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I awake to the sound of rain on my pod. Lying utterly still in the swollen womb of the willow tree, I listen as the drops plink off the hard bark. It feels as though I have slept a long time, and while I am sure I must have dreamed in that time, I cannot recall what I dreamt about.

I push open the pod and crawl out into the rain. Resealing it behind me, I scurry down the wet bark of the willow tree and hop to the ground.

Looking around, I find the park has not changed during my slumber. The ducks and swans still sleep on their little island near the center of the pond. The pale woman's house still stands on the corner, warm, amber light spilling from its windows. The small animal in her yard—who's hind legs seem so much like my own—remains quiet. That will change when I begin my rounds, but he will fall silent as always once he recognizes me.

I will bound the fence and peer in through the window.  If the pale woman sleeps, perhaps I will slip in through the basement window as I have done before and find my way to her room. I will squat hunched on her parlor chair and stare over her as she sleeps. I want so badly to talk to her, just as I do the small animal. Perhaps one time I will tug on her sleeve and try to rouse her.

I have many visits to make. I must hurry.

Relishing the sweet scent of the rain, I hurry along the wet, broken sidewalk. There is no lightning this night, no thunder. Only the rain, and it is good.

I have a friend in the green house ahead. I leap the fence and squat still in the back yard. There is a blur in the corner of my eye and my gaze darts to the movement. A chipmunk is running along the length of the clothesline.

A vignette of dream shimmers briefly in my mind. I remember I was crouched in a dark yard, this yard—staring at that same clothesline. I was cold, so cold, and frightened, and I didn't know why. It was far too dark to see anything clearly. I could tell only that there was something hung from the line. Approaching it, I saw how it swung back and forth in the night-wind heavily. It wasn't until I was close enough almost to touch it that I realized what it was.

It was the pale woman's head.

... but I don't want to think about that. It is a dream best forgotten.

I hope my friend in the green house has not gone away like so many others. Crouched beneath his window, I reach up and tap three times. There is no response. I notice the curtains are not fully closed. There is a slight breach between them, perhaps enough to peer through. I rise on my haunches and look in.

There is a stranger glaring back at me!

I scamper away, my heart pounding. Hurling the fence, I flee into the night.

I hope that when I sleep again, I will have no nightmares.

Cutting through the dark of the park, I find a girl lying beneath a tree. Squatting beside her, I cock my head back and forth, perplexed. I like to watch it when their chests slowly rise and fall, as the pale woman’s does. I have always wondered why my own chest does not rise and fall in such a manner. But this girl, her chest does not rise and fall at all.

I tap her on the shoulder. Still she lies unmoving. Finally, I lift her head in my hands. Nothing. I let it drop to the wet grass. It seems odd that she should be without her fur in such chilly weather. I wonder why it is that I should be able to see the grass beneath her head without looking around it. My hands have grown sticky and red.

There is something on her head other than hair and the sticky red stuff. It makes a strange sound as I listen. I remove it and place it on my own head. It is connected somehow to a little silver box. I pull the box to my unmoving chest and press it to me. I have found another friend that makes soothing sounds as I listen.

I leave the girl behind and move on. Perhaps I will visit the pale woman soon. Perhaps I will put the thing to her head and let her listen, too.

There is a fountain in the courtyard on the hill. I like to sit at its edge and gaze into the water. I do so now with the sounds of the little box filling my
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