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David Wirthlin

ALEX, HER MOST DEVOTED

Sovnig Oye cut her hair atop the tower at the edge of the cemetery and let the trimmings fall, scattered by 
the wind. Her followers stood below, allowed the hair to land where it wanted: in eyes, open mouths, 
filling ears, some burrowing in the skin under their clothes. As you know, she reminded them, my hair 
will remain part of you. The hair you’ve swallowed will ease your aching stomachs. The hair in your eyes 
will enhance your vision. In your skin to keep you warm. They felt her words even though she was so 
very high above and her voice was so very soft. She blessed them and bid them to submit themselves to 
the old river which leads to the sea.

Alex, Her Most Devoted entered the river. It swept her away in a leisurely trip to the sea coast. In a 
few days she arrived at the sea and immediately drowned, pulled down by the undertow, pinned by 
building pressure from the rising spring tide. When the tide receded, her body returned to the tower, re-
entered the river, re-drifted to the sea coast, re-drowned, returned to Sovnig Oye to have her body stuffed 
with more hair. As Sovnig Oye grew more hair, she cut more hair. As she cut more hair, she gave it over to 
Alex, Her Most Devoted in recognition of her devotion and deaths.

Sovnig Oye’s other followers, Those Less Devoted, stood at the edge of the river, bellies eased, vision 
improved, warm, but unwilling or unable to enter the river. No one ever touched any water. They simply 
stood there and continue to stand there despite the rising tides. In the valley of the old river, beyond the 
purple fields and hills, the people simply stand. They will stand there long enough to dry out and become 
trees, toes rooting in the soil in search of moisture.

Just before the hearts of Those Less Devoted stop beating, they will wonder why they never entered 
the old river, why they could never fully submit to its invitation to the sea coast. They will wonder if their 
deaths are Sovnig Oye’s fault or their own, but they will never know. They’ve simply become trees.

Sovnig Oye descends her tower, unburdened by what these things mean. She will find more followers 
and trim her hair for them, stuff those devoted enough, fill their hollow bodies, and Those Less Devoted 
will dry out and become trees. In time Those Less Devoted will bear fruit desirable. She’ll consume their 
fruit, and once they’ve born fruit and it’s been devoured, Those Less Devoted trees will wither, return to 
dust. She will find more Those Less Devoted to tree.

Ever since the sky turned yellow, Sovnig Oye has been limited to her section of The City, so she relies on 
followers to enter her area. She has never before been wanting, but now it’s been two years and all her 
trees are dried out and wilted, and there haven’t been more Those Less Devoted to replenish her supply 
of fruit bearers. Only Alex, Her Most Devoted continues on with her, but she does so as a body stuffed of 
hair, soaked from the river, drowned in the sea, dead and re-dead continually.

I don’t think I can give you more hair, Sovnig Oye tells Alex, Her Most Devoted on the occasion of 
her  most  recent  return from death by sea.  You have been my most  devoted.  You have been around 
through so many versions of Those Less Devoted. You’ve seen them tree and bear fruit, wither and die. I 
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no longer have any of Those Less Devoted. I lack nourishment. My hair simply isn’t growing anymore. 
I’m sorry.

In her devotion, Alex, Her Most Devoted, offers herself: Your hair has sustained me so long, stuffed 
me, kept me warm in death and re-death. How can I not offer it to you? Here, she says, reaching deep 
into her mouth, removing a large cluster of wet hair, matted and crusted with salt. She holds it out for 
Sovnig Oye, but is rejected. I’ve tried my own hair, Sovnig Oye says. It doesn’t work for me like it does 
for others. I cannot sustain myself, and I cannot destroy you, my most devoted, to save myself.

Alex, Her Most Devoted, laments, always concerned for Sovnig Oye, never thinking about herself. I 
am your most devoted, and you’ve never tried your hair from deep within my body, hair mixed with sea 
water and devotion. Let’s see what I  can offer you. Sovnig Oye is deeply moved by Alex, Her Most 
Devoted’s devotion. She says,  Never before have I  seen such devotion amongst all  my devoted. You 
would offer yourself to save me? Alex, Her Most Devoted nods, says, Yes.

Sovnig Oye cries, reaches out for the hair in Alex, Her Most Devoted’s hand, but Alex, Her Most 
Devoted says, Here, let me, and puts the hair in Sovnig Oye’s ears and nostrils, rubs it in her eyes, chews 
what’s left, and transfers it mouth to mouth, pushing it deep into Sovnig Oye’s throat with her tongue. 
Sovnig Oye swallows the hair, feels warmth and devotion for Alex, Her Most Devoted. Will you come 
with me to my tower? Sovnig Oye asks. Alex, her most Devoted knows this has never been offered to any 
devotee, says, You would allow me to ascend with you? Yes, Sovnig Oye replies. You have earned a spot 
by my side.

They ascend the tower together. Once on top, Sovnig Oye asks for more hair. Alex, Her Most Devoted 
removes hair from every open spot of her body, stuffs it in every open spot of Sovnig Oye’s body. As 
Sovnig Oye grows in strength, Alex, Her Most Devoted, despite her devotion, begins to hollow. As Sovnig 
Oye grows in strength, her desire to consume her own hair from inside Alex, Her Most Devoted builds. 
Sovnig  Oye  hollows  Alex,  Her  Most  Devoted,  but  Alex,  Her  Most  Devoted  never  complains,  never 
worries about herself. When she is completely hollow, Alex, Her Most Devoted asks Sovnig Oye to return 
her to the river, but Sovnig Oye cannot stop consuming Alex, Her Most Devoted. She tears apart her shell, 
rubs each piece all over her body, stuffs herself with what can be consumed in every place which can be 
stuffed, and throws the remains in the river. They drift along to the sea coast where, Sovnig Oye can see 
in the distance, the sky has turned orange. ♦ 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Julia Park Tracey

SEVEN THINGS THAT NEVER HAPPENED

When I see a white mark under my fingernail, I’m sure it means cancer. A freckle on my nose must be 
melanoma. A feeling of lassitude or a little pain in my chest spells doom. I have never used intravenous 
drugs but I slept with someone who had. I never had sex with a gay man, but I slept with enough guys, 
some of whom might have swung both ways. When I go to the doctor, I see the sign that encourages me 
to have an AIDS test, and though I don’t really want to know, I ask to take one. The staff treats me as if 
I’m leprous and knocking at death’s door when I come in for the test. I have to watch a video. I have to fill 
out a lengthy questionnaire. I have to have blood drawn. I have to speak to a counselor afterward. She 
asks me how I feel, and I tell her I’m scared, that I don’t want to know unless it’s false, or negative, or 
whatever it means when I don’t have AIDS. I go home and wait for two weeks that pass slowly, like a 
black ribbon of lava creeping down the road.

*    *    *
I’m sitting in my seat with my eyes closed as we take off, jumpy as hell because I hate to fly. And though I 
know these sounds are normal, every creak and jolt sends adrenaline through my veins. The plane surges 
forward and we pick up speed. I’m pressed back into my seat as we tilt upward and the engines roar and 
tear through gravity. I feel like a feather, suspended in space as we heave toward the sky, away from 
earth, and then I’m tumbling, dizzied, my eyes still closed, and I hear voices rising, guttural cries, Ahhh, 
tuneless, animal, visceral, rising to shrieks as we tilt and whirl. I can’t open my eyes. I think, I must look, 
this is the last thing I will see, but I can’t do it, coward to the end. I won’t look at the faces of strangers, my 
companions in this death spiral. I smell smoke and fear and vomit rises. I spit, I try to scream, and then 
we impact as slowly as a house of cards falls breathless to the ground. I implode into ash. 

*    *    *
This time I’m in my car, on the freeway, and maybe it’s raining, and maybe it’s night. I always do this 
thing where I look in my rear-view mirror and when I see a car behind me, I memorize it as my last clear 
thought before death. I wear my seatbelt, always, and I drive under the speed limit, but still, there are 
maniacs  out  there.  But  when  it  happens  I’m  not  prepared.  The  light  is  green  and  I  approach  the 
intersection with normal caution. I have the right of way. But two cars come at me from the cross street, 
one from each direction, and they broadside me. I am crushed between them like an ant between fingers. 
I can’t breathe; my only thought is to suck in air but the pressure is so great, such a squeeze, so tight. At 
the moment when I begin to lose consciousness, a falling into shadow, I feel a sliding sensation, like a 
banana slipped from its peel. Then I pop from my body and hover above, watching the blood bubble out 
my nose and mouth as the last breath sighs away.

*    *    *
When I eat by myself, I try to chew carefully, because if there’s no one here, there’s no one to pound you 
on the back, no one to call 911 or try to do the Heimlich. I don’t eat lying on my back, for heaven’s sake, 
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and I don’t take huge gulping bites of sandwich. Nuts make me especially nervous. The dangers of food I 
understand. So when I’m sitting at my desk, making some notes, I don’t think about it when the cap of 
my pen comes off. I suck on it for a minute, the way you do when you’re a kid, and the open end of the 
cap suctions to the skin of my cheek. I pull it off with my tongue, and it sucks back to my cheek. This is an 
unthinking game I play with myself, notepad in hand, when my tongue flips the cap from my cheek and 
sends it down my throat. It lodges there. I can’t cough it up. I can’t breathe around it; just a tiny whistle of 
air squeaks through. I stagger up, my body shaking from fear, and my chair skitters away on its casters. I 
throw myself back against the wall, shoulders, neck, head slamming into the wall again. The cap won’t 
move. I reach for the phone, press 911, hear the operator’s voice, but I can’t even whisper. My lips, my 
hands, feel numb. She speaks in my ear. I cannot answer.

*    *    *
Again I’m driving, crossing one of the many bridges that span the Bay. Traffic is heavy. The road is slick 
from rain. This bridge is low on the water for a few miles, then arches over the strait in one rainbow of an 
arc. I’m on the flat now, but traffic skids to a halt, and I’m too late, don’t see the slow-down until I’m on 
top of it already. I swerve to the right, but there is no shoulder, no emergency lane, only guard rail and 
cement. I clip the rail, bounce away into the car next to me, ricochet back, and then I’m flipping, ass-over-
end, and falling. The car hits the water right-side up, my forehead bounces on the wheel, and I have a 
dazed moment where I think, I’m floating. But the car is heavy, and though my windows are closed, water 
percolates up through the floor, and it is cold. I can’t stay inside, and I’ll drown outside, and how can I get 
the door open with the water against it?  Perhaps people saw me go over, perhaps are calling for help 
now, but I feel thick and dumb, and my hands fumble at the seatbelt. The windows are electric, (a foolish 
choice, I can see that now) and they’ve shorted out, they won’t open. I gather myself, my thoughts, and 
prepare to push open the door with the strength of my legs, and swim for the safety of the pilings of the 
bridge. When I open the door the first crack, cold bay water rushes in and I try to kick it open enough to 
push out. The water is stronger than I am. I cough in salt water, a harsh, cold gulp. I go down.

*    *    *
Now I’m reading in bed, alone. I lie there at night and wonder when the meteor will fall on my house. 
Instead of death falling from above,  the earth trembles below, a small  shudder at  first  that bolts  me 
upright. I remember other quakes. I loathe them. The second wave comes, an earthy growl, a shiver of 
windows and teacups, a coppery clatter as pans fall from shelves. In no time, I’m under the doorframe, 
the strongest, safest place in the creaking house. The third wave comes, a stronger shake, a sharper jolt. I 
fall to the floor, the carpet nubby under my face and clawing fingers. Then I hear a shriek of wood and 
metal, and I lie at my bedroom door, crying, as the house folds around me. The roof comes down with a 
roar, and though I’m still under the doorway, something strikes my head, my back, pierces my skin, and I 
go into darkness. I smell gas and smoke. I cough on dust and plaster once or twice. I feel like sleep.

*    *    *
The horse is an old cuss, too old to live, if you want to know the truth. But he’s hanging in there, and his 
owner still rides him, bony back and all. She has taken him out for a ride and when she returns, she asks 
me if I’ll take him back to the pasture. I say why not, and swing up on his back. It’s hot as hell and the 
dust puffs up under his feet as he clops along. His back is bony and uncomfortable to sit on; she doesn’t 
use a saddle anymore because he’s too ornery about pulling the girth up tight. She babies him. I walk the 
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old thing back down the lane. He sees something that startles him, terrifies him, and he’s rearing up. 
Suddenly I’m up high in the air,  looking at his red-gold back. I’m sliding, no saddle to cling to, just 
slippery horsehide. He’s too old to prance around on two legs, and he’s tired besides. His legs give way 
and he falls to the ground, taking me with him. He falls on top of me, and I feel the air crushed from me. 
My head feels about to burst. I can’t breathe, can’t see, can’t even squirm. Then he rolls off and for a 
moment I see the bright sky, his great red back above me. He’s too weak. He falls back. I am pressed to 
earth.

*    *    *
I saw a movie once where the elevator fell and there was this big spike in the center of the shaft, so when 
the elevator hit bottom, the spike ripped through the center and impaled everyone inside. So I stand at 
the edge, pressing my back firm against the cool metal walls, as we make our brief journey. There is 
always a moment of heavy drag as we ascend., and a moment of weightlessness as we descend. This 
time, I get on the elevator at the eighth floor and push the button for the lobby. At the seventh floor the 
only other rider steps out. The doors close with a smooth click. My heart starts to beat faster. It’s not 
moving. It must be stuck. I press the lobby button again, a couple of times, and then the elevator jerks, as 
if some giant is rattling the cage. Then I hear a metallic twang, loud as a gun, and the bottom drops. My 
feet leave the floor and I slam into the ceiling. I feel pain in my head and neck and lift my hand to my face 
against the drag of gravity, as in slow motion, as the box hurtles downward, as it crumples with a shriek 
to the ground.

*    *    *
I go home and wait for two weeks that pass slowly, like a black ribbon of lava creeping down the road. I 
think about the things I won’t see or do. I breathe the scent of flowers and greet every morning at dawn. I 
go outside to see the stars at night. I chew my food slowly, savoring the taste and texture. I won’t beg 
God; I won’t plea-bargain for my life, but I don’t want to be that skeleton in the hospital bed in the living 
room, greeting visitors with a clawlike hand and my own stench. I don’t want to rot before their eyes, lose 
my hair, my vision, my continence. I don’t want to have to hear all those things we can’t quite say to each 
other. When the two weeks have passed, I go back to the office. They call my name. The counselor asks 
me to sit down. She asks me how I feel. She asks me if I’m ready for my results. I sit on my chair, hands 
folded in my lap, and wait. ♦
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Kelly Kiehl

LEFT, LEAVING

& that summer our brothers left for Vietnam, we began to practice witchcraft. In the company of days that 
stretched longer and thinner, magic possessed us. In our treehouse, we smoked cigarettes like they could 
save us and tried to light them with only our minds. We read Witchcraft for Beginners;  chanted spells 
together to make our hair silky smooth and bring our brothers home. We chanted until the sun fell down 
and we ran home to eat dinner around silent dinner tables. During those endless days, we'd visit the 
library together and read the stories of women who'd earned the title of Witch, and we were haunted by 
these  women,  women who had done  something  more  than  stay  put,  women so  threatening  people 
thought they couldn't possibly be human. Our magic transformed us and transformed our treehouse: 
across its wooden walls,  we pasted pictures of Veronica Franco and Sarah Good and Samantha from 
Bewitched. Anger and magic collected in the corners of our treehouse and beneath our fingernails, and 
beneath our shoulder blades, something began to itch

& something is different now, something has changed 

& September and November pass and our magic only grows. The temperature reaches record lows, and 
then Christmas passes too, with such a heavy blanket of snow and silence that I wonder whether or not 
my mother still has a voice. On a snowy dusk at the end of January, we meet, as we have so many nights 
before, in the treehouse our fathers built in the woods of our back yards. Tonight, we will plan our escape 
because we cannot stay put any longer 

& it's 0400 in the early morning of January 31, and the radios have been clogged for about two hours. 
Men are  wiring in attacks from everywhere,  and we're  all  trying to  figure out  what's  going on,  but 
nobody tells Marines anything, and Marines don't ask. I hear radios coming in from all throughout the 
country: Saigon and Hue, even our base at Khe Sanh

& we cannot stay put for any longer because we know what will happen if we stay. We see it in our own 
mothers who wilt like flower petals with each day and each night that their sons are still gone. So we stay 
locked away in our treehouse, because we have nowhere else to be, nowhere else to go. There, we're 
above the town, reaching out for something else but still firmly chained in the soil of our homes. We sleep 
there and dream there: lose ourselves and find ourselves again. But each day we stay in that treehouse, 
we wear away as we watch owls swoop through tree branches, field-mice dangling from their beaks, 
moonlight reflecting in the hollow mirrors of their wide-eyed freedom. The rumble of passing trains 
taunts us, leaves an empty vibration in our fingertips even after they have gone. The wild screeches of 
owls cover us in a longing like overgrown ivy
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& I think that if I lie here and close my eyes, none of it could be real. It could be a radio program. It could 
just be a dream, a bad dream,

& in the treehouse that day, Julie, Rachel, and I rub our backs against the rough wooden walls, scratching 
our  shoulder  blades  that  have  not  stopped  itching  since  the  summer  we  became witches.  It  is  this 
afternoon that Rachel first tells us that we need to see something, that there's something there. In the 
biting January air, Rachel takes off her coat and then pulls her sweater over her head, leaving her mittens 
and hat on. She turns so that her back is to us, and in the fading winter sunlight we see that on either side 
of her spine, bone begins to sprout from each of Rachel's shoulder blades. The skin around the protruding 
bone is cracked and bleeding. I touch one of the bones and feel it vibrate beneath my fingers

& but I can't lie here and close my eyes. They've been trying to organize planes to take us into the battles 
that need relief  and reinforcements,  but they simply can't  move quickly enough. Even so,  it's  only a 
matter of heartbeats before we're loaded into a plane and dropped into battle. I close my eyes and hope 
my sister is casting a spell for me across the ocean. She writes to me about her spells, about how she 
thinks she lit a cigarette with her mind, and I believe her. Everyone's got their own superstitions here, 
their own beliefs and higher powers, and Jane is mine 

& we have unfolded a roadmap from Jerry's General Store and we sit around it in a circle with uncapped 
markers like wands waiting in our mittened hands. We are planning our escape route like we imagine our 
brothers  plan their  search and destroy missions  in  the  jungle.  We have pushed our  usual  treehouse 
furnishings to the side: an old Ouija board, a stack of books, a collection of candles and matches. The 
pictures we hung over the summer still  cling to the walls of  the treehouse under their  fastenings of 
peeling  and  dirty-edged  scotch  tape,  surrounding  us  in  surreality.  The  map  shines  blankly  in  the 
candlelight, unmarked, uncertain, mocking us. You really think you can escape, it says

& hearing these attacks radioed in, I am thinking that this fight is going to be different. I remember, as this 
war was starting, I told my dad I wanted to enlist. I wanted to fight like he did. He told me that he had 
gone to war to fight an enemy who was putting people in ovens, not a bunch of farmers who didn't want 
to be bothered with me. He told me not to go, so I didn't enlist, but I was drafted anyways, along with 
some four hundred others from Boone County, Illinois. Listening now, it's hard to believe that this is the 
same enemy who is indistinguishable from the villagers, who silently slithers up behind you in the jungle 
and disappears just as fast. This enemy sounds coordinated, uniformed, evil. This enemy is one we can 
fight with the righteousness our dads left to us, one our dads can be proud of us defeating

& even if we stayed, nothing would change, says Rachel, as though in response to the map. We know the 
stories of the people who stay: the stories of our mothers who sleep in their beds alone, growing wrinkles 
like  a  spreading  curse.  Women  who  spent  the  last  decade  buying  canned  corn  and  potassium 
supplements and waiting at home to see what their husbands and other women's husbands might decide 
to do with the world. 
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Repression is a costume we wear, sewn together with closed lips and heeled shoes. It laces our mothers' 
blood and our own with a slowness and a hesitancy, an apology. It keeps us from lifting our arms too 
quickly or raising our voices too loud, running too fast, thinking too hard, shooting a gun or signing up 
for a war. 

Rachel takes her marker and traces a route on I-70 West. 

We should go to the coast, she says. And then down, where it's warm. 

She itches her back on the corner of the window sill

& next to me, Rudy unwraps and then re-wraps his foot in gauze, then tries to stick his swollen foot into 
his boot. The wound oozes pus, and it reeks, which means infection. He won't see the medic because he's 
afraid he'll be sent somewhere to a hospital and we'll be split up. After these last six months, we're not 
leaving here without each other. Though he says this is the only reason he won't see the medic, I know 
that he just doesn't want to admit to how it happened. In the waiting moments between missions, the 
guys in my company have been playing this game where they stand across from each other, legs spread, 
and chuck a hatchet into the ground between each other's feet. With each throw, they move their feet 
closer together until the leather of someone's boot slices thinly off like a piece of deli meat

& looking at the map, we see that all possible roads seem to find their epicenter in our home of Allegheny, 
Illinois, like no matter how hard they try to get away, they are still pulled back, as though magnetized, to 
Allegheny, an old railroad town with rail stations littered around the main intersections in varying states 
of use. The town was made for coming and going, but with all the abandoned rail stations around, it 
seems like Allegheny can no longer witness all the coming and going. It's grown tired, sad. With each 
passing  day,  the  houses  of  those  who  stay  here  look  more  and  more  like  those  boarded-up  and 
abandoned rail stations

& in the dirty, humid light of another dawn in Tam Ky, I take Rudy's foot and wrap it for him. I have felt, 
in these last few months, more like a healer than a soldier. It is still quiet here, but the quiet is rushing 
now, with the sound of something that is leaving, something that has already left

& we can see these abandoned rail stations out of the east-facing window of our treehouse, back towards 
where the city lies. The treehouse has been built high enough that out the west window, we can see the 
school and the beginnings of the train graveyard that marks the outskirts of our town. There, countless 
trains lie rusting in that graveyard at the edge of our town, each coated in a heavy layer of coal dust, like 
a tangible ghost of everything they once carried

& our company is en route to the base Khe Sanh. We have no idea how bad the fighting is on the ground, 
and we haven't been given any instruction. We sit in silence on the floor of the plane, the engines roaring 
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below us,  nobody daring to break the silence.  I  figure once we touch down, I'll  just find the nearest 
casualty and help out there, but I'm not even sure how we're supposed to touch down. We hear over the 
radio that Khe Sanh is under such heavy fire that we won't be able to land. We're going to just have to 
"bail out" as the plane slows down a bit over the trenches, whatever the hell "bailing out" means at the 
speed we're going. Next to me, Rudy grips the straps of his pack so tightly all the color has drained from 
his knuckles

& candlelight casts shadows of escape routes over the map spread out on the floor. I see my brother's face 
in the spirals of breath rising and hovering from our mouths. 

Are you sure we shouldn't stay? says Julie. With the way things have been going, they could be coming 
home soon. 

Our breath hangs so heavy in our treehouse that afternoon that we can hardly see our own hands, and in 
seeing nothing, I convince myself that I have the power to raise the dead

& suspended above the fighting, time travels about as quickly as we do. In these seconds before we're 
pushed into battle, masculinity is a mask we wear so we do not have to see ourselves as human. Those of 
us who have been here for a longer time are luckier: our morality has been worn down enough, we have 
learned to stop thinking.  Steeliness  coats  us like armor.  You stay here long enough,  you're  numb to 
anything. You start to even blame the villagers for the death of your buddy. This place does weird things 
to you.  One minute,  you're  pulling shrapnel  from your own leg;  the next,  you're  drinking beer  and 
messing around with your buddies. In those peaceful waiting moments, these guys will do anything to 
break the tension, they'll give anything to shoot off a couple rounds. 

In these moments when I feel like I'm leaving everything I ever thought was right, I think about the 
things that stay. I feel the plane dropping beneath me and wonder if across the ocean, maybe we're at the 
same height as the treehouse back home. I think about my sister sitting in that treehouse with Rachel and 
Julie, and I know they're all there now, and they'll be there when I get home. I feel closer to home than I 
have felt since I got here

& I sleep fitfully that night. I dream of witches' hands, summoning bone from my shoulder blades. Bone 
grows upwards and outwards like tree branches, sprouting leaves that pulse open and closed, as though 
waiting, expectant

& this isn't hacking through elephant grass, searching for something that may or may not be there. This 
isn't trying to pick out the enemy from among the villagers. This, what I'm hearing through the airwaves, 
this is something different. This is something that's starting to sound like my dad's war.  Something is 
different now, something has changed
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& in the morning, I wake to a pair of fully formed wings grown from my shoulder blades. My bed sheets 
are covered in blood and snowy white feathers, stained crimson in the morning light. I stretch my wings 
out in front of the bathroom mirror, and they span something like six feet. These, I think, are not angel 
wings: they look fierce, predatory. Though the wings are coated in layers of silky white feathers, each 
feather is angled to a point, as though it has purpose, has somewhere it needs to be. The wings are hard to 
control because they are so big, but after only a few minutes I have managed to unfurl them and then 
tuck them against my back twice. I hide my wings beneath a too-big sweatshirt of my brother Charlie's, 
and run to meet Julie and Rachel at the treehouse before school. 

In the treehouse,  Rachel takes off  her coat and sweater for the second time. She,  too,  has developed 
powerful and pearl-white wings. She is ecstatic. 

It  is  only  Julie,  smoking  a  cigarette  with  a  shaking  hand,  who  has  not  grown  her  wings  yet.  She 
reluctantly shows me what has sprouted from her back: funny little half-hearted things, less than half the 
size of mine and Rachel's, flecked with browns and blacks and whites of every shade, as though they 
could not commit to being any one particular color. 

Though Rachel and I want to leave right away, Julie convinces us to wait for the right moment. We decide 
we will leave that very night, after school and after the war coverage on channel three. We will follow I-70 
out west. Julie says nothing, but nods, exhaling smoke. She puts her cigarette out on the floor of our 
treehouse and we leave for school

& the hatch of the plane is finally opening, and I'm not sure if the feeling in my stomach is the plane 
losing altitude or something else. We're all grabbing hold of whatever we can, even if it's our buddies 
next  to us.  A lot  of  us are holding hands,  something we won't  ever mention again in our lives,  but 
something we'll feel over and over again. Wind is rushing into the plane and our lieutenant yells out, 
hold on to your hats ladies. I am sure that if the wind died down for just a second, I could hear the 
howled prayers of every single soldier in this plane, I could hear whatever spells my sister was casting 
across the ocean. We're squinting out the hatch, trying to make out what's going on on the ground, but 
we're still moving too fast.

The plane's wheels lower, Rudy's hand is sweaty in mine. We look at each other instead of the ground 
rushing below the plane, almost touched down now. I recognize in his eyes the same trapped recklessness 
that burned in my sister's as she watched me leave

& we are in front of the TV, minutes from leaving. Our mothers sit together, whispering in the kitchen; 
they cannot bear to watch the news anymore, they cannot bear to witness. Our fathers are still at work. 
The news comes on, and we see the familiar face of channel three anchor man, Chuck Greene. He looks 
grim tonight, but then again, he looks grim every night.
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But then he says this: Breaking news tonight as NVA troops execute the most massive and coordinated 
attack since the beginning of American involvement in Vietnam. During what American forces had been 
told was a two-day cease-fire in observance of the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, or Tet, as they call it, NVA 
troops struck major US and South Vietnamese strongholds throughout the country.  The battles  there 
continue as we speak. Here is our ground reporter, Sam Chaplin with the story

& the plane hits the ground with a jolt  that travels through each of us.  The pilot is  braking but not 
enough, certainly not enough for the lieutenant to command us to bail out. The engines heave beneath us 
and we are deafened by adrenaline. We see the silhouettes of the first men bailing out. As they jump, the 
tops of their hats are illuminated against the finally risen sun, and then, after a split second, they fall

& the TV clips to a montage of still shots: an American soldier, lying in a stretcher, his buddy holding a 
cigarette to his mouth. A building with smoke pouring out of the side, a man with smoke pouring out of 
the side. Everything with insides turned out. Sam Chaplin's voice bleeds through.

The images you're seeing now are part of an aggressive new NVA strategy General Westmoreland is 
calling the Tet Offensive. 

Sam Chaplin has never had such a rapt audience in his life

& what you can't learn about war from training camp, or films, or stories, or news footage, or anything, is 
how loud it is. Nothing can prepare you for the sound of it: the artillery shells exploding, the mortar, guns, 
and grenades firing. Engines roaring overhead, men yelling out directions, men yelling out curses and 
prayers and words of comfort, words of despair, men yelling out nothing at all

& I hear my mother's voice behind us.

Girls, she says. Something has happened.

Our mothers stand together, white-faced and wilting, 

& the NVA are barely outside the border of our base, and our pilots have been trying to drive them back 
by dropping bombs on them from planes overhead, while us men on the ground are holding what little 
ground we have, but we're running out of supplies. We can't leave the trenches for fear of being picked 
off, and we're almost out of artillery, which, for us, has become more essential to survival than food or 
water

& we do not believe what our mothers have told us. We sprint to the treehouse, denying that the smoke 
rising  above  the  trees  is  coming  from  our  tree.  We  hesitate  for  a  moment,  looking  at  one  another, 
wondering if there is some sort of spell we can cast, something to reverse time or get rid of the fire. But 
smoke continues to mount above the trees. We break into a run towards our treehouse and only stop 
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when we see the very thing we are refusing to believe. At the base of the old oak that holds our treehouse, 
we look up to see it aflame, consumed in fire and crackling as it spreads to the outer limbs of the oak tree. 

Where the fire has already spread, we can see limp and blackened tree branches, just as dead as its leaves 
that have fallen. Spellbound and helpless, we watch it burn from below, the sight fixing us to the spot, 
grabbing hold of us with smoky arms and holding us so still that roots grow from our toenails into the 
soil of the woods of our backyards.

Firemen stand at the base of the tree wielding hoses, destroying our treehouse with torrents of water. Julie 
stands behind Rachel and me, kicking at the ground.

They've got to stop, says Rachel. They're ruining our treehouse. 

Rachel's eyes are round and unblinking like a bird's. Her hair sticks out in strange places like ruffled 
feathers. Her sweater is pulled tight and then falls loose again with the restlessness of her wings as they 
try to unfurl, but are restrained. 

They've got to stop, she repeats. If we could just do a spell or something. 

You can't just do a spell, says Julie. You're not a witch.

I say nothing. Rachel says nothing. A pile of snowy white feathers lies on the ground beneath us

& in the quiet minutes between firing rounds, Rudy and I make fun of my sister, how she thinks she's a 
witch. We quote her letters to each other and laugh

& ash rains on us from above, and we wipe it out of our eyes, smearing our faces with smoke. The fire 
rages, emitting immeasurable amounts of thick black smoke that transforms the sky above into sticky 
darkness. We breathe in cinder and it settles in our lungs like lead

& we sit back, lean against the dirt wall of the trench, and we watch napalm fall from planes and think, 
for a second, about how pretty it  is,  how graceful.  You can tell  napalm by the way it falls:  it  sort of 
flutters, doesn't just drop like a regular bomb. The NVA are so close to us, that when the napalm hits the 
ground, we see immediate fire, we see its victims alight in the shadows. I thank my sister for each cease-
fire, each bird that sings from the trees that still stand

& the sun has left, our mothers have left, the firemen have left, our brothers have left. In the new moon 
darkness, our treehouse could be just the same as it was yesterday. In the darkness, nothing has to be how 
it really is. We sit at the base of our oak tree, and for the first time, we do not wonder, what now? Our 
feathers fall like snowflakes through the backs of our shirts, fluttering, gracefully, to the ground below. 
For the first time, we do not wonder at all. 
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Rachel stands, looking up at our tree, and she grabs onto the ladder. She begins to climb, though the 
ladder hangs limp and icy with water from the fire hoses. Julie says nothing, she has said her piece. We 
watch  Rachel  navigate  the  remains  of  our  treehouse.  Boards  break  off  and  fall;  the  soggy  cover  of 
Witchcraft for Beginners lands at my feet. We watch her grab onto a branch and swing her legs around it, 
her back to us. We hear her knitted sweater ripping open and watch what's left of her wings unfurl in the 
darkness. They have lost all their feathers and are only outlines now: jagged shadows that creak with the 
sound of  bone on bone as they move.  We will  stay here,  in this  skeleton world of  bone and barren 
branch.♦
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Ron Burch

PARADE

She was waving the wrong way. From behind the sunflower, even I could see that clear on the other side. 
Her hand was curled incorrectly, and she was moving her wrist too freely. Mr. Merkin hadn't noticed yet. 
He was standing below the stripes of the flag, smiling at the passing people, his hand moving in perfect 
form. If he looked back, Amica would be in trouble. 

Mr. Merkin had strict rules about the way in which we were to wave. It's a four-four beat with the 
thumb tightly cupped up against the forefinger and the rest of the fingers squeezed together. The hand 
was not to break the 90-degree plane, as Mr. Merkin called it, a tight measure of control and respect. We 
labored for  months,  almost  a  year,  on  our  presentation.  We worked hard,  had to  earn  points,  were 
constantly graded and criticized. Some left in shame, others in tears. This is a tough job to get, highly 
valued since there is little else. Applications come in from all over the country, the world even, for the few 
slots that we have for our floats.

They traveled across the country. The politicians decided that we should have a never-ending parade, 
back and forth across the country, to make our citizens proud of where they live. The Parade reminded 
them of that; it said we were good; it reminded us that we were strong; it made some men cry at the sight 
of it and hold their loved ones closer to them; it made us feel better about ourselves. Amica whispered to 
me once: to make them forget where they live and avoid their responsibilities. Mr. Merkin shushed us 
because it was quiet time while we repaired the flowers on our float. That's one of the rules. The floats 
must be decorated with all natural materials: flowers, leaves, sticks, bark. It can even be rice or beans or a 
spice but it must be natural. God's bounty, Mr. Merkin called it. That's what we do at night after parade 
hours: we eat from the canned goods while we fix up the float with our frail nature and stick-um. If we 
don't get it done in the evenings, we have to start again early in the morning before we board again to hit 
our 9:00 a.m. start time.

The  rule  of  the  parade  was  that  we  don't  take  the  same path  twice.  Really,  they  wanted  us  to 
eventually go to every town in our country but that would take years, especially at float speed. We had to 
go slow enough so people could visually appreciate our float and the other 49 floats as well. If we were to 
speed through at 50 m.p.h., what good would that do? Sometimes we didn't even know where we were. 
We tried to guess or someone would hold up a sign saying what town we were in or that they were 
someone's third of fourth cousin and we'd figure out backwards where we might be, but we really spent 
more time trying to figure out what a fourth cousin actually was.

Our float was called "Pride of the Country." An oil company sponsored it and we had to incorporate 
their logos in small decorations on the front. The rest of it was devoted to our theme. We tied together 
several images that represented pride in our country: our flag, industry (which was represented by an oil 
rig that spewed dyed-black flowers), a little white building which was a church, and several of us posing 
as an extended family. Mr. Merkin played the “father” of our family. He was in his 40s and balding. He 
wore wire glasses with wide lenses and was always clean-shaven. His “wife,” and our “mother,” was 
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played by Amy, who was a plump, happy woman who always liked to sing underneath her breath while 
keeping busy.  Amica and I pretended to be “sister and brother.” We had a younger "sister,” Beth, who 
complained non-stop about things. The youngest, Ben, caused nothing but trouble, and despite the fact 
that we were not really related, I was expected to keep an eye on him.

At night, when we pulled the floats over to the side of whatever road we were on, we unrolled our 
sleeping bags  underneath  the  float  itself,  sleeping in  the  tall  grass  matted down by our  bodies,  the 
crickets singing a choir as if we were not even there. If the weather was cold or snowing, we tried to find 
a motel or a barn offered by a friendly farmer, but if there wasn't one nearby, we huddled under the float, 
wrapped in all the clothing and blankets we had. If the weather was too bad and could hurt the float, 
we'd take the day off under shelter. Even though Mr. Merkin always proclaimed: Patriotism and love of 
country don't have a weatherman.

Sometimes, in the night, when Amica and I were camped in our sleeping bags near each other, we 
reached out. If we slowly shimmied up, freeing our heads from the float, we witnessed the night sky and 
the stars and the moon and held tighter hands and told stories about where we had been and where we 
were going. We didn't do more than hold hands because Mr. Merkin was a light sleeper and there was not 
a whole lot of privacy. Nothing worse than thinking we were the only two awake, only to realize Ben's 
been staring the whole time and asking if we're gonna do it. Go to sleep, boy, I would say, but I don’t 
think he ever did.

I worried that Amica and I would never be able to get together as long as we were on the Parade. We 
would be playing this for years until I replaced Mr. Merkin and Amica would become my play-wife only 
since fraternization on the floats was punishable. 

Things had gotten weird on the Parade.  Not everyone who came out was friendly.  Some people 
brought handmade signs and there was yelling and fighting between different groups of people. In the 
last  couple  towns,  we  maximized our  speed in  order  to  get  out  of  there  to  escape  the  brawls.  The 
protestors,  shaking their signs, yelled that we were just trying to cover up problems, the same thing 
Amica said, and I started to wonder if they were right.

She and I made a plan. We talked about running away at the next town. We'd slip out at the best time, 
maybe during the Parade or at night while Mr. Merkin open-mouth snored and Amy happily hummed in 
her sleep. I had to keep an eye on Ben and exhaust him during the day. We waited for a moderate-sized 
town, not a small one where we'd be easily found, or a very big one that was too scary to be strangers in. 
Over the years, I saved up money from the change that the Parade watchers threw at us in thanks. I hid it 
away in a ratty shoe, so that me and Amica could live for a few weeks until I found a new job.

Before the Parade where Amica was waving wrong, she and I agreed this next town was the one we'd 
hide in. Because of the turmoil invading the Parade, Mr. Merkin slept even more uneasily at night, so we 
decided this might be our best chance. Mr. Merkin always perched on the front end of the float, down on 
one knee, arm rested across the other as if to portray a homey type, but it was really to make sure we 
cleared all the sidewalk obstacles as we took the turn. His eyes would be off us and this moment would 
be where Amica and I would finally gain our freedom.

In the bright cold morning, the smell of Fall, of burning wood in the air, Mr. Merkin was checking the 
float to make sure we had covered all the bare spots. The engine thrummed and he ordered us on to start 
the procession. I whispered to Amica if she was ready, and she nodded, her big blue eyes shining at me, 
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her lips a faint smile and for the first time ever, we kissed. I knew we shouldn't. I knew I was taking a 
stupid chance by starting it, but it was our first kiss ever, better than how it was when I thought about it 
late at night. 

What the fuck're you doing? Hands tore us apart. Mr. Merkin was there behind us. That's a breaking 
of the rules! he shouted. A severe disruption of the rules! I tried to explain to protect Amica, but he hit me 
across the face. It didn't hurt. It was with his open hand and he had thin arms and sharp elbows and it 
was more embarrassing than anything. Mr. Merkin ordered Amica onto the float and she climbed right up 
to the shocked stares of Amy and the other kids. 

You'll get yours, he hissed at me and pushed me to the ladder as he motioned and the float started 
floating.

But that didn't matter. We were minutes from freedom. We took our positions and smiled and waved 
and promised them the image without the truth. We traveled through most of the town. Eventually, I saw 
the big turn coming up ahead, the one I had heard Mr. Merkin talking about. I also saw the advancing 
protestors. A group had started fighting with the supporters and it didn't look too friendly. I looked over 
at Amica, who was still waving the wrong way. Why was she doing that? She knew the proper way. Mr. 
Merkin still had his eyes on that upcoming turn and I was nodding at Amica, trying to get her attention.

As we neared the fighting in the street, the local cops trying to break it up, other townspeople—
grandparents, moms and dads, their kids—were still waving us on, waving little flags, wearing hats that 
said "MAKE US STRONG AGAIN" when Mr.  Merkin abandoned the front of  the float.  Amy looked 
confused and tried to stop him and he pushed right through her, knocking her back and off-balance. He 
headed for Amica, who saw him coming, but she kept waving, she kept waving the wrong way. I shouted 
"No!" and ran for them but Mr. Merkin grabbed Amica and threw her off the float. She fell toward the 
crowd—the waving people, the fighters, the flag-bearers. I went to jump after her but Mr. Merkin grabbed 
me and hit me in the face with his elbow. I fell to my knees and he jumped me, holding me tight against 
the float, his mouth near my ear, his breath bitter as he whispered, I told you, boy, I told you. 

I looked out to the crowd where she fell and I could see her. She turned her head and looked right at 
me, floating beautifully atop the crowd, her blue eyes right at mine, and she smiled, she smiled at me 
because she was finally free and then she disappeared into them. Our parade slowly moved on into the 
darkening day until  I  couldn't  see the protestors or the town, all  becoming smaller and smaller and 
eventually everything was gone. ♦ 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Jessica Rutland

ALL OUR HOPES ARE MUCH TOO YOUNG

The future kids run amok. They spend their days throwing glass bottles at passing trains and lashing 
homemade firecrackers to the tails of neighborhood pets. They shoplift cases of beer from the corner store 
and take serrated switchblades to the tires of cars parked in the high school faculty lot. 

No one does anything about it. The future kids are our last chance and must be given grace in all 
things.

On the morning that the Jonas Command is to be executed, the Director isn’t as nervous as he’d like to be. 
Anxiety pulses brightly around him, weaving through the engineers, geneticists, and programmers like 
an artery. The Director observes it, wanting. Knows that it cannot touch him.

He watches the motley collection of scientists as they mill around the machine. They’re dressed up for 
today—their version of dressed up at least. They wear short-sleeved button-ups with discolored patches 
of  sweat  under their  arms,  ill-fitting slacks that  shine with over-applied starch,  crooked ties  in busy 
patterns. They wring their hands or gnaw at the rims of their coffee mugs, check and re-check the settings 
at their control stations. 

The Director sweeps a palm over the shoulder of his suit jacket and tugs on the fabric at his wrist to 
pull his sleeve taut. Part of him wishes that he could feel it the way that they do, the sensation of a heart 
in throat, of a stomach sick and weightless.

But of course the worry is distant for a reason—the sentiment would be entirely inappropriate from 
him. The Director is not the machine’s well-wisher or its caretaker, and he is certainly not its father. He is 
its confidence, the plan behind it. He is the thinking gears beneath its face. This is what today’s visitors 
must see. 

There are two senators at the site, both champions of the project since the early days of its exploratory 
committee. Also present is a presidential aide, a young, olive-skinned man who says nothing and wears 
on his face a pair of glasses outfitted to record all he sees and hears.

The Director leads his guests on a tour of the facilities, showing them first the genetics laboratory, 
where the Jonas Command was created, where its intricate language was discovered and unwound by 
geneticists, then translated and put back together by computer programmers.

“The  damnedest  thing  to  hear  them talk  to  each  other,”  the  Director  remarks  with  a  rehearsed 
chuckle. “Like listening to a conversation that switches between Swahili and Mandarin.”

He gives a brief history of the project, beginning with the expedition sent to collect Jonas’ bones from 
El Camino Memorial in San Diego. He does not mention the state of the expedition upon its return—
haggard, bloody, and with only half its number. The loss was considered acceptable—Jonas’ remains were 
buried in California soil, and all of California’s soil was now part of the Black Zone. Not a story for this 
day, and besides it’s all in the reports.
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In the laboratory, Jonas’ femur was scraped for the sub-microscopic formula of his being, and from 
his DNA the programmers wrote the Jonas Command.

The Director explains, “Time, like any dataset, can be crawled and mined for specific information. 
And what is DNA if not specific information?”

The senators nod in unison, nods that the Director categorizes as, above all else, bored. They don’t 
want the science of it; they want the show of it. And God let there be something to show them. 

At five minutes to nine, the Director takes his place on the floor and checks the clock behind the 
machine. He feels the weight of watchfulness bearing down on him. The eyes of the senators and the 
young aide standing behind him on a catwalk, the eyes of the scientists who fidget at their stations, of the 
four  lost  expedition  members  who stare  out  from framed portraits  along  the  wall  to  his  right.  The 
Director straightens his spine and squares his shoulders, steeling himself against the heft all these gazes.

The machine watches him as well. The two unlit bulbs set high in its face are dead, unblinking eyes, 
and the door at its center is like a closed mouth, ready to open up and spill forth some great unknown. 

Exactly like a mouth, he thinks.
“Possibility has open arms. And possibility has sharp teeth.”
He can’t help that he carries her voice around with him. It clings to the inner walls of his head and 

pipes up occasionally like an unwelcome Greek chorus. In his imagination, his mother maintains in death 
the same self-applied veneer of wisdom that she had in life. Her tendency to speak in insipid mottos and 
fortune-cookie proverbs used to drive him crazy, is somehow still driving him crazy.

When it is time, he raises his right hand and points to the programmer at the machine’s control panel. 
The programmer punches a series of keys at the Director’s signal, and a red light above the machine’s 
door comes on. In the silence that follows, the Director allows a sliver of doubt to curl through him.

Flashing in his mind are images of cost sheet figures, of the four who came back from the Black Zone 
holding parcels of wrapped bone in their trembling hands, of the four who did not come back at all. And 
then his mother’s voice again, cautioning, chiding.

“It isn’t natural.”
But don’t you see, Mom? It’s nature that’s killing us.
Nature that killed her already, he reminds himself. She got the cough at thirty-five, got the grave ten 

months later. Everyone gets one thing or another eventually. You get the cough or you get blood-poisoned 
or bone-sick, and it doesn’t matter that each of these is a bucket for dozens of specific illnesses. You use 
the generic terms or all the -emias and -itises will crowd your mouth and catch in your throat.

The red light above the machine goes out and the green light comes on, and the collective intake of 
breath in the room is audible.

The Director signals the engineer this time and the machine’s clamped mouth opens wide. At the 
edges of his vision, the Director sees what looks like choreographed movement, a mass swiveling of 
heads as the scientists look to the machine, back to the Director. His reaction is as much on display as the 
Jonas Command result. 

The machine has produced a boy, approximately fourteen years old. The Director sheds whatever 
surprise he feels at the sight of the child and calmly waves over his assistant.

Two alerts are sent out, the first to all hospitals in the Green Zone. They are to report any patients 
with three or more symptoms off a list: headache, neck stiffness, sore throat, vomiting, muscle weakness. 
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The second alert is sent to the Center for Contagions, requesting that their stores of polio vaccine be 
immediately inventoried.

The boy Jonas is kept close to the machine so that he can be sent back should his presence have 
repercussions, though truthfully, none of the scientists are sure that the machine is capable of affecting a 
reverse journey. 

When no consequences arise, the Director concludes that it is possible to take from the past without 
changing it. His assistant remarks that this used to be referred to simply as learning, and the Director 
gives her an elaborate coffee order to remind her that he can.

After  the  success  of  Jonas,  the  Director  instructs  his  project  manager  to  form  a  list  of  requisitions. 
Requests come for neurologists, botanists, biologists, chemists. Names to meet the requests are selected 
by an array of  criteria:  the accessibility of  their  genetic  material,  their  accomplishments,  the diseases 
present during their lifetimes, their ages at death.

The scientists  at  first  refer  to the children who come through the machine as  “past  kids” for  its 
actuarial  clarity,  but  it  does  not  sit  right  in  anyone’s  mouth.  Soon the  children  are  known by  their 
destination rather than their origin. Future kids, they call them.

They  emerge  from  the  machine  with  unbroken  immune  systems,  with  long-extinct  antibodies 
coursing in their blood. The Director marvels at their health and says that they will outlive all the babies 
born in the next thirty years at least.

None of the scientists can say why they have arrived as adolescents. The programmers attempt to 
adjust the commands, and still the machine spits out teenagers. 

Within months there are too many of them to house onsite, so the Director tells his assistant to find 
host families for them all. Nearly every household in the Green Zone volunteers, but the Director wants 
the future kids kept close and only applications from families in the city are considered.

The future kids attend a public school but are set apart from other students. They are given extended 
school hours, attending classes six days a week from seven a.m. until seven p.m. A rigorous curriculum is 
designed for each individual student, crafted to guide them to proficiency in their fields as quickly as 
possible.

Insurgency comes swiftly and sharply, led by Jonas the First. He declares the sciences in general and 
chemistry in particular to be baloney. Percy Lavon concurs wholeheartedly, and Albie demonstrates his 
assent by sweeping a collection of beakers and flasks onto the floor. Soon all  the future kids eschew 
anything to do with the hope or task or problem that appears next to their name on the project manager’s 
list. They tear out the pages of their textbooks and carve dirty limericks into their desktops.

When the teachers attempt a heavy-handed suppression of the rebellion, the future kids go quiet. 
They give the whole world the silent treatment, and even when the Director himself visits the school, they 
remain  unwavering  in  their  dedication  to  speechlessness.  The  Director  is  at  first  astounded  by  the 
collective perception they display. The future kids understand that they hold all the cards and they are 
ransoming their own intellects. He is impressed.

But then Marie sneers at the Director and spits on his shoe. Of all the bones shipped across the sea, 
hers were the most difficult to obtain, requiring an extensive negotiation with the French Praetor, who 
demanded  outlandish  appeasements  and  remunerations  in  exchange.  The  Director  takes  Marie’s 
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contempt to heart and reevaluates his strategy. He declares that from this point on, none of the children 
who emerge from the machine are to be told of the world’s particular aspirations for them.

The curricula are scrapped and the future kids are allowed to attend classes with the general student 
body.  Their  teachers are told to exercise leniency when it  comes to matters  of  truancy.  There are no 
educational requirements of the future kids save that the foreign-born be taught English. Though after 
sanding down the imaginative vulgarities etched into various classroom surfaces, most of the teachers 
agree it would have been better to leave their foreign tongues untouched. 

The Director clings fiercely to the hope that with their leashes cut, the exceptional curiosity that must 
be latent deep within their souls will eventually blossom and lead the future kids to their destinies.

Heinrich  is  quick  to  learn  English  but  feels  that  his  mind  is  heavy  and  clumsy  in  its  approach  to 
everything else. He is one of the last to come through the machine and has not been told his purpose. He 
cannot imagine what it might be—nothing in the sciences speaks to him. Beneath the noisiness of his new 
world, he feels at his core a wide and terrifying silence.

“You might be political,” Niels tells him. “They’ll need that sort too, after all.”
Heinrich  considers  the  possibility,  imagining  himself  older,  standing at  a  podium before  a  large 

crowd. But just picturing so many people watching him makes him feel dizzy. In the library, Heinrich 
finds no books that mention his name.

Some days he skips class with the other future kids. He professes loudly that school is stupid, hoping 
that the others will not realize that he lacks their cleverness. In their dereliction, Heinrich sees the agility 
of their minds at work. In his own, he sees only fear.

When Heinrich does go to school, he does so to be near Salomea, queen of dissent, more masterful in 
the execution of her spite than even Jonas the First. Salomea attends all her classes but does so as an act of 
artful defiance. In English, she whispers loudly to Heinrich in German. When she is called upon during 
lectures, she responds in Lithuanian. She fills out worksheets in Ruthenian. In geography, Salomea takes a 
black marker to the world map on the wall and redraws the borders of Poland so that the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania looms imperial over Europe.

She tells Heinrich that he is sweet but that he cannot fall in love with her. She is already married.
One day during biology class, two men arrive with boxes stacked on a dolly. They unload colorful 

textbooks on the shelves at the back of the classroom. Heinrich retrieves one of these and runs his fingers 
over the glossy pages inside.

“They’re trying to be subtle,” Salomea says. “Entice us with shiny new things.”
To impress her Heinrich says, “We could take them all to the parking lot. Set them on fire.”
Salomea frowns. “No. That would be a sin,” she says. “Ignore them. Use the old ones instead.”

On his fifteenth birthday, Jonas the First is given a car by a stranger. It arrives on a large rig, chained atop 
a trailer. A stocky man in a grey jumpsuit descends from the cab and hands Jonas the keys and a card that 
reads, “Happy 406th Birthday!” 

When Jonas’ host father sees the car, sleek and black and expensive, he sucks air through his teeth 
and grins his approval.
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Most afternoons, the future kids hang out at the loading bay of an old warehouse at the edge of town 
until boredom sets in. Then Jonas will beckon his favorites to his car and they will set out in search of 
trouble. Heinrich is never invited to come along and is too embarrassed to ask.

“Butt me,” Jonas says, leaning against the dented bay door.
Between her long, nimble fingers, Gertrude rolls a cigarette and passes it over her shoulder to Jonas.
“Let me drive today,” Niels says.
“You’ll wreck it.”
“So what? Someone will buy you another. It was your name in all the papers because you were the 

first. That’s the only reason they sent it to you.”
“If you feel that way, walk home,” Jonas says. He brings the cigarette to his lips and lights it. Niels 

says nothing and crosses his arms as Jonas, Percy Lavon, and Marie head for the car.
“Coming, Heinrich?” Jonas says without turning around. 
Salomea elbows Heinrich, and he trots after the others, a smile spreading across his face. He rides in 

the backseat and rolls down his window to feel the air whip across his face.

Heinrich watches Salomea as she fills in her history quiz. On each blank line, she writes in intricately 
looped cursive, “Go screw,” again and again.

“Why do we resist it all?” Heinrich asks her.
“Are you asking for me, or for you?”
“For all of us.”
“There is no all of us,” Salomea replies. “There is you. There is me. There is each of them.”
“For you, then. Why won’t you do what they want?”
“Because they want me to.”
Heinrich says nothing more. He is afraid that Salomea is able to see into the silence of him and that 

she judges him for it.
At lunch, Salomea lays a stack of papers on top of Heinrich’s tray.
“From the box that knows everything,” she says.
Heinrich holds a printed copy of a paper published by a museum, long ago, or not yet—he isn’t quite 

sure.

BEES, CHIEFLY AUSTRALIAN SPECIES, DESCRIBED OR DETERMINED BY DR. H. FRIESE

He spends all of the lunch period immersed in the pages, reading vast and vivid descriptions. Bees 
with abdomens of olive green, apricot tegulae, black mandibles, quadrangle heads with tufts of reddish 
hair. So immense are the variations that to fit them all in his mind, Heinrich pictures bees that are larger 
than life, flying like dragons over fields of wildflowers. When he has read all twenty pages, he looks up 
and finds Salomea watching him silently.

In her eyes or in his heart, Heinrich discerns many questions. Is this what you needed? Does it make any 
difference now that you’ve read it? Now that you know who you are supposed to be, or rather, who you were?

Finally, Heinrich says, “There are no bees.”
He recognizes the truth of his words only after they are outside his body. It isn’t, I haven’t seen any 

bees, or I haven’t noticed the bees at all.
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There are no bees.
“Then bring them back.” Salomea shrugs. “Or don’t.”

At three a.m. the Director’s wife shakes him from his sleep to tell him that his assistant is on the phone.
Jonas has crashed into the concrete median barrier on the highway. Jonas is dead. The Director sits up 

in bed and rubs his eyes.
His assistant’s voice breaks as she recounts the details that were recounted to her—the bottles that 

clinked  on  the  floorboard  as  they  removed  Jonas’  body  from  the  driver’s  seat,  the  hood  that  was 
crumpled and compressed in on itself like an accordion. The Director hangs up the phone. He is later 
unsure if it was the tears or the specifics that he did not want to hear.

He arrives at the lab an hour later. Already a list of names has been compiled by the project manager 
and awaits his selection. There is some debate over whether or not the programmers could simply reenter 
Jonas’ DNA and receive a new Jonas. But time now contains two Jonases—the Jonas of history and the 
Jonas who was alive just hours ago. Ultimately the possibility for paradox is ruled too risky, and the 
Director instead opts for a new name.

The bones of Max Theiler are located and upheaved, and two weeks after Jonas’ death, young Max 
appears to replace him. Max, like Jonas, is a brilliant mind, and more importantly, Max’s mind lies inside 
a body devoid of tumors, illness, or deformity. The issue is resolved, but somehow the presence of two 
names—one in red, one in green—next to the words “Item 1” on the project manager’s list unsettles the 
Director greatly.

Calls to his office from senators and journalists receive only a response from his assistant that he is 
very busy. He sits behind his desk and reads reports on the future kids sent from the school. “Late for 
class.” “Absent from class.” “Have not seen since the first week of class.”

He sees his failure arranged before him and tries to trace a path through his missteps. Should he have 
watched more closely? Been harder instead of softer? What was the right way to ask them to carry such a 
burden? What form could the question possibly take to make them say yes?

“You never asked a question at all.” Spoken in his mind with love, with judgment.
How desperate the world is, and yet it never thought to beg. 
Please, please save us. All of our bright minds are dying in their forties and we need you to save us.
He picks up a file, thicker than the rest. Salomea Rusiecka, ophthalmologist. Aged fourteen, wed to 

James Halpira. Salomea drinks wine in French, she lights chemical fires on the tabletops in the science lab, 
she sleeps in history and sews together Frankensteinian horrors of dissected animals in anatomy class.

The Director tucks Salomea’s file under his arm, puts on his coat, and walks to his car.

Salomea is called from class to the snickering and oohing of the other students. The Director waits for her 
in a small room off of the administration office. He sits at a table in an orange plastic chair, holding his 
hands steepled before him. Salomea takes her seat across the table and waits for him to speak.

“I was very sorry to hear about Jonas,” the Director says.
“The virologist,”  Salomea corrects.  “You had a virologist,  and then you didn’t,  and now you do 

again.”
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He seems taken aback by her perfunctory tone, which was her intent. She expects him to profess his 
deep personal concern for the future kids, to insist that he cares for each of them and doesn’t at all see 
them as occupations but as individuals, that she, Salomea, is a person to him and not the problem that she 
was brought to fix.

Instead, he says only, “Come with me.”
The Director drives her to an ivy-covered brick church on Connecticut Avenue.
“Where are we?” Salomea asks.
“The Saint Andrews convent,” the Director says. “Or used to be. It’s an orphanage now.”
At the black gates, a sister comes to greet them. The Director announces they are here to visit the 

children.
“This is Salomea,” he says. In the sister’s eyes Salomea sees recognition, and beyond it something 

else. Joy, she thinks.
The sister leads them inside the church to a large room where children sit on the floor and play with 

various toys. Salomea watches as the children handle the toys in what seems to be an elaborate ritual of 
gentle and methodical touch. As their hands move, their heads remain still, staring out at nothing with 
clouded white eyes.

“They call them milk babies,” the director says and taps a finger to his face, beneath his right eye.
Salomea looks at the orphans in the room. Their ages vary, from toddlers to children who seem to be 

just a few years younger than she.
“Babies?”
“The illness begins in infancy,” the Director says. “Ten years ago we got a new disease. Dozens of 

babies went blind. They said if you were watching it happen, it looked like storm clouds rolling in over 
their eyes.”

“How did they get here?”
“Containment  protocol,”  he  says  and  laughs  roughly,  like  the  idea  is  a  sad  joke.  “The  Center 

quarantined the babies, and they did it quick. Has to be quick with a disease you don’t know anything 
about. There wasn’t time to collect information on all the parents, so when the Center found out it wasn’t 
contagious, they sent out a mass bulletin for the parents to come get the babies.”

“And then?”
“Hardly any came. The sisters at Saint Andrews took them in. More are left here all the time.” He 

places a hand on Salomea’s shoulder and she finds its weight much heavier than a hand ought to be. 
“How important is your name to you that you would rather be known as Salomea than as sight?”

Heinrich detects some odd displacement inside Salomea when she returns to school, as though some 
foreign aspect has been forced down her throat to replace the real girl. He blames the Director.

During lunch, he proposes an escape. They can run away and find a place at the edge of the Green 
Zone where the Director will not look for them.

Salomea tells Heinrich again that he cannot fall in love with her, that she is already married.
When Heinrich says that her husband is hundreds of years away, Salomea replies, “I’m married to 

something else now.”
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The bad press  from Jonas’  death leaves the program vulnerable.  All  funding is  halted and soon the 
Director  is  called in  for  a  hearing on the  machine’s  merits.  As  he  gives  his  testimony,  he  begins  to 
understand that he is not there to defend the program. He is there to eulogize it.

The senator from New Carolina has somehow obtained a list of names considered but ultimately 
dismissed by the Director. She reads the most controversial of these at the hearing, inflecting so that each 
name becomes an irate question. “Karl Marx? Julius Robert Oppenheimer?” She saves her most dramatic 
articulation for the names of scientists under the Third Reich and in these moments the Director thinks 
her voice sounds eerily like the one in his head.

After  the  vote,  the  Director  receives  a  call  from  one  of  the  program’s  advocates  in  the  senate, 
expressing his condolences.

“Really it was just a matter of it being too long a wait for any return on investment,” the senator says. 
“Coming  through  like  they  did—as  kids.  Everyone  says  they  want  to  save  the  world  for  future 
generations, but when it comes down to it, no one really cares about saving their great-grandchildren. 
They want to save their wives, husbands, brothers. Themselves.”

The Director doesn’t need this sentiment explained to him; he understands it well. He drives home 
and sits  at  his  kitchen table  writing letters  of  recommendation for  each member  of  the  project.  The 
lengthiest and most commendatory of these he writes for his assistant.

The Director goes to bed late and falls asleep to the coughing and restless tossing of his wife, her 
movement like crashing waves beside him.

Salomea, two months into her postulancy with the sisters of the orphanage, sits in the playroom with the 
milk  babies  at  her  feet.  She  holds  a  three-year-old  boy  named  Baker  in  her  arms  and  answers  his 
questions one by one.

“Green is a wet color,” she says. “It’s the smell of grass in the morning.”
“Yellow is buoyant, the weight of a sneeze.”
“Brown is the color under your hand when you touch a horse, when its skin is still steaming after a 

hard run.”
When Baker asks her what a horse is, Salomea strokes his hair and kisses his forehead.

Heinrich lies alone in a field of dry, yellow-brown grass behind the school and looks up at the sky. He 
closes his eyes and imagines that the shadows that move over him and darken his eyelids are not the 
shadows of clouds but of his great dragon-bees. 

He brings his tongue to the back of his teeth and begins to hiss. When he puts his voice behind the 
consonant, it becomes a steady buzzing sound. For a moment, he hears the noise and forgets that the 
buzzing is coming from his own mouth. For a moment, he is full of purpose. ♦
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