside it, or so her grandmother told her. It had barely 

trodden paths, it had branches like vines on the ground, it had mosquitos that bit you 

before you could see them and fled before you could slap them.  

There was a small perimeter of wood that she’d been allowed to play in, as a 

girl. Beyond that her parents and grandmother forbid her to go, and she had listened 

to them faithfully; she had learned to be afraid. But her danger, she knew now, was 

not the same as theirs. What she feared was her reaction to the wood, the reckless way 

she could love it. Above all, the wood had beauty, and it was the beauty that was 

dangerous, not the animals or the noises or the trees in a storm.  

Long before she came to this understanding, her grandmother passed, and she 

inherited the cabin she visited as a child. She was distraught at the news and sat 

herself down to think. The little cabin was cloistered and peaceful; just to enter it was 

to be filled with a particular warmth she had only known there, despite the comforts 

of her own home. But was this a holdover, a childhood feeling? With her 
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grandmother gone, how much of the warmth would be gone, too, how much of the 

mystery like a secret spilled? And could she live there, on the edge of the wood?  

 She thought of her grandmother and there was no choice. How could she sell 

it? The cabin would be hers, and a good deal of the land beyond. She decided to live 

alongside the wood. It might not be special as it was when she was girl, but it might 

become something else. It might be something better.  

She began to pack her belongings. With her she would also bring the two 

puppies she found beside the dumpster outside her apartment complex. She had 

stopped that evening to admire the way the sun dipped colorful into far away trees. 

Then she heard the mewling, lovely as the purple sky. The pups were left under a 

bush, curled in the sleeves of a ratty, red shirt. She unwound the sleeves. She opened 

the shirt like a present.  

At first, she wondered whether they were foxes; one had a touch of red in his 

fur and the other had an intelligence about her that spoke of something wild. She had 

heard of people mistaking foxes for puppies, taking them home. She watched their 

little ears twitch. Then she gathered them, shirt and all, as easily as if they were 

already hers. She bought three cans of dog food from the drugstore down the block. 

She took them to the vet in the afternoon and brought them home to her apartment 

where pets of any kind were not allowed.  

The vet suspected they would grow large from the size of their paws, and said 

they had good temperaments. They let her hold them in the air, without their paws 

touching the ground. They waddled drunkenly from one side of the room to another. 
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They were curious. At the apartment, she set them on her living room floor, and knew 

they were no wilder than she was.  

On the final trip from her apartment to the cabin, she nestled them in the 

passenger seat with one of her sweaters. She couldn’t help thinking that, because of 

the pups, her grandmother had passed at an opportune time. She felt filled with lead at 

the thought, and watched the puppies sleep on one another for some time.  

She drove to the cabin and carried them inside. Just beyond the door she sunk 

to the ground, resting with them in her lap. They were content to linger for a bit, as 

she breathed. The cabin was small. She liked this about it. There was a certain silence 

that reminded her she was with no one else. It settled on all of them there, like snow 

settled, slow. She felt she could fall asleep. But when she glanced down, she saw a 

little nose poke up over the folds of the sweater. One of the puppies wriggled, now, 

and whined. It was the girl pup, her fur all solid brown with no hints of other colors 

except for smudges of black around her ears and paws. The puppy wriggled until it 

was free from the sweater. It stretched in her arms, pawed at her shoulder, and nosed 

her cheek. 

She spent weeks unpacking boxes while the pups tripped clumsily inside a 

small, borrowed playpen. Hannah was the curious one. She tested the boundaries of 

the pen, sticking her snout between the small bars, or pushing it with her head so the 

whole thing moved along the rough wood floor. Grenadine would follow his sister, 

far behind and happy, or he would nap.  

They were not house trained, of course. She took them outside many times 

throughout the day and night. She did this between stacking cabinets with bowls and 
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plates, folding and refolding her clothes. She slept as much in the day as in the night, 

and often napped when they did, on her small couch with her hand dipping into the 

playpen.  

She kept her bed low to the ground and piled it with blankets. After the first 

few weeks, Hannah and Gren hardly had any accidents, but this was in part because 

she woke with them when they moved and drew them close before they could. 

Outside, she crouched in the grass and set them down. They came to sit right beside 

her when they finished, as though they knew already that she meant to protect them. 

The three of them would sit there for a moment together, everything quiet. All the 

while she watched the wood.  

She came to know the trees first. The curly one that bent as if it was reaching 

down, then the fattest pine with longer needles, needles that looked soft from a 

distance, and also the one with the middle torn out, as if a giant had ripped it away. 

These were the tallest trees, and underneath them were too many others to know. 

They all crowded around a great darkness, the ground between them nearly black.   

She could feel Hannah and Grenadine shiver, despite their thick fur. Their 

caution was intelligence. The wood was large, they knew how small they were. When 

she stood, they followed her, toddling, inside. Hannah nipped at her brother’s ear, and 

Gren rolled happy on the floor.  

All of this was fine for a time. The wood was rakish and handsome, but she 

did not want to enter. Still, she allowed herself to admire it from inside the cabin, and 

eventually she found herself on the makeshift patio behind the cabin every morning. 
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She sat in a plastic chair with her coffee, while Hannah and Gren lay in the grass 

beside her, sniffing at plants and rolling over in the dirt.  

The plants that grew next to the cabin made up a yard that was somewhere 

between the wildness of the wood and the domesticity of her home. It was large and 

stretched the length of a football field before it became the wood, the grass growing 

sparser, the plants getting taller. Stems thickened to branches stuck from the ground, 

and broadened into trunks, who’s branches thinned sharp to cleave the sky.  

Far away the colors were simple. The wood was made mostly of pines—dark 

forest brushed with a lighter green, like frost. Then one, just as tall, would be reddish 

brown instead, a beautiful, sickly color that matched the dirt. The season was rainy, 

and the sky was milky gray in the morning. Slim clouds passed behind the treetops. It 

was odd to be so happy with gray, she thought, as she watched. She woke slowly with 

the forest as the sun rose higher and she reached the bottom of her cup. She got to 

know it. 

Eventually the puppies whined, and she took them inside for breakfast. This 

became their routine, so actually she looked at the wood quite often. On windy days 

she learned how the branches of the trees moved. On cold ones the fog descended, 

and it stayed dark. Eventually, the wood no longer seemed so far away; she felt it get 

closer all the time.  

She felt the same way with Hannah and Grenadine—that she was getting to 

know them. It was a messier thing. Though they quickly learned not to have 

accidents, and she learned put her dirty underwear out of their reach, and keep the 

bathroom doors closed, and never eat her food low the ground, she did not want to 
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leave them alone for long. She worked from home and hardly left the cabin, though 

she had friends that would invite her out to do all the things she used to do when she 

lived in town. It was a further drive than it had been from her apartment, which 

frustrated her. There was no quick trip to the pet store or for takeout, and no getting it 

delivered, either. 

Her friends with children asked to visit her. She had so much space, they said, 

the kids would love it. She was busy, moving in, with the puppies… She couldn’t 

bear the idea of these children, strangers to her, in the wood she’d gone into as a 

child. It was not fear, then; it was a selfish thing. 

“I haven’t weeded,” she would say. This worked for many of her friends; 

young parents feared poison ivy. “And there are other things, so many strange plants 

right outside the house. Animals, too. I couldn’t possibly know them all.” 

She took rainchecks. She would meet them someday soon, at their houses, at 

coffee shops, at restaurants where children could color on the menus.  

 

Hannah and Grenadine grew so fast she hardly saw it. They had been small 

enough to keep in a playpen for a month, two—then one day while she worked at her 

desk, she heard the pen rattling, much like it did when Hannah pushed it around the 

cabin, but louder. When she looked down, Hannah was there at her feet, ears flat, 

wagging her tail which wagged her whole body in turn. Behind her the pen was 

intact, Gren asleep inside.   

When she first brought them Hannah couldn’t have jumped over the pen, she 

was too small. So, they had grown. It hardly even seemed that they had, it happened 
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so slowly. She had been preoccupied with the minutiae of them; the little movements 

of their noses, their ears sticking straight up, then flattening, then flopping down, their 

legs kicking when they slept at night, the way they rolled over on their backs when 

she rubbed their bellies. There had been no time to notice the bulk of them in all these 

details.  

But they had changed. Where they once had the soft fur and squat bodies of 

pups, soon they were leaner; sleek, loaded springs; nearly wolves in appetite. Still, 

they were children at heart. They rolled over and whined for attention, they showed 

their bellies, they rested their heads on her thigh, on her shoulder, in the cup of her 

ankle. They did this throughout the night, and, in the morning, she woke to Hannah’s 

mellow whine, which slipped into her dreams like a hook to pull her out.  

She had refused to take them into the wood. It was true they might enjoy it, or 

at least that Hannah would—she was the adventurous of the two, the one who whined 

in the morning and got them all out of bed, the one who wanted long walks where her 

brother was content to sleep. Hannah kept the three of them moving, got them all on 

their feet then circled and circled and circled them.  

It was Hannah who encouraged her, with those maddening circles, to load 

them up into the truck and drive all the way to the dog park on the other side of the 

city. She did this almost every other weekend, rather than let them loose in the wood. 

She told herself that they were still puppies in many ways, prone to wander. At the 

dog park, though, which stretched wide in one direction, they stayed close enough. 

Gren would sniff at the dirt, other dogs’ leavings, a mangled bush, and Hannah would 
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run ahead. Never too far—if she put much distance between them, she would turn and 

look back, her tail wagging now in exasperation; somehow this was always clear. 

 So why did she persist, after all this time, in being afraid of the wood? She 

was a responsible adult with two dogs and a home she kept up and parents she visited 

on holidays and for the occasional Sunday dinner. She was an adult yes. She still had 

fears, wasn’t she allowed them? For all of her childhood her mother had refused to 

drive in even the slightest bit of rain. Her father had night terrors and woke thinking 

the house was on fire.  

 Puppies had fears, too. She had to think of them, though it made more sense 

when they were small, that she wouldn’t want to bring them there into the wood. She 

brought them to the dog park, she brought them, one at a time, to the pet store, but 

they didn’t like to be separated, and she hated leaving one of them alone. If she went 

without either, though, Hannah whined as she put on her shoes and her jacket. It was 

a high whine, similar to the one she made when a squirrel came too close to the 

house. She zig-zagged from the kitchen to the living room couch, though there was 

not so much space between them. Her nails clattered, and eventually Gren grew 

excited from her excitement, and he too was up, chasing her, thinking they were 

playing a game.  

 She worried more about Hannah being alone. Though Gren required his own 

amount of affection, Hannah needed to be up and about often, and hardly slept when 

she left. Hannah was also the most excited when she returned. She would open the 

door to see her there, just inside the house, vibrating. She suspected it was not just 
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that Hannah was an excitable dog, but that she did not like being alone—that she 

feared it.  

She had heard there was a certain time in a puppy’s life when it could learn to 

be afraid or it could demonstrate an ability to overcome its fear. The initial fright 

could come from anything—a loud noise, a stranger with an odd gait, the dark. Who 

knew what Hannah and Grenadine had been through before she found them? They 

were young, but they had been alone. They showed no signs of fear. At the park, they 

were excited to meet other dogs—Hannah especially flipped her tail this way and 

that, jumping, when she saw one. But if the dog came close, she watched Hannah 

grow shy and felt her press against her leg, only reaching out to touch noses with it. 

Or was it that you had to introduce your puppy to strangers, to new dogs, to 

the dark, so that they became used to them, and eventually learned not to be afraid? 

This must be important also, which is why she sat with them in the dark, watching the 

wood, with her hands on their backs, and why she took them out when she could, to 

meet strangers… Did you have to show them everything they might fear in those first 

few months? Could you possibly?  

They’d grown in such a way that now she hardly expected them to be afraid of 

anything, but just the other day Gren had slipped on the hardwood and stopped still in 

the middle of the floor, unable to move. He whined until she brought a bathmat for 

him to walk on. Later he was fine, he had forgotten about it…  

They looked much older than they were. They were tall, if gangly. They were 

fast and strong. Hannah especially, appeared as if all her limbs had grown their own 

confidence and met one another to form one long muscle, her whole body pointed 
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forward from her tail to her nose, which could steer her minutely left, right—this was 

when she ran the length of the yard. Both dogs could wind themselves up and chase 

each other for some time in the open grass beside the cabin, always circling back to 

where she watched them from the small patio.  

Sometimes, Hannah would stop the game and walk up to her where she 

watched them. She would look her in the eye as they panted, asking her to join. 

Hannah had brown eyes. They held their gazes on one another for a long time, 

Hannah looking up, her with her head tilted down… Then Hannah would shake her 

head as if to laugh, and nose her hand in understanding, and go back to chasing Gren. 

It was easy to forget they were still puppies, and as excited as puppies get. In 

all of her thoughts about what they might fear she forgot sometimes they might be 

something to be feared. One afternoon she took them both into the pet store in town. 

They had just come in the door, and she was already nervous. She held their leashes 

knotted in one hand together, and though they were still close to her side as the 

automatic doors slid open, she still felt the three of them there like a big circus. But 

they were well-behaved; there were few people in the store, and Gren wanted sniff 

every bag of food and box of treats and plastic toy, so they moved slowly through it.  

At the counter, though, she was distracted by an employee cooing over Gren, 

and didn’t notice that Hannah had more leash than she meant to give her. Before she 

knew it, Hannah had run up to a stranger—a woman about her height, with the same 

color hair—and was looking up at her in that entreating way of hers, lovingly. She 

saw all of this, but it took her a moment longer to understand the way the woman 

cowered back just a touch and stood very stiffly. It was so odd to think someone 
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might be afraid of Hannah. She felt very slow as she watched it all. But really it had 

only been a second, and she pulled Hannah back right away. She tried to catch the 

woman’s eye as she did, wanting to apologize. But the woman was looking down, 

then away, in any other direction. And Hannah was tugging her again, back toward 

the big automatic doors. They opened and closed once, twice… Gren whined. She 

walked them both back to the truck. 

 It was a whole production to come in and to leave again. It wasn’t just the 

doors. It wasn’t just because she was one woman with two dogs that were growing all 

the time. It was about the space around them, though, and how it wasn’t like the space 

at home. She felt less connected to them when she had to put them on a leash.  

That evening, Gren did his nighttime dance around the bed. Hannah shot past 

him to take her spot on the empty pillow, but Gren whined until he was invited. It was 

a begging sound and very light, like low wind pushed through a thin instrument. He 

waited there until she patted the sheets. Though now he was tall enough that he didn’t 

need to run and jump as he had when he was shorter, he still started from far away, 

then stopped just at the edge to climb up. He gave a satisfied huff and laid down.  

That morning, Hannah was out of bed. Gren was sleepily awake. She pressed 

her face into his fur and scratched his ears. He turned his head, eyes half closed, and 

licked her palm. She heard a noise from the kitchen and went to see Hannah at the 

window.   

 Outside it looked like rain. She made coffee anyway and took the dogs out to 

sit in her chair. She looked at the wood, and this all felt very familiar. But she was 



 

 

47 
 

unsteady for some reason, and it took a long moment to realize that it was because 

Hannah was closer to the wood than she had ever seen her.  

 “Hannah, where are you going?” 

 Hannah came bounding back wagging her tail.  

 

 

 When you got closer to the wood, you could see how the trees looked old 

from the wrinkles in their trunks. You could see the footprints that foxes left. You 

could imagine a bobcat rolling its paws in the dirt. She learned this when, after 

Hannah ran to her side, she followed the path that she had taken and came closer to 

the wood than she had been in years.  

 This close, the trees she had gotten to know from her patio looked strange 

again. She was much smaller than she had been.  

It was easy to imagine her grandmother in the same place she stood. Her 

grandmother was not afraid of the wood and had often gone in it. She’d had other 

fears: intruders, for one. Hunters on her property. But her grandmother’s fears had 

always been controlled, unlike the fears of either of her parents. Tame things she 

lived with and spoke about, while her father might push himself past exhaustion so as 

not to sleep, and her mother would move faster and faster through the house before a 

storm. All the while her parents would smile fragile smiles that rustled. 

 It was morning so the light still made its way down, but everything was 

dimmer like a basement. She passed her hand along the tall curling tree, the one with 

its middle ripped away. She ran her fingers through its needles. 
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 After this, she noticed the way Hannah looked at the wood. The idea of 

driving into the city for the dog park began to sour, when the wood, so close, held so 

much. She watched Hannah sleep, her legs twitching, and knew, somehow, she was 

dreaming of walking in the wood, with the light passing though the tops of the trees 

and the dirt rolled out like a carpet before her. Hannah’s paws looked soft and wild 

while she slept, the pads dark, the fur stuck like feathers between her toes.  

The wood smelled of sap and sweet dirt. The more she learned of it, the more 

she wondered whether her fear, too, wasn’t a learned thing. She was afraid of the 

wood; she had stood on the edge of it.   

 She went so quietly it was like she was not even going. Neither of the dogs 

woke. She walked to the end of the yard. The wood had no doors. It was always open, 

then. Except because it had no doors, perhaps it was always closed. But that wasn’t 

right—but if she had to pick one, would she say the wood was open or closed? 

Neither, she thought, as she stepped into the dirt, and both.  

It was not like the automatic doors at the pet store, which slid open in a long, 

clear drag. You knew when you had entered the store, but she could not be certain 

when she had entered the wood. Was she still standing on the edge, or was she inside? 

She had to keep going in order to know.  

 As she went, she looked at everything closely. She knelt beside crinkly bushes 

and examined the veins of leaves. She paused to press her hands into the ground. To 

watch a worm contract, fat, then stretch. It’s nose in the air.  

 



 

 

49 
 

She thought of bobcats. There was a book she read with her grandmother 

when she visited the cabin, with a bobcat painted on the cover, smiling behind a tree. 

The drawing was dark. Why does he have hair coming out of his ears? she would ask. 

Why is he smiling at us? He looked sly, like a villain. The bobcat is hiding something, 

yes, her grandmother told her. But why should that make it villainous? She turned the 

page, where the bobcat turned to curl around a cuddle of bobcat kittens.  

This made her laugh, delighted. She pointed to one kitten, the farthest left on 

the page, whose tail disappeared past the book’s end. Where did it go? That one is 

me, she liked to say, and her grandmother would finish the story. 

At the stream, there were bugs that floated on water, their legs long and 

spindle-thin, stuck at the ends to the water’s surface like little pinpricks. They moved 

along it very easily, though the creek was large compared to them and the water deep. 

She walked further, and further.   

 

 

Hannah woke. It was odd. The whirring in the driveway always alerted her to 

any arrival or departure, but everything was silent. She lifted her ears and turned her 

head in a slow circle. She walked to one window, then another. She passed Gren 

sleeping next to the stove and sniffed at his coat. He had the same Gren-smell, like 

dirt and sleep. He didn’t wake when she nosed his stomach, his back.  

Hannah went from room to empty room, searching. They were alone.  

She looked out the window again, back into the yard. The same trees. Hannah 

whined. She sniffed her way to the back door, where the familiar scent lingered. She 
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jumped at it and pawed until it swung open. She followed the smell in the direction of 

the wood.  

Gren woke at the noise and shook himself to his feet. He trailed out after her.  

 

They found her in a clearing of trees beside a soft stream, fish gutted on rocks 

and long indentations made in lavish grass. She slept under a tree, while in the field 

some new creature chased its tail this way and that, its tongue lolling, its mouth open 

as if laughing. Gren went to greet it, while Hannah loped over to the body and 

whined, afraid. She nosed the neck. She licked and licked and licked the face until an 

open eyelid, a coarse cough, a deep breath and their mother was with them again.  
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We Dine Together 

 

We grew roses on our side of the fence. On the other, our elderly neighbors 

grew Lima beans up and down it in vines. I have never in my life wanted to tend 

roses, or plants of any kind. But the Lima beans were shaped like little moons. They 

could look very beautiful, especially at night. My sister and I agreed on this.  

We began to eat them young, both of us becoming teenagers, hardly children 

any longer. We did it without our neighbor’s permission. I told her it would be okay; 

they would think the deer had done it. Deer have appetites here like nowhere else, I 

said. See how some nights they chew our rose plants raw, gnawing at even the stems? 

They leave our yard with bloody mouths.  

Satiated? I didn’t know. But I think foragers are never satisfied or finished 

with their work. If they are, they might as well die. I say this having been a forager. 

Having wondered whether, if we stopped, we could ever desire again.  

We needed the beans. We may as well have died without them. 

I wanted something first; a kiss. To be the only girl starting ninth grade 

without one was miserable. I had lied to my friends. I said I got one from Jacker and 

one from Van and one from Miles. Three kisses, all a little sour. Delilah overheard us 

giggling. She confronted me at bedtime; she knew I had lied. 

“Pest!” I said. I drove her from the room. We shared it, though. When she 

came back, I pretended she wasn’t there. The next night I went outside when it was 

dark, and I paced up and down the yard. Thinking to myself, and wishing… 
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I was walking next to the line of roses when I happened to look up and over 

them. I saw the plants I had never paid much mind before—big, fat tangles of green. 

On each vine hung pods plump with beans. I was enchanted with their abundance 

above all. They were irresistible. I slipped my hand—still thin enough, though my 

body was thick and sturdy—through the chain-link and plucked just one. I split it 

open with the nail on my thumb. Inside were three beans like flat, sleeping hearts.  

After I ate the first pod, I fit my hand through the roses again, dodging thorns 

to reach through the fence. I did this over and over until my belly was full. Then I 

snuck back in my room where Delilah was sleeping. The next day Miles Frederick 

kissed me on the mouth.  

I couldn’t tell my friends about it—they all thought he’d kissed me long 

ago—so I told Delilah, who shrugged. “Want to know how I did it?” I asked. She 

didn’t. “Fine,” I said, and went to walk the neighborhood in circles. As I walked, I 

remembered a dream where I had flown through the neighborhood, passing the same 

houses I had for years, but from a hundred feet up.  

I was entranced. Not from the kiss, which was no more than an obligation 

fulfilled, but from my wish, granted. A wish-granted was softer than a kiss, and more 

beautiful than the curled petals of a rose. 

 I did not feel I had stolen from the Gibson’s. I hardly knew them. My parents 

talked with them on weekends, but as a child I always ran off. I hate this about 

myself, but I have always been shy around anyone I do not know. In those days I was 

neither child nor adult. I existed in that secret space between the two, that invisible 

space, that meant I was hardly noticed and never understood. How could I steal?  
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The next week, I wanted something else; a break. Miles had begun to follow 

me at school, whining, calling me his girlfriend. My friends were jealous, all of them. 

But Miles had an acrid fragrance, like fake cologne, and he walked off the bus with 

the zipper of his backpack undone. I wanted nothing more to do with him.  

He wouldn’t take the hint. He followed me from class to class, reaching into 

my locker at the end of the day to take my jacket out. I tried to ignore him, the way I 

did with my sister. “Are you mad at me?” he asked, again and again.   

So, it was a week after that first night I waited until Delilah began to snore 

and snuck again from our room, opening the back door very quietly and tiptoeing 

barefoot into the yard. It was cold but huddled by the roses I hardly felt it. I picked 

pod after pod and ate them until I felt Miles slip away and I grew tired. The next 

morning, he did not look my way.  

My friends tried comforting me, no matter how many times I told them I was 

relieved. It became difficult to stand, and I went home early instead of walking with 

them to the ice cream shop. I found Delilah in our room, which was odd enough. She 

was never home so early, she had band rehearsal or drama club or chess. Her eyes 

were red, she had been crying. This was also unusual.  

I might have ignored her, but I had nowhere to be. “Tell me what’s wrong,” I 

said, and she did. It was a very small thing, she seemed embarrassed as she said it: 

she had a math test tomorrow, a timed one. Even more, her teacher was out to get her. 

Twice she’d reprimanded Delilah for talking when it was the boys behind her who’d 

done it.  
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It’s true I didn’t always care for my sister. She was thinner than I was, a waif, 

and already very pretty. Among my friends, we liked to say we did not want to be 

pretty, that pretty girls were vapid. We made fun of them; of their voices and the way 

they wore their hair. I knew it was undeserved but joined in all the same. I really 

think my friends believed it, though. None of them had a sister like mine. Delilah was 

beautiful even then, and already more intelligent than any of them.  

The truth is it is hard for anyone not to want to be pretty, even me, and 

sometimes it is easy to be jealous and easier to be mean. But there was more about 

Delilah that I disliked than that. I detested her love for school and adventure, her 

honesty, her prudishness.  

Still, because she was a very self-righteous girl, it was unsettling to see her 

there, tear-stricken in bed and almost ugly. 

“What is it you want most?” I asked her. “A new teacher?”  

She only wanted to do well on the test. Do you see what I mean?  

All the same, I nodded, and at midnight I shook her awake. She followed me 

blearily to the yard; she crouched when I tugged her down. I guided her hand through 

the fence, and she ate the beans without me having to tell her. She ate them and ate 

them. I abstained that night, worried I would take away her wish, though we later 

learned the beans could fulfill desires from each of us, as long as we both ate our 

share.  

Delilah did so well on her test there was nothing for her teacher to do but put a 

big A. This wouldn’t have convinced me of anything—Delilah always did well—but 

she was awed to have known answers she hadn’t thought she would, and to have 
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finished the whole thing with minutes to spare, when she’d always taken the whole 

time before.  

In those next few weeks, Delilah and I got along better than ever. Though we 

still ignored each other at school and on the bus, we spent our time at home talking 

about what to wish for and planning our futures. Delilah wanted very small things: a 

new backpack, dinner out at the fanciest restaurant in town, a pet. I had been thinking 

for longer about what the plants could do, and wanted more: a bigger house with a 

bedroom for each of us, great skill in tennis or volleyball and the acclaim of my peers, 

a big snowstorm to sweep through the county and close the school for weeks… 

“Try the bedrooms first,” Delilah said, “and I’ll see about dinner.”  

The next morning, we woke up in the same bed to our mother shaking our 

shoulders. “What are you doing in Delilah’s room?” she asked.  

Delilah answered before I understood. “Claire had a nightmare, Mom,” she 

said. 

I scowled. Our mother thought this was very sweet. “You girls have been 

getting so close,” she said. 

After she left, we snuck down the hall to my new room. It was large, with a 

full-size bed and a bay window. From there we could see the same street we’d always 

lived on, though our yard looked a touch wider, its grass greener.  

Our mother was so moved by our camaraderie she took us out for dinner that 

night. It was just the place Delilah had wanted to go—a restaurant in the center of 

town I had never heard of before. Behind double doors twice my height, there was an 

elegant arch that led into a dim, quiet dining room, filled with quiet chatter and soft 
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music. It was unlike places we had gone for dinner before, which were often loud, 

fast restaurants with crowded waiting areas. Here, we were taken immediately to our 

table and given cold water. The walls were painted deep burgundy and the carpet 

made walking soft. I caught Delilah looking around in wonder and stroking the 

silverware. “It’s just as I imagined it,” she whispered to me on our way to visit the 

bathroom together, and I understood then that I was in a place entirely of her own 

making.   

I admit I enjoyed myself there, that even our parents looked more at ease than 

I had seen them in a long time. Delilah must have noticed this, too, because her 

wishes got less selfish after that. I wished for a new computer; she wanted our parents 

to have another car. I wanted a cell phone; she wished we would all spend more time 

together.  

“You’re using the wishes wrong,” I told her in the dark. We were crouched on 

the floor of her room.  

“I am not,” she said. “Or don’t you want to go to Florida this week?” 

I did and I didn’t. I had never been to Florida, already my friends were 

envious. But there would be no beans there, no wishes.  

“I’ll miss volleyball practice,” I said. 

“You’ll be just as good when we come back.” 

 

We returned the next week tan and tired. Our parents were relaxed, but 

Delilah and I had nearly starved.  
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The trip had not been unpleasant. Neither Delilah nor I had ever flown on a 

plane, and our parents let us have the window seats. Delilah marveled the whole way 

into the air, and I was impressed with the little houses, the antlike cars, the maps of 

neighborhoods like square outlines from my geometry homework. It made a great 

deal of sense to me, then, that things you once thought were big could feel small 

when you looked at them just so, when you had them all in front of you. We could 

have lived in any of those houses, I thought.   

There were only little difficulties, at first: we had to pee on the plane but 

someone else was using the bathroom all through the flight; we wanted to listen to 

music in the hotel, but we all liked different kinds. We wanted to visit the beach; it 

rained in sheets. We were powerless to so much, so far from home we realized it. We 

were children again, to the whole world.  

It wasn’t that we controlled everything about our lives with the beans. 

Sometimes I still wanted to wring Delilah’s neck while she skipped up the street to 

the bus in the morning and being so good at volleyball now meant I had to attend 

practice every afternoon, which got a little dry. But there was something about 

knowing you could change any of it—about seeing the world around you and looking 

very carefully to discern what needed revision. 

The whole trip, we whispered to one another: what would we change here? 

What could be better? But we were overeager, and with nowhere to send our wishes, 

we grew anxious. We vibrated in the car all the way back from the airport. As soon as 

it stopped, we shot from our seats.   
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I wish Delilah would ask for something for herself and stop making me feel so 

bad, I thought as we ran to the backyard—"To check on the roses!” Delilah shouted 

back to our parents.  

We rushed around back, though it was only dusk, and a hint of light still 

peeked around the edges of the trees. But when we got to the beans, Mrs. Gibson was 

there with a watering can. We stumbled to a stop.  

Delilah remembered the roses just in time. She palmed one and patted its 

petals. “See, Clay, they look as healthy as they did when we left,” she said.  

Mrs. Gibson looked up and smiled.  

“Oh, hello, Mrs. Gibson,” Delilah said.  

“Hello, dear,” Mrs. Gibson said back. “How was your trip?” 

“It was wonderful. It was very warm there.” 

“What a nice break, as it gets colder here.” 

“Yes,” Delilah nodded, “I’ve just been telling Claire our roses won’t last 

much longer.” 

Mrs. Gibson looked sly to me then. I had not looked at her closely before, but 

I did now, as Delilah talked, her hand cupped lightly around a rose. She was a small, 

thin woman, her hair a slip of white tied at the base of her neck. She wore gardening 

gloves. I thought it was odd for her to be gardening so late. 

Mrs. Gibson stretched her arm out to gesture down the fence. “Our beans 

won’t last either,” she sighed. “It’s always hard to see them go.”  

Delilah nodded; she couldn’t think of what else to say. 

“Do you ever eat them, dears?” Mrs. Gibson asked then. 
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I startled. “What?” 

Mrs. Gibson looked at me with flinty eyes. “The roses,” she said. “I had a 

beau once who ate a rose whole.” 

“A rose!” Delilah laughed. “Why would he do that?” 

Mrs. Gibson smiled. “The rose bush was mine, grown in my parents’ yard. He 

thought of it much like a piece of me, and he wanted to win my heart. That or he 

wanted to eat me whole. He was a cruel boy who thought he was kind. Watch out for 

those, you girls! There are more than you think.” 

I had stepped backward once, twice, three times. Hoping to go inside. But 

Delilah was paying close attention to Mrs. Gibson.  

“And now you have Mr. Gibson!” Delilah said smiling. “Have you always 

grown Lima beans? How long do you eat them for, when they grow?” 

“The bushes produce no more than we need,” Mrs. Gibson said. “We’ve done 

it for many years… oh, won’t you girls come over for dinner this weekend? I will 

cook them for you the way we always like them—butter and salt… The two of you, 

this Friday. It will be lovely to have you.” 

Delilah and I argued that night. I didn’t want to go. “I think we have to,” 

Delilah said. “She knows what we did.” 

I feared much the same thing but had refused to say it.  

“You said they wouldn’t notice, and now they have,” Delilah was saying. “It’s 

your fault and we have to go no matter what they do to us.” 

Our mother thought the whole thing was very mature. On Friday I almost 

expected her to take pictures at the door. She did not, but she did mention the nursing 
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home in town, a place she wanted me to volunteer now that I’d started high school 

that she had dropped many hints about in the past.  

We rang the bell together, with both our pointer fingers. Mrs. Gibson 

answered the door. I was surprised to see her smile was very pleasant. She brought us 

deeper into the house, nearly the mirror image of our own, before we’d separated our 

bedrooms. There was an unsettling nostalgia to it—to get to the dining room, we went 

to the left instead of the right. We walked through the wooden doorway to a bright 

kitchen, where Mr. Gibson sat at a long wooden table, sipping from a small teacup. 

On the center of the table there was a steaming pot, precariously positioned on a 

broken trivet. Mrs. Gibson reached over to stir it, and I saw the half-moon beans slide 

against one another in a dance as the pot wobbled back and forth. 

We were used to them raw—hard and smooth and sharp. These were soft, 

buttery, starchy. They tasted like salt and earth. We ate our fill and felt very heavy 

leaning back in our chairs. I might have wondered how we were able to eat so 

thoroughly there in the house of the people we’d thieved. It was the menu that let us. 

Nothing but the beans was prepared, and they so simply done. Yes, they were 

different, cooked—warm. But not so different that we didn’t know them. We loved 

them so much, by then, you see. We loved them apart from what they could do for us. 

Mrs. Gibson asked very simple questions throughout dinner, the questions of 

faraway relatives who greet you after a long time apart. What grades were we in, and 

what was our favorite subject? What clubs had we joined? What did we do on the 

weekends, for fun? 
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Delilah answered most of these. “Claire is on the volleyball team,” she said 

once, looking at me, and I realized she was quite annoyed to be carrying the 

conversation on her own. I found this odd because she was often talkative with 

strangers. I had assumed it was something she enjoyed. I tried to think of something 

to say and jumped when I felt a tickle along my calf; the cat was rubbing herself 

against my leg.  

“The beans are delicious,” I said. 

“Why, thank you, dear,” Mrs. Gibson said. 

“It really changes your life,” Mr. Gibson said suddenly, “To grow the food 

you eat yourself. Especially when you have lived as long as we have…” It was all he 

said that evening. 

After dinner the Gibson’s made coffee. They offered us some. Delilah said we 

had to get home, for which I was grateful. Both of us were breathing hard when we 

shut our front door behind us. Just inside, we closed our eyes together and made our 

wishes, though we weren’t sure what would come of them.  

For now, I made my wish about Delilah. I wanted her to make a wish for 

herself. Lately, it was all that bothered me, all that I wanted. To make myself feel 

better? No. If it was just guilt, I wouldn’t have done it. I worried Delilah didn’t 

understand it like I did, what it really was about the Lima beans that made them so 

special. I worried I was alone.  

Perhaps one of the things I hated about Delilah the most was how she was 

often so skeptical of me. Even when we were younger, I couldn’t make her follow my 

lead unless it was something she wanted also. I feared that now that we had spent 
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time with the Gibson’s, she would want to visit the beans less often, that we would 

lose what we had. Because of this, that night I also had planned my next wish. I 

wanted the beans to be ours. We could grow them together, take care of them… The 

Gibson’s could have our roses.  

The next day I woke up early, shivering. Outside I saw frost on the grass, and 

my large window was white around the edges. I ran to Delilah’s room, slipping on the 

carpet, and opened her door without knocking. She was up as well, sitting on the floor 

beside her own large window, which looked out into the back.  

“I wished the ground would freeze,” she said.  

I had gotten my wish and she had gotten hers.  

“It was going to anyway, eventually” she said before I could reply. “They’ll 

come back.”  

I was angry. “Don’t lie,” I said. “You were afraid of the Gibson’s. You got 

scared.” 

Delilah looked down.  

“It was selfish of you,” I said.  

I went out back that night, but all the beans had been plucked, and the vines 

had already begun to wither. Our roses, too—they looked dark and dead around the 

edges. Most of the petals had fallen.  

It’s true we got to keep everything we’d wished for: my place on the 

volleyball team, Delilah’s new backpack, our separate rooms with large windows 

facing in opposite directions. But we had lost more than that. Yes, they came back the 
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next year, but when I looked at them, I was mad. It grew steadily…  Neither of us 

mentioned them to one another.  

In the following years, I did eat the beans two or three times… once when I 

had not studied for a difficult test, another time when my friends were angry with me, 

and I wanted it forgotten. Delilah did not join me, though, and my own it wasn’t the 

same.  

I am older now, and I am not trying to go back to some place I’ve already 

been. This is what I tell my mother on the phone, when she asks if I have heard from 

my sister. We’re both busy, I tell her.  

I do miss Delilah, though I don’t say this. I was never so close to someone as I 

was to her that year, never since. Now she calls on the weekends, and sometimes I 

answer. We chat. It is not the same… 

My mother gets to the point of her call. She has sent Delilah one of our rose 

bushes, dug it up and shipped it like a box of old clothes. She thinks I should have 

one as well. She is always trying to get me to plant things, now that I live in my own 

house, with a yard, and space for a garden.  
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The Puzzle Room 

 
She found the puzzle after a party one evening. The cat was curled in the 

corner like a cushion, as if to make itself a thing. Did she do the same when she slept? 

Her husband did not: he tossed and turned and nearly rolled off the bed. Because of 

this, she worried for him at night, and for the sheets that would tangle around their 

legs, and for the cat who always slept in the same corner of their bedroom. Because 

how could a cat’s life be interesting at all? Especially when it was abandoned, daily, 

while she and her husband worked. They left the blinds closed, so it only had one 

place to go for natural light, where a stray blind had bent crooked. Often, she found it 

there when she came home, paw raised to the light. Its tail would flip in greeting, and 

she knew it was relieved for company. Other times, the cat rolled over on its back like 

a dog. When she tried to pet it, it ran away. At night it hardly seemed to move at all.  

 

Her nephew stood with her husband by the door. The boy was bundled in a 

fat, downy vest, his mother out warming the car. He’d run in for one last hug, and her 

husband shooed him off; her sister had just been telling them how he needed to learn 

his goodbyes. The boy waved to her from across the room, then went with a sad grin 

and the jingle of his mittens, which had little bells. She saw her husband relax into the 

armchair as he often did on their evenings alone, his body stiff and seeming, 

suddenly, old.  

He slept in the chair while she swept the floor, leaving the dishes in the sink 

for him to clean when he woke. She was by the front door when she came upon some 
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gravel, collected in a small pool next to her off-centered welcome mat. She shook out 

the mat and straightened it, sweeping the gravel into a small pile the size and shape of 

a thumb. The small rocks butted up against each other, as if angry. She shook her 

head fondly. Her nephew been the only child present that night and had spent much of 

the evening running through the backyard, where the patio lingered unfinished. She 

swept the gravel to her pile of dirt, and then she made a new pile for the dining room, 

and one for the kitchen. Then she combined her piles of dirt and gravel, hair and bug 

carcasses and crumbs from cake, and swept them all up into the dustbin, which she 

emptied in the trash.  

It may have been easier to vacuum, but as long as she’d been alive, she could 

never stand the noise.  

 

She went to the puzzle room, though she was tired. Outside it began to rain, 

without ceremony but somehow boldly. It was expected. She’d felt the heady 

moisture earlier, when she opened the door to stand on the front porch. In the 

neighborhood, the houses were closer together than usual, the pavement cool 

underfoot. She watched little black beetles run under the welcome mat and thought of 

the houses fitting like pieces of a puzzle. Like they were all being squeezed closer and 

closer together every year, the way tectonic plates move. There was a hill on the 

street; their house was at the bottom of the hill. 

Yes, the air had been thick, purposeful. As if angry.  

Now, she stood in the puzzle room where there was one small window for the 

rain to beat up against. There was a long table, too—empty. It had been a few months 
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since she’d last used the room, she’d been tired and cold. This was the way of the 

year that opened and closed. When was the first day of spring? Soon? 

Her sister had caught her wrist after one quick beer. This was before any of 

the other guests had come. “He’s asked for a puzzle room, your nephew. This is all 

your doing.” 

She grabbed the stool that leaned against the wall and pulled it open and sat 

with her elbows on the table and her legs spread wide. But there was no puzzle on the 

table, only fine grains of faux-wood, and a nick in the corner closest to her hand.  

The puzzle room was long and thin. It stretched along one side of the house, 

between the master and spare bedrooms. When she and her husband had moved in 

twenty years before, she’d been curious about the room, which then had wooden 

paneling from ceiling to floor and dark green carpet. The realtor seemed to think it 

had been used for storage. She thought the design was strange, since the room was 

narrow enough that she felt a kind of thinning, there, a hum. A decade ago, they’d 

taken down the paneling and painted the walls a lighter color, then removed the 

carpeting in favor of the old wood underneath. She’d installed a table, and a cabinet 

where she stored some old puzzles. At some point she started going there to do the 

puzzles, but when? And then she started buying new ones, and sometimes her 

husband joined her.  

It was a calming room, a space for concentrated, dense thought. There, puzzle 

pieces clapped together like clamshells snapping closed when she got a match, and 

though she hadn’t done many puzzles in her childhood, now she had many, too many. 

She would have to go through them, it was nearing the time, again, when she would 
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have to give some away. She sat on the floor before the cabinet, pulling out puzzle 

after puzzle. She was not tired, though she should be tired; the party had only just 

ended, and she’d been making little appetizers all morning, but somehow all the 

activity had woken her up. She thought of her nephew running circles around the 

house, as if in orbit, as if to capture her in his manic, childhood snare.  

The cabinet was large. She removed each bulky box until there were so many 

she couldn’t see the floor. Flower beds stared up at her, owls with frothy eyes, a hive 

of wasps. She arranged the architectural feats by the door—the Eiffel Tower, the Taj 

Mahal, the inside of a library she didn’t know, tall and brown with books. She 

recognized them all, vaguely, but when she looked back to the cabinet, there was one 

that she did not: a beige cardboard box with its label torn off.  

I finished the dishes. 

She hadn’t heard her husband come in. She hadn’t heard him in the kitchen. 

He stood in the door and looked over the rows of puzzle boxes.  

It’s time to give them away, again, she explained. 

We should keep the one with the cows, he said, pointing to a box by his feet. 

You liked that one.  

She set the unlabeled puzzle on the table and followed her husband to bed.  

 

Once, she went for a date at a restaurant on the edge of the city. She still lived 

with her parents then, she was young. It had been a sharp and beautiful day, so that by 

evening it was as if all the light from the morning had settled in her own heart, such 
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that she was moved to run and hug her sister from behind with a playful laugh before 

she left for the evening. 

She had never been to the restaurant, but it was a glistening place, with golden 

silverware and men dressed in dark waiting suits who brought baskets of hot bread 

and ice cold water with no ice. They were in constant motion, though the restaurant 

itself was no bigger than the small church her parents took her to on the weekends. 

She couldn’t help feeling regal there, despite the suddenness of the date with a man 

she did not know, in a place she had never been. Her sister had set it all up. The man 

was older, and he smiled drowsily, making her think of naps under trees and other 

secluded places she could go without him. The bread was soft and hot, each roll 

perfectly rounded, with an artisanal gash across the top. She ate voraciously, and it 

continued to come as she finished each basket. The waiters were swift and soft-

spoken and, she noticed, they did not look the guests in the eye. Her date cleared his 

throat and she was forced to give him her attention once again; it would be like this 

throughout the night.  

For years, her mother had told her not to stretch her legs out when she sat, 

especially in company you were trying to impress. She couldn’t ever help but do it: 

most of the time it felt as if her legs were coiled tight like a spring that had never let 

loose. That night, she gave in after the first appetizer, stretching to touch the sides of 

the table with her calves. It was underneath the long, dark cloth, and she hoped her 

date would not notice how far her legs were open. When the waiter returned with the 

next course—a thick white soup that smelt of celery—his calf bumped roughly 

against her protruding toe. She could tell he was surprised before he looked at her, 
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though she didn’t know how—his body made no sudden movement, and he did not 

pause in setting down their bowls. His eyes, however, met hers, and they were black 

as night. And it was then—yes, now she remembered it right—it was only then that 

she noticed the waitstaff’s uniform was navy, not black as it had appeared to her 

before.  

 Of course, it was improper to meet the man you would marry on a date with 

someone else. It was equally improper never to see the first man again, or to refuse to 

return his calls and messages, effectively disintegrating one of your sister’s 

friendships. But something about the waiter’s eyes nagged her like a beggar. In the 

moment he looked at her for the first time, she sensed he was hardly a man at all, and 

worried he would disappear outside of this place. She shook this ridiculous thought 

away when her date asked her about her job.  

I’m taking time off, she said distractedly. I was working at the dairy, now I’m 

deciding what to do next. 

 Oh—selling milk?  

 No. With the cows. Their shit.  

A different waiter refilled their water and took their orders while her date 

shifted uncomfortably. Three courses later, though, she saw him again out of the 

corner of her eye. She excused herself to the bathroom and followed his navy shadow 

through a door marked staff only, into an alley that glowed silver.   

How did you do it? he would ask her after.  

It was a door, she said. I walked through.  

Many years later, though, this answer still seemed to baffle him.    
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The storm thrashed the night into day. She woke blearily when her husband 

left for the restaurant and lay in bed while the rain slapped grey against her window, 

simple as loaves of bread. She worked in the principal’s office of the local elementary 

school, where many children, her nephew included, walked instead of taking the bus 

to school. It was often closed down because of this, and especially in March, when 

the weather ought to be turning to spring. She rolled over in bed. When the call came 

to say the school was closed, she rose, showered, and dressed for the day.  

In the puzzle room, she laid out the pieces first one by one, then handful by 

handful. Then she tipped the box upside down onto the table, watching the rest 

dribble atop one another. Some of the pieces, the ones upside down, nearly matched 

the color of the table. The others were harshly bright. She began to flip over the 

brown pieces, to reveal pink, orange, green. The work was relaxing, as methodical as 

the days when the printer’s staple broke and she sat at her desk doing it by hand, or 

when one slim flier went into every mailbox at the school. It seemed to her that she 

was safe inside of the house, and more so than usual. Some combination of the rain 

outside and the aftermath of the party the night before insulated the air around her. 

Every turn of her head was purposeful and heavy, and though the rain came down as 

hard as it had throughout the night, she felt immersed in quiet.  

 

Once, she spread out underneath a running car. The car belonged to friends of 

her parents and had rolled to a stop in the driveway only moments before. She 

crouched down by the garage to dart under, where the car’s underbelly was hot, toxic, 
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and alive. She stretched her arms out to touch the front tires with the tips of her 

fingers and extended her legs to graze the back two with her feet. After a moment, the 

car’s humming stopped, and a new quiet intruded. She heard one car door open, then 

another. Then voices she recognized, and the jingle of the front door, and her parents 

coming outside to greet the visitors. She breathed gasoline.  

 Why did she remember that? Maybe because under the car she had felt as if 

she were part of a machine, one that that would go, go, go, someday, somewhere else. 

She couldn’t remember what happened after or even before. She remembered, 

though, telling her husband this story that day in the alley outside the restaurant. Did 

she remember the memory or only the telling? She could certainly recall the feeling 

there, at the restaurant, like she hadn’t existed until then, and as though her thoughts 

were marbles—no, heavier, bowling balls—bumping up against one another. Or 

rather they started as marbles, and then each time they made contact they grew. So 

that each moment was a collision and then to think any thoughts at all was to hit one 

part of yourself up against another. Had it always been this way?  

The marbles ran all round her body when they were small. They made their 

way. They carved paths. Sometimes this hurt, others it was pleasurable, like a through 

line of compatible action that taught her how to be. Move this way, it said. Move that. 

She’d pick up a carton of milk that her mother had left on the table and bring it to the 

recycling. She’d do her sister’s homework. Her sister would get mad: she hadn’t 

asked for help. But don’t you see I couldn’t stop, she wanted to say, it was calling for 

me, those problems, those answers.  

Her sister would say, You got half of them wrong.  
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But then wouldn’t reveal the correct ways to do them. Still, she wouldn’t stay 

angry for long.  

You did your sister’s homework? The waiter that wasn’t yet her husband 

asked.  

She paused, unaware of what she’d been telling him 

I guess I did, she said, slowly, and looked at him. They laughed.   

Her husband had never said much, but his eyes were effusive as night. In the 

early days of their marriage, doubts would stuff her brain with lint. Was he happy? 

He would look at her so fondly she was embarrassed to have said it. To cover up, she 

would offer to pick him up from work that Friday, the day he got off early. She 

always did but liked to ask anew each week. The asking had become part of the 

tradition, as integral as the food he collected from the restaurant and the park they 

went to. His schedule changed, of course, over the years, still they made time. 

 

Now, the pieces were all arranged face up, their colors so arresting she 

paused. What were you supposed to do? Deep breaths. She had learned how to do that 

long ago. She got migraines.  

She breathed in and looked at the pieces, a thousand of them, at least. She 

stared and stared as if the image would appear completed. She saw Kelly green—

blades of grass? A turf field? There were tornadoes of orange. There were pockets of 

purple. The colors all rose up like a cloud of dust. She breathed in and the colors 

seemed to chime, delicately at first, then louder. But in a moment, she realized it was 
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coming from the other room, where she’d left her cell phone. She left the puzzle room 

and answered her phone.  

It was her sister, who was at home with her son.  

I have to go into work, her sister said.  

Bring him here, she replied.  

What are you doing? You won’t mind?  

I’m doing a puzzle. 

Her nephew arrived with his backpack.  

I don’t have homework, he grumbled. 

Do you want to go to the puzzle room? she said. 

Okay. 

You’ll have to be careful, she said at the door.  

They tip-toed through the boxes that were still covering the floor.  

Do you want to hear a story? she asked. About when I was your age? 

Her nephew nodded as he climbed on the stool. He palmed the piles of puzzle 

pieces. Then he began sorting them into piles, by color. 

Where’d you learn to do that? 

We do puzzles at school. What’s your story? 

 

Once, she learned to speak to a cow. She had volunteered at the local dairy, 

petting the animals while she waited for one of her parents to pick her up. It began 

when she befriended one—a dumpy red calf who never looked her in the eye—on a 

trip with her father for milk. After, she begged him to go every week, and he 
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complied until everyone knew her there, and the old woman who tended to the cows 

asked if she wouldn’t like to come, now and again, to feed them in the afternoons and 

keep them company. She was the only little girl who volunteered at the dairy; she was 

proud of this and went to bed smelling of straw for many years after, when they 

began to pay her for mucking the stalls.  

The calf was always there when she went to the dairy, and though it kept its 

head down, she could understand a great deal in the angle of its neck and the heft of 

its body. She would wait by the calf, and it would linger near her. At the gate she 

would reach out her hand, and it would nudge her palm.  

It was on one of those days that it spoke to her. It wasn’t anything grand, just 

a voice in her head. Or no, not a voice. Something deeper. What did it say? There was 

no saying. But somehow, she knew after that when the calf was tired or hungry or 

begging or sad. Or happy, too—and she didn’t have to be there to know. It was as 

though the calf was with during the day, and even closer in the night. This lasted for 

many years.  

 

Her nephew understood the story completely.  

But Auntie you’re doing it wrong. This piece is green, it doesn’t go with blue. 

He was right. She raised her hand and worked until the only pieces left had 

bits of blue and green together. 

Where do these with both go? 

We’ll make a new pile, her nephew said. Obviously. 

She smiled. Obviously. 
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Are you making fun of me?  

She sometimes forgot what it was like to be a child. People did not understand 

children, even those who thought they did. Everyone understood less than they 

believed. Wasn’t it odd? They all used to be young. They made themselves forget. 

This was what was best about the puzzle room. In general, it helped to have rooms. 

Then you could separate things. A room for dining, a room for bed, for bath, for 

living. Like in a hospital there was one for waiting, where when she was very young 

many of her family gathered once. Her grandfather was dying. She sat on the floor 

with her cousins reading picture books. All around them was a great sadness—but a 

safety, too. Where to put that feeling? Which room? There were certain things you 

could only experience when you were small. It wasn’t that you grew out of them, that 

phrase could not have been said by someone who really understood… but the body 

did change, there was no question of that.  

 So came the puzzle room ready for all of her questions. It was a thin place 

filled with thick air, a place she felt safe. There was always much about and going on, 

there always had been. The whole world was messy; it bumped up against her. At the 

school, the children chattered and moved as quickly as her thoughts stuttered across 

her mind. The office remained quiet—a room for working. It had a particular air; one 

she saw descend on the children who came in to be picked up or who were called to 

speak with the principal.  

Once, a little girl looked her in the eye and she saw that odd fear a child has 

for adults—adulthood being that one strangeness children didn’t love. The girl had 

done nothing wrong and had nothing to be afraid of.  
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 Then her nephew, who went to the school. He came to visit her smiling. Once 

he snuck out of class to do this and then he really was in trouble. I asked to go to the 

bathroom, he said when she brought him back to class. I really did go.  

 He worried she got lonely there in the office all day, and of course he was 

right. He knew it wasn’t just about the air or the solitude or the people in their offices 

all around her with their doors open, then closed, or the carpet’s patterned diamonds, 

or the noises, or the idea of mice, or eating lunch at her desk, or opening up a fresh 

calendar at the start of the year. The way that felt. Her nephew knew somehow that 

every moment in her office was all of these things, always. It was in the air—though 

that wasn’t where it was at all, it was only that as an adult it was the only way she 

could think to describe it. Her nephew would not describe it that way—he would not 

describe it. Instead he would ask to go to the bathroom and on the way back come 

visit her because she was lonely—but lonely wasn’t all he meant, it was only the best 

word they had taught him. Words, too, after all, swam in the air, caught themselves in 

the folds of scarves, on glasses’ rims, in children’s braids, in their braces, between 

their teeth. She could recall, as a child, hearing words come out of her own mouth and 

not being able to remember how they had gotten there. Others would repeat and 

repeat in her head, beating until she used them. Harmless words, but things she had 

never said before that gave her parents pause, her teachers. They might not say 

anything about it.  They might ask, where did you hear that word? but often she could 

not answer this. They assumed she had read it somewhere, she guessed, and maybe 

she had. But she could never remember that—the origin, the first moment. All she 

had been taught suggested there must always be one. Still. 
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 It was no more explicable than her calf, and the love she had for it and it for 

her. She grew up with the calf, she thought of him often, but she couldn’t tell anyone 

how it wasn’t the regular kind of thinking, how it wasn’t thinking at all. The calf was 

still alive, she was certain. She felt it vaguely sometimes, a light touch, but only in 

those most peaceful moments, when there was a great noise far away, and only in the 

puzzle room. 

She and her nephew worked in quiet for a time, sorting the puzzle pieces, and 

the rain continued.  For the party’s sake, it was lucky the rain had waited a day to 

come. She was glad. Though she liked the solitude of the puzzle room, the room she 

kept closed when guests were over, she had become someone others gathered around. 

This had happened when she wasn’t paying attention. She hadn’t been that way as a 

child, and at first, she boggled at it. There was something in it she enjoyed, though—a 

party, playing the hostess. She who loved quiet. Yes, there was the moment after, 

when everyone had gone, and you loved anew the solitude of your home. But such 

solitude soured if you hadn’t too loved the gathering. Inside the dimness of the puzzle 

room all of this was clear.  

The rain was loud as ever against the house, and when she looked back down 

at her pieces, she realized it had gotten quite dark. The puzzle room was always dim, 

but a carefully monitored dimness. She turned on the small lamp, thinking of her 

nephew’s eyes. He exclaimed in delight, then—he’d found a match. He looked at her 

and she knew that all was forgiven. He peered up at the window. Would he like to 

hear the other half of the story? He would. 
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Once, she learned about certain places that couldn’t be named and the 

windows that showed you those places. The windows weren’t just anywhere, but they 

could be found in many different places, they could be at home underneath the bed. 

They could be in the eyes of a cow, a husband… Could they be in outer space? They 

could. At school? Yes. Both of those places? How? Because of the train that took you 

there. It wasn’t a train, though, or even like one. No, she couldn’t say how you got 

there. Stories didn’t answer questions, they asked them. No, no, he was right. This 

wasn’t much of a story at all. 

Here was one: two sisters were working on a puzzle. The first sister was afraid 

the second had replaced her with a calf, but she would never say so, she only got 

quiet and upset while they worked on puzzles together. This was how the second 

knew her older sister was upset—usually she talked a great deal, she liked to brag 

about what how things were in middle school or on the track team. But the second 

sister had no idea what to do about it, what to say to her sister, and so she didn’t say 

anything at all, she never did, and they finished the puzzle eventually and grew up as 

close friends. As they grew the calf slipped away from the second sister, who talked 

about it less and less and eventually it wasn’t even something to be remembered, 

though perhaps both of them did remember.  

What could the second sister have done? She still didn’t know. As the years 

went by, she knew less and less. Now, when they both were grown, there would be no 

point in addressing an evening where they sat frostily around a puzzle that, at the end 

of the month, would reveal a frog taking a long drink from a pond.  

That’s like the one in our house. 



 

 

79 
 

Yes.   

 But what happened to the calf? 

 Oh. It slipped away from me.  

 Her nephew was despondent. She couldn’t try to find the calf? She couldn’t 

go back to the dairy? 

 The dairy no longer keeps calves, she told him. It’s the same one you’ve been 

to many times. 

 Of course, he wanted to go right then, but she told him it would be closed and 

besides, what about the puzzle? He sat back down. They worked for a bit, but she 

could see his heart wasn’t in it. Soon, it was time for her to pick her husband up from 

work. Her nephew was reluctant to leave the puzzle room. She coaxed him out with 

the promise that they would soon return—no, he couldn’t stay there, alone, he was a 

child.  

 He looked at her as if betrayed. She was surprised at herself, too—not at her 

words, but at the tone of voice she’d used, an impatient one she had never used with 

her nephew before, a condescension, the type she hated as a child.  

 They looked at each other for a moment. She softened her voice. He had to 

come, but on the way there he could sit in the front seat of the car. When they walked 

past the kitchen, she saw a sleeve of cookies on the counter, and she handed him 

these, as well.  

Her nephew ate the cookies messily in the front seat. He was quiet, but she 

felt his thoughts twitching in the air between them. He wanted to ask her something 

but did not know how. The car slowed at a stoplight. The radio played rock. They 
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arrived at the restaurant and he still hadn’t spoken. She pulled around back, beside the 

alley, near the door she’d once walked through.  

I have to sit in the back now, he said. Don’t I.  

She nodded and her nephew was climbing over the middle console and into 

the back, a tangle of limbs and cookie crumbs. He settled in his seat like a newly born 

giraffe, all limbs sinking messily down. She brushed his crumbs away. Then her 

husband was coming out of the building and opening the car door. 

Uncle-y! her nephew cried. 

 What’s this? her husband laughed.  

 You guys are watching me tonight. Auntie said you brought food. 

Her husband held up his bag of takeout. I don’t know if there’s enough for an 

extra little boy, he joked. 

Her nephew pouted. Her husband shifted in his seat. 

There’re crackers in my seat, as if someone hungry sat here.  

Her nephew blew his eyes wide and blushed.  

She held the takeout while her husband buckled in and then they left for 

home. They’d only just begun driving when her nephew asked his question.  

How do you know you love someone? he said from the backseat.  

 What do you need to know about it? she asked. 

 Why wouldn’t I need to know! 

 There’s no age for love, her husband defended.  

 Mom says I’m too young. But Mom doesn’t love anyone. 

 Your mom loves you, she replied, upset.  
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 That’s not what I mean. 

 I hadn’t lived for much longer than you, her husband interrupted, When I 

began to feel it for the very first time. 

 The rain began to come down very hard, harder than before, too hard to drive 

easily. She slowed the car as much as she dared. The rain was so dense everything 

turned white with its impact. It was loud, louder than rain should be. She thought it 

had been brash earlier, but out here in the center of things it was cataclysmic and 

urgent. She couldn’t drive. A few blocks from home, she pulled into the empty lot of 

a nearby park. The three of them sat watching the rain. 

We’re on an adventure together, her nephew said quietly from the back. As if 

he had just realized.   

Yes! her husband said.  

Yes, this was the answer. The rain would die down, even now it was less 

powerful than it had been just a moment ago, but the way it slapped would stay. The 

memory of it. She could already feel it falling like a slap in her thoughts, or a stamp. 

Would it be in her husband’s thoughts, and her nephews as well? Something to hold 

onto, like how she could still feel the calf’s nose bumping up against her hand and 

more importantly how he felt in the in the dead of night when she could never be with 

him, when light came through the slats of the barn like the moon was just outside. An 

adventure together, she thought, was an apt way to put it. By the time she had this 

thought the rain was hardly coming anymore. She realized her husband and her 

nephew had been talking to one another, but she didn’t know about what. Her 

husband touched her arm and smiled. She drove them home, where her sister waited 
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in her car outside the house. Her nephew was excited to see his mother, he nearly 

jumped out of the car, but he didn’t want to go. The puzzle, the puzzle, he said.   

You’ve had two days with your aunt and uncle, her sister said. You’ll have 

school tomorrow and it’s time to go home.  

 

That evening, in the puzzle room, she finished sorting the pieces, more 

careless and quicker than she and her nephew had worked before. She slowed herself 

then.  She thought to go to bed early, as her husband had, but found that she was wide 

awake as she had been the night before. There were many islands, now, among the 

pieces, where she and her nephew had fit some together, but the largest was no bigger 

than her hand, with a streak of blue slipping through the middle of green like—what? 

Water? She took apart the largest island, then slowly, methodically, put it back 

together, watching the patterns disconnect, connect. She looked at the places the 

pieces touched one another. She looked and looked. She knew already she wouldn’t 

sleep that night. But how long would she be trapped here, in the puzzle room? And 

what if she never finished?  
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Make Me Real! 

 
I came home to find Sylvia’s Pet dead on the living room floor. Of course, it 

was horrible. For a moment I thought to leave again, as if to erase the discovery and 

in doing so perhaps even reverse the death. I admit I also didn’t want to have to break 

the news to Sylvia. We got along well but we were still relatively new roommates, 

and I knew how much she loved the thing. I had liked it, too—the way it cuddled 

painfully into your neck, or butted its head up against the wall, or its morning coo, 

somehow pleasant, which echoed around the house to wake both of us up.  

It would be odd to live without it, but it was a dated model, without 

replaceable parts. I had wondered about that, and even asked around a bit at work 

already, after Sylvia told me how much it malfunctioned. But they didn’t make 

anything that would work with a LookPet that old anymore, and my supervisor told 

me the best thing to do would be to trade in the body for a newer model.  

I didn’t tell Sylvia that part—somehow, I knew she wouldn’t want a new one.  

Now I knelt down and thumbed at the Pet’s heavy lump of a head.  

“I knew that thing would die soon,” Morose said behind me. I turned to see 

him standing in the doorway.  

“When did it happen?”  

He shrugged, and told me he had been in the kitchen, the basement... “You’re 

useless,” I told him. He went to sit at the dining room table. 

The Pet had the same spherical disk head as the models we took apart at the 

recycling plant now, but it was much bulkier and less sleek than what people had for 
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many years. The old Pet was an odd choice for Sylvia, whose sister made both 

LookPets and LookPeople, and who had grown up in the heart of the city. She had 

upgraded his battery as many times as she could, though it would have been cheaper 

to trade him in a long time ago. I never said as much, because of course Sylvia knew 

this. She had called him Anderson.  

 

I waited until she got home to tell her, thinking that a text or a call would have 

been too much. But as I heard her key in the door, I regretted not warning her 

somehow. Morose sat across from me at the table, being very still like he could be. 

“Can you move a little more?” I asked him. He shifted in his seat as Sylvia came 

inside. 

“Oh, Holly, hi,” she said. She nodded to Morose. Then she seemed to really 

see us, the looks on our faces. “What is it?”  

“Sylvia,” I started. 

“Your LookPet is dead,” Morose said, matter of fact.  

Sylvia was surprised.  

“I found him in the living room,” I tried to explain. “Just when I got home...” 

We followed her there. She lifted up the small dish towel I had put over the 

body. “Oh,” she finally said.  

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

“Oh, it’s okay. But I do think I’d like to be alone for a while.” 

After she went up to her room, I shoved Morose’s shoulder. “I was going to 

tell her myself,” I said. “I wanted to.” 
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He looked at me. “You didn’t want to,” he said back. “What else am I here 

for?” 

 

Sylvia came down from her room sooner than I expected. I ordered us pizza 

and we ate it on the couch, like we did on the weekends. Anderson was still in the 

middle of the floor, uncovered now. When she had finished, Sylvia went to sit in front 

him.  

“It’s odd,” she said. “I had him for so long.” 

“I know,” I said. “It must be hard.” 

“I’m okay, though.” 

I wasn’t sure I believed her, but not because she didn’t look okay—she did. 

She was a very calm and beautiful person, and now was no exception. While she sat 

on the floor in front of the Pet, the curve of her shoulder had the ethereal beauty of a 

hologram. Her frown was as perfect as a Person’s.  

I searched for something to say. “Do you have to go into work tomorrow?” 

“No,” she said. “Not really. But I’d like to, I think.” She paused. “You could 

come with me?” 

I was disappointed to have to decline. We were just entering busy season at 

the recycling plant, and no one could be spared.  

“It’s okay,” she said, before I could respond. “Another time.” 

“If you want me to, I can drop him off on my way in tomorrow. I’ll bring you 

the receipt.”  

“Oh, no,” she said. “No, I’ll do it myself.” 
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Morose and I usually walked to work together, but I’d left him at home for 

most of that week so far. The stockrooms were overflowing with People to be 

recycled, and so the hallways were filled as well. We needed the extra space. But the 

next morning I asked him to come anyway.  

 “You’re stressed,” he said as we sat on the bus. I ignored him. 

 It was winter so it was very cold. At this point back home it might be 

snowing, but there was no such thing here in the city. I felt a bit sad about finding 

Anderson dead, but I knew I couldn’t have had a significant relationship with 

someone else’s Pet. We had not bonded the way he and Sylvia had. Still, he had lived 

in the house, and it would be quiet without him.  

 Clive and Marie were already setting up at our station. I nodded to an extra 

chair and Morose sat there, silent. None of us spoke as we pulled the new body onto 

the table.  

 The three of us were just at that point when we were beginning to work very 

well together. At the start, the body was still intact, a full torso laid across the 

workbench. We never got the bottom half, which went down to the teams on the other 

end. There was a separate group involved in the separation of the two. 

 Today, our Person had long hair and line of pudge around the neck and chin. 

The eyes were open and vacant. I ran the small screwdriver under the eyelids until the 

sockets disengaged, and the skull cracked open.   

Marie reached into the open case of the head and pulled out the round 

motherboard, while I slid the eyes out one at a time. Clive worked at the base, 
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soldering veins shut and removing them from the bottom. The eyes were like little 

white apricots in my hands, the string-thin wires trailing out after. Marie held her 

hand out, so I passed them to her gently and picked up the ear stem, which I inserted 

into the left side of the head.  

After Marie wrung the fluid from each eye into the canister, she passed it to 

me so I could line it up underneath the ear. Everything went smoothly, but I was 

moving slower than usual. I took my lunch break at the outside tables, away from 

Marie and Clive. 

Ours was a specialized job; it was more than just taking the pieces apart and 

cleaning them to be used again... I thought it nearly an art. 

The pieces had to want to come apart, I had told Sylvia early on. It was the 

only way I could think to describe it; still, I was embarrassed to have said something 

so passionately, especially about recycling work. We weren’t building anything, after 

all, and Sylvia, who managed the small nature conservancy in the city, seemed less 

like the type to want to hear about the parts of LookPeople. But if anything, Sylvia 

was actually more interested after hearing this, and looked at me with new intensity 

and warmth. 

 “Should I do something for her?” I wondered. I had put on my coat and scarf. 

I was still cold. I made Morose wear his jacket, too, though he couldn’t feel it.  

The small picnic area was empty except for us. It was a lackluster space, 

paved over in beige. There was some grass around the edges, but it had the yellow, 

clumped look of winter grass, as if it had been rolled over. I stood next to one of the 

tables and Morose sat down on its metal bench. 
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“Do something?” Morose asked, “Why?” 

“She had him for a long time. She’ll be sad.”  

“Don’t you think she’ll just get another one?” 

“Of course, she’ll get another one, but it won’t be the same one, you know.” 

Morose looked back at the building behind us, as if to say, the parts are all the 

same. But he did not say it, because he knew it wasn’t something I wanted to hear. 

We had been together for such a short time, yet his ability to know some things about 

my character and choices was occasionally uncanny.  

“I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “It isn’t the same.” 

He looked at me closely, almost smiling. “Will you be sad when I stop 

working?”  

“I don’t know,” I muttered. “Will I?” 

 

On the way out of work I picked up the most recent LookBook catalogue. It 

had both People and Pets. It wasn’t much, but I imagined offering it to Sylvia, and the 

two of us looking through it together on the couch.  

I didn’t expect her to pick one right away, even if that was what was normally 

done. Most recycled their People and Pets long before they stopped working, when 

the new models came in. This happened especially at the start of the holiday season, 

which was why I was so busy at work that month. But I’d known since moving in that 

Sylvia was different, sentimental. She had particularities that reminded me of life 

back home, outside of the city.  
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She didn’t need a roommate, for one thing. She had wanted someone to live 

with.  

I’d grown up on a farm and learned all I knew about simulation science from 

books before I came. That was part of the reason looking through a LookBook 

seemed a nice thing for us to do together. It was something you might do with friends 

if you lived in the city, something normal. It would be a way for us to get to know 

each other better.  

I hadn’t really gotten the experience when I picked Morose. We were given a 

discount on only a handful of models and, overwhelmed during the employee 

orientation, I picked the one I thought looked most dour. I was happy with the choice, 

but it had deprived me of the choosing, which I think is one of the real pleasures of 

LookPeople. It’s their particularities, after all, which make them so special.  

 

When I got home, Sylvia was still at work. Anderson’s body was gone from 

the floor, and the dishtowel was folded next to the kitchen sink. I set the LookBook 

on the coffee table and sat on the couch, thinking of what I would have for dinner, but 

I was worn out from the long hours that week, and soon I had fallen asleep.  

I opened my eyes to a dark room. For a moment, I was in my childhood 

bedroom, where a car driving by the road next to our house was so unusual the lights 

would wake me in the middle of the night. Then I blinked and realized where I was. I 

felt Morose idling in the armchair to my right. The house was quiet.  

I sat up and yawned. Morose’s eyes had the vacant stare that they got in the 

evenings when I stopped interacting with him for the night. I watched him in his 
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peculiar stillness. He was as beautiful as Sylvia, with a smooth, symmetrical face, and 

long lashes. It amused me to see him unattended there, as if he were sleeping. 

Sylvia’s slow steps down the stairs startled me out of my thoughts. I watched 

Morose’s eyes come to attention at the noise.  

She peeked her head into the dark living room. “I’m in here,” I said. “Morose 

too…I got you something.” 

 “What do you mean? You didn’t have to.” 

I picked up the LookBook; it brightened and showed the logo, a silhouetted 

Pet that reminded me of Anderson.  

“I thought you might want to look through them… not to get any, yet, just to 

look, I mean. So that you have an idea of what you can choose from now.”  

 “Oh,” she said. “It’s nice of you, but, well. I’m actually going to go without 

one for a while. And I’m about to head to bed. But I wanted to know when your next 

day off is?” 

“Saturday, I think.” 

“Will you come to the conservancy with me?” she asked. “You can bring 

Morose. When I go alone, it feels like I’m still working.” 

“Yes,” I agreed. “Of course.” 

 

 After she went to bed, I tapped LookBook screen. The catalogue opened with 

a trill, and I settled back on the couch to flip through the new models, feeling a bit 

embarrassed. Morose was quiet which was how I knew he could tell.  
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I scrolled idly through the pictures first. There were men with boyish faces, 

svelte women in corduroy, and small flying Pets with metal plates like wings. I 

clicked on a young man with a rowing oar, smiling in plaid. His page was labelled 

with interests and phrased as though the man in the photos had written them himself: 

outdoorsman, hunter, Scrabble genius (I challenge you!). At the bottom, next to a fat 

green button (Make Me Real!), was his disposition: Easygoing, occasionally 

competitive.  

Suggested at the bottom were other, similar models, and I was startled to see 

Morose’s sullen face among them—but of course he would be there, he was one of 

the newest models, and I had seen the same photo myself on the ordering form at 

work. Unpleasant, his profile had read, with miraculous surprises.  

 I clicked back to the first page and set the filter to Pets. There were more 

varieties of these than ever; there were Pets that scurried, Pets that hopped, Pets that 

flew. There were different personalities, determined necessarily by what they were 

built to do. A small, scurrying thing would not be slow and gentle and lazy, a large 

bulk would not dart this way and that or be enthusiastic about games. Anderson’s had 

been more of a lumbering gait, but he had been playful. I suspected this contradiction 

was due to how old he was. He had once been energetic and limber; his slowness was 

earned rather than designed. It was an odd combination, one that would be hard to 

find in these new models.  

 I stopped on a midsized Pet, very sleek and silver, with an oval head and a 

long tapering tail. His legs were fat and reminded me of Anderson’s; a short video 

showed the Pet flipping its tail back and forth, then rolling over on the ground, then 



 

 

92 
 

nearly singing a long, tenor note that was as pleasant as Anderson’s morning alarm 

had been.  

Sylvia didn’t want a new Pet, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t get one for the 

house. Then she wouldn’t have to do the work of choosing a replacement for 

Anderson, and we could both benefit from its steady presence.  

 I flipped through Pet after Pet. I stopped on a waist-high, spindle-legged one 

that moved very fast, and a small flittering thing with wings. There were too many 

options to consider; I found myself flipping back to that first silver Pet many times. 

“He’s very cute, actually,” I heard myself say.  

 “Sylvia will think it’s weird,” Morose said. I jumped; I had forgotten he was 

awake.  

“She won’t mind if I get one for myself,” I reasoned. 

“Okay,” Morose said, but he sounded disbelieving. “Anyway, it’s late.”  

He was right about that. I put the LookBook down and went up to bed.  

 

I did not see Sylvia for the rest of the week, but on Saturday I woke to a knock 

on my door.  

“We have to go now, before rush hour,” she said. Her voice was soft, but she 

had never instructed me like this before, and it was arresting. I dressed and joined her 

by the door without a second thought. We walked to the bus, Morose trailing along.  

The bus drove through the heart of the city, where I had not spent much time 

aside from the one corner the plant took up. I realized, as we went winding through 

different roads from the route I usually took, that it was quite beautiful. It was 
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morning and the sun was low and orange. It wasn’t the same as the beauty back 

home, but I hadn’t wanted it to be. I knew trees didn’t grow in the city.  

In fact, the structure of the city reminded me of the sleek designs of 

LookPeople, because it fulfilled a need I hadn’t realized I had until that moment, one 

I might not have somewhere else. When I first arrived, I thought LookPeople 

interesting enough to take apart, but I wasn’t interested in having a Person myself. 

Now, I found Morose almost essential. He spoke to me when I didn’t want to be 

around anyone else and offered me the best of my own opinion. He gave me a place 

where I had felt initially very lost. He was both a companion and an echo of my 

individuality.  

Because of him, I understood the city as we drove through it. We passed wide 

sidewalks dark as charcoal, streetlights like little moons, alleyways lit pale purple. 

We passed people who walked with their People and Pets to the same rhythm we 

drove to—a smooth, collective beat. The sidewalks seemed to walk with them, as 

though the people and the ground were made from the same machine.  

Sylvia nudged me eventually. I was still quite groggy and followed her off the 

bus into a lilac alley beside one of the smaller buildings. We walked for a bit, and we 

were at the Conservancy. The design was different there, everything layered in greens 

even before we got to the trees. Despite its height, the Conservancy stretched on for 

quite some time, with a meandering path wide enough for all three of us to walk side 

by side.  

When we walked far enough, it was impossible to tell we were inside anything 

at all, and I felt very much like I was out in one of the fields I passed so often as a 
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child. The trees were joined by bushes, and long stretches where grass lined the floor, 

and even peeked up between the slabs of the sidewalk. It was lush grass, green and 

long.  

We walked all morning through this place. We didn’t say much, except when 

Sylvia stopped and pointed to a grove of thin saplings—trees she had just helped 

transplant. Other times she spoke a bit about her work and the tours she gave. What I 

reveled in the most, however, was the way the three of us could walk quietly together 

with no destination in mind. We were always somehow in pace without having to 

correct ourselves—Morose followed my lead, as always, and Sylvia was content to 

walk slow.  

Of the three of us, only I had the agitated walk and average face of a real 

human. Sylvia and Morose were both steady, weighted, elegant. Perhaps this was why 

Sylvia found herself not in need of another companion—she had mastered something 

I had not, she already contained what they provided. It was more than her beauty; it 

was the way she moved in the world. I tried to match my stride to Morose, then to 

Sylvia, as we walked. I’m not sure I got it right, but eventually I calmed there in the 

Conservancy, and I think I at least managed a reasonable imitation.  
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The Spacebird 

 
We bought the filter at a port on the edge of the planet Lowness. This was the 

first week. The seller looked at us over his monocle. ‘An old ship?’ he asked. We 

looked at its rusted-blue, its faded logo. Pli, it began, then nothing. Who knew what 

the ship was called? We hadn’t given it a name. He must have read our unease right 

away. He must have seen everything.   

‘Well,’ he said. ‘You’ll need to vent the past.’  

A superstition: that everything lingers.  

He showed us how the filter attached to the ship’s exhaust pipe, slipping 

inside the back like a big funnel. It was glinting silver and came out as thin as a 

needle.  

At first, we were suspicious. ‘How could anything get through that?’ one of us 

asked.  

The seller smiled. ‘What it filters, you couldn’t see in the first place.’  

We spent half of our first month’s wages. Why? We were a cleanup crew; 

ventilation our livelihood. Part of a small group sent to recycle old space tarp; we 

knew the danger of detritus. It’s fair to say we feared it.  

One of our own was already having nightmares, you see, and so soon after 

ignition.  I had been the one to comfort the cadet in their small quarters, while they 

sweated and writhed. ‘The ship was used for deliveries,’ I assured them. ‘Nothing 

happened here, only loading and unloading. Only long days and longer nights. We 

know the value of hard work, don’t we?’  
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 The truth is I didn’t know what the ship was used for. It was commissioned to 

us from the Center, and we were not to ask questions. More accurate is there was no 

one to ask questions of. No doubt it had been switched hands more times than were 

recorded, trained and retrained, updated and fiddled with, left out in a garage for 

weeks at a time. But it’s true I believed we weren’t taking any ghosts with us, at least 

not any of consequence. 

The cadet would not be consoled. ‘No,’ they whined. They shook their head 

like a machine. ‘There is something terrible here. You cannot help—it’s inside me 

now.’ But they held my hand with a grip that belied true need. I stroked my index 

finger along their knuckles. I returned every night, before we docked on Lowness.   

Was this my job? I hardly remember. I had some role to play on the crew. It is 

strange how everything bleeds into what came next.  

 

There is no traveling through the outersphere without creating space tarp—

that long sheen of gas bubbling into a solid purple mass in your wake. If you haven’t 

been in the stars before, it can be shocking to see it out the back. I learned of it when I 

was young, aboard a luxurious craft with my sullen parents. I snuck off during the 

days and ended up at the end of a long hallway, where I fit between the bars of a tall 

metal gate. It was clear passengers were not permitted past; this occurred to me as I 

slipped through. I recall I was not afraid and saw no reason even to walk quietly or 

check if there was anyone nearby who might see me.   

Through a channel that got narrower and narrower, I came upon the back deck 

of the ship, where I was surrounded on all side by windows, so that the vessel was 
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hardly there anymore, and for a moment I was alone in the darkness of space. In the 

next moment, I saw the space tarp roll out like a carpet behind us, starting as a gas 

darker than black, then stilling, clotting into purple waves that marked the path we 

had taken. I didn’t know back then that every ship left this behind. I thought vaguely 

something was going wrong, but I didn’t raise any alarm. I felt doomed, I was 

mesmerized.  

 

I snuck back every day of the trip. Some days it was just as dark. On others 

there was the distant sharp light of other solars. Either way, the tarp grew behind us, 

with such swiftness sometimes it hardly seemed to be moving at all. Other times, I 

felt that we were its prey, and as soon as the ship stopped the tarp would consume us. 

I leaned against the wall, giving my weight entirely to the glass. I pressed my hands 

up against it; I pressed my whole body. It was a lonesome body, unused to giving 

itself over to anything. There, slanting as if suspended into the melt of open space, I 

felt my first thrill. It did not seem so significant then—I only wished not to return to 

my parents.  

I saw my spacebird on that trip. Hungry looking, with flat wings of light. How 

many children can say that? It’s true spacebirds can live on tarp, but who knows what 

is good for them. They used to be blue, some say, and now they have purpled from 

our tarp. But this is a myth. They have always come in many different colors.  

   

At first, the filter was indispensable. We celebrated our luck and commended 

our willingness to take advice from an odd stranger. Within a lunar month we had 
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expelled the worst of our ship’s ghosts: the dead celestial light, the paling 

vengeances, the ghosts of planetmice who had lived on ship for as long as they could. 

We watched them go. We watched the filter catch abandoned shocks from comets 

leavened with grief and regret, who pelted themselves at the butt of our ship. We 

watched it protect us. 

The cadet who’d had nightmares began to sleep so well that they were soon 

known for their cheer. They were early to retire and early to start the day. They 

smiled at me in the channels, as if we were old friends. They didn’t need my comfort 

any longer, no one did. This went on for many months.  

Dinner in the mess hall was loud, but even I enjoyed the noise. The cadet 

asked me to sit with them and their friends, who I got to know well. This was a 

welcome relief; my station was higher up, among crewfolk less willing to indulge in 

their glee. Though I was only half a decade or so older, I knew these cadets were 

happier than I had been at their age. I wondered at the ships I had trained on, and the 

ghosts left by past crews. Was it all the filter, the source of this joy? I wondered if my 

despondence had ever been truly my own. How many rooms had I slept in where old 

passengers and workfolk folded themselves alone over their beds in despair? How 

many prison ships, how many vacationers secretly raving? How many children alone 

before the great dark, pressed up against a wall of glass?  

I began to know the cadet. They liked spaceturnips and they liked to be 

assigned to the front of the ship, aiding the pilot crew. Why was that, I asked. ‘Have 

you stayed up there?’ they replied. ‘I mean for hours at a time. Until forward 

movement seems to be stillness. That is what I like.’ Privately, I knew that the cadet 
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also admired the pilot, and guessed this had something to do with it. I didn’t make fun 

of them. Somehow even the spaceturnips I could understand.  

We became widely known across the cosmos, despite our newness as a crew 

of mostly rookie flyers, for our efficiency. We had been given five years to 

disintegrate fifty halfgalaxies of tarp. In less than a year, we’d almost reached a third 

of our goal. The pilot pulled me aside in awe. ‘I’ve never flown a ship so light,’ she 

confessed. ‘It’s as if all our weights have spilled out the back.’  

‘We deserve it,’ I told her, and wasn’t it true? We’d come to clean up the 

stars. We’d all seen the tarp, solid, ready to hang in space forever. Even as a child, I 

thought this madness. How can you want to leave anything behind you? Of course, 

there were advantages, my parents pointed out, practical as they were. Fugitive ships 

were easily caught if you located the right tarp—you followed it straight to their den.  

Those fugitives were fools, I told them. 

They try their luck, my parents responded.  

So, I believed luck was foolish.  

It seemed obvious that someday ships would begin to bump up against it. 

Once, they’d zoomed from Lowness to Endside. Now, passengers clutched to the 

walls of the ship with turbulence. One could hardly travel a solar system without 

rattling against long walls of tarp. Our ship was built hardier than most, but still we 

struggled. We absorbed as much liquified tarp as we could, but we still ran into it now 

and again—there was so much. Our pilot tried her best to work around it, but when 

she could not, we littered the sky with profusions of purple; small bits that would be 
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harder to track down. And, of course, we still left tarp behind us. Our only hope could 

be that we destroyed more than we created. 

With the filter, we were able to. Our pilot eased us around tarp with grace. 

Our ride began to feel as smooth as travel on planet. In those days, I admit I got ahead 

of myself. I thought often to return to Lowness—surely, we could deliver this 

efficiency to the cosmos entire. I began to dream of a clear black space, without the 

shimmer of tarp. 

And what of the spacebird, who chased our ships in hunger? It was all that 

troubled me. The only creature able to live off the tarp—to nest in it, to feed it to their 

young—I worried what would become of them if we someday succeeded in ridding 

the outersphere of tarp. After all, I had seen small families build nests on it, folding 

lean necks over their young. I had seen more than most.  

This, the cadet couldn’t believe.  

‘Yes, I saw one,’ they laughed. ‘In a photograph. You’re saying you saw one 

in space?’  

‘I’ve seen more than one. I spend a lot of time in the back of ships.’ 

They shook their head into a plum smile. ‘So, you’re an expert. What are they, 

then—creatures of the sky? Space junk?’ 

Many do not have the words to discuss the spacebird, inured as we are, even 

as we travel from world to world, in the language of planets. This is no criticism of 

the cadet, who knew no less than their peers. That I had spent a long time in 

meditation on this subject would not have been clear to them. I didn’t make it much 
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of my business to speak about what interested me. But the cadet sparked something I 

felt wherever in the body our language is kept.  

 

They are not like any planet-bound bird. Even the human, advanced as we 

perceive ourselves, lives off oxygen and could not survive in the universe’s great 

black vat. Yet the spacebird persists. The spacebird thrives.  

Spacebirds look quite similar to a planet-bound birds. They flare their wings 

in aggression and fear. They zoom behind ships, past them. They are faster than we 

can hope to be. They are considered rare, but that is a myth. They leave traces—egg 

casings, feathers—that suggest they are just good at hiding. 

I have seen them on thirteen different occasions. There are others like me, yet 

a great many travelers have never seen even a nest. Some doubt their existence, but 

these are extremists; there are shuttle photos, of course, and too many detailed 

accounts to deny. 

It may be true that the creatures grow for their entire lives. The biggest seen 

was said to be the length of a small ship, its head a hard fist. It has also been said that 

they do not die, because no one has yet happened upon the corpse of a spacebird. But 

who is to say their corpses look anything like their live bodies? The population has 

not increased, nor has it seemed to decline. They are found all over the known 

outersphere but are thought to be more common around the center, where humans 

travel most. They may look eyeless, but they do have very small slits where one 

would expect eyes. Inside these is a great darkness.  
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Spacebirds have sharp, edged feathers. With them, they carve light. They are 

thought to be made of a material that resembles metal but is soft like flesh. Some say 

they bring luck. Some say they bring death. They weave in their signature slant as a 

kind of mating ritual, and many say two stay together for life, but I have seen most 

alone. Of course, no one knows for certain, and there is, well, there is said to be a sign 

of linguistic familiarity… Or, at least, I have thought, sometimes, that there is, when 

I’ve spoken to one from the other side of the glass.  

 

All of this, more or less, I related to the cadet, drifting off at the end just so. I 

rarely spoke at length. This made me an oft-chosen listener, I’d become somewhat the 

confidant of the ship. It also made such a monologue a trial; each word had to be 

chosen discretely. I felt exhausted. 

We were silent for long enough that I feared I had bored or terrified them. So I 

gestured for them to follow me from their quarters, and we went down the long 

corridor that swept around the bottom left side of the ship. It deposited us directly to 

the back, glassed-in deck.  

It was entirely dark, so deep were we in hard space. You couldn’t even see the 

purple of our tarp.   

Eventually the cadet laughed, astonished and pleasant. ‘I really thought we 

might see one.  Wouldn’t that be something?’ Then we were quiet. They said, ‘I don’t 

know what else to say.’ 
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By then, the whole crew felt such joy that we expressed it less and less with 

words. We grew quiet, happily contemplative. Even minor discomforts bled into 

contentment. Contentment need not be spoken about; we looked at each another and 

felt complete. This was the second year. 

We didn’t understand that our blessing forestalled a curse, not until we 

realized not only did we not want to speak, we hardly could. We opened and closed 

our mouths at each other, soundlessly, for a week, not trying to say anything in 

particular. We looked at one another and made expressions, then we no longer looked 

at one another; we only looked wherever our eyes happened to land. 

When we did croak out a word or, somehow, a sentence, it was left hanging in 

air like tarp. Those who were able to speak were not understood. Memories of 

language were vague; memories in general grasped at their tails with limp fingers. We 

bumped up against one another with glazed eyes, trapped in visions. Why come out? 

The offering of the present was quiet, soft, and fading, while the visions were 

blinding and lustful.   

I was as guilty as the rest of them. When I closed my eyes, I saw that first 

spacebird again, curled round the exhaust pipe of the cruise ship, its feathers spread in 

a crimson hiss. Innocent, perhaps, but nonetheless striking. Its movement stalled, its 

body bent and soundless. 

 

How can I describe that time? Of course, to truly do so would be impossible. 

There is no way to explain in words a time that passed so utterly without them. You 

expect it from me anyway, you assume everything is translatable. When I say we lost 
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the words you guess I mean only written or spoken language. What I refer to is not 

nearly so superficial. It is more akin to a slow retreating of meaning. Spilled wine 

flowing backwards into the bottle, space tarp climbing the darkness to re-enter the 

tailpipe. When we touched one another, it was not in order to understand, but in place 

of understanding.   

 As a result of our wordlessness, we idled more. The pilot was lost in her own 

daydreams as much as anyone else. Our course began to reflect our imaginations. We 

weaved around bright planets—planets with blue spinning from top to bottom like 

thread, moons that pulsated with burning light in sharp green and cold rose. We 

drifted close to them—too close. We stopped at portholes, entranced. We gathered in 

groups on the back deck or in the pilot’s cabin. 

There were many of us in the cabin together on the day we joined an asteroid 

belt filled with colors as new as a planet’s morning. This registered with us dully, as 

everything did, but still drew us in. The colors gleamed brighter than the light of the 

planets. We drifted close, closer. We leaned forward in anticipation. We got closer, 

closer. There was something about their metallic shine that tickled us, made us grin 

like maniacs, falling over one another, until we were falling upon the control board, 

pelting the ship forward with terrific speed.  

 ‘Stop,’ a voice cried then. ‘Stop!’ 

 That anyone understood this sudden plea still baffles me. In truth, most 

probably did not understand. However, the pilot set her foot hard on the emergency 

brake. We stopped in time to save us, but not to undo the spray of disintegration we’d 

directed at a nearing ship. You have not seen the likes of what we saw, in our 
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moments of meaning returning. What we had not been able to glean, inebriated as 

were on ourselves, was that we were not examining an asteroid belt at all, but a line 

of ships identical to our own. We’d nearly collided with the fleet, and though we’d 

saved ourselves, we’d released a stream of disintegration fluid greater than any tarp 

required.  Before us, ships collided and exploded, spitting color and light and tarp.  

 We shrieked, we cried. We let go of one another—we had been gripping each 

other so tight our hands were curled and red. We began to speak again, to yell. We 

spoke so loudly that we still could not understand one another.  

 No one knew how long we had passed in our stasis. We only knew we had 

been asleep, and now we were awake. We’d lost ourselves for some time, and we 

quaked with this knowledge. For days afterward none of us could complete a task 

with steady hands.  

 We were well enough, though, to detach the filter and send it spinning into 

space. A further littering, it’s true, but we felt it the only solution. Once we could see 

it out the portholes, apart from ourselves and floating harmlessly away, we felt 

ourselves breathe again.  

We spoke, slowly at first and making little sense. But we recovered fast 

enough.  Still, we were lost within ourselves, remembering that last moment when 

we’d been shocked back into our bodies.  

Shocked back into our bodies because, as our contentment had grown, we had 

become less individuals and more each a part of one, heady feeling.  We had clumped 

like a thickening solution, grouping huddled against one another in small rooms, 

brushing our bodies together. We had existed on the ship more like one mind than 
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many, touching each other as synapses or nerves, electrocuting as a circuit does, with 

necessary passion. Now we felt ourselves thin. We saw our arms and our legs. We felt 

hunger.   

 

It wasn’t long before we were ordered to return to the Center. A ship in our 

position could no longer be trusted. It was likely all of our travel permits would be 

revoked. ‘It was you who spoke,’ the cadet told me. I didn’t understand. We had been 

together in the pilot’s cabin, but, shocked back into ourselves, it had taken us an 

entire evening to recognize one another again. I still had not remembered their name, 

or my own.  

‘You brought us out of it,’ they explained. ‘You yelled stop! It was you. I 

knew nothing, but I knew your voice.’ 

I wasn’t sure I believed them. I had no sense of having spoken and found it 

impossible to reply even now.   

 Eventually, though, after we returned to the Center for medical evaluations 

and cognitive tests, after we slept in white rooms for weeks on end and survived on a 

diet cold fruit and protein shakes concocted daily in the Center’s kitchen, after we 

had, finally, been released without permission to leave the planet, I would relearn all 

the words I had lost. I would learn well enough to steal away to the edge of the 

known outersphere, where our pilot had been sent to live in a specialized group home.  

‘Why so far?’ I asked her, there, in a blushing garden.  

‘I asked to be sent to the edges,’ she told me.  
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 She, more than any of the rest of us, had been wrecked as our vessel now 

was—dismantled and studied in the Center, its useful parts sold.  

 Soon after meeting with her, I would track down the seller of filters. I would 

find him through ways more subtle than space tarp, liquid ways that moved and 

slipped. I would hold myself as close to his body as the air would allow.  

‘You needed,’ he said. His eyes were hot grey and riddled, corklike, bluish. I 

put my hands around his neck. He gasped. He said, ‘I knew what you needed.’ 

Which would remind me that it wasn’t him I needed, now. After that I would 

go home.  

 

 Before this, though, on our final return to the Center, the spacebird came back 

now and again. It curled itself around our ring of dark smoke that blew out in a long 

flare of hardening purple. We hadn’t burned as much tarp in our interim years; we’d 

moved in bursts, then stalled. Now we belched and conflated, expelled, blurted. We 

were poison, again, to all but the spacebird. It somersaulted through the forming tarp 

and vined itself this way and that as if a part of a dance or a game. Often, it stopped 

when I approached to look out and hung midair like a star, its eyes hot, black pearls.  

On one such evening, I felt a hand on my back. I lingered on the spacebird as 

the cadet stood behind me. The spacebird zoomed off.  The cadet stood still behind 

me. And what? Loved me? I looked ahead, which was behind. I felt alone. I turned 

around.  


