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A Billion Specks of Light

by

James Rumpel

 

I WAS WORKING IN THE GARDEN WHEN I FIRST NOTICED SOMETHING PECULIAR. I’d spent most of the last week enjoying my early retirement and the peacefulness associated with the fact that my wife, Heather, was still working. Don’t get me wrong, I loved Heather with all my heart. She meant everything to me. However, I was enjoying the opportunity to be alone with my thoughts.

I had the entire day to myself. I’d just dug up the sod and was starting to break up the topsoil on a new garden patch when I noticed a quiet humming sound. At first, I thought it was an insect, but I soon dismissed that idea. The sound seemed mechanical, unnatural. I looked in the direction of the noise, but all I saw was our three-acre plot of land with our two-story house sitting prominently in the background. I had mown the lawn the day before; the smell of the fresh clippings still lingered in the air.

The sound did not go away.

I am generally curious by nature, and since I had nothing that I needed to do, I set down my shovel and started walking around the area, searching for the noise’s source. I must have passed it a half-dozen times before I saw it. A thin, black line floated vertically near a corner of my garden. I tried to grab the mysterious shape, but my hand pushed it aside. It separated slightly, as if I were spreading a curtain.

I probably should have left it alone, but I didn’t. I used my two hands to open it even farther. It was an odd sensation to watch the darkness expand as I widened the gap between my hands. I could see some sort of dim light deep within the recesses of the space I had created. Looking back, I can’t believe I had the guts to stick my head inside, but I did. I felt there was something important for me through that opening. What I saw was a dark corridor leading to an open doorway and a brightly lit room. Nudged onward by something greater than curiosity, I pulled the invisible curtain back farther and stepped inside.

The curtain shut behind me. Panicking, I probed with my fingers to try and find the slit that would lead me back to my yard.

I had made a drastic mistake. I was trapped. My heart raced as I fought back tears and resisted the urge to scream. There was no one in the yard to hear me, and I had no idea what my shouts would bring. I wished and prayed that this was all a dream. I wanted nothing more than to wake up and find myself in my hammock, having dozed off after lunch.

My prayers went unanswered. I gave up on the search for an opening and decided that there may be an answer in the corridor ahead, so I moved toward the light. The walls of the hall were dark and smooth, metallic to the touch. When I reached the doorway, I peered into a long, thin room. It was only a couple of feet wider than the corridor, but the two side walls must have been fifty feet tall and were at least that long. One of these walls was unlit and appeared to be made of the same material as the corridor. The other, however, was filled with specks of light, each the size of a pencil point. I couldn’t begin to hazard a guess as to how many there were. They were spread about the surface in no discernible pattern.

Again, I found myself pulled forward. Was there some unnatural force compelling me into this bizarre world?

Inside the room, I checked for a doorway on the opposite wall but there wasn’t one. I have no idea how long I stood there staring at the strange wall. It looked like a moonless night sky; the specks playing the roles of unblinking stars.

I nearly jumped out of my shoes when I heard a voice behind me.

“How did you get in here?”

I turned to see a man standing in the doorway. He looked to be in his early twenties. Shoulder-length hair framed his clean-shaven face. He wore a white robe that covered his entire body except for his head, his hands, and his bare feet.

I’m sure my confusion showed on my face. “I…I…don’t really know. I saw this black line that turned out to be an opening…”

The young man smiled. “Don’t worry. You did nothing wrong. I am sure it was a glitch in the system. They are extremely rare, but they do happen. With billions of people on Earth and billions of different timelines, something occasionally goes wrong even if the probability is zero. I know that sounds like a mathematical impossibility, but it isn’t.”

I wanted to ask all sorts of questions. Unfortunately, I just stood there with my mouth open like a fool.

The man approached me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Just relax. I will explain everything to you, and we will find a solution to your problem.”

Finally, I was able to speak. “What problem?”

“Before I can answer that, you need to know where you are,” answered my host. He looked squarely into my eyes. “I am about to tell you some amazing things.”

He pointed to the wall of lights. “You have found the way into your life display. Every human being on Earth has a room like this. It records every moment in your life when you make a decision that greatly alters your future. Each speck of light represents a significantly different outcome to your existence.”

What he was describing seemed too fantastic to be true. The fact that I had just climbed through a floating hole in my garden made me more willing to accept what he was saying.

“Is this heaven? Are you an angel?” Now that I had regained enough composure to speak, the questions were coming like an avalanche of ignorance.

“You might call me an angel. When the Earth’s population was smaller, we used to have more time and would sometimes make brief visits. That may be where the concept of angels came from. I am what is called a Guardian of the Lights. This is not heaven. It may well be your ticket there, however. When all of your possible life paths are complete, the totality of all your possible lives is used to determine your worth.”

“So, everything on Earth isn’t real? This is all some kind of computer simulation?” I was beginning to worry that my head might explode.

“No. It is very real. This is just another plane of existence. From here we watch.”

“But you said there was a glitch. Doesn’t that imply computers or machines?” I wasn’t sure why I was fixating on that one aspect of the amazing situation. Maybe I was hoping that everything could be rebooted, and I could get back to my garden and my life.

This time the young man was the one who looked confused for a moment. “I guess I don’t really know. It doesn’t matter. It is what it is. My job is to monitor millions of lives and deal with rare occasions like this.”

“Can you send me back?” I was more than ready to put this strange journey behind me. I would have been very happy to forget that it ever happened.

“Well,” replied the Guardian after a brief pause. “That’s the problem. By coming here, you stopped that particular path of your life. The light that represents that existence has gone out.”

“You mean, I’m dead?” This was a turn I had not expected.

“Yes and no,” was his cryptic reply. “You aren’t dead. You’re here. But your world is permanently gone.”

I found myself shivering at the news. “You mean that Heather is going to come home from work and find that I have mysteriously disappeared. She won’t know what happened to me. My family, my friends…”

My knees buckled. I would have collapsed to the floor had not the young man grabbed me and held me steady.

“I am so sorry,” he said. “You cannot go back. Once a path reaches its conclusion, and the light goes out, there is no going back. But understand that your wife’s path is still going on. In her room, the light that signifies the existence that the two of you shared is still glowing. The two of you are living together in that reality.”

“My path just stopped? Wouldn’t I disappear in her life?” The possibility of my head exploding was increasing rapidly.

“No, because that change was caused by one of your decisions, not one of hers.”

Now that I was more stable, he released me and backed up a few steps.

“But if I can’t go home, and I am not dead, what’s going to happen to me?”

“We do have a contingency for occasions like this,” explained the Guardian. “There are still millions of lights in the room. I can send you to one of them and you can continue living that life.”

“Great. Send me to the one that is closest to what I just came from.” Maybe this was going to work out.

“That’s the problem,” was his sobering reply. “We can’t see what a life path is like until it ends. You are just going to be randomly sent into one of them.”

“But what if it’s a bad life. What if I never met Heather? What if I am poor or sick?”

He reached into his robe and pulled out a small black cube. On one side of the cube was a red button. “This failsafe will allow you to return here if you end up in an unsatisfying existence. It will only work three times, and you must use it within the first five minutes, or it will not send you back. The few other people I have encountered in your situation have always found a path where they remained. They must have been satisfied with the lives they jumped into. I expect your results will be the same.”

“There has to be another way,” I begged. “I can’t believe my life ended just because I found that opening. It’s not fair. I should get to live the life I created. I demand to speak with someone who can fix this.”

Despite my escalating anger, my host remained calm. “There is no one else. Every other Guardian has the same duties and offers the same option that I do. You need to either select a light and go to that time-path, or I have to leave you here until your body perishes. I am sorry there are no other options.”

“Ok,” I found myself succumbing to the inevitable. If all the previous visitors had found acceptable lives, then I could too. “What do I do?”

“Pick a light and touch it.”

“What if I want to pick a light that is by the ceiling?” I think I was just being difficult.

“Concentrate on it and it will move to within your reach. Good luck.” He handed me the cube, and I placed it in my pocket.

I focused on a point of light about halfway up the wall and watched it slowly descend and stop in front of me. Tentatively, I reached out and touched it.
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A deluge of memories flooded into my brain. I still remembered my life, but now there was a second life coexisting in my thoughts. The shock almost made me lose my balance. Luckily, I reacted with cat-like reflexes I didn’t know I possessed. I found myself standing on the roof of a newly built two-story home.

I searched my new memories for as much information about this reality as I could find. To my disappointment, I was single. Heather and I had never crossed paths. I’d dropped out of college after a semester in which I’d picked good times over studies. The real me remembered being tempted to ignore my schoolwork. I didn’t give in to those temptations. In this time-path I had.

I soon realized that on this path I lived a good but lonely life. I worked long, physical hours doing construction. This would not be a bad life, but it was not as good as the one I left. I pulled the button the Guardian had given me from my pocket. Was it worth the risk to try and find a better life? After a brief hesitation, I pushed the button.
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“You decided that was not for you?” asked the robed young man.

I answered, “I can do better.” I found that I could remember my thoughts from the few minutes I was on the rooftop though the new memories that had jumped into my brain were no longer present.

“You must choose again.”

This time I selected a spot of light right next to me. I took a deep breath and reached out with my finger.
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I was better prepared for this transition. For the second time, my mind was inundated with a different set of memories. I looked around and realized I was in my garden, but something was different. This garden was little more than a conglomeration of weeds. The grass in the yard was patchy and in need of mowing. I felt alone.

In this new life, I had been married to Heather, but we were no longer together. I’d driven her away. A series of selfish decisions had led to her leaving early in our marriage. Bitterness kept me from finding joy in the years that followed and my heart had darkened over time.

I considered the possibility that I could make amends with Heather. Perhaps I could fix all the things that I’d done wrong. My new memories told me that Heather had remarried and moved to the East Coast. I realized that this life’s past was affecting my thoughts when I felt anger welling in my stomach. I couldn’t let myself become this resentful husk of a man. I pulled out the button and pressed it once again.
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“You only have one more use of the button,” stated the Guardian, calmly.

“I know, but I just couldn’t handle that life. Maybe I should have stayed with my first choice. Can I go back to that one?” I asked the question even though I already guessed the answer.

“Even if you could find the correct light you could not return.” The young man appeared sadder than had earlier. Maybe I was just projecting my growing gloom onto him.

“I have to do better this time.” I reached to my left and touched a speck of light.
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I immediately knew something was terribly wrong. I was in a hospital bed, unable to move my arms or legs. The memory of a car accident jumped to my thoughts. I had been late to pick up Heather from work. I’d driven too fast.

Where was the button? How could I push it?

I tried to speak but found that I couldn’t. My mind screamed but my body remained motionless. I was distinctly aware of the passage of time. I only had five minutes.

Somehow my new memories fought through the panic, and I remember that I could write messages on a computer screen by blowing through a straw. It had been a difficult skill to master but I could do it.

I hurriedly tried to spell out a message, “HELP ME BUTTON UNDER SHEET PUSH NOW.” I could only hope that the button was lying near where it would have been if I had pockets.

Luckily, the computer beeped with each letter. Moments after I began my message, Heather appeared at my bedside. I battled against the urge to stop the message and stare at her beauty. I finally finished the message and gazed up at her confused face.

After what seemed like way too long of a pause, she put her hand by my hip and felt under the sheet. An expression of surprise joined the confusion. She pulled the sheet back and picked up the button. She held it in front of my eyes. “Is this the button you want me to push?”

I wanted to nod my head, but I could not. I remembered; blink once for yes. I blinked and then made sure that my eyes remained wide open.

With each second that passes, I became more certain it was too late. The horror of the remainder of this life was going to be this reality. Heather shrugged and pressed the button.
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“I have never seen someone use all three pushes of the button. You will not be able to return from your next choice.”

“I don’t want to try again,” I said. “I can’t risk it. I only want my true life.”

The young man cocked his head to the side as if listening to some sound that I was unable to hear. Eventually, he looked at me and nodded. “It turns out that there is another option. Since you could not find a new life-path and the glitch was not your fault, we are willing to offer you a position as a Guardian of the Lights. Frankly, we could use the help.”

“You mean, I would do what you do?”

“Yes. If you accept, we can begin your training immediately.”

I knew it was the best solution I was going to be offered. After my last experience, I didn’t want to jump into another life. “I accept,” was all I said, though it felt like I should have said more.

“Very good,” said the young man. “I am Barnabas. Come with me. We will start your training.” He started walking toward the far end of the room. A doorway appeared where there had not been one earlier.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the specks of light on the wall fading, one by one. My life was gone. I regretted not appreciating what I had. I thought of Heather and prayed that the billions of specks of light in her room each represented happy and complete lives. I would never see her again. I had a different life now; I was a Guardian of the Lights.
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Manna

by

Edward J. Knight

 

GOING DRY WAS NO FUN, BUT NO ONE WOULD GIVE WINSTON ANY BOOZE. He’d long abandoned his spot by the Golden Dream Hotel after the beating from the manager. The sheriff had said it’d served him right, bothering the guests. But they had the money, so where else was he supposed to sit?

Instead, he leaned his back against the rough pine of the General Store. The awning shaded him enough from the hot Nevada sun to keep his sweat from streaming down his face. He was mighty parched, but it was a scorching walk to the creek that he wasn’t quite ready to take. Besides, Mrs. Abernathy, God bless her soul, had given him a heel of bread. If he chewed the grainy crust slowly, he could almost keep his mouth wet.

Maybe if he’d had a better hat, without the big tear in the seam, he’d be able to keep cooler. Or maybe if his old dungarees didn’t need so much patching. The skin on his exposed knee had browned and cracked in the heat. If he died, he’d be tanned leather before they put him in the ground.

It was a long cry from New Jersey.

He sighed. How had it come to this?

But he knew. He couldn’t forget. Those memories of Mary, her smile matching the sun. The memories of her words, in that final letter, that he’d tried to drown. At least they didn’t hurt so much anymore.

Maybe Sheriff West had done him a blessing when he’d forbade the townsfolk from giving him booze. He still missed it. Longed for it. Could feel the memory of its burn in his throat. But he wasn’t dead.

Yet.

True, he was a beanpole, but he hadn’t lost all his strength. Something that ranch hand had learned the hard way. Sheriff West had just laughed at the kid’s bloody nose and sent him on his way. Sheriff West had told Winston to be careful and maybe stay off the streets, but it was hard when you barely had a pot of beans to your name.

So he sat and he waited, his little tin cup by his side with two pennies he could rattle when the next townsfolk came by. With two more coins, he could get some soup without raiding his stash. And maybe Reverend Stillwater would let him have an egg or two before church.

But speaking of the reverend…

The burly, bearded minister strode down the dusty road. In his black suit, he had to be sweating, but the reverend never let it show. His set jaw and hard eyes matched his purpose. He was gonna save the souls of Cave Creek if he had to drag them out of Hell with his own bare hands.

Winston expected the reverend to march on by. He was one of the few that treated Winston with charity, though even he most often had other tasks to do. But the reverend spotted him and altered his steps. A minute later, he stood in front of Winston, his fists on his hips.

“Winston,” he said, his deep voice booming, “I am in need of some assistance. I will feed you supper, and you can sleep in the church tonight if you’ll help.”

Winston scrambled to his feet before he even thought to answer yes. Widow Gallagher fixed the reverend cutlets and potatoes every Saturday night, and Winston could already smell the gravy.

Once Winston was on his feet, Reverend Stillwater turned and headed back down the way he’d come. He glanced back once to make sure Winston was keeping up, but he didn’t slow. After some quick stepping, Winston managed to even up, so they could walk side by side.

“Thought you were going back to New Jersey,” Reverend Stillwater said.

“Still saving for the coach,” Winston replied. He actually was, but it was hard. Money flowed through his fingers like placer water, and both were far too scarce out here. He was a fool to leave New Jersey, but it was a foolishness that was hard to correct. At least he’d saved some, since no one would sell him a whiskey no more.

They stopped at the stables at the edge of town. Reverend Stillwater told Winston to wait outside while he secured a wagon for the day. Winston scratched his forehead but noticed the trough for the horses wasn’t too brackish. Using his hands for a cup, he drank deep, and then splashed some more on his face.

Ahh.

The reverend noticed his wet shirt when he returned, but only quirked one eyebrow.

“Can you drive a team?” he asked.

“I did all the time, back in Jersey,” Winston said. “Coaches. Deliveries. I had a regular job takin’ boxes from the railroad to the factories and laboratories.”

Until he’d decided to chase after a fortune in gold. A foolish, foolish choice. Not all the booze in the world could make him forget how stupid he’d been. Mary had told him not to, pleaded with him not to, but he’d been too puffed up. A mockingbird full of pride.

“Good,” Reverend Stillwater said. “You drive.” He gestured for Winston to follow him around to the back.

The wagon and the team weren’t nothing special. They’d do for the reverend, just like Winston would. In due time, they were on the road toward the hills. Winston didn’t ask where. He’d learn, soon enough.

They didn’t go as far as he’d expected. Just outside of town, they left the road and went through a small twisty canyon barely wide enough for the wagon. Then they crossed the rough to the first hill and went around to its far side. The ground was lumpy and uneven, but the wagon managed the bumps. When they finally wormed their way around the last little rise, Winston’s jaw dropped.

Ahead sat the strangest trash dump he’d ever seen.

The rotten, rancid smell hit him at once. He wrinkled his nose and fought back the desire to pinch it. Still, he stopped the wagon and stared.

The dump wasn’t as large as he’d first thought. It was more a mound, really, peaked in the middle and rolling off to the sides. All in all, it was probably not much taller than a man on a horse, and not much wider at the base than one of the streets in town. But what a mess it was.

Winston spotted metal bits and bones and rotten vegetables. The edges were half-dried sludge baked hard in the desert heat. Small steel boxes and rods poked out here and there and at the top—

Winston swallowed hard and tried to keep his belly under control. Thank the Lord he hadn’t eaten much today for he surely would’ve lost it.

For on top of the garbage dump sat a human head, flesh and hair and all.

“What is this place?” Winston asked.

“The Devil’s trash.” Reverend Stillwater started to climb off the wagon. “Come, Winston, let us retrieve the body and give it a Christian burial.”

Shaking, Winston tied off the reins and dismounted. The horses tugged and shifted in their tethers, which made the wagon rock. Winston managed to keep his feet, just barely, as he climbed to the ground.

“Whoever butchered this poor soul,” Reverend Stillwater pointed to the head, “will have done so in large sections, thank the Lord.”

“There have been others?” Winston’s heart raced with the thought.

“Yes.” Reverend Stillwater’s expression was grim. “More than I wish to count.” He gestured at the trash heap. “Let us make haste. The sooner we have him, the sooner we can leave this evil place.”

Winston wasn’t sure how evil it was. He carefully picked his way through the outer edges of the mound. Most of it was just regular trash. He stepped over a desiccated turkey carcass covered with flies and around some old tin cans. He furrowed his brow at a little yellow bottle with a nozzle and a label with writing on it. Alas, he’d never learned his letters so he couldn’t read the words. The bottle looked like it was made of rubber, which made no sense.

But then he saw the severed arm. So maybe the reverend was right. Evil lurked here.

Thank the Lord, the body parts were all on top. Even more blessedly, they didn’t bleed or ooze. They didn’t have clothes either, which made them more like just meat. So, like handling old steaks, Winston gathered up what he found and returned it to the wagon, where he placed it on a filthy sheet the reverend had spread out. He barely noticed that his stomach had settled with the new familiarity with this place.

“Look out!” Reverend Stillwater pointed skyward where an object now plummeted down.

At the wagon, Winston was nowhere close to where it smashed into the pile and then bounced down the side. It tumbled toward him instead of the reverend. When it came to rest, his eyes went wide.

It was a gun.

Winston scrambled off the wagon and hurried over to it. The reverend gave him a glance, but then turned back to his own tasks. Winston reached the gun and picked it up.

It was a strange one. With the barrel and grip, it had to be a pistol, but there was no rotating barrel for the bullets. He tucked it into his waistband under his shirt to examine later.

After another dozen minutes, they had the remains of the poor soul all laid out in the wagon. Reverend Stillwater gave a short prayer and then pulled a second sheet over the naked corpse. He then had Winston drive them to the cemetery.

Inside the low wire fence, Winston let out a sigh. Mason, the gravedigger, leaned on his shovel next to a freshly dug hole. The wiry little man had dust and dirt all over his pants and shirt and beard, but he stood straight as the wagon approached and helped them lower the body from the wagon.

“Gotta name?” Mason asked.

“Not this time,” Reverend Stillwater said. When he saw Winston’s confusion he added, “Sometimes we find a funny little playing card in their clothes with a photograph and a name, but not this time.”

Winston furrowed his brow. Photographs were so expensive and rare; he could not imagine one on a playing card. But the reverend had no reason to lie.

They lowered the body, wrapped in the sheets, into the grave. Then the reverend asked them to bow their heads and began the funeral service. Winston fought to avoid shuffling. The gun poked against his belly, warm and hard. His thirst had returned, and he wondered if the reverend carried a canteen. Part of him itched for booze, but he fought it, and fought it hard. He needed water. Not another night of waking up in the dirt.

After the service, Winston helped Mason fill the grave. Reverend Stillwater erected the wooden cross and simply wrote “Unknown” on it in charcoal. Then Reverend Stillwater slipped Mason a coin as Winston turned the wagon around. They rode back to the stables in quiet. After they’d returned the wagon, Reverend Stillwater invited Winston to follow him to the church.

The reverend kept a small room at the rear of the simple building. With a cot, a small round pine table, a desk, and a small bookcase with a dozen volumes, there was little room for Winston and the reverend to both sit at the same time. A large ceramic carafe sat on the table, and the reverend poured water into nearby glasses. Winston took his and drank greedily.

“You did well out there, Winston,” the reverend said. “Mason won’t assist me any longer. He says the place is cursed.”

Winston shrugged. He didn’t believe in curses. That trash heap had been made by men. Evil men, given the bodies, but men nonetheless. How was beyond his reckoning. But why was clear. They sent things to the pile that the did not wish to ever return.

“I was wondering…,” the reverend continued, “would you be willing to help in the future? It is difficult for me to keep an eye on that…place…while also attending to the flock here in town.”

“Can I sleep here?” Winston’s eyes fell on the cot.

“In the nave, yes. As long as your bedroll is gone from the church before service.”

Winston smiled. That would be easy. He didn’t have a bedroll.

But that night, as he stretched out on a pew, he pulled out the gun to examine. The barrel glinted in the low light from the candles on the altar. It was unscratched and shinier than any steel he’d seen before. He still didn’t see how it worked. He pulled the trigger and it clicked. He did it again to the same effect.

It took him several minutes to figure out how to pop the bottom of the handle out. The hollow chamber was clearly designed for bullets but was also empty. He held the gun up. He’d never seen anything at all like it.

The next day, Winston walked out to the dump again. Reverend Stillwater had loaned him a canteen, and he’d brought his old haversack, that he’d kept hidden behind a feed barrel out back of the general store. One of the straps was broken, but as long as he didn’t take much weight, one strap would do.

The sun scorched down as bad as the day before. He tucked an old, ragged bandanna over his nose this time. It didn’t help the smell much, but anything was a blessing. He wished for gloves, but good gloves were well beyond his means. At least for now.

He started on the shady side of the trash pile. Food scraps and sludge and bones he just pushed aside. Anything strange, he set off to one side, beside his pack. The yellow bottle was first. Then what looked like an old tin pan, crusted with food. Except the tin was thinner and shinier than any he’d ever seen.

The more he sorted, the more he figured out what most of it was. He had plates made out of a funny stiff paper stained with sauce. There were boxes that felt like they were coated in thin wax and had pictures of noodles or cut up vegetables and meat. It was like some amazing kitchen with all these miraculous things existed high in the sky above him.

Back in New Jersey, he’d once taken a delivery to a grand hotel, seven stories tall. They’d had a chute near the stairs with a big garbage bin at the bottom. It saved the guests, and more importantly the maids, from carrying the trash down the long flights of stairs.

This was the bottom of such a chute, he realized. Though who would throw away such miracles as these, he’d never understand.

In early afternoon, with his usual hunger from a missed meal pushed aside, he found his treasure. The black cylinder was about the length of his hand. Made up of the stiff but slick stuff he’d dubbed “not-metal,” it had a switch on the side and a glass covering on the front. Behind that glass was something he knew. Something miraculous.

It was one of Mr. Edison’s artificial lights.

All the memories of the demonstration back in Menlo Park flooded back into Winston’s mind. How Mr. Edison had lit up the night with the flick of a switch. How everyone had oohed and aahed.

Mary’s face, bright in the night.

Mr. Edison had promised a new world, an amazing world of science and technology. He promised a future filled with wonders, and filled with riches for those who could invest.

Winston had seen the advertisement in the newspaper touting gold strikes in the Sierra Nevada the very next day. Mary had said he was a fool, and that she wouldn’t wait. He’d promised to be back in a year. She’d said he’d never make it.

She was right. But it no longer hurt the way it had. The gold mines had been tapped out before he’d arrived, and then his funds had run dry. He decided he would’ve made it with better luck. And losing to bad luck didn’t hurt so bad.

He pushed the switch on the light. Nothin’ happened. But still. The light bulb inside was smaller than any Mr. Edison had even dreamed of.

And someone had thrown it away. Tossed it in the trash with the dead man that had arrived the day before.

He stiffened at the thought of people so evil as to do that. And of people so rich they could make things like what he held in his hand.

A loud splat startled him. He looked up just in time to see chicken bones smack into the top of the trash.

Perhaps it was time to leave. If another corpse came through—he shuddered. Far better to not be here when it did.

He tucked his treasures into his haversack and returned to the church.

That night, as he mopped up the last of the gravy on his plate with the soft bread, Reverend Stillwater asked him about his day.

“I explored the garbage,” Winston said. “I think there are people who make it. I think it’s the bottom of a garbage chute.” He described the one in New Jersey. “Judging from the trash, most of the guests are normal folks, but some of them are murderers. They sent that body down so it couldn’t be found.”

“We’ve decided as much,” Reverend Stillwater replied. “Me and the sheriff. And it galls me that we cannot bring justice for those poor butchered souls, God bless them. But we tried, and could no more find traces of the victims than the murderers. Just the bodies. A decent burial is the best we can do.”

“I suppose,” Winston agreed, “but I was wondering—what do you do with the rest of the trash?”

“What would you do?”

Winston shrugged. Best to not be too obvious.

“I know a man,” he eventually said, “who might be interested. I thought I might send him some pieces.”

“Go right ahead. I don’t have the time, as the souls of the living in Cave Creek are my true duty, but I’d like to see any other bodies you find laid properly to rest.”

Winston nodded, and for the first time in a long while, a spark of hope lit in his heart. These strange trinkets. These broken things. Mr. Edison would pay for them, and Mr. Edison would pay well.

His mind flitted to the whiskey he could buy, but then he caught himself. Could he do without the booze? Do something better? Perhaps instead…he could buy a ticket East?

Yes, yes he could.

He could buy a fancy suit, one of those ones with the silver cufflinks, and hire a proper team to drive him to Mary’s—

No. Her letter had made it clear. As much as it panged his heart, he knew she’d have found another by now.

He moistened his lips, already tasting the whiskey, but caught himself again. The reverend often preached that drink was the road to ruin, and in Winston’s case, he’d been right.

But maybe now his luck had changed.

The next morning, Winston returned to the dump with a bandanna over his nose, his haversack in hand, and a shovel he’d borrowed from Mason at the graveyard. He carefully dug through the near edge of the trash, looking for anything with wires or switches or other parts he knew Mr. Edison would desire. Those he found, he dusted off and tucked into his haversack. He could wash them in the creek before he shipped them. Maybe he’d set up a placer box to clean his new “gold.”

That made him smile.

Then about an hour before noon, another trickle of trash fell from the sky. He watched as the kitchen scraps and empty tins bounced down the side. At the end, what looked like a coffee pot with a cord dropped down. After he’d retrieved it, Winston stared up at the empty blue above.

The trash wasn’t going to stop coming, he realized. The gold mines in the area had tapped out. This…this wouldn’t.

All daydreams of a coach East vanished. Edison wasn’t the only inventor who’d buy his treasures. He could set up right here. He could build a mansion that rivaled the finest in New Jersey. Mary and her new beau could read about him in the papers. With a lot of work and some cleverness, he could live like a king.

He felt a surge of hope. And determination. The mix was more intoxicating than any whiskey he’d had in a long, long time.

Winston put the coffee pot in his haversack. He wiped his brow and picked a new spot to dig.
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Breach

by

Robinne Weiss

 

“COME ON, GIRL. DON’T YOU HAVE A LITTLE MORE FOR ME?” Mary worked the cow’s teats for another minute but gained only a few drops of milk for her effort. She sighed and stood, stretching the kinks from her back. Opening the head bail, she patted the cow on the rump. “Off you go, Bess.”

The cow made her leisurely way from the milking shed, rejoining her companions in the dusty brown paddock. Mary poured Bess’ milk into the large stainless-steel jug, and then heaved the jug into the chiller. She wiped the sweat from her face with her shirt.

A drink. That’s what she needed. A glass of water, and then she’d go to the south paddock and weed the millet. She stepped into the glaring sun and walked to the house. Dust rose up at each step, and the breeze sent it eddying around the yard. She touched the water tank as she passed it. The ritual reassured her but didn’t alleviate her fears they would run out. In a month, they’d be drawing nothing but silt from the well, and the rainwater they’d stored during winter would have to get them through the hottest days of summer. It was always a struggle, but this year would be worse. Winter rain had been light, and the tank wasn’t full.

When she reached the kitchen, she found Les already there. His face was streaked with dirt and sweat. She smiled and swiped at his face. “You look like a zebra.”

“How was the milk this morning?” Les asked, pouring himself a glass of water from the pitcher they kept cool in the chiller.

Mary held out her glass for him to fill. “Not as much as yesterday.” She sighed. “I think those N’Damas were a mistake. They’re just not giving as much as the Sahiwals.” She pulled out a chair from the battered kitchen table and sat down. It creaked under her weight, and she wondered how long it would be before she had to fix it again.

Les sat down across from her, leaning his elbows on the table. “Remember, those N’Damas are also giving us beef. Bess and Lily’s calves sold for more than any of the others.”

“I suppose. Still, their milk production is lousy. I think I’ll cut some extra acacia for them today. Maybe I can boost their production with a little more feed.” She frowned. Extra feed now meant extra need for water later.

Les leaned across the table and kissed Mary on the nose. “It’ll be okay. We’ll make it through this year.” He shrugged. “A dry year is good for prices.” He downed the last of his water and stood. “Speaking of prices, I should be going if I’m going to get to Port Geraldine and back today.”

“It seems ridiculous we should have to take the milk all the way down there, and pay the agent, just to sell our milk on Banks Island.”

“Yep, but since those rich bastards out on the Island raised the West Melton ferry fees, it’s cheaper this way.”

Mary grunted. “You know they only raised that ferry fee so they don’t have to put up with us poor Mainlanders on their pristine streets.” She stood, picking up both their glasses and carefully wiping them with a towel before replacing them in the cupboard.

Les put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her sweaty forehead. “We’re doing okay, Mary. We’re still getting good money for the milk.” He pulled away and brushed a wisp of hair from her face. “Need anything from town while I’m there?”

“Here’s a list.” Mary picked up a scrap of paper from the benchtop and handed it to Les. She kissed him on the cheek. “I’d kill for some more of those Stewart Island cherries, too, if they’re not too expensive this week.”

“I’ll see what I can do, though I’m not sure I’m willing to resort to murder.” He winked and returned her kiss.

After Les was gone, Mary grabbed a hoe and headed to the south paddock. On her way, she stopped to scratch the cows’ ears. She loved her ‘girls,’ as she called them. Her herd of fifteen was one of the larger in the region. Few farmers bothered with dairy cattle on the Canterbury Plains
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