
  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Little Key Logo]
          
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Claw Machine an anthology of speculative and dark fiction]
        

      

      
        
        by

        Elle Mitchell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CLAW MACHINE: THE ANTHOLOGY

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Elizabeth Mitchell.

      

        

      
        “Ocean Wonder!Lands” by Simone Cooper

        “In This and Every Universe” by Valerie Geary

        “Lucky Dragon” by Marianne Xenos

        “Alternate” by Angelique O’Rourke

        “Never on a Monday” by Curtis C. Chen

        “Horizons” by Sarah Walker

        “Cursed Things” by J.B. Kish

        “How to be a Player” by Angela Yuriko Smith

        “Create-a-Chimera” by Beth Cook

        “Win Big at the Body Shop” by Laura K. Burge

        “The Makeover” by Summer Olsson

        “Purchase Required” by Wes Mitchell

        “Pilot Program” by Mark Teppo

        “reFresh” by Pia Baur

        “Bad News” by Elle Mitchell

        “The Witches of the Neon Carousel” by Erik Grove

        “Narrowly, Narrowly Caught” by Katherine Quevedo

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      
        
        Published in the United States by Little Key Press.

      

      

      
        
        Claw Machine is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, and events are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, or events is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations included in articles and reviews. For information, please contact the publisher.

      

      

      
        
        First Edition

      

      

      
        
        Cover by Elizabeth Mitchell

        Cover font: DayPosterBlack and Gotham Light

        Cover photograph: Elizabeth Mitchell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Note From The Editor

      

    

    
      
        Introduction

        Will Errickson

      

      
        Ocean Wonder!Lands

        Simone Cooper

      

      
        In This and Every Universe

        Valerie Geary

      

      
        Lucky Dragon

        Marianne Xenos

      

      
        Alternate

        Angelique O’Rourke

      

      
        Never on a Monday

        Curtis C. Chen (陳致宇)

      

      
        Horizons

        Sarah Walker

      

      
        Cursed Things

        J.B. Kish

      

      
        How to be a Player

        Angela Yuriko Smith

      

      
        Create-a-Chimera

        Beth Cook

      

      
        Win Big at the Body Shop

        Laura K. Burge

      

      
        The Makeover

        Summer Olsson

      

      
        Purchase Required

        Wes Mitchell

      

      
        Pilot Program

        Mark Teppo

      

      
        reFresh

        Pia Baur

      

      
        Bad News

        Elle Mitchell

      

      
        The Witches of the Neon Carousel

        Erik Grove

      

      
        Narrowly, Narrowly Caught

        Katherine Quevedo

      

      
        They Died Alphabetically

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Little Key Logo]
          
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Claw Machine an anthology of speculative and dark fiction]
        

      

      
        
        Edited by

        Elle Mitchell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those who love nostalgia,

        who love the strange, the dark,

        who are drawn to bright lights and neon colors,

        who live for arcades and un-winnable games,

        who play for plushies they don’t need or actually want,

        who always open a prize egg with excitement,

        who can’t help but spend just another quarter, just one more dollar.

      

        

      
        For that one more game.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            a note from the editor

          

        

      

    

    
      Some of the following stories are dark and include violence or murder, but they are rarely graphic in nature. None have sexual assault or show animal deaths.

      Each story is bound to elicit an emotional response, though. One may stir something deep in your stomach—a feeling so deeply relatable yet hard to name. Another may be a reality so close to home it causes an ache in your bones. Maybe you’ll have hope for a different future or fear of who we could be if left unchecked. Or the glimmer of possibility that there is other out there will bring you solace and a moment of peace amongst the noise.

      Magic and wishful thinking, worst case scenarios, and claw machines galore fill the pages you’re about to read. But most of all, you’ll find humanity in this anthology. And I do so hope you enjoy it!

      

      
        
        —Elle Mitchell
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          Will Errickson

        

      

    

    
      

      Introduction

      by Will Errickson

      

      First, a confession: when I was a child, arcades and amusement parks and fairgrounds were a source of anxiety for me, rather than pleasure. There were all sorts of reasons for that reaction. I knew that most of the games, of whatever kind, were rigged against the player (thanks for that life info, Dad!). There was the pressure of wasting your quarters on a game above your skill level that you’d play for, oh, 30 seconds or so. If your parental unit dropped you off at the arcade while they shopped or ran errands, you had a set time limit, and of course it was then, when you were due to be picked up, that you suddenly became the Ms. Pac Man master, and would have to be dragged away just as you approached the High Score! Oh no…

      However, what I really recall bringing on my arcade anxiety were the older kids—the ones who always seemed to be lurking around the dim yet neon-lit aisles, congregated around the more difficult games that older teenagers liked. The bullies in their Black Sabbath, Blue Öyster Cult, and Molly Hatchet bootleg tour shirts, rife with spooky occult sigils and flames and swords and all. If you weren’t careful, if you didn’t make yourself small enough to scurry past them, they might harass you or take your quarters from you, maybe even physically shove you around while girls, mysterious young women, snickered at your hapless lot. No thanks!

      Those times in which the stars aligned, when the arcade was bereft of those older kids, when the good games were free to any kid with a quarter, man, that was livin’. I came of age during the great era of the early video game wave, Space Invaders and Pac Man and Donkey Kong and Defender and Centipede and Frogger, and there was a real feeling of freedom when those anxieties lifted off and you stepped up to a game filled with confidence and wonder.

      But the claw machine was different. Its promise of choice—more of an illusion—is what made the claw machine so appealing to children and young teens, people who weren’t often given the independence of free choice too often in their daily lives of school and chores and boring/scary grownups. Rather than dropping in a coin and accepting whatever plastic bauble the grocery store vending machine decided to plop into their hands, a claw machine allowed the player to at least attempt to grab an object of personal choice. Maybe a stuffed Garfield, a plastic dragon, or a tiny Rubik’s Cube keychain, a wicked temporary tattoo, or something maybe your older cousin could fashion into a bong. Kids need, at times, to feel in control, that their lives belong to them, and the claw machine could let them feel like that for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      Like any good anthology of speculative fiction, the stories collected here have great range, but all are in service to that great claw machine we remember from childhood. This variety of styles, from little dollops of frivolity to headier, more complex world-building, allows the reader to ponder anew how the claw machine, relegated to the dim recesses of our past, can reveal itself in fresh guises and tell us secrets about ourselves.

      There is no way to predict where any story is going to go: some highlight the nostalgic quality of the game, back to a period of awkwardness or hope. Sometimes the claw machine appears as itself, in all its tacky fairground glory; other times, it appears as more of an analogue for the complexities of our mind’s memories and identity. Friends bond over the contraption, fantastical creatures are reborn from them, high school reunions are centered around them. Another will slowly descend into a maelstrom of horror. Others offer a vision of the human body as malleable and replaceable, or perhaps a revelation of life that comes all too late. Like the myriad of prizes the claw machine use to lure us into its clutches, there is a little something here for readers of all tastes.

      

      It did not escape my notice that virtually all the stories note one truly important fact about claw machines, and that is that they are rigged, designed to part people from their money and their time. Any successful maneuvering of said claw is more chance and luck than skill or determination. I don’t think you can ask for a better life metaphor than that!
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      Ocean Wonder!Lands

      By Simone Cooper

      

      Emmaline wrung blue water out of her sponge, the remains of some kid’s magic marker “enhancements” to the pirate mural at the back of Ocean Wonder!Lands. As manager, she should have assigned someone from the morning shift to do it, Willa or Rudy, but she liked a little detail work. It got her to the quieter back half of the arcade, which suited her after her breakfast of arguing with her daughter. There would be plenty of bathroom-stall muck outs and multicolor-candy barf cleanups for them to deal with later.

      Besides, Em felt a little possessive of the mural and its swashbuckling captain. Over twenty years, she’d been seeing him, summer in and summer out, and she still had her child-self’s fondness for him and his crew and the mermaid princesses they wooed. The good pirate captain had been repainted twice already this season, and Em, who also did the books for the arcade one evening a week, understood the owners couldn’t afford another re-do until next year.

      She looked over her work. The captain’s trouser area was now too clean, maybe, the kind of clean that had probably drawn the attention of the Penis Picasso in the first place. It would be better if she did the whole wall, but with the repairman for the overly generous claw machine coming in an hour, she wouldn’t be able to do it herself, not the careful way she wanted. The captain’s feather-plumed hat had lost its gilding, and a lot of the finer details were fading, this time around. Em patted his painted arm. “Sorry, Cap’n. I’ve got to leave you to the mercies of my crew.”

      When Emmaline was a child, Ocean Wonder!Lands Arcade had seemed wonderful in fact and not just in name. Family vacations had been a treat, and child-Emmaline, always so withdrawn during the school year, could make a new best friend for two weeks every summer—promise you’ll write! She and this companion could change a dollar from collecting cans into a couple of Skee-Ball games or a two-gun round of Zombie Blast or an ice cream bar to share from the freezer.

      The mermaids and pirates filled their dreams with fantastic adventures. They would spend hours staring into the lit glass cases of the highest-ticket treasures, blown-glass sailing ships and Swarovski crystal animals and stuffed parrots with real feathers, planning what they’d pick if their wishes came true. Wonder!Lands was full of magic: clanking, shining, siren-wailing, sticky-fingered, ice-cold and sweet-on-tongues popsicle blue.

      Wonder!Lands was also the last place Em had been before her mother died and took Em’s childhood with her. Em’s father disappeared into a bottle. Clinging to the makeshift raft of her prior grades, Em drifted, rudderless, through graduation and a grant-funded start at Oregon State University. Every time someone said how wonderful it was Em had gotten so far, you know, under the circumstances, the raft shattered a little more.

      Em quit college after her first year, tired and angry and newly a mother, and somehow, she and her baby girl had washed up at Wonder!Lands. She didn’t really know why, or else, maybe, her whole past added up to why. When she’d pulled up in her rattletrap Volvo and thrown herself on the mercy of the arcade’s owners, Mr. and Mrs. Kwan, she’d found herself employed. They’d rented Em the small apartment above their home. They even enjoyed having baby Leah around. That was something. Everything.

      The impulse had been stupid, people told her. Even if the owners paid more than minimum, “tourist arcade manager” wasn’t exactly the title valedictorians dreamed of. College Dropout and Single Mother hadn’t been in Em’s crystal ball, either, but here she was. Her old dreams, when she let herself remember them, tasted of soda-caffeinated evenings while her eyes ached from reading and studying and staring at computer screens. There would come that old home smell, the Mom smell: skin lotion and the dust of office files and pipe smoke from one of her mom’s law partners. There would come the tea, warm and sweetened, and her mom’s voice asking about assignments and reading lists and helping Em frame essays for her high-school AP classes. All those good things were poison, now.

      The first few years Em had worked at Wonder!Lands, if he got drunk enough, her dad would call to pour a different poison in her ear. “You’re smarter than that place deserves, Emmaline,” he’d slur out, no matter it was 3 a.m., no matter she hadn’t seen him since the funeral, no matter he spent his time drinking his Disability check away. “That job’s beneath you.” Come back, was what he meant. Come and take care of me. It took Em three years to learn she could send those calls straight to voicemail, two more to get a new phone and a new number.

      In that time, she also learned that Wonder!Lands, for all its lack of wonder, was not poison. It was comfort and responsibility. The owners, ever more elderly, needed her, and they loved Leah more than anything.

      Leah. Oh, Leah. She was almost eleven, which apparently was “basically a teenager.” She currently hated Em with “the passion of the sun”—a direct quote—and “didn’t ask to be born”—also a direct quote. Leah’s father, Grant, lived in Corvallis, where he and Em had met. He was still—still!—a graduate student double-majoring in failure to pay child support and cannabis. Grant was fun, Leah had told her. Grant still took her to movies. Grant let her color her hair. Let her! As if Em wouldn’t if they could afford it. “You are the enemy of fun.” Em had been hearing that refrain for two months, since Leah’s return from the week’s stay Grant had so grudgingly agreed to back in June.

      Even as Em finished the morning work, met with the repair man, ordered the snacks for the shop, she was steeling herself for a call to Grant that afternoon. School would start in two weeks. Leah needed new clothes, her physical for P.E., and shoes for the soccer team. Since Leah’s visit, Grant had been traveling for research, and the payments had somehow gotten lost in the mail. Somehow. Predictably. The call was a hated, semi-annual tradition, and Leah’s newly renewed membership in the Grant fan club hadn’t made the prospect any better.

      Finally, during her afternoon break, Em rang Grant’s number. Grant picked up. They started their old dance. Calm request, check. Itemized list of needs, check. Receipts—she had them, yes, here; yes, I can email them—check. Grant seemed bored with the conversation. On his end, a video game beeped out a tune in the background, competing with the pings and whoops of the games on hers. Em’s carefully controlled enumerations devolved into argument, and her face flushed hot when she realized she was shouting. Her therapist wouldn’t be happy. She took a breath. Before she could get to the upstairs office for privacy, Grant dropped his favorite refrain, sullen and tired. “One mistake, and you want to ruin my life.”

      “Your life?!” In her head, Em went through her well-worn list. She’d print out those expense accounts, again; she’d contact the lawyer, again. That was usually enough to pry something out of Grant. Sometimes his wealthy parents would send her his back payments, always with a stiff note saying, “this is the last goddamned time” and sometimes calling her a variety of names based on “money grubbing whore.”

      Then he said, “You really are the enemy of fun.”

      Oh.

      Fuck him. Fuck this. “You … fucking … manchild.” Em’s pulse thudded in her ears, her neck. She had never killed anything on purpose, not even a spider. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. But she felt in that moment how it might be, her hands clenched around some gun, some knife, some goddamned table lamp, elbows shocked by the action, head fizzing with visceral electricity.

      That’s not who I am. That’s not who I am.

      But still it stole her breath, and whether it was hating him or loving Leah that ached most, she didn’t know.

      Maybe Grant sensed it. When he mumbled, “Fuck you, Em,” he sounded scared. “Don’t call me again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back downstairs, Em jittered through the last of the day like she was coming down from adrenaline.

      The arcade was slow, even for a Tuesday, and she chased the younger employees through the end-of-day chores to let them leave early.

      Leah called to ask if she could stay with Judy, and Em said yes before asking who Judy was.

      Finally, the sun sank low and red on the horizon, a squat ball of fire channeled, blinding, by the windows lining the street. It was only a few minutes to closing. Em cut the lights, and someone said, “Oh! Hey!”

      A little girl’s voice, it sounded like. “Sorry!” Em called back, automatically, and put the lights back on.

      “Thank you! We’re almost … done ….”

      Tinny music came, like an ice-cream truck running through a funhouse tunnel. Em recognized it right away, one of the repaired claw machines, one of the newer ones filled with brand name stuffed animals and plastic eggs with vouchers and earrings and what looked like a set of car keys. It cost five dollars just to play.

      “It’s okay. I jumped the gun.” Em hoped her guess of it being a kid was right. She felt wrung out, and she didn’t want to deal with some entitled tourist who would drag out the seconds to closing. “If you get a prize, bring your egg up here, and I’ll cash you out.” There wouldn’t be a prize, of course. The claw machine was programmed, its grip strength set. Only the timing of when the claw descended was controlled by the player, so even if they aimed it precisely, it wouldn’t pick up even the lightest prize until the machine had banked enough money. The big prizes in the plastic eggs were weighted, too, and couldn’t be picked up at all unless the owner set the machine to do it. The service guy had repaired it just that morning, to make sure.

      Em hated knowing that about the machines. It was the sort of knowledge that ran counter to whatever magic the arcade had left. But, she supposed, the claw machines had always been that way, even when she was little, and she’d still managed to love it, back then.

      There was a whoop, joyous, and improbable. Definitely a girl’s voice. “I got it! I got it!”

      The lights on top of the machine went off, spinning gold and blue and silver.

      “She got it!” Another girl. “Miss, come look!”

      Em felt warmer. That last, ugly image of Grant loosened its grip. “What is it?” she called as she walked, threading her way down the row of machines. “Let’s see.”

      She rounded the corner.

      Two girls about eight years old, obviously sisters, maybe twins, were hugging and jumping and trying to squeal all at once. They were filthy, in the way of kids who filled their days walking the beach in their street clothes: sand-covered shoes; big loops of hair pulled half out of pony tails; dark, salt-smelling streaks swiped across their pants and pink t-shirts.

      Em remembered what that sort of day felt like, and she smiled. “Okay, okay, what is it? And then you have to go. It’s getting late.”

      “Look, we got it. We tried all day.”

      How long was all day? How much had that cost? Em wondered how she hadn’t noticed them. Of course, she hadn’t been her most observant self since the call.

      One of the girls held out a glitter-painted egg.

      Em took the egg from the girl’s hand. So thin, that hand, attached to a scrawny arm. Em looked closer. Both girls were thin. Starving thin. One of them had a big bruise on the side of her leg. Em tried not to frown. Instead, she lifted the egg up so she could squint through the clear side. In the flashing light, she could see it was empty.

      Oh, no. “Oh, sweethearts, I’m sorry. This one is empty.”

      “It is now,” the bruised one said. Her tone was very serious. “We used it already.”

      “You did?”

      The nods that came back were even more serious. “We saw the wish in there, so when we won it, we used it right away.”

      “You saw it?” Em didn’t want to ask. She felt stuck, frozen, suddenly afraid.

      “Our brother told us about it,” said the first one.

      “He died.” said the second.

      “He’s an angel!” The first girl was crying, suddenly, and flung her arms around Em’s hips.

      At the same time, Em’s work cell rang, a forwarded call from the office phone, some local number. “Okay, you two. Come sit down while I take this call. Then we can call your parents. I bet they’re wondering where you are.”

      “They’re not, though,” the crying girl whispered through hiccups. “Not no more. It’s okay, but they’re not.”

      “Yeah,” said the other one. “We’ll be okay now.”

      Blinking, Em answered the phone, her voice flat and automatic. “Ocean Wonder!Lands, can I help you?”

      Through the glass of the front window, the bar lights of a police car also flashed, stuttering along with the machine’s whoops as the car zoomed past. Another and another went by, heading east toward Necanicum Creek or the freeway.

      “This is Mica Lowes. I’m a friend of the Collinses. Are the girls there? Two blondes, long hair. They’re ten and eleven. I think they were wearing pink this morning.”

      “Two …?” But they only looked eight. Skinny. Dirty. Older than they should be. Em turned to the girls, the phone muted. “Do you two know someone named Mica?”

      “Yeah, yes.” They both smiled, the older one beaming through tears. “I told you it would be okay.”

      “What did you wish for?” Em asked. It suddenly seemed very important to know.

      But the girls didn’t answer. At the same time, the woman on the phone said, “There’s been an accident.”

      After a while, Em smelled burning.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the girls were taken off in the back seat of a DHS vehicle. A very nice-seeming woman had come to collect them, to take them to an aunt’s house down in Ashland. Long drive.

      The woman thanked Em over and over for staying with the girls while they waited. Em had given them cocoa, and some stuffed animals from the prize cupboard, and hot dogs and potato chips.

      “How’d you know they were here, though?” Em asked.

      “One of the parents’ … roommates gave the girls money this morning.”

      “Mica?”

      “Mica. They’d told her they were going to the arcade.”

      “This morning?”

      The woman smiled tightly. “Yeah. I know. It’s … well, I’m just glad we had that to go on, and there’s someplace to take them.”

      When they’d gone, Em turned off the lights and sat in the semi-dark. The machines chuckled and blinked to themselves. She thought about calling Leah. She thought about Leah, about Grant and the rich, sneering parents he’d learned so much from. Had he been at their house during the call, just back from his summer trip? Were they all together, sharing their poison? She thought he’d mentioned something about intending to go there.

      On the wall by where she sat, the mural mermaids and pirates played. Why the pirates were good guys in this scenario, adult Em didn’t know. Child Emmaline had never questioned it. Why were the mermaids all princesses and queens? Why did children all come back to bed, tucked in and all forgiven at the end of every story? Magic, maybe. Lies or wishes.

      On the other side of that magic, she knew, something else lurked, curdling milk and licking sharp fangs. If this were a world of wishes, if there were fairy godmothers to make a child’s wish come true, then there were also ogres to grab them, false grandmothers to trick them into their pots. Killers. Derangers. Caperers and Gibberers.

      It was almost midnight, probably too late to call, but not too late for voicemail. Em entered Leah’s number. To her surprise, Leah picked up.

      “Mom? Is something wrong?” She sounded sleepy and worried at the same time.

      “Nothing. Just wanted to say goodnight.”

      “Okay. There was a big fire in town. Did you see it from work?”

      “I did. I just, I love you, Leah. I love you out to sea and back.” Em winced. That was what she and Leah used to say, playing pretend mermaids and pirates when Leah was littler. Leah thought it was pretty gross, now.

      “The sea and back, Mom. Love you. G’night.” Leah hung up.

      Em hugged the silent phone to her chest. What if this were a world of wishes? If, even only once in a year, once in a lifetime, for good or for ill, a wish came true?

      She sat a long time more.

      Then she took out a five-dollar bill, ran it over her thigh to flatten it for the machine, and went to find out.
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      In This and Every Universe

      By Valerie Geary

      

      If Maya could choose a universe in which to exist, it sure as hell wouldn’t be this one.

      Every Thursday night, her husband insists they go to the dive bar down the road for a beer and burger. Tonight, instead of the Grizzlies vs. Bobcats basketball game playing on the television in the corner, the bartender tunes in to the State of The Union Address. The man who calls himself President huffs and puffs, red-faced, asserting that women need to leave the economy and politics to their husbands, return to their picket-fence homes and contribute to society by making babies and baking pies. “The birth rate is declining.” He pounds his fist on the edge of a podium. “And what good is a woman if she’s not sacrificing everything for the future of our great nation?”

      “You hear that, babe?” Her husband pours another pint from the pitcher to drown himself in. “The president just ordered you to make me a sandwich.”

      Her chair slides back from the table with a loud screech, but her husband doesn’t even flinch. His gaze is fixed on the television in the corner, on the man who promises to return the country to its once-former glory when money trickled down and they could say and do whatever the hell they wanted and not have to worry that one day their wives would get sick of it all, pack up and leave.

      The bathroom floor is sticky with something Maya tries not to think about. The overhead light strobes and sizzles. Through the window above the sink, on the other side of wire mesh, the sun dips behind dusty fields and the whole world turns blood orange.

      This can’t be all there is, Maya thinks, as she washes her hands.

      A man on television calling her worthless. A half-drunk pitcher of cheap beer and another on the way. Soggy fries and an overcooked slab of meat. A bathroom that reeks of yesterday’s piss. An emptiness in her heart where love used to be. A window too small to escape through. 

      She didn’t notice the claw machine on her way into the bathroom. The way it’s pushed into the dark alcove makes it all but disappear. She stops in front of it now, drawn by the colorful plush toys piled in a haphazard heap. Their button eyes and stitched on smiles offer more of her reflection than the bathroom mirror did.

      It’s vintage and only costs a quarter to play. Cheap entertainment is a rare find these days, considering inflation. Maya shoves her hand into her pocket, palming two coins leftover from her afternoon at the laundromat.

      Maybe it’s the desire for something small and soft and real to hold on to. Maybe she’s only delaying the inevitable return to a husband she couldn’t leave even if she wanted to—the man on the television made it impossible to get a divorce unless you can prove your husband cheated or is otherwise violent toward you, and Greg is neither a cheater nor a beater. It doesn’t matter that there are other ways a husband can break a wife and fade her to nothing.

      Maya pushes a quarter into the slot and grabs the joystick.

      “These things are rigged, you know.” Greg’s hoppy breath against the back of her neck makes her flinch and push the button at the wrong time. 

      The claw goes down, sputters and rises back up, then drops a second time, grabs a yellow plushy, and Maya is flush with anticipation and the feeling that Greg is wrong, Greg is finally wrong. As the claw comes up, the metal talons open and the toy drops back into the pile.

      “What did I tell ya? Bunch of crooks. But there’s always one sucker gullible enough to keep trying.” Greg laughs and shakes his head. Then he presses a twenty-dollar bill into her hands. “Order us another pitcher, would ya? I gotta take a piss.”

      With the men’s room door pushed open, he scowls over his shoulder. “Don’t even think about wasting any more of my money on this racket. If you want a stuffed animal, I’ll buy you a freaking stuffed animal.”

      The door slams closed, but it’s not enough of a barrier to stifle the sound of Greg’s stream, or the way he whistles as if he’s the main character in his, and everyone else’s, movie.

      Maya stuffs the twenty-dollar bill into her pocket and takes out another quarter, her last one. She rubs the coin between her fingers and stares at a fuzzy stuffed bear that reminds her of the one she brought home the first time she found out she was pregnant. Before a crib, before diapers, before bottles or a changing table or anything practical, she bought a stuffed bear that she slept with every night so that it would smell like her. She thought the baby would like that.

      Greg comes out of the bathroom again. “You’re still trying? It’s a lost cause, babe.”

      Like so much of this life.

      She slips her last quarter back into her pocket and follows Greg back to the bar.

      It doesn’t take him long to drain another pitcher. He offers her a pint, but she pretends she’s not thirsty. The red-faced man on the television has paused for a commercial break. A new erectile dysfunction medication claims his male viewers can rise again and be ready to take charge when it counts.

      Greg slams the empty pint glass down on the table and wipes his hand across his mouth. “One more piss before we go.”

      Maya blinks, confused. He just came back from the bathroom. But no, it’s been an hour since, and she has no clear memory of anything during that time. She dipped some soggy fries into a pooling puddle of ketchup. Greg talked about work. But then, that could have all happened last Thursday. So many of her minutes blend together now, so many of her days made up of the same.

      While her husband ducks into the bathroom, Maya again palms her last quarter in front of the claw machine. The bear stares out at her from behind the plexiglass. During the first trimester, she had nightmares.

      She would wake panicked, sweat-drenched, heart racing, certain her dreams were real. She would squeeze her baby’s stuffed bear as tight as she could, rub the plushy fur against her cheek until she fell asleep again.

      She thought being married would be like that—comfort against the darkness.

      Maya moves the quarter toward the slot, but before she can drop it in, the emergency exit door near the bathrooms swings open, and a woman barges in, dragging a vending machine bigger than her through the narrow entrance. She’s using a dolly and wearing a back brace. Maya rushes to her side to help.

      “Nah, sweetheart,” the woman says in a rolling rumble of a voice that reminds Maya of a purring cat. “I’ve been doing this a long time, and while I appreciate the gesture, it’s less of a liability for me to do it alone.”

      Maya nests herself against one side of the claw machine to watch the woman set up the new vending machine. She grunts and huffs as she wrestles the bubble-shaped contraption into an empty corner next to the boxy, and much larger, claw machine. When the woman finally gets the new machine positioned where she wants it, she smacks the plexiglass side with gusto, and the hundreds of plastic balls inside, no bigger than limes, jostle and then settle again. Whatever’s inside them sparkles and glints.

      The woman pulls a red handkerchief from her pocket, and as she wipes her hands, she turns to Maya and tips her head at the claw machine. “You ain’t gonna find what you need in there. It’s been broken for a while now.”

      From the same pocket where she pulled the handkerchief, she now pulls a large roll of yellow tape and wraps it several times around the outside of the claw machine.

      Bold black letters repeat the same three words: Out of Order, Out of Order, Out of Order.

      Not a lost cause then, and not a gullible sucker—just a broken set of gears or sprockets or widgets. Maya has no idea what the inner guts of a claw machine look like, but she imagines them as metallic teeth covered in grease and dust, grinding to a halt, after years of neglect.

      She wonders if there’s a way to get inside, a key that might open some secret back door so she can grab the stuffed bear and bring it home.

      The claw machine is broken and already stole one of her quarters, so it only seems fair. And anyway, who’s going to miss a bear like that? A bear so small and unassuming.

      She doesn’t know what happened to the one she bought for her first baby. After Greg brought her home from the hospital, she looked for it for days, hoping it would help ease the hollow ache, but she never found it. When Greg found her on the nursery floor, curled into a ball, sobbing over the misplaced toy, he told her not to worry—everything was replaceable.

      But the woman leaves before Maya can ask about the key. She turns away from the bear, sidles up to the new, smaller vending machine. It takes quarters, like the claw machine, but unlike the claw machine, you win something every time.

      Any second, Greg will burst from the men’s room, tugging on his zipper and expelling a loud belch.

      A hard crank of the handle, a clack, clack, clunk. Maya jabs her fingers into the dispenser and scoops out one of the small plastic capsules.

      The sticker across the glass of the vending machine is a mess of stars and comets and planets in mid-spiral. A smiling cartoon child holds one of the capsules in the palm of her hand, out of which arches a brilliant, shining rainbow. Galaxies: Carry the Universe in Your Pocket.

      Maya lifts her new toy to the flickering bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. The goop inside is dark blue and shimmering. She cracks the lid on her pocket universe. The bright scent of jasmine and fresh cut grass wafts from inside. She inhales, and the floor tilts ever so slightly off its axis.

      She reaches for something to hold on to, finds the cold glass of the claw machine, and presses her hand against it.

      The bar noise dims around her, replaced by a crackling static, the hiss of a thousand different voices. She doesn’t understand it, the pull she feels, the way her stomach drops like she’s falling into something, tumbling headfirst.

      “You ready, babe?” Greg smacks her ass, and she’s so surprised, she bobbles the plastic capsule, almost dropping it. Almost. She clamps her fingers around it, snapping the lid tight again.

      The feeling of vertigo dissipates, but her head still feels buzzy, and maybe she shouldn’t have had that second glass of beer after all. She blinks at Greg, forgetting for a second who he is, this man she’s supposed to love with every fiber of her being.

      “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” she asks.

      Her husband’s grin is sloppy. “We both know I drive better drunk than you do sober.”

      Windows down, radio blaring—the street lights flash by faster than she’d like, like shooting stars through the dark, but she says nothing. Greg doesn’t like it when she nags.

      Maya holds the plastic capsule tightly, as if it might save her. As they near the bridge, she wonders if other universes do exist. Out there somewhere—and it’s nice to think about—could be a universe where she doesn’t spend every waking minute pretending.
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        * * *

      

      Tires screech, burning rubber, as the car swings hard to the right, then to the left. The overcorrection sends them into a tailspin that yanks Maya out of her seat. The seatbelt catches her waist, cinches. Then she’s tugging on it, desperate to break free. She bashes her shoulder against the door until it groans and pops open. She tumbles from the car, ears ringing. Gasoline fumes choke the air.

      Greg calls her name, but she ignores him and stumbles away from the broken glass and bent metal, away from the hissing steam that looks like smoke.

      The gravel shoulder becomes a narrow concrete sidewalk that leads up and over a bridge. In the middle, she stops and presses her hands to the steel railing. Below, dark water rushes toward an invisible horizon. The moon dances silver in the eddies and swirls. And in the distance, she hears sirens. Sirens, and a woman shouting, “You have to get out of the car! I see flames! Can you walk?”

      A single snowflake falls on Maya’s nose. Funny, because it’s the middle of March and it rarely snows this late. She brushes off the flake. Not snow, but a fleck of ash.

      “Was anyone else in the car with you?” The woman shouts, her voice so small and drifting, carried down the river over rocks, carried away and away to the sea.

      Maya doesn’t hear Greg’s answer. And she doesn’t turn to look at the chaotic scene she left behind. She stares down at the muddy black churn and thinks: This can’t be all there is.

      The plastic is smooth against her fingers, and cool, despite having been pressed between her hands since leaving the bar. The lid gives a satisfying pop as the night fills with the scent of jasmine and fresh cut grass.
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        * * *

      

      “Ma’am?”

      A deep voice roars through time and space, an earthquake rumble that causes Maya to blink and take a step back. A hand clamps around her arm, holding her steady. “Ma’am, are you hurt?”

      Dizziness upends rational thought. Again, she is in the car spinning and spinning, only this time there is nothing to crash into and when it finally stops, she is on the bridge again. The bridge at night, with the Clark Fork flowing beneath her, and Greg is at her side asking if she’s all right. His breath smells of mint, not beer, and his hair looks different—trimmed long, but swept back.

      He says, “No one’s hurt. The tow truck is on its way. Come sit down, Mai. You look like you’re about to faint.”

      Greg hasn’t called her by that nickname in over a decade.

      That Greg was her Greg and also not the man she knows at all. The way he touched her was different. He stroked her cheek and brushed her hair back with such gentleness as he checked for injuries. There was something different, too, about the fluttering sensation in her chest when he drew near. She isn’t afraid of him in that other universe. In that universe, they are still very much in love.

      “Ma’am?” The voice again, waking her from such a pleasant dream. 

      She doesn’t want to, but they are making her, dragging her through the narrow slit in time and space, forcing her to return.

      Maya looks down at her empty hands, as panic sets in. “Where is it?”

      “Ma’am?”

      “I was holding—” But how does she describe an entire lifetime, a universe that looks nearly identical to this one except she is happy?

      “There was a toy,” she says. “A little plastic ball with this blue glitter goop. It’s only this big?” She holds her finger and thumb an inch apart. 

      The EMT looks at her like she’s crazy.

      She jerks free of him and spins around, looking everywhere around her feet for the capsule with the green lid.

      “Ma’am, if you’ll just come with me.” His hand ensnares her elbow again, guiding her toward a waiting stretcher. He’s trying to be gentle, but there’s an impatience to his grip, irritation at her unwillingness to cooperate. “We’re gonna get you to the hospital and get you checked out.”

      “I’m fine.” She struggles against him a moment more before finally giving in.

      As she slides onto the stretcher, her eyes continue scanning the ground for a fleck of bright green, a glint, a sparkle, a flash of what she didn’t know she was even missing.

      “I’m not hurt. I just need that toy. It’s important. I need it. If you find it⁠—”

      “Your husband’s already on his way,” the EMT interrupts, as if he hasn’t heard a single word she’s said.

      Maybe he hasn’t. Maybe when Maya opens her mouth only sighs come out. She doesn’t quite feel real right now anyway. Her skin is stretched too tight over her bones. Her head throbs. And there is a pressure in her chest, a sharp tug, as if her heart is attached by a thread to that other universe and the rest of her is forced to be here, stuck in heavy cement boots, unable to escape a world that reeks of motor oil where no one listens and it hurts to breathe.

      The EMT snaps an oxygen mask over Maya’s mouth and nose. She lays her head on the stretcher and closes her eyes, feeling every jostle and bump and small stone as he rolls her off the bridge and away from the dancing moon.
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        * * *

      

      She dreams about the other universe, and when she wakes, for a long moment, she feels herself expanding again. It’s the strangest sensation: a tingling all over her body, the desire to leap to her feet and run into a grassy meadow spinning and spinning with her hair tossed back as the sun falls golden over her bare limbs. Every wildflower petal crushed underfoot releases a sweet fragrance of endless possibility. There are, in this life, infinite paths to take, and infinite chances, and infinite ways to be happy.

      She smiles at her husband, who’s asleep in a chair by the window. 

      Greg proposed to her under a waterfall. The force of violent rapids was so loud, she almost missed it. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. You make me the happiest man alive. There is nothing else I need in this world as long as I have you.

      God, they were young, and filled with so much hope.

      They got married under the shadow of a snow-capped mountain with a raven officiating. That’s how she tells it anyway. Greg rolls his eyes and says, That damn bird wouldn’t shut the hell up. If I’d had my rifle with me, I’d have popped him a good one.

      The raven landed in a tree near the actual ordained minister and bobbed its head and fluttered its wings, and Maya can’t help but think the bird was an omen.

      At the time, she assumed good luck because ravens were smart and she was a newlywed. But later, she would visit a tarot card reader who would draw a Death card with a raven perched on a skull, and the woman would mutter about transformation and taking a new path. Not true death, the woman said, but a death of your old self, an awakening to the possibility of something new.

      She would tell Greg about it after, and Greg would warn her about calling on the Devil like that, opening gateways to other worlds without knowing what’s on the other side. He would remind her that in some states the use of tarot cards is punishable by up to a year in prison, but then reassure her that obviously he loved her and would never turn her in for something so small. Two weeks later, they lost their first baby.

      She stopped telling him things. Six months after that, she lost their second.

      She stopped thinking about the possibility of something new. He stopped reaching for her in the middle of the night.

      She buried her old self so deep it was a kind of death, and both of them pretended to be happy.

      On that bridge tonight, the moon pale and diminished above her but sparkling alive against the fast-flowing river beneath, she felt that long-forgotten part of herself coming to life again.

      Greg grunts and shifts in the chair. He stretches and rubs his neck, rolls his shoulders, scratches his crotch, finally realizes she’s awake, and says, “Thank God.”

      He’s not thanking God she’s alive, that he won’t have to exist in this world without her, that he didn’t kill her with his drunken speeding. He’s thanking God because the hospital food is terrible and he can’t eat another dry piece of chicken and overnight stays are expensive and who knows how much the insurance will cover and she didn’t tell the cops he’d been drinking, right?

      They’re in the rental car, halfway home and stopped at a light, when Maya realizes the sweatpants she’s wearing are ones she stopped wearing years ago because they are too tight around the waist and worn thin in all the wrong places. She should have thrown them out, but they are the ones she wore to her very first ultrasound, so of course they are the ones Greg picked for her to wear home. She starts to speak, but as if they’ve been here before, lived this moment a hundred times already, he says, “Those are the only ones I could find.”

      “Where are my other things?” she asks.

      “What things?”

      “My purse. My clothes. Whatever I came into the hospital with?”

      “We can get you new things.”

      “They didn’t give you my things?”

      “Were they supposed to?”

      “You could have asked.”

      If she doesn’t calm down, he’s going to tell her that she’s being shrill, that her voice is giving him a headache, and could she just stop nagging him for once in her life. But she can’t calm down this time. Her hand hurts. When she looks down at it, she expects to see a cut, a bruise, some remnant from the accident, but there is only her hand—her empty, aching hand.

      “I don’t see what the big deal is,” Greg says with a mild shrug. “It’s just some grubby clothes.”

      “And my wallet. And my ID. And my credit cards.” If it has anything to do with his money, he’ll care. He’ll turn the world upside down to find even one of his hard-earned dollars.

      “Oh, no yeah, I got all that.” He jerks his thumb toward the backseat where a plastic bag sags in the spot where they would have put their child, if they’d ever had one.

      Maya drags the bag into her lap and fumbles open the plastic.

      “Jesus, babe, slow down. It’s all there.”

      But it’s not all here.

      “There was a toy,” she says.

      “What?”

      “A little plastic ball, about this big.” She shows him with her fingers.

      He frowns at her before turning his eyes back on the road. “What the hell are you talking about? Plastic balls.”

      “At the bar, there was this machine⁠—”

      “That stupid claw machine?” His voice is louder than it needs to be, upset over something that has nothing to do with him. “I told you not to waste my money on that trash heap piece of shit.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “My money, your money. It all comes from the same place, you know.”

      There it is again, the twist of the knife that she’s not working. It doesn’t matter that she can’t, that no one would hire her if she tried. She does her fair share of work inside the home, more than her fair share, but it doesn’t count. Work without a paycheck is nothing but a hobby. A home without a child is nothing but a place to sleep and shower.

      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” She slumps against the seat and hugs the plastic bag against her stomach.

      Maybe if she holds tight enough, she’ll be able to hold herself together.

      It happens quickly and without her permission, the tears streaming down her cheeks, and even though her sobs are silent, swallowed down before they reach his ears, Greg still rolls his eyes and tightens his grip on the steering wheel.

      “What are you crying for? Jesus Christ, Maya. It’s just a stupid toy.”

      A stupid toy and her entire life.

      Later at home, when she’s changed into new sweatpants that smell like cotton breeze and fit like a hug, and Greg’s had three beers and the basketball game cuts to commercial, she brings him a fourth and, perched on the arm of his recliner, asks, “Do you ever wonder if we exist like this in another universe?”

      “Like this?” He swigs his beer, then swings his eyes around the room as if seeing things for the first time. Then he squeezes the side of her hip and says, “The accident really knocked you around, didn’t it? In another universe, we’d be rich, and I’d be married to your sister.”

      His laughter rolls over her, and she knows it’s a joke, but that’s the problem—in this universe, and who knows how many others, her life is a joke to him.

      She lifts herself off the chair, but he grabs her and pulls her down again, this time into his lap. A little beer sloshes out of the bottle onto her arm.

      “Don’t be mad, babe. Don’t be mad. You know I love you. In this and every universe.” He clamps his arms around her, holding her down.
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        * * *

      

      The man is on the television above the bar again. Screaming, again. It’s just the way he talks. In this and every universe, but in some universes, not everyone has to listen. This time he’s saying something about immigrants, about how walls don’t work unless men are given the authority to shoot. Take the Berlin Wall, for example, now that’s a wall that got it right.

      Maya’s leg bounces under the table. She can’t stop glancing toward the dark alcove where the bathrooms are. She finishes the last sip of her first beer. Her husband is on his third and the pitcher’s almost empty. They both screech back their chairs at the same time. Greg laughs and says, “You read my mind.”
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