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	One: The Feathered Woman

	At first, I notice only the almost imperceptible lapping of water upon a muddy riverbank like wet smacking lips, and the noise of someone humming the most sad and dreadful tune I have ever heard. I feel the tickle, sensuous and light, of leaves brushing against my bare forearms as I progress through the night woods toward the water’s edge. It becomes louder, the water. I can hear it snaking through the reeds, which anchor themselves in the deep sandy floor. Two crescents of light appear and whiten out this gentle bog.

	They widen, my eyes. My bathroom is just as I left it. The frosted window lets in the dim yellow soot of a waxy morning sun. I turn my head, which rotates like a cog balanced upon a great rusted gear. The grout between the salmon tiles is cracked and chalky. The stream of air from the vent ruffles the shower curtain, floured red to match the tiles and this deep tub. The only real color is the tarnished silver of the showerhead and the faucet, and the mildew, blue, spreading from the corners. It is a deep, deep jungle, and I am submerged. Only my kneecaps and everything above my breasts rise above the surface. I lift my arm up, out of the water. Never before have I felt the weight of such a thing. It is a leaden burden. It takes the force of gods to bring it out of the tepid tub water. How humbling it is, to not even have control of one’s own arm. I don’t let it down as much as I let it fall with the power of planets crashing into a pink porcelain desert of the tub’s rim. They say the sky will fall at the end of times, and so this must be it. The Preacher will be proud to hear it.

	I lift my other arm with the fumbling grace of a neonate foal. A red sea of split water cascades down the curve of my arm, off the wrinkled skin and the soft muscles. So those were not reeds in fact but the convulsions of my sparse hairs pulled and pushed by the water’s pulse in tune to my heartbeat, over my breasts and kneecaps and upturned arms, and licking the inside of the tub with its thousand gentle tongues. I stand my arm upon the rim and test my weight on the palm. Not yet. Not quite yet.

	I flex my feet and push the submerged portion of my back and chest further out of the water. My throat, it’s dry, it catches and my breath stops. So does the ambient hum, that sad and dreadful melody. So I was the hummer. As I cough, the gentle water becomes chaos, a whirlpool, a storm. It falls into low tide, and the water on my body follows like a robe slipped from my shoulders. My chest becomes heavy and acts to pull me back down. Instead I defy it and push myself up, slide my feet beneath the weight, and retain balance. I’m still coughing and my feet are wrinkled and they threaten to slide along the base of the tub. I support myself with the shower curtain and stand. Water, oceans, falls over every curve of my body. I can see it in the mirror, just as I left it. Smooth cream skin, untanned, unscathed. I’ve never much cared for the bony knobbiness of my knees. Flat but untoned stomach. It’s soft. He used to like placing his wide, warm palm on it at night, his nose on the back of my neck.

	The rainstorm below and around me slows to a drizzle, the clouds move on. I step out of the tub, implant myself on the mat and stare into my own eyes as I pull the towel off the rack and wrap it around the body that stands there. I’m shivering. The bathroom door is open a crack. As a matter of habit I reach out and swing it shut. I flick off the fan because it is its stream of air against the cold water that’s making me shiver. As an afterthought I plunge my arm down and pull out the rubber plug, I let the caramel water cyclone out of existence.

	My hair is a raucous nest. It sits, cold and wet, between my shoulder blades. It’s drier up top, where it slept overnight above the water, but still damp. I start to straighten it.

	There are two things that I can remember. The first is the Preacher’s raving curbside sermon. “The majority of us!—are unNECESSARY! And for them, the world is dropping us like flies into the sand! But for others, there is WORK to be DONE! And it will NEVER let us go, until that WORK has been COMPLETED!” What a change, what a sad and pitiful change that overtook that poor man in just shy of a year. The last time I’d seen him, the jagged gray beard, the wild and unfocused eyes he has now, they were simply gone. He had been a staunch and charismatic man dressed in shined black robes in front of a sprouted forest hell-bent on photosynthesizing to his every word. Now the stern, clean-shaven jaw is become soft, doughy, patched with old bristles. The stark brown hair, streaked with graying tufts. The steel eyes are tempered, tired, buried in bruised pockets. He is ignored and left to petrify with the rest of the gravel.

	I put down the brush and turn my back to the mirror, crane my neck. A second downy feather has grown, and the first one, which I’d plucked two days earlier, has been re-sewn in its socket. I keep my eyes trained on them, the two small white pieces of fluff that could be mistaken as assemblies of dust until a closer look is taken. I sift my fingertips through the shafts of the utensils in the pale pink cup on my vanity until I find the soft padded handle of the tweezers. I clench my eyes and feel the sickening resistance of tight skin before it releases the first feather. I repeat for the second and drop them both in the sink. There comes the lewd and suggestive slurping of the final spiral strands of stained water slipping down the drain. Two irregular orchids bloom upon a square of tissue paper when I hold it to the back of my shoulder. I dab the puncture wounds where the bolts of the feathers had been stuck to clean up whatever blood there still is.

	I look at the blood. The two, minute dots are spreading through the cotton fibers the way the mildew has spread through the cracks in the grout and old tiles. A quick and unmistakable rage takes hold of me. I squeeze my fist around the square of tissue and toss it at the wastebasket in the corner. It takes flight, stops in midair and floats gently, unsatisfactorily to the floor. I throw the tweezers from my other hand. They clatter in the sink, rebound up the smooth basin wall and land on the floor. A bit more satisfying. The towel drops as my torso twists and then I see them, the crisscrossing of leaf veins up my arms. I turn my back to the mirror and pull aside the old stale shower curtain. The water is gone but the walls and bottom of the tub are colored with the thin and intricate river deltas of blood. I pull my thick robe off the back of the door, cinch it around my waist and hold it tightly closed over my chest. I want to hide in it; I want to disappear in it.

	The second thing I remember is taking my life. The second thing I remember, is dying.

	* * *

	After I dress, I leave my bedroom and I go downstairs. This home seems to have become a narrow tunnel. As I approach the staircase I make sure not to look to my left, toward the door at the end of the hall. At the bottom of the stairs I head straight for the kitchen and take an unnecessarily wide berth around the short anteroom that leads to the garage. I begin my breakfast, searing a knuckle on the greased pan as I place the strips of bacon onto it. I’m still wearing my robe over my day clothes because the chill of having slept overnight in the bathtub is running deep in me. I pull the curtains aside and briefly praise God that there are no clouds in the sky because at least it will be warm.

	As I wait for the coffee to finish percolating, I rub my shoulder. It’s sore from where I plucked the feathers, those roots planted deep. Though I know otherwise, having checked several times between layers of clothing as I dressed, I feel as though I am still leaking blood.

	Nine days. I try to think of another nine-day period that has ever felt so long and I can’t. It took less time to sculpt the heavens and earths. The toaster spits up two slices of slightly burnt bread but I don’t notice them. My eyes have set themselves on the kitchen doorway. From where I’m leaning against the counter, I just make out the frame of the door, buried deep in the anteroom that leads into the garage. All these doors lead to worlds I’d rather not visit. The door is still open. I know what I will see if I take a step to my left, and so I refuse to take a step to the left. The dark open mouth. The lights will still be off, and there are no windows in there. The thought of having to close that door, having to get that close to the battlefield of our final war, has haunted me for nine days. The idea of seeing the dark outlines of his wooden soldiers lying strewn on the concrete floor threatens to collapse me. The pine remnants of the chair he had finished assembling just the day before, thrown over my shoulder into the wall and obliterated.

	That surge, the unmistakably rational yet submerged pierce of anger runs through me again. This time I’m holding a glass mug soon to be filled with this morning’s bubbling coffee. It, like many things, will be left uncompleted. My fingers tense and I bring my stoppered fist down onto the counter top. The mug bursts within my palm and I feel a jaw full of glass teeth bite into my skin. Without feeling the pain I notice the beating of my heart in my hand as it starts blooming blood spots onto my white robe. I go to the sink and run the whole mess under cold water. When it numbs sufficiently, I pick out whatever pieces are stuck there and toss them down the drain. In my mind I map a chart of the places where the glass bits snap in half and creep deeper under the surface.

	It is a nice distraction, when the pain finally starts to rise up my arm. It’s a noxious clawing sensation that presses a nerve in my shoulder and behind my right eye. I go to the doorway of the kitchen. For nine days I have refused to go into the garage. But in my mindless distraction, now I find myself walking across the living room and down the narrow foyer where I stop at the entrance. It is dark inside, but not blindingly so. Still, I cannot make anything out and I realize it’s because my eyes have become gauzy with tears. I hear someone’s voice. I turn because it sounds like it’s coming from the living room, but it’s not. I reach into the garage without letting my toes cross the borderline and I flip the light switch.

	It is unremarkable. There is the shattered skeleton of the chair, a morbid corpse of splinter-edged pick-up-sticks. Behind it is his workbench, the dozens of stainless steel tools still lined in perfect order above it. The yellow bulb hanging from its string in the center of the room casts dozens of cat eyes on their bodies, all of which are judging me. What had compelled me to follow him in here, I don’t know. But as I step into the garage for the first time since that morning, the first time in nine days, I accept the fact that everything that followed was just the aftermath of my stubborn insistence.

	I find the push broom tucked away behind the garbage cans along with the rake and the old cross country skis we used just the once and then left to mummify here in cobwebs. The hush of the cornhusks across the oily ground echoes arbitrariness, futility. Like keeping the altars dusted for the Second Coming or keeping clean the bedroom of a dead child.

	The first time I see him it is from a great distance. He has a camera slung around his neck and he is traipsing lazily through a poppy field, inspecting the ground and swiping the tall grasses away so that he can get a better look. He is a young and handsome boy at the time, with soft and mid-length brown hair, a thick and muscular build, and soft gray eyes the color of ice with just a fleck of seaweed green floating in the weatherless frozen ocean of his left iris. I approach in my Sunday dress, swooshing its frills as though I think I am alone, and whistling as I come close so that he will know I am there. He sees me and falls to one knee, pushing aside a copse of rye wheat like a curious boy peering behind a dressing curtain. I stop behind him and watch as he lifts the camera to his face, captain’s wheels and dials, and then the soft smack as he takes the picture. He lets go of the wheat and stands back up, observing the screen of his camera and finally turning to me.

	“What was it?” I ask him, standing on my tiptoes to try and see past the wheat.

	He doesn’t answer, but only holds his camera out to me so that I can see a shadowed slop of mud, bordered with short grass and centered with the blanched skull of a small rodent, half submerged with a stream of wet dirt, like tears, oozing from its eye socket and down its jaw. Later that afternoon, taking my hand and leading me through the deer paths I do not intuit, he explains that the skull, captured and digitized for the ages, will outlast him, will outlast me, will outlast this entire world when it crumbles away, as a string of digits floating ever further out into space. And he is to thank for it. Before we part company, he spins me around in the wheat and stands me against an old dry willow. He shoots my picture with the sun behind me so that all I am is a tumorous silhouette on the side of the tree trunk, with its strands merging into me. “Now,” he says, pressing the shutter once more for good measure, “You will never really die.”

	He is a college boy, the first one I have ever seen. Where I come from, the men are bred to haul bales of hay and navigate tractors over impervious terrain. The women are there to keep the men company and well fed. He is earning his degree in quantum relativism, I pretend to know what that is. And he has moved to town to conduct research on a range of low mountains in which satellites have long detected but never explained a magnetic anomaly. He tells me, no matter what instruments anyone uses there on the mountains, no matter what they try to measure, the readings are never what they should be as defined by the laws of physics. There is something unique about it, he suggests at one point that it is because I am there. It is a signal fire so God can pinpoint the angel he has deposited on the Earth.

	When he takes me there, hiking along the mountain trails with a backpack on his shoulders full of instruments worth more money than the construction of our entire town, and my hand in his, I do feel lighter. As though I can float away, and it doesn’t all have to do with the way he makes me feel as though I’ve captured a pocket of helium in my lungs. When the evening falls and we set up a small camp and make love for the first time, ignoring the pervasive cutting of stones and pine needles on our bare selves, as he flips us over and over again, there are times when we don’t return to the ground nearly as quickly as we should, as though gravity is only half-interested in these mountains and in keeping us down on them.

	From then, the chain of events is somewhat typical. The lovemaking continues rambunctiously, and rarely in the sanctity of a bedroom. We marry and move east to this faraway town separated from the sea only by the long high hills of the sand dunes that neighbor us. It smells of salt and coastal air and the summers are heavenishly cool. He gives up quantum relativism because, as he puts it, everything there is in the universe to know, will eventually be known by everyone. There is no point in him trying to hurry it up for himself alone. In his heart, he has never been a scientist. In his heart, he is alive in the heat of the sun and the chill of the winter moon. He goes to work at the lumber mill, and it is enough to support us. I stay at home and I read the books he has brought with him after finishing his degree. Some nights I ask him if he regrets giving up the field he had spent so many years studying to gain entry to. He tells me, the only reason anyone ever becomes a quantum relativist is so that he can hope to understand the nature of the universe and its most basic parts. He will tell me, as we are lying in bed together there at the edge of the world, there is only one thing that he understands, and it is the most basic and essential thing there was ever to know about the universe, and it is me.

	He doesn’t want children, and I have no interest one way or the other. And so when I find out I am pregnant, I am terrified to tell him. But I do, and when I do he cries and lifts me up into the air. When the twins come, everything is alright for a time. But they begin the arguments. The subtle, cynical accusations. The financial difficulties. I suggest he go back to quantum relativism. There is always room for more scientists, as long as they have something unique and inspiring to contribute. Go back to the mountain, I say. Go back and find out why if you hold your breath and leap off the tallest cliff, you’ll land softly enough to just walk away. He tells me, the first thing you learn when you study quantum relativism is that the universe is not constant. The universe changes every day in quiet and minute ways, and without having studied those changes every day as they occurred, he would be left now working in an entirely different world were he to go back, working in an advanced world that no longer cares for his obsolete theorems and caveman hypotheses.

	I begin working in town, part time, meekly in the backrooms of shops for whoever needs a little extra help from week to week. It is meager work, negligible compared to what he is bringing in from the lumber mill and the extra money he has begun making by turning his hobby of crafting furniture into a smalltime mail order business. But it is enough to keep the children fed, our beautiful baby girl and her twin baby brother. When he finds out that I am leaving the children with our neighbor during the days so that I can help make the frayed ends re-meet, he becomes furious. He storms about the house. It is dehumanizing, he says. It is slapping him in the face, it is reminding the entire town, privately and through alleyway gossip, that with all his college education and well-bred genealogy, he can barely keep his small family alive and nourished in what is, essentially, a low-rent squatter’s town.

	He questions why I am really earning the money, why I am keeping it and paying bills out of a separate account that is entirely in my name while the money that he makes from the lumber mill is kept in a shared account. He accuses me of making him look a fool in front of his children, whom, he reminds me, he never wanted in the first place. Without whom our lives, his life, would have continued exactly as he had planned for it, comfortably and adequately. His face grows red as I’ve never seen it. He tells me not to follow him, to leave him be, and when I don’t, he throws furniture and he leaves because I refuse to. In my defense, my half of the argument is nothing but earnest apology, all of which fall upon uninterested ears.

	* * *

	Breakfast is forgotten by the time I finish dusting the remnants of his final piece of furniture into the garbage can. I stand there for a time wondering if I will be able to drag it down to the corner by myself, without him. I drape my robe over the sofa and step outside. The sun that had shown itself in the window had seemed warm. Outside, the wind is biting, a symptom of the coming winter. They say it will be a bad one, and with many of the boys and able-bodied men off across the woods under the General’s watch, it is going to be that much more difficult keeping things viable. I will probably need to find myself a more permanent job, now that I will be living completely off of my own income. Yes, I was paying bills out of my own account, but at the same time, I could never really afford to pay all of the bills out of my account. With the shortage of hands, though, and the reputation I’d gained doing odd jobs for the past few years in secrecy, it shouldn’t be too much of a problem to find something.

	We live at the end of a dirt road. Actually, all of the roads in town are dirt. There is only one paved road, and that runs from town hall, a small shambling shack whose only claim to superiority is a paraplegic clock in the bell tower, out into the desert and on to the interstate which itself begins to web toward a dozen other towns that supposedly still exist. This entire town is erected on an expanse of cracked alkali flats, hard and fetid. Behind our house is the foot of the low rolling dunes that rise high above us all, that shadow us early in the afternoons and shield us from the worst of the Atlantic winter winds. The forest rises out of those foothills and wraps around to the south. It is a sparse deciduous woods sprinkled with pine trees amongst the oaks and maples. The ground there is still cracked and hard, and made unnavigable by the rise and fall of tree roots like serpentine spines. The space between them is filled with leaves, brown and crisped, built up over years, and a scattering of pine needles. The desert is the only horizon for the other two sides of our city, and it is only the most imaginative who can convince themselves that there must still be more of the world on the other side of that sand. For most of us, the vultures and the occasional cacti are all that exist outside of town. Them, and the trucks that come every two weeks to re-stock the shops with foodstuffs and the hospital with medical supplies. Well, those, and the coast where so many of our people have been taken over by the General.

	My hand is a dull toothache, pulsing wet. I have wrapped it rudimentarily in a strip of gauze pulled from the medicine cabinet before leaving. I do it without turning the lights on. Now that I’ve faced the garage, it seems I need a place to focus my insecurities. I can’t yet face the caramel-red stains in the bathtub.

	The first time I try to kill myself is four days after the unfinished pine rocking chair makes its graceful angel-arc over my head into the wall of the garage, showering my hair with splintered jags of wood and carpenter’s tacks. I wake before the sun on that fourth morning, with an ache in my head, a quaint little throb in the upper right quadrant of my brain. I can feel the blood sliding through its veins, a slow and unsteady flow that shouldn’t be there. I am dehydrated and weak. I haven’t eaten in three days and I can’t remember having had anything to drink in that time, either. I pull myself up out of the bed like a fly from a web, with great difficulty, with reluctance to persevere. I want the great dangling bug to descend and devour me. When I wash, I wonder if perhaps I should scrub raw a patch on my throat to give off the scent of blood for it to find me in my sleep.

	My eyes are rotten little peach pits hot with the tears that have burnt up all my water. I am a skeleton loose about all my joints. It is only the rotation of the earth that creates my momentum and spins my bones forward where the wind will have them go. And so I find myself marching along the footpaths along the alkali flats and into the foothills of the high dunes. It is a slow path with smooth rocks like Jurassic eggs scattered to either side in the hard sand. I used to take them up there, Kyra and Nickolas, to picnic upon those rocks.

	She is my little blonde drop of sunfire spilt to earth, a quiet and lovely little girl whose only dream is to be loved forever by her mother and father. And he, he is just as quiet, though his is out of shyness rather than the asceticism that possessed her. He is as bookish as his father, though unconfident, though gentler as well than any of us, with his sister, with the injured birds he collects amongst the neighborhood dust to tend back to health, with his mother, with whom he is bonded spiritually in a way only mothers and sons can understand. You could tell by a glance, without him sending a single word, that he is protecting me from what horrors might have been around the next corner and ready to tackle them all to the ground. Ready to let the ferocity of his love rip his teeth through anything that would have raised a hand against me. Fortunately for us all, he was also perceptive enough not to misinterpret ambiguously harmless intentions.

	He asks me one day, perched upon those lovely rocks staring at the sun setting behind the silhouette of the town, what is beyond the horizon? I tell him, the rest of the world, Nickolas, the rest of the world. He looks at me perturbed, as though I’d told him a great falsehood. If the rest of the world is out there, Mommy, why are we sitting here waiting for it to come down the road to find us?

	I find myself leaving the path, squeezing through the fields of rocks, over the knee-high cacti and roadrunner nests, the rattlesnake mounds. They are deceptively treacherous, those bland little hills. I find my way up to the highest of a series of hard, sheer cliffs overlooking the ocean. You cannot feel the wind in the city, but up there, at the peak, it blows with the forcefulness, the fierceness, of an angry Greek god’s breath, Thanatos or Hephaestus or Erobos. You can see it in the rise and fall of the foam on the water crests far below. I haven’t gone with the foresight of suicide. I haven’t gone with any foresight, without any intention at all. Yet here I am with my toes hanging over the cliff wall. I don’t jump into the ocean. If I had, perhaps that would have been it. Instead, I turn and walk nonchalantly right off the edge of the cliff that overlooks the wide desert. I remember thinking to myself—no, actually, I think it to Nickolas, who has been gone for four days now—Here I go to meet it, Nickolas, here I go to meet it.

	The first thing I notice is the cawing of vultures. At the time, I have no idea how long I have been lying there like that, like a pile of snapped sticks, like the wooden soldier scattered at that very moment about the battlefield of our garage. Later I will calculate that it must have been somewhere between seven and eight hours. My back is arched convexly upon a sharp rock. I slide off of it and pull myself into an upright position and lean against another rock. Above me is a dark circle of birds. They crane their necks down to watch me just as I crane mine up to watch them. With dismay, they leave one by one. My clothes are tattered rags, busted at the seams and threads from the mere wind shear of the fall. Whatever had been intact on impact was popped like a slapped balloon with no place to disperse its energy but outwards. I cough out blood like a soft spigot.

	I sit there waiting for the vultures to return but they don’t. For the longest time I think that if I move my body will fall apart like a tree trunk sawed in half and stacked back together. There is a Rorschach of blood on the rock on which I’d woken, and an elongated one on the sand drawn by my stretched out legs, from the rock where I’d fallen back to me. When I finally pull myself up, I do so with the disorientation of knowing that I have done something while seeing none of the consequences having manifested. He once tells me about a quantum paradox wherein two particles, fired into each other, collide, scatter in a burst of proto-shrapnel, and then reappear, whole, at the point from which they are first fired. The split particles remain as an expanding cloud, and reexamination of the high-speed micro-videotape shows that the original particles never moved. Though if they watch the experiment live, as it occurs, as it is played live from that same videotape, it is clearly seen that the particles do, indeed, leave their roost and later pop back into existence. It is as though the videotape, wanting to make sense of the unusual event of the reappearance of the shattered particles, reinvents its past to reflect its future.

	It wasn’t until that evening while I am undressing for bed that I find it. Poking its peacock head out of my skin. For a moment I feel as though I understand his rage in lifting the chair from its place and tossing it at me. Just a moment, I feel as though everything has been justified. A breeze tossed through fluttering leaves. I claw at my back, just behind my shoulder, and I tear the feather out by its root. I throw it to the ground and step over it to climb into bed. By morning, it is gone, and it isn’t until this morning, on the ninth day, that I even associate its sudden growth with my death. Or rather, with my un-death. Or rather, with my re-birth.

	The hospital is an unimpressive building at the eastern edge of town, close to the road that leads to the highway. The most remarkable thing about the city, in fact, is the uniformity of its architecture. It is only by signs and past knowledge that anyone can tell the hospital from town hall from the shops from the homes. Well, some of the shops have wide storefront windows that differentiate them. And the town hall has its bellower. But other than that…even the hospital has a wide front porch under its canopy.

	I unwind the red gauze that has become sticky from my hand and show it to the receptionist. She examines it by prodding the puncture wounds with the eraser end of her pencil and tells me to take a seat. Perhaps if I roll up my sleeves to show her the itching scabs of my razor lines, she will take me as a higher priority. I sit there in the waiting room among the invalids and the ill. I try not to think about the time Kyra has to be rushed here with a near-death case of pneumonia, or the time my husband snaps his ankle slipping on the winter ice during an evening jog. I sit there and watch the faceless doctors amble in and out of rooms, the nurses flutter like moths with visceral white wings as they clutch the wriggling larvae of patients up out of their seats and carry them back to nests to be sewn up. There certainly aren’t enough homes in town to accommodate all of these doctors and nurses; the faceless ones, I guess, never having thought too much about it before, must be the ghosts of all the doctors and nurses who had come before, still unsatisfied with the way people continue dying by the gross no matter how hard they work at overriding God’s will.

	Finally I am summoned by one of the moths. Margaret Fasch, I know her from the monthly meetings of the parent-teacher association hosted in the cramped carpeted gymnasium of the schoolhouse. Her littlest, a tempestuous little girl with the unfortunate name of Ingot Fasch, is friends with Kyra, and I always had the sense that she has something of an attraction for Nickolas, though he is too self-interested and unindulgent to ever pay the girl any attention. Beautiful girl, ugly name. Which I attribute to her mother’s not wanting to be the one people scrunched their faces at upon introductions, herself for some reason choosing to use the nickname Margot over her full name.

	She emerges like a snow nymph from a flurry as she becomes distinguishable from the sterile white background. She clutches her clipboard and reads my name to the disappointment of the half dozen other patients discomfortably waiting their turns. She smiles warmly as I stand and she realizes that she knows me, and she ushers me out of the little grove of plaid-upholstered chairs and down the hall to a small room. She sits me on the vinyl counter and asks me what is wrong.

	I unroll the gauze from my twisted claw, having rewrapped it after showing the receptionist. This time I take the gauze off completely and lay my hand down on my thigh, my fingers are crooked and bent and I can’t move them without the sense that a poison is being distributed deeper up my arm by doing so.

	“Goodness, what happened?” she asks me. She lifts my hand up into the light by the wrist to examine it. She rotates it as though it is a diamond and she can’t quite believe the karat of it.

	“I slipped mopping the kitchen and caught myself on a mug. Thank God it wasn’t the one I’d just filled with hot coffee!” I feign pleasantry, she feigns it back to me. It is the oil of human machineries.

	“Sorry to hear that,” she says, lowering my hand back to my lap. “But it doesn’t look too bad, so that’s a relief. Did you hit your head? Twist your back? I know you had some back problems a few years ago.” A displaced vertebra.

	“No, nothing like that. I just knocked the mug onto the floor and landed on it with my hand.” She gives me a pitying look. It would have sickened me to be looked at like that if I hadn’t become so desensitized to it in my mirror by now.

	“I should be able to handle this myself, no need to call the doctor in. It’ll save you a shitload when the bill comes.” She tries to laugh. I smile at her. “I have to check in another patient and tell Dr. Bellows not to bother, but I’ll be back in five minutes. I’ll fix you right up.” She punctuates her sentences with smiles, and that in itself is as patronizing as her tone. They all know what has happened. It is all really just a matter of who is going to hold out longer on bringing it up, her or me. I will win. I will always win this game.

	I listen to the tissue paper beneath me crinkle as I shift waiting for her. There is a window behind me. I turn my head in time to see a cardinal land momentarily on a thorny branch before taking off again. It is a rare blur of color in an otherwise monochrome county. I keep my neck locked in position and observe the slow breeze move the branch and shift the faraway sands. A tumbleweed passes along the road, which is demarcated from the rest of the desert as a shallow embroidery winding away until it vanishes as a pinpoint mirage. I will the cardinal to return to the window, I will it to return to me and teach me the secrets of flight so that I can lift myself off the ground and leave it for good. My good hand goes to my shoulder and feels the two dimples where the feathers have been plucked. I regret pulling them now and wonder, if I did it again, would they regrow?

	When Margot Fasch returns, fluttering her silken wings behind her, the clipboard she wears as a breastplate is gone and she is smiling, she looks more casual than she did when she’d gone. I turn away from the window, fool-heartedly dismayed by not being able to summon the cardinal back. Ms. Fasch rolls an aluminum skeleton chair from the corner to where I am sitting and pulls my hand out toward her until my wrist is resting on my knee. She unfolds my fingers one at a time, wary of my wincing as the stiff tendons flex. I feel like a gnat invading the moth’s cocoon, and here it is unpeeling me layer by layer, waiting to sink its wiry proboscis into my chest to discover what pollen I might be hiding from her.

	There is a line of stainless steel tools on a rolling cart at the side of the table on which I sit. She leans and grabs a long pair of tweezers. I watch the pucker of the puncture marks as my hand flexes under her guidance. She bends my index finger back and reaches into the first hole, a large opal in the wrinkles of my second knuckle. I think I can hear the tearing of the thin fibers as the hole grows but I am more fixated on the gleam of fluorescent light off the shaft of the calipers. I think of the hundred cat eyes reflecting off his workshop tools as they hang on their hooks and pegs above the table where an unfinished coffee table still sits. I wonder if God has a table like that where unfinished bodies lay with skinless, unprepared limbs sitting in an orgied pile, waiting to be assembled.

	She plucks out the small triangle of off-white ceramic and tosses it into a pan along with strings of my blood and a clear liquid that must be plasma seeped from popped red cells. “So how’s—?” She stops herself and a dull faux pas glare washes over her. “—your morning been?” she finishes.

	“Fine. Except for this.” I let my pocked hand pulse upon my knee. “And how’s Ingot?”

	“Oh. Well, she’s fine. Things are…well, she’s okay.”

	I see her refuse to look up at me. Granted, she needs to concentrate as she plucks this shrapnel bit by bit from my freshly bleeding palm. She is pretending that her entire world is a rolling marble trapped somewhere in the curves of that palm. If she loses view of it for a second, if she turns away to look up and face me, she will never be able to find her way back to that world again.

	“Weather’s starting to turn,” she says after she reaches the second half of my hand, on her slow approach toward my bent wrist.

	“It is. I almost needed a coat this morning.”

	“I don’t think I’m ready for the winter,” she says.

	I see my chance to pluck her wings and pin her down. Like her, I refuse to look at her. “At least I’m not by the sea. Can you imagine the winter they’ll be having on the other side of the woods?”

	I feel a pinch as she digs one of the pincers deeper into the pulpy muscle than she needs. “I’m sure,” she says. “Must be awful.”

	I feel satisfied. I look over her head and trace the grain of the wooden cabinet. This room is analogous to our kitchen. I wonder if all of these buildings here were constructed as homes, and only later were some transfigured to be office buildings and hospitals. I keep our fine china in that cabinet right over her head, the paprika and thyme just to the right. We even have the same sink. The same counter running along the wall. In our home, though, this reclined, cushioned table coated with tissue paper is a marble island.

	“Look, Margot,” I relinquish, “I’m sorry. That was—I shouldn’t have said that.”

	“Hey, Elizabeth, don’t be sorry.” She puts a hand on my knee, my other knee, and squeezes it consolingly. “Don’t be sorry.”

	She finishes plucking out the glass shards in silence, and then rinses my hand with a stinging disinfectant. I don’t wince or whimper. I don’t want to break the silence. Ms. Fasch suddenly seems to me just as trapped in her own cocoon here as I am. She turns her back to me when she’s done and begins washing her hands and calipers in the sink. “Have a good day, Elizabeth. I’ll see you—” She wants to say at the next PTA meeting but she catches herself. This time, she turns and makes direct contact with my eyes, before turning back to the sink where she disappears.

	I bid goodbye to an empty room, “I’ll see you, Margot. Have a good day.” I want to ask her, before she can no longer hear me, Are you afraid, Margot? Are you afraid to disappear? But I don’t. As the winter rises, she will fall, a withered husk of a moth. Her legs will jerk for a bit, her wings will spasm weakly to flip her off her back, but eventually the frost will claim her. This is the life of moths.

	* * *

	As I walk home from the hospital, the sun has risen almost to its peak. In this state, days get lost as instants, and hours get lost in daze. The ice cream shop where I used to walk hand in hand with them, with Nickolas and Kyra, for hot chocolate late after dinner on days like these, on days when the summer seems further in time than the frozen oceanic winter, is gone. I stop for a moment and peer through the old splintered plank of wood that has been nailed up over the storefront. CONDEMNED, it says, drawn in faded red paint. The window is starched with patterned dust. The glare of the sun makes it difficult to see. But as my eyes adjust, as I put my toes right up against the wall and my nose almost touching to the glass, I can see the frayed wires hanging from the broken ceiling tiles. The long counter where we used to sit in the high stools has been pulled from the ground. Ripped, it appears, because there are strands of dry wall and steel piping sticking jaggedly out of the rough foundation where it was once planted, like roots left behind from a devoured plant.

	The end of my arm has been re-wrapped once again in gauze. This time, professionally. My hand is balled inside of it and I feel like the whole thing has been lopped off. The glass, what little of it remains smooth after the dust, is fogged from my breath so I move on.

	As I wait for the light to turn green, a bus pulls up and the doors swing open. A man in a tweed suit with a torn leather briefcase shambles down. I see him in my periphery but ignore him, keep my eyes down, and cross the street when the light turns. There is a quick flap of wings behind me as a flock of tired moths appears on a current of wind and climbs aboard the bus. They pay their fare and sit down. Ms. Fasch is not among them. She has never worked the night before in her life, because of Ingot, and has most likely just begun her shift this morning. The bus vanishes in a cloud of dust and exhaust. I feel its momentum and see the impression of its heavy tires on the dirt of the street as it passes, but there’s nothing to see.

	This whole damn world it seems is winding down to something slow and worthless. We’re a town at the end of it, at the end of the world. The only thing further than here is the beach on the other side of the woods, lorded over by the General. He used to talk about the General as though the General were a demon. A manipulative spool slowly drawing in the thread of the world. Soon, he would have the whole thing collected, neatly coiled, and secured in his pocket. At his disposal he would re-sew the world as he sees fit. But those are the things I keep unconcerned with.

	I continue home. At one point I become caught up in the current of a crowd of businessmen and women hurrying on their way to an early lunch. I am a leaf in an updraft, scurried along the sidewalk scratchingly. They drop me off in a gutter and go on their way, and I find myself staring at the opposite corner where just yesterday I saw Preacher Johns sitting in the gravel with his knees clutched to his chest and wrapped in the elbow of a torn flannel shirt, unbuttoned with a stained white tank top underneath. His other hand is a fist about a rolled-up newspaper as he repeatedly raps on his skull with his knuckles.

	He and I used to take Nickolas and Kyra to see Preacher Johns peacock around the altar every Sunday morning. Kyra in her blue satin dress with the yellow frills down the front that she loves to flick during the quietest parts of the sermon. Nickolas dressed in his little suit and looking just like a shrunken copy of his father, walking side by side with him, their solemn visage identical yet masking entirely different views on theology and the world. Nickolas thinks God is a man sitting upon the clouds trying to sort the good from the bad. He, Jacob, my husband, thinks that God is an unknowable algorithm that controls the flow of tides, the disintegration of planets. An equation from which you can accurately predict every subtle change across the universe and across time.

	When Preacher Johns was deposed and replaced by Reverend William Wiley last year, we stopped going altogether. This, perhaps, is my penance for letting a single man be the representative of my faith. I like to think that the gibberish Preacher Johns babbles between impacts of skull and knuckle contains a message for me. I like to think he means it that there is something left for me to do and that he knows that secret which is being kept from me. But looking at him, all I can think of is the way things were only a year earlier. I had never even noticed him there on the corner until nine days ago. Of course I had seen him. But I shirk him off the same as everyone else. Most of them do it from shame of ever having obeyed a man whom the archdiocese now sees unfit to lead a small ramshackle town like ours, and out of respect for Reverend Wiley, whom they all foresee as a savior and an usher to more fruitful times. I do it out of shame as well, but mine is a shame for everyone else, and for not being able to do anything but let him rot.

	You can still see the indent his bony ass has left in the gravel. I look down the street to make sure no cars will appear out of the vagabond dust clouds, and I hurry across to where he had been sitting. I stand in his indent and turn until I am facing the direction he had been facing. You can see the defunct water tower in the distance just behind the bell of town hall. It sits past the outskirts of town, in the desert. The sun is shining brutally off of it, a great shining throb. I turn away and continue back home.

	* * *

	The door swings open heavily inwards, and the cloud of air that sweeps from it into my face is stale and smells of burnt toast. I stand there for a moment not wanting to go in. The light in there seems pale and unnatural. With the sun behind me I can see the dust floating in the strips of light cast by the blinds, a delicate universe in stop-motion. Who am I to sluice through like the rapture and throw them all from their orbits? I put my back to my house and take a long and sweeping scan of the town, or at least what I can see of it from there at the foothills of the dunes. The sun is eclipsed by the bulbous cap of the water tower. The bell tower strikes one off in the east. I hadn’t been aware that it still kept time; I imagined it had stopped nine days earlier, shaken by the shockwave of an unfinished pine chair against concrete. But there it is, still functional.

	I have known that the end of the world isn’t coming as prophesied, not crisped to the rib edge of a nuclear winter but rather nestled sleepily in the breast of a turgid fall. For a moment, as the echo of that one toll flutters my hair like the sea breeze, it seems possible that I have even been wrong about that. That the end of the world was mine alone and the rest of it— across the woods at the seaside, this vacant ghost town that had once belonged to Jacob and myself and to nobody else and now just seemed to belong to no one, along that empty road that leads to a place I can only imagine is the sheer drop off of the edge of a flattened planet or a gradual blurring of reality until you follow it straight into a solid white nonexistence—perhaps the end of the world hasn’t come at all and those are all still perfectly functional places filled with perfectly functional men and perfectly functional women and perfectly functional children.

	I shake that dire thought off as grief-induced paranoia and shut myself up in the mausoleum I had turned my back on. I shut out the sunlight, and I go about and tighten all of the blinds so that the thin strips of it cannot pervade. A cloud of smoke is hovering as I pass the kitchen from the slice of bread I left in the toaster whose on/off switch has been broken for some time now. I go upstairs and I pull the ammonia and bleach from beneath the bathroom sink and begin to scrub the drying blood from the rim of the bathtub, and the shower curtain where I had clutched it, and the floor where it had dripped off of me with the water when I climbed out. I let the chemicals sting my raw wounds, each of which Ms. Fasch had plied open with her disinfected needles. It sends a pinching queasiness up my arm. Until then I haven’t imagined an arm could feel queasy, but it can and so it does.

	I leave the sponge in the tub, plumped black with my dead cells. I go into the bedroom and sit on the edge of the mattress for a time letting the earth spin outside my window and watching the light and shade create monstrous faces on my floor because of it. A knock from downstairs shakes me from the kind of stupor I am slipped into, where I allowed several hours to pass around me as I sat there on the fluffed duvet. He picked it out after we got rid of the old one. He picked out the children’s, too. I have yet to step foot in their room.

	I go downstairs. The clock on the wall by the front door tells me that it is time for dinner. Almost six o’clock. So I must have fallen back asleep in the meantime. I check the peephole and undo the chain. “Sheriff, what can I do for you?” Those words seem surreal. All words seem surreal now. After what has happened, after what has happened because of me, what importance could any casual exchange of dialogue have on the universe?

	Sheriff Barilla is a tall unshaven Italian, heavyset with muscle. He embraces the stereotype of his profession and as such he wears blacked-out aviator glasses from the moment he clocks in until he returns home for the night, and he refuses to get out of his dingy decade-old squad car without keeping his hand grasped firmly around the butt of his holstered weapon. The people in town refer to him privately as the ass with a hand on his butt.

	“Mrs. Hesse, how are you doing this evening?” He gives a quick nod of his chin and takes off his wide hat as he sidesteps around me and comes in. He surveys the room with his hat held at his side. “I just wanted to come and update you on your husband. Jacob Hesse.”

	“I know my husband’s name, Sheriff.”

	“Hm. Nevertheless.” He turns to face me with the rigid propriety of a Buckingham beefeater. “I spoke with a Sergeant from Sarasota County. They found the vehicle registered to Mr. Hesse abandoned in a retention pond, tangled in duckweed and coated with algae. There were no signs of him or the children.”

	“Thank you, Sheriff.”

	“My duty, ma’am.” He turns on his heels and parades back out the door. It seems to shut of its own accord behind him. I watch through the peephole as he flips his hat back onto his scalp and adjusts it properly.

	Once the car is backed out of the driveway and disappeared in the evening shadows down the street, I go back upstairs to our bedroom. There is a shoebox on the top shelf of our closet. I stretch and pry it out with my wrapped hand, catch it against my stomach, and take it down to the kitchen table. The smoke of the toast has cleared through the window I left cracked open, but the pungency of burnt toast lingers. I sit for a time with my hands on the lid of the box before flipping it off. It clatters softly on the table. I see the pressed poppy flower he takes with him from the field where we meet. I see my garter from our wedding and our first sonogram. He always called it his little box of me. I reach under the packet of pornographic photographs he has taken of us over the years and pick up the unloaded gun he keeps there.

	I wonder, if this is his little box of me, had he considered me the trigger? The first event in a long chain of cause and effect? Or am I simply a bullet? The pressed poppy begins to inflate with the water that has fallen onto it as I cry. I push the box aside and lay the gun on the table in front of me. Further in the box is a small carton of bullets. I have seen him load the weapon a number of times, simply for the sake of showing me how it is done in case I should ever need to use it. We sit there like that for a long time. I wait for Sheriff Barilla to return, to tell me that he has found them, that he can tell me what has happened to them.

	I hear the familiar pattern of footsteps run along the upstairs hallway. It must be dinnertime. The softly carpeted hall, so used to my children running along it to rush down here to the table, is thumping loudly out of habit. The front door creaks. I want it to be Jacob, come home from work as he has every day since we’d bought this house except for the last nine.

	Without moving anything but my good hand I flip open the lid of the carton and ruffle through the little steel cylinders with my fingers, counting them. There are thirty, three rows of ten. I pull one out and sit it on its flat end on the table in front of me, tangential to its lord and master which is empty, and hungry for its faith. Jacob builds this table one year, early, before the children have been conceived, to replace the gaudy folding card table we had been using before that. It still has the etching of their names from the days when they crawl beneath it while I am busy at the oven and scrawl messages to each other with pens and butter knives.

	I try to think of something I have forgotten to do. I have picked up the splintered remains of his final conquest and scrubbed the bathtub clean of what should have been mine. The images of Nickolas and Kyra run into the kitchen just as planned, then blur with the dust and the remaining smoke that fills the space around me like a finely granulated fog, and they disappear. Nobody has come in through the door. And when I realize that it is more plausible for Preacher Johns to have come marching in unannounced, berating his head with a week’s old newspaper, than my husband for whom this should have been home, then I spin the bullet slowly around on the table, inspecting its flawlessly smooth sides, and I press it into its socket.

	The click, as I close the barrel and place the gun back on the table, comforts me. I put my hands on either side of it, palms flat on the surface, and we stare at each other until late, late, late into the night. I think of the flight of birds.
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