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How frail the human heart must be—

a mirrored pool of thought.

—Sylvia Plath, “I Thought I Could Not Be Hurt”

“In the depths of every heart, there is a tomb and a dungeon, though the lights, the music, and revelry above may cause us to forget their existence, and the buried ones, or prisoners whom they hide. But sometimes, and oftenest at midnight, those dark receptacles are flung wide open. In an hour like this, when the mind has a passive sensibility, but no active strength; when the imagination is a mirror, imparting vividness to all ideas, without the power of selecting or controlling them; then pray that your griefs may slumber, and the brotherhood of remorse not break their chain.”

—Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Haunted Mind”


This one’s for true storytellers everywhere—brave

souls whose explorations take them deep into the

wilderness of the human heart.
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This One, I Know By Heart

An Introduction by David Niall Wilson

I started Early – Took my Dog –

And visited the Sea –

The Mermaids in the Basement

Came out to look at me –

–Emily Dickinson

 

Back in 1991, I used to attend a bi-monthly writers group. Among the luminaries present were author John B. Rosenman, and author and, at the time, editor, Richard Rowand. I was writing, and also editing my own magazine, The Tome.  Richard was the editor of a science-fiction magazine called Starshore. I won’t bore you with the details of any of that, but it serves to set the scene for an introduction that has turned into a life-long friendship, collaboration, and mutual artistic respect.

Starshore was primarily a science-fiction magazine, though they did occasionally print some speculative stories, like my own “A Candle Lit in Sunlight.”  One night I got a call from Richard. He had a story that he really liked, but he couldn’t use it. He thought, maybe, that the story would be a better fit for The Tome. That story was “Of a Darker Kind,” and the author was, as you’ve likely guessed, Brian A. Hopkins.

“Now she stood, toes hanging over the dark precipice, faced with her lifelong enemy. Below, the water whispered a mocking invitation, silent to all ears but her own.”

I made some suggestions on the story, after reading it, and sent a letter off to Brian. "Of a Darker Kind" was published in The Tome, and that was the beginning. That was thirty years ago. We subsequently published Brian’s story “The Night was Kind to Loretta,” oddly, once again in a project involving Richard Rowand, where Richard wrote a letter to the editor of The Tome praising, title by title, an issue that had never been published. Then, we commissioned the stories and published it after the fact. It was fun, and Richard’s own contributions, “Waterspout Down,” and “A Great Day for Monkfish,” were among the best things I published in my tenure as editor. 

Brian’s story, though, revealed the next level. Some of us research for our writing. Some of us are even scrupulous about it, digging for hidden gems of forgotten knowledge.  Brian takes that all to different levels. In The Night Was Kind to Loretta he told a harrowing tale, while gifting the reader with a wealth of information on decomposition of bodies in peat bogs.

“You never heard of Lindow man ’cause you probably can’t even fuckin’ read. Sumbitch died in a peat bog in England two thousand years ago. Couple a’ fellas stumbled across him in 1984. He looked like he’d died yesterday, Sweetpiece.” He started working off the lid of the bucket. “No oxygen. Acidity in the peat. A body will last a long time under the right conditions.”

When an anthology opened up looking for superhero stories, I suggested that his character from “Of a Darker Kind” might work, in a sort of dark, anti-hero way. She kills serial killers and very bad people. We ended up writing that story together, “La Belle Dame, Sans Merci,” and though it did not get finished in time for the anthology, it was published for a decent payment, and followed later on by “La Belle Dame Sans Regret,” a series of stories about a one-eyed cowboy named Jack and many others. 

One of the reasons I’ve always been drawn to Brian’s writing is that he is one of those that I believe “gets” it. Just telling a fun story is great entertainment. There are hundreds of thousands of books where you can read, enjoy, and never think about the words again. To me, that’s never been what writing is really about, and possibly to a greater degree, the same is true of Brian. There is always a reason for the story. There is always something to learn, or some point. There is often a lot of tragedy and pain. If you don’t believe that, read “Five Days in April” and come back to talk with me. Or “Diving the Coolidge,” from a different collection.

In 2020 I asked Brian for a story. I knew he’d not been writing, and I missed the words. That anthology, Voices in the Darkness, contains not only a new story, but a short novel, where his love of setting and history and detail is at its finest. It is the best part of that book, but the best part of the story is that Brian is writing again. The world will thank me for that one day.

This introduction won’t be about this particular volume if that is what you are looking for. It will be about why I am proud to publish it (the twentieth anniversary edition, anyway), and why you should read and cherish it.

When I write with Brian, the stories are beyond what I could conceive on my own. Hopefully he feels the same. We’ve written about a runner whose endorphins gave him short glimpses into the future. I would not have researched the “smart pills” as he did, lending that hint of “this could really happen” to an otherwise fantastical story born of my own experiences with “runner’s high.”

We had no idea how close we were coming to a pandemic future when we wrote “Virtue’s Mask,” about a world where actual physical contact during sexual encounters did not exist. People met and “touched’ on opposite sides of clear sanitized curtains, and one man was struggling to be free.

“And your lips are covered with poison, running through my brain…”

–Alice Cooper

When the world was concerned about the Millennium shutting down major computer systems, we wrote what is one of my favorite pieces ever, though I’m uncertain Brian likes it as much, “A Poem of Adrian, Gray.” It was about a programmer fighting against time to prevent that disaster, who meets a poet. She “writes” him, though she does not want to. As things progress, spillage on the napkin where she wrote it, words fall way, and he starts to slip, as if parts of him are disappearing as well—like the Portrait.

dangling carrot perfection

slides easily through

timorous groping talons of

self-imposed

inadequacy

chemical bandaged mind

driving drained and broken frame

buying time/love/nothing

until the 2000th time

a day is born

and truth and reality

merge-reform-destroy

and twist in endless spirals

ending

There are a lot of reasons you should know Brian’s work. He’s an author and a poet, and one of the best friends I’ve ever had. We send him things now and then, addressed to Gator Dawg, care of “Man Who Pees in Yard,” all the way to Road’s End, home of dogs and chickens, kids, grandkids, “big head” cows and snakes. Home of a couple who have been in love since they were sixteen. Home of one of America’s brightest talents.

Go, read this book, and then come back and read this part again. You won’t be sorry. Take this with you—it's a poem he wrote a very long time ago that I've never forgotten, and my addition to this new edition of These I Know by Heart:

Flesh Wounds

 

With each stroke,

he dips his pen.

And between the space

of one gasp and the next,

he writes.

Sometimes a word.

Sometimes three.

Sometimes a complete thought.

The red letters

stare back at him,

indecipherable rosettes,

as the muse strikes again.

He shudders,

dips the pen,

tries to record the pain

before…

 

But there it is again,

the stroke of the muse,

and that last thought is lost

before it could be written.

Every wound tells a story.

Some of them scream.

Some of them whisper.

All of them hurt.

And when the pages

of the book are full,

he gives it away

and begins the next,

this gift of the muse called Life.


A Thousand Doors

Dreamed I saw a building with a thousand floors,

A thousand windows and a thousand doors;

Not one of them was ours, my dear, not one of them was ours.

—W. H. Auden

Tall ones and short ones, pink ones and green, wire-meshed windows with views in between; mahogany and oak, brass knockers and glass, “Please do not enter” and “Thou shalt not trespass!” exits to Summer and a trap door to Fall, views of Valhalla and the Policemen’s Ball; morning’s mauve splendor and a three-moonlet night doorway to romance, heartache, and fright…

Pacing the gray-green hall, Cameron created the litany. Because the absolute silence of the endless corridor forbade him to speak aloud, the litany played over and over in his mind like an obstinate commercial jingle.

Interminable hallways. Door after door. Randomly placed stairwells leading up and down to more of the same. Cautious at first, he checked every third or fourth door, hoping each time for something familiar, but all he found was new lines for his growing litany.

He remembered bits and pieces of who he had been, what he had done, how he ended up. He knew his name, and he thought he remembered his twenty-ninth birthday. If he concentrated hard enough, he could remember faces, but as he focused on each individual face in an attempt to recall a name or the sound of a voice, the visage dissolved forever. Thus, in that first hour, he reduced his makeshift companions to one soft-eyed, grey lady who he decided to call Mom.

Mom and he opened a dozen more doors without finding anything that looked like home. He was assuming, of course, that he would know home when he saw it, an assumption for which he had absolutely no basis save Faith.

Cameron was looking on a barren landscape baked red by a larger than normal sun when a new face leaned in over his shoulder and said, “Mars. Yes, definitely Mars.”

She was blonde and, though plain, not what one might call unattractive. His age. Perhaps even his type. He noticed right off that she was taller than he and maybe, since she’d recognized the Martian landscape, smarter. “Are you sure?” he asked.

“Absolutely. That canyon’s the Vallis Marineris. And there’s Phobos on the horizon.”

Definitely smarter, thought Cameron.

She extended a delicate hand, “Summer.”

Third door down on the left, he almost told her, then realized it was her name. “I’m… Cameron.”

“Are you sure?” teased Summer.

“No.”

While she pondered his honesty, he closed the door on Mars and proceeded down the hall. He was reaching to open the next door when she caught up with him.

“Don’t open that one.”

“Why?”

“Because I asked you not to.”

Together they strode off down the hall.

“This one?” he asked.

“No. That one.”

He opened the door, and they looked out over a turquoise sea.

“I think,” he told her as they moved on down the hall, “that Cameron might have been the name of a boy I knew in the third grade. His family was very wealthy. Even his name sounded high and mighty to me then. I used to wish I had a name like Cameron.”

“Now you do.”

“What about you?”

“I’ve always loved Summer.”

She picked another door, and he opened it.

“Bombay,” she said. “The towers with the vultures are where they put their dead.”

Cameron shuddered and closed the door.

The next one opened on an empty room. The one after that, an Andean summit. Then, in rapid succession: a desert, the Galapagos Islands, pitch blackness, and Hiroshima just after the bomb. Somewhere in between, he realized he’d forgotten Mom’s face.

“Do you remember how you got here?” he asked.

She walked out ahead of him where he couldn’t see her face. Several minutes and two doors went by before she said, “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“I think I was in an auto accident,” he explained, wanting to alleviate her fears. “I hope no one else got hurt.”

They thought they saw someone in the distance, but when they got there, weak-kneed and out of breath, they found a mirrored door. Reflected side by side, Cameron realized she wasn’t taller. Not by much anyway.

“You can’t be sure we’re dead,” she told him sometime later.

And he, later still: “Do you think we knew each other before?”

She stopped and studied him for a minute. A slow smile came over her face and she took his hand. He thought then that she was almost beautiful, that he’d probably been down these halls with her more than once.

“Pick a door, Cameron.”

He did. Brought so close, the moon’s craters were breathtakingly beautiful.

“This could take forever,” he sighed as he let the door close.

She laughed. “I think we have at least that long.”

Hand in hand they continued down the hall.


Ten Days in July

Wednesday, July 1, 1992.

This morning I accompanied George Lott to Fort Worth’s Tarrant County Courthouse. Around ten a.m. he pulled a Glock nine millimeter from a blue bag and with calm precision emptied all seventeen rounds from the weapon, gunning down Appellate Judges Ashworth and Hill and Assistant County District Attorney Chris Marshall. Lott reloaded, fired a few more rounds, then fled. In the stairwell he shot another man, Dallas Attorney John Edwards. Edwards and Marshall died on the scene. The others will survive, but any self-patronizing sense of security they once possessed will be impossible to recover.

I followed Lott as he left the building. At 4:15 p.m. he entered WFAA-TV in Dallas and asked to speak to the news anchorman. The young station employee who hassled Lott had no idea how close he came to being Lott’s next victim, but Lott finally relinquished his weapons, two guns and a knife, and was allowed to give his confession to the anchorman. In a divorce trial several years ago, a Fort Worth jury awarded Lott’s wife custody of their son. Lott is presently up on charges in Illinois, where his wife resides, for sexually assaulting the boy. None of Lott’s victims had any connection to either of these cases; they were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“It is a horrible, horrible thing I did today, “Lott told the anchorman. “I sinned. I am certainly wrong. But you have to do a horrible, horrible thing to catch people’s attention.”

Thursday, July 2, 1992.

Crossmaglen, Northern Ireland: I was there for a press release wherein the Irish Republican Army admitted responsibility for the murders of three alleged informers whose naked, battered bodies were left beside a road in Armagh. The Roman Catholic community of Armagh, known as a safe haven for the IRA, is sickened by the brutal killings, but they haven’t withdrawn their support or come forth to identify suspects.

Meanwhile, in Tokyo, Dr. Masahito Tokunaga was charged with murder. A 58-year-old cancer patient at Tokai University Hospital in Isehara had for some time begged the good doctor to put him out of his misery. Tokunaga finally relented and administered a lethal injection to the patient in April. He wasn’t formally charged until today. If found guilty, Tokunaga will spend the rest of his life in prison or be put to death… while the IRA salute one another and publicize their killings.

Friday, July 3, 1992.

Time and all that I have witnessed press at me this morning, relentless, suffocating, like the weight of the Pacific on its deepest trenches. Screw the Timekeepers; I couldn’t go out and do my job.

Still, I read the Los Angeles Times when it was delivered. Front page news:

The Defense Department has evidence indicating that several dozen United States soldiers who disappeared during the Korean War were captured and sent to China where they were submitted to psychological and medical experiments designed to determine how differences between blacks and whites affect their ability to withstand torture and interrogation. The ultimate fate of the captives is unclear, but the Defense Intelligence Agency concludes that those prisoners who did not die during the experiments were probably executed.

Around eleven p.m. I knew I had to do something or the next day would find me bedridden again. I plunged into the Atlantic just off Daytona Beach, sank to the bottom and scrubbed with coral until I bled. Scientists are still trying to determine what caused the 15-foot wave that hit 27 miles of Florida coastline. Hours later, I returned to the surface no cleaner in body or spirit.

Saturday, July 4, 1992.

Fairmont City, Illinois: Determined to make up for the day before, I arrived early. Another 100 railroad cars filled with New York City trash had arrived in the night. That brings the total to 22,000 tons of garbage which the good people of Illinois have taken off New York’s hands—for a price, of course. Another 20,000 tons of trash awaiting transfer to Illinois landfills is sitting on train cars in Sauget. As they wait—within 400 feet of a residential area—viscous poison sludge leaks from the railcars, slipping silent and deadly into the earth beneath the tracks, working deeper and deeper, looking for the water table. The EPA should be concerned, but it is, after all, the Fourth of July.

As the garbage in Fairmont simmered in the summer sun, several cars burst into flames, burning in pretty yellows and blues, belching noxious black smoke. The smoke drove a cloud of moths from the sky. They swarmed about me, a maelstrom of black, red, and white lighting in my hair, on my shoulders, down the bow of my bare arms. As I left for Oklahoma, dozens of them accompanied me.

Shawnee, Oklahoma: I arrived in a flurry of tiny, talcum-dusted wings to find the man I sought wasn’t home. Watching the workmen loading furniture, I overheard that the house on North Beard Street no longer belonged to Dr. Sidney Laughlin. Bankruptcy. Perhaps there is some small measure of justice in the world after all.

“No one lives there anymore,” said a small voice behind me. I turned to find a little girl, no more than six. She was staring at me with impossibly big brown eyes. Children, like moths, have a way of sometimes seeing what adults cannot. “Mama says that’s good, ’cause he was a bad man,” the little girl added. “They found dead babies in his trash. I hope he rots in… in Hell!” She backed up a step as if I might chastise her for her language.

I smiled and dropped to one knee, “There is no Hell, little one.”

“Mama says there is!”

“It’s up to people like your mama to make this world right, not count on gods or devils or an afterlife to straighten it all out.”

Her sun-speckled face scrunched up, and for a moment she was ready to argue, but then she pointed to the colorful moths that still clung to me. “What are those?”

“Hyalophora cecropia. A moth named after an ancient king.” I took one of the delicate insects on a fingertip and extended it to her.

She shook her head. “Mama says I can’t take things from strangers.”

The moth suddenly took to the air, apparently a signal to them all, for suddenly they abandoned me. The child and I watched as the swarm circled the house where Laughlin had performed illegal, late-term abortions, and then they were gone, a swarthy haze lost against the sun. “I have to go now,” I told the child. “Remember what I told you.”

“About the moth?”

“About making this world right.” I brushed the back of my hand against her cheek, felt warmth and youth and vitality glow like the promise of a new day.

And then I jumped to…

Paris, France: Beneath a moonless sky dominated by Saturn in the southeast and Jupiter in the northwest—two gods whose vigils have run far longer than mine—the French truck drivers set up their blockades, reclined with their wine and their music, and settled in for a quiet night of passive protest. But the music that night was the scream of tortured metal, the tinkle of shattered glass as it danced across asphalt, the stale hiss of blood on hot manifolds, and the soft sigh of last breaths. The truckers were protesting new driver’s license regulations. In the dark, dozens of motorists ran into the heavy rigs left blocking the highways. Three died. I sat with one of them into the quiet hours of the morning. In his last moments, he was perfectly aware of my presence.

“Are you Death?” he asked.

“No. I am only Cecrops.”

“Can you help me?”

“I cannot even help myself.”

“But my children—” He gasped. And he died. I looked up at the ambivalent faces of Saturn and Jupiter, wondered that they could not see the tears on my face.

Sunday, July 5, 1992.

I awoke to reports of Independence Day accidents: a half-acre fire in L.A.; seven people hurt in Bel Air, Maryland, where debris from unexploded pyrotechnics fell on spectators; more spectators burned in New Ulm, Minnesota; a seven-year-old girl shot in the neck while attending a fireworks display in downtown Fort Worth… the list went on and on. Fireworks manufacturers don’t expect the accidents to affect next year’s sales.

After breakfast, Ireland again: Belfast’s North Howard Street, often called the “peace line” because it links the Catholic Falls and Protestant Shankhill districts. I watched Protestants with spiked wooden staves club a Roman Catholic to death. Religion is such a wonderful thing.

Then, Sarajevo in the former Yugoslavian republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina. I toured the streets of Dobrinja, a Muslim suburb pounded incessantly with mortar, artillery, and Serbian sniper fire since fighting began in February. I walked the dangerous downtown neighborhoods surrounding the Maria Square District where tracer bullets haunt the night sky. And I visited the Koshevo Hospital where the innocent are brought to heal—or to die.

Monday, July 6, 1992.

Morning. Peru… with the sun slipping pretentious shafts of gold through the Andean summits to light the remote highland village of Huamamquiquia. A dog barked somewhere, but otherwise the village was quiet. The gunfire—and the screams—ended just moments before I arrived. Death carpeted the streets of Huamamquiquia that morning, a red carpet walked by resolute beams of light as the sun climbed the sky. As the sun struck each corpse I whispered the peasant’s name that it might not be forgotten.

Death’s entourage numbered eighteen. Men, women, and children. The Maoist Shining Path guerrillas who slaughtered these eighteen peasants are gone now, no closer to the objective of their insane 12-year war.

Northern Iraq: The attempted murder of French President Francois Mitterand’s wife. The bomb which missed Danielle Mitterand injured nineteen people and killed four. The dead included three Iraqis in the last vehicle of the motorcade—Kurdish guerrillas sent to guard Mitterand—and a 10-year-old boy standing nearby. The boy died in my arms asking what he’d done.

“Nothing,” I assured him, “You’ve done absolutely nothing. They’ll just never learn.”

“Who are you?” he whispered.

“Cecrops, once King of Attica. A long time ago I founded the city of Athens—Did you know they named it after me? Cecropia it was originally called. A beautiful city. I taught the Greeks marriage, respect for the dead, and—”

The boy’s eyes fluttered and he was gone.

“—and I made them understand that blood sacrifices were no longer necessary.”

No one claimed responsibility for the bombing, but I saw who did it. I added their names to my list.

Tuesday, July 7, 1992.

Busy day. And a day, it seemed, for children. I spent the morning in Gulfport, Mississippi, with Shannon and Melissa Garrison, ages 17 and 15. With the help of Melissa’s boyfriend, Allen Goul, also age 15, they jumped their mother in bed where they proceeded to stab, strangle, and smother the woman to death.

I did not try to stop them.

At an arson fire in Baltimore, I watched four children die horribly. Though they could hear me, they couldn’t see me in all the smoke. I don’t know what the Timekeepers would do if they had caught me calling out to the children.

I saw who set the fire.

Visalia, California: Asian gangs clashed over territory, killing one and wounding another. I didn’t try to reason with them.

I finished off the day by running with rioters in the Washington Heights area of New York City.

As I retired that evening, I heard that Sauget, Illinois, had issued an ultimatum concerning the 20,000 tons of NYC garbage sitting in their rail yard: the Oklahoma-based trash hauler responsible for the mess was given thirteen days to move the railcars. There was no mention of the garbage sitting in Fairmont; presumably it was properly placed in an Illinois landfill.

Wednesday, July 8, 1992.

The Garrison sisters came forth and confessed today. They’ll be charged as adults. Their mother’s winking out there somewhere, beyond Saturn and Jupiter, silently watching with the billions of others who’ve been sacrificed.

Today the Japanese slaughtered another minke whale in the name of research. Norway, having announced several weeks ago that they will no longer abide by the international ban on commercial whaling, shipped equipment to its Arctic processing plant in preparation for the slaughter of thousands more. Should I have expected the sacrifices to be confined to man?

The refuse in Sauget was moved to landfills in Litchfield and Staunton. Case closed. Unless you happen to live in Litchfield or Staunton.

I spent most of the day with Leo Wells, a drug addict in Norman, Oklahoma. Leo is HIV-positive, but refuses to refrain from unprotected sex. He’s popular at the local night clubs.

That evening I hopped from one city to the next. Eight murders in three hours. There may be a record there somewhere.

I’m not sure how much more of this I can take.

Thursday, July 9, 1992.

Topeka, Kansas. Connie Hayes walked out her front door just short of midnight. She was in her nightgown, having already been in bed when she remembered her errand. Connie’s an average woman, not particularly beautiful or smart, but a good mother and wife. A woman with a kind heart. Practical. Responsible. Her neighbors have always been able to rely on Connie when they leave town. There are the fish to feed, the plants to water…

As she crossed the suburban street, I saw in Connie Hayes everything stable about the human race. There was a certain beauty in her deliberate strides, a supple grace to the way she carried the extra pounds acquired bearing three children. Though the moon drew silver from her auburn tresses, Connie’s husband still thought her the most beautiful thing on Earth.

The star-studded sky was a bespattered drop clothe, Saturn watching from the southeast, Pegasus dominating the eastern skyline. Draco the Dragon was curled about the sky’s nexus, his diamond-shaped head almost directly overhead. Using Draco’s tail I found Ursa Major and, with Dubhe and Merak, the outermost stars in the dipper, I located Polaris, the North Star, at the tip of the Little Dipper.

Polaris. The truest of all. Always there, never setting. Eternal, yet apathetic, vigilance.

Polaris would have watched. They’d all have watched insouciantly as Connie Hayes walked up her neighbor’s driveway and into the house to feed the fish. The burglar there would have grabbed her and dragged her into a back room to sodomize and rape her, quickly, brutally, for he’d realize he hadn’t much time before Connie’s husband would wonder what was taking her so long. When the burglar finished, he would have cut her throat.

It had already been written, in essence it had already happened, a probability which the Timekeepers had calculated to the thousandth decimal place. I had my schedule to keep. Occasional lapses—like the Friday before—were barely tolerated. I could fail to do my job, fail to watch, but it would still happen.

Connie Hayes would die.

I’d take down the murderer’s name for my own useless records—records I’d vainly shown the Timekeepers a hundred times—but the Tenth of July would dawn like any other day. Except Connie Hayes wouldn’t be in it.

But there’s always that element of uncertainty. That last thousandth of a percentage point that says the Timekeepers can’t be right every time. Thus, watchers like me. Watch and record. When nothing goes as planned, when the threads of time and reality fray and unravel, then the Timekeepers will step in.

As she crossed the street and started up the drive, her pink bedroom slippers going swish-swish on the cement, something in me screamed that enough was enough. I darted in front of her, called her name, did my best to block her way. She passed right through me.

“Connie!”

Halfway up the driveway. Shadows cast by streetlights and moon fought one another for her attention. I screamed and waved, jumping about like a mad man. For a second it seemed I’d caught her attention. She paused and seemed to listen, but for her the street was silent save for the buzzing of streetlights and insects. She couldn’t hear me.

Her momentary apoplexy passed, and she started back up the drive.

Ten feet to the door.

I could have run to her house, awakened her children… They would have heard me. But there wasn’t time.

Five feet.

A cloud of moths circled the pale light over the drive.

Three.

The Cecropia Moth!

One.

She slipped the key into the lock and turned it, grasped the doorknob in her other hand, but the moths suddenly swarmed about her, a dark cloud that forced her back from the door. She let out a startled yell, not quite a scream, and swatted at the bright insects, stumbling back as if the door was the focus of their attention. The moths followed her.

She saw me.

The moths swirled up like a black tornado, climbing above our heads, lifting with such force that her hair floated on a muted breeze. Their circle widened and then, just as suddenly, plunged down to encapsulate us in a dark maelstrom of powdered heartbeats.

“Don’t go in the house,” I told her.

“I don’t believe this,” she muttered, meaning the moths. I’m not even sure she heard my warning.

“There is a man in the house who will kill you if you go in.” I left out the things he would do before he killed her, but I’d tell her if I had to. Anything to keep her from going in.

“How do you know this?” Understandably, she didn’t trust me. I doubted she’d trust anything that night. There was magic in the air and the only magic she knew was what she’d created herself with sweat and blood.

“Go home, Connie Hayes.” The moths rose at a point closest to her home, forming an insane, dented hula-hoop that spun off-kilter like the wheel on a battered bicycle. “Go home to your husband and children. Live a long life.”

“I don’t… Who are you?”

“Nobody. Just go home.”

Midnight. Most of the moths had chased off after the moon. A score or so remained, silent company perched on my shoulders and in my hair, waiting with me, knowing the Timekeepers would come.

My job was to record, but I’d tampered. Connie would wake beside her husband, find one of her three children in bed with them, rise and fix breakfast before her husband went to work.

I thought about the excuse I’d give the Timekeepers when they showed up. All that came to mind were George Lott’s words. The cynicism of those words, applied here, amused the dark places in my heart.

It is a horrible, horrible thing I did today.

I saved a woman’s life, aborted a murder, stopped another senseless sacrifice… sent ripples through the lake of time that might have dire repercussions.

But you have to do a horrible, horrible thing to catch people’s attention.

Even the attention of gods.

Today, July 10, 1992.

From this distance, out beyond massive Saturn and Jupiter, beyond even Pegasus, the world spins quietly, effortlessly. I can no longer see the violence, the daily oblation, the endless drama of lives traded for whimsy.

Beyond me, others wink into existence with irrational regularity, an eternity blossoming against the heavens. We wait. We watch over the shoulders of Draco and Hercules, Perseus and Cassiopeia. We can’t see a lot from here.

But the Timekeepers have their watchers below. Perhaps one day mankind will be ready.

And we can all move on together.


Five Days in April

Wednesday, 19 April 1995.

The bomb went off just after nine a.m. At ten fifteen, they called: “Tess, we need you.”

She’d been watching an Oklahoma City channel’s feed via CNN since nine-thirty and had already packed. The dogs were watching, too: the big shepherd in his favorite spot on the battered sofa; the black collie mix on the floor at her feet, their eyes and ears focused on the set as if they understood what was being said, as if they knew as well as she did that the phone would ring.

“The Air Force has routed a C-5 out of Edwards to pick us up,” Dave Branson explained. “Can you be at McClellan by noon?”

“I can be there in fifteen minutes,” she replied. “I’m already packed.”

“The dogs?”

The dogs had shifted their attention to her, their dark eyes intense, sadly eager. “They’re ready,” Tessa answered. Cody, the shepherd, whined and put his head on his paws. Blackie had the pink tip of his tongue stuck between his front teeth, an idiotic expression which she knew he only wore when he was concentrating.

They knew.

“How bad is it, Dave?”

“Bad,” he replied hesitantly. “There may have been nine hundred people in that building.”

In the immediate aftermath, Dubbiel prowled the rubble, struggling through the dust and billowing smoke, buffeted by the fleeing masses of bleeding downtown employees who failed to see him. He followed brave men and women into the depths of the carnage and watched as they assisted, carried, and dragged free those who were too injured to move. Many of the rescuers were themselves injured, blood flowing in copious streamers from cuts on their desperate faces. Most had come from surrounding buildings, their wounds from broken glass. Windows for a nine block radius had been blown out by the force of the explosion that had destroyed the federal building.

Dubbiel watched people out on the street loading complete strangers into the backs of their pickup trucks to rush them to a nearby hospital. He watched workers who had just escaped the building going back in to scream for their coworkers and friends. He watched as horribly injured Oklahomans waved off assistance. “I’m okay,” they cried, motioning toward those still trapped within the crumbling building, “help someone else.”

One man stopped three times to perform CPR on his friend as he tried to drag him out of the building. Another stumbled out with his secretary draped over his shoulders. Her feet were bare and most of her clothing was gone, having been blasted off by the bomb. A police officer shoved out past Dubbiel with an infant cradled in his arms. The policeman didn’t realize that the child was already dead. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter if he had. Dubbiel knew that to the policeman the atrocity merely doubled with any thought of leaving the tiny corpse inside the rubble.

A nurse rushed into the building
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