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For family, new and old




 


One of the great American tragedies is to have 

participated in a just war.





—Kurt Vonnegut,
 

University of Chicago graduate school alum







Where there is an unknowable, there is a promise.





—Thornton Wilder,


University of Chicago faculty member








 






One


ANYTHING RESEMBLING A CLOUD WILL CAUSE JONATHAN 

Casper to faint. Jonathan, a quiet, middle-aged professor, 

suffers from an odd form of epilepsy; seeing the shape 

of a cloud—a cumulus, its appearance like a magnolia tree in 

bloom, a stratus, as bleary as a pigeon startled to flight, or a cirrus, 

with its vague, ghostlike veil—and he will immediately collapse, 

his heart beating irregularly in perfect terror, his breath 

slowing to a whisper, his arms and legs going weak. These 

symptoms may only last for a few moments or up to several 

hours, depending on a number of unknowable factors, such 

as the size of the cloud, its color, and its height. The cause of 

Jonathan’s disorder—first documented in a 1961 article in the 

New England Journal of Medicine entitled “The Boy Who Feared 

the Sky”—was thought to be hereditary in nature, as other, 

distant relations had been beset by similarly strange defects. 

Jonathan’s condition was later named as its own neurological 

disease, Casper-Cerebrovascularitis, when he was eight. The medical 

community marveled at the shocking, undeniable effects 

which could be duplicated whenever a doctor, medical student, or neurological researcher showed the boy a picture of a 

“cloud” on a small flash card exactly like this—
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Figure 1 :A cloud







—the boy suddenly fainting, falling lifelessly from his seat. 

An antiseizure medication was introduced when Jonathan was 

ten, addressing all of his ongoing and awkward symptoms, 

allowing him to step outside without collapsing, as long as he 

remembered to take the unusual-looking silver pill each day. 

The antiseizure medication was such an astounding success 

that, afterward, the boy came to hold an unshakable belief in 

the infallibility of science. By then Jonathan had begun to prefer 

the relative safety of his schoolbooks. Discovering, by accident, 

the unlikely existence of the giant squid sometime during 

a sophomore biology class in high school—the giant squid, a 

creature who, like Jonathan, favored the solitude of darkness 

to the unsafe spectacle of the clouds above—the young man 

began to learn all he could about this gloomy animal and its 

outsized ancestors, finding at last a world unthreatened by the 

perils of an irregular sky.







AS A PALEONTOLOGIST specializing in Triassic mollusks and 

a tenured professor at the University of Chicago, Jonathan, age 

forty-eight, is now able to ignore this strange medical problem, 

finding himself lost in a cloud of his thoughts—imagining the 

elusive, prehistoric giant squid, a world of wavering seaweed, 

of dark blue shadows, of ageless creatures armed with razor-edged 

beaks and endless grasping tentacles, leagues and leagues 

beneath the silent plane of the sea. Many, many moments in 

Jonathan’s life are spent safely indoors, dreaming of the colossal 

invertebrate, studying his ink-stained notes, lost in a cloudiness 

of gray ideas. Rapt in his research lab, scratching at his 

bristly blond beard, adjusting his thick bifocals, staring down 

at the fossilized remains of what may or may not be the great 

mantle of Tusoteuthis longa, unaware of his two graduate assistants 

bickering nearby or, standing before his enormous lecture 

class, enduring his students’ nearly intolerable and blank 

stares or, hiding in his office at home, listening to his wife and 

daughters as they argue, Jonathan finds this cloudiness is often 

caused by the antiseizure medication, phenytoin, which he is 

supposed to take daily.







TODAY IT HAPPENS when the family goes to the zoo. Behind 

the wheel of the ancient silver Volvo, Jonathan has forgotten 

to take his antiseizure medication, and because of this, the 

atom-sized world of his family will soon be upset. Madeline, 

his wife, doesn’t seem to have noticed that anything might be 

wrong. She looks happy sitting there in the passenger seat, 

staring out the window, humming, her short brown bob held 

in place with a hairpin. Their teenage daughters, Amelia and 

Thisbe, are both silent in the backseat. The stereo plays a song 

by the Beatles, and because the Volvo is actually Madeline’s car, 

it’s always her turn to pick the music, even when she’s not driving. 

The sun is bright and glorious, a lovely Sunday afternoon 

at the beginning of October, a month of indecision: though 

there haven’t been any acts of terrorism lately, everyone is still 

doubtful about everything. The upcoming presidential election is a month away, while the war in Iraq continues on without 

much hope. There are billboards and ads with political 

slogans suggesting this uncertainty everywhere. A cobalt-blue 

BMW passes the family’s Volvo on the left, a BUSH/CHENEY ’04 

bumper sticker blazoned on the rear bumper. Madeline, seeing 

it, immediately sighs.


Jonathan turns to look at her and sees the smooth sheen 

of his wife’s bare legs. He glances at all the lovely freckles on 

her white skin and sees her dark hair blowing beside the open 

window and feels his heart strum a timorous chord. He places 

his hand on Madeline’s knee and smiles. It is impossible that 

they are actually married. It seems that she is too pleasant to 

be his wife. He immediately forgets the secret deliberations of 

his unsteady scientific mind and smiles at his wife in wonder. 

She is still so girlish, so bright-eyed, exactly like her younger 

self, but even more so now, somehow. She is talking to him. 

She is telling him about something that has happened at work. 

Madeline is an animal behaviorist, also employed by the University 

of Chicago, though her field is avian research. She is 

explaining how a test group of pigeons she’s been studying 

have begun to commit murder.


“It’s an incredibly difficult problem,” Madeline says. “I’ve 

never seen anything like it before.” Jonathan smiles, staring at 

a group of freckles on Madeline’s shoulder. He has forgotten 

how pretty his wife is. He has forgotten how badly he would 

like to kiss her.


The Volvo, with its own innumerable bumper stickers—KEEP RELIGION OUT OF SCHOOLS and NO TO WAR IN IRAQ and 

ALL GREAT TRUTHS BEGIN AS BLASPHEMIES—GEORGE BERNARD 

SHAW—speeds down Lake Shore Drive, the windows 

partly rolled down, the family hearing the music beneath the 

sound of the wind whipping past, the city of Chicago appearing brilliantly before them. We are marvelous! We are amazing! 

We have won the war against nature! Jonathan thinks. We, this brave 

species, in our little indestructible cities, in our little indestructible cars, are 

much too smart, much too fast, much too happy to ever be harmed. We 

have somehow outsmarted the entire, cruel order of the natural world! We 

will live for one million years and then become marvelous, electric clouds of 

thought and nothing bad will happen to us or to anyone we know.


“Dad? I was thinking,” Thisbe, his youngest, calls from the 

backseat.


“Yes?”


“I don’t think I want to see the lions. Or the tigers. They 

make me want to cry.”


Jonathan raises his eyebrows, scratching at his beard, looking 

over at Madeline to respond. He glances in the rearview mirror 

and sees Thisbe, fourteen, in a plaid outfit and red sweater, her 

brown hair hanging in her dark eyes, looking sulky.


“We don’t have to see any animals you don’t want to,” Madeline 

says, turning around in her seat. “But I bet you’ll change 

your mind when we get there.”


“I don’t know if we should go to the zoo at all. I think it’s 

cruel,” Thisbe says, definitely moody.


“It’s not cruel,” Jonathan says. “It’s educational. I used to 

go to the zoo with my father all the time. It’s normal. It’s what 

normal families do. They go to the zoo and tell their dads how 

lucky they are for being their daughters and then they make 

up songs about how great their dad is. Doesn’t that sound like 

fun?”


Thisbe just huffs, turning back to pout, staring out the 

window.


“I don’t think God likes the idea of zoos,” she says.


Jonathan smiles. Beside him, his wife shakes her head, rolling 

her eyes. Thisbe, a high school freshman, raised without 

a religious background of any kind, has begun to make bold 

arguments on behalf of God. To Jonathan it only seems like a 

silly—though perfectly natural—thing for a teenage girl to do, 

struggling to find answers to the compromising mysteries of 

her young life. Madeline, a former Catholic, does not find her 

daughter’s recent religious sentiments so very funny.


“I don’t want to go to the zoo either,” Amelia adds.


Jonathan frowns, glancing in the rearview mirror once 

more.


Amelia, a junior in high school, age seventeen, is wearing 

that awful black beret again. Amelia has recently declared herself 

a Marxist. Though she is white, and whiter than most, 

with her mother’s pale skin, chestnut hair, and sad, haunting 

blue eyes, Amelia has begun to wear T-shirts featuring the 

likenesses of Che Guevara, Malcolm X, and others, with slogans 

like NO MORE PRISONS. Sitting at the dinner table, in their 

expensive little home, Amelia has begun to mention revolution, 

with strange facts like, “Did you know the CIA totally admitted to 

killing members of the Black Panthers and nobody even cared?”


“I think the zoo is totally bourgeois,” Amelia says.


Jonathan smirks, silently pleased by his oldest daughter’s 

growing political intelligence. He is also a little amused at her 

slight mispronunciation of the word. “Well, we’re going to 

the zoo today, guys. It was your turn to decide what we did 

last weekend. Besides, I’ve heard they have a baby tree sloth. 

Wouldn’t you like to see that? A baby tree sloth? It sounds 

pretty awesome. Or maybe you’re afraid of doing something 

pretty awesome?”


“No,” Thisbe says.


“No,” Amelia says.


“We could go to the aquarium,” Madeline suggests in a 

whisper.


“We’re not going to the aquarium. We’re going to the zoo 

today. That’s what’s been decided. We’re not changing the plan 

now. We stick to the plan. That’s what winners do. They stick 

to plans.”


“This family is like some sort of oligarchy,” Amelia 

grumbles.


“Great word choice,” her mother says with a grin.


“This family is not an oligarchy,” Jonathan adds. “It’s a 

republic. Look it up.”


“Thisbe, honey, that reminds me, how was your history test 

the other day?” Madeline asks.


“Awful,” Thisbe mumbles. “I’m bad at history. And there’s 

this girl that sits behind me who has bad breath. I think I 

should say something but I don’t know if I should. I don’t 

know if God would want me to.”


“Oh, my God,” Amelia sharply interrupts. “I forgot to tell 

you guys. I’ve figured out what I’m going to do for my science 

project this year. I’ve decided to try and make a bomb.”


Jonathan does not know what to say to that. He turns and 

looks over at Madeline, who is also momentarily silent. Amelia 

keeps talking. “It’s like to prove how easy it is to make an 

explosive device and everything. Like how there are all these 

instructions online and you can use like cleaning products and 

everything. I need you to sign a permission slip for me.”


“Amelia, why don’t you decide to do something a little more 

constructive?”


“It is constructive. I’m constructing a bomb.”


“No,” Madeline says, smiling. “Why not make something that 

isn’t destructive? I bet it would be much more challenging.”


“I’m already doing that. I’m making a movie for my history 

class.”


“What’s your movie about?” Jonathan asks.


“Capitalism, mostly. Like how there’s all these different 

classes of people and how people need to overcome it.”


“Well, that sounds like something,” Jonathan says.


As the station wagon passes the exit for Thirty-fifth Street, 

Thisbe shouts, “Dad! We’re going the wrong way. Isn’t Grandpa 

coming with?”


“Not today. He said he wasn’t feeling up to it.”


“Oh,” Thisbe whispers with a small, disappointed sigh.


“All he ever does is talk about airplanes,” Amelia adds. “It’s 

kind of embarrassing.”


The family is quiet for some time after that, the Beatles 

playing “Yellow Submarine,” the sound of the open windows 

and the city hurrying past. Madeline turns in her seat and 

sees Thisbe sitting there with her eyes closed, her hands held 

together like a tiny steeple.


“Thisbe? Are you praying back there?” she asks. Jonathan 

gives a look to his wife, who simply shakes her head.


“No. I was just listening to the music,” Thisbe says, her face 

going red.







THE FAMILY STARES out the windows of the Volvo silently. 

Jonathan, oblivious to the afternoon traffic, imagines an 

explosion of applause. He is standing behind a great wooden 

podium, reading the conclusion to a stunning speech on the 

solitary nature of Tusoteuthis longa, the prehistoric giant squid. 

“I want to thank the National Academy of Sciences for their 

award today. I believe it speaks to the great scientific ambition 

within us all.” Many, many hours are spent dreaming of this, 

while Jonathan pursues his work in the research lab at the Field 

Museum and within the smallish den of their Hyde Park home, 

which over the years has become an exhibit of drawings, maps, 

fossils, and charts marking the locations where remains of the 

prehistoric giant squid have recently been found.


As strange as it may seem, Jonathan is trying to prove that 

the prehistoric giant squid, one of the most isolated species 

in the history of the natural world, is still alive, hiding in the 

ocean’s dark depths, and that—because of the squid’s relative 

solitude and lack of interaction with early predators like 

the mosasaur and Cimolichthys nepabolica—it is the perfect case 

study for the theory of evolution. It is a theory that, of late, 

has come under considerable criticism. Jonathan’s hope is that 

the discovery of this lost species will present new evidence 

that will inform a unified idea about why the world is the way 

it is, and where, as human beings, we truly come from. In his 

search for the prehistoric squid, Jonathan is looking for a single, 

uncomplicated answer to the mystery of human life: there 

must be one somewhere, he is sure of it. An article on T. longa 

published nearly a year ago in Paleontology Today quoted Jonathan 

as saying:







The prehistoric giant squid may be alive in our ocean’s depths at 

this very moment because of its preference for isolation. If found 

alive, it will certainly represent the last opportunity to observe a 

living prehistoric organism and to closely study its behavior, its 

anatomy, and its genetic material—a perfect specimen for better 

understanding the evolution of heredity. Surely, the discovery 

of this remarkable creature will begin to provide answers to our 

most important questions. What might we learn about ourselves 

as human beings, about our capacities to live without struggle, 

and who we truly are? Is it not important to note that all living 

species were, at one time during our evolution, also ocean-dwellers? 

Perhaps the promise of our future will be revealed with a better 

knowledge of our quiet, unproblematic past.







More strange than the object of Jonathan’s study is the high 

level of competition within this particular field. Jonathan’s scientific 

nemesis, Dr. Jacques Albert, of the FSA, the French 

Sédimentologie Association, recently discovered an important 

clue in this prehistoric mystery, an intact prehistoric squid 

pen—something like a backbone but not quite—dissimilar to 

the pens of other giant squids in its size and shape, that had 

washed ashore along the coast of southern Japan. Hour after 

hour, alone in the den, Jonathan will stare down at topographic 

sketches of the ocean floor near New Zealand or the Azores 

Islands or Japan, imagining that, at that very moment, the great 

tentacled beast may now be jetting backward silently through 

the cloudless water, in search of a darker spot to guard its 

secrets. Madeline, charmed by the sight of Jonathan mumbling 

to himself in wonder, will sometimes come and stand in the 

doorway, watching her husband work. He will not notice her, 

not until she has quietly stepped behind him at his desk and 

placed her freckled arms around his neck. He will smile, distracted, 

kiss her, and silently wait for her to leave. Jonathan will 

then turn back to his maps, circling a spot here, triangulating 

another position there, immediately forgetting the shape of 

his wife’s lips upon his lips.







AT THE ZOO that day, the family is sad to discover that many 

of the animals have mysteriously begun to die. The glass cages 

echo with silent grief and blank sunlight. Placards have been 

placed along the display information in front of their cages 

that read UNDER QUARANTINE. Three elephants and two camels 

have quietly expired, and all of the zoo’s pink flamingos 

have died as well. The rest of the animals look morose, some 

losing their fur, some with bright pink spots. The family walks 

from empty exhibit to empty exhibit without speaking. The 

jungle cats, perched low in their plastic trees, seem unaffected. 

Thisbe still refuses to go into the Lion House to look at the 

lions. She says she cannot stand watching the lions and tigers 

pace around in their tiny glass cages. Amelia rolls her eyes, 

yawning, bored by her sister’s complaining.


“Well, I’d like to go see the lions even if nobody else does,” 

Amelia says, glaring directly at Thisbe.


“Well, I’m not going,” Thisbe mumbles. “I’ll have 

nightmares.”


“I’ll wait here with Thisbe,” Jonathan offers.


“We can meet you guys by the food court,” Madeline says. 

“Maybe you guys can go get a snow cone or something.”


“I don’t want a snow cone,” Thisbe whispers. “I’m going to 

pretend I’m not here.”


Jonathan frowns. “I was hoping today we could maybe act 

like a family and walk around the zoo together. But I guess 

that’s hoping for too much. Maybe I can join up with one of 

these other families. They look like they understand what being 

part of a family means.”


“Dad, you’re so gay,” Amelia says with a sigh.


“I just want to go look at the groundhogs,” Thisbe says. 

“That’s all I want to see.”


“We can go look at them and then the baby sloth,” Jonathan 

offers, then adds, “If you like.”


Why does he want his daughters’ approval so badly? It 

makes him feel like a schoolboy. He immediately thinks of 

his own father, and the outings with him to the Museum of 

Science and Natural History in St. Louis, when he was a child. 

He wonders if his own father worried so much about what 

he, as a boy, thought of him; whether or not he always had to 

be having fun; whether or not he always had to approve of 

everything.


“Whatever, I don’t care,” Thisbe whispers, still in a huff.


“I’ll go see the lions and tigers with Amelia,” Madeline says. 

“And then maybe we can all meet back here at one-thirty and 

get some ice cream.”


Jonathan scratches his beard. “If that’s what you’d all like. 

But I just want to go on the record saying I think it’s pretty 

pathetic that we all can’t walk around together. I think whoever 

built this zoo would be pretty upset with us right now. 

I think whoever invented the idea of zoos would be pretty 

unhappy.”


“We’ll see you at one-thirty,” Madeline says, and, grabbing 

Amelia’s hand, she and their oldest daughter hurry off, rolling 

their eyes at him.


Jonathan thinks about maybe putting his arm around 

Thisbe’s shoulder, but the way she is standing there, frowning, 

her shoulders hunched up, her chin sunk into her chest, 

he decides not to. He begins walking, Thisbe pouting beside 

him, glaring at the other families, at the kids running around, 

at the signs to each exhibit which Jonathan tries to read as they 

pass.


“How about the buffalo? Do you want to see them?”


“No. They’re like all crowded in there. It’s too sad.”


“No buffaloes, okay. What about the seals? The seals are 

right over there.”


“Fine. I don’t care,” she says in a snit and off they go, 

approaching the enormous seal tank. Inside, two slick-skinned 

seals pedal through the water, their noses skimming along the 

surface.


“They have spots on their heads,” Thisbe whispers, pointing. “Like leopards.” Jonathan glances over at his daughter and 

is surprised. Is she smiling? It looks like she’s almost smiling.


“I never noticed that before,” Jonathan says, staring at her 

dimples, which he has forgotten even exist. They both lean 

against the blue metal railing, staring down into the dark silver 

pool. Jonathan turns and sees Thisbe has closed her eyes. Her 

eyelashes are fluttering, and she is whispering something to 

herself.


“Thisbe?”


“Yes?”


“Are you all right?”


“Yes.”


Jonathan nods, but does not say anything else. They silently 

stroll off toward the groundhog exhibit, Jonathan glancing 

out of the corner of his eye, watching his youngest daughter 

suspiciously. As they pass the elk and the ibexes and worried-looking 

mountain goats, Jonathan notices Thisbe is still whispering 

something to herself. They stop before the llamas, their 

woolen fur flecked with bits of wood and brambles, their great 

camel jaws working on some hay. Thisbe closes her eyes again, 

muttering softly spoken words to herself. She is staring at the 

llamas, saying something, and this time Jonathan speaks up.


“Thisbe, honey, what are you doing?”


“Nothing.”


“What are you saying to the llamas?”


“Nothing. I was just praying for them. That they don’t 

die.”


“Thisbe, honey, you don’t have to pray for them.”


Thisbe nods. Together, they walk on. Jonathan glances up at 

the sun and suddenly feels faint. For the briefest moment, the 

lights of a conference room in New Jersey flash somewhere 

within his brain.







•   •   •   







ONLY ONE MONTH before, at a paleontology conference, 

a threat was made against Jonathan’s life during his presentation 

on the ongoing search for the prehistoric giant squid. 

Dr. Jacques Albert, of the FSA, the France Sédimentologie 

Association, with his awful accent shouted, “I should strike 

you dead, Professor Casper, for the ridiculous statement you 

have just made. I should strike you dead!” A color slide of 

T. longa was being projected behind Jonathan as he immediately 

began to panic, unsure what it was he should do, standing 

behind the awkward podium in the conference room of the 

Holiday Inn of Greater Newark. The lights above began to 

flicker, emitting a thin wisp of gray-colored smoke. Jonathan 

found himself beginning to go under, as if a great shadow 

had suddenly appeared over his head, a cloud, his legs quickly 

becoming numb and weak. Oh, no, he thought. I didn’t take 

my . . . , and then the French scientist was yelling, “For it was 

I, with my team of excellent researchers, who discovered the 

intact prehistoric squid pen, not you. And it will be I, with my 

excellent team of researchers, who will discover the first living 

specimen.” A moment later Jonathan collapsed exactly where 

he was standing: The prehistoric giant squid jets quietly through the 

dark gray water. The prehistoric giant squid jets quietly through the dark 

gray water. The prehistoric giant squid jets quietly through the dark gray 

water. The prehistoric giant squid jets quietly through the dark gray water. 

Phylum: MOLLUSCA, Class: CEPHALOPODA.


When he came to, Dr. Albert was kneeling above him 

frowning, and a petite blond German scientist with enormous 

glasses, Dr. Arzt, was cradling his head. Jonathan found he was 

mumbling, “I’m okay, I’m okay . . . it’s no big deal.” With the 

German doctor’s help, supporting him as he limped down the 

hallway to his room, Jonathan soon recovered. The compassionate 

foreign woman held a damp washcloth to his forehead 

through the early hours of the morning, each of the scientists 

exchanging poorly worded admissions of inadequacy. Dr. 

Arzt, or Heidi, as she insisted, had recently lost an important 

research grant, her work with the prehistoric dragonfly all but 

ending. Lying beside her in the hotel bed, fully clothed, Jonathan 

admitted he was forty-eight years old and afraid of almost 

everything. It was as lovely and profound a secret as he had 

spoken in some time, and the confession sent something fluttering, 

like a delicate Meganeura monyi, in the German scientist’s 

heart. When he awoke, however, Heidi was gone, maintaining 

her professional decorum. Jonathan, on the flight back home, 

decided not to tell his wife anything about the incident. He 

was also determined to keep the matter from his family doctor, 

who would, no doubt, feel compelled to report the episode to 

the Illinois Department of Motor Vehicles—the agency once 

again having to temporarily suspend his driver’s license.


Only one day after returning home from the conference in 

New Jersey, Jonathan received a stilted though lovelorn email 

from the younger German scientist, to which he responded 

with what could only be called poetry. The online affair was 

an awkwardly postpubescent game, really, a fantasy to occupy 

his off hours, one other thoughtless mistake.







AT THE ZOO, the family does meet up at the aforementioned 

time, does get ice cream, and, all together, does head to the 

Reptile House. There Jonathan stands beside his oldest daughter, 

Amelia, both of them staring down at the crocodile pond. 

He is admiring Crocodylus cataphractus, Pseudosuchia, relative of 

so many land-dwelling dinosaurs, while Amelia is staring down 

into the murk. He glances out of the corner of his eye and 

looks at her. She is taller now, thin, has a beaded hemp necklace 

on. Jonathan has never noticed her wearing jewelry before.


“Dad?”


“Yes?”


“Can I ask you a question?”


“Okay.”


“Do you ever feel like the rest of the world is totally 

stupid?”


“How do you mean, kiddo?”


“I don’t know. Like everybody. Like people on TV and 

everyone at school. Like everybody. Everybody just seems so 

stupid to me,” she says.


“Like who?” Jonathan asks.


“I don’t know. Everybody. I started making a list of all the 

stupid people I hate.”


“You did.”


“Yeah.”


“I see. Well, who’s on the list?”


“Rupert Murdoch.”


“Who else?”


“Donald Rumsfeld.”


“Who else?”


“I dunno. Charlton Heston. Britney Spears. Madonna. Rush 

Limbaugh.”


“How many people are on the list right now?”


“Forty-three.”


“Who are all the other people?”


“I don’t know. Just people I hate.”


“Oh.”


“Do you hate anybody, Dad?”


“No, of course not. I don’t think so, at least.”







•   •   •   







BUT, OF COURSE, Jonathan immediately thinks of Jacques 

Albert of the FSA Dr. Jacques Albert the most incredible 

fucking annoyance Dr. Jacques Albert only thirty-three years 

old Fuck him Dr. Jacques Albert on the cover of Modern Paleontologist 

Dr. Jacques Albert blond with his small silver earring 

Dr. Jacques Albert at every panel at every presentation always 

in the audience always trying to provoke Jonathan always with 

some patronizing comment: “I noticed your new project barely 

received any new funding, Dr. Casper, that must be difficult,” 

or “I don’t know if you saw my feature essay in Modern Paleontologist, 

sir, but I think it might excite you to hear what kind 

of research the rest of the world is now doing,” or “I heard 

your team is still looking for an intact squid pen from Tusoteuthis 

longa, can that possibly be true? How long has it been, 

Dr. Casper, ten years already? I feel like I was reading about 

you back in graduate school” Dr. Jacques Albert with his little 

blond goatee Dr. Jacques Albert with reporters from every 

paleontology journal hanging on his every word Dr. Jacques 

Albert standing above him with that frown Jonathan dazed 

dizzy his hands and feet numb staring up at the lights from the 

floor of the conference room of the Holiday Inn Dr. Jacques 

Albert Dr. Jacques Albert Dr. Jacques Albert.







AT THE ZOO, the family heads into the sweltering shadows of 

the Great Ape House. The building is dark and heavy with the 

stink of urine and fecal matter from the primates, who, lying 

in the corner of their enormous glass exhibits with their old-men 

expressions and sad eyes, stare back heartbroken. Thisbe 

and Amelia hurry ahead while Jonathan takes his time, watching a pair of chattering chimpanzees groom each other. He 

is thinking about the terrible presentation in New Jersey and 

fainting on the hotel floor. He is glancing at Madeline every 

few moments, wondering if he ought to tell her now what 

happened. All of a sudden his wife takes a step beside him and 

kisses his cheek.


“What was that for?” he asks.


“I don’t know. Just felt like doing it.”


“I’m glad.”


“Are we going to talk about last night?” she asks.


“I don’t know,” he says. “What happened last night?”


“Where did you go? I woke up and looked at the clock and 

you were gone.”


“I was in the den working.”


“Looking for your sea monster, huh?”


Jonathan smiles and takes his wife’s hand. They stroll quietly 

past the orangutans, then the mandrills, and stop before 

the enormous gorillas. Jonathan turns to his wife and says, 

“Thisbe was praying for the llamas. And the seals.”


In a whisper, Madeline says, “She’s so fucking weird. I don’t 

even know what to do with her.” She rolls her brown eyes 

as she says this and Jonathan immediately thinks of his two 

daughters, realizing exactly where they’ve gotten their eye-rolling 

from. “Okay, don’t freak out: but Amelia and I were 

talking and she asked me about oral sex.”


“What did she ask?”


“I don’t know. When I first did it. How old I was. That kind 

of thing.”


“What did you say?”


“I told her the truth.”


“You did?”


“Yes.”


“That’s not what I would have said.”


“I know that’s not what you would have said.”


“Well, has she done it yet or is she just making plans?”


“I think she’s making plans.”


“With who?” Jonathan asks.


“I don’t think anybody in particular. I think she’s just starting 

to think about it.”


“Okay. Wow,” Jonathan says. “I don’t think I want you to tell 

me about those kinds of things.”


“Too bad,” Madeline whispers.


Jonathan nods, grabbing her hand. His wife looks so beautiful, 

so unfamiliar all of a sudden. Jonathan thinks about reaching 

out and grabbing her around the waist, to feel her body 

up against his. He does, grinning at her. “Hi, there,” Madeline 

says, a flirt now, a woman he has just met, coyly winking. She 

kisses him again, this time on the mouth, right there in the 

shadows of the gorilla exhibit. Jonathan feels the soft pressure 

of his wife against his chest, and suddenly they are laughing. 

They stop and hear Thisbe and Amelia up ahead, in front of 

the baboons, arguing about something.







AN IMPORTANT NOTE: Jonathan and Madeline, though 

happy now, had been separated once, nearly eight years ago, at 

what Jonathan felt was a critical moment in his search for Tusoteuthis 

longa, journeying to Norway to complete his fieldwork. 

It was all done rather academically, with Jonathan explaining 

the reasons he was leaving in a detailed presentation before 

their daughters, which at one point involved some kind of 

chart, and Madeline sending messages for Jonathan through 

the two girls, written as savagely polite memos: From: Madeline, 

To: Jonathan, Re: Informing the girls of how sorry you are. This 

brief separation only lasted ten months, although over the last 

two decades Jonathan has been absent more times than his 

wife or his daughters would care to remember. What Jonathan 

has missed while attending various academic symposia, 

speaking at notable scientific conferences, or voyaging to the 

most remote quarters of the ocean for critical research trips: 

Amelia’s first tooth and first word, a number of Thisbe’s piano 

recitals, Madeline’s broken arm, Madeline’s involvement in a 

serious car accident, Madeline’s broken ankle.







AN ADDITIONAL NOTE: Jonathan has recently taken to driving 

alone to the many unoccupied lots adjacent to the lake, 

stopping to buy a racy magazine along the way, parking there 

before or after work, to masturbate. The girls in the magazines, 

with titles like Swank, TOY, and Juggs, are young, with 

impossibly fake breasts. Jonathan, even in this short panic of 

lust, is not fooled by his own weakness. Sometimes he will 

stare down at the glossy pictures and imagine what the young 

women would look like without any skin at all, how beneath 

their layers of downy hides, beneath their freckles and moles 

and hairless flesh, their organs are all quite similar to that of 

the prehistoric giant squid: heart, stomach, jaw, anus. The 

thought of this perfect, unacknowledged order, of this wondrous 

shared simplicity, even during his fantasies, gives Jonathan 

an inexplicable glow.







ANOTHER NOTE, in addition to the previous ones: there is 

the undemanding online arrangement with Dr. Heidi Arzt as 

well. This relationship, hardly an affair, consists of sixty-seven 

email responses, all written in lowercase, with poor spelling 

and erroneous punctuation. Rarely are the notes sexual in 

nature. Although, sitting in his office at the university, Jonathan 

knows that the words he writes in his amateurish ardor, 

like, i am thinking of your outstandingly firm body and what it would 

be like to be alone with you again, would do much harm if his 

wife ever happened upon them. He thinks he has been careful, 

however. He does not use the computer at home to respond. 

If he does, he is sure to erase his messages. He knows nothing 

will come of this relationship and so goes on enjoying it 

without much worry. But still, there is a feeling in his heart, an 

echo of fear, the future memory of some imminent defeat, 

considering what he has to lose, what his life would be like 

without Madeline or his daughters, and how he would ever go 

on without the complicated attentions of his family.







TODAY THE ZOO has not been much fun. As Jonathan is 

backing the Volvo out of its spot at a parking meter, Madeline 

is staring out the passenger window again, fiddling with her 

hairpin. She looks dreamy, as lovely as the day they first met. 

In the backseat, Amelia is complaining that the air conditioner 

is too cold and Thisbe is asking if they can please never go to 

the zoo again. Jonathan turns up the stereo, and it is another 

Beatles song. One of the girls immediately begins to complain 

about it. The Volvo pulls into traffic.


As the enormous brownstones of Lincoln Park rush past, 

only a flash of gabled history and fading light, a gigantic white 

SUV cruises around a double-parked car, swerving onto the 

wrong side of the street, speeding head-on toward the Volvo. 

At that moment, Jonathan stares at the blur of the SUV—small globes of sunlight flickering from the sky, the white 

sport utility vehicle rising inevitably before him—and then his 

brain promptly names it, though incorrectly: a cloud. As soon 

as he thinks he understands what he is seeing, he immediately 

begins to feel very strange, his heart beating terrifically loud, 

and then he knows it—he is having a seizure. His left arm feels 

stiff, then his right, then he is having a hard time breathing. His 

heart begins pounding even louder. His arms feel lifeless and 

heavy. He cannot hold on to the steering wheel. As the Volvo 

collides with the SUV, Jonathan tries to say something, to cry 

out or shout, but all he can do is whisper. Metal meets metal 

amid the sound of cracking glass. Thisbe screams in the backseat. 

Jonathan hits the brakes, then the gas, then the brakes 

again. His ears begin to ring, then everything goes silent. The 

Volvo is no longer moving. The family is completely quiet and 

then Madeline is turning around and asking if everyone is okay. 

Everyone says yes. Everyone except Jonathan. Jonathan opens 

his blue eyes, feeling his vision losing its focus, the world going 

hazy, an enormous cloud rising there before him. He begins to 

tremble and then he begins to convulse. Madeline is holding 

his hand, trying to keep him still, saying, Oh, God, don’t do this to 

me, Jonathan. Oh, God, don’t do this to me, and suddenly everything 

becomes bright and lovely
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OUT OF THE CORNER of his eye, Jonathan looks up at his 

wife. He has been staring at her soft face for some time. He 

tries to smile, holding her hand. A bothered-looking paramedic 

with a blond mustache is taking his pulse. His daughters sit on 

the curb, holding each other, staring at him, terrified. Jonathan 

is sitting up, trying to think of something funny to say, but 

his head hurts very badly. His wife’s eyes are red. There are 

black smudges of makeup beneath her eyelashes. “I’m okay,” 

Jonathan finally whispers. “I’m okay,” but his wife does not 

stop crying.







THE FAMILY DOES NOT go to the hospital. Jonathan says 

he is all right and refuses to get in the ambulance. He is more 

embarrassed than hurt, his face red with humiliation, shaded 

by his blond beard. When they pull into their garage, Madeline 

puts the Volvo in park and says, “Girls, I need to talk to your 

father alone for a minute.” Amelia and Thisbe are uncharacteristically 

obedient, scared to death maybe, and hurry out, 

slamming the car doors behind them. Jonathan, anticipating an 

argument, grabs his wife’s hand, trying to smile widely, trying 

to let her know that there is no need to worry, that everything 

is all right, but Madeline will not look him in the eye. Instead 

she stares straight ahead, still holding the steering wheel.


“I want to know the truth.” She turns and looks at him, 

unsmiling, her eyes still red from crying.


“About what?” he answers quietly, the words stiff on his 

tongue.


“Did you take your medicine today or not?” she asks.


Jonathan must first think how to answer. He looks away, the 

words coming very slowly.


“Did you take it or not, Jonathan?”


“No, but, honey, it was a simple mistake. I was busy this 

morning looking at some data from Japan—”


“When was the last time you took it?”


Jonathan stutters, then murmurs, “I don’t know. Two days 

ago, I think. I’ve been wrapped up in these sonar reports 

and . . .”


Madeline quickly looks away. Jonathan tries to take her 

hand, but she is unmoving.


“I was fine all day,” he says. “It was just an accident . . . it 

could have happened—”


“You have no idea . . . no idea how it feels. You didn’t have 

to call the ambulance, Jonathan. You didn’t have to see the 

look on Thisbe’s face. You promised me this would never happen 

again. You promised me.”


“I only need to go to Martin and try some other pills. I’ve 

been taking those other ones for too long, I think.”


“You promised me, Jonathan, you promised me.”


“Honey. I—”


“I won’t do this anymore,” she says. “I can’t.”


“It was only—”


“I don’t . . . I don’t have anything else to say to you right 

now,” Madeline whispers and hurries out of the car. Jonathan 

sits there, in the passenger seat, in the dark of his garage, holding 

his face in his hands.


“Damn,” he mutters. “Damn, damn, damn.”







THE ARGUMENT IS NOT resolved, will not be resolved, by the 

time Madeline goes to bed. Jonathan stands beside her in the 

dark, trying to summon some words, an apology, something 

appropriate, but all he can do is mutter her name. “Madeline,” 

he says. “Madeline?”


Madeline does not answer him. She is a white pile of pillows 

and blankets. He nods, after some time, then grabs his pillow 

and the spare sheets from the closet and quietly steps down the 

hallway to the cramped, disorganized den—papers and maps 

and charts left scattered about the room. Laying the sheet over 

the cluttered sofa, Jonathan closes his eyes, listening to the 

empty sounds of the house settling around him—the drip of 

the kitchen faucet, the wind whining against the windows, the 

dishes settling in the sink. He lies there for a long time, holding 

his breath, waiting for the echo of Madeline as she tiptoes 

down the hall, for the sound of her bare feet against the tile, 

for the shaky warmth of her voice, for the touch of her kiss 

upon his forehead, but, for some reason, it does not come.










 






Two


A. Madeline Casper, age forty-five, does not like the way 

the world is going. She does not like the way things are at 

the moment—with Jonathan, with Amelia and Thisbe, with 

her ongoing dominance study at the research laboratory. 

Unlike her husband, unlike her two daughters, Madeline is not 

afraid of being direct. She is not afraid to admit that there are 

things she doesn’t understand. She sits behind the vinyl steering 

wheel of the Volvo the next morning, wondering what 

is wrong with the world, listening to NPR, waiting for her 

two daughters to stumble into the backseat already unhappy, 

already bickering.







B. Madeline looks up quickly and sees a cloud, shaped 

like a figure, standing in the treetops, as she glances from 

behind the Volvo’s windshield. Madeline glimpses at the 

oak tree beside the gray garage and sees something moving in 

the empty air. There is something quietly shifting. She squints 

upward and sees it, hanging in the open space just above the 

garage’s flat roof, in the tentative morning light: it is in the 

shape of a man—arms, legs, head, hands, feet, but made of 

clouds, no face, no expression, just the shape—he is drifting 

above the treetops, as if he is stepping from the highest 

branch directly into the air. Madeline holds her hand above her 

eyes and sees the cloud is life-sized, the size of a person. It is 

slowly moving, expanding, somehow changing, like a blossom 

opening in place. Madeline stares up at it, her mouth open, as 

Amelia and Thisbe come hurrying from the house, the back 

door slamming behind them, the older sister referring to her 

younger sister as “an absolute savage.”







C. Madeline does not know if either of her daughters 

notices the cloud. She keeps glancing in the rearview mirror 

at Amelia and Thisbe; Amelia has her headphones on and is 

adjusting her beret, staring at her own reflection in the window, 

and Thisbe has her eyes closed, trying to fall back asleep. 

Madeline looks through the dirty windshield as the cloud steps 

slowly from branch to branch. Then it is gone, hidden by the 

dark leaves, disappearing, one weird, early morning daydream. 

Madeline places the car into drive and the Volvo speeds away 

down the street.







D. Madeline drives her girls to school as often as she can 

because she wants to. Though they usually prefer to walk, 

since their high school is only a few blocks away—part of 

the University of Chicago’s campus—Madeline likes to drive 

them, wishing them both a good day. Their neighborhood—shady, tree-lined streets, quaint-looking faculty homes, antique 

apartment buildings, collegial facilities of brick and mortar, 

modern-looking student housing of steel and glass—is really 

only a rectangle of a few blocks, extending from Fifty-first 

Street to Fifty-ninth Street, from the lake to Cottage Grove 

Avenue. Beyond the rectangle, everything is run-down, 

depressed, a blight of black-populated subsidized housing—dollar stores with cracked windows, ubiquitous liquor ads, an 

El train station that looks heartsick, trash-filled street corners, 

and sad, windowless buildings. Guiding the Volvo down the 

street, glancing over her shoulder at her two daughters, speeding 

toward the girls’ school, Madeline considers this—how the 

university happens to have one of the largest private police 

forces anywhere in the world, how a venerable institution of 

thought, of higher learning, peopled with some of the most 

intelligent, most privileged young students in the world, could 

exist, blindly, in the heart of one of the poorest parts of the 

city. What lesson are these young college students learning, or 

Amelia or Thisbe, for that matter? Before the question can 

be answered, Madeline is at the corner and her girls are hurrying 

out, slamming the doors closed, neither one of them 

mumbling a goodbye or even a thanks. She wonders if she and 

Jonathan have messed them up by talking to them like adults, 

by always being honest, by not letting them watch more television. 

She stares at them as they cross the sidewalk, hurrying 

into school, both of them now nearly as tall as she is.







E. Madeline always feels like something terrible is about 

to happen. Driving down Lake Shore Drive, she always takes 

the slow lane, the right lane. She puts on a CD by Bob Dylan 

or the Beatles and sings along. When the traffic is lousy, she 

will turn and sing to the people in the cars around her. Today 

she is listening to NPR. “A Washington Post story revealed a 



secret report from the Joint Chiefs of Staff that blames setbacks 

in Iraq on a flawed war-planning process that limited 

the time spent preparing for post–Saddam Hussein operations. 

The report also shows that President Bush approved 

the overall war strategy for Iraq in August 2002, eight months 

before the first bomb was dropped and six months before he 

asked the U.N. Security Council for a war mandate that he 

never received.” Madeline passes car after car, stalled in traffic, 

staring at their bumper stickers, many of them touting BUSH/CHENEY ’04. The Volvo exits the expressway, then speeds down 

Roosevelt, passing several newly constructed townhomes and 

high-rises, many with Bush/Cheney signs positioned in their 

windows. Seeing them, she sneers, shaking her head. She turns 

down a grim-looking side street and then parks in front of the 

enormous rectangular research facility.







F. At work, Madeline does not know what to think when 

she finds three more pigeons murdered in her experimental 

coop. She is even more disturbed to discover that the three 

dead birds are all female. She shoos the rest of the pigeons 

toward the back of their enclosure to further inspect the dead 

animals. They have been pecked to death, their throats slit by 

the reptilian claws of some other pigeon. She turns and stares 

at the rest of the birds scurrying about the wire cage.







G. Madeline does not know why, but she is fascinated by 

the hierarchy of dominance among these birds. In a very 

real way, they are a miniature version of the human world, 

complete with males and females that mate for life, a kind of 

ruling class, and now, unfortunately, murder. Her experiment 

with the pigeons is pretty simple, really: she has closely studied 

their social interactions, and has noted the rank of each male 

bird within the dominance hierarchy. In her notebook, Madeline 

has assigned the color red for the dominant males. After 

observing their social interactions for nearly a month, she has 

determined that there are three males of this strata and each 

has been banded with a red plastic cuff along its left leg. These 

dominant males, marked by the red plastic bands, are easy to 

distinguish: puffing up their chests as she opens the cage door 

each morning, bullying the other birds out of their way when 

it comes time to be fed. Madeline, quite unscientifically, thinks 

of these birds as smug little right-wing assholes, ruling the 

rest of the coop with physical intimidation, cruelty, and terror. 

These dominant birds, she hates to admit, demonstrate 

the worst aspects of human nature: loud, obnoxious, selfish, 

violent, needy, with an overpowering sense of entitlement.


To better understand the hierarchy of dominance, these 

three dominant males have been removed from the experimental 

coop, and are now being kept in their own separate 

cage, which is what makes the discovery of the dead females 

so puzzling. Staring at the rest of the birds in the experiment, 

the beta males, tagged yellow, and the females, tagged green, 

she wonders how this tragedy might have happened. Did she 

mislabel one of the males? Did one of the other females, having 

temporarily lost its mate, react in some radically barbaric 

way? With the most dominant birds in isolation, why were 

these three female pigeons murdered?







H. Before Madeline disposes of the three dead females, 

she makes another terrible discovery. They have been raped. 

Hurrying back to the indoor lab, she places the remains of one 

of the victims in a tray and inspects its cloaca, the opening 

through which waste and sexual fluids pass. The fleshy gland 

is irritated. She prepares a slide for the microscope, which 

reveals the presence of sperm. She checks each of the three 

birds and is saddened to discover all three of the dead females 

have been inseminated with the reproductive fluid of one or 

more male pigeons. Madeline does not tell anyone about what 

she has found. She is humiliated by the distressing results of 

her experiment and decides she needs to find out what is happening 

first.







I. Madeline does not like to think of herself as a bad 

researcher, but she is afraid she is. She has begun to treat 

her subjects anthropomorphically, which is a serious mistake. 

There is one female pigeon, tag-numbered 26, from Group 

B, with a striking purplish white coat of downy white feathers, 

that Madeline has, against all scientific and ethical norms, 

named Lucy. She has begun to remove Lucy from the coop at 

odd intervals, and, holding the frightened animal against her 

chest, she has started singing to it, usually random, nondescript 

songs, though lately she finds they have been all nursery 

rhymes. It does not take much of a researcher to figure out 

what is going on there, she thinks. She does not feel like she 

is doing much good as a mother. She does not feel like she is 

doing much good as a scientist either.







J. Madeline does not like to think about it, but she has 

been smoking cigarettes with Laura, an intern, and Eric, 

another researcher, almost every day on their lunch break. 

Together, they climb into Laura’s awful Ford Escort, then 

secretly, surreptitiously, they all light up. Madeline is ashamed 

she has started smoking again but feels this may be the only 

way to get through her day. Today, sitting in the backseat, Eric, 

his large glasses shiny with the afternoon sun, lights Madeline’s 

cigarette, touching her hand so softly. When her fingers 

meet his, she smiles, brushing the hair from her eyes, but he 

does not let go of her hand. She looks at him and immediately 

feels a jolt of panic, smiling wider now, nervous. He is staring 

deeply into her eyes and with his flickering irises he is saying: 

In our minds, we are making incredible love together. Come be with me in 

my mind. We can be together. In our minds. Madeline is still smiling, 

shaking her head, and he has now let go of her hand. Laura, in 

the driver’s seat, is completely unaware of what is happening, 

the Kinks playing loudly on the stereo. Madeline decides not 

to look Eric’s way again, not ever, because her heart is beating 

so quickly and somewhere between her thighs, something has 

begun to ache pleasantly.







K. Madeline does not like the way her husband has been 

kissing her. It is like he is afraid, like he thinks she is made out 

of brittle bone, like she is a fossil, like he is trying to preserve 

her for an exhibit of some kind. She wishes he would kiss her 

like he used to. With total, ridiculous abandon. Like he still had 

something to prove.







L. Madeline thinks about being separated from Jonathan 

again. She does not know if she likes her husband anymore. 

Really. She thinks she does, she believes she still does, but she 

is not sure of anything. She isn’t even sure if love is anything 

more than some stupid song on the radio. A song like “Rocket 

Man” by Elton John. Or Lionel Ritchie’s “Hello.” Or “I Will 

Survive.”







M. Madeline thinks about vanishing. She does not like to 

think about it, but she does. She does, a million times a day. 

Maybe not a million. But a lot. Why? She does not believe the 

kinds of things that she has begun to worry about. Like what 

kind of toilet paper to buy. (Recycled or two-ply.) Like 

what Thisbe will or won’t eat. (Nothing brown or green.) Like 

why she does not feel bad that Jonathan slept in the den last 

night after their fight, both of them still not speaking. (He is 

as demanding as a third child, she thinks.) How does she try to 

forgive him? Should she even bother? She does not ever 

remember being so mad. She does not ever remember being 

so full of doubt about everything.







N. Madeline tries to ignore the pigeons she does not like. 

She really does. But it is very hard. She stands observing their 

interactions from the other side of the gray wire of their cage, 

recording minor conflicts, disputes, moments of affection. 

There are a number of young, beta males, only a few months 

old, all with yellow bands on their legs, that peck meanly at the 

other birds. When one of the beta males begins to mount a gray 

female who has already bonded with another, less dominant 

mate, Madeline, against her better judgment, intercedes, opening 

the cage door, kicking the animal away. Later, Madeline 

does not make a note of this interaction in her notebook.







O. Madeline does not like how often she swears. She runs 

to the grocery store before picking up her girls from school. 

The parking lot, unfortunately, is almost completely full. At 

the end of the last row, an enormous silver Hummer has 

seized two parking spots, a sticker of an American flag decorating 

its rear window. “Very fucking appropriate,” Madeline 

curses, circling the parking lot again. By the time she makes 

it around a third time, a woman, talking on her cell phone, is 

climbing into the gigantic silver vehicle. Madeline is unable to 

stop herself. She hits the brakes, rolls down her window, and 

shouts, “Nice parking job!” The woman, lifting her sunglasses 

from her bright eyes, squints at Madeline, then flips her off, 

laughing to herself. Madeline, more furious now, does not see 

the lone shopping cart rolling aimlessly in front of the Volvo, 

and without slowing, she plows right into it. The cart spins 

wildly, scratching up the paint on the Volvo’s passenger side, 

but Madeline does not stop driving until she has found a parking 

spot, far away on the other side of the lot.


As Madeline is about to switch off the car, she hears on 

NPR that there have been one thousand U.S. fatalities in Iraq 

since the war began. This figure haunts her as she tries to shop, 

the endless products marching up and down the grocery store 

aisles, their bright advertising echoing the number again and 

again: one thousand, one thousand deaths for all of this. Driving the 

Volvo an hour later, Madeline sees a flurry of red, white, and 

blue signs decorating several front lawns, some advertising 

President Bush, some the Democrat John Kerry. Madeline 

hits the brakes, shoves the station wagon into park, and—leaving the car running—leaps out. Murmuring to herself, she 

marches up the sidewalk, snatching a Bush sign out of the 

ground, kicking another one over.


Embarrassed, out of breath, her hands red and a little dirty, 

she sprints back to the Volvo and drives off, her legs still 

trembling.







P. Madeline does not like that she cannot remember the 

last time someone said something nice to her, even if they 

didn’t mean it.







Q. Madeline comes home from a bad day and finds her 

husband daydreaming. The phone is ringing but Jonathan 

does not answer it. He is hiding in the den, staring down at a 

drawing of that stupid fucking squid. Madeline drops a bag of 

groceries, two avocados tumbling beneath the kitchen table, 

before she can grab the telephone. By the time she hits the 

talk button, the party has already hung up. Madeline, frazzled, 

slams the phone down, then stands in the doorway to the den, 

staring angrily at Jonathan.


“Hey. Um, why didn’t you answer the phone?”


“I’m sorry, I just didn’t hear it. We just got some big news. 

Someone found another intact giant squid mantle somewhere 

off the coast of Japan. Looks like a sperm whale got ahold of 

it. We’re trying to decipher what species it is. This could go 

either way.”


Madeline stares at him and wonders if he is stoned. She 

cannot tell. He is maybe too excited to be high.


“Jonathan?”


“Yes?”


“What planet are you on right now?”


“Earth. Why?”


Madeline shakes her head.


“Your hair looks really nice today,” he says, looking back 

down at the diagram.


“Great.”


He pauses, then looks up. “I’m sorry for what happened. 

Yesterday. Forgetting to take my medicine. It was stupid. I’m 

sorry I fucked up. It was irresponsible and terrible and I’m 

stupid.”


“Great.”


“Can we be friends again?” he asks. He stands, taking her 

hand in his.


“Sure. Sure, we can be friends again.”


Jonathan kisses his wife’s cheek. She does not respond, only 

stares straight ahead.


“But you’re still mad,” he says softly, angrily, upset that he 

hasn’t been forgiven so quickly.


“Yes. Yes, I really am.”


“About me fainting or something else?”


“That and a lot of other shit. Jonathan, you live in your own 

world. And you expect me to take care of the things you don’t 

want to do.”


“Like what?”


“Like . . .” She thinks, glancing around the messy room. 

“Like how much money do we have in our checking account 

right now?”


“I don’t know,” he says, smiling. “But that doesn’t mean 

anything. I’m talking about real things here.”


“That is a real thing. What about savings? How much money 

do we have in our savings?”


“I don’t know that either.”


“What about car insurance? Where do we get our car insurance 

from?”


“I don’t know.”


“What about food?”


“I get groceries, too,” he murmurs.


“How much do we spend on food each month?”


“Jesus, Madeline, I have no idea.”


“Exactly. Because you don’t care. And if you don’t care 

about something, then that means I have to do it.”


“What’s your point?”


“I am sick of having to be in charge. You have all the time 

in the world for your work, while I have to take care of you 

and the girls and everything you don’t want to do. When am I 

supposed to do my work? When is that?”


Jonathan frowns. “Everything I’ve ever done, all my work, 

has been for you. And the girls.”


“That is such bullshit. You do it for yourself.”


“Is this about the Talbott grant again?” Jonathan asks.


“Jonathan, I swear to God if you bring that up . . . this has 

nothing to do with that.”


“Nothing? You don’t still feel bad about it?”


“Jonathan . . . you gave the grant to someone else. Big 

deal.”


“It wasn’t just me. It was a whole committee. You’re my 

wife. How would it have looked if we awarded it to you?”


Madeline ignores his question. “How long are you planning 

on staying down here?” she asks.


“I don’t know. Maybe forever. Maybe I’ll just move down 

here in the den. Then you won’t have to be constantly disappointed 

in me.”


“That would be okay by me,” she says, slamming the door 

behind her.







R. Madeline does not like that she has begun to get a little 

fat. She does not like to be naked anymore. She thinks her 

backside is out of shape. She might even use the word “atrocious.” 

She takes off her work clothes and wonders how she 

ever became someone’s mother, someone’s wife, how did she 

ever become forty-five?







S. Madeline does not like thinking that she may be the 

worst parent ever. She passes the doorway to Amelia’s room, 

where her oldest daughter is busily building an explosive 

device.


“It works on the principles of concussive force.” Amelia 

points to the empty soda pop bottle. “Gas builds up inside 

until it explodes. This is the easiest kind to make. I’d really like 

to figure out how to put together a pipe bomb.”
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