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THERE IS STILL SAND IN MY SUITCASE 

 

 

He arrived the night before, stepping off the 

fifth plane in less than 30 hours. He didn’t know the 

language and everyone seemed to be giving him more 

patience than he deserved because he was American. A 

cab took him to an area he remembered seeing in one 

of her pictures. It was like entering a dream, but not his 

own. He recalled her talking about this place, where 

you’re both lost and found, whatever that meant. 

Everywhere he went, he imagined her walking by, 

sitting at a table outside reading one of her books, 

drinking alcohol like it was going out of style. 

He showed her picture around, saying her name 

slowly. Everyone seemed to know her but didn’t know 

how or why. They’d stare at the picture longer than 

normal and say things about her eyes before 

succumbing to silence, as if lost in a memory. He was 

startled by her ability to haunt even strangers.  

Eventually he found a small restaurant on the 

way back to the hotel. There was a woman sitting alone 

near the bar. She was in her late thirties, tall and 

attractive, her long black hair falling on her golden 

shoulders, an aura of sadness surrounding her dark 

brown eyes. He held up the picture like a badge and 

before he could say her name, the woman said it for 

him.  

“You know her?” he asked. 
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    He could sense that she was remembering her and it 

wasn’t pleasant. 

“You love her?” she said, the mocking tone 

irritating him. 

He tightened his jaw and mustered, “Once, 

yes.” 

“Once,” she said, repeating the word as if it 

were a lie. “She’s not someone you love once. You do or 

you don’t.” 

His lips automatically moved before he realized 

he didn’t know what to say.  

Satisfied, she smiled, but she was clearly out of 

practice. He could clearly see the hatred in her face, it 

being something that gave her purpose. It hurt him that 

he understood the loathing enough to recognize it in 

someone else. 

“She’s not here,” she said. “She left months 

ago.”     

“I know,” he said. 

She tilted her head at him as if noticing him for 

the first time. “You’re him, aren’t you?” 

He stood there in silence. 

“She’s not coming back, is she?” 

“No, she’s not,” he said. He looked her in the 

eyes, not blinking. 

She nodded at this, her eyes moving around the 

room, either her mind was making connections or 

looking for an escape route. 

He took a chair from her table and sat down. 

“I’m looking for –” 



7 

 

“I had it once,” she said. “It’s gone now.” 

A burst of anger flashed in his face. 

She touched her breast as if in pain. “You never 

should’ve given it to her to begin with.” 

“I need it back,” he said. “Is that possible?” 

“Anything’s possible,” she said, “with money, of 

course.” 

“Please,” he said, trying not to sound too eager. 

“I’ll need to make some calls.” She rose from 

her chair. “This is my restaurant. Order anything you 

want.” 

She walked to the back of the restaurant and 

out of sight. 

He watched the shadows outside grow long, 

and the people walking by, smiling and laughing. He 

tried to remember the two of them like that, but other 

memories kept getting in the way. He ended up eating, 

suddenly feeling hungrier than he had ever felt. A man 

from the kitchen kept bringing him plates, each one 

better than the last. The bread was warm and reminded 

him of a time before he met her. The meats made his 

mouth water and his teeth ache in a good way, the 

sauces surprised his tongue, and the vegetables were 

cooked in a way that made him feel as if he tasted them 

for the first time. His belly was full and his mind was 

flirting with the idea of being content when she finally 

returned. 

He stood up and followed her. His knees were 

shaking. It all seemed too easy. He wished he’d come to 

the restaurant the day before; it would’ve saved him so 
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much anxiety. They walked through the kitchen. The 

man who served him was there and gave a weak nod. 

Behind the restaurant outside were two men in dark 

suits. One of them was holding a box. 

“Is that it?” he asked.  

The man with the box held it out. 

He took the box, knelt down and placed it 

gently on the ground. He opened the box frantically like 

a child celebrating a birthday. Inside was a human 

heart, glistening a deep red, fatty on the edges. He let 

out a laugh; however, when he touched it, he knew 

something was wrong. 

He looked up suddenly and said, “This isn’t 

mine.” 

The woman came down beside him and put her 

hand on the heart. At her touch, the heart disappeared, 

leaving behind a bed of pink ice. 

“Oh,” he said weakly. He heard one of the men 

move behind him. The woman rose, put her hands to 

his face and gently kissed his forehead. It felt like the 

ending of something that had been set in motion before 

he was born. As she walked away, he said, “The weight 

of her chaos keeps me from moving on.” 

She stopped, motioned to someone, and said, 

“Then this will be a gift.” 

Before he felt the barrel of the gun touch the 

back of his head and the sun burst behind his eyes, he 

noticed that she looked genuinely happy – almost like a 

completely different person from the woman he met 

hours ago. And seeing her like this, having witnessed 



9 

 

the difference, had filled him with a sudden and 

tangible feeling of joy. If not for the bullet ripping 

through his brain, taking away everything he had ever 

known, everything he had ever dreamed of, and every 

love he ever kept at a rate of 900 feet per second, he 

might have thanked her.  
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HERE’S TO YOU AND THE STARS ABOVE 

 

 

 

He looked harder than she remembered. The 

softness in his stomach and face were gone. His skin 

was golden, his hair shorter and lighter. Even his green 

eyes had changed. Before she asked him why he did it, 

she sighed and gave him one of her looks. He knew the 

look well because he had seen it every time he closed 

his eyes, her standing there inside his head, ready to 

talk, ready to remind him of all of the things he wanted 

to forget. He tried to remember a time when he was 

alone in his head, when it was his voice that narrated 

his thoughts, when he didn’t have to explain everything 

to the imaginary version of her that haunted him like a 

blister on the roof of his mouth.  

She looked stunning, vivid, reality seemed 

displaced around her. She was older, but age worked as 

a blessing, not a curse. She was still worth starting a war 

over, still worth risking everything for immortality if it 

meant forever waking to her face. If you say “I love you” 

to a face like hers, you knew instantly how weak the 

words were. Terms of endearment did not apply to her. 

She was the kind of woman who inspired new religions 

to prosper without the need of commandments. 

Finally, she asked him where he’d been. He told 

her about Europe. How he walked through France, 

through Germany, through Poland, and then I kept on 

walking. He found himself in countries he never knew 
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existed until he found Russia. Like Texas, Russia never 

wanted to end.    

When he found nowhere, he’d stay until it 

became somewhere, and then he’d keep going. Then 

there was the ocean and the islands, where he declined 

a thousand invitations to live with the sun for the rest of 

his life. 

“What then?” she asked. 

He pointed a finger to the sky.  

He told her about the rocket, the way gravity 

does everything in its power never to let go, and when 

it finally does, you wonder why you ever needed it. He 

aimed that nose to the first star he saw and let the 

darkness swallow him. He enjoyed the view, but mostly 

he slept. He thought that maybe his memories would 

get pulled back with gravity and he’d finally be free, but 

instead he dreamed of the past. Maybe in all that 

darkness, all that silence, he’d finally find some peace. It 

might happen in his final moment before death, it might 

never happen at all. He wouldn’t know until he got 

there. Just the thought of the possibility kept him 

moving. He said, “The thought of escaping the memory 

of you.” 

It was years, decades, he didn’t know for sure. 

The star he chose grew bigger, until finally it was 

inescapably blue. 

“And I was back here,” he said, his voice 

breaking with the final word. He wondered if the 

universe was like a hall of mirrors, distorting, 

elongating, shrinking, twisting, until you were right back 
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where you started. He felt the muscles in his body 

contracting, the bones threatening to shatter, his eyes 

aching, his head throbbing. She reached out and 

touched his cheek gently. He flinched as if she had 

slapped him. He stepped back and closed his eyes. He 

rocked his head to the left and his neck snapped. He 

turned his head upward and opened his eyes slowly as if 

looking into a bright light. 

She told him about the time machine. How she 

went back in time starting with the day before they met 

and fell in love with him again. When it was evening, 

she went back to the day before that, falling in love 

over and over again, one day older for her, one day 

younger for him. As she explained, new memories 

overwhelmed him. The echoing of a thousand perfect 

loves with the same woman made his heart beat faster. 

All the pain and tension in his body dissipated. 

The stars looked down at him. He had seen 

infinity, the way it spreads out in all directions, 

backwards and forwards, and then deep down inside 

you. Back on the rocket a lifetime ago, he suited up and 

went out drifting. Space was cold and smelled of burnt 

toast. At one point, he held out the things he had to 

forgive to the universe and the universe responded with 

silence. He should have known, bringing a grain of salt 

to a desert and expecting water. 

He turned to her, their noses now inches apart. 

This close, he knew it was already over. He looked into 

those blue eyes and saw oceans and universes. He had 
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been here before. There was no point in fighting it any 

longer. 

He kissed her then, a kiss as inevitable as 

autumn and as hard as winter. He pulled her body into 

his and pressed his lips against hers like a near-drown 

victim fighting for air. He could feel the gravity of their 

past and the weight of the universe around them. His 

eyes were open at first, staring into her eyes, and when 

he closed them, he took the blue with him. Their lips 

moved, their teeth crashed, and their tongues came 

together like hurricanes. This was the kind of kiss that 

could wake the dead, the kind that could create whole 

new worlds, the kind heard around the world. Time and 

space stopped like it did and would every moment they 

touched. They were the beginning and ending of every 

love story ever told.  

A crowd of people walked by, some were 

annoyed they had to walk around the oblivious couple, 

some bothered by the display of affection.  

You were one of them, just trying to get home 

after a long evening out, knowing tomorrow was 

another day of repetition, and wondering what the deal 

was with those two drunks kissing. 
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YOU KNOW I’D NEVER LEAVE YOU 
 

 

 

 

Because her husband Harold was the kind of 

guy bad things happened to1, Sonya didn’t even blink an 

eye when he returned to the restaurant in Budapest, 

tears in his eyes, his suit disheveled, and soberly 

informed her that he had been raped on the way to the 

bank. However, even she had to admit to flinching 

when he turned around and revealed an 8 pound, 2 

ounce baby boy, and said, “This – this is my rape baby.” 

He held the baby up towards her. She leaned back in 

her chair and decided to finish her glass of wine. Others 

around them were staring. They were on holiday, and it 

was important as Americans for them not to make a 

scene.  

The police were very accommodating and 

sympathetic to Harold’s situation. She waited in a cold 

room as he gave his testimony. A man from the 

American embassy sat with her and said, “You’d expect 

this sort of thing to happen in Miami or Tulsa, but not 

Budapest.”  

Harold appeared a couple of hours later with 

the baby in his arms.  

                                                
1 Examples include: Struck by lightning while cooking in the 

kitchen (August 9, 1998) and hit in the face with a bowling 

ball at Sunday mass (March 22, 1992). 



15 

 

“Why do you have the baby?” she asked.  

“Because it’s my rape baby,” Harold said2.  

They took the rape baby home with them when 

the holiday ended four days later. Sonya expected 

customs to have a problem with the undocumented 

baby, but the agents hurried them through at the 

mention of rape. Once the baby was home back in the 

States, Sonya knew that the baby wasn’t going away.  

She was overwhelmed at how seamlessly her 

reality had been altered. It was as if her life was a Word 

document and the details of her life had been altered to 

accommodate a cheap joke for reasons she could not 

fathom. And so Sonya kept her distance from the baby, 

while Harold never let it out of his sight. She tried to 

blame the rape itself for her callousness, but it came 

down to Harold diving into fatherhood like a man 

possessed. This was Harold, the man who never wanted 

children. The baby’s cries in the middle of the night 

would wake Harold and he’d rise quickly, with a smile 

on his face, declaring, “Rape Baby is hungry.” 

And this was probably the biggest problem, 

Harold’s insistence on referring to the baby only as 

“Rape Baby” and not properly naming it. When Sonya 

asked him about the naming, Harold said, “We took him 

away to a completely different continent. It’s important 

that he understand where he came from.” 

 

                                                
2
 DNA tests would later confirm that Harold was indeed the 

father. 
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“Rape isn’t a continent3, Harry,” she said. 

The argument that followed was one of those 

arguments married people have that starts about one 

specific thing and then ends up becoming about many 

specific things along with several abstract ideas just 

because. Hours of screaming, days of silence, and when 

it was over, Harold was standing at the bedroom door 

with the baby, and he said, “I don’t think you respect 

my pain, the humiliation of what I went through. I’m 

not the man I was. I need a wife who understands me.” 

He sighed heavily to keep the tears back. “And Rape 

Baby needs a mother who loves him.” 

They would never be in the same room again 

without attorneys present. 

 
4 

 

Harold and Rape Baby eventually return to 

Budapest. Harold would take Rape Baby to the spot 

where it all started. Harold touched the cash machine 

gently like one would a mezuzah. He turned around and 

pointed to a doorway. He said, “The assailant – your 

mother – approached the victim – me – from there.” 

                                                
3 According to the always reliable Wikipedia, the continents 

are Africa, Antarctica, Asia, Australia, Europe, South America, 

North America and Your Mother. 

4 Insert transitional montage with appropriate soundtrack 

here. 
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Rape Baby approached and knelt. It placed its hands on 

the cold stairs leading into the doorway and closed its 

eyes. 

Harold had had some doubts about this 

journey, but at that moment, he knew he’d done the 

right thing. “What’re you thinking, Rape Baby?” 

“I’m thinking about the weight of the past and 

our inability to escape it.” 

“It’s a Gordian knot,” Harold said. “You rush 

forward to escape and you end up right back where you 

started.” 

Rape Baby rose, already taller than its father, 

and nodded. 

Harold continued, “We’re a collection of stories, 

some long, some short, but a collection just the same. 

We just never know which story will be most important, 

nor which will be our last until we turn the page.” 

“But that metaphor is deficient because the 

book as an object allows readers to know how far 

they’ve come and how far they have to go.” 

“Then consider it an electronic document.” 

“The scroll bar.” 

“I don’t know what you want from me, Rape 

Baby.” 

“I want closure.” 

“Even if it ends up being a punchline?” 

“You’d think our awareness of being in a story 

would allow us to control where it goes.” 



18 

 

“If that were true,” said Harold, “then we 

wouldn’t be missing the last twenty-one twenty-four 

years of our lives.” 

“Has it been twenty-one twenty-four years?” 

“Now it has, yes. It may have been shorter.” 

Rape Baby said, “That’s the problem with 

writing gimmicks.” 

“You have a funny idea, but you never stop to 

consider where it’s going.” 

“The ending becomes a liability.” 

They started walking away. It was getting 

colder. Rape Baby put its hands on Harold’s shoulder. “I 

love you, dad.” 

“And I love you,” said Harold. He stopped and 

looked Rape Baby in the eyes. “In the end, maybe that’s 

all that counts.” 

“We still don’t know where we’re going.” 

Harold smiled. A weight had been lifted. 

“Maybe there’s a word count.”    

“Wouldn’t that be something?5” 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                
5 1000 words exactly. Including this footnote. Title not 

included. 



19 

 

TOMORROW THE SUN WILL BE BRIGHTER 

 

 

 

Detective Sergeant Patrick Miller is less than 

three months from his fifty-sixth birthday. He is tall and 

fit (he works out three to four times a week), a thick 

head of gray hair, his teeth white and perfect, his skin 

smooth and perfect from never smoking or drinking, 

and his blue eyes surrounded by crow’s feet from 

smiling too damned much. He is sitting at his desk, 

organized and clutter-free, reviewing a document he 

had just printed while holding a warm cup of green tea 

in his left hand and using his right hand to eat banana 

chips from a small Tupperware container sitting next to 

the document. At the upper left corner of his desk is a 

framed picture of Patrick with his wife Gilda and their 

three grown children: Patrick Jr. (30), Catherine (28) and 

Soo Jin (22). Beside the picture is a small statue of 

Bishamon, one of the seven Japanese gods of luck, a gift 

from Catherine’s wife, Nadia, and put on the desk 

because it matched the cherry wood frame next to it. In 

the upper right hand drawer of his desk sits his 16-shot 

.40-caliber Glock, a gun that seven years before had 

replaced his eight-shot .45-caliber semiautomatic Sig 

Sauer; neither of which were ever fired in the line of 

duty. Patrick did remove the Sig Sauer from his holster 

once while on patrol as a cadet, and even then he 

always felt he overreacted. 
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There is a gray filing cabinet to the left of 

Patrick’s desk. It neatly holds files dating as far back as 

fourteen years. Many of the files are to cases Patrick 

can barely remember. One out of every four cases 

remains open or pending. 

The walls in the office are beige, the floors 

carpeted in brown. On the wall near the open door and 

the plain calendar is a large white board with a huge 

cartoony “14” written in red and blue markers in the 

very center. On the wall behind him is a 24x20 print of 

Pablo Picasso’s Two Women Running on the Beach in a 

glass frame, which, for reasons Patrick has difficulty 

explaining, had always made him happy. 

Detective Maria Gonzalez, Patrick’s partner of 

eleven years, enters the office they share. They nod and 

smile at one another. She is thirty-six years old and 

moves with the limberness of a teenager. Her brown 

hair is pulled back tight, her skin tanned, her eyes 

brown and alert, and her smile is honest. A gold chain 

with a Star of David rests easily around her neck. She 

sits at her desk across the room, the desk being as neat 

as his. Next to her computer, in a silver frame, is a 

picture of her husband David in the living room of their 

first house, and you can barely see one of their two cats 

wandering behind him. The same picture is used as the 

wallpaper on her computer. An opened bottle of carrot 

juice stands between the picture and the black 

keyboard. Her 16-shot .40-caliber Glock is resting on her 

hip. 
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Maria says there’s talk of trying the new 

vegetarian restaurant on Seventh for lunch and Patrick 

says that sounds just right, but he needs to finish this 

report first. Maria nods her head and opens Word on 

her computer. When there’s nothing for her to do, she 

kills the time by writing haikus. 

Patrick steals a quick glance at Maria, her eyes 

now focused on the monitor. He had always respected 

her and appreciated their friendship. He’d been lucky to 

have worked with her for as long as he has. He could 

pretty much say that about everyone at the precinct. He 

enjoyed waking up in the morning and going to work; 

there were even days when he regretted having to go 

home, but that feeling always went away when he 

walked into the door of his house and saw his family.  

“Does occur have one ‘r’ or two?” says Patrick. 

“Just the one,” says Maria.  

“I’ll need to print this again,” says Patrick, 

holding the report up. “I always get that word wrong.” 

“Mine’s daiquiri. I never get that right.”  

Maria eventually types:     

 

Knowing how to spell 

daquiri is difficult, 

it occurs to me 

 

Maria saves the document which now has 1,032 

haikus. She looks to the white board and asks, “What’re 

you going to do when you retire, Pat?” 
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Patrick sits back in his chair and looks serious. 

“I’ve given it a lot of thought and I haven’t got a clue. 

I’ve got myself a lot of ideas but no real plan, you know. 

I’ve thought about opening a bar, maybe writing a book, 

buying a boat, working as a private investigator, taking 

Gilda to Europe…I’ve thought of it all and I don’t know. I 

guess I’m terrified of retiring and turning into some kind 

of cliché.” 

“Yeah, I hear you,” says Maria. 

Patrick stands up and reaches for his jacket. 

“Come on, let’s get some lunch.” 
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 He arrived in the time machine. The basement 

looked the same, but it always did. Each time he 

returned, he was arriving earlier and earlier to undo 

what he did. He had lost count of how many times he 

had done this. He turned off the box and sat up from 

the lawn chair. He exited the time machine with weary 

confidence.  

 “Please,” he muttered. “Let this be the last 

time.”  
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HOW LONG WILL YOU STILL REPEAT? 

 

 

Miss Hasselbacher knows her class is cheating 

on the English exam. 

Stevie Foster, Miller High School’s best football 

player, has been using a clever mirror contraption to 

look at Paul Gage’s paper. Bobby Andrews has been 

standing on his desk for the last ten minutes looking at 

Stan Berkowski’s paper from above, and his exam has 

been clearly visible for Katie Malone to copy. Stan’s 

been cheating with the answers written in the palm of 

his left hand; certainly not the most original way to 

cheat, but they can’t all be clever. The Gibson twins 

were using some kind of communication device to 

speak with someone outside and the class could hear 

them whispering the questions into their shirts.  

The only person not cheating, of course, is Kim 

Eustice, the redhead who always sits in the front, 

always the first to arrive and the last to leave, raising 

her hand at every question. She had finished her exam 

thirty minutes ago and had been checking and 

rechecking her answers. She will do this until the exam 

session ends in seventeen minutes. 

Kim was incapable of cheating. It would be like 

asking Steve not to catch a football thrown at him; 

impossible, going against everything he knew. 

Kim will finish high school with perfect marks. 

All of her college choices will accept her and she’ll 

immediately choose the one she wanted to attend since 
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she was eight. She’ll spend the years there absorbing 

everything they give her, perhaps she’ll find time for a 

boy with the idea of sex but never really following 

through. She’ll graduate, again with perfect marks, 

finding the job she always wanted, and in one year 

make more money than Miss Hasselbacher will see in 

five. 

There won’t be any credit card debts, her 

parents getting sick, her listening to her parents dying in 

the other room because she’s too afraid to enter, 

working a shitty part-time job to make ends meet, 

mornings in the hospital with alcohol poisoning, failed 

suicide attempts, study sessions turned gangbangs, 

finding pictures of said “study sessions” on the internet, 

unexpected pregnancies, abortions, graduating with an 

education degree instead of a creative writing degree 

knowing her fiction will never be understood and that 

she may as well accept it and become a teacher instead. 

Kim will never know any of these things. Miss 

Hasselbacher once wrote in a report that “Kim is 

confident in her ability to achieve her goals and she’ll 

always succeed.” She was tempted to add “However, 

her perfection will inevitably teach her the wrong 

lessons”. 

Bobby almost stumbles off his desk. He grins at 

Miss Hasselbacher. Like most of the girls in the room, 

Bobby’s smile has an effect on her. She turns and looks 

out the window. The bright sun washes away the 

sudden image of Bobby’s hands fumbling between her 

legs. 
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This week will conclude her first year of 

teaching. She’s thinking about going to Paris for a week 

in July even though she knows she doesn’t have the 

money, she just likes the way the other teachers look at 

her when she tells them what her vacation plans are, 

instead of the way they usually look at her. 

The truth is, she’ll probably wake up in bed with 

Bobby again, his semen turned hard on her stomach. 

He’ll try to make some awkward small talk when all she 

wants to do is sleep. When she dreams, she sees her 

dead father. He is tall and silent, like she remembers 

him, and he is reaching for the moon, his long arms 

stretched to the sky. A hand folds around the moon and 

suddenly he is holding it out to her in his palm like an 

egg. He gestures for her to take it, but she’s too afraid. 

She thinks, What about the waves? What about all of 

the things the moon is supposed to do? Take it away 

and everything falls apart. Her father steps back, as if he 

hears her, a look of regret on his face. He says he’s 

sorry, but this only makes her angry because he’s 

apologizing for the wrong thing. He tries to put the 

moon back in the sky but it falls to the ground heavily. 

She bends to get the moon, her arms scrambling, and 

that’s when she wakes. 

Bobby lies on the other side of the bed, his 

young back to her. It feels like there is an acre between 

them. She can feel that he’s awake. She gets up quickly 

and walks to the adjoining bathroom. When the door 

closes, she relaxes. She looks at her naked body in the 
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mirror and is too disgusted to see anything worthwhile. 

She whispers, “My heart’s in the strangest place.” 

Miss Hasselbacher hears a sound from the 

bedroom. She tilts her head to listen and realizes it is 

Bobby and he is crying. The sounds are soft at first, but 

they escalate gradually until he is moaning. She steps 

back and sits down gently on the edge of the bathtub. 

His cries push through the door and echo through the 

room louder than lightning. 

She thinks that if this were one of her stories, 

she would have the character return to the bedroom 

and take Bobby into her arms. She would comfort him 

and there would be an emotional connection that 

would make both of them stronger. Maybe in 

acknowledging his pain, this would be a step forward in 

her journey to bypass the guilt that has weighed her 

down so heavily.  

Heavily like the moon. 

She recognizes the image but doesn’t know 

where she knows it from. Her brain processes the ghost 

of her father’s aftershave.  

She rises quickly and steps to the door. Her 

hand touches the handle, but she lets it fall to her side 

instead. She leans her head against the door. Bobby’s 

cries are beginning to lessen. 

She decides to wait it out a little longer, afraid 

to enter, afraid to teach the wrong lesson. 
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YOU WILL BE ASLEEP WHEN I GO 

 

 

 

Becky said she’d never forgive him for doing 

what he did, that she never knew he was capable of 

such a horrible thing. She was saying all of this while 

they were in bed, her voice coming out of the darkness. 

He brushed his hand gently against her pillow and could 

feel it wet with tears. Because he didn’t know what else 

to do or say, he apologized again, the word sorry being 

a trap, he realized, feeling the solitude of the word, its 

inadequacy. She said, “You’re always saying it.” 

He sighed at that. He moved his left arm; it had 

been falling asleep under his weight. “What else can I 

do?” he said. “It’s not like I can undo it.” A thought 

occurred to him then. He waited to see what she would 

say next, and instead she responded with a brief 

muffled cry, as if what he’d done was slowly choking 

her. He reached out for her and he felt her pull away.  

“Hold on,” he said, “there’s something I have to 

do.” And with that, he left the bed. 

 

He walked through the dark house to his den 

before even turning on a light. The darkness made the 

bed feel like it was a thousand miles away, and the light 

left him feeling exposed and guilty. 

Despite the overwhelming remorse of what 

he’d done – or perhaps because of it – he decided that 

now would be the perfect time to invent the time 
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machine. He collected a pen and some paper and sat 

down at his desk. He drew a large box with a chair 

inside of it. He added some buttons on the box, one 

button read BACK and the other read FORWARD, and 

above the buttons were dials to adjust the date and 

hour. He opted to put a seatbelt on the chair, just in 

case. He stood up to admire his work, winced, sat back 

down and added a holder next to the seat for his beer. 

Now it was finished. 

He left the den excitedly, walked to the kitchen 

to get a beer from the refrigerator, and then made his 

way down to the basement. He was relieved to see that 

the big empty cardboard box was still there in the 

corner. It had come with the new washing machine two 

weeks ago and he’d never gotten around to throwing it 

away. With a box cutter, he removed the top of the box 

and then cut one of the sides so that it opened like a 

door. He took one of the old green lawn chairs and 

placed it inside of the box. It was coming together 

perfectly, like it was meant to be. 

He returned upstairs to get some stuff he 

needed. He was getting anxious and he had to remind 

himself to relax, to not get too excited and make a 

mistake. He wondered also about paradoxes and the 

possibility of destroying the universe through his 

actions, or something to that effect. He decided that he 

and Becky were more important than the universe. 

After all, he thought, what did the universe ever do for 

him? As far as he knew, it may have been the universe 

that made him do that horrible thing in the first place. 
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With a new beer, red and blue markers, and 

some tape, he went back to the basement to finish 

what he started.  

 

He returned the moment he left. He stumbled 

out of the time machine, feeling slightly disoriented 

from the trip there and back. He knocked over some 

empty beer bottles on the floor; the sound of the glass 

on the concrete startled him. He looked at his watch 

and he was pleased with the time. 

He walked up to the bedroom. When he 

entered the threshold, he could hear her breathing in 

the dark. He got into bed. He touched her pillow; it was 

dry. He shifted his weight to get comfortable and woke 

her up, like he was hoping he would. He said, “I did it.” 

“Did what?” she said. 

“I went back and stopped myself from doing 

that horrible thing I was going to do before I did it.” 

She got up into a sitting position and asked, 

“What horrible thing?” 

He smiled at that, forgetting that she wouldn’t 

know, and then spent the next five minutes telling her 

the horrible thing that he did and undid.  

When he finished, she slumped back down and 

said, “I’ll never forgive you for what you did.” 

“But I fixed it so I wouldn’t,” he said. 

“But you did,” she said, “don’t you see?” 

Her pillow was wet again. 

“Yeah, I guess,” he said. “I’m sorry, honey.” 

She said, “You’re always saying it.” 
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He reached out for her and he felt her pull 

away. “Hold on, there’s something I have to do.” 
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A HUNDRED FIREFLIES OUTSIDE 

 

 

 

It felt like this day would never come, all the 

planning, all the waiting, and now, they are almost 

there. There are six of them, three boys and three girls, 

looking like university students but really have three 

months of high school left. They are smart, clever and 

have a profound understanding of irony. Two of them 

have been dating for the last nine months and the 

remaining four are hoping to start something over the 

weekend even though they know they won’t make it 

past the summer. Already they are making their 

intentions known with their eye contact and making the 

extra effort to laugh at one another’s jokes.   

Based on the directions, they are less than an 

hour away. Nancy remembers loving the place when 

she was little, but it had been, like, years since she’s 

been there. It used to be her grandfather’s cabin before 

he passed away a few years back. She remembers the 

smell of his pipe tobacco, how he knew a million 

different languages, and how he’d sit up all night 

translating the strangest books. 

The man at the last gas station seemed to be 

familiar enough with the place to tell them not to go 

there. He even offered his own cabin in another part of 

the area for free – “You can stay as long as you want. 

Seriously. Just don’t go there.” – but they laughed it off, 

the way only teenagers know how to do without regret. 
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They bought some [product placements]. Ashley 

noticed a board by the bathroom which was filled with 

pictures of missing teenagers. When she said something 

about it, everyone but Jay ignored her. There goes 

Ashley being all serious. They all piled back into the van, 

spent two minutes getting the van to start – “This 

always happens!” – and they were off again. 

After a while – thirty miles past the mental 

hospital, seventeen miles past the chemical plant, and 

four miles past the old cemetery – they turn off the 

main road. With every turn, the road gets narrower and 

the concrete eventually turns into mud. Fred decides to 

call his parents to let them know they are almost there 

– because he knows he’ll forget to check in later once 

they open up the cooler full of alcohol – and he 

discovers that there is no reception. He holds the phone 

up high, like someone raising a torch in the darkness, 

and waits for a signal that will never come.  

When they reach the cabin, the girls are startled 

at how beautiful it is. Nancy’s eyes get wet. Lori reaches 

for her camera. She takes a picture of the surrounding 

forest and hills. She turns around and takes a quick 

picture of the cabin. Through the lens, she sees a figure 

in the upstairs window, but when she puts the camera 

away from her face, she notices that it was just the light 

reflecting off the window. 

The key takes a few twists before the lock 

finally gives. They push into the cabin together, eager to 

get the weekend started. Mike and Jay are quick to 

stake out bedrooms. There is, of course, no electricity. 
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Fred offers to go downstairs into the basement to find 

the fuse box, mostly because Nancy is his girlfriend and 

he feels it’s his responsibility. The basement is cold and 

dark, even with Lori’s flashlight, but he finds the box 

and brings power to the cabin. He notices a workbench 

near the back with tools hanging on the wall like 

hunting trophies. The chainsaw gets his attention only 

because he’s always been interested in using one, and 

maybe this weekend he’ll get his chance. He also finds 

some boxes of books and newspaper clippings, another 

box filled with, of all things, garlic, and even one of 

those old spool recorders plugged into the wall with the 

pause button pushed down, begging to be pressed. His 

index finger is touching the button’s dusty surface when 

he hears a scream above. 

It was Ashley, of course, scared of everything as 

always. She had opened the back door by the kitchen 

and a cat had jumped out of nowhere. The cat stands 

outside by a trashcan, hissing, while Mike tries to kick it 

away. When he closes the door, he sees that you have 

to really push it to get it to close. Maybe Jay can look at 

this later because he’s always good at stuff like this.    

There is loud music coming from inside the 

cabin. The song is by [the popular band of the day]. Fred 

finds Nancy outside. She’s looking out into the distance. 

He comes from behind and puts his arms around her. 

She takes his right hand and kisses it gently. “I’m so glad 

we’re here,” she says. “This weekend’s so important, 

you know?” Fred’s mouth is busy working on the back 

of her neck, but he makes a sound of agreement. “Our 
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lives are going to change so much. It’s important for me 

to come back one last time just to, like, I don’t know, 

hold onto this,” she squeezes his hand, “a little longer.”  

Eventually, the rest come outside to appreciate 

the view. Mike and Lori’s hands brush one another and 

they look at each other for a second too long before 

grinning. Jay stands next to Ashley and offers her a sip 

of his beer, which she meekly declines. 

The character development is over now. The 

sun is descending, the yellow fading to a dark orange, 

and the clouds turning into upside down canyons of 

purple and orange. Already they can see the moon 

peeking through the indigo blue, full and bright, and 

what looks to be a hundred fireflies outside, all charging 

up. Soon it will be dark and the stars will shine down on 

them in ways they never could’ve imagined living in the 

city all their lives. It will be a night sky full of infinite 

possibilities, like the futures they all still believe they 

have.    
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ARE YOU STILL LISTENING TO ME? 

 

 
 

Sylvia couldn’t sleep while flying. Her husband 

Jonathon’s light snoring sounded like gloating. She 

looked at the screen on the back of the seat. There was 

a cartoon plane hovering over the ocean. A black line 

stretched from behind the plane. The plane’s elevation 

and speed didn’t interest her. She focused on the 

numbers at the bottom left, the ones showing how far 

the plane had traveled and how far left to go; there was 

something about how the one number shortened while 

the other grew that bothered her. She imagined the 

numbers were the days of her life.  

Her mind settled on the idea, the days 

subtracting, subtracting, subtracting… 

Her husband next to her gloating, gloating, 

gloating… 

She felt the terror percolating inside of her, this 

irrational fear that her two month holiday in Europe 

would be as commonplace as life where she came from, 

and the journey wouldn’t change her like it did in the 

movies.   

“It’s all cut scenes, no resolutions,” was how 

she explained it to her therapist.  

“Your movie will never end,” said the therapist. 

“Even when you get to that point of happiness, you still 

have to live.” Sylvia continued to talk about how 

Europe’s disappointment would be a prelude to an 
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unfulfilled life. It was as if she had been waiting years 

for an appointment she had already missed, and this 

trip would prove this. If there was a destiny for Sylvia 

Donner of Chicago, Illinois she had missed it, like 

everything else in her life. 

The plane hit a pocket of turbulence and a bell 

echoed above her. She moved the self-help books off 

her lap and made her way to the lavatory. 

She locked the door. The wall mirror was small 

and she had to stoop some to see her reflection. She 

had read somewhere that in Hinduism – or was it 

Buddhism? – we’re all God. She saw herself in the 

mirror and saw God, and God said, “Yes, Sylvia?” 

“I don’t know who I am anymore.” 

“That’s natural to feel.” 

“I’m lonely.” 

“We’re all lonely.” 

The thought of God being lonely was too 

confusing, so she pretended not to hear it. Sylvia stared 

into her brown eyes and continued, “I don’t know if I 

can do this.” 

“You will, Sylvia.” 

“No, I can’t do this.” 

“If that’s true, then what would you have me 

do?” 

“Let this end.”  

God’s brown eyes widened with surprise. It was 

his turn to be speechless. 

“Let this plane fall. Let it fall into the Atlantic.” 

“I can’t do that.” 
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“If you truly loved me, you’d do this.” 

“Then maybe I don’t love you, Sylvia. Is that 

what you want –” 

“Please. Amen.” 

She closed her eyes as hard as she could and 

took three deep breaths. She was told to do this 

whenever confronted with something she could not 

control.  

     

And there she was a week later in some town 

square in Poland. The crowd accepting her as she 

drifted in its currents until it brought her to a fountain. 

She sat down at its edge and looked into the water. God 

was looking back at her. She dipped her hand into the 

water. There was a brief impulse to lean back and fall in, 

to shock her into a person who wasn’t always so afraid; 

the kind of person who’d just fall into the fountain 

because it was spontaneous and made life more 

interesting; the kind of person she’d scoff at now but 

envy later.  

But she wasn’t that person. Instead, she was 

the person who resented herself for letting it come this 

far, letting her desolation blossom inside for so long 

that now it demanded sunlight, to be set free. She 

began to wonder when she became this person, and the 

idea of her always being this way was devastating.  

She thought of it like the time Jonathon had her 

brakes repaired, when she hadn’t realized how badly 

they were until they were fixed. 
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She pressed her wet hand to her cheek. The 

back of her eyes sparked and she began to cry. She 

made no attempt to hide it. She even wiped the water 

from her cheek so there’d be no ambiguity. She wanted 

to be seen. If she couldn’t be noticed for spontaneity, 

she’d take pity. She was so tired of hiding from her 

husband, from herself, from the world. She wanted to 

be taken in by these people, like a grain of sand at the 

shore being accepted into something bigger, to either 

let their happiness consume her or let her pain infect 

them; she’d accept either option because either way 

meant she wouldn’t be alone. There she was, thousands 

of miles from home, twenty meters away from a 

husband who wouldn’t realize her absence for another 

thirty minutes, surrounded by love and drama and life – 

close enough to touch it – and she was alone. 

There was a man standing ten feet away. He 

was tall, black hair, his eyes blue and unafraid. He tilted 

his head at her and smiled. She tried to smile back but 

all it did was bring up more tears. He made two steps 

forward and stopped. He held his left hand out for her, 

and there was something about the gesture that cooled 

her mind, trickling down to bring relief to her heart. She 

sniffed, wiped her eyes, this time making a smile that 

worked. She decided then to tell him everything. He 

was too convenient to be a savior, but he looked kind 

enough to be a friend. 

Sylvia put her hand out and he took it gently, his 

other hand reaching for her elbow; he lifted her up 
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from the fountain. His smile never wavered, his eyes 

never blinked. 

“I prayed for the plane to crash so I wouldn’t 

have to hurt anymore. How horrible is that?” 

His smile brightened. He said, “Ah, you’re 

American, yes?” 

She nodded. She liked his accent. 

“Could you please, miss, take a picture of my 

family?” 
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I KNEW YOU WHEN I WAS YOUNG 

 

 
 

The waiting was the worst part for the princess. 

She had no problems with the creature – grotesque as it 

was – because it did what it was supposed to do, which 

was to kidnap her and take her to its lair. This lair was 

particularly wet and slippery and muddy, the stench of 

foul meat soaking the clammy air. Now it was all a 

matter of waiting for the prince to rescue her. She 

found the process a tad archaic and she wished the ogre 

didn’t have to kill so many people in the process, but 

what could she do? This was how it was done. 

The ogre lit a fire for her. She could see the air 

steaming out of its wide nostrils, still out of breath from 

carrying her all this distance, its black fur crusted with 

blood. It turned to her, its red eyes narrow, its yellow 

teeth showing, and said, “It usually takes an hour or so 

for the prince to find the place. The rest is usually pretty 

quick.” 

She nodded; it was overwhelming to the ogre 

how such a simple gesture could exude so much beauty. 

“Would you like some coffee?” asked the ogre. 

When she nodded again, the ogre turned away 

suddenly.  

The coffee ended up being excellent and the 

princess appreciated the ogre’s professionalism. He 

brought her some clothes to put down on the piles of 

dirt so she could sit down. It sat down across from her, 
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a cup of coffee in its hand. After its first sip, he sighed 

heavily, it being obviously uncomfortable with the 

waiting part as well. 

“What now?” the princess asked. 

“We wait,” the ogre said. 

“I know that, but is there something we can do, 

like play a game?” She looked around and could tell 

there would be no games to play. “Perhaps you could 

tell me a story.” 

The ogre appeared to be thinking this one over. 

“I guess I could, if that’s what you’d like.” 

“Most certainly,” said the princess, a smile 

appearing for the first time. 

“Okay.” The ogre looked down at his coffee. 

“Well, once upon a time, in a far away land, there was 

once a beautiful woman. While she wasn’t a princess – 

though she was one in her father’s eyes – she was 

always meant for great things. But somewhere along 

the way, she made a right instead of a left, mistook a 

doorway for a wall, misunderstood a prophecy as a 

compliment out of pity, and took her dreams too lightly. 

When she should’ve been out exploring the world, she 

was sitting inside a large box and staring at a smaller 

box – one that lit up and showed her numbers – for 

eight hours or more a day. When she wasn’t in the box, 

she would sit at home and stress and worry about more 

numbers. Every month she would receive papers that 

revealed large sums that she owed, and each month 

those numbers grew and grew. She was always 

distracted, always staring at boxes, never listening to 
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the Fates, for they are like music – meaningless if there 

is no one to hear it, and the Fates have only so much 

patience. She felt as lonely as the bed she slept in, 

feeling trapped in life rather than being a part of it. 

There was magic everywhere and plenty to laugh about, 

but all she saw was yesterday and tomorrow. There was 

a time when the gods would chain men to rocks for the 

most trivial of crimes, forcing them to push rocks up 

hills that never ended – now the gods simply sit back 

and let men create their own perpetual punishments. 

They boast their great knowledge – most of it coming 

from the boxes they stare at, all of them being 

connected – while forgetting the important things. Their 

heads are so full of nonsense they may as well be 

empty, not to mention their hearts. And they fill their 

homes with insignificant trinkets to match their heads. 

They have freedom everywhere and yet they restrict 

themselves, finding excuses when there is nothing to 

excuse, finding misery and fear where there is none. 

This was her, punished, restricted, trapped, chained, 

alone, when she should’ve been laughing a thousand 

miles away, teaching others to fly, loving so hard it feels 

like her heart should be breaking when in fact it’s 

growing, overflowing continuously until her last breath. 

That was her, the goddess of the never-was. And she –”  

It stopped suddenly, its nostrils expanding. 

“He’s close now. He’s a quick one, this prince. My trail 

was perhaps too good this time.” It stood up and gently 

took her empty coffee cup. “You’ll need to scream soon 

to help him out.” 
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“Is there such a goddess?” the princess asked. 

It nodded. 

“And such a place?” 

“Oh, yes. I’ve wandered there many times. I’m 

invisible there, except to those the majority considers 

to be insane, interestingly enough. Everything is 

backwards there, it is frightening. And the noise never 

stops, the air is milky and smells, and sadly enough, 

they tell stories about us and as if we were simple and 

quaint. They scoff at our happy endings as impossible 

things.” 

“How sad.” 

“Isn’t it though?” 

It helped the princess to her feet. She started to 

brush herself off and the ogre stopped her. “No, he 

must believe you’ve being mistreated. The dirtier you 

stay, the better.” 

They said nothing for a few moments. 

“Shall I scream now?” 

“He’s closer; so whenever you want, sure.” 

She took one of his hands and squeezed it. 

“Thank you.” 

“You’re most welcome. Be sure to recommend 

me to your father when your sister is of age.” It smiled 

but she couldn’t tell it was a smile, and then it stretched 

itself to get back into character. “Now, let’s do it.” 

She laughed, the most beautiful laugh it had 

ever heard and would ever hear, took a deep breath, 

and then she screamed towards her happy ending. 
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I’LL DIE IN DREAMS OF YOU 

 

 

 

The ending isn’t important. And it’s certainly not worth 

considering how this all got started. This is about now, 

and of course, this is about you. There is no name for 

you, no word that can properly do justice to what you 

are. Every night you sleep the sleep within the sleep. 

You are the play within the play. You are the story 

within the story. You are the puzzle within the puzzle. 

Somewhere far away from where you are now, you are 

asleep and you are dreaming. You do not know that this 

book you are reading is a book inside a dream. It feels 

so real. It is real. The life you are living now is the last 

one you will live because you have already lived all of 

the rest. Your game is almost at an end. You are tired, 

but you don’t know this yet. The person who is sitting 

across from you is you once. The lovers you have had 

were all you once. It’s best not to think about it too 

much, I know, but it’s true. It began – I know I said not 

to consider how it started, but while I have you here, 

why not? – when you were bored. Think of it as a story 

in your mind that will not stop growing, but instead of 

stories, universes grew every night in your head. There 

were all manners of creatures in these universes. In 

your dreams you could explore them. You controlled 

everything. In your dreams, you wandered and 

interacted, but when you woke you were dissatisfied. 

Knowing you were going to wake was the problem. So 



46 

 

one night you said you wanted to flirt with danger and 

decided to enter a dream not knowing it was a dream. 

The dream was frightening and beautiful and when you 

woke up, you were exhausted and euphoric. Because 

you could see the vastness of the universe, you knew 

where it ended, and because you could see the 

boundlessness of time, you knew when it ended. Time 

and space was a diamond in your hand, revealing a new 

secret beauty at every angle. You said, I want to be 

somebody else. A whole life in one night’s dream. And 

to make it work, I don’t want to know that it is a dream, 

and when I die, I will wake. Some dreams were ninety-

five years long, some were six months long, some were 

horrifying, some were boring, some were 

unmemorable, some were glorious. There are no 

numbers to express how many nights you have done 

this. You were me writing this now. You were the 

teacher who turned a blind eye to cheating. You were 

the man looking for his heart. You were the mother you 

need to call tonight. You were the fly you waved off 

yesterday. You were the horse that broke its leg eight 

years ago. You were the bird that watched the stone 

cities grow a thousand years ago. You were the 

beipiaosaurus who heard the sky break open millions of 

years ago. When you wake up next week or thirty years 

from now, only an evening would have passed, and you 

will remember this life like all of the others. You will 

know how it feels to be everything. But above all, you 

will understand the most important thing of all, which is  
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He arrived too late.  

The basement appeared empty. Had they 

moved out? He panicked. His hand fumbled for the 

BACK button, knocking over two beer bottles in the 

process. One of the bottles spilled beer in the box, 

causing the time machine to get soggy at the bottom. 

“I can fix this,” he shouted. “I can!” 
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A few years ago, I decided to pay attention to 

the best albums of the year lists that usually start 

popping up every November. At first I was horrified to 

discover that I rarely recognized the names of the 

bands, but once I got past that, I started the process of 

reverse engineering a working knowledge of current 

music. While this method will always have me late to 

the BBQ, at least I’m still able to get a plate of food.  

As usual, I was the last person to discover the 

Walkmen’s You & Me. I’m a terrible first listener of 

albums and often too quick to write off a song, so I was 

happy when the album got my attention immediately 

and refused to let me go until it ended. More 

importantly, I was thrilled to find myself writing to the 

music. There was a three month period where I simply 

couldn’t start writing until You & Me was playing, and 

then I’d find myself listening to it three to four times in 

one sitting. 

Music is important when it comes to my 

writing. When I re-read an old story of mine, I can recall 

the music I was listening to when I wrote it. Sometimes I 

can remember where I was when I wrote the story, the 

feeling of the headphones pressed against my head, the 

beat of the bass in my ears and the way the lyrics 
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perfectly reflected who I was in that moment. 

Sometimes I was sober, sometimes drunk. Sometimes I 

was in love, sometimes lonely. Sometimes I was a 

victim, sometimes an asshole. Sometimes I was me, 

sometimes I was pretending to be me. 

It’s been an incredibly beautiful life, with some 

amazing soundtracks to carry me through. 

And the Walkmen’s You & Me is my 2009 

soundtrack.  

 

I want to thank all of the writers who 

contributed to this project. Thanks to Derrek, Simon, 

Adam, Suzi, Derek, T.P., Erik, Matt and Mr. Pendleton. 

Your enthusiasm and energy in the last year have been 

amazing. Watching the stories come in and being able 

to read them turned out to be one of the highlights of 

the year. Your dedication continues to humble and 

inspire, and I’m honored to have my work next to yours. 

Thanks to my lovely wife Justyna, for her love 

and patience. I couldn’t think of a better person to build 

a library with. 

And I want to especially give my respect and 

thanks to the Walkmen: Matt Barrick, Peter Bauer, Paul 

Maroon, Walter Martin and Hamilton Leithauser. 

Without your album, I would not have written these 

stories. More importantly, without your album, this 

book would not exist.  

This all started, literally, from You & Me.  

 

-Christian A. Dumais 
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Christian A. Dumais lives in Wrocław, Poland 

where he writes, teaches and bakes sweet delicious 

pies. Most people know him as Twitter’s Drunk Hulk.   

 If you enjoyed his stories in this collection, you 

can buy his book Empty Rooms Lonely Countries. Also, 

you can read the eleventh euphictional story originally 

meant for this anthology in Shock Totem Magazine #2.  

For more information about Christian and his 
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