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We’re extremely proud to present the five stories in this issue, as each 
one—whether it be a modern retelling of the dryad myth, a subtle tale of 
alienation and social misfits, a deconstruction of racist science, a terrify-
ing parable of alien voices, or a queer cyberpunk—is powerful and 
challenging and beautiful and angry and in some way takes TFF 
somewhere it hasn’t been before. I’ve been very excited watching this 

issue grow over the last three months. 

 

We’re also very pleased to be in the middle of putting together two 
specialist anthologies this year. The first, Outlaw Bodies, a queer, trans, 
feminist, body-positive cyberpunk themed volume co-edited by Lori 
Selke, is more-or-less complete, and we hope it will be in press within 
about month of this issue. The second, We See a Different Frontier, a pro-
rate paying colonialism-themed anthology co-edited by Fábio Fernandes 
is currently open for submissions (see the call at the back of this issue). 
Support for both of these projects has been massive, and we’re both 
humbled and delighted by the generosity and enthusiasm of the 
speculative fiction community that has bought into these ideas. We can’t 

wait to share them with you. 

 

In the meantime, enjoy the wonderful stories in this issue of The Future 

Fire. Peace! 

 

Djibril Alayad, June 2012 
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‘Elm’‘Elm’‘Elm’‘Elm’    
Jamie KillenJamie KillenJamie KillenJamie Killen    

Alice was seven when she met Elm for the first time. She had wandered into 
the woods where her house’s back yard ended; her mother always told her 
not to go too far, but she had never said exactly what that meant and Alice 
had never asked. Today she went all the way to the little gully with the 
stream running along the bottom, well beyond the view of the house. She 
found a puddle and squatted down to watch tadpoles swarming through the 
murky water. Scooping some of it up in her hands, she closed her eyes and 
tried to hold perfectly still as the tadpoles’ soft bodies brushed against her 
palms. When her eyes opened again, she saw the woman.  

She stood across the stream, calmly watching Alice. Her hair hung long 
and dark down her back. She was naked, but seemed unaware of it, slim 
body held tall and poised. Alice stared, fascinated, at the woman’s skin; at 
first glance it was a light brown, but there was also a green tinge to it. It was 
hairless, and slightly shiny, and covered with pale lines like the veins of 
leaves. That’s what it looked like, Alice realized. Leaves.  

“Why aren’t you wearing clothes?” Alice asked. 

Illustration © 2010 Teresa Tunaley  

Artwork © 2012 Lisa Grabenstetter 
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The woman glanced down at herself before returning her gaze to Alice. 
“Because I don’t need them.” 

Alice let the water and the tadpoles trickle through her fingers. “What about 
when it snows? Don’t you get cold?” 

She shook her head. “I sleep when it snows.” 
Alice stood and wiped her wet hands on her dress, remembering too late that 

her mother would be angry when she returned with muddy clothes. “My 
name’s Alice.” 

“I know,” the woman replied. 
Alice waited. “Well,” she said at last, “what’s your name?” 
The woman smiled for the first time. “We don’t have names people can say. 

They’re more like... Smells, and tastes.” 
Alice studied her for a moment. “Are you a fairy?” 
“No.” 
“Then what are you?” 
“We live in the trees.” The woman frowned and shook her head, as if that 

wasn’t quite right. 
“Is that why your skin looks like that?” 
“Yes.” The woman stepped across the stream and held out a hand to Alice. 

“Go on.” 
Alice reached out timidly and stroked the woman’s palm. It felt smooth like 

a leaf, but stronger and warmer. Now that she was closer, Alice could smell sap 
and earth. “What kind of tree do you live in?” 

The woman turned and pointed to the tall, stately tree across the stream. 
“That’s it. You’d call it an elm.” 

“Elm.” Alice tasted the word. “Ok, that’s what I’ll call you. Elm.” 
Elm’s smile broadened. “That’s fine.” 
Alice looked back toward the house. “I have to go, or Mama’s gonna yell. 

But I can come back and play some more tomorrow.” 
“I’d like that.” 
Alice set off for the house. “Bye, Elm,” she called over her shoulder.  
“Goodbye, Alice.” 

————— 
Alice returned the next day. She stood in the same spot next to the stream and 
turned a complete circle. “Elm?” she called.  

“I’m here.” The voice drifted down from above.  
Alice looked up and smiled with relief. “Hi.” Elm sat on one of her tree’s 

wide branches, feet dangling in the air. “I didn’t tell Mama you were here. I 
thought maybe...” 

Elm cocked her head. “Maybe I wasn’t really here? Maybe you’re a little girl 
with a big imagination?” 

Alice felt her cheeks redden. “I guess.” 
Elm dropped from the branch; she seemed to fall slower than she should 
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have, landing easily on her feet. “Well, I am here. Still, it’s wise not to mention 
me. They wouldn’t believe you, and even if you brought them here I wouldn’t 
show myself.” 

“Why not?” 
Elm lifted one shoulder in a tiny shrug. “I choose my friends carefully. 

Come.” She held out a hand to Alice. 
“Where are we going?” Alice asked, taking Elm’s hand.  
“To meet someone.” 
Elm led her through the trees. They didn’t follow the little trail next to the 

stream, moving instead through the dense brush. Elm found small gaps in the 
branches just big enough for Alice to pass through. As they moved farther from 
the stream, the shadows became darker and cooler. Alice smelled moss and 
blackberry bushes, and underneath that the clear green scent of Elm’s skin. 
Around her she heard quick movements in the bushes, birds and squirrels dart-
ing into hiding.  

They stopped next to a fallen tree. The bark was silver with age and half-
covered with creeping vines. Elm knelt and held a hand out to a hollow under 
the log. Alice crouched beside her. “Be still,” Elm murmured.  

As Alice watched, a sharp nose poked out of the hollow, sniffing Elm’s hand. 
It was followed by a fox. He emerged cautiously from his burrow, freezing and 
baring his teeth when he saw Alice. She held her breath, willing herself into 
complete stillness. Elm let out a little hiss and ran her fingertips over the fox’s 
head; his body relaxed and he came farther into the light.  

“This is another of my friends,” Elm said.  
“Can he talk, too?” 
“Of course. But you wouldn’t be able to understand him, nor he you. Here,” 

she took Alice’s hand in her own and ran it gently down the fox’s spine. Alice 
let out a little gasp as the fox arched his back into her palm like a cat.  

After a few minutes the fox turned and scurried back into his burrow. 
“Come,” Elm said again. “I have other friends for you to meet.” 

————— 
“Careful, now. Show her you’re not to be feared.” 

Alice took a deep breath and slowly extended her hand to the little cardinal 
perched on the branch before her. A small pile of seeds rested on her palm; wild 
seeds, gathered with Elm, not the uniform little ones her mother bought for 
their birdfeeders. In the year since she had befriended Elm, Alice had learned to 
call some animals. Foxes and badgers were simple enough, but birds remained 
skittish. This one cocked his head and watched her, but didn’t fly away. She got 
close enough that her fingertips just grazed his chest feathers. He hesitated for a 
moment, finally stepping onto her hand and pecking at the seed.  

“Good.” Elm swung onto a higher branch and stretched out on her side.  
“Elm, did you ever have parents?” Alice asked, still watching the bird.  
Elm’s lips curved up in a little smile. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” 
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Alice shrugged. “Well... You’re a tree. You’re from a tree.” 
“I wasn’t always.” The smile remained, but her eyes turned distant. 
The cardinal took one last bite of seed and flew away. Alice turned and 

looked up at Elm. “So what happened?” 
Elm stared at her for a long time. Just as Alice was beginning to wonder if 

she’d made her angry, Elm spoke. “My family came from somewhere else. I 
remember being in a ship. Not much about it, just the smell. My father brought 
us into the forest, saying we’d make a living out of the land, but then he and 
my mother died of some sickness. I ran into the woods, and my tree...” Elm 
frowned, her arm reaching out as though to pluck the right words from the air. 
“Recognized me. Opened for me. It changed me into what I am now.” 

“So people can turn into one of you?” 
“Some people.” 
Alice tipped her head back and watched the patches of blue sky visible 

through the tree’s leaves. She thought about what it would be like if Mama and 
Daddy died and left her alone in the forest. “So there’s more like you?” she 
asked after a while. 

“Yes,” Elm replied. “I’ve met some. But they aren’t near here and we don’t 
like to be away from our trees for long.” 

Alice nodded, realizing she had somehow already known this. “Do you miss 
your Mama and Daddy?” 

Elm hooked one knee over a branch and slid off the side, letting herself dan-
gle upside down. “Not anymore. I don’t remember them well enough. My fa-
ther was a big man, strong. He always sang while he worked.” 

Alice laughed. “That’s weird.” 
“Why?” 
“My daddy never sings while he’s working.” 
Elm flipped backwards and landed softly on Alice’s branch, as always not 

fully subject to gravity. She crouched and took one of Alice’s hands in her own. 
“Is he happy?” 

“Who?” Alice frowned. 
“Your father. Is he happy?” 
Alice started to answer, but something in Elm’s eyes stopped her, something 

sad. 
“He doesn’t sing,” Alice began carefully, “and sometimes he and Mama 

don’t talk to each other. They don’t yell or anything, but I can tell they’re mad. 
They think I don’t know, but I do.” 

“Do you know what they’re angry about?” 
“No.” Alice thought about her parents’ downcast eyes at the dinner table. She 

thought about the times she heard their low voices in the kitchen, and then the 
back door closing just a little too loud, the clatter of pots on the stove a bit too 
heavy. She wondered why she hadn’t stopped to think about these things be-
fore, why it worried her so much now.  
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Elm’s hands stayed wrapped around Alice’s, but her gaze turned away. “So is 
he never happy?” 

“He is! He’s happy lots of times. Like whenever he’s working on machines 
in the garage, and I go to keep him company. He always wants to hear about 
my day. He smiles a lot then.” 

Elm stayed silent for a moment. “Well, there’s that at least.” She stood and 
quickly turned away. “I think I’ll rest now.” 

“Oh. Ok. Um... Bye.” 
“Goodbye, Alice.” 
Alice walked home slowly, running through the conversation in her head. 

Something had been revealed, something she’d never been quite aware of even 
while seeing it every day, and even now couldn’t quite articulate. 

She didn’t want to go home. 
————— 

Alice kicked her shoes off next to the stream and began climbing Elm’s tree. 
She was eleven now, so adept at climbing that it took no conscious effort. She 
swung her legs over a low branch, arranging herself with her back to the trunk. 
Elm dropped from nowhere to a nearby bough; it was a trick that had startled 
Alice the first few times but now didn’t even make her blink. “I came to see 
you yesterday, but you weren’t here.” 

Elm sat on her perch. “I was. But you were followed, so I hid myself.” 
“Followed?” Alice frowned. 
“A boy. One about your age.” 
Alice kicked at a stone and scowled. “That must have been Davey Jenson. 

He’s always following me around.” 
Elm smiled. “He’s smitten with you.” 
“Ewww. No. I don’t like Davey.” 
“Why not?” 
Alice shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s nice, I guess. I just don’t like how he’s 

always staring at me.” 
“You might, one day.” 
“No,” Alice replied with careless certainty. “He doesn’t like the woods. I 

mean, he’s scared of them. How could I like a boy who’s scared of the woods?” 
Elm’s laughter rang out through the trees; when Alice asked why, she only 

grinned and ran into a stand of birches, daring Alice to chase her. 
————— 

Alice wrapped her coat more tightly around herself and shivered as she made 
her way through the trees. The moon was bright and full, but the blue light only 
seemed to intensify the cold. There was no snow yet, just a layer of frost 
crunching under Alice’s boots. It would come soon, though. Alice never both-
ered with weather reports; she had learned to taste the air, to smell the first 
snow coming a week or more before it arrived. That taste was there now, and 
she felt a little pang at the thought of Elm disappearing into her tree until the 
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snow melted. Each winter seemed longer than the last, and Alice knew this one 
would seem longest of all. 

She found Elm by the stream, now just a trickle of icy slush. “You’ve come 
to say goodbye for the winter,” she said with a sad smile. 

Alice swallowed. “Yeah.” She busied herself with unpacking the small bag 
she had snuck out of the house, willing herself not to remember last night’s 
dream. 

It hadn’t been the first time she’d dreamt about Elm, but it was the most 
vivid. The first had been two or three months earlier, just days before her four-
teenth birthday. That one had been just indistinct images, impressions: Elm’s 
breath on her face, leaflike skin under her hands, the weight of her body. Alice 
had woken flushed and shaken, but had managed to quickly push the memory 
aside. She had been able to avoid thinking of it too much. But last night’s...  

“I brought that chocolate you like. Oh, and I stole some gin from my folks’ 
liquor cabinet,” she said.  

Elm snatched up the chocolate and climbed her tree. “They won’t notice it’s 
gone? The gin?” 

Alice shrugged. “My parents both drink it, but not together. I think each one 
will think the other finished it off.” She followed Elm up the tree, gin bottle 
tucked into her coat pocket. “Does alcohol even work on trees?” 

“Yes. It came as quite a shock when I found out. Come, there’s enough room 
in the nest for us both.”  

Where the trunk of the tree split into two large boughs, smaller branches had 
grown together to form a spherical shelter like a woven basket. Alice settled 
next to Elm, leaning back slowly and listening for the sound of breaking 
branches. “You sure it can hold us both? I’m bigger than I used to be.” 

“Of course.” 
“How do you make this thing?” Alice tried to find a place where branches 

had been broken and woven together, but could find none.  
“I don’t. I just tell my tree winter’s coming, and it knows what needs to be 

done. Now,” she said with a grin, “let’s have some of that chocolate.” 
Alice handed over the package of candy and uncapped the gin. She felt the 

pressure of Elm’s body along her left side, the tickle of her hair where it 
brushed the back of Alice’s hand. Her immediate impulse was to pull away, put 
some distance between them, but she stopped herself. Be normal, she thought. 
Be like you’ve always been. Tipping back the bottle, she took a long swig.  

“Here,” she said with a grimace, passing the bottle to Elm. “Ugh, tastes aw-
ful.” 

“But it’s not about the taste, is it?” Elm took a sip of her own, not showing 
the slightest distaste at the flavor. Alice felt a flash of envy as she thought about 
how graceful the other woman was even when guzzling gin, how graceful she 
always was. She silently watched Elm’s body and pictured her own, comparing 
the two. They were both tall and thin, true, but she was all stretched out, bony 
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angles where Elm had subtle curves. Like Elm, she had hair hanging to her 
waist, but hers was an unruly straw-colored mane next to the other woman’s 
black silk. She wondered why she suddenly felt so inadequate, and if Elm no-
ticed these flaws as well.  

“What’s wrong?” Elm asked.  
“Nothing,” Alice said, looking hastily away. “Just... Winter, you know.” 
“Yes.”  
They talked about the forest, the animals, Alice’s school. These were the 

things they had always talked about, but there seemed now to Alice to be a 
level of artifice to her words. Like she was holding herself back from some-
thing, not sure of what.  

She willed herself to relax. “What’s it like? Sleeping all winter?” 
Elm reached for the gin. “It’s not really sleep. I’m aware, but not truly con-

scious.” She turned and stared silently at Alice for a moment. “I just... Melt into 
the land. I feel what the trees feel. It’s what I always do when I communicate 
with the ground and the plants, but more. There’s no time, there’s no thought. 
In a way, there’s no me. There’s just existence.” 

Alice kissed her. It was clumsy and unplanned, a rush of need become mo-
tion. Their lips pressed together, and Alice tasted sap and earth. Elm stayed 
still, neither reciprocating nor pushing her away. 

Alice pulled back, pulse hammering in her throat. She tried to read Elm’s ex-
pression and couldn’t. “I’m sorry.” 

“You’re still a child, Alice.”  
Even spoken calmly, the words felt like a slap. “I am not.” 
Elm turned to gaze out over the forest. “Yes, you are. You haven’t the faint-

est idea of what it would mean to love me.” 
“I’m sorry,” Alice said again. 
“I’m not angry. But you need to go now.” 
Alice tried to think of something else to say, but couldn’t. Elm didn’t move 

as she climbed past her out of the nest. When she reached the ground, Alice 
turned back and watched Elm’s nest slowly close and disappear within the 
tree’s tangle of branches. She waited, hoping Elm would reemerge and tell her 
she had changed her mind, knowing she wouldn’t. Then she walked home with 
the numb shock of an injury that has not yet begun to hurt.  

————— 
Alice knew the moment she woke that winter had ended. For months, it had 
been one achingly cold day after another. At times it had seemed as though the 
winter was punishing her transgression, deliberately delaying the day she 
would see Elm again. But now she could taste the thaw in the air. She flung 
aside the covers and scrambled to find her clothes.  

As Alice came down the stairs, her mother looked up from the newspaper 
spread out over the kitchen table. “What are you doing up so early?”  

“Going for a walk.” 
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“In the woods? Thought you’d grown out of that.” 
Alice said nothing in reply, just retrieved the bread and peanut butter from 

the pantry. She wondered if she should bring a better peace offering than a pea-
nut butter sandwich, but could think of nothing that would be appropriate.  

Her father opened the back door, stamping the slush off his boots as he came 
inside. “What’s going on?” he asked. 

“She’s in a mood. Like always, these days.” 
Alice bit back a retort and settled for a glare. Most days she would have 

taken the bait without hesitation, but didn’t want to risk being sent to her room. 
Not today.  

“See ya, Dad,” she said, smiling pointedly in her father’s direction. He said 
nothing, just gave her the same weary expression he always wore when she and 
her mother were arguing. Lately, it was present whenever all three of them 
shared the same room.  

Elm’s nest was still closed when Alice reached the tree. She thought about 
coming back later, but no. All of her senses told her that Elm would awaken to-
day, soon.  

She sat on a fallen log to wait, trying to ignore the cold seeping through her 
jeans. At first she fidgeted and tapped, but it occurred to her that Elm would 
disapprove if she had been watching. Stillness, Alice. Most people don’t have 

the stillness to understand this place.  
Closing her eyes, Alice reached out a hand and began to hum, even and quiet 

like Elm had taught her. She kept her volume low, but projected the sound out 
into the woods until she could feel what she was looking for.  

A twig cracked as the fox slid into the clearing. Alice kept her eyes closed as 
he circled her, waited for him to drop his guard. She could hear the little sounds 
of his movements, picture exactly where he was. A puff of breeze brought the 
musky scent of his pelt, strong enough that she knew he must be nearly within 
reach. Finally, she felt hot breath and fur nudging against her open palm.  

She stopped humming and opened her eyes. The fox sat on his haunches, 
face turned up toward hers. She quietly stroked his back and scratched behind 
his ears. When he stood and ran off, Alice saw Elm watching her from the 
tree’s upper bough.  

They said nothing for a minute, just watching each other. Then Elm jumped 
to the ground. “Come. I want to see the river.”  

Alice swallowed the lump in her throat and forced herself to smile. “Ok.” 
It wasn’t the resolution she wanted, but at least it was a kind of truce. At 

least she hadn’t lost her. 
“Just be patient. Figure out what’s wrong with them.” 

————— 
Alice rubbed a leaf from the blackberry bush between her fingers. She smelled 
the berries, dug her fingers into the ground. “There’s something in the soil, 
something they don’t have enough of.” She felt the roots straining, driven by 
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need.  
“Yes,” Elm said. “Now, what is it?” 
Alice closed her eyes and tried to be still. “Iron,” she said at last.  
Elm nodded. “Good. We’ll fix it tomorrow.” She picked up a wide patch of 

fallen tree bark and began piling it with plucked berries. “Would you like to 
come to the nest?” 

“Sure.” Alice followed her back to the tree and watched her climb, balancing 
the berries on one hand like a waiter with a dinner plate. She followed Elm, set-
tling against the wall of the nest. For a fleeting moment, Alice was reminded of 
that night over three years ago, that night they had never discussed. Then, as 
always, she shoved the memory aside. 

They ate in silence. “I’ll be done with high school soon,” Alice said when 
she was done. “Just one more year.” 

“What does that mean?” Elm asked, licking blackberry juice from her fin-
gers. 

“I don’t know. College, I guess.” 
“You don’t sound like you want to.” Elm’s skin was translucent in the 

moonlight, dark veins spidering up her arms. She sat in the nest’s opening, face 
hidden by shadow. 

Alice let out a hollow laugh. “No. But, then, I don’t want any of the things 
I’m supposed to want. You know Davey Jensen asked me to the junior prom?” 

“No.” 
“Well, he did.” Alice leaned back against the wall of the nest and swigged 

from the bottle of cheap wine she had talked an older cousin into buying for 
her. “I told him I wasn’t going to the prom. Why the fuck would I? My friend 
Sarah said I was nuts, most girls at that school would kill to go with Davey Jen-
sen. Oh, sorry, it’s supposed to be Dave Jensen now. Well, far as I’m con-
cerned, they can have at him. God knows I’m not interested. In him or any 
other guy at that school.” Her blood thrummed with the warmth of the wine, 
letting her hint at things she never quite spoke aloud.  

“What are you interested in?” Elm’s voice was a quiet whisper from behind 
her curtain of hair. 

God, are you really going to make me say it? “This,” Alice said after a mo-
ment. “Honestly, there’s nothing I like more than this. Just... Being part of this, 
being in the forest. Calling the animals. Listening. Out there nothing feels as, as 
real. It doesn’t feel as alive.” She laughed softly. “I think I was supposed to 
grow out of this, but I’m starting to think I won’t.” 

Elm turned and looked at her for a long time, expression unreadable. She 
climbed from her perch and crossed to where Alice sat, deep in the nest. In one 
smooth motion, she straddled Alice’s lap and took her face in her hands.  

Alice’s breath quickened. She let her hands rest against the cool, alien skin 
of Elm’s thighs. “Does this mean I’m not still a child?” 

“No,” Elm murmured. “You’re not a child anymore.” And she kissed her.  
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————— 
When Alice woke, the sky had lightened to lavender. Elm’s hair trailed along 
Alice’s side as she kissed her neck, the base of her throat, her breasts. I have to 
go soon, Alice knew she should say. I have to be back before Mom and Dad 

find out I was out all night. Instead, she arched her back and wrapped her arms 
around Elm’s waist.  

The night before had been a frenzy, each of them touching and moving too 
eagerly to find the right rhythm. This morning they took their time, exploring 
each other with care. Alice lost herself in Elm’s smell and taste and the cool-
ness of her body, lost track of all time until Elm came, shuddering and gasping 
under her.  

They lay tangled in the nest, unable to do anything more than breathe. Alice 
saw sunlight creeping through the leaves and knew that there would be trouble 
later. There would be shrill questions and lies and punishment, but that could 
wait. All of it could wait until she’d had a little more time here.  

“Why’d you change your mind?” Alice whispered.  
Elm stroked her cheek. “You know yourself now.” 
Alice was quiet for a time. “Maybe you did the right thing, back then,” she 

said, running her fingertips along Elm’s side, “but I’m so fucking glad the 
wait’s over.” 

————— 
Alice went to the woods nearly every night now. Sometimes she and Elm 
would walk the forest, tending to the trees, calling the animals, as they always 
had. Sometimes Elm ripped her clothes off the moment she reached the clear-
ing and had her on the open ground. Always, though, they ended the night 
wrapped around each other in Elm’s nest. Each morning, Alice woke before 
sunrise and was back to the house before her parents were out of bed. 

One lazy Sunday, they lay intertwined in a heap of orange leaves beneath an 
ancient oak. Alice kissed Elm’s neck, trying not to think of the long winter that 
was fast approaching. “I got a job at the nursery. Plants, not babies,” she said 
after a comfortable lull in the conversation. “It’s just a few hours each day after 
school.” 

“Oh?” Elm murmured, running her hand slowly up Alice’s thigh.  
Alice tried to keep her voice casual. “And the guy who owns it, Donald, he 

said I could start working full time in May, after I graduate.” 
Elm’s gaze flicked toward her. “I thought you said after graduation was col-

lege.” 
“Yeah, well... Maybe I’m taking a year off first. That’s what I’m telling my 

folks, anyway. Really I just don’t want to go. I’d miss this. And... I realized, it’s 
not just you. I mean it is you, I love you, but it’s also this place. I don’t think I 
can leave it.” She sighed. “It’s scary, knowing that.” 

Elm looked away. “I’ve been dreading the day you’d leave,” she said, almost 
too quiet for Alice to hear. “I’m glad you’re not.” 
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Alice watched her. It occurred to her that she had never seen Elm show need 
before. She said nothing, afraid of breaking something fragile. Instead she just 
stroked Elm’s hair and held her close.  

————— 
Alice was pulling on her left boot when her father walked into the kitchen. 
“Where you off to?” he asked.  

“Just a walk. In the woods,” Alice replied, concealing her eagerness under a 
tone of boredom. Winter had ended only weeks before, and she and Elm hadn’t 
been able to get enough of each other.  

“What is it you’re always doing there? Always in those damn woods...” 
There was that look in his eye, that odd squint Alice had seen once or twice 
when he mentioned her frequent trips to the forest. Nervousness, maybe. A hint 
of suspicion.  

“Oh, nothing.” Alice grinned as she stood. “I just have a friend who’s tree 
spirit.” 

She was expecting an eye roll, a laugh, a little thrill from having casually 
spilled the truth without him even knowing. Instead his features froze in naked 
shock and pain. “You...” The word seemed to squeeze its way through his lips. 
Then, for the first time, Alice’s father slapped her. The impact rocked her head 
to one side, made her stagger. She clutched her cheek and gasped.  

They stared at each other in silence, mute and pale with the knowledge they 
shared. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but at that moment they 
heard the sound of the truck’s tires on the gravel of the drive. Both of them 
glanced at the door, then at each other.  

“Mom’s gonna need help with the groceries,” Alice muttered, astonished at 
the calm in her own voice.  

“Alice...” He reached for her, but she pulled back. 
“Don’t. Just go help Mom,” she said, shouldering past him and moving for 

the back door. The tears began as she stumbled down the porch steps. Her feet 
carried her onto the forest path and toward Elm’s tree.  

She spotted Elm by the stream, standing with her back to the path. She 
turned and Alice saw that smile she so loved before it was replaced by worry. 
“Alice?” Elm whispered, moving toward her, “What happened?” 

Alice pushed her, clumsily, and Elm took a step back. “Why didn’t you tell 
me?” she cried. 

Elm’s eyes closed and she took a slow, deep breath. “About your father.” 
“What the hell did you do to him?”  
Elm flinched. “I didn’t do anything to him. I loved him and he loved me. 

When he was young, before you were born.” 
Alice felt something in her chest crumple. “You lied to me,” she whispered. 
“No, I didn’t.” A spark of anger flashed in Elm’s eyes. “I never said I didn’t 

know him. I never said you were the first. I’ve been alive for over a century. 
‘Elm’ isn’t the first human name I’ve had, and you weren’t the first I made love 
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to. And you knew that, even if you never asked.” 
Alice turned away, unable to stop the sobs now. Elm moved up behind her, 

and she felt those slender hands touch her shoulders. “Alice. You need to listen 
to me.” 

“What?” She didn’t turn around. 
“It was when he was a young man, just a little older than you are now. I 

chose to show myself to him, and we grew close. We loved each other, for a 
time.  

“But he wasn’t like you. He wanted me to leave the forest. He wanted me to 
be a human woman, and that was something I could never be. Not the way he 
wanted me to. And he wasn’t... He wasn’t right, he wasn’t a fit to become one 
of my kind. The forest wouldn’t have taken him. When he met your mother, he 
made a choice. He wanted children, and a family, and that’s what he chose.” 

“He... He did that?” Alice asked, turning to face Elm. Her eyes held pain Al-
ice had never seen there. 

“Yes. He left the forest and he came back just once. He came back with you, 
when you were a baby. Just days old. He said your name was Alice, and he 
wanted me to meet you. He was so proud.” 

“That’s how you knew who I was,” Alice breathed. “The day we met.” 
“Yes.” Elm reached tentatively for Alice’s cheekbone, already beginning to 

bruise where her father’s ring had struck. “I didn’t tell you because I could see 
from the first day that you were someone new, someone different. You weren’t 
just his daughter.” 

Elm kissed her then; Alice stayed still for a moment before returning the 
kiss. Pulling back slightly, Elm asked, “Will you come with me?” 

“Yes,” Alice whispered. 
Much later, they lay together in Elm’s nest, catching their breath. Alice 

rested her head against Elm’s shoulder and closed her eyes, inhaling the other-
worldly scent of her lover’s skin. She could feel Elm’s fingers slowly stroking 
through her hair. “You said the forest wouldn’t have taken him,” she said. 

“Yes,” Elm replied, kissing the top of her head.  
Alice took a deep breath. “What about me? Would it take me?” 
Elm was silent for a long time. “Yes. It would.” 
Alice’s pulse quickened. “I could be like you?” She felt Elm nod. 
She pushed herself up so she could see Elm’s face. “Is... Is that something 

you would want?” 
Time stopped as she waited for an answer. Elm stared back, sadness in her 

eyes. “Of course,” she sighed. “But it’s not something I’d ever ask of you. 
You’d be giving up so much, Alice.” 

“I never thought I could,” Alice murmured. “I never thought I could be like 
you. But if I can--” 

Elm covered her lips with cool fingers. “Don’t choose now. Think. Be sure.” 
————— 
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Alice froze mid-step. Down the path to Elm’s tree, she heard voices. Shouting. 
She broke into a run, slowing only when she came in sight of the clearing.  

Elm stood in the center. Alice’s father paced along the edge, right arm cut-
ting through the air as he shouted. His face was flecked with salt-and-pepper 
stubble, his hair greasy and uncombed. Alice recognized the bloodshot squint 
he got when he’d been at the whiskey. He’d been drinking more and more since 
the day he had slapped her, since their conversations had been replaced by 
thick, toxic silence.  

“You had no right, no right--” 
Elm’s reply was level and calm. “You don’t own her, Douglas.” 
“I’m her father, goddammit. How could you, you... Slept with her? How 

could you?” His voice broke on the last word.  
“That’s enough, Dad.” Alice moved to stand next to Elm.  
“Go back to the house, Alice. I don’t want you coming out here anymore.” 

But there was defeat in his voice, and none of them pretended he could enforce 
the edict.  

“Dad, why are you angry, huh?” Alice demanded.  
“Don’t play dumb, Alice.” 
She stepped forward until they stood eye to eye. “No, really I want to know. 

Is it because she’s a woman? Because she’s also not human, so the fact that 
she’s a woman should be the least of your problems.” He winced and looked 
away. 

“Or is it because she used to be yours? Is that really what this is about?” Al-
ice spat the words out, some corner of her mind astonished at the scorn in her 
own voice; it was like a boil had been lanced, poison pouring out of her. 

Rage flared in her father’s eyes. “Shut up,” he growled. 
“Alice...” Elm cautioned. 
Alice ignored her. “Well, I’m sorry, Dad, I really am, but you gave her up. 

You made that choice.” 
“Shut your fucking mouth.” 
“And maybe marrying Mom and having me was a big fucking mistake, but 

it’s not my fault, or hers.” 
“I said be quiet!” His arm pulled back, fist closed this time, and Alice braced 

herself to be hit again. Then Elm was there, holding back his arm with one 
slender hand.  

“No.” Her voice stayed tranquil, but her eyes shone with danger. None of 
them moved for a few seconds; even the birds had gone silent. Then Alice’s fa-
ther let out a shuddering sigh and fell to his knees, sobbing. 

Elm knelt and wrapped her arms around him, murmuring something too soft 
for Alice to hear. Alice started toward them, but Elm shook her head once. “It’s 
ok, Alice. Give us some time.” 

————— 
Alice’s mother was at the table when she came inside. She gazed out the 
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kitchen window, absently tapping her fingers in a dull rhythm against the wood. 
A half empty glass, vodka tonic, Alice thought, sweated beads of moisture onto 
one of the frayed placemats. “He’s out there again, isn’t he?” she asked without 
looking at Alice. 

Alice froze. “What?” 
“He’s out there. With her.” 
Almost against her will, Alice sank into a chair across from where her 

mother sat. “Yeah.” 
Her mother nodded and sipped her drink. “He doesn’t know I know.” 
Alice stared down at her folded hands, red and callused as any workman’s, 

crescents of black potting soil under ragged nails. “How did you find out?” 
Her mother lifted her left shoulder in a careless shrug. “Followed him, sim-

ple as that. It was back before we were married. He was always taking these 
walks in the woods, and I started to wonder what he could be doing out here. 
So one day I visited and pretended to leave, and then I followed him to see 
where he went.  

“I only saw her for a few seconds, just a little peek, before she spooked and 
disappeared. I don’t think she realized I got a look at her. I did, though. Not 
much, but it was enough. That’s the clearest memory of my whole life, seeing 
that thing out in the woods.” 

“Why didn’t you ever say anything?” 
She let out a tired sigh and shook her head. “I don’t know, Alice. Didn’t 

know how, I guess. After a while it felt like too much time had gone by to talk 
about it. Then he asked me to marry him, and I thought, well, maybe that does-
n’t matter anymore. Or maybe it didn’t really happen. It’s the kind of thing 
crazy people see, right? So I tried to forget it, but your grandparents left us this 
damned house and your father made us stay. Never went into the woods again, 
not once past the yard, but he had to stay right on the edge of it. Like he was 
just torturing himself. I never could decide if it was because he couldn’t stand 
to go too far away or if it was to prove to himself that he could do it.” 

Alice followed her mother’s gaze out the window, to that little patch of 
clipped grass leading up to the trees. “Did you know I was going to see her, 
too?” 

“Yeah, I knew,” she snapped. “I’m not stupid, Alice. But how was I gonna 
stop you? Your father kept us here right near her, like he fucking meant for it to 
happen.”  

“I love her, Mom.” 
Alice’s mother turned away from the window for the first time since they be-

gan to speak. She studied her daughter’s face in silence. “Of course,” she 
snorted after a moment. “Jesus, that figures.” 

There was movement on the path leading out of the woods. Alice caught a 
glimpse of her father’s red flannel shirt between the trees. He made his way 
into the yard slowly, almost dazed, stopping to stare at the flower beds as 
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though he had never seen them before.  
Alice’s mother stood and watched him through the window. Picking up her 

drink, she moved around the table. “Alice, go spend the night in the woods. 
Your father and I need to talk.” As she went to the kitchen door, she stopped to 
squeeze Alice’s shoulder. Alice covered her mother’s hand with her own for a 
few seconds; then the older woman swept out of the room and was gone.  

————— 
“Hey, Alice.” 

She set down the potted grape vine she had been carrying and brushed the 
soil off her hands. “Hi, Davey.” 

His eyes scanned the nursery. “This is a good job for you. Working with the 
plants.” He had grown into a tall, broad shouldered young man with only traces 
of baby fat remaining in his cheeks. Alice remembered sophomore year, when 
many of the other girls at the school had started paying attention to him. She 
had thought then that he would forget about her. But, while she knew he had 
dated some of the other girls, she still caught him staring. He still had that nerv-
ous grin when they spoke.  

“Ah, well, you know me,” Alice said, keeping her voice light. “Ain’t happy 
unless my hands are dirty.” 

Davey laughed a little too hard. “Yeah, I guess. Um, it’s my mom’s birthday, 
and my sister thought she’d like something for her garden, so...” 

“Gotcha. Right this way.” 
After taking Alice’s suggestion of a snapdragon and paying at the register, 

Davey lingered near the front counter. “So I was thinking,” he began, “you 
want to go get some pizza later? For old times sake? Cause I’m going off to 
college soon, and I--” 

“Sure, Davey,” she interrupted, seeing that he would continue to ramble if 
she didn’t stop him. “That’ll be fun.” 

He gave her a relieved smile. “Great.” 
“I’ll see you after work.” 

————— 
“So, if you don’t mind me asking, why’d you take a year off before college?” 

Alice chewed slowly, setting aside the remains of her pizza crust. “I guess I 
needed more time to figure out how my life is going to go.” 

“Isn’t that what college is for?” Davey asked, just a hint of teasing in his 
voice.  

“Maybe.” She cleared her throat. “So, do you know what you’ll major in?” 
“I don’t know. I was thinking engineering at first, and then maybe chemistry. 

My folks want me to go premed, but I don’t know...” 
As Davy spoke, Alice saw the choices before her. She saw the way the next 

few minutes, days, years could go if she wanted it. If she acted.  
She could leave the pizza parlor with Davey, walk to his car, catch his eye, 

give him a kiss. Tell him she had always wanted him. She could go to college, 
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to State with Davey; maybe start a semester behind, they’d graduate practically 
the same time. They’d stay close, and he’d finally be able to love her. And she 
might love him, in a way. Everything else would follow from there. Marriage, 
children, friends she’d yet to meet. She could travel, see the world. At the end 
of her life, she would look back and know she had seen more good than bad.  

But always, she knew, there would be that hunger, that yearning to return to 
the forest. There would always be the danger that she would walk into the trees 
and never come back. She would, like her father, have to make that vow never 
to step into the woods again. She might have to go farther, move away, into the 
desert, some place like Arizona or New Mexico where she wouldn’t be re-
minded of it every waking moment. And still, no matter where she went or how 
much time passed, her dreams would be full of Elm.  

Sitting in the pizza parlor, a calm came over Alice. She smiled and nodded at 
something Davey had said, not knowing what it was. She knew that she had 
made her decision, but was in no hurry to put it in motion. Instead, she savored 
the details of her surroundings. The taste of red pepper. The slick linoleum un-
der her fingertips. Davey’s laugh.  

Later, as they walked to his car, she said, “I had fun with you tonight, Davey. 
It was a good sendoff.” 

“Yeah, I thought so, too.” He turned to face her, features alight with uncer-
tain happiness. 

Stepping forward, Alice took his face in her hands. “You’re a good person, 
Davey. You’re gonna have a good life. And I’m glad I knew you.” 

Standing up on tiptoes, she kissed his forehead. “Bye, Davey.” 
His brow furrowed in confusion, but she just turned and walked toward the 

edge of town. 
“Wait, Alice, where are you going?” he called out as she moved away. 
“Into the woods.” 

————— 
The moon was full and clearly illuminated the path to Elm’s tree. Alice didn’t 
need it, of course, could navigate these woods in a thunderstorm at midnight. 
Still, she thought. It’s nice to have.  

She had brought nothing with her. Her only stop after leaving Davey had 
been to the house. She had thought to leave a note, something brief, but her fa-
ther had been awake and sitting in the living room. They had stared at each 
other, not knowing what to say. 

“I’m going to the woods. I won’t be back,” Alice had said at last. 
“I know.” Her father had gathered her in his arms then, holding her like he 

had when she was a child. “Be happy, Alice.” 
And, with that blessing, she left the house for the last time.  
Elm stood and watched her approach from the center of the clearing. When 

she reached her lover, Alice stopped and undressed. Not brazenly, as she did for 
sex, but with slow and deliberate care. She folded her clothes, knelt, and dug a 
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hole in the loamy soil. Even as Alice buried her clothes and shoes, Elm 
watched without a word.  

When Alice stood, she saw tears in Elm’s eyes.  
Elm took Alice’s hand and led her to a tree on the other side of the clearing, 

in sight of her own nest. “I’m going to leave you here now,” Elm murmured. 
“But you won’t be alone. I’ll be here, I’ll be with you.” 

Alice kissed her lightly on the lips. “I know. I’m ready.” 
She watched Elm make her way back to her own tree, climb, and vanish into 

the nest. Then Alice turned to face her own. 
It was smaller than Elm’s tree, but of the same species. The branches were 

broad and strong, the leaves lush. It would make a good home. Alice stepped 
forward and rested her palms against the bark.  

For a moment, the tree remained motionless. Alice made herself still, willed 
her heartbeat to slow. There was a cracking sound, and the tree began to open. 
The opening wasn’t ugly and splintered, like a wound; it looked like a natural 
hollow, worn by time. Alice knew it was supposed to be there, and that it was 
for her. Taking one last human breath, she stepped inside and let it close around 
her. 

Artwork © 2012 Lisa Grabenstetter 
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‘American Golgotha’ 

Joe Pitkin 

Professor Spann was already sweating freely under high starched collar 
and plum-colored cravat when he walked onto the university grounds via 
Courthouse Street. He let out a nearly silent, reflexive little thanks to God 
that the broad, sun-beaten oven which had made up his route for the last 
half-mile gave way now to the merciful shade of the horse chestnut trees 
that lined the quadrangle. The spring term had ended the week before and 
the campus had been nearly emptied of people: no one else walked the 
quadrangle now except for two tiny smudges in white coats at the very 
edge of the professor’s field of vision, probably domestic servants of one 
of the residence halls, freed slaves or escaped slaves or the sons of freed 
slaves or escaped slaves. 

Artwork © 2012 Martin Hanford 



  

The Future Fire 2012.23 20 

Professor Spann wondered as he reveled in the horse chestnut blossoms 
whether any of his own three graduate assistants would be awaiting him in the 
laboratory. It was early in the day for them, really, these earnest young men 
with their evening courtships and late mugs of beer. He smiled to think of them 
already at work in his laboratory, bleary-eyed, yet mysteriously overcome by a 
spasm of diligence. There he had them: what he lacked in youth, he made up 
for in devotion. How much more diligent was this childless old widower! 

The professor mopped with his handkerchief at the high balding dome of his 
head as he hauled himself up the broad steps of Hawkins Hall. The muggy 
morning had thoroughly wilted him; he heaved at the great front door as though 
he were once again a little boy having to pull at the handle with all his mus-
tered forces. Within, the heat felt all the more oppressive, mixed as it was with 
the sour alcoholic emanations of ten thousand specimen jars. The building, and 
indeed the whole city, seemed hardly to have cooled off at all overnight. He 
paused a moment at the foot of the inner stairwell to remove his morning coat 
before continuing up to his office and laboratory. 

The eye sockets of 273 human skulls gazed at him from their shelves as he 
entered. The laboratory was empty of graduate assistants, however. The profes-
sor enjoyed this hour of solitude he usually found; in any event, his way would 
have been unbearably hot if he had waited another hour to come to work. He 
pulled up to the slate work table and regarded the single skull which sat there 
as though it were an orator in an amphitheater occupied by the other 272 skulls. 
This lone skull still rested upon the brown parcel paper in which his colleague 
Dr. Metzger had wrapped it; the packing crate with its straw batting lay at the 
professor’s feet. Dr. Metzger had sent several skulls over the last year from his 
archaeological dig in Peru, mostly Moche Indian specimens, though Dr. 
Metzger’s accompanying letter speculated that this particular cranium must 
have come from a Chavín woman. It was obviously small: even before measur-
ing the cranial capacity the professor could see that this specimen would pro-
vide a buttressing datum for his theory. He hefted the skull like a dry gray 
gourd and sniffed at its air of stale straw. 

Slowly Professor Spann rummaged about in his cabinets for his data log, his 
pens, his stout glass inkwell, his small sack of mustard seed, his scoop, his fun-
nel, his graduated cylinder. His materials at length assembled, he hoisted the 
little skull again in his great meaty hands, flipping it over to expose the black 
hole of the foramen magnum at the base. He puffed a breath into it to dislodge 
the bits of straw that might have found their way into the braincase. And, happy 
to play out a joke that never ages, he blew across the foramen like a schoolboy 
blowing across the top of a bottle. The sound was not half so resonant, and for 
the benefit of no one. 

With great care the professor began to scoop mustard seed into the little hole. 
He filled the cranium slowly, and when it seemed full he shook the skull to set-
tle its new cargo before packing a few more grains into the loaded foramen 
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with his thumbs. He lifted the skull once more, loaded and dense as a melon. 
Then he poured out into the graduated cylinder the seed that he had packed. 
The cylinder marked sixty-eight point eight cubic inches. 

He opened his data log and wrote in the first unoccupied entry “23 June 
1849” and “Peruvian Indian Woman—Tribe Unknown.” He upended the skull 
to regard the wear on the handful of teeth that remained attached. After some 
consideration he wrote “about 35 yrs.” and finally the datum of interest: “68.8 
cu. in.” 

“Mustard seed is an imprecise medium for conducting your measurements,” 
said the skull. “Have you considered how poorly the seed settles?” 

With no tongue or mandible or soft palate, and for that matter without vocal 
cords, the voice of the skull was no more than the husk of a sound, like dry 
leaves being blown across a pavement. It seemed to swirl out of the gaping eye 
sockets like mist from a cave. 

Professor Spann prided himself as one of the followers of the Apostle Tho-
mas, who would not believe without seeing, but he had precious little talent at 
disbelieving what he did see and hear. Worse for him was that as a boy he had 
suffered no small fear of a skull in his father’s study—that of a Huron man 
which later became the first in the professor’s grand collection—and he had 
had nightmares as a youth that the skull would rise from his father’s desk and 
harangue him. He had not given a thought to that dream in over sixty years, but 
as he heard the hollow whisper before him now, the memory of the nightmare 
came back to him with all the force of prophecy come true. The heat or perhaps 
this vision had dizzied him, but as deftly as one might think possible for a man 
of seventy-two he rose from his chair, whisked his morning coat from its hook, 
and fled his laboratory and Hawkins Hall and at length the university quadran-
gle behind him. He passed through the oven of Courthouse Street without a 
pang and did not stop until he reached the door of his house. 

He spent the rest of the day, and the next day as well, laid out in his room 
with the shades drawn and a damp rag across his forehead. No one but York, 
his ancient freedman butler, spoke with him, and when one of the graduate as-
sistants came to inquire, York said only that the professor was indisposed and 
wished for no visitors at the moment. 

The professor decided almost immediately after arriving home that he had 
suffered some effect of heat stroke. Yet it amazed him that, after having hit 
upon a rational explanation, he retained a dread of returning to his laboratory 
and of the skull whose voice he had hallucinated. He toyed awhile with the idea 
of having one of his graduate assistants remove the new skull, label it and pack 
it away in the storeroom. But he was being silly, he told himself: it would do 
him no good, and might do considerable harm, to treat his fancies as worthy of 
concern. He would suffer this anxiety until he faced it. 

And so on the next day, when the morning air was even thicker and more op-
pressive than on the morning of his vision, the professor returned to his labora-
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tory. He arrived before eight o’clock, well before even the most industrious of 
his graduate students would appear groggily to carry out his measurements. As 
he steeled his nerves to open the door to his laboratory, he silently cursed his 
assistants with a fervor he had never entertained since taking them on. They 
were like parasites, he thought, incapable of original research or of any useful 
trade or profession. Never had one arrived at the laboratory before nine 
o’clock, at least not on his own initiative. Somehow the least able had settled 
into his laboratory while their betters had walked years ago into the world. 

At last he unlocked the door to his laboratory and strode in with all the bra-
vado of a boxer entering the ring. The skulls looked at him from their shelves 
just as they had every morning. The one dreadful skull, vessel of his hallucina-
tion and humiliation, remained just where he had left it two days before on its 
unfolded parcel paper, beside his log book. “They could at least have removed 
the packing crate,” the professor mumbled sourly, though he knew well how his 
assistants observed the cardinal rule of all graduate work: never touch the pro-
fessor’s personal research. 

With a flash of purpose he took up the skull in his hands. When he felt once 
more its desiccated, empty lightness the spell was broken and his fear, which 
had mounted almost to panic in the last minute, melted off like a fog. What a 
silly old man he had become! He turned the skull over as though it were a ball 
he was preparing to throw, then set it down again next to the graduated cylinder 
which still contained 68.8 cubic inches of mustard seed. 

There was much to be done; he had lost nearly two days at a time when he 
had entertained high hopes of working on his monograph on the crania of the 
North American Indians. His most senior assistant, Koenig, was also beginning 
doctoral work at Professor Joyner’s Harvard lab and would need a letter of in-
troduction. Professor Spann’s relief at finding that the skull was once again 
only a skull mingled with a wave of tender feeling for his graduate students. 
Koenig especially was nearly a son to him: Doctor Joyner, whom the professor 
had always regarded as a friendly rival, would be deeply impressed by how 
well Koenig had been trained. 

Professor Spann set about stoppering the ink well, returning his data log to 
its shelf, and emptying the graduated cylinder into the sack of seed. The seed 
let out a dull rushing sound as it poured. And then, within that dry rustle, again 
he heard, or thought he heard, the whisper. It took all of his marshaled compo-
sure to set down the emptied cylinder and look once again at the skull. 

“Have you considered an alternative to the mustard seed?” the skull re-
peated. 

Professor Spann emitted a little whimper, a sound unlike any he had ever 
made in seventy-two years of life. It felt to him as though a cloak of darkness 
had been draped all at once over his heart. 

“It is unfortunate that your use of the seed has fouled your measurements so 
thoroughly,” the skull went on. 
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Professor Spann made once more to escape, and whirling around to face the 
door his arm swept the graduated cylinder to the floor, where it shattered. The 
crash arrested him—he heard within it the loss of his laboratory, his teaching 
position, his years of data—and bracing himself against another work table let 
out one dry, despairing sob. “Why do you torment me?” he whispered. 

“I have no intention of causing you grief,” the skull replied; “I am not venge-
ful. I merely wanted to propose an alternative to the mustard seed.” 

Besides the obvious trauma, it troubled Professor Spann deeply that the skull 
would bring up a methodological problem that had plagued him for months. 
Mustard seed did settle unevenly, and it packed with far less regularity than he 
had supposed it would when he had first hit upon the measurement technique. 
Subsequent measures of any given skull might differ by as much as 10%, 
though he might follow the same protocol to the letter in both measurements. 

Professor Spann regained his composure, or at least the appearance of com-
posure—within he felt like a sinking ship—and turned to face his weird bene-
factor. “The mustard seed has been a concern of mine as well,” he said, “but it’s 
the best method available. I’ve tried beans, peas, lentils, all kinds of other 
seed—everything is even bulkier and less uniformly shaped.” 

“Lead shot—BB gauge, for instance—would pack far better,” the skull whis-
pered. 

Professor Spann had the bad habit of a natural hostility to the suggestions of 
others. But his psyche was so stunned now that he did not rise to attack this 
one. In fact, it seemed a very good idea—why had he never thought of it be-
fore? “I suppose BB shot would be less liable to deformation under the strain of 
packing,” he responded meekly. 

“That’s precisely what I was thinking. Using BB shot would certainly re-
solve some of the problems in your data. Your project is conceptually flawed, 
I’m afraid, but the mustard seed has been no small source of error.” 

Even Professor Spann’s deep psychic wounds were not enough to prevent 
him from taking offense at this appraisal of his project; to say it was conceptu-
ally flawed was the sharpest insult one might give a scientist. “I don’t see how 
it’s any of your business,” he said petulantly. “I certainly didn’t ask your opin-
ion.” 

The skull answered in its windy voice, unperturbed. “It’s certainly my busi-
ness that you use a flawed measurement of my cranial capacity to buttress an a 
priori assumption about intellect. I’ll venture that I’m not half so inarticulate as 
you had supposed I would be.” 

“I hadn’t supposed you to be articulate at all,” he protested. “Frankly I find 
the whole prospect very disquieting.” A second wave of cold dread descended 
over the professor as he considered the 272 already measured and labeled 
skulls, perched silently on his laboratory shelves, the nearly 700 more that he 
had packed with mustard seed, tabulated, and which sat in crates in the store-
room below. 
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“Perhaps I am not what you think I am,” the skull replied. 
“No, I dare say you are not.” A long-ago memory rose in Professor Spann 

from his schoolboy Latin studies: a passage from the Vitae Patrum, the lives of 
the desert saints. One of the saints—he had forgotten which—had taken shelter 
in an ancient tomb, and the devil had tried to frighten the old monk by speaking 
through one of the corpses interred there. Professor Spann didn’t remember the 
story’s end; presumably it held some moral for the edification of medieval 
Christians. 

“I dare say you are not the spirit of the Chavín woman,” he went on. “Your 
English is as good as mine, and as modern. The Chavín lived several centuries 
before Christ.” 

“I’ve been on an American merchantman for several months,” the skull re-
plied. “I’ve had plenty of time to learn good English.” 

“Well, I’m skeptical that you should learn it so quickly.” 
“We’re wasting a great deal of time with this bickering,” the skull inter-

posed. “Your students will be arriving any minute; I believe I hear Koenig on 
the stairs now.” 

Professor Spann too heard footsteps, and so like a schoolboy covering up a 
scandalous violation of house rules he busied himself once again with tidying 
up the work space. The footsteps did belong to Koenig, a short, prematurely 
bald man of perhaps 24 or 25 who brightened visibly to see that his mentor had 
not stayed home today. He asked whether the professor was feeling better. 

“Yes, much better,” Professor Spann replied in a panic. The skull had gone 
mercifully silent. “Only I seem to have dropped the graduated cylinder. Perhaps 
I’m not quite my old self yet.” 

Koenig came round the table to look at the floorboards spangled with shards. 
He made an impressed whistle. “I’ll go see about a broom,” he said, and he 
walked out into the hallway. 

“I can’t keep you here,” Professor Spann said when he was once again alone 
with the skull. The skull did not answer. In a hurry the professor re-bundled the 
skull in its parcel paper and dumped it unceremoniously into the straw batting 
of the packing crate. He lit a candle and set it on the crate, then lugged the crate 
out of the laboratory and downstairs into the darkness of the basement. The 
storeroom had once been well-ordered, but years of inattention had left it a 
warren of crates and trunks and boxes. Professor Spann wound his way in as 
deeply as he could, and, as though hiding his shameful secret in the heart of a 
labyrinth, he set his cargo down in the midst of all the other crated skulls. 

Professor Spann was unable to recover more than a semblance of his former 
confidence that day. He dithered a while in the laboratory, muttering over his 
papers and mishearing his assistants’ questions when he heard them at all. 
Sometime before noon he felt he would go mad if he did not leave at that very 
moment, and so he remarked to his assistants that he had left an important vol-
ume at home. Koenig immediately offered to fetch it for him, but the professor 



  

The Future Fire 2012.23 25 

answered as breezily as he could that York would not know where the volume 
was, and with that Professor Spann plodded home as though in a dream. 

Like a child he went to bed before the evening had fully darkened, but his 
sleep came in disturbed fits and fragments. Around midnight he woke in a ter-
ror and knew he would not be able to sleep again. Waves of dread buffeted him 
mercilessly. The skull had doubtless been right about the mustard seed, and the 
suggestion that he use BB gauge shot seemed a lightning-stroke of genius. 
Could it be, then, that the skull had also been right about his entire project be-
ing flawed? He felt as though this visitor, impudent as an old railroad tramp, 
had weighed all of Professor Spann’s work in the balance. It was more than his 
dignity could bear. 

At last he could suffer the assaults of his doubt no longer. He dressed as si-
lently as he could in the dark, and without rousing York he stole like a guilty 
spirit back to Hawkins Hall. He worried that a night watchman might stop him 
and force him to account for his strange errand. But Professor Spann saw no 
one but a lone drunkard asleep at the head of Courthouse Street. 

One might suppose that Professor Spann’s heart would quail at the prospect 
of stumbling about a gallery of skulls in the dead of night, but the professor still 
thought of himself, even after all evidence to the contrary that he had gathered 
in recent days, as one who is not so easily troubled. Nearly sixty years as a sci-
entist had bleached all hysteria right out of him, or so he flattered himself. He 
was surprised how difficult it was to find the crate he had left in the basement 
only a few hours before, but at length he felt the presence of the skull before 
him. He prized open the crate easily, for he had banged it shut in a hurry with-
out a hammer. The skull lay on its straw batting, imperturbable. 

“I wondered whether you had suffered an attack of piety and buried me 
again,” the skull whispered. Professor Spann found the skull’s motives, if there 
were any, impossible to divine from its expressionless face and its hollow 
voice. He had no idea whether the skull had just cracked a joke or made a bit-
ing rebuke. 

“You spoke of flaws in my work,” Professor Spann responded haughtily, as 
though he had summoned a student to his office. “I’d be obliged if you would 
elaborate.” 

“Your work is a museum of error,” the skull replied. Professor Spann’s heart 
fell to hear so final a judgment, but why else had he left his bed in the middle 
of the night, except that the skull’s opinion held some strange power over him? 

The skull went on, “Have you considered, for example, the relation of cra-
nial capacity to body size? If gross cranial capacity were a true proxy for intel-
ligence, the whale and the elephant would both be more intelligent than Homo 

sapiens. A far better proxy—though by no means a perfect one—would be the 
ratio of cranial capacity to total body mass.” 

Professor Spann leaned against a stack of crates as though he had been chas-
tened beyond his ability to stand up straight. Within each crate sat a half-dozen 
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or more packed skulls. Never in all his research had it occurred to him, nor 
would he have been able, to compare the volumes he had so assiduously meas-
ured with the weight of the men in life. 

Yet the professor had little opportunity to contemplate this particular source 
of error, profound as it was, for the skull had continued cataloguing the meth-
odological and conceptual blunders plaguing his life’s work. “. . . analysis also 
rests on fundamental sampling errors. In your measurement of the cranial ca-
pacity of American tribes, for instance, you have excluded the samples of Es-
kimo—quite a large-headed group—presumably because including their meas-
urements would increase the average for aboriginal Americans as a whole. My 
people, by contrast, are small-headed, and you have oversampled from these 
Andean tribes. I’ll leave aside for the moment the question of whether any hu-
man population can be so neatly generalized; you have little idea how much in-
termingling has occurred between the groups you call races.” Yet, far from 
leaving aside the question, the skull immediately launched into a breathless cri-
tique of the very concept of race as a biological construct, contending that 
much of what Spann believed about racial biology was impossible to disentan-
gle from the cultural construct of ethnicity. And, before Spann could interrupt 
this Niagara of commentary, the skull began an entirely separate line of attack 
on what it called the professor’s rather naïve assumptions—again culturally 
conditioned, according to the skull—about the nature of intelligence, which the 
skull maintained was a far more multifarious concept than a single trait distrib-
uted in a bell curve for each race or indeed for the human family in toto. 

In short, the skull had in eight minutes utterly exploded the entire scientific 
edifice upon which the career of Professor Spann had rested. The old man, who 
was a famously pugnacious debater throughout his tenure in the American Phi-
losophical Society, found himself unable to answer, his tongue strangely para-
lyzed, as though the skull were speaking to him out of a dream. The skull 
ceased its sermonizing only when the old man began visibly to fight back tears, 
though it remains unclear how this interior struggle was visible to an eyeless 
skull. 

And here the story would end, were it merely a tale of an old man facing the 
bankruptcy of his racialist, long-since discredited worldview. Indeed, there is 
no shortage of such tales nowadays, of the wrongheaded Caucasian explorer, or 
scientist, or industrialist, or military planner, etc. learning almost too late the 
true values of life from a wise old native woman, or in this case, her skull. The 
gentle reader might object that there is insufficient evidence to prove that the 
skull did in fact belong to a wise old native woman, that a thirty-five year old 
woman is hardly old even by the standards of the ancient Chavín, and that in 
any event the skull has said nothing about the true values of life. All fair objec-
tions, it may be warranted, but the reader is invited to contemplate whether it is 
reasonable to expect a talking skull to impart to us the true values of life. 

Professor Spann felt so crushed he sat down on a box facing the crate from 
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which the skull had spoken. The skull had paused midsentence as the profes-
sor’s eyes had begun to well up, and into this silence he was able at last to spit 
a question: “Who are you?” 

The skull adopted a softer tone: “I will answer you with a question: why do 
you doubt that I am the skull of a Chavín woman of about 35 years of age?” 

The skull’s new tone of voice calmed him a bit, enough that he felt able to 
deal rationally with his questioner. Among his other reasons for doubting, the 
answer that first came to Professor Spann’s mind was that the skull seemed to 
have an impressive understanding of biology, anthropology, inferential statis-
tics, and, as he had remarked before, the English language. A more obvious rea-
son to have doubted would be that the skull was speaking to him at all, but this 
did not occur to him at the moment. 

“You are a skull; I don’t doubt that. My colleague Metzger sent you to me 
from Peru. The rest I surmised from the evidence available to me at the time. 
By Metzger’s account your tomb was likely a Chavín site, and the size of your 
skull and the wear on your teeth suggested to me your sex and age.” 

“Actually I am not so different from that,” the skull replied brightly, as 
though to encourage him. “In life I was part of a woman from the tribe you call 
Chavín. How you arrived at the age of 35 by looking at my teeth is beyond me, 
though: I was nearly 70 when I died.” 

“Your teeth are not half as worn down as one would expect for a 70 year-old 
Indian.” 

“Our dental care was very good, especially for the rich, and I was once quite 
rich. Our descendants today do not receive the care that I once did. For that 
matter, our dental care may have been better than what is offered in your soci-
ety, to judge by your teeth and those of your students.” 

For the first time in days, Professor Spann chuckled with genuine warmth. 
One might imagine that he laughed to contemplate the possibility of any 
American tribe—even the great civilizations of Peru and Mexico—outstripping 
the European peoples in any cultural attainment. Certainly he would have con-
sidered the possibility absurd, and a moment ago he had been affronted enough 
that such a thought would have come to him unbidden, but now his mind was 
elsewhere. Rather, he chuckled because of some hidden tone he thought he 
heard in the husk of that voice, a kind of flippant tang, as though the skull had 
tossed off her observation with great wit. Was she flirting with him? 

“Your doctors must have been very skilled, then,” he ventured. “You have 
the teeth of a woman in her thirties.” 

“My doctors were skilled enough,” she replied, “to have left me a skull in 
excellent condition. Indeed, all my bones were regarded as very fit and shapely, 
though I am afraid your Dr. Metzger thoroughly mangled them while removing 
the skull.” 

“I am sorry for that,” Professor Spann lamented. “I will write and urge him 
to exercise greater care in future. But tell me: perhaps we could talk in greater 
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comfort at my house? It’s hardly a fit hour for me to be out, and I worry that 
some night watchman will stumble upon us here and take me for a house-
breaker.” 

The skull assented. The professor went up to his laboratory to leave a note 
for Koenig, sending him to procure various supplies from the university facili-
ties manager. It would be too much for the professor to bear the whole crate 
back to his house nearly a mile away; luckily he carried a handkerchief in the 
coat he had hastily donned. He spread the kerchief out on the crate where he 
had been sitting, then set the skull upon it with all the care of a priest setting the 
chalice on the altar. He wrapped up his companion and carried her home in the 
crook of his arm. 

Walking home he felt strangely, dreamily, at ease; it surprised him how the 
skull’s judgment of his life’s work had not in fact crushed him the way he had 
first felt. She was, after all, far brighter than he had supposed, even brilliant. 
How his research would flourish, he realized, if he could make himself a stu-
dent again, accept her instruction! How it would advance his work far beyond 
the efforts of his colleagues, to be able to speak with one of the subjects he had 
measured! 

It was nearly three in the morning when he arrived home and climbed the 
stairs to his study. Luckily York had grown quite hard of hearing in recent years 
and was not roused. Professor Spann unwrapped the skull on his desk and took 
his leave of her. He returned to his room, undressed in the dark, and fell into a 
sleep more restful than many his age would have enjoyed. 

He slept until well past ten o’clock, then dressed and breakfasted hastily so 
as to return more quickly to his study. He shut himself up there and sat down in 
his deep leather armchair opposite the skull on the desk. “If you don’t mind,” 
he said, “I would hear more about the errors I’ve made. I believe your advice 
will be of great value in my research.” 

“Redeeming your research will not be as easy as you think. Your primary as-
sumptions are faulty.” 

“Certainly there must be some value to man in measuring what no one be-
fore has measured,” Professor Spann protested, “and I hope to improve my 
methods. How would you improve my work?” 

“You measure everything that you encounter, certainly,” the skull replied. 
“What a man sees will soon be measured, if it has not been measured many 
times already. I could call you Homo metiens, the measuring man. But Homo 

sapiens is more, or should have been more, than Homo metiens. You’ve spent 
nearly your whole life asking the wrong questions, or scarcely asking any ques-
tions at all. What do you hope to gain by measuring the volume of so many cra-
nia?” 

Professor Spann saw at once that it would not be so easy to make himself 
into a student again. How he had forgotten the thousand little humiliations a 
student must suffer, how one must humble himself in order to learn! It was no 
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wonder that so few become students in adulthood. 
“I wish to add to the edifice of human knowledge,” Professor Spann an-

swered with the tone of someone professing a spiritual vocation. 
“A worthy belief,” she replied, “but only half true: The skulls you have piled 

up are indeed a monument, and perhaps you have even believed that they are a 
monument to human knowledge. But in truth they are a monument first to 
yourself.” 

She was right, of course: like any scientist, he imagined in spare moments 
the glory of having his name appear in textbooks of future generations, along-
side the titans, alongside Newton and Harvey and Linnaeus. “There is nothing 
disreputable in seeking glory,” he objected. “Indeed, how else might we expect 
science or any other human endeavor to progress, if not because men of noble 
instincts seek recognition for their accomplishments?” 

“How, indeed—” the skull began, but there was a knock at the door. 
York poked his ancient broad head in. “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir, but young 

mister Koenig is at the door.” 
“Send him away, York. Tell him I’ll be along at the laboratory this after-

noon.” 
The servant retreated, and when the door shut the skull whispered, as though 

in lament, “Alas, poor York! I knew him, Horatio!” 
“What’s that? Horatio? How do you know York?” 
“Forgive me,” the skull replied, “I was being irreverent with the literary 

treasures of your people. But tell me: will you measure York’s skull when he 
has died?” 

The thought repulsed him; he had known York his whole life. Yet a great 
deal of the study of biology depends upon learning to look in spite of one’s re-
pulsions. It seemed doubtful at times that Professor Spann would outlive York, 
who despite being several years older seemed as hale as a knotted pine. But if 
York did die first, and if he could be enticed beforehand to donate his remains 
to science, then yes, the professor would likely measure his skull. 

The skull laughed to hear him say this, or at least to hear him think this (he 
wasn’t entirely sure he had spoken); her laughter was a charming feminine gig-
gle that might have been directed at him but which the professor found never-
theless seductive. The sound of her voice was only apparently hollow; as he lis-
tened more carefully, it was so liquid and warm within, especially considering 
that she had no flesh, that it immediately dissolved his sense of humiliation. 
She giggled as though she had merely been teasing him all along; perhaps even 
her dismissal of his work the night before was not so final. 

As he reflected on that dismissal, it occurred to the professor that he would 
benefit from being able to consult his data log. How she had come by such 
deep familiarity with his measurements he did not know, but her knowledge 
seemed intimate to the point that by turns he doubted his own memory, and 
then he doubted that she could possibly know as much as she claimed to. So he 
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invited her to accompany him to the laboratory, and they returned to campus in 
the bright noon heat. Professor Spann had found in the trunk of his dead wife’s 
belongings a mantilla of black Spanish lace, which he draped over the skull as 
she rested in his arm. He, however, could feel a sunburn cooking the dome of 
his poor old head. “We will need to remain quiet while my students are in the 
laboratory,” he whispered as they made their way up Courthouse Street, when 
he was at leisure to speak without being overheard. She was silent. He felt 
grateful to have a companion of such discretion—he suspected that he needn’t 
have said anything, that she understood his desire for silence without being 
told. 

In any event, the laboratory was empty when they arrived. On one of the ta-
bles lay a note from Koenig, presumably to the other graduate assistants, that 
he had gone to Professor Spann’s house and then to lunch. Next to the note sat 
a stack of paper packets of BB gauge shot. Professor Spann’s heart leapt: he set 
the skull on the worktable and lifted her veil, then busied himself with gather-
ing his materials. He was not fond of the laboratory’s second large graduated 
cylinder as it was marked with less precision, yet he would have to use it until 
he could procure a replacement. 

“What are you doing?” the skull asked. 
Professor Spann set the data log and the graduated cylinder next to the boxes 

of lead shot. “It would be nice to experiment with the new methods you had 
suggested.” 

“You plan to measure me again?” 
He had planned to, but her question made him feel at once like a cad, taking 

liberties with the lady under his protection. “There are a great many other 
skulls we could measure here.” 

The skull’s whisper seemed at once insistent and tempting: “But why will 
you measure them, Professor Spann?” 

The question had never been put to him so simply before. “Why, to gather 
the facts together and follow them wherever they might lead.” 

“Then you have learned nothing. You speak as if you know that the scientific 
method demands objectivity, detachment from any hoped-for outcome. And yet 
perfect detachment is not possible for you, any more than perfect love is possi-
ble for you. You flatter yourself that your vision is clearer than that of your 
grandfathers, just as future generations of scientists will look upon your work 
and flatter themselves that they have learned, magically, to see what is before 
their eyes rather than what they expected to see. That is all your work will 
mean to them: that you saw what you wished to see.” 

“Why do you dismiss me so quickly?” he protested. “I’m not so old that I 
cannot learn and improve.” 

“No one knows how much time is left for improvement. Your time is shorter 
than you think.” 

“I will use every day left to me; I will devote it to learning. But teach me, I 
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beg you.” 
“Then learn this,” the skull replied: “none of these skulls you have collected 

will tell you what you wish to know.” 
Professor Spann stopped gathering his materials and sat down, deflated. “So 

you have said. But surely there is some value in taking the measurement.” 
“There is no value for you. Your work will be forgotten by nearly everyone, 

except by those few who will pause to ridicule it.” 
“How cruel you are, spirit,” he murmured at length. Despair returned to him 

as suddenly as it had left, rearing up before him like a thick darkness of forest 
growing suddenly around his house. “I think I should prefer that you stay si-
lent.” 

“My speaking and my silence are not slaves to your whim; you have deluded 
yourself in hoping otherwise. Your students will know you are mad when they 
see you speaking to me.” 

Professor Spann felt again the horror of his lost work, his laboratory taken 
from him, a forced retirement. “No, you must not! You told me you are not 
vengeful!” 

“That is true: I am beyond vengeance and mercy. But you will not be able to 
disguise for very long that you are speaking to me. Koenig will return soon, 
any minute in fact, and to him I will seem your very imaginary friend.” 

Was she mocking him? Surely she was mocking him! A strange rush of feel-
ing overcame the old professor: shame, and impotence, and a hot rage seemed 
to mix within him and feed one another. “I will silence you!” he hissed. 

Frantic as a berserker he snatched at the nearest article on the table. Almost 
before he realized it he held above his head the thick glass inkwell, which he 
slammed like a stone against the skull. Her left zygomatic arch shattered at the 
blow. The professor struck again and again at that wasted face, cracking and 
then sundering the frontal bone, beneath which nothing but dust and a few stray 
mustard seeds emerged. He kept up his assault, sending shards of bone across 
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the laboratory, until the inkwell struck the tabletop beneath and shattered in his 
hand. 

Ink and bone and glass lay everywhere. His hand had been cut deeply, yet he 
did not feel the wound at all. Breathless and totally spent, he fell back in his 
chair. A great dizziness overcame him. 

From the pile of fragments where the skull had been the voice emerged once 
more in the restored silence. “In all your measuring, you would have been 
wiser to measure yourself. And now it is too late.” 

But Professor Spann felt nothing beyond a deep weakness spread over him. 
His breath came in ever shallower gasps, and he felt a constriction in his chest 
as though a belt around his heart was tightening. He leaned back in his chair to 
regard the empty, pitiless stare of the 272 skulls arrayed above him. 
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‘Lacuna’ 
Anne E. Johnson 

“There’s one missing.” Jen was certain of that. She wrinkled a printout of 
Monday’s IdCat chart in her sweaty hand. 

“Count ’em again,” said her boss, Roger. 
This week Jen and her crew had identified 4270 discrete idea categories. 

And now one of those IdCats was missing. 
“Counting them again will take forever.” 
Roger showed no sympathy in his doughy face. “For-EVER?” He buzzed 

his lips. “It’s just counting.” 
Well, no, it wasn’t just counting. Ideas weren’t basketballs or backpacks or 

cars. Deciding what constituted a new, separate, unique idea required skill 
and delicacy. Now Jen had to do it all over. Thankfully, she’d taken notes the 
first time through. Still, just counting the IdCats wouldn’t explain how the 
file corruption had occurred, or even whether it was contained. They would 
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have to check the individual ideas within each category to be sure of the dam-
age. It was going to be a tedious job. 

In the two years Jen had worked at Inkling Brokerage Corporation, she’d 
streamlined the process of categorizing. It was steady employment with bene-
fits, and she tried not to think about the moral implications. IBC’s website col-
lected ideas. Or, as its slogan promised, “We pass your ideas on to the people 
who can make them reality.” 

The money-maker for IBC was to collect these ideas and grow them into 
something, combine them, add to them, and sell them at a massive profit. Ideas 
were submitted via an online form that had been pored over by legal. Contribu-
tors by the hundreds of thousands signed a waiver giving the company unlim-
ited rights to their ideas. They wanted to feel like they were participating in 
something. In the advancement of society, perhaps. They wanted to believe that 
their ideas mattered and that somebody was listening. Never mind that they 
were getting screwed. 

It was a fool-proof business model, taking advantage of the average person’s 
lack of organization, drive, knowledge, and confidence. It fed on the way peo-
ple were brainwashed into spewing everything in their heads onto the Internet 
in pointless fragments. IBC gathered up those fragments and was building an 
empire with them. 

Jen’s IdCat department slogged through hundreds of thousands of submitted 
ideas weekly and bunched them into discrete groups. Nothing got thrown away, 
no matter how crazy. “Kill the President” would be categorized with “Demand 
more accountability from our elected officials.” “Make the space aliens do all 
the mining work as slaves” joined “Increase legal protection for labor unions.” 
It was difficult, subtle work, but satisfying to Jen’s intellect. She was what 
some people called “over-educated,” with a BA in philosophy. It was not the 
best background for work at IBC. Buried deep in her was a sense of ethics that 
sometimes caused her twinges of conscience in her job. But she could usually 
fight those down with workaholism. 

She had to admit that the missing category put her off her stride. By evening 
her team was groggy, with pizza-stained fingers. The pizza had been a bribe to 
keep them at their terminals until the categories and subcategories were thor-
oughly reviewed and recounted. 

“What did we decide about sizes, Jen?” the very bright, very young Dee Dee 
asked from behind her monitor. 

“What do you mean?” 
“Well, there’s the category for standardizing American women’s pants sizes.” 
“And?” 
“And there’s this entry about sizes changing over time, submitted by 

MallGrrrrl…” 
“Hey!” Jen shouted, not believing her ears. “You know better than that. No 

user names.” 



  

The Future Fire 2012.23 35 

“I know, I know, but it’s not her real name, obviously.” 
“Obviously, huh? Listen to yourself. You said ‘her.’ These are ideas, not at-

tached to individual people. How many times must I explain? Once ideas are 
entered into our site, they’re just items in our warehouse, not someone’s 
thoughts. Right?” 

“They once were, though,” said Dee Dee sheepishly. 
That comment would be the end of Dee Dee’s career at IBC. Jen was sorry to 

let such a bright employee go, but Dee Dee just didn’t seem a hundred percent 
behind the IBC business model. 

“We’re at 4269.” Vin, Jen’s assistant, read out the numbers just before mid-
night. They were definitely one short. 

Jen sent her team home. They’d be spending all day tomorrow on this night-
mare anyway. Might as well get some sleep. As Jen was about to turn off her 
computer, a message flashed on the screen in a green-bordered window. “Hello 
Jen. The IdCat you lost contained the unique, priceless ideas of many thou-
sands of people. Were they really IBC’s in the first place?” 

Frantically, Jen dialed the extension of Marty, the tech security specialist. It 
went to voicemail. No surprise, considering how late it was. She should call his 
cell phone. He had an IBC-issued cell phone for just this reason. Yes, she 
should definitely try to reach Marty... 

With the receiver still in her left hand and her right index finger hovering 
over the “phonebook” button, she read the message again. And she realized that 
she didn’t know the answer to the question on the screen. Did those ideas be-
long to IBC? She put the receiver back in its cradle, turned off her computer, 
and went home. 

“Where’s the trail? The proof?” Jen’s boss asked the next morning. “I mean, 
it’s not like you’re counting this stuff on your fingers or with a…with one of 
those, what’s it called?” Roger mimed pushing beads across a wire. 

“Abacus?” Jen guessed. 
“Yeah, yeah.” Roger scratched his shiny scalp. “You must have an old ver-

sion of the, of the…” 
Jen jumped in again. “Stock chart.” 
“Yeah, you know, showing the IdCat you’re missing. Proof that it was there 

before.” 
“I showed you that. Monday’s stock chart,” she said flatly. “A few minutes 

ago I looked at that same chart in our system, and it should be identical to that 
printout I showed you. But it isn’t. The record of the missing IdCat has been 
removed. 

“Where’s the printout now?” 
“Well, I shredded it. Which is protocol, if you remember.” Jen pushed down 

an urge to strangle this idiot. 
“So, there’s no proof. Well, then. There you go.” Roger drew in a triumphant 

breath and opened his knees in a masculine dismissal. He laced his fingers be-
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hind his head, speaking to the ceiling. “Guess you’re wrong, then. Guess there 
really wasn’t,” he suddenly looked straight at Jen, “a problem.” 

“But there’s a lacuna.” 
“A what?” 
Jen cursed her liberal education, wishing she could talk to Everyman. “A 

gap. In the data. I can tell that it used to be there, but I can’t see it. A lacuna. I 
don’t care what the stock chart says now. It’s been tampered with.” 

Roger laughed. “That’s nuts. That can’t happen. You’re just wrong.” He must 
have noticed the murderous look on her face because his smug grin faded and 
he said, “Hey, just use the back-up files on the external drive, if you really 
think there’s a problem with the active files. And double the back-up. Two cop-
ies. Okay? Solved? Moving on now?” 

“Yeah,” sighed Jen, just wanting to get out of Roger’s office. “I’ll take it off 
the back-up.” 

“And make another copy,” he said, waving her out while he looked at some 
papers. 

In truth, she hadn’t checked the back-up yet. But it had to be the correct, 
original version, without the lacuna. Even if the network had a virus or had 
been hacked, the external system was completely separate, not accessible 
online by any route. Jen was sure she would find the missing IdCat there, but 
she didn’t want to reload the files into the network mainframe until she’d fig-
ured out the problem. 

At lunch, slurping up her soba noodles with veg from Hijiki Health, Jen tried 
to imagine how an entire stock chart could be wiped from the IBC database 
without leaving at least a ghost of a trail. 

“It couldn’t,” she assured the fibrous hunk of bok choi pinched between her 
chopsticks. “I’m just paranoid and overworked.” 

All afternoon she poured a manic energy into the presentation for the Feds 
the next day. This was a sales pitch for automatic taxation software. It would 
track the financial transactions of every American, allowing the US govern-
ment to reclaim billions of dollars in owed taxes. Sure, there were certain is-
sues of constitutionality, but Jen figured that was for others to sort out. 

Typically IBC acted as a broker for major idea sales. It sold to a person or 
company who could develop the idea and then sell the product, after which IBC 
got a cut of every sale. The upshot of this particular taxation contract was as-
tounding. IBC would end up with a percentage of all federal tax payments in 
perpetuity. 

The Feds had contracted a tech genius named Carrie Zimmer. Jen had 
pitched to her the year before, for the idea of personal traffic light reprogram-
ming. That was a plaything only for the rich, of course, but Carrie’s user-
friendly program had really pushed the market, and the residuals were nothing 
to sneeze at. Jen was glad to work with her again. An intriguing, mysterious 
woman, that Carrie Zimmer. 
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On the day of the tax software presentation, Jen was well prepared. She had 
assisted in countless idea roll-outs. Her function was to toss out some pretty 
statistics about how IBC’s ideas usually fared, and how ideas similar to the one 
for sale tended to perform once realized. She was well trained in skewing fig-
ures to seem rosy, but she presented in such a nerdy monotone and with such 
drily technical visual aids that clients rarely questioned her work. This skill was 
one of the few things Roger appreciated about her. 

“How are you, Jen?” Carrie Zimmer shook her hand after Jen set a plate of 
sandwiches in the middle of the conference table. Jen was surprised to be 
greeted so warmly by the introvert. Carrie rarely made eye contact. She looked 
at Carrie’s wildly curly mop of black hair and her thoughtful face, shadowed in 
an olive hue. She appealed to both Jen’s maternal and her intellectual sides. 

As he always did for high-end clients, Roger was handling most of the pres-
entation himself. He certainly had no problem with eye contact, and the aggres-
sive boorishness he displayed to his co-workers got focused into a veneer of 
supreme confidence in front of clients. Much as Jen hated to admit it, Roger 
was a terrific businessman. 

“…shine a floodlight in every corner where the freeloading rats of American 
society might scurry and hide…,” he was saying to a fat government lawyer sit-
ting next to Carrie. It was quite a speech, about the moral damage tax evasion 
caused America, but Carrie seemed unmoved. Jen watched the programmer 
pick sesame seeds from the top of a ham sandwich. 

Then it was her turn. Jen’s voice shook at first, but she caught her stride. 
“In the past quarter, the dividends for automatic payment programs have in-

creased by 7.25 percent.” She droned on in this manner, relaxing into it. Roger 
smirked oh, so slightly. The lawyer was soon glassy-eyed, oversaturated, which 
was the desired effect. Only Carrie didn’t respond at all. She was now sliding 
the plucked sesame seeds across an inch of tabletop next to her computer tablet, 
from one pile to another. She seemed to be counting them. 

Carrie looked up from her tablet for an instant, catching Jen’s eye with a 
forceful glance that burned through her. Jen finished her presentation in double-
time, stringing phrases together through habit while most of her mind was rapt 
by Carrie. 

She couldn’t quite read the subliminal message she knew Carrie had sent. 
And it wasn’t the sort of shallow subtext that she usually got from a man’s 
look. This had substance, a weight that could shake the world. But Jen wasn’t 
sure what it meant. 

With her slightly crooked nose nearly touching the tablet screen, Carrie fi-
nally spoke. “The potential is…” And that was it. Jen had heard her do that be-
fore, start a thought and let it trail off, leaving listeners to infer the rest. 

The Fed’s lawyer jumped in. “That’s right, lady. The potential is out of 
bounds.” He whipped his arms around as he spoke, nearly capsizing his water 
glass. “What a boon this will be. I mean to the American people. Patriotic.” 
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Jen put great effort into not rolling her eyes. Every last creep in that confer-
ence room, herself included, was there to make money and cut an advantageous 
deal. She found it offensive when people pretended otherwise. Somehow, Car-
rie didn’t seem in on the lawyer’s patriotic spin. She didn’t seem in on any-
thing, just lost in her tablet. 

Jen focused on Carrie’s nose while the lawyer continued his shtick. 
“What we’d be acquiring here is a diamond, sure, but it’s strictly in the 

rough.” Here came the pitch for a better price, Jen knew. “This idea,” he con-
tinued, “this, this…potentiality…” The lawyer sucked in air and bit his lower 
lip, trying to make it all seem unrehearsed. “This potentiality is so rough that 
your average citizen would walk right by it if it lay in plain sight on the side-
walk. In fact, even those select few who knew to pick it up and put it in their 
pocket would just let it sit on their dresser once they got it home. Wouldn’t 
have the faintest idea how to turn this potentiality into greatness.” 

On the last word, he sideswiped the water glass with his wedding ring, play-
ing it like a dinner bell. Jen couldn’t suppress an audible sigh, and it pleased 
her to imagine that Carrie shuddered slightly. 

“You can back me up with the numbers there, can’t you?” The lawyer swat-
ted Carrie on the upper arm with the back of his hand in a classic atta-boy mo-
tion. Carrie did not react except to nod her head. 

“Looks good, right? You can turn this into a mean little algorithm?” 
Carrie nodded again. Then she moved her face in closer to her tablet, seem-

ing to block out the world. 
Roger, however, was raring for the bat-
tle. His charming grin never wavered 
while he parried and thrust, one charla-
tan to another, and ended up with a de-
cent price. It was remarkable to watch 
Roger in action, but Jen had seen it 
many times before, so today she kept 
her gaze locked on Carrie. 
At the end of the match, as the blood-
ied lawyer laughed the awkward laugh 
of the defeated, Carrie finally spoke 
again. She looked directly at Jen. “I 
know these new numbers will be to 
everyone’s advantage,” she said. 
Slipping her tablet into its case, she 
slipped from the room. 
“What about new numbers?” Roger 
chugged his latte. 
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“She’s a little, you know, odd,” said the lawyer, adversary now turned con-
spirator. 

Jen bolted out after Carrie, not knowing what she hoped to accomplish, but 
wanting to escape the morons. She found the programmer waiting for the ele-
vator, and she fairly sprinted up to her in her sensible ballet flats. 

“What did you mean by new numbers?” Jen said, trying to sound only 
slightly interested. 

Carrie didn’t answer or look at Jen. When the elevator came, Carrie held the 
door for her, but they rode in silence. Jen got off on her floor, and looked back. 
As the doors glided closed, cutting her off from Carrie, she heard the enigmatic 
programmer speak. “How many IdCats do you have now?” The metal plates 
sealed shut. Jen wasn’t sure she hadn’t imagined those words. 

A good IBC employee would have gone directly to Internal Security and re-
ported Carrie Zimmer’s suspicious comment. How many IdCats were there? 
Why had she asked that? Jen was interested to see herself choose not to report 
Carrie. It was as if she were watching someone else make the decision. And al-
though she couldn’t explain it, somehow Jen knew that complying with author-
ity was the wrong way to go. 

Her assistant, Van, was waiting at her desk, looking concerned. “Did you 
check the back-up yet? Want me to do it?” 

It felt like a criticism, and Jen took offense. “I’ll check it. I said I’d do it, and 
I will. What’s the rush? Nothing could’ve happened to the back-up. It’s just sit-
ting there. I’ll do it. You do your job, and I’ll do mine.” Without meeting Van’s 
gaze, Jen stormed off, her heart racing. She found herself back at the elevators, 
not sure where she was going. She should check the back-up system right away. 
She really should. But all she could think about was finding Carrie before she 
left the building. 

“The parking garage!” Jen said aloud as she entered the elevator. 
It had been a revelation―where Carrie was most likely to be―but the guy 

from accounting thought it was an order. “Yes, Ma’am,” he said, swinging his 
arm dramatically toward the button marked with a P. “Parking garage, coming 
right up.” 

Jen tried to smile. It was a relief when the guy got off on the fourth floor. 
Jen barely breathed during the thirty-second descent. The moment the doors 

opened she burst into the garage, sucking in the reek of exhaust. Her footfalls 
echoed. 

“I thought you’d come after me.” It was Carrie, shadowed against a pillar. 
“You messed with the IdCats.” There was no point in small talk. 
Carrie just shrugged. That, thought Jen, was called not saying no. “How did 

you hack us? And why? The Feds must be paying you millions to design that 
tax software. Why would you sabotage a company that can hook you up with 
jobs like that?” She had spit all that out quickly, and it infuriated her that Carrie 
had not moved during her tirade. 
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With a few clicking steps Jen strode up to Carrie and pushed her against the 
concrete pillar. Passing headlights bleached out Carrie’s face for a few seconds. 
“What do you want?” Jen said. 

Carrie looked so intensely into her eyes that Jen expected the other woman 
either to kiss her or hit her. 

She merely said, “Freedom.” 
“What are you talking about?” Jen could hear the anger and embarrass-

ment―not to mention the disappointment―in her own voice. “Wait, you want 
to get out of your contract or something?” 

Carrie’s laugh was derisive. “Have you ever had an idea? I mean something 
original. Even if it wasn’t practical.” 

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” Jen was unnerved to realize that she really 
had wanted a kiss. 

“Think hard.” 
Carrie’s voice was calming, so Jen did as she said. “Yeah, maybe as a kid. I 

wanted to breed a chocolate-sauce plant. I drew a picture of it. It wasn’t a real 
idea, you know, not something anybody could…” 

Carrie interrupted. “What if tomorrow you find out I made a deal with a ge-
netic engineer to develop a chocolate-sauce plant? How would you feel?” 

How Jen felt was like she’d been transported back to Professor Lemner’s 
ethical principles seminar. She knew how to play this game. “I’d feel cheated. 
Like it was stolen from me. But I see where you’re going with this, Carrie, and 
it won’t work. That kind of naïve example doesn’t say anything about IBC.” 

Carrie looked up, as if surprised to hear Jen challenging her. Jen went on, en-
ergized. “A chocolate-sauce plant is stupid and useless. The ideas IBC deals in 
are things that change the world, better the human race.” 

“Wow, you’ve memorized all the training brochures, haven’t you?” 
Stung by this sarcasm, Jen spoke pointedly. “The world is a lot more compli-

cated than…” 
“Jen, Jen.” Hearing Carrie repeat her name made Jen desperate to listen, 

hoping she’d say it again. “The people who submit ideas to IBC are unedu-
cated. They don’t know that their ideas are valuable or practical. They assume, 
when they’re typing their silly, daydreamish concepts onto your site, that 
they’re suggesting the grown-up equivalent of chocolate-sauce plants. If they 
thought there was really something to be done with those ideas, don’t you sup-
pose they’d act on them?” 

“But they wouldn’t know how to act on them.” 
“That’s exactly my point. They don’t know what they have. They’re just 

venting frustrations about the world.” 
“So you’re saying we should pay for the ideas we collect?” A great sense of 

relief washed over Jen. She had wanted to say that for two years, but had never 
dared. 



  

The Future Fire 2012.23 41 

Carrie reacted with anger. “For God’s sake, this is not about money. Why 
can’t you get it? You know, I thought I’d found an ally in you. Somebody who 
would…” 

She did that thing again, letting her listener imagine the end of her thought. 
After a deep sigh, Carrie continued. “A person’s identity is made up of his or 
her ideas, whether original or borrowed, lucid or mad. Ideas are power, and 
IBC is trying to take all the power. I just think Goliath needs to be reminded 
about David.” 

Jen was scrolling through a mental list of ideas she’d read lately on the site. 
“You know, a lot of the ideas we get are about the level of a chocolate-sauce 
plant. Don’t you think you’re over-reacting?” 

“What you think of as a trivial idea might well be the central point of exis-
tence for the person who thought of it.” 

“Like standardizing the sizes for women’s clothing?” She thought of clever 
Dee Dee, whom she’d fired earlier that week. “But if you destroy the idea data-
base, you’re destroying the ideas, which you said are power. Why destroy the 
power?” 

“No. I’m just putting the power back where it belongs. The people who 
thought of those ideas still have them in their heads. Not a single one of them 
will really be lost. They’ll just become inaccessible to the exploiters.” 

With as much experience as she’d had in philosophy seminars, Jen knew 
when she’d been licked. And she was glad about it. “Okay. Fine. But why drag 
me into this?” 

Carrie widened her stance slightly, giving her a look of determination. She 
stared hard at Jen from beneath her shaggy brown bangs. “Get me into the 
back-up files.” 

Jen didn’t breath. She couldn’t move. The sides of her face tingled. 
“Interesting,” said Carrie. “You haven’t said ‘Hell, no.’ You haven’t run 

away. You haven’t called the cops or Big Brother.” She leaned forward and 
whispered with her lips nearly touching Jen’s. “I can take down IBC’s network. 
I tested the virus yesterday, and you saw it wipe out one IdCat. It will take 
about an hour for it to delete all of them. I’ll launch it tomorrow morning.” 

A whimpering sound surprised Jen when it came out of her own nose. Car-
rie’s closeness, and her mad courage, thrilled her. 

“Jen, you know there’s no point in deleting network files if there’s a back-up. 
You have to help me. I think my instinct was right: you do understand me.” Her 
breath smelled salty, maybe from the ham sandwich she’d eaten. “Come on, 
Jen, I need a key card. While the virus is hitting, I’ll show up here and physi-
cally disable the back-up system.” 

“You’ll get caught!” Jen exclaimed. Again she surprised herself. So, she 
really was on Carrie’s side, it seemed. 

“Yeah, probably. And I don’t care. What I’m doing is right, so it’s worth 
some sacrifice, wouldn’t you say?” 
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Feeling like a little child trying to understand a problem from the adult 
world, Jen said, “Will I get caught, too?” And she realized that she was reach-
ing for her wallet, where she kept her access key card. 

Carrie folded her hand over Jen’s, not taking the card. “I’ll do my best to 
protect you. I’ll just make a copy of this, and try to alter it enough that they 
can’t trace it back to yours. Okay?” 

Jen nodded, helpless. 
“And I’ll return the card, so you can pretend you had it all the time.” Carrie’s 

eyes darted back and forth as if she were searching for a plan. “Okay, got it. I’ll 
leave it in reception.” She rubbed her chin. “There’s magazines with plastic 
covers, right?” 

“Yes.” 
“Golf Digest. I’ll tuck it into the back cover of last month’s Golf Digest, then 

put the magazine at the back of the metal rack on the wall. Tonight I’ll call 
Roger the Dick and tell him that I need an emergency meeting tomorrow morn-
ing about the tax stuff. That project’s worth so much, he’ll squeeze me in for 
sure. While I’m in the waiting area, I’ll leave you your card.” 

“Um.” 
“In the back of Golf Digest, yeah?” 
“Well...” 
“Jen, you know this is right.” 
Jen nodded. She did know. 
“You’ll do this for me. And for everyone. Right?” 
Jen nodded. “Golf Digest.” She relaxed her grip on her card, and Carrie took 

it, tucking it into her shirt pocket. 
“You’re my hero. Jen.” She had added her name as a separate thought, and 

the echo of it thrilled Jen as she watched her walk away. 
The next day, her brain ragged from a sleepless night, Jen showed up early. 

Even before filling her coffee mug, she looked at the IdCat database. Whatever 
virus Carrie had planted was in full swing, destroying IdCats like acid burning 
through paper. Jen watched as thousands of hours of work were eaten up. Su-
perficially, she felt robbed of her product. More profoundly, she felt exaltation. 

Roger was running around, panicking. “Be sure it’s not taxes. Be sure the tax 
categories are protected.” 

“Okay,” said Jen, just to calm him. There was nothing she could do to protect 
the data. Nor did she intend to try. The great, morally satisfying power shift had 
begun. 

“Look, deal with this, okay? I have to meet with that Carrie Zimmer, the pro-
gramming geek. Don’t know what she wants, except it’s about the tax IdCats. 
She just arrived, so I gotta go.” He looked hard at Jen. “Deal with this.” And he 
stalked down the hallway to the elevator. 

“Did you check the back-up?” Van called from his cubicle. 
She lied forcefully. “Yes, yes, yes. Copied it, too. I want you guys working 
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on the live files to see if you could save any. Or keep it from spreading to other 
types of data.” She had to keep Van busy. It wouldn’t do to have him bumping 
into Carrie at the external back-up system, which was on the floor below. 

Jen’s assistants typed madly, trying to dig deeper into the software, to cut off 
the virus at its origins, or at least to reinforce the firewalls and protect what was 
left. 

Jen didn’t help them. She didn’t pace. She just sat, the IdCat database 
spreadsheet open on her screen, and watched the category count in the lower 
right corner plummeting. 3950. 3276. 2113. 1005. 

Somehow she could feel Carrie’s presence in the building. She imagined 
Carrie’s profound contact with the external drive like a saint performing a mira-
cle at a preordained time and place. Knowing Carrie was there comforted Jen. 
But a flash of guilt told her that she had no right to be comforted. Carrie was 
taking care of the hard part, not so much in terms of her technical expertise as 
in the moral decision to act. 

“But I acted too,” Jen argued back to her conscience, alarmed to hear those 
words come from her mouth. Now was not a good time to talk aloud to herself! 
But what she’d said was true. Sure, Carrie had made the decision first, but Jen 
had handed over her access card. She was part of history, too. The thought 
filled her with both horror and pride. 

The categories were now disappearing so fast that the graphics lagged be-
hind. Jen was riveted by the blocks of color and pixilated letters and numbers 
the hard drive spit out, trying to keep up. At last, the IdCat number was zero. 
The screen turned cobalt blue and flashed three messages in an exquisitely 
serifed font. First 

 
IdCat System Failure, 

 
followed by 
 

Our ideas are integral to our selves, 
 

and then 
 

FREEDOM. 
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‘Survive!’‘Survive!’‘Survive!’‘Survive!’    
Cory McMillenCory McMillenCory McMillenCory McMillen    

Garr crouched low on the rusted husk of the tank, the rhythmic pulse of The 
Word in his head. Running a heavy tongue over thick, cracked lips, he reached 
out and carefully tested the hatch. It was loose. Metal-heavy, hot from the sun, 
but otherwise inviting. His fingers shook with nerves as he gripped it. Sweat 
cooled his temples and ran down his cheeks. You never knew when a find this 
big would turn out to be a trap. 

A shadow crossed over him, too fast to be a cloud. Squinting upwards, he 
noted three black dots moving across the pale blazing blue. Abaluhya's tanks in 
the sky. He considered them for an absent moment, and then flexed his fingers 
across the handle of the hatch. Breathing deep, he lifted. 

It wasn't a trap. But it wasn't exactly a find, either. The two dead men inside 
were stripped and burnt, their remains stinking in the terrible heat. Any and all 
usable materials that had remained after the fire had long since been removed, 
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every last item of known or unknown potential hastily ripped or soldered away, 
leaving only a sharp-toothed tomb for two fallen men. There wasn't anything 
left that he could salvage. 

Garr looked up at the sinking sun, listening carefully. He'd wasted a day out 
here, digging through the newest wreckage created by The Word. That hap-
pened sometimes; scavenging made for a very uneven, if relatively safe, living. 
He just hoped Abaluhya had fared better than he. 

Far off in the distance, he could still see plumes of angry, dark smoke. They 
were the last vestigial remnants of what had been a billowing and rolling black 
monster. It had swallowed the sun and sky for two days. The men who had 
fought here had emerged from its grasp, either as gleeful conquerors or fearful 
survivors, and proceeded to do away with each other. Garr didn't know or care 
who they were and what that meant. They were dead now, and that was all. 
Survivors. He smiled in spite of himself. What a funny word to have used. 

“Survive,” The Word coughed suddenly, as if he'd woken it with his amuse-
ment. He swatted at the air, like chasing away a mosquito, but of course it did 
no good. “Survive,” The Word said again. 

Garr ignored it, instead choosing to wonder what had could have burned to 
create such an unending amount of thick smoke. He had personally never trav-
elled further west than Akure, which had been unremarkable and not worth re-
visiting. He remembered his mother talking about a city a hundred times larger 
than that, though, somewhere further out in the same direction. She must have 
been exaggerating, telling a story to entertain her child. No place could actually 
be as big as the village she described. But even if she were only telling a partial 
truth, Lagos must have at one time been the biggest and richest place in the 
whole world. 

Before The Word came down and ruined it all. 
He squinted in that direction, straight into the fires of mystery, and tried to 

picture a town so big that you could never see it all. He supposed that such a 
place would roll a lot of smoke, indeed, when The Word finally had its way. 

“Survive,” The Word responded assertively. Garr slapped his palm hard 
against his forehead and cursed. “Survive,” It insisted again. 

He gave up, climbing down off the tank and starting the journey home. There 
was nothing more to do here, anyway. 

If he could have the day back, he wouldn’t bother coming here at all. Too 
much risk for too little reward. With all his effort, Garr had only managed to 
gather together a handful of semi-valuable leftovers. A large knife with the tip 
broken off. A military ration that had been wedged underneath the seat of one 
of the trucks. A cracked rearviewmirror. That was it. 

The glass could be traded off. The meal was obviously worth keeping. But 
after examining the knife a bit, he decided to leave it behind. Digging a small 
pit, he buried it in the sand. It would get a lot in trade, more than ten meals or 
twice as many mirrors, but Garr felt sick to look at it. There was a danger to 
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such things, clear as The Word in your head. And you could never really say for 
what, or whom, a weapon had made. It was better if nobody had it. 

He patted the ground to smooth it over, and then he turned and moved east. 
Abaluhya was waiting for him when he got to the tent. She had taken off her 

ratty, faded bandana, and was rinsing it in what was left of their bath water. She 
hummed a song as she worked, head moving slightly with each climb or fall in 
the melody, and squeezed the water from the rag. 

She did that a lot, hummed. She said it distracted her from The Word, that 
she couldn't hear it at all if she focused hard enough on the music in her head 
and the vibrations on her tongue. Garr had tried it a few times, when the repeti-
tion had become especially maddening or threatened to drown his thoughts for-
ever, but it had never worked for him. Music was too much like The Word, in 
his opinion, or like a gun. Just more noise to fill up the world with. The only 
time Garr found any respite from the invasive droning was when he discovered 
something so curious or intriguing, so worthy of investigation, that he simply 
ceased to notice It. Things that made him ask questions. They were his escape. 

You couldn't make It go away, of course. Not with anything. But you could 
sometimes overwhelm It if you tried. 

“Survive,” Said the Word. 
It rippled between his temples, as though defiantly responding to his rebel’s 

thoughts. And sometimes, like right now, he almost thought he could hear It 
chuckle at him. 

“Can you hear me?” he asked. “Do you know me at all? Do you care what I 
do, or if I'm alive in the morning?” 

“Survive,” It intoned emotionlessly, and he didn’t think that there was any 
sort of answer in that. 

Abaluhya claimed that, when The Word first came down, people had actually 
seen the ships that brought It. They’d known them as something more than just 
a spot in the sky. And there had been hundreds of them, none larger than the 
tank he'd found today, all appeared from some unknown other world to take up 
residence above our planet. The upper atmosphere, she said. Exactly what any 
of that meant, Garr was unclear on. Abaluhya tried to explain it to him once, 
but she sounded just like his mother had when she talked about Lagos. Garr 
wondered if exaggerating was a woman's game, or if it was just something that 
adults did to avoid telling the truth. The only two people he'd ever really known 
well in his whole life were his mother and Abaluhya, and they both seemed 
prone to doing it. 

When the sky tanks first arrived, Abaluhya said, they had sat silent for three 
days and nights. Listening, some thought, to the human broadcasts that littered 
the airwaves. Watching to see how they were received, others claimed. After a 
while, people even began to wonder if they were paying us any attention at all. 
But then, in the time it takes a person to blink, The Word began pulsing into 
every single person on earth, over and over and over again. 
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This set off a fresh round of questions, the most pressing of which was, 
“Why?” Some believed that the tank creatures had latched onto that particular 
word due to its heavy inclusion in the reports of pundits, and were trying to use 
it to communicate with us. Like maybe they knew it was important, but misun-
derstood what it meant. 

Abaluhya said she never believed that they misunderstood. She thought they 
knew exactly what it meant. 

Which is why Abaluhya thought it was a weapon. 
Garr had asked once what a pundit was, but Abaluhya said it didn't matter. 

They were long gone, now, and no longer a part of the problem. Garr thought 
that maybe they'd been important or special, in some way. In charge of the peo-
ple around them, perhaps, or powerful. 

For whatever reason, though, and with whatever intention, the Word did 
come down. And it ruined humanity. 

From day one, the Word didn't come through radio, or television, or phones 
or computers or any machines. It wasn't a message sent through sound or de-
vice. It appeared directly in peoples' minds, in all peoples' minds, almost as 
though they'd thought of it themselves. Toneless, voiceless, and impossible to 
shut out, it nevertheless had a way of feeling ominous or fearful. “Survive,” It 
would say to you, over and over again, until you started praying for a way to 
make it stop. Until it was the only word some people could remember at all. 
And it didn’t matter what language you spoke, or where you went. The Word 
always found you, and it knew you well. 

Unemotional as it was, you couldn’t help but receive the Word as anything 
other than an insistent, anxiety-ridden command. And the people reacted; they 
obeyed. 

Abaluhya said that at first, however, very little seemed to have changed. The 
governments of the world tried to find some way to shut it off, or to respond to 
it, but were unable to do either. People complained of trouble sleeping, or of 
being distracted by the unending call, but mostly they started to grow quiet. A 
lot quieter than they had ever been before. “Why did they get quiet?” Garr re-
membered asking Abaluhya once, several years ago. She had told him the story 
many times when he was growing up, because she thought that he should know 
it. She believed that, if people remembered how this all started, then maybe 
someday they could find a way to understand and control it. Garr didn't think 
he would be the one to do that. He couldn't even scavenge particularly well. 
But he liked to listen. 

“Well,” she'd said slowly. “They got to where they didn’t really think much 
about each other. They were too busy thinking about the Word.” 

“What do you mean?” 
“Don’t play games, Garr,” she’d admonished. 
“Survive,” said the Word. 
He’d made a face, the kind you make when a bug lands on your nose. “How 
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do you think about survive?” 
Abaluhya had smiled that sad-eyed smile that Garr knew so well, and tilted 

her head. “You don't realize, because you've grown up with It. Your thoughts 
always getting interrupted, your brain a place that isn’t wholly your own. 
Probably you don’t hear It the way the older people do. But for us, It still feels 
very strange. Foreign. Like a knife in our thoughts, or a stranger’s hands on our 
bodies. We grew up without It, and our minds never quite learned to tune It out. 
If we're not careful, It can get us thinking the wrong things.” 

“What can?” 
“Survive,” she'd said suddenly, with the same lifeless insistence that The 

Word offered. It scared him to hear It out loud, especially coming from her. “It 
means different things to different people.” She had been washing her bandana 
then, too, along with his too-big pants, and she stopped long enough to finish 
their discussion. “To your mother, It meant protect her child no matter what. 
That's all she cared or thought about. To me, It always meant food, shelter, a 
sense of security, and even good company. I guess I'm just selfish that way. And 
to you, right now, It means try to understand the world as best you can.” 

“But then what happened to all the people?” Garr had asked. “That doesn't 
sound like a bad thing at all.” 

With a tired sigh and a shake of the head, she'd looked away and gone back 
to cleaning. “Survival is...scary, Garr. It's hunger and fear and anger, all 
wrapped into one. It makes some people do things they wouldn't ever want to 
do otherwise.” 

“Like what?” 
She stayed silent a long time, until he thought she wouldn't answer, and then 

said, “Like take your momma away, I guess.” 
“Oh,” he went back to drawing pictures in the dirt. He was young then, and 

his mother's absence was something that he had just grown used to. Something 
he'd come to accept. Strange, that the older and stronger he got, and the farther 
away his memories became, the more the loss of her upset him. These days he 
could only picture a hazy, undefined face, almost featureless. It could be any-
body. And yet he missed her more now than he had in the weeks after the men 
attacked the makeshift village they had been staying in and took her away. 

That had been the last time Abaluhya told the story of the tanks that came 
from space and planted The Word in the minds of men, he suddenly realized. 
She had never spoken of it again, and he had never asked. 

He studied her now. She was old. But he didn't really know how old, or what 
age really meant. She had deep lines on her face and speckled grey in her hair, 
something the people they traded with rarely had. But although she frequently 
talked of needing to rest, she rarely tired before he did. And while food was of-
ten scarce, she never really got skinny the way Garr did. Even now, his clothes 
hung loosely from his torso, but her's still hugged firm and taut. Her arms and 
legs, defiantly thick and strong, were nothing like his bony contraptions, and 
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her midsection remained full, almost heavy. It was like she refused to let the 
world into her house, telling it to get away before it made her angry, and the 
world meekly obeyed. Like she was a Word all her own. 

And maybe she was. Even at Its worst, when It came at them loud and often 
like a cry for help, Abaluhya would smile and sing her gentle songs of joy, and 
never complain at all. 

She looked up at him, saw him staring at her, and smiled. “I was getting wor-
ried,” she said. “Did you find anything?” 

He shook his head. “Not much. Somebody beat me there. They took almost 
everything.” 

Her smile faded. “Everything? Did you check the engines? The wheels?” 
He nodded. 
“Did you look for glass?” She pressed. “Or rations?” 
He nodded again. 
Her face set hard. “What about canteens?” 
“Abaluhya, it was stripped. I’m sorry. I spent all day.” 
She sighed, gave him a sympathetic look, then hissed at the doorway like a 

scared rat. “It would take a lot of people to strip a find that big. Tell me you 
covered your tracks.” 

Garr felt his eyes go wide. “I forgot,” he admitted. He’d been too busy think-
ing about the Word. 

She hissed again, pulling her shirt tight to her. “We'll have to move in the 
morning. Right away.” 

“I'm sorry, Abaluhya.” 
Her eyes lingered for another moment on the doorway, then softened and 

found him. “Don't you worry,” she said. “We will do what we always do.” 
“Survive,” said The Voice, and Garr nodded agreement. 
“Abaluhya,” he said, “I was wondering. Why don't you ever tell me the story 

of The Word anymore?” 
“Do you miss it?” she asked absently, eyes and thoughts straying back to the 

open entryway of the tent. 
“Not really, I guess. But you used to tell it all the time.” She turned back to 

him, and gave him that same sad familiar smile. “The Word means different 
things, at different points in your life, Garr. What It means today won't be what 
It means tomorrow. I can promise you that.” 

“So?” 
“When you were young, I could tell you those stories because you could hear 

them, and yet be separate from them. Even true stories are just stories, to a 
child. Now, you're old enough to understand them.” Her eyelids fluttered and 
she looked away. “That makes the story dangerous,” she said. “So I don’t tell it 
anymore.” 

“I don't understand.” 
“You will, someday. If you...” she trailed off, and he knew how the sentence 
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ended. 
“Survive,” said The Word. Garr decided to let it drop. 
“What did you find today?” he asked. “Was the other site any better?” The 

battle had happened in two phases, on either side of their campe. The first fight 
had been the one Garr had visited, to the west. After it ended, the two factions 
had regrouped and struck again to the east. The second fight had been bloodier, 
larger. And with The Lord’s Towne so close by, it was also more dangerous. 
Abaluhya had explored that one. 

“It had been visited, but only by the locals,” she said. “God’s men don’t take 
much from the dead. I found us some clothes, some food, and a half-empty first 
aid kit. Could have had more, but I couldn't carry it all.” 

“Food?” Garr leaned forward. Abaluhya smiled, and this time there was no 
sadness in it. 

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I got you plenty of food today, my skinny, skinny 
child.” 

They ate well that night, mostly things that came in cans. Some of it was 
starting to go bad, and some of it had already done so, but it wasn't the first 
time they'd eaten outdated food. When it was done, they lay on their bedrolls 
and talked about in which direction they ought to move tomorrow. 

“I should have gone with you,” Garr said. “We could have gotten more.” 
“It was too dangerous for you there.” 
But not for you, he thought. “Abaluhya,” Garr said after a time, “what 

started it?” 
She was quiet for a time, and he started to think that she might not under-

stand the question, but finally she said, “It was food. Food was the beginning of 
the end.” She sighed. “The Word is immediate. It doesn't think about the future. 
It's something you do right now, forever and ever. Right now is always here. So 
you stop doing the things that used to take time, and you start thinking about 
being hungry. People came apart over food. Sometimes it was water or other 
things, too, but always food.” Then she yawned, and turned to look at him in 
the dark. “Why do you ask me all of these questions tonight? Where does this 
curiosity come from, all of the sudden?” 

Garr licked his lips and didn't answer. “Good night, Abaluhya,” he said. 
“Good night, my skinny child. And don't you worry about right now. There's 

plenty of food left.” 
He smiled, and drifted off to sleep. 
A familiar, if unwelcome, sound woke him sometime later. He sat up, hold-

ing his breath. The night was empty black, and Garr thought that the sun must 
be as far away from his side of the world as it ever would get. He listened, fear-
ful, but heard nothing more. Even the insects were being quiet tonight. 

It would have been easy to dismiss the sound as part of a dream. But he was 
certain that he had heard a hollow, metallic clinking. He reached over and 
shook Abaluhya awake. 
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“I think somebody tripped the cans,” he whispered to her. 
“Survive,” said the voice. 
Abaluhya didn't speak. She just sat up, listened to nothing for a few seconds, 

then jumped to her feet and grabbed him by the arm. “When did this happen?” 
she asked. 

“Just now.” 
Her grip was suddenly tight, and Garr tried to wiggle out of it. Abaluhya held 

fast. “Which direction?” she asked. 
“I…I’m not sure.” 
She nodded, very slowly, her eyes sideways in her head. With a jerk of his 

arm, she indicated the little flap she’d sewn into the back of the tent. It was 
tiny, barely enough for a person to wiggle through, but it was important. It was 
there so they could escape. 

“Go,” she said, her voice like a stretched muscle. 
Garr didn’t have to ask where he should go, or what he should bring with 

him. They’d faced men in the night before. Still, “go” was another word that he 
wished not to ever hear again. This place had been home for longer than any 
other place he’d ever known, and it felt warm to him. He’d even begun to hope 
that it might really be home. Now the truth of it was revealed, and he felt like a 
foolish child. 

He crouched down and tore the little threads holding the flap closed, then 
turned around as he realized that Abaluhya wasn’t right behind him. She was 
standing in the entryway, parting the heavy fabric, looking out at the night. “We 
should hurry,” he whispered, his voice a cracked whine. “They’ll be here 
soon.” 

Abaluhya didn’t turn around. “This is my fault,” she told the black. “I be-
lieved in the wrong words, child. Now, the price is come due.” She shook her 
head, rubbing the back of her neck. “There is no safe.” The words came out bit-
ter, like old fruit, and Garr flinched. 

“We should go, Abaluhya. Please.” He realized that he was shaking, and 
tried to make it stop. He didn’t understand what Abaluhya was doing, why she 
was acting this way. “They’ll be here soon,” he repeated. 

Turning to look at him, she smiled a dry creek smile. “I placed the cans too 
close to the tent,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Garr, but they’re here already.” 

Terror locked his joints and cooled his insides. “Please,” he breathed. “Please 
hurry.” 

She shook her head. “Run.” And then she was gone, the tent flap swinging 
softly closed. 

Garr heard nothing, and could not breathe. Then a man’s shout cracked the 
night, so close that Garr knew the owner would see him if he tried leaving the 
tent. It was followed by the barking retort of a gun, impossibly loud and angry. 
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Panic overwhelmed him, the way a river or a dream can overwhelm a person, 
and then an unconcerned voice slipped into his head and made a casual, if in-
sistent, suggestion. 

“Survive,” It said. 
Garr’s toes dug dirt. He pushed himself through the little flap and out into 

the night. Another shout went up from behind him, but it sounded further away, 
as if the person had actually been walking away from the tent. Or chasing 
something. 

Abaluhya. 
Garr’s heart was made of thunder. The blackness was pure and his eyes were 

not yet prepared to focus, so he crawled on the ground for a long while. Then, 
when he could, he stood and he ran. Behind him an angry cry was followed by 
a second gunshot. Garr didn’t know if it was him the men were shooting at, but 
if it was they missed, so he ran some more. 

He didn’t hear anything more after that. He just forced his legs to push the 
ground into his past. After a time they began to hurt, like they’d been chewed 
on, and his chest burned hot, so he slowed to a walk and looked up at the night 
sky. Abaluhya had long ago taught him to use the night sky to keep his bear-
ings, but he didn’t bother with it now. He knew exactly where he was, and 
where he was headed. 

It didn’t take long to reach the field of broken tanks and men. And the knife 
was still right where he’d buried it. After he found the spot and crouched to dig, 
it only took him a few seconds to expose its delicate power. 

The blade looked and felt different to him, now. Less like a sickness or a 
boil, it was more like a thing that reminded you of a person you cared for. 
Something that told you things were well. Like Abaluhya’s bandana, or the idea 
of his mother. 

Garr looked at the wreckage around him, and was grateful that these men 
had come here to die. They had brought him something important. If he hur-
ried, he might even still be able to save Abaluhya. She was wise, and careful. 
Moreso than any of those men. 

He wasn’t aware of the heavy, labored breathing until a large and powerful 
hand gripped him about the neck. Garr wanted to scream his fury. If he hadn’t 
been so lost in his thoughts, the man would never have been able to slip up be-
hind him. “You’re not so clever,” the deep voice growled. “And fast only gets 
you this far.” The hand tightened, until Garr thought his throat must collapse, 
and he twisted wildly in panic. 

“Hold on, now,” the man pulled at his hair with the other hand, yanking his 
head back and sending pain along his scalp. “Almost over.” 

Garr gasped for breath and found none. Above him, the night sky was spar-
kling with excited curiosity. Three lights moved among the stars in a triangle 
formation, intruders among the untold heavens. 

“Survive,” said The Voice. Twisting wildly, Garr swung his arms in a futile 
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and uncoordinated act of desperation. He almost didn’t understand what was 
happening when the knife in his hand slid over and into soft, sensitive tissue, 
but he knew exactly what the man’s howl represented. The fingers around his 
throat and in his hair disappeared and Garr took off at a stumbled run, heading 
deeper into the garden of dead and broken things. 

Behind him, the man was cursing and threatening all manner of injury. Garr 
realized, suddenly, that he was relieved to know the wound he’d delivered was 
probably not serious. It didn’t seem right for him to want the man to live, in 
fact it shamed him, but he could not force the feeling out. 

He nearly fell as he tried to gain speed, to put distance between himself and 
his enemy. He couldn’t stop touching his throat. It hurt so badly, he didn’t un-
derstand how his fingers could be finding it intact. Slowing, he found an over-
turned vehicle, slipped down behind it and listened. 

Other voices were picking up now, yelling to one another from any number 
of directions. Garr gripped the knife tighter and whispered a makeshift prayer. 
They were here. 

The man who had attacked him hollered something to the others, his voice 
clipped with anger. Whatever he said, he only got mocking laughter in re-
sponse. He yelled again, his anger slurring his words, and then the retort of a 
gun cracked the night. He didn’t yell any more after that. 

Garr turned and crawled quietly, not stopping until he was crouched down 
behind the tank he’d opened up just hours before. Listening carefully, he tried 
to pinpoint where the men might be. They were calling out, both to him and to 
each other, behaving almost drunkenly in their moment of perceived victory. 
He held the knife up, flexing his fingers around it, and knew that he could beat 
them if he was careful. 

And then a new voice spoke to him, soft and sad, and it offered a Word of its 
own. 

“Don’t,” it begged. 
He licked his lips, eyes wide. “What?” he asked the night. 
“Don’t.” 
He turned, unbelieving, in the direction the word had come from. 
“Abaluhya?” he whispered. 
She came crawling over, a creature of the night, and held out her hand. 

“Don’t,” she said. “Please.” 
“I thought you were dead.” He felt like a child again, suddenly, and wanted 

to cry. “I thought they…” 
She put a finger to her lips and tilted her head, listening. “These men are 

fools,” she said. “But you don’t have to be smart when you run with a pack. 
Give me the knife, skinny child.” 

Garr recoiled. “I have to kill them,” he said. He wished that his voice were 
deeper, stronger. “I have to, or they’ll...” 

“No. You don't have to kill anyone.” She was still listening for the men, her 
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words impossibly soft. “You have to go. Run from this place, find a new home, 
and don't ever return.” 

“Abaluhya,” the catch in his voice betrayed him. 
She turned sharply towards him, then, and in her eyes was something that he 

didn't understand. It curled like the tooth in a hungry snake’s mouth, wet with 
poison. She moved to approach him, and he jerked backwards. 

“Abaluhya!” he gasped. 
She stopped, as suddenly as if she hadn’t been moving at all, and put her 

hand to her mouth. Her eyes watered, softened, and the venom leaked out from 
them. “You have to go,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry, Garr, but you have to. 
Leave the knife and go. You have to survive.” 

Then she turned, tensed, and was gone. 
Garr hugged himself and tried not to cry. Out in the darkness were terrible 

noises, and he understood what they meant. The men were coming for him, and 
Abaluhya was stopping them. One final gift for her only adopted son, a few 
fleeting moments bought so that he could go on living. 

Or. Or he could stop them himself. He remembered the way the knife felt 
when it cut the man. He could do it again. It was easy. And then he would be 
able to stay here, in this place where he’d said the word “home.” Here, with 
Abaluhya. 

Except wasn't true, anymore. He couldn't stay with Abaluhya. Not now that 
he knew about the snake tooth, and what it meant for them both. 

A man's voice called out for him to give himself up. It sounded angry and 
nervous, no longer sure. 

“Survive,” said The Word. 
Garr winced. “Shut up,” he hissed back at It. “They're going to hear you.” 
“Survive,” It said again, and it sounded almost soothing. Like Abaluhya dur-

ing a thundering rainstorm. 
He leaned over and peeked out into the night. The men were scattered, 

searching, half-blind with their own stupidity. Abaluhya was out there, some-
where. Garr licked his lips. If he was going to stop them, it had to be now. He 
flexed thin fingers on a cool handle. 

And then the moment passed. Wiping at a wise man’s tear, Garr let the 
weapon drop heavy to the ground. He quietly kicked mud on it until he was 
sure it was buried forever, and then he stomped the ground flat. 

Those men out there were not his enemy. He knew that now. They were just 
victims, like the burned men in the tank. Like Abaluhya. Like his mother. 

His enemy was The Word. He cursed It aloud, and then he turned to the east. 
And he ran and he ran and he ran. 
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hold it for you now. 
  

looks heavy I would like to  
 

In your hands your face 
 
I write them like that so when she’s walking she can read them in the right or-
der. Her face never leaves the sidewalk directly in front of her, and I use col-
ored chalk to make them stand out from the bleak cement and tossed away gum 
wrappers. I saw her resting by the library like that two weeks ago, sitting on the 
narrow concrete retaining wall where the homeless people usually hang out. 

Artwork © 2012, Cécile Matthey 
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She didn’t have an expression on her face as she stared at the ground and I 
hardly ever see her still. She’s usually walking. 

At first I mistook her for a man. She wears a baggy, gray ARMY shirt and 
black swishy track pants, her breasts loose and hanging just over her waistband. 
When it’s hot she trades the pants for a pair of black spandex shorts. Her stom-
ach protrudes and I wonder if it’s held babies that are grown now. Her cropped 
dark hair is sprinkled with silver and she is always alone. 
A friend of mine, Bryan, said that one day he saw her stomping on a man as he 
lay on the sidewalk. She didn’t say anything as she drove her sneaker down on 
his ribs. The man was curled into a ball on his side, whining like a small fright-
ened animal. Bryan didn’t know why she was so angry. 

 
After weeks of seeing her do laps around Morgantown, I decided to say 

hello. Don’t do it, Bryan told me over the telephone, reminding me of the man 
on the sidewalk. But I thought someone who is always alone might like to have 
a conversation with someone. I usually pass her on High Street on my way to 
Jay’s Daily Grind, the coffee shop I like, and that day, in a non-threatening yel-
low blouse, I thought to myself, Here I go. 

I inhaled as I saw her coming and I smiled. I said Hi. She didn’t look up and 
I thought maybe she didn’t hear me. 

So I said Hi the next day, pausing for a moment in front of her for emphasis, 
like I really meant it. Not like the people who say hi just because your eyes 
meet theirs in line at the grocery store. 

But I had to jump out of her way, because again, she didn’t look up or seem 
to notice I was there. I cut my knee on a fire hydrant when I did this, but 
though it stung and bled, I didn’t say Ouch because I was busy staring at her as 
she walked away from me. The scab is shaped like a mouth. 

 
will chatter of you.  

 
scar from the fire hydrant it  

 
I hope I get a 

 
I left that the next day right by the fire hydrant. I put it in pink chalk this time 
like the color my brand new skin will be after the smile-shaped scab falls off. I 
hope she saw the words and thought of me, the girl who cared enough to get 
out of her way, to say hello twice without being told anything in reply. 

 
I live in a small efficiency up by the Ramada Inn, at the end of a long dead 

end road. Nearby, there are nicer apartment complexes, but they’re more ex-
pensive and I can’t afford them. The thin man who lives across the parking lot 
from me likes to sit outside in a folding chair. His name is Gary. I’ve told him 
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lots of times that my name is Lara, but he always calls me Young Lady. I say 
Good morning to him and he tells me how the weather will be and what the 
leaves are about to do. He told me two days ago that they’re about to start fal-
ling, though I thought that was obvious, and then he described the first chapter 
of a novel he’s writing about extraterrestrials. He’s working up to a large-scale 
battle scene in chapter ten, but told me not to worry because the humans win. I 
watched his hollow chest, how it heaved up and down in thin arcs as he spoke. 

Aside from Gary and the mailwoman I wave to, my apartment complex is 
pretty lonely. It’s full of retired people who stay indoors and people who often 
leave town for business. It has a motel feel to it, like no one is planning on 
staying long and no one wants anyone else to really know why they’re there. I 
get bored a lot. There’s a window in my apartment, but the only thing to look 
out on is the parking lot, and in nice weather, Gary. I don’t have cable. Some-
times, for something to do, I construct poems out of words I cut from the free 
Saturday paper. I choose interesting words like October and Vascular and put 
them in a red plastic colander. I shake them out onto the coffee table and read 
them how they fall. 

 
A few days a week, after work, I avoid going straight home to my empty 

apartment. I sit in the front window of Jay’s on a high stool and I count how 
many times the walking woman passes. One day I sat there for four hours and I 
counted seven times. At the coffee shop you can’t just sit, so I bought four large 
cups of cappuccino and a raspberry scone. I left the window a few times to visit 
the ladies’ room and I hope I didn’t miss one of her laps. My friend Sheila and I 
used to meet for coffee on Saturdays, but since she got together with her girl-
friend Janie I don’t see much of her. Last month, Bryan moved two hours away 
for a job in marketing. Aside from them, I have a few other friends, but they all 
have jobs or kids or spouses. They’re busy. They tell me they don’t have a lot 
of time to hang out, and I try to understand. 

 
The woman I watch doesn’t wear any makeup. Her face is brown from the 

sun, which makes me think she doesn’t wear sunblock, either. I wonder if she’ll 
get skin cancer because she’s outside so much. I’m concerned and tell her, be-
cause that’s what friends do. 

 
tricky mercury.  

 
slowly like a mad hatter’s  

 
The sun’s damage acts 

 
I write this poem in yellow chalk, the color of Caution, in front of the coffee 
shop very early on Saturday. I sit in the window so I can see her face as she 
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reads it. At nine-oh-six she walks right over it and her face doesn’t change at 
all. Her eyebrows don’t raise and her mouth is still a line. I don’t think she likes 
it. Maybe she doesn’t understand it. As I sip my second cappuccino I imagine 
smearing a greasy line of white sunblock down the bridge of her sharp nose. 

 
Today she’s wearing a hat. It’s beige with a gold and blue WVU stitched 

firmly onto its front. Her face is scowling but safe, shaded by the protective 
brim. I see the shallow crows’ feet around her dark eyes and I know they won’t 
get any deeper today. Her elfish ears are still left vulnerable, but I take the hat 
as a sign that she liked the poem after all, that she knows someone cares for 
her. I leave another one, to let her know how things could be, how we could 
spend our Sunday afternoons in the spring. 

 
Both of your eyes closed.  

 
I’d like to read you a book  

 
Under a shade tree 

 
This is on Pleasant Street, written in green because I read in a book that green 
is calming. I imagine what it would be like if we were friends, if she gave me a 
chance. We’d run into each other on High Street near the dry cleaner’s and I’d 
casually ask her if I could buy her a gelato. She’d be hot from exercising and 
say Yes. She might get something in a tropical flavor, like mango or pineapple 
or pomegranate. I would get vanilla and maybe she’d tease me for being bor-
ing. We’d sit on a bench and watch people quietly as they went by. When she 
left me to go home, I’d say I’ll see you tomorrow and she’d say Yep, just like 
that, because she’d know I was telling the truth. 

 
I work at a car dealership by the river. We don’t sell many cars, especially 

because gas prices are so high right now. No one is buying SUVs and half of 
our lot is full of them, shining in the sun as they decrease in value. I sit behind 
a small desk that overlooks the avenue and I watch people going by on bikes. I 
wave to them if they look at me. 

My boss doesn’t come in much because business is slow. There’s no one for 
me to talk to, since I’m the only employee besides Veronica, who files things. 
She’s forty-three and pregnant, and on bed rest. Her doctor said she was high-
risk and she can’t work. My boss said Fine, because that’s one less person to 
pay, though they’re arguing over whether or not she’ll get paid maternity leave. 
Even though there’s nothing to file, I miss Veronica. Without her, there’s no one 
to have coffee with. I can never drink a whole pot by myself, so I pour the left-
overs into a large fern in the front window. He seems to like it. His leaves are 
dark green and stretch toward the sun. I’ve named the fern Folger, and I address 
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him when I say something out loud at work, like Good morning or I couldn’t 
sleep again last night. I know Folger is only a plant, but it’s better than think-
ing in silence all day. We don’t have a TV at work and I’m not supposed to 
make personal phone calls, though sometimes I do sneak a call to Bryan. I 
haven’t told him about the poems. 

 
I could do the same.  

 
but he listens politely  

 
Folger is quiet 

 
This one was just a practical thought I had at work and I wrote in on Willey 
Street just in front of the Methodist church. I printed it in white chalk since I 
knew the poem was stark and unlovely. I also knew the woman wouldn’t know 
who Folger was, but thought she might get the point anyway. 
After I wrote it I wandered down Willey Street and stopped in front of St. 
John’s Catholic Church. The evenings are getting chilly and I shivered. Since I 
had nowhere to be I stood still and stared up at the church’s windows. I won-
dered if I should commit myself to this parish or any parish—I was never bap-
tized, so my choices are wide open. I thought about that—about why I haven’t 
ever bothered with church, and I looked to my right when I heard approaching 
footsteps. 
It was her. She wore the track pants and a fleece jacket. I shoved my chalky fin-
gers deep into the pockets of my windbreaker and stepped forward to let her 
pass. I thought I heard her mutter Thank you, but I couldn’t be sure. The wind 
was picking up and the college students were beginning to swarm the streets. 
As I looked at her receding figure, I realized that I had expected her to walk in 
the other direction, that the poem would be upside down to her. I hoped she 
could figure out the way it was supposed to be. I almost called after her, to tell 
her to go the other way, but a group of four screeching girls passed in front of 
me and cut off my view. 
I drove home. It was too cold for Gary to be out. I checked for mail but there 
was none. I called Bryan; he was busy. Same with Sheila. I got out my scrap-
book of newspaper poems and read them out loud, but none of them meant 
anything to me. Lying on my fold-out couch, I looked out the window until the 
last bit of light was gone and I could see the silhouettes of my neighbors mov-
ing behind their window shades. 

 
Today it’s raining. My wool sweater is getting damp and I’m trying to hurry 

because I have to be at work in an hour and I still need to get breakfast. The 
blue chalk writes thick on the wet cement and my words show up bold, stand-
ing out like they’re on a blackboard in a classroom. I’m trying to write fast, but 
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the rain is coming down harder and it runs into my eyes. I blink it away, wipe 
my forehead with my soggy sleeve. 

 
it’s chilly today.  

 
cup of coffee or a scone  

 
Let me buy you a 

 
I’m shivering by the time it’s finished and my blue piece of chalk is worn down 
to a nub. The poem is on the corner of Spruce and Willey. I get up from my 
crouch and jog in the direction of Jay’s, squinting to keep out the water, trying 
not to slip in my slick-soled ballet flats. I stop when I reach High Street. Cars 
are driving by, taking the corner too fast, maybe because of the weather. I 
punch the crosswalk button and turn around, regretting that I didn’t wear my 
raincoat. 
And that’s when I see her, head down, tee shirt soaked, passing the BB&T. I 
freeze for a moment when I realize she’s heading into the street just as a pickup 
is turning onto High from Willey. Frantic, I slosh through a puddle and dash the 
three yards that separate us. I grab her, yell Wait. She whirls, fierce, looks from 
me to her blue-smudged shoulder, my fingers still clutching her sleeve. I don’t 
let go because I don’t want to. She narrows her eyes—brown—for the first 
time, I’m close enough to see what color they are. I look meaningfully into 
them, tell her, Hold on, I’m your friend, but she doesn’t hear me, or maybe she 
doesn’t trust me. She grabs my forearm so hard it hurts, pinches, her fingers 
like metal tongs, but for just a moment, there on the street corner, we’re hold-
ing onto each other. Then she shoves me down to the wet sidewalk. I land on 
my right hip and it hurts so much I almost cry. I lie there, stunned, rainwater 
pooling in my left ear. I was trying to save you, I yell after her, but she keeps 
walking. 

 
I’m sitting in Jay’s and I was supposed to be at the dealership twenty minutes 

ago. I’m on my second cup of hot tea and I’m not shivering as much anymore. 
The rain is coming down lighter now. It’s warm in here and the girl behind the 
counter said a batch of cranberry muffins will be ready soon. My sweater is 
dirty from the puddle and there’s a tear in the elbow I hope I can patch. My 
forearm aches, and I can still feel where her fingers dug in.  

She’s walked by twice now and she must have seen it, the blue invitation on 
the sidewalk. If it hasn’t washed away. If she hasn’t changed her route. The sec-
ond time she passed she looked at me through the window and she didn’t seem 
angry anymore. Her chin tilted up and her damp forehead wrinkled. I’m sitting 
across from an empty chair and I’m waiting, thinking next time, she’ll stop in. 
She’s got to be chilly by now, too. 
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS 

 

We See a Different Frontier 
 

We are seeking submissions for a colonialism-themed anthology of new 

stories told from the perspective of the colonized, titled We See a Different 

Frontier, to be guest edited by Fábio Fernandes and published by The Fu-

ture Fire. 

 
It is impossible to consider the history, politics or culture of the modern world 
without taking into account our colonial past. Most violent conflicts and finan-
cial inequalities in some sense result from the social-political-economic matrix 
imposed by European powers since the seventeenth century—even powerful 
countries such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) have 
to be viewed through the filter of our history to fully appreciate their current 
circumstances. The same is true of art and literature, including science fiction; 
as Rochita Roenen-Luiz eloquently explained,[1] “it is impossible to discuss 
non-Western SF without considering the effects of colonialism.” Cultural impe-
rialism erases many native traditions and literatures, exoticizes colonized and 
other non-European countries and peoples, and drowns native voices in the 
clamour of Western stories set in their world. Utopian[2] themes like “The Fi-
nal Frontier”, “Discovering New Worlds” and “Settling the Stars” appeal to a 
colonial romanticism, especially recalling the American West. But what is ro-
mantic and exciting to the privileged, white, anglophone reader is a reminder of 
exploitation, slavery, rape, genocide and other crimes of colonialism to the rest 
of the world. 
 
We See a Different Frontier will publish new speculative fiction stories in 
which the viewpoint is that of the colonized, not the invader. We want to see 
stories that remind us that neither readers nor writers are a homogeneous club 
of white, male, Christian, hetero, cis, monoglot anglophone, able-bodied West-
erners. We want the cultures, languages and literatures of colonized peoples 
and recombocultural individuals to be heard, not to show the White Man learn-
ing the error of his ways, or Anglos defending the world from colonizing 
extraterrestrials. We want stories that neither exoticize nor culturally appropri-
ate the non-western settings and characters in them. 
 
We See a Different Frontier will pay US$0.05 per word, with a minimum pay-
ment of $50, plus the possibility of royalties if sales are good enough. We are 
looking for stories between 3,000 and 6,000 words in length; we are willing to 
be flexible about this wordcount, but the further a story falls outside this range, 
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the harder a sell it will be. Please do not submit stories that are also under con-
sideration elsewhere. Query before sending more than one story to us. We are 
unlikely to be interested in reprints unless they were published in an obscure 
market unlikely to be known to our audience, but in any case please query be-
fore sending a reprint, explaining when and where the story has appeared be-
fore. 
 

Please send submissions as an attachment (.doc[x], .rtf or .odt) to: 

 

differentfrontier@gmail.com 

 

The deadline for submissions is midnight GMT, September 14, 2012. 
 
About the publisher: The Future Fire is an e-published magazine showcasing 
new writing in Social-Political Speculative Fiction, with a special interest in 
FeministSF, Queer SF, Eco SF, Postcolonial SF and Cyberpunk. See http://
futurefire.net/ for more details. 
 
About the editor: Fábio Fernandes is a SFF writer and translator living in São 
Paulo, Brazil. His short fiction in Portuguese has won two Argos Awards in 
Brazil. In English, he has several stories published in online venues in the US, 
the UK, New Zealand, Portugal, Romenia, and Brazil. He also contributed to 
Steampunk Reloaded, Southern Weirdo: Reconstruction, and The Apex Book of 
World SF Vol. 2. His articles and reviews have appeared in The Fix, Fantasy 
Book Critic, Tor.com, and SF Signal. He is also the non-fiction editor for Inter-
national Speculative Fiction.  
 
 
[1] Rochita Roenen-Luiz, ‘Decolonizing as an SF Writer’, available: <http://

djibrilalayad.blogspot.co.uk/2012/05/decolonizing-as-sf-writer.html> 
[2] Tracie Welser, ‘Decolonizing the Utopian Imperative’, available: <http://

d j ibr i la layad.b logspot .co .uk/2012/05/decoloniz ing-utopian-
imperative.html> 

[3] Ernest Hogan, ‘I Didn't Know I Was an Alien, or: How I Became a Re-
c o m b o c u l t u r a l  S c i - F i  G u y ’ ,  a v a i l a b l e :  < h t t p : / /
djibrilalayad.blogspot.com/2012/05/guest-post-i-didnt-know-i-was-alien-
or.html> 
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