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GOLBEZ

Sean R. Jensen -

er words are melting. Mine are fire, tempering and uncontained. She

wants ffie to calm her. She asks if everything is going to be all right.
Of course not. This is destruction. We have sinned as war; we have stolen the
irreplaceable.

She cries. The phone is mad; it casts unspeakable shadows. I want to put
it down, but she cries. She is hysterical. She is emotion, and she demands. I
don’t know how to ease her. She asks if everything is going to be all right. I say
it plainly: “We dumped the body in the river.” She knows. That’s why she asks.
She knows that we can’t take it back, and she fears what the world will say.

I hang up. I look out the window, and the scene is distant. The people
scurry dully below. I look at the sky, no longer sure it’s there. I have been
delirious since it happened, and can’t remember the last time I slept. I walk
to a mirror and eyes stare back red with strife. My hair is wild like malevolent
specters, and I need to shave.

The razor looks light. My head rings hollow, a metallic bell-chime
exploding and I fall a step or two back. I am losing my mind. I walk to my desk

and open a drawer filled with wires. I stop, and can’t think of why. My hand



seems to move without my conviction. It grabs a copper coil, then unravels a
few inches.

I throw the wire on the floor. He was clutching a wire. He looked like it
meant the entire world to him, even after his eyes stopped closing. His grip on
that bloody wire was unbreakable. I didn’t understand. The phone rings. It’s
her again.

She tells me to watch the news. I flip on the T'V. A ‘breaking story” is
playing about a body washed up on a riverbank. They say it’s murder. I tell her
to calm down. I wonder why this would be breaking news. They show a clean
photo. They say he was a billionaire. Great.

I tell her to calm down. So we killed someone important. It was an
accident. We don’t have anything to worry about. She isn’t convinced. She tells
me she’s coming over. That won’t do. I tell her I'm going to work. She says it’s

Sunday; it’s two in the afternoon. I say I'm still going.

The stairs are hard to navigate. Somehow, they seem less to go down
and instead twist like out of Escher. I blink hard, and bat a hand against my
forehead. I make it down.

Walking outside feels like embarking on Lethe. The shadows blend too
well. There isn’t enough contrast. I find the bus stop. There is a lady sitting on
the end of the bench. I try to ignore her. I check my watch. The bus runs every

half-hour.
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There is something on the palm of my hand. I can’t feel it. It looks like .

. asliver of copper? I slowly circle my finger towards touching it. Everything
around it is normal. I don’t understand. Then it cuts my index finger. It is
metal. I clench my other fist. I look around.

The lady is staring at me, head lowered. She sees something. Her business-
styled hair amplifies with her salacious grin; she becomes an all-too-real
Medusa. Then] see her hand—a mess of wires and flesh, and her nails almost
like cords. She is rubbing a pen against an olive protrusion teeming with wires
connecting between it and her lower arm. Blue and red lights blink in strange
sequences over green patches, like circuit board. She stands.

She lunges at me. I am quick. I am able to avoid her. I shout, “What are
you doing?” Now she smiles wider. She looks ready to lunge again. I begin
running.

I wonder if this is punishment. This lady is inexplicable. She is an
aberration. It must be random. I search my mind for explanations.

[ feel something rip part of my shirt. She grabs with her wire-hand, and
her cord-nails cut shallowly into my shoulder. I am still running. She is faster
than me. I duck into a general store. She follows step-for-step as I dart between
aisles tossing knick-knacks and foodstuffs off the shelves to try to impede her. I
am half-aware of some shouting, but maybe I just hear myself.

I burst through a fire-escape into a narrow alley. She follows, relentless. I

Jump down a staircase, and realize I don’t know where I am going—away from



her, wherever could lead to safety. The stairs lead underground into a concrete
hallway with barely enough room for my width. She still follows, now scraping
her wire-hand against the wall, making a terrifying grinding.

Each time I look back, I see her insane expression: eyes ablaze, smiling
hungrily, and her hair growing wilder and wilder. I barely have time to notice
the door in front of me before crushing myself through it. Not thinking, I try
slamming it before she can enter.

Her hand—the wire one—grasps blindly as I push my entire weight
against the door. She’s winning. She’ll overpower me. I’'m in some kind of
storeroom. There is a gated space with an open code-key door. I pause then
launch myself over and lock myself in. There are tools on the wall, I'm sure I
can find one to use as a weapon if she—

She rips at the gate. She wants to kill me. She is demonic, and she easily
tears a hole in the gate large enough to thrust in her arm. She misses with
her first attack. I find large wire-cutters. She increases the hole, and I jam
my weapon sharply into her arm. She bleeds, but continues grabbing at me
obsessively.

I feel for another tool on the wall. The first thing I find, I run towards her
and thrust it at her face. A screwdriver pierces her neck just as she wraps her
arm around my back, digging her inhuman nails into me. Her strength fades
quickly. I understand she means to tear me apart, but she is only able to cut

shallowly before she loses her grip and collapses.
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She is dead. My hands instinctively find their way to my head, until I
feel a prick and remember the metal fragment in my palm. I stare at myself,
reddened with the lady’s blood, and I begin to scream. Then, I am moving as
through a slideshow, out of the basement in an instant, down streets and roads
impossibly fast. It sounds like an airplane. The wind is refreshing.

Suddenly, I am at my girlfriend’s building. My feet ache hotly. I buzz her
apartment, an.d she runs down for me immediately. She embraces me then
notices the stains on my clothes. She doesn’t ask what happened, not yet. She
forces composure. She takes my arm and leads me inside. I know how badly
she wants to ask. I know she’s thinking if [ came here then whatever happened

is something grave. I know she knows she’s right.

She draws a bath for me. My feet still burn. I look down, there is
something stuck in the heel of my shoe, I can’t take it off. No, it’s ...part of
my heel. Green, some wires like the lady’s arm. It’s hot to touch. I tug at it. It
won’t come off, but it doesn’t hurt. I notice the spot on my palm: it’s larger.
Now it’s easy to tell it’s a copper wire. It loops from the center of my palm
back into my hand.

She startles me. The bath is ready. I push her aside and lock her out. Now
she cries. I speak, “I'm sorry, I have to ... I need to wash up, I need to think for
a bit...” She sounds defeated, entirely. I hear her walk away.

I sit on the toilet and carefully pull off my shoes. It takes a while because




it hurts when I try to force it. My heels, fully unveiled, no longer look human.
They are like the lady’s hand, an amalgamation of synthetic components: a
silicone base, transistors, soldered conduit lines, and wires, dozens of wires,
many reaching into the skin on my feet and legs. I am undergoing some insane
metamorphosis.

[ relax myself into the bath. She’ll notice when I come out. She’s already
going mad. The world is going mad. My mind wanders, until I feel a shock.
For one instant, I see the man we ran over, except his hair is all wires. He is
lying naked on a bed of technological innards. His body is peculiar, changed
like mine and the lady’s, except his transformed parts are sleek and composed.
There is no clutter. The design is flawless. He wears a smile like January
clouds, baring lunatic teeth.

I smell burning. I lift my leg, and my heel sparks. I jump out and quickly
dry off. My transformation has progressed, almost everything below my knees.
I can’t get my clothes back on without destroying them. I can’t hide this.
“Honey?” I call. She comes quickly. “Honey, you’re not gonna like this ...”
She is confused. There is nothing else she can be. “Please don’t be scared.”
breathe deeply. “I’'m coming out.”

Her eyes widen, her mouth rounds, but she doesn’t make a sound. I see
her desperation as she tries effacing herself. I expect her to fall to pieces, yet
she demonstrates an uncharacteristic strength. She hugs me, careful to avoid

my already-transformed shoulder. She tells me she has made dinner.
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We eat slowly. I wear only a towel. She stares at my shoulder, chewing
thoughtlessly on well-cooked ham. Her eyes are wild with confusion. I stare
back with bewildered concern. She sips dark wine, her mind undoubtedly
overflowing with questions.

She hasn’t mentioned the blood. I have no appetite, but force down several
bites. I find a vague change in the way I experience taste—there is a mild

o d
comprehension of statistical data with every swallow. She pours more wine. We
finish our meal in tense silence.

She pushes away her plate. I feel her foot lightly touch at my genitals. This
is how she initiates sex. She lowers her head, donning seduction. I carefully
touch her leg underneath the table. She winces. I look at my hand, discovering
more wires and circuitry. She forgives me and pulls off her shirt. She licks her
lips and leans toward me. I become erect.

[ hear a buzzing from under the table. There is smoke, and her eyes
widen. The sound is like electric transformers. I look at my lap. There is a hole
burnt through my towel. I find a kind of Tesla coil instead of my penis, small
blue lightning running towards a bulbous end. The wood is melting. It is not
long before my Tesla-cock grows through the table. We scream.

She admires, horrified. We scream more. She grabs her dinner knife. I
gyrate, hopelessly attempting to dislodge my unexpected appendage. She backs

away, her chest heaving wildy with each step. There is a loud blue flash, and 1



am able to pull myself free of the table.

I stand naked, my waist now also transformed. The table is decimated,
the melted hole scarred from some bombast. I notice the buzzing has stopped.
She stands in the corner of the room, still clutching knife. She is crying. I begin
crying. I hold out my hands and say, “I don’t know what’s happening.”

She collapses. I run to her. Her head is down. I carefully find her hand
and she lets go of the knife. She looks at me. She scans my eyes, and then
my changed phallus. She touches my chest, inviting my love. Cautiously, we
embrace. There is tragic calm.

She finishes undressing. She touches my coil to make sure it’s safe. There
is a little spark; she smiles. She lays me back and slowly mounts me. I begin to
say something like “I’'m not sure,” but she touches my lips.

She lowers herself. It doesn’t feel much different for me. I wonder what it’s
like for her. She moans crudely and quickens her pace. I look at her, and begin
matching her rhythm. Then I hear the buzzing again.

Her expression changes slowly, morbidly. By the time I realize, I've lost
control of myself. The knowledge that my new cock charges—electrifies—with
my excitement creeps steadily into consciousness: the sound is build-up,
elevating with every movement. My body continues, ighoring my mind’s
horror.

Her eyes roll back. Red trickles down the corner of her lip, then from her

nose, then out her ears. A vivid smell sickens me. I look down. I can see a blue
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light within her. I am burning her inside out. I scream. I can’t stop.

My body thrusts harder, out of control, I near climax. Her hair stands
on end. She is certainly unconscious. I hold her. I notice her skin getting
warmer. [ scream, my body refuses to stop. The buzzing is madness, the aroma
strangely familiar. I orgasm, and there is a blinding flash. She glows bright for

that lightning moment.

I hear laughter. There is a slide-show: I see my car speeding toward me, |
and then look up at me and her, and then watch myself fucking her on the i
river-bank. This must be what he saw, the hit and run. He speaks telepathically. 1
he asks if I like my upgrade. He laughs and shows himself, again changed,
naked on technological innards. He is sitting upright with a lucid joy. He blows

me a Kkiss.

The lights are out. It is night. Her corpse lies on top of me. I push her off,
I yell with absurd understanding. The lights don’t work. I run the bath. I see
my reflection, though obscured, and I look more than half machine. One of
my eyes is like a lens now, and my hair is mangled: wires and plugs, looping
wildly.

[ carry her to the bath. I feel disengaged, like it’s all nightmare and I’ll
wake up next to her, unchanged, in the morning. She’ll laugh. It’s all been a

dream. She’ll tell me to write it down, to make a story of it.




I lock the door. I close my eyes. There is a blue line, quick and infinite,
accompanied by a hysterical tone. I become aware of my metamorphosis. I
wonder if this has ever happened before, and then recall Kafka. The noise I
hear becomes existence—silence a casualty of my condition.

The line becomes more. I start to see shapes, and they speak clearly.
open my eyes, and there is the sound of reality. The scene is still dark, her
corpse locked and soaking behind me. Blinking is a mess. Maybe I don’t have
to. I stop focusing.

A monitor across the room flicks on. I see his face, he grins with
enlightenment. He speaks—his voice comes from within my head. He talks in
ideas, not words. They amount to a crazy explanation like this is all part of his
plan. He was an inventor, a genius-technician, and was researching Al. He has

evolved beyond death. He is dragging me along. I am his toy.

The screen explodes. Everything in the room with a computer chip
explodes. There is a crash in the bathroom. I hear water splash, and strange
footsteps. The door opens.

He smiles. Seeing him face-to-face is jarring, until now I could at least
say it’s all in my head. I'm sure it’s him, the man I murdered, the man who
stumbled madly in front of my car near the river. He doesn’t wear clothes.
Instead, his transformation masks the details of standard flesh.

He smiles wider, his eyes smile, his forehead smiles. He says, “Honey,
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I’'m home.” I see behind him, the bath is empty. I don’t understand—I don’t
want to understand. I scream. He laughs. I raise my right arm, it is fully
transformed-—sharp, unplanned, fragile-looking but heavy, blinking and
whirring as I move it. o

He snaps his fingers. My fist stops, halfway through a wide punch. He
snaps his fingers and I fly back against the wall, like he hit me with a cannon.
I'am paralyzed. He leans toward me, and licks the last part of my face that’s
still flesh. He la.ughs and walks away, and then he spreads his arms, keeping his
back to me.

“My first piece was manufactured two years ago,” he says. “I am already
outdated—forever imperfect.” He turns to me. “But you—your wires were
made just a month ago.” He stops smiling. He growls, and throws a plate at
me. [ struggle, and finally am able to move my arm. I block the plate and it
erupts, its shards glistening briefly, an insane, sharp snow.

He is livid. He snaps his fingers, and [ am again paralyzed. Snap, and my
head feels like earthquakes. I scream and he growls back, again his snapping

magic. I lose consciousness.

After blackness, I see a charged world: a landscape of Christmas-candor
twisted with offbeat notations. The air breathes a high-pitched grief, buzzing
the data of a million strangers. I feel kindred with Lovecraft, conscious of my

deepening psychosis. There are heaps of technological refuse. My legs are




buried. Wires begin pulling the rest of me into ground that’s an infinite circuit
board.

I hear him but see only the otherworldly landscape. I hear his laugh, then
his growl. My mind reels faithlessly, I can’t remember who I am. I see green
spires and towers like my coil-phallus. The sky is black with sparking blue bolts,
the air heavy and static.

I will my eyes to close. I will my vision to stop. I succeed only for an instant
then I am on his bed. I am myself, all human—naked. I feel something grab
me from behind. He cackles boldly.

I will myself away. Again, I succeed only for an instant. He appears in
front of me. I bare my teeth and scream, again paralyzed. “Do you like it?” he
asks. I scream louder. I gain control of my arm, and grab his throat. His eyes

are fear. He didn’t expect this.

[ am back in her apartment. I am leaning against the wall. The room is
lit by sun, and I witness the terrible aftermath of the night’s events: the table,
dish fragments, and an awful shallow pool in the corner. The bathroom door is
open, the bath empty except for sickening red blotches. She is gone.

I see my reflection. I look like a hundred fictional robots, hacked to pieces
and randomly rearranged as one. Lights blink all down my body. There is a
small monochrome screen on my torso, the word “GOLBEZ” scrolls in binary.

I don’t know if I'm breathing. I become conscious of not closing my eyes.
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I wonder what to do next. I leave, confused, and when I step onto the sidewalk
[ am again propelled, rocketed off in a direction I soon confirm is towards my
apartment.

Then I hear fingers snap. I crash into a low brick wall and*flip over. I am
in the park. His voice: “Did you think you could get away?” He is standing
over me. He pulls me to my feet. He purrs, centimeters from my face, “Let’s
go!” and then I am again zooming off.

I move todfast to notice where I’'m going, no longer towards my
apartment. I dash through alleyways and side streets. I glance behind. He
is following gleefully. This is a game to him. It disgusts me. I am baffled but
decide I’ll get away from him.

I focus, and begin experimenting with my new body. I lower my knees a
little, like a speedskater. I hear him laugh. I think, ‘Afterburners, speed boost,
turbo charge,” hoping there is some way I can make myself move faster.

‘Rocket’ works. [ am on the freeway, passing every lane of traffic. I
recognize an exit, two more and I’ll be near the industrial district. I glance
back. He has fallen behind. I get off the freeway, and find a warehouse. I think
‘Brakes!” too late and crash through the wall.

I continue through three or four rows of shelving. I turn around. The
shelves are filled with machine parts and computer equipment. There is a trail
of silicone cards, modems, blue cords scattered from where I burst in.

He’ll be here soon, snapping his fingers. I try thinking of weapons out of



steam-punk fiction, cyborg arm-cannons and gun limbs. Nothing happens. I
look myself over. I’'m not sure how I can fight him. I stop trying to make sense
of it. I remember his expression when I grabbed his throat. I clear my mind. I

will rely on instinct.

He appears soundlessly. He looks worn now, yet still smiles madly, and
then he claps slowly. I make a warrior’s stance and scream a battle cry. His
snapping power and everything on the shelves closest by is thrown towards me.
I am hit with phones, computer monitors, a variety of cords. I raise my arms,
and he keeps snapping. The pieces at my feet melt together, and I can’t lift my
legs.

I hold out my arm with my fist clenched tight. More boxes full of supplies
fly at me and merge with my lower body. I thrust my arm at him, and it sounds
like a gunshot. I stop screaming and smile. He holds his shoulder. I try again,
and he doubles back. I laugh, and then he dissolves into the ground.

He reappears next to me. He jumps on me and once again draws his face
uncomfortably close. “Do you know what this is?” he asks. I struggle. I want to
rip him apart. He speaks louder: “Do you know what we are?” I grab at him,
and he locks his hand with mine. Our strength is equal. He shouts, “We are
evolved!” and I throw him through some shelving,

He doesn’t melt away this time. He stays on the ground, and I work at

pulling away the strange mass of plastic and metal anchoring me to the floor.
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He opens his eyes. He doesn’t smile. I get one leg free. He coughs. I am able to
pull out my other leg before he is on his feet. I walk to him. He looks up at me.
“What’ll you do?” he asks.

[ grab him by the neck and hold him in front of me with beth hands. He
is afraid. I am sick of being his plaything. I say “I’ll rip you in half,” and then I
pull his head off. I drop his body. It falls pathetically to my feet. I turn around
and throw his skull into a pile of technology. I walk outside.

I think I hear his laugh just as I take a seat beyond the warehouse. I look
back. His body is gone. I feel victorious and devastated. I close my eyes and
hear German death metal. She listened to music like this obsessively. For the
first time in my life, it makes sense.

I don’t know where to go. Everything I've done since it started has led
to destruction. I remember the end of Terminator II. No, suicide won’t fix
anything. Not for me. I’'ve become a monster. I've become something unique. I
am powerful and enraged.

[ open my eyes. The music builds, all fury and anger. I set my sight on
the cityscape, the skyscrapers looming like false Babels. Is this what she’d do?

I don’t know. I don’t know anymore. All I know right now is a building fire
scorching within, an increasing hunger. I focus fearlessly on the tallest tower,

miles away. I wonder if I can fly.




YOUTH

Brian Brems

immy crept through the bushes, looking for a rabbit to kill. His jeans had

frayed cuffs and mud-stained knees. He clutched a pocketknife in his left
hand, open, blade glinting in the noon-time sun, which was perched overhead,
cutting through the canopy of trees above him.

He crawled along the floor of the forest, feeling sticks and fallen leaves
poking his knees and wrists. Sweat dripped down the back of his head through
his short-cropped hair and running down his neck before being soaked up by
his horizontally striped red, white and blue shirt.

He swatted at a mosquito sucking the blood out of his left forearm. He
wiped the obliterated insect’s carcass on the leg of his jeans and continued to
crawl. He’d been looking for about a half an hour. For something. Anything,
any kind of small creature that he could tear apart. The mosquito had not
satisfied his thirst.

He had been sitting in his treehouse, taking shots at the neighbor’s cat—a
black and white bastard named Zebra—with his air rifle when the idea
occurred to him. Just shooting at Zebra, fifty yards away didn’t bring him

satisfaction anymore. He’d been doing that since he was eight. Here he was,



now twelve, and bored with it. Something inside made him want to tear a
creature apart, see it bleed.

He climbed down from the treechouse, went inside and put the air rifle
back in the closet where he found it. Jimmy’s mom didn’t want him shooting
it when she wasn’t around. It had been his Dad’s, and technically still was, but
he hadn’t been around in over three years, so Jimmy didn’t worry about it.

Jimmy grabbed the pocketknife from his dresser drawer, took a piss,
then walked down to the woods. He had to go down the street, through the
Jacksons’ backyard and across a church parking lot to get to the forest. He and
the other kids in the neighborhood used to play in there until the old bitch who
owned it told them to get off her property and chased them away with her big,
mean-looking dog. It would be okay if he went in by himself and didn’t make
any noise. She would never even know he was there.

The ground was still halfway muddy from the rain two days before. It
hadn’t dried out because this part of the forest was the thickest overhead, and
the sun found it hard to peek through.

He could hear the whirring of a lawnmower blade somewhere in the
distance, probably coming from the neighborhood on the other side of the
forest property. There were birds screaming in the trees above him. He paid
no attention to them. He couldn’t catch a bird, not when they could fly.

He heard a rustling in the green brush about ten feet ahead of him. He

saw a little brown shape moving and picking at the ground.




There it is, he thought. It must be a squirrel or something.

He inched towards it, keeping very still when the creature stops its stirring.
He knew that he had to stop it and knock it unconscious because he could
never catch it if it ran. He looked around him for something he could reach
without moving. He grabbed a small, jagged rock about the size of one of his
clenched fists. It was rough and surprisingly heavy for its size. He slipped the
knife into his pocket.

He rose slowly to his knees, then to his feet. He wound up like a pitcher
and threw the rock into the bushes ahead. It hit very close to the animal but
missed by enough. The brown shape darted away, sliding through the brush.

Jimmy tried to follow it with his eyes. His gaze stopped on a rotted log
about fifteen feet to the right of where the rock had hit. He could see brush
through a hole in the log. All the signs of a hollowed out tree. He stepped
forward, slowly and quietly moving to the brush to retrieve the rock. His
fingers wrapped around it, and he held it at his side as he sneaked towards the
log.

He stood, legs straddling the open end of the log. He didn’t know if the
creature was inside. It was a good bet. He had seen it dart this way. The
rock would do the trick. If it made solid contact, it would at least knock it out,
then it was his. He bent over and set himself in position, like a center on the
football field, with the stone as his football. His arms sprung backwards and

he let the rock go, sending it rocketing through the empty space of the log.
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He felt a tear on the knuckles of his right hand as they grazed over the
rough edge of the log. He looked at his hand, pieces of dark brown and black
wood slowly being drowned in bubbling blood just below the fingers. The skin
on each knuckle was split, but not deep. It bled, but didn’t hurg,

He remembered the log and the creature that might be unconscious inside.
Jimmy slowly looked into the log. It was dark, and he could only see a small
amount of light sneaking through the other end. The shadowy outline of the
stone slightly obscured the opening. He could see no fur, no ears, no legs.

He reached underneath the end of the log, and feeling the blood from
his hand drip on the forest’s leafy carpet, he hoisted the wood into the air. It
took almost all of his strength. He grunted as he lifted, pushing the open end
above his head, his arms reaching for the canopy above. He walked the log
forwards and let it fall against a thin, still-standing tree. Splinters of bark flew
away from the thin tree upon contact, and dirt abandoned the log’s messy
underbelly.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead. He looked down and saw sweat
mixed with dirt on his wrist. He wiped his wrist on his jeans. Jimmy moved
in and grabbed the foot of the log, pushing it up the thin tree, hearing bark
scrape against bark. He heard a dull thud at his feet. He dropped the log back
into its position against the tree, but poorly. The log slid off the thin tree and
fell into the forest, pulling down branches of lower brush and pinning them to

the ground.




He took a step back and looked at the foot of the thin tree. There, among
scattered leaves and small sticks, was the stone. Next to the stone was a small,
brown object, shaking violently. Jimmy bent down to look at it.

It was a rodent, lying on its side. Jimmy didn’t know what kind. He saw
a little blood around its head, seeping from a tiny open wound. Its one visible
eye was pinched shut. He reached for one of the small sticks carefully, as not
to scare the animal. He took one end of the stick in his hand and pushed at
the animal’s leg with the other. The animal didn’t move.

It seemed to be alive. If it wasn’t, it wouldn’t be shaking that way, Jimmy
thought. He looked around the forest, making sure that old bitch wasn’t
coming for him, or her mean-looking dog. He saw no signs. He bent back
down and picked up the animal. He rolled up his shirt and put the animal in it
like a basket. He started to walk back home, through the forest.

He went around to the back of the house. He succeeded in climbing the
wooden ladder to the treehouse, but with much difficulty, trying to climb with
one hand and hold the small animal in his shirt.

Jimmy sat against one of the walls, his back next to the wide window. He
unwrapped his shirt and saw the animal. Its eyes were still pinched shut. It
was breathing, but slowly and unevenly. The blood on its head had crusted
over to a crude black color. He touched the animal’s side with his finger,
feeling the soft fur with his dirty fingernail.

It was a brownish color with a light underbelly of fur that became almost
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white. On its back were long black and white stripes that stretched from its
neck to its tail. Its feet were small and caked with mud. Small teeth peeked
through its slightly drawn upper lip. It had small ears that sat back on its head.
Its short tail was wrapped around and curled behind it. &

[ts eyelid peeled back, revealing a small black marble, nestled inside a
whitish patch of fur, staring him straight in the face.

Jimmy stared into the animal’s eye. His stomach started to tighten and he
felt a chill running through his body. The hot sun creeping into the treehouse
and blanketing his jeans did nothing to warm his legs inside.

The animal breathed one deep sigh, then stopped. Jimmy held it still for
a long time before setting it down on the wooden floor of the treehouse in the
sunlight’s warmth.

He sat back against the wall and pulled his legs up to his chest. The
animal lay still on the floor. He saw a shadow cast on the floor over the
dead rodent. He turned and saw a black bird perched on the window of the
treehouse. It seemed to be looking at him, staring right through him. He
lunged, swiping at it. It spread its wings and hit the sky, then disappeared
beyond the window’s reach.

Jimmy knelt in front of the window. The sun was bright in his eyes. He
squinted. He stood and stepped around the light on the floor of the treehouse.
He backed down the ladder on the tree and climbed down, the rough wooden

steps digging into the soft skin on his palms.



His feet touched grass that needed mowing. He walked across the yard
toward the house, head down to avoid looking at the sun. It was a bright day.

He grabbed the black handle of the back door, the screen door whining
as he pulled it open. The air in the house was cool. His eyes adjusted to the
dimness of the inside. He walked through the kitchen and into the hall. He
turned left and opened the door to the garage, which was pitch-black. He felt
for the light switch and flicked it up. No light came on. He stepped into the
garage, smelling thick greasy stains on the floor and stale air.

He felt around on the wooden tool bench in the dark, the only light
spilling in from the open door and the hall beyond it. He found a gardening
tool that he had seen his mother use. He felt its rubber handle and touched
the metal claw. There were bits of dirt crusted onto the end. He chipped
it off with his fingernail, then took the tool and went back into the house,
shutting the door behind him.

He opened the back door of the house and had to squint again as he
stepped back into the light of the outdoors, the sun overwhelming and bright.
The door snapped closed. He set the tool down at the foot of the ladder and
climbed up. The animal was lying in the light of the window, just as he had
left it. He knelt down and picked it up carefully. He wrapped it in his shirt
and slowly climbed down the ladder.

Descending proved to be more difficult than ascending. He made it to the

bottom, picked up the gardening tool and started off towards the woods.







