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Foreword









Julian reached out to me last year.

It was a short, sharp message, typed like someone who edits himself even when he doesn’t need to. I recognized that about myself in him immediately. He said he’d read a couple of my books—didn’t say which—and that he “liked some of it.” I laughed at the phrasing.

We exchanged a few emails. He told me he wrote, but not often, and not for anyone. He wasn’t looking for mentorship, blurbs, or any of the usual career oxygen writers hustle for. If anything, he made it clear he didn’t consider himself part of the “literary world.” He just liked stories. Writing them. Deleting them. Occasionally saving them.

At some point, he sent me a file. Just an attachment labeled Forks, and a one-word message: “lol.” I read it that night. I still don’t know exactly what it was. Only that I liked it. A lot.

I told him it should be published. That I’d handle the logistics (ISBNs, formatting, the boring stuff) since I was already finishing the packaging on The Bastard of Taylor’s End. He didn’t respond for a while.

When he finally did, he said he didn’t care much about publication but trusted my judgment. “If you think it deserves it,” he wrote, “go ahead.” That was the closest thing to enthusiasm I ever got from him.

About a week later, a new message arrived. 

This one surprised me.

Could we do a collection, you think?

I’m writing this foreword because I think readers deserve the context. Mercer isn’t a discovery in the traditional sense. I didn’t “find” him. I didn’t polish him. He was already fully formed, just… doing his own little thing in his own corner of California. He doesn’t want attention. He writes because he enjoys it, moderately, on his own terms.

So, without further ado, this is Bad Times with Julian Mercer by, aptly, Julian Mercer.

 

Jack Chase 
Founder, Abbycat Group & Publishing Brands
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Forks











The town of Towney, California had been built twice. The first time was in 1952, when the Atomic Energy Commission erected 147 structures in the Mojave to study how American domesticity would fare against nuclear annihilation. They furnished the homes with period-appropriate sofas. They dressed mannequins in cotton dresses and positioned them at kitchen tables. They detonated a device called “Apple-2” three miles to the southeast and filmed what happened to the drapes.

The second time was in 1987, when a developer named Harmon Fitch purchased the blast zone for eleven cents per acre and rebuilt what the government had flattened, advertising the lots as “pre-weathered” and “historically significant.” He named the development New Towney, then just Towney when the “New” began to feel like a broken promise. The population settled at 4,211 and did not move in either direction for thirty-seven years.

Leonard Voss, particle engineer, moved to Towney in the spring of the previous year because the rent was four hundred dollars and the commute to the Barstow Research Annex was only ninety minutes if he drove the back route and did not stop for anything. He had stopped for things exactly twice: once for a coyote that had been hit by something larger than his Camry and was dragging itself across the asphalt with its front legs only, and once for a woman standing at the edge of the road holding a sign that said free bible consultation, though when he pulled over she had nothing to give him and only wanted to know if he was familiar with the Book of Haggai.

He was not.

His apartment was Unit 7 of a twelve-unit complex called Desert Flower Gardens, which contained neither flowers nor gardens, only a courtyard of decorative gravel that the landlord raked once per month into patterns that suggested, without ever quite confirming, intentionality. The building had been part of the original test site. Leonard sometimes imagined he could feel the residual charge in the walls, though his Geiger counter—he owned a Geiger counter—registered nothing beyond background. The walls were simply walls. The charge was simply his.

    
  The first forks disappeared on a Tuesday.

Leonard noticed because he had developed, in the months since his insomnia had sharpened into something absolute and unrectifiable, a series of small rituals that required precise instrumentation. The forks were part of this. Each night at 11:47 P.M., after the second commercial break of Can You Dig It?, he would eat fourteen bites of room-temperature spaghetti from a ceramic bowl he had purchased at the dollar store in Barstow. The spaghetti was always leftover from a batch he made on Sundays. The bites were always counted. The fork was always the same fork: a piece of motel silverware he had stolen from a Red Roof Inn in Tucson during the long drive west, its handle engraved with a stylized “R” that had worn almost to illegibility.

On this Tuesday, the fork was not in the drawer.

He stood in the kitchen for eleven minutes, opening and closing the drawer, as though the fork might materialize through repetition. The drawer contained: a serrated knife with a broken tip, a ladle he had never used, two spoons of mismatched origin, a vegetable peeler still in its packaging, and a small coil of copper wire he could not remember placing there. No forks.

He checked the sink. He checked the dish rack. He checked the trash can, the recycling bin, the cabinet above the refrigerator where he stored things he did not want to think about. He checked the bathroom—not the guest bathroom, never the guest bathroom—and found nothing. He checked the pockets of every jacket he owned, which was three jackets, all of them too thin for the desert nights.

The forks were gone. Both of them.

He had owned two forks. The motel fork and a second fork he had purchased at the same dollar store as the bowl, a flimsy thing with tines that bent if you pressed them against anything firmer than pasta. Both were gone.

Leonard sat on the edge of his bed and watched the ceiling fan complete six rotations. His eyes, in the mirror across the room, looked like something that had been drawn on a face rather than grown from it. The skin beneath them had taken on a color he associated with week-old bruises, with fruit left too long in the sun.

He did not sleep.

    
  The Camry started on the fifth attempt, which was better than average.

It was a 1995 model, white originally, now a color that the body shop in Barstow had called “desert patina” when they refused to fix the spreading rust along the wheel wells. The odometer had stopped working at 347,000 miles, which was either a mechanical failure or an act of mercy. The tape deck played only one cassette—a water-damaged copy of The Best of Bread—and Leonard had stopped trying to eject it in the second month.

He drove to the hardware store in Baker, thirty-four miles east, because Towney’s only retail establishment was a combination gas station and bait shop called Duke’s Last Chance, and Duke did not sell flatware.

The hardware store was called Ellison’s, though no one named Ellison had owned it since 1978. The current proprietor was a woman in her sixties named Marguerite who had moved to Baker from Paramus, New Jersey, after what she referred to only as “the situation with Gerald.” Leonard had never asked about Gerald. Marguerite had never volunteered.

“Forks,” Leonard said.

Marguerite looked at him from behind a display of novelty keychains shaped like cacti. “Forks,” she repeated.

“I need to buy forks.”

“This is a hardware store.”

“I know.”

“We sell hardware.”

“I know.”

Marguerite removed her reading glasses and set them on the counter with a precision that suggested she had practiced this gesture many times. “You look terrible,” she said.

“I’m aware.”

“When did you last sleep?”

Leonard considered the question. The last time he had slept—truly slept, not the shallow drowning that sometimes took him for twenty or thirty minutes in the blue hours before dawn—had been in March. It was now September. The doctors at the Barstow clinic had given him a name for what was happening to him, a clinical term involving the words “fatal” and “familial,” though they had also assured him that his version was not, technically, that. His version was something else. His version was a mystery.

“Recently,” he said.

“Hardware store,” Marguerite said again, and pointed to the door.

    
  He purchased forks at a supermarket in Barstow: a twelve-pack of stainless steel, dishwasher-safe, made in China, $7.99. He also purchased, because the fluorescent lights were making him feel something he could not name and he wanted to prolong his time away from the apartment, a bag of oranges, a box of cereal he did not intend to eat, a magazine about motorcycles, and a small cactus in a terra-cotta pot that the checkout clerk said was “basically unkillable.”

“Nothing is unkillable,” Leonard said.

The clerk, whose name tag identified her as Destiny, blinked at him twice and completed the transaction in silence.

    
  By Thursday, six forks were missing.

Leonard had placed the twelve-pack in the drawer on Tuesday evening, counting each piece as he removed it from the plastic packaging: twelve forks, twelve identical forks, their tines perfectly aligned, their handles stamped with a pattern that was meant to resemble brushed nickel but resembled, more accurately, the surface of something that had given up.

On Wednesday morning, twelve forks.

On Wednesday evening, before Can You Dig It?, twelve forks.

On Thursday morning, six forks.

He counted three times. He removed each fork from the drawer and placed it on the counter, then returned each fork to the drawer, then removed them again. Six forks. He checked the other drawers, the cabinets, the spaces behind and beneath the appliances. He checked the living room, the bedroom, the hallway closet that contained only a vacuum cleaner he had never used and a cardboard box labeled important in handwriting that was not his own—the box had been in the apartment when he moved in, and he had never opened it, and he would not open it now.

He did not check the guest bathroom.

The guest bathroom door was closed. It had been closed for four months. There was a project inside the guest bathroom, a project Leonard had started in May and then abandoned, or not abandoned exactly, but deferred, or not deferred exactly, but contained. The project was contained. The door was closed. These facts were related but not identical.

Six forks.

    
  Can You Dig It? was a game show that aired nightly at 11:00 P.M. on a channel Leonard could not identify by network or number. The channel existed only on his television, as far as he could determine. He had checked the listings in the Barstow newspaper. He had searched for the program online, using the computer at the public library in Baker because he did not own a computer himself, did not trust the way they watched you, the way they remembered. The program did not appear to exist outside of his apartment.

The host was a man named Chip Westerly, or a man who called himself Chip Westerly, or a man who was introduced by an unseen announcer as Chip Westerly, though his face had the quality of something assembled rather than born, features that were individually correct but collectively unnerving. His teeth were very white. His eyes were a shade of blue that Leonard associated with swimming pools, with chemicals, with water that had been treated until it was no longer, precisely, water.

The game itself was simple. Contestants were presented with a patch of earth—a square of soil, perhaps six feet by six feet, contained within a wooden frame on the studio floor—and given a shovel. They had ninety seconds to dig. Whatever they found, they kept.

Most contestants found nothing. They dug and dug, and the studio audience—visible only as shadows beyond the stage lights, their applause mechanical and perfectly timed—would groan or sigh or fall silent, and Chip Westerly would smile his chemical smile and say, “Better luck next time, friend,” and the contestant would be led off the stage by a woman in a silver dress whose face was never shown.

But sometimes they found things.

A contestant in June had unearthed a gold pocket watch that Chip Westerly claimed was worth eleven thousand dollars. A contestant in August had found a small leather pouch containing a set of human teeth—“milk teeth,” Chip Westerly had said, holding them to the light, “collector’s item, very rare”—and the contestant had wept, though whether from joy or something else Leonard could not determine.

Leonard watched every night because the program was the only thing on his television between 11:00 P.M. and midnight, and because the alternative was to sit in silence and listen to the guest bathroom, which made sounds sometimes, small sounds, sounds that could be explained as pipes or settling or the ordinary complaints of a building that had survived a nuclear test and been rebuilt by a man whose ambitions outpaced his craftsmanship.

The sounds could be explained.

Leonard did not explain them.

    
  By Saturday, all the forks were gone.

He woke—he had not been sleeping, but he had been somewhere adjacent to sleep, a gray space where his body was horizontal and his eyes were closed and time passed in increments that felt like falling—and went immediately to the kitchen. The drawer was empty. Not just empty of forks: empty entirely. The knife, the ladle, the spoons, the peeler, the copper wire—all gone.

It wasn’t just forks anymore. It was anything that could bite or scoop or cut.

Leonard stood in the kitchen and felt something shift in his chest, a sensation like tectonic movement, like plates grinding past each other in the dark.

He searched the apartment. He searched it systematically, beginning with the kitchen and moving clockwise through the living room, the bedroom, the hallway, the bathroom—not the guest bathroom—and back to the kitchen. He searched the spaces beneath furniture and inside furniture and behind furniture. He searched the pockets of his jackets and the folds of his sheets and the gaps between cushions. He searched the Camry, which was parked in the space marked “7″ in the lot outside, its dashboard fuzzy with dust, its back seat empty except for a single penny and a receipt from a gas station in Needles dated three years before Leonard had moved to California.

He found nothing.

No forks. No silverware of any kind. No copper wire, which bothered him more than the rest because he could not remember bringing the copper wire into the apartment in the first place, could not construct a narrative that ended with copper wire in his utensil drawer, and the absence of a narrative was more troubling than the absence of the wire itself.

He stood in the kitchen and looked at the guest bathroom door.

The door looked back.

    
  The thing about Towney, the thing nobody talked about but everyone understood, was that the mannequins had never been removed.

Not all of them, anyway. When the AEC packed up after the tests, when Harmon Fitch bought the land and began rebuilding, some of the mannequins were simply—incorporated. Built into walls. Buried beneath foundations. Left in crawlspaces and attics and the gaps between things. Fitch had thought it was funny, or efficient, or both. He had laughed about it at the groundbreaking ceremony, holding a champagne glass in one hand and a mannequin arm in the other.

“History,” he had said. “We’re building on history.”

But the Towney Historical Society—which consisted of four people who met on alternating Wednesdays in the back room of Duke’s Last Chance after bowling—had preserved a handful of intact specimens. Display cases lined the walls of what had once been a church and was now a museum of nuclear domesticity, open by appointment only, admission three dollars.

Leonard had visited the museum once, in his third week in Towney, because he had seen a flyer taped to the window of Duke’s and because he had nothing else to do on a Sunday afternoon and because the insomnia had not yet sharpened into what it would become. The museum smelled like dust and old paper and something else, something chemical, something that reminded Leonard of the formaldehyde they had used in his high school biology class to preserve frogs.

The mannequins stood in their cases like passengers waiting for a bus that would never come. A woman in a blue dress, her plastic hair styled in the fashion of 1952, her eyes painted the color of nothing. A man in a gray suit, his tie loosened, his posture suggesting exhaustion or defeat. A child—a boy, maybe eight or nine—holding a baseball glove, his face frozen in an expression that the museum’s single informational placard described as “anticipation” but that Leonard thought looked more like fear.

He had stood in front of the child’s case for seventeen minutes.

The child had not moved. Of course the child had not moved. It was a mannequin. It was plastic and paint and the residue of a government program that had ended before Leonard was born.

But the eyes.

The eyes had followed him.

Leonard had told himself this was a trick of the light, a consequence of the insomnia, a symptom of the way his brain had begun to fill the gaps in perception with patterns that weren’t there. The eyes were painted. They could not follow. They could not see.

He had not returned to the museum.

    
  On Sunday, after the drawer went empty again, Leonard drove to the museum.

He did not know why. Or he knew why but could not articulate it, could not translate the knowing into language, into the kind of explanation that would make sense to another person. The insomnia did this to him sometimes: collapsed the distance between thought and action, between impulse and execution, so that he found himself doing things before he had decided to do them.

The museum was closed. Of course it was closed. It was Sunday evening and the sign on the door said by appointment only and, well, Leonard had not made an appointment.

He tried the door anyway.

It opened.

    
  The inside of the museum was darker than Leonard remembered, the windows covered with blinds that let in only narrow slats of fading daylight. The mannequins stood in their cases, unchanged, their painted eyes fixed on points in the middle distance that did not exist.

Leonard walked past the woman in the blue dress. Past the man in the gray suit. He stopped in front of the child.

The child was still holding the baseball glove. The child’s face was still frozen in that expression: anticipation, fear, something between. The child’s eyes were still painted the color of nothing.

But the child was breathing.

Leonard watched. He watched for three minutes, four, five. The chest rose and fell. The rhythm was slow, almost imperceptible, but it was there. Rise. Fall. Rise. Fall.

“You’re not real,” Leonard said.

The child did not respond.

“You’re plastic. Plastic and paint.”

Rise. Fall.

Leonard pressed his hand against the glass of the display case. The glass was cold. The child was on the other side, separated from him by half an inch of nothing, by a barrier that existed only because someone had decided it should exist.

“You’re not real,” Leonard said again, but the certainty was gone, replaced by something else, something that felt like the beginning of a question he did not want to ask.

He found the latch on the side of the case.

    
  The child was lighter than Leonard expected, lighter than a body should be, even a small body, even a body made of plastic and paint. He carried it to the Camry, placed it in the passenger seat, buckled the seatbelt across its chest. The child’s head lolled against the headrest. Its painted eyes stared at the windshield, at the nothing beyond.

Leonard drove home.

He did not think about what he was doing. He did not think about the museum, about the empty case, about the four members of the Towney Historical Society who would arrive on Wednesday to find one of their specimens missing. He did not think about the implications, the consequences, the words that other people would use to describe what he had done.

He thought about the breathing.

Rise. Fall. Rise. Fall.

    
  He positioned the child on the couch, in the spot where Leonard usually sat, facing the television. He adjusted the baseball glove so that it rested in the child’s lap rather than hanging at an awkward angle. He stepped back and looked at what he had done.

The child looked back.

“You’re not real,” Leonard said, but he said it quietly now, the way you might say something to yourself that you did not entirely believe.

He sat down next to the child. He turned on the television. The static resolved into a picture: a studio, a patch of earth, a man with chemical-blue eyes and teeth like fragments of light.

“Welcome back to Can You Dig It?” said Chip Westerly. “I’m your host, and tonight we have a very special episode.”

Leonard ate his spaghetti with his fingers. He had no forks. Beside him, the child sat motionless, its painted eyes fixed on the screen.

“Are you comfortable?” Leonard asked.

The child did not respond.

“Do you want some spaghetti?”

Nothing.

Leonard nodded, as though this silence was an answer, as though the absence of response was itself a kind of communication. He turned back to the television. A contestant was digging. The clock was ticking. The audience applauded in patterns that had no relationship to what was happening on the stage.

“I think you’re real,” Leonard said, still watching the screen. “I think you’ve been in that case for seventy years, breathing, waiting, and nobody noticed because nobody was looking. Nobody ever looks.”

The child’s head moved.

Just a fraction of an inch. A turning, a tilting, an adjustment that could have been a settling, a relaxation, the natural consequence of gravity and time and a body that had been held rigid for too long. Or it could have been something else. Leonard did not look. He kept his eyes on the television, on the contestant who was digging, on the dirt that flew from the shovel and landed in piles that grew and grew.

“I’m going to call you Walter,” Leonard said. “Is that okay? Walter. It’s a good name. It’s the kind of name a kid would have had in 1952. I think.”

The contestant struck something solid.

“Walter,” Leonard said again, testing the word in his mouth. Nodded. “Yeah. Walter.”

On the screen, the contestant unearthed a fork. The audience cheered.

    
  The days took on a new shape after that. 

He went to work at the Annex, entering data and running calculations and staring at results that refused to cohere. He drove home in the Camry, which started on the fifth attempt or the seventh or once, memorably, on the second. He ate his spaghetti with his fingers. He watched Can You Dig It?

And Walter, well—

Walter remained on the couch, in the spot that had been Leonard’s spot. Walter with the baseball glove in his lap. Walter with the painted eyes that did not move and did not blink and did not look away.

Leonard talked to Walter. He told Walter about the experiment at the Annex, the one that was failing, the one that Dr. Chen had suggested he take time away from. He told Walter about the insomnia, about the way sleep had become a kind of myth to him. He told Walter about the forks. Ah, yes, the forks. Always the forks. 

“They keep disappearing,” Leonard ragged on. “I buy them and they disappear. Where to I do not know”

Walter did not respond.

“Do you know, Walter?” Leonard asked. “Do you know where the forks go?”

The television played its program. Chip Westerly smiled. A contestant dug.

“You can tell me,” Leonard said. “I won’t be angry. Scout’s honor. I just want to understand.”

Walter’s head moved again. That same slight tilting, that same fraction of an inch. Leonard watched it happen this time. He watched the way the plastic shifted, the way the painted features caught the light from the television and held it for a moment before letting go.

“Okay,” Leonard said. “Okay. You don’t have to tell me. But if you know—if you figure it out, I mean—you’ll let me know, right? You’ll give me some kind of sign?”

The audience on the television applauded. The contestant had found something. A small box, wooden, old.

“We’re friends now,” Leonard said. “Friends tell each other things.”

    
  On Friday, Leonard came home from the Annex to find Walter in a different position.

Not dramatically different. Not moved to another room or another piece of furniture. Just… shifted. The baseball glove was no longer in the lap but on the cushion beside him. The head was tilted at a slightly different angle. The painted eyes, which had been fixed on the television, were now fixed on something else. On the kitchen. On the drawer.

Leonard stood in the doorway and looked at Walter. Walter looked at the drawer.

“Did you move?” Leonard asked.

No response.

“Walter. Did you move?”

The apartment was silent. The television was off—Leonard always turned it off before he left for work, a habit he had developed in childhood and had never been able to break. The only sound was the hum of the refrigerator and, beneath it, something else. Something from behind the closed door of the guest bathroom. Something that might have been pipes or settling or the ordinary complaints of a building.

“Hold on one moment, Walter,” Leonard said. “I’m going to check the drawer”

He walked to the kitchen. He opened the drawer. He had purchased more forks on Wednesday—another twelve-pack—and had counted them that morning before leaving for work.

Eight forks.

There should have been twelve. There were eight.

Leonard closed the drawer. He turned and looked at Walter, at the way Walter was looking at the drawer, at the way Walter’s painted eyes seemed to track the path Leonard had just walked.

“Where are they?” Leonard asked.

Walter did not respond.

Leonard crossed the room. He stood in front of the couch, in front of Walter, blocking the view of the kitchen. Walter’s eyes remained fixed on the point where the drawer had been, as though Leonard’s body was not there, as though Leonard was transparent, permeable, made of something less substantial than plastic and paint.

“Goddamnit, Walter, I’m asking you a question,” Leonard said. “Where are the forks?”

Nothing.

Leonard reached out and touched Walter’s face. The plastic was cool and smooth beneath his fingers. The painted features did not change. The eyes did not blink.

“Not real,” Leonard said under his breath, but the words had become a ritual now, an incantation, something he said not because he believed it but because he had said it before and saying it again maintained continuity, maintained the illusion that time was moving forward rather than collapsing in on itself.

He sat down next to Walter. He turned on the television. The static resolved into Can You Dig It?

“Fine,” Leonard said. “We’ll watch the show first. But then we’re going to talk about the forks. Okay? I mean it. We’re going to have a conversation, like friends do.”

Walter said nothing.

On the screen, Chip Westerly smiled his chemical smile.

    
  The conversation did not happen.

Leonard meant for it to happen. He planned for it to happen. But at 11:47, after the second commercial break, he went to the kitchen to get his spaghetti and when he returned Walter was—

Different.

The same position. The same angle. The same painted eyes. But different. Leonard could not explain how. The difference was not visible, not measurable, not the kind of thing you could point to and say this, here, this has changed. It was more fundamental than that. It was the kind of difference you feel in your chest, in the hollow space behind your ribs, in the parts of you that know things before your brain does.

“Walter,” Leonard said.

The name hung in the air.

“Walter, are you—”

He did not finish the question. He did not know how to finish the question. Are you alive? Are you awake? Are you something other than what I thought you were?

He sat down. He ate his spaghetti. He watched the program.

At midnight, when the screen went dark, Leonard turned to Walter and found that Walter was already looking at him.

The eyes had moved.

    
  Saturday. Sunday. Monday.

The forks continued to disappear. Leonard bought more. They disappeared faster. He bought even more. He filled the drawer with forks—thirty-six, forty-eight, sixty—and each morning there were fewer, and each evening Walter was in a slightly different position, and each night the sounds from the guest bathroom grew louder.

Leonard stopped going to work. Dr. Chen called twice and then stopped calling. The Camry sat in Space 7, gathering dust.

Leonard watched Can You Dig It? He talked to Walter. He counted forks.

“I know it’s you,” he said, on Monday night. “I know you’re taking them. I don’t understand why, or what the hell you need them for. But I know it’s you.”

Walter’s eyes had moved again. They were looking at the guest bathroom door now. They had been looking at the guest bathroom door for three days.

“Is it something in there?” Leonard asked. “Is it the project? Do you know about the project?”

The television played. Chip Westerly smiled. A contestant dug.

“I can show you,” Leonard said. “If you want. I can open the door. I can show you what’s inside.”

Walter did not respond, but his head tilted. Just slightly. Just a fraction of an inch. Toward the door.

Leonard did not open the door.

Not because he was afraid. Or not only because he was afraid. But because opening the door would require him to look at the project, to see what it had become in the months since he had started it and stopped and started again, to confront the thing he had made in the gray hours when sleep had become a country he could not find on any map.

Instead, he sat on the couch next to Walter and watched the television and waited for something to happen.

    
  On Tuesday, something happened.

He woke—he had not been sleeping, but he had been somewhere adjacent—to find Walter standing.

Standing. In the middle of the living room. Facing the guest bathroom door. The baseball glove was on the floor. The painted eyes were wide and bright, brighter than they had ever been, brighter than paint the color of nothing could account for.

Leonard did not move. He watched from the couch, from the position he had occupied for hours or days or some unit of time that no longer had meaning.

Walter raised a hand.

The hand moved slowly, mechanically, the way a hand moves when it has not moved for seventy years and is remembering how. The fingers spread. The palm flattened.

Walter touched the guest bathroom door.

The sounds stopped. The sounds from behind the door, the sounds that had been growing louder each night, the sounds that Leonard had explained as pipes and settling and ordinary complaints, they stopped.

And then the door opened.

Leonard could not see what was inside. Walter was blocking the view, standing in the doorway, plastic body silhouetted against a light that should not have been there, that had no source Leonard could identify.

“Walter,” Leonard said.

Walter stepped forward. Into the bathroom. Into the light.

The door closed behind him.

    
  The apartment was quiet after that. Quieter than it had ever been. The television showed static. The refrigerator hummed. The sounds from the guest bathroom did not return.

Leonard sat on the couch and looked at the baseball glove on the floor and tried to understand what had happened.

The glove was real. The glove was leather and stitching and the accumulated dirt of seventy years. The glove was the kind of thing a child would have held in 1952, waiting for a ball that would never come, waiting for a game that would be interrupted by a flash of light and a heat that melted glass and a world that would never be the same.

Leonard picked up the glove. He put it on his left hand. It fit.

He walked to the guest bathroom door.

He did not open it.

    
  On Wednesday, Leonard left the apartment.

He drove to the supermarket in Barstow and bought forks. Forty-eight of them. Four twelve-packs. He also bought a bottle of Dewar’s, a package of lunch meat, and a magazine about bass fishing that he had no intention of reading. The checkout clerk was not Destiny. The checkout clerk was an older man with a face like a crumpled paper bag who said nothing at all.

Leonard drove home.

The Camry started on the fifth attempt, which was normal, which was correct, which was a small comfort in a world that had stopped making sense.

He pulled into Space 7. He turned off the engine. He gathered the bags—the Dewar’s, the lunch meat, the magazine, the forks—and walked to his apartment.

He unlocked the door.

He stepped inside.

The man standing in his kitchen was Leonard.

Not someone who looked like Leonard. Not a resemblance, not a similarity, not the kind of coincidence that might be explained by genetics or chance. The man was Leonard. The same height, the same posture, the same dark circles beneath eyes that had not slept in six months. The same stubble. The same thin wrists, the same crooked nose, the same scar on the left eyebrow from a childhood accident involving a screen door.

And the man was holding a fork.

He was examining it, turning it in the light from the kitchen window, studying the tines as though they contained information that could be read, decoded, understood. He did not look up when Leonard entered. He did not acknowledge Leonard’s presence at all.

The grocery bags hit the floor.

The Dewar’s shattered. The lunch meat skidded across the linoleum. The forks—forty-eight forks, four twelve-packs, $31.96 plus tax—scattered like silver insects fleeing a suddenly upturned stone.

“What the fuck,” Leonard said.

The man looked up.

His eyes were Leonard’s eyes. The same color, the same shape, the same quality of exhausted desperation that Leonard saw every morning in the bathroom mirror. But there was something else in them too, something that Leonard did not recognize, something that looked almost like—

“I can explain,” the man said.

His voice was Leonard’s voice. The same pitch, the same cadence, the same slight rasp that came from too many cigarettes in graduate school.

“What the fuck,” Leonard said again, because language had abandoned him, because there were no words for this, because his brain had stopped processing input and was running the same error message over and over like a computer caught in an infinite loop.

“If you’ll just let me—”

Leonard moved.

He did not decide to move. His body simply acted, muscles firing in sequences that bypassed thought entirely. He crossed the kitchen in three steps, grabbed the serrated knife from the floor—it had been in the drawer, it had disappeared with the rest, but now it was on the floor among the scattered forks and the spreading Dewar’s—and swung with a cry.

The man caught his wrist.

The grip was strong. Leonard was not a weak person—he had done physical labor in college, had maintained some semblance of fitness even through the insomnia—but the man’s hand around his wrist was like a vise, like a clamp, like something that had been holding on for a very long time and had learned how to never let go.

“Please,” the man said. “I’m trying to tell you—”

Leonard swung with his other hand. A fist, aimed at the face that was his face, at the nose that was his nose. The man released his wrist and stepped back, and Leonard stumbled forward, off-balance, momentum carrying him past where he’d intended to stop.

He turned. He raised the knife.

“Not real,” Leonard said. “You’re not fucking real. You’re—you’re—”

“I’m as real as you are,” the man said. His voice was calm. Patient. The voice of someone explaining something simple to someone who was having trouble understanding. “More real, maybe. I’ve been here longer.”

“Longer?!”

“Beneath,” the man said. He gestured vaguely toward the bedroom. “In the project. In the space between. I’ve been—”

Leonard lunged. The man grabbed Leonard’s arm, twisted, and suddenly Leonard was airborne like a child’s toy, his feet leaving the ground, his body rotating in a direction bodies were not supposed to rotate. He hit the coffee table which, made of particle board and false wood veneer, shattered beneath him, splintered into fragments that dug into his back, his shoulders, the soft meat of his upper arms.

Leonard lay in the wreckage, staring at the ceiling.

The ceiling fan turned. One rotation. Two. Three.

“I didn’t want to do that,” the man said. He was standing over Leonard now. “But you weren’t listening. You weren’t letting me explain.”

“Explain what?” Leonard coughed. Something was wrong with his ribs. Something was wrong with his lungs. “Explain that you’re—what? My twin? A clone? A—”

“A continuation,” the man said. “An iteration. The project isn’t what you think it is, Leonard. It never was. The forks—”

Leonard grabbed a shard of the coffee table. A piece of particleboard, jagged on one end, sharp enough to cut.
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