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Chapter 1


Singer never forgot the moment the first message arrived in the last year that he received emails.

Pete Singer could tell by the rhythm of the approaching footsteps that something was wrong. The usual cadence was even and deliberate, but this was faster, erratic, long urgent strides punctuated by several running steps that landed like open-faced slaps on the pebbled concrete.

Singer let his eyes drift closed and took a long breath before turning as one of his guys appeared around the corner. His workstation pinged and it stopped him just long enough to see the subject line on the incoming message—The Living List—before Singer turned back to the man jogging towards him.

“Pete? We got a problem in seventeen! The new guy got himself all locked up.”

Singer reached behind without looking, grabbed his vest, slipped it on and flattened the Velcro across his chest with a single sweep of one hand. He gestured at the other man’s vest, dangling open.

“Tighten up, Eggo. Martin sees that and you’ll make the list. What section again?”

The other man flushed and flattened the Velcro edges in an uneven fold across his belly.

“Sorry, Pete. It gets hot back there…he’s in seventeen.”

“Shit. Appliances? What’s he doing in appliances!? Wasn’t today his first day?”

Singer shook his head and stepped from his station into the wide central aisle that bisected the massive warehouse. Both men paused to let two of the orange, floor-level robots glide by, then stepped into the pedestrian lane. The corridor rolled out to the back of the warehouse and the shelves extended to the fifty-foot-high ceiling of corrugated metal panels. A package slid by on rollers, clattered in two spots then shuddered where something needed to be oiled or balanced. Singer avoided looking down to the end of the warehouse. It always left him slightly unnerved. The shelves on opposite sides of the warehouse aisle appeared to rise from the floor in the distance, a merged strand of latticed grey metal, annealing as they spooled from the far wall as if the harsh, brittle overhead fluorescent lighting was required to break the bonds linking one shelf to another so that the rolling filament of mass-produced aluminum could part, allowing space for the countercurrent flow of conveyor belts, orange floor-robots and self-driving forklifts; all directed by a vast network of barcode synapses ensuring that every single essential element was stored, packaged and moved as intended.

And him. The space that was left for Singer and the other ‘associates’ was an afterthought.

Singer slowed a little so Diego ‘Eggo’ Valdez could find the right sub-artery off the main corridor and then trailed him into a slightly dimmer aisle between two high shelves before falling in step beside him. The driver had stepped down from his seat and was standing with another man looking at the lift as if inspecting a dead animal at the side of the road.

Singer took a couple of long strides ahead of Valdez to the front of the ‘lift’ for a better look. One of the forks had punched through the refrigerator crate and was buried to what would have been the first knuckle if it was a finger rather than a hard metal alloy already scraped nearly paint-bare. Singer could see what had happened. The driver had wedged himself into a spot with almost no room to move forward or backward and then made a panic move—jumping the lift forward, thinking he would shove the refrigerator to the side. But with no room to move, the left fork had driven through the outer packing and almost certainly damaged the product beneath. Singer turned back to the other men, looking at Valdez first.

“Thanks, Eggo, I’m good now. You better get back. Lisa will be wondering what happened to you.”

Singer turned to the other two without waiting for a response. He didn’t recognize the man slouched beside the driver but nodded at him.

“Picker or packer?”

The man, short but muscled beneath his safety vest, grinned without straightening from where he leaned against a shelf frame.

“Picker, boss man.”

Singer allowed himself an answering smile.

“You better get back to it too.”

The guy took a moment, looking at Singer the whole while before he pushed off and turned to the driver, cadaverous, with long, light, almost blonde hair straggling out from beneath a stained, misshapen Atlanta Braves ball cap.

“Come see me later, R-man.”

He nodded at the forklift.

“Tough luck.”

He looked at Singer again before he walked by. Singer shuffled a little to one side to avoid brushing shoulders. He watched the man walk away then turned back to the driver.

“What happened?”

The driver looked up from the floor and Singer noticed again the faint network of red lines scalpelled into the whites of his eyes and the pocked scars tracing his chin and cheeks, clearly visible beneath the patchwork of moustache and goatee that hung somewhere between deliberate and indifferent.

The man kicked at the machine with a work boot.

“This thing’s fucked. I put it in reverse, touched the gas and it jumped forward like something bit it.”

Singer paused, keeping his face still.

“Ray. It’s Ray, right?”

The other man shook his head.

“Raymond.”

“Okay, Raymond. I told you this morning…if you run into something that you’re not sure about…just give me a call. I’ll come and give you a hand. It’s your fi…”

The other man kicked at the machine again.

“It wasn’t a tight spot. I knew exactly what the fuck I was doing. I’ve done this a hundred times. I’m telling you it’s the fucking machine. It’s fucked up.”

Singer nodded, looked away annoyed, his gaze rolling across the expanse of stacked cardboard—stoves, refrigerators, washer/dryers, freezers - before coming back to the other man’s face, reasonably certain that he wasn’t letting it show on his face.

“You didn’t hear the buzzer?”

The other man reddened, and his eyes narrowed slightly.

“What buzzer?”

“All the lifts are equipped with pressure sensors, specifically designed to avoid this kind of incident. Lets you know if you’re going to puncture a package.”

Raymond shook his head.

“There was no buzzer. Wouldn’t need a buzzer if this machine wasn’t fucked.”

“Raymond. It’s possible there was a malfunction…and we’ll have a look at that. But these machines are pretty reliable.”

Singer stepped away, walked around the forklift, then crouched to get a better view of the way the wheels were angled and where the forks had collided with the appliance. He came back around the vehicle, stopped in front of the driver, then tilted his head to look directly at him. The other man stared down, challenging.

“Look, Raymond, I’m not trying to drop you in it, but it’s pretty clear to me what happened here. You got yourself in a tight spot, got locked up, couldn’t get out and you panicked a little; went a little heavy when you needed to feather. It happens. It’s happened to all of us. But the key is you need to be able to ask for help…

Raymond’s face flushed, the damaged skin beneath his beard showing purple, and he reached past Singer, striking at the machine, shifting at the last second to punch the padded leather seat rather than the hard metal side.

“It’s the fucking machine—it’s fucked!”

Singer held up his hands as if showing they were empty.

“Okay Raymond, we’ll check the lift for problems—we always do after an incident. But…and I’m not even talking about this now…if you get yourself in a spot and you’re not sure, just give a shout. I don’t need you guys to be perfect, but I do need you to know your limits. Okay?”

When he spoke, the driver’s voice was low and deliberate, each syllable rising and falling along a serrated edge between clenched teeth.

“I didn’t – get – in – a – spot.”

Singer looked from the man’s face down to his fists clenched like stones, then back up to his face, narrow, pinched, his eyes pulled in tight around the beveled bridge of his nose as if whatever had turned his hands from supple flesh to coiled bone had flowed down from his face and skull then turned hard and obdurate when it had travelled as far as it could. Singer felt something tighten and catch in his lower back and slid his right foot back a little, settling his weight over his hips.

“Raymond? Ray? I think it’s probably a good time for a break. We can talk about this later. You head to the break room, grab a water or something. Alright?”

There was a moment when Singer wasn’t sure what would happen, whether the tell at the corner of the driver’s eye and above one side of his mouth would give and whatever was resting right at the lip, pushing up hard against the nasal and the lacrimal and the palatine, would split his skull wide open and spill out all over the concrete floor and metal shelving. But somehow the man pulled it back, sucked things back into some interior space, the skin around his eyes and mouth loosening so that each molecule no longer strained against every holding bond and his face relaxed into recognizable curves and folds. But the nod was forced, the nerves connecting thoughts to physical action still taut and erratic.

“Sure.”

He spun on his heel and walked away, the movement of his arms and legs still unsynchronized as if under-rehearsed for the performance.

Singer stepped around to where the fork had entered the package, crouched down and closed his eyes, running his hand along the cold metal sheath of iron until he stopped up against the shredded cardboard. Once, twice and a third time, then he opened his eyes. It was there. How the fork had entered and how it would come out.

It reminded him of the summer he had worked as an undergraduate field assistant for a Ph.D. student doing work on the feeding ecology of songbirds. Their days had started well before the sun came up, threading the mist nets into place over the anchored wooden poles, the mesh fine like spun mercury so that in the full light of day it was only visible as a variegated spark and sizzle and in the dim light of dawn was not visible at all. The birds would spin in, sensing the net at the last moment, but only able to tilt and veer so that when they collided with the net, they became even more tangled and enmeshed than if they had flown in perpendicular to the mesh. It had been his job to remove the birds from the net and place them in soft cloth bags to be weighed and tagged.

There had been three of them, research assistants. On the first day, the graduate student had them stand with their hands outstretched so she could inspect them. When she had seen Singer’s thick, blunt fingers, the pinky on his left hand standing out at an odd angle where he had caught it in a running back’s facemask during a tackle, she had assigned him a spot away from the net, weighing the bags and filling in the data forms. She hadn’t explained, but he understood. His hands were too thick and clumsy for the delicate work of removing the tiny birds from the net—sparrows, savannah, swamp and field, wrens, winter and house and most often of all, chickadees. Birds died in the net. Not often, but sometimes. Either because they injured themselves in the collision or were injured in the attempt to remove them. Or because it took so long to work them free that they died from the sheer stress of the experience. And Singer didn’t have the artist’s hands required for the job.

But there was a morning when he was the only research assistant. He never found out why the others had missed that day, whether it had been arranged or unexpected, but there had been no choice except to put him on the net. He and the graduate student had been required to do all the tasks: remove the birds, bag them, tag them, weigh them, record the data and release them. It had been unexpected and revelatory.

Singer had been able to tell as he approached the net, even in the dimmest light of dawn, how the bird had entered. The speed and the angle. He could see how the collision had bent and refracted its flight as water contorts light, the subtle pivot as first one covert then another caught and broke loose, the half or quarter revolution in deceleration and the final stuttering bourree as the bird shuddered to a stop. The path was etched in his mind like the streaked lines on a sunlit window after being wiped with a moist cloth. When he reached in and grasped the struggling bird, it would calm in his hand and the flight path would rise in stark relief. As if, in holding the bird, the residual muscle memory of its last moments of flight was conveyed to Singer and he could backtrack along the entry path with two or three deft hand motions so that the bird came free like a berry from a bush. To an observer, it appeared that Singer did little more than wave his hand over the net and the bird lay free in his palm. Singer had been the ‘net man’ for the rest of the summer.

It was the same with the machines, even though inanimate. He could see and sense how the machine had arrived where it was and what he needed to do to release it. He took a few seconds to examine the wheels and the angle of the lift, slipped up into the seat, pressed the starter button and waited for the motor to settle. The first grind as the fork released from the package told Singer that the damage would not be minor, the refrigerator was likely a write-off. Then with two easy, smooth motions on the wheel, a quick gear change and a last subtle spin of the wheel, the lift was no longer wedged in the aisle. Only then, Singer noticed that Raymond was still standing at the end of the aisle, but he stepped away as Singer motored out to the end of the aisle, shut down the lift and jumped down from the seat.

Singer reached up to fiddle with something on the dashboard of the lift, stalling so that Raymond could get well ahead of him and they wouldn’t have to walk together. But he needn’t have worried; the other man strode, hard and fast towards the far end of the hanger-style warehouse.

Even from a couple of hundred yards away, Singer recognized the easy bounce and slouch of his friend coming the other way. Brian Ferris paused as he passed the driver, turning to watch him before he continued towards Singer. The two men slowed and stopped. Ferris held out a fist that Singer bumped.

“How things going, buddy?”

Ferris tossed his thumb behind without looking.

“What was that all about?”

Singer shrugged.

“New guy. Shish kebabbed a fridge in seventeen.”

“A fridge? He couldn’t start with a pallet of Corn Flakes? Got to go right to the big stuff? Fuckin’ newbies.”

Singer nodded and made a face.

“And the lift was the problem.”

Ferris threw his hands up in the air, the motion lifted one side of his safety vest off his shoulder so that he had to grab it to keep it on.

“Not one of those fucking guys. Can’t we just fire him now?”

Singer pointed at his friend’s vest.

“You’re worse than any of them—anybody needs to get fired…”

Ferris stepped back as if he had been pushed.

“Hey! Hey! Hey! Just ’cause you got the milky white skin that the bossman love, don’t mean you the boss a’ me.”

Singer rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“How did you get this job? No way a friggin’ cement-head like you gets this kind of work without a leg up.”

Ferris raised his finger.

“Don’t you talk to me about dumb, Tin Man. It ain’t me that’s got a machine sitting idle and a guy sulking in the break room.”

“Scarecrow, dumbass. Tin Man needed a heart.”

Ferris laughed and tapped Singer on the cheek.

“Brain, heart, whatever—you didn’t get a full share buddy. If I wasn’t watching out for you, you’d be pickin’ and packin’. All I know is that my belts are running smooth as cream. And you? You’re trying to keep some asshole from bringing the roof down.”

It was true. Brian had put a good word in for him eleven years ago, just after Cheryl had got pregnant. It had worked out for him, moving up from low-level picking to heavy machine supervisor. Brian had followed a similar path and now supervised the conveyor belt day shift. Ferris pulled out his phone took a quick look then tapped him on the shoulder.

“I better get moving, two more minutes and they’ll be talking about docking pay.”

They bumped fists again and started away in different directions, but Singer stopped at his friend’s voice.

“Tin Man! You gonna be there tonight?”

Singer shouted over his shoulder.

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

 

 




Chapter 2


Singer sat on the top step of the deck watching the boys play in the backyard. The early morning chill was already starting to fade, shouldered out by the sun two fingers above the eastern horizon. Tommie, only six but already almost as tall as Dougie, struggled frantically to squirm out of his older brother’s grasp and gave a final lunge that tumbled both boys to the ground. Dougie let go so he could use both arms to break his fall. Laughing, Tommie scrambled to his feet and darted to the base of the old maple growing almost in the center of their lawn then sidled around to keep the trunk between him and his older brother.

He would need to rake soon. The first few leaves were already dappling the yard, untethered, unmoored. But the tree was already almost bare—the leaves in the branches, even at the peak of spring, were as sparse and scattered as a pinch of salt tossed for luck. Singer felt his wife’s hands on his shoulders and reached up to place his right hand over hers without looking back.

“Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping in, ninja girl?”

“I tried. But once World War III broke out in our backyard, I decided I might as well get up.”

The pressure on his shoulders increased then released as she nestled herself in behind him, both of her legs edging out around his, her arms stretched over his shoulders and draped across his chest, her cheek tucked in alongside his neck so that he could feel her breath on his ear. Even now, after eleven years, the warm pressure of her belly and breasts against his bare back could work on him. She reached down, tapped him with one finger and laughed.

“I knew it. That’s all it takes? Settle down, big boy, now is not the time.”

Singer slapped her leg.

“Hey, I was just sitting here minding my own business. I am not to blame on this one.”

She chuckled in his ear.

“You getting tired of minding your own business, Petey? Want your girl Cheryl to mind a little of it?”

Singer reached behind with both hands, grabbed her butt and jerked her forward so that she was wedged in tight against him and held her there for a moment. She made a quiet sound deep in her throat and squeezed with both arms, her palms flat against his chest. Singer let go.

“Really? That’s all it takes, ninja girl?”

She slapped him lightly on his shoulder and leaned into his ear.

“Let’s find a little time tonight once the boys are in bed.”

He nodded without looking around.

“Look at them… Another year, maybe two, Tommie’s going to be taller than Dougie.”

“Would you stop calling him Dougie.”

Singer shook his head.

“Sorry, Cher, I’m not calling him Douglas. There are a lot of things that can get you beat up in a schoolyard, and calling yourself Douglas is definitely one of them.”

“Stop being a jerk about this, hon. What’s the point of naming him Douglas if everybody’s going to call him Dougie.”

Singer shrugged.

“Hey, look. I wanted to call him Jack. Douglas was your idea.”

She mumbled something that he couldn’t hear and he leaned forward so that her mouth wasn’t muffled up against his neck.

“What?”

“I said, just be glad that Mahatma Gandhi wasn’t my hero.”

Singer shook his head.

“There are lines in the sand, girl. There is no chance in the world that I was ever going to be at a ballgame shouting ‘Good eye, Mahatma, good eye!’ Don’t kid yourself.”

She reached down and flicked him again with one finger.

“Don’t YOU kid yourself. You’d have named him Jesus Hitler if I’d asked you right.”

Singer shook his head and let his chin drop to his chest.

“Really? You have so little respect. You think I’m that easily manipulated?”

He could feel her smiling against the back of his neck. He cocked his head to the right as if thinking.

“Although…I guess if we pronounced Jesus the way the Mexicans do and spelled Hitler with a ‘J’…”

She tapped him on the shoulder and pointed across the yard.

“You see what your crazy kids are doing?”

Both boys had managed to scramble up to the first branch above the ground and were pulling themselves higher into the tree, Tommie already two branches ahead of Dougie.

Singer shook his head in wonder.

“How did they get up there? They couldn’t even reach the branch when we moved in?”

She slapped him lightly on top of his head.

“That was a year ago, dummy! Haven’t you been paying attention? They both eat like they’re about to hibernate.”

She pushed off his shoulders to her feet.

“You want a coffee?”

He nodded, still watching his boys.

“Sure.”

His wife looked over her shoulder as she pulled the screen door open.

“Petey? Get them down out of the tree now, okay? It’s not safe.”

They seemed almost perfectly synchronized so that Singer could never be sure which sound had contributed which note to the chord—the thin squeal of the door hinges still hanging in the air above the snapped clap of door against frame, the sharp crack of the branch as Tommie gripped it and released his weight from the branch beneath on which he stood, and the pinched yelp that Dougie made before his throat clutched shut around the air in his chest.

The only sound from Tommie was created when his body collided with the ground, air crushed and compressed as the space between Tommie’s skin, blood, bone, viscera and the ground—packed hard and tight by the weight of a trillion air molecules stacked one upon the other for 10,000 meters into the sky - diminished to nothing and the air that had sat in that space, unsuspecting, dormant, resting, was expelled and hurtled across the yard in a single, brittle wave. But even as the wave struck Singer’s ear and then rolled by and beyond, a faint ringing lingered like the sound of a distant struck bell.

Tommie’s face was pale but peaceful, as if all the force of the impact had been absorbed and contained by the sound, leaving no residual effect in the colliding bodies—Tommie’s or the ground. Cheryl pushed Singer aside and knelt beside her son, looking back to point up into the tree before turning back to their son.

“Get Dougie down.”

Singer looked up. His eldest son was still hugging the trunk at the place he had been when Tommie fell past. He had pulled himself tight against the tree and clung to it now, his cheek pressed up hard against the rough bark and his eyes closed.

“Dougie?”

Singer had meant to speak softly, but it had come out sharp, harder than he had intended. He tried again, this time getting it right. But there was no response from his son other than a string of choked mewling noises. Singer pulled himself into the tree and clambered higher until he was able to find a spot just beneath where his son stood. Singer reached out, but Dougie flinched at the contact and clutched the tree more closely. Singer edged up higher onto a thick stub, once a branch but now trimmed or broken, and was able to pull in tight against his son’s body then whisper in his ear.

“It’s okay, buddy. You’re alright. But it’s time to come down. We have to climb down.”

For the first time, his son acknowledged his father, but Singer couldn’t tell if he shook or nodded his head.

“Okay Dougie, you’re going to let go of the tree a little. Just enough so you can move. Then you’re going to step down onto the branch just below you. I’m going to have a hold on you. Don’t worry, buddy. I won’t let go.”

Singer felt his son’s grip loosen on the tree, then shifted his weight so he could lower himself to the next branch. Together, they inched down the tree, one slow step at a time—Singer holding his son’s arms and shoulders at each step, the boy’s body rippling like water in a struck cup - until they reached the lowest branch and Singer could lower Dougie to the ground.

His wife was still crouched over Tommie.

“How is he?”

She shook her head.

“He’s breathing but unconscious. There’s a knot on his head, it’s swelling.”

Singer turned to his son.

“You stay with Mommy, I’m calling an ambulance.”

His wife looked up at him, already shaking her head.

‘No, it’s Saturday morning. They’ll be short-staffed—it could take a while. And Vern’s on Saturday mornings—I don’t want Dougie riding with Vern.”

She turned back to her youngest son, touching a spot behind his ear then made a noise that trailed out through her nose.

“It’s bigger. Take Dougie over to Mrs. Carmichael’s, she’ll watch him while we’re at the hospital, then get my blue sweatpants and a sweater. I’ll meet you at the car.

“What sweater…”

She turned on him, her eyes narrowed.

“Just get me a fucking sweater, Pete. Any fucking sweater.”

***

“Take Churchill, Petey, there’ll be less traffic this morning.”

The words came out in two or three segments as if she had to catch her breath between phrases. In the rearview, Singer could see that she had pulled the green sweatshirt over the plain white T that she had worn to bed—his—and was trying to wriggle the sweatpants up over her hips without removing Tommie’s head from her lap.

“How’s he doing?”

He knew she was aware he was watching her in the rearview, but she didn’t look up to meet his eye, wrenching at the waistband with one hand while she steadied her son’s head with the other.

“He’s breathing.”

Singer had a powerful urge to pull over and close his eyes, as if with eyes closed he would be able to speak directly to God in a way that he couldn’t as he peered out through the windshield and navigated each bump, turn, traffic sign and signal. But he spoke to him even with his eyes open.

“Anything, God. Whatever you need. I don’t know what it is that you need but whatever it is, you tell me. Please tell me, God. Don’t make me guess. Just tell me. I can’t guess. Please, God.”

As they turned into the hospital complex Cheryl pointed over the seat.

“Up there. Take that lane between those two buildings, it’ll bring us out right beside the emergency entrance.”

Singer pulled up over the NO STOPPING painted on the asphalt in front of the sliding doors, threw the car into park and jumped out. Cheryl had immediately swung her door open, eased her son’s head off her lap onto the seat and scrambled out. She was already almost at the door.

“You bring Tommie. I’ll make sure we get things going.”

He looked at his son, stretched out on the back seat as if placed for viewing, his eyes closed, lids pale, almost translucent, a single blue vein bisecting each, like an accidental scribbling, no sign of damage except for a subtle asynchrony where his left ear tilted away from his head, Singer closed his eyes for a moment trying to create an image, something real that he could speak to but nothing came and he settled for Please God. Please, please, please. Then he bent, scooped his son up, one arm beneath his knees and the other cradling his shoulders, feeling the flutter of his son’s heart against his own chest, as vague and ephemeral as a whispered prayer.

***

The young doctor held back her blonde ponytail while she leaned over Tommie on the padded table.

“Keep your eyes open, Tommie, I just want to have a look.”

She leaned in close then stood up, turned to where they stood but ignored Singer.

“I don’t see any sign that anything is happening in his brain, Cheryl. They’re a little dilated but he just fell out of a tree—that would make anybody’s pupils pop a little. I don’t see any asymmetry. Have a look.”

The doctor stepped back so Singer’s wife could step in. Cheryl leaned over her son, pushing his hair back from his forehead, though there was no need, before she looked into his eyes.

“How are you feeling, buddy?”

“Can we go home, Mommy?”

Cheryl didn’t speak for a second, staring down into her son’s eyes before she straightened.

“It won’t be long, Tommie, we just have to talk to Doctor Merrithew for a minute. Okay?”

His jaw set stubbornly

“I want to go home.”

But Cheryl had already turned to the doctor.

“I don’t see anything either.”

The doctor nodded, stepped back slightly so she could look at both of them as she spoke.

“I’m not seeing any warning signs. He seems bright, no signs of drowsiness. He’s not saying he has any ringing. He’s not even complaining about a headache. His pupils look fine, no sign that there’s any brain swelling.”

She paused but then shrugged.

“But you know better than anybody, Cheryl…that doesn’t mean Tommie hasn’t had a concussion. In fact, he almost certainly has—he was unconscious for thirty-five minutes. But it might be mild and have no lingering effects…or you could start to see signs of something more serious. You’ll want to keep an eye on him.”

Merrithew paused for a moment, glanced at Singer then held Cheryl’s eye.

“I don’t need to tell you, Cheryl, you’ve given this speech a hundred times. If he seems unusually drowsy, if he complains about being dizzy, if he feels nauseated or starts to mention ringing in his ears, bring him back in. On the bright side, it’s early in the day. If you don’t see any signs between now and Tommie’s bedtime, I don’t think it will be necessary to wake him during the night to make sure he’s okay.”

When she was done, she stepped in close and the two women hugged for several seconds. When Cheryl stepped back her eyes were moist.

“Thanks so much, Judy. You don’t know how much this means to me. To us.”

The doctor waved her hand and turned to Tommie.

“You can go now, young man. But stay out of tall trees.”

Tommie looked at her, frowned and shook his head before he slipped off the table and moved over beside his dad. Merrithew grinned and looked at Cheryl, then Singer, and shrugged.

“He’s your problem now.”

The doctor started to turn away.

“My next shift’s Tuesday evening, Cheryl. You on?”

Singer’s wife nodded.

“I’m evenings all week, Judy. See you then.”

They drove home, saying little, Singer driving single-handed so he could hold his wife’s hand across the seat.

***

When Singer came into their bedroom she was sitting on the edge of their bed, her feet flat on the floor, staring straight ahead at the window looking out over the backyard and the big old maple. The tears rolled down her face in two parallel streams, coursing past the hollows on both sides of her nose, past the corners of her mouth, some following the curve of her chin and throat to gather in the faint lines of her neck, and others collecting in the cleft before falling to darken the front of her shirt. Her face bent and shaped by what she was feeling so that her tears followed a strange and contorted topography.

It had startled Singer the first time he had seen his wife cry, the way the planes of her face and the plates beneath slid, shifted and held, like the motion was tectonic rather than muscular, but also the stillness, how once the shift occurred, she remained motionless, her limbs, her body, her face, her eyes, as if, once contorted, she was spasm-frozen unable to move out from under the emotion that held her in place. All that moved were the tears—emerging, flowing, gathering and falling…over and over again.

Singer sat beside her on the bed, the mattress giving slightly so that her body had to lean into his and she let it. He put his arm around her.

“He’s okay. He’s going to be fine.”

He expected her voice to be choked or thick when she spoke but it wasn’t.

“Jennifer’s husband runs a tree removal business. He’s coming over tomorrow morning to take it down.”

“Tomorrow? Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

“It’ll cost an extra two hundred dollars but I told him it wasn’t a problem.”

Singer hesitated then nodded.

“Okay.”

She spoke to him without turning to face him.

“Peter, can we make love?”

She turned to him then.

“I don’t want to use my diaphragm.”

He cocked his head and looked at her.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

***

She didn’t always come but she had this time. Though he had felt her tears on his shoulders in the moments before. Afterward, they lay together holding each other for several minutes. Then she smiled, kissed him on the forehead and turned away to set her alarm.

“I’m going to wake Tommie at 1 AM. Will you be alright? I can sleep downstairs.”

He smiled and shook his head.

“I’ll come with you.”

***

Cheryl fell asleep quickly and Singer lay beside her in the gloom, not quite full dark, staring at the ceiling, still able to make out the swirls and curlicued stucco that had been applied by the previous owners. Finally, convinced that he wouldn’t sleep, he slipped off his side of the bed, crept to the door and walked down the hall to the boy’s room. In a couple of years, they would need their own rooms but for now they preferred to share. He stood looking in at them, their smooth, steady breathing almost synchronized but not quite—Tommie’s deeper and a little faster, Dougie’s steady and even, so that they slipped further and further out of sync before starting to close back in and then, for just a second, there was the sound of only one boy as if each was breathing for the other. Then Tommie edged out in front again and began to pull away. He listened for several cycles before he turned away and padded downstairs.

The den was dark but there was enough light from the street that he could pick his way across the room to his laptop. His Gmail was open and Singer noticed that the top message wasn’t greyed—was new.

The Living List—it was an odd subject line and an odd font—all lowercase except for the first letter of each word, but thick and blocky. Now there was a second email, The Passed List, same odd font, also flagged urgent, separated from the first by a reminder from Brian of Sunday night’s pick-up hockey and an update on the football pool standings. The second had arrived while Singer had been at the hospital with Tommie—his phone must have ‘buzzed’ him, but he hadn’t noticed. The time stamp on The Passed List email was exactly twenty-four hours after the time stamp on The Living List.

Singer selected The Living List and his finger hovered over the delete button for several seconds before sliding away to open the email. It was a list of names, nothing more, black on white as stark and exposed as peppered flour.

The memory came to Singer unbidden, the door of the screened-in porch that hung from the front of his grandfather’s farmhouse creaking closed behind him before slamming shut, the first hard clack echoed twice by softer collisions as the door bounced to a stop. Two metal wash basins filled almost to the brim with cold well water, chilled by an eighty-foot descent into clenched dark soil and stone and hauled up by hand before the sun had done more than grey the eastern horizon. An aluminum hand ladle floated in the nearby basin, just beneath the surface of the water so that the tip of the handle broke the surface as if reaching for air. Tacked to the ceiling directly in front of him and falling almost to eye-level, the yellowed coil of flypaper speckled with a spray of black bodies, most inert, still as letters on a page, but a few rasping to life to hum and burr against the close summer air before giving in to the gummed mucilage that bound them tight as any spike to wood.

He stared at the list, two or three dozen names, one set exactly beneath the other like rungs on a ladder, perfectly aligned as if the first letter of each name wedged up tight against an invisible side rail on one side and the last letter of the last name stopped against the other, and each rung captured the same eighteen-character span. But the last name on the page was partially obscured so Singer knew that the names extended beyond what he could see. He swiped down through the list and there were hundreds of names, maybe several thousand. It was dizzying to scroll through them, the letters blurring into a single grey column that rushed past as if the names had gathered then poured across a hard edge and tumbled from the sky in an ordered, even flow so that Singer expected, as he approached the bottom of the message, that the names would splash and puddle, accumulate in a scrambled stack of snapped and shattered letters - serifed pieces, broken beaks and bowls, splintered spurs, shoulder separated from tail and crossbar so shapes that held sound and meaning would be left as unbound and inchoate as blown ash. But the names simply slammed to a halt—constrained by an alphabet that ended at Z.

Innocent Zziwa

Singer scrolled back to the top

Aisha Amari

Kaikara Asiimwe

Bisan Atiyeh

Grace Bakakrishnan

There were at least ten more rows. Each of the names was underlined and blued, linked to something more. Singer again poised over the first name on the list then pulled away. He scrolled to the bottom, and again, he held for several seconds before pulling away. Then he closed the email, hit delete and did the same to the email titled The Passed List. He closed the lid on his laptop and went back to bed.

***

The next email arrived on Sunday afternoon while Singer was tracking his fantasy league players. The Living List. The list was as long, although he didn’t recognize the names. Surely, some could have been the same, he wouldn’t have known for sure—there were too many names—but he was almost certain that the first few names were different…and Innocent Zziwe was gone. He closed and deleted but something about doing it unsettled him, left him wanting to drag it back into his mailbox. But he didn’t.

The Passed List arrived twenty-four hours later while he was standing at his workstation but as with the first, he deleted it unopened.

***

The third Living List email arrived Tuesday evening. He felt it against his leg, paused to lean the rake against his shoulder, pulled his phone from his pocket, saw the subject line and dismissed the notification. Singer stood for a moment looking across the lawn, the spots where the leaves had been scraped clean exposing the grass beneath, still mostly green but beginning to brown. He looked over to where Cheryl knelt, examining a rose bush in the far corner of her garden. She pulled at first one branch, then another, her brow furrowed in concentration, until she found the one she wanted, clipped then tossed it onto a small but growing pile beside her. She sensed him watching and looked over. He pushed the phone back into his pocket and nodded at the bush.

“How’s it going?”

Cheryl nodded.

“I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

“Whatever you did last year worked.”

Cheryl nodded again.

“Yeah. But I’m not sure exactly what I did.”

She looked down at her watch.

“It’s a school night, Dougie should be home by now. Do you mind tracking him down?”

“Sure, babe, give me five minutes to get this last little piece done, then I’ll haul him back.”

***

Singer sat staring at the subject line. The Living List. He heard Cheryl come to the door and could tell she was looking in at him, but he didn’t look away from the screen.

“The boys are down, Pete. But they want a story, and I won’t do.”

Singer made a noncommittal noise in his throat but kept looking at the screen. His wife took a step into the room.

“What is it, hon?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t know, Cher, I keep getting these emails. Strange. Just a list of names.”

He tapped a key, opened the email and shifted his chair back a little so she could stand beside him.

“Look. Just one name after the other.”

His wife put a hand on his shoulder and leaned in to see the screen before pulling back.

“Don’t click on a name—who knows what you’ll be opening?”

“I know, Cheryl. Any more email tips for me? I’m really not familiar with the whole concept of sending messages through a wire.”

“Don’t get pissed, Pete, I was just saying…”

Singer sighed and sat back in his chair so that his head rested against her belly, not as flat and hard as when they had first met but it still felt good. He reached behind without looking and linked his fingers behind her back, pulling her in a little closer.

“I know, Cher…it’s just bugging me. They keep coming. And it doesn’t feel like they’re going to stop.”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged against her.

“I don’t even really know what I mean. I’m not sure why I even said that…except that it feels like they aren’t going to stop.”

His wife leaned down so her cheek was next to his and her chin was resting on his shoulder.

“You could always open one somewhere else—work? Or the library?”

Singer chuckled.

“Aren’t you the good neighbor—screw up somebody else’s machine.”

His wife tapped his cheek.

“You know what I mean. Those places like your work, they have protection against viruses, they’d be able to handle this.”

Singer nodded.

“Yeah. Mostly what they do is prevent you from accessing any of those kinds of links. It probably wouldn’t even let me open the link at work.”

Cheryl stood up.

“You’re probably right. But right now, your boys need a story.”

***

Singer sat in the blue glow of the computer screen looking at the list of names.

Their love life had always been pretty good. He knew from a few of the things that the guys said at work that after eleven years it wasn’t always like this. Okay, it wasn’t like the first year, when all it took was a shared look and a deserted place. But it was still pretty good.

This was something different.

Once Cheryl got it in her head that she wanted another baby, everything ramped up—it had been the same when she had decided that she didn’t want Dougie to be an only child. It wasn’t as if she turned into a woman on a mission, just mechanically getting the job done. Again, Singer had overheard guys talking about thermometers and calendars and schedules and times of day, but that wasn’t Cheryl. With her, there was always something primitive, something that reached back to a time when everything—your life, the lives of your children, the lives of their children—might have depended on this, this moment that brought you together, bound you together, reminded you that you needed each other, that the world was harsh and relentless and alone you would succumb, but together you might be able to eke out the moments that made life worthwhile. Afterward, she slept, spent, emptied, exhausted. Singer usually did, too. But not tonight.

Singer stared at the first name.

Mercy Adan

The cursor poised over the M then clicked. The screen opened and the video took a moment to begin. But he couldn’t tell exactly when because at first the picture appeared motionless, resting on the face of the child filling the screen. It was only when he noticed the barely perceptible expansion and contraction of the saliva bubble at one corner of the child’s mouth that Singer realized it wasn’t a still. The child was too young for Singer to be sure whether it was a boy or a girl. Then the camera pulled away to reveal a ragged grey tunic and a flower woven into her close-cropped hair.

The child’s forehead was smooth and dark, rounding in a gentle even curve to the place where her hairline began. Her eyes were closed but one twitched as a fly landed, scuttled a few steps towards the place where moisture gathered at the corner of one eye, then flew away as a hand came into view and brushed it away. The hand, long slim fingers topped incongruously by ragged nails marred by toil or tension, rested for a moment on the child’s cheek then traced the shallow curve of the orbital ridge, the gap between skin and bone reduced to a filament by fatigue and hunger. Her face was symmetrical but misaligned somehow. It was the way her skin strained to contain the bones of cheek and chin and eye, the flesh that separated skin from bone, long ago drawn back to the viscera where what was left to fuel the girl’s body was most needed.

The camera lens moved like a drawn curtain, away from the child’s face to pan the room in which she lay. Two women, one much older than the other, and a man crouched around the child’s pallet. Each looked away from the child for a moment as the camera passed, their faces carved from the same stone, eyes large, gleaming at the edges, yellowed by hunger and deprivation, dark, infected and buried at the center, set in faces too meager and shrunken to contain them so that they appeared to bulge beyond the natural boundaries, trying to pull free, escape what they had seen and what they had yet to see. They turned back to watch the child.

The room was dim but not completely dark because the sun leaked through gaps where the scraps of wood and metal didn’t meet and Singer could see that the room had no flooring. The dirt was worn bare and brown except where a scrap of rug lay holding three cracked plastic plates, a chipped ceramic mug and a small plastic cup. An overturned crate rested against the back wall, a few feet behind where the three were gathered around the girl. The faint buzz of dissolute flies rose and fell as they resonated alone or in unison.

The camera rested for a moment on the younger of the two women, crouched on her heels, probably the child’s mother. A second fly landed on the woman’s lower lip and her arm, narrow and fleshless, twitched but then settled, too weak or enervated to respond. The camera panned to the second woman, cross-legged in the dirt, her eyes closed, the forefinger of her left hand scratching repeatedly at a spot on her knee. The camera panned back to the man, also hunkered on his heels, tapping with one finger at a length of dried grass clutched beneath his teeth. Though spare, he carried more flesh than either the child or the two women. Unlike the two women, when the camera panned to him he turned to look, his eyes bleak and angry, the shadows beneath seemed to rise, dark and malignant, formed from something burnt and braziered, something that should have been left as ash and bondless carbon but that managed, by rage and boundless terror, to adhere and creep towards the surface—not to find the light but to smother it. He stared beyond the lens for several seconds to whoever held the camera, held them, pinned them. The image tilted then righted itself as if the person holding the camera had forgotten what they were doing and then recovered. The man stood up suddenly, stepped over the child’s body, leaned to push apart the curtains covering the entrance and ducked from the room.

The camera spun 180 degrees to show a woman of indeterminate age holding the phone, her skin worn and lined but it could have been by sun and worry as much as time. Each line was coated in dust and grime and her hair was pulled up beneath a battered ballcap so that only scattered strands pulled free. Her voice sounded harsh and unexpected in the darkened room, though neither of the two women gave notice.

“Peter. Twenty-five dollars can save Mercy’s life. Follow the instructions at the end of the video.”

The sound of his own name hit like a slap. The camera held for a moment on the woman’s face then tilted as she searched for the ‘stop recording’ button. The screen went dark for several seconds before the screen lit again and three short sentences describing how money could be transferred scrolled by. The instructions scrolled past four times before disappearing. Singer sat bathed in the mix of blue and white light, staring at the names hanging on his screen. Singer deleted the message, shut down the computer and sat in the dark for a long while before heading up to bed.

 




Chapter 3


Singer hadn’t noticed her at first, forfeited to his own thoughts, unable to shake the series of emails that had been arriving each day. First The Living List, each with as many names as the last, followed by The Passed List on the day following. Without fail. First the one and then the other. For the last three weeks. And since watching the video, he had deleted them all. The first few, as he discovered them, but then waiting for them because they always arrived at the same time—right around 4 PM. In the hour before one arrived he was barely able to concentrate, checking his phone every few minutes, always hoping that this would be the day they stopped. But they didn’t stop.

So, he hadn’t noticed the woman at first.

She was dark-skinned, middle-aged or maybe older, her hair drawn into long Jamaican braids tinged with grey, her narrow, planed face punctuated by wide round eyes. The woman was unlined in the forehead and cheeks but webbed where her upper and lower lids met and faintly around her mouth. When Singer finally became aware and looked up, she didn’t look away, made no pretense of not staring at him, holding his gaze for several long seconds before she rose from her seat, gathered up her coffee and walked over to his table. She pointed at the seat across from him.

“May I?”

Growing up on the prairies, Singer had watched storms roll in. The threat of a gathering storm filled his throat like leavened dread. Singer wanted to refuse her request, but nodded at the chair and she pulled it back to sit across from him.

“My name is Angella, Mr. Singer. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

The fingers of the hand she extended across the table were long and slender, though on the back, where the tendons stretched taut against her skin, there were faint white scars as ordered and even as a furrowed field—they looked like they had been made with design and purpose. Her palm was warm and dry. As he returned his hand to his lap, his sleeve caught the coffee cup beside the last scraps of his sandwich and he moved quickly to stop the cup from spilling. The woman’s eyes never left his face.

“Do I know you?”

She smiled and shook her head.

“No. As I said, we’ve never met.”

Singer held her gaze for a long moment then let his eyes move around the Tim Horton’s, taking in the other patrons, the few scattered around the seated area and the growing line at the counter. Nobody seemed to be watching them.

“Then how do you know my name?”

For the first time since the woman had arrived at Singer’s table, she looked away from his face. Not because she was distracted by something else but as if needing a moment with just herself to decide something. She took a breath and looked at him again.

“We’ve been sending you emails.”

“We?”

She tilted her head, puzzled, waiting.

“You said we. Who’s we?”

She waved her hand, dismissing the question.

“Fine. I’ve been sending you emails.”

He nodded.

“Okay?”

Singer looked around again but it didn’t seem that anybody was observing them. He turned back to the woman but didn’t speak and they sat in silence for several seconds before the woman spoke.

“Do you want to know why?”

He shook his head.

She looked puzzled again.

“No?”

Singer shrugged.

“It seems obvious. You want money from me.”

The woman looked away again and took a deep breath before answering.

“Well…yes. But are you curious about why? Why you?”

Singer shrugged again.

“I’m guessing that there are lots of people like me, that you send out thousands of these and if you can get a few hits, it’s all worth it—you make your money back plus a lot more.”

The woman was shaking her head, but Singer pushed away from the table and began to stand. He was already on his feet by the time she had his hand in hers. To reach him, she had been forced to stand and reach across the table, holding herself up with one arm braced against the table so she could grab his hand with the other. His first intention was to pull away, but there was something about the way she held him, barely cradled in her palm, so that there was nothing to pull against, no intent to hold him in place, no will to prevent him from leaving if he really wanted to leave. Her fingers rested lightly against the side of his hand, warm and dry but also extending a faint tremor from her fingers to his, allowing him to feel her fear, her apprehension, her concern. It held him still. Singer took his seat again. He put both hands on the table and the woman allowed both of her hands to rest across his.

“I belong to an organization. W…”

“What organization?”

The woman paused again but this time looked at the ceiling as if searching for an answer in the tiles. She let her eyes come back down and rest on his face.

“How many people do you think die of starvation each year?”

He wanted to shrug but there was something in her face, pulled drawstring-tight, stretching her skin taut across chin, cheek and nose as if grief could pull the water from your body, leaving you wasted, drawn, each layer of skin held together by bonds as fragile as those that cohere a child’s blown soap bubble, that wouldn’t allow him to dismiss the question. Though he was sure if he had, she would have stood, left and he would never have seen her again.

“I’m not sure.”

She nodded, without speaking, at his phone lying face down on the table. He picked it up and tapped out the question before looking up.

“Nine million?”

He looked down again then back up.

“More than three million of them are children.”

She made a face.

“Really?”

He nodded at her and turned the screen towards her so she could see the number and she made the face again.

“It’s not wrong but they include people who die of ‘hunger-related’ problems. People who succumb to diseases they would have survived if they weren’t suffering so badly from malnutrition. I’m talking about people who die because they have not received enough energy for their bodies to continue to function, people who, when their body reached for another molecule of ATP to power the next contraction of their heart or the next compression of their lungs, it was not there and so, oxygenated blood no longer ran through their arteries and they died, not because they have been weakened by malnutrition and cannot survive a measles infection or a bout of malaria or covid-19 infection. They die because they have been unable to obtain enough food to survive another hour, another minute, another second and they are gone, before our eyes, dusted like seed heads in the breeze.”

The words tumbled from her mouth as if they were gravity-impelled, as if she was unable to stop them and that it was only towards the end that the ground levelled out and she was able to bring them to a halt so that they lay scattered and hard on the table between them. She shook her head as if annoyed with herself.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t necessary.”

She took a breath and started again, this time slower more measured.
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