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Editorial
By Marie Hodgkinson

This issue contains a medley of stories, in keeping with our 
previous trends. Michelle Fee’s “To Find a Princess” is a 
melancholic, quasi-surreal fairy tale; by contrast, Jacqueline M. 
Vick’s “Class Dismissed” is a straight detective story, while Rachel 
Zakuta’s “Swipe” and K. C. Shaw’s “Long Way Home” draw us into 
the realm of science fiction. This issue’s Editor’s Pick, Ripley Patton’s 
“Corrigan’s Exchange,” is a wonderful piece that draws on the 
changeling mythos. And that’s not even touching on the poetry . . . 

The thing is, while I may have tied myself to certain parameters 
when it comes to how many stories and poems are published each 
issue, I’ve made no such restrictions in regards to genre. This can be 
partly explained by the fact that we can only publish what we 
receive, and we receive stories in such a variety of genres (because, 
um, that’s what we ask for . . . not sure what my point was, there), 
and partly explained by the fact that, well, I enjoy reading in a wide 
variety of genres (hence asking for them as submissions! There we 
go). But I have no idea whether you enjoy the variety as much as I 
do. I hope you do. Let me know if there’s anything you’d like to see 
less/more of, OK?

P.S. Astute readers may notice that Rachel Zakuta’s story far 
overshoots our usual word limit and is, in fact, super long. But we 
still published it, because we thought it was cool. Readers who 
deduce that we are, in fact, thus quite fickle, may also have noticed 
that we have abandoned our usual layout design for this issue. 
Zounds!
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The Power of Three
By Pat Tompkins

Magic lies in three properties:

herbal, mineral, verbal.

So say Medieval philosophies.

Consider the power of those three—

paper, ink, words—ingredients

of the writing recipe.

Nothing exotic: no eye 

of newt, no blood of unicorn.

Books have their own lives.
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To Find A Princess
By Michelle Fee

One day, a fox and a man stepped into the world.

The fox’s name was Bandolier, and her human was called Calvin. 
The fox was a small, russet creature with sharp eyes, and her tail 
whipped back and forth as she leapt through the high grass of the 
Sun Country. All along the wide fields, paper suns shivered in the 
wind and hooked themselves in trees and bushes, or were lifted 
miles and miles into the air. There they would hang for a moment, 
almost pensively, before drifting down to earth.

“I wonder who made these,” said Calvin. He picked up a paper 
sun and held it against the sky, where a sliver of light shone 
through. The fox sniffed.

“It’s not important,” she said. She shifted from paw to paw.
“Leave it be.”

Calvin glanced down at the little fox and bent double, pretending 
to put the sun back as he slipped it in his jacket pocket. Behind him, 
a golden heron croaked and stretched arthritic legs, and the fox’s 
limbs trembled with the urge to make chase. The bird peered at her, 
curiously, before ruffling its feathers and lunging into the grass. 
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At the far edges of their vision, Calvin and Bandolier could see 
long lines rise from the ridges that separated village from field. At 
first they looked like gray underbrush on the move, but as soon as 
they stepped into the light, Calvin saw that this was not the case. 
Children, hundreds of them, bore down into the soft grass with their 
hands clasped tight. They bowed as Calvin had, and when they 
straightened, their hands were empty and the field shone with the 
blinking white eyes of fluttering paper suns. 

“Drab, aren’t they?” said Bandolier, nodding to the children.

“Yes, beautiful,” said Calvin. He kicked up a sun and watched it 
struggle through the air in a sudden cross-breeze, before it vaulted 
over the heads of man and fox and children to make its own journey 
along the speckled fields of the Sun Country.

~

In the highest tower of the largest castle on the most dangerous 
mountain in the universe, there was not a princess. When the first 
adventurer fought his way through trap doors and monster-laden 
halls to reach the top, he was naturally as surprised as anyone to 
find that the princess was not there, had never been there, and likely 
never would be there. In those times, evil magicians and dragons 
were impractical—no one wanted to go through that much trouble to 
kidnap one princess. 

All the same, the princess was still missing; after discovering the 
emptiness of the castle, most adventurers turned from the task 
altogether. The evil magician, they said, had broken the rules. If she 
wasn’t held in a tower guarded by dragons or the undead, she 
simply wasn’t worth saving.

Calvin and Bandolier rarely agreed on anything, but their 
thoughts on those adventurers were much the same.

“Lazy treasure-seekers,” said the fox.

“Wouldn’t know a princess if she kicked them in the face,” added 
Calvin, and the fox looked up at him with a toothy smile. And that 
was that. The next day Calvin quit his job as a rat and flying-mouse 
catcher, boarded up the window to his house, and walked out of the 
city with Bandolier and into the fields.

They’d passed the gates of the Sun Country two hours ago, but 
were still finding stray paper suns dotted here and there about the 
gray-green hills that led to the River. Miniature evergreens rose to 
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Calvin’s ankles, and bears the size of pebbles loped out of the way as 
he tiptoed around them. Bandolier didn’t bother with such niceties 
and bounced about the same as always, knocking trees flat with 
reckless abandon. 

“Crash,” she said, landing on a hammock of spruces. “Bash. 
Smash.”

“Be careful,” Calvin warned, as the fox rolled cheerfully in the 
carnage. “Someone might live there.”

“Flash,” said the fox. “Dash. Sash!”

“There’s no reasoning with you when you’re like this,” Calvin 
said, but his furious retreat was slowed by the presence of tiny oaks 
barring his path. He leapt over them, almost losing his balance over 
an expanse of little matchstick houses. 

“You can’t roll over peoples’ houses, Band,” he said, scooping a 
bear out of the fox’s path. He deposited it in a clearing nearby, and 
was relieved to see spruces and firs start to give way to grasses and 
wildflowers. “Have some consideration.”

“I’m a fox,” said Bandolier. “I’m not supposed to have 
consideration for anything.”

“Now you’re being obtuse,” Calvin said. He stepped onto the 
grass with a sigh. 

“And you’re being academic,” the fox said. “You know I don’t 
understand half the words you say when you get in a huff.”

“I’m not in a huff!”

“Go play with your little toy suns,” sneered the fox, and perhaps 
she spoke too harshly, for Calvin stiffened and strode forward 
without giving her so much as a sidelong glance. But if Bandolier 
was upset by Calvin’s reaction, she didn’t show it, for foxes were 
and always will be rather vain creatures, and she did not like to 
admit to committing a wrong. In a few minutes, she knew, Calvin 
would forgive her, and they would frolic and argue all the way 
down to the river.

Yet even after a few minutes had passed, Calvin was still not 
looking at her. His jaw was set in a mulish angle, and his gaze 
flicked straight ahead or to his right, never to where Bandolier was 
anxiously capering. When the fox darted in his line of sight, his gaze 
slipped over her as though she weren’t there. At last, frustrated 
beyond belief, the fox bore down and sank her teeth into his ankle.
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Calvin yelped, and the fox went flying. She landed with a thump 
on her side, and for a moment was too startled to move. 

He’d kicked her. Calvin. He’d kicked her!

“Oh, fox, I’m sorry.” Calvin hurried to where Bandolier was 
shaking herself off. “Are you hurt? I didn’t know what I was—“

The fox looked up at Calvin, then, and the man drew back at the 
coldness in her gaze. 

“I’m not hurt,” she said, slowly, and took a step back. “Go and 
find your princess.”

“But Band,” Calvin entreated, and would have followed her had 
the fox not struck at his ankles again, teeth snapping the air scant 
inches away.

“Go on!” Bandolier cried, and disappeared in the grass. Calvin 
surveyed the hill for any unnatural sight, any flicker of reddish 
brown against the green, but the fox was gone. There was no 
movement on the hill but grass bowing before the wind, and the 
flapping corners of Calvin’s rat-catcher jacket. Finally, Calvin turned 
away and headed down the hill, towards the River. 

At the River, Calvin found his princess.

~

The princess’ hair was long, and her nails were curled, and her 
skin was taut and ragged over bones picked clean by tiny fish. She 
leant half out of the water against a tree, which was already starting 
to grow around her; moss crept up her arms, ivy picked through 
clumps of hair, and mud held fast to her spine. Standing in the deep 
muck of the River, Calvin reached out to touch her hand. 

~

One certainty, Bandolier realised, is that to be a city fox is to 
know very little of the world.

She’d never caught birds in an open field. She’d never learnt how 
to swim in a current, or sleep under the sky. She didn’t know what 
that strange grey moss was crawling with, or how to make the 
itching go away, or how to find a man after running through a 
crisscross of unfamiliar, un-city-like smells. She didn’t know any of 
this, and the absence of her human hung before her as she trod a 
lonely path through the fields.
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Bandolier crept down to the River just as the sun began to set. 
When she looked into the water, it seemed as though the trees on the 
other side were drowning in a stream of fire. The fox shivered and 
daintily edged her way to a spot where the mud was rich with the 
smell of fish and river weeds, but she was distracted again by the 
fire of the sky, and her paw slid on the bank. She flipped gracelessly 
into the River, and was too surprised and terrified to swim against 
the current that swept her out and onward into deeper water. 

As she yelped and paddled and strained her neck over the 
surface of the River, Bandolier imagined that she was being flanked 
by fish. There had to be hundreds in the River—she used to overhear 
stories told by the men at the market, stories of vicious creatures 
with long snouts and yellow teeth, with tails that could kill a dog in 
one careless swing. They could be under her, or beside her, waiting 
until she was tired and useless. They could be debating over who 
would be the first to take a bite. They could be waiting behind those 
trees up ahead . . .

Then one of them leaped out from the shade. It was massive and 
dark against the setting sun, claws extended, rearing on its hind legs 
and shouting hoarsely. Bandolier struggled to turn around but it 
was too late, it already had her, she was going to die and she’d never 
see a princess ever or fly in a balloon or chase a librarian or—

“Here, girl. You’ll be fine.”

Calvin held the squirming fox in his arms, not paying mind to the 
scratches she made in his jacket or the state of his mud-caked jeans. 
He spoke to her softly, easing out of the water and onto the grass, 
and after a moment the fox’s panic settled enough for her to register 
who had scooped her out of the River.

“I lost you,” she panted, scrambling up his chest to drape around 
his shoulders. “I didn’t mean what I said about the suns.”

“I know,” said Calvin. “But we’re both here, now. And we’ve 
found the princess.”

The fox perked up at that, and peered about anxiously for the 
sight of a cheerful, resplendent princess sitting on the grass or in the 
branches of the tree. Her gaze turned to the body, and for a few 
minutes neither Calvin nor Bandolier spoke a word. Calvin could 
feel the fox’s rapid heartbeat drumming against his neck.

At last, Bandolier spoke.
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“You’re right,” she said. “We’ve found her.”

“She may not be the princess,” Calvin said. “She may be a 
different girl altogether.”

The fox looked at the body in the water. The girl’s head was tilted 
to rest against a knot in the tree, as though she were sleeping, and 
the bones of her fingers shivered in the breeze. 

“It doesn’t matter,” said the fox. “She’ll be a princess anyway. 
Will you bury her?”

“She’s just a skeleton, now,” Calvin said, and lapsed into silence. 
Bandolier climbed down from his shoulders and sat beside the 
princess’ body, peering up into the leaves of her tree.

“She needs a crown,” she said, and Calvin took out the folded 
paper sun he’d picked up in the Sun Country. He pulled at a loose 
thread in his jacket and looped it through the sun’s centre, and 
unfolded it to make a strange, simple headband, which he carefully 
placed over the princess’ head.

“Good night, your highness,” he said, and swept the fox into his 
arms. 

Bandolier crawled to Calvin’s shoulder, but did not look down at 
the princess, and did not say goodbye. Instead, she butted her nose 
against her human’s neck and watched the sky grow dark. Some 
day, she might look back on that evening and find it had changed 
them, that from now on fox and man would see the world with a 
little more sadness, or wisdom, or reverence. But not that night. That 
night, they were heading west, away from the princess and their 
home and the Sun Country, towards the mountains where great 
trees rose for miles and the stars shone bright and clear.
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Corrigan’s Exchange
By Ripley Patton

Under a canopy of fir trees at the edge of a meadow, five women 
sit in the dark, a human chain, their arms entwined at the elbows. 
None of them speak. They have been instructed not to. Instead, they 
listen to the babies crying; the babies they bound tightly in strips of 
cloth four hours before. The babies they put down in the short grass, 
surrounded by a large ring of mushrooms. The babies they no longer 
believe are theirs.

Marty Wendall separates out the cry of her changeling easily. It is 
an endless, grating, demanding cry, from which he barely seems to 
take a breath. It is a cry she has listened to almost constantly for five 
months. Her doctor has said the baby is just colicky, that he’ll likely 
grow out of it by the time he is eighteen months old. The doctor said 
this casually, as if he didn’t realise he was sentencing Marty to a year 
of living hell. After he said it, she had gone out to the parking lot, sat 
in the car, and wept. 
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~

Someone knocked on glass and Marty lifted her head to see a tall
woman with long, white hair peering at her through her driver’s 
side window. It was a woman she’d seen in the paediatrician’s 
office, waiting alone, without a child. While Marty’s baby had 
screamed and writhed in her lap, this woman had hidden behind a 
tattered Cosmo, pretending not to notice. She had sunglasses on 
now, and she wasn’t smiling. Marty rolled down her window as the 
baby began wailing from the back, his cries even more aggressive 
than usual as he railed against the bondage of his car seat. She 
braced herself. The woman was going to accuse her of child abuse; if 
Marty’s own mother could think it, why not a complete stranger? 

“I’m sorry to bother you but I noticed your baby in the doctor’s 
office. I know how hard it is. Don’t give up.”

“What?” Marty asked, dazed.

“My sister, she had a baby like yours. He cried all the time. It was 
very hard on her. I wanted you to know, you’re not alone.” The 
woman looked expectantly at her but Marty had no idea what to say. 
“They told you it was colic, right?” the woman finally asked.

“Yes.”

“They told my sister that too. Told her he’d grow out of it. 
Eventually.”

“And did he?”

“No,” said the woman, her slender fingers fluttering at her 
glasses, as if she might take them off, but she didn’t. “What are you 
going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“What are you going to do about your baby?”

“I – nothing. I mean, what can I do?”

“Well, there are other women like you, with difficult babies. It 
might help to meet some of them. Things are always harder when 
we think we’re alone. I can imagine what it must be like to look at 
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your child, at that livid face, and . . .” The woman’s voice trailed off, 
her head tilting away.

“And know it isn’t yours.” Marty wasn’t sure she’d said it out 
loud.

“Yes.” The older woman exhaled, stepping closer to the window 
and finally taking her glasses off. “You know,” she whispered. She 
pulled a card out of her purse and handed it to Marty. “My name is 
Corrigan French. This is my card. I run a special programme for 
mothers in your situation, mothers who can’t find the help they need 
through the normal channels.

Marty took the card. It had an address printed on it. That was all. 

“But what do you do?” Marty asked. She looked up, but the 
woman was already gone.

~

His cry changes. He stops occasionally, listening for her to come 
and rescue him, and then resumes with a softer, more disappointed 
tone. Marty’s milk lets down for the second time. Her nipples burn,
and the front of her shirt is soaked. She barely hears the other infants 
now, though they still cry. They are background noise to her, like the 
wind in the trees, or the owl’s distant hoot. Marty must go to him. 
He sounds desperate now, not angry. In his cry is finally the promise 
that if she only picks him up, he will be comforted. 

The woman squatting next to her, a droopy blonde in a sun dress, 
flexes her shivering arm, the one locked with Marty’s. She catches 
Marty’s eyes and shakes her head. Marty turns her face away, 
embarrassed that she has been read so easily. She forces herself to 
relax, extending her right arm, which isn’t locked with anyone’s. She 
is the end of the line, the anchor. They have vowed to keep each 
other strong through the night. No one will let another go to her 
child, the child that is not her child, for if any of them enter the fairy 
ring, the Others will not come for the exchange.

The blonde makes a sound, a sudden intake of a breath, and 
Marty looks back out toward the mushroom ring. Nothing has 
changed. But then she sees movement at the far end of the meadow. 
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Something is there, a dark sleek shadow that parts the deeper grass 
as it comes, slinking along the meadow’s edge. Amazingly, all the 
changelings quiet at once. The thing that is stalking them stops and 
lifts its head above the grass, its eyes reflecting moonlight. Marty 
sees the outline of a tufted ear before it crouches again. She has seen 
a wild lynx before, on a backpacking trip with her husband Miles. 
That one had bolted across the trail, as startled by them as they were 
by it. This one is not afraid.

One of the babies resumes his torrid cry and Marty takes a deep 
breath, like in yoga, imagining her muscles long and relaxed. The cat 
shadow disappears but the grass ripples in the direction of the 
changeling. The lynx is creeping low now, inch by inch, toward its 
prey. 

The cat’s silhouette flies in a beautiful arc and lands on the spot 
where Marty’s changeling lies. The lynx tussles in the grass and then 
a scream rises into the air, sending a cringing current down the chain 
of arms. Marty lunges forward with all her strength, feeling the 
blond woman’s elbow resist her own, then twist and make a soft 
cracking sound as Marty breaks away. She darts out into the 
meadow, running toward her changeling and the lynx.

~

She had put the strange woman’s card on her bedside table. For a 
week, she had picked it up every time she returned from Nathan’s 
crib, having failed again to quiet his awful crying. The card was 
tattered and leathery from her handling. In the afternoon of the 
eighth day, Marty loaded the baby into her mini-van, and drove to 
the address on the card. It was an office building downtown. In the 
lobby she found a message board indicating that Dr. Corrigan 
French had an office on the third floor. On the way up in the 
elevator, three women in business suits openly frowned at her as 
Nathan wailed on. Marty wondered what kind of doctor Corrigan 
French was. She stood in the hall at door 304, her hand poised to 
knock. The door swung open and there stood Dr. French, smiling, 
waving them in. Marty picked up Nathan’s carrier and entered.
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The office was dark and cluttered, its walls laden with ancient-
looking books stacked from floor to ceiling, some in bookcases, most 
in tall, freestanding piles. The desk mirrored the room, with its 
leaning mountains of paperwork. Behind the desk on the wall were 
two degrees displayed in cheap wooden frames. One was a Master’s 
degree in Medieval Studies, and the other was a PhD in Psychology, 
both from Stanford. Marty started racking her brain for a reason to 
leave that wouldn’t seem obvious.

“I’m so glad you came, Mrs. Wendall. I wasn’t sure you would,”
said Dr. French, loudly. Closed in a small room with Nathan, they 
were going to have to shout to be heard. The doctor indicated the 
chair in front of her desk as she circled around to sit behind it.

“How do you know my name?” Marty demanded, not sitting, not 
even putting Nathan’s carrier on the floor.

“I heard it in your pediatrician’s office.”

“Why were you there? Do you even have a baby?”

“No, I don’t have a baby, Mrs. Wendall. I visit various waiting 
rooms to find women like you, women who might need my help.”

“You mean women who need a shrink?” Marty asked bitingly. 
Maybe she wasn’t shouting over Nathan anymore. It just felt good to 
shout. 

“No, I mean women who find that motherhood is not what they 
expected. Women whose doctors tell them their baby just has colic. 
Women whose families and friends think they are exaggerating 
about how much their baby cries. Women whose husbands distance 
themselves from their depressed wives and screaming newborns. I 
know you are angry, Mrs. Wendall, but you aren’t angry at me,”
Corrigan French asserted, challenging Marty with her eyes.

Marty glared back, torn between storming out and sitting in the 
chair to weep. How could this woman know about Marty’s mother, 
her husband, her life falling apart at the seams? And what was she 
thinking, barging into a psychologist’s office and wigging out like 
that? She set Nathan’s carrier down and mumbled, “I’m sorry. I 
don’t know what came over me.”   
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“I understand. Please, have a seat,” said Dr French graciously. 
Marty sat down in the cushioned office chair. “Tell me about your 
child,” the woman across from her said. 

“I – don’t know what to say.” Wasn’t it obvious? He was right 
there, wailing.

“Yes, you do. You just think you aren’t allowed to say it.”

“Well, my baby hates me,” Marty said, afraid she sounded 
whiney.  “I am a terrible mother. I can’t make him happy, no matter 
what I do. It isn’t natural. He never stops crying. He never sleeps. I 
can’t comfort him. How can he be mine when he can’t be satisfied 
with me? I can’t – a mother can’t –”

“A mother can’t hate her own baby,” the older women’s voice 
finished gently.

“Yes,” said Marty Wendall at last, and she wept.

~

She races through the grass, still several yards away from the 
lynx, and her changeling is crying the awful, urgent cry of a child in 
pain. Marty yells, waving her arms, like she does at the alley cats 
that fight in her back yard. And then she trips, sprawling heavily on 
her chest, sliding in the dewy grass, the wind knocked clean out of 
her. She gasps for breath, inhaling the musty scent of fungus spores. 
She puts her hands out, to push herself up, and they slip in the slime 
of the many mushrooms she’s landed in. The front of her shirt is 
oozing.

Marty gets to her hands and knees, and sees the lynx a few feet in 
front of her, struggling. It is tangled in strips of the changeling’s 
cloth wraps. Somehow, the swaddling became partly unwound and 
when Marty charged, the lynx must have tried to flee, only to 
become ensnared, like a kitten in a skein of yarn. The creature 
thrashes, and growls at her low in its throat, looking at her with 
frightened feline eyes. Whenever it moves the changeling gets jerked 
about, his bonds slowly unravelling, his voice rising to new heights 
of terror, which makes the cat thrash more.
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The ground begins to vibrate. Under Marty’s hands, deep in the 
ground, something rumbles like an old furnace kicking on. Mist 
hisses from the grass, billowing up and around Marty. A wall of 
blue light rises up out of the fairy ring and Marty looks past the lynx 
to see five tall, slender forms materialise out of nothing. They are 
beautiful, feminine, and alien, with limbs too long and forms so thin 
that Marty can see the backdrop of dark forest right through them. 
They wear no clothes, but something floats about them, lithe and 
sheer, like gauzy light. Their faces are blank, ovals with no features, 
and there is a sound that accompanies them, a sound like the ocean, 
like water crashing into rock.

For the lynx, poor wild thing, it is just too much. It bucks and 
rolls on the ground in utter terror. Finally, getting three legs mostly 
free, it tears off into the night, the changeling unwinding along on 
the ground behind it.  In seconds, the mist fills in where they have 
been, leaving only the sounds of the cat, hissing and spitting off 
across the meadow, and the changeling’s staccato cry following after 
it.

The Faery have come, just as Corrigan had said they would. They 
have come to the fairy ring, drawn by the incessant cries of their 
own kind. They have come to bring the human babies back in trade. 
But Marty’s changeling isn’t there. Her only hope of getting her baby 
Nathan back is gone. She stands up, seeing things embedded in the 
grass that she hadn’t been able to down low. Things glinting, things 
that shouldn’t be there. Things that frighten her so much she 
stumbles away from the beautiful forms, the painful blue light, the 
unreal made manifest. She runs in the direction the lynx has gone, 
with little hope. But she will not give up, ‘til there is none.

~

They spent hours in Corrigan French’s office. Nathan cried, but 
somehow it became more bearable as the older woman listened to 
Marty’s story. Then, after Marty had poured herself out, Dr. French 
said she could help. That she had helped other women and their 
babies. But – the therapy was somewhat “radical.” It flew in the face 
of convention, and its effectiveness required that Marty participate 
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without full disclosure of the process. Marty didn’t even hesitate. 
She signed waivers and filled out a medical history, feeling almost 
giddy that there was an end in sight, a light at the end of the tunnel 
when she had feared it was a bottomless pit. 

It just so happened that a treatment session was taking place that 
night, overnight. It had been booked full, but a woman had just 
dropped out that morning. Marty could have her spot. Corrigan 
offered her phone so Marty could call anyone who might worry at 
her absence. She made no calls. Miles had moved out a month 
before, after almost being fired for falling asleep on the job. He had 
been so sad, so ravaged by the baby’s constant needs. A call would 
only worry him.

Marty thanked Dr. French and went to eat dinner at a Denny’s 
across the street. Nathan screamed the whole time, but even when 
the family seated near her picked up their meal and moved to the 
smoking section, her spirits weren’t dampened. At seven, she went 
back to the parking lot of Corrigan’s building and was loaded into a 
gleaming white van with four other women and their angry infants. 
The babies seemed encouraged to new heights of volume by their 
peers. It would have been useless to try to talk, but Marty caught the 
other mother’s eyes.  She listened to their babies, and the realisation 
crept over her that she was not alone, that these four women’s 
dreams of motherhood had become a squalling nightmare, just like 
hers.

They were driven out to the country, about an hour’s drive, and 
then the van turned down a gravel road, marked only by a dusty 
brown sign that read “Wikiup Nature Preserve.” The driver, who 
wore headphones, finally pulled into a rutted turnaround. Without 
taking his headset off, he said loudly, “Please, get out.” He pushed a 
button on the van’s console, and the side door slid open.

Marty was out first, frantic baby in tow. Moving toward some 
trees, she tried to make room for the women stepping out behind 
her, and noticed a thin trail, leading through a mass of blackberry 
brambles and into a clearing beyond them. She was about to turn 
around, to demand that the driver explain what they were supposed 
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to do out here in the middle of nowhere, when out from behind a 
tree stepped Corrigan French. She was wearing a bizarre, bright 
green outfit, like a dancer’s leotard that hugged her legs down to the 
ankle and her arms to the wrists. Over that was a shimmering green 
cape that cascaded down her back and had some kind of a cowl that 
came up over her head. And she was barefoot. The entire effect was 
like something out of a Midsummer Night’s Dream.

“Ladies, please follow me,” she said. The women followed 
Corrigan French along the little trail. They all stumbled, blinking 
and confused, into a sunlit meadow dotted with late summer’s 
wildflowers. In the middle of the meadow was a large brown ring of 
dead grass, rimmed by silver and white mushrooms. They stopped a 
few feet from the circle. 

Corrigan looked at it and then at them.

“Each one of you has shared with me that you think your child is 
not your own.” The women glanced at one another, measuring, 
cautious, but no one looked surprised. “At times, you have 
questioned your own sanity. You have thought you were unfit 
mothers because our society has no room for your truth, the truth 
that your child doesn’t fit you. Our society says motherhood is a 
natural, easy thing. But it has not always been so. In ancient times, 
communities accepted the harsh reality and complexity of the 
mother-child bond. If a baby was inconsolable by human standards, 
the old wisdom said that it was an imposter, a changeling, offspring
of creatures they called the Others. They believed the Others had 
secretly taken the real babies and left something inhuman in its 
place, something that could never be satisfied. So the mothers would 
go into the woods together and put their babies in a fairy ring 
overnight, waiting for the Others to bring their own true babies 
back.” Corrigan paused and the babies yowled on, a sudden wind 
rising to whip their cries away. Several of the women shuffled 
nervously. Marty hoped Corrigan would get to the point soon. 

“Of course, that is all superstitious nonsense,” Corrigan 
continued, and Marty breathed a sigh of relief. “Physical science 
says there are no fairies, no magic rings, no secret kidnappings of 
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human babies. And for a long time I trusted science, believed in it 
whole-heartedly. But science can’t explain everything. You have all 
told me that you are desperate. That you have come to a point where 
you will try almost anything, as strange as it seems. I know it will be 
hard for you to believe, but forty-seven women before you have left 
their babies in this fairy ring overnight, with my guidance, and 
every one of their babies came away changed.”

“I don’t fucking believe this.” An angry voice rose from behind 
Marty and she turned to see the petite Asian woman clutching her 
baby and looking at them all with open disdain. “You believe this 
load of crap?” she yelled at the other women while gesturing at 
Corrigan.

“I understand your scepticism, Angie.” Corrigan said in a calm, 
even tone. “You are right not to take my word for it. The world is 
full of bullshit and where your child is concerned you should take 
no undue risks.”

“You aren’t a psychologist; you’re a psycho. I want out of this,”
Angie said.

“And you may leave at any time. But will you let me show you 
something first?”

“I don’t believe in fairies.”

“Do you believe in fairy rings?”

“I – not the way you mean. It’s just some kind of fungus that eats 
the grass. I read about it in a gardening magazine.”

“Let me show you,” said Corrigan, taking three long strides over 
to the ring of mushrooms. She stepped carefully over the delicate 
fungi, into the middle of the fairy ring, and disappeared. From 
behind her, Marty heard Angie whisper, “Oh shit.”

Corrigan’s disembodied voice came to them, as if amplified, and 
the women huddled together against its strangeness. “I believe fairy 
rings are portals, doors or windows of some kind into the realm of 
the Others, the Faery. I can’t pass through on my own. I’m still here 
in the ring, but I think the Faery can go back and forth at will. Many 
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people in Europe, where the old ways are still followed, will never 
step into a fairy ring. They know that sometimes, if the Faery like 
what they see in the window, they’ll reach right through and snatch 
it up. But mostly, they don’t.” Corrigan reappeared, stepping out of 
the mushroom ring, no worse for wear. “If we put your changelings 
in the ring, their cries will be carried to their own kind and they will 
come to get them, bringing your babies back.”

Even over the chorus of babies, Marty could hear women 
murmuring beside her. She wouldn’t have believed it, but she had 
just seen it with her own eyes. She realized that she herself was now 
holding her baby out, away from her chest, as if it were a foreign 
object or an angry cat.

“But where are our babies?” Marty cried out, awash with worry 
and guilt.  She had known all along. 

“The Faery have your babies on the other side and they have not 
harmed them. Together, we can get them back. But it has to be done 
a certain way, following the rules of the old rites.”

“What rules?” Marty asked.

“The changelings must be wrapped in strips of cloth. They must 
be given voluntarily to me by you, for placement in the fairy ring. 
And they must be left all night. You can’t stay in the meadow but 
you can sit at the edge and watch. If anyone of you interferes, in any 
way, the exchange will not occur.”

“You’re asking us to expose our babies? To leave them 
unattended in the wild, overnight?” This was Angie again.

“No, I’m asking you to leave the changelings. If you are holding 
your baby, your own true baby, right now, you should go home. Go 
to the van and Arturo will take you.” Angie pinched her lips 
together, but she didn’t turn toward the van.

“Angie, I think you should go,” Corrigan said firmly. “You must 
trust your own instincts. We will think no worse of you. But if you 
stay and compromise what must be done, you betray these women’s 
last hope.”
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“I’ve tried everything else. I can’t go back.” Angie began to cry 
softly and the woman next to her put an arm around her shoulders.

“I understand. Does anyone else want to leave?’ She looked at 
each woman in turn, straight in the eyes, gauging the determination 
of each one. Marty was last to receive that stare and she returned it, 
unflinching. Corrigan nodded her head.

“Good. You all have resolve, and that is all you need.” She waved 
past them to Arturo, and the van door slid closed. “Now, lay your 
changelings down in the grass.”

The women knelt and lay their heavy burdens down. Corrigan 
walked among them, handing them long strips of cloth from a roll 
she had seemingly produced from nowhere. Marty looked at the 
squirming thing in the grass. He was going full tilt now, as if he 
knew the game was almost up. Marty bent over him, following 
Corrigan’s instructions exactly.

~

She comes upon the baby, a long white strip of cloth trailing 
away from him into the brush where the lynx has just crashed 
through into the safety of the woods. He is completely unwound, his 
little arms and legs flailing. There are scratches on his face and he is
screaming. Marty falls to her knees and picks him up, weeping and 
holding him, feeling up and down his arms and legs, cradling his 
head in her hands. She checks his soft spots, his spine and his neck 
all the while whispering in his ear, “Mamma’s here, Nathan. 
Mamma’s got you. You’re OK, baby.” He suddenly quiets, his loud 
cries becoming long quivering sobs within minutes, as though he 
knows his long ordeal is over. Not just the ordeal with the lynx. He 
has never quieted for her before. She has never been his comfort. 

When he stops crying completely, she looks him over again, 
amazed that he has no serious injuries. He tries to mouth her milk-
soaked, mushroom-crusted shirt and she pulls him away, terrified, 
knowing that some mushrooms are poisonous. He cries in protest, 
but it is a cry of hunger, not of pain. He is probably starving, but she 
can’t risk nursing him. She is covered in fairy ring.
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Marty hears distant voices behind her, of women, of Corrigan,
and then of the van driving away, gravel crunching under its 
wheels. Marty turns to look back the way she’s come. The lights are 
gone, the mist and noise, the forms returned from where they’d 
come. Marty stands up, walking slowly back across the meadow to 
the fairy ring and Nathan fusses a little. Fusses like a baby. Not like 
something possessed.  She reaches the edge of the mushrooms and 
steps over them, kicking at a loose flap of sod with her foot. It folds 
back easily, revealing a metal light, jutting from the earth, with a 
bulb of blue tinted glass. More kicking reveals many more lights, a 
digital projector, several fog machine nozzles, and two speakers. The 
babies are gone. The rest of the women no longer huddle at the edge 
of the woods. Marty sinks to her knees in the grass.

Corrigan runs out of the dark, swinging a flashlight, and crosses 
into the fairy ring. “Are you OK? Is the baby OK? I have a first aid 
kit.” She thrusts a little box at Marty as she kneels next to her. Marty 
can see her face is red and streaked with tears. “Oh God, I’m so 
sorry. When I saw the lynx, when I realised everything had gone 
wrong, I turned on the ring. I thought it would scare the thing away. 
How could I know? I didn’t know it was tangled. I have my car. 
Let’s get him to a hospital.” She says, frantically reaching out toward 
Marty and Nathan.

“Don’t touch my baby.” Marty hisses, jerking Nathan away.

“Marty, I – I want to help you. Is the baby hurt?”

“Help me? You want to help me?” Marty screams, spittle flying 
into Corrigan’s face.  

“You almost ‘helped me’ kill my baby. You’re insane! A criminal. 
And I believed you. What kind of mother am I? I – I was crazy. I was 
crazy to believe you.” Marty’s anger drains away. She is an unfit 
mother. They should take Nathan away. How could she have done 
this? She looks back at the fairy ring, its mysteries exposed. “I found 
all your equipment, the lights, the mist, the sound. What I still don’t 
know is how you disappeared! We saw you disappear.”
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Corrigan looks down at her clothes, speaking flatly. “My outfit 
acts as sort of a green screen. It’s a special material that displays a 
digital image of the meadow, and I turn so the hood masks my face.”

“But why do you do this? Why would anyone do this?”

Corrigan looks away, across the meadow, into the woods. “My 
sister did have a baby like yours. When I was twenty and he was 
four months old, she shook him to death.” Marty sucks in her breath, 
not wanting to hear more, not wanting to feel anything for Corrigan 
French. “In my medieval folklore class, two years later, I came upon 
the story of the changeling, and it didn’t shock or horrify me that 
women long ago would sometimes leave their babies in the woods, 
hoping for some magical intervention, some miraculous change. 
Fairy tales have always been camouflage for the stories society won’t 
let us tell. They’ve always held truth. What if, in the heart of fiction, 
lies some strange hope? What if the exchange was, and still is, real?”

“But it isn’t. It’s fake. You made it up. It’s all machines and 
technology. There are no Others.”

“Who defined motherhood for you, Marty? Who told you what a 
good mother was, and that you had failed at it?” Corrigan asks, her 
eyes blazing.

“I – I don’t know. It’s just out there.”

“Others told you Marty, all your life, since you were a little girl. 
They told you how perfect it would be. How easy and natural. They 
told you that you were made for it. Those are the Others who took 
your real baby and gave you a fake one in its place. They told you a 
fairy story, the myth of motherhood, and you believed it so much 
that it nearly destroyed you and your child when you couldn’t live 
up to it.”

“But what you do doesn’t change anything. Those women left 
tonight with the same difficult babies they came with. You just told 
them more lies.”

“Look at your baby, Marty. He’s been through a terrible night, 
one I wish he’d never had, but he’s lying in your arms, asleep. Has 
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he ever been this peaceful? Look at him. Look at yourself, and tell 
me nothing has changed.”

Marty looks down at her Nathan, his sleeping forehead slightly 
furrowed, his deep breaths coming each like a contented sigh. His 
eyelids are like porcelain, fringed with silk lashes. He has never been 
like this. She has never been like this. “I don’t understand. How 
could it work?” Marty asks.

“I don’t know.” Corrigan says, taking Marty’s elbow and helping 
her stand. “Maybe a night of separation breaks the cycle between 
mother and child. Maybe giving each other up creates a new, 
healthier bond. I have a hundred theories. All I know for sure is that 
it worked for the ancients, and it worked tonight.”

Corrigan leads Marty and Nathan to her car, tucked in the bush a 
short walk from the fairy ring. They drive back to Dr. French’s office 
building in silence, sweet and utter silence. Nathan doesn’t cry or 
wail; he sleeps. Marty drives home, cleans herself up, and has to 
wake Nathan to feed him. She sits in the rocker as Nathan calmly 
sucks, one pudgy hand reaching up to stroke her cheek.

With tear-filled eyes Marty watches a midnight mist gather over 
the lawn. She can see her reflection, mother with child, the 
Madonna, in the patio doors. A tall slender form coalesces behind 
them, feminine and alien, its elongated limbs holding a bundle of 
gauzy light. The bundle moves, turning a tiny oval face, blank and 
featureless, toward Marty. The sea crashes where no sea exists. 
Clutching Nathan to her chest, Marty turns, looking behind them, 
but there is nothing there.
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Class Dismissed 
By Jacqueline M. Vick

A knock on the door 
pulled Evan Miller out of 
bed at six o’clock on 
Saturday morning. A quick 
glance through the peep-
hole revealed a head of 
black curls – his eighteen-
year-old cousin, Joseph 
Albert Demptster. 

“My life is over,” Joseph 
said, pushing past Evan 
and flopping down on the 
couch.

Evan, used to the way 
of teenagers by now, 
ignored this dramatic 
statement.

“Alex Rivers slept 
through his English Lit 
exam – the only thing 
standing between him and 
sophomore status.” When 
Evan didn’t respond with 
appropriate awe, Joseph 
raised his voice. “He won’t 
have to live on campus any 
longer. He has his 
apartment lined up, and he 
promised me his room.”
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Joseph currently shared a small dorm room the size of a closet 
with two spastic roommates.

“Alex has a private bathroom, and two bedrooms. We’ve already 
decided to turn the den into a third bedroom.” 

“There are consequences to actions, Joseph,” Evan said, aware he 
was lecturing. “If Alex didn’t set his alarm, or stayed up too late –”

“You’re wrong,” Joseph said. “Alex lives for school. He hardly 
has a social life.” He gave Evan a serious stare. “Alex believes he 
was drugged.”

“Sounds like Alex is full of excuses.”

“Hear me out, Uncle Evan.”

“I’m not your uncle, I’m your cousin.” 

Joseph had started calling him Uncle Evan as a dig at their 
twenty-four-year difference in age, and Evan was trying to break the 
habit before the moniker stuck.

“Alex was at the tea party with me last night.”

Evan’s brow shot up. “Tea party?”

“Every quarter, Professor Featherstone invites his most 
promising students to his living quarters for tea. It’s lame, but it’s 
considered a reward. You have to go or risk insulting the professor.”

“Who else was there?”

Joseph looked pleased. “Penelope Winford, John Randall, and 
Norbert Hall.” 

Before Evan could respond, Joseph slid a piece of paper across 
the table. “Here are their addresses.”

Evan folded the list and felt foolishly pleased at Joseph’s 
appreciative grin. “I’ll see what I can find out.”

~

Evan stared into the crossed eyes of a rail-thin kid with thick 
glasses. 
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“I don’t know what Joseph expects you to do about my situation,” 
Alex Rivers said, dropping back into a leather desk chair that 
probably came with the room. The entire suite was furnished in a 
left-over office ensemble without any attempt to personalise the 
space. 

“Why do you think somebody drugged you?” Evan asked.

“Obviously, without outside interference, I would have made it 
to the exam.” Alex tossed a pen in the air and caught it behind his 
back in an apparent attempt to look impressive. “I would have aced 
it, too.” He threw the pen in the air again and twisted his body. 

Evan smoothly reached in and snatched the pen away. He had 
Alex’s attention. “Who would want to keep you from taking the 
test?”

“Everyone.” He drew the word out in a petulant whine. 

“Could we narrow down the field?”

Alex reached for another pen from the desktop, but contented 
himself with chewing on the cap. “Penelope is jealous.” Alex 
laughed. It was a snickering, breathy sound. 

“What about John Randall?” Evan asked. 

“Life is one, big joke to him. If he’d only drop out of school,” Alex 
said, wistfully, “maybe a serious student would take his place. 
Someone more intellectually challenging.” 

“Maybe he has different ambitions than you,” Evan said, sticking 
up for a kid he hadn’t met because the one in front of him annoyed 
him. “Not everyone aspires to be a Communications major with a 
side of Law.”  

Alex continued, oblivious to the sarcasm. “Why don’t you talk to 
Professor Featherstone? He’d do anything to hang on to a student 
like me. I probably provide him the only stimulation he’s had since 
taking the job, although I can’t say that the reverse is true.”

Evan left shortly after this statement. He was losing his desire to 
solve the mystery, and only the thought of Joseph’s disappointment 
kept him from telling Alex to enjoy repeating English Lit. 
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~

Professor Featherstone was a small-boned man with a hooked 
nose and quick, nervous movements. Evan accepted the offered tea 
and claimed the straight-backed chair closest to the window.

“Alex Rivers is an obnoxious twit.” The professor settled back 
into a stuffed armchair and blew over his cup of tea. 

“Is there no chance of a make-up test?”

“None.” Professor Featherstone said this with a great amount of 
satisfaction. “Maybe now the boy will take English Literature more 
seriously.” The professor added milk to his cup and focused his 
small eyes on Evan while he stirred. “Remind me. What is your 
interest in Alex Rivers?”

“None,” Evan answered. “I couldn’t care less about the little 
bugger.”

This earned him a smile from Professor Featherstone, which 
melted into a frown.

“Then I don’t understand why –”

“He believes he was intentionally drugged to keep him away 
from the final exam.” 

Professor Featherstone’s eyes flew open wide and he dribbled tea 
down the front of his tie. He set down his cup and focused his 
nervous attention on Evan. “I’ve been training young minds in 
English Literature for over thirty years. A little accountability would 
be a nice change.”

“I understand Alex is one of your brighter students.” When 
Professor Featherstone refrained from answering, Evan added, “He 
must be, to have been invited to one of your teas.” 

This compliment pushed the professor into a reluctant admission. 
“An invitation to one of my quarterly teas is an honor. Yes,” he said, 
“Alex was here yesterday evening. Along with several other 
outstanding students,” he added hastily. 

“Did Alex seem himself yesterday?”
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Professor Featherstone puckered his lips. “He was, I am afraid, 
much as usual.” He brightened. “We did have an interesting 
discussion on Tess of the d’Urbervilles. I am considered quite the 
expert on Thomas Hardy, you know.” The professor gestured 
towards a framed document that hung in a place of prominence over 
the fireplace. “I did my thesis on Thomas Hardy as Medievalist. Alex 
disagreed with me on several points, which was presumptuous.” 

“What time did Alex finally leave?”

“He left at nine exactly, with the rest of the students.” Professor 
Featherstone sniffed, a prissy sound. 

“Other than his complete lack of charm, is there any reason why 
anyone would want to see Alex fail?” Evan asked. 

The professor folded his hands and leaned forward. “Isn’t it time 
we stopped babying Alex Rivers? These theories about enemies out 
to undermine his academic success are a bit fantastic, don’t you 
agree?” The professor chuckled. “Next, you’ll have banshees rising 
up from the quadrangle, blocking his route to the library.”

Evan humoured the professor by chuckling along, but the 
professor’s laughter halted abruptly when he said, “No. I’m sure 
whoever did this was human.” By now, Evan Miller was certain that 
Alex Rivers had goaded someone into drugging him.

~

The townhouses at Council Hill gave off an aura of sadness, 
despite sporadic attempts to announce pride of ownership. Cheap 
Halloween decorations hung from the occasional window, and a 
planter depicting the Virgin Mary overflowed with dead leaves. Her 
upturned palms seemed to offer an apology for the dismal brown 
lawn she occupied. 

The woman who responded to the tinny door chime wore a 
purple suit and pink silk blouse. Her blonde hair, streaked various 
shades for a “natural” effect, was pulled back into a bun, and when 
she smiled, she was a walking endorsement for whitening 
toothpaste. 
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Her voice was low and soft, on the cloying side. “Can I help 
you?”

“I’m here to see Penelope,” he said. Her gaze faltered. 

“Penelope, dear,” she called over her shoulder. Evan stepped into 
a hallway with gleaming tiles. 

A thick-featured girl with pink glasses and frizzy auburn hair 
popped her head around the corner. She wore a Sleepy Hollow 
College sweatshirt and jeans. Her feet were in white cotton socks. 

“This gentleman is here to see you, Penelope.” Mrs. Winford 
relayed the information to her daughter in doubtful tones. 

Evan stuck out a hand. “I’m Evan Miller. You were at Professor 
Pendergrass’s tea party with my cousin Joseph.” 

The guarded look behind Penelope’s eyes only increased at this 
announcement. “Joseph’s in my English Lit class,” she explained to 
her mother. 

“Your son?” Mrs. Winford asked.

“My cousin.”

Mrs. Winford’s predatory eye slid over Evan’s bare ring finger, 
and it was with a satisfied smile that she invited Evan and her 
daughter to follow her into the sitting room. 

“Penelope has a lot of little friends from school,” Mrs. Winford 
said. “It’s difficult to keep them all straight.”

“Joseph’s about five-ten,” Penelope scowled. 

“It’s an expression, dear,” Mrs. Winford said, motioning for Evan 
to take the seat on the couch closest to her. “Now, has Penelope been 
up to something naughty?”

A red flush crept up Penelope’s neck and face. “I’m not three, 
Mother. I’m a grown woman.”

Mrs. Winford gave her daughter a pitying glance. “Of course you 
are.”

Evan said, “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but –”
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“Alex overslept and missed his exams,” Penelope finished his 
sentence. Everybody knows.”

“I’m not sure I understand why Alex Rivers’ success or failure 
would be on the lips of every student,” Evan said.

“Because he makes such a big deal about it.” Penelope flopped 
back in her chair. “Jerk.”

“Yes,” Evan agreed. “I’ve met Alex.”

When Penelope laughed, it was a pleasant tinkle that surprised 
Evan and caused her mother to frown. 

“My daughter is a liberated girl who believes that an education 
will take her far,” Mrs. Wilford said with disapproval. She looked 
her offspring over and blurted out, “Why don’t you try a barrette, 
dear. They’re not all plastic with ribbons, you know.” She glanced at 
Evan through thick lashes. “Poor thing takes after her father.”

“Mr. Miller doesn’t give a crap about my hair.” Penelope 
defiantly stared at Evan, waiting for his agreement. 

“Do you remember who served the tea?” he asked, desperately 
trying to get back on-subject. 

“Sure. Professor Pendergrass played Mother,” she said, referring 
to the term for the one who pours. “Sometimes I think the purpose 
of those things is more for him to be the centre of attention, rather 
than to give attention to his students.”

“Could anyone have had the opportunity to slip anything into 
Alex’s tea?”

Penelope tilted her head and smirked. “Is that his excuse?”

“Alex seems to think that someone wanted him to fail.”

Penelope gave this serious thought. “He does make a perfect 
target. He’s bossy and arrogant.”

Mrs. Winford waggled her finger. “If you don’t watch it, people 
are going to think you’re in love with him.”
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Penelope made a gagging sound. “You’ve been reading those 
romance stories again. In the real world, arrogance is not an 
attractive characteristic.”

Mrs. Winford smiled to herself. “Whatever you say, dear.”

Evan was learning more about women then he wanted to know. 
“It’s been suggested that you might have a grudge against Alex, that 
you might consider yourself his nemesis.”

“Is that what they’re calling it now?” Mrs. Winford asked. She 
slipped her daughter a knowing look. “She may have been trying to 
capture this boy’s attention.”

“I do enjoy besting him,” Penelope confessed. “It gives me 
something to aim for, when he’s in the class. But I didn’t drug him,” 
she glared at her mother, “and I’m not in love with him.”

Once Penelope understood that she was a suspect, she wisely 
clammed up. Evan extracted himself from Mrs. Winford with a 
promise to drop by and have a “grown-up” talk. 

~

He knew it was Norbert who answered the door because the 
name tag on the security uniform said so. The boy’s face was a map 
of acne scars, and his hair had long ago lost the battle against several 
cowlicks. 

“Norbert, I’m Evan Miller.”

“Joseph’s uncle, right?

Evan checked the urge to correct his familial status and asked if 
he could talk to Norbert about the tea party yesterday evening. 

“I’ve already heard from Joseph. Alex thinks he was drugged.”

Norbert shot a glance back at the messy apartment and stepped 
into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind him. 

“I’m assuming that you have good observation skills,” Evan said, 
motioning to Norbert’s campus cop uniform. It was the right thing 
to say. Norbert stood taller. 
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“I arrived at the Professor’s a little late, at eighteen minutes past 
the hour. The others were already there – Penelope, Joseph, Alex, 
and John. Professor Pendergrass had already poured the tea, except 
mine. He was handing out the cups when I walked in.”

“Did anyone handle Alex’s cup other than the professor?”

Norbert narrowed his eyes and thought before answering. 
“Definitely not. Professor Pendergrass called out each student’s 
name as he picked up the cup and handed them their tea, like he 
was distributing Christmas presents.”

“Did Alex leave his cup at any time? Maybe he went to the 
washroom?”

“Nope. We filed in, had our tea and crumpets, then left. It was 
very orderly.”

Evan thanked Norbert and promised to keep him informed. 

“If you need assistance,” Norbert called out after him, “then I’m 
your man.”

Evan waived his acknowledgement and returned to Sleepy 
Hollow Campus. 

~

He spotted Joseph in the cafeteria. 

“Your friend Alex is quite the character.”

“He’s not my friend,” Joseph said. “He’s the current occupant of 
a dorm room I desperately want. So, am I going to get it?”

“I have a theory, but I still need to talk to John Hill.”

Joseph jerked his head in the direction of a large, oafish boy in 
expensive clothes who was busying himself eating off a skinny 
young kid’s tray. “Here’s your chance.”

Evan reluctantly walked the three rows to join him. 

“Are you John Hill?”

The large oaf pulled his fingers out of a bowl of pudding and 
sucked his fingers. “Who wants to know?”
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“Could you give us some privacy?” Evan asked, and the skinny 
kid gladly picked up his tray and moved off. 

John narrowed his eyes and studied Evan. “My dad says I’m 
never supposed to talk to the cops without a lawyer.”

Evan wasn’t surprised that this advice had been necessary. 
“That’s fine, but I’m not the cops.”

John grinned. “Then I don’t have to talk to you at all.” 

“I’m trying to clear up the matter of Alex Rivers before the police 
are forced to become involved,” Evan bluffed. The effect was 
satisfying. 

“What happened to Alex Rivers?” John’s grin held malicious 
anticipation. 

“He believes he was drugged in order to keep him from taking 
the final examination for his English Literature class.”

John thought about this, and then he let out a whoop. 

“That is classic!” 

“You have a reputation for practical jokes,” Evan said. 

“Yeah, but it’s no fun unless you have an audience. And you 
need something with class, like laxatives.” John held up his hands 
like a salesman preparing for a monster pitch. “Alex Rivers skips 
across the campus, and suddenly craps his pants in front of a 
hundred students. Girls scream, dorks retch. That’s funny.” He 
stopped laughing. “I don’t need to get my dad’s lawyer, do I?”

Evan gave him a thumbs up. “I have a hunch it wasn’t you after 
all.”

John seemed to take this as a compliment, and Evan returned to 
his coffee. 

~

The woman behind the desk was, for all purposes, a bulldog. Her 
jowls hung down over the collar of her floral print dress, and her 
under-bite emphasised her wide jaw. 
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Evan flashed a smile. “I haven’t got an appointment, and I’m well 
aware that Dr. Withers is a busy man, but a five-minute interview 
may clear up a problem that could potentially embarrass the 
college.”

A short, bald man with soft features and a pleasant expression 
rushed forward to grasp his hand. 

“Mr. Miller. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”

“I’m Joseph Dempster’s guardian,” Evan said, foregoing an 
explanation of their relationship as older and younger cousin. “He’s 
asked me to help out a friend of his – Alex Rivers.”

At the mention of Alex’s name, a worried grimace replaced the 
pleasant expression on Dr. Withers. 

“I’m wondering about Alex’s relationship with Professor 
Featherstone,” Evan began. “I know that Mr. Rivers’ personality is a 
bit . . . strenuous.”

Dr. Withers bobbed his head in agreement. “The boy’s a menace. 
An intelligent menace, which is worse.” 

Dr. Withers reached into his top drawer and pulled out a file. 
“Every quarter we collect surveys from the students, an evaluation 
of the performance of each teacher. They are supposed to be 
anonymous.” He slipped a paper out of the file and slid it across the 
desk. “This came from Professor Featherstone’s English Literature 
class.”

The evaluation was a scathing criticism of Professor Featherstone. 
It accused him of lacking the qualifications necessary to teach 
today’s savvy students. Across the bottom blazed the signature of 
Alex Rivers.

“Did Professor Featherstone see this?”

Dr. Withers paled and snatched back the paper. “Never. I never 
show my teachers the evaluations. However, Featherstone was a 
cinch for the Outstanding Educator award. With a letter like this in 
his file, we had to award the honour to Professor Markum, in 
Mathematics.”
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“But the accusations may have been unfounded,” Evan protested.

“Undoubtedly they were,” the dean continued. “However, in this 
day of litigious action, I couldn’t take the chance. Can you imagine 
the embarrassment if someone had accused us of favouritism and 
demanded that we make the letter public?” Dr. Withers shuddered. 

The dean hesitated, then pulled out a second letter. “Featherstone 
is aware of this one, of course.”

The second letter stated Alex River’s thesis topic. 

“He’s picked his topic already?” Evan asked. “He’s not even a 
sophomore yet.” Then he read the topic.

~

This time, no offer of tea was made upon his arrival. Professor 
Featherstone remained standing and waited for Evan to begin. 

“Let me tell you what I think happened,” Evan said, “and you 
can correct me if I’m wrong.”

He accepted the professor’s silence as agreement. 

“You worked your tail off and gained a certain amount of 
prestige for your paper, Thomas Hardy as Medievalist. You accepted a 
position at Sleepy Hollow College, where you spent the next couple 
of decades educating young minds. Then some arrogant nobody 
comes along and threatens to mock the very paper that catapulted 
you into your career. You would be made a fool, even if Alex’s thesis 
didn’t make its point, because as soon as a student questions your 
expertise, you lose credibility. Where there’s smoke, there isn’t 
always a fire, but people run anyway.”

Professor Featherstone dropped into his armchair and stared at 
the floor. “It’s not that I mind him choosing Thomas Hardy as his 
subject, but An Argument Against Thomas Hardy as Medievalist is an 
insult to me, personally.” 

“I propose that you thought Alex needed another quarter under 
your wing to give you the chance to change his opinion. You 
drugged him with the best of intentions, only now you’re sorry and 
wish you could take it back.”
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The professor glanced up sharply at this last statement. “You’re 
being very generous in your opinion of me.”

Evan shrugged. “I don’t like the kid either.”

“He wrote a horrid review of me for the teacher critiques,” 
Professor Featherstone said. When Evan raised a brow in surprise, 
he said, “Teachers are terrible gossips. Anyway, I don’t understand 
why this little punter has chosen me as his victim.”

“Maybe it’s because he’s intimidated by you. He tends to dismiss 
those he considers beneath him.”

Professor Featherstone brightened. There was a responding 
challenge in his eye. “Perhaps I made a rash decision about the 
retake. But I’m going to enforce high standards on the essay portion 
of the exam.”

~

“Uncle Evan!” Joseph greeted him with a bag of donuts and a 
tray of coffee. “Guess who’s going to retake his English Lit exam?”

“Alex Rivers,” Evan muttered, following the smell of freshly 
brewed coffee.

“Thanks for trying,” Joseph said, handing him a Styrofoam cup. 
“But I won’t need your help after all.”

Evan choked on his coffee. “Maybe next time.” 
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Long Way Home
By K.C. Shaw

Sunday’s final screening of Long Way Home ended with a last 
swell of end-credit music. The audience had left behind trash and 
snowdrifts of spilled popcorn, as usual.

William hefted his broom and long-handled dustpan and strode 
into the theatre. Behind him, his friend and co-worker Pierce 
fumbled with the keys to the overhead lights.

William liked seeing the theatre’s empty seats facing an empty 
screen. Depending on his mood, the sight was poignant, exciting, or 
funny. He thought the Surrealists would have appreciated it, or 
maybe the Dadaists.

“Step it up, maggots!” Marc’s voice boomed from the projection 
window at the back of the theatre. William looked up to see him 
leaning through the window with light streaming out around him. 
Then the overheads came on.

The cold, white light should have made the auditorium seem 
more ordinary, but movie theatres were meant to be experienced in 
popcorn-scented darkness. The overheads gave the room a foreign 
feel, like an operating theatre or ancient Roman arena. Marc pulled 
his head back inside the window to finish doing whatever it was that 
projectionists did, and William swept along the top row of seats, 
thinking about the difference that light made.

He saw the gleam of coins and stooped to pocket them. It was 
amazing what people lost in theatres, wedged in the sticky cavern 
beneath the folding seats. He shuffled his broom more energetically 
under the seats nearby, hoping for more coins.

Instead, a gray rectangle of plastic slid out. William tried to 
sweep it into his dustpan, but it was too stiff. He picked it up 
instead.

It wasn’t gray after all, but nearly clear, about the size of a piece 



38

of typing paper. He wondered what it was. He held it up to examine 
it better and saw shadowy movement, seemingly reflected between 
the plastic and the movie screen.

“What’s that?” Pierce joined him and began sweeping popcorn 
into his own dustpan. Pierce was small and fierce with blazing red 
hair, William’s opposite in almost every way. Maybe that was why 
they got along so well.

“I don’t know. I found it under a seat.” William turned to better 
face the screen, and when he held the plastic in front of his face, he 
saw – perfectly clearly, as though the projector had been turned on –
the opening credits of Long Way Home, complete with music. “Shit!”

“Cut yourself?”

“Hold this up and tell me what you see.” William lowered the 
plastic; once it was no longer between his eyes and the movie screen, 
the images and sound stopped abruptly.

Pierce took it, and William looked over his shoulder. The Long 
Way Home credits started again.

Pierce’s eyes widened. “It must be some kind of disc. Suppose the 
Kingston Four got its first movie pirate today?”

“Who pirates art films?”

“This isn’t just any art film,” Pierce said, and switched into film 
buff mode to explain why Long Way Home was cinematically 
important. He was finishing, “If I’m ever half as good a director as 
that guy, I’ll die happy,” when the projection window above them 
slid open again.

Marc leaned out. “Ted’s on his way, maggots.”

Marc and Pierce began to exchange their usual insults, ending, 
for some reason, with dog-like woofing. William slipped the plastic 
rectangle down his shirt for safekeeping.

~

It was almost midnight when they got home, although home was 
only a dorm room they shared in Etting Hall. “You didn’t throw that 
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thing away, did you?” Pierce asked.

William untucked his shirt and pulled the plastic out. “It can’t be 
a disc. What is it?”

“It probably goes in a special computer. The pirate dubs off 
copies onto real discs and sells them.”

“Seems like a big investment for a movie that’s not exactly 
breaking box office records.”

The previous semester, Pierce had painted one wall of their room 
with a fresh coat of white paint. William still wasn’t sure if it was 
funny that they’d been fined for improving the room, or just 
infuriating, but the wall made an ideal movie screen for Pierce’s 
various projectors. The other walls were plastered with movie 
posters on Pierce’s side, and art prints on William’s.

William held the plastic up in front of the white wall. Pierce 
leaned against his shoulder to see too. But the movie that began to 
play within the bounds of the plastic rectangle, with both sight and 
sound, wasn’t Long Way Home. Instead, William stared in 
consternation at the shaky black and white title “Now You Are a 
Man,” a sex ed filmstrip from 1968 that Pierce had screened the 
previous night for half the floor, to universal hilarity.

“Oh, damn.” Pierce was silent a moment, then jumped up on his 
bed with an excited shout. “If that thing really plays the last thing 
shown on a screen, no telling what we could find! Stuff no one’s seen 
in decades, stuff that doesn’t even exist anymore.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“We’ve got some kind of new technology here, idiot. Eight-
millimetre projectors used to be pretty common. People would show 
movies against walls, just like we do here. There could be lost 
movies everywhere!”

William regarded him with doubt. “It’s not like you could record 
it.”

“I don’t care – I just want to see it.” Pierce’s hair, which curled 
wildly at the best of times, seemed to stand out from his head like a 
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fright wig. “Tomorrow, let’s see if we can get into the old Roxbury. If 
the screen’s still up, we can watch the last movie they played before 
they closed.”

“I’ve got classes tomorrow,” William said.

Pierce wasn’t listening. “Remember that drive-in theatre outside 
Ellisville? They’re going to tear it down this summer. We have to see 
what they showed last before it’s gone forever. Oh, man. I won’t be 
able to sleep tonight.”

“Me neither, apparently,” William said, but Pierce’s excitement 
was catching. He smiled.

~

William brought the plastic to his art history class the next 
morning. He arrived early, as usual – he loved the small auditorium, 
hushed and peaceful with its felt-lined walls and blue carpet. He 
loved watching slides while Dr. McMann explained them in his 
affected English accent.

William held the plastic up to the screen and a slide of 
Michelangelo’s David appeared. The next slide showed a side view 
of the same statue. It must have been from Friday afternoon’s last 
class.

Pleased as he was with the plastic’s possibilities, William couldn’t 
get as enthusiastic as Pierce. Pierce was the aspiring director, after 
all. William didn’t have to depend on technology to research in his 
own field; he just went to museums and stared until he felt so full of 
art he could float home.

Pierce was waiting for him at the cafeteria entrance when he got 
there for lunch. “Come on, let’s grab a burger and head down to the 
Roxbury.”

“I’ve got Renaissance at two,” William said.

“So skip it.”

“No. That’s my favourite class. Anyway, how do you plan to get 
us in the Roxbury? It’s all boarded up. And if we’re arrested, who’s 
going to bail us out?”
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“Marc,” Pierce said. “He owes me twenty bucks anyway.”

“Hope he’s got more than that.” William dragged Pierce into the 
cafeteria.

Once they had their trays and a table to themselves, William said, 
“I’ve been thinking about that thing. What is it? And why would 
anyone bring it into a theatre during a movie?”

“I told you, it’s new technology – something super new.” Pierce 
stuffed five or six of the cafeteria’s pale, soggy fries into his mouth at 
once, chewed briefly, and added with his mouth still full, “It 
probably fell out of a case or something. I still think it’s a disk.”

“That doesn’t explain anything. Anyway, if it’s new technology, 
why haven’t you heard of it?” Pierce subscribed to every magazine, 
paper and online, that had the slightest relevance to filmmaking.

Pierce stopped chewing for a moment. He looked surprised. “I 
don’t know. Maybe someone local invented it and they’re just trying 
it out.”

“Or maybe we hallucinated the whole thing.” William thought of 
the slides he’d seen in the plastic that morning. That hadn’t been a 
hallucination.

“We just need to try it out some more.” Pierce drained the last of 
his Coke. “Hurry up. God, you’re the slowest eater in the world.”

“I’m a one-fry-at-a-time guy. And thanks for noticing I’m God.”

They took the plastic to the Hayes Centre once William finished 
his lunch. Pierce had most of his classes there, but William had only 
been inside a few times. He glanced around at the unfamiliar notices 
hung on bulletin boards, the wide hallways painted green, 
classroom doors labelled things like “Editing Bay I,” and felt as 
though he’d stepped into another country.

Pierce led him through a maze of corridors quickly, then pushed 
through a door marked “Sound Stage.” Inside was a room that 
looked a little like a miniature theatre, carpeted in green with 
acoustic tiles on the walls and ceiling.

“Okay, I was here right before lunch, so I know what they were 



42

showing,” Pierce said. “You tell me what you see. I won’t look.”

Pierce turned his back and William held the plastic up. “It’s 
animated – a pink rabbity-looking guy and a duck. But there’s no 
sound.”

Pierce turned back around, grinning. “I was right – it plays 
whatever movie was shown last. And there’s no sound because 
Quinn only started recording the voice track today. Come on, let’s 
go to the Roxbury.”

~

William managed to talk Pierce into waiting for dusk. The 
evening sky had faded to purple when they arrived. They’d dressed 
in dark colours – easy for William, who owned seven black shirts. 
Pierce had borrowed one of them. They skulked down the sidewalk 
with their shadows stretching and shrinking and doubling beneath 
them as they passed under streetlights. William felt horribly 
conspicuous.

The Roxbury huddled between two taller buildings, its front 
windows boarded and its front door chained shut. “Now what?”
William said. “You said you knew a way in.”

“I lied.” Pierce led the way to an alley that ran between the 
Roxbury and its nearest neighbour. “Here’s another door.”

That door was locked too. William leaned back to scan the 
Roxbury’s sheer brick wall, but he didn’t see any windows. Who 
built windows into a theatre, and who built windows overlooking 
an alley? “Let’s just forget it, okay?”

“No.” Pierce rattled at the doorknob. “I want in there.”

“It’s probably full of rats.”

“I don’t care. What if you had a chance to see a painting by a 
famous artist, one that no one knew existed? Wouldn’t you do 
everything you could to see it?”

William shrugged. “That happens all the time in the art world. 
The hard part isn’t finding the painting, it’s verifying it’s not a fake.”
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“But if you knew that if you broke into an abandoned building 
you’d find a new Picasso, say, wouldn’t you do everything you 
could to get in?”

“I don’t like Picasso that much.”

Pierce clutched at his hair. “Dammit, you know what I mean! I 
want to see something that’s been lost to everyone else! I don’t care 
what it is, I just want to see it.”

They walked behind the building, where a service drive passed 
between the back wall and a chain-link fence keeping people out of 
an empty parking lot. There were several doors here, all locked and 
one of them chained, and a few boarded windows.

“Boost me up to that window,” Pierce said.

William groaned, but he let Pierce climb onto his shoulders. 
“You’re heavier than you look. Hurry up. If someone sees us, they’re 
bound to call the cops.”

“Give me a minute.” Pierce leaned against the wall and pulled a 
hammer out of his pants.

William nearly dropped him laughing. “Is that a hammer in your 
pocket or are you just glad to see me?”

“Watch it,” Pierce said, grabbing for the edge of a board for 
balance. “Hey, these are pretty rotten. Look at this.” He levered the 
hammer’s claws under the board. It pulled away from the window 
without resistance.

Ten difficult minutes later, Pierce dragged William in through the 
now-broken window. William glanced around. They were in an 
office, it looked like, although it was empty except for a mouldering 
cardboard box. Dim light filtered through the window.

Pierce took a small flashlight from his other pocket and turned it 
on. Its narrow yellow beam flickered over water-stained walls, 
cobwebs, and a scraped and dusty floor. The box was empty.

“Come on,” Pierce whispered, and tried the door. It opened onto 
a hallway that reminded William of the Kingston Four’s upstairs 
area, where Ted’s office and the storage closets were.
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They crept down a shadowed staircase and pushed through 
swinging double doors. And they were in the auditorium.

It was cavernous, completely black except for Pierce’s flashlight. 
The seats had all been removed, leaving bolt-holes in the filthy 
carpet.

“I’m not sitting on that floor,” William muttered. His voice 
seemed to be swallowed up by the darkness.

Pierce’s flashlight beam swung up to the left. The screen was still 
in place. “We can stand. It won’t kill us. Give me the plastic, Will, 
please.”

William traded the plastic square for the flashlight, and they 
walked to the middle of the room. Pierce held the plastic up in front 
of them. William could hear his breath.

The plastic lit up as the old MGM logo appeared. Pierce let his 
breath out with a whoosh that almost ended in a whimper. Or 
maybe that was the tinny symphonic music.

The opening credits of a Technicolor film appeared. William read 
names of actors and actresses he’d never heard of. He wanted to ask 
Pierce if he recognised them, but he didn’t want to interrupt. The 
title appeared: Home from the Sea.

William watched silently. It wasn’t very good – a romance 
between a crusty sailor and an heiress. He shifted his weight from 
foot to foot, and turned off the flashlight to save its battery. The 
movie playing in the plastic projected its own light.

When the final scene faded to black, William looked at Pierce.

There were tears on his cheeks.

~

Anyone else, William would have teased. Instead, he and Pierce 
spent the night – after scrabbling their way out of the window, 
which for some reason was actually harder than getting in – driving 
around town.

William drove Pierce’s ancient Crown Vic, which was the size of 
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an airplane hangar and got about the same mileage. Pierce held the 
plastic in front of his face, scanning walls for hidden movies.

They found two, to William’s surprise. The first was a flickering, 
almost unrecognisable Laurel and Hardy that played against a 
graffitied wall. The second was a home movie of a dance recital.

It was almost two in the morning when they returned to the 
dorm. Pierce hadn’t spoken much all night, but now he said, “This is 
the best thing that ever happened to me, Will. Thanks for coming
along.”

“No problem,” William said. “Was that Roxbury movie any 
good? I mean, I didn’t like it much, but I’m not a film buff.”

“It wasn’t any good. Some of the camerawork was interesting. 
But – I’ve never heard of it before. We found a lost movie, first crack 
out of the box.” Pierce dragged his shirt off. “After work tomorrow, 
can we go look for more?”

It wasn’t like Pierce to ask; he was more the telling sort. William 
nodded. If it meant that much to him, he’d spend a few hours 
looking for old movies.
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~

The next day, after classes and an early lunch, he and Pierce 
changed into their work clothes – unwashed, smelling of sweat and 
stale popcorn – and drove to the Kingston Four. “You brought it, 
didn’t you?” Pierce asked.

“Of course. It’s in my shirt.”

A new car was parked in the front of the lot, so new it looked like 
it had just been made. A man got out of it and hurried to meet them.

“We don’t open until eleven-thirty,” William told him.

“I need to speak with someone – I believe I lost something 
valuable in the theatre two nights ago.” The man had a slight accent 
that William couldn’t place, and his clothes looked as though they’d 
come right from the store rack.

William glanced at Pierce. The plastic rectangle under his shirt 
rubbed against his stomach, a guilty secret.

Pierce said, “We’ll get a manager for you.” He pounded on the 
door and Marc let them in.

As soon as the door closed, William whispered, “You know the 
plastic thing is his. We can’t keep it.”

“I’m not giving it up.” Pierce stuck his jaw out.

They walked across the empty lobby with Marc trailing them. 
William said, “I’ll tell Ted about it and let him decide.” He opened 
the door to the employees-only area, where Abigail was trying to 
pick the foil seal off a new bottle of butter-flavoured topping. 
William made for the stairs leading up to the office, but Pierce 
stopped him.

“Don’t you dare tell Ted. He’ll take it away from you, and next 
thing you know the government will be involved and that’s the last 
we’ll hear of it. That guy out there – he’s not from here. You can tell 
from the way he looks.”

“Who is he, then? An alien?” William tried to laugh, but Pierce 
was too angry.
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Pierce shoved him against the wall and stood on tiptoe to push 
his face close to William’s. “I don’t care who he is. He’s not getting 
that plastic thing.”

Marc edged past them to climb the stairs. “I always knew you 
two were gay.”

“Shut up, Marc.” William pushed Pierce away. “Calm down; I 
know it’s important to you. But I found it. Let me talk to the guy –
let me handle it.”

The man was still waiting by the entrance, striding back and forth 
with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked worried, William 
thought. And Pierce looked as though he might burst into tears or 
attack someone at any moment; his face was flushed and his hair 
tousled. William wished he’d thrown the plastic thing away after all.

The man looked up when they came outside. “Did you speak 
with the manager?”

Pierce opened his mouth, but William smacked him on the 
shoulder and said, “No, but – you lost this, right?” He took the 
plastic out of his shirt and held it up.

The man’s face sagged with relief. “Yes. Thank you. Long Way 
Home is such an important work, and lost for so long –” He stopped 
short, relief giving way to horror.

“What do you mean, lost? It just came out.”

“I’m sorry. I misspoke.”

William said, “If you’re from Mars or the future or something, 
why don’t you just buy the DVD when it comes out? Or just steal the 
original print?”

“No, it doesn’t work like –” The man stopped again. “I’m sorry, I 
can’t explain. Of course I’ll reward you.” He reached for the plastic. 
Pierce hissed through his teeth.

William jerked his hand back. “You can have it, but we want a 
blank one. It’ll still work if it’s blank, right? We can still see whatever 
was projected on a screen last?”
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“Yes, but – you already have everything you need to watch every 
movie ever made.” The man sounded a little wistful.

Pierce said, “We can’t watch every movie ever made. Some of 
them are gone forever. A lot of them are gone forever.” He stuck his 
hand out. “Pierce Angelo, film buff. I guess you’re one too. So you 
know how I feel, right?”

The man nodded, and William thought he hesitated. “All right. 
One moment, please.”

The man scurried away to his car, leaving Pierce with his hand 
still unshaken. He dropped it. “Weird guy,” he muttered.

The man hurried back. “Here. It’s blank,” he said. “I’ll say it was 
lost in the jump – that happens sometimes.” He handed another 
rectangle of plastic to Pierce, who snatched it greedily, then accepted 
the one William returned to him. “Thank you.”

Pierce grinned. “Thank you, too. I hope you’ve got a library of 
my stuff in your dimension, or wherever you’re from.”

It was a joke, William knew, but the man took Pierce seriously. 
“I’m sorry. I don’t recognise your name,” he said.

~

Pierce was quiet all afternoon. William didn’t try to talk to him.

Their shift ended at six. They got in the car, but Pierce didn’t start 
the engine. The plastic rectangle lay across his knees.

“Do you want to go out to that old drive-in?” William asked.

Pierce turned to him with a funny look on his face – almost relief. 
“What should I do?”

“Same as you’ve been doing.”

“I’m not going to be a director. Or not a good one. I keep thinking
– should I change my name? Maybe that’s all it is.”

William took the plastic from Pierce’s lap and held it up to the 
window. “So you’re all uptight because one guy who’s probably an 
alien or something didn’t recognise you, so now you’re going to 
change to an engineering major and never watch another movie. Is 
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that what you mean?” He glanced at Pierce, who was frowning. 
“Let’s go movie-spotting.”

“Yeah. That sounds fun.” Pierce still didn’t sound happy.

“Everything’s a movie anyway, right? That’s what you told me 
once, when I said everything’s art. Well, let’s prove it.”

“Yeah. Everything’s a movie,” Pierce said. “Only sometimes you 
don’t get a happy ending.”

“You want it to be easy? Prove that guy wrong. Make history, 
Pierce. Or give up and don’t, I don’t care.”

“That guy was kind of an idiot, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah. A complete tool.”

“Let’s go see a movie.” Pierce grinned. He started the car.
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Swipe
By Rachel Zakuta

I had just finished installing the software client for the new Civil 
Scans Database, and was about to try it on some of my unsolved, 
when Wallace brought me a new one. 

He was filthy, beaten around the left eye, and looked like he’d 
rather swipe his memory all over again than face what I might have 
to tell him. All of them good signs.

“Looks like a decent job and a real regretter, this one,” Wallace 
said.

“What’s that mean, ‘a decent job?’” the Swipe asked.

I answered. “It means you can talk and walk; motor cortex, 
auditory processing and probably linguistic formulator unaffected –
can you read?” I asked.

“Of course I can read!” The Swipe tried to stand up straight, but 
was obviously in some pain. 

Wallace chuckled.

“This guy’s been through triage?” I asked him.

“Sure, just bruised. We saved his ass. Seems he took someone’s 
regular park bench. We got the other guy on assault and possession, 
if you want him. But it seemed like a chance encounter to me.”

“I’ll start here.” Wallace went out, closing the glass door behind 
him, and I motioned the Swipe to sit down. He scooted his chair 
forward as if getting comfortable, but I could see he was angling for 
a view of my screen. I swivelled the monitor to give him a full share.

“What’s the first thing you remember?” I asked. I rarely got any 
info that way, but it made the Swipe feel involved.
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“Well, I woke up in a scan chair with – with the helmet down.
When I lifted it off, it triggered a visual on the arm. It said –” He 
swallowed and looked out the door, probably at the layers of officers 
between him and the exit. Memory swiping is a crime, though not 
every Swipe is guilty of it. This guy’s problem was, once you’re 
swiped, you don’t remember if you are guilty or not, or if that’s your 
only crime. About half the Swipes who find their way to my office 
are perps we’ve been closing in on. They somehow get it into their 
heads that a memory swipe can fool a brain scan, which is just 
ridiculous when you think about it. Your scan is settled around 
seven months’ gestation, when you’ve got no memories to speak of.
Your scan isn’t your memory; it’s you. The only way to get rid of it is 
to crush your skull.

I waited while the Swipe squirmed. “It said: if you don’t know 
where you are, you got what you paid for.” He finally burst out.

I smiled; he looked alarmed. “Relax,” I said. “It would have said 
that whether you had paid or not. If they told the involuntaries they
were forced, they’d go straight to the police, wouldn’t they?”

He nodded warily. I liked his chances more and more. The ones 
who come in with a swagger, sure that they’re innocent victims –p 
those are the ones who’ve killed their neighbour or beaten their kids, 
more often than not. Then there was the filth and bruises: this guy 
did not know how to defend himself or live on the street. I pegged 
this guy as a depressive, maybe: his wife had left him and he’d 
decided to forget it all. But he could be a witness or a victim, you 
never know. Those come in all types, just unlucky.

“What say we get you a name?” I asked. Jocular was the way to 
go with this guy. He had daily BREAD written all over him: Build 
Rapport/Ease Anxiety/Defuse. I punched the Civil Scans icon on 
the screen, instead of using my PD implant. The new database 
would supposedly look for matches in all the registered hospital 
databases, as well as in enforcement-net. “My Techie thinks I can’t 
use this thing, but you just watch.”

“You haven’t scanned me yet, though,” the Swipe said.
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“Scanner’s in the front door now, like the metal detector.”

He grimaced, probably feeling protective of what was left of his 
brain.

“Ah, progress. Can’t leave it, gotta love it.” I pulled up the door 
scans, selecting the John Doe who entered the station with Wallace.

I watched the Swipe as the search icon whirled. He kept twisting 
the skin on his left ring finger, trying to twirl a ring that wasn’t 
there. That kind of habit is motor memory, unaffected by a first-class 
swipe. Either this guy paid big bucks to lose his past, or his attackers 
had some serious neuro-know. 

My computer pinged. One match, but a dud. A historical, 
probably from some university-hospital collection: Maria Josefia 
Zelaya, 2012-2106. Political activist, later National Poet of Nicaragua.
Few people were scanned in the twenty-first century, but a lot of 
geniuses and creative types went on record. Back then, when they 
thought scan configuration meant something, lots of research centres 
collected anyone unusual. Turned out to be a waste of time, of 
course, like telling fortunes based on fingerprint whorls.

Speaking of which.

“Looks like we’ll do this the old-fashioned way,” I told him. “I’ve 
got a wireless fingerprinter here somewhere, just a sec –” Sue had 
been in my desk again. Being my Techie, she believes that 
everything of mine that runs on electricity is hers to organise. The 
fingerprinter had moved from the At My Fingertips drawer to what 
could only be a “Gadgets to Identify or Determine the Authenticity 
of People, Documents, or Objects” drawer. I would never create a 
“Gadgets to Identify or Determine the Authenticity of People, 
Documents, or Objects” drawer. It’s obscene.

“OK. Excuse the technical difficulties. If you’ll just put your hand 
on this, we’ll have your birth record in –”

My Swipe leapt to his feet, sending his wheeled chair flying into 
the opposite wall. 

“Take it easy,” I began.
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“Donde estoy?” he shouted. “Dígame donde estoy!”

“Cálmate. Calm down,” I replied, switching with him to Spanish.
A cop must speak a civilian’s Language of Preference, English or 
Spanish, on penalty of lawsuits up the wazoo. Wallace was a beat 
cop; he wouldn’t have come in speaking English if the Swipe hadn’t 
identified it as his LOP. A language switch could mean this was a 
set-up for a civil rights suit, but I doubted it. I was a Psych, after all, 
and knew genuine panic when I saw it. 

“Wrong! Wrong!” The Swipe was shouting now, staring at his 
hands in confusion. He plucked at his clothes next, staring down the 
neck of his shirt to his own bare chest. “What did you do to me?”

I came round the desk, but didn’t approach. It was BREAD all 
over again, harder this time. “Nothing, right? Wallace helped you 
out of a tough spot, and now we’re figuring out who you are, 
remember?”

“Who I am?” He drew himself up, ignoring the bruises this time.
We were of a height but I swear he looked down on me. “I am Maria 
Josefia Zelaya, member of the Democratic Resistance. I will never 
give up my cousin’s location. I will never give up the names of my 
cell.”

I had nothing to say to that. Twenty-two years on the force and I 
could still get knocked on my arse. 

The Swipe seemed to get ahold of himself, now. I couldn’t help 
doing a Psych type-and-response on this new personality (pride is
the keystone – respond with confidence, dignity, and respect), even 
as I realised I was witnessing some kind of psychotic break.

“It is a drug, yes?” the Swipe continued. “You are giving me a 
nightmare, or trying to confuse me. You think I will call out for 
someone, let something slip. Go ahead, make me dream of the 
Americanos. Make me dream I’m a man. Make me dream horrors or 
miracles or the face of God herself. You cannot touch me. I am 
myself.”

Shit.
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“Let me direct your attention to this computer screen,” I said. “A 
moment ago, you were looking at a picture of a woman named 
Maria Zelaya. Now you seem to think you are the woman on the 
screen, all physical evidence to the contrary. What is the logical 
conclusion – that you’ve been drugged to believe you are a man, or 
that you’re trying to fill in a memory gap left by some bad 
neurosurgery?”

I was winging it here, never even heard of a Swipe taking on an 
alternate personality. Of course I’d read about MPD and 
schizophrenia in my far off college days, but my degree was in 
Forensic Psych. The seriously disturbed and arrested went straight 
to the psych wing of MGPH, not even passing my office door. 

“I see the screen,” the Swipe said. “It indicates the year of my 
death. Not uncommon in nightmares, I imagine. I have read A 
Christmas Carol. But you – are you my interrogator, or part of the 
dream?”   

There was something almost flirty in that last bit. A shame.
Whoever the core personality I’d first spoken to was, he was long 
gone. No use continuing the interview now. Time to pass this 
particular Swipe up the food chain, and get on with the real 
investigation.

“If you’ll just hold this box for a moment –” The Swipe’s 
expression said he’d never seen a fingerprinter before, not even on 
TV. “– I’ll get you to a doctor who can help you.”

“A doctor? Will that be the interrogator, then?” the Swipe mused.
He was no longer speaking to me, but willingly took the 
fingerprinter. He turned it over in his hands, the very picture of 
detached curiosity.

Wallace was hovering outside my door, probably drawn by the 
Swipe’s shouts a few minutes before. I beckoned him over. 

“Want a bit of escort duty?”

He accepted the assignment with a nod. “Name to call him?” 

I shook my head.
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“Remember me?” he queried the Swipe.

“I must, or I wouldn’t be dreaming you. You were a face on a 
bus, perhaps? A student in a lecture hall, that one semester in San 
José? One image stays, another is lost – who knows how the brain 
works? Without the unconscious, I suppose there’d be no poetry.”

“Sure,” Wallace said, winking at me. “MGPH, ho.” Wallace 
worked the street. I supposed it would take more than a twenty-first 
century poet in a balding Swipe’s body to faze him.

“Tell them to confirm the swipe, and, well, whatever else.”
Maybe it was drugs, something he picked up on the street. Or maybe 
his swipe hadn’t been so professional after all.

Wallace left with the Swipe, and I sent the prints to the computer.
Birth record popped right up. Naturally. So much for new tech and 
scanners in the doors.

Seemed my Swipe was one Conrad Kelly, born 2221, right here in 
our fair city of Boston. Linked by marriage record to Keisha Laborde, 
and appearing on the birth records of little Charlotte and Nuria.
Quick switch to enforcement-net, and, yep, there was the missing 
person’s report. Current address, employer, link to health records, 
all laid out as nice as you please. That sudden personality split-that 
had thrown me. You do this job long enough, you start to expect 
things to go a certain way. But now the case was back on track.

Time to call Sue. 

~

Sue made me take the T. Typical of her generation, she’s a mass 
transit true believer. Cops my age understand that the proper 
response to tighter energy restrictions is to sigh resignedly, grumble 
uselessly, and drive a Boston PD transi-pod whenever you have the 
slightest excuse. Sue is still too green and guiltless to abuse her 
rights and privileges in that manner. Sue and I are a standard 
detective pair – veteran/rookie, Psych/Techie, or, as the beat cops 
would have it, heart/brain. She’s a good kid when she keeps out of 
my desk, and if my Sammy wasn’t already married I’d think about 
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introducing them. But he met Anita anti-skiing in Chile, and, well, 
end of story.

Sue was waiting with a local transi-pod outside the Dedham 
subway station, wearing a long green coat that made her look more 
fashion model than police geek.

“To reward you for walking, er, riding the straight and narrow, 
I’ll let you drive,” she told me. Cheeky imp.

“So, tell me about this porta-scanner thing,” I said, squeezing 
myself into a driver’s seat set for the young and overactive.

“It’s a whiz. See, they made the coils of a silver-copper alloy, so–”

“For Christ’s sake, don’t tell me how it works,” I griped. Sue 
laughed. I told the pod the address, punched visual-only and 
opened the energy gate. The first direction – Turn left at the station 
exit – scrolled across the top of the windshield. 

“Oh, you want the gossip,” Sue sniggered, launching into a 
description of the usual Techie dramas. She’d spent most of the day 
at a training session for the new portable brain scanners. Thank God 
Psych attendance had been optional. I was sure Sue would teach me 
what buttons to push when scanners became standard issue.

The Kelly-Laborde house was one of those multi-gabled solars 
from the turn of the century. Upscale, but not too much. I’d found 
out online that the wife was a pharmacist, and my guy Conrad 
worked for the Globe.

A tall, mahogany-coloured woman opened the door. No make-
up, red eyes, chipped nail polish – grieving wife, or a pretty good 
knock off of one. 

“Detectives Hernandez and Shumann,” I said, flashing my badge.

“You found him?” Her hand tightened on the doorknob.

“Safe and sound,” I said. “Can we come in?”

She spread the doors wide. “Girls! Girls!” Her African accent 
made it sound more like “gulls.” “Your father is safe!”
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Shrieks and stomps from the floor above. Two small bundles 
launched themselves at their mother.

The wife was laughing, with tears streaming down. “You found 
him. Thank God. Safe, really? But where? What happened to him all 
this time?” She pulled the girls’ heads back. “These two nice 
detectives found your father. Thank them, yes?”

One of the girls wound her arms around my left leg. The job 
gives you those moments sometimes. It’s best to savour them, 
because tomorrow’s news might break someone’s heart.

In the living room, with the girls back upstairs and coffee on the 
table, we told the wife the details.

“But it is reversible?” she asked. I left that one to Sue.

“Almost every swipe is at least partially reversible,” Sue 
explained. “The swipe doesn’t actually erase memories; it surgically 
severs the neural connections to memory storage. Some recent 
memories get destroyed in the process, but most are just 
inaccessible. Diego tells me your husband had a decent job, so the 
doctors should be able to construct some new connections. The 
doctors at MGPH will know more after they’ve had a chance to 
examine him.”

“And can I see him now?”

“Maybe this evening,” I said. “We’ll have the doctor call you.
What you can do is help us find out who did this to him.” No sense 
floating the possibility that he might have done it to himself. She’d 
just get defensive.

“I can’t imagine.”

“Has he had any problems at work? Written anything 
controversial?”

Trust Sue to go straight to the Hollywood cliché. 

“I don’t know what he’s been working on,” the wife said. 
“Something big he thought would get attention. You’ll have to ask 
his editor. There is one thing strange.” She looked around, as if 
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checking that her children were nowhere near. “He took some 
money from our account and I don’t know where it went.” 

“How much?” I asked.

“Five thousand New American.”

God, I miss the dollar. God, I hate conversion math.

“That’s quite a lot,” Sue said, with a smirk in my direction.

I like my coffee with no milk, one sugar, and two solid leads.

~

Outside, on the blue-green winterlawn, Sue was already thinking 
out the tech. “Northeast Bank. Same as that orbital-scam Swipe last 
month. Bet the PD access codes still work. I could hack where that 
money went in half an hour,” she said wistfully.

“But you won’t,” I said. “You’ll go back to the office, get a 
warrant and ask the bank’s computer real nice.” She’s a straight 
arrow, my Sue, but you know what they say about hackers and 
Techies: same bird, different flock.

“I talked to Polanski from Warrants at lunch. They’re backed up.
It’ll take two days to get a code.”

I brushed a thin layer of snow off the transi-pod windshield with 
my glove. “Better file the request before quitting time, then.”

“You could.”

“It’s tech.”

She scowled. “It’s paperwork.”

“It’s our best lead.”

She sighed. “Where are you going, then?” 

“The Globe.”

“All right. Divide and conquer. We’ll see the Swipe at the 
hospital tomorrow?”

“Yep.”
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We parted at the Dedham station. Sue went to sign the transi-pod 
back in, and I rode the circle line down a few spokes to catch an 
express.

Once I was settled, I used my portadesk to call the Swipe’s editor.
It was five already, and I didn’t want him leaving before I arrived.
Turned out he was wining and dining new advertisers, and hadn’t 
been in the office since lunch. His assistant gave me his portadesk 
address, and I slapped a Police Priority Flag on my message. That 
would make the desk sing no matter how he had it set. This wasn’t 
exactly an emergency, but Ellen expected me home at 6:30. She had 
friends coming for dinner, and by God, there would be an 
emergency if I was late. 

I recognised the lounge at Cloud Nine behind the editor when he 
called. Ultraswank, Sue would say. Overpriced was more like it. The 
place was really just another Entermax – restaurant, bar, dance club,
and movie theatre – but with velvet carpets and a killer view. It sat 
at the top of the Hancock 2, looking out over the river, and with the 
right weather actually was above the clouds.

“Can we do this over the desk? Or tomorrow?” the editor asked.
“I’m sorry about Conrad, but you have to understand I’ve got the 
top marketing execs from Pan-Japan here. Their Northeast numbers 
are low, and they just might let us try some interactads on the 
newsnet.”  

What a weasel. I was tempted just to ask my questions from the T 
and ride home, but my Psych training wouldn’t let me. I had his 
type and knew my response: Show Authority. A shortcut now might 
mean trouble if I needed him later.

“There’s a play-café on the first floor. I’ll be there in fifteen 
minutes and you’ll be waiting.” I thought my desk off. A guy like 
that doesn’t even need threats, just the expectation of obedience.

~

Sure enough, the guy was waiting in the play-café, and had even 
rented a two-player booth. He was younger than my Swipe, with a 
sharp suit, tinted lenses, and thick hair so perfectly combed it looked 
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like plastic. I’d bet good money he was more interested in sales than 
Pulitzers, and wondered how his writers felt about that.

Seating myself across from him, I keyed up the soundproofing 
(my reason for selecting a gaming joint, of course) and stretched my 
arms out over the computerised table top.   

“We can make this quick,” I said. “Just tell me everything you 
know about this big article of his.”

“Oh, that.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “He promised me a 
piece on the new implant addicts – the ones who were promised 
their pleasure implants could actually be turned off. Talk about 
naive. Anyway, he knew someone who knew a survivor or 
something.”

“Lemme get this straight. He was writing an article involving the 
most secretive drug cartel in the city, and you didn’t think to 
mention this to the police when he went missing?” 

“He just mentioned a survivor. No one can get close to the 
dealers – no journalist, no cop. You should know that.”

He was right, of course. We hadn’t been able to touch these guys.
If Conrad had – well, he was lucky to just get swiped.

These new implant dealers were cutting a swath across the 
stupider percentage of Boston’s young. Pleasure implants used to be 
the last drug of the desperately addicted – the last because, after 
giving a high lasting a month or so, the implants invariably killed.
They cost a bundle, which I suppose made up for the lack of repeat 
customers. Anyway, incidence was rare but steady until a few 
months ago, when the rumour of an implant with an off-switch 
surfaced. Supposedly, you could turn this implant on or off by 
pressing a trigger imbedded below the skin on the back of the neck.
You could be high when you wanted, sober when you wanted, and 
avoid the deadly over-stimulation. These guys were offering a 
lifetime of highs for the price of one quick, illegal neuro-surgery.

Of course, it was a total scam. These were the same old implants, 
but by the time a kid realised that, the dealers would have packed 
up, moved on, disappeared. The survivors were the ones who 
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turned themselves in, and had the implants removed by the police 
doctors at MGPH.

“Any info on this survivor?” I asked.

The editor shook his head. “I don’t really supervise my writers’ 
daily activities. As long as they meet deadlines, all’s well, you know?
I suppose you’ve looked for his portadesk?”

The missing persons department had checked its GPS tracker, of 
course. It was dead to the net, probably destroyed.

“Well, I’ll give you a 72-hour log-in to his server-space, and you 
can see if he uploaded anything.” He took out his portadesk and did 
who knows what. I used mine to bounce his message directly to Sue.

“Of course you know that anything you find there is copyrighted 
to the Boston Globe Newsnet, and cannot be made public in any 
fashion. I’m copying and datestamping the complete content right 
now for verification purposes.”

Give me a break.

I let him go after that, but called Choi over in narcotics. We 
Psyches tend to be big on inter-departmental cooperation and all 
that.  

“Dead end,” Choi told me. He was still at his desk, but had 
loosened his tie. “If the survivors knew where to find the dealers, 
we’d have these guys already. We’ve had maybe two dozen 
customers walk us through their stories, but there’s never a trace. It’s 
an embarrassment to the PD. Everyone is at each other’s throats over 
here.”

“So how do the customers find the dealers in the first place?”

“They don’t. The dealers find them. And it’s all low-tech, totally 
off the net. See, the kid hears that if he wants an implant, he has to 
set his portadesk to broadcast on AM band 520, and say something 
that contains the word ‘off.’ The dealers will be listening and will get 
in touch. There’s no way to track who’s listening.”

Silly me, I didn’t even know portadesks could broadcast radio.
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“But you’re listening, too, right?”

“Sure. But most kids think it’s a joke. A couple hundred of them 
say ‘off’ every day. We follow up on a few, but somehow those are 
never the ones who get a response from the dealers. We’ve had some 
undercovers and even some civilian volunteers send out radio, but 
the dealers never took the bait. As far as we know, they’ve sold less 
than fifty implants. It hardly seems worth it financially. My guess is 
they extensively research every customer. Either that, or they’ve 
hacked us.” He smiled to let me know he was joking. 

Some joke. “Enforcement-net cannot be hacked” is item number 
one in the Techie articles of faith.

“Here’s how it goes,” Choi continued. “A week or so after he 
sends out a message, a kid will be stopped in the street by a total 
stranger. The stranger will tell him a time and a place to go if he 
wants an off-switch, and a price to be paid in cash. The address will 
be an abandoned apartment, a storage space, something like that.
When the kid arrives, the only thing in the room will be a medpen 
with an anaesthetic. The kid takes the shot, falls asleep, and wakes 
up in the same room with an implant. Forensics has been all over 
these rooms and found nothing. We think maybe they do the 
surgeries somewhere else. We did track down one kid who refused 
the shot. He waited a few hours, but no one came.”

“Surveillance. Any luck tracking down their equipment?”

“None.”

I guessed that was it. Dead end. I could try to find Conrad’s 
survivor, but I doubted the Swipe had gotten anywhere near the 
dealers. 

“Thanks for your help,” I told Choi.

“Ah, irony.”

Sue was right. It would be a long wait for that warrant. 

~
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I always wake up at six thirty. Now that Sammy is grown and 
there’s no one to see off to school, it gives me more time than I need 
for my morning routine.

So, I arrived at MGPH the next day while Sue was probably still 
in the shower. It had snowed during the night. Hot mats were laid 
out all the way to the security desk. I showed my badge, and by the 
time the desk sergeant had looked up our Swipe’s room number, my 
boots were dry. I asked her to arrange for the doctor to come in at 
nine, when Sue would join me.

The Swipe was awake, too. 

“Still think we’re torturing you?” I asked, fingering the flowers 
sitting by the bed. I used Spanish, since that seemed to be his new 
LOP.

The Swipe smiled wryly. “No. I’ve met his wife. Conrad’s. This
body’s.” 

“Not yours?”

He shook his head. “I can’t explain it in any way that you will 
believe.”

“Try.” To a Psych, the Swipe was fascinating. There was 
something distinctly feminine about his new, accented voice. He 
looked at home in his hospital gown: unembarrassed, self-possessed.
All my instincts said this was a completely different person from the 
nervous-nellie I’d first met. 

“But I do not know!” the Swipe said. “I think perhaps I am dead, 
and my ghost is possessing this poor man. My abuelita told me 
stories like this, and I thought them quaint cultural artefacts to be 
recorded in anthropological studies. Now maybe I am the restless 
spirit disrupting the lives of the living.

“This is not my life. This is not my country. His wife does not 
speak Spanish, did you know? After I left university and joined the 
Democratic Resistance, I vowed I would speak and write in Spanish 
only. But she was so distraught I broke my vow.”

“You did not want her to suffer.”



64

“I have seen enough suffering.” He told me of Nicaragua in the 
twenty-first century then, and the childhood and youth of Maria 
Zelaya. The level of detail was amazing. I wondered if his story was 
an invention, or if he had studied the poet, and somehow his 
recollection of her biography had taken hold. This Maria personality 
was good company: we’d be talking high-class intellectual stuff, 
poetry or politics, and suddenly she’d throw in a dirty joke about 
dictators and their wives. Ellen would serve my balls on a platter if I 
used Maria’s kind of language in front of her friends.

We’d moved past M-rated humour, and were chuckling over 
some of Sammy’s childhood inanities, when Sue entered our 
curtained-off corner. “Isn’t this cosy,” she said. 

“I was just telling Maria how Sammy thought statues were 
people turned to stone.”

Sue’s eyebrows quirked up. I smiled sheepishly. I hadn’t 
forgotten I was talking to Conrad. It just seemed unfriendly not to 
call this personality by her name. I suppose being friendly wasn’t 
exactly my job, but the Swipe was no malingerer. He was well and 
truly off his rocker, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let myself go. To 
tell the truth, it was a relief to relax the rigid Psych type-and-
response protocols for a bit.

Dan Cohen showed up then, and we shook hands all around.
Dan’s specialty was swipe reversal, so Sue and I worked with him 
fairly often. He was one of the doctors attached exclusively to the 
Police Hospital, rather than one who split his time with the rest of 
Mass General. That made him one of us.

Dan brought up the Swipe’s scan on the bedside monitor. “I’ve 
already shown this to Maria and her, well, Ms. Laborde, so I’ll just 
fill you in,” he said. “The laser incisions are here, do you see? Very 
clean cuts. And these other storage areas have been left intact. The 
prognosis looks very good. We should be able to restore as much as 
ninety percent of the lost memory with neuron bridge insertion. Of 
course, the last month or so will have been destroyed as always, so 
Conrad may not be much help to your investigation.”    
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“You’ve consented to the surgery?” I asked Maria. We could have 
Conrad declared incompetent if the Maria personality refused, but 
that would mean delay. 

“Of course,” she answered. “I have no right to this man’s body, 
but I cannot discover how to let it go. Perhaps when the surgery 
restores Conrad’s memory, I will fade away.”  

“You don’t sound like you’d mind.”

“If I am a spirit, then death is not the end. I would like to see 
what comes next. If I am Conrad, but insane, then I think I would 
like to remember who I am.”

“Very brave,” I told her. Is it crazy to admire someone’s insanity?

“What can you tell us about the doer?” Sue asked Dan.

“The swipe was performed by a competent surgeon, with up-to-
date equipment. It’s the kind of job you’d expect if you got a license
for a partial-swipe treatment for post-traumatic stress. Except, of 
course, that it’s complete. There is one oddity, but, well, it has 
nothing to do with the swipe.”

“Tell us anyway,” Sue said. 

“When Conrad’s records came through this morning, I compared
this scan to the one taken when he entered the police station 
yesterday, to make sure he’s been retaining new memories. He has.
Quite a lot of new memories, actually.”

“That’s unusual?”

“To gain in twenty-four hours enough memories for, say, twenty-
four years? It’s unusual. Unheard of, even. But I did a repeat scan an 
hour later, and the rapid memory growth seems to have stopped. So 
it shouldn’t cause him any problems.” Dan shrugged.

“Could it be a reaction to the swipe?” Sue asked, ever logical.

“It must have been. Yesterday’s memories must have been 
rewritten over and over and over. There’s no other explanation.” 

Maria looked smug. 
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Dan walked us out. The surgery was scheduled for next Monday; 
as usual, the ORs were overbooked. We’d have to wait to see if 
Conrad’s core personality resurfaced, just as we’d have to wait for 
the warrant for the bank records, and wait for the narcs to chase 
down the implant dealers.

“Three temporarily dead ends,” Sue sighed.

“So if we can’t go forwards –”

“We go sideways,” Dan finished. “You always say that. Not that I 
have any idea what it means.”

“It means we haven’t talked to his parents yet. Or his friends,” 
Sue said. 

I’ve taught her well 

~

The home of Gerald Kelly and Julissa Norberto had just been sold 
by Elkin Brothers Real Estate, Inc. So said the digital sign plunged 
into the snow-covered winterlawn. A quick check by portadesk had 
told us that Conrad’s parents still lived at the address listed on the 
Swipe’s birth certificate. I guessed that was about to change. 

Sue introduced us to the grey-haired man who opened the door.

“Keisha mentioned you,” he said. “I guess we owe you some 
thanks.”

He showed us into a living room full of boxes. There was 
nowhere to sit. “I’d offer you something, but there’s not much left 
unpacked in the kitchen.”

“Hey, Grandpa, where do you want –” A teen in a Red Sox cap 
trudged in carrying three stacked boxes, followed by a man about 
Conrad’s age carrying with a similar load. The kid broke off when he 
caught sight of us and dumped his load on the floor.

“This is Conrad’s nephew, Neil, and Neil’s father, Henry,” 
Gerald said. “Neil, go finish packing up the guest room. Henry, call 
your mother.”
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Henry walked three steps back to the archway that led to the 
kitchen. “Mom!” he yelled. Neil bolted for the stairs.

Something was off. 

The mother came in and fluttered around us. I think she would 
have hugged Sue given half a chance. Sue didn’t give it. 

“We were so worried. Terrified. You can’t imagine. Thank you so 
much . . .” And on and on. Gerald stood with his arms crossed.
Henry put his hands in his pockets and stared at the ceiling. Either 
watching too much basketball really was turning my brain to 
protosoy (as Ellen was always warning), or something was definitely 
off. 

Sue took the lead in the questioning. I watched them answer.
They had no idea why anyone would swipe their son, no guesses, no 
speculations, nothing.

“Lot of work packing up a house you’ve lived in for decades,” I 
remarked to no one in particular. I was following my gut, something 
we Psyches tend to encourage. 

“Oh, yes. It’s work,” Julissa said. “But we decided we needed a 
smaller place, with the kids all grown now. Really, it’s for the best.
We don’t mind a bit.”

“Not a bit,” Gerald echoed.

Henry looked at the ceiling. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the 
hands in his pockets clenched. 

Sue’s portadesk chimed. She cocked her head, listening through 
her implant. “It’s the DNA lab,” she told me. “They found 
something.”

That’s what I call timing.

The air outside seemed easier to breathe. 

“I know you,” Sue said. “Something’s up. You think they’re 
hiding something.”
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“Because they are. They don’t want to sell that house, but they 
need the money. Conrad needed money, and now they need money.
The question is: what for?”

“Why didn’t you ask them?” 

“I will, after we know where that money’s gone. No sense beating 
our heads against a wall of family loyalty. Once we know 
something, they’ll think we know it all. Then they’ll talk.”

Sue shook her head. “Too devious for me. That’s why you’re the 
Psych.”

“That’s right. Want to find out what the Rats have to say?”

Sue brightened. She loves a chance to go play in the lab with the 
Rats. It’s amazing those forensics guys get anything done, with all 
the Techies dropping by just to poke at the machines and say, 
“Whiz!”

Sue dialled the lab. She offered me a wireless ear so I could listen 
in, but I declined. I knew she and her implant could handle it. 

“You’re not going to believe this,” she told me when she had 
finished. “They found the scan chair that did our Swipe in a 
warehouse in Southie. We can go over there right now if we want a 
look.”

“I’ll call Choi.”

My buddy in Narcotics was sceptical. We didn’t know for sure 
that our Swipe had been chasing the implant dealers, and the 
possibility that he’d actually found them was slim. Still, he said 
they’d canvass the area and keep on top of the forensics. Meanwhile, 
Sue and I headed over for a live-eye look.

~

We talked to one of the owners on the way. Kitchen Smarts, Inc. 
made appliances you could think on with a standard A/V implant.
The warehouse was completely mechanised. An engineer performed 
a check once a month. Otherwise, drivers simply docked their trucks 
to a loading bay, requested or registered inventory by portadesk, 
and waited in the cab for the truck to be filled or emptied. 
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To find the scene, we had to navigate a maze of aisles lined with 
implant-synched toasters and other miracles of the modern age.
Organiser-bots detoured courteously around us as we walked. Each 
one had four immense, multi-jointed metal arms that ended in six 
skeletal fingers. We stopped to watch one take an electric kettle off a 
high shelf and drop it into its hollow body like a spider swallowing 
a fly.

The chair was in one of the broader aisles, where two organiser-
bots could presumably pass each other. Helmet, arm displays, laser 
board – it looked like any scan chair from any doctor’s office to me, 
but what did I know.

Sue talked to the forensics team while I questioned the engineer 
who’d found the chair. She was sitting against the wall, scowling 
furiously at her portadesk.

“Who was the last person in here before today?”

She looked up, but didn’t smile. “Me, a whole month ago. These 
bots are pretty reliable, haven’t needed many tune-ups.” She 
shrugged. “I’m not security, you know? It’s not my job to keep an 
eye on the place.”

“And security didn’t see anything on the cameras?”

“Nothing. We must have been hacked.”

“I don’t suppose we could get anything from these bots?”

She shook her head. “They’re just standard manoeuvre-bots with 
arms. They don’t record encounters with obstacles; they just go 
around. A person, a chair, another bot – it’s all the same to them.” 

“So, basically, a bar code is the only thing they understand?”

She rolled her eyes at me. “They don’t understand bar codes. They 
just match product codes to locations. They don’t understand shit.”

Engineers. Allergic to the tiniest bit of anthropomorphism.

I consulted with Sue.

“Any other DNA at the scene?”

“None so far. They must have been careful. But look at this!”
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She took me down a side aisle. One of the forensics team was 
bent over a pile of debris. Someone had pulverised something. I 
could see slivers of plastic and glass.

“Diego, Enrique.” Sue introduced us.

“I’ve taken the photos. Want to help bag?” he asked Sue.

“Oh, yeah.” She took a pair of tweezers from his kit. I squatted 
down to watch.

“Serial numbers,” Enrique said, separating a black fragment. I 
couldn’t see a thing, but kept that to myself. Probably time for 
another laser in the eye. I hated getting old. My knees weren’t 
thrilled to be squatting, either.

“Microchip.” Enrique opened another bag. 

Sue gasped. She had a glass sliver in her tweezers. “Look at this!
It’s curved, and too big for a portadesk!” She held it up to Enrique.

“Yup. A lens. Start a new bag.”

Sue was excited. “I think it’s a camera. Conrad’s camera. He’d 
bring a camera if he was chasing a story.”

“And a portadesk,” Enrique held up an indistinguishable piece of 
metal. 

“You can’t get files out of a pile like this, can you?” I asked. “It’s 
practically dust.”

“No. But if he was really, really scared . . . I need to get back to 
the office,” Sue said.

“Tell me.”

“Photos are saved in a memory sphere, in this case, smashed.
And if you’re super-careful, you buy one with a wireless transmitter 
that automatically backs them up on your portadesk, also smashed.
If you’re obsessive, you might also have them sent through the net to 
your work or home server as you take them – he didn’t. And if 
you’re paranoid, secretive, or terrified, maybe, just maybe, you buy 
some space on a public server and store a copy of the pictures there, 
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in an account no one else knows about.” She stood up and brushed 
off her slacks. “I’m going to find that account.”

“If it exists.”

“You met him. What does your gut say?”

I considered. “He’s got an account.”

“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Sue said. “You told me 
that the implant dealers always leave the buyers in an empty room.
If this was a surgery site, why didn’t they move Conrad when he 
was unconscious? And why didn’t they clear the room after he left?
They’ve had two weeks to disappear the evidence!”

“This could be a message. The smashed tech could be for us to 
trace, in case we never found Conrad. They could be saying: you try 
to find us, you get swiped.”

“And maybe in saying it, they’ve finally made a mistake.”

Sue has a tiger’s grin.

~

Early morning found me at MGPH again the next day. I told 
myself I was taking an opportunity to observe a rare psychiatric 
phenomenon, but I didn’t bother to believe it. There was something 
about this Maria personality. I felt a connection. It wasn’t at all 
sexual; she was a middle-aged man with too much hair below the 
neck and not enough above. But we understood each other. I was no 
poet, to explain it like she would. We spoke the same language, 
that’s all. And I don’t mean Español.

Sue was still looking for Conrad’s photos online when I got to 
work, only a half-hour late. I got caught up in paperwork and other 
cases till four, when our warrant came through. I rolled my chair 
over to watch Sue work her Techie voodoo. She started with the 
bank’s home page, which made sense even to me. From there, she 
tapped her way to a police access screen I never, ever, would be able 
to find, not even if Sammy’s life depended on it. In went the warrant 
code, and up popped Conrad’s account. Five thousand New 
American had been transferred to the account of Henry Kelly.  
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“Love your instincts,” Sue said. “Trust ‘em every time.”

“Can we see the brother’s?”

“It’s a smart code, so we can follow the money to any account in 
the same system.” Her fingers skittered across the screen. Show-off.
She could have just used her implant, but liked me to see how good 
she was.

There it was, in black and white. Five thousand from Conrad. Ten 
thousand from the parents. And twenty-five thousand out to cash.
The whole family was now officially broke. 

“Henry’s messed up somehow,” Sue said. “And it took the whole 
tribe to bail him out.” 

“Guess I’ll pay a visit to the bad boy himself,” I told her. “Want 
to come, or keep playing with your computer?” 

Sue bared her teeth. “I know the implant bozos swiped him. We 
saw the chair. I’m finding those pictures.”

My knees creaked as I straightened up. “And the family mess 
may have nothing to do with it. Could be gambling debts, blackmail, 
shady investment – I can think of a dozen things they might not 
want to mention to the cops.”

“Go find which one,” Sue told me. “Use your Psych-ic powers.”

So I did.

~

Neil opened the door. He had a VR sphere in one hand and a bag 
of chips in the other. As soon as I saw him I remembered that this 
week was the kids’ February vacation. It’s hard to keep track, now 
that Sammy’s not around for me to take anti-skiing.

The kid looked the same – thin, gawky, skittish. He’d traded his 
Red Sox cap for a Patriots one, and that was about it. He didn’t 
invite me in, though it must have been below zero. My toes had 
ceased to exist. They would hurt like a bitch when they came back 
online. 

“I’d like to talk to your dad,” I told him.
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“He’s not home yet. Neither is Mom. They went to see Uncle 
Conrad in the hospital after work.”

“Well, I can wait. Or maybe you can clear this up.”

He lifted the hand with the chips and adjusted his cap. Suddenly, 
everything fell into place.

“How’s it healing?” I asked. 

“G–” He turned the colour of vine-ripened tomatoes.

“Let’s see the scar.” I took my gloved hands out of my pockets. I 
doubted he’d bolt, but I’d feel like an idiot if he managed to push 
past me. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he mumbled. You 
didn’t have to be a Psych to read this kid.

“Take off the cap, son,” I said gently. 

“Do I have to?” he asked. “Can I plead the fifth or something?”

“You have to.” No sense going into the details of prisoner rights 
and arrest procedure. Sooner or later, the cap would come off.

He dropped the chips and took off the cap. The scar was right 
where I knew it would be. The stitches had already dissolved, and it 
was healing up nice. It should be, for twenty-five thousand New 
American. All that money, for an operation MGPH would have done 
for free. ‘Course, if he’d come to us to get his implant removed, he’d 
be in jail already. 

“You’re going to have to come with me, you know,” I told him.

“Why? It’s a crime to slip on the ice and split your head open?”
He didn’t even sound like he believed it. I gave him my best bad-cop 
look.

His shoulders slumped. “I’ve gotta lock up.”

I followed him around the house as he gathered his keys, coat, 
and portadesk. I told him I’d have to take that last one when we got 
to the station, and he handed it right to me, with a beaten look. I 
knew this kid had caused a lot of misery. He’d probably been an 
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obnoxious wise-ass before the implant. Still, I couldn’t whip up an 
iota of righteous indignation, let alone anger.

Pity. It takes all the fun out of an arrest.  

~

I left Neil in an interrogation room and went to find Sue. You 
can’t question a minor without parents present, and, anyway, the 
kid was making me depressed. Not in the technical sense, but 
enough.

Sue wasn’t in our office, but my computer was flashing Jackpot! in 
curly orange letters. Quite cheering, really. That was my Sue. If the 
Pegasus IV had been lost on the internet instead of in space, she 
could find it. 

I called Ellen on my way to Narcotics. With any luck, this would 
be an extra-late night. 

Seemed like the whole third floor was crowded around Sue and 
her stack of print-outs. Some of them slapped me on the back as I 
elbowed in. Partners get to share glory. That’s the way it works.

Sue was enjoying the moment, showing off the photos like they 
were original Mahiris.

“It’s mostly this guy,” she told me, exhibiting a street shot 
starring a respectable-looking gringo in a shirt and tie. “Conrad 
followed him to the warehouse, and got just a bit of whoever he was 
meeting.” She shuffled the photos and showed me a progression. 
Conrad had tracked the perp from Back Bay through the T and into 
the warehouse. The last shot showed a slice of dark hair and suit 
jacket visible between two Kitchen Smarts food processors.  

“Choi thinks it’s a woman,” Sue said sceptically. “I think –” She 
was drowned out by the sound of fifteen cops all thinking at the top 
of their lungs.

I could see Choi on the net in his office. It looked pretty quiet in 
there. 

“I’ve sent a shot to every patrol pod in the metro area, plus 
Transit Security,” he told me. “We’ll have this guy by tomorrow. I 
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don’t know how you did it, but you cracked it. You really did. You 
cracked it.”

Repetition is a sign of shock. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

He chuckled.

“Actually, it was our Swipe who cracked it.” Sue was in the 
doorway. “We have no idea how he found one of them.”

“Well, we’ve one idea, and his name’s Neil.” I filled them in. Choi 
called reception and found that the parents were waiting. The three 
of us rescued the pictures from the Debate Society and headed down 
to interrogation.

~

They let me lead.

“I’ll give it to you straight,” I told the kid. “After we have a little 
chat here, you are going straight to MGPH. The doctors will do a 
scan, and then they’ll tell us everything we needed to know. What 
you got. When you got it. When you got it out. You can sit there and 
not say a word, we’ll still get the whole story. But if you decide to 
talk to us, maybe the judge will give you a happier ending.”

“He’ll tell you anything. Everything,” the mother said. She was a 
sharp one – sharp voice, sharp nose, sharp eyes. Henry was like the 
kid, beaten. Not her. She was already calculating how much they 
could borrow for a good lawyer. 

The kid spilled. A typical story.

“How much did you pay?” I asked. 

“Three hundred.”

Ridiculous. How did the dealers even cover their costs? 

“Where’d you get it?” 

“College money I earned last summer.”

The mother flinched. 

“Who took it out?”
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“A doctor in Cambridge. In a regular office, with regular people 
there. Just took it out and wrote down something else.”

“You paid this doctor,” I said to the parents. 

“We’ll give you the name and address,” the mother said. “Will 
we be charged with something?”

“Not my decision. But if we get him and you testify, probably 
not.”

I slid her a pad of paper, and she copied from a business card she 
had in her purse. Choi took the page when she was done.

Enough with the warm-up. Time to ask the real questions.
“How’d your uncle find the dealers?”

The kid started to sweat. “I don’t know,” he said. “Really, I’ve got 
no idea. I’m not being difficult.”

“You must have told him something.” I leaned in.

“I don’t know! I couldn’t find them when I couldn’t turn it off! I 
just don’t know!”

“So look at these.” I laid down the pictures. “This the guy who 
came up to you in the street? The one who gave you the 
appointment?”

Neil went pale. The parents shared a look of distress.

“No,” said the kid. “That’s the doctor. Dr. Eckles. The doctor who 
took it out.”

I heard Sue’s quick exhale. Choi practically jumped. 

Of course.

The dealers had them coming and going. Charge a kid a 
summer’s salary to put an implant in, charge their parents a fortune 
to take it out. That’s how they made their money. Had Conrad even 
known, as he followed the guy? Had he figured it out? Or was he as 
surprised as us, when his crooked doctor turned out to be one of the 
elusive dealers? Either way, he was a hero in my book. 

~
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End of story: we caught the bastards. The narcotics boys followed 
the money, followed the doctors – standard procedure start to finish.
Choi kept us in the loop, so Sue and I got in on some front-page 
arrests. Plus Conrad did this profile – it’s not really what the job’s 
about, but it made Ellen real happy. She emailed the link to just 
about everyone she’d ever met. 

Our Swipe had almost full memory restoration after his surgery, 
and after a ridiculous number of evals had been filed and checked 
and double checked, he was declared officially sane. I never spoke to 
the Maria construct again. Conrad came to see us at the office, 
though, to say thanks for the interview and the rescue, too. He made 
some jokes about the fame not going to our heads, and gave me a 
book. 

It was a volume of poetry by Maria Zelaya, Ser Espíritu, Being a 
Ghost. Some of the actual poem titles were kind of funny: “Sueño de 
un hombre,” “Otro cuerpo,” “En el hospital,” “I break my vow,” and 
even “2264.”

“Look at the dedication,” Conrad told me. 

I flipped back. The dedication appeared twice, once in Spanish, 
and once in English. 

Por Diego, quien me mostró el futuro. 

For Diego, who showed me the future.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I told Conrad. “There must’ve been a 
million Diegos in Nicaragua in the twenty-first century.”

Now, I don’t believe in ghosts, or reincarnation, or any of that 
shit, but I’d swear he answered me with Maria’s laugh.
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MAN OF 1000 FACES
By Alec Kowalczyk

Circa 1920 . . .

while Lon Chaney pistoned himself

up the alleyways of San Francisco

in character – a pair of crutches and “legless”

both legs propped up backward

strapped and harnessed to the thighs

hidden in voluminous pants and overcoat

the illusion remarkably complete

two merchant marines

In the bowels of a ship at anchor

enjoy some after-dinner bantering

and verbal sparring

when one takes off his shoe

to snag a creeping-crawling critter

and the other exclaims:

careful, that may be Lon Chaney!


