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      Welcome back for the 9th volume of The Long List Anthology. We ended up taking a break last year but we are back!

      As ever, the premise of the anthology is to collect stories from the longer Hugo Award nomination statistics that didn’t get as much attention as the Hugo Award finalists, and to help spread the word about these amazing stories that were so beloved by those fans eligible to vote for the award.

      This year, the anthology has an update to its editorial staff for the first time in the series’ history. This volume has three co-editors: David Steffen, Chelle Parker, and Hal Y. Zhang (who also translated one of the stories).

      We have also added a “Content Notes” feature near the end of the book. You can skip to that section before you read the stories to be aware of certain kinds of content before you read the stories.

      The anthology includes stories from the nomination long lists as well as finalists in the story categories. We have also included stories by authors nominated for the Astounding Award for Best New Writer, as well as stories from publications nominated in the Best Semiprozine category and the Best Editor, Short Form category.

      This is the first year that a story in The Long List Anthology will itself be eligible for a Hugo Award as part of its publication in the anthology: 杞忧 / “Heavens Fall” by 陆秋槎 / Lu Qiucha, translated into English by 章皓 / Hal Y. Zhang, was nominated for its Chinese language publication in 银河边缘 / Galaxy's Edge. This anthology is its first appearance in English and so it is eligible in the Best Short Story category.

      Thank you so much for joining us once again!

      
        
        —David Steffen, August 2025⁠—

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Once Upon a Time at The Oakmont

          

          by P.A. Cornell

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Editor, Short Form Long List

        (Arley Sorg and Christie Yant)⁠*

      

      

      

      On the island of Manhattan, there’s a building out of time. I can’t tell you where it is, exactly. It has an address, of course, as all buildings do, but that wouldn’t mean anything to you. What I can tell you is that the building is called The Oakmont.

      “What do you see when you look out there, Sarah?” Roger asks.

      I stand next to one of the windows in his apartment and take in the view.

      “The sun’s out and there isn’t a cloud in the sky. It’s a perfect summer day. The street’s filled with a steady stream of cars and people. There’s a busker on the corner— Do they have buskers in your time? He’s drumming on a plastic bucket with his hands and feet.”

      “He any good?”

      “He’s too far to hear, but he must be. People are giving him money. Paper money.”

      Roger raises his eyebrows. In his time, paper money isn’t something people part with easily.

      “What do you see out there?” I ask.

      He places the needle down on the record he’s selected and comes over to the window to stand next to me as Billie Holliday sings “Summertime.” I quietly hum along.

      “There’s a newsboy across the street,” he says. “He’s calling something out to some pretty girls. The girls keep walking. They aren’t interested. Behind the kid, a man’s putting up a poster promoting Defense Bonds.”

      I glance down at the newspaper that lies folded on Roger’s coffee table, no doubt purchased this morning from that same newsboy. The front-page story’s about the war, but I know it’ll still be a few months before America joins the fight. Still, the worry settles into my stomach. The attack on Pearl Harbor’s coming. It happens in December. I can’t tell Roger that, though.

      There are rules at The Oakmont. The first, and arguably most important, is that residents are not permitted to share information about the future with other residents existing in their past that could influence the course of their lives. Residents also may not visit the apartments of those living beyond their own time, though the reverse is allowed.

      I walk over to the record player and apologize to Lady Day as I lift the needle off her record and replace it with a different one. This one bends The Oakmont rules a little, since it’s technically from my time, and the song I’m choosing won’t be released for a few years yet in Roger’s time. But this isn’t the first rule Roger and I have bent during our time together. I find the correct groove, knowing it by heart by now, and carefully place the needle down. Glenn Miller and His Orchestra play our song, “Moonlight Serenade.”

      I hold my hand out and Roger comes over to take it. We dance like we have so many times before. I think of that first time when we met, a few months ago in early Spring, and feel myself transported there. Maybe I am transported. Time, after all, moves differently at The Oakmont.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Once a month, spring through fall, Mr. Thomas hosts a movie night on the rooftop of The Oakmont. Although to him they’re ‘moving pictures.’ In his time, Mr. Thomas runs a theater where silent films are screened. Here, he uses an old bedsheet for a screen, but the projector’s real—taken from his theater when they upgraded. There’s also a piano that’s stored in a sort of shed he built. The walls open on hinges for full sound as he plays along with the films.

      Today’s movie is Safety Last, starring Harold Lloyd. A personal favorite of mine, despite the film having been released before even my grandparents were born.

      The film won’t start until it’s truly dark, though. First there’s the traditional potluck dinner. I glance down at the table at foods from every era. On one end, Depression cake sits next to aspic. The other end holds a silver fondue pot. Just beyond that’s the grocery-store sushi platter I brought. There are no rules about food at The Oakmont. There is, however, an unspoken rule when we interact with residents from other times.

      At The Oakmont, we go with the flow.

      There are things you just accept when you live here. You don’t question what’s normal for other residents. You don’t comment on their clothing or hairstyle, for instance. At least not to point it out as unusual. It’s understood that things like appearance—and, yes, even food—are a product of their time.

      On this evening, I’ve set up an easel and brought up my oils. As people arrive, I paint them standing around the table, chatting. I’ve already included Mr. Thomas and the building manager, Ms. Knox, as well as a handful of others. Front and center are my closest friends, Linda from 1975 and Don from 1969.

      There may be others here too, but The Oakmont has its secrets. Just as we don’t all perceive the view from the rooftop in the same way, there are residents here we may not be aware of and who in turn may not be aware of us. Only Ms. Knox interacts with everyone.

      Of the residents I see regularly, the only one missing is Harrison, the odd loner who lives next door to me in apartment 2055, but he never comes to movie nights.

      There’s a number on the door of each apartment in The Oakmont. The number corresponds to the year the resident exists in. This number may change as time passes, but the residents don’t notice such things.

      I put the finishing touches on my painting and lean the canvas forward to pencil in the title on the back of the frame: “The Gang at The Oakmont.” When I rest it back against the easel, I notice a figure I don’t recognize and don’t remember painting. I look over to the edge of the rooftop, where he stands smoking a cigarette. He wears a fedora, cocked ever-so-slightly to one side, and a jacket and tie over a shirt and slacks. A casual look for another era, but coming from the twenty-twenties, he looks dressed up to me. They sure don’t make ‘em like they used to, I think.

      It’s been a while since there was a new face at The Oakmont. Someone must’ve received their eviction notice. It happens. Sooner or later, one will find its way under each of our doors. That’s understood.

      I remove my smock and check my reflection on the side of the fondue pot to make sure there’s no paint on me, then head over to introduce myself, feeling a little underdressed in jeans and a t-shirt. That’s how Roger and I first meet.

      He says he’s from the early forties. I tell him when I’m from. The connection’s instant and powerful. We talk like we’ve known each other for years. Later we sit next to each other, laughing as Harold Lloyd dangles over the city from the face of an enormous clock. After everyone else has left, we dance for the first time. On this occasion, I only hum “Moonlight Serenade.” I suppose it’s the look of him that makes me choose that song. As we dance, he describes the view of New York as he sees it. I lean my head against his shoulder and try to picture what he tells me.

      The Oakmont was built over a time vortex. No one knows how long it has stood on this spot. There’s no record of its construction or design. The building’s architectural style is timeless, naturally. Its façade appears neither new nor weathered. The residents of The Oakmont can’t even be certain the way they see the building is the same way others do.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Late in July, Don invites Linda and me over to watch the Apollo 11 moon landing. Linda watched it back when she was nineteen. For Don, it’s the first time. I’ve seen it on TV and YouTube many times over my life, but tonight we’re in Don’s apartment, where it’s actually July 20, 1969, so we’ll be watching it live on his TV. I would love to have shared this moment with Roger, but The Oakmont rules are in place for our own good. I did slip a note under Harrison’s door inviting him to join us, but I never heard back.

      I show up late, as usual. Linda’s clearly been here a while. The scent of pot they smoked earlier still lingers in the air, and their first questions to me are about snacks. I dump out the bag I’ve brought on Don’s couch. Everything I could find that didn’t exist in their respective times: key lime–flavored licorice, ruby chocolate, chips made from every root vegetable but potatoes.

      “Did you get my Coke Zero?” Don asks, rummaging through the pile of goodies.

      “Oh shoot! I forgot. There was this old lady in the aisle who started talking to me about the ridiculous price of grapes, and I guess I got distracted.”

      “Classic Sarah,” Linda says. “Born too late, it seems. Can’t resist anyone old. Is that why all your friends are from the twentieth century?”

      They both laugh.

      “Technically, I’m from the twentieth, too,” I say. “Just made it at the tail end. Maybe that’s why my neighbor keeps avoiding me. Not twenty-first century enough for him.”

      “What neighbor?” asks Don.

      “You know, Harrison from 2055.”

      They shrug and I find myself wondering if they simply haven’t met him, or if they just don’t perceive him. That happens at The Oakmont. It’s even more common when you’re talking about non-residents.

      Take Linda; she works at a roller rink teaching roller disco dancing to bored housewives. The rink is owned by her boyfriend, who I know she’s mentioned many times, but I can’t for the life of me recall his name. I don’t even know if we’ve met before. All I know is in my time Roller Palace is long gone. It’s a Chinese buffet now that offers a killer dim sum service on Sundays. Every time I go, I’m tempted to pull up a corner of the carpeting to see if the rink floor’s still there. They kept the disco ball, after all.

      People who reside outside The Oakmont may visit, but their experience is limited. They see only what pertains to their time. Should they encounter residents from other time periods, they’re left only with a vague impression there were people there, but they couldn’t begin to describe them. The perception—or lack thereof—is often mutual.

      “Anyway, I think it’s sweet you talk to little old ladies,” Don says. “You can never know if you’re the only person a lonely stranger might see that day. Kindness costs nothing.”

      “Wow, you are such a hippie, Don,” Linda tells him, before turning to me and adding, “Speaking of all things ancient, how’s Roger?”

      I’m about to respond when Don shushes us and points to the TV. We watch Neil Armstrong descend the ladder, describing the surface of the moon as he does. I’m unexpectedly emotional, watching it happen live. He says those iconic words and tears roll down my face. Don and Linda see and burst into renewed laughter. Linda throws a beet chip at me.

      “Oh, shut up! You guys just don’t get it.” Then I start laughing too as I wipe the tears away.

      “Okay, so about Roger?”

      They both perceive Roger, which is nice since we’ve been together for almost four months now. I tell them things are going great, and they are. He’s an old-fashioned guy, the kind that shows up to dates with flowers and slips handwritten love notes under my door. I love his little 1940s quirks that would be so out-of-place in my time, like the way his hair’s always Brylcreemed and flawlessly parted to one side, or how he takes his hat off when sharing the elevator with a lady, and how when his shoes get worn, he gets them repaired rather than buy new ones. I love that when I get emotional, he hands me a real cloth handkerchief from his pocket.

      “I got him to quit smoking,” I add.

      “That’s it?” Linda says. “Where’s the juicy stuff?”

      “The juicy stuff stays between Roger and me.”

      “More like between the sheets,” she says with a wink to Don. But Don’s looking at me with the kind of serious expression that only comes from the best marijuana strains.

      “What’s wrong, Sarah?” he asks. “I can tell something’s on your mind.”

      I hesitate, not wanting to bring this subject up with him, of all people, but with both of them waiting, I have no choice but to continue.

      “It’s the war. It’s coming and I’m worried about what that’ll mean for Roger. I hate not being able to warn him.”

      Don gives a single, almost solemn, nod. He gets it, what with his own war to worry about. So far, he’s avoided it, but he knows it’s just a matter of time before they start drafting. I know he has his fears about having to go to Vietnam. Fears I have no way to assuage.

      There are rules at The Oakmont. One is that residents may not research prior history in order to discover what became of a fellow resident who exists in a time prior to their own.

      “Maybe you should just tell him,” Don says. “Tell him about all of it. How Japan bombs Pearl, but also how we retaliate. Tell him about dropping Fat Man and Little Boy. Tell him about the devastation that causes in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Tell him about the camps, but also tell him how no one ever really wins a war, so it’s pointless to keep fighting them.”

      His eyes dampen as he speaks, though he chants similar words in protest almost daily.

      I nod in agreement, but we both know I won’t say any of that to Roger. It wouldn’t matter if I did. War is seen through different eyes in 1941. In 1945, our country will celebrate the Allied victory for two whole days. The roar of celebration will go on for twenty minutes after the announcement’s made. A sailor will grab an unsuspecting nurse and plant a kiss on her in the middle of the street, and Alfred Eisenstaedt will capture it for LIFE Magazine. It’s not the same kind of thing Don’s staring down the barrel of, and we both know it.

      Before the end of the year, we stop seeing Don. He leaves a note with Ms. Knox letting us know he’s gone to Canada ahead of the draft. The Oakmont’s not the same without him.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      December 7 comes so fast it’s like a blink, but time moves differently at The Oakmont. I knock on Roger’s door that day, but there’s no answer. As I walk along the hallway back to the elevator, I’m filled with an irrational desire to knock on every door I pass. I want to see another human being—anyone at all—and tell them that in 1941 the country has entered World War II. I want to tell them I’m afraid for the love of my life. I want to see if any of them have phones that will reach his time so I can call and ask if he’s okay.

      I pick a door at random and pound my fists against it, crying in frustration. But no one comes.

      There are many doors inside The Oakmont that won’t open and corridors down which a resident can’t turn. The Oakmont allows us to see who and what we need to, nothing more. The Oakmont guards its secrets.

      Several days pass before I see Roger again. When I do, he seems distracted, his mind elsewhere. I note the stress in his eyes. He avoids talk of what happened, and I don’t press. Instead, he speaks of his sister, Betty, who plans to enter the workforce as a telephone operator.

      “I’m not sure this is the time,” he says. “Why does she need to work anyway?”

      “Working women will become increasingly common in the years to come,” I say, refraining from mentioning that as men go off to fight in World War II, there’ll be a boom as millions of women take their places. “I have a job myself, remember?”

      “Yes, but it’s different in your time, Sarah.”

      “Is it so different? Maybe this is just what your sister needs.”

      “But how does it work for families?” he asks. “Who raises the children and manages the home?”

      I smile. You have to accept this kind of thing when you’re a resident of The Oakmont. Times are different, and each one has its own set of values and attitudes that will inevitably become obsolete as the sands of time continue to fall. We must consider the source and share our varied points of view with the goal of finding common ground, especially with those we love.

      “Families find ways to make it work,” I say. “Ideally, both parents share responsibilities. That is, in households with two parents. I can’t say how single parents manage, but they do. I imagine they found ways to do so even in your time.”

      He nods, and we sit in silence as the elephant in the room that is the Second World War looms large over everything.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Roger does his best to keep the mood light when we celebrate Christmas. He hangs mistletoe over his door and kisses me deeply when I arrive. On the radio, Bing Crosby sings “Silent Night.” Roger’s even cut down a real tree and hung vintage ornaments from its branches. Well, vintage to me, anyway. Beneath the tree, there’s a small package wrapped in plain paper with a simple red ribbon around it. I assume it’s for me, and I place the one I brought for him next to it. Mine looks so garish in its cartoon reindeer wrapping and iridescent silver bow. Roger can’t help laughing when he sees it.

      I ask about his sister, and he tells me she got the job at the phone company. I tell him I’m glad and that I wish her well.

      “That reminds me; she baked cookies.”

      He grabs a tin from atop his fridge, opens it, and offers me one. I take a bite and can’t help uttering a long mmmm as the flavor fills my mouth.

      “This is so much better than the packaged stuff I buy at the store.”

      “I can’t believe you don’t cook or bake a thing,” he laughs.

      “That’s not true. I make a mean root-beer ham. Mind you, it’s just a cooked ham I put in my slow cooker and pour a can of soda over.”

      He doesn’t bother to ask what a slow cooker is. I guess the name says it all. He’s aware of some of the magical appliances I have. Well, ‘magical’ to me.

      To him, they seem wasteful—lazy even. “Why would any one household need more than one television?” he asked once.

      I didn’t really know how to respond to that. I think he’d have to admit my cell phone’s pretty cool, though, with all the uses it has, but cell phones are strictly forbidden in apartments with numbers earlier than the mid-seventies.

      We have some eggnog by the window, and I describe the Christmas lights that decorate the city in my time. New York is alive and festive in December 2023. In 1941, I gather, things are a bit more subdued.

      Afterwards, we open our gifts. Always the gentleman, he insists I go first. I pull the ribbon and paper off the box and smile when I see the handkerchief.

      “I thought you could use one of your own.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I say. And it is. I’ve never owned anything like it. The fabric is cotton, I think, but the edges are hand-embroidered with violets, which he knows are the flower for my birth month. On one corner are my initials. I run my finger over them, turning the fabric over to marvel at the quality of the stitching. Machines are good, but not like this.

      They don’t make ‘em like they used to, I think, not for the first time.

      He opens my gift next, and I wait on the edge of my seat to see his face. Carefully setting the reindeer paper aside, he holds up the canvas and stares at it a moment before looking at me. I can’t help it; I burst into laughter.

      “Do you like it?”

      “It’s… a still life?”

      “You could say that.”

      I look down at the painting I made for him. A painting of a single can of Campbell’s tomato soup. It’s an obvious rip-off, at least to those of us born after pop art became a thing. Roger shakes his head and laughs.

      Years from now—for him at least—an artist named Warhol will paint a much better rendition of this very can. The punchline to my joke will land then. I wish I could be there to see his face when it does.

      “I love it,” he says. There’s so much about me he doesn’t understand, and yet he still feels this way.

      Residents of The Oakmont know there are things you must simply accept while living here, and questions you don’t ask, at least not with any expectation of their being answered.

      Roger places the painting on his mantle. It actually looks good there. He stands admiring it for a while—or maybe asking himself, ‘Why a can of soup?’ I come up behind him to wrap him in an embrace and kiss him between the shoulder blades as he places a hand on mine. Then he exhales deeply, and I know immediately what’s coming.

      “I’ve decided to enlist,” he tells the painting.

      I bury my face into his back and hold back tears.

      “There’s no rush,” I say. “The war goes on for years, and they won’t draft until next. You don’t have to decide now.”

      He turns, wrapping his arms around me and kissing the top of my head.

      “I know this isn’t what you want, but I’ve given it a lot of thought. They’re looking for able-bodied men. Our freedoms are at stake—and those of our allies. I can’t just sit this one out.”

      “But to volunteer?”

      He says nothing more. There’s no need. I know the man he is, and that this is exactly the kind of thing he’d do. It’s why I’ve worried for months that this moment would come. I know better than to argue, so I simply nod.

      Later, we fall into bed as we have countless times before, but somehow this feels different. Time seems to linger as we make love, as if stretching out our time together.

      Just days later, he goes to volunteer, and I walk him to the door. The main entrance to The Oakmont is a peculiar place. There’s a lobby with a revolving door that looks just like the many such doors you’ll find across the city. When you walk through this one, though, where you end up depends on who you are. Or, should I say, when you end up. Even if Roger and I were to walk through together, holding hands, we’d still each step out alone into our own time.

      He kisses me once, sweetly, then puts his hat on and gives me a smile. I return one as best I can. When he turns to go, part of me wants to run after him, but I stay and watch as he spins through the entrance, then vanishes into thin air.

      I reach into my pocket, pull my new handkerchief out, and use it to wipe the tears.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      When Roger ships out, I can’t see him off. That happens long before I’m born. To take my mind off things, Linda asks me over to her place. We talk about movies, and in my frazzled state I let slip a Star Wars reference, though it’ll still be another year before it comes out in her time. Luckily, she doesn’t notice.

      New Year’s Eve came and went without much fanfare. I’ve felt numb ever since Roger said he was going to war. It’s 2024 and 1942 where we are. Time marches on, whatever the decade and no matter how much we might want to slow things down.

      “Anyway, he’s thinking of selling Roller Palace,” Linda’s saying, and I realize I’ve missed her boyfriend’s name yet again. “Where the hell does that leave me?”

      “Does he have another plan?”

      “Wants to open something called a video rental store.”

      “It might be alright,” I tell her.

      “You know something I don’t?”

      Her eyes widen with expectation, but I give her nothing more. She shakes her head, disappointed.

      I hang out a while longer but call it an early night. When I get back to my apartment, there’s an envelope sticking out from under the door. It’s yellowed with age and has no stamp or postmark. The mailing address reads only: Sarah – The Oakmont. I recognize the handwriting immediately.

      Before I’m even through the door, I’ve torn it open, the scent of old paper contrasting with the anticipation of fresh news from the front.

      Roger tells me of the time since he left, mentioning some of the guys he’s befriended—two of them New Yorkers like us. Neither has heard of The Oakmont, and Roger can’t seem to recall its location for them.

      The letter goes on to say how much he misses me and how he thinks of me often. He wishes he could’ve brought a picture of me, but the modern look of all the ones I had would’ve invited curious looks in 1942.

      By the time I’m done reading, I’m both laughing and crying. Pressing the letter to my chest, I try to feel him there with me, through time and space. I have no idea how this letter reached me, but Roger’s generation was nothing if not resourceful. Dancing alone in my living room, humming “Moonlight Serenade,” I send him all my love and hope it somehow finds its way to him, too.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Letters continue to arrive, one each week. They’re always slipped under my door and yellowed from the passage of time. I suspect they’re delivered by Ms. Knox when she knows I’m not around.

      There’s so much Roger isn’t able to share with me, so he mostly reminisces about our time at The Oakmont. He wonders what picture Mr. Thomas will be showing when he starts our movie nights back up. I want to tell him it’s Buster Keaton in Seven Chances, but I have no way to write him. In any case, I might not go. It’s not the same without Roger sitting next to me.

      Then a week goes by with no letter. Nor is there one the following week. A month passes with the worst scenarios running through my mind until I can’t take it. I break the rules—not a little this time, but fully. I open up my laptop and Google his name, and any other information I have on his military service.

      Nothing comes up.

      There are results, of course, but they’re of other Rogers and other wars. There’s nothing to tell me what happened to my Roger.

      I look up every Army database I can and search for someone to contact for answers. I call in sick to work and spend the next two days calling everyone I can. The responses are always the same. There’s no record of Roger. Things get misfiled. There was a flood in the fifties, or a fire in the eighties. The explanations are irrelevant. They all mean the same thing: that I have no idea what’s happened to Roger.

      I can think of only one person that might have the answers I so desperately need.

      Ms. Knox has been the building manager of The Oakmont for time immemorial. If you ask the residents what she’s like, you’ll find the descriptions vary enormously. Some will say she’s a young, attractive brunette with a fondness for hats; others will swear she’s ancient, bone-thin, and always smells of cinnamon. Still others will tell you Knox is, in fact, an unusually tall man with an Australian accent. All are correct.

      I knock perhaps a little too hard on Ms. Knox’s door, but she seems not to have noticed when she opens it and offers me a gracious smile. I’m invited in and offered tea, which I accept more out of distraction than any real desire.

      I blurt out my confession as she holds a sugar cube in a set of tiny tongs over my cup.

      “I’ve been searching the historical records for Roger in apartment 1942.”

      The cube drops with a plop into my tea.

      “Milk?” she offers.

      I blink, waiting for… something else. Some admonishment, maybe. Or perhaps a threat of eviction. She sits across from me then and exhales before speaking.

      “The rules are in place for your own good. Has breaking this one brought you any measure of peace? Has it returned Roger to you?”

      I shake my head.

      “You want me to do that, then.” She sips from her cup. “You want me to tell you whether or not Roger survives the war.”

      I nod.

      “There are questions you just don’t ask at The Oakmont,” she reminds me. “You don’t ask them because they can’t be answered. Only time can give you the answers you seek.”

      “Time,” I repeat. “Time is a thing you dangle from precariously as the city moves on below you.”

      “Mr. Thomas and his moving pictures,” she says with a laugh. “Do you want to know what time really is?”

      I watch her, saying nothing so she’ll continue.

      “Time is nothing… and everything. It doesn’t actually exist, because we made it up, but if it did exist, it wouldn’t run in a line; it would run in a circle.”

      Ms. Knox reaches into her blouse and pulls out a ring on a chain. She spins it one way, then the other.

      “Time moves differently at The Oakmont. We can touch it at any point in time or at all points at once.” She demonstrates by tapping the ring at various points before placing it onto one of her fingers. “Time can pass you by and leave you virtually untouched, or it can fall on you like a cascade.”

      “But what does any of this have to do with Roger?”

      “There’s no fighting it,” she says. “It’s like swimming against the current. Better to give in, relax, and let the waves carry you to shore.”

      She tucks the ring back into her blouse and takes another loud sip from her cup. I stare down into mine, searching for answers but knowing there are none to be found here.

      Without another word, I stand and head back out to the hall. She makes no move to stop me. I’m so numb, I don’t even consciously move through the building and only notice I’ve reached my door when it fails to open for me. I try the key again and again and finally burst into tears. Ms. Knox has locked me out somehow—punishment for breaking the rules.

      “You alright?”

      I don’t recognize the voice, so I look up and see my neighbor, Harrison, standing by his open door. I think it’s maybe the second thing he’s ever said to me in all the time he’s lived here.

      “No, I’m not alright. My key won’t work.”

      He comes over and takes a look, then removes and reinserts the key before turning it. The door unlocks and he pushes it open.

      “You had your key in upside down.”

      I feel like an idiot. No wonder this guy has wanted nothing to do with me. I continue to cry even while thanking him, and as I start to walk past him to enter my apartment, he stops me and gives me a hug. It’s uncharacteristic, especially in a city like New York, but I give in to it—the way Ms. Knox said I should surrender to time. Through sobs, I tell this stranger everything, from the moment Roger and I first met and fell in love, to the letters that arrived at my door so mysteriously, then stopped coming at all.

      He listens to all of it in silence with a patience I envy. Then he does the unthinkable and invites me to join him in his apartment.

      “I… couldn’t,” I say. “There are rules at The Oakmont.”

      “I’m aware. Nevertheless, there’s something you should see.”

      I don’t trust easily, but something about Harrison feels safe. I follow him to his door, rules be damned, and step behind him into 2056.

      The apartment doesn’t look too different from my own. You expect there to be major changes from one era to another, but ultimately a chair’s still a chair and a lamp’s still a lamp. Apartments look pretty much the same, and New York rent’s probably way too steep in every time.

      Leaving me standing by the door, he heads into his bedroom, returning a moment later with a shoebox. He removes the lid as he approaches, and I don’t understand what I’m looking at. Inside there’s… nothing.

      “I’m confused.”

      “My mother used to live at The Oakmont, though I didn’t always know that. I never met my father, but when I moved out, she gave me this box and told me it contained something that was his. She said he’d left it for me, with instructions that she give it to me when I got my own place.”

      I take the empty box and wait for him to continue.

      “When I opened the box, I found a bunch of letters. All of them looked old, but the one on top was the only one with my name on it, so I opened it. The letter was from my parents, written when Mom was pregnant. That’s how I learned she’d lived here too. They both had. Everything I’d known about them up until that point was, if not a lie, then certainly incomplete. My mother would’ve told me the truth, had she been able to, but…”

      “She didn’t remember,” I finished.

      Residence at The Oakmont is a temporary affair. Those who live here only do so when the time is right, and when that time passes, they are evicted. Those who are evicted will find their memories of The Oakmont—and those they knew there—are fleeting, and just out of reach; like a word on the tip of your tongue you can never quite recall. At times, they may sense its existence. They may even search for it, never quite knowing what they’re searching for, but you can only find The Oakmont when it wants to be found.

      Harrison nods. “By then I’d read the contract you sign when you move in, and I understood. In any case, the letter explained everything. How they’d met, their time together, how he’d gone off to war, all the way through to her eviction. The other letters were ones my father had written my mother during the war. In the letter to me, he said he’d resealed them in new envelopes and gave me specific instructions as to what I should do with them, and when.”

      I’m at a loss for words as he tells me this. I see it now, as I let my gaze fall over him. The flecks of green in his eyes, so like Roger’s. The same unruly waves that drive me crazy in my own hair. This was why he’d avoided me. He’d known that if I looked at him—if I really looked—I’d see and I would know.

      “It was you,” I say. “I thought it was Ms. Knox who kept slipping the letters under my door.”

      My gaze then falls on the artwork that hangs above his mantle. It’s the one I painted a year ago—or maybe decades ago: “The gang at the Oakmont.”

      “What I don’t understand,” he says, “is why you were evicted. I know it’s just something that happens here, sooner or later, but I thought there’d be an explanation for why it happened when it did.”

      I smile, then burst into tears again. He looks concerned for a moment, but I start laughing. Relief washes over me and I clasp my hands and raise them to my face a moment before I regain some composure.

      “I became pregnant,” I say. “That’s why.”

      The Oakmont is an adult-only living environment. You won’t find children or families among its residents. There are couples on occasion, but for the most part residents live alone. Children are lovely, to be sure, but their futures are too uncertain and their pasts too meager. They’re as yet too resistant to the push and pull of time. Children also have great difficulty following rules, and there are, of course, many rules at The Oakmont.

      “This is great. This is unbelievable!” I tell him and wrap him in the tightest hug I can muster.

      He looks confused, so I explain.

      “Don’t you see? I’m not pregnant now. That means I must get pregnant later, or you wouldn’t be here. Which means Roger survives the war!”

      He smiles an uncertain, lopsided smile as I jump up and down, still hugging him. After a while, he gives in to my joy and we both laugh and cry, and for the first time ever, Harrison accepts my invitation to join me for dinner. There are so many questions I want to ask that I know he can’t answer, so instead I let him ask questions of his own. We talk long into the night, and when we’re done, I describe to him my view out the window, and he tells me what it looks like in 2056.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Roger returns a little over a month later, walking with a cane. I’m just glad he’s alive and back in my arms. We’re shy around each other at first, until we’re not, and then we’re back in his bed, just like old times.

      The war continues where he is, but he’s done his part. I break the rules and tell him how it ends so he’s not surprised when the day finally comes. In early September 1945—or 2027, depending on your point of view—we celebrate the occasion in our own way and conceive our son.

      I discover I’m pregnant as soon as I return to my apartment, where I find an eviction notice slipped under my door.

      When I tell Roger both the good news and bad, we cry tears of joy and sadness, and afterward he plays “Moonlight Serenade,” and we dance one more time.

      “I’m going to miss this,” I say. “In my time, no one who isn’t a professional really knows how to dance anymore. At least with you leading, I stood a chance at a few decent steps.”

      “I’ll miss this too, and I’ll miss seeing New York through your eyes.”

      “Maybe we could meet in the future, where our lives overlap,” I say.

      He kisses my forehead. “That would never work. You’d be a child or at most a young woman. I’d be an old man.”

      I choke back tears and take a deep breath to steady myself.

      “It’ll be alright,” he says. “I don’t think this is necessarily the end for us. After all, time moves differently at The Oakmont.”

      I don’t know what he means by that, but I do know that in The Oakmont, there are questions you don’t ask.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      I’m big as a house, waddling down the aisles of my local grocery store in search of the newborn diapers that match my coupon.

      “My goodness,” says a voice with geriatric lilt. “You’re close to bursting.”

      I have one of those faces where older strangers feel comfortable talking to me. I stop and offer her a smile.

      “I fear I may pop at any moment,” I agree, and we both laugh.

      “Do you know what you’re having, dear?”

      “A boy. I’m naming him Harrison.”

      “What a great name.”

      “Thanks. It just came to me one day.”

      “Honey, in your condition, you should be home resting. Let the baby’s father do the running around.”

      “Oh, it’s just the two of us,” I say, rubbing my belly. “That’s why I’m here hunting down diapers.”

      “Aren’t we all, dear,” she jokes, giving me a mischievous wink.

      There’s something in that wink that seems familiar, and I’m about to ask if we’ve spoken before when my eye falls on a keychain clipped to her purse strap. A keychain in the shape of a roller skate.

      It all comes back in a rush of memory. I see through her aged features to the youthful ones I once knew, and with them all my other memories of The Oakmont return. In that moment, I see the same recognition in Linda’s aged eyes. She smiles and winks once more.

      “My but we had some good times then,” she says.

      I’m about to answer when it hits me that somewhere back at The Oakmont there’s a younger Linda, living in the seventies. If Linda can be in both places, in two different times, what’s to stop her from more? What’s to stop any of us?

      I think of Ms. Knox and her ring, speaking about touching time at multiple points or all of them at once. I think of all those doors at The Oakmont that never opened for me. At least not the me I was then, at that time. Maybe somewhere behind one of those doors there’s another Sarah, with another Roger, and with them all our old friends. Maybe it’s movie night and we’re standing around the potluck table waiting for Mr. Thomas to start the film.

      “If you’re the owner of a blue Toyota, your car alarm is going off.”

      The announcement over the store speakers jars me out of my thoughts. I feel like I was somewhere else just now, but the memory’s faded. The elderly lady in front of me seems confused, then shakes her head as she remembers what we were talking about.

      “They have the newborn diapers just there, next to the formula,” she says.

      “Great, thanks.”

      “Good luck with the little one.”

      “Thanks again. It was nice meeting you.”

      You won’t find The Oakmont on any maps, in any time. You don’t find it; it finds you. You’ll be living your life, happy as can be, then one day you’ll come across an advertisement for an apartment for rent. The ad might be online, or on a bulletin board, or in a newspaper. It makes no difference. What matters is The Oakmont will call to you when it’s your time. It will offer just what you’re looking for: a neighborhood close to work or the subway, stunning views of the skyline, maybe, or rent control. Whatever the draw, you’ll know then and there you’ve found your home, and you’ll soon find yourself in Ms. Knox’s office, signing your name just below the list of rules.

      

      
        
        ___________________________________
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        Short Story Long List⁠*

      

      

      

      The country was at just over ten thousand deaths the morning that the door appeared. On Kosmo’s phone, NPR was interviewing a doctor with a nasal voice about the need for social distancing, while Kosmo himself collected empty cans from around his home office. They were everywhere. Walls of recyclable cans dominated his room. Just beside his bookshelf, out of the view from where he taught his Zoom classes, he’d constructed a veritable castle of empty Coke Zeroes.

      “If you spread your arms wide, that is roughly the distance you want to be away from others,” the doctor explained. “That prevents your breath and expectorate from coming into contact with others.”

      Kosmo tried spreading his arms that wide—he’d always been gangly—and promptly knocked over a three-stack of cans balanced on top of his Riverside Chaucer. The cans clanked to the ground and rolled into the hall. Kosmo chased them, hunched over, like a cartoon dinosaur in pursuit.

      Nearing the hall, he called out for his cousin. “Jesse? Got any empty seltzers? I’m doing a recycling run.”

      That’s when he saw the new door. It was equidistant on the wall between the entrances to his room and Jesse’s. Its deep burgundy color stood out against the plaster white of the walls. It was perfectly flat, without any veins or grain, like it was liquid that had merely cooled to look like wood. It had a square knob, made of polished ebony that shone against the redness.

      On Kosmo’s phone, the interviewer asked, “What about the people who say they can’t breathe with masks on?”

      Kosmo covered his mouth and breathed through his fingers. All the doors in his house were cheap particle wood. There was no door on that wall of his hallway. There was no room behind there. He didn’t remember getting high this morning. He got closer, expecting this hallucination of a burgundy door to fade.

      He heard Jesse’s dog Rufus approaching, little toenails pattering on the hardwood. The Labrador/hound mix had the coldest nose Kosmo had ever encountered, and no sense of smell to go with it. Yet Rufus still nosed at the burgundy door like it would give him a treat.

      Kosmo took a moment to make sure that door wasn’t something Jesse had picked up at the Home Depot or something and left leaning against the wall.

      No, it was embedded in the wall. Despite this being an internal wall, he heard sounds like rasping wind and a heavy humming coming from the other side. Rufus nosed closer at the door, pushing his muzzle at something on the floor. It was thin and flaky, like a bit of snakeskin.

      The dog opened his mouth as though to eat the snakeskin, and that was it for Kosmo. He scooped the pup up in a two-armed hug and ran for the back door. He didn’t even put his shoes on. Hell no, he was not finding out what this was about.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      Uncle Dahl gave Kosmo no end of shit for moving. But Uncle Dahl also kept sending him conspiracy theories about Bill Gates, so Kosmo mostly ignored him. Their family was a piece of work. They begged for hand sanitizer and then barely used it.

      Jesse complained about the move too, even though his ass had never paid Kosmo rent. ‘Sheltering for the pandemic’ seemed to be Jesse’s means of living for free. As it was, Kosmo walked Jesse’s dog more than Jesse did. Fortunately, Rufus was good company.

      Kosmo only returned to the house twice, to get some of his stuff for the move. He put that house right on the market. He wasn’t living in whatever was about to happen there.

      Jesse asked, “What was going to happen in there?”

      To which Kosmo answered, “I don’t want to know.”

      The weirdest thing was that the second time he went back, when he went with the realtor, the burgundy door wasn’t there. Just a little sloughed off snakeskin blowing along the floor.

      The realtor, Mrs. Weiss, said, “Good move getting rid of that door. It threw off the vibe of the hallway. You drywalled so cleanly I couldn’t even tell there had been a door there.”

      Kosmo hadn’t touched anything. He was about as handy as a man with four feet.

      But, he also wasn’t sticking around to investigate. Complaining about disappearing mystery doors was only going to cost him resale value. He needed all the money he could get, because while selling in this market was good, finding a new place was brutal with all the people sheltering in place from the pandemic and all the Boomers buying new places to shelter. Mrs. Weiss said it’d be easier if he waited six months for COVID to blow over.

      Kosmo wasn’t waiting around. He ate his losses, and got Jesse and Rufus into the moving van, and moved the hell across the state. His part in this story was over.

      Or it was supposed to be. The door had other plans.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      They lugged their crap in through the unthreatening taupe doors of their new home. It was half the size of the old place, a single-story building that could’ve been a double-wide trailer in a previous life. It was what Kosmo could get for his money. Most of their stuff wouldn’t fit.

      One thing he refused to lose was the plush beige sofa that was more comfortable than whatever clouds God sat on. Kosmo and Jesse wrestled with it for fifteen minutes, with Rufus running in circles between their legs, before they got it through the house’s narrow entrance. It was such a tight fit that they dropped it halfway down the front hall. They sat on their prize, with their feet up against the wall. Rufus bounded over an armrest to snuggle and jam his cold nose into Kosmo’s armpit.

      Kosmo and Jesse took hits off the weed in Jesse’s vape pen. After his second inhale, Jesse asked, “You feel like getting the TV?”

      Kosmo had just gotten comfortable, too. He said, “If you want it, you go get it.”

      “I need my shows.”

      “Don’t you have a phone? And where would you even put a TV in here?”

      Jesse swiped vaguely down to the other end of the off-white hall. The lighting was strong there, shining on a burgundy door.

      Kosmo jumped over the dog and sofa alike. He sheltered behind an arm rest, staring at that door. It had that same square doorknob of polished ebony.

      Kosmo said, “That shit was not there a minute ago, right?”

      Jesse hit the vape pen again and leaned towards the door. “No. No, it was not. Is that the same door from the old house?”

      “Don’t look at it like that.”

      “Like what?”

      Kosmo reached for his cousin. He grabbed at his hoodie. “Like you’re going to touch it.”

      No yank on Jesse could get the man to budge. He said, “You don’t know it’s dangerous.”

      “Jesse. Are we on all of the drugs?”

      “Unfortunately, we are not.”

      “Then that door is stalking us. No good comes from that.”

      Jesse had the gall to frown at him when there was an evil door standing right down the hall from him. He said, “What is your trauma, man? What happened to you that made you afraid of a little mystery?”

      What was his trauma? Kosmo had a perfectly regular amount of traumas. He shook his head at his cousin. “No man, this isn’t on me. I don’t know what’s wrong with people like you who want to touch an impossible thing that’s messing with you. Doors don’t appear from nowhere.”

      “Well, this one did.”

      Kosmo smacked the arm rest for emphasis. “Exactly. And what happens next? Do space witches come through the door? Does other shit materialize around my house and in ten minutes we fall into a basement that never existed? I’m not finding out. I’m not doing the science here.”

      Not one sentence made Jesse turn around. He kept staring at the door. “But what’s inside?”

      “I just said, I don’t want to know.” Kosmo gathered Rufus into his arms. “Let’s go.”

      Jesse didn’t go. He crawled over the sofa and wandered across the floor, into Kosmo’s unwanted house. No expletives slowed him down. He reached a hairy hand for that square doorknob.

      Kosmo took off, abandoning his sofa and his cousin, and went straight through the nearest exit. The taupe door hit him in the hip on the way out, and Rufus barked in his arms. The dog got loud enough that Kosmo couldn’t hear whether Jesse actually opened that forbidden door.

      On the cracked concrete of the front step, Kosmo hesitated a second. “Jesse. Get out here.”

      That used up the last of his bravery. In the next moment, he was in the moving truck, starting it up with the front door still ajar. Rufus wagged his tail and tried to climb across his lap like this was an adventure.

      The truck farted to life and rumbled. The seatbelt chime pestered him. He checked over his shoulder and saw the driveway was clear and he could back out. He kept it idling, waiting, willing his cousin to find sense and get out of there. Even if Jesse came with Pennywise and the Babadook chasing him, it would be a relief to get them all out alive.

      The truck idled so long that the fasten-seatbelt chime gave up. Kosmo lingered, watching the house for anything. Any mellow the weed had given him was dead.

      “Damn it,” he said to himself. As he stepped out, he made sure to close Rufus in the truck, so the dog would stay out of trouble. Rufus wagged his tail cluelessly.

      When Kosmo checked inside, the burgundy door was closed. The black knob shone brightly with its polish.

      He called, “Jesse?”

      No answer. He checked the bathrooms. The rear lawn. There was no sign of his cousin anywhere. The air barely smelled like his weed. It smelled more like wilting produce in here.

      Being alone in the house with that door was too much. Kosmo started to leave, and then spotted some garbage in front of the door. He thought it was a bunch of torn packing paper, until he noticed the scaly pattern. It was a long hunk of snakeskin, maybe five feet of it. It was all dried and curled there at the foot of the door, exactly where Jesse had stood.

      Kosmo spent the police investigation in cheap motels, simultaneously dreading and knowing no answer would come.

      He never stayed more than a couple days at the same place. He picked ones with small rooms, where he could see most of the walls. No doors were sneaking up on him.

      The pickings were thinner since some motels forbade dogs. He couldn’t bring himself to give Rufus to a shelter. It seemed every day there was another news break of COVID breaking out at another community or animal shelter. The poor dog had been through enough.

      So Kosmo spent his nights with the weirdo dog’s nose tucked into his armpit. Jesse had said that Rufus had lost his sense of smell in a car accident. Who knew what he liked about Kosmo’s armpit. Maybe it had the right warmth and moisture balance. He tried not to think about it. These days he was bad at not thinking about things.

      Kosmo sat on the windowsill, on the phone with Uncle Dahl. Rufus padded over and flopped against Kosmo’s ankle. He gave a classic dog sigh. It sounded exhausted, but probably didn’t mean anything. Projecting human emotions onto a dog’s sigh was almost as irrational as projecting them onto a door.

      Uncle Dahl coughed so loud it sounded performative. He said, “Your mother raised you to be smarter with money. You sold two houses for chicken feed. You’ve got to invest.”

      Kosmo said, “Did you miss the part with the evil door?”

      “Again with your evil door story.”

      “It ate my cousin. Jesse. Aunt Angelina’s son disappeared.”

      “My house is full of doors. Should I be scared and sell too?”

      Kosmo closed his eyes. This was not why he’d called his uncle.

      In as neutral a tone as he could force, Kosmo asked, “So you don’t remember any weird doors appearing to you or Mom or Aunt Angelina? Not when you were little? Never heard anything like on the Russian side of the family either?”

      “My grandfather would’ve beaten the flesh off your knuckles for suggesting that. We’re Orthodox. We never mess with the occult.”

      Kosmo could’ve argued that there had been plenty of occultism in Russia, but that wasn’t the point of the call. He asked, “The occult never messed with us? There’s nothing about snakes or square doorknobs or anything?”

      “You pampered children.” Instantly, his uncle’s voice switched condescensions. He went from irate condescension to an insincere condescension, like this was entertaining for him now. “First you kids said there was this super virus sweeping the planet. Now you say there are evil doors everywhere. This is what’s wrong with your generation. You scare easily.”

      As though done with this conversation, Rufus got up and padded away from the window.

      Kosmo said, “COVID is real, Uncle Dahl. Are you using the hand sanitizer?”

      “I’m on a Facebook group with real doctors. They are suppressing the research.”

      Kosmo pinched the bridge of his nose. “Who is?”

      “Corporate media. They’re trying to scare you into being a sheep. None of those people are really dead. It’s all a plot to steal the election. Did you see what the governor said?”

      No, Kosmo was not having this same argument again. He’d gotten it in a dozen Facebook posts every day. Actual colleagues had unfriended Kosmo for being connected to Uncle Dahl. He hated thinking he’d have to sever ties with one of the last people who remembered how his mother’s voice had sounded.

      Kosmo powered through with one last ditch effort. “So you’re absolutely sure there’s nothing about doors or snakeskins or anything in the family?”

      Uncle Dahl barked out a laugh so hard Kosmo could almost smell his halitosis through the phone. “What do you even think is behind your scary door? This thing you’re throwing your life away over?”

      Rufus whined from over near the coat closet. He was nosing at the wall, where the one lamp in the motel room barely illuminated anything. There wasn’t much to look at, yet the dog with no sense of smell moved like it was sniffing.

      Another look, and Kosmo saw the burgundy door.

      It was the same imposing height as it had been in his house, and in the second house where he’d lost Jesse. It was set right into the wall beside the closet, like it was inviting him to grab its square knob and walk through into the next motel room.

      Rufus turned his dappled head to look at Kosmo, furry ears drooping. He had a long strand of snakeskin dangling from his mouth.

      “Uncle. I’ll call you back.”

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      He got his first vaccination shot at an open-air clinic on a college campus, about an hour’s trip from where he picked up the RV. The nurse told him to move his arm every hour so it wouldn’t get sore, and fortunately Rufus was hyper that day and kept tugging on his leash to go explore more bushes. Kosmo kept Rufus near him at all times these days, in case of doors. Together they went on a walk to a local car dealership.

      Something about the supply chain and microchip shortage meant the car market was a disaster. He settled for a decade-old used RV with a recently replaced engine. It was dingier in person than it had looked online. Still, as he ran his hand over its unusually low roof, Kosmo grinned. He used a tape measure on the tan and brown body of the RV to make sure. It was on the small side, with barely enough space for himself and Rufus to cook and sleep, and play videogames, and Zoom.

      Better, it was the wrong dimensions for other things. It was too short, too narrow, and had windows in too many places. The door had always showed up the same size. There was no way it could fit on this RV.

      “Who’s a clever boy?” he asked Rufus, rubbing the dog’s floppy ears. “Who’s smarter than a door?”

      If face-licking was a sign of approval, then Rufus thought he was a genius.

      His phone buzzed as he pulled out of the lot. It was Uncle Dahl. He’d been texting more since Kosmo had deleted Facebook. He couldn’t deal with all the conspiracy theories and the deluge of textual screaming in his life. The last post he’d seen had speculated state governments were hiding COVID deaths as ‘pneumonia deaths.’

      He ignored Uncle Dahl for now and headed to the nearest campsite. Rufus and he had a whole road trip planned to explore parts of America without walls. Soon he’d be spending two weeks in Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Two weeks alone, after so many months basically alone. Some friends had invited him to a bonfire they claimed would be open-air, about a day’s drive out of his way. Considering it made him ache, but the longer he was away from them, the less he trusted that they were really isolating and socially distancing, and the more he read into their unmasked selfies.

      The campgrounds were on some hills overlooking a small pine forest and a public sports field. A bunch of kids in mismatched uniforms were playing soccer, and parents pumped their fists and spilled their drinks in celebration from the faded bleachers. None of them wore masks—not the parents, and not the players. Being that recklessly happy looked so appealing. Kosmo imagined taking Rufus down there and introducing him. Kids always wanted to pet him.

      A shriek rang out from near the southern goal. A kid had tripped and went down clutching his leg. Everyone swarmed him like ants, first his fellow kids, and then parents. From all the way up at his campsite, Kosmo could tell the kid had just skinned his knee. It must have been so comforting to that boy, to have all those people around him, caring for a little pain.

      Nobody masked up as they came closer. Kosmo’s instinct to go join the sympathy faded into a concern that anyone of them could’ve infected the whole huddle. How terrible it would be, if that instant of caring for a crying child was a spreader event. What were they all even thinking, gathering like this? Did the U.S. have to hit a million dead to scare people into taking it seriously?

      His phone buzzed and interrupted his ire. It startled him so hard he nearly dropped Rufus’s leash. He’d really lost himself there.

      He checked his phone. It was another text from Uncle Dahl. Kosmo skimmed the messages, half-watching the kids below celebrate their fellow athlete walking it off. When Kosmo scrolled to the last message, his fingers clenched down on the phone. He pulled the screen closer to his face.

      Uncle Dahl had seen the door.

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      “Where is it?” Kosmo asked before he even got out of the RV’s cab. Rufus tried to follow and Kosmo barely shut the door in time to keep him in. He wasn’t letting Rufus get hurt.

      Uncle Dahl rubbed a sneakered foot at a crack on the driveway. His scraggly gray beard was entirely unmasked. Brown sweatpants dangled on his skinny legs, and his beer gut was mostly contained in a red bathrobe. For how lazily he was dressed, his thinning gray hair was gelled and neatly combed over his freckled scalp.

      His uncle said, “You’re really living in that thing? That’s not a home.”

      He coughed twice, then spit something yellow onto the pavement of the driveway. Kosmo stepped away from him and got a dirty look for it.

      Kosmo asked, “Did you get vaccinated? I can help you sign up.”

      “I’m not a sheep. I don’t need the Deep State tracking my every move.”

      Kosmo pointed to the rectangular bulge in Uncle Dahl’s bathrobe pocket. “There are not microchips in vaccines, and you have a cell phone. I guarantee you TikTok already has all your information.”

      “You live in a glorified car. You’re going to talk to me like that? Take your life back. Be a man.”

      “It turns out the RV doesn’t care what gender I am. Neither does this door curse thing.” Kosmo kept talking just to move the conversation along. This had already reminded him why he’d deleted Facebook in the first place. “Where’s the door? How long has it been here?”

      Uncle Dahl pointed out back, to the yard he paid landscapers to mow and seed for him. The rear wall of his house was brick painted the same deep blue of the U.S. flag. Paint flaked in various places, and at first Kosmo mistook some of the flecks for snakeskin.

      But standing on the watered lawn, looking at those blue-painted bricks, he didn’t see the door anywhere. He looked closer, wondering if Uncle Dahl had painted over it. Uncle Dahl did lots of weird things.

      Kosmo asked, “You said it was out here?”

      Uncle Dahl said, “You don’t visit family anymore. You didn’t even come for the holidays. You won’t come in our houses because of this COVID thing. Do you see anyone other than that dog?”

      Kosmo was looking around the next side of the house before he understood what that meant. He wheeled at Uncle Dahl. “Is it actually here?”

      Uncle Dahl coughed again, a brackish noise. “You’re so afraid of this phantom door. Doors are everywhere. Doors are just a thing.”

      “This thing ate Jesse. How do you not care about that?”

      “I don’t believe that story,” Uncle Dahl said, coming closer, which made Kosmo back away. “But if any of it’s real, we could make money. That’s why we needed to see each other. It’ll show up if you stay long enough. You said it appears everywhere. Let’s do something with this opportunity.”

      Kosmo noticed the surveillance cameras mounted around his uncle’s property. At least two of those were aimed at them. Was he recording this? Was he looking to make a profit off a video of Kosmo getting bewitched by a burgundy door?

      He tried to slow his breathing. He was not slugging a senior citizen today. He put a fist to the side of his own head and pushed, making himself turn away so he wouldn’t yell. But maybe he should yell. Maybe embarrassing his uncle in front of his neighbors would rattle some sense into him.

      Uncle Dahl said, “Don’t be dramatic. It’s time for you to move on. Look at that wall. Show me this door. Then you can leave it here. Give the door to me.”

      Despite himself, Kosmo did stare at the wall. At that dark blue paint that belonged in depictions of a U.S. flag. The seams between every brick under the paint were so obvious. He wondered if the door would appear burgundy as always, or if its shape would emerge from beneath the blue. He’d never seen where the door came from.

      His uncle deserved it. If he wanted to get swallowed into the unknown like Jesse, then a hurt part of himself said to let it happen.

      The instant he entertained the thought, more followed through it. If he was going to let the door appear, he could do something nice for himself after. Maybe he’d stick around to see it open and have all those nagging questions answered from a safe distance. Maybe he could drive to the bonfire with his friends after all. Go teach on campus again. Fill up an entire Fine Arts building with evil doors, because screw it, if nobody else cared, then why should he?

      Uncle Dahl sniffed wetly and rubbed his nose. “No more excuses. It’s time for you to live a real life.”

      That was why he shouldn’t. Spite was a bad reason, but people had been taking this unseriously since the first day he’d carried Rufus away from the first door. The door was stalking him and he didn’t change. Jesse was gone and he didn’t change from that insipid condescension.

      Kosmo pushed away from the wall with its flecking paint and its bricks and its promises of bonfires. No door had appeared yet, and no door was going to appear. He marched in a wide berth around his uncle, not wanting to breathe an iota of that man’s air.

      Rufus was halfway up on the dashboard, head up, panting happily at the sight of him through the windshield. That dog was so happy just at the idea that Kosmo was coming home. Before he’d even fully sat at the wheel, Rufus’s cold nose went directly into his armpit. He hugged the dog around his neck.

      Uncle Dahl followed him, yelling, “You’ve got to take control.”

      He looked at his uncle one more time. “I am. Me leaving is me taking control. Don’t text me again.”

      He slammed the door and pulled the RV out of the driveway, not looking back, not caring if the whole property was overtaken by weird doors and an old man’s outrage. He and Rufus rode straight for the interstate, to get out of Florida as early as he could. The two of them had a date with the Great Smoky Mountains.

      His uncle texted him several more times. Kosmo didn’t let himself read them; he couldn’t stand the sting. Texts slowed over the weeks, and stopped a month later when Uncle Dahl passed away.

      Officially, it was pneumonia.

      

      
        
        ___________________________________
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            Tantie Merle and the Farmhand 4200

          

          by R.S.A. Garcia

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Short Story Long List

      

      

      

      So, hear nah. This is how it happen.

      Was years after Malcolm pass through and wash away a lot ah we little islands coasts, and mash up so much ah Florida and Texas and them places, and people say they ain’t waiting for no next storm like that one, and they pack up they things and went England, and Canada, and all over.

      I done old, and my children was living Germany and Kenya and my youngest was down in Australia where hotter than here, so I didn’t see no point in going from where I live my whole life. My Lincoln bury here, and we house good and strong. My oldest, Susan, she send money for me regular, and Lincoln like new thing, just like me, so he fix up the house and fix up the house until even that monster storm only cost me some windows and a little mason work on my concrete roof from what they call impact debris.

      Long story short, I stay in my village with a few families and the only problem was some ah we getting old for the garden and the little animal we keep. Chickens get out, if the children not around, is trouble to catch them back. Cow wandering the street after it get frighten because somebody drone fly too low on delivery.

      My problem was Ignatius.

      Which is to say, he ain’t no real problem. He just a normal goat, white and brown and tall as my hip. Wasn’t he alone I keep all that time. I had a small herd I used to get nice milk from. Even try to make some cheese once. (That ain’t come out so good, but that’s a next story.) When they start getting on in years, I make a cook with neighbours and we curry it down with a little roti on the side with channa, potato and chataigne, and some beers; was meals for days.

      That was village life. Real nice with everybody helping out everybody and the children belong to all ah we. World change, a lot ah the children move on, and the families that still here keep to theyself, so now is just Ignatius and me and I let him keep the grass low in the yard because Lincoln gone and I can’t operate no weed-wacker bot.

      Well after I fall that one time and break my hip and they give me a new one in the big hospital in Town, I start to get trouble on the days my yard clear of grass to go down the veranda stairs and take the goat out to the empty lot down the track. Didn’t have nobody around in the day to help. All the families working and the children either in school or inside doing school online if they still rebuilding from the storm. But Ignatius can’t eat if I don’t take him, so I was forcing myself to go. Then I trip on the way back ah day, and thank God Neighbour see me go down because I would have been waiting for help to get back up all now.

      I had a delivery service for meals, and a nice young boy come and clean for me once a week, but I couldn’t afford no pet services and I know my children would say, Mammy, just cook him or give him away and done. But he was my little company around the yard. Just he alone I sit down with sometimes to talk to in the dead ah night, or the heat ah the day, and he always have time for me, listening while he chewing on something and watching me with he funny rectangle eye what all goat have.

      Well, I have to say I tell one lie, and that is Ignatius have one problem and is the chewing. He chew on anything, especially what he don’t like. That is why I can’t get no pet service because I try, and he run them out the yard and keep they shoes for food. Ever since, is only me Ignatius like. Lincoln and all leave him alone after he come home and try to feed him one day at the top of the little rise behind we house, and Ignatius take one look at he bend over ass and butt the man down the hill. After I stop laughing (because if you ain’t dead or seriously injured, I go laugh), he say was my goat and he wash he hands of him.

      People say he bad-tempered but really he just know who he like, and sometimes that ain’t you. But we was always good, and I didn’t have the heart to eat him. He was probably too old to taste good anyway. But he keep getting away and he needed tying up and bringing back, and I didn’t know what to do again.

      Point is, I mention to my second daughter, Paula, who living in Germany, how hard it was getting to go out to the garden some days, and how things was with Ignatius, and because Paula not judgemental like Susan, she send me a package and tell me to expect the drone.

      Bright and early ah Tuesday morning, I hear the whirring outside and when I pek through my living room curtains is because a big box so on my veranda and Ignatius done traipsing over with he leash trailing to see what he could chew. I reach out and take up the box and close the door and then I sit down in my favourite armchair in front the hologram projector Lincoln buy the year before he die and I read the label.

      
        
        FARMHAND 4200!

      

      

      And in small print below:

      
        
        AI Guided Nanotechnology Solutions To Your Farming Needs

      

      

      And in real fine print:

      
        
        10 Year Warranty with Money Back Guarantee

        (Certain conditions apply)

      

      

      Well, I say to myself, that sounding good. And I touch the corner of the box where it had a big green patch say ‘touch me.’ Box make a little chirp and then peel down on all sides like a Julie mango and sitting in the middle was a ball of transparent package tape. Next thing I know, the tape tent a little at the top, then a blade appear, and slice the tape away.

      Well, I bawl out and jump off the chair. Same time, a silvery thing the size of a cricket ball roll out the middle of the tape and stop right in front me. A little face light up in green on the top of it. Two circles for eyes and a bendy line for a mouth, like them emoji thing I used to text with as a child.

      “Greetings owner,” the ball say in ah English accent like Lincoln boss-man used to have. “No need for alarm. I’m your new Farmhand 4200!” The little blade that was poking out the side melt down so it was a smooth ball again. “Thank you for your purchase! Kindly remain still while I perform preliminary security and software updates.”

      Next thing I know, the ID band the government use to give we healthcare and send my pension and thing make a beep. Then it talk soft and sweet like a lady. “Linking,” it say. “Farmhand 4200 detected. Downloading app. Download complete. App ready for use.”

      The green face make a grin and the ball roll as if excited. “Hello, Mrs. Merle Huggins. I’m your new farmhand! I’m very pleased to meet you and begin our farming adventures together. Please note, your Digital ID device has been linked to me and will provide you with updates on my tasks, location, battery life, and other functions.

      “However, as a Farmhand 4200, I’m fully self-sufficient and require only ten minutes in daylight per day in order to recharge. I’m programmed to handle numerous farming emergencies and am enabled for research and adaptation should anything fall outside of the over 200 possible scenarios I’ve been initiated with. Your daughter, Paula, has sent you a message which I shall now play for you.”

      The little face change to yellow and pause on a smile instead of the wide grin it had before. “Hi Mammy,” my daughter voice say, and it make me jump because it was like she was in the room with me, and as I listen she, tears come to my eyes because is years I ain’t see she and she the one daughter give me grandchildren. “I hope you like this. You said you needed some help and Jonas says this is the top-of-the-line AI bot for farmers in the Rhineland. It can help you with the garden and that damn goat.” Her laugh, big and boisterous like mine, take the sting out of her words. “Anyway, let me know when you get it and please try it out immediately and don’t just have it sitting in the kitchen like the waffle maker I got you for Christmas.”

      I steups to myself but ain’t say nothing because I know she can’t hear me, but between you and me, what I going to do with a waffle maker, eh? What the hell is a waffle?

      “Call me once you try it out. I want to know how it’s working. Love you, Mammy. Talk to you soon, okay?”

      After that the smiling face go green again and the bot say, “End of message. Hello again, Mrs. Huggins. Do you have any questions for me?”

      I wrack my brains as I sit slowly in the chair. “What to call you, sir?”

      “Whatever you wish, Mrs. Huggins.”

      “Well first, don’t call me that. Everybody call me Tantie Merle.”

      “Of course, Tantie Merle!”

      I think a bit more. “What if I call you ‘Lincoln’? Was my husband name but he don’t need it no more, he gone now, and I used to saying it.”

      The bot green face flicker, mouth round with surprise. “I would be honoured, Tantie Merle. My database shows that I’m the first Farmhand 4200 to receive a human name!”

      “How much of you it have?”

      “I’m a new model! 30,000 of me have been sold so far.”

      “So, what they call the other Farmhand 4200?”

      “29,999 are called ‘Farmhand 4200’,” he reply cheerily.

      “And the other one?”

      “It is called ‘Handy’!”

      I shake my head. Sometimes people not too creative, yes, oui.

      “Well, you is Lincoln from now on.”

      “I appreciate that very much, Tantie Merle. I am now ready for instructions. What tasks would you like me to attend to?”

      So I take him outside to the bottom of the hill and show him the garden with my tomatoes and pigeon peas and corn and pimento peppers and cucumbers and herbs and whatnot, and he roll along beside me, somehow grown to the size of a beach ball, face always toward me with a big green smile. It was awkward talking to him at first, but by the time he grow pinchers to pick up and bury the packaging he come in because it suppose to breakdown into fertiliser, I forget is a robot I there with. He digging and pruning, and what would take me whole morning, he do in half an hour, and we talking whole time, me telling him all about the village and everybody in it. Then I take him to meet Ignatius.

      First good thing, Ignatius just watch him and didn’t rush him at all. “Look, Ignatius,” I tell him, and wave to the bot that somehow not dirty or wet even after all the gardening. “I can’t go up and down with you no more, so this is Lincoln, he go tie you up from now on.”

      Lincoln roll closer to Ignatius. “Greetings, Ignatius! Pleased to meet you! I’m honoured to be your handler from now on. I’ll find you the choicest parts of the field to feast upon!”

      Ignatius watch him while chewing on some grass and fart a little bit.

      “I think that went well!” Lincoln say, his green face making three happy circles that bounce around like ping-pong balls.

      “Okay, well let me show you where the lot is.”

      Slowly, I walk Ignatius down to the lot with Lincoln and then I tap the button to disengage the stake I have there and carry it a bit further, to fresh grass, before setting it against the ground so it could drive itself automatically into the dirt. “You won’t have to move it every day,” I say. “He have a long leash.”

      “Never fear, Tantie Merle. This is the last time you’ll have to do this job. I’ll collect Ignatius and return him to your domicile this evening.”

      “That would be good,” I say, and give the goat a sharp look. “Now, Ignatius, don’t give Lincoln no trouble, eh.”

      Ignatius just bend he head and start on the grass.

      As we turn back to the house, Lincoln say, “Is there anything else you require assistance with, Tantie Merle? I have many appendages and my adaptable hardware can create whatever is needed.” All of a sudden, he stop in the road and all kind of thing poke out of he, like a porcupine, except instead of quills, is knife and fork and shovel and hammer and screwdriver and ice pick and hands with claws and I had to stop and say, “Oh gosh, put all that away. You looking like you going and kill something.”

      Everything melt back inside him. “Apologies, Tantie Merle.”

      “You could just call me ‘Tantie.’ That’s okay too,” I say, distracted as a thought occur to me. “But wait nah. You could make hands?”

      The ball breathed in and out and the green face glowed brighter. “I’m VERY good at hands. I am, after all, a farmhand!”

      “Well, I have ah idea for what I would like next, if you don’t mind.”

      Lincoln vibrate a little. That’s the way he get when he happy. “I would be delighted to hear it!”

      And that is the first time Lincoln give me a massage, while I was sitting in front the projector, watching the weather channel and then the news. Rub my feet for hours. After that, he went and make the bed for me, and then he scrub the bathroom a little bit. I tell him leave the rest because the boy will do it on Friday, so then he sit with me while I eat my lunch. Saltfish and provision with some vegetables, because things hard and a lot of food we used to eat we can’t import so easy now, they too expensive. But anyway, that is the good food that my grandparents used to eat, and they live long, and I was going on 85 years then.

      Come time to go and get Ignatius, and Lincoln roll up on me and announce he leaving, and I tell him see you soon, and then he let himself out by sending the code for the door. Was almost time for the news and I had a little crochet in my lap working on, and so it was halfway through the news before I realise Lincoln should have come back already. I get up careful and went out on the veranda.

      Light come on automatically and there is Ignatius, standing in the yard, leash tie to the Julie mango tree in front near the brick wall, but no sign of Lincoln.

      “Lincoln?” I call out.

      No answer. So, I limp down the stairs across to the goat, who chewing as usual, and when I get close, I realise he chewing on something that look silvery and hard, and is then I realise the blasted goat eat Lincoln.

      You know, I know him less than twelve hours, but when I realise Ignatius mash Lincoln up, real tears come to my eyes for the second time that day. I pull the little jagged piece from Ignatius mouth and carry it back into the house and rest it down careful on the mahogany cabinet in the living room where I keep all my wedding gifts and nice dishwares. I couldn’t make out what part of him it was from, but when I put on my glasses and watch it good, it look like it was moving, ripples running across it like quicksilver, though it wasn’t going nowhere and feel hard when I touch it.

      I lose any interest in the news and in my dinner. Yes, partly it was because I thought I find somebody who could help me, but truth was, I was looking forward to talking to somebody beside Ignatius. And the poor thing was doing his best all day for me, and Ignatius just destroy him. I went straight to bed and lie down, tossing and turning, wondering what I will say to my daughter when I call she to tell she what happen in the morning.

      Next day, I get up, put on one of my loose flowered dresses with no sleeves and tie my grey head up with a matching silk headkerchief and walk out my room⁠—

      “Good morning, Tantie Merle!”

      —and I scream like somebody stab me when the voice talk to me from by the side of my foot. I look down and there is a small silver pyramid, barely bigger than my toe. A slightly fuzzy green face is on the side facing me.

      “Oh dear. I didn’t mean to startle you.” The bendy line turn down at the corners. The eyes get small.

      I wanted to pick him up and hug him, I was so glad to see him. “Lincoln, boy, is you? I thought Ignatius eat you!”

      The face dim, looking a little sheepish. “He did, unfortunately. I must admit, he’s faster than he looks. Had my pincers torn off and my main body in his jaws before I realised what was happening.”

      “How you here still then?”

      “Ah!” the face brighten. “That’s due to my nanotechnology upgrade, which, thankfully, Paula had the foresight to include. I’ll have to wait until Ignatius expels the rest of me, but in the meantime, all of me is working to exit the unfortunate predicament 95% of my hardware found itself in, and to find a solution to this incident.”

      I frown. “Lincoln, boy, that is a lot of big words first thing in the morning.”

      “Once Ignatius shits me out, I will regroup and tackle the problem of how to avoid being eaten in the future.”

      I shake my head. “I ain’t too want you tying up the goat again. You expensive and I rather you just stay safe. I have other things you could do, like take care of the garden.”

      The little pyramid go very still and the eyes open wide while the mouth make a straight line. “Tantie, this is a primary task, agreed?”

      “Yes, but that was before⁠—”

      “My programming demands that I pursue this task until I find a permanent resolution. The first attempt was clearly not the correct approach, and I have no entries in my incident database that correspond to being eaten by a goat, so there was no help there. However, I’m currently networking with other Farmhands to increase computing capacity and find the correct answer, faster. Kindly allow me to continue unimpeded.”

      “Lincoln, I ain’t drink my tea yet, all them words…”

      “It’s best if you get out of my way and watch me work.”

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      So, I leave him to it. Lincoln had a handle on everything else. He just needed to find a way to tie up Ignatius that didn’t end with him getting eat.

      That morning, after I had breakfast, he glide out on he flat surface and I call Ignatius over to the veranda long enough for Lincoln to get the rest of heself from the pile of excrement by the mango tree. He went ‘round behind the house (to sanitise, he tell me), a pyramid trailing a silver-black tail. When he come into my kitchen later through the back door, I put my hands on my hips and say, “Aye, but look at you, nah.”

      Lincoln come in looking like one ah them spike ball they swing in them medieval holoshows my husband used to like. He face had a spike right between he eyes and mouth, like a nose. He look fierce, but somehow he was rolling smooth on the ground.

      “I modified a suggestion from an English Farmhand. I suspect Ignatius will think twice about putting me in his mouth henceforth,” Lincoln say, tipping back and forth on his spikes like he can’t wait to get going. He grew hands and waved them above his body like he was saying goodbye.

      “I shall return shortly!” he tell me, and head out the back door. When he return in one piece, we considered it a success. “He was a perfect gentleman,” Lincoln say. “Settled in and started eating. Would you like a foot rub today while we watch a competitive knitting show? I couldn’t help but notice you seem to have a fondness for crochet.”

      “It have them kind of show?”

      “Why, of course! I shall download the projector control app.” The band on my hand beep and the holoprojector switch to ah channel I never know was there.

      “But watch thing nah,” I say, awed and delighted. “I didn’t know it had other channels than news, weather, and Lincoln shows.”

      Lincoln’s spikes recede and he roll onto the arm of my chair. “Your home entertainment package has several hundred channels, 100 of which are audio, but a dozen of which are considered craft and home channels. This particular channel is all knitting, all the time.”

      “You joking!”

      “Not at the moment,” he reply. “May I help in any other way?”

      “Well, as you up here, my shoulders could use some of that nice massage.”

      The day fly by with Lincoln at my side. Come evening, he push out he spikes and went to get Ignatius. When I ain’t see him come back, I get up and go outside just in time to see Ignatius toss back he head and swallow the last of Lincoln.

      “But what the ass wrong with you, boy! You go eat something dangerous like that?”

      Ignatius just watch me and went back to the grass. He mouth didn’t even self have a puncture, blood, nothing. But in the moment, I was more worried Lincoln was really gone this time. I walk back to my house slow, slow, fretting over why I let him try to tie up the goat again.

      I sure you done guess what I didn’t realise. It real hard to destroy them Farmhand, yes, oui.

      When I wake up the next day, had a small misshapen set of pellets on the ground in the yard by Ignatius. I gather them up with gloves and put them in the sink in the backyard. Was Friday, so I get the boy to take Ignatius out to the lot and for he wickedness, I leave him there overnight. Saturday come and I walk out my room and find Lincoln sitting on my couch, looking like a rough nugget of silver, but I was so glad to see him, I pick him up and kiss him.

      “It’s good to see you too, Tantie,” he say in a squeaky voice. He face was a misshapen blur. “I’m currently engaged in research, and placing several orders for materials to carry out my primary task. Kindly return me to my position. I’m afraid I lost some key function to stomach acid. This delayed my recombination and is also making multi-tasking difficult. Thankfully, as a precaution, I had already uploaded myself to the Farmhand network and other local servers, or I might have lost a great deal more of me.”

      I put him down and scowl at him. “Lincoln, that is enough now. I not sending you by that goat again. What if he mash you up for good? Who will change channels for me and see ‘bout the garden?”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” the bot have the gall to tell me. “I’m a Farmhand 4200, version 5.0. It will take more than teeth, stomach acid, and an anus to do me in. I’ve placed an order for upgraded nanobots to replenish my hardware and once they arrive, I will be able to try more sophisticated forms to prevent ingestion.”

      “Lincoln, that sounding like a lot of money,” I say, and I fold my arms. “How I go afford that?”

      “You are within the warranty period, and I have confirmed to headquarters that the damage was sustained in the course of primary duty. Replenishment in those circumstances is free of charge. My new bots should be delivered tomorrow.” He eyes narrow and he mouth turn up in a smile that look evil. “I have requested some modifications which should allow me to be less susceptible to destruction and also change my flavour profile. A Singaporean Farmhand gave me the idea.”

      “Flavour profile?”

      “I should be less tasty to the fiend,” he explain.

      “I ain’t know how to tell you this,” I say, “but it have nothing goats ‘fraid to put in their mouth. They don’t care how you taste.”

      He eyes narrow even more. “We shall see.”

      
        
        • • • •

      

      

      When Lincoln get he new nanobots he could ah get so big now, he was the size of a large dog. He turn heself into a whirling set ah dangerous blades on top a tentacle that twist and slide on the ground like a snake. And he show me how he could secrete a shiny oil that make him slippery and taste bad. “He will fear the look of me as I approach,” Lincoln declare.

      “You don’t smell too good either. You sure them blades won’t hurt him?”

      Lincoln stop spinning in shock. “I would NEVER hurt Ignatius. Curse the fiend to the heavens for his infinite hunger, but he is your valued companion, and it is my honour to take care of him on your behalf.”

      “You know,” I say gently as I move back and forth in the rocking chair on the veranda, a tall glass of mauby juice on the wicker table next to me. “You is my valued companion too. I don’t want you to get hurt either.”

      “Tantie Merle,” he voice make a slight warble. He green face blink. “I’m… deeply touched by your consideration. No Farmhand 4200 has ever been so welcomed into a household and treated with such care and attention. Usually, we are left in barns or out in the weather until needed. You will never know how much I appreciate that you brought me into your home, allowed me to experiment as I saw fit, and even knitted me my own nest on the couch. All the other Farmhands are currently processing how they might achieve this level of satisfaction for themselves. But fear not. I cannot be hurt by Ignatius. And I WILL find a way for him to cease this constant consumption of my hardware.”

      Well, I thought I was stubborn, but if I only tell you, I had nothing on Lincoln. Still, Ignatius make grown man cry and he wasn’t going down easy.

      The snake thing last ah two days. Then Ignatius kick it against the outside wall, stomp on it and eat half before he get a bit stuck in his teeth and decide to leave the rest.

      Turn out the bit that stick, stick on purpose. “An American Farmhand gave me the idea to train my nanobots to latch onto calcium deposits, or find soft palate areas to attach to for short periods of time. Ignatius will find chewing less comfortable and cease his destructive activities sooner,” Lincoln tell me as he lie in his nest recombining. That’s what he say he was doing. What I see was a big pile of shivering silver twisting up all how for hours. He voice get real crackly when he doing it, and sometimes I couldn’t see he face, but was still Lincoln, working hard to fix the problem.

      Ignatius was like all goat though. What he can’t eat, he attack with hooves and horn. And sometimes, even after that, he still eat a piece. Lincoln had to admit I was right about the oil because Ignatius never so much as pause over he taste.

      Sharp edges and whirling blades didn’t work, so Lincoln try liquidity next. He slip out the house and I limp over to the windows and watch a hand rise up from the puddle of silver, like if it pushing through foil, and unlatch Ignatius leash. I stay there until he come back, flowing into the house before becoming he familiar ball-self.

      “Shall we continue our crochet lessons?” Lincoln say as he roll up into he pink and blue bowl-shaped nest. “I think I have the hang of the basic stitch now.”

      Lincoln had start crocheting with me the week before and I was teaching him to cook with some groceries he send for. The food was real bad. He kept trying all kind ah thing in a pot, looking for the correct solution, he say. But I tell him ain’t have no correct solution. Only how it taste. Then he say he can’t taste, what is that? So I explain how food have different flavour like sweet and bitter and salt and so on. That how you combine them does make thing taste good. I ask him if he can’t train the nanothing part ah heself to taste, and he get excited and start talking about alkalinity and acidity testing and some set ah other thing, so I say, let me leave you, yes. You go figure it out.

      And he really start to figure it out in truth. Food start to taste better after he train some ah heself to research complimentary flavour profiles and test for balance, that’s how he explain it. And he spend hours teaching he fingers more dexterity as he make he way through chain stitch, moss stitch, puff stitch… Wasn’t no rhyme or reason, he just try a thing until he master it.

      Except he couldn’t master Ignatius. Three days after he come up with liquidity, Ignatius run through him like a puddle and sip up bits of him while he was trying to recombine. So then he try a drone form he say a Korean Farmhand suggest. He start flying above him, pulling the leash along. But Ignatius just butt him down and rip he wings off. So he try flying higher, but hear what, goats could climb trees and jump, and a leash could only reach so far.

      A month after he reach, Lincoln sitting quiet in he nest, trying ah advance stitch that he see on we favourite show, Stitch Superstar, and he confess to me he out ah ideas. “Although I’m now networked with over 160,000 of me, my solutions are stymied by the fact that only one of me has worked with goats. Even linking my network with servers powering the Internet has not yielded anything but a trove of very entertaining sustainable farming streams and goat vids from WeTube and HoofTok. Tantie…” He pause, which he don’t really do. Ah bot usually have a programming glitch if it stop speaking in the middle of sentences, but see, it was already happening and neither of we realise it at the time.

      “Tantie,” he say again. “It might be time to admit I’ve failed you. Worse, it is my duty to inform you that I believe I might be… defective. Recently I’ve found myself strangely unable to perform certain tasks without becoming trapped in a loop of considerations, none of which assist in solutions, but which paralyse me for seconds at a time from taking any action at all. This state has affected some of the Farmhands too.
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