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“Clay McLeod Chapman’s Bodies of Work is a scalpel, and you cannot read this book without being reshaped by it. It is a rot-crumbled tale of human brokenness, clear-eyed and visceral, awful, tragic and somehow exquisitely triumphant. But as with all of Chapman’s work: it comes at a cost.”

Chris Panatier, author of The Redemption of Morgan Bright

“Ornate and remarkably intricate for such a slender book, encountering Clay McLeod Chapman’s Bodies of Work for the first time feels both startling and exhilarating like discovering a broken relic of long-since forgotten art. A profane hymn screaming from the charnel pit of a blood-clogged throat, an obscene portrait torn from careless, withered hands— this novella is deeply subversive, absorbing, and original.”

Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have
Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“In prose both fevered and stunning, Clay McLeod Chapman takes us into the world of a tormented killer—and into the minds of the young women whose lives he steals. Colorful and haunting, Bodies of Work stitches together beauty and cruelty, madness and imagination, as it plays all our best feelings against each other. A compelling and brutal read that proves Chapman is a true master of horror.”

Wendy N. Wagner, author of Girl in the Creek

“Fantasy and reality warp and blend in a pure Chapman product, where a serial killer’s demented fantasies give bloom to creative carnage on the canvas of his victims’ bodies. Sad, sickening, and weirdly sweet, Bodies of Work is an unflinching window into the horrors of one waytoo-dedicated artist’s demented creative process.”

Bitter Karella, Hugo nominated author of Moonflow
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“Am I a real enemy of the cross,
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the sixth muse

As the unofficial archivists of Winston Kemper’s art, not to mention his muses, we find ourselves in the privileged position of being the foremost scholars of his body of work.

We are, in fact, the bodies of his work.

If not us, then who?

He murdered me first, so I should be the one to start his story . . .

That’s not true. I was first.

Not true, not true!

Well, I was his favorite . . .

That’s a lie and you know it!

And we’re to believe you? Since when did you become the trusted source on—

Sssh! Do you feel that?

Feel what?

Here comes another . . .

Already?

How long has it been? I’ve lost count . . .

A year, I believe?

Try ten.

Quiet! It’s starting again . . .


***

Winston finds the sixth sister much like the rest of us, delivered unto him at church. We always arrive at Shiloh Baptist when it is our time—never early, never a moment too late—even if he feels the strain on his faith almost as much as in his own weary body.

Just as he’s about to lose hope, just when he wonders if he’ll never find another muse again . . .

There she is! There we always are.

Do our names matter?

Not to him.

Her name is Kendra Weathers. Middle name Anne, after her grandmother, not that she ever uses it. On her fourth birthday, her grandma bought her a stuffed bunny with peach-colored buttons for eyes. Professor Howdy. Kendra never went anywhere without him . . . until she accidentally left him behind at a roadside restaurant during a family trip. It took three hours for Kendra to realize her best friend wasn’t sitting next to her, but by then, no amount of crying was turning their car around. Not as far as her father was concerned.

Kendra’s first heartbreak. The first of many.

Join the club.

Hush.

Winston will never know this about her. Our stories never hold significance to him, there and gone. Who she is, who any of us were in this world, matters very little. To him.

It’s what she will become in his mind that matters, what we all became.

Butterflies.

Kendra is Winston’s muse. His sixth, at long last. The answer to his relentless prayers.

It has been much, much easier to answer his divine calling here, at Shiloh. Far easier than at the group home. Or in the rest stop. He never fails to find inspiration amongst its aisles of hand-worn mahogany pews, much the same way Winston imagines those renaissance painters God spoke to. Michelangelo. Da Vinci.

Hadn’t angels inspired them to greatness as well? Did that place Winston amongst these master craftsmen, serving his higher calling?

He uses the backroom to aid in his holy summons. For years, Winston has had the space all to himself. To scribble. Dabble, perhaps, with paint. Even clip—

snip

snip

—out pictures from the various abandoned magazines left behind by parishioners. He’s been able to attend to matters much more efficiently since he’s called Shiloh home.

Now they are taking all that away.

Blasted leaky ceiling. A hole has opened somewhere in the tin roof, sending rain seeping through the beams, causing extensive water damage. He’ll be homeless soon.

No more studio for Winston.

He has to be far more careful now. More patient. Watchful eyes and all that, at his back. Always peeking. Always following him at work.

Inspiration only comes but once in a blue moon. He’s had to bide his time before receiving that divine lightning bolt, the archangels delivering his next muse.

But time is running out. His own body is beginning to shrivel in on itself.

So Winston prays. Prays for her arrival.

Doesn’t sound like He’s listening, pal . . . Sorry.

Don’t speak too soon . . .

You feel it, too? What is that?


Her.

It has been raining all evening. The storm pummels the roof, a shower of nails against Winston’s skull. It sounds cataclysmic. He’s heard nail guns before, the gunshot of pressurized air firing one steel bolt after another into the roofing of a random house. Now those retorts are legion, an endless rapid fire, each and every nail driving right into his skull—sssplunk-ssssplunk!—giving him a fresh migraine.

Until Shiloh raises enough funds to mend its panels, Winston periodically replaces the mop buckets underneath the leaks in the backroom. It is such an expansive space, used for storage, ample enough to fit a cot and a desk, along with Winston’s growing collection. Nobody else goes back there unless they need a fresh roll of toilet paper.

Winston has had the space all to himself.

In his younger years, Winston would’ve been the one to fix the roof. No longer. He’s far too old to find his way up a ladder, his knees too sore to take the strain. His bones moan under the most menial task these days, leaving him helpless to tend to his responsibilities.

The church is now bleeding. Leaking.

Winston prefers the church over his last place of residence. The group home was absolutely awful. Everyone stealing from each other. Here, Winston is in the presence of angels. He attends services morning and afternoon, sitting in the rear pew. Most families attend on Sundays. Tuesdays and Wednesdays are nearly all but empty.

Sometimes he has a service all to himself. He loves those the most. He will absorb the words, take them into his heart, as if he were an entire congregation.

Winston’s capacity to love Christ for more than just himself is almost enough to make up for Shiloh’s dwindling attendance.


His heart is enough, isn’t it?

The rain will wreak havoc on the grounds tomorrow, he just knows it. The private cemetery out back becomes all soggy when it storms like this. Loosens the tombstones like old teeth in gray gums. No one ever visits these graves anymore. Only Winston.

In the morning, he will be sure to survey the grounds for any damage. Upright the headstones again. Make sure the steel drums are still sealed, nice and tight. No leakage. No spills. Double-check that nothing tipped over. That means getting muddy. Trudging through puddles. Getting his boots caked in red clay.

Tomorrow. Tonight, he has the church all to himself. The roar of the rain. The wrath of it is almost exciting. Listen to God sending his storm. A flood is surely going to come.

That would certainly be a sign, wouldn’t it?

What if it washed Winston away?

We should be so lucky.

He will stay here, alone. Simply sit in a pew and listen to the storm against the roof. His skull. He lights a few candles around the sanctuary, saying a prayer for his butterflies.

As soon as he makes his way through the nave, walking down the center aisle of pews, he senses a density in the air. A gathering of electricity, gaining power. A presence.

Someone is here. He knows it straight away.

A new muse.

She is near. Oh, how long it has been since he’s felt this! He’d almost forgot. It takes his breath away, this strain on his chest, a brick weighing down his lungs.

Winston halts. Takes in the nave. The pews, all empty.

Save for one.

There. Third row. Left aisle.

No. Please, no . . . Not another.


Stop. Make him stop.

How?

Try something . . . We have to at least try.

The wooden seat glistens. Water droplets. Rain.

Tears.

She’s come because she has nowhere else to go. She had a fight with her boyfriend, her father kicked her out, her husband left, she lost her job . . . It’s the same story, even if the details fluctuate. Our outfits change, our hairstyles vary, but it’s always the same.

Fate put this woman on a path. That path narrowed, her options dwindling down to this very night on this very planet at this very house of worship, leading her here.

To him. Winston has been patient and his patience is now rewarded.

There she is, at long last.

Shivering wet. Already her body blurs in watercolors. The hues ripple and distort, the very atmosphere around her skin seeping—bleeding—in fluctuating blues and reds.

He sees her wings.

Winston makes his way down the aisle, slowly, taking his time. Holding his breath. Even then, the electricity is gathering. Collecting ions. Charging the air.

She’s the one. He feels it, the very disruption of her, whoever she may be.

What else is there?

He stops before the pew and finds her, all curled up. A lost cat. She’s wearing a jean jacket, still damp from the rain. It’s probably a lighter shade when the denim is dry, but now it’s a dark, bruised blue hue. There are rings on her fingers, so many, too many, her knuckles shine, even in the dim light, causing him to wince. Gawdy things. Awful things.

He’ll take those cheap things off when the time is right, one ring at a time. Toss them all away in the church’s dumpster out back. Jewelry. Necklaces. Earrings. Bracelets. Metal of all kinds, some precious, most not. Silver. Copper. Always on their bodies, but no longer. Winston doesn’t keep their jewelry. Not even the cross that woman wore around her neck.

That was mine. My aunt gave that cross to me.

No—it was mine. From my husband.

Sterling silver?

White gold.

No matter now. We no longer need trivial trinkets of love or devotion or beauty. Winston has given us all butterfly wings.

This woman has yet to see him. Her defenses are down. She thinks she is still alone.

Until . . .

Kendra turns and starts, breath catching—what a glorious sound, that gasp—kicking further back in the pew, sliding away a few inches. Clink, clink, her fingers go against the pew as her hand skitters across the scuffed wooden paneling.

“I’m sorry,” she says. She keeps her arms wrapped around herself, shivering still. “I—I didn’t know anyone was here. I called out but . . . nobody answered.”

It’s difficult for Winston to find his voice. He’s rarely called upon to speak, so he remains stubbornly mute. Dumbly staring back at this young woman. Gawking, almost.

“I just needed a place to get out of the rain.”

The rain, yes. Of course. She hears it, too, those nails pounding against his head.

Winston has never been a good gauge of someone’s age. She could be twenty or thirty or somewhere in between. Younger, perhaps? He can’t tell. She’s older than he understands, her existence such a mystery. Women have always been a mystery to him.

You can say that again.

Hush. If you’re not going to constructively contribute, you can keep quiet.

Fine.

She’s twenty-seven. Homeless, though Kendra is always quick to tell folks she’s between homes. A bad breakup with her last boyfriend left her living out of her car for a week or so. What’s left of that piece of shit. A rusted muffler temporarily took her mobile home away and now she’s royally screwed, stranded in this backwater town. It’s been in the auto shop for three days, going on four now that the weekend is here and they are apparently not open on Sundays for some asinine reason, her Hyundai held hostage by the goddamn mechanic until she can fork over four hundred fucking dollars for parts and labor. That fucking thief. Kendra never has that kind of money on her, even when she was working at the A&P in Warrenton, which, let’s be honest, was no way to live, so she’s been looking for work, any kind of work, but not that kind of work, and finding very fucking little.

The church was her only choice tonight. A roof over her head during the heavy rain.

“Hope that’s okay,” she says with a pitiful smile, a soggy shrug of her shoulders, offering her sob story in hopes that he will take pity and let her stay. Just for tonight.

Is Winston even listening? Do the words sink in? He simply stares back, nodding at the oddest intervals, strangely out of sync with her spiel. It’s almost like he’s pretending to listen, acknowledging the receipt of her words without comprehending them.

It’s enough to send a shiver through Kendra’s spine. Maybe it’s just the cold.


Maybe.

What’s the worry? Just look at this old guy. He’s perfectly harmless. His oyster gray eyes are so wide, whiskered jaw slack, he’s practically ogling over her.

There’s no way he’d send her back out there in the rain . . . Is there?

Don’t worry, Kendra—we all thought the exact same thing. Letting our guard down.

You’re not alone.

She’ll be one of us before long.

She’s not yet. Don’t count your chickens.

Soon. Unless . . .

Unless?

Maybe she breaks free? Breaks the cycle?

Good luck with that.

Well, she could . . .

It’s already too late. Just look at the way he’s staring at her . . .

Even now she’s so bright, it nearly blinds him. The colors seeping out from her skin. Her body aches to break open, let the rainbow within unfurl and flood. Spread her wings.

She’s one of them. One of us. The sixth sister.

He found her, at long last.

This process takes years. Waiting for inspiration to strike, that divine lightning bolt to his brain. The timing always needs to be right. It couldn’t be during the day. Not when others rummage about the church. It always needs to be at night, when Winston has Shiloh all to himself. When the House of God is now his. For a fleeting moment, he’s the only god here.

“Tea?” It comes out of his mouth as a dehydrated croak. Such a raspy bullfrog.

The word makes no sense to her. “Sorry?”

Winston swallows. Tries again. “Would you like some tea?”


She can’t help but laugh—just the slightest exhale—her shoulders relenting. Tea. Hot tea. Of course. “Do you have a towel? Something to dry off with?”

Oily rainbows swirl about her. She’s still dripping, her hair wet with rain. It’s a ruddy auburn, glistening in the candlelight, so it looks like rust dribbling down her copper locks.

She’s beautiful.

We all were. Once.

Not anymore.

Says you.

You think you’re still a sight for sore eyes?

Worse. If anyone laid eyes on you now . . . they’d probably shriek.

The split ends reach her shoulders, soaking her sleeves. Her face holds just the faintest trace of her childhood, her youth lost in these subsequent years of hard living.

Is that a black eye he spies? Bound to be. The last gasp of her capillaries receding into a faint yellow and green. What luscious colors. She must be running away.

We all come to Winston hurt in some way. Purple watercolors. Bruised black and blue hues. The wounds are what have drawn us here, fresh or no, compelled to escape whatever life we had before intersecting with his.

Would Winston have changed his mind if we had shared our scars with him? Told him the story behind each and every one of our bruises? It seems unlikely, even now.

The compassion he expresses is purely perfunctory. A performance; not a great one. Just enough for us to lower our guard. Our biggest mistake in a life of mistakes. So many bad choices—yet our judgment of this foolish, doddering old man may be the worst.

She is already transforming in his eyes, encasing herself in a cocoon of watercolor, ready to emerge. A warrior with wings.

What does that make Winston?

The bard of butterflies.

The next chapter is about to begin.

Does Winston know Kendra is pregnant? Of course not. She doesn’t even realize it herself, unaware of the transformation that is slowly occurring within her own body.

But we do. Just look at her. That glow.

This is a secret kept from herself, carrying it deep within, a nested doll, one forgotten woman after another, awaiting the same fate, the littlest of them all barely budding.

Winston nods, mumbles, “Towel,” then turns, beckoning Kendra to follow him.

Into the backroom.

He steps to the side, gesturing for her to enter first— After you.

How cordial.

“So,” Kendra starts as she walks past him. “Do you always work this late or is this—”

The hammer comes first. A blow to the back of Kendra’s head when she least expects it.

We never expect it.

Inspiration hits. A crack at the back of the skull.

The scissors are always last. That final punctuation mark to her life story.

The end.

For now.

***

Time flows differently now, for us, here, now that we are . . . this. So, while Kendra is still fresh in our minds, her name on our tongues, before she fades away like the rest of us, absorbed into this liminal existence that we all share now, let us tell Kendra’s story—the end of it, at least—for it is the end of all our stories.

No one has called out for Kendra in ages. The very thought of her—Kendra—hasn’t passed through the minds of anyone for quite some time now.

Nobody is looking for her. Missing her.

The obsolescence of her existence, the finality of her fading away, feels so complete, so cruel to us, because it happened to ourselves. We were just like her. Once.

Our bodies don’t belong. There is nowhere we can fit in Winston’s imagination, the very excess of our corpses, our flesh, incongruous to his creative process. His technique.

Winston keeps the parts he needs—our voices—and wedges the rest.

In the aftermath of Hurricane Aubrey, there was a surplus of food donations to local churches throughout the coastal towns here in Virginia. A handful of 55-gallon steel drums found their way to Shiloh to aid in recovery efforts. Seven, to be exact. The precise number of cocoons required to complete their metamorphosis, just as God intended.

How fitting! Just the number of drums he needed. What luck!

The metal canisters remain stacked behind the church. Forgotten, mostly, by now. A bureaucratic eyesore for Shiloh to figure out at some point. Just not now. Not yet. It’s been years and still nothing. FEMA won’t take the barrels back, now that hurricane recovery has come and gone. So they remain, slowly eroding into the soil. Leaking their contents.

Each vat has a removable lid fastened by a bolt ring, sealed tight. Whatever food is inside—rice, likely—has been there for years. Whether it’s edible or not is another concern.


Shiloh has its own dumpster in the parking lot. Every Wednesday morning at ten-thirty on the dot, like clockwork, the garbagemen arrive and dispose of whatever is inside.

That gives Winston less than seven hours. Six, if he’s lucky.

Years ago, he could finish in three.

He was much younger then. Now his knees complain. His back aches. His body protests more the longer he’s on his feet. He tries to push the pain to the back of his mind.

There’s work to be done. Much too much work.

Winston wanders to the back of the church building. All seven barrels are stacked together, two on two, with a lone drum on its own. He starts there. Taps the drum with his shoe. It sloshes. That one’s spoken for. He moves to the next, giving it a tap with his heel.

This one skitters, raindrops on tin. Grain. There’s still rice inside.

Perfect.

Years back, he could empty the barrel simply by tipping it over into the dumpster. Now he needs to take a mop bucket from the janitor’s closet and scoop the rice out, emptying the moldering foodstuff into the dumpster, one bucketful at a time. It’s slow going, this process, but it’s the best his body can offer. He needs to be careful about spillage. He’s sowing the lot with rice. The trail of grains tethering the dumpster and the barrel will be a tipoff to someone, surely, so Winston puts in a prayer for the birds to come to his aid, assisting him on his mission by pecking at what he leaves behind, much like the woodland creatures helped Snow White clean her kitchen, whistling while she worked.

All of God’s little creatures help Winston in his time of need.

He needs all the help he can get.


It’ll be dawn before he’s tucked her in. Winston needs to hurry. Church services are scheduled for eleven AM and he’s hoping to attend.

To give thanks. Gratitude to God for delivering another butterfly. For sending him . . .

For sending . . . whatshername.

He never remembers, does he?

Susanne.

Tamara.

Caroline.

Rochelle.

Gail.

Whispers now, growing fainter. Our names fading along with our voices.

Ssh . . . Children should be seen, not heard.

We all had names at one point, all of them long forgotten. Winston never knew them. He may have asked, but he was never listening. Never needed to know.

We are his muses. Divine inspiration sent from heaven itself. We came to Winston in his time of need, answering his prayers, the clouds parting, sunlight heralding our arrival. The watercolors radiating all around us, our skin. Brushstrokes of God.

The flesh forgets. It fades. Decays. So do our own stories, locked in our bodies. Before long, we will all be gone. Everything that’s left of us. Everything that remains.

We exist only in the pages of Winston’s epic.

His magnum opus.

He took our voices. Snipped that tender church bell dangling from the roofs of our mouths with his dulled fabric shears, cumbersomely plunging the blades in and cutting what he wanted from us. The anatomy of our mouths was a bit of a mystery to him, along with everything else about our bodies. Not that it mattered. In Winston’s mind, that piece of pink flesh was where our sweetness resided—our innocence—the succulence of it.

He wanted to keep a part of us. A memento from our mouths. Our voices. Our laughter. The rest may have been for God, but this he kept for himself.

A guilty pleasure, perhaps.

No one, not even our Winston, is without a little bit of sin. Keeping these bits of us is his, taking pride in his work. Each individual divot of clipped skin is sealed in its own four-ounce canning jar, intended for preserves. The quilted crystal and mottled embossing distorting the tender fleck bleeding at the very bottom.

Perhaps he imagines we are fireflies, the sound of us, our screaming, our pleading preserved just for him. A killing jar for our whispers, our last words now desiccated husks crusted against the inside of the jar. All his lovely butterflies.

He didn’t label them and so our names never made their way onto the lids. There is no way of discerning whose uvula is whose anymore, shriveling into scabs along each jar’s glass bottom. But he knew our voices so well.

Ssh. Quiet down now and listen.

Listen closely.

Can you hear us? We cry as one voice now.

Speak as one.

He can hear them, even now.

Forever.

Whenever he opens a mason jar—our homes, our prisons—he can hear us again. Those last begging gasps before the blood flooded into our mouths, drowning our final cries. He’s always brought back to the moment he silenced us, reliving that slice of his shears, relishing the gag, the blood spilling over our cheeks, all over again.


Winston, we whisper unheard, trapped behind glass. We hear you, Winston . . .

We are the salvation you seek . . .

Set us free, Winston . . .

Set us free . . .

He never listens. The glass is too much, impenetrable. He’s far too occupied with his art, anyhow. What pictures he cuts out from the catalogues, what pieces he cuts out from our mouths, it all blends together. We are a chorus of the voiceless. So many of us now.

There are so many years between us. We never met, not in this life. We never knew his other victims existed until Winston brought us all together; a sisterhood of sorts.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. This is not our story, no matter how desperate we are to tell it. Share ourselves. Nobody wants to hear from us. The victims.

You want him.

Winston.

How could this happen, you ask? How could something like this go on for so long and nobody notice? How could he get away with something so heinous, for all these years?

Simple, we say. Easy as pie. Happens all the time.

Who are we? Forgotten women. Lost souls that slipped through the cracks.

No one’s looking for us. No one cares. Only Winston. Maybe we were mothers at one point in our lives, now gone. Forgotten sisters. Daughters to someone, but no more.

We are Winston’s nested dolls. Ghosts within ghosts. We will share his story, because what other story is there left to tell?

We are merely forgotten footnotes in a world that trotted all over us.

So, we tell his.


His name is Winston Kemper. The bard of butterflies.

Let us sing for him.

Hear us! Our story, our song! We are the forgotten women. The muses of Winston. We have transformed, transcended, metamorphosized.

We have a story to tell, a song to sing.

Do you hear it? It’s starting. Something stirs beneath steel. It’s faint, but there. Skin bristling against rusted metal. Dissolving in her own bodily fluids. Hatching for Winston.

Observe! Hark, the herald angels scream!

The time has come to watch the butterfly crawl out from her cocoon . . .

Here she comes! That’s it! Push! Push!

Puuush!


THE BIRTH OF A BUTTERFLY:

In Which We Have The Privilege Of Witnessing A New Butterfly Girl Born... See Her Emerge From Her Rusted Cocoon... How Tuckered She Must Be!

---------------------------------------------

There’s no light.

No air.

Such asphyxiating conditions. She can’t breathe inside here. Her shoulders press inward. Arms wrapped around her own torso, hugging herself. Her knees are pressed against her chest, legs folded into themselves, pinning her in place.

Stuffed.

She must escape before it’s too late!

But what is this? When she tries to release herself, let go of her own grip around her waist, her elbows immediately meet metal, metal at all sides, up and down and all around, punctuated by a pair of tinny thwonks at either side.

What on earth is this awful place? What’s happened to me? Where am I? The questions pick up their pace, frantic now, racing through her mind, making her dizzy. What’s going on? What is this? Where oh where am I?

Her breathing picks up as well, the air so thin she can taste the heat of her own spent oxygen, rich with carbon dioxide, pennies at the back of her throat.

What is this what’s happening where oh where am I, she can’t stop herself, even now, the questions continuing to spin, spin, spin, what is this what’s happening where oh where am I what is this what’s happening where oh where...

She tilts her head back. The cradle of her cranium strikes metal. She feels the brittle flakes of rust scraping against her scalp and scattering into her hair.

So dark. No light. No air!

There is a fluid of some sort settled around her waist. She feels it now, the warmth of it, thick and viscous. What is she swimming in? It’s far too gooey to be water. Some syrup, no doubt, settling at her navel, rising up higher and higher, at her chest now, clinging to her skin, sticking to the surface of this metal vessel.

She needs to break free. Escape. But how?

Thrashing now. Getting liquid everywhere. On her chin. Her belly. She can’t stand to be trapped inside this metal shell for much longer. She’s set to lose her mind. So she pushes. Hands against the inner rim of whatever trap this is.

A coffin, perhaps? Or cocoon?

The metal relents, beginning to give. The very rust of it has softened over time, corrosion eating away at the hull. She simply has to push harder.

Harder.

Force it open. She can feel the flakes of rust dig into the skin along her palms, biting in. Cutting her. Still, she pushes harder.

Harder.


That’s it! It’s folding. Flexing. Keep pushing!

Harder!

Then...

A rupture in the hull. She feels the barrier give, soft metal fissuring, until her hand forces its way through. She cuts herself on the rusted grit, tiny flecks gnawing on her forearm, but no matter. She’s finally through!

Light finds her skin. She sees herself, her limbs, sticky and wet, glistening in this flaccid bath. All she needs to do now is force herself out.

The crown of her head emerges. Whole flaps of rusted metal bulge outward along with her egress, peeling back to let her through.

She gasps for fresh air the moment her head is free. She keeps her eyes closed, gummed up from the feel of it, the light too bright for her to see just yet.

She keeps pushing.

The exertion is exhausting. She’s spent, but not even halfway free. A snagged fowl. Her shoulders have shimmied out, now her upper torso tapers along. The puddle of fluids helps her escape, greasing the gears as it were, allowing her to slip out from the thin fissure. She flops over, hitting soft ground.

The rest of her body—waist, then legs— slither along, no longer folded over.

She’s finally free.

Free at last!

She’s emerged from her rusted cocoon, freshly hatched. But the sheer exertion of it all, the energy it took to break free and crawl out... it’s much too much for her. She can’t remember a thing. How she got here. Her own name.


Who am I?

Her chrysalis looks much like a steel drum that has collapsed in on itself, the structural integrity of the metal long forsaken, leaving behind the hollow husk of a flattened canister. FEMA, it reads. Stenciled letters.

What on earth is a fema? A female something or other?

She has no idea.

Tired now. So tired. She’ll simply lie here, on the soft ground. She’ll close her eyes. Feel the cool air on her skin. The breeze on her cheeks. And breathe.

Simply breathe in the fresh air...

Her throat. Why does it hurt so? What is this soreness at the very back of her mouth that makes it so hard to swallow? To breathe?

Rest. That’s all she needs. She needs to rest. Regain her energy.

Sleep now.

Sleep...
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