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One morning, after a night of curiously blank dreams, Greg awoke to find he had become a paper doll. He recognized his condition, although he struggled to come to grips with it. Paper dolls held a curious space in his memory. Like the hole where a tooth had been, the gum still tender. As a child he avoided pushing his tongue into the gap, hated the cringing feeling in his chest of touching raw, pulpy space so close to the nerve. Other kids would poke the spot with glee. Never Greg.

He was five years old when he discovered the tidy stack of paper figures in an old metal tin. The black and yellow paint with its fancy letters looping in thick calligraphy across the lid, still gleamed when he pulled it out of a basket full of old sewing patterns. Like everything in the cardboard boxes and paper bags hastily crammed under the hospital bed set up in the living room, it had the veneer of some ancient relic. He stood up with the tin. Gia motioned him closer. Her thin, blue veined hand patted the quilt beside her. Greg clambered up over the slanted metal rail attached to the side of the high bed. Carefully he pried off the lid and out spilled the brittle, onion skin paper dolls. They were beautiful, each one exquisitely detailed. They fascinated, a counterpoint to the hard, molded plastic toys littered throughout the house or the thick pages of his board books. Each little costume came straight out of the movies he and Gia loved to watch. Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. Mary Poppins. Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. Translucent layers of light and color, just like the old woman who spoke to him in whispers. Her words brushed like feathers against his cheek. 

“Get that out of your system, little man,” his father told him at the funeral. “Men don’t cry.”

After the service, he made Greg throw the tin away.

Decades later, Greg stood tall and stoic beside his father’s casket. He was his own man, with a six-figure career which fed an appropriately aggressive investment portfolio, a condo in a rapidly developing neighborhood, and a wife. He had a gaming community over 500 strong on Discord. Half his subscribers were also members of his sub-reddit. It wasn’t until Pearl remarked that all his friends were online, that he realized it was probably true. He hadn’t stopped at the corner bar in months, and why bother? To hang out with some semi-literate coworker? What was the point?  

He tried to explain it to Pearl. “I’m like a tree and the condo is my garden.”

“What?” A fork full of lo main hung halfway between the carton and her mouth. They were sitting on the living room floor around the old footlocker that doubled as a coffee table.

“Okay,” Greg thought for a moment, “would you jump on a grenade?”

“You mean, like to save someone?”

“No, no. Would you ... purposely electrocute yourself with a Taser?”

“Like on Jackass? Of course not!”

“Exactly,” Greg said, triumphant. “That’s it. Walking out the door is like purposely shooting yourself with a Taser. The condo is our biggest investment. Going out is just an invitation to waste money.”

“But we used to go out all the time. You never minded before. We went to the movies, or for dinner or to grab a beer. That couple that just moved in on the first floor invited us over for drinks.”

“Those little TikTok influencers? No thank you. I’m not interested in their hot takes on why Kylo Ren is a symbol of the patriarchy,” Greg said. “We can stream movies and get dinner and beer delivered. If you go outside you have to deal with people. See, I’m an introvert, Pearl. Dealing with people is exhausting for me. Plus, there’s the traffic. You could get exposed to all sorts of toxins like lead poisoning or radiation or asbestos. Think about how old most of these buildings are. They get renovated or torn down and where does the dust go? In the air.”

“Wait - radiation poisoning? In Portland?”

“You don’t even know, okay? Russia set off a lot of practice nukes. Look at one meteorological map and you’ll see how the jet stream spread fall-out over thousands of miles. Remember that thing I told you about John Wayne? The cancer got him. They were filming Genghis Kahn in the desert while the U.S. was just out there testing nukes.”

She didn’t get it. 

What he didn’t say was that when he left the condo, as soon as he hit the sidewalk, he felt like he was falling. He wasn’t sure when it started happening exactly. Maybe it was vertigo. It didn’t matter, she’d think he was crazy. The sky pressed him down. The road slithered up until cars practically brushed against him. Women’s circles dominated the park, texting as their babies shrieked unnoticed. Feral teenagers overran the basketball courts, glaring and spitting at anyone who tried to get in a game. Restaurants were packed with cacophonous, undulating waves of people who filled the space with their warm, moist breath. 

Better to save yourself the hassle and stay inside. Pearl could handle the ‘out there’ tasks. He kept their bedroom and bathroom clean. It was the perfect arrangement since he already worked from home.

But it was starting to feel like Pearl didn’t care about his health at all. She was probably waiting for him to get felled by the same kind of widow-maker that took out his father, which was ridiculous since he had a much healthier diet. He canceled his life insurance policy. Really, they were a waste of money. It was like gambling. The odds were higher Pearl would get breast cancer like her grandmother anyway. 

The outside world kept slipping in. The news was grim. Social media was a slurry of idiots practically begging him to publicly shame them. Celebrities died. Family dropped off Facebook. The act of being alive in the world settled over him like a weighted blanket. 

And now this. 

He lay in bed alone, just as he had when he fell asleep the night before. The same as the past several weeks since Pearl had started sleeping on the couch in the living room so she could drift off to Dateline. Only now his body was flat and smooth under the blankets. He lifted his head from the pillow, it curled up stiffly, giving him the impression that instead of flesh, he had the constitution of resume paper or cardstock. Not the normal, light-weight printer paper which, had he been in a better frame of mind, he might have considered an asset as the lighter stuff was so prone to tearing. His eyes lay flush against his face. The comforter was settled across the bed, belying no hint of his former shape, and came mid-way up his waist, pinning him beneath the blankets. 

Was the Ambien giving him hallucinations? Not that he had trouble sleeping. MooseBong from his sub-reddit turned him on to it as an escape from late night fights and dragging dinner conversations with the ole ball and chain. 

“Ay, you know what the side effects of Ambien are, bro?” MooseBong had asked. “It causes my girlfriend to shut the fuck up.” 

Greg could see the bottle where it sat on the edge of his desk, cap off amid a clutter of stuff. Maybe he hadn’t been great at keeping their room clean, but looking around now, without distraction, he was reminded of his college days, living in the dorm. Marriage was an unrelenting strangulation of his old life. It was easier to replace worn out furniture than old habits. And then there was the slow accumulation of resentments. It was hard trying to be polite all the time. Or to remember that leaving dirty dishes in the sink was a feminist slight. That socks abandoned in the living room were an affront. 

After Pearl had vacated the bedroom, it became the last place he could relax into his authentic self and all those discrete parts which had been baked in before society hammered him over the head about how he was the poster child for toxic masculinity. Sure, the laundry overflowed the hamper and layers of dust lay like a mossy cover over both of their dressers. So what? He’d get to it.

His gaze wandered up past the Ambien, past the bank of darkened monitors, to the framed photograph of him and Pearl celebrating their first anniversary. They sat squashed together, bodies disappearing into one another, arms raised in a toast of overflowing glasses of Guinness. Light from the flash made the foam brilliant against the negative silhouette of dark lager. He remembered that she had some ridiculous, pedestrian dream of visiting the Guinness factory in Dublin. Like shelling out thousands of dollars for the privilege of sitting on a twelve-hour flight to drink the same beer they could get down at the corner store was the height of achievement.

The blinds were up, he rarely remembered to shut them anymore, affording him an unbroken view of the leaden sky. They seemed due for a storm, a torrent of snow and freezing rain ready to vent its spleen onto a city hushed to cowering in anticipation of the blow. 

Could he be having a psychotic break brought on by burnout? There had been an article on _The New Republic_ suggesting as much just the other day. Something about putting limits on accessibility, the guilt which drove the modern workforce to be an omnipresent resource for exploitation. Of course, that had just been the pretext, the click-bait lure to hook and reel in viewers who were then subjected to a diatribe about gender inequity in the home. The article had been written by a woman.

Regardless, he didn’t feel burned out; in fact, he liked his work. Zoom meetings were opportunities to teach the other divisions how to maximize their use of the platform, or explain how the customer interface was different from data analytics on the back end. He could answer the steady flow of IT tickets about lost emails and project management task force items in his sleep. 

His chest itched. Greg slid himself higher on the pillow. He moved slowly, angling his head and neck, inching up toward the headboard as his body edged out from the covers. He was shirtless. Flattened, 2D boxers lay across his waist like a shorts-shaped envelope. He was relieved they weren’t merely hooked to his body with folded tabs like the paper dolls he remembered. His left hand gently folded over to touch the pink-beige rectangle of his chest, lightly rubbing across it with only a whisper of friction. The sensation of the two smooth planes sliding together made him shiver. He moved his hand away.

Maybe he had PTSD. Everyone did these days. You couldn’t open social media without reading some celeb’s sad-sack story about their trauma. Although it was never real trauma, like going to war or getting shot. No, it was because someone was mean to them. It was because they’d collected too many micro aggressions. 

Greg trembled, agitated. He needed to start moving, this paper doll nightmare was getting tedious. He had to wake up, get in the shower and get online. But he was having such a weird morning. He could call in sick. It would be a strange flex since he’d always admonished his team to man-up about a little sniffle. “If I can sit and type,” he announced during one call, “who gives a shit if I have a sore throat? Oh, poor baby I guess I’ll bust out the herbal tea. I’ll save those PTO days for my vacation, thank you very much.”

He wondered if his doctor made house calls. Would it even make a difference? Could fluids and bed rest turn him back into flesh? He lay, curved, half-way up the headboard, unsure what to do. There came a brisk knock on the bedroom door. Pearl called, “Are you working today?”

“I’m up, I’m up,” he snapped at her soundlessly. His lips formed the words, but no air pushed past his diaphragm. Not even a whispered exhale. Pearl rapped harder. 

“Are we really doing this?” Pearl asked. “The silent treatment? Fine.” He heard her stalk angrily away down the short hall.

“Cute, super compassionate,” he thought and rolled his eyes. “Whatever. This will become one of those stories couples tell. The time Greg had sleep paralysis.”

He was surprised she retreated. Pearl usually charged headlong into conflict like it was an obstacle in a video game to be smashed through. They were going to fight, he knew. Like the storm, it seemed inevitable. Tension typically swelled during the day and then deflated at night when the lights went out and they retreated to their screens. 

He wanted coffee but that would require Pearl. To make food and pour coffee and bring it to him. At first, she would set it beside him on the desk. Now she left it outside the door. He could feel her anger radiating through the walls. A simmering pot on the verge of a boil. Fixating her resentment on him.

What was her problem? Couldn’t she muster up a little compassion? Clearly, he was suffering or in the middle of a break of some sort predicted through a series of physical deteriorations. His neck was always tense. His back spasmed. The little muscles under his eyes twitched involuntarily. He was lightheaded. His throat was dry and scratchy from sitting so close to the heating vent. Normally he felt better once he hit the shower. Perhaps that would help now. If he started moving would his arms and legs suddenly thicken, grow in weight and dimension with the same rapidity that dreams fade? 

The doorbell rang. Greg felt a thrill of panic. Pearl’s foot falls echoed down the hall pausing before the door opened. Greg recognized the voice immediately – Ted Farrow, the Senior Manager from HR. Greg wracked his brain and wished he could reach his phone to check his calendar, though he doubted his thin fingers could lift it. Did he have a performance review? Was the company doing surprise drop-ins now? 

Maybe the company realized he had not been entirely consistent when it came to procuring the proper rights to certain images used on their product pages. Could someone on the senior team have realized he was borrowing? He shivered. 

“Down there?” asked Ted, his voice carrying from the foyer. His sneakers squeaked on the floorboards.

“Greg,” Pearl called. “Ted is here to speak with you. He, uh, has a new laptop for you.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Greg said soundlessly. A new laptop? Since when did HR personally deliver those to remote workers?

“Can I send him in?”

Ted gave a short rap. “Good morning Greg.” 

“He’s been complaining about that old unit for months. This replacement is going to make his life so much easier. I apologize if the room is a mess. Greg hasn’t been feeling well. His office is in the bedroom because that’s where the router is. I usually set up out here. Really, I’m sorry about any mess.”

“Just like Greg to work through a sick day,” said Ted. “I’ve got my mask and I can stay out here. Greg, buddy, please put your mask on. I hope it’s nothing serious.”

“I don’t know,” Pearl said flatly, then, “the door is unlocked.”

“Wait,” Greg tried to shout. It made no difference. He had no lungs to breathe in and no throat with which to breathe out of. His chest and neck were as two dimensional as his mouth. He wondered at Pearl’s contempt. He was just lying there in his underwear for god’s sake. If she stalled Ted and got him to go away until tomorrow, Greg could come up with an excuse. He always did. You just had to work the policies. Every company had policies, miles of sticky red tape which could be twisted to his advantage. First there would be Ted’s report, then Greg’s rebuttal. This whole stupid thing would end in a counseling session, a write-up jammed in his file and trotted out at the end of the year to justify a shitty bonus. Problem solved.

“Greg,” Ted called again. “It’s Ted from work, buddy.”

Ted walked in. He stood for a moment, taking in the bedroom. His eyes settled on the bed. A look passed over his face, an expression that Greg could not quite name. They stared at each other. Greg, desperate to pull up the comforter over the rectangle of his torso with his flat, useless hand. Then his embarrassment turned to seething resentment. Let him look. Let him get a good long look.

“You look angry,” Ted began. He took another step in, placing a brown cardboard box, presumably holding the new laptop, on the desk. He swiveled the chair around to sit beside the bed. “I understand. I get it. The world has gone haywire. Our company is facing tremendous hardships and that creates a strain. A burden. On our people. People like you. It’s no wonder that you feel overwhelmed. I don’t want you to think of me as an enemy. I’m just here to get a handle on what we can do for you. What’s the best way we can help Greg?”

Greg stared in dumb disbelief. Can you turn me back into a person? Can you cure an Ambien nightmare? Can you take Pearl by the shoulders and shake her and ask what the hell she was thinking, letting you in here like this?

No words came out. They stared at each other in silence. Finally, Ted sighed. He reached out and patted the bed where Greg’s formless leg should have created a shape under the blankets. “Okay, buddy.”

Back out in the foyer Ted and Pearl spoke in hushed tones. The kind of stage whisper you saved for funerals or hospital units. He heard Ted say, “You did the right thing, calling.”

The front door clicked shut.

The day wore on, ground down, refused to end. Hours passed before Pearl came in with a tray of food and set it on the foot of the bed. She refused to look at him. She snatched up an empty laundry basket and piled blankets on top, then clothes haphazardly pulled out of the dresser. She stopped at the door, her knuckles white where her hands gripped the basket.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do,” she said, her back to him. “You don’t talk to your mom. You haven’t spoken to your friends offline in years. I had to say something to somebody. You keep getting worse. 

“My boss wants us back in the office. I’ve got to go in tomorrow. The lady from the agency I told you about will be here. She’s coming in early to meet you.”

The door snapped shut, leaving him alone in the clutter of his sanctuary. The room darkened by degrees, the color washing out. A ham and cheese sandwich sat on the tray beside a bowl of potato chips and a glass of iced tea. The napkin lay folded in a neat triangle. Greg wondered what she expected him to do with it.

“Go back to sleep. When you wake up tomorrow this will all be over,” Greg thought. He tried to relax. He tried to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth like all the meditation apps said to do, but the air around him didn’t stir. His body tingled all over with pins and needles. He had never spent an entire day lying flat on his back. He preferred to sleep on his side, curled around a pillow. He strained upward against the weight of the blankets. They weren’t crushing, just restrictive. He rolled to his right, but could not shift himself. He tried again and again, lifting himself at the chest and flopping back down. The movement sent a puff of air down the length of his body, momentarily creating a pocket of space around him. From his crown all the way down to the soles of his feet, his body lifted in one fluttering movement. It was an incredible sensation that didn’t lend itself to flesh. He felt light, like a feather.

Halfway out from the covers he curled one thin hand over the topmost bar of the headboard and with a slight tug, pulled himself all the way up and out. Which is when things became complicated. His head and torso curled over onto himself. He twisted, trying to right his body on the bed, but the moment he let go of the headboard he slithered helplessly across the comforter and down to the floor. 

“Great, I’m up,” he thought sourly.

“C’mon Greg.” He pushed his shoulders back and straightened his spine. He thrust out all of his limbs at once, and managed to unroll himself. 

He tried to call for help. He tried arching his back and found that by pushing his shoulders toward his hips he could propel himself along the floor like an inchworm. After making it to the foot of the bed he paused to rest. He wasn’t out of breath so much as he felt deflated. A peculiar fatigued weakness permeated his entire body. Where was Pearl to get his tray? She could have snapped him up in an instant, pinching the top of his shoulder neatly between thumb and forefinger. If she were to fold him gently over her arm, doubled so his head hung alongside his feet, neither would scrape the floor. 

He lay there and succumbed to exhaustion. 

When he woke, the sky was once again the light grey of an impending storm at dawn. He wondered when it would finally relent. From the floor he could see under the door. Pearl was moving about the kitchen. He caught glimpses of her feet hurrying back and forth and finally to the front door as soon as the bell chimed.

“Hi, you must be Sami.”

“Yes, we spoke a few days ago. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Frances.”

“Pearl, please. I appreciate you coming. This is such a weird situation.”

“Not a problem, Pearl. You’d be surprised how common this sort of thing really is. You know it’s a real problem over in Japan.”

“Japan?”

“Yes, there’s a whole subculture around it. Hikikomori syndrome.”

“Oh wow, I’ll have to look that up.”

Greg shivered. Pearl shut the door and a puff of cold air traveled down the hall and beneath the bedroom door at just such an angle as to exacerbate the shiver and create an abrupt and alien whistling sound.

“Is that him?” asked Sami. Greg watched the white orthopedic shoes as they approached. 

He realized he was quite chilly. The window behind his desk was cracked and cold air seemed to pool on the floor around him. The cold crept into his limbs. He rippled and fluttered up to standing, vibrating in the cross breeze as he tried to shout and be heard. “I’m not some incel. Don’t either of you understand? I’m having some kind of weird dissociative state or PTSD, I don’t know what the fuck is happening in here!”

Greg hastily blurted all this out, hardly knowing what he was saying as he fluttered against the chest of drawers, raising himself up, almost like he was standing for the first time in two days. He longed to fling open the door, collapse at their feet and present them with the full horror of his situation. 

He slid down a few times, but drawing himself upright in an unfurling motion at last he stood, balanced on the bladed edges of his feet. He carefully extended one arm, and braced himself against the back of his desk chair. He folded his paper fingers over the top and pinched and clung to it as best he could. The effort had taken all of his concentration. He paused to hear what the agency woman and Pearl were saying.

“Did you hear that whistling noise?” Sami was asking. “Does he do this frequently?” 

“I heard it,” Pearl said. “He hasn’t spoken to me in days.”

“He’s nonverbal?” The doorknob jiggled. Greg pushed himself up from the chair and put his hands out as he started to tip towards the door. His palms brushed down the length of smooth wood, passing over the slippery metal knob without purchase. He slid down, doubling at the waist before landing on the floor in a sort of seated position, his torso flung long over his splayed legs.

The door opened. Silence. Greg could feel the weight of their eyes. Meanwhile he was left face down, staring intently at the dusty woodgrain and leading-edge nap of the carpet.

“Don’t worry, this isn’t my first rodeo.”

Greg was snapped up off the floor. As he whipped through the air he saw Pearl wiping her eyes on the back of her hand, her body turned away. Greg arced over the bedframe as the lady from the agency laid him back down. She pulled the covers up to his chin.

“There we are, nice and cozy,” she said. “We’ll get those linens changed today, don’t you worry.” 

True to her word, after Pearl had calmed down and gone to work, Sami came in with the tray table, laden down with a hoagie, chips and a soda. She sat on the foot of the bed and placed the tray down beside her so it pinned Greg’s legs. She considered him.

“Not going to talk to me today, big guy?”

“Are you fucking kidding me here?” Greg said silently.

“Wow, those lips are really going. You really did a swan dive over the deep end, huh?” She picked up the sandwich and started eating. “Did you want some? Well, get up there, able bodied male, and go to the kitchen. Both of my parents worked two jobs. Can you imagine that? Probably not. Sometimes I think about it, try to do the math. I think they must have averaged four hours of sleep a night. And probably 1,500 calories. Sounds like a celebrity diet. There was no such thing as sleeping in. Sleeping in meant you had more time to work.”

She finished the sandwich, the chips and soda. She set the tray outside in the hall. With one long movement she yanked the comforter and top sheet from the bed, picked him up at the waist and dumped him into a pile on the floor on the far side of the room. Sami changed the sheets with practiced efficiency, gathered the laundry and started moving around the room tidying up, folding any cash she found into her pocket.

“You should always tip the house staff,” she said, winking at him. When she was done, she set him back in bed, then left to watch tv in the living room. This set the pattern for the rest of the week. Sami left each afternoon before Pearl came home and was back each morning. Pearl would leave a lunch tray which Sami would eat, while sitting on the bed and telling Greg about the other shut-ins she had to deal with. Greg would stare out the window, dreaming of being able to make a fist.

A thin layer of dust covered his desk, frozen in time from when he last sat there. He stopped trying to communicate. Why bother? They didn’t care. He worried that he wasn’t hungry, but he felt empty somehow. Where once he might have felt gnawing hunger there was nothing. He’d have eaten the food Pearl left, but there was no place for it to go. Just a flat circle filled with the shape of teeth.

Days passed, the week rolling toward its end. Pearl came to his room less and less. Her eyes never traveling farther up the bed than the last foot. Greg slept more and more. Great swaths of the day were devoured by black unconscious holes. Blanks punched into his unreality where he would wake and find it day, then sunset, then deep of night. 

He awoke on Friday to the sound of laughter. Glasses clinked and low voices rumbled in the living room. He heard the unmistakable sound of a cork being pulled from a wine bottle. Greg shifted himself around in the little envelope of space between the mattress and the comforter. He rolled and scooted up along the headboard. Pearl was there, he was sure of it. But he didn’t recognize the other two. Could she have brought home friends from work? How was she going to explain him?

She wasn’t. The realization hit him. She didn’t have to explain anything, he was lying here mute. Anger sent a flush rising up his body as if it still recognized capillary action. He fluttered and shuffled and pushed and wiggled and managed to push himself up and out from under the sheets, rolling into himself before toppling noisily off the bed into a pile on the floor.

“What was that?” an unfamiliar voice asked, male, Greg noted. 

“Oh, something just fell over in the bedroom,” Pearl laughed nervously. Greg trembled, shaking himself out and managing the weird paper whistle noise.

“I heard it too,” came a woman’s voice. That was surprising.

“I just forgot to shut the window,” Pearl said. “Give me a second, will you?”

Greg braced his feet against the side of the bed and unrolled himself up against the dresser. He managed to push and unfurl himself into an upright position, just in time to face the bedroom door and Pearl as she came in. She stopped, frozen in her tracks, confronting him at eye level for the first time in a week. Wisps of hair had escaped her braid and framed her face. Her hands fell away from the doorknob. 

He crumpled back to the floor. The expletive that followed sounded like a rush of wind and now Greg could see them, standing in the hallway, hands pressed to their mouths, the young couple that lived on the first floor. They backed away slowly, repulsed. 

“Well,” said Greg, “I would be happy to let you get on with the party however I am having some difficulty getting up off the floor. Sure, we all go through rough spots, where we need, what is it your yoga group rambles about, Pearl? Self-care? Yeah, so I was pretty skeptical about the whole concept. But I guess the truth is, things have kind of gotten away from me here. I have no idea how this happened. I’d like to say it was drugs, but then if I discovered a drug which could transform a human being into a paper doll I sure as shit wouldn’t need to be working, am I right?” 

But as Greg formed the words through which no sound would pass, the young couple backed away, shock stamped across their faces. The heel of the girl’s shoe banged against the bottom of the door frame and with a jolt, realization dawned on her face. The look of someone struggling with cognitive dissonance, which had suddenly and unfavorably resolved itself. She dropped her wine glass right there in the middle of the short hallway and bolted through the door, footsteps thundering down the stairs, followed by the slam of her apartment door.

Greg realized letting them go in this manner would mean trouble from the property manager later. If only Pearl wouldn’t just stand there. The young man, realizing he was alone with this crying woman and whatever it was Greg had become, also turned and fled. 

Greg had to get control of the situation. Without stopping to realize that his faculty of movement was beyond his control, he let go of the arm of the chair and shoved himself against the bedroom doorframe. He intended to go to the foyer and shout after the neighbors, plead his case. Groping for support, Greg collapsed onto the floor. He lay fluttering with repressed motion, just opposite Pearl. All at once she jumped up, arms stretched wide, fingers spread, and cried, “Get away from me!” She darted backward, skidding for a moment in her guest’s spilled sauvignon blanc which was spreading into an ever-widening circle on the hardwood floor.

“Pearl,” Greg mouthed and looked up at her. At the sight of the spilled drink he could not resist jerking his delicate extremities away, causing them to flutter violently in the air. Pearl screamed and scuttled farther down the hall, between him and the front door.

Greg had no time now for Pearl; the living room window was open. Between that and the open front door, a strong draft blew the window curtains in, the newspapers on the table rustled and he was off with a rolling, rippling start, curling in the cross breeze. Pearl reached into the kitchen and seized the Swiffer and, stamping her feet, started brandishing it to arrest Greg’s forward roll and drive him back into the bedroom. 

No plea of Greg’s was helped or even understood, however humbly he might turn his head. Pearl merely stamped her feet more forcefully. Pitilessly she came on, hissing. Now Greg didn’t have any practice rolling in reverse, it was very slow going. His body bowing backwards, pushing his feet and face forward, into the onslaught. At any minute the Swiffer threatened to come down on the back of his head, a deadly, crumpling blow. He began to turn around as quickly as possible, in reality turning only very slowly. Pearl realized he was retreating and calmed a bit, she directed the maneuver from afar with the padded end of the Swiffer. But when he had
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