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    Introduction
  


  
    Heinz Insu Fenkl
  


  I. An Introduction


  I worked on my first book for twenty-three years, from the time I was twelve to the time I turned thirty-five. I am not an especially slow writer; this was writing that had deep meaning for me, writing that was at the beginning of a life-long series of interlinked works. In 1996, this book, Memories of My Ghost Brother, was published as a novel.


  But Memories of My Ghost Brother is not a novel. It is the story of my childhood in Korea, drawn from life but told in such a way that there is a clear aesthetic consciousness behind it.


  The decision to call it a noveland not a memoirwas made by the publisher's marketing department, not by me.


  I had told my editor that given the current state of literary theory, I was comfortable calling my work either thinga novel (because of its literary style, its use of tropes, its collaging of time and character) or a memoir (because nearly everything in it is true, in the factual sense, within the realm of flexibility for that form). I had just come out of a PhD program in Cultural Anthropology, having spent the last several years heavily engaged with the theory of ethnographic writing. Memories of My Ghost Brother was what I had written in response to, and in implicit criticism of, both ethnographic and theoretical works I had been reading. It was what I was compelled to finish instead of my dissertation monograph.


  Nearly a decade after its initial publication, there is now another publisher that would like to repackage Memories of My Ghost Brother as a memoir.


  I have directly experienced the power of binary oppositions in the world of publishing. As an academic with a background in a wide range of theoretical approaches, including semiotics and structuralism, it is no surprise to me; but as a first-time “novelist,” this experience was both disillusioning and educational. It gave me that proverbial eye-opening look behind the scenes, and as I began to work later with small presses, I learned things that helped me become a more realistic academic. For me as the writer of an autobiographical narrative that pushed the envelope in both directions, the problem of categories was: memoir or novel (fact or fiction)? I approached it head-on by labeling my work “autoethnography."


  In an essay I called “an autoethonographic recursion,” I looked at my own writing as if I were an anthropologist looking at a text, and this exercise helped me put to rest a tangle of theoretical and writerly problems. I had been familiar with various theoretical approaches to texts, which examine their “liminality” or “hybridity,” often applying terms with the prefixes “inter” or “trans” ("intertextuality” and “transnationality,” for example), but these approaches all rely on an implicit notion of dichotomy combined with the idea of moving from one state to another or combining (intersecting) one thing with another.


  In the world of publishing, this way of thinking presents itself as a series of either/or decisions: Fact or Fiction, Fantasy or Science Fiction, Genre or Mainstream, Mystery or History? I present these categorical problems as dilemmas of a sort, but in many cases the possibilities are not initially limited only to two; and yet, when a particular work is hard to classify, its final label is then often compared to or contrasted with a series of other possibilities, one at a time.


  The result may be that an either/or decision (which implicitly negates neither/nor) produces a thing that then follows an and/or logicand then transcends it, perhaps by ignoring it altogether.


  II. The Interstices


  An interstice is not an intersection. (That is why a concept like hybridity, by itself, is not adequate to the idea of the Interstitial.) The word “interstice” comes from the Latin roots “inter” (between) and “sistere” (to stand). Literally, it means to “stand between” or “stand in the middle.” It generally refers to a space between things: a chink in a fence, a gap in the clouds, a DMZ between nations at war, the potentially infinite space between two musical notes, a form of writing that defies genre classification.


  An interstitial thing falls between categories, and so one might think of “interstitial” as coterminous with “liminal” (from the Latin “limen,” meaning threshold, or “limes,” referring to boundarythe word “limit” comes from the same root). Liminality is a concept made prominent (in Anthropology) by Victor Turner, who used it to refer to that strange “betwixt and between” state initiates go through in rites of passage. Liminality is a suspended state, but there is an underlying idea that it is also transitional.


  In the field of Cultural Studies, the figure most identified with the idea of liminality is Homi K. Bhabha, who deals with various boundaries and borders, concepts directly relevant to the issue of Interfictions. In his introduction to The Location of Culture, he writes: “It is in the emergence of the intersticesthe overlap and displacement of domains of differencethat the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated.” Bhabha is writing about nations, cultures, and marginalized peoples, but what he says is just as applicable to the world of literature. In place of “nationness” we can think “genre” (or, more widely, “marketing category") and the parallels are quite clear. Imagine the “domains of difference” being the vaguely-articulated features that distinguish the category “Fantasy” from “Mainstream Fiction” and the ideas of “community interest” and “cultural value” become apparent. And this is not an inappropriate application of Bhabha's ideaswe are still dealing with domains of discourse and the relationship among centralized power, the margins, and minority groups. In the realm of discourse, the dynamics are remarkably parallel.


  In the world of genre literature, there are few venues that seek “to authorize cultural hybridities” (as Bhabha puts it) except perhaps some recent e-zines and web resources. Science Fiction Eye comes to mind as a forum for genre discourse, but its circulation was small, and one could argue that even with its elite readership and contributorship, its general impact was minimal. And yet we are clearly in one of those moments of historical transformation.


  III. In the Interstitial DMZ


  There is a major difference between liminality and interstitiality. Unlike the liminal, the Interstitial is not implicitly transitorythat is to say, it is not on its way toward becoming something else. The liminal state in a rite of passage precedes the final phase, which is reintegration, but an interstitial work does not require reintegrationit already has its own being in a willfully transgressive or noncategorical way. Interstitial works maintain a consciousness of the boundaries they have crossed or disengaged with; they present a clear awareness of the kinds of subtexts which might be their closest classifiable counterparts.


  The problem with an interstitial work is in its relationship with the audienceboth its initial audience (which we may construe, for economy's sake, as the publisher) and its eventual audience, the readers. The relationship between reader and text, as we all know, is integral because each separate reader of the same text creates a unique work in his or her mind. Our general agreements about the plot or theme of a work are essentially the same as our agreements about the “real” world, which is actually determined by cultural consensus. Interstitial works have a special relationship with the reader because they have a higher degree of indeterminacy (or one could say a greater range of potentialities) than a typical work.


  For example, if an interstitial novel is determined to be Fantasy by its publisher, a reader, having the parameters of initial engagement with the text predetermined, might experience it as a Fantasy novel exhibiting odd dissonances or interesting novelties in relation to that genre.


  Barry Hughart's Bridge of Birds is a novel that did well in its genre classification, winning the World Fantasy Award in 1985. Fantasy readers found the work uniquely vivid and full of a sharp and lively humor. The backdrop, a “China that never was,” proved the novel feature, and all of the representations of that mythic China (a collage of different historical periods and literary sensibilities) were what made the book unique in the genre. But read outside the genre by a reader unfamiliar with the built-in expectations of Fantasy, say, a reader of Mystery novels, Bridge of Birds presents an updated twist on an old tradition started by the Dutch diplomat Robert Van Gulik, with the Judge Dee series, set in T'ang Dynasty China. Yet another category of readersay, one with background in Asian Studiesmight appreciate Hughart's mixing of history and fiction, something Van Gulik's could not do as brilliantly after the initial Judge Dee novel (which happened to be a translation of an eighteenth-century Chinese novel set against a T'ang Dynasty backdrop).


  Bridge of Birds spawned two sequels, but then Hughart quietly disappeared from the Fantasy radar, having worn out the quality that made his mythic China a novelty in that genre. Hughart's is a case of initial success as a result of forceful classification into a genre, but the eventual outcome is negative.


  One might say that what I've described is merely the sad reality of the publishing business. But Hughart's case shows the problems of initial perception and the eventual effects of forceful classification based on a publisher's (mis)perception of a text. Playing devil's advocate, one might argue that Hughart had his chance with readers, that he simply represents a cases of a text that lost its potential readership to other texts more competitive in the marketplace. But both readers and publishers know the importance of initial reviews, packaging, and classification. What if Bridge of Birds were to be re-released into a different classification, with careful attention to sending the book to appropriate reviewers? Would it suddenly find large numbers of new readers who had not appreciated it in its first release?


  Hughart's situation exemplifies how things are complicated in the DMZ of the Interstitial. Interstitial works are self-negating. That is, if they become successful to the degree that they engender imitations or tributes to themselves, or if they spark a movement which results in like-minded works, then they are no longer truly interstitial, having spawned their own genre, subgenre, or even form. The DMZ they initially inhabit becomes its own nation, so to speak.


  What I am trying to illustrate is the oddly ironic quality of interstitial art. Once it manifests itself, regardless of the conditions of its creation, the interstitial work has the potential to create a retroactive historical trajectory. Further, if this historical trajectory is prominent enough, the work that sparked its discovery (or creation) then may become a representativethough not necessarily the firstwork in a newly-identified genre or subgenre whose parameters the work has helped illuminate.


  An example might be the form of the Revisionary Fairytale, which has become a clear subgenre by now. Although its current form is best represented by the works collected in the six volumes edited by Terri Windling and Ellen Datlow as well as books like Emma Donoghue's Kissing the Witch, there are numerous recent works that make use of the same trope, some by established writers like Robert Coover, who enjoy a highbrow credibility for their Postmodern writing. Once this subgenre exists and is identifiable by various consistent characteristics, it is possible to begin tracing the history of the form. We might begin with a work with strong elements of Revisionary Fairytale like the film that made Reese Witherspoon famousFreeway (1996)and then look for other works that perform similar transformations on the Little Red Riding Hood story and arrive at Angela Carter's collection, The Bloody Chamber (1979). Carter is recognized now as one of the originators of the contemporary Revisionist Fairytale, but while doing some random reading, one might run across an even earlier text, Djuna Barnes’ perplexing novel, Nightwood (1937), which uses tropes very similar to Carter's, and may, in fact, be a formative influence on her work. But by this time we will have noticed the Red Riding Hood motif in perfume commercials, music videos (by Tori Amos and Sarah Evans), and other recent films (Pieter van Hees's short, Black XXX-Mas: a.k.a. Little Red in the Hood).


  IV. Illuminating the Interstitial


  What the Interstitial does, actually, is transform the reader's experience of reading. Formerly invisible historical trajectories become visible to the reader. The interstitial work, in combination with the reader's particular perception of it, manifests itself in that particular way because the reader's “reality” has changed. We have figures of speech for this kind of transformation at a profound level"I have seen the light,” for examplebut the transformation caused by the Interstitial is far more subtle. Perhaps instead of something as extreme as “The scales have fallen from my eyes,” one might characterize this change as “A scale has fallen from my eye.” In any case, the reader has learned to see in a different light, and that change causes a reinterpretation of the reader's experience of the pastin generalthough perhaps this begins with a re-examination and reinterpretation of other texts the reader has experienced.


  An interstitial work provides a wider range of possibilities for the reader's engagement and transformation. It is more faceted than a typical literary work, though it also operates under its own internal logic. At Readercon, on a panel discussing Metafantasy, I used the term “bilocation” (borrowed from the practice of Remote Viewing) to describe the reader's state of mind when reading works like John Crowley's Little, Big, which are Fantasy but also aware of the fact that they are Fantasy and make the reader aware of that awareness. Readers can lose themselves in the world of the novel, but simultaneously maintain an awareness of the act of reading. This “bilocation” (more precisely, a “multilocality") of the reader's awareness produces a form of engagement characteristic of metafiction and altered states of consciousness. Many readers find this state of mind so uncomfortable that they reject works of this nature (often rationalizing their rejection by focusing on some perceived flaw). Interstitial works also induce a sort of multilocality in the reader's consciousness, but at a different threshold of perception. The reader may not be aware of this phenomenon, and therefore stays with the work, achieving the effect of multilocality over repeated engagements over time. This multilocality then extends to the reader's perception and memory of other works. (And once again, this is not to suggest that interstitial works cannot be metafictions.)


  Once one engages with the underlying logic of the Revisionary Fairytale, for example, one can see its structural qualities in other works in various orders of magnitude. What Carter and Barnes do with the story of Little Red Riding Hood is to take an extant structure and then transform its elements or its structural dynamics, thereby creating a work with clear knowledge of its subtext but with a distinctly different rhetoric. This is what the Romans did with Greek myths when they renamed the Greek gods and goddesses and appropriated them into their own religious practices. This is also what the Romans did by attaching their mythic history The Aenead to the Greek epic The Iliad. This is what the writers of the Gospels did when they took the story of Jesus and worked it into a classic Hero tale that parallels the stories of Krishna, Mithras, Apollonius, Buddha, and even Julius Caesar.


  But before such historical trajectories become apparent, the works that reveal them are interstitialsometimes only for a short while, yet sometimes for several centuriesand by being unclassifiable, they present readers with a uniquely new literary consciousness.


  In transforming the perceptions of the reader, interstitial works make the reader (or listener, or viewer) more perceptive and more attentive; in doing so, they make the reader's world larger, more interesting, more meaningful, and perhaps even more comprehensible. The reader, who has been seeing black-and-white, suddenly begins not only to see color, but to learn how to see other colors.
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    What We Know About the Lost
  


  
    Families ofHouse
  


  
    Christopher Barzak
  


  
    But is the house truly haunted?
  


  Of course the house is haunted. If a door is closed on the first floor, another on the second floor will squeal open out of contrariness. If wine is spilled on the living room carpet and scrubbed at furiously and quickly so that a stain does not set, another stain, possibly darker, will appear somewhere else in the house. A favorite room in which malevolence quietly happens is the bathroom. Many speculate as to why this room draws so much attention. One might think that in a bathroom things would be more carefree, in a room where the most private of acts are committed, that any damned inhabitants could let down their hair or allow a tired sigh to pass through their doomed lips.


  Perhaps this is exactly what they are doing in the bathroom, and we have misunderstood them. They turn on the shower and write names in the steam gathered on the mirror (never their own names, of course). They tip perfume bottles over, squeeze the last of the toothpaste out of its tube, they leave curls of red hair in the sink. And no one who lives in the houseno one living, that ishas red hair, or even auburn. What's worse is when they leave the toilet seat up. They'll flush the toilet over and over, entranced by the sound of the water being sucked out. This is what these restless inhabitants are endlessly committing: private acts.


  
    The latest victims
  


  Always there has been a family subject to the house's torture. For sixty-five years it was the Addlesons. Before that it was owned by the Oliver family. No one in town can remember who lived in the house before the Olivers, not even our oldest residents. We have stories, of course, recountings of the family who builtHouse, but their name has been lost to history. If anyone is curious, of course there is the library with town records ready to be opened. No one has opened those records in over fifty years, though. Oral history, gossip, is best for this sort of situation.


  Rose Addleson believed the house was trying to communicate something. She told her husband women know houses better than men, and this is one thing Rose said that we agree with. There is, after all, what is called “Women's Intuition.” What exactly the house was saying eluded Rose, though, as it eludes the rest of us. Where Rose wanted to figure out its motivations, the rest of us would rather have seen it burn to cinders.


  "All these years?” Jonas told her. It was not Rose Addleson who grew up in the house after all, who experienced the years of closeness to these events, these fits that her husband had suffered since childhood. “If it's trying to communicate,” he said, “it has a sad idea of conversation."


  Rose and Jonas have no children. Well, to be precise, no living children. Once there had been a beautiful little girl, with cheeks that blushed a red to match her mother's, but she did not take to this world. She died when she was only a year old. On a cold winter's night she stopped breathing, when the house was frosted with ice. It wasn't until the next morning that they found her, already off and soaring to the afterlife. “A hole in her heart,” the doctor said, pinching his forefinger and thumb together. “A tiny hole.” They had never known it was there.


  After their first few months of marriage, Rose and Jonas had become a bit reclusive. Out of shame? Out of guilt? Fear? Delusion? No one is able to supply a satisfactory reason for their self-imposed isolation. After all, we don't live in that house. If walls could talk, though, and some believe the walls ofHouse do talk, perhaps we'd understand that Jonas and Rose Addleson have good reason not to go out or talk to neighbors. Why, even Rose's mother Mary Kay Billings didn't hear from her daughter but when she called on the phone herself, or showed up on the front porch ofHouse, which was something she rarely did. “That house gives me the creeps,” she told us. “All those stories, I believe them. Why Rose ever wanted to marry into that family is beyond me."


  Mary Kay has told us this in her own home, in her own kitchen. She sat on a chair by the telephone, and we sat across the table from her. She said, “Just you see,” and dialed her daughter's number. A few rings later and they were talking. “Yes, well, I understand, Rose. Yes, you're busy, of course. Well, I wanted to ask how you and Jonas are getting along. Good. Mm-hmm. Good. All right, then. I'll talk to you later. Bye now."


  She put the phone down on the cradle and smirked. “As predicted,” she told us. “Rose has no time to talk. ‘The house, Mother, I'm so busy. Can you call back later?’ Of course I'll call back later, but it'll be the same conversation, let me tell you. I know my daughter, and Rose can't be pried away from that house."


  We all feel a bit sad for Mary Kay Billings. She did not gain a son through marriage, but lost a daughter. This is not the way it's supposed to happen. Marriage should bring people together. We all believe this to be true.


  
    Rose heard a voice calling
  


  She has heard voices since she was a little girl. Rose Addleson, formerly Rose Billings, was always a dear girl in our hearts, but touched with something otherworldly. If her mother doesn't understand her daughter's gravitation toHouse, the rest of us see it all too clear. Our Rose was the first child to speak in tongues at church. Once, Jesus spoke through her. The voice that came through her mouth never named itself, but it did sound an awful lot like Jesus. It was definitely a male voice, and he kept saying how much he loved us and how we needed to love each other better. It was Jesus all over, and from our own sweet Rose.


  We do not understand why, at the age of twelve, she stopped attending services.


  But Rose also heard voices other than the Lord's. Several of us have overheard her speaking to nothing, or nothing any of us could see. She's hung her head, chin tucked into breastbone, at the grocery store, near the ketchup and mustard and pickles, murmuring, “Yes. Of course. Yes, I understand. Please don't be angry."


  Rose heard the voices inHouse, too. This is why she married Jonas: The house called for her to come to it.


  It was winter when it happened. Rose was eighteen then, just half a year out of high school. She worked in Hettie's Flower Shop. She could arrange flowers better than anyone in town. We all always requested Rose to make our bouquets instead of Hettie, but Hettie never minded. She owned the place, after all.


  On her way home from work one evening, Rose's car stalled a half mile fromHouse. She walked there to get out of the cold, and to call her mother. At the front door she rapped the lion-headed knocker three times. Then the door opened and wind rushed past her like a sigh. She smelled dust and medicine and old people. Something musty and sweet and earthy. Jonas stood in front of her, a frown on his sad young face. He was already an orphan at the age of thirty. “Yes?” he asked in a tone of voice that implied that he couldn't possibly be interested in any reason why our Rose was appearing before him. “Can I help you?"


  Rose was about to ask if she could use his phone when she heard a voice calling from inside. “Rose,” it whispered. Its voice rustled like leaves in a breeze. “Please help us,” the house pleaded. And then she thought she heard it say, “Need, need, need.” Or perhaps it had said something altogether different. The walls swelled behind Jonas's shoulder, inhaling, exhaling, and the sound of a heartbeat suddenly could be heard.


  "Are you all right?” Jonas asked, cocking his head to the side. “Rose Billings, right? I haven't seen you since you were a little girl."


  "Yes,” said Rose, but she didn't know if she was saying yes to his question or to the house's question. She shook her head, winced, then looked up at Jonas again. Light cocooned his body, silvery and stringy as webs.


  "Come in,” he offered, moving aside for her to enter, and Rose went in, looking around for the source of the voice as she cautiously moved forward.


  Mary Kay Billings didn't hear from her daughter for three days after that. That night she called the police and spoke to Sheriff Dawson. He'd found Rose's car stuck in the snow. They called all over town, to Hettie's Flower Shop, to the pharmacy, because Rose was supposed to pick up cold medicine for Mary Kay. Eventually Rose called Mary Kay and said, “I'm okay. I'm not coming home. Pack my things and send them to me."


  "Where are you?” Mary Kay demanded.


  "Have someone bring my things toHouse,” Rose said.


  "House?!” shouted Mary Kay Billings.


  "I'm a married woman now, Mother,” Rose explained, and that was the beginning of the end of her.


  
    Jonas in his cups
  


  He had many of them. Cups, that is. Most of them filled with tea and whiskey. Jonas Addleson had been a drinker since the age of eight, as if he were the son of a famous movie star. They are all a sad lot, the children of movie stars and rich folk. Too often they grow up unhappy, unaccustomed to living in a world in which money and fame fade as fast as they are heaped upon them.


  Jonas Addleson was not famous beyond our town, but his family left him wealthy. His father's father had made money during the Second World War in buttons. He had a button factory over in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It's long gone by now, of course. They made all sorts of buttons, the women who worked in the factory while the men were in Europe. ThroughoutHouse you will still find a great many buttons. In the attic, on the pantry shelves, in the old playroom for the children, littered in out-of-the-way places: under beds, in the basement, among the ashes in the fireplace (unburned, as if fire cannot touch them).


  This is not to say Rose Addleson was a bad housekeeper. In fact, Rose Addleson should have got an award for keeping house. She rarely found time for anything but cleaning and keeping. It was the house that did this eternal parlor trick. No matter how many buttons Rose removed, they returned in a matter of weeks.


  When Rose first arrived atHouse, Jonas showed her into the living room, then disappeared into the kitchen to make tea. The living room was filled with Victorian furniture with carved armrests, covered in glossy chintz. A large mirror hung on the wall over the fireplace, framed in gold leaf. The fire in the fireplace crackled, filling the room with warmth. On the mantel over the fire, what appeared to be coins sat in neat stacks, row upon row of them. Rose went to them immediately, wondering what they were. They were the first buttons she'd find. When Jonas returned, carrying a silver tray with the tea service on it, he said, “Good, get warm. It's awfully cold outside."


  He handed Rose a cup of tea and she sipped it. It was whiskey-laced and her skin began to flush, but she thanked him for his hospitality and sipped at the tea until the room felt a little more like home.


  "The least I can do,” he said, shrugging. Then remembering what she'd come for, he said, “The phone. One second. I'll bring it to you."


  He turned the corner, but as soon as he was gone, the house had her ear again. “Another soul gone to ruin,” it sighed with the weight of worry behind it. “Unless you do something."


  "But what can I do?” said Rose. “It's nothing to do with me. Is it?"


  The house shivered. The stacks of buttons on the mantel toppled, the piles scattering, a few falling into the fire below. “You have what every home needs,” said the house.


  "I'm no one,” said Rose. “Really."


  "I wouldn't say that,” Jonas said in the frame of the doorway. He had a portable phone in his hand, held out for her to take. “I mean, we're all someone. A son or daughter, a wife or husband, a parent. Maybe you're right, though,” he said a moment later. “Maybe we're all no one in the end."


  "What do you mean?” asked Rose. She put the teacup down to take the phone.


  "I'm thinking of my family. All gone now. So I guess by my own definition that makes me nothing."


  Rose batted her eyelashes instead of replying. Then she put the phone down on the mantel next to the toppled towers of buttons. She sat down in one of the chintz armchairs and said, “Tell me more."


  
    The first lost family
  


  Before the Addlesons, the Oliver family lived inHouse. Before the Olivers lived inHouse, the family that built the house lived there. But the name of that family has been lost to the dark of history. What we know about that family is that they were from the moors of Yorkshire. That they had come with money to build the house. That the house was one of the first built in this part of Ohio. That our town hadn't even been a town at that point. We shall call them the Blanks, as we do in town, for the sake of easiness in conversation.


  The Blanks lived inHouse for ten years before it took them. One by one the Blanks died or disappeared, which is the same thing as dying if you think about it, for as long as no one you love can see or hear you, you might as well be a ghost.


  The Blanks consisted of Mr. Blank, Mrs. Blank, and their two children, twin boys with ruddy cheeks and dark eyes. The photos we have of them are black and white, but you can tell from the pictures that their eyes are dark and that their cheeks are ruddy by the serious looks on their faces. No smiles, no hint of happiness. They stand outside the front porch ofHouse, all together, the parents behind the boys, their arms straight at their sides, wearing dark suits.


  The father, we know, was a farmer. The land he farmed has changed hands over the years, but it was once the Blank family apple orchard. Full of pinkish-white blossoms in the spring, full of shiny fat globes of fruit in autumn. It was a sight, let us tell you. It was a beautiful sight.


  The first to disappear was one of the boys. Let's call him Ephraim. He was the ruddier of the two, and often on his own, even though his parents taught him not to wander. One afternoon he and his brother went into the orchard to pick apples, but in the evening, when the sun began to set, only Ephraim's brother returned toHouse, tears streaming down his face.


  "What's the matter?” asked Mrs. Blank. “Where's your brother?"


  But the boy (William, we'll call him) could only shake his head. Finally he was able to choke out this one sentence:


  "The orchard took him."


  Then he burst into tears again.


  This, of course, sparked a heated debate around town. We who live here have always been a spirited group of people, ready to speculate about anything that might affect us. The general consensus arrived at was that the boy had been taken. Someone must have stolen him, like the fairies did in the old country. A stranger passing through, who perhaps saw the perfect round ruddy globes of Ephraim's cheeks and mistook them for apples. It is a dark thought, this possible narrative. But dark thoughts move through this world whether we like it or not.


  Mr. Blank died soon after his son's disappearance. He died, as they say, of a broken heart. Mrs. Blank found him in the kitchen, slumped over in his chair, his head on the table. She thought he was crying again, as he often did after his son's vanishing. But when she stroked his hair and then his cheek, she found him cold, his heart stopped up with sorrow.


  They buried Mr. Blank in the orchard, beneath the tree where William last saw Ephraim. And only two years later Mrs. Blank woke one night to find that she was alone inHouse. She searched every room twice, but could not find her last remaining family member, her young William.


  It was the middle of winter, in the middle of the night, and when Mrs. Blank stepped outside onto the front porch, she found a set of footprints in the snow that gathered on the steps. She followed them down and out the front gate, around back of the house and through the orchard, where they came to a stop at her husband's grave, at the tree where William last saw Ephraim. Mrs. Blank called out for William, but she only got her own voice back. That and the screech of an owl crossing the face of the moon above her.


  Suddenly a rumbling came from insideHouse. Mrs. Blank looked at the dark backside of the house, at its gingerbread eaves and its square roof, at its dark windows tinseled with starlight, and shuddered at the thought of going back in without anyone waiting for her, without her son beside her. The house rumbled again, though, louder this time, and she went without further hesitation. Some women marry a house, and this bond neither man nor God can break.


  William's body was never found, poor child. Like his brother, he vanished into nothing.


  But we say the orchard took him.


  
    Everything you need
  


  It took Rose and Jonas Addleson less than a year to make their doomed daughter. Full of passion for one another, they made love as often as possible, trying to bring her into this world, trying to make life worth living. This was perhaps not what Rose felt she needed, but Jonas wanted children, and what Jonas wanted, Rose wanted too. That's the thing about marriage. Suddenly you want together. You no longer live in desire alone.


  What Rose wanted was for Jonas to be happy. She would marry him within a day of meeting him on the front porch ofHouse during that fateful blizzard, knowing this was to be her home. The house had told her. And soon it had become apparent that Jonas didn't want her to leave either. When she went to call her mother, he had interrupted to say, “Would you like more tea?” When she had moved toward the front door, he'd stood up and said, “Would you like to lie down and rest?"


  They shared more whiskey-laced tea, and before the night was over Rose found herself sitting next to Jonas on the sofa, holding his hand while he told her his family's story. How his grandfather had owned the button factory during the war, how his father had killed himself twenty years ago by placing a gun in his mouth and pulling the trigger. How his mother had worked her fingers to the bone taking care of everything: the house, Jonas, his father's bloody mess in the bathroom. “I found him,” Jonas said. “I was ten. On the mirror in the bathroom. There was blood all over it. He was lying in a pool of blood on the floor. Mama scrubbed and scrubbed, but it wouldn't come out. Not until she asked the house to help her."


  He paused, gulping the story down again. Rose watched the way the column of his throat moved as he swallowed. She wanted to kiss him right there, where the Adam's apple wriggled under the skin. Instead she asked, “What did the house do?"


  He looked at her, his eyes full of fear. “She told me to leave the bathroom. So I left, closing the door behind me. I waited outside with my ear against the door, but I couldn't hear anything. After a few minutes passed, I knocked. Then a few more minutes passed. I was going to knock again, but before my knuckles hit, the door swung open, and there was Mama, wringing her hands in a damp rag. There was no blood on her, not even a speck. And when I looked behind her, the carpet was as clean as ever, as if no dead body had bled to death on it."


  "The house loves you,” Rose said.


  Jonas looked at her curiously. “What do you mean?"


  "It loves you. Can't you feel it? It's trying to tell you something."


  "If it's trying to communicate,” said Jonas, “it has a sad idea of conversation."


  She held those words close as soon as he said them, she pressed them to her chest like a bouquet. This was why she had been brought there, she realized. In this instant she knew she would translate for him. She would bring back all that he had lost. She'd be his mother, she'd be his father, she'd be his wife, she'd have his children. A family, she thought. With a family, he'd never be alone.


  She leaned into him, still holding his hand, and kissed him. Without moving back again, she looked up through her eyelashes and said, “I have everything you need."


  
    A child bride
  


  The story of the Oliver family is a sad one. No, let us revise that statement: It is not sad, it is disturbing. We don't like to talk about it around town anymore. We are all glad thatHouse took the Olivers, for they were a bad lot, given to drinking and gambling, as well as other unwholesome activities.


  The Olivers moved intoHouse just past the turn of the century, after Mrs. Blank died. Our grandparents found Mrs. Blank several weeks after her passing, due to the smell that began to spread down Buckeye Street. It was one of the only times they'd gone intoHouse, and we remember it to this day: the hardwood floors, the chintz furniture, the stone mantel over the fireplace, the stairs that creaked as you stepped up into the long hallway of the second floor, the second floor itself, the lower half of the hall paneled with dark polished wood. And the bathroom, of course, where all of the trouble eventually focused its energy. It was a fine house, really, with wide windows to let light in, though even with all of that light the house held too many shadows. Our grandparents did not linger. They took Mrs. Blank's body to the county coroner's office in Warren and left the doctor to his business.


  Less than a year later, Mr. and Mrs. Oliver came toHouse with their three children: two boys, one nearly a man, one still muddling through adolescence, and a girl about to bloom. At first our grandparents didn't think badly of the Olivers. It takes a certain amount of time for a family to reveal its secrets. So for the first few years, they welcomed the Olivers as if they had always lived among us. The Olivers began attending the Methodist church on Fisher-Corinth Road. They sent the younger boy and girl to school with our children. The oldest boy worked as a field hand for local farmers. His work was good, according to Miles Willard, who paid the boy to clear fields those first few years, before all of the madness started to happen again.


  How to tell about that madness? We suppose we might as well start with Mrs. Oliver's murder. Two of our children found her body in Sugar Creek. They had been going to catch crayfish, but found Mrs. Oliver's body tangled in the roots of a tree that grew out of the bank instead. She had been severely beaten: her face covered in yellow-brown bruises, her skull cracked on the crown. Dark fingerprints lingered on her throat, so we knew she had been strangled. We still do not forgive her murderer for leaving her for us to find. People should take care of their own dirty work.


  Since they had a murder on their hands, our grandparents called on the sheriff to deal with the matter. They marched him right up toHouse expecting trouble. But what they found was the front door open and, inside, Mr. Oliver's body spread out on the dining room table, a butcher knife sticking straight up out of his throat. The sheriff asked several of our grandfathers to back him up as he explored the rest of the house. And so they did, each carrying a rifle as they descended into the basement, then up to the second floor, finding nothing suspicious. It was when the ceiling creaked above them that they knew someone was in the attic.


  They tried opening the attic door, but it had been locked from the inside. So they busted it down, only to be met with a blast from the rifle of Mr. and Mrs. Oliver's middle child. The sheriff took the shot in his shoulder. He fell backwards, but our grandfathers caught him. Several of them returned fire at the boy. He left a smear of blood on the wall as he collapsed against it.


  They found the oldest boy and the girl bound and gagged in the attic. They were wild with fear. Their brother had killed their parents and was going to kill them, too, they said. This was all over a fight the boy had had with his parents about a debt he'd run up over in Meadville, playing poker with older men who knew how to outwit him. He wanted his parents to pay his debt, but they wouldn't. They insisted he work to pay for his debts and his drinking, just as their oldest son did. After he killed his parents, he wasn't sure what to do with his siblings, so he tied them up, and there they still were, alive and none the worse for wear, and we thought perhaps we had salvaged something from that house's evil.


  The oldest Oliver boy and his sister stayed on atHouse. They had nowhere to go, no people. Just each other. The boy kept working as a field hand, the girl continued her schooling. But soon her attendance dropped off, and then she stopped coming altogether. She started working to help with the keeping of the house and the paying of her brother's debts. She took in wash if people gave it to her. She mended stockings. She raised chickens, selling eggs at the general store to make extra money. Anything she could get her hands on she turned into cash.


  At first she seemed awfully hard-working and a good girl, but we soon discovered not only was she working to pay off her brother's debts, but to prepare for the child growing inside her. When her stomach began to round out the fronts of her dresses, we knew what was going on up atHouse. This was something our grandparents could not abide, so they stopped giving the girl work. They stopped buying her eggs, and the farmers released her brother from his duties. In no time at all, the brother and the child bride packed up their things and left. Without the aid of our grandparents, they could not live among us. This is the way all of the families that lived inHouse should have been dealt with all these years maybe. Without mercy. But Lord knows we are a merciful lot.


  Word came several months after the siblings left that they had been seen in Cleveland, living together, posing as a married couple.


  
    The baby's room
  


  Here it is, in the same condition as when the baby was living. The crib with the mobile of brass stars still spinning in space above it, the rocking chair near the eastern window, where sunlight falls in the morning, the walls painted to look like the apple orchard in summer, the ceiling sky blue, as if the baby girl had lived outdoors forever, never inside the confines ofHouse.


  We know the room is still like this because Mary Kay Billings has seen it. Twice since the baby died she has gone to visit her daughter, and both times the baby's room was as it was during her last visit. Two years after the child's death it begins to seem a bit odd, really. She suggested changing it into a sewing room maybe, but Rose shook her head. “No, Mother,” she said. “That's not allowed to happen."


  Mary Kay Billings has no patience with her daughter. We all understand this. If our daughters had married into a family that lived inHouse without our permission, we'd have no patience either. Poor Mary Kay is one of the pillars of our community. She is one of our trustees, she sings in the church choir. At the elementary school, she volunteers her time three days a week, three hours each of those days, to aid in the tutoring of our children. Mary Kay Billings has raised her daughter, has lived through the death of her husband, God rest his soul (for he would roll in his grave to know what happened to his child), and yet Mary Kay still gives to others for the good of her community. This is the way a town works, not how Rose would have it. We all think Rose is a bit selfish, really, leaving her mother to struggle alone, leaving Hettie without any warning (we liked her flower arrangements better than Hettie's and better than the replacement girl's, so it's even more selfish of her to have done this). Leaving the community altogether, to go live in that place.


  We must mention that not all of us think she is selfish, but only has the appearance of selfishness. Some of us (the minority) believe Rose is noble. A bit too noble, but noble nonetheless. Who else but a self-sacrificing person would take onHouse and its curse? We say a crazy person, but some of us say Rose is doing us a favor. If it weren't Rose, who would the house have brought to its front door when it needed another soul to torment?


  But the baby's room is a bit too much really. We asked Mary Kay Billings what the rest of the house was like and she said, “Buttons! Buttons everywhere, I tell you! I said to Rose, ‘Rose! What's the matter with you? Why are all these buttons lying about?’ and she says to me, ‘Mother, I can't keep up with them. I try, but they keep coming.’ And in the baby's room, too, I noticed. Right in the crib! I said to Rose, ‘Rose! In the crib even?’ and she says to me, can you believe this, she says to me, her own mother, ‘Mother, I think it's best if you go.’”


  "And Jonas?” we asked, leaning in closer. Mary Kay narrowed her eyes and sucked her teeth. “Drunk,” she told us. “Drunk as usual."


  
    Life during wartime
  


  In the nineteen-forties, most of our men had been taken overseas to fight against the devil, and our women stayed behind, keeping things about town running smoothly. All over America, women came out of their houses and went into men's workplaces. We still argue about who was made for what sort of work, but in the end we know it's all a made-up sort of decision. Nothing fell apart, nothing broke while the men were off fighting. In fact, things maybe went a bit smoother (this of course being an opinion of a certain sector of our population and must be qualified). In any case, the factories were full of women, and in Pittsburgh, just across the state border, James Addleson, the grandfather of our own Jonas, had his ladies making buttons for the uniforms of soldiers.


  The Addlesons had boughtHouse several years before the war had broken out, but we rarely saw them. They were a Pennsylvania family and only spent part of their summers with us. Occasionally we'd see them in autumn for the apple festival. The Addlesons had money, andHouse was one of their luxuries. They had passed through our town during their travels and Mrs. Addleson had seen the house and wanted it immediately. James Addleson didn't argue with her. Why on earth she would want to buy a house in the country, no matter how stately and beautiful, was beyond him. But he had gotten used to giving the woman what she wanted. It was easier. And it soothed any guilt he might have felt for other, less attractive activities in which he participated. Especially later, after the war started.


  Now Mrs. Addleson was a beautiful woman. She had a smooth complexion, high cheekbones, and a smile that knocked men over like a high wind had hit them. She wore fire engine red lipstick, which we must say is a bit racy but something to look at. Occasionally she'd come to town without Mr. Addleson. She'd bring their children, a girl in her teens and the little boy who would later grow up to be Jonas Addleson's father. During the war, we started seeing her and the kids more often. We'd find her shopping in the grocery store, or coming to church on Sundays, sitting in the last pew as if she didn't want to intrude on our services. Eventually we got used to her being around, and some of the women even got to be something like friends with her.


  Mr. Addleson often stayed in Pittsburgh to look after his factory. We felt bad for the Addlesons. Even though James Addleson didn't go to war since he had a business to manage, his family suffered like anyone's. Whenever we asked Mrs. Addleson how her husband faired, she'd say, “Buttons! Buttons everywhere!” and throw her hands in the air. She was a strange lady, now that we think about it. Never had a straight answer for anyone.


  For a while we thought perhapsHouse had settled into a restful sleep, or that even the spirit that inhabited the place had moved on to better climates. We hoped, we prayed, and during the war, it seemed our prayers had been answered. Finally a family lived inHouse without murdering one another or disappearing altogether. We thought perhaps we'd been foolish all those years to think the house haunted. We shook our heads, laughing a little, thinking ourselves to be exactly what everyone who makes their homes in cities considers us: backwoods, superstitious, ignorant.


  But then our peaceful period of welcome embarrassment broke. Like a cloud that's been gathering a storm, holding inside the rain and lightning and thunder until it bursts forth, flooding the lives of those who live below it, soHouse released its evil upon our town once more.


  This time, though, we realized its hand reached further than we had previously thought possible. This time we knew something was wrong when detectives from Pittsburgh began to appear on our doorsteps, asking questions about the Addlesons. How long had they been living in our town? How often did we see them? Did they go to church? Did they send their children to school with our children? What were they like? What did we know about their doings? In the end, we realized we knew little about the Addlesons. As we have said already, it takes time for families to reveal their secrets.


  They found the first body in the basement, the second in the attic, the third buried in the orchard, and the fourth stuffed in a defunct well on the property. All women. All girls from Pittsburgh, the detectives told us. All pregnant with James Addleson's babies.


  We were disgusted. Oh, but we were disgusted. Never had the house erupted with such evil before. Never! We thought the Oliver family massacre and the decline of its surviving children to be the worst, the worst possible manipulation the house could imagine. And here we were faced with something even more despicable. While Mrs. Addleson raised her children in the quiet of our country town, James Addleson had been manipulating his women workers into sleeping with him. At first we assumed the women were a bad sort, and possibly their lust had gotten them into this trouble (as any of the great sins will surely do) but then we heard the news that seven other girls in the button factory had come forward. He had threatened to take their jobs away from them, they said, if they wouldn't give him what he wanted. They had been lucky, they said. They hadn't gotten pregnant. “It could have been us,” one of the girls said in an anonymous interview. “It could have been any one of us."


  It took the police a week to find the bodies of all four girls. The one in the well was the hardest to locate. We all prayed for their poor families back in Pittsburgh, for their poor husbands at war, off fighting that devil while another devil pursued their wives at home.


  We had a notion to burn downHouse then, and were going to do that. We were gathering, the old and the young and the women left behind by their husbands. We were gathering to destroy the place when word came that Mrs. Addleson would not be leaving. She was going to stay and raise her children here among us. Her husband's factory would be closing; he'd be going to prison. She needed a place for her children. The children, we thought, oh what sacrifices we make for our children! This we understood all too well.


  So we left the house alone, and her in it. And even after her daughter grew up to be a fine, respectable woman, graduating from our very own high school, and went off to college to marry a doctor, even after Mrs. Addleson died and left her son, the heir of James Addleson, alone inHouse, we allowed him to live there without any interference as well.


  He was smart enough not to court our daughters. He went to college like his sister and came back a married man, his wife already expecting. This was in the nineteen-seventies, mind you, and such things happened among our children, it seemed, without them thinking much about it. We said nothing. We scolded ourselves and told ourselves it was not our business, and to stop caring.


  But if it is not the business of one's community, whose business is it?


  If we'd have intervened, if we'd have tried to get the Addlesons some other living arrangement, perhaps poor Jonas would not have walked into the bathroom at the age of ten to find his father's dead body, the blood spilling out of his shattered skull.


  Why did the son of James Addleson kill himself? You are probably wondering. The answer is simple. It was those girls his daddy murdered. We have seen and heard them ourselves on occasion, wandering through the orchards, climbing out of the well, beating on the windows of the cellar and attic. We have seen and heard them, and continued on our way, ignoring them.


  James Addleson's son was not so lucky. He lived with them. He heard them day and night, talking about his father's evil. In the end, they convinced him to join them.


  
    A visit
  


  But not our own sweet Rose! How could this have happened? We often wondered where we went wrong. Through all the years of that house's torments, never did our own children go near it. We taught them well, or so we thought. But that house would get what it wanted. Our own sweet Rose. How we have fretted these past three years she has been gone from us. How we pray for her and for Mary Kay Billings nightly. And how Mary Kay suffers. How she holds herself together, never mentioning her daughter unless we ask after her. Never wanting to burden us. And how we all have our crosses. Which is why we did what we have done.


  We had let the Addleson family linger under the spell of the house's evil, and because of that Jonas's father took his own life, and Jonas himself became the wreck he is today. We thought we were doing best by them, leaving them to their own choices, trying not to interfere with the lives of others. But we saw how wrong we were whenHouse took our Rose, when it took our Rose's little girl. And then, recently, when Mary Kay Billings mentioned to one of us that Rose had been asking after her cousin, Marla Jean Simmons. “Could you send her on up here, Mother? I'm sort of lonesome. And I could use some help around the house."


  It was then we decided to take action. Not one more of our children would we let that house ravage.


  We approached Mary Kay Billings with our plans, and tears, buckets full of them, were shed that day. Poor Mary Kay, always trying to be the tough woman, the one who will not be disturbed, yet when we came to her and said, “We shall make that house a visit,” she burst, she broke like a dam.


  "Thank you,” she told us. “Oh thank you, I can't do it alone any longer. Maybe with all of us there she'll let us talk some sense into her."


  So we selected representatives. Mr. Adams, the town lawyer. He inspired fear in his opposition, so we chose him hoping the house would fear his authority. Mrs. Baker, the principal of our elementary school, who Rose once respected as a child. Pastor Merritt, since a man of God in cases such as this is necessary. Tom Morrissey, the undertaker, who has dealt with death long enough not to fear it. And Shell Richards, one of our school bus drivers, because she is simply a force to be reckoned with, and we all of us stay out of her way, especially when she's been drinking.


  Together, led by Mary Kay Billings, we trudged up the road toHouse on a cool spring evening when the buds were on the trees, the sap rising. At the gate, we hesitated for only a moment to look at each other and confirm our convictions by nodding. Then Mary Kay swung the gate open and up the path we went.


  As soon as our feet touched those porch steps, though, we felt the life of whatever lived there coursing beneath us. We shuddered, but continued. Since it was not a social visit, we didn't bother knocking, just opened the door and went straight on in. “Rose!” we called loudly. “Rose!” And soon enough, she appeared on the landing above us, looking down at us with a peculiar glare, icy and distant.


  "What are you all doing here?” she asked. Her voice sounded far away, as if she were speaking through her body, as if her body were this thing that came between her and the rest of the world. Her hand rested on the newel post of the landing, massaging it as she waited.


  "We've come to help you, darling,” Mary Kay said. We all thought it best that she spoke first.


  "I don't need any help now,” said Rose. “What help would I be needing, Mother? Why didn't you send Marla Jean like I asked?"


  We immediately saw Mary Kay's resolve fading, so Mr. Adams spoke up. “Dear,” he said. “Come down to us. We're taking you out of this place. We're taking you home this very instant."


  Rose cocked her head to the side, though, and slowly shook it. “I don't think so,” she told us. “I'm a grown woman. I can make my own decisions. And my home is here, thank you very much."


  "Where's your husband?” asked Mrs. Baker. But Rose didn't answer. She only looked at Mrs. Baker suspiciously, as if a trap were being set.


  "We're going to help him, too, dear,” said Pastor Merritt. “But we need to get you both to safety. We must ask God to help us now."


  "God?” said Rose, and we shivered. We'd never heard a word so full of goodness said in such a way that it sent chills up and down our spines. “God?” she said again, then started down the stairs toward us. “I haven't heard Him in a long time,” said Rose. We nodded. We remembered. She hadn't come to church since she was twelve.


  "He is always listening,” said Pastor Merritt. “All you have to do is ask for His help, and He will provide."


  "I don't talk,” said Rose. “I'm the one who listens."


  We didn't nod this time. We weren't sure what to make of what she was saying.


  "Enough of this,” said Shell Richards suddenly, and we all, even Rose, looked at her, puzzled by her outburst. “Enough dillydallying,” said Shell. She stepped right up to Rose, grabbed her arm and said, “You're coming with us, little girl."


  Mary Kay ran up the stairs to gather a few things for her daughter while Rose fought to free herself from Shell's grip. “Stop struggling,” Shell warned, but Rose struggled. She slipped, and as she fell buttons poured out of her sweater pockets, scattering across the floor.


  Then a scream spilled down the staircase and we knew Mary Kay Billings was in trouble. We abandoned Rose on the floor and rushed up the stairs, one after the other, the steps creaking beneath us, until we came to the baby's room with the mural of the orchard painted on the walls and the sky on the ceiling. Mary Kay stood in the center of the room, near the crib, staring apparently at nothing. We followed her stare, and in the mural we saw the Blank boy, Ephraim, sitting in an apple tree, looking out at us. You could tell it was him by the dark eyes and the ruddy cheeks.


  We took Mary Kay Billings by the arm and led her back down the stairs then, only to find that Rose had disappeared on us. “Who saw her last?” we asked each other, but no one had stayed with her. We had all gone running to Mary Kay when she called.


  We searched the house from top to bottom, shouting for either of them to come to us. “Rose!” we called. “Jonas!” But all we found were buttons, and all we heard were the screams of dead mothers, and all we smelled was the house's evil circling us like a dark cloud.


  We were too late. Our chance had come and we had failed her. The house had taken her and Jonas before we could free them, and so we left, defeated, not bothering to close the door behind us. Let the wind have it, we thought, let the rain flood it, let it all fall down in ruin. For that was the last family thatHouse would take, we decided at that very moment. Never again would we allow anyone to go near it.


  
    If walls could talk
  


  And they do talk, if you know how to listen. If you know how to pay attention to the way a roof sighs, or a window slides open with relief, or a step creaks its complaints out. If you know how to hear what those walls are saying, you will hear unbearable stories, stories you would never imagine possible, stories we would rather turn away from. But we cannot turn away, for they will only follow us. They will find us, one by one, alone and frightened, and tear us apart if we try to stop our ears up.


  The Blank family is still with us. The Olivers too. And those poor dead girls from Pittsburgh still linger, howling through the night as we try to sleep. And Jonas's father, the gun cracking his life open like a pocket watch, to let all of the time spill out of him. And now Jonas, too. Wherever he is, we hope he's restful. And Rose. Poor Rose. We don't hear from Rose, though. She never talked to us. She only listened.


  
    * * * *
  


  "What We Know About the Lost Families ofHouse” was written after I'd left my rural hometown in Ohio and had lived in a variety of suburbs, cities and beach towns only to come home years later and find the same voice of that town speaking in its same rhythms about the factories and the farms and the fields and the families that worked them. Hearing that voice again made me understand I had crossed many boundaries in my life. I was the only child in my family to graduate from college, the only one to leave the town my parents themselves had been born and raised in to live in other places, to learn another language even, when I eventually moved to Japan where I lived and worked for two years. That town's voice was a touchstone to the family that made me, but also revealed how I'd crossed out of that rural working class family into a world where I was able to be an academic, a writer, a world traveler, and many other things as well. That voice, the collective “we” of the story that knows so much about its citizens and yet so little of their inner lives, reminded me that I was both of that place I was born to, but not of it now as well, that I stood on a border between the many places that have shaped me ever since. The town in “What We Know About the Lost Families ofHouse” was the first place to mark my passage through this world, and no matter where I live and who I become I will always stand on its threshold, with one foot in those fields and farms and the other in the whole wide world beyond.


  Christopher Barzak
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    Post Hoc
  


  
    Leslie What
  


  Her boyfriend dumped her two months ago, and so far Stella hasn't been able to trick him into answering his phone. Caller ID. She should sue the guy who invented it. Because they really need to talk. At least, she does. Christopher's already said what he has to say; he's made that clear. Their last time together, they fought over who should have remembered the rubber. “This is why it should have been you,” Christopher explained. He wasn't sure he wanted a baby. Neither was she, but now she's gonna have one.


  Stella calls and leaves another message Christopher won't answer. If he only heard her voice, his heart would soften with compassion. If he saw her now, he'd see her changed body, her tall frame slightly stooped on account of the cramps the doctor said were normal, her nipples darkened to the color of freckles, the flattering swell of her breasts. He'd take pity on what she has become. She stares into her phone and wills him to answer. It's not much of a contest. His will doesn't give a damn.


  She tries yet another foolproof tactic and speed dials Pizza Schmizza to order a pizza, their pizza, heavy on the sliced red onions, black olives, and anchovies. She knows she shouldn't charge things over her cell phone, because criminals could steal personal information, but a case of credit card fraud might be an improvement to this feeling that nobody is listening. She adds a five-dollar tip to motivate the delivery guy, in case there's any problem at the drop-off.


  She imagines Christopher's look of confusion when he opens the door and inhales the irresistible aromas of sweet tomatoes and mozzarella toasted to a golden transparency. Naturally, he'll think of her, and hesitate before accepting the box. He'll lock the doors, slide home the bolts, and lower the blinds before sitting on the couch to contemplate the wisdom of eating a pizza of unknown origin. He'll resist flipping open the box until the aromatic premonition of salt and tang and sweet makes his stomach growl. It will only be a matter of time before he succumbs. She pictures him opening his mouth, tongue darting out to lick up sauce that's fled the tyranny of cheese. He'll chew, and think of her. She'll seize the moment, call him again; this time he'll pick up. They'll work things out. They'll marry. Hilo for the honeymoon. Snorkeling and hiking. Her last chance wearing a bikini without stretch marks. They'll have to hurry, or it could be a second trimester wedding. Higher chance of stretch marks. The dress will cost more, too. Extra fabric. She'll bear their son, and the boy will look just like his father. Christopher Junior. Thick, dark lashes that old ladies will notice and gush, “Why is it that only the boys have long lashes?” A child of such intelligence and kindness he will bridge the widening gap between her and her family, who think she's made too many poor choices in her young life and are practicing a modified form of Tough Love.


  Only one problem with her fantasy: the very act of visualizing the pizza produces nausea and she spends the rest of the night curled around the toilet, bent over in a bathroom interpretation of the Swan Lake ballet, the chance for a perfect moment ruined by hormonal imbalances. She's so sick to her stomach she can't calm her nerves with a cigarette, just as well. The doctor warned her smoking was bad for the baby.


  She needs another plan. Enough with the candygrams and e-cards, even an off-duty process server hired to deliver her proclamation of love. She's running out of options and there's only one thing left: mail herself to him. It's all done online now. Takes five minutes and ta-da! Insuring herself for the fifty dollars costs a buck thirty-five. The price doubles for each additional fifty. Since she's broke, there's no sense fretting about true value when the minimum is enough to ensure special handling. She arranges for her postman to pick up. Good thing she's doing this now, as the rates go up in another week. Some things never change, but postage isn't one of them.


  She prints Christopher's name, address, and postage onto a label, and recycles the shiny backing, a bit prematurely, as now she must wrestle with the sticky label and think about where to stick it. She checks the mirror to see if applying the label to her chest or forehead is more dignified, dignity being hard to come by when you're mailing yourself to your boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. At least, according to him.


  Forehead it is.


  Stella waits on the porch and at noon, her carrierJoearrives, and hands her a catalogue from the community college she attended for one semester. Also a past due notice from the medical lab. Three rabbits, all dead, but she had to be sure. Joe notices the address label on her head and takes two seconds to understand what she's up to. His nod is sympathetic, patient. He says, “Gotta put you in back until I'm done for the day."


  "You do what you have to,” Stella says, disappointed Joe has made it so obvious she's not the first to resort to desperate measure.


  The postal van idles at the curb. “While you're at it,” she says, “would you mind taking my outgoing mail?” There's a postcard she's been meaning to send and a trial subscription to Working Mom.


  "Be happy to,” says Joe. He hoists her down the driveway and opens the swinging doors at the back of his van.


  She squats inside a nest of media mail lining a white plastic tub, one of many white tubs with slots cut out in the sides for easy lifting. Some of the tubs are small and filled with a toss of Number 10 envelopes and some are large enough to hold microwave ovens. On the side of each tub is a modernist silkscreen USPS blue eagle, a reminder there is order in chaos.


  Joe takes his seat in front, on the right side, and putt-putts up the street. “Feel free to read magazines,” Joe says. “Just don't tear out recipe cards, or I'll get complaints.” He pauses at the next mailbox, picks up a bundle of mail, and gently taps it home. He drives on. On the floor by his foot sits a copy of Post Office by Charles Bukowski.


  She pretends she's on her honeymoon, that she and Christopher are walking over warm beach sand, the fine, dry kind that doesn't stick to your skin or get trapped in your butt crack. She breathes into her sleeve to escape the mushroomy odor of newspapers, exhaust, and detergent samples. She is smelling for two, and it stinks.


  Joe finishes his route by five. He parks in the post office alley and transfers his white tubs onto a conveyor belt. He stamps Stella's cheek, Hand Cancel with red ink. “Oops,” he says, and wets his thumb, rubs small circles across her skin. “Didn't mean to smudge."


  "It's okay,” she says, a little embarrassed by the personal attention.


  "Got it,” he says, and stops rubbing. “Have a good night."


  "I will,” she answers before disappearing behind a rubber flap that separates the natural world from the post office. The echo of footsteps tapping concrete punctuates the buzz of sorting machines that spit out stacks according to zip code. The conveyer belt transports her through the cryptic and industrious night world of the post office. There are no windows and no doors. It's a lot like being on one of those theme park rides, where you're told to keep your hands and arms inside the boat. Stella expects to hear the “It's a Small World” song cycle endlessly until it's a meme she can't get out of her head without deprogramming. She can't find a comfortable position, and in order to lie down in her box she must twist her body like a Möbius strip or her forearms and calves jut out from the sides. The night passes slowly and she considers giving up and going home, but she's too lonely to want to be alone. She watches the clock, counts the seconds. The shift supervisor takes note of her insomnia. “Let's see what we can do,” he says. He unlocks a cabinet, removes a thick roll of plastic, tears off lengths of bubble wrap and cushions her white tub with doubled-over sheets. “Double bubble,” he says.


  Memories of that sickly sweet pink chewing gum scent make her want to throw up. Her eyes are so dry the lids won't close without great effort. She's almost too tired to sleep. Her mind is still sorting facts, just not into neat stacks, and it's obvious that her life lacks the zip codes to make everything fall into place.


  The night shift supervisor says, “I have an idea,” and covers her tub with another just like it, building a cabin, of sorts, more of a box. The opaque plastic lets in the light, provides privacy and space to sit up. Her cabin is cozy enough, though you're never as comfortable as in your own bed. She dozes, wakes, dozes. In the morning she's processed alongside the rest of the local mail. They date stamp her elbow and cancel her lips. She bonks her forehead against the scanner, but as long as the address is still readable, she's told she's good to go. She's transferred to a crate containing other mail requiring special handling. There's a taxidermy skunk with no return address, a ripe pork sausagecasing ready to burstwith a note that says, “Thinking of you,” an oil-stained cardboard box labeled “Blubber from Alaska.” It's as if they are in this together, a frightening thought.


  Joe strolls past, wearing a short-sleeved permanent-press shirt that matches his blue pants. How is it that every man looks good in a uniform unless it's postal? When she met Christopher, he was wearing his Swiss minimalist lifeguard togs: red Speedos, a white whistle on a red cord, a red foam rescue tube with RESCUE printed in large white letters. She'd fallen hard after that first taste of CPR. He'd saved her life, only to ruin it later.


  Anonymity is difficult in a small town, impossible on a postal route. Since Christopher lives close, along with all they've shared, they share the same carrier.


  "How you doing?” Joe asks. He's a poet, but he never says anything worth remembering.


  Her boobs feel lumpy and heavy, like someone filled them with buckshot during the twenty-five minutes she managed to sleep. “Not so great,” she says.


  "Sorry to hear it.” Joe transfers the white tubs to his van, leaving hers for last. “You okay with this?” he says, with a nod to the skunk.


  She shrugs. “It doesn't smell,” she says. “But thanks."


  Her boyfriend's house is near the end of the route. Stella, in her present state especially, won't fit inside the mailbox, so Joe carries her to the door and rings the bell. He gives it a few tries before setting her on the concrete slab porch. “What are we gonna do now?” he asks, but she knows a rhetorical question when she hears it, and sure enough, he takes out form PS 3605-R from his pocket and starts filling out the blanks. The paper is yellow. He copies the zip code and checks a box informing the occupant a parcel awaits pickup.


  "Can't you just leave me?"


  "Sorry. Someone has to sign to show they've accepted you."


  She doesn't protest. She knows about rules, about rigidity. Her mother was a civil servant. Her father, a career soldier. “There's no democracy in bureaucracy,” he told her. When you work for the government, there's nothing to do but bide your time until retirement. So back she goes, back to her padded crate and night workers who couldn't be kinder. They feed her Vanilla Wafers and saltines and let her use the employee bathroom. She feels special, like the post office cat. She waits to be claimed. And waits. Joe brings her a science fiction book called The Postman by David Brin, but she's not much of a reader, and sets the book on the counter while she uses the bathroom. By the time she remembers, it's disappeared. She becomes friendly with a sorter named Michelle, whose asthma is exacerbated by the glues used to seal envelopes. Twice, she's sent Stella to the lockers for her inhaler, and Stella has stood by, doting, until the rasp of Michelle's wheezing fades and her breathing comes easier. Stella learns the wisdom of having a friend who is in worse shape than she is.


  Michelle has two kids and works night shift while her husband sleeps. She goes home in time to get the children ready for school. Four hours of sleep and then there's after-school activities and cooking. “Not much of a life,” she says. “But it takes two incomes."


  After a week, Joe brings disturbing news. “You can't stay,” he says. “You need to go home."


  "He's coming,” Stella says. “Just another few days.” She looks at her watch, which makes no sense, not that anything about her life makes sense. She just expects it to.


  "Sorry,” Joe says. “Regulations.” He flips through a manual and points to a page, but when she sees the heading Mail Recovery, formerly called the Dead Letter Office, Joe says, it makes her sad, and she only pretends to read the words in question, and nod her head. In the morning, he transfers her to his van and when he gets to that place on the route, delivers her to her house, where she's supposed to sign for herself so he can leave her on the porch.


  Only she won't do it.


  Joe fills out another form, this one chartreuse and marked PS 941-X. “We just had in-service on this,” Joe says. “New form.” They return to the post office to file a report about unaccepted mail. Joe boils water and makes her instant soup. His voice is gentle. “Stay as long as you need,” he says. “You're on my route. Around here, that means something."


  "Thank you,” answers Stella. When her calf seizes up and she has to stretch, she's allowed to walk around unsupervised in the storage room, a space that, like the center of the earth, has seen neither fresh air, nor natural light.


  "Look where you step,” says an old man sitting next to a shopping cart on a green canvas cot. The shopping cart is filled with lumpy black plastic bags and crushed soda cans. Oil-stained buckets from Kentucky Fried Chicken form a makeshift parapet around his encampment. He smells like sour milk and stale tobacco. A dried maple leaf curls through his hair.


  "Do you live here?” she asks.


  He shrugs. “Yeah. It's not so bad. I worked here forty years,” he says in a gentle Southern accent. “Service before that."


  She does the math and it adds up to Vietnam. Sure enough, he's wearing a black tee shirt under his flak jacket with an evil-eyed golden eagle and gold letters that proclaim, “Remember the POWs."


  "What's your name?” she asks.


  "Bartleby,” he says. “Like Melville's scrivener. But you can call me Bart."


  "Like the Simpsons,” she says, being unfamiliar with either Melville or scrivening. She introduces herself.


  "Like Stella Kowalski,” he says. “I once lived on Desire."


  "No,” she says. “Not like anyone.” This isn't true. She just doesn't know who she was named for. Maybe if she did, she'd understand better how she'd ended up living in a post office. She sees misshapen figures like shadow puppets fluttering across the back wall. “Do they live here, too?” she asks.


  The old man shushes her. “It's best not to mention it. Don't ask, don't tell,” he says, “or they'll make you fill out a squatter's form.” He chuckles at his joke and lies back down, leaving up one hand to guard his cart. “First thing you do,” he says, “you get yourself a cart. Unless you can convince one of the blue shirts to give you a locker."


  "I'd prefer a locker,” Stella says.


  "I'm kidding. Sorry, little post office humor. I'll ask one of the boys to bring back a cart next time he makes groceries."


  Stella wanders out, finds the break room. She'd like a cigarette, but the machine is out of everything except Snickers and Wintermint gum. Her stomach roils. She sits with her head between her legs for fifteen minutes until she's able to stand, then go out and find somebody to talk to. She sees why Bart might like it here.


  "Would you like to help sort the outgoing mail?” asks the night supervisor. “Makes the time go faster when you've got something to do.” He finds her a blue uniform she can grow into.


  She works an hour or so before seeing her boyfriend's name whisk by, and she pockets that envelope, and though shamed by her felonious act, her shame is not so strong it prevents her from doing this again. And again. In less than a week, she's a serious serial mail thief who lines her tub with Christopher's correspondence. She steals utility payments, his Texaco charge, and his entry to Publisher's Clearinghouse. She lets him pay his telephone bill.


  She sleeps from four in the morning until noon, and sometimes manages to sneak in a short afternoon nap, but her slumber is frequently interrupted by vivid dreams that leave her exhausted. Today, for instance, she's dreamt she was a sand crab coming up for air just as an animated Swiss Army Knifewith blades for limbsdashed away. She's dreamt Bart asked Joe to deliver a postal money order, but Joe said it was against regulations to reveal her zip code. She's dreamt she was about to add her name to Christopher's mailbox, but couldn't find a Sharpie. This last was a waking dream, and her eyelids flutter into consciousness just as Bart asks her something she doesn't quite get. “Could you repeat that?” she must say, and he shuffles away, muttering, “Sorry to interrupt."


  She feels bad for him, but also wary. Two days ago, Bart got mad and kicked a man hard enough the man flew out of his shoes. The man was one of the shadow people she's been warned to stay away from. These are very bad people, people who've been caught opening Christmas cards to steal money meant for children. As punishment, they must walk the floors in darkness, pulling heavy bags filled with mail. The bags are locked with heavy metal locks that clank against the chains. The shadow people moan and groan from the weight. It's very creepy. On the night Bart kicked the man hard enough for him to fly out of his shoes, Michelle, Stella's friend in mail sorting, broke up the fight with a cardboard mailing tube, reinforced with quarters from the stamp machine, and told Bart he'd be asked to leave if it happened again.


  "It's the veterans who go postal,” Michelle had said. “This one's got a temper you need to watch out for."


  So Stella lets him go, feeling bad to have hurt his feelings by being half-asleep. He was married once, but his wife took the children and left him. She knows Bart's had a hard life, and knowing this helps her keep things in perspective, because as bad as things are, they could always be worse. At the back of her mind she holds the hope she'll suffer a miscarriage, fit back in her own clothes, but that seems more and more unlikely once she graduates from the first trimester. She's made a decision by making no decision, not for the first time. Maybe it's her training in a military family, where people tell you what to do.


  The night supervisor organizes a pool and swiftly collects over a thousand dollars, half of which goes to her. “I'm betting on February 31,” he says with a wink.


  Joe saves out some crafts magazines that can't be forwarded because the subscribers have moved.


  Stella learns to knit a scarf with postal twine she finds in the storage room. They don't use it anymorethe fibers get snared in the machines. She knits potholders and a bath mat. Linda, on the cleaning crew, brings her a few skeins of yarn and Stella starts on a yellow and white striped baby blanket. Soon, everyone's bringing in their leftover yarn. She knits compulsively. Wrap. Cast. Purl. She appreciates the smooth touch of the needles, how they clack and tap, the soft bump of the knots beneath her fingers. Knitting produces a tactile bliss that's almost as satisfying as smoking.


  The night shift supervisor shows her how to develop a business plan for a mail order business. She figures out the sales points for personalized lap warmers. Postage is a break point, but fortunately, the lap warmers can go First Class in a Tyvek envelope. A casual observer might believe things are looking up for her. It's Bart who discovers Stella one night, sitting in the center of a maze of sorting boxes. She's writing postcards to Christopher and has accumulated a hefty stack. “Having a wonderful time,” she's printed on the reverse of a Disneyworld train station. “Wish you were here."


  "For when the baby comes,” she explains. “So he knows I'm still thinking about him. In case I don't have time to write him then."


  Bart nods. “You can't forget a person just because they forget you,” he says, and shows her to a box of letters written to his son in Seattle. “There might come a point,” he says, “where you stop writing them and stop mailing them. It happened to me."


  She doesn't want to argue. Just because their paths have intersected in the mailroom doesn't mean she must abandon hers and follow his.


  Bart pulls out a rolled up book from his jeans. It's The Postman. “I hope you don't mind me borrowing this,” he says. His fingers curl around the spine. He isn't so much returning it as coveting it.


  "Was it any good?” she asked.


  His expression is animated. “Great,” he says. “Maybe sometime I can read it again."


  "Why don't you keep it?” she says. The hand clutching the book is already halfway to his pocket.


  "Thanks,” he says. “Much appreciated."


  The old man was a medic. “You need vitamins,” he says, and the next day, Joe brings forth a discount vitamin catalog in the bulk mail pile.


  One of the women on the day shift brings in old maternity clothes, and the night shift supervisor finds a mattress that fits a clean white tub and is a perfect crib.


  One night, when Stella is sorting mail, the machine mangles an envelope, creasing it into an origami heart with hard corners. It's addressed by hand, from a Kara G. on Portland Street to a Danny L. on Emerald Ave. Whatever message was inside is absent now. This happens sometimes, when people don't seal the flaps. She's supposed to go to the night supervisor, who will stamp it with the auxiliary marking that says, “We're sorry that your article was damaged during processing,” but the futility of this correspondence intrigues her, and she keeps the envelope to add to her collection of Christopher memorabilia. She thinks about what might have been in the letter. A copy of expenses from an automobile accident? A complaint about services rendered; maybe Danny was the overzealous gardener who butchered the azaleas. Maybe it was love. Would Kara try again, or give up when there was no answer?


  The missing letter haunts her. The next night, curious, she cautiously opens a few promising letters and reads. A child has written a note, thanking his grandmother for a bicycle. Marie is sending a picture of her dream family room to a contractor before getting a bid. James is writing Martha to ask for a recommendation to grad school. At first, she's careful when replacing the contents, and gluing the envelopes shut. By the end of the week she no longer cares. When there's something she wants to keep, she either pulls out the letter and sends the envelope on to the supervisor, or hides the entire thing. This kind of thing is difficult to trace.


  Bart catches her, and though she worries that he'll turn her in, instead, he volunteers himself as the baby's godfather. “That would be great,” Stella says. “Really, great.” She's no longer afraid of him.


  The old man gives her a hug. His clothes are dirtier and more beat up than when she first met him, but the odor doesn't bother her nearly so much. She decides to knit him some hand warmers.


  She likes the name Christopher for a boy and Christine for a girl. She reads about correspondence schools and mail order degrees. She's comfortable living here; this will be a good place for a child to grow up. Her last trimester, her ankles swell and she's tired all the time. “Why don't you cut back,” says the night shift supervisor. “Get a little more rest."


  Being pregnant is practically a full-time job, utterly exhausting. She reduces her shift to two hours a night and is in bed in time to catch the last few jokes on Letterman. One night Michelle bakes her a tray of homemade cinnamon rolls that Bart promises to guard, to prevent sneaky nighttime raids upon her buns. Michelle's asthma has improved since Stella ordered a bottle of essential oils made from Thyme, Eucalyptus, Sage, and Lemon. Stella also ordered Lavender oil for Bart, though she hasn't had the nerve to suggest he use it sparingly to mask the other smells.


  Bart tucks her in and pats down her hair with a fatherly hand. “Sweet dreams,” he says. She falls asleep. They say you don't pick your family and sometimes that's true. But sometimes, you get lucky and your family picks you.


  
    * * * *
  


  I became interstitial when my sister was born three years after my birth, transforming me from little sister to middle. In case you didn't know, middle children wrote the book on interstitial relationships, a tragicomic memoir. On one page, there you are, siding with big sister to form an unbeatable pair, relentless in tormenting your younger sibling. Turn the page, and big sister sides with little, forming an equally daunting pair who torment you. You're the in-between girl. One foot crosses into future mysteries and big sister's new high heels; the other foot plays dress-up with the baby, whose idea of grown-up is to imitate your mother. The lines have been drawn, and they are blurred. Did I mention I also have astigmatism?


  Like many readers, I learned of the interstitiality of the Post Office from Eudora Welty. Like many writers, the PO is my conduit between artistic endeavors and audience. It's a surreal place, where intimate conversations stack atop bulk mailings, and where civil servants work beyond what can reasonably be asked, all in service of keeping the world interconnected. Thanks to my mailman, Joe.


  Leslie What
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