GONE

John Crowley

Elmers again.

You waited in a sort of exasperated amusement for yours,
thinking that if you had been missed last time yours would likely be
among the households selected this time, though how that process
of selection went on no one knew, you only knew that a new
capsule had been detected entering the atmosphere (caught by one
of the thousand spy satellites and listening-and-peering devices that
had been trained on the big Mother Ship in orbit around the moon
for the past year) and though the capsule had apparently burned up
in the atmosphere, that’s just what had happened the time before,
and then elmers everywhere. You could hope that you’d be skipped
or passed over—there were people who had been skipped last time



when all around them neighbors and friends had been visited or
afflicted, and who would appear now and then and be interviewed
on the news, though having nothing; after all, to say, it was the rest
of us who had the stories—but in any case you started looking out
the windows, down the drive, listening for the doorbell to ring in

the middle of the day.

Pat Poynton didn’t need to look out the window of the kid’s
bedroom where she was changing the beds, the only window from
which the front door could be seen, when her doorbell rang in the
middle of the day. She could almost hear, subliminally, every
second doorbell on Ponader Drive, every second doorbell in South
Bend go off just at that moment. She thought: Here's mine.

They had come to be called elmers (or Elmers) all over this
country at least after David Brinkley had told a story on a talk show
about how when they built the World’s Fair in New York in 1939,
it was thought that people out in the country, people in places like
Dubuque and Rapid City and South Bend, wouldn’t think of
making a trip east and paying five dollars to see all the wonders,
that maybe the great show wasn’t for the likes of them; and so the
fair’s promoters hired a bunch of people, ordinary-looking men
with ordinary clothes wearing ordinary glasses and bow ties, to fan
out to places like Vincennes and Austin and Brattleboro and just
talk 1t up. Pretend to be ordinary folks who had been to the fair,
and hadn’t been high-hatted, no sirree, had a wonderful time, the
wife too, and b’gosh had Seen the Future and could tell you the
sight was worth the five dollars they were asking, which wasn’t so
much since it included tickets to all the shows and lunch. And all
these men, whatever their real names were, were all called Elmer by
the promoters who sent them out.

Pat wondered what would happen if she just didn’t open the
door. Would it eventually go away? It surely wouldn’t push its way
in, mild and blobby as it was (from the upstairs window she could
see that it was the same as the last ones) and that made her wonder
how after all they had all got inside—as far as she knew there



weren’t many who had failed to get at least a hearing. Some
chemical hypnotic maybe that they projected, calming fear. What
Pat felt standing at the top of the stair and listening to the doorbell
pressed again (timidly, she thought, tentatively, hopefully) was
amused exasperation, just like everyone else’s: a sort of
oh-Christ-no with a burble of wonderment just below it, and even
expectation: for who wouldn’t be at least intrigued by the prospect
of his, or her, own lawn mower, snow shoveler, hewer of wood,
and drawer of water, for as long as it lasted?

“Mow vour lawn?” it said when Pat opened the door. “Take
y p
out trash? Mrs. Poynton?”

Now actually in its presence, looking at it through the screen
doort, Pat felt most strongly a new part of the elmer feeling: a giddy
revulsion she had not expected. It was so not human. It seemed to
have been constructed to resemble a human being by other sorts of
beings who were not human and did not understand very well what
would count as human with other humans. When it spoke its
mouth moved (mouth hole must move when speech is produced) but the
sound seemed to come from somewhere else, or from nowhere.

“Wash your dishes? Mrs. Poyntonr”

“No,” she said, as citizens had been instructed to say. “Please
go away. Thank you very much.”

Of course the elmer didn’t go away, only stood bobbing
slightly on the doorstep like a foolish child whose White Rose salve
or Girl Scout cookies haven’t been bought.

“Thank you very much,” it said, in tones like her own. “Chop
wood? Draw water?”

“Well gee,” Pat said, and, helplessly, smiled.

What everyone knew, besides the right response to give to the
elmer, which everyone gave and almost no one was able to stick to,
was that these weren’t the creatures or beings from the Mother



Ship itself up above (so big you could see it, pinhead sized,
crossing the face of the affronted moon) but some kind of creation
of theirs, sent down in advance. An artifact, the official word was;
some sort of protein, it was guessed; some sort of chemical process
at the heart of it or head of it, maybe a DNA-based computer or
something equally outlandish, but no one knew because of the way
the first wave of them, flawed maybe, fell apart so quickly, sinking
and melting like the snowmen they sort of resembled after a week
or two of mowing lawns and washing dishes and pestering people
with their Good Will Ticket, shriveling into a sort of dry flocked
matter and then into nearly nothing at all, like cotton candy in the
mouth.

“Good Will Ticket?” said the elmer at Pat Poynton’s door,
holding out to her a tablet of something not paper, on which was
written or printed or anyway somehow indited a little message. Pat
didn’t read it, didn’t need to, you had the message memorized by
the time you opened your door to a second-wave elmer like Pat’s.
Sometimes lying in bed in the morning in the bad hour before the
kids had to be got up for school Pat would repeat like a prayer the
little message that everybody in the world it seemed was going to
be presented with sooner or later:

GOOD WILL
YOU MARK BEL.OW

ALl ALl RIGHT WITH [LOVE
AFTERWARDS

WHY NOT SAY YES
? YES

And no space for No, which meant—if it was a sort of vote
(and experts and officials, though how such a thing could have



been determined Pat didn’t know, were guessing that’s what it was),
a vote to allow or to accept the arrival or descent of the Mother
Ship and its unimaginable occupants or passengers—that you
could only refuse to take it from the elmer: shaking your head
firmly and saying No clearly but politely, because even faking a
Good Will Ticket might be the equivalent of a Yes, and though
what it would be a Yes # exactly no one knew, there was at least a
ground swell of opinion in the think tanks that it meant acceding to
or at least not resisting World Domination.

You weren’t, however, supposed to shoot your elmer. In
places like Idaho and Siberia that’s what they were doing, you
heard, though a bullet or two didn’t seem to make any difference to
them, they went on pierced with holes like characters in the Dick
Tracy comics of long ago, smiling shyly in at your windows, Rake
your leaves? Yard work? Pat Poynton was sure that Lloyd would
not hesitate to shoot, would be pretty glad that at last something
living or at least moving and a certified threat to freedom had at
last got before him to be aimed at. In the hall-table drawer Pat still
had Lloyd’s 9mm Glock pistol; he had let her know he wanted to
come get it but he wasn’t getting back into this house, she’d use it
on him herself if he got close enough.

Not really, no, she wouldn’t. And yet.
“Wash windows?”” the elmer now said.

“Windows,” Pat said, feeling a little of the foolish
self-consciousness people feel who are inveigled by comedians or
MCs into having conversations with puppets, wary in the same way
too, the joke very likely being on her. “You do windows?”

It only bobbed before her like a big water toy.
“Okay,” she said, and her heart filled. “Okay come on in.”

Amazing how graceful it really was; it seemed to navigate
through the house and the furniture as though it were negatively
charged to them, the way it drew close to the stove or the



refrigerator and then was repelled gently away, avoiding collision. It
seemed to be able to compact or compress itself too, make itself
smaller in small spaces, grow again to full size in larger spaces.

Pat sat down on the couch in the family room, and watched.
It just wasn’t possible to do anything else but watch. Watch it take
the handle of a bucket; watch it open the tops of bottles of
cleansers, and seem to inhale their odors to identify them; take up
the squeegee and cloth she found for it. The world, the universe, Pat
thought (it was the thought almost everyone thought who was just
then taking a slow seat on his or her davenport in his or her family
room or in his or her vegetable garden or junkyard or wherever and
watching a second-wave elmer get its bearings and get down to
work): how big the world, the universe is, how strange; how lucky I am to have
learned it, to be here now seeing this.

So the world’s work, its odd jobs anyway, were getting done
as the humans who usually did them sat and watched, all sharing
the same feelings of gratitude and glee, and not only because of the
chores being done: it was that wonder, that awe, a universal neap
tide of common feeling such as had never been experienced before,
not by this species, not anyway since the days on the old old veldt
when every member of it could share the same joke, the same
dawn, the same amazement. Pat Poynton, watching hers, didn’t
hear the beebeep of the school-bus horn.

Most days she started watching the wall clock and her
wrist-watch alternately a good half-hour before the bus’s horn
could be expected to be heard, like an anxious sleeper who
continually awakes to check his alarm clock to see how close it has
come to going off. Her arrangement with the driver was that he
wouldn’t let her kids off before tooting. He promised. She hadn’t
explained why.

But today the sounding of the horn had sunk away deeply into
her backbrain, maybe three minutes gone, when Pat at last reheard
it or remembered having heard and not noticed it. She leapt to her



feet, an awful certainty seizing her; she was out the door as fast as
her heartbeat accelerated, and was coming down the front steps
just in time to see down at the end of the block the kids
disappearing into and slamming the door of Lloyd’s classic Camaro
(whose macho rumble Pat now realized she had also been hearing
for some minutes). The cherry-red muscle car, Lloyd’s other and
more beloved wife, blew exhaust from double pipes that stirred the
gutter’s leaves, and leapt forward as though kicked.

She shrieked, and spun around, seeking help; there was no one
in the street. Two steps at a time, maddened and still crying out,
she went up the steps and into the house, tore at the pretty little
Hitchcock phone table, the phone spilling in parts, the table’s legs
leaving the floor, its jaw dropping, and the Glock 9mm nearly
falling out: Pat caught it and was out the door with it and down the
street calling out her ex-husband’s full name, coupled with
imprecations and obscenities her neighbors had never heard her
utter before, but the Camaro was of course out of hearing and sight
by then.

Gone. Gone gone gone. The world darkened and the sidewalk
tilted up toward her as though to smack her face. She was on her
knees, not knowing how she had got to them, also not knowing
whether she would faint or vomit.

She did neither, and after a time got to her feet. How had this
gun, heavy as a hammer, got in her hand? She went back in the
house and restored it to the raped little table, and bent to put the
phone, which was whimpering urgently, back together.

She couldn’t call the police; he’d said—in the low soft voice
he used when he wanted to sound implacable and dangerous and
just barely controlled, eyes rifling threat at her—that if she got the
police involved in his family he’d kill all of them. She didn’t
entirely believe it, didn’t entirely believe anything he said, but he
had said it. She didn’t believe the whole Christian survivalist thing
he was supposedly into, thought he would not probably take them



to a cabin in the woods to live off elk as he had threatened or
promised, would probably get no farther than his mother’s house
with them.

Please Lord let it be so.

The elmer hovered grinning in her peripheral vision like an
accidental guest in a crisis as she banged from room to room,
getting her coat on and taking it off again, sitting to sob at the
kitchen table, searching yelling for the cordless phone, where the
hell had it been put this time. She called her mother, and wept.
Then, heart thudding hard, she called his. One thing you didn’t
know, about elmers (Pat thought this while she waited for her
mother-in-law’s long cheery phone-machine message to get over)
was whether they were like cleaning ladies and handymen, and you
were obliged not to show your feelings around them; or whether
you were allowed to let go, as with a pet. Abstract question, since

she had already.

The machine beeped, and began recording her silence. She
punched the phone off without speaking.

Toward evening she got the car out at last and drove across
town to Mishiwaka. Her mother-in-law’s house was unlit, and thete
was no car in the garage. She watched a long time, till it was near
dark, and came back. There ought to have been elmers everywhere,
mowing lawns, taptapping with hammers, pulling wagonloads of
kids. She saw none.

Her own was where she had left it. The windows gleamed as
though coated with silver film.

“What?” she asked it. “You want something to do?” The
elmer bounced a little in readiness, and put out its chest—so, Pat
thought, to speak—and went on smiling. “Bring back my kids,” she
said. “Go find them and bring them back.”



It seemed to hesitate, bobbing between setting off on the job
it had been given and turning back to refuse or maybe to await
further explanation; it showed Pat its three-fingered cartoon hands,
fat and formless. You knew, about elmers, that they would not take
vengeance for you, or right wrongs. People had asked, of course
they had. People wanted angels, avenging angels; believed they
deserved them. Pat too: she knew now that she wanted hers,
wanted it right now.

She stared it down for a time, resentful; then she said forget
it, sorry, just a joke sort of; there’s nothing really to do, just forget
it, nothing more to do. She went past it, stepping first to one side
as it did too and then to the other side; when she got by she went
into the bathroom and turned on the water in the sink full force,
and after a moment did finally throw up, a wrenching heave that
produced nothing but pale sputum.

Toward midnight she took a couple of pills and turned on the
TV.

What she saw immediately was two spread-eagled sky divers
circling each other in the middle of the air, their orange suits
rippling sharply in the wind of their descent. They drifted closer
together, put gloved hands on each othet’s shoulders. Earth lay far
below them, like a map. The announcer said it wasn’t known just
what happened, or what grievances they had, and at that moment
one clouted the other in the face. Then he was grabbed by the
other. Then the first grabbed the second. Then they flipped over in
the air, each with an arm around the other’s neck in love or rage,
their other arms arm wrestling in the air, or dancing, each keeping
the other from releasing his chute. The announcer said thousands
on the ground watched in horror, and indeed now Pat heard them,
an awful moan or shriek from a thousand people, a noise that
sounded just like awed satisfaction, as the two sky divers—Ilocked,
the announcer said, in deadly combat—shot toward the ground.
The helicopter camera lost them and the ground camera picked
them up, like one being, four legs thrashing; it followed them



almost to the ground, when people rose up suddenly before the
lens and cut off the view: but the crowd screamed, and someone
right next to the camera said What the hell.

Pat Poynton had already seen these moments, seen them a
couple of times. They had broken into the soaps with them. She
pressed the remote. Demonic black men wearing outsize clothing
and black glasses threatened her, moving to a driving beat and
stabbing their forefingers at her. She pressed again. Police on a city
street, her own city she learned, drew a blanket over someone shot.
The dark stain on the littered street. Pat thought of Lloyd. She
thought she glimpsed an elmer on an errand far off down the
street, bobbing around a corner.

Press again.

That soothing channel where Pat often watched press
conferences or speeches, awaking sometimes from half-sleep to
find the meeting over or a new one begun, the important people
having left or not yet arrived, the backs of milling reporters and
government people who talked together in low voices. Just now a
senator with white hair and a face of exquisite sadness was
speaking on the Senate floor. “I apologize to the gentleman,” he
said. “I wish to withdraw the word szoffy. I should not have said it.
What I meant by that word was: arrogant, unfeeling, self-regarding;
supercilious; meanly relishing the discomfiture of your opponents
and those hurt by your success. But I should not have said snoz#y. 1
withdraw snotty.”

She pressed again, and the two sky divers again fell toward
earth.

What's wrong with us? Pat Poynton thought.

She stood, black instrument in her hand, a wave of nausea
seizing her again. What’s wrong with us? She felt as though she were
drowning in a tide of cold mud, unstoppable; she wanted not to be
here any longer, here amid this. She knew she did not, hadn’t ever,



truly belonged here at all. Her being here was some kind of
dreadful sickening mistake.

“Good Will Ticket?”

She turned to face the great thing, gray now in the TV’s light.
It held out the little plate or tablet to her. A# all right with love
afterwards. There was no reason at all in the world not to.

“All right,” she said. “All right.”

It brought the ticket closer, held it up. It now seemed to be
not something it carried but a part of its flesh. She pressed her
thumb against the square beside the YES. The little tablet yielded
slightly to her pressure, like one of those nifty buttons on new
appliances that feel, themselves, like flesh to press. Her vote
registered, maybe.

The elmer didn’t alter, or express satisfaction or gratitude, or
express anything except the meaningless delight it had been
expressing, if that’s the word, from the start. Pat sat again on the
couch, and turned off the television. She pulled the afghan (his
mother had made it) from the back of the couch and wrapped
herself 1n it. She felt the calm euphoria of having done something
irrevocable, though what exactly she had done she didn’t know. She
slept there a while, the pills having grown importunate in her
bloodstream at last; lay in the constant streetlight that tiger-striped
the room, watched over by the unstilled elmer till gray dawn broke.

In her choice, in the suddenness of it, what could almost be
described as the insouciance of it if it had not been experienced as
so urgent, Pat Poynton was not unique or even unusual.
Worldwide, polls showed, voting was running high against life on
earth as we know it, and in favor of whatever it was that your YES
was said to, about which opinions differed. The alecks of TV smart
and otherwise detailled the rising numbers, and an agreement
seemed to have been reached among them all, an agreement shared



in by government officials and the writers of newspaper editorials,
to describe this craven unwillingness to resist as a sign of decay,
social sickness, repellently nonhuman behavior: the news-people
reported the trend toward mute surrender and knuckling under
with the same faces they used for the relaying of stories about
women who drowned their children or men who shot their wives to
please their lovers, or of snipers in faraway places who brought
down old women out gathering firewood: and yet what was actually
funny to see (funny to Pat and those like her who had already felt
the motion of the soul, the bone-weariness too, that made the
choice so obvious) was that in their smooth tanned faces was
another look never before seen there, seen before only on the faces
of the rest of us, in our own faces: a look for which Pat Poynton
anyway had no name but knew very well, a kind of stricken longing:
like, she thought, the bewildered look you see in kids’ faces when
they come to you for help.

It was true that a certain disruption of the world’s work was
becoming evident, a noticeable trend toward giving up, leaving the
wheel, dropping the ball. People spent less time getting to the job,
more time looking upward. But just as many now felt themselves
more able to buckle down, by that principle according to which you
get to work and clean your house before the cleaning lady comes.
The elmers had been sent, surely, to demonstrate that peace and
cooperation were better than fighting and selfishness and letting
the chores pile up for others to do.

For soon they were gone again. Pat Poynton’s began to grow
a little listless almost as soon as she had sighed or marked or
accepted her Good Will Ticket, and by evening next day, though it
had by then completed a list of jobs Pat had long since compiled
but in her heart had never believed she would get around to, it had
slowed distinctly. It went on smiling and nodding, like an old
person in the grip of dementia, even as it began dropping tools and
bumping into walls, and finally Pat, unwilling to witness its
dissolution and not believing she was obliged to, explained (in the



somewhat overdistinct way we speak to not real bright teenage
baby-sitters or newly hired help who have just arrived from
elsewhere and don’t speak good English) that she had to go out and
pick up a few things and would be back soon; and then she drove
aimlessly out of town and up toward Michigan for a couple of
hours.

Found herself standing at length on the dunes overlooking the
lake, the dunes where she and Lloyd had first. But he had not been
the only one; he was only the last of a series that seemed for a
moment both long and sad. Chumps. Herself too, fooled bad, not
once or twice either.

Far off, where the shore of the silver water curved, she could
see a band of dark firs, the northern woods maybe beginning.
Where he had gone or threatened to go. Lloyd had been part of a
successful class-action suit against the company where he’d worked
and where everybody had come down with Sick Building
Syndrome, Lloyd being pissed off enough (though not ever really
deeply affected as far as Pat could ever tell) to hold out with a
rump group for a higher settlement, which they got, too, that was
what got him the classic Camaro and the twenty acres of Michigan
woods. And lots of time to think.

Bring them back, you bastard, she thought; at the same time
thinking that it was her, that she should not have done what she
did, or should have done what she did not do; that she loved her

kids too much, or not enough.

They would bring her kids back; she had become very sure of
that, fighting down every rational impulse to question it. She had
voted for an inconceivable future, but she had voted for it for only
one reason: it would contain—had to contain—everything she had
lost. Everything she wanted. That’s what the elmers stood for.

She came back at nightfall, and found the weird deflated spill
of it strung out through the hallway and (why?) halfway down the
stairs to the rec room, like the aftermath of a foam



fire-extinguisher accident, smelling (Pat thought, others described
it differently) like buttered toast; and she called the 800 number we
all had memorized.

And then nothing. There were no more of them, if you had
been missed you now waited in vain for the experience that had
happened to nearly everyone else, uncertain why you had been
excluded but able to claim that you, at least, would not have
succumbed to their blandishments; and soon after, it became
apparent that there would be no more, no matter how well they
would be received, because the Mother Ship or whatever exactly it
was that was surely their origin also went away: not away in any
trackable or pursuable direction, just away, becoming less distinct
on the various tracking and spying devices, producing less data,
fibrillating, becoming see-through finally and then unable to be
seen. Gone. Gone gone gone.

And what then had we all acceded to, what had we betrayed
ourselves and our leadership for, abandoning all our daily
allegiances and our commitments so carelessly? Around the world
we were asking that, the kind of question that results in those
forlorn religions of the abandoned and forgotten, those who have
been expecting big divine things any moment and then find out
they are going to get nothing but a long, maybe a more than
lifelong, wait and a blank sky overhead. If their goal had been to
make us just dissatisfied, restless, unable to do anything at all but
wait to see what would now become of us, then perhaps they had
succeeded; but Pat Poynton was certain they had made a promise,
and would keep it: the universe was not so strange, so unlikely, that
such a visitation could occur and come to nothing. Like many
others she lay awake looking up into the night sky (so to speak, up
into the ceiling of her bedroom in her house on Ponader Drive,
above or beyond which the night sky lay) and said over to herself
the little text she had assented or agreed to: Good will. You mark
below. All all right with love afterwards. Why not say yes?

At length she got up, and belted her robe around her; she



went down the stairs (the house so quiet, it had been quiet with the
kids and Lloyd asleep in their beds when she had used to get up at
five and make instant coffee and wash and dress to get to work but
this was quieter) and put her parka on over her robe; she went out
barefoot into the backyard.

Not night any longer but a clear October dawn, so clear the
sky looked faintly green, and the air perfectly still: the leaves falling
nonetheless around her, letting go one by one, two by two, after
hanging on till now.

God how beautiful, more beautiful somehow than it had been
before she decided she didn’t belong here; maybe she had been too
busy trying to belong here to notice.

All all right with love afterwards. When though did afterwards
start? When?

There came to her as she stood there a strange noise, far off
and high up, a noise that she thought sounded like the barking of
some dog pack, or maybe the crying of children let out from
school, except that it wasn’t either of those things; for a moment
she let herself believe (this was the kind of mood a lot of people
were understandably in) that this was it, the inrush or onrush of
whatever it was that had been promised. Then out of the north a
sort of smudge or spreading dark ripple came over the sky, and Pat
saw that overhead a big flock of geese was passing, and the cries
were theirs, though seeming too loud and coming from somewhere
else or from everywhere.

Going south. A great ragged V spread out over half the sky.

“Long way,” she said aloud, envying them their flight, their
escape; and thinking then no they were not escaping, not from
earth, they were of earth, born and raised, would die here, were just
doing their duty, calling out maybe to keep their spirits up. Of
earth as she was.

She got it then, as they passed overhead, a gift somehow of



their passage, though how she could never trace afterwards, only
that whenever she thought of it she would think also of those
geese, those cries, of encouragement or joy or whatever they were.
She got it: in pressing her Good Will Ticket (she could see it in her
mind, in the poor dead elmer’s hand) she had not acceded or given
in to something, not capitulated or surrendered, none of us had
though we thought so and even hoped so: no she had made a
promise.

“Well yes,” she said, a sort of plain light going on in her
backbrain, in many another too just then in many places, so many
that it might have looked—to someone or something able to
perceive it, someone looking down on us and our earth from far
above and yet able to perceive each of us one by one—like lights
coming on across a darkened land, or like the bright pinpricks that
mark the growing numbers of Our Outlets on a TV map, but that
were actually our brains, gefting it one by one, brightening
momentarily, as the edge of dawn swept westward.

They had not made a promise, she had: good will. She had said
yes. And if she kept that promise it would all be all right, with love,
afterwards: as right as it could be.

“Yes,” she said again, and she raised her eyes to the sky, so
vacant, more vacant now than before. Not a betrayal but a promise;
not a letting-go but a taking-hold. Good only for as long as we, all
alone here, kept it. A4 all right with love afterwards.

Why had they come, why had they gone to such effort, to tell
us that, when we knew it all along? Who cared that much, to come
to tell us? Would they come back, ever, to see how we’d done?

She went back inside, the dew icy on her feet. For a long time
she stood in the kitchen (the door unshut behind her) and then
went to the phone.

He answered on the second ring. He said hello. All the unshed
tears of the last weeks, of her whole life probably, rose up in one



awful bolus in her throat; she wouldn’t weep though, no not yet.

“Lloyd,” she said. “Lloyd, listen. We have to talk.”



