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I’ve written a lot of stories since I first thought of writing stories for fun back when I still measured my age in single digits. Some of my favorites have always been the shorter pieces. I like the idea of presenting a world and a story in as few words as possible. How few? A couple of the pieces here are only 50 words long. I maintained a blog for a few years called Conditional Reality in which every entry was exactly 100 words long. I’ve included a few of those here. I’ve also written an entire novel in 99-word episodes. It’s called Terrastina and Mazolli, and I’ve put some of those episodes here as well. Other pieces here are longer than that, but there’s nothing more than 2500 words long, which still feels like a miniature to me.
Some of these stories have been published in anthologies, collections, magazines, and websites. Others are original to this volume.
The miniaturist in me already feels like this introduction is getting out of hand, so I’ll end it here and send you on to the stories themselves. Enjoy.
Splitscreen Ghosthunter turned the universe inside out. Not on purpose; it was just a dream that got away from her. When Splitscreen woke up, the grass, trees, mountains, moon, planets, stars, and galaxies were all nestled within the confines of her skin, humming along like a little machine. Her capillaries, veins, heart, lungs, flesh, and bones were all on the outside, like jellyfish floating in an infinite sea of blood. Far out on the horizon she sensed the remnants of an ancient singularity, her first heartbeats, thrumming insistently. Inside her the voices began. The tiny people started talking to her.
Two days after I buried my mother I went to the garden behind her house and pulled carrots from the ground. I worked slowly, her surviving son, feeling the grit of the earth on my hands, her presence beside me like a ghost. This was her place, the spot on the earth where she felt complete and whole. I needed her loss to hurt me, but I felt no pain. I had anticipated the hurt ever since her doctor found the spot in her brain that blossomed into the tumor that killed her.
Friends said it would hit me when I least expected it. Some small gesture that reminded me of her, a stranger’s voice with a hint of her in it, some unexpected detail would trigger a flood of pain and sorrow. I wanted it to happen. I needed to feel that crippling loss and know that something had changed.
My knees were cold from kneeling on the ground and clumps of dirt were wedged under my fingernails. As long as I can remember, my mother had a place in the backyard where she planted seeds, watered the ground, weeded the furrows, and nurtured vegetables to ripeness. I remember my brother Mike used to come out here and get his hands dirty with her. I never caught the gardening bug myself, but it seemed only right that now I should bring in the last harvest.
As I worked I thought about the details I still had to take care of. The lawyers wanted the deed to the house and I didn’t know where my mother kept such things. I had to turn off the power to the house. I had to cancel her credit cards, write a stack of thank-you notes. I began to see that society has arranged for the aftermath of a death to be as busy as possible for the survivors. That way they don’t have to think about loss and grief.
I picked up the pile of carrots and hugged them to my chest as I stood up and walked into the house.
The phone was ringing and the first thing I thought was that I’ll have to have that disconnected too. I considered not answering it because it might have been one of Mom’s friends who didn’t know, and I would have to be the one to explain it all. But I dropped the carrots into the sink and slapped my hands together to shake off the dirt.
I picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Neil?”
I felt relieved, then puzzled. Who would be calling me here?
“This is Neil,” I said.
“Neil! Is Mom there?”
“Who is this?” I said.
“Who is this? Are you kidding me? It’s Mike. Let me talk to Mom.”
I hung up the phone and stared at it on the table. Someone’s idea of a sick joke. Only it didn’t feel like a sicko. It felt real. It felt like Mike. My brother who died twenty-five years ago.
The phone rang again. I let it ring fifteen, twenty times. My head was hot, my palms were slick with sweat. My hands and legs trembled. On the thirtieth ring I picked up the phone.
“Neil, what are you doing?” Still Mike’s voice. “Let me talk to Mom.”
I didn’t say anything. The sound of my own breathing against the telephone receiver seemed to fill the room.
“Neil! Cut it out. Let me talk to Mom.”
“Where are you?” I said.
Mike didn’t say anything for a while. Then: “I’m not sure. Falling. Stuck in a—a—tumble. It’s dark here. Something pulling at me. Where’s Mom?”
I closed my eyes and gripped the telephone tighter. She’s three feet away from you, I wanted to say. Right where we buried her.
I coughed, cleared my throat. “She’s out,” I said. “Getting some stuff for the garden.”
“Oh,” said Mike. “When’s she coming back?”
“I don’t know.” I swallowed hard. “Soon. How about you?” I said. “When are you coming home?”
“That’s just it,” said Mike. “I can’t. Not without Mom.”
“Sure you can,” I said. “Come on home, Mike.”
“No,” said Mike. “I told you. I can’t.”
“Where are you?”
“Are you okay?” said Mike. “I told you I don’t know.”
“Don’t hang up,” I said. I felt sure my desperation came through in my voice.
“Look,” said Mike, “just tell her I called. Can you do that?”
“No! I mean, why? Just wait for her. She’ll be home soon.” No she won’t. Why was I lying to my dead brother?
“Just tell her, Neil,” said Mike. Then he hung up and a dial tone filled my ear.
I hung up the phone and waited for it to ring again. Willed it to ring, but it would not. I sat and stared at it for the rest of the afternoon. Later I pulled up a big chair and curled up into its cushions and thought about my mother.
I remembered when I was twelve. Mike was fourteen. Mom was out in the garden with a kerchief around her head and a trowel in her hand. She sat back on her feet in the black earth and she held up that trowel and pointed it at us.
“I want you boys to have fun,” she said, “but I want to know where you are. If you’re going to go far, call me. Can you remember to do that?” Then she smiled. We both nodded and hugged her, and she shooed us away and went back to her weeding.
If you’re going to go far, call me.
Mike was just doing as he was told. He was calling his mother.
I shivered. He did call, I was sure of it. But what did that mean? Where was he calling from?
I pondered that question as the telephone blurred in my vision and sleep took me like a warm blanket pulling me into a comfortable oblivion.
In the morning the phone call didn’t seem as real. Mike’s voice didn’t replay in my head so convincingly. My neck was sore from sleeping on the chair and my mouth felt gummy. I got out of the chair and went to the backyard. Behind my mother’s house there used to be a field, a huge open space where Mike and I and our friends used to play. I stared out over that field now, and watched as a jet plane touched down in the distance. They had built an airport in our field ten years ago. Now the only way to spend time where we used to play was to go to the airport terminal.
I felt hungry.
I got in my car and made the twenty-minute drive to the airport. As I walked from my parking space through the lot to the elevator I thought: this was our place once. I felt the years under my feet. I felt Mike and all our friends around me.
I went to one of those restaurants where you get your own tray and cutlery from a rack at one end and collect plates of food from glass cases as you push your tray along a shelf with narrow metal tracks. I followed the line of gatherers and came to the end, where a bored young woman rang up my order. I had only a couple of items on my tray: a sandwich and a glass of water. We used to pick blueberries from bushes around here.
I sat at a table near the entrance. Twenty minutes later my sandwich was eaten and my glass was empty. I fidgeted with the plastic sandwich tray. It crinkled as I bent it in my hands. It made an irritating rattle that I knew annoyed the other diners. I didn’t care.
I turned in my seat and watched the planes leaving the earth. They seemed to work so hard to climb into the clouds. I always felt they didn’t belong. It was not reasonable to think that something so big, so heavy, could remain in the air. I remembered coming here before the airport was built, before it was even an idea in some developer’s head, and how we—my friends and I—would shoot birds with air powered rifles. I never brought down a bird but some of my friends did and they would go over to the fallen creatures and pull off feathers and carry those feathers around for days. I wondered if the bones of any of those birds had been bulldozed under the runway. Maybe they were there now, frozen in the ground, their spirits pushing the big planes up.
I shook my head and realized I had been staring blankly for some time, remembering. I scanned the horizon past the runway. A row of houses, their backyards touching the edge of the airport property, sat like tiny toys in the distance. My mother’s house was there.
I used to come here with my friends. Bruce, Noel, Rodney.
And Mike, too.
My brother Mike, who had died soon after turning fourteen. I felt a rush of blood go to my head. Mike had died twenty-five years ago in a bicycle accident. A car turned when it shouldn’t have, and Mike tried to brake but skidded instead, slipped under the wheels and died before the paramedics could come.
I remembered his face, saw the baseball cap he always wore: blue and white, the New York Yankees was always his favorite team. I remembered his way of chewing an enormous wad of gum that filled his cheeks the way a clutch of nuts fills a chipmunk’s mouth. He was a good shot with the BB gun, too. He got a few birds. Always felt great after shooting a bird. Loved to kill them. Loved to see them fall from the sky. He hooted and whooped as he bounded over bushes and grass to where the bird had fallen. I never followed. Couldn’t stomach it. Couldn’t see the point.
I went back to the counter. Got a glass of water. I didn’t remember what I thought the day he died. Hadn’t thought about the day he died for a long time. Not until last night. After the phone call.
Bruce was there, the day Mike died. He saw it. Saw the whole thing. He said Mike only said one word as gravity pulled his bike out from under him and slammed him to the pavement.
“Mama.”
That was it. That was the whole thing, that was the last thing he said, probably the last thing he thought.
I thought about that word. “Mama.” When they find black boxes from crashed planes and they play the tapes of people who know they are about to die, people who aren’t kids anymore, who have lived a life away from their parents’ house for years, pilots and cockpit crew, they say, “Mother.” When soldiers are dying on battlefields, people who have been there and have seen it, heard it, they say that dying men scream for their mothers even as their bodies are torn apart and their blood spills into the mother of us all: the earth.
I wrapped my hands around the glass on the table. It was cool and slippery. I left it there and got up and walked out of the restaurant. I went to the parking tower and got in my car. A jet split the air above my head.
My mother died five days ago. Mike died twenty-five years ago. Was all that was left of them now what I carried inside me? Was that why the phone call came last night? Was Mike trying to come back? Or just saying good-bye?
I got into my car and drove away from the airport. On the way home I stopped the car along the freeway and parked on the shoulder. I stepped out and walked a few hundred feet into the woods. I kneeled down and put my hands into the rich cool wet earth and held my mother for a few minutes. My tears dropped on the leaves. Cold moisture circled my knees. I felt Mike around me, felt his pain, felt my grief like a blanket begin to press against me and fill my heart like warm cotton. It was heavy and close and needed.
I fell forward and my cheek touched the ground. “Mama,” I whispered.
#1
Janet found an unexposed roll of super 8 film in the box of odds and ends her father had sent to her with a note that read: Here is some stuff I don’t need anymore. Maybe you can find a use for it. The film was still in its airtight yellow pouch. Janet pushed aside an old quilt her grandmother had made years ago and found the dusty old super 8 camera her father had used for mental Olympics competitions, piano recitals, birthday parties, and vacations. This was before camcorders and VCRs. Janet set up the camera on a tripod in the living room, training the lens on the maple tree in the front yard.
#2
The camera had a stop-motion button that exposed one frame at a time. Janet loaded the film, attached the remote release cable to the stop motion button, and clicked a picture of the tree. It was late afternoon. Sweet light, she remembered a photographer on a television talk show once called it. The sun low, the air clear, the light golden, almost solid. The leaves on the maple tree illuminated like actors on a stage. She nodded. Sweet light.
#3
Janet stirred vegetables around a wok and remembered being told when she was two years old that she was a genius, a prodigy. She was able to speak several languages by the time she was three, invented calculus by age four, and composed and performed symphonies at five. Her parents had high hopes for her, but she was more interested in her friends.
#4
She created her friends the day after her third birthday party, when her father had told her she needed to stop having fun and spend more time with her math books. She thought and thought and thought about what kind of friends she wanted to have. She wanted them to like her. She wanted them to be smaller than her. She wanted them to pay attention to her. There were about a dozen of them, and they did all those things. After that, Janet’s friends would come around occasionally and take her away from her genius activities. Her father fretted whenever she spent this time with her friends. Janet, he said, you need to keep up with your studies. You could be the greatest mind the world has ever seen.
#5
Janet turned off the stove and went to the camera and snapped another frame. Then she went back to the kitchen and poured the vegetables over a plate of rice. She ate slowly, in dim light, glancing up at the wall clock every few minutes. By the time she finished her meal, she was in complete darkness. The moon cleared the horizon a few minutes later. Its silvery light seemed cold, but interesting. She rose and snapped off two more frames.
#6
At the supermarket where she worked the midnight to seven a.m. shift, Janet smiled at the customers and pulled their groceries over the laser scanner. Someone looked at her with that glint of recognition she had grown to hate. Say, he said, aren’t you that girl, that genius? Janet felt her face turn red, and silently cursed the local reporter who had unearthed her story and published a recent snapshot along with pictures of her at the mental Olympics television show from thirty years ago. Everyone tells me that, said Janet, but would a genius be working at a Safeway? I mean, really! The man laughed and picked up his change and groceries. I guess you’re right, he said, but you sure do look like her. Janet remembered the super 8 camera on the tripod at home.
#7
Janet bought a pint of ice cream and a spiral bound notebook after she punched out. She got home as the sun was rising. She sat on the couch in her living room and studied the maple tree as she ate the ice cream. The tree looked as cold as her hands felt holding the carton. She stood and walked to the camera and held the remote cable in her hand. She exposed five frames, spaced a minute apart, then recorded the date and time of each exposure in her notebook. Later, she brought the notebook up to date by recording the dates and times of the first three exposures.
#8
Janet’s father phoned her and asked if she’d found any use for the box of odds and ends. I don’t know, Dad, she said, I used the movie camera. Do you think that was a good idea? Her father hesitated, then said, Sure Janet, sure. You’re really going to be something. Do you know that? You’re going to be someone great, someone people will talk about for a long long time. Janet’s friends came into the living room then. She dropped the phone and told them all about the movie she was making. It’s going to take me a whole year! she said. They nodded and clapped their little hands and she hugged them tight.
#9
Janet played with her friends for the rest of the morning. She felt flush with joy as they each pressed the button on the camera several times, and she carefully recorded each frame in her notebook. The tree will change over time, she said. The leaves will turn color and fall off, the branches will get snow on them, the buds will come back after winter and then the leaves will grow again. It’ll be a cycle. Then we can play the movie and watch the tree change over time. Won’t that be fun? Her friends nodded.
#10
Janet’s friends left soon after noon. Janet was too tired to try to talk them into staying. Come back, she said. We will, said her friends. As long as you remember us.
#11
Janet’s boss said she was doing an excellent job. You’re so good, Janet, he said. I’ll never understand for the life of me why you, a genius, wants to work here, but I’m glad you do. You’re so good. Janet nodded and tried to smile, but it was not the same as smiling at the customers. She wanted this job too much, she had to be too nice. It wasn’t fair that people thought she was so smart. It wasn’t fair. It was like they wanted her to think she was a failure. She thought about her notebook. It was almost all she thought about as she spent her nights scanning people’s groceries. She had begun to embellish her notebook with comments about her feelings and her state of mind at the moment each frame was snapped.
#12
A year after she started, the movie was finished. According to Janet’s notebook, the film was exactly one thousand, six hundred, and forty five frames long. Less than two minutes. She got the film developed, then set up the projector so that the movie would show on her living room wall.
#13
Janet made popcorn dripping with butter, sprinkled with salt. She waited for her friends to come. When they arrived, they snuggled around her like kittens. They were soft and warm and cuddly. Janet thought of all the people over the years who said she was a genius. She wasn’t. She just knew how to make friends. She reached over and snapped on the projector. The wall counted down numbers: five four three two. Then a beep and a crackle.
#14
The maple tree was like a sculpture on the wall, jerkily growing from a lushly green thicket of leaves to a smear of orange, yellow, red, then a frosty white, a stark crooked outline against the sky, and finally a fresh green thicket again. Then the wall became bright white and the film spooled through the projector to the end. Janet did not snap off the projector. She felt tears well up in her eyes. She wanted to tell her friends that that was the genius. The tree was genius. She wasn’t. She just knew how to make friends. It was a good movie, said the friends. We really liked it. She hugged them and they stayed for a long time. Janet was as happy as she ever remembered being in her life.
#15
When they disappeared again, Janet saved the film in a little canister and put it away for safekeeping. She spent many hours reading over her notebook. It was a good film; it had brought her friends back. That knowledge filled her with joy.
#16
Eventually, she started thinking about a new project to bring her friends back. She was pretty sure they would like a replica of the Golden Gate Bridge made out of toothpicks. After her next shift at the supermarket, she bought several dozen boxes of toothpicks and a lot of glue.
“I am a symbol of illusion,” said the dragonfly to Ivan. “So you figure out if you are really talking to me or if this is all just . . . an illusion.”
The sun was high and felt hot on Ivan’s head. His wife Jill and son Tim were down by the lake, a short distance away. They had left him here, at the picnic table, after their lunch, to finish the last cigarette of his life. He was quitting for the sake of his five-year-old son. To set an example.
Now this. A talking dragonfly, perched on the edge of the table, looking up at him, with its wings barely pulsing back and forth. Ivan leaned forward and studied the lace-like pattern on the insect’s wings and sipped his glass of orange soda, wishing it was something stronger. If he had been drunk then all this would have made sense. But a talking dragonfly when he was sober? That took some thinking about. He inhaled two lungfuls of smoke from his cigarette, which looked to be about half finished. An inch or two more and an old life would be left behind. A new life begun.
The dragonfly sported a lovely blue body, shimmery, like some exotic cloak. It had landed near the edge of a paper plate smeared with the remains of Tim’s franks and baked beans.
“Done yet?” asked the dragonfly.
“Done what?”
“Thinking about all this. Are you finished? Can I get on with my pitch?”
“Not so fast,” said Ivan. “First, how come you can talk?”
“Reincarnation. I used to be a human being. When I died I ended up here in this dragonfly.”
“No,” said Ivan. “I mean, how can you talk? Dragonflies don’t have vocal chords.”
“Smart aleck, huh? Okay, it’s a telepathy thing. I think my sentences and you hear them in your head like they were words spoken aloud.”
Ivan nodded. “Of course.”
“Happy now?”
Ivan waved his hand. “Fire away.” He took a short puff on his cigarette, then blew the smoke at the dragonfly.
“Do you mind?” said the dragonfly. “I hate that. When I was a person I’d have smacked you silly for blowing smoke at me.”
“Oh,” said Ivan. “An anti-smoking nut, eh? That’s rich, coming from a bug named for a fire-breathing creature.” He blew more smoke at the dragonfly. He would never have this pleasure again. It felt good to blow smoke in someone’s face.
“Now I remember why I hated you butt fiends,” said the dragonfly.
Ivan grinned. “Talk to me, illusion.”
“Here’s the thing,” said the dragonfly, sounding annoyed, “I don’t like this particular link in the chain of life. I want out, and I mean now. I need you to kill me so I can go on to the next life.”
“Kill you?”
“The sooner the better.”
“That’s crazy. Why would you want to die? If I were you I wouldn’t want to die. You can fly, for Chrissake. Everyone dreams of flying.”
“Not me. Vertigo. I hated it when I was human; now it’s worse. I get real dizzy when I fly and flying’s about the only way dragonflies get around. You see what I’m up against?”
Ivan considered this. “Okay. But what do you need me for? Can’t you just fly into something dangerous like a hot light bulb or a camp fire or something? There must be zillions of ways to fry yourself.”
Ivan thought he almost felt the dragonfly shudder.
“No,” said the dragonfly. “I want it done quick. One good stomp with a boot, your boot, and everything will be fine again. Besides, suicide is a sticky situation. No one who’s ever killed themselves comes back much higher than a flea for a long long time. Mosquito, tops.”
Ivan puffed thoughtfully on his cigarette, this time being careful to blow the smoke away from the dragonfly. “If I do this little thing for you won’t I get bad karma and come back as some lesser species when I kick off?”
“Come on,” said the dragonfly. “You haven’t killed any bugs in your life before today? One more or less won’t make a bit of difference. Besides which, I’m betting you don’t even believe in reincarnation.”
“Got me there,” said Ivan.
“Thought so,” said the dragonfly.
“I’m not even sure I believe in you.”
“Fair enough,” said the dragonfly. “So killing me wouldn’t mean a thing, right? Either way, I win. So let’s get it done.”
“Life and death,” said Ivan. “It’s a funny business isn’t it?”
“Ha ha. A laugh riot. Are you with me on this, or aren’t you?”
“My wife says I’ve got to stop smoking or I’ll die. So I have a choice. What choice would you make?”
“I’m making a choice right now. You going to help me?”
“Thing is, I like smoking. But I know she’s right. Bad example for my son. If I keep smoking, I’m telling him that life isn’t worth preserving. It isn’t worth cherishing.”
“Fascinating,” said the dragonfly. “You have some absorbing issues in your life that demand your attention. So let’s get this little favor for me out of the way so you can get back to them.”
“Look at you,” said Ivan. “You’re choosing death. Begging for it in fact, without even knowing what’s coming next. You’d rather play reincarnation roulette and take your chances on a next life than make the best of this one.”
“I believe I’ve explained that.”
Ivan was about to take another puff of the cigarette then stopped himself. He focused his attention on the dragonfly. “Can I save your wings?”
“My wings?”
“As a kind of trophy. I like the pattern.”
“Oh great. I find the one guy in the world who’s the great white bug hunter. You want my wings, pal, you got ’em.”
“But I don’t want to step on them,” said Ivan. “I mean that would damage them.”
“Maybe I better find someone else for this,” said the dragonfly.
“No no,” said Ivan. “Really. I like you. I want to do this for you. I promise I’ll make it quick.”
The dragonfly sighed. “Okay,” it said glumly.
Ivan put his cigarette down on the picnic table so the tip hung over the edge. A thin stream of smoke curled from it into the air. Less than an inch left of the cigarette now. What was that—one good long puff? Maybe two or three if he was careful and rationed them out. It made Ivan, at that moment, think of a genie coming out of a lamp. Crazy thought. He wiped his fingers on his shirt to get rid of the grease residue, then leaned over and grasped one of the dragonfly’s wings. He could barely feel it between his thumb and forefinger.
“Did you get it?” asked the dragonfly. “Is my wing gone?”
Ivan held his breath. “Just getting situated,” he said. He pulled as gently as he could. The wing separated from the dragonfly without fuss or sound. Indeed, with no perceptible resistance at all. “There,” said Ivan. “I got it. Did that hurt?”
“Not a bit.” The dragonfly sounded amazed. “I can’t see behind there, did you get it all intact?”
“Well sure I did,” said Ivan. “What do you think, I’m an amateur?” He put the wing down on a paper napkin. It almost disappeared in the white fibers. “Now the rest of them,” he said. He worked quickly, plucking the remaining wings in turn and placing them next to the first one on the napkin. The dragonfly seemed to relax.
“It’s really happening, isn’t it?” said the dragonfly.
“All done,” said Ivan when he had placed the last one. “I’ve got your wings right here.” He picked up the dragonfly and placed it on the ground.
“I can hardly believe it!” said the dragonfly. “I’m finally going to die.”
“This is really your wish?” said Ivan.
“Yes,” said the dragonfly. “Oh yes. I wish I could close my eyes.”
“I hope you get what you want,” said Ivan. He raised his foot, then paused. He let it back down on the ground.
“Vertigo,” he said. “That’s a bummer. I feel bad for you, I really do.” Ivan raised his foot again and held it just over the dragonfly. “Here I go,” he said. “Last chance to back out.”
“New life, here I come!” said the dragonfly.
Ivan put his foot down slowly beside the dragonfly.
“It’s probably some trauma you’ve been carrying around from life to life,” he said. “The vertigo, I mean. You’ll probably have it in your next life, you know. Sure. Stands to reason. You had it as a human and you still have it as a dragonfly. You probably need to work it out or something.”
“What’s with the talk show psychology? Do it!”
Ivan looked down at the dragonfly. His foot hovered in the air. The muscles in his legs began to tremble slightly. The motion reminded him of insect wings, trembling in air, vibrating with the wind.
“No,” he said. “I can’t do it. It wouldn’t be fair. You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do. You have to figure this out on your own. I can’t help you by killing you.”
He leaned back on the picnic table bench and picked up his cigarette, intending to inhale its smoke into his lungs. He held the thing up, brought it close to his lips, then changed his mind and ground it out on the paper plate. Then he drained the last couple of swallows from his soda can and tossed it across the grass to a garbage can.
“You bastard!” screamed the dragonfly. “You rip off my wings then leave me here on the ground where I’m just going to starve to death! You bloody piece of—”
“Oh shut up,” said Ivan. “You’ve got a life. Deal with it.”
“I wanted to get a life. You said you would help me.”
“You don’t have to die to get a life. Look at me, I’m a new man. Started a completely new way of living. If that isn’t a new life, what is? You could do the same thing, you know.”
“I don’t have any wings.”
“Yeah,” said Ivan. “Sorry about that.”
“Who are you talking to, Dad?”
Ivan turned around to see Tim and Jill walking up hand in hand. Their hair was slicked down on their heads. Fresh from a lake swim, they seemed to float on the grass, hovering like giant bugs.
“Just a friend of mine,” said Ivan. Tim climbed up on the picnic table. Jill sat beside him. She looked at the bent cigarette on the paper plate.
“Was it really your last one?” she said.
“Promise,” said Ivan. “No more smoking.”
Tim noticed the wings on the napkin. He picked up the napkin and held the wings close to his eye.
“Careful with that,” said Ivan.
Tim lifted the napkin in the air, grasped one corner of it, and shook it so the wind blew it open. Ivan could not see the dragonfly wings, but they must have been caught by the wind and blown away.
Tim saw them. He pointed at the air and squealed. “There go the wings,” he said.
Ivan felt a pang of regret. He really wanted to keep those wings. He could have preserved them in a block of plastic or something and kept them as a reminder of the time his life changed.
He stared at the air, straining to see the wings, but it was no use. They were gone.
When he let his eyes return to the picnic table, Tim was gone. The spot where Jill had been sitting was empty.
A voice, small but distinct, called up to him from the ground. “That’s what you need?” it said. “Some made up family to keep you honest?”
“They’re not made up,” said Ivan to the dragonfly.
“They’re not real. At least not now. If they ever were.”
Ivan looked down at the ground. “Where are you?”
“Right where you left me just as your courage decided to take wing and leave you high and dry. Not to mention me.”
Ivan laughed. “You look ridiculous. Without your wings.”
“How about I rip off your arms and laugh at you, dick wad. How’d you like that?”
Ivan pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. The logo was a blue dragonfly. He shook a smoke onto his palm, placed it between his lips and lit it.
“I have a proposition for you,” he said.
“I can’t wait to hear it,” said the dragonfly.
“You help me quit, and I’ll help you die.” He pulled in a billowing breath of smoke, let it fill his lungs, then blew it straight at the dragonfly.
“How am I supposed to do that?” said the dragonfly. “You obviously love smoking more than you love life.”
Ivan remembered the day his girl friend, Jill, had told him there was no future for them. They couldn’t get married, could not have children, could not have a life together unless he quit smoking. That was five years ago. He still thought about Jill. And the son they might have had. A lot.
The bug had a point. Ivan really did like his cigarettes. Reveled in them. Loved the feel of smoke raking through his windpipe and nostrils. The satisfying buzz that nicotine gave him. All of it seemed like the perfect excuse for living a life.
What did this dragonfly know? It couldn’t even fly anymore.
“Sorry about your wings,” said Ivan.
“Just finish what you started,” said the dragonfly. “It can’t be that hard, can it?”
Ivan had a vague awareness of his life continuing on from this moment. It was as though he had determined to watch himself, watching this dragonfly. He drew in more smoke, held it in his lungs for as long as possible. Longer. It felt like a piece of dough lodged in his chest. He never wanted to let it go. Never.
Not even to blow it into the dragonfly’s eyes.
Which were turned up towards him, as though the insect wanted something from Ivan. As though it could get whatever it needed, whatever that might be, from someone too stupid to quit smoking.
He rose from his sitting position at the picnic table, and towered over the de-winged creature. What must it be like, to fly, and then not fly? What was it to have the capacity, then to lose it forever?
He lifted his foot, and with it, his heavy boot. Then placed it squarely on top of the dragonfly and ground the sole into the grass, pressing with all his might as he exhaled smoke into the air.
Ivan coughed twice, spit out black sputum, and turned red from the exertion.
“Here’s to life,” he said.
Terrastina goes to the library to use one of their free internet computers. She wants to know about the world wide web. It’s the only frontier we have now, says the woman at the computer next to her. Really? asks Terrastina. Oh yeah, says the woman. I’ve found a web site where people can send messages to the stars. You type in what you want to say to aliens. The site stores the messages and then every week or so they beam them into space. Terrastina logs onto the site and waits for some inspiration to come to her.
THE EULOGY HAD ITS MOMENTS, BUT MOSTLY I HAD TO GET OUT OF THERE
Why am I telling you any of this? Tell me about yourself. Have you always loved stories? Most kids do. They’ll listen to the same one over and over. Must be comforting to them. I was too young to have children of my own. But I’ll try to tell you a story. I know a pretty good one. Listen and you’ll probably recognize it.
My mother always told me that funerals were for the living. When I got really sick, just before the end, I thought about that a lot. I was proud that I didn’t convert to any religion. Life long atheist, I wasn’t about to throw away my principles just because I ended up in a fox hole that many had been to before.
When you are young and healthy, it’s almost fun to think about your funeral. Who would be there, where it would take place, the eulogy, the crying. When you’ve been given a death sentence, it’s all different. Suddenly all those things are heavy with meaning. Cremation or burial? It didn’t matter to me, but my parents might have issues with either choice. Service or no service? Again, immaterial to my rotting corpse, but people need to know, they need to see, get it fixed in their minds. Church or funeral home? My mother believes in God. She’d want it in a church. Who was I to deny her that smallest of comforts in the midst of my passing? I was so young, only sixteen. A real tragedy for my parents, what with my unfulfilled potential and everything. So I agreed to a traditional funeral, in a church, and no cremation afterward. I even went for the headstone, with my name chiseled into it. And my dates. She brought me the catalog. I picked out a nice gray marble one.
Okay, I see you cringing. Understandable. But my parents are old world. They did not grow up in an antiseptic culture that denied, postponed, ignored, and softened death. My father has an album of photographs of his father’s home funeral. Snapshot after snapshot of my grandfather lying in a homemade coffin in his living room, scores of neighbors and families clustered around, some of them mugging for the camera.
And even though I am making this all up for you, to ease your life a little, well, it is also mostly true, in its way.
What? You’re confused? Why? We really did have a different view of death. We really did pick out our own headstones. But I have to tell this story carefully. Because of who you are.
Tell me some more. How old are you?
Only five? Funny. When I pushed you out of the way of that car, I thought you were older. Seven, maybe. No matter. I’ve never been good with ages. Think every child is seven and every adult is 38. When you get older you’ll understand.
Yeah, I have my own way of looking at the world. It’s probably different from other people’s. But that’s because of my circumstances. They’re kind of unique.
Oh, sure, everyone’s unique in the world. We all are. But I’m really different now. I see things in a completely different way.
So, what about school?
Kindergarten, huh? Morning or afternoon?
Yeah, I remember I was in the morning. That was better. I liked it better than the afternoon. Well, I think I did. I don’t really remember, it was so long ago. I think because I’m a morning person now I figure I must have liked that then, too, but who knows? Maybe I didn’t even know there was an afternoon kindergarten.
Okay, yeah, I’m getting kind of boring for you. I know. But you’re the only one who has seen me, so far.
I look kind of funny, don’t I? The injuries from the car hitting me. I’ll try to keep that part away from you. Must be kind of scary. You remember the car, don’t you?
Oh. You mean I look funny because you can see through me? Okay, I guess that is kind of funny. Scary, too?
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