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  Fireflies Know Semaphore




  The tick, buzz, tick of the printer is soothing and reminds Lucy of the outside. The whirring in the trees; these late September days when the season is cooling down; the last gasps of mating before everything heads underground. She begins to drift into thoughts of her former fieldwork.




  She daydreams of scrubbing oil off dying animals; of vast swaths of destruction; of the North Pacific Gyre—a sea of endless trash like a floating scab. She daydreams of the waxy, jaundiced skin of her father. She remembers why she works here, in the drug company’s Internal Review Board, closed up inside, reviewing pharmaceutical experiments. When she looks at reports she tries to forget the tiny deaths behind the numbers. Tries to forget what she once tried to accomplish out in the world—repairing wounds, healing life, being productive.




  She reaches across the desk for her mouse and knocks over her half-finished latte which spills across the desk, seeping into the reports and trickling down over the lip of her desk.




  “Damn it.” She takes some tissues from the box and wipes up the ink and cream-colored coffee off her desk and shakes out the reports. She mops up the mess until the tissue runs out.




  She leaves the cubicle and heads to the bathroom. As she passes desks people look up at her. She walks past her boss’s office, averts her gaze and ducks inside the bathroom. She grabs paper towels and wets them. She’s a mess. Her curly, shoulder-length, blonde hair is disheveled from running her fingers through it; her blue eyes, glassy; red sweater set, faded and wrinkled; her grey skirt, wrinkled as well, and now with a dark blotch of coffee just above the right hem of her skirt and on the edge of the slip.




  “Shit.” She scrubs the stain with the wad of wet paper towels. “Shit, shit, shit!” She hurls the mass of towels at the trashcan. It sticks against the wall.




  “Damn’t!” She takes a quick step toward the stuck mess, which then dislodges from the wall and falls into the can.




  She straightens her skirt, adjusts her slip and checks in the mirror. The skirt is straight but with a large wet mark on the right side. She grabs another set of towels, wets them and heads out the door.




  §§§




  Lunch is difficult. People around the microwave murmuring about her ruining important reports prevent her from braving the kitchen to retrieve her lunch from the fridge. She goes to the corner deli. On the street everyone seems to look at her. Her skirt isn’t riding up, her slip doesn’t seem to be showing, and the stain has faded. When she gets to the deli she checks in the mirror to see if she has any schmutz on her face or if her hair is wildly out of place. She looks the way she always looks. She grabs her hoagie to go.




  She sees people from her work in the park, they giggle as she passes. She sits in the park and watches the lady feeding the pigeons.




  The bird lady is swaddled in heavy, dirt-grey fabrics which are speckled with droppings. She coos and whistles to the birds. The birds flock around the bird lady as if she is the messiah, listening to each of her utterances as if gospel. The kids, teenagers, always point at the bird lady and laugh, but she never takes notice. It is her and the birds, forever. Lucy likes that constant.




  She takes a bite of her sandwich and closes her eyes. Above the din of the crowd in the city park she can hear the mechanical sound of the cicadas.




  When she was six, and had moved to the East Coast from Tempe, she had thought the sound was someone who was trying to start a car. Now it is one of her favorite sounds. She looks up above, into the trees, searching for the source. She concentrates on one branch. Lucy squints, hoping to catch its outline.




  As she zeroes in on the cicada’s call a starling darts into view and then disappears behind the foliage. The sound stops. The starling emerges with the cicada between its beak and chomps the cicada down. Lucy chokes on her cheese hoagie.




  §§§




  After six, the machines are on standby, most of her co-workers are gone, and the cleaning crew doesn’t come for another of couple hours; being Friday, this moment is particularly good because it’s happy hour at Elephant and Castle and the entire office is gone. She is thankful for times like this. She embraces having the space to herself. She finishes up some reports and streams Internet radio while she files. She doesn’t have to go home yet.




  A melodious buzzing emanates from her computer speaker. She checks the computer, turns off the speakers but the noise remains, becomes louder, and seems to call her name.




  “Who’s there?” The harmonic grows louder with each second. It is not emanating from her cubicle. She stands up and looks around the room. “Hello?” No one answers.




  She walks around the office listening for the noise. “Lucy! Lucy! Lucy!” it cries and then stops and repeats. She approaches her boss’s office. She peers in the window to the office and doesn’t see anyone.




  “I am here,” it states.




  “Who is it?”




  “Open the door.”




  “Who is this?”




  “It would be easier if you just opened the door, Lucy McLlend.”




  She tries the door handle, locked. She attempts to force it.




  “Wait,” the buzzing commands. She feels the door handle quiver. “Now try it.”




  She swings the door open.




  “What are you trying to do, kill me?” The buzzing voice exclaimed.




  She searches the room for the voice. “Where are you?”




  “Down here.”




  “Where?” She looks under the desk.




  “On the floor. Hold on.”




  A cicada flies up from the floor and lands on the desk. “Hi there.” It waves one of its legs. She rubs her eyes.




  “Lucy, we got to talk,” buzzes the cicada, its tone hypnotic. “Can we go to the conference room? I’d talk here but his office smells like moldy cheese. Doesn’t it? Come on.”




  The cicada takes off from the desk, flies past her down the corridor and then banks into the conference room.




  “Has to be something I ate.”




  “Come on, Lucy. Got places to go.” The cicada harps.




  “Coming.” She takes her first step toward the conference room, her footing feels unsure. “Wait, what am I doing?”




  She glances in the conference room as the cicada wings through the air holding a small plastic packet of simple syrup. It looks back at her. “Sit down.”
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