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Editor’s Note 

It took them long enough:  seventeen years underground, 
doing whatever it is they do down there.  Now, as we put this 
issue together, the cicadas are up in the trees, drunk on sunlight, 
singing out as loudly as they can.  

Like writers.  Like literary magazines in a way, at least the 
often-erratic ones like BPQ.

I don’t know how you write, but I need to let ideas go dark 
for a long time, to turn in on themselves, to suck on the roots 
of trees for awhile before they’re ready.  Sometimes they never 
come back.  Sometimes they do, and they’re just not good 
enough.  And sometimes, when they come up again, they’re 
unlike anything I expected. 

That’s when I know I have something I can work with.
I’ll miss the cicadas this year – I’m on the other side of the 

country now, and have to make due with Barry’s photos.  But I’m 
tremendously excited about the stories in this issue of BPQ.  I 
could tell you they’re each about transformations in their own 
way (some complete, some not) and that would be true, but 
they’re each about so much more than that, too.  I hope you give 
them a shot.

– Doug.
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areth nudges Esther and then shakes Sam from 
his drowsy daze and as the bus shudders to a halt.  
 “Dao le”, is the only thing the driver says as he 

opens the door and leans his head backward, flicking 
his cigarette toward the street outside to let the three 
Americans know they have arrived.  Though the 
bus is overcrowded, they are the only people to exit.  
The street is nearly deserted, except for a man in the 
distance peddling a cart stuffed with plastic bottles 
and Styrofoam blocks so high, that he obstructs the 
late afternoon sun.  Across the street, a long row of 
anonymous brick buildings appears to be abandoned.  
 “Probably worker’s housing,” Gareth says, 
thumbing over his shoulder toward the dilapidated 
structures. “I noticed they build ‘em like this whenever 
there’s a big construction project.  I guess our theme 
park is pretty close”.  Gareth seems satisfied with his 
observation, brandishing a smile like a small child who 
gets tangled up in a moment of pride.  
 Sam rolls his eyes as he walks underneath the 
vandalized bus stop.  He takes a seat, and wipes his 
face along his hands.  He wonders how long it will be 
before they can get back onto the bus and return home.  

Magic Kingdom

G

by  Matt Mueller



He pictures himself alone in the bar across from their hostel, 
where he has already spent the majority of his nights in Beijing.  
In most of his daydreams, he is a mysterious traveler.  Everyone 
in the bar will be dying to speak with him.  A random stranger 
will sit next to him, usually a beautiful girl, but sometimes a 
prominent artist or a traveling film maker.  They will smile and 
shyly start a conversation, and it will be the beginning of a real 
adventure.  

 “Shall we go?” Esther speaks 
up, interrupting Sam’s 
daydream. 
 Her voice resonates with a 
subtle hint of annoyance.  
Sam feels a disturbing 
satisfaction at possibility 
that his misery is spreading.  
Esther starts up the road 
walking toward an underpass, 
choosing their path without 

hesitation, as if she has been there a thousand times.  Gareth 
follows several steps behind Esther.  Sam lags behind and 
watches with a forlorn wonder as Gareth counts aloud the 
number of dead cats he spots along their trek. 
 “Three dead cats…Four.  Holy shit, that’s four dead cats.  
This is unbelievable!  Look at this one, guys.  It looks like 
somebody dropped an anvil on it.  This one is D-SCUSS-
TING!”
 Sam shakes his head as he walks, happy only that Gareth’s 

ridiculous narrations are filling  what would otherwise be 
awkward silence.   
 “What are we doing out here anyway?” Sam grumbles.
 “I seem to recall this being your idea,” Esther replies 
without turning around, “so why don’t we pick up the pace, and 
try to make the best of it.”
 Sam pauses for a moment as his memories rolodex 
backward several weeks.  Esther is right.  It had been his idea 
to come.  This was their last weekend in China, and Esther had 
been pestering him about finding an interesting place to visit.  
She had long since made it through her exhaustive list of tourist 
traps, and seemed to be running out of material for her blog 
postings.
 Sam discovered pictures of the abandoned theme park one 
night after sarcastically googling “China sucks.”  He had stayed 
in the hostel while Esther and Gareth went to dinner with 
some of their language school classmates.  The proposed theme 
park, set in the northwest outskirts of the city had never been 
finished.  To Sam it looked like some kind of bastard child of 
Mao era Communist China and Disneyland. 
 Sam had suggested the park to Esther with a sly smile drawn 
across his face, partly because he had discovered something she 
was not aware of, and partly because he suspected she would 
have no interest in going to such a place.  For the hundredth 
time in their relationship, he had underestimated her.  Sam 
directed her toward the pictures he found, and after scanning 
the web page, Esther slapped Sam on the ass, smiling with a 
kind of “at-a-boy” expression drawn across her face.

Sam discovered 
pictures of the 
abandoned theme 
park one night after 
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 “In a sense, this place is the epitome of modern China,” she 
had said, probably channeling some of the suggested reading 
she picked up in the states and devoured on the flight over.  
“The government allotting farm land to a private developer in 
order to build a recreational theme park for the bourgeoning 
Chinese middle class.  It’s like a cross section through a 
moment in modern Chinese history.”  
 She had a way of getting excited about fantastically dorky 
things.  It was something that Sam loved about her when they 
first began dating. It was an infectious kind of excitement that 
burrowed itself into Sam so that he often mistook it for his 
own enthusiasm, until he became protective of it, scared at the 
possibility that he might lose it.
 cloud of dust has kicked up from the west.  It wasn’t 

unusual, on breezy summer days, for bit of sand to 
ride the wind over from the deserts of Mongolia.  

As they emerge from an underpass, the burnt sky lends an 
eerie backdrop to the unfinished theme park.  It appears far 
more ramshackle than it had on the website.  The rusting 
cast iron gate hangs between two whimsically grotesque 
towers.  Their bases belly out, and the tops are covered by 
enormous blue mushroom caps.   The cheap plaster ornament 
is already beginning to chip off, revealing a wall of cinderblock 
underneath.  Bits of soil have collected in the pockets where 
the plaster has fallen away, allowing small plants to sprout 
randomly along the face of the wall.  The sporadic growth 
makes the structure feel more like an ancient ruin than an 
abandoned construction project.  
 Beyond the gate, Sam can see narrow trails cut through the 

fields of corn toward an unfinished concrete palace that towers 
over the dilapidated kingdom.  Esther pulls from her bag a 
black and white print-out.  She holds the picture before her, 
revealing a photograph taken from a similar vantage point.  
 “Well, it looks like we’re here.”  Esther says. 
 “Really” Sam scoffs. “You need a print-out from Google 
Maps to tell you that?”
 “It looks like an insane asylum for cartoons,” Gareth jokes 
nervously.  “Why didn’t they finish building?” 
 “I read something about a dispute over rights of land use.  
Nobody can own land in China except for the government,” 
Esther explains.  “The amusement park company could never 
settle with farmers on proper compensation for relocation.”  
Esther walks towards the gate and gives it a hearty shake.  “But 
it looks like the gate is locked.  Maybe we should find another 
way around.”
 “Are you kidding me?”  Sam chuckles.  “We came all the way 
out here, and now you don’t want to go in?”  
 “It’s locked for a reason Sam.  Obviously somebody is using 
the land.  We should find someone who lives here.  Maybe they 
can show us around.”  Esther shouts in vain at Sam’s back as he 
begins to scale the gate.
 “Are you guys coming or what?” Sam says, already lowering 
himself down on the other side.  
 “Wait a minute Sam. Will you just wait a minute?” Esther 
pleads, revealing a rare moment of uncertainty.
 Gareth and Esther look at each other before Esther walks 
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forward, stamping dust off her heels.  The gate is held closed 
by a chain and a round lock with a large keyhole on the front 
embellished with a bit of Chinese ornament.  
 “Cool lock,” Gareth observes. “Looks old.”
 “Whatever,” Esther snips.  “Just help me pry these gates 
apart so I can squeeze through.”
 “Sure thing,” Gareth says timidly, placing his foot against 
the left portion of the gate and pulling hard against the right.  
He stretches the chain taught, prying the gate open just far 
enough so that Esther can duck under and slide through.  
   Sam moves quickly, putting some distance between him 
and the others.  The wilted cornstalks stretch out in every 
direction.  Particularly nasty thorn bushes grow in thick 
patches along the trails, scraping along Sam’s ashen white legs 
as he walks.  He pulls a camera from his bag and begins taking 
pictures.  The coffee brown haze, spilling out from the city, 
draws the color out of everything it touches, tinting all of his 
photos sepia.  Sam points his camera toward the sky and frames 
the sun, which burns timidly beyond the smog.  Nothing has a 
definitive edge, Sam notices.  The air and the light and the earth 
mix together in a way that gives the park a physical uncertainty.   
 Sam snaps a few photos of the unfinished structure.  The 
steel members spanning overhead shred the sky into hundreds 
of irregular shards.  He has the urge to extend his hand out 
and brush it all away into a jumbled pile of jigsaw pieces.  He 
draws the camera down from the sky until he finds a jagged 
mountain range cutting across his lens.  A month before he had 
trekked through those same mountains along a reconstructed 

portion of the great wall, guided by a man with horribly 
broken English, passing the hoards of unimpressed Chinese 
tourists.  He remembers watching the Chinese women strut 
by, overdressed in their odd frilly skirts, with their high heals 
clicking against the ancient stone, and the men shouting into 
their smart phones.  He remembers thinking how mundane 
it must be for these modern Chinese.  This wall, that took 
hundreds of years to build, 
could be reproduced overnight 
if the government willed it.  He 
remembers scoffing to himself, 
feeling a certain pleasure from 
the sight, perhaps a validation, 
that if they didn’t seem to 
notice how amazing it all 
was, then why should he.  He 
remembers turning to Esther 
who was eagerly examining small pieces of terra-cotta that had 
crumbled off the roof tiles.  He suspected in that moment that 
he had never really loved her.
 A high pitched squeak draws Sam’s attention away from 
the mountains.  An old woman is pedaling toward him from 
the entrance of the park on an archaic bicycle.  He wonders 
for a moment where she has come from.  There was no one in 
sight when they first entered the park.  Sam glances around, 
wondering if Gareth and Esther have seen the old lady enter.  
He spots them further up another trail, walking towards the 
castle.  He focuses the lens on their faces so that he can see 
them laughing, unencumbered without his presence.  They 
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seem to have forgotten his existence altogether.  
 As he lowers the camera from his eye, he sees the old lady 
standing next to her battered bicycle only a few yards behind 
him.  Her sudden appearance, so close, makes Sam jump.  
 “Holy shit lady!” Sam gasps, several octaves too high, 
clutching both his hands over his chest.  “You almost gave me a 
heart attack.  How’d you get here so fast?”  
 He stands still, staring, breathing heavily, expecting the 
woman to answer.

 “Wait a minute.  What 
am I saying? You don’t 
understand a damn...”
 The old woman quickly 
interrupts with a garbled 
mouthful of Chinese that 
Sam doesn’t even try to 
understand.  She points her 
twisted finger toward the 
gate where they had entered.  
 “Are you asking me to 

leave?”  Sam smiles holding out his hand as if to momentarily 
deflect her request.  “I just got here sooo… I mean”, Sam 
pauses, trying to gather together the scraps of Chinese scattered 
through his mind. “Ni hao…uh… wo shi Sam… hmm… Hen 
gao xing..”
 The woman interrupts Sam once again as she gestures at the 
camera hanging around his neck, stepping forward suddenly 
and stabbing at him with her knurled hand.  Her movement 

startles Sam backwards.  She is close enough now so that Sam 
can smell the moist rot wafting from underneath her excessive 
garb.  The tattered elbows and knees reveal the same rugged 
flesh that wrap her face and hands.
 Sam can see that his attempts to communicate with her 
are pointless.  He turns away from the old woman and begins 
walking toward Esther and Gareth, hoping that she won’t 
follow, but the squeak of her rusted spokes stalk him up the 
trail.  He walks steadily, with his head trained ahead.  For some 
inexplicable reason he begins telling himself not to run, and 
not to turn and look her in the eye, as if she were some wild 
territorial creature that he would provoke with any sudden 
movements.  
 After several moments of scurrying nervously along, he 
stops himself, and has a quick chuckle at the situation.  He 
wonders why is this wrinkled old woman is making him so 
nervous.  Sam attempts to loosen his stride, slow his pace as if 
to prove to himself that she causes him no distress.  He walks 
on in this manner, laughing nervously aloud several times 
to shoo away the baleful thoughts circling head, keeping his 
gaze on the concrete palace looming in the distance.  Gareth 
and Esther wait up ahead, still wrapped up in lighthearted 
conversation.  The old lady says nothing more, and when the 
jerky squeal of her bike wheels finally reach the ears of his two 
friends, they turn simultaneously to meet Sam’s anxious gaze.  
 Esther looks on with confusion in her eyes and amusement 
in her smile.  Gareth cocks his head to one side and furrows his 
brow, and then nods approvingly at the ragged old lady nipping 
at his heels.
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 “Make a new friend?”  Esther asks, attempting to exchange 
a polite smile with the old lady, though the woman ignores the 
gesture entirely.  
 “She’s hot”, Gareth blurts out, “Are you going to introduce 
us?” 
 Sam glares at Gareth for a moment before turning toward 
Esther.  
 “The old bag keeps following me.  I don’t know, maybe she 
wants us to buy something.  “Women bu yao ni de dong xi,”  
Sam raises his voice letting the woman know he’s not interested.  
 “Must be love at first sight,” Gareth chuckles to himself.  
“But it’ll never work out.  She’s young and spritely, and you’re 
just an old decrepit lao wai.”  Gareth smiles, clearly pleased 
with himself.

ach of them turn to face her, as if expecting a retort, 
but she stands quietly, meeting their stares with a 
determined reticence. 

 “Let’s just get the hell away from her.  I want to get a better 
look at this castle thing anyway.” Sam demands.
 “Hold on, let me talk to her, maybe she needs our help.” 
Esther says.
 But before Esther can speak, the old woman drops her bike 
and staggers toward Sam once again, grabbing at the camera 
around his neck.  Sam takes a few steps back, out of the old 
woman’s reach, and pulls the camera hard to his chest.
 “Whoa, your lady’s getting a bit clingy.  And do I sense a 
bit of sexual frustration from all parties involved?” Gareth 

laughs aloud.
 Sam widens his eyes at Gareth and then smashes his lips 
together so that the pink around his mouth seems to disappear.  
Gareth glances at Esther, whose eyes are directed toward the 
broken earth, and then at the old lady who watches closely 
as if she too understands all of the impossible subtlety of this 
situation.  Gareth, suddenly realizing the tension he may have 
created, looks around for a reason to leave them all alone.   
 “Ok guys, I’m going to try and explore this freaky castle.  
Keep her company for me will you?  I don’t want her to get 
lonely.  Uhhh… Ok.  If I manage to make it to that little 
window up there,” Gareth says, pointing to small hole punched 
out of the side of the tallest tower, “Snap a couple of pictures for 
me, will you?”  Sam pauses, nods reluctantly, and then feels 
relieved when Gareth finally turns to leave.  
 “What an idiot,” Sam mutters to himself as Gareth struts 
away. “Always fucking joking”.
 “Well at least he’s honest,” Esther says. “And he’s supposedly 
your best friend.  You treat him worse than you treat me.  And 
that’s saying quite a lot.  What’s with you lately anyway?  You’ve 
been acting like a real asshole.” 
 “Gareth’s longest relationship was in 7th grade with girl he 
talked to like three times.  How the hell could he understand 
what we’re going through?” Sam says. 
 “What are we going through Sam?  Even I don’t 
understand.” 
 Sam watches Gareth as he walks away, unable or unwilling 
to face Esther’s question.  He raises the camera to snap a 
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picture of Gareth’s back as he strolls through the giant opening, 
crossing the threshold from light into darkness.  
 “Bie pai zhao!”  The old woman speaks for the first time in 
the presence of Esther.  
 Annoyed, Sam steps back and then raises the camera 
toward her, framing her weathered face with the oversized lens 
and snaps several more pictures.  
 “I don’t think she wants you to take pictures,” Esther says.  
 “How do you know what she wants?”
 “I know that’s what she wants because that’s exactly what 
she’s saying.  If you had actually studied, you’d get that. ‘Don’t 
take picture!’  That’s exactly what she’s fucking saying.”
 Of course, Esther was right.  It was never her ignorance 
that angered him.  Quite the opposite.  It was her ability to 
overshadow everyone around her, with her knowledge and her 
energy and her inexhaustible confidence.  
 “You know I’m really getting sick of you always lecturing 
me”, Sam persisted,” always pretending to know everything 
about everything.  I really think it’s...”
 Sam stops, when he notices Esther’s face contorting from 
rage into a definite look of concern.
 “Look.” Esther points over Sam’s shoulder, “More people are 
coming.  I think we need to stop arguing.  We’re drawing too 
much attention to ourselves.”
 He glances behind him and sees that two men are 
approaching, both dressed in old army fatigues, torn and 
crusted at the knees where he imagines they have bent down 

countless times to mend the broken earth.  The men walk 
between Sam and the castle.  He can see in the distance a line of 
single story grey brick structures, like the ones along the main 
road where they had been dropped off.  A steady stream of 
people are flowing from the buildings.  The two men approach 
with their arms outstretched, and say nothing, but seem to be 
motioning Sam and Esther toward the gate. 
 “Ok assholes.  We can’t leave right now.  We have to wait 
until our friend comes back.  Friend!  Peng yo! zai zher! ming 
bai ma?”   

am shouts at the two men, pointing toward the concrete 
castle, throwing his broken Mandarin like heavy stones.  
The old lady speaks to the men in army fatigues, and then 

waves the others over as they approach.  Many of the arrivals 
seem to be more fascinated by the presence of foreigners than 
anything else.  Only a few of them appear concerned with the 
task of forcing Sam an Esther to leave.  But the crowd only 
manages to stoke Sam’s growing anger.  He begins walking 
around the men, pacing quickly out of their reach as they try to 
corral him toward the exit.  He steps off the dirt trail, kicking 
his exposed legs through the briar and thicket until tiny beads 
of blood begin to form along the surface of his skin.  They 
follow him at a distance, allowing him his small tantrum.  The 
gathering crowd seems to be amused, watching closely to see 
what he will do next.  He stomps around the towering concrete 
structure, treading over dried cornstalks, kicking plastic 
buckets, screaming Chinese obscenities and snapping pictures 
all the while, deliberately trying to rile the growing crowd.  
 “Sam!  What the hell are you doing?” Esther shouts from 
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somewhere behind the mass,  “Just let me talk to them.”   
 Her faint cries blend into the muddle of shouts and 
murmurs. After several minutes pass, he looks up to see 
that Gareth has finally emerged from the small, high 
opening.  He is crouching on a concrete perch like some 
sort of prehistoric bird rising from a long hibernation, 
stretching his arms out and craning his neck to survey 
the land.  Sam stops momentarily, cupping his hands 
around his mouth so that he can shout to Gareth as the 
gaggle of Chinese peasants follows closely behind.
 “Look Gareth, you have a fan club!  Wave to all of 
your admirers.”  He can see Gareth waving and shouting 
something indistinguishable amongst rising chatter.
 “Hey Gareth, Esther thinks I treat you like shit, 
but I’m the president of your Chinese fan club!” Sam 
continues, drunk with the growing madness of the 
moment.  
 He feels a certain amount of control over his life that 
he never has before, control over all of their lives.  Out of 
his peripheries he sees the bustling crowd following his 
every step, watching his every action.  He hears Esther’s 
voice fading into the background of the situation, 
perhaps for the first time in the relationship.  He watches 
Gareth flailing helplessly above the earth, waiting for 
Sam to snap a photograph. 
 The crowd of farmers gather around Sam, 
surrounding him on all sides now.  Though it isn’t until 
he raises the camera to snap a picture of Gareth that 
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they move in close, swiping and snatching, barking at him like 
a pack of malnourished strays.  He shoos at them, twisting 
his torso, and tossing his elbows from side to side.  He raises 
the camera once again to see Gareth balanced on the edge of 
his perch, with both his hands raised high in the air, shouting 
something presumably along the lines of “Take the fucking 
picture!” 
 Just before the shutter snaps, Sam feels a sharp tug on the 
camera strap, and looks down to see the same old lady with 
her callused hand curling around his lens.  Deep lines cut 
through her face, flowing around her tired eyes, around her 
wide shallow nose and her cracked lips, like windswept valleys 
carved from a lifetime of experiences that Sam can’t possibly 
imagine.  The beginning of a realization collects in the back of 
his mind, a twinge of sympathy for these people and their lives, 
a stab of shame for the way he is acting now, for the way he has 
acted his entire life.
 But underneath that weathered mask of filth and poverty, 
Sam recognizes the same fire that lives behind Esther’s eyes, the 
same confident defiance.  He jerks the camera away, ripping it 
from her grasp with a rage he neither understands nor cares to 
explain, and raises it once again, furiously snapping pictures of 
the people as he pushes his way out of the crowd.
 Sam makes a dash and manages to gain a small distance, 
then turns toward the castle.  He is dizzy, disoriented by the 
heat and adrenaline and suddenness of it all.  He raises the 
camera once more but can’t seem to find the correct tower or 
focus the lens.  When he finally does, he sees that Gareth is no 
longer perched atop the tower where he had been balanced 

moments ago.  
 Some of the crowd turns away from Sam, and gathers 
around the side of the castle, silent at first, then thrusting 
their hands into the air and turning back to Sam with what 
he imagines to be an accusatory gaze.  He walks toward the 
throng, gathering around an area of depressed corn stalks.  He 
moves slowly, gripping his camera in front of his chest so hard 
that the raised rings of the lens cut small red valleys into his 
pale flesh.  He can hear Esther’s cries, though he can’t pinpoint 
her.  
 Sam continues forward, pushing through the crowd.  And 
suddenly his vision goes dizzy with the savage reality of it all.  
He tries to run toward Gareth, but several of the Chinese men 
throw him backwards.  He stumbles, and they begin shouting 
at him, pointing at him, though he can’t possibly understand 
what they are trying to say.   He calls out to Esther, but the 
world is blurred into pure abstraction now.  Color and sound 
are mixed with raw fear.  And when he rises once again ready to 
charge head-on into the crowd, he feels his knees give way, and 
then hears more than feels the sharp crack of something hard 
against the back of his skull.  Then the chaos mercifully drains 
away until all that remains is darkness.
 As soon as Sam feels the daylight trying to pry open his 
eyelids, he knows something is different.  The sharp pain of life 
radiates from the back of his head into the rest of his body.  He 
feels many emotions in rapid-fire succession seemingly for the 
first time, as if he is a computer that has been reprogrammed 
and rebooted. As his body fills with sensation, Sam realizes he 
is laid out on a hard surface, concrete or asphalt.  The lonely cry 



of rusted metal grinding against itself prompts Sam to lift his 
head and see he is outside the boundary of the park, sprawled 
out on the sidewalk just outside of the entry gate.  When he 
tries to lift his torso off the ground, he feels as if he is pushing 
up from under a lead blanket.   
 There is nothing around that is familiar, nothing at all, not 
even his own thoughts.  There are no fast-food or overpriced 
tourist restaurants, no English subtitles scrawled conveniently 
below the Chinese titles, no taxis to take him back to the 
airport, no guidebooks or pamphlets to explain why his best 
friend is now nowhere to be seen.  
 Then Sam notices Esther sitting on a curb, just beside him.  
Her eyes are cast downward, tears carving paths through dust 
that has blown and collected along her cheeks.  Sam can’t help 
but notice how beautiful she looks, though he feels a twinge 
of guilt at the thought.  Esther quivers violently every third or 
fourth breath, as if she is trying to keep balance on a tightrope 
high above the world.  When she sees him looking at her, she 
stands up and begins to walk back the way they had come.  This 
time Sam stands up carefully and follows her lead without any 
protest, letting the most obvious questions hang in the air.  
They walk in silence for several hundred yards, along the dusty 
trails and empty roads, past piles of trash separated by material 
and size.
 They cross below the underpass, and walk toward the 
decrepit bus stop.  Sam feels more panicked with every step, 
as if the further they walk, the more of himself he is leaving 
behind.

 “Look,” Sam grabs Esther’s arm just as they arrive at the bus 
stop and spins her around,  “You need to tell me.  Is he going to 
be ok?”
 Esther looks up and meets his eyes, though she seems to 
look through him into another place.  
 They stand this way, Esther unable to answer, Sam unable 
to ask again, until the hot stink of bus exhaust wafts in front of 
them, and doors slide open. 
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direct video link: http://youtu.be/2ffsqNIyedA
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hen I told my father I wanted to draft a 
will, he stopped peeling his orange and 
lifted his head from The New York Times.  
 “What for?” he asked.

 I looked through the hole in my sesame bagel. 
“What if a flock of geese collided with me? That 
happens. And I’m vaporized.”
 “I think you’re confusing yourself with 
commercial airliners.”
 “It happened to Fabio.”    
 My father resumed peeling his orange. “Pretty 
sure he still exists.”
 “Regardless,” I said, “I need to estate plan.”
 “You’re thirty-one. You don’t have any assets.” 
He slurped some black coffee dismissively. His 
experience as a lawyer told him to ignore me.
 I went down to my room in the basement trying 
to think of what I had that was valuable. I collected 
all of the gifts my ex-girlfriends had given me.  
They all had tremendous personal worth—a piece 
of my life encapsulated in an electric wine chiller, a 
Doors’ trucker cap, or a checkered cutting board.  
 I laid them out end to end until all the 
shrunken tee shirts, picture frames, and soleless 
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shoes filled the room. I realized most of the things I owned 
were relics of the past. Most of them torn or broken, useless. 
I remembered Antanina, now only in the photos I’d taken of 
her by candlelight. And by the skinny tie I’d draped over my 
lamp. It cast a shadow on the wall like a knife.  
 Before my mother got cancer, I hadn’t really thought of 
death other than sometimes seeing a sparrow flailing on the 
sidewalk. It was an abstract force of God, brought down on 
coked up celebrities and people who lived too close to Pizza 
Hut.
 Since she passed, I’d thought about it as an entity living 
inside me that would one day outgrow my body. I thought 
maybe if I stayed perfectly still it would overlook me.  And 
for six years I did. I found myself living in my father’s house 
in Queens, eating his bologna and giving him vague dating 
advice when he requested it.
 Now, sitting on the leather couch, I perused my valuables. 
I spotted the toilet brush I’d bought at Ikea with Kate and how 
little it had meant then. And the weight years had added to it.    
 Upstairs, my father pressed his face against the basement 
door. “I’m unlocking.”
 There wasn’t much of a point to having a lock on my door 
if the key was always inserted into the other side I wanted to 
say. But it was his house. He’d made that clear.   He gingerly 
limped down the long stairs, favoring his bad knee. The left. 
He appraised the clutter of inconsequential trinkets tiling the 
floor.  
 “You finally cleaning up?” His gray nose hair bent in 

strange ways now that my mother wasn’t there to notice.  
 “No,” I said.
 The new Australian Cattle dog followed him down and 
climbed up on my bed.  She stared and panted, perched 
lopsided on a fortune-telling pen and a stack of cookbooks 
and Russian novellas.
 “I think this whole thing is morose. Why don’t you go to a 
strip club or something?”
 I considered it for a second. The smell of their generic 
strawberry perfume always calmed me down; but I didn’t 
have the money to pretend anymore. “Strip clubs aren’t the 
solution to everything.”

e swiped his hand in disagreement and started back 
up toward the kitchen.  “Coulda fooled me.”
 When he was halfway up, the dog noticed and 

leapt after him, scattering the books. She wasn’t my dog. My 
dog was dead.
 My father reached the landing, but before he closed the 
door he said, “You live life like it’s a Japanese movie.  One day 
it’ll have to finish.” He locked the door behind him. 
 I got off the bed and hopped from gift to gift as if the space 
between were lava or the sludge from behind a Pizza Hut. 
With every leap, I recalled the inception of each relationship 
and how much had changed from those first few moments of 
incandescent lust. The families I’d infiltrated, weddings, old 
people’s anniversaries. I even laid out a few gifts I never gave: 
a slutty red garter, a volcanic necklace from Iceland, and an 
empty, chipped frame that had housed six former girlfriends.
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 I checked my phone to see if anyone had winked 
at me online. Just a fat girl who had a great sense of 
humor and loved her job—according to her. I’m sure 
she’s very sweet, I scolded myself. You shouldn’t judge 
people on their looks. I erased her message.
 I picked up a naked photograph of Elizabeth, who’d 
refused to trim her pubic hair, despite my constant 
badgering. But she was so pretty, frozen there; shy, 
covering herself from the lens.  I couldn’t remember 
why I’d ended it.
  Outside, it started to rain and I pushed open 
the narrow basement window to let the damp air in. 
Upstairs, I heard my father turn on his 10” black and 
white T.V. He switched channels, trying to find the 
Mets.
 I went upstairs and passed him in the dining room 
to use the better bathroom. It was much cleaner than 
mine because I usually pissed all over the floor when I 
was drunk.  I would have used it more, but the upstairs 
bathroom was a mausoleum of my mother’s final days. 
The bathtub hadn’t been touched and a moldy, plastic 
hand-held washer remained attached to the spigot. My 
father had used it to bathe her when she couldn’t do it 
herself anymore.
 Her shampoos, her organic toothpaste that never 
worked, her black hair dye—all unmolested. And I 
realized that my father and I were much more similar 
than I’d ever realized.  



 I zipped up and sat with the dog before heading back 
down. “I wonder what makes you like us?” I said to her. She 
just licked my hand. I patted her head.
 Downstairs, my father still hadn’t found the Mets game 
and the static on the television hissed quietly as he worked.
 “It’s on cable,” I told him.
 “One big scam.” He continued to work. 
 “Hey, do you want me to take care of the upstairs 
bathroom?”
 He immediately picked up his head and stared at me as if 
I’d just shit in the middle of the table. “You mean clean it?”
 “Yeah.  I guess.”
 I don’t think I’d ever seen him think so hard. He tapped 
his pen and tinkered with the tin antenna. He took a cold sip 
of coffee. “Yes, I think that would be good.”
 I nodded.  “Could you maybe help me with the 
basement?”
 He groaned out of his seat.  “You want to go for a walk?” 
he called out to the dog.  She came bounding down the stairs 
and into his arms. “I’ll get started when we’re back.”  He 
clasped the leash to her collar.

hat afternoon I cleared the bathroom of every remnant 
my mother had left behind. I scrubbed the bathtub. I 
threw out her old razors and Secret deodorant. It all went 

into a black garbage bag and I wondered if my father was doing 
the same thing and if one day someone would do this when I 

died. It seemed unnecessary to have tangible evidence when 
our memories provided all the injury we’d ever need.  
 I didn’t want to go back downstairs yet, so when I finished 
cleaning, I laid down next to the dog’s bed and nodded off. 
When I woke up, the dog had something in her mouth and 
she was standing on my chest.  
 “What is it? What you got?” I asked her. I tried to tug it 
from her, but she was too strong, so I pretended not to want it 
and she set it down out of boredom.   
 It was the skinny tie Antanina had given me. The dog had 
chewed it to shreds and it was wet, but I could tell. I tweezed 
it between my fingers and dropped it into the black garbage 
bag. I’d thank my father when I got downstairs. I hadn’t done 
that in a while.  
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arly winter rain beats down on the 
windshield, counting out Nick’s list 
of failed aspirations. It goes like this: 

nothing, swish, police officer, swish, Army 
reserve officer, swish, wild land fire fighter, 
swish, landscaper, swish. But then finally, swish, 
success: senior center bus driver. Left out of the 
list are all the other random jobs he applied for, 
most of which never called him back, jobs he 
never even had a chance to aspire to.  Things had 
gone downhill fast. Things, as his mother might 
say, had not gone as planned from that moment 
almost two years ago when he graduated from 
college with a degree in history.
 Nick sighs, starts the big bus engine that 
rumbles under him like bad plumbing, buckles 
himself in tight. The seat under him is a soggy 
marshmallow, except when he shifts and feels 
first one hard spring and then another. As he 
puts the bus into drive, the armrests chatter.
 He’s only twenty-four, and yet he looks back 
at the past two years with nostalgia, as though 
his hopeful self was a movie he watched years 
ago in a theatre.  There he is, eating popcorn, 
watching.  How he stood straight and stern, 
wearing his green cap and gown and holding his 
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diploma, smiling at all four of his parents – his mother and 
stepfather and father and stepmother – as they held up tiny 
digital cameras.  His girlfriend Lila’s parents took photos of 
them both, beautiful Lila with her sharp green eyes staring up 
at Nick, her five foot two to his six foot one. 
 “Another shot!” someone said, and then someone said 
again. “Smile!”
 How positive he was at that moment that things would 
work out. How happy and excited he and Lila were as they 
packed up their little blue house and moved down to the Bay 
Area so Lila could start her master’s program in English and 
he could enter into one of the various police academies that 
would imminently accept him. At that moment of graduation, 
he’d had three academy interviews.  Flying back home to the 
Bay Area three times over that spring for each, he took three 
tests, passing all with high marks, especially the physical tests: 
the mile, the wall climb, the pull and sit ups.
 The interviewers slapped him on the shoulder, shook his 
hand, nodded. Later in the parking lots, Nick stood in groups 
of applicants, all of them standing wide-legged, their arms 
folded, joking around as if they were already a force, a squad, 
colleagues discussing overtime. Now he wonders if any of 
them got admitted.
 After each interview in San Jose, Livermore, and Novato, 
Nick came home to his mother’s house, Lila there waiting 
for him, and they along with his stepfather celebrated Nick’s 
obvious good fortune. At least, they’d had steak and glasses of 
red wine.  Nick was sure that when he and Lila came back in a 

couple of months, he’d have a certain, definite life waiting.
 Except for the form letters stating that his applications 
would be put on file for one year, he heard nothing.
 Now Nick clicks on the bus’ turn signal and pulls the great 
beast into the round-a-bout, idling in front of the center’s 
automatic double doors and waiting for the parade of the 
slightly dead to hump out and pile in and then it would be 
off to Trader Joe’s, Safeway, CVS, or some big box store, and 
the park, though the outdoor outing was likely going to be 
cancelled today.  Ramona, the activities coordinator, would 
tell him what was on the agenda.  All Nick had to do was help 
the folks in and out, drive, and stand by the doors to make 
sure none of them left the stores during the visit.
 That’s what he could write on his resume now:  Babysitter.
 The windshield wipers beat one, two. The rain slid down 
the shield, the heater pumped out great gasps of hot air, the 
temperature having to be one hundred fricking degrees or the 
old ones moaned and shivered.  
 Nick leaned back, his left leg twitching.
 At his last police academy interview, a dude sitting next to 
him during the written test said, “Army reserve.”
 “What?”
 “That’s right.  Army reserve.  Do a stint and then you’re 
golden.  Shows you know how to fit in.  Pull together.  At that 
point, you’d be Army, man. You’d be bone fide.”
 Nick never saw the guy again, but after the third academy 
never called back, he took the dude’s advice and went to 



the local reserve office. He’d told Lila but not his extended 
parental unit, knowing that at least two of them would have 
anti-war morality objections.
 “You are the perfect recruit,” Sergeant Gallagher said. He 
was tall and thin except for a belt of fat around his middle, a 
rounded laziness of smooth pudge that was tucked down into 
his unwrinkled, possibly polyester based pants. The recruit 
office was small and dark, the blinds warped and partially 
pulled and crooked.
 “Broken,” Sergeant Gallagher said.  “On order.”
 “So you think that I can get in?”
 “No brainer.” The sergeant talked more about the process, 
handed Nick all sorts of informational packets and a huge 
application. There were so many questions about family 
history and former addresses that later, Nick was forced to 
call his mother to find out the details about his step-father 
as well as his father, places of birth and parents’ names. 
Somehow, she’d swallowed back the anxiety Nick could feel 
through the invisible phone call air.
 “I also need to know something else,” he began. “What was 
the name of that psychologist I went to in high school?”
 “Hmm,” his mother said, and she’d hung up, promising to 
call him back when she found the doctor’s name, which she 
did on an old check register.
 And that was what caused the problems.  
 Peering out the bus and through the double doors, Nick 
watches the elderly line up, the women clutching purses and 
empty Trader Joe’s bags, the men as jaunty as they could be 

in their slacks and caps and buttoned up sweaters.  Nick likes 
older people, sort of how he likes old movies or art work, both 
things he views occasionally, on purpose, in controlled areas. 
But these folks aren’t controlled, really, and do what they want 
to, at least when they get into the stores.
 Once as he stood near a store exit waiting for Ramona to 
herd them all toward the exit, a middle-aged couple passed by 
saying, “Shit, it’s like night of the living dead in the aisles.”
 “Discount Tuesdays,” the man said. “Bring out your feeble 
and infirm.”
 “They’re using the carts like walkers,” the woman said. 
 “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

ow as Nick watches Eveline through glass open and 
close her umbrella—open, closed, open, closed—and 
Sam yank on his belt and Montserrat stand stock still 

and stare out the door glass right back at him, he agrees with 
the fast walking couple who darted outside to escape.  In fact, 
right now as Nick sits in the bus, he can still feel them as they 
whooshed by, pouring out into the sunshine of the rest of 
their fabulous middle-aged day.
 “We have so many applicants,” Sergeant Gallagher said 
on the second visit, “that while a psychologist’s report once 
would be excused, not so much now.  We need him to write a 
letter.  A rebuttal to his diagnosis.”
 “Diagnosis?” Nick said.  “What do you mean?”
 Nick stared at Gallagher’s face, feeling his suddenly 
enormous heart beating in his throat, his legs tingling.  He 
wanted to get up and run out of the room, but he forced 
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himself to sit still, his eyes on the sergeant’s.
 “Social anxiety,” Gallagher said.  “It’s a big disqualifier for 
the Army.  You know, a big no for us. Needs an explanation 
from the doc. And then another hard look at your 
application.”

ut on the street later, Nick knew it was no good.  
Everyone in the country was like him—educated and 
broke—so who would take a socially anxious person 

over some dumb 18-year-old with no problems or brain, for 
that matter.  All the easier to turn him “Army” and totally 
bone fide. Golden.
 He’d left the office and never went back, never called his 
old psychologist who’d diagnosed him that year when his 
parents burst open all their lives, that year when his first real 
girlfriend Allison ran away from home not with Nick, but 
with Brian, that douche bag who wore the black jeans and 
the long chains, one for his wallet, one around his neck. After 
that, all he wanted to do was stay in his room for the year of 
the no Alison and the separation and divorce and then the 
courtships his parents went through with different people, 
new people he was suddenly supposed to love.
 Social anxiety? Well, yeah.
 “Hi, dear,” Eveline says, walking onto the bus, her 
umbrella still partially open, water dripping off the brim of 
her floppy yellow hat.  “Having a good day?”
 Nick nods. “Morning, Eveline.”
 Eveline smiles, spends some time furling her umbrella, 
even though Sam and Montserrat are right behind her, 

Montserrat shaking her Trader Joe bags like crackling musical 
instruments.  
 “Let’s get on, shall we?” Ramona says from behind Sam.  
Eveline starts, apologizes, and tiptoes down the bus aisle.  The 
rest of the folks board, saying hi to Nick, Nick nodding and 
smiling as he was told to do when he finally found this job.
 “Think of yourself as a tour guide,” the center director 
Mrs. Ryan said. “You are taking them to the amusement park. 
You are taking them out for the time of their lives.”
 So Nick jokes a little with Sam and the other old gents and 
lets Ramona take care of the meltdowns and bladder control 
disasters. He’s prepared for disasters, though, having now 
gone through two intensive wild land fire fighting training 
sessions in Salida, Colorado. He can run up dry hills with 
water hoses and buckets.  He can put out fires with fires.  He 
knows how to cover himself with the fire resistant blanket and 
let a wall of flame roar over him.
 He’s ready for the seasonal job, only four months of the 
year, the rest in some job like this.
 But so far, Nick is still waiting, stuck on the list of the 
people to be called if any county or state economy decides 
to hire anyone to do anything.  Everywhere is so broke, Nick 
supposes they might just let the hills and forests burn and 
burn and burn. 
 Because he thought it would be a good way to keep in 
shape and stay outdoors, Nick asked his father’s friend Max 
for a landscaping job. But Max wanted to pay him as much 
as he paid the men he picked up on 4th street in Berkeley, 
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the guys from Guatemala and Oaxaca and Sonora, the guys 
who would do anything for anything. Nick knows he is really 
in the same boat, though maybe he sits in the captain’s chair 
and wears a fancier hat.  But he couldn’t haul dirt all day up 
and down backyards and dig trenches and tree holes for eight 
dollars an hour.
 That failure led to Mrs. Ryan, this wild adventure tour job 
he now has paying twelve fifty an hour plus lunch.
 “I’m going to get some of that delicious salsa,” Montserrat 
whispers to him from the seat just behind his.  “Hide it in my 
room.”
 She sings the last part, her whisper a swell of up.
 Nick looks at Montserrat in his driver’s mirror, the thick, 
wide expanse of glass that allows him to see all his passengers.  
Montserrat must have been a beautiful woman when she was 
younger.  Maybe she still is, her skin wrinkled but not folded 
in on itself, her hair completely white but long, tucked into a 
neat bun, like a ballerina’s. Her eyes are dark and bright and 
intense, no thick glasses between her and the world.
 He should tell her to not hide the salsa in her room, but 
he doesn’t.  The center has a communal kitchen and shared 
refrigerator, but most of the residents still want something 
for themselves. He should tell Ramona about Montserrat’s 
plan.  But he doesn’t do that, either.  Instead, he winks, closes 
the big bus doors after Simon sits down—complaining about 
having to sit in the front seat like a baby—and drives on to 
Trader Joe’s, Montserrat’s secret safe.

 s Nick waits for the folks to do their shopping, he 
stands by the buckets of cut flowers, shifting on his 
feet, feeling his phone buzzing in his pocket.

 “No phone or texting while on duty,” Mrs. Ryan said.  “You 
don’t know how sharp some of our residents are.  They can 
slip by you like water rats.”
 Today he’s glad he can’t look at his phone, knowing that 
Lila is likely the one trying to get his attention, his phone 
jumping since he left their apartment in a deep funk, his body 
feeling heavy as concrete pilings. 
 “What does it feel like when you ‘can’t do anything’?” his 
psychologist asked him once. “What is it like in your body?”
 Nick couldn’t describe the stuck, suffocating feeling he 
had back in high school, but he knows now, his body like that 
poem he read in college, Ozymandias. There he was, King of 
Kings, a lump of forgotten history buried in sand: Two vast 
and trunkless legs of stone.
 Lila wants him to go back to school. His mother wants 
him to go back to school. His grandmother wants him to go 
back to school and get his PhD in history and then work for 
the movies.
 “You know every gun there is to know!” she said once after 
they left a war film that had featured guns from the wrong 
war in pivotal scenes that were all wrong, too. “You could tell 
them what’s what.”
 His father wants him to take the job another one of 
his friends offered him, entry-level customer service at a 
technology company.  Sitting at a desk and answering phones. 
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Sixty thousand a year, five days a week, 4.30 am to 1.30 pm 
plus benefits and paid holidays.
 “You can’t always do what you want to do,” his father said.  
“I don’t know why you think a job should be something you 
love.  Why do you think they call it work, for god’s sake?”
 Nick nodded and let his father send him the email info, 
but he never contacted his father’s friend and tried to ignore 
his father’s subsequent efforts to encourage.
 “Sixty thousand,” his father said during their last phone 
call. “I can’t imagine starting out like that. Jesus, Nick.”
ead, Nick thinks.  Starting out dead in a chair in an office in 
a building. Nothing to do but talk to unhappy people about 
service they weren’t getting but thought they should.
 “Potential for advancement,” his father said.
 Death first, Nick thought. Death and burial and then a 
promotion.
 “I’m going to buy it,” Montserrat says, cutting Nick a sexy, 
furtive old lady glance.  “I’m going to the cash register.”
 Nick nods, watches Montserrat swing herself over to 
the express line.  As if robbing a bank, she looks over her 
shoulder once, twice for the authorities, and then, relieved 
that Ramona is nowhere in sight, she inches forward in line, 
hands the clerk the salsa, and pays for it, smiling and chatting 
as she does.
 “What’s she buying now?” Ramona asks, sidling next 
to Nick like a cat.  She smells like cocoa butter or a cracked 
warm coconut, something tropical and heavy. Her hair is a 

wild twirl of curl, her eyes on her charges even as she stands 
by Nick. “Come on.  Don’t’ try to hide it. She tries this every 
time.”
 “Salsa,” Nick says. 
 “Humph,” Ramona says.  “Remember what happened with 
that guacamole? It was a disaster.”
 Montserrat hid a container of guacamole in her dresser for 
two weeks until it started to almost walk. Eveline told Nick all 
about it, adding, “I must admit it smelled untoward and foul.”
 Nick wants to tell Ramona to leave Montserrat alone, 
to turn away and head up the frozen foods aisle to get Sam 
away from Florence, the couple unable to curb their habit of 
walking abreast with their carts, a bulldozer of age hogging 
the aisles.
 But he knows she’s just doing her job, and like his father 
said, why would anyone love a job?
 “Where are we going next?” he asks.
 “Wal Mart,” Ramona says, looking at her watch.  “Then 
back to the center. The park is out due to inclement weather. 
Hey! Sam! Hey.”
 Ramona is off, bee-lining toward Sam, who is nuzzling 
Florence and causing a log jam.
 Nick feels his phone jump again, and he puts his hand on 
his pocket, pressing the phone to his thigh, feeling it pulse 
like a bad heart.



e’s going to, what? Go back to school, take the 
desk job, start landscaping with the hombres from 
everywhere but here.  He’s going to break up with 

Lila so she can be with someone who is doing something 
worthwhile, smart, good.  He’s going to go and find Allison, 
who moved back to their hometown a couple of years ago.  
He’s going to tell her how she broke his heart and then laugh 
about it. He’s going to hope she looks horrible. Or really good. 
He doesn’t know which scenario is better, but he’s going to 
tell her about his year of pain and make her listen. Nick is 
going to find that fucking psychologist and tell the asshole 
how he ruined his life.  First he didn’t fix his life and then he 
ruined it worse. He’s going to tell his real parents that they 
suck for staying married so long while being unhappy and 
for breaking up what he’d gotten used to. He’s going to tell his 
stepparents that they are just okay.  Fine. Suitable. He’s going 
to ask his college for a refund, four years tuition including 
one session of summer school, payable now.
 He’s going to tell Montserrat to keep the salsa in her room. 
He’s going to buy her a bag of chips. He’s going to remind her 
to eat everything.

he rain has stopped, the sky broken bits of blue 
and white glass, the green hills around the center 
glistening. Nick has turned down the heater and 

promised Eveline that they will go to the park tomorrow.
 “If it isn’t raining,” Ramona reminds them both from the 
back seat of the bus.

 “Even if it is raining,” Nick whispers, knowing that Eveline 
can’t hear him.
 At the center, the residents disembark, and Ramona tells 
him to pull the bus around back and give it a good vacuuming 
(Fred opened his bag of Asian snacks all over the carpet).
 Nick salutes, closes the door, and then feels his phone 
vibrate again. He sighs, and wonders what he will tell Lila 
this time. Nothing happened to him again today, nothing that 
would make her love him more, only less, everything eroding 
until she finally leaves him, too.
 He looks at the screen and sees the evidence of twenty 
texts and messages, the last one something he can’t stop 
staring at, the words like Russian or Arabic, even though the 
message is in English, from Lila, and it reads:  goddamn it 
nick! where are u? they called here at home!! call me!
 Nick doesn’t know what to think, but his body does, 
everything inside of him shaking, almost two years of waiting 
trying to leave his body all at once. He can’t move or breathe, 
and he doesn’t want to, needing to stay right here, in this 
moment when he can believe, wants to believe, imagines, yes.  
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hings aren’t working out too well here, 
are they? Or is it aren’t they. You’ll find 
out soon enough. Looks like there’s a 

train here. Let go of my hand, now. Now! My 
train of thought leads upstate, to your camp. 
It’s good you’re going. It’s a good camp. I’ll try 
to impart some advice in these few minutes we 
have left together.
 For starters, it helps to dress like everyone 
else and speak like your friends. Or don’t speak 
at all if that floats your boat. Which is easier if 
you don’t have friends. It’s not advised where 
you are going. Finding friends, that is. I know 
this, I lurked there in my salad days. Don’t self-
edit, but avoid embarrassment. Don’t assume 
everyone is staring at you because you’re crazy. 
You might be crazy, but that’s probably not why 
they’re staring at you. There are beasts in the 
old growth forest where you are going, and not 
all of them are quadrupeds. I’ve packed Deep 
Woods Off. It could help. What we’re talking 
about is honesty. An honesty in assessing 
situations you don’t understand. 
 I’m trying to wipe that frown off your face. 
Maybe you should take my pulse. But be sure to 
return it as soon as you’re done with it. That’s 
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funny. I like staring at depressed people. I wonder if they 
think of me ever. But then I go to work. Oh, work works me 
into a frenzy. There’s this game I play. I print out hundreds 
of pages when the printer is low on toner. How long can I go 
before anyone says anything? I guestimate displeasure. You 
must be thinking: so kill an octopus and be done with it, 
already! But then it’s 5. The money grows on the money tree 
and I pluck some off every two weeks. Which allows for your 

room and board and your 
gratitude. Your father might 
think differently about this. 
I’ve also packed peanuts, 
grapes, and a mallet. If you 
really want “PB&J,” as the 
supermarket calls it, you can 
do with these tools what you 
will. That type of food doesn’t 
exist at the camp. You will 
doubtless be sleeping inside 
a cabin that used to be a 
concession stand. 

 Don’t assume I’m taking you down a peg for the sake of 
it. For pity’s sake. The gap between loving you and wanting 
you to be happy – there is a difference, do not doubt me 
– is one I travel through every day. It’s more of a gulch. 
Sometimes I think it would be much easier if I was in a cult. 
A good countryside cult, where I could wear robes and raise 
legumes. It would help my complexion. Don’t you think? 
Is my skin cold? Take my hand again. Nobody’s watching. 

Ignore them! When I was a girl – your look reminded me 
of something – I wanted a sawed off shotgun. I liked the 
way holding one sounded. Ideally, I would have received it 
as a gift. They say the same thing about tarot cards – better 
to be given a deck or steal one rather than buy one. The 
first was out of the question. The shotgun I stole was your 
grandfather’s, no problem, he had plenty of shotguns and it 
wasn’t as if he’d miss just one. I think you’d remember him 
from the sanatorium. There was a woodshed in our acreage. 
I commenced sawing there. But I wasn’t sure where on the 
barrel to saw. This happened on a Sunday. I was without skill, 
being your age, and my hand slipped. The left pinky finger 
gashed on the saw tooth. As it turned out, the gun was also 
loaded, which was unfortunate. When I fell, the trigger kicked 
back and that finger blew right off like dandelion seeds. This 
was bigger than a mere scratch. I know this is a surprise to 
you, because of the verisimilitude of this finger I’m holding 
in front of you. Plastics makes it probable. When Dad came 
in the woodshed for his nightly libations, he found me under 
his workbench and after the surgery I was on a train to Camp 
Cudgel Springs.
 This is a lot to digest. Okay, you can let go again. You’ve 
warmed me up nicely. Look at the Snoopy backpack I got 
for you. Be sure to try it on before you need to run, such as 
from a serial killer who approaches your cabin. Not that I 
think that will happen. Or maybe he will only want a glass of 
water. You don’t really have an “kill me, eat me” face. Camp 
changed my life as it will change yours. I was the youngest 
there, as you will be. This is healthy. See the parallels? Our 
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lives are two rails, side by side, holding a locomotive 
in place. On the first day at camp I tried to run away. 
I had a clever plan. I made a map with a stick on the 
ground, choosing a certain black ant that seemed to be 
of independent spirit to represent me. The ant didn’t 
follow my escape route, however, so I liberated it and took 
a nap, eschewing dinner. When everyone was asleep, I 
stole away from my noxious bunkmates into the woods. 
The trees were hundreds of years older than me. I didn’t 
know their names and still don’t. You’ll have to choose, 
once you’re there, whether to name them, although 
there’s always the risk you’ll run out of names. My clothes 
smelled like chicken strips. From the mess hall. Pay 
attention. I was afraid of predators picking up my chicken 
strip scent, naturally, so I decided to wash my clothes 
in the eponymous spring before making my way to the 
closest state highway. It would also help with the whole 
bloodhound issue. 
 (Regarding the spring, yes. Yes, it has had a 
troublesome history. According to the legend depicted in 
the camp brochure, fifty Indians were massacred there. 
With their own hatchets. By American forces. The Indians 
were supposedly going to poison the water, and were duly 
surrounded and taken care of, making the entire three-
county area safe for habitation. What really happened – 
besides the massacre itself, of course – was anyone’s guess. 
Motives are hard to discover unless a person is within 
sight, and under close observation. I’m standing right in 
front of you, so we’re covered.)



 I scrambled down the Hatchet Trail, into the gully – it 
might have been a gulch – at the base of which the spring 
resided. I could hear it gurgling during my descent. I can hear 
it gurgle now. Some day you might be able to.  In moonlight I 
saw my face. I held up my four fingered hand to the reflection. 

Suddenly my face didn’t 
seem so interesting. Seeing 
an opportunity, I unrolled 
the little ice pack that I 
brought with me, which 
I had nurtured over the 
previous two weeks, and 
threw the remainders of 
my pinky into the spring. 

I wasn’t sure if I was consecrating the finger or the spring. I 
kept what I could after the accident and that’s a good rule of 
thumb. Just in general.
 No phantasms chastised me or beat me up near the spring. 
No Indian ghosts were released from the water. I washed 
my clothes, but then, indeed, a quorum of camp counselors 
entered my sight line. I saw their peppy flashlights first, then 
their authoritarian rescue blazers. My bunkmate had had a 
nightmare about me, apparently. That was the tip off. When 
people have visions about you, and choose to act on them 
– tactically, I mean – you need to understand where they’re 
coming from. In that they have no idea where they’re coming 
from. 
 I waded into the water, which came up to my waist and 
was glacial. I raised my hands up and told them that I meant 

no harm, please don’t kill me. I wasn’t trying to poison the 
water. I don’t remember what they said back to me. I learned 
how to be less daring upon my return. I arched. I crafted 
dioramas out of bark and acorns and insect shells and broken 
lightbulbs and the discarded fingernails of my peers. I 
purchased souvenirs of my time at camp – false arrowheads, 
a tableau of the sunlight breaking through the forest canopy 
and shining upon the Spring – and sent them back to my 
father with platitudes and euphemisms, which were codes 
for the untold anguish he had caused me. You wouldn’t 
understand the souvenirs; they are from a bygone era.
 Well, the conductor is flagging us. All right. I wish a 
company would manufacture a jacket that would protect you 
from wolves. The wolf packs have made a comeback. Not in 
our state, but you never know. Be sure to read the pamphlet I 
put in your backpack. You might acquire “tips” during your 
stay. You’ll have plenty of time to practice tips while you 
wonder: why am I here? It’s a legitimate question. I don’t hate 
you, really, for thinking it. 

udgel Springs was quaint. But once the spring dried 
up, it no longer seemed appropriate to stick to 
tradition for the sake of it. So the camp changed, in 

that it was abandoned. No kayaks, no crafts, no songs, no 
counselors. Just woods and buildings that age like we do. The 
trees are still tall and quiet. They tower over the Hatchet Trail, 
as well as the crater at the end of the trail. It’s off-limits. A few 
years ago, foolish children from the nearby town – doubtless 
the descendants of the original settlers – went exploring 
in the woods near the crater and never came back. I saw it 
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covered locally. Don’t go there. The food’s all frozen and in 
your pack. It should last you about a week, but after that 
you may have to forage. Do not worry about me. I want 
you to stop thinking of me. I’m sure that once you are 
there, others will come. Peers and counselors. You are my 
preemptive strike, my pioneer. If they do come, all of the 
other campers will come from better families than ours.
 But they won’t know what to expect.
 So be keen, already. Don’t write back if you’re not 
going to be honest. 
 

 Wait, come back.    





direct video link: http://youtu.be/02cKqX4PpAA
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ostly it was wine, the good stuff, vintage 
years, grown in vineyards namedropped 
by aficionados, hundred-dollar bottles 

tucked surreptitiously into the big pockets of his 
overcoat. But Nico might steal good Scotch— 
Glenlivet and Highland Park— though he didn’t 
care for the taste of whiskey and these often wound 
up as dinner party offerings.  On the other hand, the 
wine he couldn’t get enough of. Three glasses in, his 
anxieties became vague, the dread toned down to 
manageable levels, balanced just enough between 
contentment and its horrible absence. This art of 
forgetting was good for Nico. Since the earthquake, 
his attitude towards apocalyptic matters had been 
decidedly wretched.
 With a social contract as binding as Japan’s, 
shoplifting was quite straightforward for outlier types
with some dexterity. Nico had proven to be a fast 
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learner; until recently he had not so much shoplifted a pack 
of gum from the checkout aisle. Coming from a solid family 
in a wealthy Los Angeles neighborhood, he’d never wanted 
for anything. His self-restraint had not been so much a moral 
stance—he understood his good fortune and that those with 
less opportunity might have some resort, but that was just it: 
Nico knew that between career, reputation, wife, and future, 
he’d too much to lose. 
 After working with a Silicon Valley startup for several 
years, he’d been recruited by a software firm in Tokyo. Not 
only was the money good and the work experience a potential 
building block, Nico hoped that in Japan he would learn 
something about himself. Reserved by nature, industrious 
and thorough, he ended up thriving in Tokyo’s consensus-
oriented culture. Within just two years he’d made for himself 
a community of friends, a lovely wife, Aiko, and a twelfth-
floor condo in Roppongi, overlooking the massive, glittering 
metropolis that might have been the greatest city in the world.  
On two brief visits to family in California, he suffered reverse 
culture shock. Self-promotion and audacious individuality 
had been unfamiliar enough as a young man, but having 
found his square being pegged in square holes in the Far East, 
he’d concluded that in Japan he’d not only found a career and 
a wife, but perhaps his true home as well.  
 Then the Great Tohoku Earthquake struck Japan on the 
11th of March, a Friday afternoon. Nico was at his desk. Like 
most Japanese companies, his office had an open-plan layout. 
When the quake hit, the building rolled like a boat lurching 
at sea. Books and files fell off cabinets. Everything, it seemed, 

trembled. Nobody knew yet the epicenter was more than two 
hundred miles away. For all they knew this was the Big One, 
the overdue mega-disaster Tokyoites long anticipated. 
 Though Nico had spent his entire life in earthquake-prone 
areas, he had no idea what to do. Hide under the desk?  Roll 
into a ball next to a table in the ‘Triangle of Life’ position? 
Fit himself under the door’s archway? Make a break for the 
stairwell and dash down the seventeen flights of stairs for 
safety? Like nearly all his colleagues, Nico merely waited it 
out at his desk, frozen, unable to move, aware that should 
this thirty-six-floor building buckle, none of his precautions 
would matter one bit. Through the six-minute quake Nico 
held onto his desk and awaited death with barely mustered 
dignity. He was aware he should be thinking of Aiko, his 
parents, the people he loved, but a bit ashamedly, all he could 
think of was his own self-preservation. He felt small, weak, 
hunted, barely human.
 When the quake finally subsided, they evacuated the 
building in a more or less orderly fashion until a large 
aftershock swept the building once more and Nico, giving 
in to some animal instinct, scrambled down the stairwell, 
two steps at a time, etiquette an afterthought. The only 
small comfort taken was that several other men had reacted 
similarly, pushing their way through to the ground floor and 
assumed safety.
 Outside, the mood was decidedly surreal. Thousands of 
office workers milled around aimlessly, not quite sure what 
had really happened or what it meant. Many women were 
crying and not a few men nervously laughing. Some had 
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already retired to the convenience store for big cans of Asahi 
beer. Like everyone else, Nico’s mobile wasn’t connecting— 
the network’s satellite had apparently been overwhelmed. 
The news filtering back to Nico now was that the trains had 
stopped running. Traffic, he noticed, was at a standstill. Even 
if he knew which bus line to take, it would be claustrophobic 
in there. Aiko worked as a wedding magazine editor near 
their apartment in Roppongi. Nico’s office, in Yokohama, was 
a good ten-hour walk away. Extenuating circumstances, he 
told himself, thinking of unfinished business and important 
deadlines upstairs. He began the long trek home. 
 It wasn’t long after this that Nico passed a crowd 
gathered at a large plasma screen. Usually broadcasting 
inane advertisements and weather forecasts, now swarming 
in surreal pixels was a massive forty-foot wave surging 
indiscriminately over humanity, wiping men, women, and 
children, as well as their hopes, dreams, and everything they 
had ever loved, off the face of the earth. Just like that, gone, 
on a sunny Friday afternoon. Women moaned softly into 
their handkerchiefs. Parents struggled to explain the tragedy 
to distraught children and the men just looked feckless and 
fucked. The earth began to tremble once more and Nico 
hurried along, cursing the railways and mobile networks for 
stranding and isolating millions of people when the world 
was coming undone.
 The very moment when he couldn’t feel more nihilistic, 
desperate, and alone, he saw someone disembark from a bicycle 
outside a 7-11 and go inside without bothering to lock up. 
 A flock of the city’s crows hovered in the skies above, 

distressed, screaming their song of death.
 Moved by instinct, propelled by adrenaline, Nico hopped 
on the stranger’s bicycle and took off, shooting down the 
sidewalk, dodging the haggard and the beleaguered and the 
mournful. 
 Taking to the street, whipping past the stalled traffic, 
pedaling as fast as he could, he didn’t feel quite so horrible 
anymore.

eturning home, reuniting with a shaken but unhurt 
Aiko, Nico believed that the worst had passed 
and, considering the unbelievable destruction up 

north, they were comparably lucky. He filed his rash bicycle 
theft under a momentary lapse of goodness triggered 
by catastrophic considerations of existential futility or 
something along those lines. He felt bad about it but had 
left the bicycle near a police box where they would be sure 
to retrieve and return it to its owner. That night, as their 
apartment building swayed multiple times from aftershocks, 
he held Aiko close to him, believing nonetheless tomorrow 
would be better.
 But it wasn’t. The aftershocks continued. A nuclear reactor 
at Fukushima exploded. Over the next week three more 
reactors at the same plant burst. Radiation scares erupted 
online. People wore surgical masks outside and ‘independent 
researchers’ prowled neighborhoods with Geiger counters. 
Many abandoned the city; some left the country. Nico was 
surprised when his boss took a hard-line stance, threatening 
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to fire anyone who took a leave of absence. His mother 
called him daily, begging that he return to Los Angeles. But 
that wasn’t quite possible. Aiko’s English wasn’t up to par 
and anyways Tokyo —irradiated, epileptic, anxious— was 
still home. Besides, it seemed to him you could not escape 
doom so easily. Quakes in Chile, New Zealand, Japan… 
California was the next domino. The Ring of Fire was molten, 
moving, the Pacific Ocean anything but. Rumors abounded. 
The wealthiest families had migrated to Okinawa. The 
Emperor and his family were in Kyoto. The water supply 
was contaminated, leading to a run on the supermarkets 
and convenience stores—bottled water, bread, milk, among 
other sundries vanished. Every time the earthquake detection 
warning alarm on cell phones went off, people froze, awaiting 
the earth’s roll as helpless and useless as they were the first day.
 Through it all, Nico did his very best to keep a normal 
front. His career and Aiko: he told himself these things still 
mattered. After all, worst-case scenarios on news feeds and 
rumors had begun to taper off— the situation at the plant 
was mostly under control and the aftershocks were subsiding. 
Most of those who fled the city were now trickling back. Once 
more the population embraced overindulgence, drunkenness, 
frivolity. The loaded moment had peaked, trembled, passed. 
On most nights in Tokyo, you could almost forget the disaster 
had ever happened.
 But Nico could not reconcile himself to new realities. 
Forces greater than himself, more powerful than the 
contingencies of emergency plans and whims of gods, were 
at work. Something inside him had snapped and couldn’t 

be taped back together. He reacted by drinking more but 
alcohol only compensated for a few hours at night. Surly now, 
profoundly cynical, he distrusted bureaucrats, journalists, 
scientists, and colleagues. 
 Aiko thought it would be good for them to enjoy a 
weekend getaway. They boarded the bullet train to a village 
famous for its hot springs. Zooming past small coastal towns 
that had once charmed Nico for their quaintness now only 
looked vulnerable; that a shift of a mere few feet of the earth’s 
plates might create an elemental ripple engulfing humanity 
with oblivion. 
 Existence, he’d come to see, was a random, precarious 
struggle. He visualized his utter smallness on an earth 
wobbling on its axis. The significance of his insignificance 
now spotlighted, it seemed that the only way to survive 
in an utterly random world (for the catastrophe of the 
Big One, no matter its magnitude, would be, in the end, a 
random development in the earth’s life) was to give in to the 
randomness. Thus, Nico’s thieving of wine, scotch, bicycles, 
CDs, notebooks, magazines and whatever else he didn’t 
really need, was a way of becoming, rather than fighting, the 
inevitable and terrible end of things.  

ico finished the day’s input coding, left the office, 
and taking a roundabout route to the train station, 
discovered a wine shop he’d yet scavenged and 

promptly relocated two vintage bottles of French origins 
from the shelf into his overcoat. Buying a corkscrew from 
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the cashier, two blocks down he opened both bottles, passing 
one to a homeless man by the station entrance and swigging 
from the other when his train to central Tokyo arrived at the 
platform. Ignoring the concerned looks from other passengers, 
he drank deep from the bottle— drank to get drunk. 
 It had been a bad day that was only going to get worse. 
There had been three earthquakes, one that morning, two 

in the afternoon, 
exacerbating his 
incapacity to focus 
on work tasks that 
had once seemed so 
beautifully logical. 
A north wind was 
blowing. There was a 
sixty-percent chance 
of precipitation, 

irradiated, carcinogenic rain, worrisome if you still concerned 
yourself with the remote possibility of slow death. 
 Then there was the night’s itinerary. Aiko had strong-
armed him into attending a dinner party with some friends, 
Greg and Yuka. Like so many other aspects in his life once 
taken seriously, it seemed useless to maintain relationships. 
The point seemed elusive: many of those who returned to 
Tokyo were scheming to move and more than a few staying 
were committed apologists—excusing the worst excesses of 
bureaucratic mendacity and corporate greed was their way of 
coping. To Nico such thinking was dishonest and dangerous. 
He preferred to be alone.

 Aiko had gone to university with Yuka. Greg was 
American, from somewhere in upstate New York, maybe. 
Nico didn’t know them well. Aiko, his cheerful, sociable wife, 
was so much better at friendship than him. He’d struggle 
through the small talk and false joviality just barely. Wine 
flowing through his blood would get him through the night. 
Perhaps he would steal another bottle on the way home.
 That wasn’t to happen. Nico felt ashamed when he found 
Aiko waiting at the station entrance to surprise him. Having 
drunk a full bottle on an empty stomach, Nico could only 
stagger up the stairs. Shrugging as if to say, ‘mea culpa,’ he 
dropped the empty bottle. It clanged noisily on the pavement. 
 “Nico, are you all right?” she asked, retrieving the bottle. 
Though small in stature, Aiko had bearing and presence. She 
loved fashion, cinema, and children. Strong in character and 
resilient, she’d moved on from the disaster admirably. Nico 
managed the best he could to keep his darkness private. But it 
came out now and then, as it would whenever Aiko suggested 
they try to have a baby. 
 What had been a minor issue before the earthquake had 
become a contentious one afterwards. Aiko was a few years 
older than him, nearing thirty. She wanted several children, 
at least two, maybe three, and didn’t want to be one of those 
fortysomething kindergarten mothers. The disaster had only 
made the necessity of starting a family that much more urgent. 
To Aiko, giving birth to a child would be a powerful statement 
that what was to come was better than what has past.  
 She bought lingerie and perfumes. She cooked his favorite 
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dishes. She danced for him. She loved him when he was drunk 
and she loved him in the morning when his head hurt. She lay 
there naked with him in the dark when he failed to respond 
to her charms. She cried sometimes but always forgave him 
when he said things like, “What’s the point?”
Umbrellas began popping up around them.
The first few drops of rain had begun falling from the 
poisonous sky. 
“Nico, are you okay to go to Yuka’s and Greg’s?” Aiko asked, 
removing a collapsible Burberry umbrella from her handbag. 
Even though his head felt like it was about to explode, he 
managed to smile what Aiko called his ‘kind, happy face,’ in 
better times.
“I’m fine. Shall we grab a bottle on the way?”

uka wasn’t drinking. She was pregnant. Aiko went nuts 
when she heard the news.  Greg made a toast to “life.” 
Nico drained his glass and poured himself another. 

 “Why don’t you guys get started on your own?” Greg said.  
 “Our little ones can be buddies.”
 “It’s not the time and place,” Nico heard himself say. 
Aiko briefly shot him a look he knew all too well. He was still 
enough of a man that it caused something brittle in him to 
break. 
 “Well, I’m not sure what you mean,” Greg shrugged, 
grinning. “But to each his own, right?”
 Nico smiled back. It was the best he could do. 

 “Amazing,” Aiko said to Nico in English. “She has new life 
inside belly.”
 “What’s for dinner?” Nico asked with a little too much 
forced enthusiasm.
 Yuka had prepared a salad of watercress and balsamic 
vinegar, maguro and yellowtail sashimi, baked oysters 
drenched in a pesto sauce, and garlic-butter farfalle loaded 
with zucchini, erengi mushrooms, asparagus, and other 
vegetables.  
 After the nuclear meltdown up north, Nico memorized the 
kanji of Japanese prefectures so as not to purchase foodstuffs 
from regions directly contaminated by radiation. But that had 
not been enough. Eating out, he often queried waiters on the 
origins of the menu’s ingredients. Not a few dinner parties, 
he’d brought it up with his hosts, occasionally scolding their 
carelessness. This obviously horrified Aiko. And he had come 
to agree the effort was ultimately useless.  As real as this fear 
should be, it was not cancer that concerned him so much as 
cataclysm. 
 They sat down for dinner.
 They drifted into their respective languages, the men and 
the women.
 Nico and Greg talked about work. Greg was an English 
teacher at a language conversation school. He had some 
background in carpentry. He and a friend had been driving 
up north to the Tohoku region on days off to help with the 
rebuilding effort. 
 “Have you been up there?” Greg asked.
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 Nico shook his head.
 “Thinking about going?”
 “No.” Nico drained his glass and poured another.
 “Why not?”
 Nico sighed. Something. Anything. But there was no 
alternative subject he could think of worth participating. Nico 
didn’t care whether Greg believed in God, what brought him 
to Japan, what books he liked; it didn’t matter whether he 
found Japanese grammar difficult or what he liked about his 
job or how he’d fallen in love with his wife. Once again, the 
elephant in the room would defecate all over their exercise in 
civil discourse.
  “What’s the use in going? It’s all going to come tumbling 
down again anyways.”
 “You can’t think like that, Nico.”
 “You can’t tell a man what to think.”
 “You know Yuka is from Miyagi.” Yuka and Aiko paused in 
their chatter when Greg mentioned her hometown.
 “No. I did not know that,” Nico said.
 “The tsunami washed away the family house. Her parents 
were at work but her maternal grandparents were home at the 
time. Their bodies are still missing.”
 “I’m sorry to hear that.” He really was.  
 Yuka looked like she was about to cry. “Don’t bring this up 
now, Greg.” 
 “I’m going somewhere with this, baby,” he said gently 
and then to Nico: “We drove up from Tokyo the following 

week. There was almost nothing left. What was once a 
neighborhood was now a wasteland.”
 There was a long pause: “Yes, I’ve seen the pictures,” was 
Nico’s only comment.
 “Miraculously, we were able to collect some things 
from the wreckage. One of Aiko’s childhood dolls, some 
knickknacks. This Mickey Mouse salt shaker, for example. We 
dug it out of the mud.” 
 Nico picked up the Disney shaker and shook more salt 
over his pasta.
 “It’s not easy moving on from something like this,” Nico 
said, matter-of-factly.
 “You can say that again. Her family lost everything. Yuka’s 
parents are staying at her older brother’s house. He’s a rice 
farmer. But he’s suffering too. His distributors are canceling 
orders.”
 “That’s a shame,” Nico said, refilling his glass to the very 
top. He was being sucked into this whether he liked it or not. 
When Aiko scolded him on the way home, he would remind 
her that Greg had a habit of talking too much. 
 “But really, Greg: you can’t blame the distributors too 
much.” 
 “Fucking hey, you can. Life goes on.”
 “It does, yes, until it doesn’t.”
 “So what are we supposed to do?” Greg was red in the face. 
“Live in fear?”
 “No, but we have to learn how to cope with instability and 



the possibility of total destruction the best we can.”
 “‘Total destruction?’ Basically, then, you think we’re 
fucked?”
 “More or less.”
 As large as Greg’s voice was, Nico’s was soft and wispy.  
He’d tell truths. But he wouldn’t fight over them.
 “Is this why you’re not interested in having children? 
Because you don’t believe in the future?”
 “It’s hard enough to believe in the present,” Nico said. 
“Isn’t it?”
 “I said it before: to each his own.” Greg had a habit of 
refilling his glass to the very top as well. When he was pouring 
the table began to shake and the wine went over the rim, 
spilling on the tablecloth.
 “Earthquake!” Yuka shouted, but they already knew that 
and were bracing themselves.
 The building swayed. The women reached for each other’s 
hands and closed their eyes.
 “It’s a big one,” Greg said.
 “It’s the fourth today,” Nico said.
 “Yeah, but who’s counting?” Greg said and laughed weakly.
 Nico said, “I am.”
 The shaking lasted barely twenty seconds. But it was enough 
to put serious subjects, such as the future, to rest. Nico felt 
triumphant but it did not make him feel the least bit better. 
 In fact, he was feeling awful. Too much wine and candor 

had left him with a splitting headache. Yuka got up to wash 
the dishes. Greg grabbed a towel. Aiko helped clear the table. 
There was nothing for him to do but just sit there and deal 
with this vise grip the wine had on his head.
 The facts of inevitability occurred to him: everything 
will come to this eventually, he reminded himself. Feeling 
the need to do something, Nico reached over to the Mickey 
Mouse saltshaker and put it in his jacket pocket as casually as 
if he were replacing his mobile on his person.
 He closed his eyes and let go of his body; he felt his being 
spin with the room’s centrifugal force, just as it was meant 
to. The pleasure passed through him with the quick shock of 
reprieve. 
 When he opened his eyes, he saw Aiko staring at him, 
two bussed plates in hand, observing him closely as if he had 
finally, truly, morphed into the monster she had suspected 
he’d become.

he nuclear rain had stopped, the clouds blown out of 
the sky. But due to metropolitan incandescence, not 
a single star was visible in the constellation. A child 

prone to tragic assumptions might think we’d been rendered 
alone in the universe. There was just the moon, neither 
waxing nor waning, a perfect circle in the sky or a hole in the 
atmosphere from which good karma got sucked through, 
forever gone. 
 Nico observed the heavens, contemplating its vast 
emptiness horizontally, from the soft, wet ground of a local 
park. A crow in a nearby cherry tree cawed. Nico removed 
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a small tube of lip balm from his pocket and hurled it at the 
squawking. The bird took flight, a black rustling overhead. 
The moment Aiko caught him stealing the Mickey Mouse 
saltshaker passed through his memory like a gutwrenching 
scene in a movie which he should have turned off long ago. 
But that film was a man’s life and tiring of the plot meant 
wearying of one’s existence.
 Nico had put the saltshaker back on the dinner table even 
though doing so changed nothing.  When the dishes were 
done, Yuka served strawberries dipped in brown sugar with 
roasted tea. Conversation was light and forgettable. Greg did 
most of the talking. Aiko was uncharacteristically quiet. 
 When they left the apartment and were alone, Nico 
considered excuses, apologies, cop-outs— but Aiko said 
nothing. They rode the elevator down and began walking 
home. Her silence so much more difficult to take than tears 
and rage, Nico finally said, “Look, Aiko, here’s the deal: I’ve 
been stealing things everyday since the earthquake— booze, 
bicycles, crap I don’t need. I admit it was wrong to take the 
saltshaker. I know you’re upset with me right now but in the 
end none of this is going to matter.”
 She sprang at his words: “Why? Because we’re all going to 
die, right?” 
 Nico shrugged. “Sooner or later, yes.”
 “Nico, you’re such an idiot.”
 “Please, Aiko. I’m dealing with this the best I can. You 
don’t know what I’m going through.”
 “I’m going through the same things you are. But I believe 

everything is going to be fine. If we believe strong enough, 
we will live happily ever after. You know kotodama shapes 
everything.”
 Kotodama— the spirit of the word: a near-mystical belief 
among the Japanese that thought and speech determine 
reality. Nico did indeed know what she was talking about 
and believed there was something to be said about it. But 
you either believed in such things or you didn’t and Nico 
could only say, “I only wish you were right. But I don’t believe 
kotodama has anything to do with the future.”
 Aiko stormed away then. Nico called after her but she 
ignored him. He let her go and walked in the other direction. 
Feeling dizzy and miserable, he fell against the cold, wet 
gravel of a children’s playground. 
 He looked at the sky.
 He closed his eyes. 
 He thought about things. 
 And finally he told himself: you can’t go on like this. Give 
the spirit of the word a shot, if not for yourself, then for Aiko.
 Nico pushed himself off the ground. Already, he was 
beginning to feel better. 
 Kids, a family, a long life: who’s to say we won’t live happily 
ever after? There would always be survivors.
 Nico could not wait to see Aiko. They would hold one 
another in each other’s arms, cocooned with love from a 
faltering planet. 
 Leaving the park, walking past the station, he spotted an 



unlocked beach cruiser parked amid the bicycles clustered 
together. Nico had developed a discerning eye in the last few 
months for others’ neglect and even now, with fresh resolve, 
he paused and considered: one last joy ride. That was all. 
Besides, he would arrive so much faster on a bicycle and he 
could not wait to win Aiko’s forgiveness. Nico extricated the 
cruiser from the rack and pushed off into the street. 
 He propelled himself as fast as he could and yahooed, 
shooting through an intersection, feeling free and happy, 
not as a counterpoint to misery and hopelessness but as 
something true and momentous. 
 At the next block, however, he was accosted by two 
policemen on bicycles. They politely asked for his registration 
papers. Nico pretended not to understand but it was useless. 
They checked the numbers on the cruiser and called in 
the station. They were telling him in very bad English now 
that this bicycle was stolen and that he would have to come 
with them to the station. Nico persisted in pretending his 
misunderstanding. They were becoming angry with him and 
their bad English failing, one of them began speaking quickly 
in Japanese: the gist of it being that Nico was in very big 
trouble.
 That was when Nico’s mobile went off. So did the 
policemen’s. Others on the street froze. The ground was 
shaking. The fifth earthquake that day. But instead of 
contemplating seismic frequency, Nico seized the moment of 
confusion, leaping back on the bicycle and pedaling as fast as 
he could. He heard the police yelling behind him but that only 
made him push harder.

 Shooting down the street, his breathing burning in his 
ears, he took a left turn too sharp and dodging an oblivious 
pedestrian, careened off a parked car, taking a nasty tumble 
on the tarmac. 
 Once more prostate, beholden to the wild dark yonder, 
feeling himself involuntarily drifting off, the last thing he 
remembered before closing his eyes was that the crows in the 
sky were screaming about fate again.  
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direct video link: http://youtu.be/1-t_4evrtHg
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