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Magic for Beginners is the highly
anticipatedsecondcollectionbyKelly
Link(StrangerThingsHappen).Link’s
stories are engaging and funny—call
them kitchen-sink magical realism.
They riff on haunted convenience
stores, husbands and wives, rabbits,
zombies, weekly apocalyptic poker
parties, witches, superheroes, mar-
riage,andcannons.Linkisanoriginal
voice—nooneelsewritesstoriesquite
likethese.

Magic for Beginners includes
several new stories as well as work
previously published in McSweeney’s
MammothTreasuryofThrillingTales,
Conjunctions, and The Dark. “Stone
Animals” is forthcoming in The Best
AmericanShortStories.

AdvancepraiseforMagicforBegin-
ners:

H“Highlyoriginal.”—Publishers
Weekly(StarredReview)

“Spellbinding.”—TimeOutChicago

“Acompletedelight.”—Locus

“Aneagerly-awaitednewcollection
ofthoughtfullystrangetalesthat

sprinklethemundanewithpixiedust,
adashofold-fashionedtragedyanda

bitofgallowshumor.”
—TheRuminatorReview

“Hilarious,sometimesdisconcerting,
Link’sstoriesdemonstrateherwicked

senseofhumorandgeniuswit.”
—BookPage

“Linkisthepurest,mostdistinctive
surrealistinAmerica.”—Booklist

“Thesestories
willcomealive,

putonzootsuits,
andwrestleyou
totheground.”
—AliceSebold,

TheLovelyBones

KELLY
LINK

Authorof
StrangerThings
Happen

“AnewcollectionbyKellyLink—andoncemore,foralittlewhile,theworldis
worthsaving.”—MichaelChabon,TheAmazingAdventuresofKavalierandClay

“Herstorieshavethevibrancy,the
buzzingresonanceandtheoddly

insistentqualityofdreams.”
—TheNewYorkTimesBookReview

e
“Link’sexquisitestoriesmixthe

aggravationsandepiphaniesofevery-
daylifewiththestuffthatmyths,

dreamsandnightmaresaremadeof.”
—LauraMiller,Salon

J
“Dazzling,funny,scary,andsexy,but

onlywhenthey’renotallofthese
atonce.KellyLinkhasstrangeness,

charmandspintospare.Writersbet-
terthanthisdon’thappen.”

—KarenJoyFowler,
TheJaneAustenBookClub

i
“Theexactbestandstrangestand

funniestshortstorywriteronearth
thatyouhaveneverheardofatthe
exactmomentyouarereadingthese

wordsandmakingthemslightly
inexact.Nowpayforthebook.”

—JonathanLethem,
TheFortressofSolitude

O
“Ajoy.I’venotbeenso

movedandaffected—and
dammit,yes,inspired—bya

bookforalongtime.”
—ChinaMiéville,IronCouncil

k
“Adelightfulcollection.”
—ClevelandPlainDealer

“Myfavoritefantasywriter.”
—AlanCheuse,AllThings

Considered

k
“Sinister.Dreamy.Supernatural.
Link’sstoriesdazzleevenasthey

unsettle.”
—MiamiHerald

j
“Ithinksheisthemostimpressive

writerofhergeneration.”
—PeterStraub,IntheNightRoom

U
“There’snomistakingLink’s
uniquevoice,atonceslyand

charming,tartandwise.”
—SanFranciscoChronicle

W
“Atremendouslyappealingbook,
andloversofshortfictionshould

falloverthemselvesgettingoutthe
doortofindacopy.”

—WashingtonPost

j 
“Fusesstorytellingsmartswith
postmodernflair,NancyDrew

withPhilipK.Dick.”
—TheVillageVoice

PraiseforKellyLink’sfirstcollection,StrangerThingsHappen:
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PraiseforKellyLink’sstories:

AnewFountainsof Waynealbum,anewWesAndersonmovie,anewshortstorycollectionby
KellyLink—andoncemore,foralittlewhile,theworldisworthsaving.
KellyLinkownsthemostdarklyplayfulvoiceinAmericanfictionsinceDonaldBarthelme.

SheispushingtheAmericanshortstoryintoplacesthatithasn’tyetbeenpushed,whilesome-
howmanagingtomaintainapowerfulconnectiontotraditionalformsandstorytellingvalues.

—MichaelChabon,TheAmazingAdventuresofKavalierandClay

Thedream-logicof MagicforBeginnersisintoxicating.Thesestorieswillcomealive,putonzoot
suits,andwrestleyoutotheground.Theywantyouandyouwillbetheirs.

 —AliceSebold,TheLovelyBones

KellyLink’sexquisitestoriesmixtheaggravationsandepiphaniesof everydaylifewiththe
stuff thatmyths,dreamsandnightmaresaremadeof.Someof themareveryscary,othersare
immenselysad,manyarefunnyandallof themarewritteninprosesoflawlessyoualmostfor-
gethowmuchelementalhumanchaostheycontain.
 —LauraMiller,SalonBookof theYear

KellyLink’sdebutcollectionfusesstorytellingsmartswithpostmodernflair,NancyDrewwith
PhilipK.Dick....Agreatpopcoup,parttabloidheadlines,partJoycean“Ithaca.”
 —TheVillageVoice(FavoriteBooksof )

Myfavoritefantasywriter.
 —AlanCheuse,NPRAllThingsConsidered

Herstorieshavethevibrancy,thebuzzingresonanceandtheoddlyinsistentqualityof dreams.
 —AndrewO’Hehir,NewYorkTimesBookReview

Herrareandbeautifulstrangenessprovidestherealrapture.
 —DanielMendelsohn,NewYorkMagazine

StrangerThingsHappenisatremendouslyappealingbook,andloversof shortfictionshouldfall
overthemselvesgettingoutthedoortofindacopy.
 —GregoryFeeley,WashingtonPostBookWorld

Link’sstoriesdefyexplanation,oratleast,brief summary,insteadworkingontheplane
betweendreamandcognitivedissonance.Theyaretruetothemselves:witty,beautiful,funny,
andstartling.
 —RainTaxi

Slyandcharming,tartandwise.
 —MichaelBerry,SanFranciscoChronicle

Quirkyandexuberantlyimagined...thebestshedawarm,weirdlightontheirworlds,illumi-
natingfreshperspectivesandfantasticpossibilities.
 —PublishersWeekly
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Strangeandtantalizingstories...blurringthedistinctionsbetweenthemundaneandthe
fantastictoteaseouttheunderlyingmeaningsof modernlife.
 —Booklist

Satisfying,bizarre,hilariousandbeautiful.
 —JulietWaters,MontrealMirror

“Catskin”isafascinatingfairytalethatfindsitsowncomplexinternallogicandspinsouta
lively,visceral,unpredictableplot.
 —TheOnion

Adexteroususeof language....Linkreferencesfairytales,mythology,andbitsof ourcom-
moncontemporaryculturalexperience,nottooffercommentarybuttotakeoff onherown
originalriffs.Stylisticpyrotechnicslightupabizarrebutemotionallytruthfullandscape.
Link’sawritertowatch.
 —KirkusReviews

StrangerThingsHappenisoneof theverybestbooksIhaveeverread.Thesestorieswillamaze,
provoke,andintrigue.Bestof all,theywilldelight.
 —FredChappell,FamilyGathering

KellyLink’sstories...willsitinmylibraryonthatveryshortshelf of booksIreadagain
andagain.ForthosewhothinkFantasytired,StrangerThingsHappenisawake-upcall.
 —JeffreyFord,TheGirlintheGlass

Dazzling,funny,scary,andsexy,butonlywhenthey’renotallof theseatonce.KellyLinkhas
strangeness,charmandspintospare.Writersbetterthanthisdon’thappen.
 —KarenJoyFowler,TheJaneAustenBookClub

Link’swritingisgorgeous,mischievous,sexyandunsettling.
 —NaloHopkinson,TheSaltRoads

KellyLinkistheexactbestandstrangestandfunniestshortstorywriteronearththatyou
haveneverheardof attheexactmomentyouarereadingthesewordsandmakingthem
slightlyinexact.Nowpayforthebook.
 —JonathanLethem,TheFortressofSolitude

I’venotbeensomovedandaffected—anddammit,yes,inspired—byabookforalongtime.
 —ChinaMiéville,IronCouncil

Fewwritersrenderthetexturesof dailylife,theterribleentwineof itsordinarinessandits
marvels,aswellasLink.
 —JamesSallis,CypressGrove
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TheHortlak

“Hotenoughforyou?”themansaid.
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,.Thegirl,Charley,wasthemoon.Every
night,shedrovepasttheAll-Nightinherlong,noisy,greenChevy,adog
hangingoutthepassengerwindow.Itwasn’teverthesamedog,although
they all had the same blissful expression.They were doomed, but they
didn’tknowit.

Bısburadançokhoslandık.
Welikeithereverymuch.

TheAll-NightConveniencewasafullystocked,self-sufficientorganism,
liketheStarshipEnterprise,ortheKon-Tiki.Batuwentonandonaboutthis.
Theydidn’tworkretailanymore.Theywereonavoyageof discovery,one
inwhichtheyhadnoneedtoleavetheAll-Night,noteventodolaundry.
Batuwashedhispajamasandtheextrauniformsinthesinkintheback.He
evenwashedEric’sclothes.Thatwasthekindof friendBatuwas.

Buradtatiliçinmibulunuyorsunuz?
Areyouhereonholiday?

Allduringhisshift,EriclistenedforCharley’scar.Firstshewentbyonher
waytotheshelterandthen,duringhershift,shetookthedogsoutdriving,

TheHortlak
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pastthestorefirstinonedirectionandthenbackagain,twoorthreetimes
inonenight,thelightsof herheadlightspickingoutthelong,blackgap
of theAusibleChasm,abrightslapacrossthewindowsof theAll-Night.
Eric’sheartliftedwheneveracarwentpast.
Thezombiescamein,andhewaspolitetothem,andfailedtounderstand

whattheywanted,andsometimesrealpeoplecameinandboughtcandy
orcigarettesorbeer.Thezombieswereneveraroundwhentherealpeople
werearound,andCharleynevershowedupwhenthezombieswerethere.
CharleylookedlikesomeonefromaGreekplay,Electra,orCassandra.

She looked like someone had just set her favorite city on fire.Eric had
thoughtthat,evenbeforeheknewaboutthedogs.
Sometimes,whenshedidn’thaveadogintheChevy,Charleycameinto

theAll-NightConvenience to buy aMountainDew, and then she and
Batuwouldgooutsidetositonthecurb.BatuwasteachingherTurkish.
SometimesEricwentoutsideaswell,tosmokeacigarette.Hedidn’treally
smoke,butitmeanthegottolookatCharley,thewaythemoonlightsat
onherlikeahand.Sometimesshelookedback.Windwouldriseup,out
of theAusibleChasm,acrossAusibleChasmRoad,intotheparkinglotof 
theAll-Night,tuggingatBatu’spajamabottoms,pullingawaythecigarette
smokethathungoutof Eric’smouth.Charley’sbangswouldfloatupoff 
herforehead,untilsheclampedthemdownwithherfingers.
Batusaidhewasnotflirting.Hedidn’thaveathingforCharley.Hewas

interestedinherbecauseEricwas interested.Batuwantedtoknowwhat
Charley’sstorywas:hesaidheneededtoknowif shewasgoodenoughfor
Eric,fortheAll-NightConvenience.Therewasalotatstake.

WhatEricwantedtoknowwas,whydidBatuhavesomanypajamas?But
Ericdidn’twanttoseemnosy.Therewasn’talotof spaceintheAll-Night.
If BatuwantedErictoknowaboutthepajamas,thenonedayhe’dtellhim.
Itwasassimpleasthat.

Erkekarkadasvarmı?
Doyouhaveaboyfriend?
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RecentlyBatuhadevolvedpast theneedformorethantwoorthreehours’
sleep,whichwasgoodinsomewaysandbadinothers.Erichadasuspicion
hemightfigureouthowtotalktoCharleyif Batuweretuckedaway,backin
thestoragecloset,dreaminghisownsweetdreams,andnotschemingschemes,
doingalltheflirtingonEric’sbehalf,sothatEricneverhadtosayathing.
Erichadevenrehearsedthestartof aconversation.Charleywouldsay,

“Where’sBatu?”andEricwouldsay, “Asleep.”Oreven, “Sleepinginthe
closet.”

Charley’s story: sheworkednight shiftsat theanimal shelter.Everynight,
whenCharleygottowork,shecheckedthelisttoseewhichdogswereonthe
schedule.Shetookthedogs—anythatweren’ttooill,ortoomean—outfor
onelastdrivearoundtown.Thenshedrovethembackandsheputthemto
sleep.Shedidthiswithaninjection.Shesatonthefloorandpettedthem
untiltheyweren’tbreathinganymore.
WhenshewastellingBatuthis,Batusittingfartooclosetoher,Eric

notcloseenough,Erichadthisthought,whichwaswhatitwouldbelike
toliedownandputhisheadonCharley’sleg.Butthelongestconversation
thathe’devermanagedwithCharleywaswithCharleyononesideof the
counter, himon theother,whenhe’d explained that theyweren’t taking
moneyanymore,atleastnotunlesspeoplewantedtogivethemmoney.
“IwantaMountainDew,”Charleyhadsaid,makingsureEricunder-

stoodthatpart.
“Iknow,”Ericsaid.Hetriedtoshowwithhiseyeshowmuchheknew,

andhowmuchhedidn’tknow,butwantedtoknow.
“Butyoudon’twantmetopayyouforit.”
“I’msupposedtogiveyouwhatyouwant,”Ericsaid,“andthenyougive

mewhatyouwanttogiveme.Itdoesn’thavetobeaboutmoney.Itdoesn’t
evenhavetobesomething,youknow,tangible.SometimespeopletellBatu
theirdreamsif theydon’thaveanythinginterestingintheirwallets.”
“AllIwantisaMountainDew,”Charleysaid.Butshemusthaveseen

thepaniconEric’sface,andsheduginherpocket.Insteadof change,she
pulledoutasetof dogtagsandplunkeditdownonthecounter.
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“Thisdogisnolongeralive,”shesaid.“Itwasn’taverybigdog,andI
thinkitwaspartChihuahuaandpartcollie,andhowpitifulisthat.You
shouldhaveseenit.Itsownerbroughtitinbecauseitwouldjumpupon
herbedinthemorning,lickherface,andgetsoexcitedthatitwouldpee.I
don’tknow,maybeshethoughtsomeoneelsewouldwanttoadoptanugly
littlebedwettingdog,butnobodydid,andsonowit’snotaliveanymore.
Ikilledit.”
“I’msorry,”Eric said.Charley leanedherelbowsagainst thecounter.

Shewassoclose,hecouldsmellhersmell:chemical,burnt,doggy.There
weredoghairsonherclothes.
“Ikilledit,”Charleysaid.Shesoundedangryathim.“Notyou.”
WhenEriclookedather,hesawthatthatcitywasstillonfire.Itwas

stillburningdown,andCharleywaswatchingitburn.Shewasstillholding
thedogtags.SheletgoandtheylaythereonthecounteruntilEricpicked
themupandputthemintheregister.
“ThisisallBatu’sidea,”Charleysaid. “Right?”Shewentoutsideand

saton thecurb,and inawhileBatucameoutof  the storageclosetand
wentoutsideaswell.Batu’spajamabottomsweresilk.Thereweresmiling
hydrocephaliccartooncatsonthem,andthecatscarriedchildrenintheir
mouths.Eitherthechildrenweremouse-sized,orthecatswerebear-sized.
Thechildrenwereeitherscreamingorlaughing.Batu’spajamatopwasred
flannel,faded,withguillotines,andheadsinbaskets.
Eric stayed inside.He leanedhis faceagainst thewindoweveryonce

inawhile,asif hecouldhearwhattheyweresaying.Butevenif hecould
haveheardthem,heguessedhewouldn’thaveunderstood.Theshapestheir
mouthsmadewereshapedlikeTurkishwords.Erichopedtheyweretalking
aboutretail.

Karyagacak.
It’sgoingtosnow.

ThewaytheAll-NightworkedatthemomentwasBatu’sidea.Theysized
up the customersbefore theygot to the counter—thathad alwaysbeen
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partof retail.If thecustomerwastherightsort,thenBatuorEricgavethe
customerswhattheysaidtheyneeded,andthecustomerspaidwithmoney
sometimes,andsometimeswithotherthings:pot,booksontape,souvenir
maplesyruptins.Theywereneartheborder.Theygotalotof Canadians.
Ericsuspectedsomeone,maybeatravelingCanadianpajamasalesman,was
supplyingBatuwithnoveltypajamas.

Sizdemibekliyorsunuz?
Areyouwaitingtoo?

WhatBatuthoughtEricshouldsaytoCharley,if hereallylikedher:“Come
livewithme.ComeliveattheAll-Night.”
WhatEricthoughtaboutsayingtoCharley:“If you’regoingaway,take

mewithyou.I’mabouttobetwentyyearsold,andI’veneverbeentocollege.
Isleepdaysinastoragecloset,wearingsomeoneelse’spajamas.I’veworked
retailjobssinceIwassixteen.Iknowpeoplearehateful.If youneedtobite
someone,youcanbiteme.”

Baskabiryeregidelimmi?
Shallwegosomewhereelse?

Charleydrivesby.Thereisalittleblackdoginthepassengerwindow,lean-
ingout to swallowthe fastair.There isayellowdog.AnIrishsetter.A
Doberman.Akitas.Charleyhasrolledthewindowsofardownthatthese
dogscouldjumpout,if theywanted,whenshestopsthecaratalight.But
thedogsdon’tjump.SoCharleydrivesthembackagain.

BatusaiditwasclearCharleyhadagreatcapacityforhating,andalsoa
greatcapacityforlove.Charley’shatredwasseasonal:inthemonthsafter
Christmas,Christmaspuppiesstartedgrowingup.Peoplegottiredof trying
tohouse-train them.AllFebruary, allMarch,Charleyhatedpeople.She
hatedpeopleinDecembertoo,justforpractice.
Beinginlove,Batusaid,likeworkingretail,meantthatyouhadtosettle
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forbeinghated,atleastpartof theyear.Thatwaswhatthemonthsafter
Christmaswereallabout.Neithersystem—notlove,notretail—wasperfect.
Whenyoulookedatdogs,yousawthis,thatlovedidn’twork.
BatusaiditwaslikelythatCharley,bothherpersonandherChevy,were

infestedwithdogghosts.Theseghostsweredifferent fromthezombies.
Nonhumanghosts,he said,were themostdifficultof  all ghosts todis-
lodge,anddogswereworstof all.Thereisnothingaspersistent,asloyal,
asclingyasadog.
“Socanyouseetheseghosts?”Ericsaid.
“Don’tberidiculous,”Batusaid.“Youcan’tseethatkindof ghost.You

smellthem.”

Civardaturistikyerlervarmı,acaba?
Arethereanytouristattractionsaroundhere,Iwonder?

Ericwokeupandfounditwasdark.Itwasalwaysdarkwhenhewokeup,and
thiswasalwaysasurprise.Therewasalittlewindowonthebackwallof the
storagecloset,whichframedthedarklikeapicture.Youcouldfeelthecold
nightairproppingupthewallsof theAll-Night,thickandwetasglue.
Batuhadlethimsleepin.Batuwasconsiderateof otherpeople’ssleep.
Alldaylong,inEric’sdreams,storemanagershadarrived,oneafter

another, announced themselves, expressed dismay at theway Batu had
reinvented—compromised—convenienceretail.InEric’sdream,Batuhadput
hislarge,handsomearmovertheshoulderof thestoremanagers,promised
to explain everything in a satisfactorymanner, if  theywouldonly come
andsee.Thestoremanagershadallgone,inadocile,trustingway,trotting
afterBatu,acrosstheroad,lookingbothways,totheedgeof theAusible
Chasm.Theystoodthere,inEric’sdream,peeringdownintotheChasm,
andthenBatuhadgiventhemalittlepush,asmallpush,andthatwasthe
endof thatstoremanager,andBatuwalkedbackacrosstheroadtowait
forthenextstoremanager.
Ericbathedstandingupatthesinkandputonhisuniform.Hebrushed

histeeth.Theclosetsmelledlikesleep.
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Itwas themiddleof February, and therewas snow in theAll-Night
parkinglot.Batuwasclearingtheparkinglot,carryingshovelfulsof snow
acrosstheroad,dumpingthesnowintotheAusibleChasm.Ericwentout-
sideforasmokeandwatched.Hedidn’toffertohelp.Hewasstillupset
aboutthewayBatuhadbehavedinhisdream.
Therewasnomoon,butthesnowwaslitbyitsownwhiteness.There

was the shadowy figure of  Batu, carrying in front of  him the shadowy
scoopof theshovel,fullof snow,likeanenormousspoonfullof falling
light,whichwasstill fallingallaroundthem.Thesnowcamedown,and
Eric’ssmokewentupandup.
Hewalked across the road to where Batu stood, peering down into

theAusibleChasm.DownintheChasm,itwasnodarkerthanthekind
of darktherestof theworld,includingEric,especiallyEric,wasusedto.
SnowfellintotheChasm,thewaysnowfellontherestof theworld.And
yettherewasawindcomingoutof theChasmthatworriedEric.
“Whatdoyouthinkisdownthere?”Batusaid.
“ZombieLand,”Ericsaid.Hecouldalmosttasteit.“Zomburbia.They

haveeverythingdownthere.There’sevensupposedtobeadrive-inmovie
theater down there, somewhere, that shows old black-and-white horror
movies, allnight long.ZombiechurcheswithAAmeetings forzombies,
downinthebasements,everyThursdaynight.”
“Yeah?” Batu said. “Zombie bars too?Where they serve zombies

Zombies?”
Eric said, “My friendDavewent down once,whenwewere in high

school,onadare.Heusedtotellusallkindsof stories.”
“Youevergo?”Batusaid,pointingwithhisemptyshovelatthenarrow,

crumblypaththatwentdownintotheChasm.
“I neverwent to college. I’ve never even been toCanada,” Eric said.

“NotevenwhenIwasinhighschool,tobuybeer.”

Allnightthezombiescameoutof theChasm,holdinghandfulsof snow.
Theycarriedthesnowacrosstheroad,andintotheparkinglot,andleft
itthere.Batuwasbackinthecloset,sendingoff faxes,andEricwasglad
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aboutthis,thatBatucouldn’tseewhatthezombieswereupto.
Zombiescame into thestore, tracking insaltandmeltingsnow.Eric

hatedmoppingupafterthezombies.
Hesatonthecounter,facingtheroad,hopingCharleywoulddriveby

soon.Twoweeksago,Charleyhadbittenamanwho’dbroughthisdogto
theanimalsheltertobeputdown.
Themanwas bringing his dog because it had bit him, he said, but

Charleysaidyouknewwhenyousawthisguy,andwhenyousawthedog,
thatthedoghadhadaverygoodreason.
Thismanhadatattooof amermaidcoiledaroundhismeatyforearm,

andeventhismermaidhadanunpleasantlooktoher:scaly,corsetedbot-
tom;tinyblackdoteyes;asour,fangysmile.Charleysaiditwasasif even
themermaidweretellinghertobitethearm,andsoshedid.Whenshe
did,thedogwentnuts.Theguydroppedits leash.Hewastryingtoget
Charleyoff hisarm.Thedog,misunderstandingthesituation,orrather,
understanding the situation, but not the larger situation, had grabbed
Charleybyherleg,stickingitsteethintohercalf.
BothCharleyandthedog’sownerhadneededstitches.Butitwasthe

dogwhowasdoomed.Nothinghadchangedthat.
Charley’sboss at the shelterwas going tofireher, anytime soon—in

fact,hehadfiredher.Buttheyhadn’tfoundsomeonetotakehershiftyet,
andsoshewasworkingthere,forafewmoredays,underadifferentname.
Everyoneattheshelterunderstoodwhyshe’dhadtobitetheman.
CharleysaidshewasgoingtodriveallthewayacrossCanada.Maybe

keepongoing,upintoAlaska.Gowatchbearspickthroughgarbage.
“Whenabearhibernates,”shetoldBatuandEric,“itsleepsallwinter

andnever goes to thebathroom.Sowhen shewakes up in spring, she’s
reallyconstipated.Thefirstthingshedoesistakethisreallypainfulshit.
Andthenshegoesandjumpsinariver.She’sreallypissedoff now,about
everything.Whenshecomesoutof theriver,she’scoveredinice.It’slike
armor.Shegoeson a rampage and she’swearing armor. Isn’t that great?
Thatbearcantakeabiteoutof anythingitwants.”

d
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Uykumgeldi.
Mysleephascome.

Thesnowkeptfalling.Sometimesitstopped.Charleycameby.Erichad
baddreams.Batudidnotgotobed.Whenthezombiescamein,hefol-
lowedthemaroundthestore,takingnotes.Thezombiesdidn’tcareatall.
Theyweredonewithallthat.
Batu was wearing Eric’s favorite pajamas.These were blue, and had

toweringHokusai-stylewhite-bluewaves,anduponthewaves,therewere
boatswithowlslookingowlish.If youlookedclosely,youcouldseethat
theowlsweregrippingnewspapersintheirwings,andif youlookedeven
closer,youcouldreadthedateandtheheadline:

“TsunamiTsweepsPussy
Overboard,AllisLots.”

Batuhadspentalotof timereorganizingthecandyaisleaccordingto
chewinessandmeltiness.Theweekbefore,hehadarrangeditsothatif you
tookthefirstletterof everycandy,readingacrossfromlefttoright,and
thendown,ithadspelledoutthefirstsentenceof ToKillaMockingbird,and
thenalsoalineof Turkishpoetry.Somethingaboutthemoon.
Thezombiescameandwent,andBatuputhisnotebookaway.Hesaid,

“I’mgoing togoaheadandput jerkywithSugarDaddies. It’s almost a
candy.It’sverychewy.Aboutaschewyasyoucanget.ChewyMeatgum.”
“FrothyMeatDrink,”Ericsaidautomatically.Theywerealwaysthinking

of productsthatnoonewouldeverwanttobuy,andthatnoonewould
evertrytosell.
“SqueezablePork.It’sonyourmind,it’sinyourmouth,it’spork.Remember

thatadcampaign?Shecancomelivewithus,”Batusaid.Itwasthesame
oldspeech,onlyalittlemoreurgenteachtimehegaveit.“TheAll-Night
needswomen,especiallywomenlikeCharley.Shefallsinlovewithyou,I
don’tmindonebit.”
“Whataboutyou?”Ericsaid.
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“Whataboutme?”Batusaid.“CharleyandIhavetheTurkishlanguage.
That’senough.TellmesomethingIneed.Idon’tevenneedsleep!”
“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ericsaid.HehatedwhenBatutalked

aboutCharley,exceptthathelovedhearinghername.
Batusaid,“TheAll-Nightisagreatplacetoraiseafamily.Everything

you need, right here. Diapers, Vienna sausages, grape-scented Magic
Markers, Moon Pies—kids like Moon Pies—and then one day, when
they’retallenough,weteachthemhowtooperatetheregister.”
“Therearelawsagainstthat,”Ericsaid.“Marsneedswomen.NottheAll-

Night.Andwe’rerunningoutof MoonPies.”HeturnedhisbackonBatu.

Someof Batu’spajamasworryEric.Hewon’twearthese,althoughBatu
hastoldhimthathemaywearanypajamashelikes.
Forexample,oceanlinersnavigatingicebergsonapairof pajamabot-

toms. Aman with an enormous pair of  scissors, running after women
whoselonghairwhipsoutbehindthemlikeredandyellowflags,theyare
movingsofast.Spiderwebswithhousesstucktothem.
Afewnightsago,abouttwoorthreeinthemorning,awomancame

intothestore.Batuwasoverbythemagazines,andthewomanwentand
stoodnexttoBatu.
Batu’seyeswereclosed,althoughthatdoesn’tnecessarilymeanhewas

asleep.Thewomanstoodandflickedthroughmagazines,andthenatsome
point she realized that theman standing therewith his eyes closedwas
wearingpajamas.ShestoppedreadingthroughPeoplemagazineandstarted
readingBatu’spajamas instead.Thenshegasped,andpokedBatuwitha
skinnyfinger.
“Wheredidyougetthose?”shesaid.“Howonearthdidyougetthose?”
Batu opened his eyes. “Excuse me,” he said. “May I help you find

something?”
“You’rewearingmydiary,”thewomansaid.Hervoicewentupandup

inawail.“That’smyhandwriting!That’sthediarythatIkeptwhenIwas
fourteen!Butithadalockonit,andIhiditundermymattress,andInever
letanyonereadit.Nobodyeverreadit!”
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Batuheldouthisarm.“That’snottrue,”hesaid.“I’vereadit.Youhave
verynicehandwriting.Verydistinctive.Myfavoritepartiswhen—”
The woman screamed. She put her hands over her ears and walked

backwards,downtheaisle,andstillscreaming,turnedaroundandranout
of thestore.
“Whatwasthatabout?”Ericsaid.“Whatwasupwithher?”
“Idon’tknow,”Batusaid.“Thethingis,Ithoughtshelookedfamiliar!

AndIwasright.Hah!Whataretheodds,youthink,thewomanwhokept
thatdiarycominginthestorelikethat?”
“Maybeyoushouldn’twearthoseanymore,”Ericsaid.“Justincaseshe

comesback.”

Gelebilirmiyim?
CanIcome?

BatuhadoriginallyworkedTuesdaythroughSaturday,secondshift.Now
hewasallday,everyday.Ericworkedallnight,allnights.Theydidn’tneed
anyoneelse,exceptmaybeCharley.
Whathadhappenedwasthis.Oneof themanagershadleft,supposedly

tohaveababy,althoughshehadnotlookedintheleastbitpregnant,Batu
said,andbesides, itwasclearlynotBatu’skid,becauseof thevasectomy.
Then,shortlyaftertheincidentwiththemaninthetrenchcoat,theother
managerhadquit,claimingtobesickof thatkindof shit.Noonewas
senttoreplacehim,soBatuhadsteppedin.
Thedoorrangandacustomercameintothestore.Canadian.Nota

zombie.EricturnedaroundintimetoseeBatuduckdown,slippingaround
thecornerof thecandyaisle,andheadingtowardsthestoragecloset.
The customer bought a Mountain Dew, Eric too disheartened to

explainthatcashwasnolongernecessary.HecouldfeelBatu,fretting,in
thestoragecloset, listeningtothisold-styleretail transaction.Whenthe
customerwasgone,Batucameoutagain.
“Do you ever wonder,” Eric said, “if  the company will ever send

anothermanager?”Hesawagainthedream-Batu,thedream-managers,the
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cartoonish,unbridgeablegapeof theAusibleChasm.
“Theywon’t,”Batusaid.
“Theymight,”Ericsaid.
“Theywon’t,”Batusaid.
“Howdoyouknowforsure?”Ericsaid.“Whatif theydo?”
“Itwasabadideainthefirstplace,”Batusaid.Hegesturedtowardsthe

parkinglotandtheAusibleChasm.“Notenoughsteadybusiness.”
“Sowhydowestayhere?”Ericsaid. “Howdowechangethefaceof 

retailif nobodyevercomesinhereexceptjoggersandtruckersandzom-
biesandCanadians?Imean,Itriedtoexplainabouthownew-styleretail
worked, theothernight—tothiswoman—andshe toldme to fuckoff.
SheactedlikeIwasinsane.”
“Thecustomerisn’talwaysright.Sometimesthecustomerisanasshole.

That’sthefirstruleof retail,”Batusaid.“Butit’snotlikeanywhereelseis
better.IusedtoworkfortheCIA.Believeme,thisisbetter.”
“WereyoureallyintheCIA?”Ericsaid.
“Weused togo to thisbar, sometimes,meand thepeople Iworked

with,”Batusaid.“Onlywehavetopretendthatwedon’tknoweachother.
Nofraternizing.Soweallsitthere,alongthebar,anddon’tsayawordto
eachother.Alltheseguys,allof us,wecouldspeakmaybefivehundred
languages,dialects,whatever,betweenus.Butwedon’ttalkinthisbar.Just
sitanddrinkandsitanddrink.Usedtodrivethebartendercrazy.Weused
toleavenicetips.Didn’tmattertohim.”
“Sodidyoueverkillpeople?”Ericsaid.Heneverknewwhetherornot

BatuwasjokingabouttheCIAthing.
“DoIlooklikeakiller?”Batusaid,standingthereinhispajamas,rumpled

andred-eyed.WhenEricburstout laughing,hesmiledandyawnedand
scratchedhishead.

When other employees had quit the All-Night, for various reasons of 
theirown,Batuhadnotreplacedthem.
Aroundthissametime,Batu’sgirlfriendhadkickedhimout,andwith

Eric’spermission,hehadmovedintothestoragecloset.Thathadbeenjust
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beforeChristmas,anditwasafewdaysafterChristmaswhenEric’smother
lostherjobasasecurityguardatthemallanddecidedshewasgoingtogo
findEric’sfather.She’dgonehuntingonline,andmadealistof namesshe
thoughthemightbegoingunder.Shehadaddressesaswell.
Ericwasn’tsurewhatshewasgoingtodoif shefoundhisfather,and

hedidn’tthinksheknew,either.Shesaidshejustwantedtotalk,butEric
knew she kept a gun in the glove compartment of  her car. Before she
left,Erichadcopieddownherlistof namesandaddresses,andsentout
Christmascardstoallof them.Itwasthefirsttimehe’deverhadareason
to sendoutChristmas cards, and ithadbeendifficult,finding the right
thingstosayinthem,especiallysincetheyprobablyweren’thisfather,no
matterwhathismotherthought.Notallof them,anyway.
Beforesheleft,Eric’smotherhadputmostof thefurnitureinstorage.

She’dsoldeverythingelse,includingEric’sguitarandhisbooks,atayard
sale oneSaturdaymorningwhileEricwasworking an extra shift at the
All-Night.
Therentwasstillpaidthroughtheendof January,butafterhismother

left,Erichadworkedlongerandlongerhoursatthestore,andthen,one
morning, he didn’t bother going home.The All-Night, and Batu, they
needed him. Batu said this attitude showed Eric was destined for great
thingsattheAll-Night.
Every night Batu sent off  faxes to theWorldWeekly News, and to the

National Enquirer, and to the NewYorkTimes.These faxes concerned the
AusibleChasmand thezombies.Someday someonewould send report-
ers.Itwasallpartof theplan,whichwasgoingtochangethewayretail
worked.Itwasgoingtobeawholedifferentworld,andEricandBatuwere
going tobe right there at thebeginning.Theyweregoing tobe famous
heroes.Revolutionaries.Heroesof therevolution.BatusaidthatEricdidn’t
needtounderstandthatpartof theplanyet.Itwasessentialtotheplan
thatEricdidn’taskquestions.

Nezamangelecksiniz?
Whenwillyoucomeback?
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The zombieswere likeCanadians, in that they looked enough like real
peopleatfirst,tofoolyou.Butwhenyoulookedcloser,yousawtheywere
fromsomeotherplace,wherethingsweredifferent:whereeventhesame
things,thethingsthatwentoneverywhere,werejustalittlebitdifferent.
The zombies didn’t talk at all, or they said things that didn’tmake

sense. “Woodenhat,”onezombiesaidtoEric, “Glassleg.Drovearound
alldayinmywife.Didyoueverhearmeontheradio?”Theytriedtopay
EricforthingsthattheAll-Nightdidn’tsell.
Real people, the ones whoweren’t heading towards Canada or away

fromCanada,mostlyhadbetter things todo thandriveout to theAll-
Nightat..Sorealpeople,inaway,wereevenweirder,whentheycame
in.Erickeptacloseeyeontherealpeople.Onceaguyhadpulledagun
onhim—therewasnowaytounderstandthat,but,ontheotherhand,you
knewexactlywhatwasgoingon.Withthezombies,whoknew?
NotevenBatuknewwhatthezombieswereupto.Sometimeshesaid

thattheywerejustanotherthingyouhadtodealwithinretail.Theywere
thekindof customerthatyoucouldn’teversatisfy,thekindof customer
whowantedsomethingyoucouldn’tgivethem,whohadnoothercurrency,
exceptcurrencythatwassinister,unwholesome,confusing,andprobably
dangerous.
Meanwhile,thethingsthatthezombiestriedtopurchasewereplainly

things that theyhadbroughtwith theminto thestore—things thathad
fallen,orbeenthrownintotheAusibleChasm,likepiecesof safetyglass.
Rocks from the bottom of  Ausible Chasm. Beetles.The zombies liked
shiny things, broken things, trash like empty soda bottles, handfuls of 
leaves,stickydirt,dirtysticks.
EricthoughtmaybeBatuhaditwrong.Maybeitwasn’tsupposedtobe

atransaction.MaybethezombiesjustwantedtogiveEricsomething.But
whatwashegoingtodowiththeirleaves?Whyhim?Whatwashesupposed
togivetheminreturn?
Eventually, when it was clear Eric didn’t understand, the zombies

driftedoff,awayfromthecounterandaroundtheaislesagain,oroutthe
doors,makingtheirwaylikeraccoons,scuttlingbackacrosstheroad,still

02-mfb-hortlak 7/25/05, 11:38 AM38



KELLYLINK

 

TheHortlak

clutchingtheirleaves.Batuwouldputawayhisnotebook,gointothestorage
closet,andsendoff hisfaxes.
The zombie customersmade Eric feel guilty.He hadn’t been trying

hardenough.Thezombieswereneverrude,orimpatient,ortriedtoshoplift
things.Hehopedthattheyfoundwhattheywerelookingfor.Afterall,he
wouldbedeadsomedaytoo,andontheothersideof thecounter.
Maybe his friend Dave had been telling the truth and there was a

countrydowntherethatyoucouldvisit,justlikeCanada.Maybewhenthe
zombiesgotallthewaytothebottom,theygotintozippyzombiecarsand
droveoff totheirzombiejobs,orbackhomeagain,totheirsexyzombie
wives,ormaybetheywentoff tothezombiebanktomaketheirdeposits
of stones,leaves,linty,birdsnestytangles,alltheotherdebrisrealpeople
didn’tknowthevalueof.

Itwasn’tjustthezombies.Weirdstuff happenedinthemiddleof theday
too.Whentherewerestillmanagersandotheremployers,once,onBatu’s
shift,aguyhadcomeinwearingatrenchcoatandahat.Outside,itmust
havebeenninetydegrees,andBatuadmittedhehadfelta littlespooked
aboutthetrenchcoatthing,buttherewasanothercustomer,ajogger,pok-
ingatthebottledwaterstoseewhichwerecoldest.Trench-coatguywalked
aroundthestore,puttingcandybarsandsafetyrazorsinhispockets,like
hewasgettingreadyforHalloween.Batuhadthoughtaboutpunchingthe
alarm.“Sir?”hesaid.“Excuseme,sir?”
Themanwalkedupandstoodinfrontof thecounter.Batucouldn’ttake

hiseyesoff thetrenchcoat.Itwasliketheguywaswearinganelectricfan
strappedtohischest,underthetrenchcoat,andthefanwasblowingthings
aroundunderneath.Youcouldhearthefanbuzzing.Itmadesense,Batuhad
thought:thisguyhadhisownair-conditioningunitunderthere.Prettyneat,
althoughyoustillwouldn’twanttogotrick-or-treatingatthisguy’shouse.
“Hotenoughforyou?”themansaid,andBatusawthatthisguywas

sweating.Hetwitched,andabeeflewoutof thegraytrenchcoatsleeve.
Batu and theman both watched it fly away.Then theman opened his
trenchcoat,flappedhisarms,gently,gently,andthebeesinsidehistrench
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coatbegantoleavethemaninlong,clotted,furioustrails,untilthewhole
storewasvibratingwithcloudsof bees.Batuduckedunder thecounter.
Trench-coatman,beeguy,reachedoverthecounter,dingedtheregisterin
acalmandexperiencedwaysothatthedrawerpoppedopen,andscooped
allthebillsoutof thetill.
Thenhewalkedbackoutagainandleftallhisbees.Hegotinhiscar

anddroveaway.That’sthewaythatallAll-Nightstoriesend,withsomeone
drivingaway.
Buttheyhadtogetabeekeepertocomein,tosmokethebeesout.Batu

gotstungthreetimes,onceonthelip,onceonhisstomach,andoncewhen
heputhishand intotheregisterandfoundnomoney,onlyabee.The
joggersuedtheAll-Nightparentcompanyforalotof money,andBatu
andEricdidn’tknowwhathadhappenedwiththat.

Karanliknezmanbasar?
Whendoesitgetdark?

Erichasbeenhavingthisdreamrecently.Inthedream,he’supbehindthe
counterintheAll-Night,andthenhisfatheriswalkingdowntheaisleof 
theAll-Night,past the racksof magazinesand towards thecounter,his
father’shandsfullof stonesfromtheAusibleChasm.Whichisridiculous:
hisfatherisalive,andnotonlythat,butlivinginanotherstate,maybeina
differenttimezone,probablyunderadifferentname.
WhenhetoldBatuaboutit,Batusaid,“Oh,thatdream.I’vehadittoo.”
“Aboutyourfather?”Ericsaid.
“About your father,” Batu said. “Who do you think I meant, my

father?”
“Youhaven’tevermetmyfather,”Ericsaid.
“I’msorryif itupsetsyou,butitwasdefinitelyyourfather,”Batusaid.

“Youlookjustlikehim.If Idreamabouthimagain,whatdoyouwantme
todo?Ignorehim?Pretendheisn’tthere?”
Eric never knew when Batu was pulling his leg. Dreams could be a

touchy subject. Eric thought maybe Batu was nostalgic about sleeping,

02-mfb-hortlak 7/25/05, 11:38 AM40



KELLYLINK

 

TheHortlak

maybeBatucollectedpajamasinthewaythatpeoplenostalgicabouttheir
childhoodscollectedtoys.

Anotherdream,onethatErichasn’ttoldBatuabout.Inthisdream,Charley
comesin.ShewantstobuyaMountainDew,butthenEricrealizesthat
alltheMountainDewshavelittledrowneddogsfloatinginthem.Youcan
winaprizeif youdrinkoneof thedogsodas.WhenCharleygetsupto
thecounterwithanarmfulof doggyMountainDews,Ericrealizesthat
he’sgotoneof Batu’spajamatopson,oneof theinside-outones.Things
arerubbingagainsthisarms,hisback,hisstomach,transferringthemselves
liketattoostohisskin.
Andhehasn’tgotanypantson.

Batıkgemilerleilgileniyorum.
I’minterestedinsunkenships.

“Youneedtomakeyourmove,”Batusaid.Hesaid itoverandover,day
afterday,untilEricwas sickof hearing it. “Anydaynow, the shelter is
goingtofindsomeonetoreplaceher,andCharleywillsplit.Tellyouwhat
you should do, you tell her you want to adopt a dog. Give it a home.
We’vegotroomhere.DogsaregoodpracticeforwhenyouandCharley
areparents.”
“Howdoyouknow?”Ericsaid.Heknewhesoundedexasperated.He

couldn’thelp it. “Thatmakesnosenseatall. If dogsaregoodpractice,
thenwhatkindof motherisCharleygoingtobe?Whatareyousaying?So
sayCharleyhasakid,you’resayingshe’sgoingtoputitdownif itcriesat
nightorwetsthebed?”
“That’s notwhat I’m saying at all,” Batu said. “The only thing I’m

worriedabout,Eric,really, iswhetherornotCharleymaybetooold.It
takeslongertohavekidswhenyou’reherage.Thingscangowrong.”
“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ericsaid.“Charley’snotold.”
“Howold do you think she is?” Batu said. “Sowhat do you think?

ShouldthetoothpasteandthecondimentsgonexttotheElmer’sglueand
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thehairgelandlubricants?Makeashelf of stickythings?OrshouldIput
itwiththechewingtobaccoandthemouthwash,andmakealittledisplay
of thingsthatyouspit?”
“Sure,”Ericsaid.“Makealittledisplay.Idon’tknowhowoldCharley

is,maybeshe’smyage?Nineteen?Alittleolder?”
Batulaughed.“Alittleolder?SohowolddoyouthinkIam?”
“Idon’tknow,”Ericsaid.HesquintedatBatu.“Thirty-five?Forty?”
Batulookedpleased. “Youknow,sinceIstartedsleepingless,Ithink

I’vestoppedgettingolder.Imaybegettingyounger.Youkeepongettinga
goodnight’ssleep,andwe’regoingtobethesameageprettysoon.Come
takealookatthisandtellmewhatyouthink.”
“Notbad,”Ericsaid.“Wecouldputwatermelonswiththisstuff too,

if wehadwatermelons.Thekindwithseeds.What’sthepointof seedless
watermelons?”
“It’snotsuchabigdeal,”Batusaid.Hekneltdownintheaisle,marking

off inventoryonhisclipboard.“Nobigthingif Charley’solderthanyou
think.Nothingwrongwitholderwomen.Andit’sgoodyou’renotbothered
about the ghost dogs or the biting thing.Everyone’s got problems.The
onlyrealconcernIhaveisabouthercar.”
“Whatabouthercar?”Ericsaid.
“Well,”Batusaid.“Itisn’taproblemif she’sgoingtolivehere.Shecan

parkithereforaslongasshewants.That’swhattheparkinglotisfor.But
whateveryoudo:if sheinvitesyoutogoforaride,don’tgoforaride.”
“Whynot?”Ericsaid.“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”
“Thinkaboutit,”Batusaid.“Allthosedogghosts.”Hescooteddown

theaisleonhisbutt.Ericwentafterhim. “Everytimeshedrivesbyhere
withsomepoordog,thatdogisdoomed.Thatcarisbadluck.Thepas-
senger side especially.Youwant to stayoutof  that car. I’d rather climb
downintotheAusibleChasm.”
Somethingcleareditsthroat;azombiehadcomeintothestore.Itstood

behindBatu,lookingdownathim.Batulookedup.Ericretreateddownthe
aisle,towardsthecounter.
“Stayoutof hercar,”Batusaid,ignoringthezombie.
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“Andwhowill befiredoutof  the cannon?” the zombie said. Itwas
wearingasuitandtie.“Mybrotherwillbefiredoutof thecannon.”
“Whycan’t you talk like sensiblepeople?”Batu said, turning around

andlookingup.Sittingonthefloor,hesoundedasif hewereabouttocry.
Heswattedatthezombie.
Thezombiecoughedagain,yawning.Itgrimacedatthem.Something

was snagged on its gray lips now, and the zombie put up its hand. It
tugged,draggingatthethinginitsmouth,coughingoutablack,glistening,
waddedrope.Thezombie’smouthstayedopen,as if  toshowthat there
wasnothingelseinthere,evenasitheldthewetblackropeouttoBatu.
Thewetthinghungdownfromitshandsandbecamepajamas.Batulooked
backatEric.“Idon’twantthem,”hesaid.Helookedshy.
“WhatshouldIdo?”Ericsaid.Hehoveredbythemagazines.Charlize

Theronwasgrinningathim,asif sheknewsomethinghedidn’t.
“Youshouldn’tbehere.”Itwasn’tcleartoEricwhetherBatuwasspeaking

tothezombie.“IhaveallthepajamasIneed.”
Thezombiesaidnothing.ItdroppedthepajamasintoBatu’slap.
“Stayoutof Charley’scar!”BatusaidtoEric.Heclosedhiseyesand

begantosnore.
“Shit,”Ericsaidtothezombie.“Howdidyoudothat?”
There was another zombie in the store now.The first zombie took

Batu’s arms and the second zombie tookBatu’s feet.They dragged him
downtheaisleandtowardthestoragecloset.Ericcameoutfrombehind
thecounter.
“Whatareyoudoing?”hesaid.“You’renotgoingtoeathim,areyou?”
But the zombieshadBatu in the closet.Theyput theblackpajamas

onhim,yankingthemovertheotherpairof pajamas.TheyliftedBatuup
ontothemattress,andpulledtheblanketoverhim,uptohischin.
Ericfollowedthezombiesoutof thestoragecloset.Heshutthedoor

behindhim. “SoIguesshe’sgoingtosleepforawhile,”hesaid. “That’s
a good thing, right?He needed to get some sleep. So how did you do
thatwiththepajamas?Istheresomekindof freakypajamafactorydown
there?”
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ThezombiesignoredEric.Theyheldhandsandwentdowntheaisles,
stoppingtoconsidercandybarsandTampaxandtoiletpaperandallthe
thingsthatyouspit.Theywouldn’tbuyanything.Theyneverdid.
Ericwentbacktothecounter.Hewished,verybadly,thathismother

stilllivedintheirapartment.Hewouldhavelikedtocallsomeone.Hesat
behindtheregisterforawhile, lookingthroughthephonebook, just in
casehecameacrosssomeone’snameanditseemedlikeagoodideatocall
them.Thenhewentbacktothestorageclosetand lookedatBatu.Batu
wassnoring.Hiseyelidstwitched,andtherewasatiny,knowingsmileon
his face, as if  hewere dreaming, and everythingwas being explained to
him,atlast,inthisdream.Itwashardtofeelworriedaboutsomeonewho
lookedlikethat.Ericwouldhavebeenjealous,exceptheknewthatnoone
evermanagedtoholdonto thoseexplanations,onceyouwokeup.Not
evenBatu.

Hangiyoldahakısa?
Whichistheshorterroute?

Hangiyoldahakolay?
Whichistheeasierroute?

Charleycamebyatthebeginningof hershift.Shedidn’tcomeinsidethe
All-Night.Insteadshestoodoutintheparkinglot,besidehercar,looking
outacrosstheroad,attheAusibleChasm.Thecarhunglowtotheground,
asif thetrunkwerefullof things.WhenEricwentoutside,hesawthat
therewasasuitcaseinthebackseat.If therewereghostdogs,Ericcouldn’t
seethem,butthereweredoggysmudgesonthewindows.
“Where’sBatu?”Charleysaid.
“Asleep,” Eric said.He realized that he’d never figured out how the

conversationwouldgo,afterthat.
Hesaid,“Areyougoingsomeplace?”
“I’mgoingtowork,”Charleysaid.“Likenormal.”
“Good,”Ericsaid.“Normalisgood.”Hestoodandlookedathisfeet.
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Azombiewanderedintotheparkinglot.Itnoddedatthem,andwentinto
theAll-Night.
“Aren’tyougoingtogobackinside?”Charleysaid.
“Inabit,”Ericsaid.“It’snotliketheyeverbuyanything.”Buthekept

an eyeon theAll-Night, and the zombie, in case itheaded towards the
storagecloset.
“Sohowoldareyou?”Ericsaid.“Imean,canIaskyouthat?Howold

youare?”
“Howoldareyou?”Charleysaidrightback.
“I’malmosttwenty,”Ericsaid.“IknowIlookolder.”
“No you don’t,” Charley said. “You look exactly like you’re almost

twenty.”
“Sohowoldareyou?”Ericsaidagain.
“HowolddoyouthinkIam?”Charleysaid.
“Aboutmyage?”Ericsaid.
“Areyouflirtingwithme?”Charleysaid.“Yes?No?Howaboutindog

years?HowoldwouldyousayIamindogyears?”
Thezombiefinishedlookingforwhateveritwaslookingforinsidethe

All-Night. It cameoutside andnodded toCharley andEric. “Beautiful
people,”itsaid.“Whywon’tyouevervisitmyhand?”
“I’msorry,”Ericsaid.
Thezombieturneditsbackonthem.Ittotteredacrosstheroad,looking

neithertotheleft,nortotheright,andwentdownthefootpathintothe
AusibleChasm.
“Haveyou?”Charleysaid.Shepointedatthepath.
“No,”Ericsaid.“Imean,somedayIwill,Iguess.”
“Doyouthinktheyhavepetsdownthere?Dogs?”Charleysaid.
“Idon’tknow,”Ericsaid.“Regulardogs?”
“ThethingIthinkaboutsometimes,”Charleysaid,“iswhetherornot

theyhaveanimalshelters,and if  someonehas to lookafter thedogs. If 
someonehastohaveajobwheretheyputdowndogsdownthere.Andif 
youdoputdogstosleep,downthere,thenwheredotheywakeup?”
“Batusaysthatif youneedanotherjob,youcancomelivewithusatthe
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All-Night,”Ericsaid.Hislipsfeltsocoldthatitwashardtotalk.
“IsthatwhatBatusays?”Charleysaid.Shestartedtolaugh.
“Batulikesyou,”Ericsaid.
“Ilikehimtoo,”Charleysaid.“ButIdon’twanttoliveinaconvenience

store.Nooffense.I’msureit’snice.”
“It’sokay,”Ericsaid.“Idon’twanttoworkretailmywholelife.”
“There are worse jobs,” Charley said. She leaned against her Chevy.

“MaybeI’llstopbylatertonight.Wecouldalwaysgoforalongride,go
somewhereelse,andtalkaboutretail.”
“Likewhere?Whereareyougoing?”Ericsaid.“Areyouthinkingabout

goingtoTurkey?IsthatwhyBatuisteachingyouTurkish?”Hewantedto
standthereandaskCharleyquestionsallnightlong.
“IwanttolearnTurkishsothatwhenIgosomewhereelseIcanpretend

tobeTurkish. I canpretend I only speakTurkish.Thatwaynoonewill
botherme,”Charleysaid.
“Oh,”Ericsaid. “Goodplan.Wecouldalwaysgosomewhereandnot

talk,if youwanttopractice.OrIcouldtalktoyou,andyoucouldpretend
youdon’tunderstandwhatI’msaying.Wedon’thavetogoforaride.We
could just go across the road, godown into theChasm. I’veneverbeen
downthere.”
“It’s not a big deal,”Charley said. “We can do it some other time.”

Suddenlyshelookedmucholder.
“No,wait,”Ericsaid. “Idowanttocomewithyou.Wecangofora

ride.It’sjustthatBatu’sasleep.Someonehastolookafterhim.Someone
hastobeawaketosellstuff.”
“Soareyougoingtoworkthereyourwholelife?”Charleysaid.“Take

careof Batu?Figureouthowtoripoff deadpeople?”
“Whatdoyoumean?”Ericsaid.
“BatusaystheAll-Nightisthinkingaboutopeningupanotherstore,

downthere,”Charleysaid,wavingacrosstheroad.“Youandhearethisbig
experimentinretail,accordingtohim.OncetheAll-Nightfiguresoutwhat
deadpeoplewanttobuy,it’sgoingtobelikethediscoveryof Americaall
overagain.”
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“It’snot likethat,”Ericsaid.Hecouldfeelhisvoicegoingupat the
end,asif itwereaquestion.HecouldalmostsmellwhatBatumeantabout
Charley’scar.Theghosts,thosedogs,weregettingimpatient.Youcouldtell
that.Theyweretiredof theparkinglot,theywantedtobegoingforaride.
“Youdon’tunderstand.Idon’tthinkyouunderstand?”
“Batu said that youhave a realwaywithdeadpeople,”Charley said.

“Mostretailclerksflipout.Of course,you’refromaroundhere.Plusyou’re
young.Youprobablydon’tevenunderstandaboutdeathyet.You’rejustlike
mydogs.”
“Idon’tknowwhattheywant,”Ericsaid.“Thezombies.”
“Nobody ever really knows what they want,” Charley said. “Why

shouldthatchangeafteryoudie?”
“Goodpoint,”Ericsaid.
“You shouldn’t letBatumess you around somuch,”Charley said. “I

shouldn’tbesayingallthis,Iknow.BatuandIarefriends.Butwecouldbe
friendstoo,youandme.You’resweet.It’sokaythatyoudon’ttalkmuch,
althoughthisisokaytoo,ustalking.Whydon’tyoucomeforadrivewith
me?”If therehadbeendogsinsidehercar,ortheghostsof dogs,thenEric
wouldhaveheardthemhowling.Ericheardthemhowling.Thedogswere
tellinghimtogetlost.Theyweretellinghimtofuckoff.Charleybelonged
tothem.Shewastheirmurderer.
“Ican’t,”Ericsaid,longingforCharleytoaskagain.“Notrightnow.”
“Well, that’sokay. I’ll stopby later,”Charleysaid.Shesmiledathim

andforamomenthewasstandinginthatcitywherenooneeverfigured
out how to put out that fire, and all the dead dogs howled again, and
scratchedatthesmearywindows.“ForaMountainDew.Soyoucanthink
aboutitforawhile.”
She reached out and tookEric’s hand in her hand. “Your hands are

cold,”shesaid.Herhandswerehot.“Youshouldgobackinside.”

Rengibegenmiyorum.
Idon’tlikethecolor.
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Itwasalready..andtherestillwasn’tanysignof CharleywhenBatu
cameoutof thebackroom.Hewasrubbinghiseyes.Theblackpajamas
were gone.Now Batu was wearing pajama bottoms with foxes running
acrossafieldtowardsatreewithacircleof foxessittingontheirhaunches
around it.The outstretched tails of  the running foxes were fat as zep-
pelins,withcommasof flamehoveringoverthem.Eachlittleflamehada
Hindenburginsideit,withasecondlittlerflameaboveit,andsoon.Some
firesyoujustcan’tputout.
ThepajamatopwasacolorthatEriccouldnotname.Dreary,creeping

shapeslayuponit.ErichadreadLovecraft.Hefeltqueasywhenhelooked
atthepajamatop.
“Ijusthadthebestdream,”Batusaid.
“You’ve been asleep for almost six hours,” Eric said.When Charley

came,hewouldgowithher.HewouldstaywithBatu.Batuneededhim.
HewouldgowithCharley.Hewouldgoandcomeback.Hewouldn’tever
comeback.HewouldsendBatupostcardswithbearsonthem.“Sowhat
wasallthatabout?Withthezombies.”
“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,”Batusaid.Hetookanapple

fromthefruitdisplayandpolished itonhisnon-Euclideanpajamatop.
Theappletookonahorrid,whisperysheen.“HasCharleycomeby?”
“Yeah,”Ericsaid.HeandCharleywouldgotoLasVegas.Theywould

buyBatugoldlamépajamas. “Ithinkyou’reright.Ithinkshe’saboutto
leavetown.”
“Well, she can’t!” Batu said. “That’s not the plan. Here, I tell you

whatwe’lldo.Yougooutsideandwaitforher.Makesureshedoesn’tget
away.”
“She’snotwantedbythepolice,Batu,”Ericsaid. “Shedoesn’tbelong

tous.Shecanleavetownif shewantsto.”
“And you’re okaywith that?” Batu said.He yawned ferociously, and

yawned again, and stretched, so that the pajama top heaved up in an
eldritchmanner.Ericclosedhiseyes.
“Notreally,”Ericsaid.Hehadalreadypickedoutatoothbrush,some

toothpaste, and somenovelty teeth, left over fromHalloween,whichhe
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couldgivetoCharley,maybe.“Areyouokay?Areyougoingtofallasleep
again?CanIaskyousomequestions?”
“Whatkindof questions?”Batusaid,loweringhiseyelidsinawaythat

seemedbothsleepyandcunning.
“Questions aboutourmission,”Eric said. “About theAll-Night and

whatwe’redoingherenext to theAusibleChasm. Ineed tounderstand
whatjusthappenedwiththezombiesandthepajamas,andwhetherornot
whathappenedispartof theplan,andwhetherornottheplanbelongs
to us, orwhether theplanwasplannedby someone else, andwe’re just
somebodyelse’sbigexperimentinretail.Arewebrand-new,orarewejust
thesameoldthing?”
“Thisisn’tagoodtimeforquestions,”Batusaid.“Inallthetimethat

we’veworkedhere,haveIliedtoyou?HaveIledyouastray?”
“Well,”Ericsaid.“That’swhatIneedtoknow.”
“PerhapsIhaven’ttoldyoueverything,”Batusaid. “Butthat’spartof 

theplan.WhenIsaidthatweweregoingtomakeeverythingnewagain,
thatweweregoingtoreinventretail,Iwastellingthetruth.Theplanisstill
theplan,andyouarestillpartof thatplan,andsoisCharley.”
“Whataboutthepajamas?”Ericsaid.“WhatabouttheCanadiansand

themaplesyrupandthepeoplewhocomeintobuyMountainDew?”
“Youneedtoknowthis?”Batusaid.
“Yes,”Ericsaid.“Absolutely.”
“Okay,then.MypajamasareexperimentalCIApajamas,”Batusaid.“Like

batteries.You’vebeenchargingthemformewhenyousleep.That’sallIcan
sayrightnow.ForgetabouttheCanadians.Thesepajamasthezombiesjust
gaveme—doyouhaveanyideawhatthismeans?”
Ericshookhisheadno.
Batusaid,“Nevermind.Doyouknowwhatweneednow?”
“Whatdoweneed?”Ericsaid.
“WeneedyoutogooutsideandwaitforCharley,”Batusaid.“Wedon’t

havetimeforthis.It’sgettingearly.Charleygetsoff workanytimenow.”
“Explainallof thatagain,”Ericsaid.“Whatyoujustsaid.Explainthe

plantomeonemoretime.”
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“Look,”Batusaid.“Listen.Everybodyisaliveatfirst,right?”
“Right,”Ericsaid.
“Andeverybodydies,”Batusaid.“Right?”
“Right,”Ericsaid.Acardroveby,butitstillwasn’tCharley.
“Soeverybodystartshere,”Batusaid.“Nothere,intheAll-Night,but

somewherehere,whereweare.Wherewelivenow.Wherewelive ishere.
Theworld.Right?”
“Right,”Ericsaid.“Okay.”
“Andwherewegoisthere,”Batusaid,flickingafingertowardstheroad.

“Outthere,downintotheAusibleChasm.Everybodygoesthere.Andhere
weare,here,theAll-Night,whichisonthewaytothere.”
“Right,”Ericsaid.
“Soit’sliketheCanadians,”Batusaid.“Peoplearegoingsomeplace,and

if theyneedsomething,theycanstophere,togetit.Butweneedtoknow
what they need.This is awhole new unexplored demographic. So they
stucktheAll-Nightrighthere,litituplikeaChristmastree,andwaitedto
seewhostoppedinandwhattheybought.Ishouldn’tbetellingyouthis.
Thisisallneed-to-knowinformationonly.”
“YoumeantheAll-NightortheCIAorwhoeverneedsustofigureout

howtosellthingstozombies,”Ericsaid.
“ForgetabouttheCIA,”Batusaid.“Nowwillyougooutside?”
“Butisitourplan?Orarewejustfollowingsomeoneelse’splan?”
“Whydoes thatmatter toyou?”Batu said.Heputhishandsonhis

headandtuggedathishairuntilitstoodstraightup,butEricrefusedto
beintimidated.
“I thought we were on a mission,” Eric said, “to help mankind.

Womankindtoo.Like theStarshipEnterprise.Buthowarewehelpingany-
body?What’snew-styleretailaboutthis?”
“Eric,” Batu said. “Did you see those pajamas? Look. On second

thought, forgetaboutthepajamas.Youneversawthem.LikeIsaid, this
isbiggerthantheAll-Night.Therearebiggerfishthatarefishing,if you
knowwhatImean.”
“No,”Ericsaid.“Idon’t.”
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“Excellent,”Batusaid.HisexperimentalCIApajamatopwrithedand
boiled. “Your job is tobehelpfulandpolite.Bepatient.Be careful.Wait
forthezombiestomakethenextmove.Isendoff somefaxes.Meanwhile,
we still needCharley. Charley is a natural-born saleswoman. She’s been
sellingdeath foryears.Andshe’sgota realgift for languages—she’llbe
speakingzombieinnotime.Thinkwhatkindof workshecoulddohere!
Gooutside.Whenshedrivesby,youflagherdown.Talktoher.Explain
whysheneedstocomelivehere.Butwhateveryoudo,don’tgetinthecar
withher.Thatcarisfullof ghosts.Thewrongkindof ghosts.Thekind
whoarenevergoingtounderstandtheleastlittlethingaboutmeaningful
transactions.”
“Iknow,”Ericsaid.“Icouldsmellthem.”
“Soareweclearonallthis?”Batusaid.“OrmaybeyouthinkI’mstill

lyingtoyou?”
“Idon’tthinkyou’dlietome,exactly,”Ericsaid.Heputonhisjacket.
“Youbetterputonahattoo,”Batusaid.“It’scoldoutthere.Youknow

you’relikeasontome,whichiswhyItellyoutoputonyourhat.Andif 
Iliedtoyou,itwouldbeforyourowngood,becauseIloveyoulikeason.
Oneday,Eric,allof thiswillbeyours.JusttrustmeanddowhatItell
you.Trusttheplan.”
Ericsaidnothing.Batupattedhimontheshoulder,pulledanAll-Night

shirtoverhispajamatop,andgrabbedabananaandaSnapple.Hesettled
inbehindthecounter.Hishairwasstillstandingstraightup,butat..,
whowasgoingtocomplain?NotEric,notthezombies.Ericputonhis
hat,gavealittlewavetoBatu,whichwaseithergladweclearedallthatupat
last,orelsesolong!,hewasn’tsurewhich,andwalkedoutof theAll-Night.
This isthelasttime,hethought,Iwilleverwalkthroughthisdoor.He
didn’tknowhowhefeltaboutthat.

Ericstoodoutsideintheparkinglotforalongtime.Outinthebushes,
ontheothersideof theroad,hecouldhearthezombieshuntingforthe
thingsthatwerevaluabletootherzombies.
Somewoman, a realperson,butnotCharley,drove into theparking

02-mfb-hortlak 7/25/05, 11:38 AM51



KELLYLINK

 

TheHortlak

lot.Shewentinside,andEricthoughtheknewwhatBatuwouldsaytoher
whenshewenttothecounter.Batuwouldexplainwhenshetriedtomake
herpurchasethathedidn’twantmoney.Thatwasn’twhatretailwasreally
about.WhatBatuwouldwanttoknowwaswhatthiswomanreallywanted.
Itwasthatsimple,thatcomplicated.Batumighttrytorecruitthiswoman,
if shedidn’tseemlitigious,andmaybethatwasagoodthing.Maybethe
All-Nightreallydidneedwomen.
Ericwalkedbackwards,awayandthenevenfartherawayfromtheAll-

Night.Thefartherhegot,themorebeautifulhesawitwas—itwasalllit
uplikethemoon.Wasthiswhatthezombiessaw?WhatCharleysaw,when
shedroveby?Hecouldn’timaginehowanyonecouldleaveitbehindand
nevercomeback.
Hewonderedif Batuhadapairof pajamasinhiscollectionwithAll-

Night Convenience Stores and light spilling out; the Ausible Chasm; a
roadwithzombies,andCharleys inChevys,adifferentdoghangingout
of everypassengerwindow,drivingdownthatroad.Downononelegof 
thosepajamas,downtheroada longways,therewouldbebearsdressed
upinice;Canadians;CIAoperativesandtabloidreportersandAll-Night
executives.LasVegasshowgirls.G-menandbeemenintrenchcoats.His
mother’scar,alwaysgettingfartherandfartheraway.Hewonderedif zom-
bieswore zombiepajamas, or if  they’d just invented them forBatu.He
triedtopictureCharleywearingsilkpajamasandaflannelbathrobe,but
shedidn’tlookcomfortableinthem.Shestilllookedmiserableandangry
andhopeless,mucholderthanErichadeverrealized.
He jumped up and down in the parking lot, trying to keep warm.

Thewoman,whenshecameoutof thestore,gavehimafunnylook.He
couldn’t seeBatubehind the counter.Maybehe’d fallen asleep again,or
maybehewassendingoff morefaxes.ButEricdidn’tgobackinsidethe
store.Hewasafraidof Batu’spajamas.
Hewasafraidof Batu.
Hestayedoutside,waitingforCharley.
But a few hours later,whenCharley drove by—hewas standing on

thecurb,keepinganeyeout forher, shewasn’tgoing to just slipaway,
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hewasdeterminedtoseeher,nottomissher,tomakesurethatshesaw
him,tomakehertakehimwithher,wherevershewasgoing—therewasa
Labradorinthepassengerseat.Thebackseatof hercarwasfullof dogs,
realdogsandghostdogs,andallof thedogspokingtheirdoggynoses
outof thewindowsathim.Therewouldn’thavebeenroomforhim,even
if he’dbeenabletomakeherstop.Butheranoutintheroadanyway,like
adamndog,chasingafterhercarforaslongashecould.
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:
A:Mybrotherwillbefiredoutof thecannon.

Q:Andwhatisthenameof thecannon?
A: Mons Meg. Dulle Greite. Malik-i-Mydan, Tzar Pooska, Dhool
Dhanee,ZufrBukh.HernicknameisInevitable.SheisalsocalledSweet
MouthandTheUp,Up,AndAway.SheisknownasTheWidowforher
coloring andbecause shehashad congresswithmanymen.She is also
calledTheMermaidbyherhusbands—themenwhooilherparts and
polishtheOof hermouth,andharnessherandpullheralongfromtown
to town—they saywe should release her into the harbor, to see if  she
swimsaway.Itistheirlittlejoke.SheiscalledTheConversation,because
shewillspeakcourteouslyif youaddressherwithamatch.Sheiscalled
TheOnlyAnswer,becausesheonlyevergivesthesameanswer,nomatter
yourquestion.

Q:Andwhatisyourbrother’sname?
A:Ihavealreadyforgottenit.

Q:Howfarwillhetravel?
A:Hewilltravelsofar,hewillnevercomehomeagain.Hisfeetwillnever



TheCannon
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touchtheground,notfortherestof hislife.Hewillneverseehisfamily
again.Hewillneverseethecannonagain,butfortherestof hislife,he
willdreamof herround,fixed,roaringblackmouth.

Q:Whoarethesewomen?
A:Theyarehiswives.Aftermybrotherisfiredfromthecannon,histwo
youngestwiveswilltakehisplaceinthecannon.Theyarewearinghislug-
gageontheirbacks,filledwithhisbelongings,hisbooks,hisgolf clubs,his
correspondences,hisrecordcollection,histoiletries,hisidentification.His
wiveswillclimbintothecannonandleavethecannoninmuchthesame
waythatmybrotherwillleaveit,buttheywon’tgotothesameplaceheis
going.Menandwomendon’ttraveltothesameplace.

Q:Whynot?
A:Nooneknowswhy.

Q:Willhenevercomehomeagain?
A:Hewillnevercomehomeagain.

Q:Whymustthecannonbefired?
A:The cannon must be fired because that is the reason for cannons.
Ordnancemustbeplacedinthecannon.Ordnancemustbefiredoutof 
thecannon.Thecannonservesnootherpurpose.Amanmayaccidentally
fallasleepinacannon,ortakeshelterfromarainstorm,orhidefromhis
enemiesinsideacannon,butintheend,thecannonmustbefired.
IoncefornicatedwithamarriedwomaninsidetheSweetMouth.She

wasagoraphobic.IsaidIwasagnostic.
Isaid, “Yes,likethat,don’twrigglesomuch,”andshesaid, “Howdo

you like this?” and “Watchyourhead,” andwhilewewere fucking,her
husbandcameupandlitamatch,andthenwewereflying.Wesailedout
likegrapplingshot.Myloveryelledbackatherhusband,“Cockherupa
bit,mastergunner!”andwewatchedhimgetsmallerandsmaller.
Iheldon toherhips and the tailsof herhair and fuckedher aswe
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passedoverthecountryside,andshewrappedherlegsaroundmywaistand
fuckedmeback.Whenwewerefinished,weflewalongsidebyside,and
sheremarkedthatshewasgratefultomeandthecannonandherhusband.
Theaffairhadcuredherof heragoraphobia.Wefuckedsomemore, to
celebrate,andthenwecametoatownandIgrabbedontothesteepleof 
anEpiscopalchurch.Shekeptongoingalong.Shewasn’treadytogoback
downagain.Ihadalongwalkhome.Ihaven’tseenhersince.

Q:Didyourbrotherhaveahappychildhood?
A:Whydon’tyouaskhim?Heusedtositonmyhead.Oncehesetoff 
firecrackers inmycloset.Hesubstitutedtoothpasteandcucumbersand-
wiches formy lunch.He rippedout the lastpagesof his comicsbefore
hegavethemtometoread.HesaveduphisallowanceandpaidJosepha
Howleyandherfoursisterstochasemearoundtheneighborhood.When
theycaughtme,theytookoff myshortsandtiedthemtoatreebranch.

Q.Didthecannonhaveahappychildhood?
A.Alongtimeago,beforeallthewarswereoveranddonewith,whenlarge
artillerystillhadotheruses,therewasamastergunnerwholovedthecannon.
Whereverhetraveledhetookherwithhim.Shewashismascot,hisvictory,
hisconfidante,hisclock.Forloveof themastergunnershetookOdruik.
She tookPrague,Famagusta,Seringapatam,Bajadoz.She tookCairo, she
took dancing lessons, she tookBeethoven’s hearing andNapoléon’s arm.
Shetookandtookandthemastergunnergaveandgave.Hetickledherwith
hisfunisignariiandhiswandsandhiswormers,hewooedherwithValturio’s
patentedincendiaryshells,withfireworksandgrapeshot,lead,granite,and
bronze; he anointed herwith costly scents—saltpetre, serpentine, sulfur,
charcoal,antimony.Whenthemastergunnerwasoldandrichandtiredof 
goingtowar,heretiredtotheRivieraandbuiltacastle.Hemarriedthe
cannonandhetieduphermuzzle inabonnetof whitesilksothatshe
wouldlooklikealady.OnSundaysthemastergunnerharnessedhiswife
tofourex-cavalryhorsesandrodeherdowntheroadtothechapel.
Hiswifewastoostouttofitthroughthedoors,though,andwhenthe
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priestturneddownthemastergunner’soffertopayforanewsetof doors,
thegunnerlefthertiedupnextdoorinthecemetery.Thehorsescropped
thegrassandthegunnerpaidasmallboytowatchandmakesurethatno
onetookhiswifetomeltdownforscrap.Afterservices,theyoungermem-
bersof thecongregationusedtogopickthroughthecemeteryforrocks
andsmallbitsof masonry,forthemastergunnertofireoff.
Insidehiscastlethemastergunnerbuiltarampsothatwhenhewent

up to bed, the cannonwentwith him, andwhen he came down in the
mornings for his breakfast, the cannonwent too.To their great sorrow,
they never had children and when at last the master gunner died, the
undertakersdressedhiminhistravelingclothesandplacedhiminsidehis
wife,thecannon.Thiswasconsummation.Butthechargewasinadequate,
andwhenthemastergunnerlefthiswifeatlast,hegotonlyasfarasthe
nexttownover.Theyfoundhisbootsinanirrigationditch,hisjohnniein
alemontree,hisbodytumbledoverasheepwall,hisheadintheshepherd
girl’slap.
Hisheirssoldhiswidowtoacircusimpresario.

Q:Istheresuchathingasahappymarriage?
A:Letmeanswerthatquestion.MynameisVenusShebby.WhenIwasa
younggirl,theyfiredmefromthecannononedayandwhenIcamedown,
Iwasinadifferentplace.Abeautifulplace,fullof beautifulpeople!The
peoplewho live in thatbeautifulplacearehairy inwinterand inspring
theyshedtheirhairandgonaked.
Inwinter, they catch fish by setting fires on the frozen lakes, but in

summertheydon’teatfish.Insummertheyeatfruitandgrainswhichthey
fermentinbladders,andthosepeoplestaydrunkthewholesummerlong.
Summer is the timeof ghosts. Inwinter, ghosts are easy to spot.There
arestoriesaboutwinterghostsfoundtangledlikeliceintheirlovers’hair.
Deadpeoplehavenohairthemselves,whichishowtheycanberecognized
inwinter.Butinsummer,thelivinganddeadmaypasseachotheronthe
street,andnooneknowsthedifference.Thereareepiccomedies,famous
tragediesaboutthemisunderstandingsthatensue.
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Thosebeautifulpeoplecollecttheirhairastheyshedit,andkeepitin
poucheswhichtheyweararoundtheirwaists.Thepeoplewashthehairand
perfumeitandcarditandcombit.Insummer,thelivingwearwovenhair
beltsandtheirpouchesof hairaroundtheirwaist,toshowtheyareliving
people.Buttherearealwaysfashionablepeople,whopretendtobedead,
andtherearecunningdeadpeople,whostealhairfromlivingpeople.For
thisreason,itisadeadlyinsulttopickoff astrandof someoneelse’shair
andputitinyourownpouch,unlessyouhavebeeninvitedtodoso.
Thepeopleformsocietiestoweaveenormouscarpetsfromtheirshed

hair, and these carpets are soft and warm and heavy.The people sleep
under these carpets inwinter,once they aremarried, and theymarry as
manywives and husbands as can sleep together comfortably under one
carpet.Thereisoneword,whichmeansallthreeof thesethings:marriage,
carpet,society.Thereisnowordforwarorfortravel.Thepeopledonothave
awordfor cannon.Therearenocannons.Allof thepeople’sartifactsare
madeof hair andboneandskin. (Canyou imagineacannonmadeout
of hair?)Eventheirhistoriesaretoldontapestrieswovenoutof hair.But
thereisnothingasbeautifulasthemarriagecarpets.
Ihaveacollectionof photographsof marriedpeople,lyingtogether,all

piledtogetherbeneaththeirmarriagecarpets,redandbrownandblackand
amberandgray,lookingasif particularlythickandhairycircustentshave
collapsed.Headsandfeetpokeoutattheedges,andsomeof thepeople
aresneakinglooksoutof theembroidered,unfastenedholeswhicharefor
breathing.Thefasteningbuttonsarecarvedof bone.If youhavemoney,I’ll
showyouthesephotographs.Industriouspeoplesometimesweavecarpets
solargethattheycanmarryseveralhundredotherpeopleallatonce.
Othercarpetsthebeautifulpeoplekeepinhouseswhichareonlyfor

thiskindof carpet,andnotforlivingin.Thecarpetskeptinthesehouses
arethecarpetsinwhichthepeopleareburied.
Insummer,Imighthavebeenborninthatplace.Thefirstwinter,Iwas

anovelty.Ihadmypickof husbandsandwives.Attheendof thesecond
winter, when the ice was thawing, they sentme away.They said it was
likesleepingwithadeadperson.Igavethembaddreams,andfinallythey
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couldn’tsleepatallif Iwasnearthem.Theyusethesamewordfordeadand
forsummerandforhairless,andafterawhilethatwordbecamemyname.I
leftwhentheydivorcedme.Theyhavenowordfordivorce.
Ibuiltacannonoutof ice,andwrappedmyself inthefuneralcarpet

whichmyhusbandsandwiveshadwovenformeoutof theirownhair,and
oneof mywiveswasmygunner.Icamebackhere,aftermanyadventures,and
once,whenI’dbeendrinking,donatedthefuneralcarpettothenational
museum.When Iwas sober again, I asked for itback,but they claimed
nottoknowwhatIwastalkingabout.Ilivebymyself andthisold,bald,
shabbythingIwearisahorsehairthrowIfoundinathriftstore.
WhenIwakeup,sometimes,beforeIopenmyeyes,IimaginethatIam

stilllyingunderamarriagecarpetwithmyhusbandsandwives.Myhands
arefullof theirsweet,perfumedhair.MynameisVenusShebbyandonce
Iwasverybeautiful,asbeautifulasacannoncarvedoutof ice.

Q:Whowasthatwoman?
A:VenusShebby.

Q:Howisacannonlikeamarriage?
A:Idon’tknow.

Q:Whowasthefirstpersontobefiredfromacannon?Wasitamanor
awoman?
A:Thefirstpersontobefiredfromacannonwasayoungmandressedas
awoman.HisnamewasLulu.Sometimes,whensomeoneisfiredfroma
cannon,theysaytheyaredemonstrating“theLululeap.”

Q:Doyouloveyourbrother?
A:Ilovemybrotherlikeabrother.

Q:DoyouthinkI’mbeautiful?
A:Youarebeautiful,butnotasbeautifulasVenusShebbywas,whenshe
wasyoung.You’renotasbeautifulasthecannon.
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Q:Thank you for being honest.Why does your brother have somany
wives,whenyouhavenowivesatall?
A:Idon’tknow.

Q:WillyousayyeswhenIaskyoutomarryme?
A:Idon’tknow.

Q:Whatnoisewill thecannonmake?Whycan’tyou loveme, just fora
littlewhile?Whymustthecannonbefired?Howlongwillyourbrotherbe
gone?Whywon’tyourbrothercomeback?Willhenevercomeback?What
areyouputtinginyourears?Isittimeforthecannontobefired?MayI
askthecannonthesequestions?Whatwillshesay?
A:AnoiseasloudasGod,butonlymybrotherandhiswiveswillhearit.
Everyoneelseisputtingbeeswaxintheirears.Idon’tknow.Idon’tknow.
Alongtime.Hewon’tcomebackagain.No.Beeswaxandcotton.Soon.I
don’tknow.No.Notnow.Bepatient.Listen.Listen.
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“Ialwaysthoughttheywererabbits,”therealestateagentsaid.
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.Hewasjoking.
“Asamatterof fact,”therealestateagentsnapped,“itis.”
Itwasnotaquestionshehadexpectedtobeasked.ShegaveHenrya

goofy,appeasingsmileandyankedatthehemof theskirtof herpinklinen
suit,whichseemedasif itmight,atanymoment,gorollingupherknees
likeawindowshade.ShewasyoungerthanHenry,andsoldhousesthat
shecouldn’taffordtobuy.
“It’sreflectedintheaskingprice,of course,”shesaid.“Likeyousaid.”
Henrystaredather.Sheblushed.
“I’venever seen anything,” she said. “But there are stories.Not stories

thatIknow.Ijustknowtherearestories.If youbelievethatsortof thing.”
“I don’t,”Henry said.When he looked over to see if Catherine had

heard,shehadherheadupthetiledfireplace,asif sheweretryingiton,
toseewhetheritfit.Catherinewassixmonthspregnant.Nothingfither
exceptforHenry’sbaseballcaps,hissweatpants,hisT-shirts.Butsheliked
thefireplace.
Carletonwas runningupanddown the staircase, slappinghisheels

downhard,keepinghisheaddownandhishandsfoldedaroundtheban-
ister.Carletonwasseriousabouthowheplayed.Tillysatonthelanding,
readingabook,legspokingoutthroughtherailings.WheneverCarleton
ran past, he thumped her on the head, butTilly never said a word.

StoneAnimals

04-mfb-stone 7/25/05, 11:38 AM67



KELLYLINK

 

StoneAnimals

Carletonwouldbesorrylater,andneverevenknowwhy.
Catherine took her head out of  the fireplace. “Guys,” she said.

“Carleton,Tilly.Slowdownaminuteandtellmewhatyouthink.Think
KingSpankywillbeokayouthere?”
“KingSpankyisacat,Mom,”Tillysaid.“Maybeweshouldgetadog,

youknow,tohelpprotectus.”Shecouldtellbylookingathermotherthat
theyweregoingtomove.Shedidn’tknowhowshefeltaboutthis,except
shehadplansfortheyard.Ayardlikethatneededadog.
“Idon’tlikebigdogs,”saidCarleton,sixyearsoldandsmallforhisage.

“Idon’tlikethisstaircase.It’stoobig.”
“Carleton,”Henrysaid.“Comehere.Ineedahug.”
Carleton camedown the stairs.He laydownonhis stomachon the

floorandrolled,noisily,floppily,slowly,overtowhereHenrystoodwith
therealestateagent.HecurledlikeadeadsnakearoundHenry’sankles.“I
don’tlikethosedogsoutside,”hesaid.
“Iknowitlookslikewe’reoutinthemiddleof nothing,butif yougo

down through thebackyard, cut through that standof  trees, there’s this
littlepath.Ittakesyoustraightdowntothetrainstation.Ten-minutebike
ride,”theagentsaid.Nobodyeverrememberedhername,whichwaswhy
shehadtoweartoo-tightskirts.Shewas,asithappened,writingaromance
novel, and she spent a lot of  timemaking up pseudonyms, just in case
sheeverfinished it.OpheliaPink.MatildeHightower.LaLaTreeble.Or
maybeshe’dwritegothics.Ghoststories.Butnotaboutpeoplelikethese.
“Anothertenminutesonthatpathandyou’reintown.”
“Whatdogs,Carleton?”Henrysaid.
“Ithinkthey’relions,Carleton,”saidCatherine. “Youmeanthestone

onesbesidethedoor?Justlikethelionsatthelibrary.Youlovethoselions,
Carleton.PatienceandFortitude?”
“I’vealwaysthoughttheywererabbits,”therealestateagentsaid.“You

know,becauseof theears.Theyhavebigears.”Shefloppedherhandsand
thentuggedatherskirt,whichwouldnotstaydown.“Ithinkthey’repretty
valuable.TheguywhobuiltthehousehadagalleryinNewYork.Heknew
alotof sculptors.”
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Henrywasstruckbythat.Hedidn’tthinkheknewasinglesculptor.
“Idon’tliketherabbits,”Carletonsaid.“Idon’tlikethestaircase.Idon’t

likethisroom.It’stoobig.Idon’tlikeher.”
“Carleton,”Henrysaid.Hesmiledattherealestateagent.
“Idon’t like thehouse,”Carleton said, clinging toHenry’s ankles. “I

don’tlikehouses.Idon’twanttoliveinahouse.”
“Thenwe’ll build you a teepee out on the lawn,”Catherine said. She

satonthestairsbesideTilly,whoshiftedherweight,almostimperceptibly,
towardsCatherine.Catherinesatasstillaspossible.Tillywasinfourthgrade
anddifficultinawaythatgirlsweren’tsupposedtobe.Mostlysherefused
tobecuddledorbabied.Butshesatthere,leaningonCatherine’sarm,ema-
natingsaintlyfragrances:peacefulness,placidness,goodness.Iwantthishouse,
Catherinesaid,movingherlipslikeasilentmovieheroine,toHenry,sothat
neitherCarletonnortheagent,whohadbentovertoinspectapieceof dust
onthefloor,couldsee.“Youcanliveinyourteepee,andwe’llinviteyouto
comeoverforlunch.Youlikelunch,don’tyou?Peanutbuttersandwiches?”
“Idon’t,”Carletonsaid,andsobbedonce.
Buttheyboughtthehouseanyway.Therealestateagentgothercom-

mission.Tillyrubbedthewaxy,stoneearsof therabbitsonthewayout,
pretendingthattheyalreadybelongedtoher.Theywereastallasshewas,
butthatwouldn’talwaysbetrue.Carletonhadapeanutbuttersandwich.

Therabbitssatoneithersideof thefrontdoor.Twostoneanimalssitting
oncracked,mossyhaunches.Theywereshapeless,lumpish,patientinaway
thatseemednotworndown,butperhapsneverreallyfinishedinthefirst
place.TherewassomethingaboutthemthatremindedHenryof Stonehenge.
Catherinethoughtof topiaryshapes;TheVelveteenRabbit;soldierswhostand
guard infrontof palacesandnevereventwitchtheirnoses.Maybethey
couldbedonated to amuseum.Orbrokenupwith jackhammers.They
didn’tsuitthehouseatall.

“Sowhat’sthehouselike?”saidHenry’sboss.Shewascarefullystretching
rubberbandsaroundherrubberbandball.Bynowtherubberbandball
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was sobig, shehad toget special extra-large rubberbands from the art
department. She claimed it helpedher think.Shehad triedknitting for
awhile,butitturnedoutthatknittingwastooutilitarian,toofeminine.
Makinganenormousballoutof rubberbandsstrucktherightnote.Itwas
somethingamanmightdo.
Ittookuphalf of herdesk.Underthefluorescentofficelightsithada

peeledredliveliness.Youalmostexpectedittoshootforwardandoutthe
door.Thelargeritgot,themoreitlookedlikesomekindof eyeless,hair-
less, leglessanimal.Maybeadog.ACarleton-sizeddog,Henrythought,
althoughnotaCarleton-sizedrubberbandball.
Catherine joked sometimes aboutusing the carleton as ameasureof 

unit.
“Big,”Henrysaid.“Haunted.”
“Really?” his boss said. “So’s this rubber band.” She aimed a rubber

bandatHenryandshothimintheelbow.Thiswasmeanttosuggestthat
sheandHenryweregoodfriends,andjustgoofingaround,thewaygood
friendsdid.Butwhatitreallymeantwasthatshewasangryathim.“Don’t
leaveme,”shesaid.
“I’monlytwohoursaway.”Henryputuphishandtowardoff rubber

bands.“Quitit.Wetalkonthephone,weuseemail.Icomebacktotown
whenyouneedmeintheoffice.”
“You’resurethisisagoodidea?”hisbosssaid.Shefixedherreptilian,

waterygazeonhim.Shehadproblematicaltearducts.Thoughshecould
havehadaminorsurgicalproceduretofixthis,she’dchosennotto.Itwas
atacticaladvantage,thewayitspookedpeople.
Itdidn’treallymatterthatHenryremainedimmunetorubberbandsand

crocodiletears.Shehadbackupstrategies.Shethoughtaboutwhichwould
bemosteffectivewhileHenrypitchedhisstupidideaalloveragain.
Henryhadthemovers’phonenumberinhispocket,likeatalisman.He

wantedtotakeitout,waveitatTheCrocodile,say,Lookatthis!Instead
hesaid,“Fornineyears,we’velivedinanapartmentnextdoortoabuilding
thatsmellslikeurine.Likesomeonebuiltanentirebuildingoutof bricks
madeof compressedredpee.SomeonespitonCatherineinthestreetlast
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week.This oldRussian lady in a fur coat.Akid rang our doorbell the
otherdayandtriedtosellusgasmasks.Door-to-doorgasmasksalesmen.
Catherineboughtone.Whenshetoldmeaboutit,sheburstintotears.She
saidshecouldn’tfigureoutif shewasfeelingguiltybecauseshe’dboughta
gasmask,orif itwasbecauseshehadn’tboughtenoughforeveryone.”
“GoodChinesefood,”hisbosssaid.“Goodmovies.Goodbookstores.

Gooddrycleaners.Goodconversation.”
“Treehouses,”Henrysaid.“IhadatreehousewhenIwasakid.”
“Youwereneverakid,”hisbosssaid.
“Three bathrooms. Crown moldings.We can’t even see our nearest

neighbor’shouse.Igetupinthemorning,havecoffee,putCarletonand
Tillyonthebus,andgotoworkinmypajamas.”
“What aboutCatherine?”TheCrocodile put her head down on her

rubberbandball.Possiblythiswasagestureof defeat.
“Therewas that thing.Catherine’swholedepartment is leaving.Like

ratsdesertingasinkingship.Anyway,Catherineneedsachange.Andsodo
I,”Henrysaid.“We’vegotanotherkidontheway.We’regoingtogarden.
Catherine’llteachESOL,findabookgroup,writeherbook.Teachthekids
howtoplaybridge.You’vegottostartthemearly.”
Hepickedarubberbandoff thefloorandofferedittohisboss.“You

shouldcomeoutandvisitsomeweekend.”
“I never go upstate,”TheCrocodile said. She held on to her rubber

bandball.“Toomanyghosts.”

“Areyougoingtomissthis?Livinghere?”Catherinesaid.Shecouldn’tstand
thewayherstomachpokedout.Shecouldn’tseepastit.Sheheldupherleft
foottomakesureitwasstillthere,andpulledthesheetoff Henry.
“Ilovethehouse,”Henrysaid.
“Metoo,”Catherinesaid.Shewasbitingherfingernails.Henrycould

hearher teethgoing click, click.Nowshehadboth feetup in theair.She
wiggledthemaround.Hello,feet.
“Whatareyoudoing?”
Sheputthemdownagain.Onthestreetoutside,carscameandwent,
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pushingsmearsof lightalongtheceiling,slowandfastatthesametime.
Thebabywaswrigglingaroundinsideher,kickingoutwithbothfeetlike
itwasswimmingacross theEnglishChannel, thePacific.Kickingall the
waytoChina. “Didyoubuythatstoryabouttheformerownersmoving
toFrance?”
“Idon’tbelieveinFrance,”Henrysaid.“JenecroispasenFrance.”
“NeitherdoI,”Catherinesaid.“Henry?”
“What?”
“Doyoulovethehouse?”
“Ilovethehouse.”
“Iloveitmorethanyoudo,”Catherinesaid,althoughHenryhatedit

whenshesaidthingslikethat.“Whatdoyoulovebest?”
“Thatroominthefront,”Henrysaid. “Withthewindows.Ourbed-

room.Thoseweirdrabbitstatues.”
“Metoo,”Catherinesaid,althoughshedidn’t.“Ilovethoserabbits.”
Thenshesaid,“DoyoueverworryaboutCarletonandTilly?”
“Whatdoyoumean?”Henrysaid.Helookedatthealarmclock:itwas

..“Whyareweawakerightnow?”
“SometimesIworrythatIloveoneof thembetter,”Catherinesaid.“Like

Imight loveTillybetter.Because sheused towet thebed.Because she’s
alwayssoangry.OrCarleton,becausehewassosickwhenhewaslittle.”
“Ilovethemboththesame,”Henrysaid.
Hedidn’tevenknowhewaslying.Catherineknew,though.Sheknew

hewaslying,andsheknewhedidn’tevenknowit.Mostof thetimeshe
thoughtthat itwasokay.Aslongashethoughthelovedthemboththe
same,andactedasif hedid,thatwasgoodenough.
“Well,doyoueverworrythatyoulovethemmorethanme?”shesaid.

“OrthatIlovethemmorethanIloveyou?”
“Doyou?”Henrysaid.
“Ofcourse,”Catherinesaid.“Ihaveto.It’smyjob.”

Shefoundthegasmaskinaboxof wineglasses,andalsosixrecentissues
of TheNewYorker,whichshestillmightgetachancetoreadsomeday.She
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putthegasmaskunderthesinkandTheNewYorkersinthesink.Whynot?
Itwashersink.Shecouldputanythingshewantedintoit.Shetookthe
magazinesoutagainandputthemintotherefrigerator,justforfun.
Henrycameintothekitchen,holdingsilvercandlesticksandastuffed

armadillo,whichsomeonehadmadeintoapurse.Ithadashoulderstrap
madeoutof itsownskin.Youopeneditsmouthandputthingsinsideit,
lipstickandsubwaytokens.Ithadpinkgimleteyesandsmelledstrongly
of vinegar.ItbelongedtoTilly,althoughhowithadcomeintoherposses-
sionwasunclear.Tillyclaimedshe’dwonitatschoolinacontestinvolv-
ingdonuts.CatherinethoughtitmorelikelyTillyhadeitherstolenitor
(slightlypreferable)founditinsomeone’strash.NowTillykepthermost
valuablebelongingsinsidethepurse,tokeepthemsafefromCarleton,who
wascovetousof thepreciousthings—becausetheyweresmall,andbecause
theybelongedtoTilly—butafraidof thearmadillo.
“I’vealreadytoldhershecan’ttakeittoschoolforatleastthefirsttwo

weeks.Thenwe’llsee.”ShetookthepursefromHenryandputitwiththe
gasmaskunderthesink.
“What are theydoing?”Henry said. Framed in the kitchenwindow,

CarletonandTillyhunchedoverthelawn.Theyhadapairof scissorsand
anotebookandastapler.
“They’recollectinggrass,”Catherinetookdishesoutof abox,putthe

BubbleWrapasideforTillytostomp,andstowedthedishesinacabinet.
ThebabykickedlikeitknewallaboutBubbleWrap. “Woah,Fireplace,”
shesaid.“Wedon’thaveadancinglicenseinthere.”
Henryputouthishand, rappedonCatherine’s stomach.Knock, knock.

ItwasTilly’s joke.Catherinewouldsay, “Who’s there?”andTillywould
say,Candlestick’shere.FatMan’shere.Box.Hammer.Milkshake.Clarinet.
Mousetrap.Fiddlestick.Tillyhadawholelistof namesforthebaby.The
realestateagentwouldhaveapproved.
“Where’sKingSpanky?”Henrysaid.
“Underourbed,”Catherinesaid.“He’supintheboxframe.”
“Haveweunpackedthealarmclock?”Henrysaid.
“PoorKingSpanky,”Catherinesaid.“Nobodytoloveexceptanalarm
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clock.Comeupstairsandlet’sseeif wecanshakehimoutof thebed.I’ve
gotapresentforyou.”
ThepresentwasinaU-Haulboxexactlylikealltheotherboxesinthe

bedroom,exceptthatCatherinehadwritten’onitinstead
of .InsidetheboxwereStyrofoampeanutsandthen
asmallerboxfromTakashimaya.TheTakashimayaboxwasfastenedwith
asilverribbon.Thetissuepaperinsidewasdullgold,andinsidethetissue
paperwas a green silk robewith orange sleeves andheraldic animals in
orangeandgoldthread.“Lions,”Henrysaid.
“Rabbits,”Catherinesaid.
“Ididn’tgetyouanything,”Henrysaid.
Catherine smiled nobly. She liked giving presents better than getting

presents. She’d never toldHenry, because it seemed to her that itmust
be selfish insomewayshe’dneverbothered tofigureout.Catherinewas
gratefultobemarriedtoHenry,whoacceptedallpresentsashisdue;who
lookedgoodintheclothesthatsheboughthim;whowasvain,inaneasy-
goingway,abouthisgoodlooks.BuyingclothesforHenrywasespecially
satisfyingnow,whileshewaspregnantandcouldn’tbuythemforherself.
Shesaid, “If youdon’t like it, thenI’llkeep it.Lookatyou, lookat

thosesleeves.Youlookliketheemperorof Japan.”
Theyhadalreadycolonizedthebedroom,makingitfullof thingsthat

belonged to them.There was Catherine’s mirror on the wall, and their
mahoganywardrobe, theirfirst realpieceof  furniture, aweddingpresent
fromCatherine’sgreat-aunt.Therewastheirserviceable,queen-sizedbed
withKingSpankylodgedupinsideit,andtherewasHenry,spinninghis
arms in the wide orange sleeves, like an embroidered windmill. Henry
couldseeallof thesethingsinthemirror,andbehindhim,theirlawnand
TillyandCarleton,staplinggrassintotheirnotebook.Hesawallof these
thingsandhefoundthemgood.Buthecouldn’tseeCatherine.Whenhe
turnedaround, she stood in thedoorway, frowningathim.Shehad the
alarmclockinherhand.
“Lookatyou,”shesaidagain.Itworriedher,thewaysomething,some-

one,Henry,couldsuddenlylooklikeaplaceshe’dneverbeenbefore.The
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alarmbegantoringandKingSpankycameoutfromunderthebed,trot-
ting over toCatherine. She bent over, awkwardly—ungraceful, ungainly,
soclumsy,sofuckingawkward,beingpregnantwaslikewearingafucking
suitcasestrappedacrossyourmiddle—putthealarmclockdownonthe
ground,andKingSpankyhunkereddowninfrontof it,hisnoseagainst
theringingglassface.
And that made her laugh again. Henry loved Catherine’s laugh.

Downstairs,theirchildrenslammedadooropen,ranthroughthehouse,car-
ryingscissors,bothCatherineandHenryknew,andslammedanotherdoor
openandwereoutsideagain,leavingbehindthesmellof grass.Therewasa
storeinNewYorkwhereyoucouldbuyaperfumethatsmelledlikethat.

CatherineandCarletonandTillycamebackfromthegrocerystorewitha
tire,aropetohangitfrom,andaboxof pancakemixfordinner.Henry
wasonline,lookingatajpegof arubberbandball.Therewasamessage
too.TheCrocodileneededhimtocomeintotheoffice.Itwouldbejust
afewdays.Someonewassettingfiresandtherewasnoonesmartenough
toseehowtoputthemoutexceptforhim.Theywerehisaccounts.He
hadtocomeinandsavethem.SheknewCatherineandHenry’sapartment
hadn’tsold;she’dcheckedwiththeirlistingagent.Sosurelyitwouldn’tbe
impossible,notimpossible,onlyinconvenient.
HewentdownstairstotellCatherine. “Thatwitch,”shesaid,andthen

bitherlip. “Shecalledthelistingagent?I’msorry.Wetalkedaboutthis.
Nevermind.Justgivemeamoment.”
Catherine inhaled.Exhaled. Inhaled. If  shewereCarleton, shewould

holdherbreathuntilherfaceturnedredandHenryagreedtostayhome,
butthenagain,itneverworkedforCarleton.“Weranintoournewneigh-
borsinthegrocerystore.She’saboutthesameageasme.LizandMarcus.
Onekid,older,agirl,um,IthinkhernamewasAlison,maybefromafirst
marriage—potentialbabysitter,whichisreallygoodnews.Lizisalawyer.
Gorgeous.ReadsOprahbooks.Helikestocook.”
“SodoI,”Henrysaid.
“You’re better looking,”Catherine said. “Sodo youhave to goback
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tonight,orcanyoutakethetraininthemorning?”
“Themorningisfine,”Henrysaid,wantingtoseemagreeable.
Carletonappearedinthekitchen,hisarmspinnedaroundKingSpanky’s

middle.Thecat’sfrontlegsstuckstraightout,asif Carletonweredowsing.
KingSpanky’seyeswereclosed.HiswhiskerstwitchedMorsecode.“What
areyouwearing?”Carletonsaid.
“Mynewuniform,”Henrysaid.“Iwearittowork.”
“Wheredoyouwork?”Carletonsaid,testing.
“Iworkathome,”Henrysaid.Catherinesnorted.
“Helookslikethekingof rabbits,doesn’the?Theplenipotentiaryof 

Rabbitaly,”shesaid,nolongersoundingparticularlypleasedaboutthis.
“Helookslikeaprincess,”Carletonsaid,nowpointingKingSpankyat

Henrylikeagun.
“Where’syourgrasscollection?”Henrysaid.“CanIseeit?”
“No,”Carleton said.He putKing Spanky on the floor, and the cat

slunkoutof thekitchen,headingforthestaircase,thebedroom,thesafety
of thebedsprings,thebelovedalarmclock,thebeloved.Thebelovedmay
betreacherous,greasy-headedandgiventoevilhabits,orelseitcanbea
maninhislatefortieswhoworkstoomuch,oritcanbeanalarmclock.
“Afterdinner,”Henrysaid,tryingagain, “wecouldgooutandfinda

treeforyourtireswing.”
“No,”Carletonsaid,regretfully.Helingeredinthekitchen,hopingto

beaskedaquestiontowhichhecouldsayyes.
“Where’syoursister?”Henrysaid.
“Watchingtelevision,”Carletonsaid.“Idon’tlikethetelevisionhere.”
“It’stoobig,”Henrysaid,butCatherinedidn’tlaugh.

Henrydreamsheisthekingof therealestateagents.Henryloveshisjob.
Hetriestosellahousetoayoungcouplewithtwitchynosesandbigdark
eyes.Whydoeshealwaysdreamthathe’stryingtosellthings?
The couple stare at himnervously.He leans towards themas if  he’s

goingtowhispersomethingintheirsilly,expectantears.It’sasecrethe’s
never toldanyonebefore. It’sa secrethedidn’tevenknowthatheknew.
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“Let’sstopfooling,”hesays.“Youcan’taffordtobuythishouse.Youdon’t
haveanymoney.You’rerabbits.”

“Wheredoyouwork?”Carletonsaid,inthemorning,whenHenrycalled
fromGrandCentral.
“Iworkathome,”Henrysaid. “Homewherewelivenow,whereyou

are.Eventually.Justnottoday.Areyougettingreadyforschool?”
Carletonputthephonedown.Henrycouldhearhimsayingsomething

toCatherine. “Hesayshe’snotnervousaboutschool,”shesaid. “He’sa
bravekid.”
“I kissed you this morning,”Henry said, “but you didn’t wake up.

Therewerealltheserabbitsonthelawn.Theywerehuge.KingSpanky–
sized.Theywere just sitting there like theywerewaiting for the sun to
comeup.Itwasfunny,likesomekindof artinstallation.Butitwaskind
of creepytoo.Thinkthey’dbeenthereallnight?”
“Rabbits?Cantheyhaverabies?IsawthemthismorningwhenIgot

up,”Catherinesaid.“Carletondidn’twanttobrushhisteeththismorning.
Hesayssomething’swrongwithhistoothbrush.”
“Maybehedroppeditinthetoilet,andhedoesn’twanttotellyou,”

Henrysaid.
“Maybeyoucouldbuyanewtoothbrushandbringithome,”Catherine

said.“Hedoesn’twantonefromthedrugstorehere.Hewantsonefrom
NewYork.”
“Where’sTilly?”Henrysaid.
“She says she’s trying to figure out what’s wrong with Carleton’s

toothbrush.She’sstillinthebathroom.”Catherinesaid.
“CanItalktoherforasecond?”Henrysaid.
“TellhersheneedstogetdressedandeatherCheerios,”Catherinesaid.

“AfterIdrivethemtoschool,Liziscomingoverforcoffee.Thenwe’re
goingtogooutforlunch.I’mnotunpackinganotherboxuntilyouget
home.Here’sTilly.”
“Hi,”Tillysaid.Shesoundedasif shewereaskingaquestion.
Tilly never liked talking to people on the telephone.Howwere you
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supposedtoknowif theywerereallywhotheysaidtheywere?Andeven
if theywerewhotheyclaimedtobe,theydidn’tknowwhetheryouwere
whoyousaidyouwere.Youcouldbesomeoneelse.Theymightgiveaway
informationaboutyou, andnot evenknow it.Therewerenoprotocols.
Noprecautions.
Shesaid,“Didyoubrushyourteeththismorning?”
“Good morning,Tilly,” her father (if  it was her father) said. “My

toothbrushwasfine.Perfectlynormal.”
“That’sgood,”Tillysaid.“IletCarletonusemine.”
“Thatwasverygenerous,”Henrysaid.
“Noproblem,”Tillysaid.SharingthingswithCarletonwasn’tlikehav-

ingtosharethingswithotherpeople.Itwasn’treallylikesharingthingsat
all.Carletonbelongedtoher,likethetoothbrush. “Momsaysthatwhen
wegethometoday,wecandrawonthewallsinourroomsif wewantto,
whilewedecidewhatcolorwewanttopaintthem.”
“Soundslikefun,”Henrysaid.“CanIdrawonthemtoo?”
“Maybe,”Tillysaid.Shehadalreadysaidtoomuch.“Gottago.Gotta

eatbreakfast.”
“Don’tbeworriedaboutschool,”Henrysaid.
“I’mnotworriedaboutschool,”Tillysaid.
“Iloveyou,”Henrysaid.
“I’mrealconcernedaboutthistoothbrush,”Tillysaid.

Heclosedhiseyesonlyforaminute.Justforaminute.Whenhewoke
up,itwasdarkandhedidn’tknowwherehewas.Hestoodupandwent
overtothedoor,almosttrippingoversomething.Itsailedawayfromhim
inanexuberant,rollickingsweep.Accordingtotheclockonhisdesk,it
was..Whywasitalways..?Therewerefourmessagesonhiscell
phone,allfromCatherine.
He checked train schedules online.Then he sent Catherine a fast

email.

Fellasleep@midnight?Mssedtrains.Awakenow,goingto
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keeponworking.Pttngoutfires.Takethetrainhomeearly
afternoon?Stilllvme?

Beforehewentbacktowork,hekickedtherubberbandballbackdown
thehalltowardsTheCrocodile’sdoor.

Catherinecalledhimat:.
“I’msorry,”Henrysaid.
“Ibetyouare,”Catherinesaid.
“Ican’tfindmyrazor.IthinkTheCrocodilehadsomekindof tantrum

andtossedmystuff.”
“Carletonwill love that,”Catherine said. “Maybeyou should sneak

inthehouseandshavebeforedinner.Hehadaharddayatschoolyes-
terday.”
“Maybe I should grow a beard,”Henry said. “He can’t be afraid of 

everything,allthetime.Tellmeaboutthefirstdayof school.”
“We’lltalkaboutitlater,”Catherinesaid.“Lizjustdroveup.I’mgoing

tobeherguestatthegym.Justmakeithomefordinner.”

At..HenryemailedCatherineagain. “Srry.Accidentallystartdava-
lanchewhileputtngoutfires.Waitupforme?Howwsnddayof school?”
Shedidn’twritehimback.Hecalledandnoonepickedupthephone.She
didn’tcall.
Hetookthelasttrainhome.Bythetimeitreachedthestation,hewas

theonlyoneleftinhiscar.Heunchainedhisbicycleandrodeithomein
thedark.Rabbitspeltedacross the footpath in frontof hisbike.There
wererabbitsforagingonhislawn.Theyfrozeashedismountedandpushed
thebicycleacrossthegrass.Thelawnwasrumpled;thebikewentupand
downoverinvisibledepressionsthathesupposedwererabbitholes.There
were twoshort fatmenstanding in thedarkoneither sideof  the front
door,waitingforhim,butwhenhecamecloser,herememberedthatthey
werestonerabbits.“Knock,knock,”hesaid.
Therealrabbitsonthelawntippedtheirearsathim.Thestonerabbits
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waitedforthepunchline,buttheywerejuststonerabbits.Theyhadnothing
bettertodo.
The front door wasn’t locked. He walked through the downstairs

rooms, putting his hands on the backs and tops of  furniture. In the
kitchen, cut-downboxes leaned in stacks against thewall,waiting to be
recycledorremadeintocardboardhousesandspaceshipsandtunnelsfor
CarletonandTilly.
Catherine had unpacked Carleton’s room. Night-lights in the shape

of  bears and geese and catswere plugged into every floor outlet.There
werelittlelow-watttablelampsaswell—hippo,robot,gorilla,pirateship.
Everythingwas soaked ina tender,peaceable light, translatingCarleton’s
roomintosomethingmorethanabedroom:somethingluminous,numi-
nous,Carleton’scartoonyMidnightChurchof Sleep.
Tillywassleepingintheotherbed.
Tillywouldnever admit that she sleepwalked, the sameway that she

wouldneveradmit thatshesometimesstillwet thebed.Butsherefused
tomake friends.Making friends would havemeant spending the night
in strange houses. Tomorrow morning she would insist that Henry
or Catherine must have carried her from her room, put her to bed in
Carleton’sroomforreasonsof theirown.
Henrykneltdownbetween the twobedsandkissedCarletonon the

forehead.HekissedTilly,smoothedherhair.HowcouldhenotloveTilly
better?He’dknownherlonger.Shewassobrave,soangry.
On the walls of  Carleton’s bedroom,Henry’s children had drawn a

house.A catnearly asbig as thehouse.Therewas a crownon the cat’s
head.Treesorflowerswithpairsof  leaves thatpointed straightup, still
bigger,andastickfigureonastickbicycle,ridingpastthetrees.Whenhe
lookedcloser,hethoughtthatmaybethetreeswereactuallyrabbits.The
wallsmelledlikeFruitLoops.SomeonehadwrittenHenryIsARatFink!Ha
Ha!Herecognizedhiswife’shandwriting.
“Scentedmarkers,”Catherine said. She stood in the door, holding a

pillowagainsther stomach. “Iwas sleepingdownstairson the sofa.You
walkedrightpastanddidn’tseeme.”

04-mfb-stone 7/25/05, 11:39 AM80



KELLYLINK

 

StoneAnimals

“Thefrontdoorwasunlocked,”Henrysaid.
“Lizsaysnobodyeverlockstheirdoorsouthere,”Catherinesaid.“Are

youcomingtobed,orwereyoujuststoppingbytoseehowwewere?”
“Ihavetogobackintomorrow.”Henrysaid.Hepulledatoothbrush

outof hispocketandshowedittoher. “There’saboxof KrispyKreme
donutsonthekitchencounter.”
“Delete the donuts,”Catherine said. “I’mnot that easy.” She took a

step towardshim and accidentally kickedKingSpanky.The cat yowled.
Carletonwokeup.Hesaid,“Who’sthere?Who’sthere?”
“It’sme,”Henrysaid.HekneltbesideCarleton’sbedinthelightof the

WinniethePoohlamp.“Ibroughtyouanewtoothbrush.”
Carletonwhimpered.
“What’swrong, spaceman?”Henry said. “It’s just a toothbrush.”He

leanedtowardsCarletonandCarletonscootedback.Hebegantoscream.
In theotherbed,Tillywasdreamingabout rabbits.Whenshe’dcome

homefromschool,sheandCarletonhadseenrabbits,sittingonthelawn
as if theyhadkeptwatchoverthehouseall thetimethatTillyhadbeen
gone.Inherdreamtheywerestillthere.Shedreamedshewascreepingupon
them.Theyopenedtheirmouths,wideenoughtoreachinsidelikeshewas
somekindof rabbitdentist,andsoshedid.Sheputherhandaroundsome-
thingsmallandcoldandhard.Maybeitwasaring,adiamondring.Ora.
Or.Itwasa.Shecouldn’twaittoshowCarleton.Herarmwasinsidethe
rabbitallthewaytohershoulder.Someoneputtheirlittlecoldhandaround
herwristandyanked.Somewherehermotherwastalking.Shesaid—
“It’sthebeard.”
Catherine couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry or scream like

Carleton.That would surprise Carleton, if  she started screaming too.
“Shoo!Shoo,Henry—goshaveandcomebackasquickasyoucan,orelse
he’llnevergobacktosleep.”
“Carleton, honey,” shewas saying asHenry left the room. “It’s your

dad.It’snotSantaClaus.It’snotthebigbadwolf.It’syourdad.Yourdad
justforgot.Whydon’tyoutellmeastory?Ordoyouwanttogowatch
yourdaddyshave?”
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Catherine’s hot water bottle was draped over the tub.Towels were
heapedonthefloor.Henry’sthingshadbeenputawaybehindthemirror.
Itmadehimfeeltired,thinkingof alltheotherthingsthatstillhadtobe
putaway.Hewashedhishands,thenlookedatthebarof soap.Itdidn’t
feelright.Heputitbackonthesink,bentoverandsniffeditandthentore
off apieceof toiletpaper,usedthetoiletpapertopickupthesoap.He
threwitinthetrashandunwrappedanewbarof soap.Therewasnoth-
ingwrongwiththenewsoap.Therewasnothingwrongwiththeoldsoap
either.Hewas just tired.Hewashedhishandsand lathereduphis face,
shavedoff hisbeardandwatchedthelittlebristlesof hairwashdownthe
sink.WhenhewenttoshowCarletonhisbrand-newface,Catherinewas
curledupinbedbesideCarleton.Theywerebothasleep.Theywerestill
asleepwhenheleftthehouseatfivethirtythenextmorning.

“Whereareyou?”Catherinesaid.
“I’monmywayhome.I’monthetrain.”Thetrainwasstillinthestation.

Theywouldbeleavinganyminute.Theyhadbeenleavinganyminutefor
thelasthourorso,andbeforethat,theyhadhadtogetoff thetraintwice,
andthenbackonagain.Theyhadbeenassuredtherewasnothingtoworry
about.Therewasnobombthreat.Therewasnobomb.Thedelaywasonly
temporary.Thepeopleonthetrainlookedateachother,tryingtoseemas
if theywerenotlooking.Everyonehadtheircellphonesout.
“Therabbitsareoutonthelawnagain,”Catherinesaid. “Theremust

beatleastfiftyorsixty.I’venevercountedrabbitsbefore.Tillykeepstrying
togooutsidetomakefriendswiththem,butassoonasshe’soutside,they
allgobouncingawaylikebeachballs.Italkedtoalawnspecialisttoday.
Hesaysweneedtodosomethingaboutit,whichiswhatLizwassaying.
Rabbitscanbeabigproblemouthere.They’veprobablygottunnelsand
warrensallthroughtheyard.Itcouldbeaproblem.Likelivingontopof 
asinkhole.ButTillyisnevergoingtoforgiveus.Sheknowssomething’sup.
Shesaysshedoesn’twantadoganymore.Itwouldscareawaytherabbits.
Doyouthinkweshouldgetadog?”
“Sowhatdotheydo?Putoutpoison?Diguptheyard?”Henrysaid.
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Themanintheseatinfrontof himgotup.Hetookhisbagsoutof the
luggagerackandleftthetrain.Everyonewatchedhimgo,pretendingthey
werenot.
“Hewas tellingme they have these devices, kind of  like ultrasound

equipment.Theyplotoutthetunnels,closethemup,andthengastherab-
bits.Itsoundsgruesome,”Catherinesaid.“Andthiskid,thisbabyhasbeen
kickingthedaylightsoutof me.Alldaylongit’skick,kick,jump,kick,like
somekindof martialartist.He’sgoingtobeanangrykid,Henry.Justlike
hissister.Hersister.OrmaybeI’mgoingtogivebirthtorabbits.”
“Aslongastheyhaveyoureyesandmychin,”Henrysaid.
“I’vegottago,”Catherinesaid.“Ihavetopeeagain.Alldaylongit’sthe

kid jumping,mepeeing,Tillygettingherheartbrokenbecauseshecan’t
makefriendswiththerabbits,meworryingbecauseshedoesn’twanttomake
friendswithotherkids,justwithrabbits,Carletonaskingif todayhehasto
gotoschool,doeshehavetogotoschooltomorrow,whyamImakinghim
gotoschoolwheneverybodythereisbiggerthanhim,whyismystomach
sobigandfat,whydoeshisteachertellhimtoactlikeabigboy?Henry,
whyarewedoingthisagain?WhyamIpregnant?Andwhereareyou?Why
aren’tyouhere?Whataboutourdeal?Don’tyouwanttobehere?”
“I’msorry,”Henrysaid.“I’lltalktoTheCrocodile.We’llworksome-

thingout.”
“Ithoughtyouwantedthistoo,Henry.Don’tyou?”
“Ofcourse,”Henrysaid.“OfcourseIwantthis.”
“I’vegottago,”Catherinesaidagain.“Lizisbringingsomewomenover.

We’refinallystartingthatbookclub.We’regoingtoreadFightClub.Her
stepdaughterAlison is going to lookafterTilly andCarleton forme. I’ve
already talked toTilly.Shepromises shewon’tbiteorhitormakeAlison
cry.”
“What’sthetrade?Afewhoursof bonusTV?”
“No,”Catherinesaid.“Something’supwiththeTV.”
“What’swrongwiththeTV?”
“Idon’tknow,”Catherine said. “It’sworkingfine.But thekidswon’t

gonearit.Isn’tthatgreat?It’sthesamethingasthetoothbrush.You’llsee
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whenyougethome.Imean,it’snotjustthekids.Iwaswatchingthenews
earlier,andthenIhadtoturnitoff.Itwasn’tthenews.ItwastheTV.”
“So it’s thedownstairsbathroomand thecoffeemaker andCarleton’s

toothbrushandnowtheTV?”
“There’s some other stuff  as well, since this morning.Your office,

apparently. Everything in it—your desk, your bookshelves, your chair,
eventhepaperclips.”
“That’sprobablyagoodthing,right?Imean,thatwaythey’llstayout

of there.”
“Iguess,”Catherinesaid.“Thethingis,Iwentandstoodintherefor

awhileanditgavemethecreepstoo.SonowIcan’tpickupemail.AndI
hadtothrowoutmoresoap.AndKingSpankydoesn’tlovethealarmclock
anymore.Hewon’tcomeoutfromunderthebedwhenIsetitoff.”
“Thealarmclocktoo?”
“Itdoessounddifferent,”Catherinesaid.“Justalittlebitdifferent.Or

maybeI’minsane.Thismorning,Carletontoldmethatheknewwhereour
housewas.Hesaidwewerelivinginasecretpartof CentralPark.Hesaid
herecognizesthetrees.Hethinksthatif hewalksdownthatlittlepath,
he’llgetmugged.I’vereallygottogo,Henry,orI’mgoingtowetmypants,
andIdon’thavetimetochangeagainbeforeeveryonegetshere.”
“Iloveyou,”Henrysaid.
“Thenwhyaren’tyouhere?”Catherinesaidvictoriously.Shehungup

andrandownthehallwaytowardsthedownstairsbathroom.Butwhenshe
gotthere,sheturnedaround.Shewentracingupthestairs,pullingdown
herpantsasshewent,andbarelygottothemasterbedroombathroomin
time.Alldaylongshe’dgoneupanddownthestairs,feelingextremelysilly.
Therewasnothingwrongwiththedownstairsbathroom.It’sjustthefixtures.
Whenyouflush the toiletor runwater in the sink.Shedoesn’t like the
soundthewatermakes.

Severaltimesnow,HenryhadcomehomeandfoundCatherinepainting
rooms, which was a problem.The problemwas thatHenry kept going
away.If hedidn’tkeepgoingaway,hewouldn’thavetokeepcominghome.
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ThatwasCatherine’spoint.Henry’spointwasthatCatherinewasn’tsup-
posed to be painting rooms while she was pregnant. Pregnant women
weren’tsupposedtobreathearoundpaintfumes.
Catherine solved this problem by wearing the gas mask while she

painted. She had known the gas mask would come in handy. She told
Henry she promised to stop painting as soon as he startedworking at
home,whichwastheplan.Meanwhile,shecouldn’tdecideoncolors.She
andCarletonandTillyspenthourslookingatpaintstripswithcolorsthat
hadnameslikeSangria,PeatBog,Tulip,Tantrum,Planetarium,Galactica,
TeaLeaf,EggYolk,TinkerToy,Gauguin, Susan,Envy,Aztec,Utopia,
WaxApple,RiceBowl,CryBaby,FatLip,GreenBanana,Trampoline,
FingerNail. It was a wonderful way to spend time.They went off  to
school, andwhen they got home, the living roomwould beHarp Seal
insteadof FullMoon.They’dspendsometimewiththatcolor,getting
toknowit,ignoringthetelevision,whichwashaunted(hauntedwasn’tthe
rightword,of course,butCatherinecouldn’t thinkwhat the rightword
was)andthenacoupleof dayslater,Catherinewouldgobuysomemore
primerandstartagain.CarletonandTillylovedthis.Theybeggedherto
repainttheirbedrooms.Shedid.
Shewishedshecouldeatpaint.Wheneversheopenedacanof paint,

hermouthwatered.Whenshe’dbeenpregnantwithCarleton,shehadn’t
been able to eat anything except for olives and hearts of  palm and dry
toast.When she’d been pregnant withTilly, she’d eaten dirt, once, in
CentralPark.Tillythoughttheyshouldnamethebabyafterapaintcolor,
Chalk,orDillyDilly,orKeelhauled.LapisLazulily.Knock,knock.
CatherinekeptmeaningtoaskHenrytotakethetelevisionandputit

inthegarage.Nobodyeverwatcheditnow.They’dhadtostopusingthe
microwaveaswell,andacolander,someoftheflatware,andshewaskeeping
aneyeonthetoaster.Shehadapremonition,oranintuition.Itdidn’tfeel
wrong,notyet,butshehadafeelingaboutit.Therewasagorgeouspair
of earringsthatHenryhadgivenher—howwasitpossibletobespooked
byapairof diamondearrings?—andyet.Carletonwouldn’tplaywithhis
LincolnLogs,andsotheyweregoingtotheSalvationArmy,andTilly’s

04-mfb-stone 7/25/05, 11:39 AM85



KELLYLINK

 

StoneAnimals

armadillopursehaddisappeared.Tillyhadn’tsaidanythingaboutit,and
Catherinehadn’twantedtoask.
Sometimes, if  Henry wasn’t coming home, Catherine painted after

CarletonandTillywenttobed.SometimesTillywouldwalkintotheroom
whereCatherinewasworking,Tilly’seyesclosed,hermouthopen,atourist-
somnambulist.She’dstandthere,withherheadcockedtowardsCatherine.
If Catherinespoketoher,sheneveranswered,andif Catherinetookher
hand,shewouldfollowCatherinebacktoherownbedandliedownagain.
ButsometimesCatherineletTillystandthereandkeephercompany.Tilly
wasneversoattentive,sopresent,whenshewasawake.Eventuallyshewould
turnandleavetheroomandCatherinewouldlistentoherclimbbackup
thestairs.Thenshewouldbealoneagain.

Catherine dreams about colors. It turns out hermarriagewas the same
colorshehadjustpaintedthefoyer.VelveteenFade.LeonardFelter,who
had had an ongoing affair with two of  his graduate students, several
adjuncts, two tenured facultymembers,broughtdownCatherine’s entire
department,andsavedCatherine’smarriage,wouldmakeagood lipstick
ornailpolish.PeachNooky.There’sTheCrocodile,aparticularlybilious
EauDeVil,acolorthattastesbadwhenyousayit.Hermother,whohad
alwaysbeendisappointedbyCatherine’schoices,turnedouttohavebeena
beautiful,rich,deepchocolate.Whyhadn’tCatherineeverseenthatbefore?
Toolate,toolate.Itmadeherwanttocry.
Lizandshearedrinkingpaint, thickandpaleascream. “Havesome

morepaint,”Catherinesays.“Doyouwantsugar?”
“Yes,lots,”Lizsays.“Whatcolorareyougoingtopainttherabbits?”
Catherinepassesherthesugar.Shehasn’teventhoughtabouttherabbits,

exceptwhichrabbitsdoesLizmean,thestonerabbitsortherealrabbits?
Howdoyoumakethemholdstill?
“Igotsomethingforyou,”Lizsays.She’sgotTilly’sarmadillopurse.It’s

fullof paintstrips.Catherine’smouthfillswithsaliva.

Henrydreamshehasanappointmentwiththeexterminator.“You’vegot
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totakecareof this,”hesays. “Wehavetwosmallchildren.Thesethings
couldberabid.Theymightcarryplague.”
“SeewhatIcando,”theexterminatorsays,soundingglum.Hestands

next toHenry.He’sanodd-looking, twitchyguy.Hehasbigears.They
contemplatetheskyscrapersthatpokeoutof thegrasslikeobelisks.The
lawn is teemingwith skyscrapers. “Never seen anything like thisbefore.
Neverwantedtoseeanythinglikethis.Butif youwantmyopinion,it’sthe
housethat’stherealproblem—”
“Nevermind aboutmy wife,”Henry says.He squats down beside a

knee-highart-decoskyscraper,andpeersintoawindow.Alittlemanlooks
backathimandshakeshisfists,screamingsomethingobscene.Henryflicks
afingeratthewindow,almosthardenoughtobreakit.Hefeelshotallover.
He’sneverfeltthisangrybeforeinhislife,notevenwhenCatherinetold
himthatshe’daccidentallysleptwithLeonardFelter.Thelittlebastardis
goingtoregretwhathejustsaid,whateveritwas.Heliftshisfoot.
The exterminator says, “I wouldn’t do that if  I were you.You have

todigthemup,gettheroots.Otherwise,theyjustgrowback.Likeyour
house.Whichisreallyjustthetipof theiceberglettuce,sotospeak.You’ve
probablygotseventy,eightystoriesunderground.Yougonedownonthe
elevatoryet?Talkedtothepeoplelivingdownthere?It’syourhouse,and
you’re just going to let them live there rent-free?Messwith your things
likethat?”
“What?”Henrysays,andthenhehearshelicopters,fighterplanesthesize

of hummingbirds.“Isthisreallynecessary?”hesaystotheexterminator.
Theexterminatornods.“Youhavetocatchthemoff guard.”
“Maybe we’re being hasty,” Henry says. He has to yell to be heard

abovethenoiseof  the tiny, tinny, furiousplanes. “Maybewecansettle
thispeacefully.”
“Hemree,”theinterrogatorsays,shakinghishead. “Youcalledmein,

becauseI’mtheexpert,andyouknewyouneededhelp.”
Henrywants to say “You’re sayingmy namewrong.” But he doesn’t

wanttohurttheundertaker’sfeelings.
The alligator keeps on talking. “Listen up, Hemreeee, and shut up
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aboutnegotiations and such, because if wedon’t take careof  this right
away, itmaybe too late.This isn’t about homeownership, or lawn care,
Hemreeeeee,thisiswar.Thelivesof yourchildrenareatstake.Thehap-
pinessof yourfamily.Bebrave.Bestrong.Justhangontoyourrabbitand
firewhenyouseedelightintheireyes.”

Hewokeup.“Catherine,”hewhispered.“Areyouawake?Iwashavingthis
dream.”
Catherine laughed. “That’s the phone, Liz,” she said. “It’s probably

Henry,sayinghe’llbelate.”
“Catherine,”Henrysaid.“Whoareyoutalkingto?”
“Areyoumadatme,Henry?”Catherinesaid. “Isthatwhyyouwon’t

comehome?”
“I’mrighthere,”Henrysaid.
“You take your rabbits and your crocodiles and get out of  here,”

Catherinesaid.“Andthencomestraighthomeagain.”
Shesatupinbedandpointedherfinger.“Iamsickandtiredof being

spiedonbyrabbits!”
WhenHenry looked, something stood beside the bed, rocking back

andforthonitsheels.Hefumbledforthelight,gotiton,andsawTilly,
hermouthopen,hereyesclosed.Shelookedlargerthansheeverdidwhen
shewasawake.“It’sjustTilly,”hesaidtoCatherine,butCatherinelayback
downagain.Sheputherpillowoverherhead.WhenhepickedTillyup,to
carryherbacktobed,shewaswarmandsweaty,herheartracingasif she
hadbeenrunningthroughalltheroomsof thehouse.
Hewalked through the house.He rapped on walls, testing.He put

his ear against the floor.No elevator.No secret rooms, no hiddenpas-
sageways.

Thereisn’tevenabasement.

Tillyhasdividedtheyardinhalf.Carletonisnotallowedinherhalf,unless
shegivespermission.
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Fromthebottomof herhalf of theyard,wherethetreesrunbeside
thedriveway,Tillycanbarelyseethehouse.She’sdecidedtonametheyard
Matilda’sRabbitKingdom.Tillylovesnamingthings.Whenthenewbaby
isborn,hermotherhaspromisedthatshecanhelppickouttherealnames,
althoughtherewillonlybetworealnames,afirstoneandamiddle.Tilly
doesn’tunderstandwhytherecanonlybetwo.Oishimeans“delicious”in
Japanese.Thatwouldmake agoodname, either for thebabyor for the
yard,becauseof thegrass.Sheknowstheyardisn’tasbigasCentralPark,
butit’sjustasgood,evenif therearen’tanypagodasorcastlesorcarriages
orpeopleonrollerskates.There’splentyof grass.Therearehundredsof 
rabbits.Theyliveinanenormousundergroundcity,maybeacityjustlike
NewYork.MaybeherdadcanstopworkinginNewYork,andcomework
under the lawn instead. She couldhelphim, go toworkwithhim. She
couldbeabiologist,likeJaneGoodall,andgoandliveundergroundwith
therabbits.Lastyearherambitionhadbeentogoandlivesecretlyinthe
MetropolitanMuseumof Art,butsomeonehasalreadydonethat,evenif 
it’sonlyinabook.TillyfeelssorryforCarleton.Everythingheeverdoes,
she’llhavealreadybeenthere.She’llalreadyhavedonethat.

Tillyhasleftherarmadillopursestickingoutof arabbithole.Firstshe
madetheholebigger;thenshepackedthedirtbackinaroundthearmadillo
sothatonlytheshiny,peeledsnoutpokedout.Carletondigsitoutagain
withhisstick.MaybeTillymeanthimtofindit.Maybeitwasapresent
fortherabbits,exceptwhatisitdoinghere,inhishalf of theyard?When
helivedintheapartment,hewasafraidof thearmadillopurse,butthere
arebetterthingstobeafraidof outhere.Butbecareful,Carleton.Might
aswellbecareful.ThearmadillopursesaysDon’ttouchme.Sohedoesn’t.
He uses his stick to pry open the snap-mouth, dumps outTilly’smost
valuablethings,andwithhisstickpushesthemonebyonedownthehole.
Thenheputshiseartotherabbitholesothathecanheartherabbitssay
thankyou.Sayingthankyouispolite.Buttherabbitssaynothing.They’re
holdingtheirbreath,waitingforhimtogoaway.Carletonwaitstoo.Tilly’s
armadillo,emptyandsmellyandhaunted,makeshiseyeswater.
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Someone comesup and standsbehindhim. “Ididn’tdo it,”he says.
“Theyfell.”
Butwhenheturnsaround,it’sthegirlwholivesnextdoor.Alison.The

sunisbehindherandmakeshershine.Hesquints. “Youcancomeover
tomyhouseif youwantto,”shesays.“Yourmomsays.She’sgoingtopay
mefifteenbucksanhour,whichiswaytoomuch.Areyourparentsreally
richorsomething?What’sthat?”
“It’sTilly’s,”hesays.“ButIdon’tthinkshewantsitanymore.”
ShepicksupTilly’sarmadillo.“Prettycool,”shesays.“MaybeI’llkeep

itforher.”
Deepunderground,therabbitsstamptheirfeetinrage.

Catherinelovesthehouse.Sheloveshernewlife.She’sneverunderstood
peoplewhogetstuck,becomeunhappy,can’tchange,can’tadapt.Soshe’s
outof ajob.Sowhat?She’llfindsomethingelsetodo.SoHenrycan’tleave
his jobyet,won’t leavehis jobyet.Sothehouseishaunted.That’sokay.
They’llworkthroughit.Shebuyssomebooksongardening.Sheplantsa
rosebushandaclimbingvineinapot.Tillyhelps.Therabbitseatoff all
theleaves.Theybitethroughthevine.
“Shit,”Catherinesayswhensheseeswhatthey’vedone.Sheshakesher

fistsattherabbitsonthelawn.Therabbitsflicktheirearsather.They’re
laughing,sheknowsit.She’stoobigtochaseafterthem.

“Henry,wakeup.Wakeup.”
“I’mawake,”hesaid,andthenhewas.Catherinewascrying:noisy,wet,

uglysobs.Heputhishandoutandtouchedherface.Hernosewasrun-
ning.
“Stopcrying,”hesaid.“I’mawake.Whyareyoucrying?”
“Becauseyouweren’there,”shesaid.“AndthenIwokeupandyouwere

here,butwhenIwakeuptomorrowmorningyou’llbegoneagain.Imiss
you.Don’tyoumissme?”
“I’msorry,”hesaid.“I’msorryI’mnothere.I’mherenow.Comehere.”
“No,” she said. She stopped crying, but her nose still leaked. “And
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nowthedishwasherishaunted.WehavetogetanewdishwasherbeforeI
havethisbaby.Youcan’thaveababyandnothaveadishwasher.Andyou
havetoliveherewithus.BecauseI’mgoingtoneedsomehelpthistime.
RememberCarleton,howfuckinghardthatwas.”
“He was one cranky baby,” Henry said.When Carleton was three

months old, Henry had realized that they’d misunderstood something.
Babiesweren’tbabies—theywerelandmines;beartraps;waspnests.They
wereanoise,whichwassometimesevennotanoise,butmerelyalistening
foranoise;theywereadamp,chalkysmell;theyweretheheaving,jerky,
sticky manifestation of  not-sleep. OnceHenry had stood and watched
Carletoninhiscrib,sleepingpeacefully.Hehadnotdonewhathewanted
todo.HehadnotbentoverandyelledinCarleton’sear.Henrystillhadn’t
forgivenCarleton,notyet,notentirely,notformakinghimfeelthatway.
“Whydoyouhavetoloveyourjobsomuch?”Catherinesaid.
“Idon’tknow,”Henrysaid.“Idon’tloveit.”
“Don’tlietome,”Catherinesaid.
“Iloveyoubetter,”Henrysaid.Hedoes,hedoes,hedoeslovesCatherine

better.He’salreadymadethatdecision.Butsheisn’tevenlistening.
“Remember when Carleton was little and you would get up in the

morning and go towork and leaveme all alonewith them?”Catherine
pokedhimintheside.“Iusedtohateyou.You’dcomehomewithtakeout,
andI’dforgetIhatedyou,butthenI’drememberagain,andI’dhateyou
evenmorebecauseitwassoeasyforyoutotrickme,tomakethingsokay
again,justbecauseforanhourIcouldsitinthebathtubandeatChinese
foodandwashmyhair.”
“Youusedtocarryanextrashirtwithyou,whenyouwentout,”Henry

said.HeputhishanddowninsideherT-shirt,onherfat,fullbreast.“In
caseyouleaked.”
“Youcan’ttouchthatbreast,”Catherinesaid. “It’shaunted.”Sheblew

hernoseonthesheets.

Catherine’s friendLucy owns an online boutique,NiceClothes for Fat
People.There’s a woman inTarrytown who knits stretchy, sexy Argyle
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sweaters exclusively forNCFP, and Lucy has an appointment with her.
Shewantstostopoff andseeCatherineafterwards,beforeshehastodrive
backtothecityagain.Catherinegivesherdirections,andthenbeginsto
cleanhouse,feelingoutof sorts.She’snotsureshewantstoseeLucyright
now.Carletonhasalwaysbeenafraidof Lucy,whichisembarrassing.And
Catherinedoesn’twanttotalkaboutHenry.Shedoesn’twanttoexplain
aboutthedownstairsbathroom.Shehadplannedtospendthedaypainting
thewoodtriminthediningroom,butnowshe’llhavetowait.
Thedoorbell rings,butwhenCatherinegoes to answer it, noone is

there.Lateron,afterTillyandCarletonhavecomehome,itringsagain,but
nooneisthere.Itringsandrings,asif Lucyisstandingoutside,pressing
thebelloverandoveragain.FinallyCatherinepullsoutthewire.Shetries
callingLucy’scellphone,butcan’tgetthrough.ThenHenrycalls.Hesays
thathe’sgoingtobelate.
Lizopensthefrontdoor,yells,“Hello,anyonehome!You’vegottosee

your rabbits, theremustbe thousandsof  them.Catherine, is something
wrongwithyourdoorbell?”

Henry’sbike,sofar,wasokay.Hewonderedwhatthey’ddoif theToyota
suddenlybecamehaunted.WouldCatherinewanttosellit?Wouldresale
valuebeaffected?ThecarandCatherineandthekidsweregonewhenhe
gothome,soheputonapairof workglovesandwentthroughthehouse
withacardboardbox,collectingall the things that felthaunted.Ahair-
brush inTilly’s room,anoldpairof Catherine’s tennisshoes.Apairof 
Catherine’sunderwearthathefindsatthefootof thebed.Whenhepicked
themuphefeltasuddenshockof longingforCatherine,likehe’dbeenhit
bysomekindof spookylightning.Ithithiminthepitof thestomach,
likeacramp.Hedroppedtheminthebox.
ThesilkkimonofromTakashimaya.Twoof Carleton’snight-lights.He

openedthedoortohisoffice,puttheboxinside.Allthehaironhisarms
stoodup.Heclosedthedoor.
Thenhewentdownstairsandcleanedpaintbrushes.If thepaintbrushes

werebecominghaunted,if Catherinewasthrowingthemoutandbuying
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newones, shewasn’t saying.Maybehe should check theVisabill.How
muchweretheyspendingonpaint,anyway?
Catherinecameintothekitchenandgavehimahug. “I’mgladyou’re

home,”shesaid.Hepressedhisnoseintoherneckandinhaled.“Ileftthe
carrunning—I’vegottopee.Wouldyougopickupthekidsforme?”
“Wherearethey?”Henrysaid.
“They’reoveratLiz’s.Alisonisbabysittingthem.Doyouhavemoney

onyou?”
“YoumeanI’llmeetsomeneighbors?”
“Wow,sure,”Catherinesaid.“If youthinkyou’reready.Areyouready?

Doyouknowwheretheylive?”
“They’reourneighbors,right?”
“Take a left out of  the driveway, go about a quarter of  amile, and

they’retheredhousewithallthetreesinfront.”
Butwhenhedroveuptotheredhouseandwentandrangthedoorbell,

nooneanswered.Heheardachildcomerunningdownaflightof stairs
andthenstopandstandinfrontof thedoor.“Carleton?Alison?”hesaid.
“Excuseme,thisisCatherine’shusband,Henry.CarletonandTilly’sdad.”
Thewhispering stopped.Hewaited for abit.Whenhe croucheddown
andliftedthemailslot,hethoughthesawsomeone’sfeet,thehemof a
coat,somethingfurry?Adog?Someonestandingverystill,justtotheright
of thedoor?Carleton,playinggames.“Iseeyou,”hesaid,andwiggledhis
fingers throughthemail slot.Thenhethoughtmaybe itwasn’tCarleton
afterall.Hegotupquicklyandwentbacktothecar.Hedroveintotown
andboughtmoresoap.
Tillywasstandinginthedrivewaywhenhegothome,herhandsonher

hips.“Hi,Dad,”shesaid.“I’mlookingforKingSpanky.Hegotoutside.
LookwhatAlisonfound.”
Sheheldoutatinytoybowstrungwithwhatlookedlikedentalfloss,

anarrowassmallasaneedle.
“Be careful with that,”Henry said. “It looks sharp. Archery Barbie,

right?SodidyouguyshaveagoodtimewithAlison?”
“Alison’sokay,”Tillysaid.Shebelched.“’Scuseme.Idon’tfeelverygood.”
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“What’swrong?”Henrysaid.
“Mystomachisfunny,”Tillysaid.Shelookedupathim,frowned,and

thenvomitedalloverhisshirt,hispants.
“Tilly!” he said.He yanked off  his shirt, used a sleeve to wipe her

mouth.Thevomitwasfoamyandgreen.
“It tastes horrible,” she said. She sounded surprised. “Why does it

alwaystastesobadwhenyouthrowup?”
“Sothatyouwon’tgoarounddoingitforfun,”hesaid.“Areyougoing

todoitagain?”
“Idon’tthinkso,”shesaid,makingaface.
“Then I’mgoing togowashup and change clothes.Whatwere you

eating,anyway?”
“Grass,”Tillysaid.
“Well,nowonder,”Henrysaid.“Ithoughtyouweresmarterthanthat,

Tilly.Don’tdothatanymore.”
“Iwasn’tplanningto,”Tillysaid.Shespatinthegrass.
WhenHenry opened the front door, he could hearCatherine talk-

inginthekitchen. “Thefunnythingis,”shesaid, “noneof itwastrue.
Itwas justmadeup, just likesomethingCarletonwoulddo. Just toget
attention.”
“Dad,” Carleton said. He was jumping up and down on one foot.

“Wanttohearasong?”
“Iwaslookingforyou,”Henrysaid.“DidAlisonbringyouhome?Do

youneedtogotothebathroom?”
“Whyaren’tyouwearinganyclothes?”Carletonsaid.
Someoneinthekitchenlaughed,asif theyhadheardthis.
“Ihadanaccident,”Henrysaid,whispering.“Butyou’reright,Carleton,

Ishouldgochange.”Hetookashower,rinsedandwrungouthisshirt,put
oncleanclothes,butbythetimehegotdownstairs,CatherineandCarleton
andTillywereeatingCheerios fordinner.Theywereusingpaperbowls,
plasticspoons,asif itwereapicnic. “Lizwashere,andAlison,butthey
weregoingtoamovie,”shesaid. “Theysaidthey’dmeetyousomeother
day.Itwasawful—whentheycameinthedoor,KingSpankywentrushing
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outside.He’sbeenwatchingtherabbitsallday.If hecatchesone,Tillyis
goingtobesoupset.”
“Tilly’sbeeneatinggrass,”Henrysaid.
Tillyrolledhereyes.Asif.
“Not again!” Catherine said. “Tilly, real people don’t eat grass. Oh,

look,fantastic,there’sKingSpanky.Wholethimin?What’shegotinhis
mouth?”
KingSpankysitswithhisbacktothem.Hecoughsandsomethingdrops

to thefloor,maybe a frog,or ababy rabbit. It goes scrabbling across the
floor,half-leaping,draggingone leg.KingSpanky justsits there,watching
asitdisappearsunderthesofa.Carletonfreaksout.Tillyisshouting “Bad
KingSpanky!Badcat!”WhenHenryandCatherinepushthesofaback,it’s
toolate,there’sjustKingSpankyandalittleblobof stickybloodonthe
floor.

Catherinewouldliketowriteanovel.She’dliketowriteanovelwithno
childreninit.Theproblemwithnovelswithchildreninthemisthatbad
thingswillhappeneithertothechildrenorelsetotheparents.Shewants
towritesomethingfunny,somethingromantic.
Itisn’tverycomfortabletositdownnowthatshe’ssobig.She’sstarted

writingonthewalls.Shewritesinpencil.Shenameshercharactersafterpaint
colors.Sheimaginesthemleadingbeautiful,happy,usefullives.Nohaunted
toasters.Nomothersnochildrennocrocodilesnophotocopymachinesno
LeonardFelters.Shewritesfortwoorthreehours,andthenshepaintsthe
wallsagainbeforeanyonegetshome.That’salwaysthebestpart.

“Ineedyounextweekend,”TheCrocodilesaid.Herrubberbandballsat
onthefloorbesideherdesk.Shehadherfeetuponit,inanattemptto
show itwhowasboss.The rubberbandballwasgetting toobig for its
britches.Someonewasgoingtohavetoteachitalesson,senditamemo.
Shelookedtired.Henrysaid,“Youdon’tneedme.”
“I do,”TheCrocodile said, yawning. “I do.The clientswant to take

yououttodinneratFourSeasonswhentheycomeintotown.Theywant
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togoseemusicalswithyou.Rent.PhantomoftheCabaretLion.Theywantto
go toConeyIslandwithyouandeathotdogs.Theywant togoout to
trendybarsandclubsandpickupstrippersandpublicistsandperformance
artists.Theywanttotalkaboutpoetry,philosophy,sports,politics,their
lousyrelationshipswiththeirfathers.Theywanttoaskyouforadviceabout
theirlovelives.Theywantyoutocometotheweddingsof theirchildren
andmaketoasts.You’reindispensable,honey.Ihopeyouknowthat.”
“CatherineandIarehavingsomeproblemswithrabbits,”Henrysaid.

Therabbitswereeasiertoexplainthantheotherthing.“They’vetakenover
theyard.Thingsarealittlecrazy.”
“Idon’tknowanythingaboutrabbits,”TheCrocodilesaid,diggingher

pointyheelsintothefleshof therubberbandballuntilshecouldfeelthe
redrubberbloodcomerunningout.ShepinnedHenrywithherbeautiful,
wateryeyes.
“Henry.”She saidhisname sogently thathehad to lean forward to

hearwhatshewassaying.
Shesaid,“Youhavethebestof bothworlds.Awifeandchildrenwho

adoreyou,abeautifulhouseinthecountry,asecurejobatacompanythat
depends on you, a bosswho appreciates your talents, clientswho think
you’re theshit.Youare theshit,Henry,andthe thing is,you’reprobably
thinkingthatnoonedeservestohaveallthis.Youthinkyouhavetomake
achoice.Youthinkyouhavetogiveupsomething.Butyoudon’thaveto
giveupanything,Henry,andanyonewhotellsyouotherwiseisafucking
rabbit.Don’tlistentothem.Youcanhaveitall.Youdeservetohaveitall.
Youloveyourjob.Doyouloveyourjob?”
“Ilovemyjob,”Henrysays.TheCrocodilesmilesathimtearily.
It’strue.Heloveshisjob.

WhenHenry camehome, itmusthavebeen aftermidnight,becausehe
nevergothomebeforemidnight.HefoundCatherinestandingonaladder
inthekitchen,onefootrestingonthesink.Shewaswearinghergasmask,
ablackcottonsportsbra,andapairof blacksweatpantsrolleddownso
hecouldseeshewasn’twearinganyunderwear.Herstomachstuckoutso
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far, shehad toholdher armsat a funnyangle to run the rollerupand
downthewallinfrontof her.UpanddowninaV.ThenfilltheVin.She
hadpaintedthekitchenceilingashadeof purplesodark,italmostlooked
black.MidnightEggplant.
Catherinehasbeenbuyingpaintsfromaspecialtycatalog.Allthecolors

arenamedafterfamousbooks,MadameBovary,ForeverAmber,Fahrenheit,
TinDrum,ACurtainofGreen,TwentyThousandLeaguesBeneaththeSea.Shewas
painting the wallsCatch-, a novel she’d taught over and over again to
undergraduates. It alwayswent overwell.The paint colorwas nice too.
Shecouldn’tdecideif shemissedteaching.Thethingaboutteachingand
having children is that you always ended up treating your children like
undergraduates, andyourundergraduates likechildren.Therewasapar-
ticulartoneof voice.She’devenuseditonHenryafewtimes,justtosee
if itworked.
All the cabinetswere fenced aroundwithmasking tape, like a crime

scene.Theroomstankof newpaint.
Catherinetookoff thegasmaskandsaid,“Tillypickeditout.Whatdo

youthink?”Herhandswereonherhips.HerstomachpokedoutatHenry.
Thegasmaskhadleftaringof whiteandredaroundhereyesandchin.
Henrysaid,“Howwasthedinnerparty?”
“We had fettuccine. Liz and Marcus stayed and helped me do the

dishes.”
(“Issomethingwrongwithyourdishwasher?”“No.Imean,yes.We’re

gettinganewone.”)
Shehadhadafeeling.Ithadbeenafeelinglikedéjàvu,orbeingdrunk,

orfallinginlove.Liketeaching.Shehadimaginedanaudienceof rabbitsout
onthelawn,watchingherdinnerparty.Aclassroomof rabbits,watching
adocumentary.Rabbittelevision.Herskinhadfeltelectric.
“Soshe’salawyer?”Henrysaid.
“You haven’t even met them yet,” Catherine said, suddenly feeling

possessive. “But I like them. I really, really like them.They wanted to
knowallaboutus.You.Ithinktheythinkthateitherwe’rehavingmarriage
problemsorthatyou’reimaginary.FinallyItookLizupstairsandshowed
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heryourstuff inthecloset.Ipulledouttheweddingalbumandshowed
themphotos.”
“MaybewecouldinvitethemoveronSunday?Foracookout?”Henry

said.
“They’reawaynextweekend,”Catherinesaid.“They’regoinguptothe

mountainsonFriday.Theyhaveahouseupthere.They’veinvitedus.To
comealong.”
“Ican’t,”Henrysaid.“Ihavetotakecareof someclientsnextweekend.

Somebig shots.We’rehavingsomecashflowproblems.Besides, areyou
allowedtogoaway?Didyoucheckwithyourdoctor,what’shisnameagain,
Dr.Marks?”
“Youmean,didIgetmypermissionslipsigned?”Catherinesaid.Henry

put his hand on her leg and held on. “Dr.Marks said I’m shipshape.
Thosewerehisexactwords.Ormaybehesaidtip-top.Itwassomething
alliterative.”
“Well,Iguessyououghttogo,then,”Henrysaid.Herestedhishead

againstherstomach.Shelethim.Helookedsotired. “BeforeGolf Cart
showsup.OrwhatisTillycallingthebabynow?”
“She’saroundheresomewhere,”Catherinesaid.“Ikeepputtingherback

inherbedandshekeepsgettingoutagain.Maybeshe’slookingforyou.”
“Didyougetmyemail?”Henrysaid.HewaslisteningtoCatherine’s

stomach.Hewasn’tgoingtostoptouchingherunlessshetoldhimto.
“YouknowIcan’tcheckemailonyourcomputeranymore,”Catherine

said.
“Thisissostupid,”Henrysaid.“Thishouseisn’thaunted.Thereisn’t

anysuchthingasahauntedhouse.”
“Itisn’tthehouse,”Catherinesaid.“It’sthestuff webroughtwithus.

Exceptforthedownstairsbathroom,andthatmightjustbeadraft,oran
electricalproblem.Thehouseisfine.Ilovethehouse.”
“Ourstuff isfine,”Henrysaid.“Iloveourstuff.”
“If youreallythinkourstuff isfine,”Catherinesaid,“thenwhydidyou

buyanewalarmclock?Whydoyoukeepthrowingoutthesoap?”
“It’sthemove,”Henrysaid.“Itwasahardmove.”
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“KingSpankyhasn’teatenhisfoodinthreedays,”Catherinesaid.“At
firstIthoughtitwasthefood,andIboughtnewfoodandhecamedown
andateitandIrealizeditwasn’tthefood,itwasKingSpanky.Icouldn’t
sleepallnight,knowinghewasupunderthebed.Poorspookyguy.Idon’t
knowwhattodo.Takehimtothevet?WhatdoIsay?Excuseme,butI
thinkmycatishaunted?Anyway,Ican’tgethimoutof thebed.Noteven
withtheoldalarmclock,thehauntedone.”
“I’ll try,”Henrysaid. “Letmetryandsee if  Icangethimout.”But

hedidn’tmove.Catherinetuggedatapieceof hishairandheputuphis
hand.Shegavehimherroller.Hepoppedoff thecylinderandbaggedit
andput it in the freezer,whichwas fullof paintbrushesandother roll-
ers.HehelpedCatherinedownfromtheladder. “Iwishyouwouldstop
painting.”
“Ican’t,”shesaid. “Ithastobeperfect.If Icanjustgetitright,then

everythingwillgobacktonormalandstopbeinghauntedandtherabbits
won’ttunnelunderthehouseandmakeitfalldown,andyou’llcomehome
andstayhome,andourneighborswillfinallygettomeetyouandthey’ll
likeyouandyou’lllikethem,andCarletonwillstopbeingafraidof every-
thing,andTillywillfallasleepinherownbed,andstaythere,and—”
“Hey,”Henrysaid.“It’sallgoingtoworkout.It’sallgood.Ireallylike

thiscolor.”
“Idon’tknow,”Catherinesaid.Sheyawned.“Youdon’tthinkitlooks

tooold-fashioned?”
Theywent upstairs andCatherine took a bathwhileHenry tried to

coaxKingSpankyoutof  thebed.ButKingSpankywouldn’tcomeout.
WhenHenrygotdownonhishandsandknees,andstucktheflashlight
underthebed,hecouldseeKingSpanky’seyes,histailhangingdownfrom
theboxframe.
Outonthelawntherabbitswereperfectlystill.Thentheysprangup

in the air, turning and dropping and landing and then freezing again.
Catherine stoodat thewindowof  thebathroom, towelingherhair.She
turned the bathroom light off, so that she could see them better.The
moonlightpickedouttheirshiningeyes,themoon-coloredfur,eachhair
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tippedinpaint.Theywereplayingsomerabbitgamelikeleapfrog.Orthey
weredancingthequadrille.Fightingarabbitwar.Didrabbitsfightwars?
Catherinedidn’tknow.Theyranateachotherandthenturnedanddarted
back,jumpingandcrouchingandrisingupontheirbacklegs.Apairof 
rabbits tookoff  like racehorses, sailing through the air andover a long
curledshapeinthegrass.Thenbackoveragain.Sheputherfaceagainst
thewindow.ItwasTilly,stretchedoutagainstthegrass,Tilly’slegsandfeet
bareandwhite.
“Tilly,”shesaid,andranoutof thebathroom,wearingonlythetowel

aroundherhair.
“What is it?”HenrysaidasCatherinedartedpasthim,anddownthe

stairs.Heranafterher,andbythetimeshehadopenedthefrontdoor,was
kneelingbesideTilly,thewetgrassticklingherthighsandherbelly,Henry
wasthere, too,andhepickedupTillyandwascarryingherback intothe
house.Theywrappedherinablanketandputherinherbed,andbecause
neitherof themwantedtosleepinthebedwhereKingSpankywashiding,
theylaydownonthesofainthefamilyroom,curledupagainsteachother.
Whentheywokeupinthemorning,Tillywasasleepinaballattheirfeet.

Forawholeminuteortwo,lastyear,Catherinethoughtshehaditfigured
out. She wasmarried to a man whose specialty was solving problems,
salvaging bad situations. If  she did something dramatic enough, if  she
fuckedupbadlyenough, itwouldsavehermarriage.And itdid,except
thatoncetheproblemwassolvedandthemarriagewassavedandthebaby
wasconceivedandthehousewasbought,thenHenrywentbacktowork.
Shestandsatthewindowinthebedroomandlooksoutatallthetrees.

For aminute she imagines thatCarleton is right, and they are living in
CentralParkandFifthAvenueisjustrightoverthere.Henry’sofficeisjust
afewblocksaway.Allthoserabbitsarejusttourists.

Henrywakesupinthemiddleof thenight.Therearepeopledownstairs.
He can hearwomen talking, laughing, and he realizesCatherine’s book
clubmusthavecomeover.Hegetsoutof bed.It’sdark.Whattimeisit
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anyway?Butthealarmclockishauntedagain.Heunplugsit.Ashecomes
down the stairs, a voice says, “Well, will you look at that!” and then,
“Rightunderhisnosethewholetime!”
Henry walks through the house, turning on lights.Tilly stands in

themiddleof thekitchen. “MayIaskwho’scalling?”shesays.She’sgot
Henry’scellphonetuckedbetweenhershoulderandherface.She’sholding
itupsidedown.Hereyesareopen,butshe’sasleep.
“Whoareyoutalkingto?”Henrysays.
“Therabbits,”Tillysays.Shetiltsherhead,listening.Thenshelaughs.

“Callbacklater,”shesays. “Hedoesn’twanttotalktoyou.Yeah.Okay.”
ShehandsHenryhisphone.“Theysaidit’snooneyouknow.”
“Areyouawake?”Henrysays.
“Yes,”Tillysays,stillasleep.Hecarriesherbackupstairs.Hemakesa

bedoutof pillowsinthehallclosetandlaysherdownacrossthem.He
tucksablanketaroundher.If sherefusestowakeupinthesamebedthat
shegoestosleepin,thenmaybetheyshouldmakeitagame.If youcan’t
beatthem,jointhem.

Catherinehadn’thadanaffairwithLeonardFelter.Shehadn’tevenslept
withhim.Shehad just said shehad,because shewas somadatHenry.
ShecouldhavesleptwithLeonardFelter.Theopportunityhadbeenthere.
Andhehadbeenmagical,somehow:theonlymemberof thedepartment
whocouldmakethephotocopiermakecopies,andhewasnicetoallof the
secretaries.Toonice,asitturnedout.Andthen,whenitturnedoutthat
LeonardFelterhadbeenfuckingeveryone,Catherinehadfeltshecouldn’t
takeitback.SosheandHenryhadgonetotherapytogether.Henryhad
takensometimeoff work.They’dtakenthekidstoYosemite.They’dgot-
tenpregnant.She’dbeenremorsefulforsomethingshehadn’tdone.Henry
hadforgivenher.Really,she’dsavedtheirmarriage.Butithadbeenthesort
of thingyoucoulddoonlyonce.
If someonehastosavethemarriageasecondtime,itwillhavetobe

Henry.
d
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HenrywentlookingforKingSpanky.Theyweregoingtoseethevet:he
hadthecatcageinthecar,butnoKingSpanky.Itwasearlyafternoon,and
therabbitswereoutonthelawn.Upabove,abirdhung,motionless,ona
hookof air.Henrycranedhishead,lookingup.Itwasabigbird,ahawk
maybe.Itcircled,once,twice,again,andthendroppedlikeastone,towards
therabbits.Therabbitsdidn’tmove.Therewassomethingabouttheway
theywaited,asif thiswereallagame.Thebirddroppedthroughtheair,
foldedlikeaknife,andthenitjerked,tumbled,fell.Thewingsloose.The
birdsmashedintothegrassandfeathersflewup.Therabbitsmovedcloser,
asif investigating.
Henrywenttoseeforhimself.Therabbitsscattered,andthelawnwas

empty.Norabbits,nobird.Butthere,downinthetrees,besidethebike
path, Henry saw something move. King Spanky swung his tail angrily,
slunkintothewoods.
WhenHenrycameoutof thewoods,therabbitswereback,guarding

the lawn again andCatherinewas calling his name. “Wherewere you?”
shesaid.Shewaswearinghergasmaskaroundherneck,andtherewasa
smearof paintonherarm.WhiskeyHorse.She’dbeenpaintingthelinen
closet.
“KingSpankytookoff,”Henrysaid. “Icouldn’tcatchhim.Isawthe

weirdestthing—thisbirdwasgoingaftertherabbits,andthenitfell—”
“Marcuscameby,”Catherinesaid.Hercheekswereflushed.Heknew

thatif hetouchedher,herskinwouldbehot. “Hestoppedbytoseeif 
youwantedtogoplaygolf.”
“Whowantstoplaygolf ?”Henrysaid.“Iwanttogoupstairswithyou.

Wherearethekids?”
“Alison took them into town, to see a movie,” Catherine said. “I’m

goingtopickthemupatthree.”
Henryliftedthegasmaskoff herneck,fitteditaroundherface.He

unbuttonedhershirt,undidtheclaspof herbra.“Bettertakethisoff,”he
said.“Bettertakeallyourclothesoff.Ithinkthey’rehaunted.”
“Youknowwhatwouldmakeagreatpaintcolor?Can’tbelievenoone

hasdonethisyet.YellowSticky.WhataboutKingSpanky?”Catherinesaid.
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ShesoundedlikeDarthVader,maybeonpurpose,andHenrythoughtit
wassexy:DarthVader,pregnant,withhischild.Sheputherhandagainst
hischestandshoved.Nottoohard,butharderthanshemeantto.Itturned
outthatpaintinghadgivenhersomeseriousmuscle.Thatwillbeagood
thingwhenshehasanotherkidtohaularound.
“YellowSticky.That’sgreat.ForgetKingSpanky,”Henrysaid. “King

Spankyisaterriblenameforapaintcolor.”

CatherinewaspaintingTilly’s roomLavenderFist. Itwas going tobe a
surprise.ButwhenTillysawit,sheburstintotears. “Whycan’tyoujust
leaveitalone?”shesaid.“Ilikeditthewayitwas.”
“Ithoughtyoulikedpurple,”Catherinesaid,astounded.Shetookoff 

hergasmask.
“Ihatepurple,”Tillysaid.“AndIhateyou.You’resofat.EvenCarleton

thinksso.”
“Tilly!”Catherinesaid.Shelaughed.“I’mpregnant,remember?”
“That’swhatyouthink,”Tillysaid.Sheranoutof theroomandacross

thehall.Therewerecrashingnoises,thesoundsof thingsbreaking.
“Tilly!”Catherinesaid.
Tillystoodinthemiddleof Carleton’sroom.Allaroundherlaybroken

night-lights, lamps, broken lightbulbs.The carpet was dusted in glass.
Tilly’sfeetwerebareandCatherinelookeddown,realizedthatshewasn’t
wearingshoeseither.“Don’tmove,Tilly,”shesaid.
“Theywerehaunted,”Tillysaid,andbegantocry.

“Sohowcomeyourdad’sneverhome?”Alisonsaid.
“Idon’tknow,”Carletonsaid. “Guesswhat?Tillybrokeallmynight-

lights?”
“Yeah,”Alisonsaid.“Youmustbeprettymad.”
“No, it’s good that she did,” Carleton said, explaining. “They were

haunted.Tillydidn’twantmetobeafraid.”
“Butaren’tyouafraidof thedark?”Alisonsaid.
“Tilly said I shouldn’t be,” Carleton said. “She said the rabbits stay
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awakeallnight,thattheymakesureeverythingisokay,evenwhenit’sdark.
Tillysleptoutsideonce,andtherabbitsprotectedher.”
“Soyou’regoingtostaywithusthisweekend,”Alisonsaid.
“Yes,”Carletonsaid.
“Butyourdadisn’tcoming,”Alisonsaid.
“No,”Carletonsaid.“Idon’tknow.”
“Wanttogohigher?”Alisonsaid.Shepushedtheswingandsenthim

soaring.

WhenHenryputshishandagainst thewall in the living room, it gives
a little, as if  thewall ispregnant.Thepaintunder thepaint iswet.He
walksaroundthehouse,runninghishandsalongthewalls.Catherinehas
beenpaintingamuralinthefoyer.She’spaintedtreesandtreesandtrees.
Golden treeswithbrown leavesandgreen leavesandred leaves, andred-
dishtreeswithpurpleleavesandyellowleavesandpinkleaves.She’seven
paintedsomeleavesonthewoodenfloor,asif thetreesaredroppingthem.
“Catherine,”hesays.“Youhavegottostoppaintingthedamnwalls.The
roomsaregettingsmaller.”
Nobody says anything back. Catherine andTilly and Carleton aren’t

home.It’sthefirsttimeHenryhasspentthenightaloneinhishouse.He
can’tsleep.There’snotelevisiontowatch.Henrythrowsoutallof Catherine’s
paintbrushes.ButwhenCatherinegetshome,she’lljustbuynewones.
He sleeps on the couch, and during the night someone comes and

standsandwatcheshimsleep.Tilly.Thenhewakesupandremembersthat
Tillyisn’tthere.
Therabbitswatchthehouseallnightlong.It’stheirjob.

Tilly is talkingtotherabbits. It’scoldoutside,andshe’s losthergloves.
“What’syourname?”shesays.“Oh,youbeauty.Youbeauty.”She’sonher
handsandknees.Carletonwatchesfromhissideof theyard.
“CanIcomeover?”hesays.“CanIpleasecomeover?”
Tillyignoreshim.Shegetsdownonherhandsandknees,movingeven

closertotherabbits.Therearethreeof them,oneof themalmostclose
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enoughtotouch.If shemovedherhand,slowly,maybeshecouldgrabitby
theears.Maybeshecancatchitandtrainittoliveinside.Theyneedapet
rabbit.KingSpankyishaunted.Hespendsmostof histimeoutside.Her
parentskeeptheirbedroomdoorshutsothatKingSpankycan’tgetin.
“Goodrabbit,”Tillysays.“Juststaystill.Staystill.”
Therabbitsflicktheirears.CarletonbeginstosingasongAlisonhas

taught them, a skipping song.Carleton is suchagirl.Tillyputsouther
hand.There’ssomethingtangledaroundtherabbit’sneck,likeapieceof 
stringoraleash.Shewigglescloser,holdingoutherhand.Shestaresand
staresandcanhardlybelievehereyes.There’saperson,alittlemansitting
behind the rabbit’s ears, holdingon to the rabbit’s fur and thepieceof 
knottedstring,withonehand.Hisotherhandiscockedback,likehe’sgoing
tothrowsomething.He’slookingrightather—hishandfliesforwardand
somethinghitsherhand.Shepullsherhandback,astounded.“Hey!”she
says,andshe fallsoveronher sideandwatches therabbitsgospringing
away.“Hey,you!Comeback!”
“What?”Carletonyells.He’sfrantic.“Whatareyoudoing?Whywon’t

youletmecomeover?”
Shecloseshereyes,justforasecond.Shutup,Carleton.Justshutup.

Herhandisthrobbingandsheliesdown,holdsherhanduptoherface.
Shut.Up.
When she wakes up, Carleton is sitting beside her. “What are you

doingonmyside?”shesays,andheshrugs.
“Whatareyoudoing?”hesays.Herocksbackandforthonhisknees.

“Whydidyoufallover?”
“Noneof yourbusiness,” she says.Shecan’t rememberwhat shewas

doing.Everythinglooksfunny.EspeciallyCarleton. “What’swrongwith
you?”
“Nothing’swrongwithme,”Carletonsays,butsomethingiswrong.She

studieshisfaceandbeginstofeelsick,asif she’sbeeneatinggrass.Those
sneaky rabbits!They’ve been distracting her, and now,while shewasn’t
payingattention,Carleton’sbecomehaunted.
“Ohyes it is,”Tillysays, forgettingtobeafraid, forgettingherhand
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hurts,gettingangryinstead.She’snottheonetoblame.Thisishermother’s
fault,herfather’sfault,andit’sCarleton’sfaulttoo.Howcouldhehavelet
thishappen?“Youjustdon’tknowit’swrong.I’mgoingtotellMom.”
HauntedCarletonisstillaCarletonwhocanbebossedaround.“Don’t

tell,”hebegs.
Tilly pretends to think about this, although she’s already made up

hermind.Becausewhat can she say?Either hermotherwill notice that
something’swrongorelseshewon’t.Bettertowaitandsee.“Juststayaway
fromme,”shetellsCarleton.“Yougivemethecreeps.”
Carletonbeginstocry,butTillyisfirm.Heturnsaround,walksslowly

backtohishalf of theyard,stillcrying.Fortherestof theafternoon,he
sitsbeneaththeazaleabushattheedgeof hissideof theyard,andcries.It
givesTillythecreeps.Herhandthrobswheresomethinghasstungit.The
rabbitsareallhidingunderground.KingSpankyhasgonehunting.

“What’supwithCarleton?”Henrysaid,comingdownstairs.Hecouldn’t
stopyawning.Itwasn’tthathewastired,althoughhewastired.Hehadn’t
givenCarletonagood-nightkiss,justincaseitturnedouthewascoming
downwithacold.Hedidn’twantCarletontocatchit.Butitlookedlike
Carleton,too,wasalreadycomingdownwithsomething.
Catherine shrugged.Paint sampleswere balanced across her stomach

likeshe’dbeenplayingsolitaire.Allweekendlong,awayfromthehouse,
she’d thought about repainting Henry’s office. She’d never painted a
hauntedroombefore.Maybe if youmixed thepaintwitha littlebitof 
holywater?Shewasn’tsure:Whatwasholywater,anyway?Couldyoubuy
it? “Tilly’sbeingmeantohim,”shesaid. “Iwishtheywouldmakesome
friendsouthere.Hekeeps talking about thenewbaby, abouthowhe’ll
takecareof it.Hesaysitcansleepinhisroom.I’vebeentryingtoexplain
babiestohim,abouthowalltheydoissleepandeatandcry.”
“Andgetbigger,”Henrysaid.
“Thattoo,”Catherinesaid.“Sodidhegotosleepokay?”
“Eventually,”Henrysaid.“He’sjustactingreallyweird.”
“How is that different fromusual?”Catherine said. She yawned. “Is
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Tillyfinishedwithherhomework?”
“I don’t know,”Henry said. “You know, just weird.Differentweird.

Maybehe’sgoingthroughaweirdspell.Tillywantedmetohelpherwith
hermath,but Icouldn’tget it tocomeout right.Sowhat’supwithmy
office?”
“Icleareditout,”Catherinesaid.“AlisonandLizcameoverandhelped.

Itoldthemweweregoingtoredecorate.Whyisitthatwe’retheonlyones
whonoticeeverythingisfuckinghauntedaroundhere?”
“Sowhere’dyouputmystuff ?”Henrysaid.“What’sup?”
“You’renotworkingherenow,”Catherinepointedout.Shedidn’tsound

angry,justtired.“Besides,it’sallhaunted,right?SoItookyourcomputer
intotheshop,sotheycouldhavea lookat it. Idon’tknow,maybethey
canunhauntit.”
“Well,”Henrysaid.“Okay.Isthatwhatyoutoldthem?It’shaunted?”
“Don’tberidiculous,”Catherinesaid.Shediscardedapaintstrip.Too

lemony.“SoIheardaboutthebombscareontheradio.”
“Yeah,”Henry said. “The subways were full of  kids with crew cuts

andmachineguns.Andtheyevacuatedourbuildingforaboutanhour.We
allwentandstoodoutside,holdingontoourlaptopslikeidiots, justin
case.TheCrocodilecarriedoutherrubberbandball,whichmustweigh
about thirty pounds. It kind of  freaked people out, even the firemen. I
thoughtthebombsquadwasgoingtoblowitup.Sotellmeaboutyour
weekend.”
“Tellmeaboutyours,”Catherinesaid.
“Youknow,”Henry said. “Those clients are assholes. But theydon’t

knowthey’reassholes,so it’salmostokay.Youjusthavetofeelsorryfor
them.Theydon’tgetit.Youhavetoexplainhowtohavefun,andthenthey
getanxious,sotheydrinkalotandsoyouhavetodrinktoo.EvenThe
Crocodile gotdrunk. Shedid thisweirdwrigglydance to aPeteSeeger
song.Sowhat’stheirplacelike?”
“It’snice,”Catherinesaid.“Youknow,reallynice.”
“Soyouhadagoodweekend?CarletonandTillyhadagoodtime?”
“Itwas reallynice,”Catherine said. “No, really, itwas great. I had a

04-mfb-stone 7/25/05, 11:39 AM107



KELLYLINK

 

StoneAnimals

fucking great time. So you’re sure you canmake it home for dinner on
Thursday.”
Itwasn’taquestion.
“Carletonlookslikehemightbecomingdownwithsomething,”Henry

said.“Here.DoyouthinkIfeelhot?Orisitcoldinhere?”
Catherinesaid,“You’refine.It’sgoingtobeLizandMarcusandsomeof 

thewomenfromthebookgroupandtheirhusbands,andwhat’shername,
therealestateagent.Iinvitedhertoo.Didyouknowshe’swrittenabook?
Iwasgoingtodothat!I’mgettingthenewdishwashertomorrow.Nomore
paperplates.AndthelawncarespecialistiscomingonMondaytotakecare
of therabbits.IthoughtI’ddropoff KingSpankyatthevet,takeTillyand
Carletonbacktothecity,staywithLucyfortwoorthreedays—didyouknow
shetriedtofindthisplaceandgotlost?She’ssupposedtocomeupfordinner
too—justincasethepoisondoesn’tgoawayrightaway,youknow,orin
caseweendupwithpilesof deadrabbitsonthelawn.Yourjobistomake
suretherearenodeadrabbitswhenIbringTillyandCarletonback.”
“IguessIcandothat,”Henrysaid.
“You’dbetter,”Catherinesaid.Shestoodupwithsomedifficulty,came

and leaned over his chair.Her stomach bumped into his shoulder.Her
breathwashot.Herhandswerefullof stripsof color.“SometimesIwish
thatinsteadof workingforTheCrocodile,youwerehavinganaffairwith
her. I mean, that way you’d come home when you’re supposed to.You
wouldn’twantmetobesuspicious.”
“Idon’thaveanytimetohaveaffairs,”Henrysaid.Hesoundedputout.

MaybehewasthinkingaboutLeonardFelter.Ormaybehewaspicturing
TheCrocodilenaked.TheCrocodilewearingstretchyredrubbersexgear.
CatherineimaginedtellingHenrythetruthaboutLeonardFelter.Ididn’t
haveanaffair.Didnot.Imadeitup.Isthataproblem?
“That’sexactlywhatImean,”Catherinesaid.“You’dbetterbeherefor

dinner.Youlivehere,Henry.You’remyhusband.Iwantyoutomeetour
friends. Iwantyou tobeherewhen Ihave thisbaby. Iwantyou tofix
what’swrongwiththedownstairsbathroom.IwantyoutotalktoTilly.
She’shavingaroughtime.Shewon’ttalktomeaboutit.”
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“Tilly’sfine,”Henrysaid. “Wehadalongtalktonight.Shesaidshe’s
sorryshebrokeallof Carleton’snight-lights.Ilikethetrees,bytheway.
You’renotgoingtopaintoverthem,areyou?”
“Ihadallthisleftoverpaint,”Catherinesaid.“Iwasgettingtiredof just

slappingpaintonwiththerollers.Iwantedtodosomethingfancier.”
“Youcouldpaintsometreesinmyoffice,whenyoupaintmyoffice.”
“Maybe,”Catherinesaid.“Ooof,thisbabywon’tstopkickingme.”She

laydownonthefloorinfrontof Henry,andliftedherfeetintohislap.
“Rubmyfeet.I’vestillgotsomuchfuckingpaint.Butonceyourofficeis
done,I’mdonewiththepainting.Tillytoldmetostopitorelse.Shekeeps
hidingmygasmask.Willyoubeherefordinner?”
“I’llbeherefordinner,”Henrysaid,rubbingherfeet.Hereallymeant

it.Hewasthinkingabouttheexterminator,aboutrabbitcorpsesscattered
allacrossthelawn,likeawarzone.Poorrabbits.Whatamess.

Aftertheywenttoseethetherapist,aftertheywenttoYosemiteandcame
homeagain,HenrysaidtoCatherine, “Idon’twanttotalkaboutitany-
more.Idon’twanttotalkaboutiteveragain.Canwenottalkaboutit?”
“Talkaboutwhat?”Catherinesaid.Butshehadalmostbeensorry.It

hadbeensomuchwork.She’dhadtoinventsomanydetailsthateventually
itbegantoseemasif shehadn’tmadeitupafterall.Itwastoostrange,too
confusing, topretendithadneverhappened,when,afterall, ithadnever
happened.

Catherineisdressingfordinner.Whenshelooksinthemirror,she’sasbig
asacruiseship.Awatertower.Shedoesn’tlooklikeherself atall.Thebaby
kicksherrightundertheribs.
“Stopthat,”shesays.She’ssurethebabyisgoingtobeagirl.Tillywon’t

bepleased.Tillyhasbeenextragoodallday.Shehelpedmakethesalad.
Shesetthetable.Sheputonanicedress.
Tilly is hiding fromCarletonunder a table in the foyer. If Carleton

findsher,Tillywillscream.Carletonishaunted,andnobodyhasnoticed.
NobodycaresexceptTilly.Tillysaysnamesforthebaby,underherbreath.
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Dollop.Shampool.Custard.Knock,knock.Therabbitsareoutonthelawn,
andKingSpankyhasgottenintothebedagain,andhewon’tcomeout,not
foramillionhauntedalarmclocks.
Hermotherhaspaintedtreesallalongthewallunderthestaircase.They

don’tlooklikerealtrees.Theyaren’trealcolors.Itdoesn’tlooklikeCentral
Parkatall.Inamongthetrees,hermotherhaspaintedalittledoor.Itisn’t
arealdoor,exceptthatwhenTillygoesovertolookatit,itisreal.There’sa
doorknob,andwhenTillyturnsit,thedooropens.Underneaththestairs,
there’sanothersetof stairs,littledirtstairs,goingdown.Onthethirdstair,
there’sarabbitsittingthere,lookingupatTilly.Ithopsdown,onestep,and
thenanother.Thenanother.
“RumpledStiltskin!”Tillysaystotherabbit.“Lipstick!”
CatherinegoestotheclosettogetoutHenry’spinkshirt.What’sthe

nameof thatrealestateagent?Whycan’tsheeverremember?Shelaysthe
shirtonthebedandthenstandsthereforamoment,stunned.It’stoomuch.
Thepinkshirtishaunted.Shepullsoutallof Henry’ssuits,hisshirts,his
ties.Allhaunted.Everyfuckingthingishaunted.Eventhefuckingshoes.
When she pulls out the drawers, socks, underwear, handkerchiefs, every-
thing,it’sallspoiled.Allhaunted.Henrydoesn’thaveathingtowear.She
goesdownstairs,getstrashbags,andgoesbackupstairsagain.Shebeginsto
dumpclothesintothetrashbags.
ShecanseeCarletonframedinthebedroomwindow.He’schasingthe

rabbitswithastick.Shehoistsopenthewindow,leansout,yells,“Stayaway
fromthosefuckingrabbits,Carleton!Doyouhearme?”
Shedoesn’trecognizeherownvoice.
Tilly is running around downstairs somewhere. She’s yelling too, but

her voice gets farther and farther away, fainter and fainter. She’s yelling,
“Hairbrush!Zeppelin!Torpedo!Marmalade!”
Thedoorbellrings.

TheCrocodilestartedlaughing.“Okay,Henry.Calmdown.”
Hefiredoff anotherrubberband.“Imeanit,”hesaid.“I’mlate.I’llbe

late.She’sgoingtokillme.”
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“Tell her it’smy fault,”TheCrocodile said. “So they started dinner
withoutyou.Bigdeal.”
“Itriedcalling,”Henrysaid.“Nobodyanswered.”Hehadanideathat

thephonewashauntednow.That’swhyCatherinewasn’tanswering.They’d
havetogetanewphone.Maybethelawnspecialistwouldknowahouse
specialist.Maybesomebodycoulddosomethingaboutthis.“Ishouldgo
home,”hesaid.“Ishouldgohomerightnow.”Buthedidn’tgetup.“Ithink
we’vegottenourselvesintoamess,meandCatherine.Idon’tthinkthings
aregoodrightnow.”
“Tellsomeonewhocares,”TheCrocodilesuggested.Shewipedather

eyes.“Getoutof here.Gocatchyourtrain.Haveagreatweekend.Seeyou
onMonday.”

SoHenrygoeshome,hehastogohome,butof coursehe’slate,it’stoolate.
Thetrainishaunted.Theclosertheygettohisstation,themorehaunted
thetraingets.Noneof theotherpassengersseemtonotice.Andof course,
hisbike turnsout tobehaunted, too.He leaves it at the stationandhe
walkshomeinthedark,downthebikepath.Somethingfollowshimhome.
Maybeit’sKingSpanky.
Here’stheyard,andhere’shishouse.Heloveshishouse,howit’salllit

up.Youcanseerightthroughthewindows,youcanseethelivingroom,
whichCatherinehaspaintedGhostCrab.ThetrimisRatFink.Catherine
hasworked sohard.Thedriveway is fullof  cars, and inside,people are
eatingdinner.They’readmiringCatherine’strees.Theyhaven’twaitedfor
him,andthat’sfine.Hisneighbors:heloveshisneighbors.He’sgoingto
lovethemassoonashemeetsthem.Hiswifeisgoingtohaveababyany
daynow.Hisdaughterwillstopwalkinginhersleep.Hissonisn’thaunted.
Themoonshinesdownandpaintstheworldacolorhe’sneverseenbefore.
Oh,Catherine,waittillyouseethis.Shininglawn,shiningrabbits,shining
world.Therabbitsareoutonthelawn.They’vebeenwaitingforhim,allthis
time,they’vebeenwaiting.Here’shisrabbit,hisveryownrabbit.Whoneeds
abike?Hesitsonhis rabbit, legspressedagainst thewarm,silky, shining
flanks,onehandholdingontotherabbit’sfur,theknottedstringaroundits
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neck.Hehassomethinginhisotherhand,andwhenhelooks,heseesit’sa
spear.Allaroundhim,theothersaresittingontheirrabbits,waitingpatiently,
quietly.They’vebeenwaitingforalongtime,butthewaitingisalmostover.
Inalittlewhile,thedinnerpartywillbeoverandthewarwillbegin.
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’housealldaylong.Thewindows
stayed open, and the doors, and there were other doors, cat-sized and
private,inthewallsandupintheattic.Thecatswerelargeandsleekand
silent.Nooneknewtheirnames,orevenif theyhadnames,exceptforthe
witch.
Someof  thecatswerecream-coloredand somewerebrindled.Some

wereblackasbeetles.Theywereaboutthewitch’sbusiness.Somecameinto
thewitch’sbedroomwithlivethingsintheirmouths.Whentheycameout
again,theirmouthswereempty.
The cats trotted and slunk and leapt and crouched.Theywerebusy.

Theirmovementswerecatlike,orperhapsclockwork.Theirtailstwitched
likehairypendulums.Theypaidnoattentiontothewitch’schildren.

Thewitchhadthreelivingchildrenatthistime,althoughatonetimeshe
hadhaddozens,maybemore.Noone,certainlynot thewitch,hadever
botheredtotallythemup.Butatonetimethehousehadbulgedwithcats
andbabies.
Now,sincewitchescannothavechildrenintheusualway—theirwombs

arefullof straworbricksorstones,andwhentheygivebirth,theygive
birthtorabbits,kittens,tadpoles,houses,silkdresses,andyetevenwitches
musthaveheirs,evenwitcheswishtobemothers—thewitchhadacquired



Catskin
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herchildrenbyothermeans:shehadstolenorboughtthem.
She’dhadapassionforchildrenwithacertaincolorof redhair.Twins

shehadneverbeen able to abide (theywere thewrongkindof magic),
although she’d sometimes attempted to match up sets of  children, as
thoughshehadbeenputtingtogetherachessset,andnotafamily.If you
weretosayawitch’schessset,insteadof awitch’sfamily,therewouldbesome
truthinthat.Perhapsthisistrueof otherfamiliesaswell.
Onegirlshehadgrownlikeacyst,uponherthigh.Otherchildrenshe

hadmadeoutof thingsinhergarden,orbitsof trashthatthecatsbrought
her: aluminumfoilwith stringsof chicken fat still crusted to it,broken
televisionsets,cardboardboxesthattheneighborshadthrownout.Shehad
alwaysbeenathriftywitch.
Someof  these childrenhad runawayandothershaddied.Someof 

themshehadsimplymisplaced,oraccidentallyleftbehindonbuses.Itis
tobehopedthat thesechildrenwere lateradopted intogoodhomes,or
reunitedwiththeirnaturalparents.If youarelookingforahappyending
inthisstory,thenperhapsyoushouldstopreadinghereandpicturethese
children,theseparents,theirreunions.

Areyoustillreading?Thewitch,upinherbedroom,wasdying.Shehad
beenpoisonedbyanenemy,awitch,amannamedLack.ThechildFinn,
who had been her food taster, was dead already and sowere three cats
who’dlickedherdishclean.Thewitchknewwhohadkilledherandshe
snatchedpieces of  time, here and there, from the business of  dying, to
makeherrevenge.Oncethequestionof thisrevengehadbeensettledto
hersatisfaction,theshapeof itlikeablackballof twineinherhead,she
begantodivideupherestatebetweenherthreeremainingchildren.
Flecksof  vomit stuck to the cornersof hermouth, and therewas a

basinbesidethefootof thebed,whichwasfullof blackliquid.Theroom
smelled likecats’pissandwetmatches.Thewitchpantedas if  shewere
givingbirthtoherowndeath.
“Florashallhavemyautomobile,”shesaid,“andalsomypurse,which

will never be empty, so long as you always leave a coin at the bottom,
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mydarling,myspendthrift,myprofligate,mydropof poison,mypretty,
prettyFlora.AndwhenIamdead,taketheroadoutsidethehouseandgo
west.There’sonelastpieceof advice.”
Flora,whowastheoldestof thewitch’slivingchildren,wasredheaded

and stylish. She had beenwaiting for thewitch’s death for a long time
now,althoughshehadbeenpatient.Shekissedthewitch’scheekandsaid,
“Thankyou,Mother.”
Thewitchlookedupather,panting.ShecouldseeFlora’slife,already

laidout,flatasamap.Perhapsallmotherscanseeasfar.
“Jack,mylove,mybirdsnest,mybite,myscrapof porridge,”thewitch

said,“youshallhavemybooks.Iwon’thaveanyneedof bookswhereIam
going.Andwhenyouleavemyhouse,strikeoutinananeasterlydirection
andyouwon’tbeanysorrierthanyouarenow.”
Jack,whohadoncebeenalittlebundleof feathersandtwigsandegg-

shellalltiedupwithatattypieceof string,wasasturdylad,almostfull
grown.If heknewhowtoread,onlythecatsknewit.Buthenoddedand
kissedhismother’sgraylips.
“AndwhatshallIleavetomyboySmall?”thewitchsaid,convulsing.

Shethrewupagaininthebasin.Catscamerunning,leaningonthelipof 
thebasintoinspecthervomitus.Thewitch’shanddugintoSmall’sleg.
“Ohit ishard,hard,soveryhard, foramotherto leaveherchildren

(though I have done harder things).Children need amother, even such
amotherasIhavebeen.”Shewipedathereyes,andyet it isafactthat
witchescannotcry.
Small,whostillsleptinthewitch’sbed,wastheyoungestof thewitch’s

children.(Perhapsnotasyoungasyouthink.)Hesatuponthebed,and
althoughhedidn’tcry,itwasonlybecausewitch’schildrenhavenooneto
teachthemtheuseof crying.Hisheartwasbreaking.
Smallcouldjuggleandsingandeverymorninghebrushedandplaited

thewitch’s long, silkyhair.Surelyeverymothermustwish foraboy like
Small, a curly-headed, sweet-breathed, tenderheartedboy likeSmall,who
cancookafineomelet,andwhohasagoodstrongsingingvoiceaswellas
agentlehandwithahairbrush.
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“Mother,”hesaid,“if youmustdie,thenyoumustdie.Andif Ican’t
comealongwithyou, then I’lldomybest to live andmakeyouproud.
Givemeyourhairbrushtorememberyouby,andI’llgomakemyownway
intheworld.”
“Youshallhavemyhairbrush,then,”saidthewitchtoSmall, looking,

andpanting,panting.“AndIloveyoubestof all.Youshallhavemytinder-
boxandmymatches,andalsomyrevenge,andyouwillmakemeproud,or
Idon’tknowmyownchildren.”
“Whatshallwedowiththehouse,Mother?”saidJack.Hesaiditasif 

hedidn’tcare.
“When I amdead,” thewitch said, “thishousewillbeof nouse to

anyone.Igavebirthtoit—thatwasaverylongtimeago—andraisedit
fromjustadollhouse.Oh, itwasthemostdear,mostdarlingdollhouse
ever.Ithadeightroomsandatinroof,andastaircasethatwentnowhereat
all.ButInurseditandrockedittosleepinacradle,anditgrewuptobe
arealhouse,andseehowithastakencareof me,itsparent,howitknows
achild’sdutytoitsmother.Andperhapsyoucanseehowitisnow,how
itpines,howitgrowssicktoseemedyinglikethis.Leaveittothecats.
They’llknowwhattodowithit.”

Allthistimethecatshavebeenrunninginandoutof theroom,bringing
thingsandtaking thingsaway. It seemsas if  theywillnever slowdown,
nevercometorest,nevernap,neverhavethetimetosleep,ortodie,or
eventomourn.Theyhaveacertainproprietarylookaboutthem,asif the
houseisalreadytheirs.

The witch vomits up mud, fur, glass buttons, tin soldiers, trowels, hat
pins,thumbtacks,loveletters(mislabeledorsentwithouttheappropriate
amountof postage andnever read), andadozen regimentsof  red ants,
each ant as long andwide as a kidney bean.The ants swim across the
perilousstinkingbasin,clamberupthesidesof thebasin,andgomarch-
ingacross thefloor ina shinyribbon.Theyarecarryingpiecesof Time
intheirmandibles.Timeisheavy,eveninsuchsmallpieces,buttheants
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havestrongjaws,stronglegs.Acrossthefloortheygo,andupthewall,and
outthewindow.Thecatswatch,butdon’tinterfere.Thewitchgaspsand
coughsandthenliesstill.Herhandsbeatagainstthebedonceandthen
arestill.Stillthechildrenwait,tomakesurethatsheisdead,andthatshe
hasnothingelsetosay.

Inthewitch’shouse,thedeadaresometimesquitetalkative.

Butthewitchhasnothingelsetosayatthistime.

Thehousegroansandallthecatsbegintomewpiteously,trottinginand
outof theroomasif theyhavedroppedsomethingandmustgoandhunt
forit—theywillneverfindit—andthechildren,at last,findtheyknow
howtocry,butthewitchisperfectlystillandquiet.Thereisatinysmile
onherface,asif everythinghashappenedexactlytohersatisfaction.Or
maybesheislookingforwardtothenextpartof thestory.

Thechildrenburiedthewitchinoneof herhalf-growndollhouses.They
crammedherintothedownstairsparlor,andknockedouttheinnerwalls
sothatherheadrestedonthekitchentableinthebreakfastnook,andher
anklesthreadedthroughabedroomdoor.Smallbrushedoutherhair,and,
becausehewasn’t surewhat she shouldwearnow that shewasdead,he
putallherdressesonher,oneovertheotherovertheother,untilhecould
hardlyseeherwhitelimbsatallbeneaththestackof petticoatsandcoats
anddresses.Itdidn’tmatter:oncethey’dnailedthedollhouseshutagain,all
theycouldseewastheredcrownof herheadinthekitchenwindow,and
theworn-downheelsof herdancingshoesknockingagainsttheshutters
of thebedroomwindow.
Jack,whowashandy,riggedasetof wheelsforthedollhouse,anda

harness so that it couldbepulled.Theyput the harness onSmall, and
SmallpulledandFlorapushed,andJacktalkedandcoaxedthehousealong,
overthehill,downtothecemetery,andthecatsranalongbesidethem.

d
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Thecatsarebeginningtolookabitshabby,asif theyaremolting.Their
mouthslookveryempty.Theantshavemarchedaway,throughthewoods,
anddownintotown,andtheyhavebuiltanestonyouryard,outof the
bitsof Time.Andif youholdamagnifyingglassovertheirnest,toseethe
antsdanceandburn,Timewillcatchfireandyouwillbesorry.

Outsidethecemeterygates,thecatshadbeendiggingagraveforthewitch.
Thechildrentippedthedollhouseintothegrave,kitchenwindowfirst.But
thentheysawthatthegravewasn’tdeepenough,andthehousesatthereon
itsend,lookinguncomfortable.Smallbegantocry(nowthathe’dlearned
how,itseemedhewouldspendallhistimepracticing),thinkinghowhor-
ribleitwouldbetospendone’sdeath,allof eternity,upsidedownandnot
evenproperlyburied,notevenabletofeeltherainwhenitbeatdownon
theexposedshinglesof  thehouse,andseepeddown intothehouseand
filledyourmouthanddrownedyou,sothatyouhadtodiealloveragain,
everytimeitrained.
Thedollhousechimneyhadbrokenoff andfallenontheground.One

of thecatspickeditupandcarrieditaway,likeasouvenir.Thatcatcarried
thechimneyintothewoodsandateit,amouthfulatatime,andpassedout
of thisstoryandintoanotherone.It’snoconcernof ours.
Theothercatsbegantocarryupmouthfulsof dirt,droppingitand

moundingitaroundthehousewiththeirpaws.Thechildrenhelped,and
whenthey’dfinished,they’dmanagedtoburythewitchproperly,sothat
onlythebedroomwindowwasvisible,alittlepaneof glasslikeaneyeat
thetopof asmalldirthill.
Onthewayhome,FlorabegantoflirtwithJack.Perhapsshelikedthe

wayhelookedinhisfuneralblack.Theytalkedaboutwhattheyplanned
tobe,nowthattheyweregrownup.Florawantedtofindherparents.She
wasaprettygirl:someonewouldwanttolookafterher.Jacksaidhewould
liketomarrysomeonerich.Theybegantomakeplans.
Smallwalkeda littlebehind, slipperycats twiningaroundhisankles.

Hehadthewitch’shairbrushinhispocket,andhisfingersslippedaround
thefiguredhornhandleforcomfort.
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Thehouse,whentheyreachedit,hadadangerous,grief-strickenlook
toit,asif itwasbeginningtopullawayfromitself.FloraandJackwouldn’t
go back inside.They squeezed Small lovingly, and asked if  hewouldn’t
wanttocomealongwiththem.Hewouldhavelikedto,butwhowould
have looked after thewitch’s cats, thewitch’s revenge?Sohewatched as
theydroveoff together.Theywentnorth.Whatchildhaseverheededa
mother’sadvice?

Jackhasn’tevenbotheredtobringalongthewitch’slibrary:hesaysthere
isn’tspaceinthetrunkforeverything.He’llrelyonFloraandhermagic
purse.

Smallsatinthegarden,andatestalksof grasswhenhewashungry,and
pretendedthatthegrasswasbreadandmilkandchocolatecake.Hedrank
outof thegardenhose.Whenitbegantogrowdark,hewaslonelierthan
hehadeverbeeninhislife.Thewitch’scatswerenotgoodcompany.He
saidnothingtothemandtheyhadnothingtotellhim,aboutthehouse,
orthefuture,orthewitch’srevenge,oraboutwherehewassupposedto
sleep.Hehadneversleptanywhereexceptinthewitch’sbed,soatlasthe
wentbackoverthehillanddowntothecemetery.
Someof thecatswerestillgoingupanddownthegrave,coveringthe

baseof themoundwithleavesandgrassandfeathers,theirownloosefur.
Itwasa soft sortof nest to liedownon.Thecatswerestillbusywhen
Small fell asleep—cats are always busy—cheek pressed against the cool
glassof thebedroomwindow,handcurledinhispocketaroundthehair-
brush,butinthemiddleof thenight,whenhewokeup,hewasswaddled,
headtofoot,inwarm,grass-scentedcatbodies.

Atailiscurledaroundhischinlikearope,andallthebodiesaresoughing
breath in and out,whiskers and paws twitching, silky bellies rising and
falling.Allthecatsaresleepingafrantic,exhausted,busysleep,exceptfor
one,awhitecatwhositsnearhishead, lookingdownathim.Smallhas
neverseenthiscatbefore,andyetheknowsher,thewaythatyouknowthe



05-mfb-cat 7/25/05, 11:39 AM121



KELLYLINK

 

Catskin

peoplewhovisityouindreams:she’swhiteeverywhere,exceptforreddish
tuftsandfrillsatherearsandtailandpaws,asif someonehasembroidered
herwithfirearoundtheedges.
“What’syourname?”Smallsays.He’snevertalkedtothewitch’scats

before.
Thecatliftsalegandlicksherself inaprivateplace.Thenshelooksat

him.“YoumaycallmeMother,”shesays.
ButSmallshakeshishead.Hecan’tcallthecatthat.Downunderthe

blanketof cats,underthewindowpane,thewitch’sSpanishheelisdrinking
inmoonlight.
“Verywell,then,youmaycallmeTheWitch’sRevenge,”thecatsays.

Hermouthdoesn’tmove,buthehearsherspeakinsidehishead.Hervoice
is furryandsharp, likeablanketmadeof needles. “Andyoumaycomb
myfur.”
Small sitsup,displacing sleepingcats, and lifts thebrushoutof his

pocket.Thebristleshaveleftrowsof littleholesindentedinthepinkpalm
of hishand,likesomesortof code.If hecouldreadthecode,itwould
say:Combmyfur.
Smallcombsthefurof TheWitch’sRevenge.There’sgravedirtinthe

cat’sfur,andoneortworedants,whodropandscurryaway.TheWitch’s
Revengebendsherheaddowntotheground,snapsthemupinherjaws.
Theheapof catsaroundthemisyawningandstretching.Therearethings
todo.
“Youmustburnherhousedown,”TheWitch’sRevengesays. “That’s

thefirstthing.”
Small’scombcatchesaknot,andTheWitch’sRevengeturnsandnips

him on the wrist.Then she licks him in the tender place between his
thumbandhis first finger. “That’s enough,” she says. “There’swork to
do.”
Sotheyallgobacktothehouse,Smallstumblinginthedark,moving

farther and farther away from thewitch’s grave, the cats trotting along,
theireyes lit like torches, twigsandbranches in theirmouths,as if  they
plantobuildanest,acanoe,a fence tokeeptheworldout.Thehouse,
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whentheyreachit,isfullof lights,andmorecats,andpilesof tinder.The
houseismakinganoise,likeaninstrumentthatsomeoneisbreathinginto.
Smallrealizesthatallthecatsaremewing,endlessly,astheyruninandout
thedoors,lookingformorekindling.TheWitch’sRevengesays,“Firstwe
mustlatchallthedoors.”
SoSmall shutsall thedoorsandwindowson the firstfloor, leaving

openonlythekitchendoor,andTheWitch’sRevengeshuts thecatches
onthesecretdoors,thecatdoors,thedoorsintheattic,anduponthe
roof,andthecellardoors.Notasinglesecretdoorisleftopen.Nowall
thenoiseisontheinside,andSmallandTheWitch’sRevengeareonthe
outside.
Allthecatshaveslippedintothehousethroughthekitchendoor.There

isn’tasinglecatinthegarden.Smallcanseethewitch’scatsthroughthe
windows,arrangingtheirpilesof  twigs.TheWitch’sRevengesitsbeside
him, watching. “Now light a match and throw it in,” saysTheWitch’s
Revenge.
Small lightsamatch.Hethrowsit in.Whatboydoesn’t lovetostart

afire?
“Now shut the kitchen door,” saysTheWitch’s Revenge, but Small

can’tdothat.All thecatsare inside.TheWitch’sRevengestandsonher
hindpawsandpushesthekitchendoorshut.Inside,thelitmatchcatches
somethingonfire.Firerunsalongthefloorandupthekitchenwalls.Cats
catch fire, andrun into theother roomsof  thehouse.Small canseeall
thisthroughthewindows.Hestandswithhisfaceagainsttheglass,which
iscold,andthenwarm,andthenhot.Burningcatswithburningtwigsin
theirmouthspressupagainstthekitchendoor,andtheotherdoorsof the
house,butallthedoorsarelocked.SmallandTheWitch’sRevengestand
inthegardenandwatchthewitch’shouseandthewitch’sbooksandthe
witch’s sofas and thewitch’s cookingpots and thewitch’s cats,her cats,
too,allhercatsburn.

Youshouldneverburndownahouse.Youshouldneversetacatonfire.
Youshouldneverwatchanddonothingwhileahouseisburning.You
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should never listen to a catwho says to do any of  these things.You
should listen to yourmother when she tells you to come away from
watching,togotobed,togotosleep.Youshouldlistentoyourmother’s
revenge.

Youshouldneverpoisonawitch.

Inthemorning,Smallwokeupinthegarden.Sootcoveredhiminagreasy
blanket.TheWitch’sRevengewascurledupasleeponhischest.Thewitch’s
housewasstillstanding,butthewindowshadmeltedandrundownthe
walls.
TheWitch’sRevengewokeandstretchedandlickedSmallcleanwith

hersmallsharkskintongue.Shedemandedtobecombed.Thenshewent
intothehouseandcameout,carryingalittlebundle.Itdangled,boneless,
fromhermouth,likeakitten.

Itisacatskin,Smallsees,onlythereisnolongeracatinsideit.TheWitch’s
Revengedropsitinhislap.

Hepickeditupandsomethingshinyfelloutof thelooselightskin.Itwas
apieceof gold,sloppy,slipperywithfat.TheWitch’sRevengebroughtout
dozensanddozensof catskins,andtherewasagoldpieceineveryskin.
WhileSmallcountedhisfortune,TheWitch’sRevengebitoff oneof her
ownclaws,andpulledonelongwitchhairoutof thewitch’scomb.She
satup,likeatailor,cross-leggedinthegrass,andbegantostitchupabag,
outof themanycatskins.
Smallshivered.Therewasnothingtoeatforbreakfastbutgrass,andthe

grasswasblackandcooked.
“Areyoucold?”saidTheWitch’sRevenge.Sheputthebagasideand

pickedupanothercatskin,afineblackone.Sheslitasharpclawdownthe
middle.“We’llmakeyouawarmsuit.”
Sheusedthecoatof ablackcat,andthecoatof acalicocat,andshe

putatrimaroundthepaws,of grey-and-white-stripedfur.
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Whileshedidthis,shesaidtoSmall, “Didyouknowthattherewas
onceabattle,foughtonthisverypatchof ground?”
Smallshookhisheadno.
“Whereverthere’sagarden,”TheWitch’sRevengesaid,scratchingwith

onepawattheground,“Ipromiseyoutherearepeopleburiedsomewhere
beneath it.Lookhere.”Shepluckedupa littlebrownclot,put it inher
mouth,andcleaneditwithhertongue.
When she spat the little circle out again, Small saw it was an ivory

regimental button.TheWitch’s Revenge dug more buttons out of  the
ground—as if  buttons of  ivory grew in the ground—and sewed them
ontothecatskin.Shefashionedahoodwithtwoeyeholesandasetof fine
whiskers, and sewed four fine cat tails to thebackof  the suit, as if  the
single tail thatgrewtherewasn’tgoodenoughforSmall.Shethreadeda
belloneachone.“Putthison,”shesaidtoSmall.
Small put on the suit and the bells chime.TheWitch’s Revenge

laughs.“Youmakeafine-lookingcat,”shesays.“Anymotherwouldbe
proud.”
Theinsideof thecatsuitissoftandalittlestickyagainstSmall’sskin.

Whenheputsthehoodoverhishead,theworlddisappears.Hecansee
onlythevividcornersof itthroughtheeyeholes—grass,gold,thecatwho
sitscross-legged,stitchinguphersackof skins—andairseepsin,downat
thelooselysewnseam,wheretheskindroopsandsagsoverhischestand
aroundthegapingbuttons.Smallholdshis tails inhisclumsy fingerless
paw,likeahandfulof eels,andswingsthembackandforthtohearthem
ring.Thesoundof  thebellsandthesooty,cookedsmellof  theair, the
warmstickinessof thesuit,thefeelof hisnewfuragainsttheground:he
fallsasleepanddreamsthathundredsof antscomeandlifthimandgently
carryhimoff tobed.

WhenSmalltippedhishoodbackagain,hesawthatTheWitch’sRevenge
hadfinishedwithherneedleandthread.Smallhelpedherfillthebagwith
gold.TheWitch’sRevengestooduponherhindlegs,tookthebag,and
swungitoverhershoulders.Thegoldcoinswentslidingagainsteachother,
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mewlingandhissing.Thebagdraggedalongthegrass,pickingupash,leav-
ingatrailof greenbehindit.TheWitch’sRevengestruttedalongasif she
werecarryingasackof air.
Smallputthehoodonagain,andhegotdownonhishandsandknees.

AndthenhetrottedafterTheWitch’sRevenge.Theyleftthegardengate
wideopen andwent into the forest, towards thehousewhere thewitch
Lacklived.

Theforestissmallerthanitusedtobe.Small isgrowing,buttheforest
is shrinking.Trees have been cut down.Houses have been built. Lawns
rolled, roads laid.TheWitch’sRevenge andSmallwalked alongsideone
of theroads.Aschoolbusrolledby:Thechildreninsidelookedouttheir
windowsandlaughedwhentheysawTheWitch’sRevengewalkingonher
hindlegs,andatherheels,Small,inhiscatsuit.Smallliftedhisheadand
peeredoutof hiseyeholesaftertheschoolbus.
“Wholivesinthesehouses?”heaskedTheWitch’sRevenge.
“That’sthewrongquestion,Small,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge,looking

downathimandstridingalong.
Miaow,thecatskinbagsays.Clink.
“What’stherightquestion,then?”Smallsaid.
“Askmewholivesunderthehouses,”TheWitch’sRevengesaid.
Obediently,Smallsaid,“Wholivesunderthehouses?”
“What a good question!” saidTheWitch’s Revenge. “You see, not

everyonecangivebirthtotheirownhouse.Mostpeoplegivebirthtochil-
dreninstead.Andwhenyouhavechildren,youneedhousestoputthem
in.Sochildrenandhouses:mostpeoplegivebirth to the first andhave
tobuildthesecond.Thehouses,thatis.Alongtimeago,whenmenand
womenweregoingtobuildahouse,theywoulddigaholefirst.Andthey’d
makealittleroom—alittle,wooden,one-roomhouse—inthehole.And
they’dstealorbuyachildtoputinthehouseinthehole,tolivethere.And
thentheybuilttheirhouseoverthatfirstlittlehouse.”
“Didtheymakeadoorinthelidof thelittlehouse?”Smallsaid.
“Theydidnotmakeadoor,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge.
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“Butthenhowdidthegirlortheboyclimbout?”Smallsaid.
“The boy or the girl stayed in that little house,” saidTheWitch’s

Revenge.“Theylivedtherealltheirlife,andtheyarelivinginthosehouses
still,undertheotherhouseswherethepeoplelive,andthepeoplewholive
inthehousesabovemaycomeandgoastheyplease,andtheydon’tever
thinkabouthowtherearelittlehouseswithlittlechildren,sittinginlittle
rooms,undertheirfeet.”
“Butwhataboutthemothersandfathers?”Smallasked. “Didn’tthey

evergolookingfortheirboysandgirls?”
“Ah,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge. “Sometimestheydidandsometimes

theydidn’t.Andafterall,whowaslivingundertheirhouses?Butthatwasa
longtimeago.Nowpeoplemostlyburyacatwhentheybuildtheirhouse,
insteadof achild.That’swhywecallcatshouse-cats.Whichiswhywemust
walk along smartly. As you can see, there are houses under construction
here.”

Andsothereare.Theywalkbyclearingswheremenaredigginglittleholes.
FirstSmallputshishoodbackandwalksontwolegs,andthenheputson
hishoodagain,andgoesonallfours:Hemakeshimself assmallandslinky
aspossible,justlikeacat.Butthebellsonhistailsjounceandthecoinsin
thebagthatTheWitch’sRevengecarriesgoclink,miaow,andthemenstop
theirworkandwatchthemgoby.

How many witches are there in the world? Have you ever seen one?
Wouldyouknowawitch if yousawone?Andwhatwouldyoudo if 
yousawone?Forthatmatter,doyouknowacatwhenyouseeone?Are
yousure?

SmallfollowedTheWitch’sRevenge.Smallgrewcallusesonhiskneesand
thepadsof hisfingers.Hewouldhavelikedtocarrythebagsometimes,
butitwastooheavy.Howheavy?Youwouldnothavebeenabletocarry
it,either.
Theydrankoutof streams.Atnighttheyopenedthecatskinbagand
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climbedinsidetosleep,andwhentheywerehungrytheylickedthecoins,
whichseemedtosweatgoldenfat,andalwaysmorefat.Astheywent,The
Witch’sRevengesangasong:

Ihadnomother
andmymotherhadnomother
andhermotherhadnomother
andhermotherhadnomother
andhermotherhadnomother
andyouhavenomother

tosingyou
thissong

Thecoinsinthebagsangtoo,miaow,miaow,andthebellsonSmall’stails
kepttherhythm.

EverynightSmallcombsTheWitch’sRevenge’s fur.Andeverymorning
TheWitch’sRevengelickshimallover,notneglectingtheplacesbehind
hisears,andatthebacksof hisknees.Andthenheputsthecatsuitback
on,andshegroomshimalloveragain.

Sometimes they were in the forest, and sometimes the forest became a
town, and thenTheWitch’sRevengewould tell Small stories about the
peoplewholivedinthehouses,andthechildrenwholivedinthehouses
underthehouses.Once,intheforest,TheWitch’sRevengeshowedSmall
wheretherehadoncebeenahouse.Nowtherewasonlythestonesof the
foundation,upholsteredinmoss,andthechimneystack,proppedupwith
fatropesandcoilsof ivy.
TheWitch’sRevenge rappedon thegrassyground,moving clockwise

aroundthefoundation,untilbothsheandSmallcouldhearahollowsound;
TheWitch’sRevengedroppedtoallfoursandclawedattheground,tearing
itupwithherpawsandbitingatit,untiltheycouldseealittlewoodenroof.
TheWitch’sRevengeknockedontheroof,andSmalllashedhistails.
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“Well,Small,” saidTheWitch’sRevenge, “shallwe takeoff  theroof 
andletthepoorchildgo?”
Smallcreptupclosetotheholeshehadmade.Heputhiseartoitand

listened,butheheardnothingatall.“There’snooneinthere,”hesaid.
“Maybethey’reshy,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge.“Shallweletthemout,

orshallweleavethembe?”
“Letthemout!”saidSmall,butwhathemeanttosaywas,“Leavethem

alone!”OrmaybehesaidLeavethembe!althoughhemeanttheopposite.The
Witch’sRevenge looked at him, andSmall thought he heard something
then—beneathhimwherehecrouched,frozen—veryfaint:ascrabblingat
thedirty,sunkenroof.
Smallsprangaway.TheWitch’sRevengepickedupastoneandbrought

itdownhard,cavingtheroof in.Whentheypeeredinside,therewasnoth-
ingexceptblacknessandafaintsmell.Theywaited,sittingontheground,
to seewhatmight comeout, but nothing cameout.After awhile,The
Witch’sRevengepickeduphercatskinbag,andtheysetoff again.
Forseveralnightsafterthat,Smalldreamedthatsomeone,something,

wasfollowingthem.Itwassmallandthinandbleachedandcoldanddirty
andafraid.Onenightitcreptawayagain,andSmallneverknewwhereit
went.Butif youcometothatpartof theforest,wheretheysatandwaited
by the stone foundation, perhaps youwillmeet the thing that they set
free.

NooneknewthereasonforthequarrelbetweenthewitchSmall’smother
andthewitchLack,althoughthewitchSmall’smotherhaddiedforit.The
witchLackwasahandsomemanandhelovedhischildrendearly.Hehad
stolenthemoutof thecribsandbedsof palacesandmanorsandharems.
Hedressedhis children in silks, asbefitted their station, and theywore
goldcrownsandateoff goldplates.Theydrankfromcupsof gold.Lack’s
children,itwassaid,lackednothing.
Perhaps the witch Lack had made some remark about the way the

witchSmall’smotherwasraisingherchildren,orperhapsthewitchSmall’s
mother had boasted of  her children’s red hair. But itmight have been
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somethingelse.Witchesareproudandtheyliketoquarrel.
WhenSmallandTheWitch’sRevengecameatlasttothehouseof the

witchLack,TheWitch’sRevengesaidtoSmall,“Lookatthismonstrosity!
I’veproducedfinerturdsandburiedthemunderleaves.Andthesmell,like
anopensewer!Howcanhisneighborsstandthestink?”
Malewitcheshavenowombs,andmustcomebytheirhousesinother

ways,orelsebuythemfromfemalewitches.ButSmallthoughtitwasavery
finehouse.Therewasaprinceoraprincessateachwindowstaringdownat
him,ashesatonhishaunchesinthedriveway,besideTheWitch’sRevenge.
Hesaidnothing,buthemissedhisbrothersandsisters.
“Comealong,” saidTheWitch’sRevenge. “We’ll goa littlewaysoff 

andwaitforthewitchLacktocomehome.”
Small followedTheWitch’s Revenge back into the forest, and in a

while,twoof thewitchLack’schildrencameoutof thehouse,carrying
basketsmadeof gold.Theywentintotheforestaswellandbegantopick
blackberries.
TheWitch’sRevengeandSmallsatinthebriarandwatched.

Therewas awind in the briar. Smallwas thinking of  his brothers and
sisters.He thoughtof  the tasteof blackberries, the feel of  them inhis
mouth,whichwasnotatalllikethetasteof fat.
TheWitch’sRevengenestledagainstthesmallof Small’sback.Shewas

lickingdownalumpof knottedfuratthebaseof hisspine.Theprincesses
weresinging.
SmalldecidedthathewouldliveinthebriarwithTheWitch’sRevenge.

Theywouldliveonberriesandspyonthechildrenwhocametopickthem,
andTheWitch’sRevengewouldchangehername.ThewordMotherwasin
hismouth,alongwiththesweettasteof theblackberries.
“Nowyoumustgoout,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge,“andbekittenish.

Beplayful.Chase your tail.Be shy,butdon’tbe too shy.Don’t talk too
much.Letthempetyou.Don’tbite.”
ShepushedatSmall’srump,andSmalltumbledoutof thebriarand

sprawledatthefeetof thewitchLack’schildren.
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ThePrincessGeorgiasaid,“Look!It’sadearlittlecat!”
HersisterMargaretsaiddoubtfully,“Butithasfivetails.I’veneverseen

acatthatneededsomanytails.Anditsskinisdoneupwithbuttonsand
it’salmostaslargeasyouare.”
Small,however,begantocaperandprance.Heswunghistailsbackand

forthsothatthebellsrangoutandthenhepretendedtobealarmedby
this.Firstheranawayfromhistailsandthenhechasedhistails.Thetwo
princessesputdowntheirbaskets,half-fullof blackberries,andspoketo
him,callinghimasillypuss.
Atfirsthewouldn’tgonearthem.But,slowly,hepretendedtobewon

over.Heallowedhimself tobepettedandfedblackberries.Hechaseda
hairribbonandhestretchedoutto let themadmirethebuttonsupand
downhisbelly.PrincessMargaret’sfingerstuggedathisskin;thensheslid
onehandinbetweentheloosecatskinandSmall’sboyskin.Hebattedher
handawaywithapaw,andMargaret’ssisterGeorgiasaidknowinglythat
cat’sdidn’tliketobepettedontheirbellies.
TheywereallgoodfriendsbythetimeTheWitch’sRevengecameout

of thebriar,standingonherhindlegsandsinging

Ihavenochildren
andmychildrenhavenochildren

andtheirchildren
havenochildren
andtheirchildren
havenowhiskers
andnotails

Atthissight,thePrincessesMargaretandGeorgiabegantolaughand
point.Theyhadneverheardacatsing,orseenacatwalkonitshindlegs.
Smalllashedhisfivetailsfuriously,andallthefurof thecatskinstoodup
onhisarchedback,andtheylaughedatthattoo.
Whentheycamebackfromtheforest,withtheirbasketspiledwith

berries,Smallwasstalkingcloseattheirheels,andTheWitch’sRevenge
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camewalking just behind. But she left the bag of  gold hidden in the
briar.

Thatnight,whenthewitchLackcamehome,hishandswerefullof gifts
forhischildren.Oneof his sonsrantomeethimat thedoorandsaid,
“ComeandseewhatfollowedMargaretandGeorgiahomefromtheforest!
Canwekeepthem?”
Andthetablehadnotbeensetfordinner,andthechildrenof thewitch

Lack had not sat down to do their homework, and in thewitchLack’s
throne room, therewas a catwith five tails, spinning in circles,while a
secondcatsatimpudentlyuponhisthrone,andsang

Yes!
yourfather’shouse
istheshiniest
brownestlargest
themostexpensive
thesweetest-smelling

house
thathasever
comeoutof
anyone’s
ass!

ThewitchLack’schildrenbegantolaughatthis,untiltheysawthewitch,
theirfather,standingthere.Thentheyfellsilent.Smallstoppedspinning.
“You!”saidthewitchLack.
“Me!”saidTheWitch’sRevenge,andsprangfromthethrone.Before

anyoneknewwhatshewasabout,herjawswerefastenedaboutthewitch
Lack’sneck,andthensherippedouthisthroat.Lackopenedhismouthto
speakandhisbloodfellout,makingTheWitch’sRevenge’sfurmorered
nowthanwhite.ThewitchLackfelldowndead,andredantswentmarch-
ingoutof theholeinhisneckandtheholeof hismouth,andtheyheld
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piecesof Time in their jawsas tightlyasTheWitch’sRevengehadheld
Lack’sthroatinhers.ButsheletLackgoandlefthimlyinginhisblood
onthefloor,andshesnatcheduptheantsandatethem,quickly,asif she
hadbeenhungryforaverylongtime.
Whilethiswashappening,thewitchLack’schildrenstoodandwatched

anddidnothing.Small saton thefloor,his tails curledabouthispaws.
Children, all of  them, they did nothing.They were too surprised.The
Witch’s Revenge, her belly full of  ants, her mouth stained with blood,
stoodupandsurveyedthem.
“Goandfetchmemycatskinbag,”shesaidtoSmall.
Smallfoundthathecouldmove.Aroundhim,theprincesandprincesses

stayedabsolutelystill.TheWitch’sRevengewasholdingtheminhergaze.
“I’llneedhelp,”Smallsaid.“Thebagistooheavyformetocarry.”
TheWitch’sRevengeyawned.Shelickedapawandbegantopatather

mouth.Smallstoodstill.
“Very well,” she said. “Take those big strong girls the Princesses

MargaretandGeorgiawithyou.Theyknowtheway.”
The PrincessesMargaret andGeorgia, finding that they couldmove

again,begantotremble.Theygatheredtheircourageandtheywentwith
Small,thetwogirlsholdingeachother’shands,outof thethroneroom,
not lookingdownat thebodyof  their father, thewitchLack,andback
intotheforest.
Georgiabegantoweep,butthePrincessMargaretsaidtoSmall: “Let

usgo!”
“Where will you go?” said Small. “Theworld is a dangerous place.

Therearepeopleinitwhomeanyounogood.”Hethrewbackhishood,
andthePrincessGeorgiabegantoweepharder.
“Letusgo,”saidthePrincessMargaret.“MyparentsaretheKingand

Queenof acountrynotthreedays’walkfromhere.Theywillbegladto
seeusagain.”
Small saidnothing.They came to thebriar andhe sent thePrincess

Georgiaintohuntforthecatskinbag.Shecameoutscratchedandbleeding,
thebaginherhand.Ithadcaughtonthebriarsandtornopen.Goldcoins
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rolledout,likeglossydropsof fat,fallingontheground.
“Yourfatherkilledmymother,”saidSmall.
“Andthatcat,yourmother’sdevil,willkillus,orworse,”saidPrincess

Margaret.“Letusgo!”
Smallliftedthecatskinbag.Therewerenocoinsinitnow.ThePrincess

Georgiawasonherhandsandknees,scoopingupcoinsandputtingthem
intoherpockets.
“Washeagoodfather?”Smallasked.
“Hethoughthewas,”PrincessMargaretsaid. “ButI’mnotsorryhe’s

dead.When I grow up, Iwill beQueen. I’llmake a law to put all the
witchesinthekingdomtodeath,andalltheircatsaswell.”
Smallbecameafraid.Hetookupthecatskinbagandranbacktothe

house of  the witch Lack, leaving the two princesses in the forest. And
whethertheymadetheirwayhometothePrincessMargaret’sparents,or
whether they fell into thehandsof  thieves,orwhether they lived in the
briar,orwhetherthePrincessMargaretgrewupandkeptherpromiseand
ridherkingdomof witchesandcats,Smallneverknew,andneitherdoI,
andneithershallyou.

WhenhecamebackintothewitchLack’shouse,TheWitch’sRevengesaw
atoncewhathadhappened.“Nevermind,”shesaid.
Therewerenochildren,noprincesandprincesses,inthethroneroom.

ThewitchLack’sbodystilllayonthefloor,butTheWitch’sRevengehad
skinneditlikeaconey,andsewnuptheskinintoabag.Thebagwriggled
andjerked,thesidesheavingasif thewitchLackwerestillalivesomewhere
inside.TheWitch’sRevengeheldthewitchskinbaginonehand,andwith
theother,shewasstuffingacatintotheneckof theskin.Thecatwailed
asitwentintothebag.Thebagwasfullof wailing.Butthediscardedflesh
of thewitchLacklolled,slack.
Therewas a littlepileof  gold crownson thefloorbeside theflayed

corpse,andtransparent,paperythingsthatblewabouttheroom,onacur-
rentof air,surprisedlooksonthethin,shedfaces.
Catswerehidinginthecornersof theroom,andunderthethrone.“Go
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catchthem,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge.“Butleavethethreeprettiestalone.”
“WherearethewitchLack’schildren?”Smallsaid.
TheWitch’sRevengenoddedaroundtheroom.“Asyousee,”shesaid.

“I’veslippedoff theirskins,andtheywereallcatsunderneath.They’recats
now,butif weweretowaitayearortwo,theywouldshedtheseskinsas
wellandbecomesomethingnew.Childrenarealwaysgrowing.”
Small chased the cats around the room.They were fast, but he was

faster.Theywerenimble,buthewasnimbler.Hehadwornhis cat suit
longer.Hedrovethecatsdownthelengthof theroom,andTheWitch’s
Revenge caught themanddropped them intoherbag.At the end there
wereonlythreecatsleftinthethroneroomandtheywereasprettyatrio
of catsasanyonecouldaskfor.Alltheothercatswereinsidethebag.
“Well done and quickly done, too,” saidTheWitch’s Revenge, and

she tookherneedle and stitched shut theneckof  thebag.The skinof 
thewitchLacksmiledupatSmall,andacatputitsheadthroughLack’s
stainedmouth,wailing.ButTheWitch’sRevengesewedLack’smouthshut
too,andtheholeontheotherend,whereahousehadcomeout.Sheleft
onlyhisearholesandhiseyeholesandhisnostrils,whichwerefullof fur,
rolledopensothatthecatscouldbreathe.
TheWitch’sRevengeslungtheskinfullof catsoverhershoulderand

stoodup.
“Whereareyougoing?”Smallsaid.
“These cats have mothers and fathers,”TheWitch’s Revenge said.

“Theyhavemothersandfatherswhomissthemverymuch.”
ShegazedatSmall.Hedecidednottoaskagain.Sohewaitedinthe

housewiththetwoprincessesandtheprinceintheirnewcatsuits,while
TheWitch’sRevengewentdowntotheriver.Orperhapsshetookthem
downtothemarketandsoldthem.Ormaybeshetookeachcathome,to
itsownmotherandfather,backtothekingdomwhereithadbeenborn.
Maybeshewasn’tsocarefultomakesurethateachchildwasreturnedto
the rightmotherand father.Afterall, shewas inahurry, andcats look
verymuchalikeatnight.
Noonesawwhereshewent—butthemarketiscloserthanthepalaces
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of  theKings andQueenswhose children had been stolen by thewitch
Lack,andtheriveriscloserstill.
WhenTheWitch’s Revenge came back to Lack’s house, she looked

aroundher.Thehousewasbeginningtostinkverybadly.EvenSmallcould
smellitnow.
“I suppose thePrincessMargaret let you fuckher,” saidTheWitch’s

Revenge,asif shehadbeenthinkingaboutthiswhilesheranhererrands.
“Andthatiswhyyouletthemgo.Idon’tmind.Shewasaprettypuss.I
mighthavelethergomyself.”
ShelookedatSmall’sfaceandsawthathewasconfused.“Nevermind,”

shesaid.
Shehadalengthof stringinherpaw,andacork,whichshegreased

withapieceof fatshehadcutfromthewitchLack.Shethreadedthecork
onthestring,callingitagood,quick,littlemouse,andgreasedthestringas
well,andshefedthewrigglingcorktothetabbywhohadbeencurledupin
Small’slap.Andwhenshehadthecorkbackagain,shegreaseditagainand
fedittothelittleblackcat,andthenshefedittothecatwithtwowhite
forepaws,sothatshehadallthreecatsuponherstring.
Sheseweduptheripinthecatskinbag,andSmallputthegoldcrowns

inthebag,anditwasnearlyasheavyasithadbeenbefore.TheWitch’s
Revengecarriedthebag,andSmalltookthegreasedstring,holdingitin
histeeth,sothethreecatswereforcedtorunalongbehindhimastheyleft
thehouseof thewitchLack.

Smallstrikesamatch,andhelightsthehouseof thedeadwitch,Lack,on
fire,astheyleave.Butshitburnsslowly,if atall,andthathousemightbe
burningstill,if someonehasn’tgoneandputitout.Andmaybe,someday,
someonewillgofishingintherivernearthathouse,andhooktheirlineon
abagfullof princesandprincesses,wetandsorryandwrigglingintheir
catsuitskins—that’sonewaytocatchahusbandorawife.

Small andTheWitch’sRevengewalkedwithout stopping and the three
catscamebehindthem.Theywalkeduntiltheyreachedalittlevillagevery
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nearwherethewitchSmall’smotherhadlivedandtheretheysettleddown
inaroomTheWitch’sRevengerentedfromabutcher.Theycutthegreased
string,andboughtacageandhungitfromahookinthekitchen.Theykept
thethreecatsinit,butSmallboughtcollarsandleashes,andsometimeshe
putoneof thecatsonaleashandtookitforawalkaroundthetown.
Sometimes he wore his own catsuit and went out prowling, butThe

Witch’sRevengeusedtoscoldhimif shecaughthimdressedlikethat.There
arecountrymannersandtherearetownmannersandSmallwasaboyabout
townnow.
TheWitch’sRevengekepthouse.Shecleanedandshecookedandshemade

Small’sbedinthemorning.Likeallof thewitch’scats,shewasalwaysbusy.
Shemelteddownthegoldcrownsinastewpot,andmintedthemintocoins.
TheWitch’sRevengeworeasilkdressandglovesandaheavyveil,and

ranhererrandsinafinecarriage,Smallatherside.Sheopenedanaccount
inabank,andsheenrolledSmallinaprivateacademy.Sheboughtapiece
of landtobuildahouseon,andshesentSmalloff toschooleverymorning,
nomatterhowhecried.Butatnightshetookoff herclothesandslepton
hispillowandhecombedherredandwhitefur.
Sometimesatnightshetwitchedandmoaned,andwhenheaskedher

whatshewasdreaming,shesaid,“Thereareants!Can’tyoucombthemout?
Bequickandcatchthem,if youloveme.”
Buttherewereneveranyants.
One day when Small came home, the little cat with the white front

pawswasgone.WhenheaskedTheWitch’sRevenge,shesaidthatthelittle
cathadfallenoutof thecageandthroughtheopenwindowandintothe
gardenandbeforeTheWitch’sRevengecouldthinkwhattodo,acrowhad
swoopeddownandcarriedthelittlecatoff.
Theymoved into theirnewhousea fewmonths later, andSmallwas

alwaysvery carefulwhenhewent in andout thedoorway, imagining the
littlecat,downthereinthedark,underthedoorstep,underhisfoot.

Smallgotbigger.Hedidn’tmakeanyfriendsinthevillage,orathisschool,
butwhenyou’rebigenough,youdon’tneedfriends.
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OnedaywhileheandTheWitch’sRevengewereeating theirdinner,
therewasaknockatthedoor.WhenSmallopenedthedoor,therestood
FloraandJack.Florawaswearingadrab,thrift-storecoat,andJacklooked
morethaneverlikeabundleof sticks.
“Small!” saidFlora. “How tall you’ve become!” She burst into tears,

andwrungherbeautifulhands.Jacksaid,lookingatTheWitch’sRevenge,
“Andwhoareyou?”
TheWitch’sRevengesaidtoJack,“WhoamI?I’myourmother’scat,

andyou’reahandfulof drysticksinasuittwosizestoolarge.ButIwon’t
tellanyoneif youwon’ttell,either.”
Jack snorted at this, and Flora stopped crying. She began to look

aroundthehouse,whichwassunnyandlargeandwellappointed.
“There’sroomenoughforbothof you,”saidTheWitch’sRevenge,“if 

Smalldoesn’tmind.”
Smallthoughthisheartwouldburstwithhappinesstohavehisfamily

backagain.HeshowedFloratoonebedroomandJacktoanother.Then
theywentdownstairsandhadaseconddinner,andSmallandTheWitch’s
Revengelistened,andthecatsintheirhangingcagelistened,whileFlora
andJackrecountedtheiradventures.
ApickpockethadtakenFlora’spurse,andthey’dsoldthewitch’sauto-

mobile,andlostthemoneyinagameof cards.Florafoundherparents,
buttheywereapairof oldscoundrelswhohadnouseforher.(Shewas
toooldtosellagain.Shewouldhaverealizedwhattheywereupto.)She’d
gonetoworkinadepartmentstore,andJackhadsoldticketsinamovie
theater.They’dquarreledandmadeup,andthenfalleninlovewithother
people, and hadmany disappointments.At last they had decided to go
hometothewitch’shouseandseeif itwoulddoforasquat,orif there
wasanythingleft,tocarryawayandsell.
Butthehouse,of course,hadburneddown.Astheyarguedaboutwhat

todonext, Jackhad smelledSmall, hisbrother,down in the village.So
heretheywere.
“You’lllivehere,withus,”Smallsaid.
JackandFlorasaidtheycouldnotdothat.Theyhadambitions,they
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said.Theyhadplans.Theywouldstayforaweek,ortwoweeks,andthen
theywouldbeoff again.TheWitch’sRevengenoddedandsaidthatthis
wassensible.
Every day Small came home from school and went out again, with

Flora,onabicyclebuiltfortwo.OrhestayedhomeandJacktaughthim
howtoholdacoinbetweentwofingers,andhowtofollowtheegg,asit
movedfromcuptocup.TheWitch’sRevengetaughtthemtoplaybridge,
althoughFlora and Jack couldn’t be partners.They quarreledwith each
otherasif theywerehusbandandwife.
“What do you want?” Small asked Flora one day. He was leaning

againsther,wishinghewerestillacat,andcouldsitinherlap.Shesmelled
of secrets.“Whydoyouhavetogoawayagain?”
FlorapattedSmallonthehead.Shesaid,“WhatdoIwant?That’seasy

enough!Toneverhavetoworryaboutmoney.Iwanttomarryamanand
knowthathe’llnevercheatonme,orleaveme.”ShelookedatJackasshe
saidthis.
Jacksaid,“Iwantarichwifewhowon’ttalkback,whodoesn’tlieinbed

allday,withthecoverspulledupoverherhead,weepingandcallingmea
bundleof twigs.”AndhelookedatFlorawhenhesaidthis.
TheWitch’sRevengeputdownthe sweater that shewasknitting for

Small.ShelookedatFloraandshelookedatJackandthenshelookedat
Small.
Smallwentintothekitchenandopenedthedoorof thehangingcage.

He liftedoutthetwocatsandbroughtthemtoFloraandJack. “Here,”
he said. “Ahusband foryou,Flora, andawife for Jack.Aprinceanda
princess,andbothof  thembeautiful, andwellbroughtup,andwealthy,
nodoubt.”
Florapickedupthelittletomcatandsaid, “Don’tteaseatme,Small!

Whoeverheardof marryingacat!”
TheWitch’sRevengesaid,“Thetrickistokeeptheircatskinsinasafe

hidingplace.Andif theysulk,ortreatyoubadly,sewthembackintotheir
catskinandputthemintoabagandthrowthemintheriver.”
Thenshetookherclawandslittheskinof thetabby-coloredcatsuit,
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andFlorawasholdinganakedman.Florashriekedanddroppedhimon
theground.Hewasahandsomeman,wellmade,andhehadaprincely
manner.Hewasnotamanthatanyonewouldevermistakeforacat.He
stoodupandmadeabow,veryelegant, forall thathewasnaked.Flora
blushed,butshelookedpleased.
“GofetchsomeclothesforthePrinceandthePrincess,”TheWitch’s

RevengesaidtoSmall.Whenhegotback,therewasanakedprincesshid-
ingbehindthesofa,andJackwasleeringather.
Afewweeksafter that, therewere twoweddings,andthenFlora left

withhernewhusband,andJackwentoff withhisnewprincess.Perhaps
theylivedhappilyeverafter.
TheWitch’sRevengesaidtoSmall,“Wehavenowifeforyou.”
Smallshrugged.“I’mstilltooyoung,”hesaid.

Buttryashardashecan,Small isgettingoldernow.Thecatskinbarely
fitsacrosshisshoulders.Thebuttonsstrainwhenhefastensthem.His
grown-upfur—hispeoplefur—iscomingin.Atnighthedreams.
Thewitchhismother’sSpanishheelbeatsagainstthepaneof glass.The

princesshangsinthebriar.She’sholdingupherdress,sohecanseethe
catfurdownthere.Nowshe’sunderthehouse.Shewantstomarryhim,but
thehousewillfalldownif hekissesher.HeandFloraarechildrenagain,
inthewitch’shouse.Floraliftsupherskirtandsays,seemypussy?There’s
acatdownthere,peekingoutathim,butitdoesn’tlooklikeanycathe’s
everseen.HesaystoFlora,Ihaveapussytoo.Buthisisn’tthesame.
Atlastheknowswhathappenedtothelittle,starving,nakedthingin

theforest,whereitwent.Itcrawledintohiscatskin,whilehewasasleep,
andthenitclimbedrightinsidehim,hisSmallskin,andnowitishuddled
inhischest,stillcoldandsadandhungry.Itiseatinghimfromtheinside,
andgettingbigger,andonedaytherewillbenoSmallleftatall,onlythat
nameless,hungrychild,wearingaSmallskin.
Smallmoansinhissleep.
ThereareantsinTheWitch’sRevenge’sskin,leakingoutof herseams,

andtheymarchdownintothesheetsandpinchathim,downunderhis
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arms,andbetweenhislegswherehisfurisgrowingin,andithurts,itaches
andaches.HedreamsthatTheWitch’sRevengewakesnow,andcomesand
lickshimallover,untilthepainmelts.Thepaneof glassmelts.Theants
marchawayagainontheirlong,greasedthread.
“Whatdoyouwant?”saysTheWitch’sRevenge.
Smallisnolongerdreaming.Hesays,“Iwantmymother!”
Light from the moon comes down through the window over their

bed.TheWitch’sRevengeisverybeautiful—shelookslikeaQueen,like
a knife, like a burning house, a cat—in themoonlight.Her fur shines.
Herwhiskersstandoutlikepulledstitches,waxandthread.TheWitch’s
Revengesays,“Yourmotherisdead.”
“Takeoff yourskin,”Smallsays.He’scryingandTheWitch’sRevenge

lickshistearsaway.Small’sskinpricksallover,anddownunderthehouse,
somethingsmallwailsandwails.“Givemebackmymother,”hesays.
“Oh,mydarling,”sayshismother,thewitch,TheWitch’sRevenge,“I

can’tdothat.I’mfullof ants.Takeoff myskin,andalltheantswillspill
out,andtherewillbenothingleftof me.”
Smallsays,“Whyhaveyouleftmeallalone?”
Hismother thewitch says, “I’venever left you alone,not even for a

minute.IsewedupmydeathinacatskinsoIcouldstaywithyou.”
“Takeitoff !Letmeseeyou!”Smallsays.Hepullsatthesheetonthe

bed,asif itwerehismother’scatskin.
TheWitch’sRevengeshakesherhead.Shetremblesandbeatshertail

backandforth.Shesays,“Howcanyouaskmeforsuchathing,andhow
canIsaynotoyou?Doyouknowwhatyou’reaskingmefor?Tomorrow
night.Askmeagain,tomorrownight.”
AndSmallhastobesatisfiedwiththat.Allnightlong,Smallcombshis

mother’sfur.Hisfingersare lookingfortheseamsinhercatskin.When
TheWitch’sRevengeyawns,hepeers insidehermouth,hopingtocatch
aglimpseof hismother’sface.Hecanfeelhimself becomingsmallerand
smaller.Inthemorninghewillbesosmallthatwhenhetriestoputhis
catskinon,hecanbarelydoupthebuttons.He’llbesosmall,sosharp,
youmightmistakehimforanant,andwhenTheWitch’sRevengeyawns,
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he’llcreepinsidehermouth,he’llgodownintoherbelly,he’llgofindhis
mother.If hecan,he’llhelphismothercuthercatskinopensothatshe
cangetoutagainandcomeandliveintheworldwithhim,andif shewon’t
comeout,thenhewon’t,either.He’lllivethere,thewaythatsailorslearn
tolive,insidethebellyof fishwhohaveeatenthem,andkeephousefor
hismotherinsidethehouseof herskin.

This is the end of  the story.The Princess Margaret grows up to kill
witches and cats. If  she doesn’t, then someone else will have to do it.
Thereisnosuchthingaswitches,andthereisnosuchthingascats,either,
onlypeopledressedupincatskinsuits.Theyhavetheirreasons,andwho
istosaythattheymightnotlivethatway,happilyeverafter,untiltheants
havecarriedawayallof thetimethatthereis,tobuildsomethingnewand
betteroutof it?
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beinglostinthewoods.

This guySoap is at a party out in the suburbs.The thing youneed to
knowaboutSoapisthathekeepsasmallframedoilpaintinginthetrunk
of hiscar.Thepaintingisaboutthesizeof apaperbacknovel.Wherever
Soapgoes,thisoilpaintinggoeswithhim.Butheleavesthepaintinginthe
trunkof hiscar,becauseyoudon’twalkaroundapartycarryingapainting.
Peoplewillthinkyou’reweird.
Soapdoesn’tknowanyonehere.He’scrashedtheparty,whichiswhat

hedoesnow,whenhefeelslonely.Onweekends,hejustdrivesaroundthe
suburbsuntilhefindsoneof thosesummertwilightpartiesthataresobig
thattheyspilloutontotheyard.
Kidsareoutonthelawnof atwo-storyhouse,lyingonthedampgrass

anddrinkingbeeroutof plasticcups.Soaphasbroughtalongasix-pack.
It’stheleasthecando.Hewalksthroughthehouse,pastfourblackguys
sittingalloveracouch.They’rewatchingafootballgameandthere’ssome
musiconthestereo.Thetelevisionisonmute.OverbytheTV,awhite
girl isdancingbyherself.Whenshegetstooclosetoit,theguysonthe
couchstartcomplaining.
Soapfindsthekitchen.There’soneof thosebigprofessionalovensand

alotof expensive-lookingknivesstucktoamagneticstriponthewall.It’s
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funny,Soapthinks,howexpensivestuff alwayslooksmoredangerous.He
pokesaroundinthefridgeandfindssomepre-slicedcheeseandEnglish
muffins.Hegrabsthreeslicesof cheese,themuffins,andputsthebeerin
thefridge.There’salsoacoupleof steaks,andsohetakesoneout,heats
upthebroiler.
Agirlwandersintothekitchen.She’sblackandherhairgoesupand

upandontoparethesesturdy,springycurlslikelittlewaves.Toetotopof 
herarchitecturalhaircut,she’sastallasSoap.Shehaseyesthecolorof an
iceberg.There’saheart-shapedrhinestoneunderonegreeneye.Therhine-
stonewinks atSoap like itknowshim.She’s gorgeous,butSoapknows
better than to fool aroundwithgirlswhoaren’toutof high schoolyet,
maybe.“Whatareyoudoing?”shesays.
“Cookingasteak,”Soapsays.“Wantone?”
“No,”shesays.“Ialreadyate.”
Shesitsupon thecounterbeside the sinkandswingsher legs.She’s

wearingabikinitop,pinkshorts,andnoshoes.“Whoareyou?”shesays.
“Will,”Soapsays,althoughWillisn’thisname.Soapisn’thisrealname,

either.
“I’mCarly,”shesays.“Youwantabeer?”
“There’sbeer in the fridge,”Will says, andCarly says, “Iknowthere

is.”
Will opens and closes drawers and cabinet doors until he’s found a

plate, a fork and a knife, and garlic salt.He takes his steak out of  the
oven.
“YougotoState?”Carlysays.Shepopsoff thebeertopagainstthelip

of thekitchencounter,andWillknowsshe’sshowingoff.
“No,”Willsays.Hesitsdownatthekitchentableandcutsoff apiece

of  steak.He’sbeen lonely ever sinceheandhis friendMikegotoutof 
prisonandMikewentouttoSeattle.It’snicetositinakitchenandtalk
toagirl.
“Sowhat do you do?”Carly says. She sits down at the table, across

fromhim.Sheliftsherarmsupandstretchesuntilherbackcracks.She’s
gotnicetits.
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Nobody inprisonever said “Sowhatdidyoudo?”unless theywere
goingtomesswithyou.Theyalreadyknewwhatyoudid.Willsupposes
thisgirlwithtitswantstomesswithhim.That’sokay.
“Telemarketing,”Willsays,andCarlymakesaface.
“Thatsucks,”shesays.
“Yeah,”Willsays. “No,itisn’ttoobad.Iliketalkingtopeople.Ijust

gotoutof prison.”Hetakesanotherbigbiteof steak.
“Noway,”Carlysays.“Whatdidyoudo?”
Willchews.Heswallows.“Idon’twanttotalkaboutitrightnow.”
“Okay,”Carlysays.
“Doyou likemuseums?”Will says.She looks likeagirlwhogoesto

museums.
Somedrunkwhitekidwandersintothekitchen.HesaysheytoWill

and then he lies down on the floor with his head under Carly’s chair.
“Carly,Carly,Carly,”hesays. “Iamsoinlovewithyourightnow.You’re
themostbeautifulgirlintheworld.Andyoudon’tevenknowmyname.
That’shurtful.”
“Museumsareokay,”Carlysays.“Ilikeconcerts.Jazz.Improvisational

comedy.Ilikestuff thatisn’tthesameeverytimeyoulookatit.”
“Howaboutzombies?”Will says.Nomoresteak.Hemopsupmeat

juicewithoneof themuffins.Maybehecouldeatanotheroneof those
steaks.ThekidwithhisheadunderCarly’schairsays,“Carly?Carly?Carly?
Ilikeitwhenyousitonmyface,Carly.”
“Youmeanlikehorrormovies?”Carlysays.
“The living dead,” says the kid under the chair. “Thewalking dead.

Whydothedeadwalkeverywhere?Whydon’ttheyjustcatchthebus?”
“Youstillhungry?”CarlysaystoWill.“Icouldmakeyousomecinna-

montoast.Orsomesoup.”
“Theycouldcarpool,”thekidunderthechairsays.“Heyy’all,Idon’t

knowwhytheycallcarpoolscarpools.It’snotliketherearecarswithswim-
mingpoolsinthem.Becausepeoplemightdrownontheirwaytoschool.
What a weird word. Carpool. Carpool. Carly’s pool.There are naked
peopleinCarly’spool,butCarlyisn’tnakedinCarly’spool.”
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“Isthereaphonearoundhere?”Willsays.“IwasthinkingIshouldcall
mydad.He’shavingopen-heartsurgerytomorrow.”

Amanislostinthewoods.Heisrunningawayfromsomething.Under
thetrees,deepinsidethewoods,thereisahouseandbesidethehouseisa
graveyard.Nooneisinthehouse,andallthegravesareemptytoo.
Someonehasdugthemup.Someonehasclimbedoutof thegravesand

goneaway.

It’snothisname,butlet’scallhimSoap.That’swhattheycalledhiminprison,
althoughnotforthereasonsyou’rethinking.Whenhewasakid,he’dreada
bookaboutaboynamedSoap.Sohedidn’tmindthenickname.Itwasbetter
thanOatmeal,whichiswhatoneguyendedupgettingcalled.Youdon’twant
toknowwhyOatmealgotcalledOatmeal.Itwouldputyouoff oatmeal.
Soapwasinprisonforsixmonths.Insomeways,sixmonthsisn’ta

longtime.Youspendlongerinsideyourmother.Butsixmonthsinprison
isenoughtimetothinkaboutthingsandallaroundyou,everyoneelseis
thinkingtoo.Itcanmakeyouabitcrazy,wonderingwhatotherpeopleare
thinkingabout.Someguys thought about their families, andotherguys
thoughtaboutrevenge,orhowtheyweregoingtogetrich.Someguystook
correspondencecoursesorfellinlovebecauseof whatoneof thevolunteer
artinstructorssaidaboutoneof theirwatercolors.Soapdidn’ttakeanart
course,buthethoughtaboutart.ArtwaswhySoapwas inprison.This
soundedromantic,butreally,itwasjuststupid.
EvenbeforeSoapandhisfriendMikewenttoprison,Soapwassure

thathe’dhadopinionsaboutart,eventhoughhehadn’tknownmuchabout
art.Itwasthesamewithprison.Artandprisonwerethekindof things
thatyouhadopinionsabout,evenif youdidn’tknowanythingaboutthem.
Soapstilldidn’tknowmuchaboutart.Theseweresomeof thethingsthat
hehadknownaboutartbeforeprison:

Heknewwhathelikedwhenhesawit.Asithadturnedout,
heknewwhatheliked,evenwhenhecouldn’tseeit.
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Museumsgavehimhiccups.Hehadhiccupsalotof thetime
whilehewasinprisontoo.

Theseweresomeof thethingsSoapfiguredoutaboutartwhilehewas
inprison.

Greatartcameoutof greatsuffering.Soaphadgonethrougha
lotof shitbecauseof art.

Therewas a difference between art,which you just looked at,
andthingslikesoap,whichyouused.Evenif thesoapsmelled
sogoodthatyoudidn’twant touse it,onlysmell it.Thiswas
whypeoplegotsopissedoff aboutart.Becauseyoudidn’teatit,
andyoudidn’tsleeponit,andyoucouldn’tputitupyournose.
Alotof peoplesaidthingslike“That’snotart”whenwhatever
theyweretalkingaboutcouldclearlynothavebeenanythingelse,
exceptart.

WhenSoapgottiredof thinkingaboutart,hethoughtaboutzombies.He
workedonhiszombiecontingencyplan.Thinkingaboutzombieswasless
tiringthanthinkingaboutart.Here’swhatSoapknewaboutzombies:

Zombieswerenotaboutsex.

Zombieswerenotinterestedinart.

Zombiesweren’tcomplicated.Itwasn’tlikewerewolvesorghosts
or vampires.Vampires, for example, were the middle/upper-
middle management of  the supernatural world. Some people
thoughtof vampiresasrockstars,butreallytheyweremorelike
MarthaStewart.Vampireswereprissy.Theyhadtofollowrules.
Theyhadtolookgood.Zombiesweren’tlikethat.Youcouldn’t
exorcisezombies.Youdidn’tneedluxuryitemslikesilverbullets
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orcrucifixesorholywater.Youjustshotzombiesinthehead,or
setfiretothem,orhitthemovertheheadreallyhard.Therewere
someguysintheprisonwhoknewaboutthat.Therewereguys
intheprisonwhoknewaboutanythingyoumightwanttoknow
about.Therewereguyswhoknewthingsthatyoudidn’twantto
know.Itwaslikealibrary,exceptitwasn’t.

Zombiesdidn’tdiscriminate.Everyonetastedequallygoodasfar
aszombieswereconcerned.Andanyonecouldbeazombie.You
didn’thavetobespecial,orgoodatsports,orgood-looking.You
didn’thavetosmellgood,orweartherightkindof clothes,or
listentotherightkindof music.Youjusthadtobeslow.

Soaplikedthisaboutzombies.

Thereisneverjustonezombie.

There was something about clowns that was worse than zombies. (Or
maybe something thatwas the same.Whenyou seeazombie, youwant
tolaughatfirst.Whenyouseeaclown,mostpeoplegetalittlenervous.
There’sthepallorandthecakeymortician-stylemakeup,theshufflingand
theuntidyhair.Butclownswereprobablymalicious,andtheymovedfast
onthoselittlebicyclesandinthoselittle,crammedcars.Zombiesweren’t
muchof anything.Theydidn’tcarrymusicalinstrumentsandtheydidn’t
carewhetherornotyoulaughedatthem.Youalwaysknewwhatzombies
wanted.)Givenachoice,Soapwould takezombiesover clownsanyday.
Therewasawhiteguyintheprisonwhohadbeenaclown.Nobodywas
surewhyhewasinprison.

Itturnedoutthateveryoneintheprisonhadazombiecontingencyplan,
onceyouaskedthem,justlikeeveryoneinprisonhadaprisonescapeplan,
onlynobodytalkedaboutthose.Soaptriednottodwellonescapeplans,
althoughsometimeshedreamedthathewasescaping.Thenthezombies
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wouldshowup.Theyalwaysshowedupinhisescapedreams.Youcould
escapeprison,but you couldn’t escape zombies.Thiswas true inSoap’s
dreams,justthewayitwastrueinthemovies.Youcouldn’tgetanymore
truethanthat.

AccordingtoSoap’sfriendMike,whowasalsoinprison,peopleworried
toomuch about zombies and not enough about icebergs. Even though
icebergswerereal.Mikepointedoutthaticebergswereslow,likezombies.
Maybeyoucouldadaptzombiecontingencyplanstocopewithicebergs.
Mike asked Soap to start thinking about icebergs. No one else was.
Somebodyhadtoplanforicebergs,accordingtoMike.

Even after Soap got out of  prison,when it wasmuch too late, he still
dreamedaboutescapingfromprison.

“Sowhosehouse is this, anyway?”Will asksCarly.She’swalkingup the
stairsinfrontof him.If hereachedoutjustonehand,hecoulduntieher
bikinitop.Itwouldjustfalloff.
“Thisgirl,”Carlysays,andproceedstorelatealong,sadstory.“Afriend

of mine.HerparentstookhertoFranceforthisbicycletour.They’reinto
Amway.Thistripissomekindof bonus.Like,herfathersoldabunchof 
waterfiltersandsonoweveryonehastogotoFranceandbuildtheirown
bicycles.InMarseilles.Isn’tthatlame?Shecan’tevenspeakFrench.She’s
aFrancophilophobe.She’saklutz.Herparentsdon’tevenlikeher.If they
couldhave,theywouldhaveleftherathome.Ormaybethey’llleaveher
somewhereinFrance.Shit,wouldIlovetoseehertryandrideabikein
France.She’llprobablyfallrightovertheAlps.Ihateher.Weweregoing
tohavethispartyandthenshesaidIshouldgoaheadandhaveitwithout
her.She’sreallypissedoff atherparents.”
“Isthisabathroom?”Willsays.“Holdonaminute.”
Hegoesinandtakesapiss.Heflushesandwhenhegoestowashhis

hands,heseesthatthepeoplewhoownthishousehaveputsomechunk
of fancysoapbesidethesink.Hesniffsthesoap.Thenheopensupthe
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door.CarlyisstandingtheretalkingtosomeAsiangirlwearingastrapless
dresswithlittleshinyfakeplasticflowersalloverit.It’stoobigforherin
thebust,soshe’sholdingthefrontoutlikeshe’swaitingforsomeoneto
comealonganddropaweaselinit.Willwonderswhothedressbelongsto,
andwhythisgirlwouldwanttowearanuglydresslikethat,anyway.
He holds out the soap. “Smell this,” he says toCarly and she does.

“Whatdoesitsmelllike?”
“Idon’tknow,”shesays.“Marmalade?”
“Lemongrass,”Will says. He marches back into the bathroom and

opensupthewindow.There’saswimmingpooldowntherewithpeople
init.Hethrowsthesoapoutthewindowandsomeguyinthepoolyells,
“Hey!”
“Why’dhedothat?”thegirlinthehallsays.Carlystartslaughing.

Everywhere you go in the woods you can hear things moving around.
Maybetherearewolvesorrobbersorenormousspidersorlittlechildren
withknives.Maybetherearebeautifulwomenlivinginthetrees.Maybe
they’relivinginthetreessothatthezombiescan’tgetthem.JustlikeRobin
Hood.Thewomeninthetreesthrowchunksof soapatthezombiesand
makeupsongsabouthowdumbthezombiesare.Theystandonbranches,
pulldowntheirpants,andpeerightontopof thezombies.Thosezombies
don’tevennotice.

Soap’sfriendMikehadagirlfriendnamedJenny.Jennynevercametosee
Mikeinprison.Soapfeltbadaboutthis.
Soap’sdadwaslivinginNewZealandandeveryonceinawhileSoap

gotapostcard.
Soap’smom,who lived inCaliforniaoutnearManhattanBeach,was

toobusyandtoopissedoff withSoaptovisithiminprison.Soap’smom
didn’ttoleratestupidityorbadluck.
Soap’soldersister,Becka,wastheonlyfamilymemberwhoevercame

tovisithim inprison.Beckawasanactress-waitresswhohadoncebeen
inalow-budgetzombiemovie.Soaphadwatcheditonceandwasn’tsure
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whichwas stranger: seeingyour sisternaked,or seeingyournaked sister
geteatenbyzombies.Beckawasalmostgood-lookingenoughtobeona
realitydatingshow,butnotfunny-lookingorsadenoughtobeononeof 
themakeover shows.Beckawasalwaysgivingnotice.So then theirmom
wouldbuyBeckaaround-triptickettogovisitSoap.Soapfiguredhewas
supposedtobeanexampletoBecka:findagoodjobandkeepit,oryou’ll
endupinprisonlikeyourbrother.
Beckamighthavebeenaverage inL.A.,but average inL.A. isQueen

of Marsinthevisitingroomof afederalpenitentiaryinNorthCarolina.
GuyskeptaskingSoapwhentheyweregoingtoseehissisteronTV.
Soap’smomownedaboutiquerightonManhattanBeach.Itwascalled

Float. Becka and Soap called itWashYourMouth.The boutique sold
soaps and shampoos, nothing else.The soaps and shampooswere sup-
posed tosmell like food.What the soaps really smelled likewere those
candlesthatweresupposedtosmelllikefood,butwhichsmelledinstead
likethoseairfreshenerswhichhangfromtherearviewmirrorsintaxisor
stolencars.Likelookingbehindyousmellslikestrawberries.Likemaking
a clean getaway smells the same as the room freshenerSoap andBecka
used to spraywhen they’dbeen smoking theirmother’s pot, before she
gothome.
Oncewhen theywere in high school, Soap andBeckahadbought a

urinalcake.Itsmelled likepeppermint.They’dtakentheurinalcakeout
of  itspackagingandput it inafancyboxwithsometissuepaperanda
ribbon.SoaphadwrappeditupandgivenittotheirmotherforMother’s
Day.Toldher itwasapumice soapforexfoliating feet.Soap likedsoap
thatsmelledlikesoap.Hismomwasalwayssendingcarepackagesof soaps
thatsmelledlikeoliveoilandneroliandpeppermintandbrownsugarand
cucumberandmartinisandtoastedmarshmallow.
Youweren’tsupposedtohavebarsof soapinprison.If youputabar

of soapinasock,youcouldhitsomebodyovertheheadwithit.Youcould
clobbersomebody.ButBeckamadeanarrangementwiththeguardsinthe
visitingroom,andtheguards inthevisitingroommadeanarrangement
with the guards in charge of  themailroom. Soap gave out hismother’s
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soapstoeveryoneinprison.Whoeverwantedthem.Itturnedouteveryone
wantedsoapthatsmelledlikefood:socialworkersandprisonguardsand
drugdealersandmurderersandevenpeoplewhohadn’tbeenabletoafford
goodlawyers.Nowonderhismom’sboutiquedidsowell.
While Soap was in prison, Becka kept Soap’s painting for him.

Sometimesheaskedandshebroughtitwithherwhenshecametovisit.
Hemadeherpromisenot togive it to theirmother,not topawn it for
rentmoney,tokeepitunderherbedwhereitwouldbesafeaslongasher
roommate’scatdidn’tsneakin.Beckapromisedthatif therewereafireor
anearthquake,she’drescuethepaintingfirst.Evenbeforesherescuedher
roommateorherroommate’scat.

CarlytakesWillintoabedroom.There’sabigpaintingof aflowergarden,
andunder thepainting isaking-sizedbedwithdresses lyingallover it.
Therearedressesonthefloor. “Goaheadandcallyourdad,”Carlysays.
“I’llcomebackinawhilewithsomemorebeer.Youwantanotherbeer?”
“Whynot?”Willsays.Hewaitsuntilsheleavestheroomandthenhe

callshisdad.Whenhisdadpicksupthephone,hesays,“Hey,Dad,how’s
itgoing?”
“Junior!”hisdadsays.“How’sitgoing?”
“DidIwakeyouup?Whattimeisitthere?”Juniorsays.
“Doesn’tmatter,”hisdadsays.“Iwasworkingonajigsawpuzzle.No

pictureonthebox.Ithinkit’slemurs.Ormaybebinturongs.”
“Notmuch,”Juniorsays.“Stayingoutof trouble.”
“Super,”hisdadsays.“That’ssuper.”
“Iwasthinkingaboutthatthingwetalkedabout.AbouthowIcould

comevisityousometime?”Juniorsays.
“Sure,”hisdad says. “Thatwouldbe great.Getoutof  that fucking

countrywhileyoustillcan.Comevisityourolddad.Wecoulddofather-son
stuff.Gobungeejumping.”
Thegirlintheplasticflowerdressmarchesintothebedroom.Shetakes

thedressoff anddropsitonthebed.Shegoesintotheclosetandcomes
outagainholdingadressmadeoutof blackandpurplefeathers.Itlooks
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likesomethingadancerinLasVegasmightwearwhenshegotoff work.
“Somegirljustcameinandtookoff allherclothes,”Juniorsaystohis

dad.
“Wellyougivehermybest,”hisdadsays,andhangsup.
“Mydadsayshello,”Juniorsaystothenakedgirl.Thenhesays,“My

dadandIhaveaquestionforyou.Doyoueverworryaboutzombies?Do
youhaveazombiecontingencyplan?”
Thegirljustsmileslikeshethinksthat’sagoodquestion.Sheputsthe

newdresson.Shewalksout.Willcallshissister,butBeckaisn’tanswering
hercellphone.SoWillpicksupallthedressesandgoesintothecloset.He
hangsthemup.Peoplecleanupafterthemselves.Zombiesdon’t.
InWill’sopinion,zombies are attracted to suburbs theway that tor-

nadoes are attracted to trailerparks.Maybe it’s all thewindows.Maybe
housesinsuburbshavetoomanywindowsandthat’swhatdriveszombies
nuts.
If thezombiesshoweduptonight,Willwouldbarricadethebedroom

doorwiththeheavyoakdresser.Willwillletthenakedgirlcomeinfirst.
Carlytoo.Thethreeof themwillmakearopebytyingallthosedresses
togetherandescapethroughthewindow.Maybetheycouldmakewings
out of  that feather dress and fly away.Will could be the BirdMan of 
Suburbitraz.
Will looksunder thebed, just tomakesure therearenozombiesor

suitcasesorthatdrunkguyfromdownstairsunderthere.
There’salittleblackkidinSupermanpajamascurledupasleepunder

thebed.

WhenBeckawasakid,shekeptasuitcaseunderthebed.Thesuitcasewas
fullof thingsthatweretoberescuedincaseof anearthquakeorafire.The
suitcase’s secondary functionwasusingup someof  thedangerous,dark
spaceunderthebedwhichmightotherwisehavebeeninhabitedbymon-
stersordeadpeople.Herebesuitcases.Inthesuitcase,Beckakeptacandle
shapedlikeadragon,whichshe’dboughtatthemallwithsomebirthday
moneyandthencouldn’tbeartouseasacandle;alittleceramicdog;some
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favoritestuffedanimals;theirmother’scharmbracelet;aphotoalbum;Black
Beautyandawholelotof otherhorsebooks.EveryonceinawhileBecka
andherlittlebrotherwoulddragthesuitcasebackoutfromunderthebed
andsortthroughit.Beckawouldtakethingsoutandputotherthingsin.
HerlittlebrotheralwaysfelthappyandsafewhenhehelpedBeckadothis.
Whenthingsgotbad,youwouldrescuewhatyoucould.

Modernartisawasteof time.Whenthezombiesshowup,youcan’tworry
about art. Art is for peoplewho aren’t worried about zombies. Besides
zombies and icebergs, there are other things that Soaphas been thinking
about.Tsunamis,earthquakes,Nazidentists,killerbees,armyants,black
plague, old people, divorce lawyers, sorority girls, Jimmy Carter, giant
squids, rabid foxes, strange dogs, news anchors, child actors, fascists,
narcissists, psychologists, ax murderers, unrequited love, footnotes, zep-
pelins,theHolyGhost,Catholicpriests,JohnLennon,chemistryteachers,
redheadedmenwithBritishaccents,librarians,spiders,naturebookswith
photographs of  spiders in them, darkness, teachers, swimmming pools,
smartgirls,prettygirls,richgirls,angrygirls,tallgirls,nicegirls,girlswith
superpowers, giant lizards,blinddateswho turnout tohavenarcolepsy,
angrymonkeys,femininehygienecommercials,sitcomsaboutaliens,things
underthebed,contactlenses,ninjas,performanceartists,mummies,spon-
taneouscombustion.Soaphasbeenafraidof allof thesethingsatonetime
oranother.Eversincehewenttoprison,he’srealizedthathedoesn’thave
tobeafraid.Allhehastodoiscomeupwithaplan.Beprepared.It’sjust
liketheBoyScouts,exceptyouhavetobeevenmoreprepared.Youhaveto
prepareforeverythingthattheBoyScoutsdidn’tprepareyoufor,whichis
prettymucheverything.

Soapisawasteof timetoo.Whatgoodissoapinazombiesituation?You
can’teatit,anddespitethoseprisonrulesaboutsoap,itreallydoesn’tmake
agoodweapon.Soapsometimesimagineshimself trappedinhismother’s
soapboutique.Zombiesarecomingoutof thesurf,drippingwet,hellishly
hungry, always so fucking slow, shufflinghopelesslyup through the sand
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of ManhattanBeach.Soaphasbarricadedhimself inFloatwithhismother
andsomeblondJapanesetouristswithsurfboards.“Dosomething,sweet-
heart!”hismotherimplores.SoSweetheartthrowswateralloverthefloor.
There’s the surfboards, a baseball bat under the counter, some rolls of 
quarters,andaswordfishmounteduponthewall,butSweetheartdecides
thecashregister isbestforbashing.HetellstheJapanesetouriststoget
downontheirhandsandkneesandrubsoapalloverthefloor.Whenthe
zombiesfinallyfindawayintoFloat,hismotherandthetouristscanhide
behindthecounter.ThezombieswillslipalloverthefloorandSweetheart
willbashthemintheheadwiththecashregister.ItwillbejustlikeaBusby
Berkeley zombiemusical.Wait, Sweetheart thinks, that doesn’twork.He
needs some kind of  super-sticky shoes so he doesn’t slip on the soapy
floor.

“What’sgoingon?”Carlysays.“How’syourfatherdoing?”
“He’sfine,”Willsays.“Exceptfortheopen-heartsurgerything.Except

for that,he’sgood. Iwas just lookingunder thebed.There’sa littlekid
underthere.”
“Oh,”Carlysays.“Him.That’sthelittlebrother.Of myfriend.Lebrode

monami.I’mtakingcareof him.Helikestosleepunderthebed.”
“What’shisname?”Willsays.
“Leo,” Carly says. She handsWill a beer and sits down on the bed

besidehim.“Sotellmeaboutthisprisonthing.Whatdidyoudo?Should
Ibeafraidof you?”
“Probablynot,”Will says. “Itdoesn’t domuchgood tobe afraidof 

things.”
“Sotellmewhatyoudid,”Carlysays.SheburpssoloudthatWillis

amazedthatthekidunderthebeddoesn’twakeup.Leo.
“Thisisagreatparty,”Willsays.“Thanksforhangingoutwithme.”
“Somebodyjustpukedoutof awindowinthelivingroom.Someone

elsealmostthrewupintheswimmingpool,butIgotthemoutintime.If 
someonethrowsuponthepiano,I’minbigtrouble.Youcan’tgetpukeout
frombetweenpianokeys.”
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Will thinks Carly says this like she knows what she’s talking about.
There aregirlswhohavehadyearsof piano lessons, and then there are
girlswhohavetakenpianolessonswhoalsoknowhowtothrowaparty
andhowtocleanthrow-upoutof apiano.There’ssomethingsexyabouta
girlwhoknowshowtoplaythepiano,andkeysthatstickfornoapparent
reason.Willdoesn’thaveanyzombiecontingencyplansthatinvolvepianos,
anditmakeshimsick.Howcouldhehaveforgottenpianos?
“I’llhelpyoucleanup,”Willsays.“If youwant.”
“Youdon’thavetotrysohard,youknow,”Carlysays.Shestaresright

athim,likethere’saspideronhisfaceoraninterestingtattoo,someword
spelledupsidedowninaforeign languagethatshewants tounderstand.
Willdoesn’thaveanytattoos.Asfarashe’sconcerned,tattoosarelikeart,
onlyworse.
Will stares right back.He says, “When I was at this party outside

KansasCity,Iheardthisstoryaboutakidwhothrewalotof partieswhile
hisparentswereonvacation.Rightbeforetheygothome,herealizedhow
fuckedup thehousewas, and soheburned itdown.”This story always
makesWilllaugh.Whatadumbkid.
“Youwanttohelpmeburndownmyfriend’shouse?”Carlysays.She

smiles, like,whatagood joke.Whataniceguyhe is. “Whattime is it?
Two?If it’stwointhemorning,thenyouhavetotellmewhyyouwentto
prison.It’slikearule.We’veknowneachotherforatleastanhour,andit’s
lateatnightandIstilldon’tknowwhyyouwereinprison,eventhoughI
cantellyouwanttotellmeorotherwiseyouwouldn’thavetoldmeyou
wereinprisoninthefirstplace.Waswhatyoudidthatbad?”
“No,”Willsays.“Itwasjustreallystupid.”
“Stupidisgood,”Carlysays.“Comeon.Prettyplease.”
Shepullsbackthecoveronthebedandcrawlsunderit,pullsthesheets

uptoherchin.Goodnight,Carly.Goodnight,Carly’sgorgeoustits.

Itwassosmallanditwassofaraway,evenwhenyoulookedatitupclose.
Soapsaiditwastrees.Awood.Mikesaiditwasapaintingof aniceberg.

d
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Thewoods are fullof holes, and atnightpeople fall into them. In the
woodstherearestonetowerswithnodoors.Birdsflyinandoutthewin-
dows, bringing sandwiches andTwinkies to the people who live in the
towers in thewoods.Thewoods are full of  berry bushes and deer and
thegroundiscoveredwiththickcarpetsof reddishmoss.Therearelittle
gnawedbones andwhiteflowers shaped like stars everywhere.The snow
is piledup indeepdrifts as if  the trees are slowly sinking. It’s so cold.
Someonehascarvedthetreesoutof thickblueice.Thesnowisveinedwith
longclottedstreaksof blood.Nomatterhowfaryouwalk,youneverget
anyclosertothewoods.Nomatterhowfaryouwalk,younevergetout
of thewoods.Inthewoods,thereisaprison,andthewoodsarefullof 
prisonguardsanddogsandguns.
When Soap thinks about the zombies, he thinks about how there’s

nowhereyoucangothatthezombieswon’tfindyou.Eventhefairytales
thatBeckausedtoreadtohim.AliBabaandtheFortyZombies.Open
Zombie.SnowWhiteandtheSevenTinyZombies.
AnyplaceWillthinksof,thezombieswilleventuallygettheretoo.He

picturesallof theseplacesaspaintingsinagallery,becauseaslongasa
placeisjustapainting,it’sasafeplace.Landscapeswithframesaround
them, to keep the landscapes from leaking out.To keep the zombies
fromgetting in.A ski resort in summer, all those lonelygondolas.An
oilrigonaseaatnight.TheMuseumof NaturalHistory.ThePlayboy
mansion.TheEiffelTower.TheMatterhorn.DavidLetterman’shouse.
BuckinghamPalace.Abowlingalley.ALaundromat.Heputshimself in
thepaintingof theflowergardenthat’shangingabovethebedwherehe
andCarlyaresitting,andit’ssunnyandwarmandsafeandbeautiful.But
onceheputshimself  into thepainting, the zombies showup just like
theyalwaysdo.Thespacestation.NewZealand.Hebetshisdadthinks
he’ssafefromzombiesinNewZealand,becauseit’sanisland.Hisdad
isanidiot.

Peoplepainttreesallthetime.Allkindsof trees.Artissupposedtobe
aboutthingsliketrees.Oricebergs,althoughtherearemorepaintingsof 
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treesthantherearepaintingsof icebergs.Butwhopaintszombies?Soap
thinkssomeoneshouldpaintzombies.

“Iwasn’tinprisonforverylong,”Soapsays.“WhatMikeandIdidwasn’t
reallythatbad.Wedidn’thurtanybody.”
“Youdon’t looklikeabadguy,”Carlysays.AndwhenSoaplooksat

Carly,shelookslikeanicekid.Anicegirlwithnicetits.ButSoapknows
youcan’ttellbylooking.

SoapandMikeweregoingtoberichoncetheygotoutof college.Thetwo
of themhaditallfiguredout.Theyweregoingtohaveanexcellentwebsite,
justassoonastheyfiguredoutwhatitwasgoingtobeabout,andwhat
tocallit.Whiletheywereinprison,theydecidedthiswebsitewouldhave
beenaboutzombies.Thatwouldhavebeenfuckingawesome.
Hungryzombie.com, lonelyzombie.com, nakedzombie.com, soyou-

marriedazombie.com, zombiecontingencyplan.com,dotcomofthewalking-
dead.comwerejustafewof thenamestheycameupwith.InWill’sopinion,
peoplewillgoanywhereif there’sazombieinvolved.
Coolpeoplewouldhavegonetothesiteandhookedup.Peoplewould

have talked aboutoldhorrormovies,or about theirhorrible temp jobs.
Therewouldhavebeencomicsandconcerts.Therewouldhavebeenadver-
tising,sponsors,moviedeals.Soapwouldhavebeenabletoaffordart.He
wouldhaveboughtPicassosandVermeersandoriginalcomicbookart.He
wouldhaveboughtdrinksforwomen.Beautiful,bisexual,bionicwomen
withunpronounceablenamesandweirdhabitsinbed.
OnlybythetimeSoapandMikeandtherestof theirfriendsgotout

of school,allof thatwasalreadyover.Nobodycaredif youhadawebsite.
Everybodyalreadyhadwebsites.Noonewasgoingtogiveyoumoney.
Therewerelotsof guyswhoknewhowtodowhatSoapandMikeknew

howtodo.ItturnedoutthatMike’sandSoap’sparentshadpaidalotof 
moneyforthemtolearnhowtodothingsthateveryonecouldalreadydo.
MikehadagirlfriendnamedJenny.SoaplikedJennybecausesheteased

him,but Jenny really isn’t important to this story.Shewasn’t evergoing
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to fall in lovewithSoap, andSoapknew it.Whatmatters is that Jenny
worked in amuseum, and so Soap andMike started going tomuseum
events,becauseitwasacheapwaytoeatdinner.YougotBrieoncrackers
andwine andmartinis.All youhad todowaswear a suit and listen to
people talkaboutartandmortgagesandtheirchildren.Therewouldbe
alotof olderwomenwhoremindedSoapof hismother,anditwasclear
thatSoapremindedthesewomenof theirsons.Whatwasneverclearwas
whetherthesewomenwereflirtingwithhim,orwhethertheywantedhis
adviceaboutsomethingthateventheycouldn’tputtheirfingeron.
Onemorning,inprison,Soapwokeupandrealizedthattheopportunity

hadbeenthereandhe’dneverevenseenit.HeandMike,theycouldhave
started awebsite for older upper-middle-classwomenwith strongwork
ethics and confused, resentful grown-up children with bachelor degrees
andno jobs.Thatwasbetter thanzombies.They could evenhavedone
somegood.

“Okay,”Willsays.“I’lltellyouwhyIwenttoprison.Butfirstyouhaveto
tellmewhatyou’ddoif zombiesshowedupatyourparty.Tonight.Iask
everyonethis.Everyonehasazombiecontingencyplan.”
“Youmeanlikewithcolleges,justincaseyoudon’tgetintoyourfirst

choice?”Carlysays.Sheholdsaneyelidopen,putsherfingertohereyeball,
andpopsoutacontactlens.Sheputsitonthetablebesidethebed.She
doesn’ttaketheotherlensout.Maybethateyeisn’tscratchy.“Somyeyes
aren’tactuallygreen.Thebreastsarereal,bytheway.Idon’twatchalotof 
horrormovies.Theygivemenightmares.Leolikesthatstuff.”
Willsitsontheothersideof thebedandwatchesher.She’sthinking

aboutit.Maybeshelikeshowtheworldlooksthroughonegreencontact
lens.“Myparentskeepaguninthefridge.IguessI’dgogetitandshoot
thezombies?OrmaybeI’dhideinmymom’scloset?Behindallhershoes
andstuff ?I’dcryalot.I’dscreamforhelp.I’dcallthepolice.”
“Okay,”Will says. “Iwas justwondering.What about your brother?

Howwouldyouprotecthim?”
Carly yawns like she isn’t impressed at all, butWill can see she’s
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impressed. It’s just that she’s sleepy, too. “SmartWill.You’re smart and
you’re cute and you’re amanof  theworld.That’s dangerous.Youknew
thiswasmyhouseallalong.YouknewLeowasmybrother.AmIsucha
badliar?”
“Yeah,”Willsays.“There’sapictureof youandLeooveronyourpar-

ents’dresser.”
“Okay,”Carly says. “This ismyparents’ bedroom.They’re inFrance

buildingbicycles, and they leftme and they leftLeohere.So I threwa
party.Servesthemrightif someoneburnstheirhousedown.”
“Ifeellikewe’veknowneachotherforalongtime,”Willsays. “Even

thoughwejustmet.Forexample,Iknewyoureyesweren’treallygreen.I
knowstuff aboutyou.”
“Wedon’treallyknoweachotherverywell,”Carlysays.“Ikeeptrying

togettoknowyoubetter.Ibetyoudidn’tknowthatIwanttobepresident
someday.”
“Ibetyoudidn’tknowthatIthinkabouticebergsalot,althoughnot

asmuchasIthinkaboutzombies,”Willsays.
“I’dliketogoliveonaniceberg,”Carlysays.“AndI’dliketobepresident

too.MaybeIcoulddoboth.Icouldbethefirstblackwomanpresident
wholivesonaniceberg.”
“I’dvoteforyou,”Willsays.
“Will,”Carlysays. “Don’tyouwanttogetunderthecoverswithme?

AreyouintimidatedbythefactthatI’mgoingtobepresidentsomeday?
Areyouintimidatedbycompetent,sucessfulwomen?”
Willsays,“Doyouwanttofoolaroundordoyouwantmetotellhow

I endedup inprison?DoorAorDoorB. I’m a really goodkisser, but
Leoisasleepunderthebed.Yourbrother.”JennyandMikeusedtogooff 
andkissinthemuseumwhereJennyworked,butSoapneverkissedJenny.
Once, incollege,SoapkissedMike.Theywerebothdrunk.Menkissed
meninprison.Whitemenmadeoutwithblackmen.Beckausedtomake
out with her boyfriends out on the beachwhile her brother hid in the
dunesandwatched.Inthezombiemovie,azombieateBecka’s lips.You
don’teverwanttokissazombie.
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“Ohshit,that’sright,”Carlysays. “Somaybeyoushouldjusttellme
whatyoudidandwecangofromthere.”

SoapandMikeandacoupleof theirfriendswereatoneof thepartiesat
thelittleprivatemuseumwhereJennyworked.Theydrankalotof wine
andtheydidn’teatmuchexceptsomeolives.JennywasbusyandsoSoap
andMikeandtheirfriendsleftthegallerywherethewineandcheesewere
laidout,wherethedocentsandtherichpeopleweregettingtoknoweach
other, andout into the rest of  themuseum.Theywandered away from
thepartyandtheygotfartherandfartheraway,butnobodytoldthemto
comebackandnobodyshowedupandaskedthemwhattheyweredoing.
TheothergalleriesweredarkandsosomebodydaredMiketogoinone
of them.Theywantedtoseeif analarmwouldgooff.Mikedidandthe
alarmdidn’t.
Next Soap went into the gallery. His name wasn’t Soap then. His

namewasArthur,buteverybodycalledhimArt.Haha.Youcouldn’tsee
anythinginthegallery.Artfeltstupidjuststandingthere,soheputhis
hands straightout in frontof him in thedarkness andwalked forward
untilhisfingerstouchedawall.Hekepthisfingersonthewallandwalked
around the room.Everynowand thenhis fingerswould toucha frame
andhe’dmovehishandupanddownandalongtheframetoseehowbig
thepaintingwas.Hewalkedallthewayaroundtheroomuntilhewasat
thedooragain.
Thensomebodyelsewentin,itwasMarksonwhowentin,andwhen

Marksoncameout,hewasholdingapainting inhisarms. Itwasabout
threefeetbythreefeet.Apaintingof ashipwithalotof mastsandsails.
Lotsof littledabsof blue.Littlepeopleonthedeckof theship,looking
busy.
“Holyshit,”Mikesaid.“Markson,whatdidyoujustdo?”
You have to understand thatMarksonwas an idiot. Everyone knew

that.Rightthenhewasadrunkidiot,buteveryoneelsewasdrunktoo.
“Ijustwantedtoseewhatitlookedlike,”Marksonsaid.“Ididn’tthink

itwouldbesoheavy.”Heputthepaintingdownagainstthewall.
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Noalarmsweregoingoff.Thegalleryontheothersideof thehallwas
darktoo.Sotheymadeitagame.Everyonewentintooneof thegalleries
andwalked aroundandchose apainting.Thenyoucameout again and
sawwhatyouhad.SomeonegotaSeurat.SomeonehadaMaryCassatt.
SomeoneelsehadaWinslowHomer.Therewerea lotof paintingsby
artistswhomnoneof  themknew.Sothosedidn’tcount.Artwentback
intothefirstgallery.Thistimehewasslow.Therewerealreadysomegaps
onthegallerywall.Heputhisearupagainstsomeof thepaintings.Hefelt
thathewaslisteningforsomething,onlyhedidn’tknowwhat.
Hechoseaverysmallpainting.Whenhegot itout intothehall,he

sawitwasanoilpainting.Ablobbyblue-greenmassthatmighthavebeen
waterorapersonoritmighthavebeentrees.Woodsfromveryfaraway.
Somethingslowandfaraway.Hecouldn’treadtheartist’ssignature.
Mikewasintheothergallery.Whenhecameoutwithapainting,the

painting turned out to be a Picasso. Some sad-looking freaky woman
and her sad-looking freaky dog. Everyone agreed thatMike had won.
ThenthatidiotMarksonsaid,“Ibetyoucan’twalkoutof herewiththat
Picasso.”

Sometimeswhenhe’sinhousesthatdon’tbelongtohim,Soapfeelsbad.
Heshouldn’tbewhereheis.Hedoesn’tbelonganywhere.Nobodyreally
knows him. If  they did, theywouldn’t like him.Everyone always seems
happierthanSoap,andasif theyknowsomethingthatSoapdoesn’t.He
tellshimself thatthingswillbedifferentwhenthezombiesshowup.

“YouguysstoleaPicasso?”Carlysays.
“Itwasn’tanimportantPicasso.Weweren’treallystealingit,”Willsays.

“Wejustthoughtitwouldbefunnytosmuggleitoutof Jenny’smuseum
andseehowfarwegotwithit.Wejustwalkedoutof themuseumand
nobodystoppedus.WeputthePicassointhecaranddrovebacktoour
apartment.Itookthatlittlepaintingtoo,justsothePicassowouldhave
company.AndbecauseIwantedtospendsomemoretimelookingatit.
Iputitundermycoat,underonearm,whiletheotherguyswerehelping
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Mikegetpastthepartywithoutbeingseen.WehungthePicassointhe
living roomwhenwegotback and Iput the littlepainting inmybed-
room.Wewerestilldrunkwhenthepoliceshowedup.Jennylostherjob.
Wewent toprison.Marksonand theotherguyshad todocommunity
service.”
“ThisistheweirdeststoryI’veeverheard,”Carlysays.“If Iweren’tso

drunk,Icouldn’tbelieveyou.Whyisitthateverythingissomuchsadder
andfunnierandsomuchmoretruewhenyou’redrunk?”
“Ihaven’ttoldyoutheweirdpartyet,”Willsays.Hecan’ttellherthe

weirdestpartof thestory,althoughmaybehecantrytoshowher.
“DidItellyouthatIusedtobeonmyschool’sdebateteam?”Carlysays.

“That’stheweirdestthingaboutme.Ilikegettinginarguments.Theboy
withhisheadundermychair,Ikickedhisassinadebateaboutmarijuana.
Ihumiliatedhimalloverthemap.”
Willdoesn’tusedrugsanymore.It’stoomuchlikebeinginamuseum.

It makes everything look like art, and makes everything feel like just
before the zombies showup.He says, “Themuseum said that I hadn’t
stolenthelittlepaintingfromthem.Theysaiditwasn’ttheirs,evenwhen
Iexplainedthewholething.ItoldthetruthandeveryonethoughtIwas
lying.Thepoliceaskedaround,justincaseMikeandIhaddonethesame
thingsomewhereelse,atsomeothermuseum,andnobodycameforward.
Nobodyknewtheartist’sname.Sofinallytheyjustgavethepaintingback
tome.TheythoughtIwastryingtopullsomeweirdscam.”
“Sowhathappenedtoit?”Carlysays.
“I’vestillgot it.MysisterkeptitformewhileIwasinprison,”Will

says. “For twoyears.Since Igotout, I’vebeen trying to findaplace to
ditchit.I’veleftitacoupleof places,butthenitturnsoutthatIhaven’t.
Ican’tleaveitbehind.NomatterhowhardItry.Itdoesn’tbelongtome,
butIcan’tgetridof it.”
“My friend Jessica does this thing she calls shopleaving,”Carly says.

“Whensomeonegivesherahideousshirtforherbirthdayorif shebuys
abookandit’snotanygood,shegoesintoastoreandleavestheshirton
ahanger.Sheleavesthebookontheshelf.Onceshetookthiscrazy,mean
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parakeettoashoestoreandputhiminashoebox.Whathappenedtoyour
friend?Mike?”
“HewenttoSeattle.Hestartedupawebsiteforex-cons.Hegotalot

of funding.Therearealotof peopleouttherewhohavebeeninprison.
Theyneedwebsites.”
“Cool,”Carlysays.“That’slikeahappyending.”
“I’vegotthepaintinginthecar,”Willsays.“Doyouwantit?”
“IlikeVanGogh,”Carlysays.“AndGeorgiaO’Keeffe.”
“Letmegogetit,”Willsays.Hegoesdownstairsbeforeshecanstop

him. Carly probably thinks that he won’t come back.The guys on the
coucharewatchingsomebody’sweddingvideonow.Hewonderswhatthey
wouldthinkif theyknewCarlywasupstairsinbed,waitingforhim.The
dancinggirlisinthekitchenwiththeboyunderthetable.Thegirlinthe
dress isouton the lawn.She isn’tdoinganythingexceptmaybe looking
atstars.ShewatchesWillgotohiscar,openthetrunk,andtakeoutthe
littlepainting.Outbehind thehouse,Will canhearpeople in thepool.
Willhasn’tfeltthispeacefulinalongtime.It’slikethatfirstslowpartin
ahorrormovie,beforethebadthinghappens.Willknowsthatsometimes
youshouldn’ttrytoanticipatethebadthing.Sometimesyouaresupposed
toenjoythepeacefulpartandthenightandthemoonandthegirlinthe
dressandthesoundof water.Willstandsonthelawnforawhile,holding
thepainting,wishingthatBeckawasherewithhim.OrMike.

Will takes thepaintingbackupstairs and into themaster bedroom.He
turns the lights off  andwakesCarly up. She’s been crying in her sleep.
“Hereitis,”hesays.
“Will?”Carlysays.“Youturnedoff thelight.Isittheocean?Itlooks

liketheocean.Ican’treallyseeanything.”
“Sureyoucan,”Willsays.“There’smoonlight.”
“Ionlyhaveonecontactlensin,”Carlysays.
Will stands on the bed and lifts the painting of  the garden off  its

picturehook.Howcanapaintingof someflowersbesoheavy?Heleans
itagainstthebedandhangsupthepaintingfromthecar.Water,iceberg,
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zombie,woods.Howareyousupposed to tellwhat it is? Itmakeshim
wanttodie,sometimes. “Thereyougo,”hesays. “Takealook.Doyou
likeit?”
“It’s beautiful,”Carly says.Will thinksmaybe she’s crying again. She

says,“Will?Willyoujustliedownwithme?Foralittlewhile?”

SometimesSoaphasthisdream.Heisn’tsurewhetherit’saprisondream
oradreamaboutartoradreamaboutzombies.Maybeitisn’taboutany
of thosethings.Hedreamsthathe’sinadarkroom.Sometimesit’sasmall
room,sosmall thathecouldstandinthemiddleof  itandtouchallof 
thewalls.Sometimesit’sanenormousroomandhecouldwalkforhours
ordaysorforhiswholelifeandneverfindawall.Thedoor.Theroomis
utterlydark.Therearepeoplestandinginthedarkwithhim.Theystand
upagainstthewalls.If heputshishandout,he’lltouchthem.Or:if he
putshishandout,therewon’tbeanybodythere.

“Hey, kid.Hey,Leo.Wakeup,Leo.Wegotta go.” Soap is lyingon the
floorbesidethebed,holdingupthedustruffle.Hehastowhisper.Carly
isasleeponthetoo-bigbed,underthecovers.
Leouncurls.Hewrigglesforward,towardsWill.Thenhewigglesback

again,awayfromWill.He’smaybesixorsevenyearsold.“Whoareyou?”
Leosays.“Where’sCarly?”
“Carlysentmetogetyou,Leo,”Soapsays.“Youhavetobevery,very

quietanddoexactlywhatIsay.Therearezombiesinthehouse.Thereare
brain-eatingzombiesinthehouse.Wehavetogettoasafeplace.Wehave
togogetCarly.Sheneedsus.”Leostretchesouthishand.Soaptakes it
andpullshimoutfromunderthebed.HepicksLeoup.Leoholdsonto
Willtightly.Hedoesn’tweighalot,buthe’ssowarm.Littlekidshavefast
metabolisms.
“ThezombiesarechasingCarly?”Leosays.
“That’sright,”Soapsays.“Wehavetogosaveher.”
“CanIbringmyrobot?”Leosays.
“I’vealreadyputyourrobotinthecar,”Willsays.“Andyourdinosaur
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T-shirtandyourbasketball.”
“AreyouWolverine?”Leosays.
“That’sright,”Wolverinesays.“I’mWolverine.Let’sgetoutof here.”
Leosays,“CanIseeyourclaws?”
“Notnow,”Wolverinesays.
“Ihavetogotothebathroombeforewego,”Leosays.
“Okay,”Wolverinesays.“That’sagreatidea.I’mproudof youfortelling

methat.”

Somethingsthatyoucouldtrywithzombies,butwhichwon’twork:
Panic.
Don’tpanic.Remaincalm.
Callthepolice.
Takethemouttodinner.
Buythemdrinks.Buythemflowers.
Givethemraises.
Ignorethem.
Tellthemyourdreams.
Tellthemjokes.
Tellthemyoulovethem.
Rescuethem.

WolverineandLeohaveabackpack.Theyputaboxof Cheeriosandsome
bananasandLeoandCarly’sparents’gunandaGameBoyandsomebat-
teriesandaZiplocbagfullof twenty-dollarbills fromthecloset inthe
masterbedroominthebackpack.There’salate-nighthorrormovieonTV,
butnooneistheretowatchit.Thegirlinthedressonthelawnisgone.
If there’ssomeoneinthepool,they’rekeepingquiet.
WolverineandLeogetinWolverine’scaranddriveaway.
Carly is dreaming that she’s the President of  the United States of 

America. She’s living in theWhiteHouse—it turnsout that theWhite
House is built out of  ice. It’s more like theWhitish Greenish Bluish
House. Everybody wears big fur coats and when President Carly gives
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presidentialaddresses,shecanseeherbreath.Allherwordshangingthere.
She’shangingoutwithrockstarsandNobelPrizewinners.It’sawonderful
dream.Carly’sgoingtosavetheworld.Everyonelovesher,evenherparents.
Herparentsaresoproudof her.Whenshewakesup,thefirstthingshe
sees—beforesheseesalltheotherthingsthataremissingbesidestheoil
paintingof thewoodsthatnobodylivesin,nobodypainted,andnobody
stole—istheemptyspaceonthewallinthebedroomaboveherparents’
bed.
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.Shewasdeadwhenhefell
inlovewithher,andshewasdeadforthetwelveyearstheylivedtogether,
duringwhichtimesheborehimthreechildren,allofthemdeadaswell,
andatthetimeofwhichIamspeaking,thetimeduringwhichherhusband
begantosuspectthatshewashavinganaffair,shewasstilldead.
Ithasbeenonlyinthelasttwodecadesthatthelivinghavebeeninthe

habitofmarryingthedead,anditisstillnotcommonpractice.Divorcing
thedeadisstilllesscommon.Moreusualisthatthelivinghusband—or
wife—who regrets a marriage no longer acknowledges the admittedly
tenuouspresenceofhisspouse.Bigamyiseasilyaccomplishedwhenone’s
firstwife isdead. Itmaynot evenbebigamy.Andyet,where there are
childrenconcerned,thedissolutionofamixedmarriagebecomesstickier.
Thirteenyearsaftertheyfirstmetatacocktailpartyinthehomeofacel-
ebratedmediumandmatchmakerwhohadbeenbothprofiledinTheNew
Yorkerandpicketedbyconservativereligiousgroups,itwascleartoboth
AlanRobley(living)andLavvieTyler(deceased),thattherewereworse
fatesthandeath.Theirmarriagewasasdeadasadoorknob.
Atleast,thatwaswhatAlanRobleysaid.
AlanandLavvieRobley-Tyler’s childrenhadcommunicated to their

father,viathehouseholdplanchetteandOuijaboard,adesiretobetaken
to Disneyland; because divorce is always hardest on the children, and
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becauseDisneyland offered, at that time, an extraordinary discount to
thedead,theirmediumhadagreedtomeetAlanRobleyandhiswifeat
Disneyland,whichwasonlya fifteen-minutecommute fromherhome,
providedAlanRobley-Tylerpayher admission aswell as theusual fee.
Besides,themediumhadalwayslovedwatchingamusementparkvisitors
waitinlong,orderlylines.Shefounditcomforting.
Themedium’snamewasSarahParminter.Hermovementswereeco-

nomical:abbreviatedandcuriouslyungraceful.AlanRobleyimaginedthat
thiswassobecauseshecouldsee,atalltimes,thedeadcrowdingaround
her.Hehimselfhadgrownaccustomedtomovingslowlywhenhecame
homefromwork,inordertoavoidunexpectedlysteppingonorpassing
throughhiswife,oroneofhisthreechildren.Ittakesgreateffortforthe
deadtomakethelivingseethemandthereforemixedmarriagesrelyon
dedicateddead-spaces:areasoffloorandfurniturethathavebeenmarked
outwithspecialredtape,redtile,squaresofredfabric.(Thechildrenof
thelivingandthedeadmostoftentakeaftertheirdeadparents.Life,like
redhairorblueeyes,isarecessivegene.)
AlanRobley-Tyler longed for a better, less complicated relationship

withhischildren.Hewantedtoknowthembetter.Whodoesn’t?
SarahParminterandAlansatonanuncomfortablebenchbeneatha

pinkbougainvillea.ThethreeRobley-Tylerchildrenwereignoringa
sign.Thereareadvantagestobeingthechildofamixed
marriage.Theusualrulesdon’tapply.Theirmother,Lavvie,wassittingin
thecrownofthebougainvilleaabovethebench,shakingdownthepapery
flowers.Helovesmenot.Helovesmenot.Thebougainvilleahunglike
tinylanternsinAlanRobley’slongishhairandinthecurlofhiscollar.
Heignoredthem.Lavviegotuptoworsethings.Atonetime,he’dfound
herbehaviorendearing.
LavvieTylerhadstoppedlivingsometimearoundtheturnofthecentury.

She’dbeentwenty-twoandunmarried.She’ddiedoftuberculosis.Even
indeath,shestilltrembledandcoughed,silently,sothatthebougainvillea
shooktoo.Shewasbotholderandyoungerthanherhusband.Marriage
andthebirthofthreechildrenhadonlymadethismoretrue.
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“Explainthistomeagain,Alan,”SarahParmintersaid.“Yousaythat
youandLavviehavetalkedaboutthisagreatdeal.Youagreethatthere
areirreconcilabledifferences.Yousayyoubothwantthis.Thisdivorce.”
“Yes,”Alan said.He looked away.Hewore an expensive shirt, in a

shade of red that the dead were supposed to find attractive. He wore
lipstickinthesameshadeofred,andthereweregreasylittleflecksofit
onhisfrontteeth.Redfingernailpolish.Nodoubtthesolesofhisshoes
were redaswell.Was it forLavvie,despite theirdifficulties,or forhis
children?Todrawthemnear?Sarahwonderedwhytheliving,whowere
soverymuchmoresolid,afterall,thanthedead,sooftenlookedshifty
anddeceitfultoher.Shetriednottobeprejudiced.Butthedeadwereso
beautiful,sofixedandsofluid,likesheetsofcalligraphy.Theybelonged
toher,althoughshetoldherselfthatshewaswrongtofeelthisway.
“Lavviesaysthatthisisyouridea,nothers,”Sarahsaid.“That’swhat

she’stellingme.Shesaysthattherehavebeendifficulties.Sheadmitsthat.
Shesaysthatthechildrentakeupagreatdealofhertime.Shesaysthat
yourromanticlifehassuffered.Shesaysthattherehavebeenarguments.
Smasheddishes,icysilences,boutsofunearthlyweeping.Sheknowsthat
shehasatemper.Butshesaysshestilllovesyou.Youdon’tunderstandher,
butshestilllovesyou.Shesaysshewondersifyou’vemetsomeoneelse.”
“Idon’tbelievethis!”Alansaid.Helaughed.Helookedaround,as

ifLavviemightsuddenly,finally,atlast,materialize.Butheneveronce
lookedupatthetopofthebougainvillea.“Whyisshesayingthis?Isat
upallTuesdaynightwiththeOuijaboard,helpingCarsonandAllieand
Essiewith their homework, and shenever saidone singleword tome.
CarsonsaidthatLavviewasdowninthebasementfoldinglaundry,but
Ithinkitwasoneofthekidswhowasfoldinglaundry,coveringupfor
theirmother. I thinkLavviehas aboyfriend.Adeadboyfriend.Some
daysIdon’tevenfeellikethekidsaremine.Ilovethemtopieces,butit’s
hardforme,thinkingthattheydon’treallybelongtome.Theyalready
spend somuch timewith theirmother.Who knowswhat she says to
themaboutme?”
“Lavviesaysyou’rejealousofherfriends,”Sarahsaid.“Shesaysshe’sthe
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onewhoshouldbejealous.Shesaysthatyouonlymarriedadeadwoman
becauseyoulikethepeopleatyourworktothinkyou’retrendy.Shesaysshe
canseethewayyoulookatlivingwomen.You’realwaysflirtingwithwomen
atthegrocerystore.Sheknowsyouspendhourslookingatpornonline,
andyoudon’teventhinkaboutwhetherthechildrenarethere,too.”
Silence.SarahcouldhearAlanRobley-Tyler’steeth,grindingtogether

likepiecesofchalk.Lavvietrembledinhertree.
“Wherearethekids?”Alansaid.“Domeafavor,Sarah,tellthekids

nottogettoofaraway.Lasttimewecame,Essiegotlost.Apparentlyshe
justkeptgettingondifferentboatsatIt’saSmallWorld.Shewassinging
“It’saSmallWorldAfterAll”inpeople’sears,onlyshekeptchangingthe
lyrics.Allthesekidsweregettingofftherideintears.IfCarsonwantsto
gotoFrontierland,heshouldcomeaskus.Wecanallwalkover.”
“They’restillinlineforSpaceMountain,”Sarahsaid.“They’rebeauti-

fulkids,Alan.Andeventhoughthismustbedifficultforthem,they’re
handlingitsowell.YouandLavviemustbeveryproud.Lavviesaysshe
falls in lovewithyouagaineach time she looksat them.They look so
muchlikeyou,Alan.”
Alan’sredlowerlipwastremblingnow,too.Tremble,tremble:Lavvie

inthebougainvillea.Tremble,tremble:Alan’slip.SarahParminterrealized
thatshehadbeguntotaponefootinsympathy.Shestoppedherfootand
madeherselflookatthefacesofthepeoplewaitinginline.Deadpeople
hungintheair,theirheelsrestingontheshouldersoflivingpeople,and
living peoplewalked right through two dead peoplewhoweremaking
out,well,havingsexrightthereinline,practically,butnobodygotupset.
Itwasastonishinghowwellthedeadandlivinggotalongundernormal
circumstances,justsolongastheycouldignoreeachother.
Alan said, “I only look at other women because—because when a

womanwalksby,I thinkmaybethat’showLavvie looks.MaybeLavvie
walksfastlikethat.MaybeLavvie’sassmoveslikethatwhenshe’swalking.
Andwhensomewomanlaughs,Ithinkmaybethat’showLavviesounds
when she laughs. IknowLavvie’shair isblonde. I findherhairson the
sheetssometimes,andinthedrain.She’stoldmethatshehasbrowneyes.I
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knowhowtallsheis.Sex.Ah,sexisn’tverygoodrightnow,butsometimes
IwakeupinthemiddleofthenightandIcanfeelherlyingontopofme.
She’ssoheavy!She’scoldandshe’srealcurvyandshedoesn’tbreathe,but
sometimesshecoughsandcoughsandcan’tstop.Shejustliesthereontop
ofme,withhercheekonmycheek.AndIthinkshe’ssmiling,butIdon’t
knowwhyshe’ssmiling.Idon’tknowwhatshe’ssmilingabout.Shewon’t
tellme.Shewritesstuffonmyskinwithherfinger,butIdon’tknowwhat
she’swriting.Sometimesthekidsgetinbedtoo,anddoyouknowwhat
that’slike,rollingoverandthereareacoupleofdeadkidsinbedwithyou?
AndLavvie,Idon’tknowifLavviebounceswhenshewalks,orifshetrips
overthings,orifshestillthinksmyjokesarefunny,orifsheevenlistens
whenI’mtalking.Ifshe’seventhere.OrifshejustlaughsatmewhenI’m
yellingather.Idon’tknowwhenshe’sbeingsarcasticorwhenI’vereally
hurtherfeelingsorwhenshe’steasingme.Iknowshe’sthere,butsheseems
sofaraway.SometimeswhenIcomeuptobed,Ithinkmaybesomebody
elsehasbeenupthere.Notoneofthekids,orLavvie,butsomebodyelse.
Someotherdeadperson.Hegoesthroughmydrawersandhethrowsstuff
around.Ifitisn’tLavvie’sboyfriend,thenit’sLavvieoroneofthekids.But
theyswearupanddownitisn’tthem,theysayI’mimaginingthings.And
thenIthink,sookay,evenifyou’rereallymykids,you’reherkids,really.
Becausethey’relikeher.They’rejustlikeher.They’redeadtoo.Sowhat
Ikeepthinkingisthatthiswasamistakerightfromthebeginning.Like
peoplesay.Maybethelivingshouldn’tfallinlovewiththedead.”
NowLavviehadcomedownoutofthebougainvillea.Shewascurledup

inherhusband’slap,gazingupathim.Alandidn’tseemtoknowshewas
there.Lavviedidn’tsayanything,shejustwinkedatSarahParminter.Itwas
afuriouswink.Isn’theacard?Isn’theablabbermouth?Henevershutsup,
shesaidtoSarah.Talk,talk,talk.LetmetellyouwhatIdidtoday,Lavvie.
Letmetellyouwhatthisguysaidatwork.Blah,blah,blah.Don’tyoujust
wanttoeathimup?Ifheleavesme,I’llmakehimwishheweredead,too.
“What’sshesaying?”Alansaid.“She’ssayingsomethingtoyou,isn’t

she?Whereisshe?Youcan’tbelieveawordshesays.Youthinkthatjust
becauseyoucanhearhertalking,justbecauseyoucanseeher,youthink
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youknowwhatshe’sthinking.Youthinkyoucantellifshe’stellingthe
truth.ButI’velivedwithherforthelasttwelveyearsandshe’saliarand
abitchandshe’sawhore.Everytimesheopensthatcoldlittlemouthof
hers, it’sbecauseshe’sthoughtupsomenewlie.Everytimeshesaysshe
lovesme.Ifshecouldlieaboutdeath,ifshecouldmakepeoplebelieveshe
wasalivingwoman,she’dlieaboutthat,too.Justbecause.”
The bougainvillea was getting thick with dead people. They hung

downfromthebranchesandlistenedtoAlan.Lavvielistenedhardestof
all.Herfaceshonewithwifelyapproval.
“Alan,”Sarahsaid.“Let’strytotalkaboutthisinacalmandreasonable

manner.”

Recently,SarahParminter’sclientshadbeencomingtoher,wantingherto
fixtheirlovelives.Ifyoureadhoroscopes,you’dthinkitwassomethingin
theair.Perhapssoonthealignmentofthestarswouldchange,allrecent
unhappinessesandcatastropheswouldbereversedandpeoplewouldfall
inlovealloveragainandlifewouldbegoodanddeathwouldbegoodtoo.
PerhapsSarahParminter’sownhoroscopehadadvisedhernottomeddle
inotherpeople’saffairsatthistime.ButSarahdidn’tbelieveinastrology.
HercousinFredwasalsoamedium,andhisclientswerejustasdifficult,
justasunhappy.SarahandFredsometimessatoutonherbalconyinthe
airless,dirtyyellowafternoons,watchingcarsgoupanddowntheramps
of the I-.They talked aboutwork.Opposite the apartment building,
therewas a sign across the streetwhich someonehad turned
into.Everytimeshesawit,SarahParminterthoughtaboutgoing
downandaddingan.ButFreddidn’thaveagreatsenseofhumor.He
claimed it had been eroded away by contactwith the otherworld. But
Sarahrememberedhimasachild,andeventhenhe’dneverenjoyedthe
sortofpracticaljokesthatthedeadlikedtoplay.
Fredhadanewclient,amannamedSamCallahanwhosewifewasalso

dead,justlikeLavvieRobley-Tyler.OnlytheCallahanshadbeenmarried
fordecadeswhilebothwerestillliving,andtheproblemwasnowthatshe
wasdead,hiswifedidn’twanttohaveanythingtodowithSamCallahan.
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Asfarasshewasconcerned,themarriagewasover.ButCallahancouldn’t
letgo.
Freddidn’tapproveofthewaythatSarahcoddledherclients.When

Callahancamein,whathe’dsaidstraightawaywas,“Iknowwhoyouwant
totalkto.Butshedoesn’twanttotalktoyou.”
Callahanwasabigmanwithsmallhands.Hesaid,“Iwasjusthoping

thatIcouldtalktoheronemoretime.Ifuckedup.I’msorry.Iwanted
toexplain.IneedtotellherhowmuchIlovedher.Pleasemakehertalk
tome.”
Fredsaid,“Youdoknowshe’sdead,right?”

TherehadbeenaboyatCallahan’sschool.Paul.Thathadbeenhisname.
Afterhedidwhathedid,hestillwasn’tverypopular,buthebecamemore
distinct.Hecameintofocus.
Thenameofthegirlhe’ddoneitfor:Popsicle.Anickname,because

shewassocool.
Everyone at school followed Popsicle around. Even the girls had

crushesonPopsicle.Peoplegaveherthings.Sometimesatrecesstherewas
anicecreamtruckparkedacrossthestreet.SomebodyboughtPopsiclea
cherrypopsicle.Paulcamebackwithsixicecreams—ascrewball,apop-
sicle,twocreamsicles,afudgepop,anice-creamsandwich.Hespentall
hislunchmoney.Hishandswerefulloficecream.Hewentandstoodin
frontofPopsicle.Shesaidsomethinglike,Ican’teatallthose.
Paulsaid,“I’lleatthemforyou.ToprovehowmuchIloveyou.”Asif

they’dbeenarguingaboutit.Nobodyevenknewifhe’deversaidanything
toPopsiclebefore.
All the other kids stood around and watched. Those who weren’t

there,whoweren’twatching,wereprettysurelateronthattheyhadbeen
there:they’dheardthestorysomanytimes.Callahanthoughthe’dbeen
there,althoughreallyhehadn’t.Whenhefellinloveforthefirsttime,he
rememberedPaul’shands,Popsicle’spolite,confusedsmile.
Lateron,everybodywatchedPauleatstuff,exceptforPopsicle,who

hidinthegirl’sbathroomeverysingletime.Nobodyhadcrushesonher
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afterawhile.NobodyelselovedherasmuchasPaul.
Inhislocker,CallahanhadkeptalistofeverythingPaulate.Itwasa

lovepoem,agrocerylist,secretevidence:Paul lovesPopsicle.Paulatea
fewants.Hedranksomeone’smilk,whichhadgoneoff.Everyonesmelled
it.Paulatea littlegluebooger thatsomeonebroughthim.Heatedead
leaves,andaballofhairthatsomeonetookfromPopsicle’scomb.Heate
apieceofrawmeatagirlstolefromhermother’srefrigerator.Heateother
things,allyearlong.Theteachersneversawwhatwasgoingon.
ThenextyearPauldidn’tcomeback.NeitherdidPopsicle.Someone

madeajokeaboutit.PerhapsPaulhadeatenPopsicle.

Callahan didn’t knowwhat had happened to Paul or to Popsicle. Fred,
ontheotherhand,knewwhathappenstoeveryoneeventually.Hecould
see themap thatPaulandPopsiclehad leftonCallahan’s face, just like
Callahan’swifecouldseeitnowthatshewasdead.Thedeadcanaffordto
seemorethantheliving.Fredsaid,“Shesaysyoudidn’treallyloveher.And
thatshe’sbetteroffwithoutyou.Shehopesyougrowoldanddiealone.”
Callahansaid,“I’mpayingyousoyoucansaythesethingstome?This

isbullshit!AndhowdoIevenknowifshe’sreallyhere?WhyshouldI
believewhatsomeguysays?Whywouldshetalktoyouandnottome?”
Fredsaid,“Rememberyou’retalkingtoamedium.Notatherapist.”

(Hetriedtosoundreasonable;detachedratherthansnappish.Heknew
ashesaid it thathesoundedlikeCallahan’stherapist.)“Laurasaysyou
havemoremoneythanyouknowhowtospend,andshesaysshehopes
youspenditalloncharlatansandquacks.Don’tgetangryatme.I’mjust
sayingthisbecauseyouwantmetotellyouwhatshe’ssaying.”
Callahansaid,“Laura,ifyou’rehere,talktome—whyareyoutalking

tohim,andnot tome?”LikeFred,hewas tryinghisbest to talk rea-
sonably.Soonhe’dbethrowingfurniturearound.“Don’tyouknowhow
muchIloveyou?”
Sheknew.EvenFredknew.Butwhatdidhowmuchmattertoadead

woman?
Fred said, “She says youought to takebetter careof yourself.Your
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refrigeratorisempty.Shewantsyoutogooutandbuysomegroceries.She
doesn’twantyoutostarvetodeath.Shedoesn’twanttoseeyouanytime
soon.She’sgotherownafterlifetolive,herownthingstodealwith.This
isanimportanttimeforher.Shehasthingstodo.”
“Soisthatit?”Callahansaid.“Isthatallyoucandoforme?”
Fredshrugged.“Doyouwantmetoproducesomeectoplasm?Asou-

venirofthespiritworld?Wouldyouliketotalktosomebodyfamous?
MarilynMonroe?”
“Youareonerealsonofabitch,”Callahansaid.“Sohowdoyoulike

thewaythisassholetalkstome,Laura?Youapprove?”
Fredsaidnothing.Laurasaidnothing,either.Sheindicated,however,

thatshe’dliketowritesomethingdown.
The tablewhere theywere sittingwas solid oak.Round.No sharp

edges.Itwasgoodtohaveaniceheavypieceoffurnituretositbehind.
Boththelivingandthedeadlikedtothrowstuffaround,asifitproved
something.Fredkeptapadofpaperandaballpointpenonthetable.He
pickedthepenupsothatLauracouldwritedownexactlywhatshewanted
to say.He didn’t watch as Laura wrote. It was uncomfortable, watch-
ingsomeoneelseuseyourhand.Thefingersalwayslookedtoowriggly.
Stretched.LauradraggedthepenacrossthepageasifFred’sfingerswere
bagsofdirt.
Callahan kept on talking to Laura.He had this feeling that Laura

was hiding somewhere in the room,maybe under themedium’s floppy
toupee, or under the oak table. Laura had never been good at keeping
still.Shelikedtoswimlapsuntilshecouldbarelyclimboutofthepool.
Hecouldn’thelpit.Hesaid,“Dotheyhaveswimmingpools?Fordead
people?DoesLaurastillswimeveryday?”
Fredtriedtokeepastraightface.Swimmingpools?Hecouldn’twait

to tell that one to Sarah. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “They have swimming
pools.Laura’slearningtoplaybridge.Andshe’sthinkingaboutgettinga
dog.Youknow,forcompanionship.”
Callahan thought about that.He could learnhow toplaybridge, if

thatwaswhatLaurawanted.Hewas sure he could feelLauramoving
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aroundtheroom,brushingherfingersagainstthewalls,slidingbehind
thecurtainsatthewindow,touchingthebacksofthechairwherehesat,
butLauranevertouchedhim.Whatifshetouchedhimandhecouldn’t
feelanything?Howwasallthissupposedtowork,iftheytriedtomake
itwork?They’dbeenmarriedforalmostthirtyyears.
Fred readwhat Laura hadwritten.Terrible handwriting, even for a

deadperson.“Soshewantsyoutothrowadinnerparty.Butshedoesn’t
wantyoutoinviteanyoneelse.Thisisthemenushe’sgivingme.Shesays,
youwanttoproveyouloveher,thenproveit.Makeherdinner.”
Callahansaid,“Iusedtomakedinnerforherallthetime.”
Fredsaid,“You’llnoticeIhaven’taskedyouwhyshe’ssomadatyou.

I’mnot going to ask you, either. I don’t like to pry.”He lookeddown
atthelistLaurawasmaking,andthenbackupatCallahan.“Butyeah,
she’sprettypissed.Thisisoneweird-assmenu.Shesaysants,apieceof
churt—sorry, chalk, her handwriting is execrable—old milk, vinegar,
popsicles,erasers,grass,sawdust,sand,dirt.Shesaysifyoureallyloveher,
you’llshowherhowmuchyouloveher.”
“Sowhatdidhedo?”SarahParmintersaid,afterawhile.“Ishegoing

todoit?”
“Idon’t know,”Fred said. “I just thought itwaskindof funny.He

wrotemeacheckanditbounced.Andshesaidhehadlotsofmoneytoo,
somaybeitwasn’treallyhiswife,even.Maybeitwasjustsomebodywho
wanted to fuckwithhim. Iwouldn’teatgrass just foradeadgirl.Not
unlessshewaspayingme.”

“Youhaven’tmentionedyourmotheryet,”SarahParmintersaidtoAlan
Robley-Tyler.
“Why?”Alansaid.“Isshehere?Doesshewanttotalktome?”
“She’sovertherewiththekids,”Sarahsaid.“They’reteasingaGoofy.”
“She’sgoodwiththekids,”Alansaid.Buthedidn’tlookovertowhere

acrowdwasgatheringaroundtheGoofy.Hewasn’tgoingtotellhiskids
to leave the Goofy alone. Living parents had a hard time disciplining
deadchildren.Youhadtoindulgethem,evenwhentheirfungotalittle
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vicious.Youhadtopretendthattheydidn’tbelongtoyou.“Imean,even
whenshewasalive,shewasgoodwiththem.Shewassoexcitedtohave
grandchildren.Shereadtothemallthetime.”
“Shedidn’tlikeLavviemuch,”Sarahsaid.
“No,”Alansaid.“Theydidn’tgetalong.”
“Your mother still doesn’t approve,” Sarah said. “She still thinks

Lavvie’stoooldforyou.”
Lavviesaidsomething.
“Lavviesaysyourmotherisareal,ah,bitch.”
“FuckLavvie,”Alansaid,buthedidn’treallymeanit.Andnowhewas

watchingtheGoofystumblearound,andhewasfeelinganoddjealousy.
Herehewas,alldressedupinred,andthekidsstillpreferredaguyin
a fur suit to their own father. Dead people had favorite characters at
Disneyland.Goofy, for example.The costumewas sobaggy.That silly
hat.You couldpokehim in the ass, really jabhimgood, andhenever
movedfastenough.MinnieMouseswerealsopopularwithdeadpeople.
Theylikedhidingherpocketbook.Orputtingthingsinit.
TheGoofywasshoutingobscenitiesnow.Livingchildrenwerecrying.

Dead ones were laughing. Alan said, “She never made any effort. She
alwaysmadefunofmymother,thewaysheputonlipstick,andwhyare
thedeadsoobsessedwithmakeup,anyway?Thewaymymothercutup
herfoodrealsmall.”
Lavviesaidsomethingelse.
“Lavviewantstoknowifyoueverlovedher,”Sarahsaid.Itdelighted

her,howthelineforSpaceMountainnevergotanyshorter,nomatterhow
longyousatandwatched.She’dneverwaited,herself. Itwasenoughto
watchthetouristsshuffleintoline,disappearandcomebackoutagain,
andwanderovertojointhelineonceagain.
“CouldItalktomymom?”Alansaid.
SarahtriedwavingAlan’smotherover,butMrs.Robleyonlygaveher

ablack,murderousglare.Herlipswerepressedtogethersotightlythather
entiremouthhaddisappeared.OnehandwasclampedaroundtheGoofy’s
longear.TheotherhandwasburrowingintotheGoofy’scostume,asif
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sheweregoingtodisembowelhimrightthroughthefakefur.Lavviewas
stillsittingweightlesslyinAlan’slap.Thelittleslut.ShegaveMrs.Robley
thefingerwhenthekidsweren’tlooking.
“She’s, ah, she’s busy,” Sarah said. “And our time’s up,Alan. I have

another appointment at four. But Lavvie has one last thing to say to
you.”
Lavviedidn’treallyhaveanythingtosaytoAlan,butSarahknewshe

wouldn’tmind thatSarahwasmaking somethingup.The stranger the
better: itwouldonlyamuseher.Allof itwastrue,afterall. I loveyou.
I don’t love you.Don’t leaveme.Fuckoff. I fuck the ghost ofEleanor
Rooseveltwithadildoalldaylongwhileyou’reatwork.
IfAlandivorcedLavvie,he’dstillneedSarah.Therewouldbeissues

ofchildcustody.AndtherewasMrs.Robley,too.Therewouldbethings
Alanneededtoaskhismotherabouthischildhood.
Adivorcewouldmeanmoretripstoamusementparksforthekidsand

forSarah.ShecouldalwayssaythekidswantedtogotoSixFlagsnext
week.TherewerealwaysgoodlinesforthePsyclone.
Alanwas stillwaiting, his hands in his lap.Let himwait aminute

longer. Itwas strange, thewayhis arms just disappeared right through
Lavvie’s body. And it was unkind of Lavvie, Sarah thought, to sit like
that.Itwasindecentandunkind.Somedayshemightwriteanetiquette
bookforthedead,althoughitwouldbethelivingthatendedupreading
it,nodoubt,andoneoughttodrawaveilovercertainthings.Oratleast
notpulltheveilbacktoofar.Sarahhadtalkedtoahistorianonce—had
hebeenalivingmanorhadhealreadybeendead?Hewascertainlydead
now—aboutthepast.Thepastwas,ofcourse,adifferentcountry.Adif-
ferentamusementparkandthelinesweremuchlonger.Thedeaddidn’t
knowthewaybackanybetterthanthelivingdid.
Sarah’shistoriansaidthatonewayyouwentaboutfiguringoutwhat

thepasthadbeenlikewastoreadcontemporarybooksofetiquette.When
oneoftheseetiquettebookssuggestedthatitwasnotwell-bredbehavior
topickupahumanturdfromtheguttertoremarkuponitscolororsize,
youknewthenthatpeoplehadneededtobetoldnottodosuchthings
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because they’doncedonesuch things.Sarahhadn’tbattedaneyewhen
he’dsaidthat.Betternottoletonaboutthehabitsofthedead,sheknew.
Sarahknewthis,andLavvieRobley-TylerandtheRobley-Tylerchildren
andMrs.Robleyknowthis,andme,Iknow,too.EvenasI’vebeentelling
youthisstory,Ihaven’tdescribedthingsexactlyastheywenton.Ihaven’t
beenhonestaboutthedeadpeopleinthisstory,abouthowthedeadcarry
on.
TherewerelivingpeoplewaitinginlineatDisneyland,andtherewas

adeadwomansittingontheparkbenchwithSarahParminterandAlan
Robley-Tylerandtherewerelotsofotherdeadpeople,too,hundredsof
them,andwhattheygotuptoisn’tanyofyourbusiness.It’sjustaswell
thatonlypeoplelikeSarahParminterandhercousinFredeverseewhat
thedeadarereallylike.Butthedead,ofcourse,seeeverythingthatyoudo.
NexttimeyouandyournewwifetakeyourkidstoDisneylandandyou’re
waitinginline,youthinkaboutme.Youthinkaboutthat.
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.Weweredowninthebasement,
sittingaroundthegreenfelttable.Wewereholdingbottlesof warmbeer
inonehand,andourcardsintheother.Ourcardsweren’tgreat.Looking
ateachothers’faces,wecouldseethatclearly.
Weweretired.Itmadeusmoretiredtolookateachotherwhenwesaw

weweren’tgettingawaywithanythingatall.Wedidn’thaveanysecrets.
Wehadn’tseeneachotherforawhileanditwasclearthatwehadn’t

changed for the better.Wewere between jobs, or stuck in jobs thatwe
hated.Wewerehavingaffairsandourwivesknewanddidn’tcare.Someof 
usweresleepingwitheachothers’wives.Therewerethingsthathadgone
wrong,andweweren’tsurewhotoblame.
Wehadbeentalkingaboutthingsthatwentbackwardsinsteadof for-

wards.Things thatmanaged todoboth at the same time.Time travelers.
Peoplewhoweren’tstucklikeus.Therewasthatnewmoviethatwentback-
wards,andthenJeff putthismusiconthestereowhereallthelyricswere
palindromes.Itwassomethinghiskidhadpickedup.HiskidStanwasalot
coolerthanwehadeverbeen.Hewasalwaysbringingthingshome,Jeff said,
saying,Youhavegottolistentothis.Here,trythis.Theseguysaregood.
Stanwasthekidwhogotdrugsfortheotherkidswhentherewasgoing

tobeaparty.Wehadtriednottobebotheredbythis.Wetrustedourkids
andwehopedthattheytrustedus,thattheyweren’ttooembarrassedby
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us.Weweren’t cool.Wewerewilling tobe liked.Thatwouldhavebeen
enough.
Stanwassoverycoolthathehadn’tevenmindedtakingcareof some

of  us, the parents of  his friends (the friends of  his parents), although
sometimeswejustwentthroughourkids’drawers,lookedunderthemat-
tresses.Itwasn’tthatdifferentfromtakingHalloweencandyoutof their
Halloweenbags,whichwassomethingwehadalsodone,whentheywere
youngerandwenttobedbeforewedid.
Stanwasn’tintothatstuff now,though.Noneof thekidswere.They

wereintomusicinstead.
Youcouldn’tget thismusiconCD.Thatwaspartof  the conceit. It

cameonlyoncassette.Youplayedoneside,andthenontheothersidethe
songsallplayedbackwardsandthelyricswentforwardsandbackwardsall
overagaininonelongendlessloop.Laallahhallal.Do,oh,oh,doyou,
ohdo,oh,wanna?
Boneswasreallydiggingit.“Doyou,doyouwannadance,youdo,you

do,”hesaid,andlaughedandtippedhischairback. “Snakeycanes.Hula
boolah.”
Someone mentioned the restaurant downtown where you were sup-

posedtoorderyourdessertandthenyougotyourdinner.
“Ifold,”Edsaid.Hethrewhiscardsdownonthetable.
Edlikedtomakeupgames.Peoplepaidhimtomakeupgames.Back

whenwehadaregularpokernight,hewasalwaysteachingusanewgame
andthisgamewouldbebasedonaTVshoworsomedreamhe’dhad.
“Let’strysomethingnew.I’mgoingtodealouteverything,thewhole

deck,andthenwe’llhavetoputitallback.We’llseeeachother’shandsas
weputthemdown.We’regoingforlow.Andwe’llswap.Yeah,thatmight
work.Somethingelse,likeawildcard,butwewon’tknowwhatthewild
cardwas,untiltheveryend.We’llneedtoplayfast—nostoppingtothink
aboutit—justdowhatItellyoutodo.”
“What’llwecallit?”hesaid,notaquestion,butasif we’daskedhim,

althoughwehadn’t.Hewasshufflingthedeck,holdingthecardscloselike
wemighttrytotakethemaway.“DNAHand.Gotit?”
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“That’sashittyidea,”Jeff said.Itwashisbasement,hispokertable,his
beer.Sohegottosaythingslikethat.YoucouldtellthathethoughtEd
lookedhappierthanheoughtto.HewasthinkingEdoughttoremember
hisplaceintheworld,ormaybeEdneededtoberemindedwhathisplace
was.Hisnewplace.Mostof uswererelievedtoseethatEdlookedokay.
If hedidn’tlookokay,thatwasokaytoo.Weunderstood.Badthingshad
happenedtoallof us.

Wewerecontemplatingthesethingsandthenthetapeflipsoverandstarts
again.

It’scatchystuff.Wecouldlistentoitallnight.

“NowwechantalongandsummontheDevil,”Bonessays.“Alwayswanted
todothat.”
Boneshasbeendrunkforawhilenow.Hishairisstandingupandhis

faceisshinyandred.Hehasafatstupidsmileonhisface.Weignorehim
whichiswhathewants.Bones’swifeisjustthesame,loudanduseless.The
thingthatmakestherestof ussickisthattheirkidsarethenicest,smartest,
funniest,bestkids.Wecan’tfigureitout.Theydon’tdeservekidslikethat.
BrennerasksEdif he’sfoundanewplacetolive.Hehas.
“Off thehighway,downbythatTexaco,intheorchards.Thisguybuilt

aroadandbuiltthehouserightontopof theroad.Just,plop,rightinthe
middleof  theroad.Kindof  likehecamewalkinguptheroadwiththe
houseonhisback,gottired,andjustdroppedit.”
“Notverygoodfengshui,”Petesays.
Petehasreadabook.He’sgotatheoryaboutpickingupwomen,which

he’salwayssharingwithus.HegoestoBarnes&Nobleonhislunchhour
andhangsaroundinfrontof displaysof booksabouthousesanddeco-
rating,skimmingthrougharchitecturebooks.Hesays itmakesyoulook
smartandjustdomesticatedenough.Amanlookingatpicturesof houses
issexytowomen.
We’veneveraskedif itworksforhim.
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Meanwhile,weknow,Pete’swife isalwaysafterhimtogoupon the
roof  andgut thedrains, reshingle andpatch,paint.Pete isn’t really into
this.Imaginaryhousesaresexy.Realonesarework.
HedidgobuyamirroratPotteryBarnandhangitup,justinsidethe

frontdoor,becauseotherwise,hesaid,evilspiritsgorushingupthestair-
caseandintothebedrooms.Gettingthemoutagainistricky.
Theway themirrorworks is that they start to come in, look in the

mirror,andthinkadevil isalreadylivinginthehouse.Sotheytakeoff.
Devils can look like anyone—salespeople, Latter-day Saints, the people
whomowyourlawns—evenmembersof yourownfamily.Soyouhaveto
haveamirror.
Edsays,“Wherethehouseis,isthefirstweirdthing.Thesecondthing

is the house. It’s like this teamof  architectswent crazy and sawed two
differenthouses inhalf andthenstitched themback together.CasaDel
Guggenstein.Thefronthalf isreallyold—ahundredyearsold—theother
half isaluminumsiding.”
“Musthavebroughtdowntheaskingprice,”Jeff says.
“Yeah,”Edsays.“Andtheotherthingisthereareallthesedoors.One

atthefrontandoneatthebackandtwomoreoneitherside,rightsmack
where the aluminum siding starts, these weird, tall, skinny doors, like
they’rebuiltforbasketballplayers.Oraliens.”
“Orpalmtrees,”Bonessays.
“Yeah,”Edsays.“Sure.Palmtrees.Andthenonelastdoor,thisvestigial

door,upinthemasterbedroom.Notlikeadoorthatyouwalkthrough,
foracloset,orabathroom.Itopensandthere’snothingthere.Nostaircase,
nobalcony,nopointtoit.It’saTarzandoor.Upinthetrees.Youopen
itandanowlmightfly in.Orabat.Theprevious tenant left thatdoor
locked—apparentlyhewasafraidof sleepwalking.”
“Fantastic,”Brennersays.“Wakeupinthemiddleof thenightandgo

tothebathroom,youcouldjustpeeoutthesideof yourhouse.”
Heopensupthelastbeerandshakessomepepperinit.Brennerhasa

thingaboutpepper.Heevenputsitonicecream.Peteswearsthatonetime
atapartyhewanderedintoBrenner’sbedroomandlookedinadrawerin



09-mfb-lull 7/25/05, 11:43 AM242



KELLYLINK

 

Lull

atablebesidethebed.Hesayshefoundaboxof condomsandapepper
mill.WhenweaskedwhathewasdoinginBrenner’sbedroom,hewinked
andthenputhisfingertohismouthandzippedhislip.
Brennerhasalittlepointedgoatee.Itmightlooksillyonsomepeople,

butnotonBrenner.Thepepper thingsounds silly,maybe,butnoteven
Jeff teasesBrenneraboutit.
“Irememberthathouse,”Alibisays.
We call himAlibi because hiswife is always calling to check up on

him.She’llsay,SowasAlecoutshootingpoolwithyoutheothernight,
andwe’ll say,Surehewas,Gloria.Theproblem is that sometimesAlibi
hastoldhersomecompletelydifferentstoryandshe’sjusttestingus.But
that’snotourproblemandthat’snotourfault.Sheneverholdsitagainst
usandneitherdoeshe.
“Weusedtogoupintheorchardsatnightandhavewars.Knockeach

otherdownwithrottenapples.Therewerethesepeacocks.Youboughtthe
orchardhouse?”
“Yeah,”Edsays. “Ineed todosomethingabout theorchard.All the

applesarefallingoff thetreesandthentheyjustrotontheground.The
peacockseatthemandgetdrunk.Therearedrunkwasps,too.If yougo
down there you can see thewasps hurtling around in these loopy lines
andthepeacocksgrabthemrightoutof theair.Littlepickledwasphors
d’oeuvres.Everythingsmellslikerottingapples.Allnightlong,I’mdreaming
abouteatingwormyapples.”
Forasecond,we’reafraidEdmighttellushisdreams.Nothingisworse

thansomeonetellingyoutheirdreams.
“Sowhat’sthedealwiththepeacocks?”Bonessays.
“Longstory,”Edsays.

Soyouknowhowtheroadtothehouseisaprivateroad,youturnoff the
highwayontoit,anditmeandersupsomeuntilyourunintothehouse.
SomedayI’lldrivehomeandparkthecarinthelivingroom.
There’sabigsignthatsays.Butpeoplestilldriveuptheturnoff,

lost,ormaybelookingforapicnicspot,oraplacetopulloff theroadand
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fuck.Beforeyouhearthecarcoming,youhearthepeacocks.Whichwas
theplanbecausethisguywhobuiltitwasarealhermit,arecluse.
People intownsaidallkindsof stuff abouthim.Nobodyknew.He

didn’twantanybodytoknow.
Thepeacocksweresohewouldknowwhenanyonewascomingupto

thehouse.Theystartscreamingbeforeyoueverseeacar.Soremember,out
thebackdoor,theroadgoesondownthroughtheorchards,there’sagate
andthenyou’rebackonthemainhighwayagain.Andthisguy,thehermit,
hekept two cars.Back then,nobodyhad two cars.Buthekeptone car
parkedinfrontof thehouseandoneparkedatthebacksothatwhichever
waysomeonewascoming,hecouldgoouttheotherwayrealfastanddrive
off beforehisvisitorgotuptothehouse.
Hehadanarrangementwithagrocer.Thegrocersentaboyuptothe

houseonceeverytwoweeks,andtheboybroughtthemailtoo,butthere
wasn’teveranymail.
Thehermithadpaintedinthewindowsof hiscars,black,exceptfor

theselittlecirclesthathecouldseeoutof.Youcouldn’tseein.Butappar-
entlyheusedtodrivearoundatnight.Peoplesaidtheysawhim.Orthey
didn’tseehim.Thatwasthepoint.
Therealestateagentsaidsheheardthatoncethisguyhadtogotothe

doctor.Hehadagrowthorsomething.Heshowedupinthedoctor’soffice
wearing awoman’s hatwith a longblack veil that hungdown from the
crown,soyoucouldn’tseehisface.Hetookoff hisclothesinthedoctor’s
officeandkeptthehaton.
Onenighthalf of  thehousefelldown.Peopleallover thetownsaw

lights,likefireworksorlightning,upovertheorchard.Somepeopleswore
theysawsomethingbig,all litup,goup intothesky, likeanexplosion,
butquiet. Just lights.Thenextday,peoplewentup to theorchard.The
hermitwaswaitingforthem—hehadhisveilon.Fromthefront,thehouse
lookedfine.Butyoucouldtellsomethinghadcaughtfire.Youcouldsmell
it,likeozone.
Thehermit said ithadbeen lightning.He rebuilt thehousehimself.

Hadlumberandeverythingdelivered.Apparentlykidsusedtogosneakup
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inthetreesintheorchardandwatchhimwhilehewasworking,buthedid
alltheworkwearingthehatandtheveil.
Hediedalongtimeago.Thegrocer’sboyfiguredoutsomethingwas

wrongbecausethepeacockswerecominginandoutof thewindowsof 
thehouseandscreaming.
Sonowthey’restilldownintheorchardsandundertheporch,andthey

stillcameinthewindowsandmadeamessif Edforgotandleftthewindows
opentoowide.Lastweekafoxcameinafterapeacock.Youwouldn’tthink
afoxwouldgoaftersomethingsobigandmean.Peacocksaremean.
EdhadbeendownstairswatchingTV.
“Iheardthebirdcomein,”hesays, “andthenIheardathumpanda

slaplikeachairgoingoverandwhenIwenttolook,therewasastreakof 
bloodgoingupthefloortothewindow.Afoxwasgoingoutthewindow
andthepeacockwasinitsmouth,allthefeathersdraggingacrossthesill.
Likeoneof Susan’spaintings.”
Ed’swife,Susan,tookanartclassforawhile.Herteachersaidshehad

a lot of  talent. Brennermodeled for her, and sodid someof  our kids,
butmostof Susan’spaintingswereportraitsof herbrother,Andrew.He’d
beenlivingwithSusanandEdforabouttwoyears.ThiswashardonEd,
althoughhe’dnevercomplainedaboutit.HeknewSusanlovedherbrother.
Heknewherbrotherhadproblems.
Andrewcouldn’tholddownajob.Hewentinandoutof rehab,and

whenhewasout,hehungoutwithourkids.OurkidsthoughtAndrew
wascool.Thelesswelikedhim,themoretimeourkidsspentwithAndrew.
Maybewewerejustalittlejealousof him.
Jeff ’skid,Stan,heandAndrewwerethickasthieves.Stanwastheone

whofoundAndrewandcalledthehospital.Susanneversaidanything,but
maybesheblamedStan.EverybodyknewStanhadbeengettingstuff for
Andrew.
Another thing that nobody said: what happened to Andrew, it was

probablygoodforthekidsinthelongrun.
Thosepaintings—Susan’spaintings—wereweird.Noneof thepeople

inherpaintingseverlookedverycomfortable,andshecouldn’tdohands.
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Andtherewerealwaystheseanimalsinthepaintings,lookingasif they’d
beenshot,orgutted,orif theydidn’tlookdead,theyweredefinitelysup-
posedtoberabid.Youworriedaboutthepeople.
Shehungthemupintheirhouseforawhile,buttheyweren’tcomfort-

ablepaintings.Youcouldn’twatchTVinthesameroomwiththem.And
Andrewhad thishabit,he’d siton the sofa justunderoneportrait, and
therewasanotheronetoo,abovetheTV.ThreeAndrewswastoomany.
OnceEdbroughtAndrewtopokernight.Andrewsatawhileanddidn’t

sayanything,andthenhesaidhewasgoingupstairstogetmorebeerand
henevercameback.Threedays later, thehighwaypatrol foundEd’scar
parkedunderabridge.StanandAndrewcamehometwodaysafterthat,
andAndrewwentbackintorehab.SusanusedtogovisithimandtakeStan
withher—she’dtakehersketchbook.StansaidAndrewwouldsitthereand
Susanwoulddrawhimandnobodyeversaidaword.
Aftertheclasswasover,whileAndrewwasstillinrehab,Susaninvitedall

of ustogotothispartyatherteacher’sstudio.Whatwerememberisthat
Petegotdrunkandmadeapassattheinstructor,thissharp-lookingwoman
withbigdanglyearrings.Wewerekindof surprised,notjustbecausehe
did it in frontof hiswife,butbecausewe’dall justbeen lookingather
paintings. All these deer and birds and cows draped over dinner tables,
andsofas,gutshangingout,eyeballsallshinyandfixed—sothatexplained
Susan’sportraits,atleast.
WewonderwhatSusandidwiththepaintingsof Andrew.
“I’vebeenthinkingaboutgettingadog,”Edsays.
“Fuck,”wesay.“Adog’sabigresponsibility.”Whichiswhatwe’vespent

yearstellingourkids.

Themusiconthetapeloopsandlooped.Itwasgoingroundforasecond
time.We sat and listened to it.We’llbe sitting and listening to it for a
whilelonger.

“Thisguy,”Edsays,“theguywhowasrentingthisplacebeforeme,hewas
intosomecrazything.There’sallthesemandalasandpentagramspainted
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onthefloorsandwalls.WhichisalsowhyIgotitsocheap.Theydidn’t
wanttobotherstrippingthewallsandrepainting;thisguyjusttookoff 
oneday,tookalotof thefurnituretoo.Loadeduphistruckwithasmuch
ashecouldtake.”
“So no furniture?” Pete says. “Susan get the dining room table and

chairs?Thebed?Yousleepinginasleepingbag?Eatingbeanieweeniesout
of acan?”
“Igotafuton,”Edsays. “AndI’vegotmyworktablesetup,theTV

and stuff. I’ve been going down to the orchard, grilling on the hibachi.
Youguysshouldcomeover.I’mworkingonanewvideogame—it’llbea
hauntedhouse—thosearereallybigrightnow.That’swhythisplaceisso
greatforme.Icanuseeverything.Nextweekend?I’llfixhamburgersand
youguyscansitupinthehouse,keepcool,drinkbeer,testthegamefor
me.Findthebugs.”
“Therearealwaysbugs,”Jeff says.He’ssmilinginameanway.Heisn’t

sonicewhenhe’sbeendrinking.“That’slife.Soshouldwebringthekids?
Thewives?Isthisafamilything?Ellie’sbeenaskingaboutyou.Youknow
thatretreatshe’son,shecalledfromthewoodstheotherday.Shewenton
andonaboutthispast life.Apparentlyshewasausedcarsalesman.She
saysthatthislifeiskarmicpayback,beingmarriedtome,right?Shegets
homedayaftertomorrow.Wegettogether,maybeElliecansetyouupwith
someone.Nowthatyou’reafreeman,youneedtotakesomeadvantage.”
“Sure,”Edsays,andshrugs.Wecanseehimwishing that Jeff would

shutup,butJeff doesn’tshutup.
Jeff says, “IsawSusaninthegrocerystoretheotherday.Shelooked

fantastic.Itwasn’tthatshewasn’tsadanymore,shewasn’tjustgettingby,
shewasradiant,youknow?Thatspecialglow.LikeJoanof Arc.Likeshe
knewsomething.Likeshe’dwonthelottery.”
“Well,yeah,”Edsays.“That’sSusan.Shedoesn’tliveinthepast.She’s

got this new job, this research project.They’re trying to contact aliens.
They’reusinghouseholdappliances:satellitedishes,cellphones,carradios,
evenrefrigerators.I’mnotsurehow.I’mnotsurewhatthey’replanningto
say.Butthey’vegotalotof grantmoney.Evenhiredaspeechwriter.”
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“Wonderwhatyousaytoaliens,”Brennersays.“Hi,honey,I’mhome.
What’sfordinner?”
“Yourplaceormine?”Petesays.“What’sanicealienlikeyoudoingin

agalaxylikethis?”
“Whereyoubeen?I’vebeenworriedsick,”Alibisays.
Jeff picksupacard,propsitsidewaysagainstthegreenfelt.Picksup

another one, leans it against the first.He says, “You and Susan always
lookedsogoodtogether.Perfectmarriage,perfectlife.Nowlookatyou:
she’s talking to aliens, and you’re living in a haunted house.You’re an
example to all of us,Ed.Nice guy like you,bad thingshappen to you,
Susanleavesaswellguylikeyou,what’sthelessonhere?I’vebeenthinking
aboutthisallyear.YouandElliemusthaveworkedatthesamecardealer-
ship,inthatpastlife.”
Nobodysaysanything.Eddoesn’tsayanything,butthewayweseehim

lookatJeff,weknowthatthishauntedhousegameisgoingtohaveachar-
acterinitwhowalksandtalksalotlikeJeff.ThisJeff characterisgoingto
panicandrunaroundonthescreenof people’sTVsandgetlost.
Itwillstumbleintoboobytrapsandfallontoknives.Its innardswill

sloopout.Zombiesaregoingtocrackopenthebonesof itslegsandsuck
onthemarrow.Littledevilswithmonkeyfacesaregoingtostitchitseyes
openwithtinystitchesandthentheyaregoingtopissribbonsof acidinto
itseyes.
Beautifulwomenare going to fuck this cartoon Jeff  in the asswith

gardenshears.Andwhenthischaracterscreams,it’sgoingtosoundalot
likeJeff screaming.Ed’sgoodatthelittledetails.ThekidswhobuyEd’s
gameslovethedetails.Theybuyhisgamesforthingslikethis.
Jeff willprobablybeflattered.
Jeff  starts complaining about Stan’s phone bill, this four-hundred-

dollarcellphonechargethatStanranup.Whenheaskedabout it,Stan
handedhimastackof twentiesjustlikethat.Thatkidalwayshasmoney
tospare.
StanalsogaveJeff thisphonenumber.HetoldJeff that it’s likethis

phonesexline,butwithatwist.Youcallupandaskforthisgirlnamed
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Starlight,andshetellsyousexystories,only,if youwant,theydon’thave
tobesexy.Theycanbeanykindof storyyouwant.Youtellherwhatkind
of storyyouwant,andshemakes itup.Stansays it’sStephenKingand
sci-fiandtheArabianNightsandPenthouseLettersallatonce.
EdinterruptsJeff.“Yougotthenumber?”
“What?”Jeff says.
“I justgotpaid for the lastgame,”Edsays. “Theonewith thebaby

headsandtheoctopusgirlies,theMartiancombathockey.Let’scallthat
number. I’llpay.Youputheron speaker andwe’ll all listen, and it’smy
treat,okay,becauseI’msuchaswellguy.”
Bonessaysthatitsoundslikeashitideatohim,whichisprobablywhy

Jeff wentandgotthephonebillandanothersix-packof beer.Wealltake
anotherbeer.
Jeff turnsthestereodown—

MadamI’mAdam
OhMadammyAdam

—andputsthephoneinthemiddleof thetable.Itsitsthere, inthe
middle of  all that green, like an island or something. Marooned. Jeff 
switches it on speaker. “Four bucks aminute,” he says, and shrugs, and
dialsthenumber.
“Here,”Edsays.“Passitover.”
The phone rings andwe listen to it ring and then awoman’s voice,

verypleasant,sayshelloandasksif Edisovereighteen.Hesaysheis.He
givesherhiscreditcardnumber.Sheasksif hewascallingforanyonein
particular.
“Starlight,”Edsays.
“Onemoment,”thewomansays.WehearaclickandthenStarlightis

ontheline.Weknowthisbecauseshesaysso.Shesays,“Hi,mynameis
Starlight.I’mgoingtotellyouasexystory.Doyouwanttoknowwhat
I’mwearing?”
Edgrunts.He shrugs.Hegrimaces atus.Heneedsahaircut.Susan
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usedtocuthishair,whichweusedtothinkwascute.HeandAndrewhad
theseidenticallopsidedhaircuts.Itwasprettygoofy.
“CanIcallyouSusan?”Edsays.
Whichwethinkisstrange.
Starlight says, “If  you reallywant to, butmyname’s really Starlight.

Don’tyouthinkthat’ssexy?”
Shesoundslikeakid.Alittlegirl—notevenlikeagirl.Likeakid.She

doesn’tsoundlikeSusanatall.Sincethedivorce,wehaven’tseenmuchof 
Susan,althoughshecallsourhousessometimes,totalktoourwives.We’re
alittleworriedaboutwhatshe’sbeensayingtothem.
Edsays,“Iguessso.”Wecantellhe’sonlysayingthattobepolite,but

Starlightlaughsasif he’stoldherajoke.It’sweirdhearingthatlittle-kid
laughdownhere.
Edsays,“Soareyougoingtotellmeastory?”
Starlightsays,“That’swhatI’mherefor.Butusuallytheguywantsto

knowwhatI’mwearing.”
Edsays,“IwanttohearastoryaboutacheerleaderandtheDevil.”
Bonessays,“Sowhat’sshewearing?”
Petesays,“Makeitastorythatgoesbackwards.”
Jeff says,“Putsomethingscaryinit.”
Alibisays,“Sexy.”
Brennersays,“Iwantittobeaboutgoodandevilandtruelove,andit

shouldalsobefunny.Notalkinganimals.Nottoomuchfoolingaround
withthenarrativestructure.Theendingshouldbehappybutstillrealistic,
believable,youknow,andthereshouldn’tbeamoralalthoughweshouldbe
abletothinkbacklaterandhavesomesortof revelation.Noandsuddenly
theywokeupanddiscoveredthatitwasalladream.Gotthat?”
Starlightsays,“Okay.TheDevilandacheerleader.Gotit.Okay.”

TheDevilandtheCheerleader

SotheDevilisatapartyatthecheerleader’shouse.They’vebeenplaying
spin the bottle.The cheerleader’s boyfriend just came out of  the closet
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with her best friend. Earlier the cheerleader felt like slapping him, and
nowsheknowswhy.Thebottlepointedatherbest friendwhohad just
shruggedandsmiledather.Thenthebottlewasspinningandwhenthe
bottlestoppedspinning,itwasinherboyfriend’shand.
Thenallof a suddenanegg timerwasgoingoff.Everyonewasgig-

glingandtheywereallstandinguptogooverbythecloset,liketheywere
all going to try to squeeze inside.But theDevil stoodupand took the
cheerleader’shandandpulledherbackwards-forwards.
Sosheknewwhatexactlyhadhappened,andwasgoingtohappen,and

someotherthingsbesides.
Thisisthethingshelikesaboutbackwards.Youstartoutwithallthe

answers,andafterawhile,someonecomesalongandgivesyouthequestions,
butyoudon’thavetoanswerthem.You’realreadypastthatpart.Thatwas
whatwassoniceaboutbeingmarried.Thingsgotbetterandbetteruntil
youhardlyevenkneweachotheranymore.Andthenyousaidgoodnight
andwentoutonadate,andafterthatyouwerejustfriends.Itwaseasier
thatway—that’sthedear,sweet,backwardswayof theworld.

Justasecond,let’sgobackforasecond.
Somethinghappened.Somethinghashappened.Butnobodyevertalked

aboutit,atleastnotattheseparties.Notanymore.
Everyone’sbeendrinkingallnightlong,excepttheDevil,who’sateeto-

taler.He’sbeenpretendingtodrinkvodkaoutof ahipflask.Everybodyat
thepartyisdrunkrightnowandtheythinkhe’sokay.Laterthey’llsober
up.They’ll thinkhe’spretentious,anasshole,drinkingairoutof aflask
likethat.
Therearealotof emptybottlesof beer,someemptybottlesof whiskey.

There’salotof workstilltobedone,bythelookof it.They’reusingone
of thebeerbottles,that’swhatthey’respinning.Lateronitwillbefulland
theywon’thavetoplaythisstupidgame.
The cheerleader guesses that shedidn’t invite theDevil to theparty.

Heisn’tthekindof guythatyouhavetoinvite.He’llprobablyshowup
by himself. But now they’re in the closet together for fiveminutes.The
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cheerleader’sboyfriendisn’ttoohappyaboutthis,butwhatcanhedo?It’s
thatkindof party.She’sthatkindof cheerleader.
They’rea lotyounger than theyused tobe.Atparties like this, they

usedtobeolder,especiallytheDevil.Heremembersallthewaybackto
theendof theworld.Thecheerleaderwasn’tacheerleaderthen.Shewas
marriedandhadkidsandahusband.
Something’sgoingtohappen,ormaybeit’salreadyhappened.Nobody

evertalksaboutit.If theycould,whatwouldtheysay?
Butthoseend-of-the-worldpartieswerecrazy.Peoplewoulddrinktoo

much and theywouldn’t have any clotheson.There’dbe these sad little
pilesof clothesinthelivingroom,asif somethinghadhappened,andthe
peoplehaddisappeared,disappearedrightoutof theirclothes.Meanwhile,
the people who belonged to the clothes would be out in the backyard,
waitinguntilitwastimetogohome.They’dgetuponthetrampolineand
bouncearoundandcry.
Therewouldbe abottleof  extra-virginoliveoil and sooneror later

someonewasgoing tohave torefill itandgoput itbackonthepantry
shelf.You’d have had these slippery naked middle-aged people sliding
aroundonthetrampolineandtheoilygrass,andthenintheendallyou’d
havewouldbeabottleof oliveoil,someolivesonatree,atree,anorchard,
anemptyfield.
TheDevilwouldstandaroundfeelingawkward,hopingthatitwould

turnouthe’dcomelate.
Thekidswouldbeupintheirbedrooms,outof thebeds,lookingout

thewindows,rememberingwhentheyusedtobeolder.Notthattheyever
gotthatmucholder.
Buttheworldisyoungernow.Thingsaresimpler.Nowthecheerleader

hasparentsof herown,andallshehastodoiswaitforthemtogethome,
andthenthispartycanbeover.
Twodaysagowasthefuneral.Itwasjusthoweveryonesaiditwouldbe.
Thentherewereerrands,peopletotalkto.Shewasbusy.
She hugged her aunt and uncle good-bye andmoved into the house

whereshewouldlivefortherestof herlife.Sheunpackedallherboxes,and
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theSalvationArmybroughtherparents’clothesandfurnitureandpotsand
pans,andotherpeople,herparents’friends,helpedherhanghermother’s
clothesinhermother’scloset.(Notthiscloset.)Shebunchedhermother’s
clothesupinherhandandsniffed,curiousandhungryandafraid.
She suspects, remembering the smell of  hermother’smonogrammed

sweaters, that they’ll have fights about things. Boys,music, clothes.The
cheerleaderwilllearntoletallof thesethingsgo.
If herkidswerestillaround,theywouldsayItoldyouso.Whatthey

didsaywas,Justwaituntilyouhaveparentsof yourown.You’llsee.
Thecheerleaderrubsherstomach.Areyouinthere?
She moved the unfamiliar, worn-down furniture around so that it

matched up old grooves in the floor.Herewas the shape of  someone’s
buttocks, printed onto a seat cushion. Maybe it would be her father’s
favoritechair.
Shelookedthroughherfather’srecords.Therewasarecordplayingon

thephonograph,itwasn’tanythingshehadeverheardbefore,andshetook
itoff,laiditbackinitsemptywhitesleeve.Shestudiedthedeathcertificates.
Shetriedtothinkwhattotellherparentsabouttheirgrandchildren,what
they’dwanttoknow.
Herfavoritesonghadjustbeenontheradiofortheverylasttime.Years

andyearsago,she’ddancedtothatsongatherwedding.Nowitwasgone,
exceptforthefeelingshe’dhadwhenshelistenedtoit.Sometimesshestill
feltthatway,buttherewasn’tawordforitanymore.
Tonight,inafewhours,therewillbeacarwreckandthenherparents

willbecominghome.Bythen,allherfriendswillhaveleft,takingawaysix-
packsandboyfriendsandnewlyappliedcoatsof hairsprayandlipstick.

Shethinksshelooksabitlikehermother.

Beforeeveryoneshowedup,whileeverythingwasstillawreckdownstairs,
beforethepolicehadarrivedtosaywhattheyhadtosay,shewasstanding
inherparents’bathroom.Shewaslookinginthemirror.
Shepickedalipstickoutof thetrashcan,anorangeyredthatwillbea
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favoritebecausethere’sjustalittlehalf-moonleft.Butwhenshelookedat
herself inthemirror,itdidn’tfit.Itdidn’tbelongtoher.Sheputherhand
onher breastbone, pressed hard, felt her heart beating faster and faster.
Shecouldn’twearhermother’slipstickwhilehermotherlayonagurney
somewhereinamorgue:waitingtobesewnup;tohaveherclothessewn
backon; tobreathe; towakeup; tosee thecarontheothersideof  the
median,slidingaway;toseeherhusband,themanthatshe’sgoingtomarry
someday;tocomehometomeetherdaughter.
Therecentlydeadarealwaysexhausted.There’ssomuchtoabsorb,so

manythingsthatneedtobeundone.Theyhavetheirwholelivesaheadof 
them.

Thecheerleader’sbestfriendwinksather.TheDevil’sgotaflashlightwith
twodeadbatteries.Somebodyclosesthedoorafterthem.

Soon, very soon, already now, the batteries in the Devil’s flashlight are
old and tired and there’s just a thin lineof  lightunder the closetdoor.
It’scrampedintheclosetanditsmellslikeshoes,paint,wool,cigarettes,
tennisrackets,ghostsof perfumeandsweat.Outsidethecloset,theworld
isgettingyounger,butinhereiswheretheykeepalltheoldthings.The
cheerleaderputthemallinherelastweek.
She’sfeltqueasyformostof herlife.She’sabadtimetraveler.Shegets

time-sick.It’sasif she’salwaysjustalittlebitpregnant,areyouinthere?
andit’sworse inhere,withall theseoldthingsthatdon’tbelongtoher,
evenworsebecausetheDevilisalwaysfoolingaroundwithtime.

TheDevilfeelsrightathome.Heandthecheerleadermakeanestof coats
andsitdownonthem,facingeachother.TheDevilturnsthebright,con-
stantbeamof theflashlightonthecheerleader.She’swearingalittleflippy
skirt.Herkneesareup,makingatentoutof herskirt.Thetentisfullof 
shadows—soisthecloset.TheDevilconjuresupanotherDevil,another
cheerleader, mouse-sized, both of  them, sitting under the cheerleader’s
skirt.Theclosetisfullof Devilsandcheerleaders.
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“Ijustneedtoholdsomething,”thecheerleadersays.If sheholdssome-
thing,maybeshewon’tthrowup.
“Please,”theDevilsays.“Ittickles.I’mticklish.”
Thecheerleaderisleaningforward.She’sgottheDevilbythetail.Then

she’stouchingtheDevil’stailwithherpompoms.Hequivers.
“Pleasedon’t,”hesays.Hegiggles.
TheDevil’stailistuckedupunderhislegs.Itisn’thot,buttheDevilis

sweating.Hefeelssad.He’snotgoodatbeingsad.Heflickstheflashlight
onandoff.Here’saknee.Here’samouth.Here’sasleevehangingdown,
allempty.Someoneknocksontheclosetdoor.
“Goaway,”thecheerleadersays. “Ithasn’tbeenfiveminutesyet.Not

even.”
TheDevilcanfeelhersmileathim,likethey’reoldfriends.“Yourtail.

CanItouchit?”thecheerleadersays.
“Touchwhat?”theDevilsays.Hefeelsalittleexcited,alittlenervous.

Oldenoughtoknowbetter,brand-newenough,hereinthecloset,tobe
jumpy.He’s takingachancehere.Girls—women—aren’t reallydomestic
animalsatthemoment,althoughthey’regettingtamer,moreusedtoliving
inhouses.Lesslikelytobite.
“CanItouchyourtailnow?”thecheerleadersays.
“No!”theDevilsays.
“I’mshy,”hesays.“Maybeyoucouldstrokemytailwithyourpompom,

inalittlebit.”
“Wecouldmakeout,”thecheerleadersays.“That’swhatwe’resupposed

todo,right?IneedtobedistractedbecauseIthinkI’mabouttohavethis
thought.It’sgoingtomakemereallysad.I’mgettingyounger,youknow?
I’mgoingtokeepongettingyounger.Itisn’tfair.”
Sheputsherfeetagainsttheclosetdoor.Shekicksonce,likeamule.
Shesays,“Imean,you’retheDevil.Youdon’thavetoworryaboutthis

stuff.Inafewthousandyears,you’llbebackatthebeginningagainand
you’llbeingoodwithGodagain,right?”
TheDevilshrugs.Everybodyknowstheendof thatstory.
Thecheerleadersays, “Everyoneknowsthatoldstory.You’refamous.
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You’relikeJohnWilkesBooth.You’rehistorical—you’regoingtobereally
important.You’llbeMr.Bringer-of-Lightandyou’llgetgoodtablesatall
thetrendyrestaurants,chorusesof angelsandmaîtred’s,etcetera, la, la,
la,they’llallbesinginghallelujahsforever,pleasepassthevichyssoise,and
thenGodunmakestheworldandhe’llputallthebitsawayinaclosetlike
this.”
TheDevilsmirks.Heshrugs.Itisn’tabadlife,hangingaroundinclosets

withcheerleaders.Anditgetsbetter.
Thecheerleadersays,“Itisn’tfair.I’dtellhimso,if hewerehere.He’ll

unhangthestarsandpullLeviathanrightbackoutof thedeependof the
vastybathwater,andyou’llbehavingLeviathantartarefordinner.Where
will I be, then?You’ll be around.You’re always around. Butme, I’ll get
youngerandyoungerandinahandfulof yearsIwon’tbemeatall,andmy
parentswillgetyoungerandsoonandsoon,whoosh!We’llbegonelike
aflashof light,andyouwon’tevenrememberme.Nobodywillremember
me!EverythingthatIwas,thatIdid,allthefunnythingsthatIsaid,and
thethingsthatmyfriendssaidbacktome,thatwillallbegone.Butyou
goallthewaybackwards.Yougobackwardsandforwards.Itisn’tfair.You
couldalwaysrememberme.WhatcouldIdosothatyouwouldremember
me?”
“Aslongaswe’reinthiscloset,”theDevilsays,he’smagnanimous,“I’ll

rememberyou.”
“Butinafewminutes,”thecheerleadersays,“we’llgobackoutof the

closet and thebottlewill spin, and then thepartywill beover, andmy
parentswillcomehome,andnobodywilleverrememberme.”
“Thentellmeastory,”theDevilsays.Heputshissharp,furrypawon

herleg.“TellmeastorysothatI’llrememberyou.”
“Whatkindof story?”saysthecheerleader.
“Tellmeascarystory,”theDevilsays.“Afunny,scary,sad,happystory.

Iwanteverything.”Hecanfeelhistailwaggingashesaysthis.
“Youcan’thaveeverything,”thecheerleadersays,andshepicksuphis

pawandputsitbackonthefloorof thecloset.“Noteveninastory.You
can’thaveallthestoriesyouwant.”
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“Iknow,”theDevilsays.Hewhines.“ButIstillwantit.Iwantthings.
That’smyjob.IevenwantthethingsthatIalreadyhave.Iwanteverything
youhave.Iwantthethingsthatdon’texist.That’swhyI’mtheDevil.”He
leersandit’sashamebecauseshecan’tseehiminthedark.Hefeelssilly.
“Well, what’s the scariest thing?” says the cheerleader. “You’re the

expert,right?Givemealittlehelphere.”
“The scariest thing,” theDevil says. “Okay, I’ll give you two things.

Threethings.No,justtwo.Thethirdoneisasecret.”
TheDevil’s voice changes. Later on, one day the cheerleaderwill be

listeningtoapreschoolteachersaybackthealphabet,withthesunmoving
acrossthewindow,nothingeverstaysstill,andshe’llberemindedof the
Devilandtheclosetandthelineof lightunderthedoor,thepeacefullittle
circleof lighttheflashlightmakesagainsttheclosetdoor.
TheDevilsays,“I’mnotcomplaining,”(butheis)“buthere’stheway

thingsusedtowork.Theydon’tworkthiswayanymore.Idon’tknowif 
youremember.Yourparentsaredeadandthey’recominghome in justa
fewhours.Usedtobe,thatwasscary.Notanymore.Buttrytoimagine:
findingsomethingthatshouldn’tbethere.”
“Likewhat?”thecheerleadersays.
TheDevilshrugs.“Achild’stoy.Aball,oranight-light.Somecheapbit

of trash,butit’sheavierthanitlooks,orelselight.Itshineswithagreasy
sortof lightorelseiteatslight.Whenyoutouchit,ityieldsunpleasantly.
You feel as if  youmight fall into it.You feel light-headed. Itmight be
inscribedinalanguagewhichnoonecandecipher.”
“Okay,” the cheerleader says. She seems somewhat cheered up. “So

what’sthenextthing?”
The Devil shines the flashlight in her eyes, flicks it on and off.

“Someonedisappears.Gone,justlikethat.They’restandingbehindyouin
alineatanamusementpark—ortheywanderawayduringtheintermis-
sionof aplay—perhapstheygodownstairstogetthemail—ortomake
tea—”
“That’sscary?”thecheerleadersays.
“Usedtobe,”theDevilsays. “Itusedtobethattheworstthingthat
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couldhappenwas,if youhadkids,andoneof themdiedordisappeared.
Disappearedwastheworst.Anythingmighthavehappenedtothem.”
“Thingsarebetternow,”thecheerleadersays.
“Yes,well.”TheDevilsays,“Thingsjustgetbetterandbetternowadays.

But—trytorememberhowitwas.Thepersonwhodisappeared,onlythey
didn’t.You’dseethemfromtimetotime,peekinginatyouthroughwindows,
ordownlowthroughthemailslotinyourfrontdoor.Keyholes.Youmight
see them in thegrocery store.Sitting in thebackseatof yourcar,down
low,slouchinginyourrearviewmirror.Theymightpinchyourlegorpull
yourhairwhenyou’reasleep.Whenyoutalkonthephone,theylistenin,
youhearthemlistening.
Thecheerleadersays,“Like,withmyparents—”
“Exactly,”saystheDevil.“You’vehadnightmaresaboutthem,right?”
“Not really,” the cheerleader says. “Everyone says theywereprobably

nicepeople.Imean,lookatthishouse!But,sometimes,Ihavethisdream
thatI’matthemall,andIseemyhusband.Andhe’sjustthesame,he’sa
grown-up,andhedoesn’trecognizeme.ItturnsoutthatI’mtheonlyone
who’sgoingbackwards.Andthenhedoesrecognizemeandhewantsto
knowwhatI’vedonewiththekids.”
Thelasttimeshe’dseenherhusband,hewastryingtogrowabeard.He

couldn’tevendothatright.Hehadn’thadmuchtosay,butthey’dlooked
ateachotherforalongtime.
“Whataboutyourchildren?” theDevil says. “Doyouwonderwhere

theywentwhenthedoctorpushedthembackupinsideyou?Doyouhave
dreamsaboutthem?”
“Yes,” the cheerleader says. “Everything gets smaller. I’m afraid of 

that.”
“Thinkhowmenfeel!”theDevilsays.“It’snowondermenareafraid

of women.Nowondersexissohardonthem.”
Thecheerleadermissessex,thatfeelingafterwards,thatblissful,unsatis-

fieditch.
“The first time around, things were better,” theDevil says. “I don’t

knowif youremember.Peopledied,andnoonewassurewhathappened
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next.Therewereallsortsof possibilities.Noweveryoneknowseverything.
What’sthefuninthat?”
Someone is trying topushopen the closetdoor, but the cheerleader

puts her feet against it, leaning against the back of  the closet. “Oh, I
remember!”shesays,“IrememberwhenIwasdead!TherewassomuchI
waslookingforwardto.Ihadnoidea!”
TheDevilshivers.He’sneverlikeddeadpeoplemuch.
“So, okay, what about monsters?” the cheerleader says. “Vampires?

Serialkillers?Peoplefromouterspace?Thoseoldmovies?”
TheDevil shrugs. “Yeah, sure. Boogeymen. Formaldehyde babies in

Masonjars.Somedaysomeone isgoingtohavetotakethemoutof the
jar,unpicklethem.Womenwithteethdownthere.Zombies.Killerrobots,
killer bees, serial killers, cold spots, werewolves.The dream where you
knowthatyou’reasleepbutyoucan’twakeup.Youcanhearsomeonewalk-
ingaroundthebedroompickingupyourthingsandputtingthemdown
againandyoustillcan’twakeup.Theendof theworld.Spiders.Noonewas
withherwhenshedied.Carnivorousplants.”
“Ohgoody,”thecheerleadersays.Hereyesshineathimoutof thedark.

Herpompomsslideacrossthefloorof thecloset.Hemoveshisflashlight
sohecanseeherhands.
“Sohere’syourstory,”thecheerleadersays.She’sagirlwhocanthinkon

herfeet.“It’snotreallyascarystory.Idon’treallygetscary.”
“Weren’tyoulistening?”theDevilsays.Hetapstheflashlightagainst

hisbigfrontteeth.“Nevermind,it’sokay,nevermind.Goon.”
“Thisprobablyisn’tatruestory,”thecheerleadersays, “anditdoesn’t

gobackwardslikewedo.Iprobablywon’tgetallthewaytotheend,and
I’mnotgoingtostartatthebeginning,either.Thereisn’tenoughtime.”
“That’sfine,”theDevilsays.“I’mallears.”(Heis.)
The cheerleader says, “Sowho’s going to tell this story, anyway? Be

quietandlisten.We’rerunningoutof time.”
Shesays,“Amancomeshomefromasalesconference.Heandhiswife

havebeenseparatedforawhile,butthey’vedecidedtotrylivingtogether
again.They’vesoldthehousethattheyusedtolivein.Nowtheylivejust



09-mfb-lull 7/25/05, 11:44 AM259



KELLYLINK

 

Lull

outsideof town,inanoldhouseinanorchard.
Themancomeshome fromthisbusiness conference, andhiswife is

sittinginthekitchenandshe’stalkingtoanotherwoman,anolderwoman.
They’resittingonthechairsthatusedtogoaroundthekitchentable,but
thetableisgone.Soisthemicrowave,andtherackwhereSusan’scopper-
bottomedpotshang.Thepotsaregone,too.
Thehusbanddoesn’tnoticeanyof this.He’sbusylookingattheother

woman.Herskinhasagreenishtinge.Hehasthisfeelingthatheknows
her.Sheandthewifebothlookatthehusband,andhesuddenlyknows
whatitis.It’shiswife.It’shiswife,twoof her,onlyoneismaybetwenty
yearsolder.Otherwise,exceptthatthisone’sgreen,they’reidentical:same
eyes,samemouth,samelittlemoleatthecornerof hermouth.
“HowamIdoingsofar?”
“So-so,”theDevilsays.Thetruth(thetruthmakestheDevilitchy)is,

heonlylikesstoriesabouthimself.LikethestoryabouttheDevil’swedding
cake.Nowthat’sastory.
Thecheerleadersays,“Itgetsbetter.”

ItGetsBetter

Theman’snameisEd.Itisn’thisrealname.Imadeitup.EdandSusan
havebeenmarriedfortenyears,separatedforfivemonths,backtogether
again for threemonths.They’vebeen sleeping in the samebed for three
months,buttheydon’thavesex.SusancrieswheneverEdkissesher.They
don’thaveanykids.Susanusedtohaveayoungerbrother.Edisthinking
aboutgettingadog.
WhileEd’sbeenathisconference,Susanhasbeendoingsomehouse-

work.She’sdonesomeworkupintheatticwhichwewon’ttalkabout.Not
yet.Downinthesparebathroominthebasement,she’ssetupthismachine,
whichwegetaroundtolater,andthismachinemakesSusans.WhatSusan
was hoping for was a machine that would bring back Andrew. (Her
brother.Butyouknewthat.)OnlyitturnsoutthatgettingAndrewback
requiresadifferentmachine,abiggermachine.Susanneedshelpmaking
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thatmachine,andsothenewSusansaregoingtocomeinhandyafterall.
Overthecourseof thenextfewdays,theSusansexplainallthistoEd.
Susandoesn’texpectEdwillbeveryhelpful.

“Hi,Ed,”theolder,greenishSusansays.Shegetsupfromherchairand
giveshimabighug.Herskiniswarm,tacky.Shesmellsyeasty.Theoriginal
Susan—theSusanEd thinks isoriginal, and Ihaveno idea if he’s right
about this, and, later on, he isn’t so sure, either—sits in her chair and
watchesthem.
Big green Susan: am I making her sound like Godzilla? She doesn’t

looklikeGodzilla,andyetthere’ssomethingaboutherthatremindsEdof 
Godzilla,thewayshestompsacrossthekitchenfloor—leadsEdoverto
achairandmakeshimsitdown.Nowherealizesthatthekitchentableis
gone.Hestillhasn’tmanagedtosayaword.Susan,bothof them,isused
tothis.
“Firstof all,”Susansays,“theatticisoff-limits.Therearesomepeople

workingupthere.(Idon’tmeanSusans.I’llexplainSusansinaminute.)
Somevisitors.They’rehelpingmewithaproject.AbouttheotherSusans,
there are five of me at themoment—you’ll meet the other three later.
They’redown in thebasement.You’re allowed in thebasement.You can
helpdownthere,if youwant.”
Godzilla Susan says, “You don’t have to worry about who is who,

althoughnoneof usareexactlyalike.YoucancallusallSusan.We’redis-
coveringthatsomeof usmaybemoretemporarythanothers,orfatter,or
younger,orgreener.Itseemstodependonthebatch.”
“AreyouSusan?”Ed says.Hecorrectshimself. “Imean, are youmy

wife?TherealSusan?”
“We’reallyourwife,”theyoungerSusansays.Sheputsherhandonhis

legandpatshimlikeadog.
“Wheredidthekitchentablego?”Edsays.
“Iputitintheattic,”Susansays.“Youreallydon’thavetoworryabout

thatnow.Howwasyourconference?”
AnotherSusancomes into thekitchen.She’syoungandthecolorof 
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green applesornewgrass.Even thewhitesof her eyes are grassy. She’s
maybe nineteen, and the color of  her skinmakes Ed think of  a snake.
“Ed!”shesays,“Howwastheconference?”
“They’rekeenonthenewgame,”Edsays.“Ittestsrealwell.”
“Wantabeer?”Susansays. (Itdoesn’tmatterwhichSusansays this.)

Shepicksupapitcherof greenfoamystuff,andpoursitintoaglass.
“Thisisbeer?”Edsays.
“It’sSusanbeer,”Susansays,andalltheSusanslaugh.

Thebeautiful,snake-colorednineteen-year-oldSusantakesEdonatour
of thehouse.MostlyEdjustlooksatSusan,butheseesthatthetelevision
isgone,andsoareallof hisgames.Allhisnotebooks.The livingroom
sofaisstillthere,butalltheseatcushionsaremissing.Lateron,Susanwill
disassemblethesofawithanax.
Susanhascoveredupallthedownstairswindowswithwhatlookslike

sheetsof aluminumfoil.Sheshowshimthebathtubdownstairswhereone
of theSusansisbrewingtheSusanbeer.OtherSusansarehanginglong,
mossyclotsof  theSusanbeeron laundry racks.Dry, theseclotscanbe
shapedintobedding,nestsforthenewSusans.Theyarealsoedible.
Edisstillholdingtheglassof Susanbeer.“Goon,”Susansays.“You

likebeer.”
“Idon’tlikegreenbeer,”Edsays.
“YoulikeSusan,though,”Susansays.She’swearingoneof hisT-shirts,

andapairof Susan’sunderwear.Nobra.SheputsEd’shandonherbreast.
Susanstopsstirringthebeer.She’stallerthanEd,andonlyalittlebit

green.“YouknowSusanlovesyou,”shesays.
“Who’supintheattic?”Edsays.“IsitAndrew?”
HishandisstillonSusan’sbreast.Hecanfeelherheartbeating.Susan

says, “Youcan’ttellSusanItoldyou.Shedoesn’tthinkyou’reready.It’s
thealiens.”
Theybothstareathim. “Shefinallygot themonthephone.This is

goingtobehuge,Ed.Thisisgoingtochangetheworld.”
d
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Edcouldleavethehouse.HecouldleaveSusan.Hecouldrefusetodrink
thebeer.

TheSusanbeerdoesn’tmakehimdrunk.Itisn’treallybeer.Youknewthat,
right?

ThereareSusanseverywhere.Someof themwanttotalktoEdabouttheir
marriage,oraboutthealiens,orsometimestheywanttotalkaboutAndrew.
Someof themarebusyworking.TheSusansarealwaysdraggingEdoff to
emptyrooms,totalkorkissormakeloveorgossipabouttheotherSusans.
Orthey’reignoringhim.There’soneveryyoungSusan.Shelookslikeshe
mightbesixorsevenyearsold.Shegoesupanddowntheupstairshallway,
drawingonthewallswithamarker.Edisn’tsurewhetherthisischildish
vandalismorimportantSusanwork.Hefeelsawkwardasking.
Everyonceinawhile,hethinksheseestherealSusan.Hewisheshe

couldsitdownandtalkwithher,butshealwayslookssobusy.
Bytheendof theweek,therearen’tanymirrorsleftinthehouse,and

thewindowsareallcoveredup.TheSusanshavehungsheetsof theSusan
beeroverallthelightfixtures,soeverythingisgreen.Edisn’tsure,buthe
thinkshemightbeturninggreen.
Susantastesgreen.Shealwaysdoes.

OnceEdhearssomeoneknockingonthefrontdoor.“Ignorethat,”Susan
saysasshewalkspasthim.She’scarryingthestackedbladesof anoldceiling
fan,andastringof Christmaslights.“Itisn’timportant.”
Edpullstheplugof aluminumfoiloutof theeyehole,andpeeksout.

Stanisstandingthere,lookingpatient.Theystandthere,Edononesideof 
thedoor,andStanontheother.Eddoesn’topenthedoor,andeventually
Stangoesaway.Allthepeacocksarekickingupafuss.

Edtriesteachingsomeof theSusanstoplaypoker.Itdoesn’tworksowell,
becauseitturnsoutthatSusanalwaysknowswhatcardstheotherSusans
areholding.SoEdmakesupagamewherethatdoesn’tmattersomuch,but



09-mfb-lull 7/25/05, 11:44 AM263



KELLYLINK

 

Lull

intheend,itmakeshimfeeltoolonely.Therearen’tanyotherEds.
Theydecidetoplayspinthebottle instead.Insteadof abottle, they

useahammer,anditneverendsuppointingatEd.Afterawhile,itgets
toostrangewatchingSusankissSusans,andhewandersoff tolookfora
Susanwhowillkisshim.

Upinthesecond-storybedroom,therearealwayslotsof Susans.Thisis
wheretheygotowaitwhentheystarttogetripe.TheSusansloll,curled
intheirnests,gettingriper,arguingabouttheendof someoldstory.None
of  them remember it the sameway.Someof  themdon’t seem toknow
anythingaboutit,buttheyallhaveopinions.
Edclimbsintoanestandleansback.Susanswingsherlegsovertomake

roomforhim.ThisSusanissmallandround.Sheticklesthesoftpartof 
hisarm,andthentucksherfaceintohisside.
Susanpasseshimaglassof Susanbeer.
“That’snotit,”Susansays,“Itturnsoutthatheoverdosed.Maybeeven

diditonpurpose.Wecouldn’ttalkaboutit.Thereweren’tenoughof us.
Weweretryingtocarryallthatsadnessallbyourself.Youcan’tdosome-
thinglikethat!Andthenthewifetriestokillhim.Itriedtokillhim.She
kicksthefuckoutof him.Hecan’tleavethehouseforaweek,won’teven
cometothedoorwhenhisfriendscomeover.”
“If youcancallthemfriends,”Susansays.
“No,therewasagun,”Susansays.“Andshehasanaffair.Becauseshe

can’tgetoverit.Neitherof themcan.”
“Shehumiliateshimatadinnerparty,”Susansays. “Theybothdrink

toomuch.Everybodygoeshome,andshebreaksallthedishesinsteadof 
washingthem.Thereareplateshardsalloverthekitchenfloor.Someone’s
goingtogethurt;theydon’thaveatimemachine.Theycan’tgobackand
unbreak thoseplates.Weknow that they still lovedeachother,but that
doesn’tmatteranymore.Thenthepoliceshowedup.”
“Well, that’s not theway I remember it,” Susan says. “But I guess it

couldhavehappenedthatway.”
EdandSusanusedtobuybooksallthetime.Theyhadsomanybooks
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theyusedtojokeaboutwantingtobequarantined,orsnowedin.Maybe
thenthey’dmanagetoreadallthebooks.Butthebookshaveallgoneup
totheattic,alongwiththelampsandthecoffeetables,andtheirbicycles,
andallSusan’spaintings.EdhaswatchedtheSusanscarryuppaperback
books, silverware,oldboardgames, andholeyunderwear.Evenakazoo.
TheEncyclopædiaBritannica.Thegoldfishandthegoldfishbowlandthe
littlecanisterof goldfishfood.
TheSusanshavegonethroughthehouse,takeneverythingtheycould.

After all the books were gone, they dismantled the bookshelves. Now
they’re tearing off  thewallpaper in long strips.The aliens seem to like
books.Theylikeeverything,especiallySusan.EventuallywhentheSusans
areripe,theygoupintheattictoo.
Thealiensswapthings,thebooksandtheSusansandthecoffeemugs

forotherthings:machinesthattheSusansareassembling.Edwouldlike
togethishandononeof thosedevices,butSusansaysno.Heisn’teven
allowedtohelp,exceptwiththeSusanbeer.
ThethingtheSusansarebuildingtakesupmostof  the livingroom,

Ed’soffice,thekitchen,thelaundryroom—
TheSusansdon’tbotherwith laundry.Thewasherand thedryerare

bothgoneandtheSusanshavegivenupwearingclothesaltogether.Edhas
managed tokeep apairof  shorts and apairof  jeans.He’swearing the
shortsrightnow,andhefoldsthejeansupintoapillow,andrestshishead
ontopof themsothatSusancan’tstealthem.Allhisotherclotheshave
beencarrieduptotheattic
—andit’screepingupthestairs,spillingoverintothesecondstory.The

houseisshinywithalienmachines.
Teamsof nakedSusansarehardatwork,alldaylong,testinginstru-

ments, hammering and stitching their machine together, polishing and
dustingandstackingalienthingsontopof eachother.If you’rewondering
whatthemachinelookslike,pictureasciencefairprojectinvolvingalotof 
aluminumfoil,improvised,homely,makeshift,andjustalittledangerous-
looking.Noneof theSusansisquitesurewhatthemachinewilleventually
do.RightnowitgrowsSusanbeer.
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When the beer is stirred, left alone, stirred somemore, it clots and
makesmoreSusans.Ed likeswatching thispart.Thehouse ismoreand
morefullof shy,loud,quiet,talkative,angry,happy,greenishSusansof all
sizes,allages,whoworkatdisassemblingthehouse,piecebypiece,and,
piecebypiece,assemblingthemachine.
Itmightbeatimemachine,oramachinetoraisethedead,ormaybe

thehouseisbecomingaspaceship,slowly,oneroomatatime.Susansays
the aliensdon’tmake thesekindsof distinctions. Itmaybe an invasion
factory,Edsays,oradoomsdaymachine.Susansaysthattheyaren’tthat
kindof aliens.
Ed’s job: stirring the Susan beer with a long, flat plank—a floor-

boardSusanpriedup—andskimmingthefoam,whichhasastringyand
unpleasantly cheeselike consistency, intobuckets.He carries thebuckets
downstairsandmakesSusanbeersouffléandSusanbeercasserole.Susan
beersurprise.Upside-downSusancake.Italltastesthesame,andhegrows
tolikethetaste.
Thebeerdoesn’tmakehimdrunk.That isn’twhat it’s for.Ican’t tell

youwhatit’sfor.Butwhenhe’sdrinkingit,heisn’tsad.Hehasthebeer,
andtheworkinthekitchen,andtheripe,greenfuckery.Everythingtastes
likeSusan.

Theonlythinghemissesispokernights.

Upinthesparebedroom,EdfallsasleeplisteningtotheSusanstalk,and
whenhewakesup,hisjeansaregone,andhe’snaked.Theroomisempty.
AlltheripeSusanshavegoneuptotheattic.
Whenhestepsoutintothehall,thelittleSusanisoutthere,drawing

onthewalls.Sheputshermarkerdownandhandshimapitcherof Susan
beer.Shepincheshislegandsays,“You’regettingniceandripe.”
ThenshewinksatEdandrunsdownthehall.
Helooksatwhatshe’sbeendrawing:Andrew,scribblycrayonportraits

of Andrew,allupanddownthewalls.Hefollowsthepicturesof Andrew
downthehall,allthewaytothemasterbedroomwhereheandtheoriginal
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Susanusedtosleep.Nowhesleepsanywhere,withanySusan.Hehasn’t
beenintheirroominawhile,althoughhe’snoticedtheSusansgoingin
andoutwithboxesfullof things.TheSusansarealwaysshooingathim
whenhegetsintheirway.
Thebedroomisfullof Andrew.ThereareSusan’sportraitsof Andrew

onthewalls,theonesfromherartclass.Edhadforgottenhowunpleasant
andpeculiarthesepaintingsare.Inone,thelargestone,Andrew,life-sized,
hashishandsaroundasmallanimal,maybeaferret.Heseemstobestran-
glingit.Theferret’smouthiscockedopen,showingallitsteeth.Apicture
likethat,Edthinks,yououghttoturnittowardsthewallatnight.
Susan’sputAndrew’sbedinhere,andAndrew’sbooks,andAndrew’sdesk.

Andrew’sclotheshavebeenhungupinthecloset.Thereisn’tanalienmachine
intheroom,orforthatmatter,anythingthateverbelongedtoEd.
Edputsapairof Andrew’spantson,andliesdownonAndrew’sbed,

justforaminute,andhecloseshiseyes.

Whenhewakesup, Susan is sittingon thebed.He can smell her, that
ripegreenscent.Hecansmellthatsmellonhimself.Susansays,“If you’re
ready,Ithoughtwecouldgouptotheattictogether.”
“What’s goingonhere?”Ed says. “I thought youneeded everything.

Shouldn’tallthisstuff gouptotheattic?”
“This isAndrew’s room, forwhenhe comesback,”Susan says. “We

thoughtitwouldmakehimfeelcomfortable,havinghisownbedtosleep
in.Hemightneedhisstuff.”
“Whatif thealiensneedhisstuff ?”Edsays.“Whatif theycan’tmake

youanewAndrewyetbecausetheydon’tknowenoughabouthim?”
“That’snothowitworks,”Susansays.“We’regettingclosenow.Can’t

youfeelit?”
“Ifeelweird,”Edsays.“Something’shappeningtome.”
“You’reripe,Ed,”Susansays.“Isn’tthatfantastic?Weweren’tsureyou’d

evergetripeenough.”
Shetakeshishandandpullshimup.Sometimesheforgetshowstrong

sheis.
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“Sowhathappensnow?”Edsays.“AmIgoingtodie?Idon’tfeelsick.
Ifeelgood.Whathappenswhenwegetripe?”
TheafternoonlightmakesSusanlookolder,ormaybeshejustisolder.

Helikesthispart:seeingwhatSusanlookedlikeasakid,whatshe’lllook
likeasanoldlady.It’sasif theygottospendtheirwholelivestogether.“I
neverknow,”shesays.“Let’sgofindout.Takeoff Andrew’spants,andI’ll
hangthembackupinthecloset.”
Theyleavethebedroomandwalkdownthehall.TheAndrewdrawings,

theknobsanddialsandstacked, shinymachinerywatch themgo.There
aren’tanyotherSusansaroundatthemoment.They’reallbusydownstairs.
Hecanhearthemhammeringaway.Foraminute,it’sthewayitusedto
be,onlybetter.JustEdandSusanintheirownhouse.
EdholdsontighttoSusan’shand.
WhenSusanopenstheatticdoor,theattic isfullof stars.Starsand

starsandstars.Edhasneverseensomanystars.Susanhastakentheroof 
off.Off inthedistance,theycansmelltheappletrees,waydowninthe
orchard.
Susansitsdowncross-leggedonthefloorandEdsitsdownbesideher.

Shesays,“Iwishyou’dtellmeastory.”
Edsays,“Whatkindof story?”
Susansays,“Abedtimestory?WhenAndrewwasakid,weusedtoread

thisbook. I remember thisonestoryaboutpeoplewhogounderahill.
Theyspendonenightdownthere,eatinganddrinkinganddancing,but
whentheycomeout,ahundredyearshavegoneby.Doyouknowhowlong
it’sbeensinceAndrewdied?I’velosttrack.”
“Idon’tknowstorieslikethat,”Edsays.Hepicksathisflakygreenskin

andwonderswhathetasteslike.“Whatdoyouthinkthealienslooklike?
Doyouthinktheylooklikegiraffes?Likemarbles?LikeAndrew?Doyou
thinktheyhavemouths?”
“Don’tbesilly,”Susansays.“Theylooklikeus.”
“Howdoyouknow?”Edsays.“Haveyoubeenupherebefore?”
“No,”Susansays.“ButSusanhas.”
“Wecouldplayacardgame,”Edsays.“OrISpy.”
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“YoucouldtellmeaboutthefirsttimeImetyou,”Susansays.
“Idon’twanttotalkaboutthat,”Edsays.“That’sallgone.”
“Okay, fine.” Susan sits up straight, arches her back, runs her green

tongue across her green lips. She winks at Ed and says, “Tell me how
beautifulIam.”
“You’rebeautiful,”Edsays.“I’vealwaysthoughtyouwerebeautiful.All

of you.Howaboutme?AmIbeautiful?”
“Don’t be thatway,”Susan says. She slouchesback against him.Her

skin iswarmandgreasy. “Thealiensaregoingtogetheresoon. Idon’t
knowwhathappensafterthat,butIhatethispart.Ialwayshatethispart.
Idon’tlikewaiting.DoyouthinkthisiswhatitwaslikeforAndrew,when
hewasinrehab?”
“Whenyougethimback,askhim.Whyaskme?”
Susandoesn’tsayanythingforabit.Thenshesays,“Wethinkwe’llbe

abletomakeyou,too.We’restartingtofigureouthowitworks.Eventually
itwillbeyouandmeandhim,justthewayitwasbefore.Onlywe’llfix
himthewaywe’ve fixedme.Hewon’tbesosad.Haveyounoticedhow
I’mnotsadanymore?Don’tyouwantthat,nottobesad?Andmaybeafter
thatwe’lltrymakingsomemorepeople.We’llstartalloveragain.We’lldo
everythingrightthistime.”
Edsays,“Sowhyaretheyhelpingyou?”
“Idon’tknow,”Susansays.“Eithertheythinkwe’refunny,orelsethey

thinkwe’repathetic,thewaywegetstuck.Wecanaskthemwhentheyget
here.”
She stands up, stretches, yawns, sits back down on Ed’s lap, reaches

down,stuffshispenis,half-erect,insideof her.Justlikethat.Edgroans.
Hesays,“Susan.”
Susansays,“Tellmeastory.”Shesquirms.“Anystory.Idon’tcarewhat.”
“Ican’ttellyouastory,”Edsays.“Idon’tknowanystorieswhenyou’re

doingthis.”
“I’llstop,”Susansays.Shestops.
Edsays, “Don’tstop.Okay.”Heputshishandsaroundherwaistand

movesher,asif he’sstirringtheSusanbeer.
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Hesays,“Onceuponatime.”He’sspeakingveryfast.They’rerunning
outof time.
Once,while theyweremaking love,Andrewcame into thebedroom.

Hedidn’tevenknock.Hedidn’tseemtobeembarrassedatall.Eddoesn’t
want tobe fuckingSusanwhen thealiens showup.On theotherhand,
Edwants tobe fuckingSusan forever.Hedoesn’twant to stop,not for
Andrew,orthealiens,orevenfortheendof theworld.
Edsays, “Therewasamanandawomanandtheyfell in love.They

werebothnicepeople.Theymadeagoodcouple.Everyone liked them.
Thisstoryisaboutthewoman.”

Thisstoryisaboutawomanwhoisinlovewithsomebodywhoinvents
atimemachine.He’splanningtogosofarintothefuturethathe’llend
uprightbackattheverybeginning.Heaskshertocomealong,butshe
doesn’twanttogo.What’sbackatthebeginningof theworld?Littleblobs
of lifeswimmingaroundinabigblob?AdamandEveintheGardenof 
Eden? Shedoesn’twant toplayAdamandEve; shehas other things to
do.Sheworksforaresearchcompany.Shecallspeopleonthetelephone
andasks themall sortsof questions.Backat thebeginning, there aren’t
goingtobephones.Shedoesn’tlikethesoundof it.Soherhusbandsays,
Fine,thenhere’swhatwe’lldo.I’llbuildyouanothermachine,andif you
everdecide thatyoumissme,oryou’re tiredandyoucan’tgoon,climb
insidethismachine—thisboxrighthere—andpushthisbuttonandgoto
sleep.Andyou’llsleepall thewayforwardsandbackwardstome,where
I’mwaitingforyou.I’llkeeponwaitingforyou.Iloveyou.Andsothey
makeloveandtheymakeloveafewmoretimesandthenheclimbsintohis
timemachineandwhoosh,he’sgonelikethat.Sofast,it’shardtobelieve
that hewas ever there at all.Meanwhile she lives her life forward, slow,
thewayhedidn’twant to. She getsmarried again andmakes love some
moreandhaskidsandtheyhavekidsandwhenshe’sanoldwoman,she’s
finallyready:sheclimbsintothedustyboxdowninthesecretroomunder
theorchardandshepushesthebuttonandfallsasleep.Andshesleepsall
thewayback,justlikeSleepingBeauty,downintheorchardforyearsand
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years,whichflybylikeseconds,shegoesflyingback,pastthemensitting
aroundthegreenfelt table,nowyoucansee themandnowthey’regone
again,andallthepeacocksarescreaming,andtheSatanistdrivesuptothe
houseandunloadsthetruckloadof furniture,heunpaintsthepentagrams,
soontheoldshymanwillunbuildhishouse,carryhissecretawayonhis
back,andtheapplesarebackontheorchardtreesagain,andthenthetrees
areallblooming,andnowthewomanisgettingyounger,justalittle,the
linesaroundhermoutharesmoothingout.Shedreamsthatsomeonehas
comedown into thatunderground roomand is lookingdownather in
hertimemachine.Hestandsthereforalongtime.Shecan’topenhereyes,
hereyelidsaresoheavy,shedoesn’twanttowakeupjustyet.Shedreams
she’s on a train going down the tracks backwards and behind the train,
someoneispickingupthebeamsandthenailsandthegirderstoputina
boxandthenthey’llputtheboxaway.Thetreesarewhizzingpast,getting
smallerandsmallerandthenthey’reallgonetoo.Nowshe’sakidagain,
nowshe’sababy,nowshe’smuchsmallerandthenshe’sevensmallerthan
that.Shegetshergillsback.Shedoesn’twanttowakeupjustyet,shewants
toget rightback to theverybeginningwhere it’s allnewandcleanand
everythingisstillandgreenandflatandsleepyandeverybodyhascrawled
backintotheseaandthey’rewaitingforhertogetbacktheretooandthen
thepartycanstart.Shegoesbackwardsandbackwardsandbackwardsand
backwards and backwards and backwards and backwards and backwards
andbackwardsandbackwardsandbackwards—

ThecheerleadersaystotheDevil,“We’reoutof time.We’reholdingthings
up.Don’tyouhearthembangingonthedoor?”
TheDevilsays,“Youdidn’tfinishthestory.”
Thecheerleadersays, “Andyounever letmetouchyourtail.Besides,

there isn’t any ending. I couldmake up something, but itwouldn’t ever
satisfyyou.Yousaidthatyourself !You’reneversatisfied.AndIhavetoget
onwithmylife.Myparentsaregoingtobehomesoon.”
Shestandsupandslipsoutof theclosetandslamsthedoorshutagain,

sofasttheDevilcanhardlybelieveit.Akeyturnsinalock.
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TheDeviltriesthedoorknob,andsomeonestandingoutsidethecloset
giggles.
“Shush,”saysthecheerleader.“Bequiet.”
“What’sgoingon?”theDevilsays.“Openthedoorandletmeout—

thisisn’tfunny.”
“Okay,I’llletyouout,”thecheerleadersays.“Eventually.Notjustyet.

Youhavetogivemesomethingfirst.”
“Youwantmetogiveyousomething?”theDevilsays. “Okay,what?”

Herattlestheknob,testing.
“Iwantahappybeginning,”thecheerleadersays.“Iwantmyfriendsto

behappytoo.Iwanttogetalongwithmyparents.Iwantahappychild-
hood.Iwantthingstogetbetter.Iwantthemtokeepgettingbetter.Iwant
youtobenicetome.Iwanttobefamous,Idon’tknow,maybeIcouldbe
achildactor,orwinstate-levelspellingbees,orevenjustcheerforwinning
teams.Iwantworldpeace.Secondchances.WhenI’mwinningatpoker,I
don’twanttohavetoputallthatmoneybackinthepot,Idon’twantto
havetoputmygoodcardsbackontopof thedeck,onebyoneby—

Starlightsays,“Sorryaboutthat.Myvoiceisgettingscratchy.It’slate.You
shouldcallbacktomorrownight.”
Edsays,“WhencanIcallyou?”

Stan andAndrewwere friends.Good friends. It was like theywere the
same species.Edhadn’t seenStan for awhile,not for a longwhile,but
Stanstoppedhim,onthewaydowntothebasement.Thiswasearlier.Stan
grabbedhisarmandsaid,“Imisshim.Ikeepthinking,if I’dgottenthere
sooner.If I’dsaidsomething.Helikedyoualot,youknow,hewassorry
aboutwhathappenedtoyourcar—”
Stanstopstalkingandjuststandsthere lookingatEd.Helookslike

he’sabouttocry.
“It’snotyour fault,”Edsaid,but thenhewonderedwhyhe’dsaid it.

Whosefaultwasit?
d
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Susan says, “You’ve got to stop callingme, Ed.Okay? It’s three in the
morning.Iwasasleep,Ed,Iwashavingthebestdream.You’realwayswaking
meupinthemiddleof things.Pleasejuststop,okay?”
Eddoesn’tsayanything.Hecouldstaythereallnightandjustlistento

Susantalk.
Whatshe’ssayingnowis, “Butthat’snevergoingtohappen,andyou

knowit.Somethingbadhappened,anditwasn’tanyone’sfault,butwe’re
justnevergoingtogetpastit.Itkilledus.Wecan’teventalkaboutit.”
Edsays,“Iloveyou.”
Susansays,“Iloveyou,butit’snotaboutlove,Ed,it’sabouttiming.It’s

toolate,andit’salwaysgoingtobetoolate.Maybeif wecouldgoback
anddoeverythingdifferently—andIthinkaboutthatall thetime—but
wecan’t.Wedon’tknowanybodywithatimemachine.Howaboutthis,
Ed—maybe you and your poker buddies can build one down in Pete’s
basement.Allthosestupidgames,Ed!Whycan’tyoubuildatimemachine
instead?Callmebackwhenyou’vefiguredouthowwecanworkthisout,
becauseI’mreallystuck.Ordon’tcallmeback.Good-bye,Ed.Gogetsome
sleep.I’mhangingupthephonenow.”
Susanhangsupthephone.
Ed imaginesher, goingdown to thekitchen tomicrowave aglassof 

milk.She’llsitinthekitchenanddrinkhermilkandwaitforhimtocall
herback.Heliesinbed,upintheorchardhouse.He’sgotbothbedroom
doorsopen,andanightbreezecomesinthroughthatdoorthatdoesn’tgo
anywhere.HewisheshecouldgetSusantocomeseethatdoor.Thebreeze
smellslikeapples,whichiswhattimemustsmelllike,Edthinks.
There’s an alarm clock on the floor beside his bed.The hands and

numbersglowgreeninthedark,andhe’llwaitfiveminutesandthenhe’ll
callSusan.Fiveminutes.Thenhe’llcallherback.Thehandsaren’tmoving,
buthecanwait.
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asCarolEmshwiller,KarenJoyFowler,JeffreyFord,EliotFintushel,JamesSallis,MollyGloss,
andmanyothers.FictionandnonfictionfromLCRWhasbeenreprintedinTheYear’sBestFantasy&
Horror,TheBestoftheRest,andTheZineYearbook.
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Magic for Beginners is the highly
anticipatedsecondcollectionbyKelly
Link(StrangerThingsHappen).Link’s
stories are engaging and funny—call
them kitchen-sink magical realism.
They riff on haunted convenience
stores, husbands and wives, rabbits,
zombies, weekly apocalyptic poker
parties, witches, superheroes, mar-
riage,andcannons.Linkisanoriginal
voice—nooneelsewritesstoriesquite
likethese.

Magic for Beginners includes
several new stories as well as work
previously published in McSweeney’s
MammothTreasuryofThrillingTales,
Conjunctions, and The Dark. “Stone
Animals” is forthcoming in The Best
AmericanShortStories.

AdvancepraiseforMagicforBegin-
ners:

H“Highlyoriginal.”—Publishers
Weekly(StarredReview)

“Spellbinding.”—TimeOutChicago

“Acompletedelight.”—Locus

“Aneagerly-awaitednewcollection
ofthoughtfullystrangetalesthat

sprinklethemundanewithpixiedust,
adashofold-fashionedtragedyanda

bitofgallowshumor.”
—TheRuminatorReview

“Hilarious,sometimesdisconcerting,
Link’sstoriesdemonstrateherwicked

senseofhumorandgeniuswit.”
—BookPage

“Linkisthepurest,mostdistinctive
surrealistinAmerica.”—Booklist

“Thesestories
willcomealive,

putonzootsuits,
andwrestleyou
totheground.”
—AliceSebold,

TheLovelyBones

KELLY
LINK

Authorof
StrangerThings
Happen

“AnewcollectionbyKellyLink—andoncemore,foralittlewhile,theworldis
worthsaving.”—MichaelChabon,TheAmazingAdventuresofKavalierandClay

“Herstorieshavethevibrancy,the
buzzingresonanceandtheoddly

insistentqualityofdreams.”
—TheNewYorkTimesBookReview

e
“Link’sexquisitestoriesmixthe

aggravationsandepiphaniesofevery-
daylifewiththestuffthatmyths,

dreamsandnightmaresaremadeof.”
—LauraMiller,Salon

J
“Dazzling,funny,scary,andsexy,but

onlywhenthey’renotallofthese
atonce.KellyLinkhasstrangeness,

charmandspintospare.Writersbet-
terthanthisdon’thappen.”

—KarenJoyFowler,
TheJaneAustenBookClub

i
“Theexactbestandstrangestand

funniestshortstorywriteronearth
thatyouhaveneverheardofatthe
exactmomentyouarereadingthese

wordsandmakingthemslightly
inexact.Nowpayforthebook.”

—JonathanLethem,
TheFortressofSolitude

O
“Ajoy.I’venotbeenso

movedandaffected—and
dammit,yes,inspired—bya

bookforalongtime.”
—ChinaMiéville,IronCouncil

k
“Adelightfulcollection.”
—ClevelandPlainDealer

“Myfavoritefantasywriter.”
—AlanCheuse,AllThings

Considered

k
“Sinister.Dreamy.Supernatural.
Link’sstoriesdazzleevenasthey

unsettle.”
—MiamiHerald

j
“Ithinksheisthemostimpressive

writerofhergeneration.”
—PeterStraub,IntheNightRoom

U
“There’snomistakingLink’s
uniquevoice,atonceslyand

charming,tartandwise.”
—SanFranciscoChronicle

W
“Atremendouslyappealingbook,
andloversofshortfictionshould

falloverthemselvesgettingoutthe
doortofindacopy.”

—WashingtonPost

j 
“Fusesstorytellingsmartswith
postmodernflair,NancyDrew

withPhilipK.Dick.”
—TheVillageVoice

PraiseforKellyLink’sfirstcollection,StrangerThingsHappen:
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