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Advance praise for The Rabbit Hutch


‘Just when everything seemed designed for a brief moment of utility before its planned obsolescence, here comes The Rabbit Hutch, a profoundly wise, wildly inventive, deeply moving work of art whose seemingly infinite offerings will remain with you long after you finish it. Each page of this novel contains a novel, a world.’


Jonathan Safran Foer, author of Everything is Illuminated


‘In The Rabbit Hutch, Gunty writes with a keen, sensitive eye about all manner of intimacies – the kind we build with other people, and the kind we cultivate around ourselves and our tenuous, private aspirations.’


Raven Leilani, author of Luster


‘The Rabbit Hutch is philosophical, and earthy, and tender and also simply very fun to read – Tess Gunty is a distinctive talent, with a generous and gently brilliant mind.’


Rivka Galchen, author of Little Labours


‘Tess Gunty is a younger writer of uncommon originality, both in terms of voice and vision. I admire her work and expect to be reading it with especial delight for a long time to come.’


Rick Moody, author of The Ice Storm


‘As a testament to this book’s generosity, the music of George Saunders, Dorothy Parker, David Foster Wallace, maybe Rachel Cusk emerges…The Rabbit Hutch aches, bleeds, and even scars, but it also forgives with laughter, with insight, and finally, through an act of generational independence that remains this novel’s greatest accomplishment, with an act of rescue.’


Mark Z. Danielewski, author of House of Leaves


‘Remarkable… Brilliantly imaginative… Gunty is a wonderful writer, a master of the artful phrase… Best of all, her fully realized characters come alive on the page, capturing the reader and not letting go.’


Booklist (starred review)


‘Tess Gunty is a masterful talent with a remarkable eye for the poetic, the poignant and the absurdly sublime. The Rabbit Hutch unspools the story of Blandine Watkins and other inhabitants of a rundown building on the edge of the once bustling Vacca Vale, Indiana. A brutal and beautiful novel that both delights and devastates with its unflinching depiction of Rust Belt decline, Gunty’s debut is a tour de force that’s sure to top this year’s best-of lists.’


Lauren Wilkinson, author of American Spy


‘Darkly funny, surprising, and mesmerizing… A stunning and original debut that is as smart as it is entertaining… A striking and wise depiction of what it means to be awake and alive in a dying building, city, nation, and world.’


Kirkus (starred review)


‘Gunty writes with such compassion for her characters as they build their lives and assert their agency in a country that utterly disregards them, and in particular Blandine’s bright, fierce curiosity for the world kept me moving through the story; she’s a warrior, an intellectual force, a young woman who refuses to be disempowered. This is a skilfully told, beautiful, human story.’


Literary Hub, ‘35 Novels You Need to Read This Summer’


‘The Rabbit Hutch is exquisitely written, acutely observed and breathtakingly original. There was not a single page that didn’t contain at least one phrase or sentence that I wanted to underline to return to later. Gunty’s prose crackles with energy, wit and intent. Reading The Rabbit Hutch is like experiencing a literary hallucination! I loved it!


Claire McGlasson, author of The Rapture
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“ If you don’t sell them as pets, you got to get rid of them as meat. Them guys are all meat. But see, they start doing this to each other.”


Woman points to rabbits.


“What’s that?”


“Peeing on each other and stuff like that, when they get older. If you don’t have ten separate cages for them, then they start fighting. Then the males castrate the other males. They do. They chew their balls right off. Then you have a bloody mess. That’s why you got to butcher them when they get a certain age, or you have a heck of a mess.”


—RHONDA BRITTON, Flint, Michigan, resident, 1989


 


 


Invisible and eternal things are made known through visible and temporal things.


—HILDEGARD VON BINGEN, Benedictine abbess, 1151





PART I
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The Opposite of Nothing
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On a hot night in Apartment C4, Blandine Watkins exits her body. She is only eighteen years old, but she has spent most of her life wishing for this to happen. The agony is sweet, as the mystics promised. It’s like your soul is being stabbed with light, the mystics said, and they were right about that, too. The mystics call this experience the Transverberation of the Heart, or the Seraph’s Assault, but no angel appears to Blandine. There is, however, a bioluminescent man in his fifties, glowing like a firefly. He runs to her and yells.


Knife, cotton, hoof, bleach, pain, fur, bliss—as Blandine exits herself, she is all of it. She is every tenant of her apartment building. She is trash and cherub, a rubber shoe on the seafloor, her father’s orange jumpsuit, a brush raking through her mother’s hair. The first and last Zorn Automobile factory in Vacca Vale, Indiana. A nucleus inside the man who robbed her body when she was fourteen, a pair of red glasses on the face of her favorite librarian, a radish tugged from a bed of dirt. She is no one. She is Katy the Portuguese water dog, who licked her face whenever the foster family banished them both in the snow because they were in the way. An algorithm for amplified content and a blue slushee from the gas station. The first pair of tap shoes on the feet of a child actress and the man telling her to try harder. She is the smartphone that films her as she bleeds on the floorboards of her apartment, and she is the chipped nail polish on the teenager who assembled the ninetieth step of that phone on a green factory floor in Shenzhen, China. An American satellite, a 4 the rabbi t hutch bad word, the ring on the finger of her high school theater director. She is every cottontail rabbit grazing on the vegetation of her supposedly dying city. Ten minutes of pleasure igniting between the people who made her, the final tablet of oxycodone on her mother’s tongue, the gavel that will sentence the boys to prison for what they’re doing to Blandine right now. There is no such thing as right now. She is not another young woman wounded on the floor, body slashed by men for its resources—no. She is paying attention. She is the last laugh.


On that hot night in Apartment C4, when Blandine Watkins exits her body, she is not everything. Not exactly. She’s just the opposite of nothing.





All Together, Now


[image: image]


C12: On Wednesday night, in the nine o’clock hour, the man who lives four floors above the crime is staring into an app called: Rate Your Date (Mature Users!). The app glows a deep red, and he is certain that there is no one inside it. Like many men who have weathered female rejection, the man in Apartment C12 believes that women have more power than anyone else on the planet. When evidence suggests that this can’t be true, he gets angry. It is an anger unique to those who have committed themselves to a losing argument. The man—now in his sixties—lies on his sheets in the dark. He is done with the day, but the day is not done with itself; it is still too early to sleep. He is a logger, past his professional expiration date but lacking both the financial and psychological savings to retire. Often, he feels the weight of phantom lumber on his back like a child. Often, he feels the weight of a phantom child on his back like lumber. Since his wife died six years ago, the apartment has seemed empty of furniture, but it is, in fact, congested with furniture. Sweating, the man cradles his large, bright screen in his hands.


nice enuf, like a dad, but fatter then his prof pic. his eye contact = wrong. doesnt ask about u and seems obsessed w/ the prices. velcro wallet, user MelBell23 had commented on his profile two weeks ago. smells like gary indiana. [image: image]


The only other comment on his profile was posted six months ago, by DeniseDaBeast: this man is a tator tot. [image: image]


Noise rumbles from an apartment below. A party, he assumes.


C10: The teenager adjusts his bedroom light to flattering bulbs of halo. He runs a hand through his hair, applies a lip balm. Smears a magazine sample of cologne on his chest, although he knows the gesture is absurd. Angles the camera so that it catches his best shapes and shadows. His mother is working the night shift, but he locks his door anyway. Does thirty jumping jacks, thirty push-ups. Texts: Ready.


C8: The mother carries her baby to the couch and pulls up her tank top. He’s not supposed to be awake this late at night, but rules mean nothing to babies. While he nurses, he demands to bond, and the mother tries. Tries again. Tries harder. But she can’t do it. He fires shrewd, telepathic, adult accusation upon her skin. She can feel it. He sucks hard and scratches her with nails too tender to clip, long and sharp enough to cut her. With her free hand, she checks her phone. A text from the mother’s mother: a photo of Daisy the bearded dragon, wearing a miniature biker costume. Cushioned helmet strapped to her spiky coral head, black pleather jacket strapped to her belly. In a Hells Angels font, the back of the jacket reads: DRAGON DISASTER. The reptile peers at the camera from her perch on the dining table, her expression unreadable. The mother zooms in on Daisy’s dinosaur eye, which seems to observe her from another epoch, 90 million years in the past.


U got ur baby, I got mine!! wrote the mother’s mother, who now lives in Pensacola with her second husband. HA HA HA! Roy found the costume. . . . . . . [image: image] isnt she a RIOT??? [image: image] God bless u and my sweet Grandbaby [image: image]


Agitated, the young mother swipes out of the text thread and drifts between three social media platforms, feeling the weight and warmth of her baby beneath her right arm, cherishing his tiny sounds of contentment as he nurses. As usual, predators are wreaking havoc on the internet. Predators are the only people in town. If she had to summarize the plot of contemporary life, the mother would say: it’s about everyone punishing each other for things they didn’t do. And here she is, refusing to look at her baby, punishing him for something he didn’t do.


The mother has developed a phobia of her baby’s eyes.


He is four weeks old. For four weeks, she’s been living in the cellar of her mind. All day, she has been feeding her anxiety with Mommy Blogs. They are dreadful, the Mommy Blogs, worse than the medical websites, but likewise designed to exploit your Thanatos. Mothering is the most valuable work you will ever do, the Mommy Blogs declare with rainproof conviction. Before clicking on them, the mother prepared herself for what she previously believed to be the worst possible diagnosis: You are a bad mother. But that was not, in fact, the worst possible diagnosis. You are a psychopath, the Mommy Blogs concluded. You are a threat to us all.


On her sofa, cradling her baby, the mother begins to panic, so she self-soothes. Deep breath in, exhale the tension. Let the forehead, eyebrows, and mouth go slack. Hear nothing but the whirr of the ceiling fan. She’s supposed to imagine her body as a jellyfish, or something. Visualize the boundaries between her body and the rest of the world dissolving. Her cousin Kara taught her these tricks, back when they were roommates.


Before she was a mother, the mother was Hope. “It’s funny that your name is Hope,” Kara once said. “Because you’re, like, so bad at it.” After high school, Hope got a job as a waitress, Kara as a hairdresser. Together, they rented a cheap house near the river. Kara had a taste for neon clothing, cinnamon gum, and anguished men. Her hair color changed every few months, but she favored purple. She was a bafflingly happy person, often belting Celine Dion and dancing as she cooked. Frequently, Hope wondered what it would be like to vacation in her cousin’s psychology. When they were twenty, Kara found Hope in the fetal position on the bathroom tile at three in the morning, sobbing about how frightened she was, frightened of everything, an everything so big it was essentially nothing, and the nothing swallowed her, swallowed everything. The next day, Kara drove Hope to the Vegetable Bed, the only health food store in Vacca Vale—a small cube of flickering light that beguiled them both with its perfume of spices and variety of sugar substitutes. They returned with a paper bag of homeopathic remedies that Hope could neither understand nor afford: aconite, argentum nitricum, stramonium, arsenicum album, ignatia. Whenever Hope would nosedive into one of her electrocuting shadows, Kara dispensed a palmful of remedies, brewed lavender tea, subscribed walks. Meditation. Yoga. Magnesium. Often, she’d put on an episode of Hope’s favorite television show, Meet the Neighbors. “Wear this necklace around your neck,” Kara would say. “It’s amethyst—the tranquilizing crystal, great for fear. Dispels negativity. Here, do this breathing exercise with me.” As Kara often informed men at bars, she was a Myers-Briggs INFP (“the mediator”), an Enneagram Type 2 (“the giver”), an astrological Virgo (“the healer”). It was her vocation, she believed, to nurture.


Now, in her apartment, Hope can still hear Kara guiding her through a breathing exercise, her lilac voice hovering in the room. Deep breath in. Exhale. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Again. As she breathes, Hope can feel her baby against her skin, warm and soft.


Her fear is not so mysterious, she reasons. Her husband has been gone at the construction site all day, and there is no sleep in her recent history, just a lump of an oncoming cold in her throat. Her breasts are swollen to celebrity size, there are bolts of electricity zapping the powerlines of her brain, and without any assistance from coffee, her body has awakened itself to the pitch of animal vigilance. The hormones have turned the volume of the world all the way up, angling her ears babyward, forcing her to listen—always listen—for his new and spitty voice. She feels like a fox. Like a fox on Adderall.


Not to mention the greater body-terrors. After the birth, it stopped being a pussy and went back to being a vagina. She is discovering that pregnancy, birth, and postpartum recovery comprise three acts of a horror film no one lets you watch before you live it. In Catholic school, they made Hope and her peers watch videos of abortions, made them listen to women weep afterward, made them watch the fetus in the womb flinch away from the doctor’s tool. But did anyone ever tell them what would happen when you pushed the fetus out of your body and into the world? No. It was “beautiful.” It was “natural.” Above all, it was a “miracle.” Motherhood shrouded in a sacred blue veil, macabre details concealed from you, an elaborate conspiracy to trick Catholics into making more Catholics.


Afterpains strike the mother’s body like bolts of goddish lightning when she nurses. Nursing is not intuitive, and pumping makes her feel like a cyborg cow. Whenever she sneezes, she pees. To address this, she’s supposed to do Kegels, an exercise from Hell. The internet instructs her to imagine she is sitting on a marble. Then tighten your pelvic muscles as though you’re lifting the marble. “Quite frankly,” the mother said to her husband the other night, after reading the instructions out loud, “what in the fuck?” She describes her physical states to her husband compulsively, in detail, as though she is a dummy and a ventriloquist is making her do it. If he doesn’t share the cost, she will force him to imagine it.


But she doesn’t need to force him. When she starts to speak of the toll the birth has taken, he holds her hands, her gaze, her pain. “I wish I could take it,” he says. “I wish I could take it all from you and put it into myself.” Then he kisses her neck, gently defibrillating her back to life. He wants this, he tells her. He wants the gore; he wants four in the morning; he wants the beginning and the middle and the end; he wants to fix whatever he can fix and be there through the rest; he wants the bad and the good; he wants the sickness and the health. “I want you,” he says. “Every you.” He calls her a goddess. A hero. A miracle.


No, the mother thinks. No, she is not losing it. And, yes, it is normal to feel abnormal, after a body has left your body. Despite the absence of her particular condition online, the mother reasons, it is not so freakish to mortally fear your own baby’s eyes, when so much weather is raging inside you, and Twitter is cawing the news. Gunfire, murder, oil spill, terrorism, wildfire, abduction, bombing, floods. Funny video in which a woman opens her car to find a brown bear sitting in the driver’s seat snacking on her groceries. Murder, murder, war. The internet is upset. To experience reality as a handful of tap water, at a time like this, is to find oneself in good company. The baby blues—could they be like this? Neon and shrieking?


What is it about her baby’s eyes? They are too round. Permanently shocked. The baby catalogues each image with an expression of outrage, inspecting the world as though he might sue it. He doesn’t blink enough. She tries to engage him—jangling her keys, refracting light in an old jam jar, dancing her fingers—but visual stimulation overwhelms him, and whenever she tries something like this, he gets upset. The baby prefers to behold plain and unthreatening surfaces, like the walls. And they are arresting, his eyes, almost black, always liquid, often frantic. A feature inherited from his father’s family—a handsome tribe, each cousin moody and gorgeous and good at puzzles. The mother loves this pair of eyes, this pair her body formed like valuable carbon minerals under pressure. She loves his eyes as much as she loves his microtoenails, his fuzz of black hair, the scent of his head, the rash that resembles a barcode on his chubby, lolling neck. She loves her baby in colors she’s never seen before, just as the Mommy Blogs warned that she would. But love does not preclude terror—at twenty-five, the mother knows that the latter almost always accompanies the former. His eyes terrify her.


The mother tries to determine what the eyes evoke. A security camera. A panther’s gaze in the dark. A stalker in the bathroom. The eyes of the man who repeatedly thwacked the driver’s side window of that old van, years back, while she idled at the drive-through, dreaming of fries and sweet tea.


The man had used a child’s shovel to hit her window. Yellow plastic. He did not blink. There was no language in his throat, just ripping growls, his motivation unclear. A man who had lost it—and that was the right phrase, it contained the right holes. At the drive-through, the man’s eyes were dark, scared, and open. Lost it.


She had cranked down her window and offered to order him something, but he didn’t seem to hear her.


“Look at me,” he said over and over. “Look at me.”


She rolled up her window, wishing it were automatic so that this gesture of disregard wasn’t quite as violent, afraid of him but also, suddenly, bound to him. The coincidental nature of all social collision has always troubled the mother, even before she was a mother. To have a nationality, a lover, a family, a coworker, a neighbor—the mother understands these to be fundamentally absurd connections, as they are accidents, and yet they are the tyrants of every life. After she rolled up her window, she approached the drive-through speaker and ordered. The man hit the glass of the next car with his beach shovel, his eyes wide open.


Now, when the baby pushes away, the mother offers him milk from her left breast, but he refuses it. She burps him against her toweled shoulder, flooded with chemical love for this fragile being. He fusses. She rocks him. Within fifteen minutes, he’s asleep again. This is life, she has learned, with a newborn: it’s easing someone into and out of consciousness, over and over, providing sustenance in between. As though infants inhabit a different planet, one that orbits its sun four times faster than Earth does. If you want to understand the human condition, pay close attention to infants: the stakes are simultaneously at their highest, because you could die at any moment, and at their lowest, because someone bigger is satisfying every need. Language and agency have not yet arrived. What’s that like? Observe a baby.


She places hers in his crib and cracks her neck.


When her husband returns around half past nine at night, his head shelled in the construction hard hat, his boots dusty, his odor of perspiration and sunblock a kind of home, their baby is still asleep. For the first time, the mother realizes she hasn’t spoken to anyone all day. She meant to take the baby for a walk but forgot. Television and radio did not occur to her. Fourteen hours tense and alone, panning the day for peril.


She hands her husband a plate of fish sticks and ketchup.


“What a feast.” He smiles, kissing her bare shoulder. “Thanks, baby.”


Don’t call me that, she doesn’t say. You’re welcome, she means to say, but she can’t remember how to transport words out of her head and into the world. It’s been years, she feels, since she tried.


“Hey, I’m really sorry about Elsie Blitz,” her husband says as he washes his hands. “That must’ve been sad for you.”


The mother blinks rapidly, as though trying to clear something from her vision. “What?”


Elsie Blitz is the star of Meet the Neighbors. It was Hope’s mother who first introduced her to the mid-twentieth-century family sitcom. Perhaps because Meet the Neighbors showcases a fraught but affectionate alliance between a conventional housewife and her rascal of a daughter, watching the show was a kind of matrilineal tradition in Hope’s family: when Hope was a kid, her mother viewed it alongside her, just as Hope’s grandmother had viewed it alongside Hope’s mother. Hope still summons the show to her screen when she can’t sleep, gradually identifying more with the mother than the daughter; maybe she’ll watch it with her own child, one day. Elsie Blitz plays Susie Evans, a trouble-loving spitfire at the center of the series. Elsie Blitz was a child so optimally childish, she came to represent all children to Hope. She had a face like an apple, a sunny grin, plentiful confidence. She could tap-dance, sing, and whistle. Her disobedience, however reckless, was always redeemed by the fun that it generated and ultimately forgiven by authorities. As a kid, Hope measured her deficiencies against the idealized Susie Evans, but neither the character nor the actress inspired envy. Just sisterly aspiration. In Hope’s mind, Elsie Blitz was forever frozen at the age of eleven—the age of Susie Evans in the series finale. It had been so nice to know that at least one person in the world would never have to grow up.


Her husband sits down at the kitchen table, his posture freighted with guilt, like he’s accidentally disclosed someone else’s secret. “I thought you would’ve heard by now.” He frowns. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have brought it up otherwise.”


“Why? What happened?”


“She passed away today,” her husband replies. “She was in her eighties.”


The mother braces for a feeling that never arrives. It’s as though she’s underwater, and the news exists above her, on a dock. “Oh,” she finally says. “Sad.”


Her husband studies her with concern but drops the subject. While they eat—while he eats—she considers telling her husband about the eye phobia. She has considered telling him every night for four weeks. Hey, she could say, once she remembered how to talk normally. There’s this weird thing. This weird thing that’s been happening, sort of funny, nothing crazy, just weird.


“How’s our big guy?” the husband asks between bites.


The mechanics of speech return to her, jerky at first. “He’s . . .” Not big. He’s tiny, she wants to scream. He needs to be rescued from his own smallness, like everyone else! She swallows a glassful of water in one breath. “Babies. What I like about babies.” Her eyes lose focus.


“Hm?”


“Babies know that just because you have it easy doesn’t mean that life is easy.”


Her husband chews a fish stick. “So he’s alive?”


She nods.


“Terrific.” He smooths her eyebrow, his finger rough. “I love you,” he says. “You’re tired, huh?”


“There’s this . . .” She fixes her eyes on the smoke detector. “This funny thing, that’s been happening.”


“Oh yeah? What’s that?”


She hesitates. Her husband believes that she is a good mother, a normal person, a worthy investment. “I’m scared. . . .”


Her husband puts down his fork, takes her seriously. “What?”


“Nothing.” She begins to cry as quietly as she can. “I’m—so—tired.”


Her husband wipes his mouth and studies her with his dark and searching eyes. “Babe,” he says. He stands and takes her back in his hands, kneading muscles and skin, and she wonders who designs costumes for bearded dragons, what species will study evidence of hers in 90 million years, and what misunderstandings will result. What would a nuclear explosion feel like? Would the death be instantaneous? Are there physical buttons involved? Will her busted vagina ever resume its life as a pussy? Where did the dead mouse land after she flung it out of their window? Where is that man she saw at the drive-through, and what is he doing right now? Is this the most valuable work of her life? Is she a psychopath? Is she a threat to them all?


“Oh, babe,” he says. “Of course you are.”


“What?”


“Of course you’re tired.”


C6: Ida and Reggie, both in their seventies, sit in their living room, smoking cigarettes and watching the news on high volume. Bad factory fire in Detroit, Michigan. Pageant queen starts nonprofit phone-case business, proceeds funding dental care for refugees. Superpest destroying monocrops of pepper in Vietnam.


Ida remembers what she wanted to tell Reggie earlier that afternoon.


“Reggie.” She coughs. “Reggie.”


“What?”


“Can you hear me, Reggie?”


“Huh?”


“Turn it down.”


“Huh?”


“Turn it down. I got to tell you something.”


He presses a gnarled thumb to the remote. “What?”


“Frank’s in jail again,” announces Ida.


“Tina’s Frank?”


“What other Frank do we have?”


“What’d he do this time?”


“What do you think?”


“Another robbery?”


Ida nods. “This time he had a gun.”


“I thought that knee surgery would keep him out of trouble.”


“Bad knee can’t stop a dog like Frank.”


“Well, feels good to be right all along, I guess.” Reggie takes a long drag. “We did what we could.”


“He had that flashy car,” mumbles Ida. “Those stupid boots.”


“I just hope Tina knows she can’t come whining to us, hauling her kids over to do ‘chores’ around the place and expecting us to pay them.”


“We should’ve tried something different,” says Ida. “One of those barefoot schools. Piano lessons. Vitamins. No gluten. None of the kids turned out right.”


“Ida, it’s done and gone now. Tina’s a grown woman. The best thing we can do for her is let her take care of herself.”


Ida bobs a cigarette between her teeth.


“And you’re wrong,” Reggie says. “The kids turned out fine.” He restores the volume of the news. Australian parents beg national governments to rescue their daughters and grandchildren from camps in Syria. Their Australian daughters married ISIS members, and now they face unspeakable violence. Can scientists successfully grow a human kidney in a pig? Not yet but stay tuned. Groundwater contaminated in North Dakota. Celebrity baby born with hypertrichosis, colloquially referred to as werewolf syndrome. A thirteen-year-old girl goes viral for shaving bars of soap. “It’s just a simple supply-and-demand kind of situation,” she says with a shrug when questioned. Her channel has made her a millionaire. “I listen to what the people want.”


When the news anchor asks her to explain ASMR to boomers, she takes a deep breath, like she’s bracing for liftoff. “Okay, well, it stands for autonomous sensory meridian response. It’s these tingles some people get around their skull? And kind of down their spine? You feel like—like you’re shimmering or something. It’s the best feeling I know. There are all sorts of triggers. The rustle of leaves or whatever, someone taking your photograph. A really special present, made just for you. Haircuts. Bob Ross. Anyway, I get it whenever someone’s paying very close attention to something else. Back when I was little, I thought either everyone felt it and nobody talked about it, or nobody felt it except for me. Either way, I knew to keep my trap shut. But then, when I was maybe eleven, there was this thing in the news about it, and suddenly we all found each other. It was like a revolution. I mean—revelation. I started watching these videos, and I realized there was an opening in the market. But this soap-shaving stuff? That’s not my thing. It does nothing for me. I just do it for the masses.”


The news anchor laughs uncomfortably. “So is it like a—is it like a . . .?”


“What?”


“Is it like a . . .?”


The girl watches him impatiently. “What? Like a dirty thing?”


“Well—”


“No. It doesn’t have to be, at least. And geez, I’m thirteen. Why are you asking me that?”


The news anchor laughs again, turns to the camera. “Well, you heard it here first, folks!”


Cut to leafy monocrop in California. Doleful scientist in a white coat. Kale could be poisonous.


“Reggie,” Ida says. “Reggie.”


“What?”


“Turn it down. Something else I forgot.”


He sighs but obeys. “Well?”


“I found another dead mouse on the balcony.”


He blinks. “So?”


“It was killed in a trap.”


“You set a trap out there?”


“No,” Ida says significantly. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I didn’t put a trap out there.”


He waits. “Okay?”


“Did you?” she asks.


“No.”


“Then it’s what I thought!”


“Thought what?”


“It’s those kids upstairs!” cries Ida like a detective in an old, bad movie. “Those newlyweds with the baby!”


“What’re you talking about?”


“Reginald. Listen. You’re not listening.”


“I am listening!”


“Those newlyweds are dropping their dead mice out the window.”


Reggie dabs his cigarette on the steel ashtray and considers. “Well, what would they do that for?” he asks reasonably.


“Who am I to say? Laziness. Selfishness. Socialism. I’m telling you: they trap the mice at their place, and they don’t want to deal with the bodies themselves, so they just—poof. Drop them out the window. Trap and all.” Ida smooths her thin white hair.


“You sure it’s them?” asks Reggie.


“All but positive.”


“How?”


“Saw it, once.”


“When?” demands Reggie.


“Last week. I was standing in the kitchen, making beets. What do I see? Dead body, falling from the sky.”


“You don’t think it’s somebody else?”


“Who’d it be? Alan? Sweet Alan? No—these kids, they don’t care about community. They have no concept of respect. First the sex, sex all the time, phony Hollywood sex—”


“We were all there,” mutters Reggie.


“And then the wailing baby. And now this! I’m telling you, Reggie.”


“Okay.” He angles the remote at the screen.


“I’m not finished.”


“What?”


“You need to drop it on their doormat.”


“Drop what?”


“That dead mouse. Trap and all.”


“Ida.”


“You have to do it. They need to learn their lesson.”


Reggie thinks, then smashes his fist on the armrest. “This is how wars start!”


“Oh, please.” Ida rolls her eyes.


“I mean it!”


“You’re so quick to call me dramatic, but the minute I ask you to do something you don’t want to do, you go and say a thing like—”


“Why can’t you let it go?” asks Reggie. There are some questions spouses ask each other over and over for decades, starring a fatal flaw that one has perceived in the other. Between Reggie and Ida, this is one such question. “Why can’t you let anything go?”


“I live here!” Ida yells. “And I think a person who’s lived here for over thirty years has a right to a peaceful home! A right to a balcony without any corpses on it!”


Reggie studies his wife. “And why can’t you do it?” he asks slowly.


Indignation twists Ida’s wrinkled face. “What?”


“Put the trap on their doorstep. Why can’t you do it? If you’re so bent on teaching a lesson?”


She gestures to her ankles and wrists, invoking her arthritis with a look of disbelief. “Often, I think you want me to die first!”


There is a dirge of an ambulance on the street below. They listen until it fades.


“So will you?” Ida prompts.


Reggie lights another cigarette. “It’s late.”


“Reggie.”


He says nothing.


“Do this for me. Just this one thing. For your wife.”


“After the news,” Reggie concedes.


C4: Three teenage boys. One teenage girl. A stranger. A goat. A neighbor. Curdled plans. Punishment. Punishing who. Each confused. Each frightened. Laughter perched. A room of kicking hearts, kicking faster. Scent of roses. Pocketful of clovers. Good intentions. Tears on her face. A knife in his hands. No. Please. No. Stop. No. Don’t. One of the boys films on his phone, grinning. This will get so many views.


C2: A jar of maraschino cherries waits on a lonely woman’s nightstand, a small fork beside it.





PART II
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Afterlife
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Around five in the evening on Monday, July fifteenth—two days before she exits her body—Blandine Watkins stops at the laundromat before heading northeast and wonders if the night’s impending activity will reveal her to be a moral or immoral person. Power is one translation of virtue, she knows, and she believes that there is no such thing as amoral activity. Blandine recalls a passage that Hildegard von Bingen wrote about nine hundred years ago: The will warms an action, the mind receives it, and thought bodies it forth. This understanding, however, discerns an action by the process of knowing good and evil. Blandine has plenty of will—the will is like a fire baking every action in an oven, according to Hildegard—and some thoughts, but does she lack moral understanding? After considering the question for a few minutes, she realizes she’s not very invested in it.


Sitting on the laundromat bench, Blandine tries to uncramp her muscles, clip herself from her body, and focus on the slobber of the machines. A dull financial angst pounds around her kidneys. She thinks of the urban revitalization plan that is about to destroy the last good thing in Vacca Vale: a lush expanse of park called Chastity Valley. Blandine is sick of cartoon villains. She prefers her villains complex and nuanced. Disguised as heroes.


Two heavy corduroy bags wait at her feet like a pair of guard dogs. The presence of free coffee at this underfunded laundromat always moves Blandine. She tries to focus on the smell of it, but a violent energy is brewing inside her. Her knees bounce uncontrollably.


The laundromat is usually vacant on Mondays, but this evening, another woman sits opposite Blandine, her eyes pinned to a forsaken sock on the linoleum. Unblinking, unseeing. The woman’s hair is the color of mouse fur, her bangs are cut short, and she is wearing woolly knitted clothes despite the heat. Forty-something. She has the posture of a question mark, a stock face, and a pair of nineteenth-century eyeglasses. Her solitude is as prominent as the cross around her neck. You could be persuaded you’d never seen her before, even if you passed her daily. You could be persuaded you saw her every day, even if you’d never passed her before. You’d ask her for directions; you’d tag her with a name like Susan and with a job in accounting; you’d assume that she keeps a bird feeder. She could be your neighbor. She could be your relative. She could be anyone. Frightened by the energy building inside her, Blandine resolves to talk to this woman.


“Do you live in the Rabbit Hutch?” asks Blandine. “You look familiar.”


The woman twitches. “Yes.” Her voice is like a communion wafer—tasteless, light. Blandine was never baptized, but she sometimes attends Catholic Mass and receives communion anyway. It’s not like they check your ID.


“What floor?” asks Blandine.


“Second.”


“I’m third. What’s your door?”


The woman inspects Blandine as though X-raying her for sinister motives. “C2.”


“That’s directly below ours,” replies Blandine, smiling. “We’re C4.”


“Oh?”


“It’s weird, right? Living so close to people you know nothing about?”


“Indeed,” responds the woman politely. She attaches her gaze to the machines, obviously longing for a return to the standard script, which demands nothing of strangers in public spaces but the exchange of a few half-smiles, to indicate that you won’t knife each other. She caps and uncaps a bottle of detergent in her lap.


“What’s your name?” asks Blandine.


The woman clenches her jaw, her shoulders, her hands. “Joan.”


“Joan. Nice to meet you, Joan. I’m Blandine.”


Joan waves feebly.


“Do you believe in an afterlife?” asks Blandine.


“Pardon?”


“Afterlife.”


“Afterlife?”


“Life after death?”


“I understand the term,” says Joan.


“Do you?”


“Understand the term?”


“Believe in an afterlife?”


Joan’s attention escapes to a clock. “I guess so. Yes. I’m Catholic.”


“It sounds like you’re on the fence.”


“I’m not on the fence. I just didn’t expect the question.”


“It sounds like maybe you’re on the fence.”


Joan crosses her arms. “I’m Catholic.”


“Maybe you’re holding out for evidence.”


“You don’t need evidence when you have faith,” answers Joan. Then she blushes.


“Right, right. Faith is predicated upon an absence of evidence.” Blandine pauses. “But I always found that a bit awful of God. To withhold evidence, if the Cosmic Egg is so important. That’s how Hildegard von Bingen puts it—the Cosmic Egg. But yeah, it’s suspiciously stingy to give us nothing but a couple of self-professed messiahs every three thousand years. Prophets whose stories don’t align. Mary on toast. Somebody’s cured muscular dystrophy. It’s a lot to ask of us without collateral, don’t you think? Especially when there are so many competing stories, and the stakes are so high. Inferno or paradise. Forever.”


“I suppose,” says Joan.


“But Hildegard says that God told her—wait, I’ll find it—hang on. . . .” Blandine flutters through She-Mystics: An Anthology and, to Joan’s horror, begins reading out loud. “So God told Hildegard: ‘You, human creature! In the way of humans, you desire to know more about this exalted plan, but a seal of secrecy will be imposed on you; for you are not permitted to investigate the secrets of God more than the divine majesty wishes to reveal, because of his love for believers.’ ” Blandine closes the book, squints her eyes. “I don’t know. Seems like an easy exit, to me. God just loves believers so much? The hubris of it!”


Joan bristles. “Well, I don’t know.”


“Have you read Dante’s Divine Comedy?” asks Blandine.


Joan reacts like she’s being ridiculed. “No.”


“Read Purgatorio, if nothing else. It’s just like Vacca Vale. Like a travel guide. Honestly.”


Joan’s body contorts with the desire to be elsewhere, and Blandine sees it. She wants to stop haranguing this poor woman, but she feels like she’ll drown in a current of her own terrifying energy if she stops talking. “I’ve been reading about Catholic female mystics lately,” Blandine says.


“Oh?”


“Do you know much about them?”


“No.”


“They loved suffering,” says Blandine. “Mad for it.”


Joan picks a cuticle. Her nail beds are catastrophic. “Hm.”


“They were spectacularly unusual, the mystics. Blessed Anna Maria Taigi, for example? She said she could see the future by looking into this—this sort of sun globe? And Gabrielle Bossis—a French actress—she wrote a book transcribing her conversations with Jesus. Word for word, can you imagine? Therese Neumann never ate or drank anything besides the Eucharist. Marie Rose Ferron had her first vision of Jesus at the age of six. In Massachusetts, no less. And then there was Gemma Galgani. Daughter of passion, they called her. People were always walking in on Gemma in the middle of divine ecstasy, sometimes levitation. She had regular visions of her guardian angel and Jesus and the Virgin Mary—the whole crew—just kind of hanging out. She had a ‘great desire to suffer for Jesus.’ ”


A watery smile. “Too funny.”


“Blessed Maria Bolognesi’s another good one. She had a rough childhood—malnourishment, illness after illness, abusive stepfather, so forth, we’ve all been there—but then to top it off, she was possessed for about a year. There were the usual symptoms: afraid of holy water and priests, couldn’t enter churches, couldn’t receive sacraments, compulsively spat on sacred images. But my favorite part is that sometimes, invisible forces would pull at Maria’s clothes, and it would spook the living daylights out of her friends.”


Joan raises her eyebrows. “Invisible forces?”


“You know, that’s not even the part that strikes me most. It’s the friends. Maria maintained an active social life, while possessed.” Blandine places her hand over her heart. “Incredible.”


“Very unusual,” says Joan.


“Eventually,” Blandine continues, sprinting via language from the storm inside her, “a bishop snuck a blessing on Maria when she was on her way to a psychiatric hospital, allegedly exorcising her. A lot of the mystics were diagnosed with mental illnesses, as you’d expect. And just when things were looking up for Maria—demons gone, a spot of safety, a taste of health—she had a vision in which Jesus slipped a ruby ring on her fiancé finger.” Blandine pauses. She normally tries to avoid saying in which out loud, to minimize the number of people who find her insufferable. “And when she emerged from the vision, she saw the real, physical ring, right there, on her left hand. Bang.”


It’s clear to Blandine that this intrigues Joan against her will. “What did she do?”


“Oh, she freaked out. Then Jesus was like, You’re gonna sweat blood. And you know what? She did. All the time. Would stain the sheets and everything.”


“Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why sweat blood?”


“To suffer for Jesus, I guess.”


“But why that?”


Blandine considers. “The book never explains it.”


“Curious!”


“You know what’s even weirder? According to her friend, after Maria would do her thing—sweat blood—the whole room would fill with this . . . this kind of perfume?”


“What did it smell like?”


“I don’t know. They say it was sweet.”


“Horrible,” says Joan darkly.


“I know. But it wasn’t all bad. Jesus helped Maria prophesize the end of World War II, got her little sister a job . . . personally, I find the engaged-to-Jesus rhetoric creepy as hell, incestuous at best, but it’s quite a phenomenon. Most of the female mystics report similar experiences. Jesus appears to them and—you know—proposes.”


Sweat is blooming from the woman’s face. “I don’t like that.”


“A lot of them had stigmata—where you bleed from the wrists and feet and side? For no medical reason? Holy Wounds, they say. Wounds corresponding to the ones Jesus received during crucifixion.”


“Is that so?”


“According to accounts. But who’s to say, really? Most of the female mystics starved themselves in favor of ‘purer nourishment.’ They were always very sick. A lot of them died young. Skeptics say that their visions were really just migraines. I think that we see whatever we fear, whatever we want. We look at the world, absorb thirty percent of its data, and our subconscious fills in the rest.” Blandine cracks her knuckles. “I’m not sure I believe in God.”


Joan removes her glasses and massages a lens with her long skirt. “Reading can be a nice pastime.”


“Sometimes I think they were just hungry.”


“Who?”


“The mystics.”


Joan considers. “Possible.”


It is Joan’s reluctant engagement with the conversation, not her protest against it, that motivates Blandine to muster all the willpower she possesses and force these leaping, punching words to stay inside her head. It’s like closing a cellar latch against the winds of a tornado, and her knee springs wildly as she does it, but she succeeds. Joan appears relieved.


Among the many objections Blandine harbors against the Catholic female mystics, the one she can’t overcome is the fundamental selfishness. The individualism operating in their lives. Even within religious communities, among the mystics, there was a premium on seclusion, and it’s clear to Blandine that when a person is in the middle of divine ecstasy, she’s really just interacting with herself. An elevated form of masturbation. Many convents devoted themselves to people who were poor, elderly, sick, displaced, ostracized, imprisoned, disabled, orphaned. But the mystics—the ones Blandine admires—they didn’t get out much. They viewed solitude as a precondition of divine receptivity. Most spent their lives essentially alone.


So how, wonders Blandine, would a contemporary mystic challenge the plundering growth imperative, if that were her goal? She’d have to break out of her solitude. There’s no way to overthrow the system without going outside and making some eye contact. No matter how small your carbon footprint, you can’t simply forgo food and comfort and sex all your life and call yourself ethically self-sacrificial. In order for her life to be considered ethical, thinks Blandine, she must try to dismantle systemic injustice. But she doesn’t know how to do that.


Blandine sighs. She always knew that she was too small and stupid to lead a revolution, but she had hoped she could at least imagine one. She takes a deep breath, attacked by an awareness of how impossible it is to learn and accomplish all that she needs to learn and accomplish before she dies. She’s spiraling down thoughts of the albedo effect and the positive correlation between climate change and most mass extinctions on the geologic record when Joan drops her detergent cap. It rolls beneath a machine. Blandine stands and retrieves it for her.


“Here.”


“Thank you,” replies Joan. “How old are you?”


“Eighteen.”


“Eighteen!” Joan exclaims. “But you can’t—are you really?”


“Yes. Why?”


“You don’t seem eighteen.”


This accusation depresses Blandine more and more each time it is leveled against her.


“I don’t know how else to seem,” she mutters.


“You just . . . you don’t sound like you’re eighteen.”


You can’t exist, the world informs Blandine daily. You’re not possible.


“Well,” says Blandine. “I am.”


“You’re very . . .” Joan squints at her as though she’s an abstract painting, then trails off. “Are you going to college?”


Blandine touches her neck, upset to find it there. “No.”


“Oh, well,” says Joan sweetly. “It’s never too late. You should think about it. They have a lot of people like you there. I went to VVCC, myself.”


Vacca Vale Community College. “That’s nice,” says Blandine. “Maybe I’ll apply.”


“Yes.” Joan smiles. “I think you’d enjoy it.”


They sit in silence. Blandine forces herself not to say anything, hoping that Joan will engage with the mystics’ fetishization of suffering. Perhaps Joan’s just reflecting. But soon it becomes clear that Joan is waiting for the topic to pass, like a flash of hail. Loneliness grips Blandine with the force of a puppeteer.


“Do you have a bird feeder?” Blandine asks, changing course.


“Pardon?”


“You just—you look like the kind of person who would have a bird feeder.”


“No,” replies Joan.


“Really?”


“Yes.”


“Have you ever had a bird feeder?”


“No.”


“Not even as a child?”


“Never.”


“Huh.” Blandine tucks the library book back in her bag. “Well, Joan, between you and me, I’m giving mysticism a go, myself. I think I have a real shot. From what I can tell, theism isn’t a necessary prerequisite. All I want is to exit my body.”


Joan coughs. “Ah.”


“I think we should all take each other a little more seriously.”


A pause. “Perhaps,” whispers Joan.


“Sometimes I walk around, bumping into people, listening to them joke and fight and sneeze, and I don’t believe anyone is real. Not even myself. Do you know what I mean?”


Joan looks her in the eye for the first time. “Yes.”


“It’s like what Simone Weil says. ‘To know that this man who is hungry and thirsty really exists as much as I do—that is enough, the rest follows of itself.’ Simone was a bona fide mystic.” Blandine bites her nail. “What’s the rest, I wonder.”


Another silence.


“I’m glad we met,” says Blandine. “Strange to remain strangers with your neighbor, don’t you think?”


“Oh. Sure.”


“We’re all just sleepwalking. Can I tell you something, Joan? I want to wake up. That’s my dream: to wake up.”


“Oh. Well. You’ll be okay.”


“I feel better, having met you. Like, ten milligrams more awake.”


Joan blinks. “That’s nice.”


“But I know I’m not doing it right.”


“Oh?”


“Pop religion and demons and little biographies. Sweating blood. You must think I’m bananas.”


“No.” Joan checks her phone in a clunky, theatrical gesture. “No, no. Oh, late. I should get going.” She stands abruptly. “Nice to meet you.” Abandoning her load of blues, she exits the laundromat and slips into the evening as though trying not to wake it.


Alone, Blandine grips her forehead. She’s certain that she has some kind of social impairment; she just doesn’t know what it’s called. Internet quizzes never know what to do with her. In general, she feels too much or too little, interacts too much or too little—never the proper amount. It seems to her that she’s spent her whole life sitting in a laundromat, freaking people out. The energy mounts and mounts; she should have brought her vaporizer. She forces herself to sit in quiet. Then she checks her watch. Finally, it’s time to go.


She lifts her corduroy bags, which are stocked with bottles of fake blood, several voodoo dolls fashioned from sticks, bags of dirt from the Valley, latex-free gloves, her library book, and small animal skeletons. She power walks into an enchanting Midwestern dusk and makes her way northeast to the Vacca Vale Country Club. It’s hot, but her hands are numb.





A Threat to Us All


Vacca Vale Gazette
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By Araceli Gonzales Vacca Vale Gazette
Tuesday, July 16, 8:50 a.m. ET    Updated 2 hrs ago


CELEBRATION INTERRUPTED BY DISTURBING ACT


Last night, officials met at the Vacca Vale Country Club for a wild game dinner, celebrating the official launch of a development plan. Unfortunately, the developers did not have the opportunity to taste the fruits of their labor. Derailed by a mysterious attack, the dinner ended before it began.


At 7:18 p.m., two large ceiling vents opened in the banquet hall. Immediately, several small animal bones and large quantities of dirt fell from the vents, littering the table and attendees. These items were followed by roughly two liters of what was first assumed to be real blood but later determined to be a persuasive imitation. Last, 26 voodoo dolls dropped from the vent. The dolls were fashioned from twigs and string. They had X’s for eyes.


To understand who might be responsible for the attack, private detective Ruby Grubb says that it is important to understand its context. “When you’re dealing with a group or individual who commits organized sabotage,” she told the Gazette, “it’s almost always politically motivated. To track them down, you look for a motive. You look at the whole story. Not just personal history, but the history of their town, their country, their world. I think the first clue lies in the redevelopment proposal itself.”


The Vacca Vale Revitalization Plan will generate an estimated $4 million in local tax revenue annually and create thousands of jobs, provided that the general campaign is successful. The plan takes advantage of Chastity Valley’s natural beauty, and will construct luxury condominiums in the hills, transforming Vacca Vale from a dying postindustrial city into a startup hub, attracting talent from around the world.


Last year was particularly difficult for Vacca Vale, with unemployment at an all-time high of 11.7% and the rat population surpassing the human population by an estimated 30,000. (Who could forget the time a rat fell from the ceiling of a Ta Ta’s restaurant onto a patron’s fries?) Meanwhile, the cottontail rabbit population surpassed the rat population. Crime was on the rise, and last year alone, the town logged 319 murders and non-negligent manslaughters; 21,068 instances of theft; 14,472 burglaries; 907 cases of rape; and 644 acts of arson. In September, the city suffered a 1,000-year flood, which caused over $3 million in damage, exacerbated by the 500-year flood that occurred just a few months before. Vacca Vale ranked first on Newsweek’s annual list of “Top Ten Dying American Cities.” By February, Vacca Vale was forced to declare bankruptcy, and the city faced unincorporation.


By March, Vacca Vale’s plight caught the attention of developer Benjamin Ritter. An urban designer based in New York City, Ritter is known for his extraordinarily successful campaigns reviving small towns across the Rust Belt. Swiftly, Ritter partnered with Mayor Douglas Barrington and local real estate developer Maxwell Pinky, founder and CEO of Pinky LLC, to pull Vacca Vale out of the red and into the black. Within four months, the plan was underway. Ritter says Chastity Valley is the perfect site for renovation. “Vacca Vale’s got a whole history of reinvention,” he told the Gazette. “It’s really buzzing with American spirit.”


Construction will begin this upcoming August. The revitalization plan will renovate vacant Zorn Automobile factories, transforming them into the headquarters for three different tech startups whose identities have yet to be made public due to ongoing negotiations.


Benjamin Ritter, Maxwell Pinky, and Mayor Douglas Barrington 32 the rabbi t hutch were present at last night’s dinner, along with 23 other men. Before the food was served, Ritter and his team projected a short film, which featured lifelike simulations of the plan, along with positive interviews with members of the community who say they are looking forward to a new economic era. The presentation concluded with a sneak peek at a commercial—the first of many that will air all over the country this year.


Following Ritter’s presentation, the country club staff unveiled the food, set on chinaware that bore the new town flag—a result of last year’s design contest.


After Pastor Wheeler led the group in prayer, Mayor Barrington addressed the table of men. “It’s been forty years since Zorn left us, and it’s true that we never quite recovered,” Barrington said. “But now is the time to pull ourselves up. Not by our bootstraps, but by our innovation. Our grit. Our hands. Each other. Now is the time to start over. There is nothing more American than resurrection.” After applause, Barrington added, “Except, maybe, a hearty meal you hunted yourself!”


The supper featured venison, elk, hare, pheasant, turkey, quail, goose, and American coot, all of which were hunted from the surrounding region by the developing team and prepared by lauded Windy City chef Danny Fiorentino, who was invited to Vacca Vale for the occasion.


The dinner, however, was thwarted.


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Maxwell Pinky, age 34, whose white suit was splattered with dirt and fake blood. “It was very troubling. An act of aggression like this is a threat to us all. We’re here to help and protect this town—to foster community—and this was, like, the antithesis of that.”


“Rest assured we are doing everything we can to identify the aggressors,” said Officer Brian Stevens, who is leading the investigation. Officer Stevens and his team arrived on the scene at once, but they found no evidence of the aggressor(s) in the ventilation system or surrounding area. Surveillance captured nothing unusual.


Officials have, however, determined that the fake blood was made from water, corn syrup, flour, cocoa powder, and red food coloring.


“Obviously we don’t have much to go on,” Detective Grubb told the Gazette. “But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s an ecoterrorist. You’ve got to chop down a heck of a lot of trees to build that housing in the Valley, don’t you?”


According to Officer Stevens, however, it’s too soon to speculate about the perpetrators. “But we do have reason to believe the people behind this act are experienced criminals,” he said. “There were no fingerprints, no DNA on any of the items. All we know is that whoever got into the ventilation system had to be pretty small.”


Some officials theorize that the invaders were animal-rights activists, protesting the wild game aspect of the dinner.


A veteran of small-town development, Benjamin Ritter has a different theory.


“It seems obvious to me that this was a protest against the Valley development. I mean, twenty-six voodoo dolls? When exactly twenty-six developers were present? Come on,” Ritter told the Gazette. “I see this kind of resistance all the time. It can be painful for inhabitants to watch their town change. Usually, we see this in folks who are attached to the local history—often the older generation. They’re worried that we’re the Big Bad Wolf, coming to blow down their favorite diner and replace it with a chain, bulldoze the mom-and-pop supermarkets and build up megastores, take away their church parking, put up a stadium that nobody ever uses. And they have a right to be skeptical—urban revitalization plans have failed countless residents in the past. But we won’t fail you. I think when people realize how beneficial our work will be for them, their children, their grandchildren, they won’t be so scared.”


He went on to say that if he could send one message to the aggressors, it would be: “We’re on your side.”


Officer Stevens and his team do not believe that the developers face any significant threats, but they are cautioning residents to remain alert and to report any unusual occurrences to the local police department. The event may be connected to a series of power outages that occurred during a charette this past spring.


If you can contribute any information about this event, please call or text 1-800-CRIMEFIGHTER, which will give you the option to place an anonymous tip.


The Vacca Vale Gazette will provide updates as they are made available. The revitalization plan will proceed on scheduled pace.





Where Life Lives On
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Joan Kowalski is forty years old. Whenever she’s forced to provide a Defining Characteristic during a corporate ice breaker, she reveals that she has freckles on her eyelids but nowhere else. Group leaders always demand that she prove it. After she closes her eyes, at least two good-natured strangers make comments like, Oh my, or, I’ll be damned, or, Very nice. Joan never feels closer to anyone afterward, never feels like a defined character, and doesn’t understand why people are so eager to break the ice.


Joan works at Restinpeace.com, Where Life Lives On, screening obituary comments for foul language, copyrighted material, and mean-spirited remarks about the deceased. “You would be surprised,” she often tells people, “by how cruel people can be to the dead.”


After a lethally stylish coiffeur described Joan’s hair as “the color of February,” she began to trim her bangs herself, at home, shorter than any stylist ever permitted. This performance of autonomy never ceases to exhilarate her. Like most denizens of Vacca Vale, Joan has never lived elsewhere, and she now occupies a small apartment in La Lapinière Affordable Housing Complex, on the corner of Bella Coola and Saint Francis. At the laundromat, once, she overheard two women discussing the origin story of their building: saddened by the economic decline of his hometown, a wonky Christian philanthropist—now a resident of Quebec—decided to donate money to fund an affordable housing complex in Vacca Vale. He had one stipulation: it must look and sound chic. So he chose a French word he liked and fastened it to a deteriorating building with vintage charm, prioritizing aesthetic over functionality. La Lapinière Affordable Housing Complex was born. The building is located in the southern edge of downtown, with abandoned Zorn factories to its west and Chastity Valley to its east. In the early twentieth century, the building housed factory laborers. The donor selected a darling rabbit wallpaper for the lobby, along with brass rabbit lamps he wished to place in every apartment. Developers eventually vetoed the lamps in favor of updating the building’s water heater. After suffering a few more rejections, the donor stopped trying to influence the design. Now, most tenants of the building call their home by its English translation: the Rabbit Hutch.


Joan can eat an unnatural amount of watermelon in one sitting—a skill she sometimes employs to amuse friends and coworkers to the detriment of her digestion. She likes to ride the South Shore train to visit her aunt Tammy in Gary, Indiana. As the train pulls her across her state, she likes to watch the factories breathe orange fire into the sky, likes to imagine that she is a stowaway orphan headed toward a Big City Adventure. On the South Shore, she likes to read Charles Dickens because he pays attention to pollution but also makes her laugh, which makes her feel that it is possible to laugh in her own polluted city. Joan has never confidently traversed a crosswalk in her life, and she profoundly distrusts people who claim they don’t like bread.
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