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MARK DICKSON

We Regret to Inform You:

Dear Mrs. =
We regret to inform you:
the butterfly has slain the caterpillar;
the §0uthfu1 fuzz
that you once loved to pet
has been traded for pinions
(wing-shaped shackles)
We would like to console you:
ghosts can fly where men cannot;
how can one touch
clouds while crawling
or stars with lucid hands?
(his reach is intangible but vast)
We are proud to assure you:
angels dance on the shoulders of men;
boys chase demons
with idle hands
and clumsy feet
(your son has grown wings)

Towers



DARREL HEDMAN

October 31, 1979

Sarah’s eyes close as the world around her becomes loud.

“Your wings! Your wings! Why didn’t they work?”

The sky is gray. The sky is red. The sky is gray. The sky is red. Matthew jumps
off the lowest branch and falls beside her. He grabs her hand, her face, her hair, but
nothing is there.

“Why didn’t your wings work, Sarah? Your angel wings....”

Matthew runs down the dirt path as fast as his short legs will carry him toward his
home. The sky is gray. The sky is red. The sky is gray. The sky is red and everything
is so loud.

“Mom! Mom! Sarah... Sarah’s hurt! Mom! Mom!”

He opens the front door and trips inside.

“Mom! Mommy! Sarah’s...”

The sky is gray. The sky is red.

TGS

“Hello, Jen ... Yes is my daughter there?”

“Kelly... I don’t think this is helping. You know she’s gone. Please, please don’t
ask for her again, what if Matthew would have answered?”

“I just saw her run through our front yard and head towards your house.Darhat if
Don’t tell me you haven’t seen her.”

“Look I'm truly, truly sorry, but she’s not here, and she’s not going to be here.”

“Don’t tell me she’s not going to be there. Look outside! Look!”

“Okay, I looked and she’s not here. “Please, please this is very hard. I don’t know
why this had to happen either. But it did and I'm sorry. Really I am. Matthew can’t...”

“Please! Please! Please tell me she’s there! I just saw her! I swear I saw her!”

“Kelly, I'm so so sorr.”

Click

e

It’s October 31, 1979 and Sarah runs across Matthew’s front lawn with her wings
outstretched and her eyes towards the trees.
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“Mom, can I go out and play with Sarah?”

“Where’s your father, Matthew?” Her face changes and she shakes her head.
“Why is he never around?” ¥

The sun skips off Sarah’s favorite butterfly hair clip as she enters the forest and
disappears.

“Mom, please let me go outside.”

Her head quickly turns and her fingers tense. Matthew steps away and cowers as
if she is to strike.

“Matthew, I wish.... I wish you would just go find your father.”

Matthew walks down the basement stairs and enters the last room on the left. It
is his father’s work room and it is filled with sawdust, rusty tools, greasy shirts, and
bloody traps. Nothing is an order. As Matthew enters, he steps carefully in order not
to get a nail through the foot.

“Dad.”

“I'm busy.”

“Dad, mom said...”

“I said I’'m busy.”

He moves his hands over his clear white bowling ball, blowing in the air holes
whenever they come around.

“Mom. . .needs to talk with you.”

“Matt, tell your mom I'm busy.”

Matthew steps out the door and walks right into his mother’s stomach.

“Richard, Your boy needs you. Talk with him.”

“I just want to go outside, dad.

Richard tightens his mouth down and inhales through his nose.

“And what are you going to do outside? “Richard exhales back through his nose.

“Not playing with Sarah are you?”

The sun peels off a corner of the sky. It’s 2:30 in the afternoon and Sarah begins
to ascend her favorite tree.

“How are we today, ‘lonely’?”

Sarah places her butt on the fifth limb. The limb is strong like her Father’s voice,
and she waits for Matthew to come to her side. A scar on her forehead finds the
attention of her fingers. She touches around its edge and waits for the memory. The
trees move below and beside her. She waits for the memory.

“dad, when’s mommy coming home?”
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The room spins around. She can’t feel her fingers or her toes. The room is gray.
The room is red. The room is gray. The room is red.

“dad, when’s mommy coming home?”

Her kitten sits in front of her face licking her eyes. There is still life in there. The
moon crashes into the burning sun and all balance is lost. The room is gray. The room
is red. The room is gray. The room is red. '

“dad, when’s mommy.”

The kitten moves and she leaves everything on the floor. Her dad runs to her side
crying, “what happened? what happened?”

The trees move beside her with anger, as Sarah waits for the scar to disappear.

“Hi! Sarah!”

Matthew climbs up “lonely” and sits beside Sarah. She is a little cold and her face
is not the same as it was yesterday.

“I like your wings. When didya get them?”

“It’s my costume for Halloween.”

“I’m going to be a policeman! My gun and badge are in the house. My dad says
I can’t play with the gun. He says it’s not a toy, but a real weapon.”

“Your dad is real dumb.”

“Yeah mom says that too.... Hey mom says I can go out tricks or treating after
supper. When will your mom let you?”

“T don’t know. I kinda want to try these wings out first. My dad says they are real
angel wings.”

The wind puts weight on their faces as Sarah looks into the purple sun. “I'm going
to jump off ‘lonely,” and fly with the other angels.”

“I wish I had angel wings.”

“Angel wings are for girls not boys. Boys carry guns and knifes and belts.”

“I’ve never carried a gun, knife, or belt.”

“You will. Someday you will.”

Sarah puts her right hand on Matthew to maintain her balance as she watches the
ground grow with distance. She puts her left hand on “lonely” and lets her seven-year-
old mind begin to dream.

“Soon Il touch the clouds, Matthew, and I'll even bring back a piece so you can
touch it.”

“I wonder if it really tastes like marshmallows.”

Sarah begins to breathe, and starts to let go of “lonely.” His oily hands wrap
around her belly. She wants to twist away but she can’t. He’s too strong. His voice is
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too loud.

“Hang on to my arm, Matthew. Still hang on to my arm. I'm waiting for the right
wind. It has to be stronger than him, and stronger than me.” by

“The wind is strong! Fly Sarah! Fly!”

Matthew lets go of her hand and she is swallowed by the sky. Matthew can only
look with his eyes closed. The sky is gray. The sky is red.

[CH

Matthew gets off the bus to walk home. He passes by Sarah’s house and peers in
the front window to see if she is home. She’s standing in her underwear with angel
wings stretched across her back. A kitten runs by her feet as her father enters from the
kitchen. Matthew taps at the window, but Sarah doesn’t hear him.

“Sarah, Sarah look over here.” Matthew sticks out his tongue and rolls back his
eyes. She doesn’t look at him. Matthew walks over to the door, and before he can push
the doorbell Sarah’s mom pulls into the drive.

“Hey, Matthew, I have something to give your mom. Why don’tI give you aride
up the street and I’ll give it to her then.”

“Okay.”

“Do you think Sarah can go tricks or treating tonight?”

“Matthew...I’m sorry. I'm really sorry.”

O

Matthew walks inside and the phone rings. He puts down his bag and walks over
to the window. He pushes the curtains aside and thinks about the wings.

A gust of wind shakes the window as Sarah runs across Matthew’s front lawn
with her wings outstretched and her eyes towards the trees.

“Mom, can I go out and play with Sarah?”

“Where’s your father, Matthew?” Her face changes and she shakes her head.
“Why is he never around?”

The sun skips off Sarah’s favorite butterfly hair clip as she enters the forest and
disappears.

“Mom, please let me go outside.”

Her head quickly turns and her fingers tense. Matthew steps away and cowers as
if she is to strike.

“Matthew, I wish... I wish you would just go find your father.”
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Matthew walks down the basement stairs and enters the last room on the left. It
is his father’s work room and it is filled with sawdust, rusty tools, greasy shirts, and
bloody traps. Everything is unattended to.

“Dad.”

“I’m busy.”

“Dad, mom said...”

“I said I'm busy.”

He moves his hands over his clear white bowling ball, blowing in the air holes
whenever they come around.

“Mom. . .needs to talk with you.”

“Matt, tell your mom I'm busy.”

Matthew steps out the door and walks right into his mother’s stomach.

“Richard, Your boy needs you. Talk with him.”

“I just want to go outside, dad. “

Richard tightens his mouth down and inhales through his nose.

“And what are you going to do outside?” Richard exhales back through his nose.

“Not playing with Sarah, are you?”

e

“I wish I had angel wings.”

“Angel wings are for girls not boys. Boys carry guns and knifes and belts.”

“I’ve never carried a gun, knife, or belt.”

“You will. Someday you will.”

Sarah puts her right hand on Matthew to maintain her balance as she watches the
ground grow with distance. She puts her left hand on “lonely” and lets her seven-year-
old mind begin to dream.

“Soon I’1l touch the clouds, Matthew, and I'll even bring back a piece so you can
touch it.”

I wonder if it really tastes like marshmallows.”

Sarah begins to breathe, and starts to let go of “lonely.” His oily hands wrap
around her belly. She wants to twist away but she can’t. He’s too strong. His voice is
too loud. .

“Hang on to my arm, Matthew. Still hang on to my arm. I’m waiting for the right
wind. It has to be stronger than him, and stronger than me.”
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Where is she? Why isn’t she home yet? Everything is wrong. Or maybe
everything is right. Please let that be her.

“The wind is strong! Fly Sarah! Fly!”

Matthew lets go of her hand and she is swaliowed by the sky. Matthew can only
look with his eyes closed. The sky is gray. The sky is red.

o

Matthew, gets off the bus to walk home. He stops by Sarah’s house to see if she’s
home. She is standing in her underwear with her wings stretched across her back.

A kitten walks in front of her legs as her father enters from the kitchen. Matthew
taps on the window to get her attention. But she doesn’t move.

“Sarah! Sarah!!!”

The sky is gray. The sky is red. The sky is gray . The sky is red and everything is
so loud. The kitten begins to lick her eyes. She is trying to breathe. She is trying to
form words. Her eyes find his through the redness and through the window.

“Hang on to my arm, Matthew. Still hang on to my arm. I’m waiting for the right
wind. It has to be stronger than him, and stronger than me.”

“The wind is strong! Fly Sarah! Fly!”

Matthew lets go of her hand and she is swallowed by the sky

Do

Matthew sits down at his desk. He pulls out a piece of paper and a red crayon.

Matthew Henley

Age 8

October 31, 1979

Today SARAH and me played outsid. We played in the trees. She had wings. i
want wings too.
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JOSHUA ROBNETT

Home

The sun baked his shoulders on this side of the wall. David had become
accustomed to the courtyard walls, where they tinted the sunlight into tolerable shades
of gray. Shielding his eyes with his ticket, he listened to the echo of the highway for
signs of a bus engine. He cursed himself for not bringing his sunglasses. As his ticket
flapped in the desert wind, he thought that he should have been happier than this;
instead he just felt exposed. The sun and wind had left a briny sprinkling on his skin
that stung his eyes when he wiped the sweat from them. David hoped the coming bus
would be dank with windows fogged with air conditioning.

The prison had been dank; the submarine walls sweat into silent puddles that
ebbed into the cells leaving a musk that seeped into hair and clothing. The twin clicks
of the bay and cell doors had numbed him at first. Later, he had come to rely on those
latches locking to reset his internal clock. No sun shone in the inner chambers; only
the scheduled clacking of metal on metal announced meals, work, and sleep. David
felt like he had been part of an inevitable countdown until prison’s routine had put his
undulating mind to sleep.

Seventeen years ago, the countdown ended in a trial and a subsequent sentencing
that had left him a trembling open sore at the start of his confinement. Those had been
the worst times. It seemed to him that he had never stopped screaming into his pillow
for the first six months. Screams of loneliness soon became screams of unwelcome
visitors. Sleeping was an impossible goal; the squall of those on the upper decks had
infected him faster than he could scream it out.

A bus wobbled in the rhythm of the heat. The earth rocked slightly as he stepped
off the pavement and away from the checkered shade that the linked fence had granted
him. Two steps. Two steps of scratching sand against the soles of his shoes startled
him. The tick-tock of boots on tile had always ticked off the seconds of his
confinement. David looked at the new digital watch the warden had given him on the
way out. Even though he had never seen a watch like this before, he new it was cheap
and probably wouldn’t last very long. Sand had already worked its way into the
crevices and it would only be a matter of time before it worked its way into the dark
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innards. The bus was running late; it lingered at half the distance, taunting him and
drying his mouth.

As the bus hummed and hissed to a stop, he tried not to Tiotice the sidelong fish
eyes fearfully peering at him through the green glass. He and the chalky bus driver
stared at each other through the door; David squinted at the bus’s silver brilliance. The
driver begrudgingly unsealed the door in one jerky motion. As he leaned in to give
him his ticket, the bus driver looked at the road while speaking to him in a drawled
murmur, “Ah just want you to know that I keep a lil” insurance with me on mah runs.”
The driver®patted a conspicuous hump in his blue pant leg. “There’s also a
plainclothes on board to keep timers like you from bein’ recidivized.” David could
feel his groin tighten as the old impotence squeezed its red face through his memory’s
membrane. That familiar tightness reminded him of the trial. His organs had cowered
against his spinal cord for three months before the verdict had been finally read. He
knew from the beginning that he was going to jail. He had also known about the
swirling masses that waited for those new arrivals that could still feel. He had spent
those three months waiting for the black rush of despair and the hum of assimilation.
Sweat beaded on the driver’s curled lip and the fish began twitching in their seats.
David floated to the back of the bus and dazedly plopped into an antiseptic blue seat.
The engine vibrated to a hum and the prison drifted in green tints past the window. He
wiped his mouth with his matted arm. Sand squeezed through his lips.

As he inspected his thick face and neck in the window, recycled breath billowed
from the overhead nozzle and cemented to his stocky frame. He scratched his
remaining patches of black hair; sprinkles dusted into the collar of the shirt he had
pulled from the “outprocessing” locker that morning. Some dirt never came out.
That’s what Mother had told him. David had been playing in the old backyard
sandbox the day before he was sent away to St. Rictor’s when he learned about the dirt
that never came out. From Father’s old Navy locker in the garage, David had pulled
his new fire truck and old steel gray Tonka from their winter exile. He would never be
in the Navy and have a wall locker like Father. Father made sure he knew it every time
he left the room when he cried. “Such a sniveling fat fuck” Father sneered only that
once before sentencing him to the backyard. He had been drinking Chivas that day and
the assembly line grease on his fingers smudged the pawed tumbler as he waved it
loosely at the screen door. David’s intestines wound themselves until bile dripped
brass along the sides of his tongue.

Hunched over in the sandbox with his back to the house, David leaked tears into
the back of the dumptruck. His mind looped those two words over and over until blood
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in his ears began to beat with their rhythm. Fat fuck fat fuck fat fuck fat fuck fat fuck.
His eyes thumped their white yolk in time with his racing heartbeat. Half dazed, he
looked down at his trucks and saw that he had been smashing them against one
another. Both trucks horribly twisted from multiple head on collisions. The larger
gray truck had overwhelmingly beat the smaller red one into a crumpled heap near the
mossy corner of the sandbox. His anger ebbed with the loss of his trucks. In one last
burst of concentrated frustration, David wielded the gray truck over his head and
brought it down on the wounded. The metals of the two trucks meshed and they swung
against the tattered wooden corner as one contorted juggernaut. Pulling them out of
the splintered wood, David heard something that reminded him of the hum that his
alarm clock made the minute before it went off. Ashen hornets erupted from their
spiny burrow, squeezing their sodden bodies in every slit of David’s clothes and face.
He scrambled toward the house as one clutched his screaming lip. In the short lull
between stings he could feel their horrible bodies wriggling under his shirt and
searching. The hornets pumped and writhed against patches of skin. The only thing
that would calm them was his corpse, bloated and ready for infestation. With one
swollen hand pushing against the wooden basement door, he pinwheeled the other
against the muddy cloud. In the basement, David had sat in clammy silence until dark,
waiting until the last sandy wasp had stung and fluttered from his sleeves and hair.
Afraid that father would hear him, he had only whimpered quietly once or twice while
he waited for mother to come find him. When Mother finally came, she had huffed and
wearily gazed at the specks of mud and ash that the wasps had blotted on David’s new
school clothes. Later she had scrubbed each sting with pink lotion and told him that
“dirt like that doesn’t come out Davie. Do you want Father to go broke buying you
clothes? You know I try to watch out for you, but Father can take only so much you
know. Good boy.”

He woke staring at the highway with his head tilted into the window. The lines in
the road checked by faster now. How many more lines were left before he saw Father
again? While Father had sat in his beaten leather chair drinking Chivas, her light had
browned out like it had been connected to a sputtering generator. Eventually, Father
had been left alone in the ticking house with only resentment to occupy the space in
the other kitchen chair. Although she had known that her husband would never
apologize to him, she had made him promise to write David monthly in the morning
of her final day. David had never known about the cancer; the first letter he received
from Father stated only that she had died from it and that he would be corresponding
from then on. It was in the plain delivery of the information that David knew that
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Father had been destroyed. There had been none of the snide sarcasm that he always
used to reveal his disappointment with him. Instead there had been an aloof frankness
that had allowed David to separate from the naked terror of his youth and begin to
understand why he had murdered.

He turned his head and pulled back from the window. Pressing the tender areas
on the back of his neck, David looked at the puckered blank faces of the sleeping and
the stern faces of those that stared too long at anything but him. He remembered the
stock boy having the same glassy eyed blankness before he gurgled and dropped to the
green square‘é of the linoleum. That had been the day after he had been kicked out of
St. Rictors for “not maintaining the moral code of this establishment.” It had been
innocent enough. David had sheepishly asked Mary Dunford to help him study his
geometry. She had arrived in her green and gold uniform, still glistening from
practice, with pompoms swinging from her backpack. Her unblinking eyes darted
trustingly like a newborn. The intoxication from her sweaty polyester and grape
bubble gum reeled him back a step and he had let the door squeak open with an absent
hand. Mary pointed in his book and explained how pi represents the ratio of the
circumference to the diameter of a circle. David just nodded in the spaces between
sentences left open for questions. The puff of baby powder hovered each time her
ponytail fanned it from her sweater’s womb. David had never been able to understand
how one final answer could come from a never-ending circle. It was clear to him that
he was not going to understand it tonight. David was surging and had to know whether
or not Mary ever had any feelings for him and that he thought he might be in love with
her. She jutted her chin forward and barely stifled a giggle. Later, after Mary had
decided to call it a night, David remembered how Mary’s wrist had pulsed under his
hand and how her face had flushed to a deep red under her curled bangs. The
headmaster and a hulking officer had shown up at his door forty-five minutes later to
discuss “David’s future at St. Rictors.” The headmaster and he had decided that “it
would be better for all parties involved that he withdraw from the citadel
immediately.” David had not protested, he knew it had gone bad once blood had
started streaming down the cuts of the sheets. He had had to ensure that charges would
not be pressed.

The news of his dismissal had preceded him. By the time David arrived home,
Father had been sitting in the corpse of the lawn chair mulling over the silent toys of
the locker. Pushing up the driveway, he saw Father’s face had crinkled and swollen
over his accusing spider eyes. Father quietly spouted soft words that floated over the
stares of his toys and settled on David’s quivering hairs. Nerves howled in his guts and
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cranked them into a hollow ball. He wouldn’t stop. Words and words crested to take
away the braces and pull up the muddy cornerstones. He saw by the frosted spittle
collecting in the folds of Father’s mouth that he had some rehearsed speech clicking
away and suppressing the darkness. David looked up and saw that Father had stopped
and was staring at him as he rocked and groaned like a beached whale lurching away
from the rotting sun. He was standing now. Spots flashed his retinas; he was
approaching with clutching hands. David spun and ran so hard he felt heart seams
begin to wheeze and coat his ribs with bloody flem. Houses windmilled past him as if
mounted on one great laughing wheel.

By the time he reached town, the folds of flesh stacked on his belt had burped out
lines of sweat that curled around his body in gauzy stripes. He needed to find a
sanctuary where he could connect the pieces and plug up the holes. Looming in the
center of town, the lights of the Safeway flickered on in the deepening crimson sunset.
The sun shades over the store’s windows flapped lightly in the air conditioning. The
light failed and flickered against the tinted plastic. The storefront, a rippling oil slick
of dancing blackness, hypnotized David and lured him into its soothing rhythms. As
he approached, the door silently opened as if sensing his need for welcome. Once
passing the door’s threshold, the store bathed him in its cool fluorescence while
drying his sweat and tears away. People were cogs of a greater machine here. The
people in the checkout lines shuffled to the clicking register tape and the employees
marched to the clacking cart wheels. “Can I help you sir?” A tall gaunt manager with
gray comb lines and a smell not unlike canned peas had been alerted by David’s
paralyzed euphoria. He was looking at a security guard with a knowing eye while
giving David a toothy manager smile. David immediately sensed that he was not
participating and was probably to be labeled a virus if he didn’t start incorporating
himself immediately. David used the smile he had learned at St. Rictor’s to quell those
on his floor that had asked about the rotting smells coming from his room the night
before trash day. He told the manager that he had a magnificent store here and he was
just taken aback by its grandeur. He knew the game; he had just stopped playing when
Father talked to him in that tone. It was as if Father had forgotten his role and had left
the house a broken wreck without even a thought about the infection he might spread
to David. The manager strutted away to help a humped crone with her dog food, and
the guard recessed into the glass of the customer service box. David gave his smile to
the one-way glass; the guard was still Jurking behind his tinted reflection.

The uniform piles of fruit called him to their waxen perfection. David strolled up
and down the isles whistling and pretending to be a shopping husband with a healthy
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barbecue in mind. The dull thumps of fruit being dropped into scales and the shoppers
circulating through the rows flushed him with warmth. He had to be careful; too much
time in any one area made him a target. He knew he would have to visit the entire store
if he had to stay in that ticking house with no Mother to set his schedule in the morning.
David poked his finger through the membrane clinging to the yellowing cadaver of a
chicken. The cancer was rotting Mother’s corpse into a pale yellow right now; her skin
tightening into a swampy cellophane. Jazz droned through the rafters while David
made his way to the humming freezers. In clouds of frost, the molecules of stacked
lemonade and waffles stood at attention in one beautiful formation; their organized
stillness making him giddy. The game would have to be delayed for a few minutes. He
crept into the cooler and sealed it shut behind him. David clung to the dripping shelves
and licked the frozen dew from bags of frozen shrimp.

Behind him the door opened. “Sir, I don’t think that..” a pockmarked stock boy
with blazing red hair stammered with mocking lips. The guard was running quickly
with his hand holding his holstered revolver now. David twisted his body out of the
cooler and flopped onto the floor. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, you fat
fuck?” David was still holding a bag of butterflied brine shrimp when the guard
skittered to a halt and shoved his weight against the teetering shelf. Images of police
bringing him home and Father speaking to him with those tired excusing eyes again
raced in and out. He knew that security had already identified him as a threat to the
integrity of the whole. His heart raced against the gentle hum of the gaping cooler. The
boy was advancing with a gun that dwarfed his infantile hand. David saw himself
pressed between wormed slabs of mud and the yellowing decay of Mother’s cancer.
The ringing in his ears enveloped the world in red silk and muted the guard that was
screaming for help. David yanked the revolver from the holster and emptied six
rounds into the boy’s throat. The guard wasn’t moving anymore. The shelves dropped
like a support beam onto the gurgling stock boy’s knees. A pricegun, smudged in
bloody fingerprints, slid to middle of the isle. The body lay gaping and curled,
submerged in bags of shrimp. Everything had clouded over in a pulsing haze. He had
been arrested three hours later mumbling in a used car lot. David remembered how
Father had taken the stand and embarrassingly cried and stuttered in clipped
responses. Although David had testified violently that Father was the one that needed
hospitalization, the jury had found David guilty of the lesser charge and sentenced
him to twenty years.

The bus slowed at the town limits and passed the shell of the Safeway. It looked
dead now; time had taken its form and replaced it with a mustard skeleton. He saw the
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house and pulled the cord. The fish jerked in unison. Waddling down the isle with his
bag bouncing off of his knees, he stepped into the street without looking at the driver’s
husk. It was a dollhouse now. The garage tipped its frayed roof to him as he stepped
to its side door. The locker opened with a rusty shudder; his eye scanned its bowels for
his red fire engine. Inspecting it in the window, he remembered the innocent stock boy
and those cloudy bags of shrimp corpses as they lay cold on the tile. His key still fit
the house lock, and it slid noiselessly into its mate. The dining room picture window
sprayed shafts of glittering dust against the staircase and Father in his chair. Father’s
eyes flicked and he saw David behind and above him smiling. David pounded the
truck into his head until the dining room window was painted in strokes of red bars.
David called the police and waited for his ride home.
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JOSHUA ROBNETT

Call of Cassandra

She had spent sixteen years in that awful tube and lived longer than all of the
others. Her body had shrugged off the gene and hormone therapies as well as the aging
effects of the nutrient incubation bath without any deducible cause. Blood and tissue
samples had‘rejected all attempts to introduce recombination splices. She was an
enigma and I loved her for it. Sixteen years. My hair had been receding slowly until
that day. She had finished the job for me in a moment. It was a record for any donor
bodies to last over five years; they had been designed that way in order to keep
production high and maintenance low. Immersion tanks are horribly caustic to the
outer layers of skin, and most floaters simply cannot withstand the process for an
extended amount of time. The bath removes moisture and vitamins from the outer
layers, collects it in siphon tanks, and re-introduces them to the interior soft tissues
and target organ. Only the organ for which the body is being harvested receives
everything it needs to remain healthy for donation.

I had studied Donation Genetics for six unending years and still had not been
prepared for the brutal sight of a husk thumping in its tube. Of course I had expected
the skin to be darkened. I had not expected hairless insect bodies tightening in fetal
rigor; tufts of bone-white hair tearing out of the scalp and mocking the furled body’s
indifference. The bath wrung flesh around bone and cartilage. It left faces in
immutable screams and stretched eyes into bulbous raven orbs. Ihad left orientation
twice in order to relieve my stomach of its contents. When I returned, the amused
orientation administrator informed me that I was the newest member of the Retrieval
Team.

I quickly learned that retrieval process was fairly simple. Only the target organ is
consequential; a rib-splitter and a scalpel are usually the only equipment necessary.
Bodies are seen as hosts. Skin is peeled away like bark from a tree, the ribs are split,
and the engorged organ is pulled from the host with minimal fuss. Unfortunately, the
body’s reaction to the bath and its utter deterioration is an overproduction of T-cells
and a gross swelling of the lymph system. This results in a sweeping pus saturation
that smells like baby powder and key-lime pie when exposed. They were mercifully
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engineered to lack what could be considered to be a brain capable of consciousness.
Basically, the brain stem keeps them alive and plugs the hollow brain cavity.

But she had hovered unchanging while the tubes around her were repeatedly
cleansed with sterilization jelly, replenished with nutrient bath, and impregnated with
a rolling fetus. Every month, we pulled her out for exploratory, and every month we
put her back knowing less than we did before. Pathology had worked double shifts for
ten years. She just levitated in that red illumination while we bustled around the lab
looking for an explanation. She was as brainless as the others were, yet,evenas a child
had a seductive aura about her. She had looked as if only in secret contemplation,
waiting for us to wake her with our science. In mute purgatory, she had become a
woman. Eventually, we had to accept the only answer that her blood would divulge:
her genes were virtually devoid of any codable structures. Whereas most of these
structures are housed within thousands of studded receptor sites, her sites resembled
the dead volcanoes of the moon. I wanted to stay late and track the activity of her brain
stem. I was convinced there was something burrowed beneath the surface. Liam said
that the experiment had been done before. I argued that the tests were biased. Liam
gave me the rehearsed director’s speech about limited grant funds and salaries paid for
duplicated research. In the end, he gave the green light under the condition that I work
on my own time.

On the first night of my research I waited until everyone left before pulling her out
and carrying her to the Operating Room. Light seeped in from the door window and
the reading lamps in the observation booth. My steps reverberated across steel tools
and trays. One arm hung limp as poured her onto the table while the other slid from
my chest. Bath and sweat soaked into my scrubs, trickled down my shirt, and dripped
between my legs. I flicked the overhead on. In the lamp’s glare, the room fell away;
the tiles of the floor and walls reflected like starlight. She was beautiful. Her ivory skin
was defiantly casting translucence back at the lamp. I took her in. Her mouth was
parted slightly. I could see the edge of her eyeteeth emerging from under her pouting
lip. I brushed the back of my hand across her face and let a finger slide into her mouth.
She was warm inside. Her lip was soft against knuckle as my fingernail scraped across
the bristles of her tongue. I was breathing in rapid convulsions. The stars vibrated in
their squares. I staggered away from the table. The room blanched. Using both hands,
I leaned against the foot of the table. My legs were twitching. Slowly, the room came
back; sound began to connect itself and absorb the ringing.

Her eyes were open.
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She was staring at me. My God, she was staring through me. There was only ink
in the sockets, dancing and churning against their glassy orb. The lights dimmed. No,
she was absorbing it. The tiles pulsed and pupated blackness. Bark pods lurched from
the wall and clouded the room with swirling locust. She was blazing now. I was
cnppled by the swaying darkness in those eyes. There was something else. Everything
in the room was a cloudy reflection in the whirling swarm. I saw my own deadened
face flashing in and out. My entrails pinched and were blocks of dead ice. There was
no consciousness in those eyes to hold back the piercing cold. It was coming now. The
locust tore atmy flesh as they orbited her. There were stars in her eyes now. My heart
fluttered and was still. I was so numb. Two expanding stygian moons. I screamed and
it was nothing. It was here. Biting and gnashing, the awful vast screamed from her
eyes. I was immersed in its wailing; then it was in me. Then nothing.

I floated frozen and submerged in the thunderous void. A great voice bellowed
and diffused in its waves. I remembered when I was ten. My sister and I would sit
underwater at opposite ends of the pool and try to talk to one other. My screams would
rattle my skull and quake in my molars. Sometimes I had kneeled on the pool floor and
screamed until blood clouded from my ears. This voice was more than that. It was
unintelligible, and it liquefied the marrow in my bones. It was my father. I had thought
I was dead, but my father was living with my mother in Cape Sebastian. The cold was
couched in here as well. My chest pulsed and spiderweb warmth began to sear through
my veins. The voice subsided and was replaced with the deafening juices of lung and
heart. I could hear it creeping behind them. I tried to push away. My intestines were
held fast to a throbbing braid; my arms only twitched and grappled to membrane. The
womb twisted in the pull and slack of the lung; its grip slowly tightened around my
head. How long would it be before I was born? How long could I endure that
malignant thing sneaking and digging around me? It was closer now. Through the
gurgle and murmur, it slid under me gaping its toothy rictus. It cleaved at the lining
and pulled it apart. I dipped through the rupture. It was whispering.

She closed her eyes.

They had found me in the morning, curled on the tile at the foot of the table. Three
days later, I awoke in the psych ward with Liam staring at me with sunken eyes. Of
course he had had to fire me. He said that my research had become an obsession and
my objectivity was shot. I agreed. I tried to tell him what he was hatching in those
tanks. He had watched the door until I finished and told me to rest. Once I checked out,
I had spent weeks contacting every credible university and lab in the country My
Ieputation had preceded me.
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MARK DICKSON

The Sound of Inevitability
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A distant whistle at dawn.:

too faint to draw me from my
morning

reverie—

the five minute lifespan of a dream

the five day lifespan of a fly

that necessitates

one thousand eyes

to see faster

The insistent wail of 8:43:

I’ve heard its sound since birth.

The sun rises always in approach to noon
elongating my shadow.

Its whisper crescendoes in my ear

like the determined shriek of an oncoming train

lost in coalescence with idle chatter.

We are the rail layers
laying tracks
in an unending tapestry
of wood and steel,
fixed to prairies
in eternal embrace
like awkward lovers in early morning
whose shrill sighs betray their equilibrium.

The clash of hammer and steel:

A dull cadent thud

to subdue the ringing in my ears

and measure the distance between suns.
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I like to think

Towers

because I chopped down the trees
and I forged the steel

that I am the maker

because I stitched my name

and Time is the tapestry

that I am the artist

because I have trained my ears

to hear its approach

I can step aside

and forget my name.
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