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Cct ober 2004

Virgil acquired the cute little blue-and-white-pin-striped Cessna at an
auction; this over Danni’s strenuous objections. There were financial issues;
Virgil's salary as departnent head at his software devel opment conpany wasn’t
schedul ed to increase for another eighteen nonths and they' d recently enrolled
their son Keith in an exclusive grammar school. Thirty grand a year was a
serious hit on their rainy-day fund. Al so, Danni didn't |ike planes,
especially small ones, which she asserted were scarcely nmore than tin,

pl astic, and bal sa wood. She even avoided traveling by commercial airliner if
it was possible to drive or take a train. But she couldn’t conpete with |ove
at first sight. Virgil took one | ook at the four-seater and practically
swooned, and Danni knew she’d had it before the argunent even started. Keith
begged to fly and Virgil promised to teach him teased that he m ght be the
only kid to get his pilot’s license before he |learned to drive.

Because Danni detested flying so nmuch, when their assiduously planned weekl ong
vacation rolled around, she decided to boycott the flight and neet her husband
and son at the in-laws’ place on Cape Cod a day |late, after wapping up
business in the city. The drive was only a couple of hours—she’'d be at the
house in time for Friday supper. She saw themoff froma small airport in the
suburbs, and returned honme to pack and go over last-m nute adjustnents to her
evening |l ecture at the nuseum

How many tines did the plane crash between waki ng and sl eepi ng? There was no
way to nmeasure that; during the first weeks the accident cycled through a
conti nuous pl ayback | oop, cheap and grainy and soundl ess |like a closed-circuit
security feed. They' d recovered pieces of fuselage fromthe water, bobbing

i ke cork—she caught a few monents of news footage before soneone, probably
Dad, killed the television

They threw the nost beautiful double funeral courtesy of Virgil’'s parents,
followed by a reception in his famly' s sumrer hone. She recal |l ed wavering
shadowbox |ights and the nuted hum of voices, nen in black hats cl asping
cocktails to the breasts of their black suits, and severe wonen gat hered near
t he sharper, astral glow of the kitchen, faces gaunt and cold as porcel ain,
their dresses black, their children underfoot and dressed as adults in
mniature;, and afterward, a snpoth descent into darkness |ike a bull et
reversing its trajectory and dropping into the barrel of a gun



Later, in the hospital, she chuckled when she read the police report. It
clained she’d eaten a bottle of pills she’d found in her nother-in-law s
dresser and curled up to die in her husband s closet anong his Little League
uni forms and boxes of trophies. That was sinply hilarious because anyone who
knew her woul d know the notion was just too goddamed nel odramatic for words.

March 2005

About four nonths after she | ost her husband and son, Danni transplanted to
the West Coast, taken in by a childhood friend naned Merrill Thurnman, and cut
all ties with extended fam |y, peers, and associates from before the accident.
She eventually lost interest in grieving just as she lost interest in her
former career as an entonol ogi st; both were exerci ses of excruciating

t edi ousness and ultimately pointless in the face of her brand-new,
freewheeling course. Al those years of college and marriage were abruptly and
irrevocably reduced to the fond nenories of another life, a chapter in a

cl osed book.

Danni was satisfied with the status quo of patchwork memory and achi ng
nunbness. At her best, there were no highs, no lows, just a seam ess thrum as
one day rolled into the next. She took to perusing self-hel p panphlets,

treati ses on Eastern phil osophy, and trendy art magazi nes; she piled themin
her roomuntil they wedged the door open. She studied Tai Chi during an

ei ght -week course in the decrepit gymof the crosstown YMCA. She toyed with an
easel and paints, attended a class at the community college. She' d taken sone
drafting in college. This was hel pful for the technical aspects, the geonetry
of line and space; the actual artistic part proved nore difficult. Maybe she
needed to steep herself in the bohem an culture—a cold-water flat in Paris, or
an artist commune, or a sea shanty on the coast of Barbados.

Ch, but she'd never live alone, would she?

Amid this reevaluation and reordering cane the fugue, a lunatic el enent that
found genesis in the void between mel ancholy and ni ght mare. The fugue made
fam liar places strange; it w ped away friendly faces and replaced themwth
beekeeper nmasks and reduced English to the low grow of the swarm It was a
di sorder of trauma and shock, a hybrid of tenporary denmentia and sel ective
amesia. It battened to her with the nmindless tenacity of a |leech

She tried not to think about its origins, because when she did she was carried
back to the twilight |and of her subconscious; to Keith's fifth birthday

party; her wedding day with the thousand-dollar cake, and the honeynoon in

Ni agara Falls; the Cessna spinning against the sun, streaking downward to slam
into the Atlantic; and the lush corruption of a green-black jungle and its

hi dden cai rns—the bones of giants slowy sinking into the always hungry earth.

The pal ace of cries where the doors are opened with bl ood and sorrow. The
secret graveyard of the el ephants. The bones of el ephants made a forest of rib
cages and tusks, dry riverbeds of skulls. Red ants crawed in trains along the
petrified spines of behenoths and trailed into the black caverns of enpty
sockets. Ch, what the |ost expeditions night’'ve told the world!

She’ d dreaned of the El ephants’ Gaveyard off and on since the funeral and
wasn't certain why she had grown so norbidly preoccupied with the |egend.

Bl eak nythol ogy had interested her when she was young and vital and untouched
by the twin el anomas of wi sdom and grief. Now such norose contenpl ation

i nvoked a prinordial dread and answered nothing. The central nystery of her
was i npenetrable to casual nethods. Delving beneath the surface smacked of
finality, of doom



Danni chose to endure the fugue, to welconme it as a reliable adversary. The
state seldomlasted nore than a few mnutes, and admittedly it was
frightening, certainly dangerous; nonethel ess, she was never one to live in a
cage. In many ways the denentia and its unbra of pure terror, its viscera
chaos, provided the nmasochistic rush she craved these days—a badge of courage,
the martyr’s brand. The fugue hid her in its shadow, |ike a sheltering w ng.

May 6, 2006
(D. L. Session 33)

Danni stared at the table while Dr. Geen pressed a button and the wheel s of
the recorder began to turn. His chair creaked as he | eaned back. He stated his
name, Danni’s nanme, the date and | ocation

—How are things this week? he said.

Danni set a slimmetal tin on the table and flicked it open with her |eft
hand. She renoved a cigarette and lighted it. She used matches because she’d
lost the fancy lighter Merrill got her as a birthday gift. She exhal ed, shook
the match dead.

—For a while, | thought |I was getting better, she said in a raw voi ce.
—You don’t think you' re inproving? Dr. G een said.

—Sonetimes | wake up and nothing seems real; it's all a novie set, a hundrum
version of This Is Your Life! | stare at the ceiling and can’'t shake this
sense |’'m an inposter.

—Everybody feels that way, Dr. Green said. H s dark hands rested on a
clipboard. H s hands were creased and notched with the onset of niddle age;
the cuffs of his starched | ab coat had gone yellow at the seams. He was
married; he wore a sinple ring and he never stared at her breasts. Happily
married, or a consummate professional, or she was nothing special. A frosted
wi ndow rose high and narrow over his shoulder |ike the painted wi ndow of a
nmonastery. Pallid |ight shone at the corners of his angul ar gl asses, the shiny
edges of the clipboard, a piece of the bare plastic table, the sunken tiles of
the floor. The tiles were dented and scratched and bunmpy. Fine cracks spread
like tendrils. Against the far walls were cabinets and shel ves and severa
rickety beds with thin rails and | arge, black wheels.

The hospital was an ancient place and snmelled of nold and sickness beneath the
buckets of bleach she knew t he custodi ans poured forth every evening. This had
been a sanatorium People with tubercul osis had gathered here to die in the

| ong, shabby wards. Workers | oaded the bodies into furnaces and burned them
There were chutes for the corpses on all of the upper floors. The doors of the
chutes were nmade of dull, gray netal with big handles that remnm nded her of the
handl es on the flour and sugar bins in her nother’s pantry.

Danni snoked and stared at the ceram c ashtray centered exactly between them
i nches froma box of tissues. The ashtray was black. G nders snoldered inits
belly. The hospital was “no snoking,” but that never came up during their
weekly conversations. After the first session of himwatching her drop the
ashes into her coat pocket, the ashtray had appeared. Cccasionally she tapped
her cigarette against the rimof the ashtray and watched the snoke coi

tighter and tighter until it inploded the way a denolished buil ding coll apses
into itself after the charges go off.

Dr. Green said,—bid you take the bus or did you wal k?



—~Foday? | wal ked.

Dr. Green wote sonething on the clipboard with a heavy gol den pen. —6ood. You
stopped to visit your friend at the market, | see.

Danni gl anced at her cigarette where it fumed between her second and third
fingers.

—bid | nmention that? My Friday rounds?

—Yes. When we first nmet. He tapped a thick, manila folder bound in a
heavy-duty rubber band. The fol der contained Danni’s records and transfer
papers fromthe original admtting institute on the East Coast. Additionally,
there was a collection of nearly unrecogni zabl e photos of her in hospita
gowns and bat hrobes. In several shots an anonynous attendant pushed her in a
wheel chair against a blurry backdrop of trees and concrete walls.

—ch.

—You nentioned goi ng back to work. Any progress?

—No. Merrill wants ne to. She thinks | need to reintegrate professionally,
that it mght fix my problem Danni said, smling slightly as she pictured her
friend s well-neani ng harangues. Merrill spoke quickly, in the cadence of a

nati ve Bostoni an who woul d al ways be a Bostonian no matter where she m ght
find herself. Alit major, she’d al so gone through an art-junki e phase during
grad school, which had wecked her first marriage and introduced her to many a
di sreput abl e character as could be found haunting the finer galleries and
museuns. One of said characters becane ex-husband the second and engendered a
prof ound and abiding disillusionnent with the fine-arts scene entirely.
Currently, she nade an exenplary copy editor at a rather inportant nmonthly

j our nal

—hat do you think?

—+ liked being a scientist. | liked to study insects, |iked tracking their
brief, frenetic little lives. | know how inportant they are, how integral
essential to the ecosystem Hell, they outnunber humans trillions to one. But,
oh ny, it’s so damed easy to feel like a god when you ve got an ant twtching

in your forceps. You think that’s how God feels when He’'s got one of us under
Hi s thunb?

—+ couldn’t say.

—Me neither. Danni dragged heavily and squinted. —-Maybe 1’11 sell Bibles
door-to-door. My uncle sold encyclopedias when | was a little girl.

Dr. Green picked up the clipboard. ¥ell. Any episodes—fainting, dizziness,
di sorientation? Anything of that nature?

She smoked in silence for nearly half a mnute.—+ got confused about where
was the other day. She closed her eyes. The recollection of those bad nonents
t hreatened her equilibrium—4+ was wal king to Yang’s grocery—t’s about three
bl ocks fromthe apartnents. | got lost for a few m nutes.

—A few m nutes.

—Yeah. | wasn't timng it, sorry.



—No, that's fine. Go on.

—+t was |like before. | didn't recognize any of the buildings. | was in a
foreign city and couldn’t renenber what | was doing there. Someone tried to
talk to me, to help me—an old lady. But | ran from her instead. Danni
swal | owed the faint bitterness, the dunb nenory of nausea and terror

—hy? Why did you run?

—Because when the fugue conmes, when | get confused and forget where | am
people frighten me. Their faces don't seemreal. Their faces are rubbery and
i nhuman. | thought the old | ady was wearing a mask, that she was hiding
something. So | ran. By the tine | regained ny senses, | was near the park
Kids were staring at ne.

—Fhen?

—Fhen what? | yelled at themfor staring at nme. They took off.

—hat did you want at Yang' s?

—hat ?

—You said you were shopping. For what?

—+ don’t recall. Beets. Gapes. A giant zucchini. | don't know.

—You’ ve been taking your nedication, | presume. Drugs, alcohol?

—No drugs. Ckay, a joint occasionally. A few shots here and there. Merrill
wants to unwi nd on the weekends. She drinks nme under the table—Johnnie WAl ker
and Manhattans. Tequila if she's seducing one of the rugged types. Depends
where we are. She’d known Merrill since forever. Historically, Danni was the
strong one, the one who saw Merrill through two bad narriages, a career
col | apse, and bouts of deep clinical depression. Funny how life tended to put
the shoe on the other foot when one | east expected.

—bo you visit many different places?

Danni shrugged. —+ don’t—eh, the Candy Apple. Harpo's. That hole-in-the-wall on
Decker and Gedding, the Red Jack. Al sorts of places. Merrill picks; says
it’s therapy.

—Sex”?

Danni shook her head.—Fhat doesn’t mean |’ m | oyal

—oyal to whonf?

—+’'ve been noticing nmen and.l feel like I'’mbetraying Virgil. Soiling our
menories. It’'s stupid, sure. Merrill thinks |I’mcrazy.

—hat do you think?
—+ try not to, Doc.

—Yet the past is with you. You carry it everywhere. Like a nmllstone, if
you' || pardon the cliché.

Danni frowned.



—+’"mnot sure what you nean—
—Yes, you are.

She smoked and | ooked away fromhis eyes. She'd arranged a mni gallery of
snapshots of Virgil and Keith on the bureau in her bedroom stuffed nore
photos in her wallet, and fixed one of Keith as a baby on a keychain. She'd
built a nodest shrine of baseball ticket stubs, Virgil's noldy fishing hat,
his car keys, though the car was |ong gone, business cards, cancel ed checks,
and torn-up Christmas wapping. It was sick

—Menories have their place, of course, Dr. Green said.—But you ve got to be
careful. Live in the past too long and it consunes you. You can’'t use fidelity
as a crutch. Not forever

—+’"m not planning on forever, Danni said.
August 2, 2006

Col or and symmretry were anong Danni’s current preoccupations. Yell ow squash,
orange baby carrots, an axis of green peas on a china plate; the alignnment of
conpl ementary el enments surgically precise upon the starched white

tabl ecl ot h—l oth white and neat as the hard white fabric of a hospital sheet.

Their apartnent was a narrow box stacked high in a cylinder of sinilar boxes.
The wi ndow sashes were blue. Al of thema filny, epheneral blue |like the dust
on the wings of a blue enmperor butterfly; blue over every wi ndow in every
cranped room Blue as dead sal nmon, blue as ice. Blue shadows darkened the edge
of the table, rippled over Danni’s untouched neal, its neticulously arrayed
conponents. The vegetables gl owed w th subdued radioactivity. Her fingers
curled around the fork; the veins in her hand ran |ike blue-black tributaries

to her fingertips, ran like cold iron wires. Balanced on a w ndowsill was her
ant farm its inhabitants scurrying about the business of industry in

m crocosm of the | oomng cityscape. Merrill hated the ants and Danni expected
her friend to poison themin a fit of revul sion and pique. Merrill wasn't

natural ly maternal and her scant reservoir of kindly nurture was already
exhausted on her housemate.

Danni set the fork upon a napkin, red gone black as sackcloth in the beautiful
gl oom and noved to the terrace door, reaching automatically for her
cigarettes as she went. She kept themin the left breast pocket of her jacket
al ongsi de a pack of matches fromthe Candy Apple.

The light that cane through the glass and bl ue gauze was nuted and heavy even
at midday. Qutside the sliding door was a terrace and a rail; beyond the rail,
a gulf. Danp breaths of air were coarse with snog, tar, and pigeon shit. Eight
stories yawned bel ow the wobbly terrace to the dark brick square. N nety-six
feet to the fountain, the flagpole, two rusty benches, and Piccolo Street
where wi nos with honemade drums, harnoni cas, and flutes conposed their
symphoni es and di rges.

Danni snoked on the terrace to keep the peace with Merrill, straight-edge
Merrill, whose poison of choice was Zinfandel and fast men in nice suits,
rat her than tobacco. Danni snmoked Turkish cigarettes that came in a tin she
bought at the wharf market from a Nepal ese expat naned Mahan. Mahan sol d
coffee, too, in shiny black packages, and decorative knives with tassels
dependi ng from brass handl es.

Danni | eaned on the swaying rail and lighted the next to the last cigarette in



her tin and snoked as the sky clotted between the gaps of rooftops, the copses
of wires and antennas, the static snarl of uprooted birds Iike black bits of
paper ash turning in the Pacific breeze. A man stopped in the mddle of the
crosswal k. He craned his neck to seek her out fromamd the jigsaw of fire
escapes and bal coni es. He waved and then turned away and crossed the street
with an unm stakably famliar stride, and was gone.

When her cigarette was done, she flicked the butt into the enpty planter, one
of several terra-cotta pots piled around the corrodi ng barbecue. She Iighted
her remmining cigarette and snoked it slowmy, made it last until the sky went
opaque and the city lights began to float here and there in the murk, bubbles
of iridescent gas rising against the | eaden tide of night. Then she went
i nside and sat very still while her colony of ants scrabbled in the dark

May 6, 2006
(D. L. Session 33)

Danni’s cigarette was out; the tin enpty. She began to fidget.—Po you believe
i n ghosts, Doctor?

—Absol utely. Dr. Geen knocked his ring on the table and gestured at the hoary
wal | s. —took around. Haunted, 1’d say.

—Real 1 y?

Dr. Green seened quite serious. He set aside the clipboard, distancing hinself
fromthe record. YWy not. My grandfather was a nmissionary. He lived in the
Congo for several years, set up a clinic out there. Everybody believed in
ghost s—ncl udi ng nmy grandfather. There was no choi ce.

Danni | aughed. Well, it's settled. I'"'ma faithless bitch. And I’ m being
haunted as just desserts.

Wy do you say that?

—+ went home with this guy a few weeks ago. N ce guy, a graphic designer.
was pretty drunk and he was pretty persuasive.

Dr. Green plucked a pack of cigarettes fromthe inside pocket of his white
coat, shook one | oose, and handed it to her. They | eaned toward each other
across the table, and he lighted her cigarette with a silvery Zi ppo.

—Not hi ng happened, she said.—<+t was very innocent, actually.

But that was a lie by om ssion, was it not? What woul d the good doctor think
of her if she confessed her inmpulses to grasp a man, any man, as a point of
fact, and throw himdown and fuck hi msensel ess, and refrai ned only because
she was too frightened of the possibilities? Her cheeks stung and she exhal ed
fiercely to conceal her shane.

—Wé had some drinks and called it a night. I still felt bad, dirty, sonehow.
Ri ding the bus home, | saw Virgil. It wasn’t him he had Virgil’'s build and
ki nd of slouched, holding on to one of those straps. Didn't even cone cl ose
once | got a decent |look at him But for a second, my heart froze. Danni
lifted her gaze fromthe ashtray. Jinme for nore pills, huh?

—ell, a case of mistaken identity doesn’t qualify as a delusion

Danni smiled darkly.



—You didn't get on the plane and you lived. Sinple. Dr. Green spoke wth
supreme confidence.

—+s it? Sinmple, | nean.

—Have you experienced nore of these episodes—nistaking strangers for Virgil?
O your son?

—Yeah. The man on the bus, that tepid phantom of her husband, had been the
fifth incident of mstaken identity during the previous three weeks. The

i ncidents were growi ng frequent; each apparition nore convincing than the
last. Then there were the itens she’d occasionally found around the
apartment—Virgil’'s |l ost wedding ring gleam ng at the bottom of a pitcher of
water; a trail of dried rose petals |leading fromthe bathroomto her bed; one
of Keith's crayon masterpieces fixed by magnet on the refrigerator; each of
these artifacts epheneral as dew, transitory as drifting spider thread; they
di ssol ved and left no traces of their existence. That very norning she' d
glinpsed Virgil’'s bonber jacket slung over the back of a chair. A sunbeam
illuminated it nonmentarily, dispersed it anong the noving shadows of cl ouds
and undul ati ng curtains.

Wy didn’t you nmention this sooner?
—+t didn’t scare ne before.

—Fhere are many possibilities. | hazard what we're dealing with is survivor’s
guilt, Dr. Green said.—Fhis guilt is a perfectly normal aspect of the grieving
process.

Dr. Green had never brought up the guilt association before, but she al ways
knew it lurked in the wings, waiting to be sprung in the third act. The books
all talked about it. Danni nmade a noi se of disgust and rolled her eyes to hide
t he sudden urge to cry.

—6o on, Dr. Geen said.

Danni pretended to rub snoke from her eye.—Fhere isn’'t any nore.

—Certainly there is. There's always another rock to | ook beneath. Wy don’t
you tell me about the vineyards. Does this have anything to do with the

Lagerstatte?

She opened her nouth and closed it. She stared, her fear and anger tightening
screws within the pit of her stomach.—You' ve spoken to Merrill? Goddamm her

—She hoped you’'d get around to it, eventually. But you haven't and it seens

i mportant. Don’'t worry-she volunteered the information. OF course | would
never reveal the nature of our conversations. Trust in that.

—+t’s not a good thing to tal k about, Danni said.—+ stopped thinking about it.
—hy?

She regarded her cigarette. Nornma, poor departed Norma whi spered in her ear

Do you want to press your eye against the keyhole of a secret roon? Do you

want to see where the el ephants have gone to die?

—Because there are sonme things you can’t take back. Shake hands with an
ineffable enigma and it knows you. It has you, if it wants.



Dr. Green waited, his hand poi sed over a brown folder she hadn’t noticed
before. The fol der was stanped in red block letters she couldn’'t quite read
al t hough she suspected ASYLUM was at |east a portion

—+ wi sh to understand, he said. W' re not going anywhere.

—Fuck it, she said. A sense of terrible satisfaction and relief caused her to
snmi | e again. —€onfession is good for the soul, right?

August 9, 2006

In the mddle of dressing to nmeet Merrill at the market by the wharf when she
got off work, Danni opened the closet and inhaled a whiff of danp, noldering
air and then screaned into her fist. Several w thered corpses hung fromthe
rack am d her cheery bl ouses and conservative suit jackets. They were scarcely
nore than yell owed sacks of skin. None of the desiccated, sagging faces was
recogni zabl e; the shade and texture of cured squash, each was further

di storted by warps and wrinkles of dry-cleaning bags. She recoiled and sat on
the bed and chewed her fingers until a passing cloud bl ocked the sun and the
cl oset went dark.

Eventual | y she washed her hands and face in the bathroom sink, staring into
the mrror at her pale, maniacal simlacrum She skipped makeup and stunbl ed
fromthe apartnent to the cranped, dingy lift that dropped her into a shabby
foyer with its rows of tarnished nmail box slots checkering the walls, its |ow,
grubby light fixtures, a stained carpet, and the sweet-and-sour odor of sweat
and stagnant air. She stunbled through the security doors into the brighter
wor | d.

And the fugue descended.

Danni was wal ki ng from sonmewhere to sonewhere el se; she'd closed her eyes

agai nst the glare and her insides turned upside down. Her eyes flew open and
she reeled, utterly lost. Shadow peopl e noved around her, bunped her with
their hard el bows and swi nging hips; an angry man in brown tweed | ectured his
daughter and the girl protested. They buzzed like flies. Their m serable faces
blurred together, lit by some internal phosphorus. Danni swall owed, crushed
into herself with a force akin to claustrophobia, and focused on her watch, a
cheap wi ndup nmodel that glowed in the dark. Its nunerals meant nothing, but
she tracked the needle as it swept a perfect circle while the world spun
around her. The passage, an indoor—outdoor avenue of sorts. Market stalls

fl anked the causeway, shelves and tinber beans twined with streaners and
beads, henp rope and tie-dye shirts and pennants. Light fell through cracks in
t he overhead pavilion. The encl osure reeked of fresh salnon, salt water,
sawdust, and the conpacted scent of perfumed flesh

—bPanni. Here was an intelligible voice am d the squeal and squel ch. Danni
lifted her head and tried to focus.

—Weé mss you, Virgil said. He stood several feet away, gleam ng |like polished
ivory.

—What ? Danni said, thinking his face was the only face not changi ng shape |ike
the flowery crystals in a kal ei doscope. Wat did you say?

—Cone hone. It was apparent that this man wasn't Virgil, although in this
particular light the eyes were simlar, and he drawed. Virgil grew up in
South Carolina, spent his adult life trying to bury that drawl, and eventually
it emerged only when he was exhausted or angry. The stranger wi nked at her and



continued al ong the boardwal k. Beneath an Egyptian cotton shirt, his back was
al nost as nuscular as Virgil’s. But, no.

Danni turned away into the bright, jostling throng. Soneone took her el bow
She yel ped and w enched away and nearly fell

—Honey, you okay? The junble of insectoid eyes, lips, and bouffant hair

coal esced into Merrill’s stern face. Merrill wore white-rinmed sungl asses that
conpl emrented her vanilla dress with its wi de shoul ders and brass buttons, and
her el egant vanilla gloves. Her thin nose peeled wth sunburn.—-Banni, are you
all right?

—Yeah. Danni w ped her nout h.

—Fhe hell you are. Cnon. Merrill led her away fromthe noving press to a
smal | open square and seated her in a wooden chair in the shadow of a parasol
The square hosted a half dozen vendors and several tables of squawking
children, overheated parents with flushed cheeks, and senior citizens in
pastel running suits. Merrill bought soft ice creamin tiny plastic dishes and
they sat in the shade and ate the ice creamwhile the sun di pped bel ow t he
rooflines. The vendors began taking down the signs and packing it in for the
day.

—6kay, okay. | feel better. Danni’s hands had stopped shaki ng.

—You do look a little better. Know where you are?

—Fhe market. Danni wanted a cigarette.—6h, dam it, she said.

—Here, sweetie. Merrill drew two containers of Mahan's foreign cigarettes from
her purse and slid them across the table, mmicking a spy in one of those
1970s thrillers.

—Fhanks, Danni said as she got a cigarette burning. She dragged frantically,

| eft hand cupped to her nouth so the escapi ng snmoke boil ed and foaned between
her fingers like dry-ice vapors. Nobody said anything despite the NO SMXI NG
signs posted on the gate.

—Hey, what kind of bug is that? Merrill intently regarded a beetle huggi ng the
warnth of a wooden plank near their feet.

—+t’s a beetle.

—How observant. But what ki nd?

—+ don’t know.

—Vhat ? You don’t know?

—+ don’t know. | don't really care, either

—6h, pl ease.

—ine. Danni |eaned forward until her eyeballs were scant inches above the
notionl ess insect.—+Hmm 1'd say a Spurious exoticus mnor, closely related to,

but not to be confused with, the Spurious eroticus major. Yep.

Merrill stared at the beetle, then Danni. She took Danni’s hand and gently
squeezed. —You fucking fraud. Let’s go get |iquored up, hey?



—Hey- hey.

May 6, 2006

(D. L. Session 33)

Dr. Green’s glasses were opaque as quartz
—The Lagerstatte. Elucidate, if you will.

—A naturalist’s wet dream Ask Norma Fitzwater and Leslie Runyon, Danni said
and chuckl ed wyly. Yhen Merrill originally brought ne here to Cali, she made
me join a support group. That was about, what? A year ago, give or take. Kind
of a twelve-step program for wannabe suicides. | quit after a few visits—group
therapy isn’t ny style and the counsel or was a royal prick. Before | left, |
becarme friends with Norma, a drug addict and perennial houseguest of the state
penitentiary before she snagged a weal thy husband. Marrying rich wasn’t a cure
for everything, though. She claimed to have tried to off herself five or six
times, made it sound |ike an extrene sport.

—A fascinating woman. She was pals with Leslie, a widow like nme. Leslie's
husband and brother fell off a glacier in Alaska. | didn't |ike her nmuch. Too
creepy for polite conpany. Unfortunately, Norma had a nother-hen conpl ex, so
there was no getting rid of her. Anyway, it wasn’'t rmuch to wite honme about.
W went to lunch once a week, watched a couple of filnms, conmnm serated about
our shitty luck. Summer canmp stuff.

—You speak of Norma in the past tense. | gather she eventually ended her Ilife,
Dr. Geen said.

—6h, yes. She made good on that. Junped off a hotel roof in the Tenderl oin.
Left a note to the effect that she and Leslie couldn’t face the music anynore.
The cops, brilliant as they are, concluded Norma nade a suicide pact with
Leslie. Leslie’ s corpse hasn't surfaced yet. The cops figure she’s at the
bottom of the bay, or noldering in a wooded gully. | doubt that’s what
happened, though

—You suspect she’s alive.

—No, Leslie’s dead under mysterious and nessy circunstances. It got |eaked to
the press that the cops found evidence of foul play at her home. There was

bl ood or something on her sheets. They say it dried in the shape of a person
curled in the fetal position—sonebody nmentioned the flash shadows of victins
in Hroshima. This was deeper, as if the body had been pressed hard into the
mattress. The only remains were her watch, her diaphragm her fillings, for
Christ’s sake, stuck to the coagulate that got |left behind |ike afterbirth.
Sure, it’s bullshit, urban | egend fodder. There were sone photos in the
Gazette, some specul ation anong our sorry little circle of neurotics and manic
depr essi ves.

—Very unpl easant but, fortunately, equally inprobable.

Danni shrugged. —Here's the thing, though. Norma predicted everything. A nonth
before she killed herself, she let me in on a secret. Her friend Leslie, the
creepy | ady, had been seeing Bobby. He visited her nightly, begged her to cone
away with him And Leslie planned to.

—Her husband, Dr. Green said.—The one who died in Al aska.

—Fhe same. Trust me, | laughed, a little nervously, at this news. | wasn't



sure whether to hunmor Nornma or get the hell away fromher. W were sitting in
a classy restaurant, surrounded by execs in silk ties and Armani suits. Like
said, Nornma was | oaded. She married into a nice Sicilian famly; her husband
was in the inmport—export business, if you get ny drift. Beat the hell out of
her, though; definitely contributed to her Iow self-esteem Right in the

m ddl e of our luncheon, between the lobster tails and the éclairs, she |eaned
over and confided this thing with Leslie and her deceased husband. The ghostly
| over.

Dr. Green passed Danni another cigarette. He lighted one of his own and
studi ed her through the blue exhaust. Danni wondered if he wanted a drink as
badly as she did.

—How did you react to this information? Dr. G een said.

—+ stayed cool, feigned indifference. It wasn't difficult; |I was doped to the
eyeballs nost of the tine. Norma clained there exists a certain quality of
grief, so utterly profound, so tragically pure, that it resounds and resonates
above and below. A living, bleeding echo. It’s the key to a kind of |inbo

—The Lagerstatte. Dr. Green licked his thunb and sorted through the papers in
the brown folder.—-As in the Burgess Shale, the La Brea Tar Pits. Wre your
fri ends amateur pal eontol ogi sts?

—tagerstéatten are ‘resting places’ in the Deutsch, and | think that’s what the
wonen neant.

—Fasci nating choi ce of nythos.

—Peopl e do whatever it takes to cope. Drugs, kam kaze sex, religion, anything.
In nam ng, we seek to order the inconprehensible, yes?

—True.

—Norma pulled this weird piece of jagged gray rock fromher purse. Not rock—a
petrified bone shard. A fang or a long, wicked rib splinter. Supposedly human.
| could tell it was old; it rem nded nme of all those fossils of trilobites I
used to play with. It radiated an aura of antiquity, like it had survived a
shift of deep geological time. Norma got it fromLeslie and Leslie had gotten
it from soneone else; Norma clained to have no i dea who, although | suspect
she was lying; there was definitely a certain slyness in her eyes. For all
know, it’s osnpsis. She pricked her finger on the shard and gestured at the

bl ood that oozed on her plate. Danni shivered and cl enched her |eft hand. —TFhe
scene was surreal. Norma said: Gief is blood, Danni. Blood is the living path
to everywhere. Bl ood opens the way. She said if | offered nmyself to the
Lagerstatte, Virgil would come to me and take ne into the house of dreans. But
| wanted to know whether it would really be himand not.an imtation. She
said, Does it matter? My skin crawled as if | were waking froma long sleep to
somet hing awful , sonmething nmy prinmal self recognized and feared. Like fire.

—You bel i eve the bone was human.

—+ don’t know. Norma insisted | accept it as a gift fromher and Leslie.
really didn't want to, but the look on her face, it was intense.

—here did it cone fron? The bone.
—Fhe Lagerstéatte.

—&f course. What did you do?



Danni | ooked down at her hands, the left with its jagged white scar in the
nmeat and rnuscle of her palm and deeper into the darkness of the earth.—he
sane as Leslie. | called them

—You called them Virgil and Keith.

—Yes. | didn't plan to go through with it. | got drunk, and when |I'mlike
that, ny thoughts get kind of screwy. | don’t act in character

—6oh. Dr. Green thought that over.-When you say called, what exactly do you
nmean?

She shrugged and flicked ashes into the ashtray. Even though Dr. G een had
been there the nmorning they stitched the wound, she guarded the secret of its
origin with a zeal bordering on pathol ogi cal

Danni had brought the weird bone to the apartnment. Once al one, she drank the
better half of a bottle of Maker’s Mark and then sliced her pal mand nade a
doorway in blood. She slathered a vertical seam a demarcati on between her

exi stence and the abyss, in the plaster wall at the foot of her bed. She
sneared Virgil’'s and Keith's initials and sent a little prayer into the night.
In a small clay pot she’d bought at a market, she shredded her identification
her (nostly defunct) credit cards, her Social Security card, a |ock of her
hair, and burned the works with the tallow of a lanmb. Then, in the snoke and
shadows, she finished getting drunk off her ass and pronptly bl acked out.

Merrill wasn't happy; Danni had bled |like the proverbial stuck pig, soaked

t hrough the sheets into the mattress. Merrill decided her friend had horribly
bot ched another run for the Pearly Gates. She had brought Danni to the
hospital for a bunch of stitches and introduced her to Dr. Geen. O course
Danni didn't adnmit another suicide attenpt. She doubted her conducting a

bl ack-magic ritual would help matters, either. She said nothing, sinply agreed
to return for sessions with the good doctor. He was bl andly pl easant,

em nently nonthreatening. She didn't think he could help, but that wasn't the
point. The point was to please Merrill and Merrill insisted on the visits.

Back home, Merrill confiscated the bone, the ritual fetish, and threwit in
the trash. Later, she tried like hell to scrub the stain. In the end she gave
up and pai nted the whol e room bl ue.

A coupl e of days after that particular bit of excitenment, Danni found the bone
at the bottom of her sock drawer. It glistened with a cruel, lusterless
intensity. Like the nonkey’s paw it had returned, and that didn't surprise
her. She folded it into a kerchief and locked it in a jewelry box she’d kept
since first grade.

Al'l these nonths gone by, Danni renained silent on the subject.

Finally, Dr. Geen sighed. +s that when you began seeing Virgil in the faces
of strangers? These doppel gdngers? He snoked his cigarette with the joyl ess
concentration of a prisoner facing a firing squad. It was obvious fromhis

expression that the neter had rolled back to zero.

—No, not right away. Nothi ng happened, Danni said.—Nothing ever does, at
first.

—No, | suppose not. Tell me about the vineyard. \Wat happened there?

—+..l got lost.



—Jhat’s where all this really begins, isn't it? The fugue, perhaps ot her
t hi ngs.

Danni gritted her teeth. She thought of el ephants and graveyards. Dr. G een
was right, in his own snmug way. Six weeks after Danni sliced her hand, Merril
took her for a day trip to the beach. Merrill rented a convertible and nade a
picnic. It was nice; possibly the first tine Danni felt human since the
accident; the first time she’d wanted to do anythi ng besi des nope in the
apartment and play depressing nusic.

After sone discussion, they chose Bolton Park, a lovely stretch of coastline
way out past Kingwood. The area was foreign to Danni, so she bought a road map
panphl et at a gas station. The brochure listed a bunch of touristy places.

W ndsurfers and bird-watchers favored the area, but the gui de warned of
dangerous riptides. The wonen had no intention of sw nming; they stayed near a
cluster of great big rocks at the north end of the beach—below the cliff with
the steps that led up to the posh houses, the sumer hones of novie stars and
advertising executives, the beautiful people.

On the way home, Danni asked if they might stop at Kirkston Vineyards. It was
a hole-in-the-wall, only briefly listed in the gui debook. There were no
pictures. They drove in circles for an hour tracking the place down—Kirkston
was of f the beaten path, a village of sorts. There was a gift shop and an inn
and a few antique houses. The winery was fairly large and charnming in a rustic
fashion, and that essentially sumed up the entire place.

Danni thought it was a cute setup; Merrill was bored stiff and did what she

al ways di d when she’d grown weary of a situation-she flirted Iike nad with one
of the tour guides. Pretty soon, she disappeared with the guy on a private
tour.

There were twenty or thirty people in the tour group—a bunch of elderly folks
who' d arrived on a bus and a few coupl es pretending they were in Europe. After
Danni lost Merrill in the crowd, she went outside to explore until her friend
surfaced again.

Perhaps fifty yards fromthe winery steps, Virgil waited in the |engthening
shadows of a cedar grove. That was the first of the phantons. Too far away for
positive identification, his face was a white snmudge. He hesitated and
regarded her over his shoul der before he ducked into the undergrowth. She knew
it was inpossible, knewthat it was madness, or worse, and went after him
anyway.

Deeper into the grounds she encountered crunbled walls of a ruined garden

hi dden under a bower of willow trees and honeysuckl e vi nes. She passed through
a massive marble archway, so thick with sap it had bl ackened like a

snokest ack. Inside was a sunken area and a clogged fountain decorated with
cherubs and gargoyl es. There were scattered benches nade of stone slabs, and
pil es of rubble overrun by creepers and nbpss. Water pool ed t hroughout the
garden, nostly covered by al gae and scum nosquito | arvae squirned beneath
drowned | eaves. Ridges of broken stone and nortar petrified in the slop and
slime of that boggy soil and made wai st-high calculi anmong the freestandi ng
nasonry.

Her hand throbbed with a sudden, magnificent stab of pain. She hissed through
her teeth. The freshly knitted pink slash, her Freudian scar, had split and
bl ood seeped so copi ously her head swam She ripped the sleeve off her blouse
and nade a hasty tourniquet. A grim sullen quiet drifted in, a blizzard of
silence. The bees weren’'t buzzing and the shadows in the trees waxed red and



gold as the light decayed.

Virgil stepped from behind stalagmtes of fallen stone, maybe thirty feet

away. She knew with every fiber of her being that this was a fake, a body
doubl e, and yet she wanted nothing nore than to hurl herself into his arms. Up
until that monent, she didn't realize how nuch she’d m ssed him how achingly
final her |oneliness had becone.

Her gl ance fell upon a gl eami ng wedge of stone where it thrust fromthe water
like a dinosaur’s tooth, and as shapes within shapes became apparent, she
understood this wasn't a garden. It was a graveyard.

Virgil opened his arns—

—+'m not confortable tal king about this, Danni said.—+tet’s nobve on
August 9, 2006

Friday was karaoke night at the Candy Apple.

In the gol den days of her previous life, Danni had a battalion of friends and
col l eagues with whomto attend the various acadenm c functions and cockt ai
socials as required by her professional affiliation with a fanous East Coast
uni versity. Bar-hoppi ng had sel dom been t he excursion of choice.

Toni ght, a continent and several |ight-years renmoved from such circunstances,
she nursed an overly strong margarita while up on the stage a coupl e of
drunken wonen with big hair and snmeared makeup stunbl ed through that old Kenny
Rogers standby, “Ruby, Don’t Take Your Love to Town.” The fake redhead was a
receptioni st named Sheila, and her blond partner, Delores, a vice president of
human resources. Both of themworked at Merrill’s literary magazi ne and they
were partying off their second and third divorces, respectively.

Danni wasn't drunk, although m xing her nedication with al cohol wasn’t hel pi ng
matters; her nose had begun to tingle and her sensibilities were definitely
sliding toward the nihilistic side. Also, she seened to be hallucinating
again. She'd spotted two Virgil |ook-alikes between wal ki ng through the door
and her third margarita; that was a record, so far. She hadn’t noticed either
of the nen enter the | ounge; they sinply appeared.

One of the nystery nmen sat anong a group of happily chattering yuppie kids;
he’d worn a sweater and parted his hair exactly |ike her husband used to
before an inportant interview or presentation. The brow was wong, though, and
the smle way off. He established eye contact and his gaze made her prickle
all over because this simlacrumwas so very authentic; if not for the plastic
sheen and the unwhol esone snile, he was the man she’'d | ooked at across the
breakfast table for a dozen years. Eventually he stood and wandered away from
his friends and di sappeared through the front door into the night. None of the
ki ds seened to miss him

The second guy sat alone at the far end of the bar. He was rmuch closer to the
aut hentic thing; he had the nose, the jaw, even the | oose way of draping his
hands over his knees. However, this one was a bit too rawboned to pass as her
Virgil; his teeth too large, his arnms too long. He stared across the room

t oo-dark eyes fastened on her face, and she | ooked away and by the tinme she
gl anced up again he was gone.

She checked to see if Merrill noticed the Virgil inpersonators. Merrill
blithely sipped her Corona and flirted with a couple of |awer types at the
adjoining table. The suits kept conpany with a vol uptuous worman who was



growing long in the tooth and had pil ed on enough conpensatory eye shadow and
lipstick to host her own tal k show. The wonan sul ked and shot dangerous gl ares
at Merrill. Merrill smrked coyly and touched the closer suit on the arm

Danni lighted a cigarette and tried to keep her expression neutral while her
pul se fluttered and she scanned the roomw th the corners of her eyes like a
trapped bird. Should she call Dr. Geen in the norning? WAas he even in the
of fice on weekends? What col or would the new pills be?

Presently, the late-dinner and theater crowm arrived en masse and the | ounge
becarme packed. The tenperature inmedi ately shot up ten degrees and the
resultant din of several dozen conpeting conversations drowned all but shouts.
Merrill had recruited the lawers (who turned out to be an insurance clains

i nvestigator and a CPANed and Thomas, and their mniffed associate d enna, a
court clerk—to join the group and nigrate to another, hopefully nore peaceful
wat eri ng hol e.

They shanbl ed t hrough neon-washed ni ght, a noisy, truncated herd of

quasi -strangers, arns |ocked for purchase against the mst-slick sidewal ks.
Danni found hersel f squashed between d enna and Ned the Investigator. Ned
grasped her waist in a slack, yet vaguely proprietary fashion; his hand was
soft with sweat, his paunchy face made nore unconely with livid bl otches and

t he avarici ous expression of a drowsy predator. His shirt reeked so powerfully
of whiskey it mght’'ve been doused in the stuff.

Merrill pulled themto a succession of bars and nightclubs and all -ni ght

bi stros. Somebody handed Danni a beer as they nmilled in the vaulted entrance
of an Irish pub and she drank it like tap water, not really tasting it, and
her ears hurt and the evening rapidly devolved into a tangle of raucous nusic
and smoke that reflected the fluorescent lights |ike coke-blacked niner’s

| anps, and at last a cool, hum d darkness shattered by headlights and the

sul furous orange gl ow of angry cl ouds.

By her haphazard count, she glinpsed in excess of fifty incarnations of

Virgil. Several at the tavern, solitary nmen nostly submerged in the recessed
boot hs, observing her with stony diffidence through beer steins and shot
gl asses; a dozen nore scattered along the boul evard, |istless nomads whose

eyes slid around, not quite touching anything. Wen a city bus grunbl ed past,
every passenger’s head sw vel ed i n uni son beneath the repeating flare of dome
lights. Every face pressed against the dirty wi ndows bel onged to him Their
lifelike masks bul ged and contorted with inconsol abl e | ongi ng.

Ned escorted her to his place, a warehouse apartnent in a row of identica

war ehouses between the harbor and the railroad tracks. The buil di ng had been
converted to a nunitions factory during the Second Wirld War, then housing in
the latter 1960s. It stood black and gritty; its greasy wi ndows sucked in the
feeble illum nation of the |onely beacons of passing boats and the occasi ona
car.

They took a clanking cargo elevator to the top, the penthouse as Ned

| aughingly referred to his apartnent. The el evator was a box encased in grates
t hat exposed the inner organs of the shaft and the dark tunnels of passing
floors. It could ve easily hoisted a baby grand piano. Danni pressed her cheek
to vibrating nmetal and shut her eyes tight against vertigo and the
canteen-1i ke slosh of too nany beers in her stomach.

Ned' s apartnent was sparsely furnished and remai ned nostly in gl oomeven after
he turned on the floor lanp and went to fix nightcaps. Danni collapsed onto
the corner of a couch abridging the shallow ninbus of light and stared raptly
at her bone-white hand curled into the black | eather. Neil Dianmond crooned



fromvel vet speakers. Ned said sonething about his record collection and,
faintly, ice cracked fromits tray and clinked in glass with the resonance of
a tuning fork.

Danni’s hand shivered as if it mght double and divide. She was cold now, in
the sticky hot apartnment, and her thighs trenbled. Ned slipped a drink into
her hand and pl aced his own hand on her shoul der, splayed his soft fingers on
her collar, traced her collarbone with his moist fingertip. Danni flinched and
poured gin down her throat until Ned took the glass and began to nuzzle her
ear, his teeth clicking against the pearl stud, his overheated breath |ike
snol deri ng creosote and kerosene, and as he tugged at her bl ouse strap, she
began to cry. Ned |urched above her and his hands were busy with his belt and
pants, and these fell around his ankles and his |oafers. He made a fist in a
mass of her hair and yanked her face against his groin; his linen shirttails
fell across Danni’s shoul ders and he bulled hinself into her gasping nouth.
She gagged, overwhel ned by the ripeness of sweat and whi skey and urine, the
rank hum dity, the bruising insistence of him and she convul sed, arns
flailing in epileptic spasnms, and vonited. Ned' s hips punped for severa
seconds and then his brain caught up with current events and he cried out in
di smay and di sgust and nearly capsized the couch as he scranbl ed away from her
and a caranel gush of hal f-digested cocktail shrinmp and al cohol

Danni dragged herself fromthe couch and groped for the door. The door was

| ocked with a bolt and chain and she battered at these, sobbing and choki ng.
Ned's curses were muffled by a thin partition and the | ow thunder of water

sl uicing through corroded pi pes. She flung open the door and was instantly
lost in a cavernous hall that tel escoped nmadly. The door behind her was a cave
nmout h, the wi ndows were hol es, were burrows. She toppled down a flight of
stairs.

Danni | ay crunpled, danp concrete wedged agai nst the small of her back and

pi nching the back of her legs. Chostly radi ance cast shadows upon the piebald
wal I s of the narrow staircase and rendered the scrawls of graffiti into
fragnment ed hi erogl yphics. Copper and salt filled her nouth. Her head was thick
and spongy and when she noved it, little comets shot through her vision. A
moth jerked in zigzags near her face, jittering upward at frantic angl es
toward a naked bulb. The bulb was brown and black wi th dust and cigarette
snoke. A solid shadow detached fromthe gl oomof the landing; a slight, pitchy
sil houette that wavered at the edges |ike gasoline funes.

Mormy? A smal |l voice echoed, familiar and strange, the voice of a child or a
castrato, and it plucked at her insides, sent trenors through her

—6h, CGod, she said and vonmited again, spilling herself against the rough
surface of the wall. The figure becane two, then four and a pack of childlike
shapes assenbl ed on the | anding. The pallid corona of the brown bulb di nmed.
She rol |l ed away, onto her belly, and began to craw ...

August 10, 2006

The police | ocated Danni sem conscious in the alley behind the warehouse
apartments. She didn’t understand nuch of what they said and she coul dn’'t
muster the resolve to volunteer the details of her evening s escapades.

Merrill rode with her in the anbul ance to the emergency room where, foll ow ng
a two-hour wait, a haggard surgeon determ ned that Danni suffered froma
nunber of nasty contusions, minor |acerations, and a punctured tongue. No
concussi on, however. He punched ten staples into her scal p, handed over a
prescription for painkillers, and sent her hone wi th an adnoni shnent to return
in twelve hours for observation



After they d settled safe and sound at the apartnment, Merrill w apped Danni in
a bl anket and boiled a pot of green tea. Lately, Merrill was into feng shui
and Chi nese herbal renmedies. It wasn’t quite dawn and so they sat in the
shadows in the living room There were no recrimninations, although Merril

| apsed into a pal pable funk; hers was the grimexpression of guilt and

hel pl essness attendant to her perceived breach of guardi anship. Danni patted
her hand and drifted off to sleep.

When Danni canme to again, it was early afternoon and Merrill was in the

ki tchen bangi ng pots. Over bowl s of hot noodle soup Merrill explained she' d
called in sick for a couple of days. She thought they should get Danni’s skul
checked for dents and rent some novies and lie around with a bowl of popcorn
and do essentially nothing. Tonmorrow m ght be a good day to go w ndow shoppi ng
for an Asian print to nount in their pitifully barren entryway.

Merrill summoned a cab. The rain cane in sheets against the wi ndows of the
nmovi ng car and Danni dozed to the thud of the wipers, trying to ignore the
driver’s eyes upon her fromthe rearview He |ooked unlike the fuzzy headshot
on his license fixed to the visor. In the photo his features were burnt teak
and warped by the deformation of aging plastic.

They arrived at the hospital and signed in and went into the bowels of the
grand ol d beast to radiology. A wonan in a white jacket injected dye into
Danni’s | eg and | oaded her into a shiny, cold nmachine the girth of a bread
truck and ordered her to keep her head still. The technician’s voice buzzed
through a hidden transmtter, repulsively intimate as if a fly had craw ed
into her ear canal. \Wen the rubber jackhamers started in on the steel shell,
she cl osed her eyes and saw Virgil and Keith waving to her fromthe convex

wi ndows of the plane. The propeller spun so slowy, she could track its

revol utions.

—The doctor says they' re negative. The technician held photographic plates of
Danni’s brain against a softly flickering pane of |ight.—See? No problens at
all.

The crimson seamdried black on the bedroomwall. The band of black acid
eating plaster until the wall swung open on snmpoth, silent hinges. Red
darkness pulsed in the rift. Wite |eaves crunbl ed and sank, each one a | ost
face. A shadow slowy shaped itself into human form The shadow man regarded
her, his hand extended, approaching her w thout noving his shadow | egs.

Merrill thanked the woman in the clipped manner she reserved for those who
provoked her distaste, and put a protective arm over Danni’s shoul ders. Danni
had taken an extra dose of tranquilizers to sand the rough edges. Reality was
ataffy pull.

Pour out your blood and they' |l come back to you, Norma said and stuck her

bl eeding finger in her mouth. Her eyes were cold and dark as the eyes of a
carrion bird. Bobby and Leslie coupled on a squeaking bed. Their frantic

rhyt hm gradual ly sl owed and they began to nelt and nerge until their flesh
rendered to a sticky puddle of oil and fat and patches of hair. The forensics
phot ographers cane, clicking and whirring, eyes deader than the | enses of
their cameras. They snoked cigarettes in the hallway and chatted with the

pl ai ncl ot hes about baseball and who was getting pussy and who wasn’t;
everybody had sashim for l[unch, noodles for supper, and took work hone and
drank too much. Leslie curdled in the sheets and her parents were | ong gone,
so she was already nost of the way to being reduced to a serial nunber and
forgotten in a cardboard box in a storeroom Except Leslie stood in a doorway
in the griny bulk of a nanel ess building. She stood, hip-shot and half

sil houetted, naked and lovely as a Botticelli nude. D senbodied arns circled



her from behind, and | arge, muscul ar hands cupped her breasts. She nodded,
expressionl ess as a wax death masque, and stepped back into the black. The
i ron door cl osed.

Danni’s brain was fine. No problens at all

Merrill took her hone and made her supper. Fried chicken; Danni’s favorite
froma research stint studying the mgration habits of three species of
arachnids at a southern institute where grits did double duty as breakfast and
[ unch.

Danni dozed intermttently, lulled by the staccato flashes of the tel evision
She stirred and wi ped drool fromher lips, thankfully too dopey to suffer nuch
enbarrassnent. Merrill hel ped her to bed and tucked her in and ki ssed her good
ni ght on the nouth. Danni was surprised by the warm h of her breath, her
tender ness; then she was heavily asleep, floating facedown in the red

dar kness, the ammiotic wastes of a secret world.

August 11, 2006

Merrill cooked waffles for breakfast; she clained to have been a “chanpeen”
hash-slinger as an undergrad, albeit Danni couldn't recall that particular
detail of their shared history. Although food crunbled |ike cardboard on her
tongue, Danni smled ganely and cleared her plate. The fresh orange juice in
the frosted glass was a mouthful of Iye. Merrill had apparently jogged over to
Yang's and picked up a carton the exact instant the poor fellow rolled back
the netal curtains fromhis shop front, and Danni swallowed it and hoped she
didn't drop the gl ass because her hand was shaki ng so rmuch. The pl easant
euphoria of painkillers and sedatives had drai ned away, usurped by a gnaw ng,
al lusive dread, a swell of self-disgust and revul sion

The night terrors tittered and scuffled in the cracks and crannies of the tiny
kitchen, whistled at her in a pitch only she and dogs could hear. Any second
now, the broom closet would creak open and a ghastly figure shanble forth,
licking lips riven by wornms. At any nonment the building woul d shudder and
topple in an aval anche of dust and gl ass and shearing girders. She slunped in
her chair, fixated on the chipped vase, its cargo of wilted gerani uns drooping
over the rim Merrill bustled around her, tidying up with what she drily
attributed as her latent Gernman efficiency, although her mannerisnms suggested
a sense of profound anxiety. Wen the phone chirped and it was Sheil a
reporting some mnor enmergency at the office, her agitation multiplied as she
scoured her little address book for someone to watch over Danni for a few

hour s.

Danni told her to go, she’'d be okay—rmmybe watch a soap and take a nap. She
prom sed to sit tight in the apartnent, cone what may. Appearing only slightly
mollified, Merrill agreed to | eave, vowi ng a speedy return.

Late afternoon slipped over the city, |ackluster and overcast. Cane the
desultory honk and grow of traffic, the occasional shout, the off-tenpo
drunmbeat fromthe square. Reflections of the skyline patterned a bl ank span of
wal | . Water gurgled, and the disjointed nunble of radio or television
commentary came nmuffled fromthe nei ghboring apartnents. Her eyes |eaked and

t he shakes travel ed from her hands into the | arge muscl es of her shoul ders.
Her left hand ached.

A child nurnured in the hallway, followed by scratching at the door. The bolt
rattl ed. She stood and | ooked across the living area at the open door of the
bedroom The bedroomdilated. Piles of jagged rocks twi ned with coarse brown
seaweed i nstead of the bed, the dresser, her unseemy stacks of magazines. A



figure stirred amid the weird rocks and unfolded at the hips with the horrible
alacrity of a tarantula. You filthy whore. She groaned and hooked the door
with her ankle and kicked it shut.

Danni went to the kitchen and slid a carving knife fromits wooden bl ock. She
wal ked to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Everything seemed too shiny,
except the knife. The knife hung loosely in her fingers; its blade was dark
and pitted. She stripped her robe and stepped into the shower and drew the
curtain. Steam began to fill the room Hot water beat agai nst the back of her
neck, her spine and buttocks as she rested her forehead against the tiles.

What have you done? You filthy bitch. She couldn’t discern whether that
accusi ng whi sper had bubbled fromher brain or trickled in with the swirling
steam What have you done? It hardly mattered now that nothing was of any
substance, of any inportance besides the knife. Her hand throbbed, bl eeding.
Bl ood and water swirled down the drain.

Danni . The fl oorboards settled and a tepid draft brushed her calves. She

rai sed her head and a sil houette filled the narrow door, an inconprehensible
bl ur through the shower curtain. Danni dropped the knife. She slid down the
wall into a fetal position. Her teeth chattered, and her animal self took
possessi on. She renenbered the ocean, acres of driftwood littering a beach
Virgil’s grin as he paid out the tether of a dragonhead kite they’ d bought in
Chi nat own. She renenbered the corpses hanging in her closet, and whi npered.

A hand pressed against the translucent fabric, dinpled it inward, fingers
spread. The hand squel ched on the curtain. Blood ran fromits pal mand
slithered in descending | adders.

—6oh, Danni said. Blearily, through a haze of tears and steam she reached up
and pressed her bloody |eft hand against the curtain, |ocked palnms with the
apparition, giddily cognizant this was a gruesone parody of the star-crossed
| overs who kiss through glass.—Virgil, she said, chest hitching with sobs.

—You don’t have to go, Merrill said and dragged the curtain aside. She too
wept, and nearly fell into the tub as she enbraced Danni and the water soaked
her clothes, and quantities of blood spilled between them and Danni saw her
friend had found the fetish bone, because there it was, in a black slick on
the floor, trailing a spray of droplets |like a nosebl eed.—You can stay with
me. Please stay, Merrill said. She stroked Danni’s hair, hugged her as if to
keep her fromfloating away with the steamas it condensed on the mrror, the
smal I wi ndow, and slowly evapor at ed.

May 6, 2006
(D. L. Session 33)

—banni, do you read the newspapers? Watch the news? Dr. Geen said this
carefully, giving weight to the question

—Sure, sonetines.

—The police recovered her body nonths ago. He renoved a newspaper clipping
fromthe fol der and pushed it toward her

—Who? Danni did not | ook at the clipping.
—teslie Runyon. An anonynous tip led the police to a landfill. She’ d been

wrapped in a tarp and buried in a heap of trash. Death by suffocation
according to the coroner. You really don’t renenber.



Danni shook her head.—No. | haven’'t heard anything |like that.
—bo you think I'mlying?
—bo you think I'm a paranoi d del usi onal ?

—Keep talking and 1’1l get back to you on that, he said, and sniled. What
happened at the vineyard, Danni ? Wien they found you, you were quite a ness,
according to the reports.

—Yeah. Quite a nmess, Danni said. She closed her eyes and fell back into
herself, fell down the black mne shaft into the menory of the garden, the
Lagerstatte.

Virgil waited to enbrace her.

Only a graveyard, an open charnel, contained so much death. The rubble and
masonry were actually |layers of bones; a reef of calcified skeletons |ocked in
heaps; and munmi fied corpses; enough withered faces to fill the backs of a
thousand nmil k cartons, frozen twigs of arns and | egs wapped about their
eternal partners. These masses of ossified humanity were cl oaked in skeins of
noss and hair and rotted | eaves.

Nor ma beckoned fromthe territory of waking dreams. She stood upon the

preci pice of a rooftop. She said, Welcone to the Lagerstatte. Welcone to the
secret graveyard of the despairing and the damed. She spread her arns and
pi tched backward

Danni nmpaned and hugged her fist wapped in its sopping rags. She had cone
unwi ttingly, although utterly conplicit in her devotion, and now stood before
aterrible nystery of the world. Her knees trenbl ed and fol ded.

Virgil shuttered rapidly and shifted within armis reach. He snelled of
aftershave and clove, the old, poignantly fam liar scents. He also snelled of
eart hi ness and nold, and his face began to destabilize, to buckle as packed
dirt buckl es under a deluge and becones nud.

Cone and sleep, he said in the rasp of |eaves and dripping water. Hi s hands
bit into her shoulders and slowy, inexorably drew her against him H s chest
was icy as the void, his hands and arms iron as they tightened around her and
laid her down in the nuck and the sline. His lips closed over hers. H s tongue
was pliant and fibrous and she thought of the stinking brown rot that carpeted
the deep forests. Other hands plucked at her clothes, her hair; other nouths
suckl ed her neck, her breasts, and she thought of mni sshapen fungi and
scurrying centi pedes, the ever-scrabbling ants, and how all things that
squirmed in the sunless interstices crept and patiently fed.

Danni went blind, but inmages streamed through the snarling wires of her

consci ousness. Virgil and Keith rocked in the swing on the porch of their New
Engl and home. They’ d just finished playing catch in the backyard; Keith stil
wore his Red Sox jersey, and Virgil rolled a baseball in his fingers. The
stars brightened in the lowering sky and the streetlights fizzed on, one by
one. Her nother stood knee-deep in the surf, apron strings flapping in a
rising wind. She held out her hands. Keith, pink and winkled, screamed in
Danni’s arms, his unbilical cord still wet. Virgil pressed his hand to a wall
of glass. He nouthed, | [ove you, honey.

I love you, Mommy, Keith said, his wizened infant’s face tilted toward her
own. Her father carefully laid out his clothes, his police uniform of



twenty-six years, and clinbed into the bathtub. W love you, girlie, Dad said
and stuck the barrel of his service revolver into his mouth. Oh, quitting had
run in the famly, was a genetic certainty given the proper set of

ci rcunst ances. Mom had drowned herself in the sea, such was her grief. Her
brother, he’d managed to kill hinself in a police action in sonme foreign
desert. This gravitation to self-destruction was ineluctable as her bl ood.

Danni thrashed upright. Dank mud sucked at her, plastered her hair and drool ed
from her nouth and nose. She choked for breath, hands clawi ng at an assail ant
who had vani shed into the m st creeping upon the surface of the marsh. Her
fingernails raked and broke against the gl aciated cheek of a vaguely fenale
corpse; a stranger made wholly inhuman by the slow, steady vise of gravity and

ti me. Danni groaned. Sonewhere, a whippoorw || began to sing.
Voi ces called for her through the trees; shrill and hoarse. Their shouts
echoed weakly, as if fromthe depths of a well. These were unnistakably the

voi ces of the living. Danni’s heart thudded, galvanized by the adrena
response to her near-death experience and, nore subtly, an inchoate sense of
guilt, as if she’'d done sonething unutterably foul. She scranbled to her feet
and fl ed.

O ly night flooded the forest. A boy cried, Momy, Mmy! Amid the plaintive
notes of the whippoorwill, Danni floundered fromthe garden, scourged by
terror and no small regret. By the time she found her way in the dark, cane
stunbling into the circle of rescue searchers and their flashlights, Danni had
nostly forgotten where she’d come fromor what she’d been doing there.

Danni opened her eyes to the hospital, the dour room Dr. Geen' s inplacable
curiosity.

She said,—€an we leave it for now? Just for now I|I'mtired. You have no idea.

Dr. Green renoved his glasses. H s eyes were bl oodshot and hard, but human
after all.—-Banni, you're going to be fine, he said.

—Am | ?

—Mles to go before we sleep, and all that jazz. But yes, | believe so. You
want to open up, and that’'s very good. It’'s progress.

Danni snoked.

—Next week we can discuss further treatment options. There are several
nmedi ci nes we haven’t |ooked at; nmaybe we can get you a dog. | know you live in
an apartment, but service ani mals have been known to work mracles. Go hone
and get sone rest. That’'s the best therapy | can reconmend.

Danni inhaled the last of her cigarette and held the remmants of fire close to
her heart. She ground the butt into the ashtray. She exhal ed a stream of snoke
and wondered if her soul, the souls of her bel oved, |ooked anything |like that.
Uncertain of what to say, she said nothing. The wheels of the recorder

st opped.



