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For my mother,


the original Guardian of Memory.


And my father,


Emperor of Trivia,


who has train routes and schedules from 1936


engraved in his memory.





Chapter 1


Lucia had thought earlier that day their nightly walk would have to be cancelled. Even though Sparky stayed by the door like a furry doorstop, it was still snowing heavily at 5:00. But then it tapered off to a few random flakes and after a supper of potatoes and sausage for herself and Sparky, Lucia started the long process of getting dressed for the walk and Sparky pranced by the door, his tongue lolling and his eyes sparkling. “I know, boy,” Lucia scratched her behind Sparky’s floppy ears. “It’s going to be an especially beautiful night.”


Lucia and Sparky lived in a snug little cabin nestled in the mountains above Zermatt. Lucia couldn`t see the village from her house so it was easy for her to pretend that she was alone with Sparky at the end of the world. The cabin was neat and functional. The living room served as the dining room and was warmed by a fireplace. Lucia´s person and belongings smelled of soot. She did her cooking on a wood stove blackened with years of fires. Her bedroom was in the back of the cabin, the only room with a door. She had an outhouse a discreet few yards away and a hole in the kitchen floor covered with a trap door where she kept milk and butter.


Her seventy-six years made her slow as she dressed, and she had so many layers of clothing that it took her twenty minutes to put everything on. The temperature in the mountains surrounding Zermatt was as frigid as if outer space had dipped down to touch the earth. Cold was her third companion on those nights, along with her dog and her memories. Sparky, a golden retriever mix, made her feel warmer. Sparky and snow pants, regular pants and stockings and three pairs of socks kept her body insulated. Rubber boots that reached her knees. Reinforced. Waterproofed. With a tattered string at the top to tighten them snug to her leg and keep the snow out.


Sparky loved these walks as much as Lucia did and knew they depended on the weather. He knew just by sniffing the air each afternoon what weather the wind would deliver in the evening. When it wasn’t snowing, he stood by the door all evening, wagging his tail. During blizzards Lucia would make a fire and Sparky would curl up next to it on the floor, not even giving the door a second glance. When it was snowing the sky glowed pink-purple and walking was too difficult for Lucia. Fresh snow was the hardest to walk through. Sometimes the snow drifts piled up to her belly button and she walked more with her hips than with her feet.


After Lucia had finished dressing, they ventured outside. They took the route going away from the village, deeper into the mountains, which glowed in the moonlight. Sparky bounded away like a rabbit, delighting in the new fallen snow flying everywhere like powder. Lucia trudged behind him, admiring his energy. Such nights brought out the puppy in Sparky. The moonlight sparkled on the snow like dark secret diamonds, gems only known to the nightwalkers. Sparky bounded back to his mistress, cocked his head, indicating that Lucia should scratch between ears and leapt away again, biting the flying snow. He seemed to be laughing. Lucia stopped, lifting her chin so the moonlight shone full on her face. She had seen people do this with sunlight—skiers eating their lunches at the restaurants, hikers who have stopped for a rest. The constellations glimmered in the light of the half moon. Lucia knew the winter constellations by heart—Hydra—the serpent slithering over the mountain, Bootes—half-hidden as if his boot had gotten stuck in the snow. Andromeda galloping into the sky. Lucia smiled at Sparky cavorting in the snow under Hydra’s watchful eyes. She felt a rush of love for him. She had always owned dogs, and she knew Sparky would be the last of her four-legged companions. Sparky had helped to fill her days with love. She had outlived her relatives and her neighbors, now she was alone with her dog at the end of the world, waiting for the end of her life.


Just then Sparky stopped short and howled...long andlow. Longago, there had been wolves in the mountains. They used to howl that way. Sparky had been living with Lucia for 10 years and had never made a sound like that before. “Sparky? What’s wrong, boy?” The dog had frozen in place, his smile gone, his snout pointing at the sky behind Lucia. Strange, she tasted metal in her mouth. Lucia turned around to see what Sparky was looking at.


The night was absolutely silent, except for the sound of frying bacon. Bacon? Lucia cocked her head like Sparky sometimes did when he was listening hard. It sounded like static in distance—the way her radio sounded during a blizzard. Getting louder. Lucia leaned in the direction of the noise, squinting to locate the source. Her eyes widened as she realized the sun was coming up. The sky was getting lighter behind the mountain. She glanced at her watch. 8:23. And that was p.m. Was it still thick of the evening or had her watch and time itself stopped? And since when did the sun rise in the north?


But there it was except it was the wrong color: Gold mixed with silver and getting bigger instead of rising. The sizzling sound became thunderous. Sparky howled again but it was lost in the noise. Lucia covered her ears with her hands but kept her gaze locked on the object. No, it wasn’t getting bigger.


It was getting closer.


Rushing straight towards them.


The ball of light flew faster than she could think. She didn’t have time to feel terror. Everything was drowned out by the light and a series of explosions like the gunshots used to cause avalanches, but louder and lower in pitch. Lucia both heard and felt them vibrating through her body. The blade of light cut the sky open over her head, she screamed but the noise was stolen out of her mouth. Silver spark fireworks rained down. The ball of light continued flying behind a rock outcropping. A brilliant flash blinded Lucia, and then an explosion knocked her off her feet. She lay there for a few seconds, dazed, an old woman lying helplessly in a snowdrift, not comprehending what had happened.


Sparky bounded over and started to lick her face. Lucia groaned and pushed Sparky gently to the side. She struggled to her feet and swayed. She didn’t know if she should run away or run toward. She had lost one of her boots and the other was filled with snow. Whatever it was had literally knocked her out of her shoes. Snow had also gotten down the back of her coat and was starting to melt.


As she felt around for her boot, dark spots still streaming across her vision, she remembered that her Uncle Bruno had once told her that she could wish on shooting stars. Well, I certainly earned myself a mountain of a wish tonight, she thought.


She yanked her wet boot over her foot and stumbled in the direction of the explosion. Sparky circled her, yipping. She peered over the top of the rock outcropping. There it was, steaming and glowing, spitting and hissing. Still blistering from its ride through the atmosphere. The rock glowed orange but was fading as it cooled. At that moment she would have given anything to have another human being beside her, someone to nudge and say: “Would you look at that?”


“My wish, my wish.” She looked at Sparky. “What shall I wish for?”


As she looked at the meteorite something tore across her heart, the way the meteorite had torn across the sky, and her entire being shook as if she, instead of the meteor, had fallen from a great height. For a moment she was standing beside herself, as if part of her had diverged. Then the feeling was gone.


But she felt different. Lighter. Some sort of strange funnel had opened up within her, and she felt that burdens of the memories she had carried were beginning to spiral down. And it felt good—forgetting what might have been. To never think about those images again—yellow yarn. An English textbook. A frayed bit of rope. A crooked smile that broke young girl’s hearts. Memories funneled down into nothingness. Lucia let them slide. She closed her eyes and smiled. Finally, she would be free. There would be no sorrow waiting behind her eyelids. She would spend her last days in peace.


That was a befitting wish.


Her face glowed in the dimming light from the meteor, the wrinkles of worry slipped away. She slid down the outcropping to where it lay, the size of her breadbox back in the cabin.


“Thank you,” she said to the meteor, and rubbed it with snow until it was cool enough to take into her hands.





Chapter 2


Reginald C. Patterson sat in Dr. Nussbaum’s waiting room, scrolling through his iPad. Donald Trump was smirking on the screen, leaning forward over a podium and looking predatory, as if he might gobble up his audience. Although Reginald was a red, white and blue Republican, he was no fan of the Donald. He was fed up with slander and mud-slinging, having seen more than enough mud in Vietnam and hearing the lies the politicians told to justify the invasion. He picked another rubric at random—International News, subheading Science. That sounded better than American Politics; almost anything was preferable these days.


The office phone rang. Brandy, the receptionist, picked it up. “Hello? Hello?” She hung up again and picked her pencil back up. No one must have been on the line. Reginald shrugged and resumed his foray into International Science while he waited.


Reginald favored Dr. Nussbaum to his last doctor because he measured time as Reginald himself did, in slices of minutes. If a patient’s 15-minute consultation was up, Dr. Nussbaum just ejected the patient to make room for the next one, assembly-line style. Reginald appreciated the efficiency in that.


Reginald hoped the results of his CAT scan were in and could pinpoint his problem. His headaches had gotten worse lately, and the Almotriptan he had been taking for migraines seemed to have strange side effects. He had started seeing auras—around objects but mostly around people. He was certain Dr. Nussbaum would be able to explain that and adjust the dosage.


When he had first come to this office, Dr. Nussbaum had been fascinated by Reginald’s eidetic memory and had asked him all sorts of questions: what he had eaten for Christmas dinner in 1973, who had he played with on the playground on July 11th, 1944 and the complete contents of his dead mother’s wardrobe. The good doctor informed Reginald that he had a condition called hyperthymesia, an uncanny ability to recall details of his own personal life, and it was a condition rarely found in adults. Reginald had been half-expecting for Dr. Nussbaum to get a saw, cut open his skull and peer into his brain. Maybe the headaches had something to do with his memory. But amputation probably wouldn’t help. That was a good joke. He could tell that one to Dr. Nussbaum.


He sat ramrod straight as he scrolled. Only his neck was bent. His posture was a remnant from his former career as a judge and an Army lieutenant colonel. He was well-dressed, subtle in a grey pullover and slacks. He had no patience for floral shirts and polyester he had seen other retirees wear. He dressed in long pants and pullovers even at summer’s boiling point and never broke a sweat. He had sweated enough to fill the Pacific basin back in Vietnam. He refused to relocate to Florida, California or Arizona either. He was a Pennsylvania man through and through.


The phone rang again. “Look, whoever this is, I don’t think it’s funny!” Brandy slammed the phone down. Her gentle lavender aura was beginning to show veins of violet. Reginald shook his head. Probably kids playing a prank. None of them had any respect these days.


He had arrived for his appointment 7 minutes beforehand. He calculated that this was an appropriate length of time to be early. He glanced at the clock at the top of his tablet’s screen. 8:42. 3 minutes to fill. He stopped scrolling and his fingertip hovered over a picture of an old woman. Half her face was lit up in the stark morning sun like one of those half-moon cookies Reginald had enjoyed as a child. She was standing in a doorway next to a golden retriever. She was holding a rock in her outstretched hand. She looked pleased and a bit dazed by her good fortune. The caption read: Woman discovers meteorite. Lucia Zurbriggen, of Zermatt, Switzerland, had found a rare meteorite while on an evening walk with her dog. The majestic Matterhorn rose behind her house, he recognized it from his travel book at home.


There were no wrinkles on this woman’s face, or at least on the half face visible. Her cheeks were as smooth as a baby’s. She looked serene as she proudly displayed her find.


The screen went black and Lucia Zurbriggen disappeared. Reginald pressed the ‘home’ button but nothing happened. The battery had run out.


“Mr. Patterson?” Brandy was standing in front of him. The violet streaks in her aura were ebbing back into lavender.


Reginald laid the tablet aside. He couldn’t believe it—not only had he forgotten to charge his tablet before he left home, he had lost track of time as well. Forgetting wasn’t something that Reginald usually did. It made him uneasy.


“You can follow me please.” She gave him a cheery smile and swished down the hall, glancing over her shoulder like a 40s pin-up girl.


As Reginald stood up he felt a tiny weight shift in his pants’ pocket. It was his lucky charm, the only one he had—a piece of mountain crystal. He stroked it superstitiously as he followed Brandy down the hall. He admired her backside without any pang of sexuality whatsoever.


She ushered him into the consultation room and closed the door as she left. The room was brightly lit, designed to reveal every mole, spot and impurity on the human body. Books were lined up on a shelf: Haematologicy, Malignancies of the Blood, Sarcoma, Carcinoma. There were a couple probes and instruments placed neatly on a white table, but otherwise the room was sterile and about as cozy as the Antarctic tundra. Reginald’s no-nonsense kind of room. He felt comfortable. Dr. Nussbaum would have answers for him.


True to form Dr. Nussbaum didn’t keep him waiting long. The doctor nodded a greeting as he entered the room and took a seat across from Reginald. Dr. Nussbaum was a blandly handsome man with perfectly even features that discouraged small talk without saying a word. He didn’t have an aura, at least none that Reginald could see.


“Well, the good news is that we’ve found the cause of your headaches.” Dr. Nussbaum folded his hands like a church in front of him, and Reginald was reminded of a game he had played as a child: here is the church, here is the steeple, open the doors and see all the people. Would Dr. Nussbaum show him all the people?


No, he wouldn’t.


Instead Dr. Nussbaum told Reginald that he had a brain tumor.


“I’m sorry that there’s nothing more we can do for you here.” Dr. Nussbaum shrugged his shoulders and showed all the people to Reginald, but they had fled the church.


“‘Nothing more ‘we’ can do?’” Reginald repeated. He shook his head. “No chemotherapy? No operation?”


Dr. Nussbaum looked at him blankly. “The tumor is inoperable.” This raised the specter of a pulsing black/red alien growth weaving its way into Reginald’s brain.


He didn’t know what to do next. He sat there and waited for Dr. Nussbaum to tell him how things would progress from here but Dr. Nussbaum didn’t say anything further.


Is he waiting for me to break down, Reginald wondered. Is it appropriate to cry? Dr. Nussbaum had no box of tissues on his desk. The clock on the wall ticked as it jumped ahead one minute. The sound was gunshot loud.


They stared at each other, the doctor and the judge. Reginald knew himself to be superior at the staredown game. Better than the church game. He had stared down murderers and enemy soldiers and gum-popping waitresses. He was good at it.


“Is there anyone we should call? Your family?” Dr. Nussbaum finally said.


“You or your receptionist?”


“Brandy can make the call, or I can if you like.”


“No need. I am alone.” His last sentence bounced off the sterile walls. Peggy was 46 years in her grave, bones probably crumbled to dust by now, and any children he might have had died with her. I am alone, he thought. And you, sir, have just sentenced me to die alone. He felt no need to stare down the good doctor anymore. Reginald slumped in the chair for the first time in 70 years. There was no point in playing mental games with Dr. Nussbaum when he had just gotten a death sentence.


“I guess I should go then,” Reginald stood up and scraped the chair back. “My fifteen minutes are up anyway.”


Dr. Nussbaum stood as well and held out his hand. “I wish you all the best.”


At least the doctor had reverted to referring to himself in the first person. “With what? My tumor?”


“No, sir. With the rest of your life.” Reginald took the doctor’s hand and found a pamphlet between his fingers. The address of a cancer support group.


“And how long will that be?” Reginald looked at the brochure without really seeing it.


“Six months to a year. Make the most of it. If there’s something you still want or need to do, go do it.”


A roaring started in Reginald’s head as he left the inner office. But he was forgetting something. Was this forgetfulness caused by the brain tumor or only the news of it? Or just old age? Maybe he was losing his eidetic memory? He had forgotten to tell Dr. Nussbaum about the auras. He had forgotten to tell Dr. Nussbaum the amputation joke. But it didn’t matter. It didn’t seem funny anymore anyway. He had forgotten what time it was and he had forgotten to charge his—


Ah, his tablet. That’s what he had forgotten. He swept it up from the table in the waiting room, not giving Brandy a second glance. She had probably known his diagnosis all along, and hadn’t given him any warning. There was another poor soul reading Reader’s Digest in the corner, waiting for his turn on the chopping block. “Run,” Reginald advised him. “Sprint if you can. There’s still time.” The patient, an elderly gentleman wearing a floral shirt, stared at him open-mouthed. He had dentures. They were loose. Reginald took his coat and left.


He thought of the picture of the woman on the screen as he tucked the tablet under his arm and started towards his car. It was getting dark already, like it always did in January. And instead of a fresh start for the new year, he had gotten the death penalty. The leftover Christmas lights mocked him. Lucia Zurbriggen of Zermatt, Switzerland. Her face showed no worry wrinkles from war or tragedy or brain tumors. Mountain life must be simple and straightforward, something Reginald could appreciate. He had forgotten to ask Dr. Nussbaum if it would hurt as the tumor progressed. He would have to look it up on the internet.


As he got into his car he felt the weight again of his lucky rock in his pocket. He took it out and examined it. It hat six sides and a pointy tip worn smooth. Over the years in Vietnam and on the bench the crystal had become milky with sorrow, and one of the crystals had broken off. “Some good luck charm you turned out to be.” Reginald chucked it out the window into the encroaching winter twilight. How unfair that life had saved its most difficult challenge for his 76th year.


Reginald forced himself to sit upright at his dining table, fighting the urge to slump in defeat. His old bones didn’t want to salute any longer. He had put the tablet on the charger, in preparation for all the brain tumor research he was going to do. A cup of tea and the cancer support brochure lay on the table before him. He was now sharing the table with his Diagnosis, the way he was about to share the rest of his life with it, whatever was left of that life.


“If it gets to be too much,” a voice in his head suggested, “you can always take the back door exit.” Reginald thought of that voice as The Dark Soldier, and the back door exit he was referring to was suicide. Reginald had discussed many things with that faceless voice before.


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Reginald answered.


He ate and drank all of his meals ‘square’, hand with fork or cup lifting directly up from the table and then a right angle into his mouth. He took a sip of tea that way and promptly spit it right back into the cup. It didn’t taste like Darjeeling, it tasted like the coffee in Vietnam—as delicious as asphalt. Back then they had applauded every cup of joe, even though it all tasted like airplane exhaust. Vietnam had plenty of tea but coffee had to be imported, and the supply helicopters couldn’t always get through. But why was he tasting that now? It must be the brain tumor. He would have to check if appetence hallucinations were a symptom of cancer.


Reginald would usually eat his ‘square’ meals in the company of the news, either morning, noon or evening. But lately he had become fed up with both Fox News and CNN. Although he was not one to speculate in the stock market, he starting watching MSNBC, which was almost as dry as his toast. He turned on the television. He had to stand up to do it, he didn’t own a remote control.


But MSNBC surprised him unpleasantly with a report on some pouting young man from Canada named Justin Bieber. Reginald snapped the television off. His thoughts automatically turned to the past—the coffee in Vietnam, and the last thing Private Miller had said to him. Private Miller had looked a bit like Justin Bieber, only with blue eyes instead of brown.


Reginald had learned to be very careful with his thoughts because of the eidetic memory. It would be dangerous to think about Private Miller or Vietnam too much. He was disciplined, he kept his thoughts close. He had to, so the ugly memories didn’t overwhelm his entire life. Dr. Nussbaum had told him that hyperthymesiac patients often suffer from depression, because they were constantly reliving bad memories. Reginald tried never to think about the past, he kept all the important physical souvenirs of his life in a carefully assembled scrapbook. He didn’t need to, he remembered the day he graduated from the military academy as if it had only happened hours ago, and every day before that and every day afterwards and if it had rained and what he had eaten for breakfast and all the headlines of every newspaper he had ever read. But the scrapbook was like a file cabinet for him. If he found himself mentally recounting an unpleasant part of his life, he would tell himself that all the details were recorded in the book, and that the book was closed. This helped him redirect his thinking. If he didn’t keep his thoughts on a narrow path they would branch off and branch off and branch off again, following slanted tangents that led everywhere. But he was about the open that book.


He retrieved the scrapbook from its faithful spot and took it back to the table. There were some photographs in the album—young Reginald in the Boy Scouts, young Reginald in the army, Reginald with every troop he ever commanded, Reginald draped in his judges’ robes. His babyhood had been skipped over completely. There were only two pictures of his mother— a dour woman in the background of a photo of him in his Boy Scout uniform. She wasn’t smiling into the lens or beaming proudly at her young son, but scowling at something to the left which wasn’t in the picture. That was after his father died. The other picture was tucked into an envelope in the back of the scrapbook, a black and white photograph of his mother and father together, laughing. Taken maybe before he was born. They were barely adults— his mother with her perfectly waved hair looking into the camera and William glancing sideways to her. He tried to avoid looking at the picture but that didn’t help because he already knew every detail.


There were some pictures of his fiancée—Peggy— as well, and these were the most dangerous of all. She had died in a car accident while he had been serving in Vietnam, and pictures of her awoke feelings of paralyzing guilt and ghost memories of a life that never was.


The scrapbook had captured his solid career in serving the American people—first as a soldier (Reginald, who loved crosswords and words games appreciated the fact that by changing the letters in ‘soldier’ around he could make ‘solider’) and then, after finishing law school and a short career as a prosecutor, as a judge. Reginald had never married and had no children. After he lost his Peggy he never looked for anyone to take her place. He owed it to her memory to remain single, in his mind he was still her finacé. He had been a workaholic before the term was invented, keeping himself busy so he wouldn’t have to think too much. He had regarded his troops like his children, raising them very strictly (because most of them came from ‘soft’ families and where there were awards were given for participation) and he never showed them his emotions. Although he would have died for them.


But he hadn’t had the chance to die for Jacob Miller. The one who looked like Justin Bieber. He was pictured in the group portrait of one of the troops Reginald had led in Vietnam. There were 22 young soldiers and Reginald. He had been only a captain then. It looked like a school class photo—the boys were so young. Jacob was in the back, third from the right. His eyes were shaded by his cap and his face looked fuzzy in the aged photo. His freckles weren’t visible in the picture. He was what they used to call ‘a long drink of water’ … all sinew and bones, floppy like a Raggedey Andy doll. But all Reginald had to do was close his eyes and he saw Jacob Miller lying on the ground, blood bubbling out of his mouth and something horribly wrong with his body. When Reginald first walked up to him, his brain hadn’t been able to process what he was seeing. Reginald had had to look twice to see that one of Private Miller’s arms was missing and his pelvis had been twisted around. He had led his children into a field full of mines. Reginald hadn’t smelled the danger. He had lost three of his boys that day.


The air stank of metal, grease and blood. The freckles stood at attention on Miller’s pale face. Reginald had uncharacteristically vomited and then he had knelt beside the dying soldier. He slapped Private Miller’s cheek and told him not to be afraid. He would have promised the young man 27 virgins if it would have helped him die well. But before Private Miller died he had something to tell Reginald.


Would he meet Private Miller soon? In heaven? In hell? How would he respond? Private Miller had told him something back then and he had never gotten a chance to ask what he had meant by it.


Reginald had leaned towards him, his ear over his lips. The hot wind, the life leaving him, came out of Private Miller’s mouth. Tiny drops of his blood sprayed Reginald’s ear. He owed it to Private Miller to listen to his dying statement, but Reginald was afraid that Private Miller would condemn him for murder. He swallowed hard and bent closer.


Private Miller’s internal motor was running down. His young body was so twisted, he didn’t have a chance. But he had one message: “It is she who will find you.” Then he pressed something into Reginald’s hand. Then he stopped breathing.


Private Miller had haunted him after that, he hadn’t been able to transport Private Miller’s dead body out of the jungle, the exploding mines had attracted gunshots and he had to leave the area immediately with the survivors. He had left Private Miller’s body behind, but taken a part of Private Miller with him.


Reginald kept watch for a ‘she’ after that, the one Private Miller had mentioned … but he didn’t find any woman except for a Vietnamese prostitute once on leave. There was no significant other ‘she’. Not for more than 50 years.


But why was all this coming back to him now? Was it a sign?


As if in answer, the book that had been next to his scrapbook fell off the shelf. Reginald, startled, got up a little more suddenly than he intended to, banged his thighs on the table and knocked over the chair. The tea-coffee sloshed on the table. He approached the book on the floor and lifted it with love and a superstitious trepidation.


It was the coffee table book of the Swiss mountains. His father William had sent it to his mother as a present from Europe, and it arrived after the telegram announcing his death did. He hadn’t died in war, he had fallen to his death from the north face of the Matterhorn. The young widow couldn’t afford to have his body flown back, so he was buried in Switzerland. For the mother and son, the book had a supernatural allure, like a gift from the grave. His mother had spent hours looking through that book as she sipped brandy, as if she hoped to find William in one of the photographs.


As Reginald bent down to pick up the book he felt something shift in his pocket. He pulled the crystal out with wonder. “Didn’t I throw you away? I was sure I threw you away.”


But, like a bad penny, the crystal had turned up again.


Blasted brain tumor, Reginald thought. Had he really thrown his lucky crystal away? Maybe he had only imagined doing it.


This book was old. It was a hardcover with a paper wrapper, a tad ripped, the picture blinding blue and white. As he opened it, something flittered to the floor. Reginald picked it up. It was a photograph of his father, one he had never seen before! His father was standing, hands on his hips, grinning at the camera. The Matterhorn loomed behind him. How had they missed this photo? His mother examined this book thoroughly and never once mentioned this picture.


Unless maybe she had kept it from Reginald on purpose?


Wait a cotton-tailed minute. He laid the picture on the table, mindful of the spilled coffee. He then took his tablet, opened the tab International Science and found the picture of Lucia. He opened the book to page 37. Even without his eidetic memory, he knew all of the pictures by heart.


Both pictures had the same view of the Matterhorn. In the book photograph, there was even a slice of brown in the lower right-hand corner that could have been the aged dark brown wood of the cabin that Lucia stood in front of.


If that wasn’t a sign, he didn’t know what was.


It is she who will find you.


“If there is something you want or need to do, go do it,” Dr. Nussbaum had said.


Instead of researching the symptoms of a brain tumor, Reginald took his tablet and looked up ebookers, searching for flights to Switzerland.


The ringing telephone jolted Cleona awake and she swatted it before she answered it, mistaking it for her alarm, and knocking it to the floor. She groaned as she retrieved it, and it was Marc’s voice in her ear: “There’s been another explosion.” The room came into focus and she struggled to organize her thoughts. Part of her shrieked: “Shut up. Don’t tell me anymore.” Another part demanded “What? When? Where should I look?” She wedged her mobile between her shoulder and her ear, stood up and started pacing in the small studio apartment in her bra and boxers. Her back was soaked from sleep sweat. The heat had telescoped inside the room and the tacked-up green patterned scarves over the windows had turned the room into a jungle. A cockroach ambled across the floor. A spider scurried on the wall.


“You don’t say.” Her voice dusky with stolen sleep.


“Well, yes. As a matter of fact I do say.” Marc was currently stationed at the Very Large Telescope at the end of Chile. He had once said that that name lacked imagination, he would have called it the Godzilla Telescope or the King Kong Telescope, but Cleona found the original name apt. Static accompanied his every word as his voice wove through the air to her. “It happened at 2:03 Eastern Standard Time last night. We are expecting landfall within in a few hours.” He lowered his voice. “It was a big one, Cleona. We can’t find the comet anymore with the telescope. The most recent hypothesis is that it’s broken apart.”


“Any idea where the pieces will fall?”


“Central Europe is the projected trajectory.”


“That’s not exactly across the street. Nor is it very precise.”


“I apologize, but Recce’s Comet forgot to consult me before exploding. Of course I would have requested that it land in Guatemala or somewhere closer to you.”


Cleona stiffened. “No need to be sarcastic.”


“Look, I know how important this is for you and how you’ve been after this for a long time. All I wanted to do was let you know.”


“Sorry, Marc. I know I can be a bitch sometimes.”


“At least you admit it,” he answered. And that, in a nutshell, was why their relationship had no future. She preferred to live her life according to the Scientific Method. To ask questions, form hypotheses, get proof, draw conclusions. It was a life of constant intellectual curiosity, where Cleona was an active participant. She never held an orange in her hand without wondering where it came from, how it got to her and trying to read its peel bumps like braille. The problem with Marc was that he had just happened to her, and he was chaos personified. He messed up her bed. He made her feel unconcentrated and sticky. He had no place in her formulas. And the conclusions he led her to draw were ones that she preferred not to examine too closely.


“How are you doing?” Marc asked. Cleona closed her eyes. It was a loaded question. She wanted to say “I get scared sometimes. I’m lonely a lot. I wish you were closer. I wish I hadn’t been such a jerk. I wish we were together.” But instead she said “I’m fine, and yourself?”


“I’m fine too.” Static. “Do you think you’ll go have a look for the remnants?”


“I don’t see how I cannot. I failed to recover anything in Antarctica. This is a second chance for me.”


Marc sighed. “Did you ever realize that you are always going to where the scars in the earth are? Wilkes Crater in Antarctica? Chicxulub? Maybe it’s because you have so many personal scars of your own.”


Cleona pressed her lips together before answering. “Thank you for giving me the information.”


“I hope you find what you are looking for.” Static. “Well, I won’t keep you. I’m sure you are very busy. I just wanted to let you know. Goodbye, Cleona.”


“Thank you again, Marc. Goodbye.”


She heard one syllable from him as she pushed the disconnect button. Had he wanted to say something else?


She sat back down on her bed staring at the blank face of her mobile. There was no point in calling him back, she told herself. The most important piece of information was already delivered. And just in time! The cockroach was crawling over the letter from Ben Schubert at Borox Corp. It stated that her funding was being reduced after her failure to recover any meteors in Antarctica from Recce’s first explosion. Furthermore, if she didn’t provide some results, the project would be stopped all together. He didn’t even mention her loss of her finger and her toes. He was only interested in a piece of the comet Recce, and Cleo had not delivered.
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