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The Thirteenth Labor

Having missed the early train, William crouchedhe moist trackside foliage criticizing
himself for being late to his own suicidehe best lack all conviction, while the worst ated
with passionate intensityde kicked at some clumps of dead leaves, thedfdes sneaker
leaving a small furrow in the early spring eartle Itad set three alarms, but he spent most of the
night drafting a suicide-note poem, which he irely scrapped because, like most of his work,
it was just okay. It didn’t really capture the eimaogl reality of the situation in an interesting
way. It was just more of the same, tired, suicligtaric, which he felt was just too melodramatic
to endure as a worthwhile artistic artifact.

In addition to feeling guilty about being late, m@w felt like a dick for criticizing the
language of most suicide notes. He checked thedmtds phone. It's not like those people were
looking to craft some grand artistic gesture inrthieal moments, they were just leaving behind
an explanation. An apology, maybe. Why they hadiad. Because he was running late this
morning, he only had time to scribble down “peage’a yellow post-it note, before taking off
for the remote train crossing deep in the nowhérgstate New York. He regretted writing
anything. Peace could be misread as some soippéfit goodbye. They would gather at his
funeral, all the people who felt bad for him, haggnts, or themselves, and think that he hadn’t
even taken his own suicide seriously. He fingehedkieys in his pocket; perhaps he should just
come back tomorrow.

He thought about Yeats’s line from “The Second Guyiiagain. His haphazard
execution so far would most certainly indicatecklaf conviction on his part, but the fact that
he was here to end his life was certainly intehrtgewas neither the best nor the worst. Just a guy

in his early twenties who didn’t want to live anyraoHe heard a train horn in the distance.
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Might as well get it over with, he thought. His ¢efglt fine, but he stood to stretch them for a
moment anyway, limbering up to make sure that wieteapt, it would count for something.

Athleticism was something he could always countHis.teammates in high school
hadn’t called him Hercules for nothing. It got#léi more embarrassing when they printed it on
the cover of ESPN the Magazine and then featunadom Sports Center. He crouched back
down into the brush and checked his emails to fhesssme. Some person named O’Brien from
the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle wanted arviete. Wanted to know why William had
thrown it all away for poetry. Deleted. Jesus, dotilthey just leave me alone for one day, he
complained to himself. To be fair, he counteregpomi’d been on time you wouldn’t have
checked your email in the first place. The treesiad the train tracks shifted in a gentle breeze
and he saw a squirrel chase another around adfeeelstopping to unearth the acorns it stored
last winter. It stopped and stared at William, dtsestuffed, eyes concerned. You have nothing
to fear from me, little dude, the young man thougjtthe immobilized rodent. It was not
reassured. William maintained eye contact, wondenihat it was like to be compelled by
simple fears, to have complicated thought repldmed constant internal scream that swelled or
diminished with every alert glance into the forest.

William turned his hazel eyes towards the trackselpression resigned. He opened up
the note application on his phone and typed, “Malfthoughts concerned the internal voices of
squirrels.”

The warning bells on the nearby crossing begamr#b @s the train approached. Cars
hardly used this road anymore, so the train crgsgates were a bit rotten and the paint was
beyond faded. He’'d make less of a scene here.ast¢hing William wanted was to interrupt the

Monday commute and become a topic of conversationvatter. He knew, however, that



within ten minutes of being dead, or someone figdiis body, the media (probably led by
O’Brien) would descend on his house, the policeld/@nclose the remote crossing with thin,
yellow tape, and some random acquaintance woulainizg a candlelight vigil on Facebook to
mourn the passing of yet another depressed caljegiate. What happened to the days when a
man could kill himself in peace? Dammit, he realypuld have written a different note.

He saw it now, the freight train hurtling down tinacks, diesel engine ferrying goods,
maybe food, to one of the bigger upstate citiesb@bly Syracuse, its horn a sound that seemed
to say,hurry up please, it's timeres, T.S. Elliot, yes it was. William emptied Ipisckets and
dropped his phone onto the wet leaves at his Aeethe hulking steel sped towards the crossing,
William stepped out of his hiding spot and sprintewards the tracks, hoping the driver
wouldn’t see him. And as the train collided witls fiece, William was at peace. With his eyes
closed, he let his thoughts wander. His mind becanoairist, like the ones you see shuffling
around the colonial graveyards in Boston. Some @agassed quickly: the second grade teacher
who exposed him to Yeats, his first football coauh,first kiss, his last interview with ESPN
announcing his decision to forgo collegiate atbhletind pursue creative writing. Other
memories, like his father’s heart attack followihgt interview, lingered a bit longer.

He remembered his father’s face behind the repartertorting with disbelief, shock,
and physical pain triggered by what he describéthiasson knifing him in the back” and his
subsequent refusal to attend graduation four yatags William’s father said, “Why celebrate a
future he’s already thrown away?” He rememberedriuther’s decision to save her husband a
seat anyway. He recalled the blue, woven, clotisgunis mother’s favorite, lying on the white

chair. In a crowd of four thousand people the sg@egned almost intentional, like the blue



purse was a monument to lost fathers. After rengiwis diploma, William returned to his seat
next to Margo who said, “I didn’t see your fathemnem | was up there.”

“Did you see the blue purse?” he asked, “that was"h

“l was seriously hoping to meet him. | saw your hest She didn’t look happy to see
me” she said.

“Maybe it's because you're curb-stomping my heamorrow.”

“It's a mutual breakup.”

“Totally mutual.”

“Please don't start now.”

“Just saying, | could move to Seattle. There'seagpoetry scene and several MFA
programs...”

She looked at him. He turned back towards the stage

“Worth a shot,” he smiled, “speaking of which, lsdwing our hats a thing? | bet | could
hit the statue of George Eastman from here.”

They hugged in the parking lot of this apartmemhptex the next morning, the turgid
Genesee River trudging slowly in the backgroundh@snd his mother pulled away, he saw her
weeping in the front seat of her car.

“Will?” his mom asked softly as they started th@taour journey home.

“No, Mom,” he interrupted, “No I'm not.”

Ten months and he still wasn’t. But he would bensdne thought, he would be soon.
Hurry up please, it's timele pictured Eliot pointing at a wrist-watch anggang his foot.
Perhaps he needed to remember more things? He Isatitab and a little yellow duck floating

above his own cubby legs... Jesus, this was goitgkeforever. Wait. Was he already dead?



Had he, the professed atheist, been entirely watyogit God? An image of himself standing,
eyes closed, in front of all the dead, the heavhanbt, and some omnipotent cone of light,
played in his mind, making him feel like a complasshole.

His crisis of faith dissolved under the piercirgym of a diesel locomotive. Trees, still
winter bare but waiting to bud, raced past on eithee. He struggled to move; the train’s
momentum placed considerable force on his bodyntradly, he was able to move his head
enough to grasp the reality of the situation. ladtef splattering into little bits, William’s
unharmed body was pinned to the front of the trdis.suicide had become a day trip to
Syracuse.

By the time he reached the old train crossingienetd his belongings, and sunk into the
front seat of his '96 Buick Regal (Custom), it wake afternoon. He sank into the aged leather
and sat there, staring out the windshield. Evehyulaé felt himself slide his key into the
ignition. He drove in a slow, straight line dowrettoad, which ran from the wooded crossing
passed hilly farmland not yet plowed for springtilubhcurved gently towards the main road
back to town. Failing to notice the gentle curvellim guided his forest-green Buick into a
shallow ditch.

An hour later he pulled into his driveway and thealked into his front door. He took off
his shoes, placed the keys into a small bowl whaested on an entryway table, and made his
way into the kitchen, where he stood, grippinglibek of a wooden chair.

“Where've you been?” William saw his father reelthon a leather chair in the adjacent
TV room, watching footage from an old football ggraesmall bow! of popcorn was balanced on

his rounded stomach.



“It's me,” William responded. The normalcy of hiso voice startled him.

“Oh,” his dad said.

“I put your rejection letter on the table,” higar added, flicking a few pieces of
popcorn into his mouth. William glanced down and sawhite envelope from the University of
Washington. It was unopened.

Washington was the last MFA program (of nine) tacskim a reply. It was a respected
program, so getting in was certainly a reach far.Huntil a few days ago, he was desperately
hoping to get in, not only for the prospect of Mawand Seattle, but also because he had been
rejected by the other eight schools. On Faceba®loked about how UW was his only hope. He
was looking for reassurance. Instead, he got cortenide: “I really hope you have a chance!”
and “I'm sure you'll get in, but if you don’t yowaa always write poems for fu@.” Still, he
held out hope.

That evaporated when Margo texted him the pictahe was with her new boyfriend
(the way they stood, bodies pressed together witlnate familiarity, suggested as much) in
front of the Space Needle. The message read, “\We twsee you in Seattle :p.” The boyfriend
was giving a thumbs up, his smile seemed cheenfdiiggnuine, but eyes said, “Just fyi, I'm
going to make dirty hipster love with your ex latleis evening.”

So if he got in, he'd have to move to Seattle aralldargo with this new guy. If he
didn’t get in, he’d have to face the jeers of lathér and the complete validation of his poetic
mediocrity. After staring at the picture for seuaranutes, William put the phone down, turned
to his laptop and googled: relatively painless waykill yourself.

Well, they were right about the train being paisld®e thought. He giggled a bit as he

opened the envelope. Rejection, just as his datiqbeel. William balled it up and threw it in the



trash. He felt nothing. Not hurt, devastated, miieved. There was simply no room in his brain
for anything other than profound disbelief and teobihysteria.

On the television, a younger version of himselfahand weaved with a football in his
hand. State Championship, junior year. William rarbered the play, he ran for twenty-yards
before getting taken down hard by three to foursivasguys. One took out his legs, another hit
him up in the helmet region, and still another spédim in the lower back. Brutal to watch on
television, even years later. The crowd gaspedlamdnnouncer classified it as a “surefire
season ender.” Then everyone cheered in surpriea Whiliam popped up and jogged back to
the offensive huddle.

“You were a tough kid,” his dad said, “A born atiddreak. And you threw it away. It's
beyond me.”

Turning, William headed upstairs towards his rodime noise from the TV crowd
followed, chanting “Hercules! Hercules!”

For the moment, he pushed his father, Margo, pogtaduate school, and suicide out of
his mind, and replaced it with a singular purpdseneeded to find out just how tough he was.

“Well... shit,” he said, from inside the coffin.

Over three weeks had passed since the train, Wilitlam labeled Labor 1 in the spreadsheet
he used to keep track of his various self-expertsjeand he had nearly run out of ideas. Burying
himself alive was his seventh scheduled test. Aewhbse he hadn’t considered the physical
impossibility of shoveling whilst inside a coffiit,was most assuredly a colossal waste of time.

He pushed open the lid to reveal the late-winteomloigh overhead, framed perfectly by the
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walls of dirt on either side of the casket. Nexhim lay the body of some guy named O’Brien
who died in 1873.

O’Brien was just a series of bones kept loosefyanized by his late-nineteenth century
suit decayed beyond tatters. Literally, the fragteeshored O’Brien against his ruin, William
thought, amused. He noticed that O’Brien’s skutl ipped over, its hollow spaces now pointed
in his direction. He considered O’Brien for a mornand then turned back to the moon.

Then he said, “You have lovely eyes, O’Brien, yoadi know that?”

“But you didn’t drive an hour from Rochester ftatfery, did you? No. | thought as
much.”

William wasn’t quite sure why he felt compelleddonverse with a corpse (especially
compliment it), but he supposed people did it ey when they visited the cemetery, so it
wasn’'t necessarily odd. Proximity wise, he admitiedias strange. But he hardly spoke to
actual people anymore. Really spoken to them ast.Iéle toyed with the decision to tell his
mother about the train but decided there was npwagy to tell a parent you were suicidal,
never mind the fact that he was potentially invohei

O’Brien’s jaw bone dropped.

“I know,” William said to him, “I could hardly bedive it myself, but the evidence is
pretty staggering.”

Of course then she’d ask how he knew he was invi@eind he’d have to show her the
“Hercules Experiment” data, where he classifiefedént types of deaths into various “Labors”
and tested them. They didn’t really parallel theuacLabors of Hercules, but his nickname
didn’t fully coincide with his power either. The ipbwas, showing his mom that spreadsheet

was a bad idea. She’d see that he had hung himgkl& belt, broke a knife while stabbing
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himself in the leg, licked a downed power line dgra windstorm, failed to drown himself in the
bathtub, drank a gallon of bleach to wash downrdimesbottle of Tylenol, and chased a rabid
raccoon into the woods and bit it.

“That last one was a bit off the cuff, | admit, loigease is difficult to force on yourself in
a sterilized world...”

William paused for a moment.

“Not sure | believe myself there, but that line sded pretty good.”

No, he could never show anyone the spreadshembld®&ere terrified of specificity. Not
all people but most, certainly parents, he thought.

“That’s why | never really told them the truth. tBim going to tell you, O’Brien,
because you asked so nicely.”

O’Brien was still.

“Poetry wasn’t just something | enjoyed; | coulavb played sports and wrote poetry at
the same time. | read this book once, a few yeatk,kand there was a quote from Wallace
Stevens that said, ‘Poetry is an effort of a disBatl man to find satisfaction through words.’
But how could I tell my parents that | was disdatts with life in high-school, when it was still
very much the life they had built for me? | neegeétry to tell them for me.”

“But even after five years of throwing myself cdetely at the craft, | still can’t do it. |
cannot fully implicate myself on the page. No ma@plicity. No sensation. | do not have the
talent to express my dissatisfaction and so it imdéeaks onto the page in half-gestures and
obfuscations.”

“I'm a coward, O’Brien, and poetry was meant floe brave. That's all talent really is,

skill fortified by bravery.”
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| will show you fear in a handful of dust.

The voice of Eliot, which William had admittedlgver heard, seemed louder than his
own, and it filled the coffin space, deflecting tie dirt and towards the dark expanse above.
William realigned O’Brien’s jaw and faced the skolltwards. They lay side by side, and
watched the night together.

Apparently, he was also incredibly strong. Hekktaa job at a nearby farm when April
came around and the intrigue of his invincibilitpne off. He hoped it would change things, the
invincibility, not the farm job, but eventually tlaeidic drip of his father’s disappointment and
Margo’s insistence on sharing her happiness with dti every possible moment wore away any
residual enthusiasm he had for life. His dad wasgoa dick, certainly, but Margo was just
trying to keep him in her life. That was the bamgaifter all, that they'd be friends. So he just
kind of took it, because he didn’'t want to lose t@mpletely. His mom noticed the growing
melancholy and suggested that he get a job, figutimight help to take his mind off things. So
now he had a bull by the horns and the bull wapprexiative.

The farmer had told him to get the prized bulidesbefore the storm got much worse,
but it was being an obstinate thunder cock abautthole situation. He thought it was an
appropriate insult given the bull’s role as a bereghd the unseasonably early sonic booms
created by the lighting striking a full half-milevay. At first, he tried luring it into the barn \uit
food. No response. Then he tried talking to it spathing tone, even going so far as to recite a
poem he had penned that morning. The bull was uethand it just gazed at him with glass

black eyesTo keep a drowsy emperor awakeustrated, William slapped the bull in the haunc
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which retaliated by charging him, who counteredyabbing the horns and planting his legs in
the softening earth.

“I should have led with Yeats.” William said tcetbull as they grappled, unmoving, in
the rain. The bull was clearly confused, Williamultbsee as much in its eyes as it strained to
pushed him back. Well, he conceded, he would b&used if he were a prize winning Hereford
bull that weighed over a ton and suddenly foundcbissiderable strength arrested by a human
being weighing less than two hundred pounds. Itavesnfusing time for them both.

“Okay, buddy, I'm going to let go and you are gotng to charge me. Deal?”

He let go and the bull just kind of looked at him.

“Good, now let’s just head inside...”

The bull charged, which took William by surprisechuse he thought the two of them
had made an empathetic connection. Momentum faA#chm into the barn wall, the bull
pinning him there. The bull backed off after a matend William slid against the outer barn
wall to his feet. He crossed his arms.

“You done?” he said, “are you satisfied with ydwper-masculine display of
dominance?”

The bull slammed into the wall again.

“Seriously, its 2013, that sort of behavior isr@ally acceptable.”

The bull didn’t appreciate his attempt at levityseemed, because it charged again. This
time, William grabbed the bull's horns and pushadkb The rain was coming down hard and the
lightning flashed closer by the minute. William pesd the bull back into the center of the pen,
through the mud. He didn’t want to hurt it, so misg himself into a position where he could

pick it up. It let out a terrified moo as he hodteover his shoulders.
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“Well, this is what you get for being an asshoMlilliam yelled over the thunder.

He turned and marched into the barn, careful tadakitting the bull’'s head on any of the
low-hanging lights. The bull's pen was at the fad @f the barn, isolated so it wouldn't become
too agitated in the presence of the cows, who dt@asene walked by.

“There you go, big guy, sorry for embarrassing yotront of the ladies,” William said
as he situated the flustered bovine in the pergaie the bull some feed, which perked him up
considerably, and left the barn. After he closexldbor, he turned and saw a young woman
around his age standing at the edge of the pethedsoaked, jaw clenched, eyes wide. It took
him a second to figure out she was staring at hientrotted over to her, working out what he
could possibly say to normalize the situation. Befloe could speak, lightning struck a tree in the
field next to the barn maybe twenty yards from vehiiey were standing. The sight was
awesome, in the truest sense of the word, andotlnedshit with the force of a cannon. Or it
should have, he could almost see ripples in his wkiere the sound waves were brushed
harmlessly aside. Cross sound off the list. Shpeghscreamed and covered her ears as she
jumped into the air. He grabbed her gently by thew, hoping to guide her to the barn.

“You lifted it over your head. Don’t touch me. Dan,” she yelled pulling away and
running towards the barn. It was loud enough sbhibdooked over at the farmhouse, about a
hundred yards away, and half expected his bossm® cunning out with a gun. When he didn't,
William started towards the barn. He owed her stype of explanation. In the center of the
holding pen in front of the barn, where he had glegh with the bull earlier, he noticed every
hair on his head was standing up. He didn’t hawe tio brace himself, so when the lightning
struck his back it propelled him face down into thed. The bolt itself deflected and struck the

metal fence of the pen.
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“Uh... Are you okay?” he heard the girl yell frometbarn door.

He gave her a thumbs up as the muck sucked ataarmbdy. Rising, he walked into the
barn, water dripping to the wooden floor, wet eadked to his face.

“William.”

“Cindy.”

Silence. They stood and stared at various fixturélse barn for several minutes.
Thunder rumbled overhead.

“So, lightning totally sucks,” he said.

“It's the worst,” she agreed.

The cows chewed behind them and stared aheadlaitk expressions.

“You lifted a 2,000 pound bull and carried it tle way to the end of the barn.” she said.

“l work out a lot...and never skip leg day,” he joke

“And the lightning?”

“l work on by back.”

“To deflectlightning?”

“l gave up... gluten.”

She stared at him and a half smile played on loertim Her eyes were blue.

“Gluten.”

“Yep. So, | should go,” he said.

“When your mother told me you were working on arfal almost didn’t believe her.”

He was inching slowly towards the door, not contdble where this was heading. She

knew where he lived. She brushed passed him an#duddis way.
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“Oh, you're not getting out of this, William Crasgou’re not going to ignore me like
you did my email.”

“Email?”

“l wanted to interview you about your decisiongmforgo athletics... but now | have so
many interesting questions. And you’re going tovaarsthem.”

“Wait... Is your last name O’Brien?”

“So you remember ignoring my email?”

“I'm not answering any of your questions.”

“Oh, I think you will.”

“There is literally no motivation for me to do %o.

“l took a picture of you carrying our horned freceaver there.”

She held up her phone@hings fall apart he thought, why were they always falling apart?

“Fine. Hand me your phone and I'll give you my nwenb.”

“Nice try. Meet me in Rochester tomorrow morning lioeakfast.”

“Gee, that's specific.”

“I'll email you the address...l wouldn’t ignoretitis time. See you tomorrow, Hercules.”

She opened the door and walked off towards thelfause. He watched her lean body
fade into the gloom as thunder grumbled in theadise.

He stared dejectedly into his “Rise and Shine Bigst Special,” the sausage links and
eggs arranged like a happy face. He had met Martfus diner, a birthday brunch for a mutual
friend. She lay beside me in the daviazra Pound popped into his mind at the oddesdjrhe

thought. Cindy didn’t seem concerned; she andduod Shared the same stupid grin, he
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observed. If it weren’t for the blackmail and hefusal to reimburse him for gas, he would have
found her very cute. She took her coffee blackl@rdeggs over-medium. He wasn’t sure what
this said about her character.

“Thanks for meeting me here, William.” She saichs reached into her purse,
producing a pen and small notepad.

He pierced the yolk of one of his eggs with a Hald

“Right,” Cindy continued, scribbling something orthe paper, “Fair enough. So, let’s
start off by discussing a few simple questions. Wigyyou give up on a promising athletic
career to pursue poetry?”

“It appealed to me,” he said.

“Care to elaborate?”

“Fine,” he looked from side to side and leanedeto”l did it for the money.”

He slid back into his side of the booth and at&faer mouthful of sausage. She put her
pen down.

“Look, I'd appreciate it if you took this more sausly...”

“My breakfast is, or was, a smiley-face. Sericeallly isn’t my thing.”

“l just want to know the truth, okay? A lot of g#e do. You owe the world an
explanation.”

“No one cares about a decision | made over feeary ago.”

“You're father might disagree.”

Cindy was starting to get on his nerves. His fattaded him, thought he was a coward
and a quitter. But that was better than the altermaHow could he tell his parents that his life

had felt empty and boring? Not an emptiness broaghity a lack of love or opportunity, but a
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void excavated by lower middle-class expectatiamdpgma that demanded he be more
successful and amass more material wealth thagetherations that had come before him, that
he should settle down with a wife, that he show@dehchildren who would grow up to become
whatever they wanted because he had sacrificggehs®nal desires and goals to allow them the
stability to fail, that he should grow old with msfe watching his children bask in the
excitement of the world.

That was what he thought life was as an eighteam-gld. He thought that choosing to
play football, basketball, or baseball, things dxenfd mildly enjoyable but not incredibly
exciting, would be resigning himself to a fate ngntt want. So he chose the exact opposite
track, something he loved and found challengin@irgpthat train would take him someplace
beyond a white, picket fence. But in college, hsxdvered that his linear perception of life as
schoob> college> job—> marriage> kids> retirement death> reincarnation-into-something-
more-interesting was incredibly flawed. Margo shdven that.

Margo chipped away at that supreme fiction whenstietd pretend to meow like a cat,
when she texted him at three in the morning toaspider in her apartment, when she wished
she could stuff her entire life into a backpack arst fly around from place to place, when she
took him to a park and imbued a rusted bridge wsii#tntling beauty simply by crossing it in a
pink sun-dress, when she complained about hidkEag as cold as death, when she named a
giant teddy-bear he gave her for Valentine’s dagri&al Rough-Rider Whiskers,” when she
forgave him for pinning his senior depression on en she asked him if he was in love with
her or just the idea of her, when she danced aqt tn stage, when she told him not to follow
her west, when she pressed her face to his, wheaviéer weeping in her car as he and his

mom pulled slowly away.
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Such scope and possibility within the parametei@ef relationship. But without her, the
sweeping horizons of life transformed back intaigread, which his mediocre talent collapsed
into a tunnel, which his father filled with spitéforicks.

“When | got your email | was about to jump in fraita train. Because any happiness |
managed to accumulate in college had completesobtlisd. My mediocrity as a poet prevented
me from really pursuing a dedicated study of ttedtct had to wake up every day to my father
refusing to look at me from behind the wall of avspaper. To my mother casting worried stares
every time | opened another rejection letter fraMEA program. | had to see my ex-girlfriend
post pictures of herself with some hipster asshoteeattle. So | wanted to die. That's all |
wanted. But | couldn’t even have that. I've triadhoped to die twelve different times, including
the bull and lightning yesterday. When | saw thie si@nd up on my skin during that storm, |
held out hope for just a second that my body wdnlaly let me go. But it didn’t. And maybe it
never will. So, to paraphrase Yeats, | have resigng part in this casual comedy: a comic
facade over a dark and bitter center.”

He turned back to his meal and started pickinpahtash-brown nose at the center of the
plate. The waitress came over to check on them.

“Doing okay, here? Can | get you anything else?”

“Some ketchup would be great. And the check pleaken you get the chance,” he
smiled at her.

The waitress looked at Cindy, “Are you okay, miss?”

Cindy had one hand over her mouth, eyes welling.

“Oh, she’s fine,” he said, “I just accidentallyosied the ending of Harry Potter for her.

Totally my fault.”
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He looked at Cindy, who wiped her face and smilpét the waitress.

“Shouldn’t have waited so long to read them.”

The waitress shrugged and departed.

“Well, | feel like a heartless bitch now,” Cindgid when the woman left.

“You are a journalist,” he chided, “but seriousdipn’t worry about it. You didn’t know.
Plus, you're the first living person I've said #ikat to. It's nice to tell someone.”

“Have you tried, you know, talking to someone mprefessional? Wait... did you say
first living person?”

“Long story. Anyway, pretty sure the therapist Wbneed therapy after talking to me.”

“Yeah, | might make an appointment for myself,esaid.

Then she grabbed his hand, “But, it will get bettday? It always does.”

He shook his head and smiled sadlyifé is very long’

At Cindy’s insistence, he started reaching owgdme of his old friends. Most had moved
away, but a few of his good friends from collegenkér and Dan, were still around. He was
surprised to see how mad they were at him for rsairg sooner. That they missed him. It was
really nice. He drove up to Rochester more oftemeakends. Cindy and he became good
friends (even after he tried unsuccessfully toheetup with Hunter). Eventually, he even helped
her write and print his story, albeit a highly factalized account, which made his father resent
him just a little less. He stopped talking to Masgal unsubscribed from her notifications on
Facebook so he wouldn’t see her pictures on hisfemd. He began to think that maybe Cindy

had been right, that everything would get better.
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One Friday night in mid-July, he, Cindy, HuntemdeDan sat in an English-style pub
sharing some drinks and complaining about the wgg&k. While alcohol didn’t affect him, to
his dismay, he still enjoyed the taste of a gocel laed the company.

“If you want to know what medical school is likeyy a cactus, drop your pants and then
jump on it ass first,” Hunter said after swallowiadarge gulp of beer.

“Thanks for that lovely image, Hunter, | can’t igiae why you’re single,” Cindy said.

“First of all, rude,” Hunter said, “second, | dibrgght and | don’t even have to go to the
gym all the time like these two-asshats.”

He pointed a thumb at Dan and William.

“l go to the gym because | like being in shapegh3aid.

“I'm in shape... | could totally take you,” Hunteaid sarcastically.

“You're welcome to try,” Dan smiled.

“Eh, I couldn’t hit a black guy,” Hunter said.

“Racist! | believe that's a punch” Dan said.

“God dammit! Have | used up my racist joke quatathe week?”

“That was number five, bro. But we’ll just sayiis number four, because one of them
was a Jewish joke aimed at yourself.”

“You are both kind and merciful.”

“It helps to surround myself with good people,”rDaughed.

“Hunter’s not too bad either,” Cindy quipped.

“And fuck you too,” Hunter said laughing.

William raised his glass.

“To good people,” he said.
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They all joined in the toast. As they drank, tlewdto the pub opened. William’s back
was to the door, but when he put his glass dowh ban and Hunter were staring at whomever
had walked in. Hunter looked angry, Dan concer@ddy leaned across the table and turned
towards the door, her eyebrows shot up. He hadiatryduced the three of them about two
months ago, so who could they know in common? Csidlyback into her chair. They were all
looking at him now.

“What? Who is it?” William asked.

“William, don’t turn around,” Dan said.

Hunter got up from the table and marched towardshtrance like he was on some sort
of warpath.

“Seriously, what the hell is going on? Please ttall me it's that scout from the Bills
again...”

“William,” Cindy said, “don’t.”

Then, he knew who it was. When he stood, heifathe was on the bottom of the ocean
with the entire world pressing down on him.

“It will be okay, man, we’re here.” Dan’s voicewsaled far away. Somewhere near the
surface.

William turned. Margo stood at the door with heyfsiend, Hunter was pointing at the
door, clearly telling them to leave. They noticaah Istaring and stopped mid-sentence. Hunter,
dropped his hands and walked back to his seat. &g hipster man followed. She had cut her
hair short and it looked great.

“Hey, Willie,” she said smiling.

“Why are you here?” he said.
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“Visiting the city and some friends that are stilitown. Showing this guy around,” she
poked her companion.

The hipster stuck his hand out, “Hey, I'm Margbyfriend, Roger. I've heard a lot
about you Willie...”

“I prefer William,” he said, cutting him off, buesponding to his handshake nonetheless.

“Oh, my bad, man, she always refers to you asi&\il

“It's William,” he repeated. He released the hamd sat back down in his chair.

“Please, join us,” he continued, “Despite my fdehconcern for my well-being, | do not
find your presence emotionally wrenching in thestéa

Roger glanced at Margo, who glared at William, vibak a swig of beer.

“Can | talk to you in private for a moment, Wilké

“William. And there’s no need, Rodger knows I'nsfjgoking around. Just a bit of dark
humor. C'mon, | have to make the guy a bit uncomatae, right? But it's all in good fun.”

“Yeah, man, no worries,” Rodger said. The Sea#tlsnagged a couple of chairs and
pulled them up to the table.

Hunter gazed into his beer. Dan checked his phané.Cindy tapped William’s leg
under the table. They discovered, since meetirag,ité could still feel very soft stimuli, so this
was her equivalent of letting him know that she Wware for him. She reached across the table.

“Hi, 'm Cindy,” she said to Margo, who smiled areturned the gesture.

“Margo.”

Cindy repeated the ceremony with Rodger. Williagspgerately wished his body would
just let the alcohol take over, just this once.

“Are you two...?” Margo asked referring to him.
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“No, we’re just friends,” Cindy smiled.

“Ah, okay. | love your earrings, by the way.”

“Thanks so much, they were my mother’s.”

“I'm so sorry, | didn’t mean to bring up somethipginful.”

“What do you mean? Oh, no. My mother just didndnvthem anymore. She’s fine.”

“Oh, good. | was totally afraid | had just brougimt something a traumatic.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t that be awkward?” William laughed.

Silence.

“Time for another drink,” Hunter said, “Dan wanthelp me carry? | owe you and Will a
beer.”

Dan nodded and they headed to the bar.

“So,” Rodger said, “she tells me you're a poet'too

“You've started writing poetry?” William said to &go, lifting an eyebrow.

“Sorry, | meant | am a poet. Actually just got MyA from UW.”

“Good school.”

“Yeah, I'm really sorry you didn’t get in.”

“Me too.”

“l think you really would have loved Seattle. I8gyreat city, especially for writers.”

“That’s what they tell me.”

He felt the tap on his leg again. Cindy leanedetdo him, trying to insert herself as a
comforting presence. It wasn’'t working. Without knag, he felt Margo’s almond eyes boring

into him.
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“Well, they have great PhD programs too. Not eveeys talented enough to make it as
a poet, whatever that means, but we still neectsrdnd scholars. Probably a safer career path
too.”

Multiple taps on his leg.

“Rodger, stop talking,” Margo said, “I'm clearly kiag you uncomfortable, William, so
we’ll go.”

“Well, it's what you do best.”

“That isn’t fair,” Margo said upset.

“I know,” William yelled, “I know it isn’t fair. Yau were just chasing your dreams and
you didn’t want me to follow you in case it all wemrong and | got stuck. You didn’t want me
to resent you for getting in the way of what | wexthto do in life. | get it. But it still doesn’t ek
any less. Becausmuwere all | wanted in life and it felt like | wadrds important to you as you
were to me. And then | had to go home to my dadieJextion letters. To texts of you and this
guy looking so happy. That's what the last yearlieen for me. And | can’t even blame you for
it.”

The other pub patrons gawked as he stood and dvalkie He pushed the heavy oak door
straight off its hinges as he passed into the night

-

The worst are filled with passionate intensie walked along the concrete sidewalk
past the brick bars and nightclubs. All the buitgirhere were made of brick here, it seemed, a
discomforting uniformity that was somewhat mitigatey the dark, but not entirely. The people
of the brick buildings strode past him, on theipwt@ relax, get lucky, or just enjoy themselves.

Purposefully, he walked in the opposite directide.really needed to get his shit together. All
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his natural gifts, his friends, parents that lohad... or parent, at least, and he had the nerve to
hurt this badly. He knew he shouldn’t invalidate bwn feelings, but he was tired of hurting.
Tired of being pressed to the front of a train egdo Syracuse.

Then he heard sirens; an orange glow filled tigltngky in the near distance. He found
himself moving towards it like a beacon, if onlyfavget his own disaster for a moment. When
he arrived at the scene, flames were slitherinthagsides of the brick and emergency crews
were trying to keep gaping residents and neighwesy, while firefighters leveled hapless
blasts of water at the inferno. It looked like ldazas working its way up— the top floor looked
untouched. While William observed the building,theught he noticed a light flicker in one of
the top apartments.

“Hey!” he called to one of the nearby firefightetdid you get everyone out of the
building?”

There was a large crowd and his question wentswaired. The light flickered again. He
pushed his way passed the onlookers and straighetpolice line. He repeated his question to
the cop.

“Yeah, kid, don’t worry, they got them all out.ugt me.”

“You're absolutely sure?”

“Listen, kid, they went from room to room and gamn out. Only one woman wasn’t
accounted for, but it's because she wasn’'t home.”

“Wasn’t home?”

“They checked the apartment. Ain’t no one home.”

“Was that room on the top floor by any chance?”

“Uh, yeah, why?”
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William pointed at the window, where light wasestmed through, illuminating tendrils
of smoke as they rose into the sky.

“Must be a shitty circuit or something? No onénishere, they would have seen her.”

“Not if she were hiding.”

“Who’d do that in the middle of a fire?”

“Someone who didn’t want to be saved,” William gjered.

The cop radioed that there might still be somaartbe building. A firefighter jogged
over and told the cop there was nothing they cdoldcouldn’t risk a rescue with the structural
damage to the building. Several news vans weradbasting nearby. Soon, William heard them
reporting on the tragedy. That the fire would clahteast one life. For some reason, this
assertion made him angry. It wasn’t the immutabdit her fate, it was more of the physical
reality that she could, in fact, die. That wasait fIf he had to live his shitty life, he was ggin
to make sure she had to live hers. Having madddussion, he leapt over the plastic police
barricade. He ran towards the front entrance, kimgchrefighters aside the way he used to
knock over defenders. He heard the crowd behinddaisp and a woman scream. Then he was
in the building.

Beautiful, he thought. He stood in the small lolotbyhe building, flaming plaster chunks
falling about him like hell-snow. The sight was sthing no other person could stop and
consider, there was no imminent danger for him.Hdeereached out and cupped a burning piece
of banister, smiling as the orange tongue cracatetiswayed in his hand. Margo danced
beautifully too. Maybe one day, he’'d be able toodee her image from a begrudging sense of

loss. He smothered the flaming debris in his hatud.today.
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The apartment complex was in rough shape, buabenb idea how much time that gave
him. He hurried up the wooden stairs. Four stones too much trouble, he thought, though he
was vaguely aware that fire was nibbling at onkisfpant legs. Dammit. These were his
favorite jeans.

“This woman better have, like, seven grandkids,rhétered as he bounded up the
groaning steps up to the fourth floor.

A solid wall of heavy smoke made it difficult teesdown the hallway. He ducked down
and saw a slender foot protruding from a doorwagedlapartments down from his current
position at the end of the hallway. She must hassed out from the smoke. Of course, she’d be
unconscious. Great. He moved to her, scooped hamngpthen ducked into her apartment,
kicking the door shut behind him. The bedroom vedatively smoke free. He closed the
bedroom door and stuffed a blanket underneathrdek so the smoke wouldn’t trickle in. He
opened a window. A blast of smoke hit him in theefaHe closed the window and turned to
check on his victim. The victim. She definitely wtas young for grandchildren, he noticed.
Around his age? Porcelain skin, natural blondetegétigh cheekbones, full lips...

“Would you not check out the unconscious chick Agdre a way to get her out of
here?” he said to himself.

The room was sparse, decorated with only a fewganaphs. Her bookshelf was
overstuffed. Lots of poetry collections, mostly Pbkdern and contemporary stuff, which was
great, but it lacked in the Modernism departmeatydéver. Many volumes lay on the floor,
including the collected poems of T.S. Eliot. Hekgid it up. A purple post-it note was stuck after
the final lines ofThe Waste Landt read, “Okay, but a bit dramatic.” Well, shesaan idiot, he

decided, looking at her still form. That wasn’t nmay... She wasn’t breathing.
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Hunter had taught him CPR in college but, that aras practice dummy. And it was

also before he’'d knew he could swing a one-ton bigeshoulders like a backpack. His strength,

he had discovered, was proportional to how mucteftie needed at any given moment, so all

he needed to do was guess the right amount of forget her breathing... without splintering

her ribs into her heart and lungs. No problem. étanéd over her and, pinching her nose, passed

air from his lip to hers. Her eyes shot open arel@iughed right into his face.

“A bit forward aren’t we?” her accent was unmistialyaEnglish. What the hell was she

doing in Rochester?

“You weren't breathing,” he said.

“Thanks. Now, if you could leave me alone so | coolirn to death, that'd be lovely,

thanks.”

quick..

“I'm not leaving...,” his phone vibrated in his poc¢kéhold on, | gotta take this really

.don’t move.”

It was Cindy. He rose from the bed and went tothrelow.

“Hey, can | call you back? I'm in the middle ofrsething.”

The building lurched slightly.

“The news is reporting that you just ran into thatning apartment building.”
“Oh no! There’s a fire? | hope everyone is okay...”

“You idiot.”

“How do they know it's me?”

“You dropped your wallet.”

His hand flew to his back pocket. Empty. Shit.

“Something the matter?” the English girl said satally.
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He glared at her.

“Do the guys and Margo know?” he said into thergho

“We’re outside.”

The building shifted under him again. He didn’véanuch time.

“See you in a bit then. Bye.”

He hung up and turned to miss English. But as beeth to speak his phone went off
again.

“Well aren’t you the popular one,” she said.

It was his dad.

“One second,” he said to her.

“Hey, dad, this really isn’t a good time...”

“This is all my fault... | was just so hurt that yoever trusted me. That you never felt
that you could tell me you didn’t want to play...dver wanted...”

Will hung up.

“You’re coming with me,” he said to the young wama

“I most certainly am not.”

She crossed her arms, defiant.

“I'm William.”

“Amelia. Now get out and let me die, please.”

“Listen, I know what you’re going through...”

She sprang from the bed and slapped him acrodadhe

“Don’t you dare presume how | feel. I've nothirgglive for. Nothing, you understand?”

“l jumped in front of a train back in March.”
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She didn’t expect that.

“A train? Why? Wait...How are you still alive?”

“The how is easy: I'm kind of invincible and/or mortal.”

“Is that why | feel like | slapped a brick wall?”

“Probably.”

The building groaned below them and tilted. Skgpsld to the ground and burst into
tears.

“How do... you...” she cried.

He knelt next to her.

“I'm still trying to figure that out. It's hard tbope when you feel like you're moving
under a mile of water. You don’t dare swim up beseaany movement makes you feel like your
insides are going to implode. But maybe small gestyust a few at a time, will get us back to
the surface. Maybe we just need to find some fragsn® shore against our ruin.”

He wasn’t sure where that had come from. He wasréh sure if he believed it. But
maybe that's what it took to survive, standing lly own bullshit so others didn’t feel so alone.
She rose and hugged him.

“That was incredibly stupid,” she said snifflingo his chest, “especially the Elliot bit.”

“You're welcome. And I'd love to talk about youertible taste in poetry over coffee
sometime.”

“Are you seriously asking me out?”

“Just trying to give myself something to look fawd to.”

“Fine. But only because | feel bad for you.”

“I'll take it. Now let’s get the fuck out of here.
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Grabbing a blanket from off of her bed, he walket iher bathroom and soaked it under
the tub with what limited water pressure remained.

“I'm going to wrap you in this,” he said holdingelblanket, “any objections?”

“Wait, just let me grab something,” she said, wadkover to one side of her bed.

She produced a small, worn, teddy-bear. It wortla t-shirt that read “Oxford
University.” She held it to her chest.

“What's his name?” he asked.

“Teddy,” she said.

“It gets better, right?” she then asked quietly.

The building started moving around them, so he anssvby wrapping her in the
dripping blanket and tucking her small frame unigsrright arm. Despite her muffled cries, he
began to run. Football coaches had always beemiseddo see the 5’11” William simply bowl
over people when he ran with the ball. When othmalkplayers asked him what his secret was,
he would shrug and joke that doors were not dedigmstop a battering ram.

The bedroom door flew off its hinges as he stifhad it with his left hand. He felt
Amelia curl up under his arm. He wasn’t going tothes fire take her. She was going live and
they were going to have coffee. The apartment daploded as he thundered into the now
engulfed hall, as his football coach used to saywas running angry. Rage drove him towards
the stairwell, through the flames that he couldfeet. Amelia hugged the steaming blanket
more tightly around her. Every step, every gestwees a vengeful affirmation of life. He swatted
flaming debris out of his way. The building tiltadd crumbled around them. Bits of plaster
abandoned the walls and several sections of basiste followed. The stairs ended at the

second floor landing. He leapt to the bottom, cinuglthe collapsed steps under his feet.
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The first floor began falling into the lobby, so Ineld her near his waistline with both
hands and used his back to shield her as he sptmweards the front entrance. He saw a cluster
of firefighters through the inferno. Bricks fell@lt his head, he wasn’t going to make it, he
thought, as he approached the door. But, then agaigrinned, he didn’t need to.

He cocked his left arm back and used his rightoid her in place. Using his vast
strength, he threw her through the charred pastaatds the group of firefighters, hoping they'd
catch her or, at least, break her momentum. Heldrofeet from the door. Heat lifted pieces of
ignited wallpaper and wood; they twirled and sptouad him, the faces of his father, his
mother, Margo, Cindy, Hunter, Dan, O’Brien, the {go&hose voices constantly filled his
waking moments. He wept steam for all of them. Bagding groaned in structural agony,
flames cackled with gluttonous avarice, and aditheament collapsed around him, he wanted to
live.

The bricks, wood, iron, and charred bits of otiémgs the fire couldn’t totally destroy,
cradled him, as water from the fire hoses dripfedugh cracks onto his body. He knew he’d
have to get up soon, claw his way out of the dabrlst them know he was okay. His world
would change utterly, but eh, that was fine. Thiewabrld sucked anywaW terrible beauty is
born.

He started shifting the ruins around him, tossisgle large sections of concrete and
brick. Soon all that lay between him and the wevls the western wall of the building, which
had remained mostly intact. Bricks tumbled in ciiénd clacks as he lifted. He heard someone
yell. Then others. A chorus of voices that becaouelér with every inch of wall he lifted over

his head. He walked forwards until the debris thoharound his feet, then he crouched and
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tossed the wall onto the ruins behind. In doingsofound himself surrounded by a swirl of
dust, smoke, and vapor. As it dissipated, the crapmkared—petals on a wet, black bougHe
smiled. What a figure he must have presented: § bbchuscle, emerging from the mist,
dripping and naked. He saw Amelia being treatedhbglics, very much alive, his thirteenth
labor completed. Darkness gradually replaced tharaldight of the dying fire. And, as
everything faded to black, a chorus of clappingdsaand cheering voices resounded in the

night, roaring to honor the failed poet, the dis@ppment, the suicidal son of Zeus.
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Father Becomes Electric

Gordon sipped coffee in the waning darkness ofdanen Buffalo and determined that
his troubles began when he took the job at the HuRecycling Plant. He sat on the bed where
his daughter slept. Or used to sleep. Rows of Hayeanes and princess dolls stood neatly
arranged on wooden shelves, waiting to be takemdd¥wey hadn’t moved in six years. He
hadn’t bothered to turn on the light, but he &tilew they were all staring at him. They stared
every morning. For the first year, Gordon felt |éach painted face was leveling some sort of
plastic accusation against him, as if their immigpias somehow his fault. After a while they
lost their perceived sentience as their connedtialenny’s imagination faded and died. She had
outgrown themn absentiaand Gordon would probably have to get rid of tredhwhen she
came back. He finished his coffee and left the rogimatting the door quietly behind him.

In the bathroom he lathered his face and neck stittving cream. His straight razor said
“World’s Best Dad” on the handle. Karen had givetoihim for his second father’s day, back
when he still owned the hardware store and theg Wwappy. To this day Gordon didn’'t know
why she left. Not exactly. She stuck with him thghdate nights of watching him sum numbers
on a laptop and seeing the columns representibgistand peace-of-mind diminish with each
passing month. That sort of thing could really takell, but she never really complained.
Worried, yes, but never complained. But closingdtoge was the right thing to do. She yelled at
him when she saw the “Going Out of Business Salgfis in the windows. He had to explain
that not telling her was meant to lessen the ematiblow. She said that the decision wasn't just
up to him. He said that they couldn’t afford totle¢ business drag them into debt or eat any
further into their savings. She said they shoulkehat least tried to fight for it. He told her that

they shouldn’t fight in front of Jenny. She toldrhhe could sleep on the couch. He later
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apologized to her but also told her to think oths an opportunity. They could open up any
type of business they liked. Karen had always whtdegun a café. He agreed they should go for
it. Gordon decided to look for some temporary jabkelp them finance their new venture. He
told Karen that the more assets they had, the hkalg they were to get a favorable small
business loan. And that's when he found it, an opeat the new Human Recycling Plant.

Initially, Karen objected to his decision to take fob. It paid very well and had great
benefits, but many questioned the idea of dropfonger loved ones down a chute to be
converted into electricity. She was afraid that shé Jenny would be harassed. Gordon assured
her that the job was only temporary, that afteearyor so they could get a great loan and launch
the café. A year later the economy tanked and bsitaggped lending. Another year, Gordon said,
and they'd have to give them a loan. During tharya law was proposed requiring all dead
bodies in the greater Buffalo area to be recyclethe grounds of saving money and space.
People began protesting outside the plant. Karearbe distant. Jenny turned four. When that
year ended, Karen asked about the café. He tolthhethe state was going to raise his pay
during the protests, so it would make sense toajtet they subsided. A few more months of
waiting, that was all. When the law passed a fewmtm®later, the protests intensified.

“Things are getting bad out there, Gordon. Plegse need to quit,” Karen said one
night while watching the local news in the den nexthe kitchen.

“You know | can’t quit. The money is too good. Pl sure those religious wackos
will calm down soon; they won't protest foreverg baid. He walked into the room drying his
favorite mug with a dishtowel.

“What about right now? Hm? Use your eyes! Theylanaing cars and making death

threats and you're worried about money. Think aof @aughter,” she said.
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Jenny was taking her princesses on grand adverdacegalloping her horses down the
hallway in pursuit of invisible beasts fleeing frahe kingdom’s judgment. He smiled.

“I am. Come on, why do you think | took this jobthre first place? | want her to go to
college and get the hell out of here. We need mdéorethat.”

“You say that like our café wouldn’t make any.”

“What? I'm not saying that...”

“It's what you're thinking. You've always thoughtat.”

“What the hell? That's not true at all. Don’t geemrong, it'll be difficult and with the
economy the way itis...” he began.

“And there it is,” she exclaimed slamming the reenoh the couch and crossing her
arms.

“What do you mean by that?” he said.

“Nothing.”

“Why don’t you actually tell me what’'s wrong for caminstead of pouting?”

“You're such an asshole sometimes” she said.

“How am | an asshole? I'm just askigguwhat is wrong. | get that you're upset about
the café, but it's not my fault the banks...”

Karen sprung up from the couch and stood to faoe h

“Stop. Just stop. | don’t want to hear more ofryexcuses for not living.” She attempted
to walk away but he grabbed her by the elbow anmietliher around to face him.

“Hey! Everything I've done has been for you andrde Sorry things haven't been
perfect, but I'm doing the best | can,” he said, Voice rising with every word.

She shook free and hissed at him, “All you are litton pusher.”
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They stood in silence for a moment, both refusmigack down. Jenny had run into the
room just a few moments prior, a horse in each h&hd climbed up onto the couch and was
making the horses gallop up its back like it wasgpine of a mountain. Then she suddenly
stopped and stared out the window. Putting thedsodswn, she slid off the couch and walked
over to her parents.

“Mommy. Daddy. There’s a man out there.”

The next moment was filled with glass. Karen s@sbpp Jenny; Gordon pushed the pair
of them out of the hallway towards the bedroomstiés ran outside, only to see the taillights
of a pickup truck retreating down the driveway émdards the road. Returning inside, he saw
the brick resting at the foot of the televisiomstaNews stories of the Buffalo Recycling Riots
played across the screen as Gordon brushed asitieaken glass and picked up the brick.
Attached was a note written in hastily applied ki&barpie which read: “The Dead Will Rise
Again.”

He dropped the paper and walked down the halézlk on Karen and Jenny. At the
door of his bedroom he stood and watched Karemihgpas many of her possessions as she
could into several large suitcases, scattering@Wwis in the process.

“I'm sorry. You were right,” he said.

She zipped the suitcases and said nothing asrghlkda past him, making her way into
Jenny’s room. Soon Gordon watched as his wife ahddw weeping daughter were making
their way down the hall and out the front door gy their cases towards Karen’s car. He

hurried after them.
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“You're going to your mother’s, | assume?” he séideah, that’s probably for the best.
I'll take care of all the repairs and deal with fiadice... I'll give my two-weeks tomorrow and
give you a call when everything is safe, alright?”

Jenny looked up at her mother who merely shovedtiitcases inside the trunk of the car
in response.

“Okay, then. Kiddo, give daddy a hug because yoo’taseeing him for a little while.”

Still shaking and crying, Jenny plodded over aadeghim a hug.

“Keep my horses safe, daddy.”

“You betcha. They'll be waiting for you when yoatdack.”

“When'’s that?”

Karen gently pulled Jenny away and strapped herhar car-seat. She moved to shut the
door, but Gordon placed himself in its path. By light of the car he saw himself reflected in his
wife’s eyes.

“When'’s that, daddy?” Jenny repeated.

“Soon, Jenny,” he stated, “I'll see you soon.”

“Say goodbye to your father, Jenny,” Karen said.

“Bye, Daddy!” Jenny replied.

Gordon moved away from the door, allowing Karegltse it.

“Goodbye, Gordon,” Karen said. She stepped irctre

Gordon watched them drive away before heading besiéte to call the police. As he
waited, he tried cleaning up the mess Karen hacemdmle packing. On the floor of his
bedroom, between an unframed family portrait anel @rhis grey work jumpsuits, was the

“World’'s Best Dad” razor he had never used.
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Six years later, Gordon scraped the black stutbbfe his skin with a practiced touch.
When finished, he brushed his teeth and headeis teekdroom. He opened his closet and pulled
one of the grey jumpsuits down from a hanger. Tioégsts had subsided shortly after the brick
incident due to some amendments to the bill. Bexzabshis, and the fact that he couldn’t find
another job, Gordon decided against giving hisagotiHe would need the money for when his
family returned, and when they did, he would go#ttsame day. Until then he would get up
every morning at 5am and go convert the dearly deganto electricity. After all, he was doing
the best he could. And they would understand.

Buffalo is a grey city, especially in the wintehare the snow stamped the land in white,
only to be ploughed, salted, and sanded into gapytulation. Even during a snowstorm, the
white only seemed to accentuate the general greyfdake place. Gordon appreciated this.
Having grown up in rural Alaska, he thought tha Buffalo grey was a mark of civilization,
humanity’s imposition of order on a chaotic world.

The drive to work was slow. Fresh snow had fallennight before and crews were still
working to clear it before the morning rush. Gordoemed on the radio and listened for the
weather. Brief periods of sun were expected thisnng before an Arctic front moved in from
the north, dragging grey clouds and potentiallyorddows with it. The sun could mean trouble,
Gordon thought, as he weaved his pickup towardgpltdrg at the outskirts of Buffalo. The
recycling plant itself was grey: a concrete boxwatsteel front door. Granted, this was the
building visible from the surface. Most of the plavas sunk deep underground to help

compensate for the enormity of the Machine.
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He pulled into the parking lot, parking in his ekapace under the sign. City council
members held an online contest to name the plaahwHirst opened, hoping that involving the
community would make the whole idea of processmpses to make electricity more palatable.
They intended people to suggest names and for adegs to vote on their favorites. After two
weeks, the winner was “The Soylent-Green-is-PeBpleer Plant.” Unamused, the council
suspended the contest and instead named it ThetB&asics Recycling Center, much to the
outrage of the internet.

Ten minutes early. Gordon decided to clock in aamyand get started on his morning
inspection. His lone co-worker, Benny, would prdlgdie late because his mother hated driving
in the snow. Benny was a good kid, but he was altwt, so the inspection would probably run
more smoothly without him. Though, Gordon admitteel disliked being around the Machine by
himself for extended periods. Unlike Jenny’'s dalsalmost nine years of working here Gordon
had never quite shaken the feeling that the Macheeactually watching him, a captured beast
watching its keeper through the bars. He decidadke the stairs down to the processing floor.
Walking down the steel staircase took time butlpkd compensate for the nine hours of sitting
he endured daily. As the stairs curled down foariss, the standard incandescent lights
illuminating the path grew dimmer, the air initiatirew stagnate, then stirred as whispers from
the cooling vents diffused upwards, forever lockedn attempt to bear the bouquet of human
corpses and alien chemicals to the surface abodgoaever failing.

In fact, the technology appeared so rapidly thanyrthought it had been given to
humanity by visitors from another planet. That gtoever quite held up, though the company
who patented the technology still refused to redetsresearch to the general public. Gordon

never believed any of that stuff himself, but he agree that even after almost a decade, the
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Machine still seemed an otherworldly wonder. OrbiorA monolithic tower of obsidian-

colored carbon nano-composite (or so he read iopleeations manual), sheer on all sides save
for several ridges cut for the cooling fans, thechae stood, the visitor in the room. Like the
building itself, most of the mechanisms and har@what attached the Machine to the grid
remained unseen, hidden in portals carved intadimerete. The only way to see inside the
Machine was to peer into its mouth. Gordon felt petted to look after Karen had taken Jenny.
He hoped to see a writhing mass of tendons anevssmmething horrifying and alive, a
justifiable excuse to return his grey jumpsuits aatk away forever. Instead, he saw green light
and tubes that rushed unknown chemicals and huna#tiemto secret meeting places just out of
view, where they would combine in a shedding oflspalhe waste product was a black sludge
they sucked out of the Machine’s storage tank @vesy other month. The process was efficient
and sustainable. And safe. Why hadn’t Karen andyleame back yet? Well, when they did, the
intricacies of the Machine wouldn’t matter anymdrehis spare time, Gordon had been coming
up with clever names for café menu items. He esgfigdiked the “Chicken Gor-don Bleu
Sandwich” and the “Take Kare” series of healthy meptions. Karen will laugh at that, he
chuckled.

Reaching the end of the stairs, Gordon walked térs station, a repurposed parking
attendant booth, to deposit his lunch and gralelipboard. He filled out the heading on the
sheet, before reaching into his booth and flip@rsgtting from Automatic-Slow to Manual. The
Machine hissed and the whole room shuttered arbimdBody-release-safety engaged, chute
doors operational, good. Body-release-safety desged. Conveyor belt control speed, checked
and ready. He walked over to Benny’s station: Bsoe3, shield, nano-dicers, and micro-

grinders; Processor 2, shield, fine-slicers, androrgrinders; Processor 1, shield and precision
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cleavers... check. Gordon almost walked away witlohecking the shield vacuums. He pressed
the button and the shields on each processor came, d¢halting the conveyor belt as they each
created air tight seal; hearing the vacuum, he tilaunh off. Before returning to his station,
Gordon paused at the Machine itself to check thel lef the waste tank. It was unnecessary, he
knew, they had emptied it just a few weeks ago hleutked to think he was good at his job,
doing his best at every opportunity.

There was only one last thing to do, but he’d ghe¢ for Benny, who he heard
descending on the elevator. Gordon checked hishwkttteen minutes late, today.

“Roads must be worse than | thought,” Gordon damderald light flashed from inside
the Machine and the building shuttered again.

“l wasn’t talking to you.”

The cooling vents came on and the Machine quiétg@ming to its own electric
resonance.

Captain America lunchbox in hand, Benny steppenhftioe elevator, ducking carefully
to avoid hitting his head. He was a massive youlagsm thing of muscle bound to a 6’7" frame.
Gordon’s junior by about eighteen years, Bennydqgmhrently spent his entire life in Buffalo.
He barely passed every grade, his mother told Goothce, and he did so mostly because of his
indomitable cheer and gentle disposition. In fBemnny was something of a local legend. He was
a football star in high-school, but turned downdalships to college powerhouses like the
University of Alabama because, as he told Gordanday, he thought his spot should go to
someone like his friend Deon, who played nearlyepesition on the team and still received

good grades. Following Benny's advice, the Uniugrsf Colorado took a chance and offered
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Deon a scholarship. Six years later, Deon was gaatplayer on the Buffalo Bills, all thanks to
Benny.

He was so loved that the city council asked hirtak@ an open position at Back to
Basics to help stop the protests. It certainly éelpn fact, Gordon mused, Benny was the
primary reason why he was still here. Gordon’s jmes co-worker had quit a few weeks before
Karen and Jenny left. So, the morning after thelkosailed through Gordon’s window, Benny
showed up at work for his first day. He gave Gorddrg hug that lifted him off the ground,
telling him that he was excited to work with himt lAnch that day, Gordon found himself
telling Benny all about his family. When he finish&genny lay a single massive hand on
Gordon’s shoulder and told him that his family webabme back. For now, the big man said
with a quiet smile, you can let me be your familyau want. And Gordon had.

“Morning, Mr. Gordon,” Benny said.

“Just Gordon'’s fine,” Gordon replied.

Benny nodded with a crooked grin, “Someday I'll ember that. Sorry, Gordon.”

The big man paused, then added quietly, “Did yaunify come back yet?”

“No. Not yet.”

Benny wrapped Gordon in his massive arms, “Mayter l@day, huh?”

“Yeah, big guy, maybe today.”

Benny released him and the two men walked ov&ad@lon’s station. Captain America
was placed next to the brown paper bag filled Witlpperware. Gordon grabbed a small wireless
radio, switched it on, and handed it to Benny.

“Go ahead and call it in, buddy.”
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“Oh, sure, delivery day. Okay,” he paused for amant raising the radio to his lips,
before turning back to Gordon and asking, “I forgethere something | have to say exactly?”

“Naw, just tell them were ready.”

“Cool.”

Benny grinned and pressed the talk button onadmy “We're all ready down here,
guys.”

He released the button and the two men waited feply.

“Mornin,’ fellas,” a woman on the other end sdithe system says the shipment should
be there any second. We’'re expectin’ some straithemyrid later today when the cold sets in, so
expect another shipment sometime... aw, hell... uh. ysaout that, fellas, dropped my paper!
It says here 3pm sharp. Looks like they also waetaf ya to stay late in case they need to
increase the output. Got all that?”

Benny looked at Gordon for confirmation. Gordomlded, noting the extra delivery on
his clipboard. It's not like he had anything to do,staying late would be no problem.

“Yes, ma’am,” Benny said.

“Oh I'm still very much a ‘miss.” And also singlan case you were wonderin’...”

“Ah, okay, miss. You have a real nice day, ma’am!”

Gordon chuckled and took the radio from Bennypleed it back in its charging port
and turned down the volume a little so the young mext to him wouldn’t here the audible sigh
coming from the woman at the other end. An alaromded and a red light on the side of the
delivery chute flashed. Benny gave Gordon a thunpband trotted over to his station by the

Machine. Gordon sighed and made himself comfortables grey little booth. Above him,
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bodies collided with the walls of the chute withldieshy thuds. The Machine whirred and
hissed as Gordon pressed the button, and reldasdidst body of the day.

In his training manual, the illustrated, multi-@cspokeswoman for the state informed
Gordon in a series of enlightening graphics thaualone hundred and sixty people died per
week in the Buffalo region. That was about twetiree people per day, her speech bubble
explained. In yet another graphic, she outlinedntiagor bullet points of the law that mandated
the recycling of all human dead unless speciajjimlis exceptions applied. She noted on the
final page that the state expected about 80% ofi¢lael to be recycled. That day, Gordon did the
math and knew that meant about eighteen bodiesdWmibirriving per shipment if the numbers
held up. And generally they had over the last yea's. For the past six, he and Benny devised a
system where they processed half the shipmentédafach and half after lunch. Not only had
that helped to break up the monotony of watchimpses being ground slowly into a fine paste
before being sucked greedily up by the machinethminine-body-lunch rhythm also appeared
to minimize the amount of black sludge producedimety. It was all about those little details,
Gordon knew.

At about 10:00am, Benny and Gordon took lunch small room adjacent to the
elevator. In addition to the single plastic taliel @ few plastic chairs, there was a television, a
microwave, and a sink. An awkward nook in one coaf¢he room seemed to suggest that a
refrigerator was lost somewhere between planningexecution. Gordon munched on his tuna
fish sandwich while Benny wolfed down several pirotgars followed by an entire chicken
breast. They turned the television to the news.

“Those people...” Benny said, mouth agape.
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Gordon looked up and saw multiple cars flippedrpgrished, banged up, and even one
or two on fire. The reporter said that the carnage just happened and that it was, very likely,
one of the worst traffic accidents in recent higt@lack ice was suspected.

“Don’t worry. The media always makes look a lotra@than it actually is. I'm sure most
of those people are fine...” Gordon said.

Several people appeared on the screen, clutchingas, blood slow seeping through
finger gaps, their lurching bodies struggling tpsort their collective weight as they stumbled
against and with each other through the snowy mediae camera panned to a woman in a torn
turquoise ski coat as she leaned against the wgeabaher car. It stayed with her a moment,
until her eyes began to close; they cut to commakrci

Benny looked to Gordon, who blinked hard and todkta from his sandwich.

“Looks bad,” he said, chewing, “but don’t worry, i8¥/, the news only shows the worst
case scenarios. I'm telling yah. They don’t showpde getting stiches, they don’t show the
firefighters, or the EMTs— that sort of thing isiiteresting— so instead they show the bleeding,
the fire, the victims.”

Gordon pointed at the screen, indicting the newtsegdhl his remaining sandwich.

“It's irresponsible if you ask me. | never let mgudyhter watch that sort of thing. | mean,
imagine if that woman was your sister or mom or stinmg. She could just be unconscious for
all we know. But say you were at lunch...”

“We are at lunch, Gordon”

“Well, of course, but say you weren't you but yoares still at lunch like you are now,

and that woman in the coat was your sister. Yoa&llser on the screen and think the worst. That
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she was never coming back. But that's not necdgshe case. Most people involved with these
sorts of things come back.”

Gordon was standing. The last bits of his sandwralshed in his left hand. He hadn’t
gotten that animated in a long time. Striding aeethe television, Gordon switched it off with a
violent press of the flat power button. Say what yeant about the advances of modern
televisions but those old TVs had more satisfyinggdns, Gordon thought. Benny was staring
straight at him when he turned around.

“Not all of them,” the big man whispered.

Gordon couldn’t stand to see Benny in a funk. Iswanerving. Like watching the sun
suddenly get dimmer in the absence of clouds. Ogpgshe crushed remnants of his sandwich
in the trash, Gordon rinsed his hands in the breakn sink and moved to sit next his giant
colleague. He draped his arm around Benny’s shosjlgetting considerable strain on his
shoulder in the process.

“Son, it's okay. You know what? They are probaldnding one of those new state-of-
the-art mass casualty ambulances. Remember whevothan on the radio... or whoever it was
that day, told us that the state was purchasingpboer old delivery rigs? Remember that?”

Benny looked confused, “Yeah... kind of. Was thatdhag everything fell out of the
supply closet?”

It wasn’t. But it was close enough.

“Mm-hmm. Great memory, buddy. That same exact Wasll, they bought that old
delivery rig and turned into some kind of big farmybulances to use in this exact situation.
Completely automatic. No driver. Just like our siclt just whisks the patients to the hospitals

while EMTs work on people in the back. They sawilt save a ton of lives.”

49



“How can there be no driver?”

“Well, I'm no expert,” Gordon admitted, “but | thirthey use the same software that
brings our shipments here but instead of hereithgaes to hospitals.”

“Oh, okay. | think | understand that,” Benny seen@@erk up a bit, “So those people on
television are all going to get help in that bigladance. Well, that's good. Thanks, Gordon.”

He gave Gordon a seated hug. Gordon hugged hirmnlragik.

“Just doing my job, kiddo.”

Work went smoothly after lunch, as always. Initgathe Machine could probably run
on automatic forever. But Gordon liked to thinkttba days like today, when he had to stay late
and potentially adjust the electricity output oe fly, he was vital, that the Machine depended
on him for survival instead of the other way arouRdrhaps that's why he always felt uneasy
around it, he thought, pushing the button to redé¢he next body. He stared at the Machine as
Benny pulled the levers for Processors 1 and@ulded green and exhaled heat with a hiss.
While it was recycling, the building vibrated slithand there was a sound like the distant
grinding of teeth. It stared back at him as ifay svithout me you’d be nothing.

Gordon shook his head and looked at his tallyrotessed bodies. Including the old
Asian man currently being cleaved into large pidne®rocessor 1 and whatever the meat shreds
being ground into paste in Processor 3 used tthbg,had recycled about thirteen bodies so far.
He checked his watch 12:20pm. Perfect, right omdale. On the current manual setting, it took
about twelve minutes for a body to go through gackcessor. Despite his unease concerning the
Machine, he did marvel at its operation. Not at Hast or slow it could process bodies. No. All

machines had speeds and settings. He was stuakimtlising else. It was difficult to articulate.
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Benny perhaps explained it best when he said tieablades on Processor 1 looked like they
were dancing. Gordon looked up at the blades apaimd swirling in Processor 1, they were
allowing the dead to make one last contributiosdoiety. 12:24pm. Shields up, body thirteen
moved to Processor 2 and body twelve moved intdvthehine, which hummed and glowed.
Twelve minutes until the next body drop, Gordonedlot

It was a conscious contribution too. Organisms wiedl millions of years ago didn’t say
to themselves, hey guys, let's decompose in sweaiyaso as to later power a bus. No, Gordon
thought, our dead know what is coming. When they tiieir physical form would be recycled
into pure energy. And black sludge. But mostly pemergy, used by their loved ones to cook
meals and fend off the creeping terror of the d&klen that black sludge was being used in
roads, helping dreamers, the desperate, and tHos@mtured a world of color, get the hell out
of Buffalo. The dead were caring for those who sthlyehind and for those who wanted to
leave. A literal afterlife for a pragmatic 2tentury. He thought it was beautiful. Maybe he
continue working here part time when they came babk Machine hissed and Gordon sighed.
He pressed the button.

Shrieking alarms sounded almost immediately andvthehine bellowed. Gordon had
never heard that sound before. He looked overéedBsemny on his knees with his hands over his
ears. Ducking out of his booth, he ran over tonmassive friend; the sound was tremendous and
Benny had felt the brunt of it. The conveyor beltlstopped. The shields for Processors 1 and 3
remained down.

“You all right?” Gordon shouted over the alarms.

Benny, hands still over his ears, looked up at Goyeyes wide.
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“ARE YOU OKAY, GORDON? MY EARS HURT REALLY BAD. WIAT WAS
THAT?” Benny's shout was almost loud enough to knGordon back a step.

Gordon helped the big man to his feet and ushieiracbver to the break room. Once
inside, he shut the door to blunt the shrill noeseerberating throughout the main processing
floor. Lowering Benny’s hands from off his ears,r@an saw a little bit of blood on each of the
man’s palms and winced. He motioned for Benny &g #tere and get cleaned up, and soon he
was back out in the noise. The only solution hdathink of was to shut the
Processor/conveyor belt system off. Reaching irtdoboth, he flipped the appropriate switches.
Processor 1, however, would not shut down. Itlushmed there in incomplete standby,
cleavers and moving parts dangling awkwardly irpsasled time. That was new. The alarms
stopped at least, though several lights were flshbove Processor 1. Must be where the
problem is, he thought. He walked to the utilitysgt near the base of the stairs and grabbed a
pair of gloves, shutting the doors quickly so temaining contents would not come tumbling
out. No need to add to the disaster. Whatevemthss it probably wasn't a serious issue, Gordon
determined. Alarms, after all, were sensationalystlefinition.

A quick peak at the processor and they'd be backcbedule. He jogged over to Benny’s
station and hit the emergency shield release. Whff of air, they rose. Gordon gagged. The
vacuums hadn’t had the chance filter the smellptioeess halted well before that step. There
was no extra cloth on his jumpsuit to place ovsrriase, so he slid one of the work gloves over
his right hand and held the other up to his moOthman, he was going to have to get up there,
he thought, staring not only at the hanging blduéghe corpse as well. Body fourteen was
barely processed. Processor 1 was meant to breddotlty down into big pieces by cutting along

the all the major joints of the body and, of cowsseering the head. Hips, shoulders, knees,
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elbows, ankles, wrists, head. That was the ortldidh’t really take much time for the Processor
to physically cut through each joint, but it didkéaa minute or so to line up each cut so as to be
exact. Ten and a half minutes to chop and one dradf aninutes to vent the odor and rogue
bodily fluids. Body fourteen hadn’t even gottemttute one.

It was an older white woman. Her right leg was atreevered at the hip but otherwise
she was intact. She had shriveled, sunken, oldpenew corpse skin, which Gordon always
imagined felt like the binding of an expensive haiek for serious writers. Reaching out with
his non-gloved hand, allowing his finger to brusteroan inch of skin, Gordon found himself
disappointed to discover that it felt only likeeliéss flesh. Then he noticed her nearly-severed
hip joint was, in fact, a state-of-the-art hip mg@ment. Dammit. The Processor blades could cut
through almost anything that could crop up in tbenan body: bones, steel plates, standard
titanium ball joints, anything but this one brarfdsaper-hip. They might even be made by the
same company, he thought, seeing the word “Titagitaved into one of the hanging cleavers.
Frankly, he thought, shifting his gaze into therhe&the processor, it didn’t matter much. What
did matter, was that this woman shouldn’t have kkenved on the delivery truck. Lady must
have had some serious means to be able to affdvavi@this placed into her body, Gordon
thought, running his gloved finger over the smaothterial of the hip, tracing the company
name — “Tit” was all it said; the “an” and the mletda which it was etched had been chipped off.

Gordon had a hunch. Moving away from the body rbged up to his station and moved
the conveyor belt backwards a few feet. After neituy the belt to its dormant state, Gordon
returned to the processor and lifted himself ohtolielt. One by one, he carefully took each
bladed appendage and pushed them up into the radindf the processor, returning them to

their starting positions with a sharp click. Asduspected, a few of them wouldn’t budge. How
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it happed he had no idea, but the shard of supehdn managed to lodge itself into the mobility
mechanisms. Thanks to the alarm lights, he coudth @ee it.

“What's going on, Gordon?” Benny said as he madendy to Gordon from the break
room. Still loud, Gordon thought, but my giant seeimbe recovering.

“Something that wasn’t supposed to get recycledchgiped and now a part of it's stuck
in here pretty good. Just going to grab it and @hang will be fine.” Gordon replied, pulling at
the chipped piece of super-hip. But as he pullegl processor started to shudder and work.

Benny launched himself over the belt and into Gargending them both to the floor on
the opposite side. They both looked back and sawlireld descend and the cleavers resume
their dance for a brief moment before jerking twadt once again. The Machine let out its
deafening bellow, but this time the men were ablprotect their ears. Luckily, the shrill alarms
remained silent. They just sat there for a mometiié quiet that followed.

Gordon looked at Benny, “Jesus, kid, thanks fot.thaean, I’'m sure | would have been
alright, but that was... | mean, what you did was...”

“You're welcome, Gordon.” Benny smiled and stooxteading his hand and pulling the
older man to his feet. An audible and prolongedlsminded from Gordon’s booth.

“Radio,” is all Gordon said. Benny nodded.

They made their way to the booth and Gordon swit¢he radio to speaker mode so
Benny could hear.

“Go ahead, Base,” said Gordon.

“Hiya, there fellas,” the young woman seemed toehi@covered from Benny’s naive
rejection earlier in the day, “listen, we're in i &f a pickle. Those cold temps are comin’ in

soon and we noticed your output decreased...”
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“Yeah, about that,” Gordon interrupted, “Some jexler on your end loaded a body with
a Titan hip replacement onto the truck.”

“You're kiddin'?”

“Nope. A piece of it’s in Processor 1 as we speak.”

“And before you ask, yes, Processor 1 is non-fomatig.”

“... Well shit.”

Gordon raised his eyebrows and Benny giggled softly

“Sorry, couldn’t hear you. Could you repeat thaBsrdon said smiling.

“l said ‘well shit.” What are ya’, ten? Now, theidjis gonna get strained real soon. So,
can you find some kinda way to get things workin’?”

Before he could say ‘no,’ the supply closet feleo@nd its various contents tumbled out
into a heap upon the grey concrete floor. Amongith@ordon noticed, was a fire axe. He
considered the axe, then looked to Benny, who lda&ehe axe, looked back at Gordon, and
then looked confused.

“Yes, ma’am,” Gordon said into the radio, “I thimke have found what you might call a

technical workaround.”

By 2:40pm both Gordon and Benny were drencheavaas and in the coagulated juices
of former people. The Machine seemed satisfiedgthen glow even seemed a bit brighter since
they started hacking at the bodies manually. Bdrad/done most of the actual chopping, while
Gordon ran back and forth between the stationsifig the controls and ensuring the human

paste was the right consistency before the Madiptbled it up. Benny was surprisingly okay
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with the whole process. Gordon thought he mighehtawgive the big lad a lecture on social
responsibility, but it didn’t come to that.
“It's okay, Gordon. They're dead and can’'t feeMbu heard what the radio lady said
about people losing power. | have to do this.”
What a kid. Gordon was proud of him.
“I'm proud of you, kiddo,” he said.
They sat in the break room, Gordon leaning agaimessink counter and Benny sat
hunched over a table. The man looked wasted, Gdtanmght. After just one body, moving his
own arms felt like swinging a lead oar underwateur bodies in a row... whew. Not even
when he was younger. Maybe with a sharper axe.
“You're going to sleep well tonight. That was dmall of a workout.”
Benny said nothing. Poor kid must be out. Gordasnit sure how they were going to
get through the next delivery. Maybe he could pokethe shrapnel from Processor 1 with the
axe? He had consulted the operations manual whenyBeas chopping up body sixteen. Under
the “Mechanical Failure Section,” it stated:
Foreign objects impeding the operating mechaniabhefprocessor must be
removed with extreme caution. Power cannot beathé device without risking
catastrophic failure of machinery (see magneticed@edback)Reversing
vacuum suction presents the most viable coursetafrafor operators lacking
specialized tools (see vacuum operations). Comeggonal company
representative for emergency maintenance requests.

He tried the vacuum thing. Nothing. Titan wouldoé& able to send a rep until they okayed it

with the state who had to okay it with the comp#rgt made the Machine who would also have
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to send their own representative to ensure thenteielm from Titan didn’t try to steal

information about the Machine which would prom Htate to send their own rep to make sure
the contracts were upheld by both parties. Theritigavould send someone to feel included in
the proceedings. Estimated time of request fulgit? Seven business days.

His hulking friend wouldn’t be able to get throughother eighteen bodies, even if he
helped, Gordon knew. He'd have to call Base arlditem they just couldn’t do it. They'd
understand. | mean, it wasn’'t Gordon and Bennyidt the processor broke. They even tried
being proactive. There was only so much they cdoldThey were just doing the best they
could.

Delivery alarm went off. Benny sat up at oncertabait distant, like he’d been woken
from a nightmare. Gordon gave him a thumbs up. Khgdis watch, Gordon saw the time and
thought it odd the shipment would arrive early, tvdah automated drivers being, well, what
they were. Operations probably pushed up the dglimme-table slightly. Ten-minute
difference. He rubbed his temples, leaving a b&erhi-dried something behind. He was
definitely overreacting.

Benny hulked out of the room, dragging the axed Ha had that the entire time? Gordon
followed, trying to keep pace.

“Hey, listen, we're not going to be able to keks tgoing. | mean, you seem half-dead
yourself.”

“I'm good, Gordon.” Benny said.

“You, sure? | was going to radio in and tell thesa couldn’t...”

“Naw, that's okay. I'm good for now.”
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Benny hoisted the axe on his shoulder and gaieasdmile. Gordon’s heart swelled.
This kid was just the best. He'd convince KaretetdBenny eat for free at the café. Maybe even
dedicate a menu item to him. “Benny’s Burger.” Gordiked the sound of that. It would be
massive and somehow good for your heart, he thought

“Alright, just let me know when you want to stafyouldn’t want you hurt yourself.”

Benny nodded and took his place near the convaglbjust after Processor 1. Gordon
pressed the button. The corpse was still fullyleat Gordon stopped the belt in front of Benny.

“C’mon, we're working our butts off down here atie pickers at Base can’t even
manage to strip the bodies?” he said.

“They’re doing the best they can, Gordon.” Benails

“No excuse... | guess we’ll strip him. Torn jeansaggedy coat, hiking boots... jeez, the
guy must have loved the outdoors.”

The body belonged to a man his age. Always sadd¢oGovered in bruises and left side
of his chest partially collapsed. His skin was dold the color...

“He’s dead, right?” Benny said.

“Definitely. But, you're right, it hasn’t been lon§ad. Go ahead when you’re ready.
Want me to hold them down like I did last round?”

Benny nodded

“Great, give me a sec.” Gordon took the pile otlods and piled them next to the super-
hip they managed to extract from body thirteeniearCutting around it was, unpleasant. That's
probably why he was so tired, Gordon thought,akttwice as many cuts to separate the body

from that thing.
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“I'll look for something in the closet to sharpdrmat axe after we do this one. Maybe even
use the Titan hip from body thirteen. Might makis gasier.”

Gordon positioned himself to steady the body sonBaould work on the hips. When
ready, he gave Benny the go-ahead nod. The bigrezahed himself, before swinging the axe
down with all of his considerable strength on i lhip joint.

Blood erupted from the opening as the left leg detd. The grey jumpsuits, the concrete
floor, the axe handle, the whole world was speckéetl Gordon, stumbled over to the supply
closet and groped around for some rags to wipéahbes While there he grabbed two pairs of
safety glasses and a couple of cleaning masksmBs&s would soak through pretty quick, but
they were better than nothing. Once both of thethdi@aned up a bit and donned their new
apparel, they continued with the evisceration. Bytime Gordon moved the body and initiated
Processor 2, they were soaked.

He grabbed the super-hip and motioned for the B&eny, panting, complied. There was
nothing to say. Gordon wiped the axe-head withga Taat whole experience had been
unpleasant, Gordon thought, as he rubbed the ddge aow mostly blood free axe head against
the chipped portion of the super-hip. It was cruuig,it seemed to work. Time to move the body
to Processor 3 and drop the next one. He retutredxe to his friend, who admired its renewed
edge.

“Wow, you did a great job Gordon, thanks.”

“Let’s hope it helps. At least the next body wiél hice and dry.”

It wasn't.

“Something’s really wrong. This isn’t right.” Bepmumbled through his blood-caked

mask.
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“You're telling me. Base should’'ve mentioned tivegre sending fresh bodies over...”

“No. | mean. This... these bodies aren’t supposdzkthere.” Benny exclaimed.

“But, they're dead...” Gordon said.

“I know. But...they're not the right type of dead.”

“Benny, we've seen fresh ones before...”

“I don’t remember those times all that well, butduld remember feeling this way.
Something’s wrong.”

Benny wasn’t making any sense. He was agitated &lbthe exertion, Gordon thought,
as he stepped through the sticky blood puddle fograround their feet. The glow from the
Machine was definitely brighter, he was sure o€itemicals must be reacting with the blood.
He performed his lever and switch ritual, droppting next body and moving everything along.

As he threw the lever for Processor 3, he hearaiBery out, “She moved! She moved!
She’s alive!”

The Machine shuddered. Gordon wheeled and saw Béhng the body off the belt.

“Benny, calm down. That's imposs...,” he cut hims#ffwhen he walked over and saw
that in Benny’s arms was a woman in a torn turqgiels coat.

“She’s alive, | saw her move a little.” Benny said.

No. It couldn’t be the same woman. That was hagis Her eyes closed as she fell
against her car. That woman would be in the hospitaounded by her family.

“She can't be alive, Benny. She came out of théeH mean, | could understand how
you might get confused. I've read about how gasscemetimes...”

“I SAW HER MOVE,” Benny roared, “I| CAN FEEL HER BRATHING.”
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“No, son. You're just tired and confusing this wamwith the woman you saw on the
news earlier.” Gordon said. A delicate, but firrmbavas needed here.

Benny’s face scrunched up, trying to remembenthes from earlier. After a moment he
shook his head, turned, and gently lay the womanalean spot on the floor.

“l don't really remember much about that. All Idm is that this person’s not going on
that belt.”

He assumed a protective stance with the axe andoGdoacked up a few feet.

“Easy, there kiddo, this isn’t my fault. 'm onyoside. You're just confused. Only one
type of truck can make a delivery. Those are allby Base. Base would not send us live people.
You know that.”

“Why is she still warm?”

The radio beep sounded.

“Fellas’ Not sure what you're doin’ down therayjttkeep it up! Niagra is havin’
problems so you guys are pretty much powering mbBuffalo by yourselves. That shipment |
mentioned earlier today is gonna get there in atioy minutes. Lost the signal earlier, but sent
it a priority reroute code once we got back onli@erry about that. Keep workin’ hard boys!”

Gordon was at the radio almost instantly, “Baseo.yaolu know if one of the new mass
casualty ambulances was used earlier today irhtinge accident?”

“Yeah, | saw it on the news. Why?”

He almost dropped the radio. Staring hard at bhutecopening, Gordon set the conveyor
belt to slow, and pressed the button. A man wittua EMT uniform fell onto the belt. Benny

grabbed him and lay him down next to the woman. mhe let out a light moan.
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“Listen to me. You sent the ambulance here addopped the patients and EMTs into
the chute.”

“How...?”

“Doesn’t matter. I'm staring at an unconscious ENght now. Send some goddamn help
immediately.” Gordon pressed his button and hettbwn. Body after body dropped down.

“Benny! Get them off the belt.” Gordon yelled.

The big man worked quickly and soon about fourfgeople were lying on the ground.
Falling four stories down the chute had renderedtrabthem either unconscious or beyond
help. The woman with the turquoise ski coat wagllyaranging on. Eight of the fourteen were
dead. The radio sounded.

“Fellas’? Niagra’'s almost completely failed. Madithe Buffalo area is gonna’ go dark
in about twenty minutes. We're on backup generdters. It's gettin’ real cold with the sun
going down. Negative twenty without wind-chill. Amd 500,000 people aren’t gonna’ have
heat when Niagra goes down. Try to fix whateven'sivg and get Back to Basics working at
100% output when the bodies get there. We're as&imtmore bodies from downstate sites...”

Gordon switched of the radio, watching Benny caogne of the more stable live victims
into the elevator. Good. It would take him a whdeun up the stairs, unload the bodies, and
come back. The Machine issued a long hiss thasitraned into what sounded like a growl. Just
the vibrations mixing with the heat ejection, digounded impatient. Urgent even. As if it knew
what had to be done.

| can't let all those people lose power, Gordarutht, as he moved towards the eight
corpses lying motionless on the ground. He picksslup, knees and back aching, and managed

to load it onto the belt. A young EMT, her necklpaibly broke in the fall. Tragic. But she would
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have been glad to know her body would still be mgyieople. He quickly stripped her down.
Grabbing the axe, he raised it above his head, torthyave it ripped from his hands.

“She isn’'t dead, Gordon.”

“Benny, her neck is broken and those people arethre going to lose power.”

“You can't recycle her, Gordon.”

“Yes, | can. She is dead. Period. So give me xieeaad let me do my job.”

“No, Gordon.”

“Stop saying my name and please, give it to me.sSthead! Look, feel her pulse.”

“People haven't said goodbye to her yet, Gordon.”

“So? She can’t hear them.”

“It's not for her. It's for them. They have to w@tand that she isn’t coming back,
Gordon.”

“Stop saying my name! | know she isn’t coming back

“People aren't really dead to us until we say don@l Gordon.”

“Goodbyes don’'t mean anything. They aren’t permanés just a word to say ‘I'm
leaving’ not ‘I'm never coming back.’ | say goodbgk the time!”

Benny dropped the axe and grabbed Gordon by thadddrs, stooping down to make
direct eye contact.

“Sometimes you leave people or people leave yad you know at those moments,
deep down, you're never going to see them agaiat'3 why you need goodbyes, because that
feeling isn’t enough to help you move on. You'lh@ye it, push it down deep so it gets recycled

into something you hope not to recognize. But ylmags do. No matter how many times you
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push that button, Gordon, that feeling will be theand you’ll remember that they’re gone
forever, every time you turn on a light.”

Benny wrapped the man in a large hug, beforengtrécooping up the woman in the
turquoise coat, and ascending up the elevatord€heery alarm sounded. The Machine pulsed
silently, waiting.

“Goodbye.”

Gordon moved to his booth and set everything wt-duto fast” with a delay of five
minutes. He unzipped his jumpsuit, removed his spakd underwear. He took off his watch,
now caked with blood and set it on his stool. Hetared full power to Processor 1, which sent
the alarms sounding. Benny will have heard thatd@o thought. In the manual, it said restoring
full power and employing an automatic setting wowdslet the processor, but that the shields
would descend and lock instantly. They wouldn’teastuntil the processor completed a full
recycling cycle. Hips, shoulders, knees, elbowk|es) wrists, head.

Benny's feet were pounding on the stairs aboved@oclimbed on the belt. The shard
was still there, “an” etched on the miracle metakhew nothing about. He pulled it out and
tossed it to the floor. The alarms went off andgheelds came down. Limited air now. He lay
down. The cleavers that had been impeded by tloe piesuper-hip snapped up into place. Reset
complete.

He imagined all the people in Buffalo wrapped liantets their lights flickering as
Niagra failed. Maybe Karen and Jenny were amongth&ren, Jenny, and some other guy,
maybe. Didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to let thenmeize. Any of them. The woman on the radio,
the wounded accident victims, Benny’s mom, whoseibgil son was now charging from the

end of the stairs right towards the axe. Emerglatldanced around him and Gordon could feel
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the Machine shudder. Benny had the axe and wagyswjias hard as he could against the
shielding.

A short time from now, Gordon thought, he wouldnb&ss without form, getting sucked
into the green light and being channeled througlesuo parts unknown, where foreign
chemicals would embrace him, making him electrie.Wwbuld course through the grid and
dissipate over distance, giving himself little @ylé to everyone along the way. Even if he

couldn’t get to all of them, he hoped they’'d untlemnd. He was just doing the best he could.
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The Cul-de-Sac at the Edge of the Woods

The road was hard to find, but not for us. It wowp a slight hill, past the broken gate of
a suburbia that never was, lined with cleared mbtand and uncompleted houses in various
states of construction, all of which were meartigase families like mine, like hers, before the
project stalled, the hammers went silent, and tineoanding woods began its creeping
reclamation. The road ended in a cul-de-sac atdige of the woods.

It was a perfect concrete circle, connecting thig three completed houses of the
neighborhood. In summer | spent hours as a boyimgrmy hands over the flat yet textured
surface, and sprinting the hard circumference dggaiter her, sweat tumbling from the tips of
our noses, the beads cutting through the thernmsgdsnof energy radiating from the grey surface
beneath our feet. The New England autumn left &astddor for us to lie in. We’'d take our
fathers’ rakes and drag them across the cul-degsdlcering leaves into piles for us to jump in,
caring little for the hardness of the concrete. filbrought snow, but the plough-drivers of the
nearby town never could seem to find the placev8avere left with a bounded expanse of
white, undisturbed by traffic and unbroken by ttregularities of nature. In spring we lay in the
center of the circle letting warmth seep into oachks and through our bodies as our fingertips
barely touched. | stared at her dark-orange strahtair in those moments, with the creaking
figures of the bordering trees looming just beysight, and never wanted to leave the concrete
confines of the cul-de-sac.

And so year after year we followed this patterithef seasons in various incarnations. We
changed and grew in circles. Raking leaves evdgtbatame a mutually disliked chore, the
plough finally found our street, our spring awakeys at the center of the neighborhood evolved

from reflective silence to thoughtful discussiob®at the woods, about what happened to our
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only mutual neighbor on that Halloween night in 79@ntil finally it became a forum for
complaining about our math homework, with each gradreasing the time-spent-complaining
to the time-spent-actuallydoingthework ratio. Oumsner exertions were at one point
reclassified from play to exercise. Chasing heabee chasing after her became running behind.
We changed, but the cul-de-sac endured-sittirtglar, waiting for us to come home from
school, from college. And we always did. Until stepped into the woods and refused to let me

follow.

My parents hadn’t asked for details when they boagdiouse on the cul-de-sac. They knew the
basic facts of the listing, sure: three-bedrooms;and-a-half bathrooms, two-car garage,
finished basement, attic, medium front yard, smddbek yard, twenty-minute drive to the
closest town, quiet, family-friendly, gated commynsurrounded by one of the last great swaths
of New England woods. Cheap. Perfect for young Esupt was so perfect they told their old-
college friends, later Kara’s parents, to join thdiney hadn’t asked for details either.

On move-in day, movers drove to the cul-de-sac WHfnauls filled floor to roof with the
American Dream starter kit: coffee-maker, microwasaor television— appliances and supplies
sporting iconic names like Maytag, Sears, KitchehAohn Deere, and RCA. The young
couples followed close behind in Ford automobildey discussed layouts, the orientation of
physical objects in suburban space. Visions ofjgistocked with Coca-Cola and Budweiser, of

pot-roasts and New Year’s Eve Parties, dominatenl thoughts. They conceived the ideas of
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Kara and me, their future children, and how we warow together, in a gated neighborhood of
arterial roads ending in cul-de-sacs, surroundethéyvoods.

So on that day they chose not to see the halfi@dsun-paved side roads ending
abruptly at the trunks of ancient trees. They igdahe random piles of warped construction
lumber left to rot in the wet New England Springrapped in the comfort of their future
euphoria, they even ignored the police tape fluttearound the bare foundation of an
unfinished fourth house on the cul-de-sac.

They were soon joined in the neighborhood by MredR@ young writer and beneficiary
of a modest trust-fund. My parents tried to welcdrme with a homemade an apple pie
delivered to his front door. He answered, saidratbank you and shut the door. Kara’s parents
received a similar response with their chocolatgcalies. Yet, the young couples were not
deflated, there would be other opportunities feating welcoming baked goods. For people just
like them.

But after a month, they started to notice the tetdhe lack of construction and forestry
equipment, for sale signs, men and women in haslg@nting weathered fingers at blue prints
spread over the hood of a pickup truck; insteatthe$e things, there was stillness, isolation, and
woods that closed in around them. Calls to theoeatvealed stories of missing workers and a
lawsuit by the union against the developers froretBo. Backlogs of the local newspapers
mentioned the disappearances— that three of tl@nsaissing men had been found in a nearby
town, that they were subsequently deported folhawtng the proper documentation, that the
police searched the thousand acres of surroundiaglsvfor the remaining four and found

nothing, that the land was then sold to the high&kter, who then sold two of the houses
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cheaply and gave the third to his son. The woodsale to the state, which passed laws
protecting it from further development.

There would be no new neighbors, just three hoimsagul-de-sac at the edge of the
woods. Here the young couples stayed, held in gdgcaortgages and a joint business venture
in the nearby town. They decided to make the bieist As the years passed, as the twisted
wrought-iron gates of the almost-suburb rustedl@em, as saplings and other verdant life
reclaimed the unfinished roads and the foundatfadhefourth house, as the siding on their
perfect suburban houses faded and their drivewaygked, as Kara and | grew together in our
isolated little world, our parents held onto thedice of the American Dream. The cul-de-sac was
all they had. The woods looked on, as the youngledabricated a world for themselves on the

very border of its own.

Our fathers would put us to sleep by walking arotiredcul-de-sac. They would wrap us in

warm jackets with furry hoods, slide us into fréeting carriers, and walk round and round. But
it would only work if | could see her. So Kara'sddaalked backwards around the cul-de-sac and
my dad followed, facing him. They were old frieratsl they took the opportunity to talk about
their business, their wives, how all four of theadhmet in college, how lucky they had been to
each buy a house in this area before the developerszlled the project, and the anti-socialness
of Mr. Reed. They also talked in hushed tones athimutvoods and the odd stories they heard

from the locals in the nearby town.
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They circled and talked while my stubby baby linalpgparently flapped and jerked,
trying to reach Kara. She smiled and gurgled atonsternation, remaining quite still as my
little body chased her around the cul-de-sac. Adather explained to me later, Kara would
always fall asleep first. And | would follow. The¢#emed to always be the case. She was even
older by a day, mostly because my mother was iorl&dr twice as long as Kara’s mother. | was
being a gentleman, my mom teased later, lettindaithg go first.

We were winter babies, Capricorns at the edgeagfttarius. My earliest memory
involved snow. More specifically, | remember tunmliinto a snow bank when | was around
five years old. Kara told me she remembered gigghhen that happened. When | pressed her
on the issue, she smiled and admitted to have gnesa slight push.

Winters after that were mostly dominated by schtbmlugh over the holidays we’d make
adjacent snow angels and stargaze with our pairettie cul-de-sac. Sometimes we’'d have
friends over, but our houses were so far removaa the town proper that few parents felt like
driving their children to visit. The exception wdube for joint birthday parties our parents
would orchestrate on our behalf. Kara’s mother mattecate cakes with piped pictures of our
favorite things. When our interests diverged, sbtecgeative, sometimes with horrendous
results: such as the infamous dinohorse cake 0f.199

But those moments were rare, because it was wliffic tell where Kara stopped and |
began. We’d have sleepovers and build castles fidlaws, blankets, and whatever wasn’t
deemed a choking hazard. When dragons attackedremeour paper towel rolls, donned our
lampshade helmets, and met the beasts togethealiést always won and we almost always

lived, together. She wouldn’t have it any other way
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Once, during a particularly vicious assault, | lost pillow shield and so Kara jumped in
front of a jet of fire to save me from certain deato emphasize her sacrifice, she closed her
eyes and issued a long groan that transitionedimtaty death noises. | stood just a few feet
away, my paper towel roll clutched in a limp arampshade helm askew, eyes wet and face
flushed. She’d never looked dead before. When shedmy sniffles, she sat up and regarded
me with an even, grey-blue stare.

“You're not supposed to die, Kara,” | said.

“You dropped your shield,” she said.

| shook my head and allowed my lampshade to tutabhey bare feet; its cloth frame hit
the ground with a light thud and the noise wafo#d by a few faint raps of trailing tears.

“But now I'm all alone.”

“Remember me,” was all she said, before turnirgdjlaaving me broken at the foot of
our pillow topped battlements.

After that we stopped playing castles for a whihel stuck to tea-parties. Though for a
while it remained quite tense. We sat at the pidable, day-in and day-out, sipping our non-
existent tea out of purple princess tea-cups, dadied our stuffed companions, Red Bear and
Chippy, to dominate the conversation.

But even her death wouldn’t dampen our spiritsdorlong. Soon we were back to our
indoor, winter adventures, slaying monsters andahg, throwing the other a shield when in

trouble, making sure we both emerged alive, as dethwn the cul-de-sac outside.
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We were never allowed to play in the woods as childIin winter, we never entertained the
notion anyway, because of the cold and the foretgpsiiances of the trees. But during the
warmer months, especially summer and fall, thegmostempted us, especially as we grew
older. After a field trip to a replica pilgrim skeitnent one autumn, | wanted to use sticks from
the woods to build a fort in our yard. I just imagd how awesome it would be to have real
fortress from which to launch our campaigns agaimstorces of darkness. My mother found
the note | scribbled a few minutes after | snucktba back doorbuy, buy, Mom, gone to the
woods for busyness porpois&he caught me a few feet from the tree line. Heisavrapped
around my torso and spun me back towards the haader eyes scanned between the trees.

“WHAT HAVE WE TOLD YOU, CRANE?” She said, once idg. It was the first time
my mother had ever been truly angry with me. I'sbatever seen her scared before. That scared
me, so | cried. She took me in her arms and sqde®estight. Later that evening, she sat me
down with a cup of hot chocolate and told me winak never to enter the woods.

There were three houses on our cul-de-sac: Kararsg, and Mr. Reed’s. It was going to
be a part of a larger development, a whole artegélvork of house-lined roads ending in cul-de-
sacs, the perfect place to raise a family. The ldpees from Boston managed to build three
houses, so the story goes, but when a crew weaheao the way for the second phase of the
project, several of them disappeared. An exhaustgaech of the woods turned up nothing. The
union representing the men sued the developerstartdhe project down. The developers
returned to Boston, defeated. One however, reftesbdlieve that the workers had vanished. A
few months after selling the houses in the neighbod, the developer swerved into the pre-
dawn cul-de-sac in her Cadillac, and, clutchingtl® of scotch in one hand and the union

contract in the other, started screaming at théshiad workers to finish the job they started, to
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stop being such lazy assholes, and to give her ynoaek. My mother, alarmed by the noise, got
out of bed and ran down stairs to see what wasdmapg. She opened the front door. In the little
light creeping up from over the horizon, my moteaw the developer stumble towards the
woods, yelling and cursing. When she reached thigenywoman smashed her bottle against an
ancient oak tree. Drops of expensive liquor ranmtve trunk and the woman slumped down,
exhausted.

My mother moved to help her but then stopped hajfdown our front lawn. The wind
had picked up and the trees swayed in its wakeny another, however, it looked like the trees
were pressing around the woman, enveloping hem Tinemother saw the bull. The creature
lumbered into the grey light from the cover of thees until it stood just behind the woman. The
bull turned its great head and looked at my mothsgpt its gaze toward Mr. Reed’s house,
then, without a sound, it lowered its head andhgigs massive horns, it scooped the drunken
woman onto its back. As it turned and retreated the woods, my mother looked over and saw
Mr. Reed on his front steps. He met her look ateroment, nodded, and then retreated into his
house.

My mother called the police but didn’t mention thdl. When they investigated the
police found nothing. No sign of the woman anywharthe woods. They officially called off
the investigation several months later. The disapees made potential buyers uneasy, so the
state bought the land cheap and declared it pextegilderness. The stories were strange. But all
parties involved wanted to keep the strangenessevatague was digestible.

My eight-year-old self told Kara what | remembefexn the story the next day, though
most of it | didn’t understand. We were in her lwedn, lying on our stomachs, doing second

grade homework on the floor.
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“Kara, you gotta promise you won'’t go in the wogdssaid.

Her brow furrowed and she looked away for sever@nents.

“But, Crane, | like it there,” she said eventually

“I'm telling.”

She grabbed my arm, “No no no. Please. | justiiag by myself in there. But only
sometimes.”

“It's scary and dangerous. Don't ever go in thagain. Not ever.”

“That’s not fair.”

“There are snakes and things, okay?”

“I'm always safe there.”

“Nuh uh. If you’re not gonna promise, then nerteil’'m going with you to make sure.”

“The woods isn’t your place, Crane,” she whispered

“What?”

She pushed herself up to her knees. Her light-bleel eyes motioned for me to do the
same. | rearranged myself to her specificationskanadt facing her. She grabbed my shoulders
and brought her face close.

“Okay. | promise to not go in there again. But, éver do go in there, don't try to save
me.” She slid her head down to rest on my shouldeanted to protest, but it died in the face of
such childlike solemnity.

“Okay,” | said.

She hugged me close and in that moment we werg afdmost people: eight year olds

thinking beyond themselves, sealing binding paees sheets of single column arithmetic.
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Occasionally, random cars drove up our road, lo@vednd the cul-de-sac, and left
when they decided there was nothing to see. Whandid, they’'d pass my house first, then Mr.
Reed’s, then Kara’s. | often wondered what drevmtinere. The neighborhood road was a side-
road off a side-road. Two degrees of separatiowdsst the cul-de-sac and civilization. Most
likely they had heard the stories about the workeis the developer and wanted to place
themselves in the proximity of mystery. Certain pedelt compelled to seek out hidden
possibility in the world, as if the potential prase of the fantastic somehow relieved the tedium
of their lives. Mr. Reed was certainly one of them.

Mr. Reed would sit on his front porch and justet@r hours at the trees, his jet hair
slicked back and tucked behind his ears wheresdlved into mild curls just above his sharp
jawline. His eyes were blue, but not steel-blue Kara’s. Whenever he looked at me, | felt like
| was standing isolated on a piece of sea icemgilowly away into the sea. From what |
remember of him, he was distant, but kind to Kara me. In us he saw potential. Our parents
were past hope, they were too much of the worltdKlawa and | were fresh pieces of lined
paper. Sometimes we sat with him on his porchénstimmertime. He spoke sparingly. When
he did articulate his thoughts, his voice posseasgaiet power, a fire behind a glass door.

“Write your own stories, children,” he said toarsce as he stared at a cluster of black
oaks across the cul-de-sac near the ruined fowrdafithe fourth house, “do not let your
parents write them for you.”

Kara and | loved listening to him speak. When vgdadt his lips, | sometimes looked

over to see Kara’s eyes wide, lip corners hintipg/ards. | felt an unpleasant twitch between my
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lungs at these moments, but the nuances of a s@areld’s physiology were beyond my
comprehension, so | let them pass without muchghbu

| became obsessed with his accent. His father wasrigan, but his mother was English
and Mr. Reed had spent much of his life in Engldrsghent hours practicing in front of mirror,
whispering his words like incantations, hoping tdeyrant me some small modicum of Mr.
Reed’s gravitas. | first tried the accent on Kaleewwe were seven. We lay in the middle of the
cul-de-sac after school in early autumn. We letsine-infused pavement warm us as we listened
to the wind shiver the leaves of the trees in @&y woods, leaves on the cusp of their
autumnal explosion of color. They matched Karais, vehich | found both funny and
hauntingly gorgeous as a child.

We lay there, eyes closed, shoulders touchingkdd to her, saw the pale skin over her
high cheekbones and small pointed nose refleag¢inde sunlight, and said, in my best imitation
of Mr. Reed, “I wish this could be forever.”

Kara laughed without opening her eyes, “You're fyn@rane.”

| turned back to the sun and shut my eyes, pretgrttiat the warmth in my face was
external.

But that embarrassment didn’t dampen my enthusfastie accent. | even asked Mr.
Reed for lessons one afternoon.

“Now what would possess you to ever desire thald?” he said, scribbling notes into a
small leather notebook. | knew the notes were atedlto my question.

“Well, Mr. Reed, your voice is really cool andntakes Kara smile so | want to talk like

that to make Kara smile too.”
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He lifted his pen from the paper at that, thougtcantinued looking down. After a
moment, he rose and walked into his house. My m®a®d and | dragged my feet as | walked
down the steps of his front porch and towards higsed/ay.

“Child. Crane, wait.” Mr. Reed was behind me sudgeholding a book and a cassette
tape. He knelt down and extended the items towaels

“Take these. The book is beyond you at this pdiat,the tape has recordings of different
regional accents from England which you can listeand practice. Ask your mother for help if
working a tape deck is problematic.”

| took them in my hands unsure of what he meant.

“They will help you speak like me,” he added, [yt sensing that his diction was too
elevated for a boy of seven.

“Thanks, Mr. Reed!” | said.

“Crane?” My mother called from my front porch. Sbeked over and saw me standing
in Mr. Reed’s driveway. Her expression was difftdol read.

As he stood, Mr. Reed pushed a lock of his haik limhind his ear, then said, “Do not
use those for her; use them for yourself. Else wgdienleaves you, you’ll have nothing left, and
you’ll chase her memory forever.”

He nodded to my mother and returned to his vigitrenporch.

“Mommy, look what Mr. Reed gave me!” | shouted aan-jumped back to my house.

“What did he give you?” she said, her tone of dssttost on me.

| pressed the items into her arms and she corsldbem.

“The Actor’'s Guide to Accenitshe read, “and the audio companion. Honey,as What

you want to do when you grow up? Be an actor?”
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“Yes, mama,” | said, “That’'s what | want to be.”

My mother looked past me for a moment, toward itperé of Mr. Reed on his porch,
then she smiled at me, “Well then, that was...vecgmf Mr. Reed. We'll have to write him a
thank you note.”

She hugged me, “I would be very proud to have &or &g the family.”

| imagined myself speaking with Mr. Reed’s voicekasa and | lay in the cul-de-sac,
awe playing on her lips, and her eyes filled with. Mhat was my drear®o not use those for
her, Mr. Reed had said, but the words lacked an ap@teptranslation for my seven-year-old

self.

| sat on the front porch as a light snow fell amthpd my book of accents between my crossed
forearms and chest. The paperback cover creasddites into my skin through my favorite
long sleeve shirt: white drama masks on black &lifach mask had one eye pointed towards
the woods and the other pressed into the faded od¥be book. White flakes slowly dusted the
center of the cul-de-sac. She draped my fatheriswveat around my shoulders and sat next to
me before | even registered her presence.

It was an early snow, the first of the year onfttet of December. That November
existed in someone else’s memory. There was Hadawhen there was the snow. | clutched
the book more tightly. | wanted the words to buriogide me, to nest in my throat. | needed
them to replace the sounds I lost when Mr. Reedguhthrough the cul-de-sac as he exited the

world.

78



As Kara and | grew, Mr. Reed'’s vigils became newnitary. He hardly spoke to us
anymore when we came to sit on his porch. | tniegressing him by demonstrating my progress
in replicating his accent, but he remained unmo@tte, in the summer preceding third grade, |
debuted an Irish accent while Kara and | sat dreeside of Mr. Reed as he stared at the woods
and scribbled in his notebook. Kara was very imggdsand she told me how pretty the accent
was. | thanked her but, said that it wasn’t astpre$ she was. She giggled and, though color
danced upon my face, | felt brave in that moment.\Bhen | looked up, | saw Mr. Reed staring
down at me.

“It's time you left, children,” he said. He hardéat on the porch after that.

Later that summer, as Kara and | raced our bisyateund the cul-de-sac, we saw Mr.
Reed emerge from the woods. Our mothers sat neatgra’s front lawn, reclined and
comfortable in aluminum frame lawn chairs; theynir&resh pressed lemonade from disposable
plastic cups. Kara saw him first, she stopped slolenly | swerved to avoid crashing into her
back tire.

The sheer normalcy of his person served to hightige profundity of the situation. His
black hair glistened in the sun, sweat circlesudéd outwards from his armpits. Quite simply,
he looked like a man who had walked a good distanttee middle of summer. Like a man who
had walked through acres of forest. A casual sunstnell through the woods. His simple act of
emerging from the tree-line fractured the boundaoiemy world. Kara'’s too, judging from her
expression.

My mother stood as suddenly as Mr. Reed cameviete. With every shuffling step he
took across the asphalt circle towards his houseRded chipped away at the mythos of the

woods. With every step, the woods were renderedahnor
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Kara’s mother took no notice of this, it seemed ao after a few moments of silence
she called out to Mr. Reed and offered him a drinkng to salvage a moment of neighborly
courtesy. But by that point he had reached theoétige cul-de-sac and would not turn back. He
was beyond lemonade. He returned to his house.

| asked questions after that.

“Why are Kara and | not allowed in the woods, Morh3aid.

“Because, it's not safe.” She said.

“But Mr. Reed came out okay.” | said.

“Mr. Reed is a grown-up.” She said.

“I'm nearly nine!” | said.

“That is not the same thing.” She said.

Mr. Reed continued his treks into the woods. Kard | watched him, awed by his
daring, and his actions only fueled our curiositg @omplicated our questions.

“Why are the woods unsafe, Dad?” Kara asked oglet mvhile both families were
gathered for a neighborhood barbeque.

“That is an interesting question, honey, why dgott ask your mother?” he said as he
flipped burgers over a propane flame. Kara askednuogher.

“Well, Kar-Bear, there are snakes and tics indlier

“What are tics?” | asked.

“Tiny little bugs that try to bite you, Crane. Thare hard to see and their bites can make
you sick.”

“Oohh,” Kara and | said together.
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The tic menace satiated our curiosity for the rienher of the summer. By September,
Mr. Reed did seem sick. His jaw seemed wired ghisteyebrows always pulled together,
seething. The small notebook he carried was reglagea small flask, which eventually became
a small bottle. His skin paled and he stopped siga@n the way to school one morning, Kara
pointed out the window of the car at the still figuwf Mr. Reed sleeping against the base of an
oak tree. | needed to know why. So | asked my fathleo was driving.

“Well, son... You see... Sometimes...,” he said, “Crdvle, Reed was sleeping there
because he is sick.” He finished.

“Was he bit by a tic?” Kara said.

“Or a bunch of them?” | added.

“No.” he said.

“Can we give him medicine to make him feel bettdr8aid.

“No.” he said.

“Why?”

“He’s not that kind of sick.”

Kara nodded as if understanding.

“Idon’t getit.” | said.

“He’s sad.” Kara said.

“Yes... well, kind of, Kara,” my father said, “ita grownup type of sad. Sometimes,
when something very important to you is taken autdgaves a... hole of sorts behind. That
hole can sometimes grow and grow until nothingfdayou up.”

“What's that like?” | said.
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“Imagine walking round and round the cul-de-sathwdara. Now, imagine that she’s
gone but you still have to keep walking arounddhlede-sac without her. That's kind of what it
feels like.”

Kara nodded, but | started crying with my moutlemgittle lacrimal streams that pooled
and plummeted off the ridgelines of my cheeks. Tihgmabbed her and hugged her close, telling
her that | wouldn’t let her go anywhere. My fatlheught us hot chocolate to absolve his guilt.

We stopped asking questions about Mr. Reed dfédr Then, one night in the middle of
October, | woke up to him screaming. | ran to mpaaw and opened it. Cold air pressed into
my body as | leaned to hear what he was sayinghdhses’ porch lights cast him as a
featureless silhouette. He was yelling at the woods

| heard glass shatter. My front door opened asall my mother below me as she walked
quickly down the front lawn and across the cul-de-She seemed to grab him and pull him
towards our yard. When they got to our yard, héapsked and she knelt down next to him. She
let him weep into her the crook of her elbow. | dmt hear much from my window, but |
managed to catch the phrase, “I'm so sorry, JosiMyafather and Kara’'s parents joined her a
few minutes later, and they all worked to carrywracked form of Joshua Reed back into his
house. | shut the window once they disappearedensi

Mr. Reed looked better after that night. There walsstance to him still, but he was clean
shaven and wearing a change in clothes. Our pa@dt&ara and me not to talk to him. That he
needed time. | imagined him slowly trying to fil the hole he had inside him. While | didn’t
quite get most of what he said from my night ligtgrthrough the window, | had the impression

that a school bus could have passed through Md Red he wouldn’t have felt a thing.
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The night before Halloween | decided to walk arothelcul-de-sac alone. | needed to
feel what her absence would be like. So, | wallg=fore | finished one lap, her door opened and
she bounded across the grass and pavement indear @l jacket, red hair bouncing behind her.
Kara and | finished the lap together. From the enfdes steps, Mr. Reed stared at us. As we
passed near his house | saw him smile. He wavad &nd we waved back.

We expected a return to the status quo. Summerspeyd staring into the woods,
mimicking accents, maybe even learning to writeie$) preoccupied my thoughts even more
than trick-or-treating in town. Mr. Reed was batk.prove it to our parents, Kara and | decided
to make Mr. Reed’s house the first stop on Hallawees our parents readied themselves in
costumes bearing the likeness of their favoriteemyths, Kara and | snuck out into the cul-
de-sac. Kara had begun to like horses aroundithes 50 she insisted on being a centaur. |
wanted to be a dinosaur, but my parents bribed ittepie to dress as Odysseus. So Kara the
centaur and |, the wanderer, marched towards MedRéhouse. At least, we tried to. We walked
a few steps before Kara mentioned the odd smell.

When fire erupted from Mr. Reed’s house, we wecettansfixed to run. One moment
there was a house, the next there was orange ahdvie saw movement. Mr. Reed opened his
front door and emerged onto his burning porch,ieegeded down the stairs, and crossed his
lawn, walking calmly towards the woods. Fire dewslhis clothing and flesh as he passed
through the cul-de-sac. Pieces of him flaked off dnfted into the air with the heat. His left arm
was almost entirely blackened, speckled with bitsxposed unburned-bone. And still somehow
he walked. He passed us crackling, but otherwisd#ence. We watched him advance towards
the tree line. But a strong wind began to blow frttve woods, battering him back. | knew he

wasn’t going to make it. The flames around himntéed with the wind; pieces of Mr. Reed

83



floated off as ash. He stopped moving and stooek{heirning. After a moment he fell forward
and landed just short of the cul-de-sac’s edgdgeapbrittle, blackened bones and cinders. The
wind died. Weakened by fire fractures, Mr. Reediase groaned and splintered, slowly falling
into itself under an orange light. When the mindamters the incomprehensible, the body
becomes rooted, all energy diverted to the mirahieffort to make sense of the world. Kara
must have understood something | didn’t, becausesta®d there in slack-jawed silence she ran
forward in her little centaur costume towards thk pile that was Mr. Reed. | heard our parents
running towards us screaming, but | fixated on Keg@he scooped up a pile of smoldering dust

from the cul-de-sac and tossed it into the trees.

In the house with no roof, a hatchet rested onfi@e@up. Following Mr. Reed’s suicide, | spent
a lot of time in the half-built houses that linée troad leading to the cul-de-sac. My parents sat
me down in the weeks following that Halloween ameltto answer my questions. | only had
two: why did Mr. Reed try to enter the woods and/wlid Mr. Reed kill himself? They

answered the first by saying the woods was an taltepsomething old and not quite of the
world but also deeply connected to it. Given whiaadl seen and the stories | had heard, it made
sense. The disappearing construction workers, dlieadnd the wind pushing Mr. Reed away,
they all contributed to the fantasy of the woodtisdl constructed in my mind since | was a child.
Of course doubts surfaced along the way, but #ftefire | dismissed any notion of normalcy

surrounding the wooden formations creeping aloegotbrders of my home.
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The cul-de-sac and ruined structures soothed @aedhoe to the real world, and | felt
they were always hiding things for me to find. Whexplored ruined, half-finished houses,
where weeds and saplings were busy reclaimingitbe @f perfectly cut timber, now warped
from time spent exposed to the New England seasadis;overed them, like the hatchet on the
coffee cup. Initially, | figured them to be unutéid building supplies, and perhaps they were.
Perhaps the hatchet, unrusted stainless steel edagighe base in a grip of old, un-yielding
rubber, was just an unwanted tool. Some workeg baonzed and weathered from working in
the sun, old for twenty-seven, may have forgottemithe day the union terminated the contract
with the developers. Or maybe the hatchet belong@dellow worker, a hatchet on loan, so he
left it behind figuring it would be picked up. Biltte coffee cup placed in the center of the
exposed top floor, the hatchet resting across asth) parallel to the sagging particleboard,
seemed too deliberate. | was meant to find it. WWbyld someone even have a hatchet at a
building site? The question became a sort of matiieawords subdued my budding sense of
isolation. Sometimes, when | woke to heavy winds mightmares of Mr. Reed fading from
orange to ash, | took the hatchet from under mydretliknew the cul-de-sac kept me safe.

| wasn't sure how the cul-de-sac placed the objetsl didn’t care. They were gifts,
tools that placed me in opposition to the woodslbelts, construction helmets, watches,
marbles, jump ropes, rings, coins from the 18008uaket ball, arrow heads- these objects
would just appear in the ruined houses, in my poakets as | tiptoed around unfilled
foundations. | horded the objects in the crumbtogcrete basement of an unfinished home at
the end of the street. My collection was the omegh didn’t share with Kara, or my parents for

that matter. They weren’'t meant to see it.
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Kara only joined me in exploring our unrealizetbgtbia when it brushed the borders of
the woods. Where branches poked through framelestows and pricker vines wound up
protruding four-by-fours. She never admitted taliimg anything, but | sometimes saw her slip
acorns and unshaped rocks into her pockets. Onesdayvore a necklace to school on which
hung the figurine of a bull. When | pressed hee, shid it was a gift and refused to elaborate
further.

Despite my collection and escapades with Kardyingtfelt the same after Reed. My
parents never answered my second question abouRetd had done it. My dad always looked
away and my mom would bite her lip as if to let kmew that the explanation was something |
just could not understand. When puberty struckldyeban feeling an energy that hovered just
below my ribs and around my pelvis. | tried to exsz it, but it was un-expellable. | ran and ran
around the cul-de-sac until my lungs wheezed aedlfisstered. After one such run | collapsed
on my front yard and lay there, until Kara jogggdamnd poked me, asking me if | was okay and
making jokes at my endurance. She was wearing mgrstiorts and a sports bra, something I'd
seen her wear all summer. But this time, as shaisteer me smiling, sweat plastering stray red
locks to her forehead, she looked electric. | ditnow exactly what | wanted to do with her,
but | felt like kissing and pressing my body toshar some rhythmic configuration should
somehow be involved.

“Hey, Kara, what'’s that over there?” | said, poigttowards nothing.

When she turned to look, | sprang up and ran tdsvary house, my first erection
pointing like a dousing rod to safety. My dad casogvn the stairs and saw me slumped against
the front door, penis at attention under my redtshdVe made eye contact and both turned a bit

red, but then he said that it was time for “th&.talWe spent the afternoon in my room talking
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about reproduction, hormones, my changing bodycragking voice, and how my sexual
attraction towards Kara was completely normal. TWertalked about love. The type of love |
had only witnessed but had never experienced.ddasky father what it was like.

“Well, | suppose it's different for everyone. Nolim not great with words. Always been
more of a math guy. But, | guess it's waking uprggday knowing you’re not alone. That rock
bottom is your partner’'s arms. Life can never beatas long as your mom’s around.”

Mom had apparently been listening, because sheedphe door with a huge smile on
her face and watery eyes. She walked over to thephdled my father to his feet, and scarred
me for life by kissing him for a good twenty secsrstraight.

But as | sat there in horror, it occurred to nmeg this was the answer to my second
guestion about Mr. Reed. How he stared into thedspbow he told me not to use the book of
accents to impress Kara, how he sometimes spolkéasvere deep under the earth, all of those
things displayed just how lonely Mr. Reed was amy Wara and | could do nothing to make
him feel better. He needed someone to love, buhbashe. He fell because no one was there to
help prop him up. It made perfect sense to me émehl had to tell Kara.

In the years after Mr. Reed’s death, Kara had Isgeilarly troubled by what she had
seen. And felt. The barely discernable scars orhéieds connected her to that night in a way |
couldn’t fathom. In the first summer after it happd, | sometimes would hear her screaming
from my open bedroom window. After she started wegthat bull necklace, she told me, her
nightmares diminished. She took comfort in the redtworld. While | accumulated my artifacts,
she planted a garden in her front yard. | fourfdnny, in spring-time, when | saw her red hair
bobbing and weaving among the rows of brightly cadioflowers; it looked like she had just

sprung from the earth herself.
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She was in her garden when | told her about Reed. he definitely died because there
was no one there to love him.

“There’s no way he would have torched himselfafiad someone.”

Kara didn’t respond and continued to plant a tidgrplacing the plant into the scooped-
out earth before filling the hole in with rich tapls As she made a little dirt ring around the
plant, apparently to hold in water like a damntdwg concerned that she had no idea what | was
talking about. | could feel parts of me tinglingrniarvous anticipation of having to explain sex to
Kara.

“Since you haven't had the talk with your pareygs sex is...”

“Eww, Crane, | know what sex is. My parents talkedne after | got my period last
year.”

“Period?”

“I don’t agree with you about love,” she saidliriidy the little earthen basin around the
plant with water.

“It has to be why he did it. Nothing else makessse”

“Oh | agree, but it'9ecauséie loved someone that he did it.”

“That makes no sense. Did you ever see Mr. Reddsemeone? He was always alone.”

“Well, yeah, but that's because he loved someame and then they, like, left or
something.”

“When you love someone, obviously you don’t lethvem.”

“That’s totally not true. Loving someone meand tirae day you lose that person. Then

all you have left is... nothing. No thanks.”
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She looked at her hands and then touched theéntlant resting just above her breast

bone. We knelt in her garden, watching the wateural the lily sink slowly into the earth.

| kept Mr. Reed’s book of accents by my bed andtprad every night, mastering the different
voices of England. The non-regional “RP,” Cocknydlands, the various dialects of the North,
all of them were orchestrated by my flexing thraatl contracting tongue, but each made me
feel like a different man; sometimes | forgot what own voice sounded like. | always ended
my sessions by saying Kara's name. Repeating it ave over, deciding which accent made it
sound prettiest. | remembered what Mr. Reed samdpabout using the voices for me and not
for her. But every time | said her name with theces of those other men, | knew | couldn’t
honor his wishes.

| kept my feelings to myself, though, knowing Kara@osition on love. But | thought that
if | just kept spending time with her, if | coulohdl the perfect voice, she’d come around. That's
how | spent most of my high-school years, actinghenstage and growing closer to Kara.
Acting led me to interrogate the true emotionaliraitons of those around me. | was a dramatic
teenager, sure, but something about studying cteasaand parsing out prerogatives forced me
to dwell on whether people cared as much as theytlsay did. Did driving me to school and
putting food on the table really mean that my ptaevoulddie for me? It felt like a stretch,
though | conceded that short of placing myselifenthreatening situations on a regular basis my
parents could only demonstrate their love and affe¢hrough the mundane tasks of life. When

| became a senior, | finally figured out that themeamarkable actions of my parents had
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essentially kept me alive since birth. Followingstepiphany, | noticed my characters became
less aloof onstage, more willing to display vuldelity; the director of the theatre department
even cast me as the lead in the school’s producfibtamlet

Aside from my parents | still doubted people. A, it was a person who stopped
loving Mr. Reed and allowed him to smolder in sal¢. But people didn’t matter, because | had
Kara. We laughed over cups of coffee, teased etler over poor fashion choices, and
ruminated abouthe Matrixor Lord of the Ringshrough the night until sounds of life filtered
through the windows from the woods outside. Peaplays asked us if we were dating and of
course we both laughed and said “no.” By “no,” wally meant, “not yet.” Daily, | entertained
the possibility that one day | might hold her in anyns in the stillness of the nighttime cul-de-
sac. Pressing bodies together under the stardiched as it was, my attraction wasn't driven by
familiarity or mere proximity. Kara was my otherta seemed inevitable that we would
collide like magnet tips of opposing polarity. lagva reasonable assumption, | mean, she never
dated anyone else. She was absolutely gorgeopdesty of guys asked her out, but she just
never felt like dating. | took that as a signalttslae was somehow saving herself for her perfect
compliment. For me.

| just needed the right opportunity, so when | gmsters plastered over the school walls
depicting two suave seniors in modest dress, hgldach other at forearms length, their smiles
serene and sober, their eyes saying “We’re goirigtadly bang later,” | new prom would be
perfect. Neither of us were enthused by school e&nc functions, save theatrical productions;
my first scene of every show began with me flittanglance into the audience for Kara. She was

always there, smiling in her seat. But other theat,tthey had no appeal.
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Our parents sat us down before Homecoming senaramd tried to explain how school
dances were fun and a rite of passage for highedeteo When | asked them if they had a good
time at their respective Homecoming dances, eatheoh stared blankly for a few moments,
cocking their heads to the side in an attemptttthie buried memories take a gravity-assisted
tumble to the forefront of their minds. My dad muetbsomething about a mascot and an
uneven ladder, but none of them could really dtateertain that Homecoming defined their
lives in a meaningful way. The Prom posters, howesepealed to me. It wasn’t the
unintentional sexual tension or the other visutisas the phrase: “Tonight Never Dies!” It was
a stupid play on the James Bond tiflenorrow Never Diegof course the Class of 2007 would
have a James Bond themed prom), but it remindethate future with Kara wasn't just going
to happen, | needed to make it happen. And | netxlethke it happened before we went to
college.

| asked her on the day | got accepted into my dreamol. When | ran over to her house
on that cold, April afternoon, I held in my handaateptance letter to Boston University. It was
a few hours away but there was a train stop onbpabfty-minutes from the cul-de-sac so
getting home would be easy. | skipped and hummete“©@ Joy” as | knocked on Kara'’s front
door. She would have gotten her letter today tarakand | together in Boston. It wasn’t home,
but we’d be together, lovers in a foreign part aiddachusetts. Both the letter and me asking her
to prom will cheer her up, | thought. With gradoatapproaching she had become more distant:
staring off into the woods, asking me to repeatdhiduring conversations, twirling the pasta on
her plate in a twirl far too big to fit into her matth. Small things. But, if Mr. Reed taught me

anything, it is that love can save anyone.
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She also had a letter in her hand when she opéeeadbor, but it didn’t say Boston
College.

“Paul Smith’s College of Arts and Sciences? Is #nsApril Fools joke?” The sound of
my own forced laughter betrayed the fact that evaidn’t believe that.

“l want to study forestry,” she said.

| took the letter from her hand and said, “Bus itot even in this state.”

“It is six hours from Boston, driving.”

“But | love you.”

It jJust came out. A knee-jerk reaction to the patd disintegration of destiny. She loved
me. And when you love someone, they stay with Jitney don’t run to study forests.

“Don’t say that. You don’t. And if you do, stogshe yelled. She pushed me towards the
door. | was too dumbfounded to do anything elseshwnble towards the portal. Seeing the cul-
de-sac, | whirled on her in righteous anger.

“We grew up together. Told each other our mosinate secrets. And you mean to tell
me that after all the times we lay in the centethat pavement,” | pointed towards the cul-de-
sac, “you feel nothing?”

“l didn't say | felt nothing. | said | didn’t lovgou.”

“Same thing.”

She just shook her head, “it's for your own good.”

“No itisn’'t.”

“I'm not going with you.”

She shut the door and left me standing there nkweeprom with the girl who played

Ophelia and spent most of the summer helping myatldis shop in town and practicing voices
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from a new book of accents. On the day my mom drmogdo Boston for college, | took the
hatchet out from under my bed and stuffed it intobrag, before walking out to meet her in the
car. As we circled around the cul-de-sac, Kara getefrom her garden and waved, her smile
tentative. | watched her for a moment, then | facedard and didn’t wave back. | wasn't taking

her with me.

| never fully grew into college. Theatre, while ra@rofessional, created the same haven for me
as it always had, yet Kara’'s absence fostered aasaem There was something missing and | was
failing to acquire an adequate substitution. Baagt as Ahab in a contemporary stage
adaptation oMoby Dick reinforced my suspicion that | was gravitatinggands characters who
were similarly discontent. | enjoyed my roles, dteer members of the cast, and my classes, but
| always relished opportunities to return to thedersac. It gave me shape and comfort, whereas
in Boston | felt like water spilled on a flat suréa | still couldn’t bring myself to talk to hehe
swelling caused by the sting of her rejection hatdsubsided. It took more than a few months
for the tenderness to subside.

But it did, and we eventually texted her over tivat summer, which she spent working
for the forestry service in Colorado.

“Hey. Is CO nice?”

“Yeah. Air here is thin. Park is more crowded tiarike.”

“Sorry.”

“Me too.”

93



We didn’'t spent much time together in the yeasad tbllowed. She was too busy with her
trees and | with Boston. | texted her a lot, bat ¢hdences were friendly without the feeling of
familiarity. | found myself on one side of a widagichasm that | created but no longer desired.
Despite the lovers and friends that kept me fromiting over the edge, | came to the decision
that | needed Kara in my life. Fantasies of her lagdspouse living in the cul-de-sac across from
me and mine played repeatedly in my head. She milyave loved me, but that didn’t curb my
hope that we’'d grow old together.

After graduation, both us moved back to the cukde. Our respective parents offered to
pay us for watching the houses while the four efiltook a half-year vacation to Tuscany.
When they left, | invited Kara over for dinner, g to catch up and celebrate our educational
milestone. When she knocked on the door, | almiolsttdrecognize her. Physically, she had
grown into her body a bit more, but it was the latklynamism in her eyes and smile that gave
me pause.

Making sure | gave her plenty of sauce, just tlag she liked it, | set the plate of
spaghetti in front of her, poured her a cup of mtedssumed my seat, and waited for her to say
something.

“l always did enjoy the sauce,” she said aftertyhminutes.

“Some things never change, huh?” | smiled but mmyment struck a nerve. After dinner
she thanked me and said goodbye, retreating attressil-de-sac. That summer we had more
dinners and our conversation improved.

“So you enjoyed being Ahab?”

“l did, yeah. It was emotionally exhausting, buvas worth hearing the crowd’s

reaction.”
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“It would have been nice to see.”

“The applause just didn’t sound right without ytbere, to be honest!”

We laughed and talked into the night. We conduotedown dramatic readings of
Shakespearean plays in the center of the cul-deAaswapped stories and illustrated for each
other, moments of vulnerability. It really was “wagain. Status quo antebellum. Time had been
rolled back to the age before the fire, thoughstime of the decaying, blackened wood was still
visible beneath the waste-high grass and assortofi@miasive vines that had overtaken the
ruined structure.

It lasted into the fall. We raked leaves on therabon before Halloween. The late-
autumnal sun reflected off her hair the way it usedthen we were children. | could not
remember being happier.

“I wish life could be this happy and simple foreye said, grinning at her.

“You’d miss acting, eventually. You love applaise much,” she teased back.

“Naw,” | said, “as long as you'’re here, my friendlon’t need anything else.”

She looked down at her leaf pile and said nothidg.raked in silence for the remainder
of the afternoon. As the days crept towards Decendaea withdrew. | caught glances of her
staring into the woods, the way Mr. Reed had betloedire. When | confronted her, she said she
was in no danger. | believed her.

Two weeks before our parents’ were due home, liwasy garage looking for spare
batteries for the television remote when | saw frame wrapped in a thin white dress, walk
from her front door and stand next to the woogidhed the automatic opener on the garage
door and waited, chuckling, wondering why she waanwmg a garment so thin on such a cold

New England evening. When the bottom of the dose l@bove my eye line, | noticed she was
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facing me. Then, wooden masses and gnarled brapcbgsed in around her, lifting her up into
the nearly treeless canopy, and spiriting her away.

“Kara,” | shouted, and | kept shouting it. Lou@erd louder as | grabbed a hiking
backpack from the garage, a bottle of water froenftige, and the hatchet from under my bed.
The woods took her. | slammed the front door tohoyse and ran across the cul-de-sac. Spittle
and hoarse syllables spilling from my lips, | crednto the woods as a cold wind rocked the

trees around me.

| reached for her, but felt instead the prone husksowned-out leaves lying frost-flecked on
cold stone. | opened my eyes towards the spacshghdd have been and saw only my hand in
the woods under a dull winter sun.

| sat up quickly and looked around, sweeping mgdheack and forth, getting my
bearings and shaking off sleep sluggishness. Mk teatsed up right where it met my skull. |
grunted and pretended that | was the type of mamamhld shake off a debilitating cramp the
way others removed food debris from their shirtst Bvasn't. So, | succumbed to my injury
and sunk back towards the ground rubbing the artiagcle in concentric circles.

“Well, Crane, now you know what happens when yoredoff on a rock,” | said.

After | pursued Kara into the woods, | crashed acbun the dark for what seemed like
hours. My voice ripped raw from shouting, callingr lback. | stumbled into this clearing; the
open air smelled vaguely metallic, the way thedaho# snow often does. Exhaustion tugged me

towards the earth, so | trudged up the small hilha center of the clearing and sat amongst a
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collection of half-buried stones under a small tash. The rocks swaddled me in warmth, just as
the cul-de-sac had on those early days of spririgrepago. | sank onto the rough surface and
fell asleep.

Recalling my poor sleeping decisions renderegtie no less intense. Avoiding as
much movement in my neck as possible, | turned mtiyeebody in an effort to locate something
that could help. | manage to glimpse the hikingkipack. It was at the bottom of the hill, resting
against a stump. Must have knocked it down thenhlile | slept. Dad always kept some
painkillers in there, so | knew what | needed toldgnored the agony shooting down my neck
and stood. Or tried to. My neck pain had concetiedact that my right leg was asleep, so
standing transitioned into tumbling down the hiibacolliding stomach first with a stump at the
bottom.

Everything in my lungs exited in a torrent. Througk gasps for air, | could almost hear
Kara’s laughter, her string of alto exhalationsgeEed by the occasional mini-snort. Always my
ideal audience. The image of her lying next to aieny hand reaching to seize her dissipating
silhouette, floated momentarily to the forefrontnay thoughts before slipping underneath the
waves of pain that crashed through my entire btidyas a beautiful image though, reminding
me just how important she was, and why | needegtaip and find her.

The bag had Ibuprofen in one of its many pockesgldct four and wash them down with
the water bottle | grabbed from the fridge. Ondlbaif water and my hatchet, those were the
only things | added to the bag. Besides the snwdtldbof Ibuprofen, the bag contained a half-
eaten granola bar and a single match. | was ppoglyared for winter in the woods; it was
surprising | woke up at all, actually, given thédcdeating the granola bar was impossible; it felt

like biting into a metal ingot and my teeth glanoétithe surface with a click. | took a swig of
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water and wait for the drugs to massage my knateatk. The trees around the clearing dripped
twisted in the breeze under a dull, early sun. Moesmade their bark appear black. My mouth
ran dry, so | drank more, gripping the bottle teghwith every strange crick sounding from the
woods. She’s here, alone and the woods probabiytdiégint me to find her. The woods could
mess with your mind, | knew that much from whatpeaped to Mr. Reed. | had to be vigilant.
The trees were closer than | thought; they loomederngards from my current position by the
stump, their ice-coated branches reflecting litgat. Their ranks stretched forever in all
directions around the clearing. The trees werelediwas an actor in slim-fit jeans.

And my only weapon was not in the bag. | frantigallviped around the fabric pouch
only to see that the hatchet lay a few feet froettke line. Trap. Must have been. | feigned
ignorance for a moment, casting a concerned lotktire bag and really selling it by turning the
pack upside down. Then | lunged towards the hatehen | thought the woods would least
expect it. | landed a bit short, so | combat cranddew feet, fully expecting some shambling
tree horror to stumble from the woods and impale Grabbing my anti-woods talisman, |
pushed myself off the ground and arranged mystifwhat | knew would pass as a convincing
violent pose on a stage: knees bent slightly, gaf$éd out, head remained up and alert, brow
furrowed, jaw clenched, and lips contorted for he&aged ferocity. | was in character then, the
great hero persona questing to save his love fioimion. My dearest friend from oblivion. It
didn’t matter. Without her, | was just a man awkegholding sharp objects in the woods.

My eyes darted between the spaces in the treesnflegoreeze blew cold through the
clearing, conducting a chorus of soft creaks. Hadlan old oaks seem to scan me as the trunks
moved and | knew | couldn’t stay here. | hurriegicked what little | had and positioned the

bag onto my back. She needed me. | would find[Dead leaves skittered along the rocks
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embedded in the hill behind me. | felt compelledrtove, but | had no idea where to begin. Just
as | was about to select a random direction, |them standing at the far side of the clearing— a
woman in a burgundy dress riding a bull. Every neigt my body seemed to tense at the same
moment. There was nothing more terrifying thanrsgeharacters from your parent’s stories
appear before you. | stared at them. They starekl Gde winter sun rose higher over us,
melting the remaining licks of frost which clungttdts of exposed dirt and leaves hidden in the
shadow of the stump beside me. Bull and rider tiiared entered the woods. | followed at a

distance; creeping towards the trees, my footfalted softly against the hard winter dirt.

It was, perhaps, the most boring rescue of all tisea light snow fell, | plodded along through
the patches of white and leaves, tailing the budl kis rider. There was no alternative really.
Interpreting broken branches or divining meanimmgfimpressions in the mud was not within
my skillset. Even if | possessed some sort of iragkbility | still had no idea where Kara'’s trail
was. It crossed my mind that returning to the eesdc and finding her point of entry into the
woods was an option. But | realized, as | peersaltine endless expanse of bark and earthen
colors around me, that I couldn’t distinguish ofrection from another. Cold air settled on my
shoulders like a frozen cloak as | determined Ithatd no idea where the cul-de-sac even was.
And then the bull was gone. | scrambled forward panic. He did not reappear. Neither
did the woman riding him. | scanned the groundsigns of their passing. There were no
footprints. | halted next to a huge collection otilders, remnants of glaciers retreating into the

north as the earth warmed. Though here, in thiseplewouldn’t have been surprised if the
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colossal stones had been placed there by thevitess they got bored of stealing people. | could
see nothing past the thicker rows of barky serginaebund the rock pile. | was completely lost.

“Dammit,” | said, maybe louder than was wise, “dgrgaing, Crane, way to lose yourself.
Never going to find her now.”

“Your kingdom for a guide, eh, child?”

An impossible voice in an impossible place; MreResat behind me on a boulder about
as tall as | was. He was holding a copyathard Il and balancing a saucer and teacup on his
folded right knee. Life never really prepared mepeak to a dead man, so | stood there, jaw
clenched, shaking my head. He looked like the MredRI chose to remember. Not the wrathful
drunk, but the musing young man with cold, but cldae eyes, scribbling clipped wisdom into
his notebook.

But this wasn’t the same man. This Mr. Reed seetnatent, relaxed. He smiled at me.

“Well, I'll just get this out there. You're deaBut I'm guessing that doesn’t mean much
here,” | said.

“When Kara through my ashes in the woods, theegag what | wanted.”

“Why did you do it, Mr. Reed?”

“Joshua, please. And you know why.”

“I want to hear it from you,” | said, “This entithing is your fault.”

“I will admit to some degree of culpability. Howay you were the one who fell in love
with her, Crane.”

“Yeah, fuck me for developing feelings for thel ¢ispent most of my natural life with.”

Mr. Reed took a sip of tea. | hadn’t considerext ow angry | was with him. For the

nightmares. For aligning Kara against love. Forlitaekened ruins in the heart of the cul-de-sac.
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“I'm hardly blaming you for it. It did seem ratheiinevitable,” he took another sip of tea,
“However, the question is whether you can surregdar feelings.”

“Well, you may not have noticed, being dead athdoalt | have. She made it perfectly
clear that she didn’t love me. Was | pissed? Swél got over it.”

“Then why are you here, Crane?”

“She is still my other half. And | cannot imagilife without her in it.”

“A quintessential definition of love, no?”

“I have a feeling you are about to make a point.”

“My fiancé had a miscarriage.”

| hadn’t expected that. The tea cup on Mr. Rekdée did not rattle on the saucer, his
voice remained even and detached.

He continued, “Guilt prevented her from telling.M®nsense, of course, the guilt, but
trauma often reminds us that life is often a stre&mnagic nonsense. She told my best mate and
that brought them together, and left me alone shed them the best and moved across the
ocean. What broke me, Crane, was the letter. Ihivdse apologies, or the picture of the baby,
or the expressions of love, it contained. It wasftict they named their child Joshua.”

I had no response. If he were living, I'd say lsvgarry, that everything would eventually
be okay, some clichéd line about time, etc. Buivee dead and telling me this story as if it were
the plot summary of a play he’d seen long agouldiwt waste time feeling for a dead guy; |
wanted him to get to the point.

“You did it because they took your future?”

“l did it because | was nothing without them. Aast, that is what | convinced myself.”

“It isn’t like that with Kara,” | said.

101



“Judging from your earlier comment, | must begliifer.”

He leaned forward smile gone, the air smelled @dtfticking the tips of pointed leaves.

“Karais in a clearing just past these rocks. Wiem see her, you will be faced with a
choice: diminish Kara’s importance to your lifedw not, and waste away as | did.”

“I refuse to believe that is the only option.”

“Maybe her words will sway you more than mine.”

His skin was greying. | saw minute, desiccatedrfrants crack and tumble onto the
rocks below. The cup of tea had disappeared; thg cbRichard Il blackened under an unseen
heat. Mr. Reed was turning to ash in front me,adgauilt pangs pricked sixteenth notes across
my ribs. It was the first time | had seen and spokiine man since childhood, and | spent our
interaction essentially interrogating him and beiledensive.

“It's alright, child,” Mr. Reed was smiling agathough his skin bore furrows like cracks
in a gray desert, “Tomorrow, | will be renewed againd hopefully be presented with more
lively reading material.”

| still blamed him for driving a psychological die between Kara and me. Some sliver
of me always would. Yet, he shaped the trajectdbmylife with his cursory presence. The
cacophony of claps that resounded each time | &dodw on stage was really owed to this man,
who gifted me a worn book and cassette tape wheasla child crying in a driveway.

“Oi, Joshua,” I said, in my best Cockney, “I luylido, actin’. Makes me ‘appy, see.
Wouldn't ‘ave known that wifout you. Sorry we didmhore time, mate. Fanks for all you’
voices.”

Mr. Reed nodded, his smile toothless, ice-irisesvidd. Then a light breeze whistled over the

rocks and dispersed him in a puff of soft grey pexvd
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She was in the clearing, just as Reed said she’dHnseling on a slab of circular stone. The dress
she wore almost seemed fashioned from the snovblwaketed the small expanse. As | stepped
past the trees towards her, the white powder bdgtimg upward, little flakes floating past my
face into the sky, sometimes finding their way intg nose or into small openings in my coat.
Reverse weather would have seemed more remarkdtiiadn’t just spoken to a dead man who
had, once again, collapsed to ashes before my Buéshe white crystals did cast Kara as an
unearthly creature. A denizen of the woods. | ggppbmy hatchet tighter. Whatever trick the
woods was playing, I'd stop it and she would coraekito the cul-de-sac with me.

| stepped onto the rock and the air became sunghsivarm. The snow did not trespass
the borders of the stone, but continued its flagt knelt next to Kara on the rock. She didn’t
acknowledge me, so we sat there in silence whiteught of what to say.

‘Kara...”

“You promised me,” she interrupted, “when we wenéddren, you promised to never
follow me here.”

“l wasn’t a very smart kid. | mean, | pretty mucidito copy your math homework most
of the time...”

“You always have a way out.”

“l just don’t see how you could hold me to thatmrse given how much you mean to me
and the danger you are clearly in.”

“What am | to you, Crane?”
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Her eyes reflected the floating flakes and wetebthan they had been; | felt colder.
How could she even ask that question? We slayedtamwith pillow swords. We lay in the
cul-de-sac in spring and giggled at the shapeasdipg clouds. We held meetings in secret
blanket forts, held each other during teenage datiass, broke each other’s hearts, and taped
them back together. We drifted apart, but the curaévays drew us back to the cul-de-sac.

“You're my other half,” | said, “Maybe not in amantic sense anymore, that's fine, I've
accepted that. But | need you in the world. MoveAaof you want. Move to freaking Nepal,
just come back with me. | need to know you're ia torld.”

“Is this not the world?”

“Open your eyes! It's snowing up for fuck’s sakée’re not supposed to be here. This
isn’t reality. Reality is microwaves and books,ingkleaves and complaining about math
homework. That’'s what life is.”

She stood. For a moment | thought she would #eaty into the sky with the white
flakes. But the gossamer dress was still, subgetitd gravity of the moment. She touched my
shoulder and the stone beneath us morphed intantegiowth— knee high grass with waxy
blades that rippled and twisted in a light breezéen a warm sun. The woods was no longer a
gnarled collection of trees, but an explosion @ivgh and life, primeval and unbent by the soles
of leather boots. | felt embraced. Then she remtnezchand and | was once again kneeling on
stone circle staring at a wall of ascending snow.

“Why can'’t | see that?”

She gestured to the clearing around her. | roseeaock beneath my feet quivered. The
remaining snow lifted from the ground to reveatthaasn’t rock at all; the entire clearing was

a cul-de-sac.
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“It's what makes you happy.”

“Happiness is a slab of concrete.”

“It's a metaphor, Crane.”

“That my life is a barren circle without you ir?itl smiled.

She laughed and shook her head. Curly, red tangksaded down her cheeks and, for a
moment, we were children again, standing in thesb&tween our homes in early spring, after
all the snow had melted.

“Smooth,” she said, pushing the hair from her face

| knew she was never coming back. We inhabiteds#mee physical space, but she was
far from me. | supposed that was the way it halkto

“I'll wait for you.”

“Don’t.”

We sat in silence for a moment.

“What do | tell your parents?” | said.

“I left a note for them.”

“Good, | was really not looking forward to thate@rsation.”

“What would you have said?”

“That you had to be alone for a while.”

She smiled and we embracdthat your daughter would prefer living in an altata
reality in a primordial forest than here with wsas what | wanted to say. Technically accurate,
but purposefully hurtful. She was ripping a holang life, sure. There would be a Kara shaped
singularity at the center of my universe foreveut Bwas pretty sure those types of things were

what held universes together in the first place.
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I imagined us back in the cul-de-sac, in Bostari,A, Dublin, getting grey and
weathering the world, her mind always in a placemfhecked nature while her body was stuck
with me. She’d grow to resent me. And that was aendevastating prospect than knowing she
was walking in the sun through fields of swayinggy.

I'd keep my promise, for a while, maybe I'd moeeNew York, do some commercial
and TV work, marry, have kids, and eventually mtheam back here, to the cul-de-sac. Then |
would wait and hope that one day she’d get boredcame back. On that day, she would
emerge from the woods and we would lay on our tiracks, absorbing the warmth of the cul-

de-sac, until the seasons changed again.
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