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01 Nov 2009 

— September, 18XX — 
 
September 12, 18XX 
 
This Journal shall serve as a record for me as I commence my search for the fabled treasure of Nbabi, 
and should anything befall me in my adventure, shall go to Charlotte so she may know of my final days. 
I pray that I return to her whole and healthy, but I cannot forsake my quest regardless of risk to my 
person. For despite the Sherborne family’s noble blood, my uncle’s financial speculation has consumed 
our wealth and left us little better than paupers living on the goodwill of our dear friends. I cannot 
countenance this state of affairs and will seek any means necessary to rectify the situation. When word 
of the African continent and its potential wealth came to my notice, I resolved immediately to set out 
to seek riches enough to restore my family’s good standing in society.  
 
I have neither the time nor the inclination to chart my travels to deepest Africa, but in an Egyptian 
bazaar I obtained this notebook with its oilskin covering, for I had heard that beyond the desert, deep, 
wet jungle swaths much of Africa. I have found that, at least, to be true, and trust that my words will 
survive to chronicle the remainder of my search. In Egypt I also found a guide, whom I call James. He 
has faithfully led me through desert and savanna into the uncharted depths of the jungle. The natives 
here have never, perhaps, seen a white man; they approach cautiously but with great curiosity, and to 
my relief, James speaks a language they know. I fear treachery from these tribes, for I believe them 
headhunters and cannibals, and keep my guns loaded and at hand in all situations even though James 
has attempted to reassure me. Despite his faithfulness, I do not credit James with much intelligence. 
 
In recent weeks, James has begun to hear rumors of a fabulous treasure, rumored to come from far 
Egypt although I cannot imagine how or why, not far from here. The natives are untrustworthy and 
deeply superstitious, and I doubt their word. What educated white man would credit their claims of a 
curse that guards the treasure and turns men into demons from beyond the grave? Yet I cannot but 
investigate, for if true, this treasure could bring about all I hope for and perhaps restore our family to its 
former place of honor among our peers. 
 
 
September 27, 18XX 
 
I have obtained another companion, aside from James and our recalcitrant donkeys: a young monkey. 
He fell from a tree not far outside our camp one evening and commenced howling and fussing so loudly 
I took my rifle to silence him. James accompanied me and became agitated when he saw the beast. He 
told me that killing a monkey of this kind was the worst bad luck, master, but that to heal it would 
virtually guarantee our success. Softhearted as I am, I relented and brought the creature back to camp 
despite its scratching, biting, and continued howling. In the last few weeks its leg seems to have healed 
remarkably quickly, so that now he scampers from limb to limb with nearly the same reckless abandon 
that broke its leg in the first place. 
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I had initially hoped that, once healed, the creature would vanish into the forest and consume no more 
of our resources. But James will insist on sharing our meals with it, almost as if it was a proper person, 
and its leg healed crooked, so I suspect it can no longer keep up with its former companions. Alas, my 
hopes proved groundless, for though the rascal’s leg is recovered as much as it ever will, it dogs our path 
with great persistence. It seems to particularly have adopted me as its favorite, although I have given it 
no evidence of affection and James takes care of feeding it. I admit that I have begun softening to its 
antics on occasion, as it hangs upside down by its tail chattering at us (a sound not unlike the speech of 
Lady Desingthorpe, whose powers of gossip, according to Charlotte, are renowned among all the 
women of breeding) almost as if it expected us to understand what it was saying.  
 
We continue to follow the rumors of ancient Egyptian treasure into truly uncharted and unfathomable 
jungle deeps. The last natives we encountered did not speak any of James’ languages, and James had to 
resort to sign and grunting to communicate. Fortunately, such communication seems to come naturally 
to him, perhaps because he is—according to the latest theory from Darwin—more closely related to apes 
than more sophisticated whites such as I. 
 
 
October, 18XX 
 
I seem to have lost count of days, although I believe October has not yet fully passed. Our monkey 
companion, whom James has named Nagali, remains in attendance and is now most devoted to me. He 
brings me small animals, berries, and fruits, which I always let him consume in the end. He follows me 
closely when not hunting and shares my blankets at night, unfortunately also sharing some of his 
personal parasites as well. The allure of a hot, steamy bath and a thick, sudsy bar of soap seem 
overwhelming after these months of travel through this uncivilized, filthy country.  
 
However, the travel may soon be justified. Our latest encounter with natives has led James to believe we 
are within only a few miles of this legendary treasure. Now, though, my guide has become recalcitrant 
and refuses to travel with me to the mother lode itself. He believes the natives’ numerous warnings of a 
curse, and nothing will induce him to risk suffering such a fate. I have decided to take all the donkeys, 
saddlebags empty, and obtain this treasure on my own while James waits at the camp with Nagali. At 
this juncture, nothing—certainly no rumors of a curse, which seem so prevalent in lower classes—could 
prevent me from seeing this adventure to fruition. I hope to write again soon. 
 
 
Two Days Later 
 
Following James’ instructions, Nagali and I have found the cave where the treasure resides. Nagali 
would, of course, follow despite my strenuous objections. Tying him up simply causes him to howl and 
chew through his ropes. I see no harm in his companionship and thus far he seems to have brought us 
excellent fortune in finding the riches I so crave. 
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I have stopped short of collecting this treasure, which I trust is within the dark recesses before me, 
because I noticed a strange thing: skeletons, many with their skulls crushed or shattered in the back, 
strewn liberally around the portal. I believe they were perhaps slaves who transported the treasure and 
were killed to maintain the secret of its whereabouts. Nagali seems anxious and skittish, clinging to my 
side and then darting back along our trail, as if to urge me away from the cave. I cannot imagine the 
skeletons cause him alarm, for they are not of his race, and there are no predators that I can discern 
nearby.  
 
Indeed, in all my jungle travels, I have rarely heard such a silent patch of woods. No birds or insects 
chirrup and a hush pervades the place like a blessing. Such a holy silence can only bode well; it is God 
showing His approval at my task by silencing even the beasts of the field. I go now to fulfill my quest. 
Should I succeed, I will use a portion of my wealth to feed and clothe those less fortunate than myself, as 
a way of thanking the Good Lord for His provision. 
 
 
One Day Later 
 
The treasure is beyond imagining and far beyond my donkeys’ ability to carry. It is buried deep within 
the cave in many small, separate caverns that one must crawl through on hands and knees or even 
wriggle through like a snake on its belly. But this difficult access hides wealth untold. Some of the 
entrances show evidence of previous explorers, and at first I feared I had come too late, that some 
previous explorer had seized my prize. To my joy, though, only a few of the caches had been emptied, 
leaving what appears to be the vast majority of the treasure intact. I have emptied several caches myself, 
loading the donkeys to groaning and even filling my own haversack to bursting with glittering gems and 
golden baubles of incomparable worth. 
 
The treasure! Who could imagine it? How to even begin to describe it? Gold ornaments, masks, cups, 
crowns, jewelry of a thousand types vie with piles of finely-cut precious stones in catching my torch’s 
light. I confess that I spent no small time simply gazing in awe at this hoard, which remains undimmed 
by time and virtually untouched by mankind. I well now see the wisdom of spreading a rumor among 
the natives that a curse protects the treasure: Nothing else would have kept them from emptying this 
cave long ago. Who put this gold here and spread word of its fearful invisible guardian? I cannot guess, 
for these pieces look unlike any ancient treasure I have seen or heard tell of before. It resembles the 
Egyptian style but departs from it in many places, making me think that it came from some other, 
unknown civilization that has since vanished from the face of the earth. Atlantean treasure, perhaps? –
though I hardly credit the likelihood of a real Atlantis, I cannot but begin to wonder as I gaze at the 
workmanship of such clearly ancient pieces. 
 
I have decided to return to civilization with what treasure the donkeys can bear, and continue to return 
as often as our finances should require. Prudently doled out, this find could finance our family for 
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generations to come. Perhaps, some day, I will return with a full team and ultimately convert the entire 
trove into safer storage: coin of the realm.  
 
Addendum: Nagani has been behaving oddly. I fear he may be succumbing to some strange jungle 
disease, for he has spent most of the last day moving sluggishly, resting often, and refusing my touch. 
When I do catch him (still difficult, as he has taken to hiding in high branches), he feels hot and 
feverish, if his kind can catch fevers. 
 
One Day Later 
 
Nagani has died. I can hardly believe how quickly this strange illness took him, progressing from fevers 
to shaking and vomiting until he became comatose. I can no longer detect any sign of breath or 
heartbeat in his little body and must assume the worst, a sorry loss. When I rescued him, I had no desire 
for a pet in this wilderness, but his affection and attention have won my heart so that now I mourn him 
as if he had been one of my hounds. I considered burying him, as I would a beloved hound, but in this 
festering land I know that some other creature would quickly uncover his body. Instead, I have chosen 
to leave his body in the branches of a tree, his favorite playground, and allow nature to take its course. 
Rest in peace, little friend.  
 
I, meanwhile, have begun to feel slightly unwell myself. Though I doubt Nagali’s affliction could touch 
me, I suspect that the malaria I contracted earlier in this journey has begun to reassert itself. If so, I must 
hasten to reach James and our quinine supply… but I feel weak, and before I travel on, I must rest. The 
donkeys and treasure are secure for the time being, and I shall keep a rifle and knife close to hand. Never 
has the trunk of a tree felt so luxurious or the deep, mushy loam of the forest floor felt more like a 
feather bed. Rest. Yes. And soon I will travel on, never giving up on my quest for brains. I mean 
treasures. 
 
 
Later 
I have awoken to find the donkeys gone, not vanished but dead. Some creature came upon them and 
consumed them in the night. Their carcasses are bloody and terrible, but I am desperately hungry and 
their heads seem mostly intact. For some reason, the prospect of consuming their brains fills me with an 
unaccountable and disturbing euphoria…but since little meat remains on their bones, I can justifiably 
eat their brains. Oh, delicious brains! I have never loved to consume an animal’s organs before, but since 
I slept—and clearly I must have slept a long time and deeply, for the donkeys to have died and my 
hunger to have grown so demanding—I can hardly wait for the brains. 
 
What am I thinking? No man eats another creature’s brains, save only the desperate or those unable to 
afford better. Why should I so desire brains? And why doesn’t their death bother me? How long did I 
sleep? What has happened to me and my priorities? How long did I sleep? My body seems emaciated, 
my skin clammy and grayish as if from long convalescence. But how could I survive a long convalescence 



7 

here unattended in the jungle? Vicious creatures have attempted to attack me before, and clearly they 
were near to kill the donkeys, but I remain unscathed, avoided by even ants and crawling creatures.  
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05 Nov 2009 

— August 31, 2009 — 
 
Kim sat in her 2009 yellow Ford Mustang and wiped away the tears that blurred her view of her home, a 
6,000 square foot home in the gated hillside community of Sweet River Village. She didn’t want her 
parents to know she had been crying, and certainly she didn’t want to show them what their endless 
fighting was doing to her. It was bad enough that her youngest sister, Evie, had recently started wetting 
the bed again even though she was in fifth grade. Their in-between sister, Leslie, simply pretended 
everything would be fine, that Mother and Father still loved each other and their family wasn’t falling 
apart. Kim knew better, but didn’t try to force the issue. It’d be clear soon enough what would happen, 
and although secretly she hoped Leslie was right, she sternly told herself that it wasn’t mature to live in a 
dream world.  
 
“Be realistic, Kim,” she said aloud into the silence of her car. “Don’t be stupid. You’re getting out of 
here next year whether or not Mother and Father are together. Just get through this year.” She had a 
good scholarship to University of Washington Medical School lined up already and she fully intended 
to get out of this nowheresville as soon as humanly possible, preferably never to return. She wouldn’t 
miss Mother or Father, that’s for sure, but the three sisters had grown closer as their parents slowly, 
inexorably drifted apart. Kim would miss Leslie and Evie. 
 
Unfolding herself from the car, Kim stretched her long, shapely legs. Practice tonight had really taken it 
out of her, but she was glad she’d visited the gym daily all summer. It had paid off in her ability to jump 
higher, lift other girls, and dance energetically for hours without fatigue. Kim loved exercise enough to 
get up early for a five mile run before school, the only time she spent with her father, who had run the 
Boston Marathon every year since before Kim was born.  
 
She dragged her backpack from the passenger seat and hefted it. Plenty of homework; that Spanish was 
going to take forever, but nothing else seemed like it would be a problem. She might even be able to get 
in a short bout of weight lifting down in the exercise room before bed if she worked fast.  
 
That plan went out the window the instant she walked in the door as Evie threw herself into Kim’s 
arms, wailing.  
 
“Ssshhhh,” Kim whispered, kneeling to cuddle her sister’s bony, shaking form. “What is it? What’s 
wrong?” Stupid question, really, but what else could she say? It wouldn’t be honest to say that 
everything would be all right, much as Kim wished it would be so. 
 
“Mama…” Evie choked back another sob, gasping for air. 
 
“Just breathe, OK? I’m here. I’ll take care of it.” Again, Kim internally grimaced. She couldn’t fix 
anything, and certainly not her parents’ dysfunctional relationship. In her arms, Evie blinked and took 
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several deep, shuddering breaths. Kim felt her steeling herself, gathering her strength. Nobody could 
accuse the girls in their family of weakness, that’s for sure. 
 
“Mama’s upstairs. In the bath tub. She’s not moving.” Evie looked at her trustingly. “Can you wake her 
up? Nancy had to leave early and I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
Kim went very still, her heart plummeting well below her toes. Willing herself to stay calm, she stood 
up. “I’ll go wake Mother, and don’t worry” – as much for herself as for Evie, this time – “you won’t be 
alone. I’m here now. You have homework, right?” Evie nodded. “Could you get started on it while I go 
wake Mother?” 
 
“Okay. But I need some help.” Those big, trusting eyes turned Kim’s lost heart to ice for fear she’d fail 
her kid sister.  
 
“I’ll help you, but I need to wake Mother first. Do what you can and I’ll come help when I can.” With a 
gentle shove Kim started Evie down the hallway to the fifth grader’s bedroom; as Evie walked away, it 
was all Kim could do to keep from dashing upstairs as fast as she could. She didn’t want Evie becoming 
alarmed, but Kim hurried as fast as she could as soon as Evie closed her door, fumbling for her cell 
phone as she dashed through the hallway to the master bedroom suite.  
 
When she burst into the master bathroom, Kim’s worst fears were confirmed. Empty bottles of hard 
liquor surrounded her mother, who was slumped deep in the tub, and an empty bottle of Tylenol had 
tipped and rolled into a corner. Kim’s fingers had already automatically dialed 911 by the time she took 
the scene in. 
 
The fire department got there first. Kim had tried to call her father, but had to settle for leaving a voice 
mail at his work and on his cell phone. Father was probably entertaining other big muckety-muck 
executives, or dining with Senator Gilbertson again, or – most likely – off with some other woman, 
while his wife slipped into deeper into unconsciousness. Then the police arrived, full of questions, and 
then at last the ambulance. By then, the firefighters had established that Marilyn Benson was alive. She 
survived, at least for the time being, another suicide attempt. 
 
Father arrived home earlier than usual, not long after 8:30 that evening. The police detectives still hung 
around, and they had plenty of questions for Father. Kim, on her way to finally help Evie with her 
homework, gave him a disgusted glance as she caught Father glancing in the mirror to check his hair 
before facing the cops. Heaven forbid George Benson would look anything but perfect, even if it was 
only Somewheresville’s Finest. 
 
Leslie lay on Evie’s bed reading a trashy romance novel. Its lurid cover showed a scantily clad, 
inhumanly well-endowed woman swooning in the arms of a tan, oiled, and impossibly muscular man. 
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“You’re not old enough for that,” Kim commented as she entered. Evie immediately began jumping up 
and down, alternating squealing with whining as she nonverbally begged Kim for the love and attention 
that she so craved.  
 
“Whatever,” her 15-year-old sister replied. “You’re not my mom.” Kim’s jaw tightened; soon they might 
not have a mother, if things went badly in the next few hours.  
 
“Fine,” Kim replied. “But I’m not responsible if Father catches you with it.” Leslie deigned only to snort 
in reply, her disdain fully evident. Kim took no offence; she knew her middle sister was just trying in her 
own way to escape from the uncontrollable downward spiral that was life in the Benson household.  
 
Kneeling beside Evie’s child-sized desk, Kim asked, “So what are we working on tonight?” Evie picked 
up a much-chewed pencil and silently pointed to a map of the United States. “States and capitols?” 
 
“Uh-huh.” 
 
“Let’s see how many you remember from last year.” Kim picked up the sheet. It would be a long evening 
for the eldest Benson daughter, who had yet to even touch her stack of homework. No working out 
tonight, although Kim would go for an extra-long run tomorrow. She’d need the release by the end of 
the evening. 
 
--- 
 
The next morning, with only three hours’ sleep, Kim rose for her run, leaving before her father could 
join her. She wanted to run alone, fast, perhaps not stopping until she had escaped the chaos. Not long 
into the run, though, she felt hot tears beginning to trickle down her cheeks, her nose clogging. Nobody 
understood her; she was alone, her true life and self hidden from all her so-called friends at school. Who 
could she tell about yesterday evening? Who would understand her mother’s betrayal of their trust, her 
father’s indifference, her sisters each attempting to cope as best they knew how, and how Kim was 
caught in the middle of it all? 
 
Nobody else at school had horrible family secrets like this. Austin’s family was perfectly normal, so 
much so that sometimes Kim wanted to vomit. Austin was the all-American boy, tall, sturdy, not too 
smart, and exactly who everybody thought a cheerleader like Kim should date. She had obliged the 
general school population by caving in to Austin’s repeated requests for her to accompany him to a 
movie and dinner – because he was that creative – and it became easier to just keep up the pretense than 
to get rid of him. At least at school Kim could maintain a semblance of normalcy. Sometimes she really 
wished she could tell Austin about her parents; she didn’t waste her time, because she knew he would 
shrug and start talking about the latest football scores. 
 
Drawing deep breaths of the cold morning air, feeling it fill her lungs and watching it plume out as she 
ran, Kim tried to stop thinking. Each step brought greater peace as she moved farther and farther from 
the house in Sweet River Village. On this run, she controlled everything, and it felt so good to go… and 
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go… and go. Her father’s obsession with running was one of the few things Kim could understand about 
him. The miles rolled by beneath Kim’s strong legs and she finally started to feel calm again after last 
night’s fiasco. 
 
Three miles out, Kim turned around and started home. Longer would be better, but she had to get 
home to rouse Leslie and Evie. Maybe she could see if Nancy would come mornings as well as 
afternoons. It would sure help to have somebody else taking care of Evie, at least. Within a few blocks of 
her home, she saw her father’s brand new Mercedes-Benz CLK550 Cabriolet backing out of the 
driveway. He wouldn’t even be there when Kim got her sister sum. Just another typical day in the 
Benson household. 
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04 Nov 2009 

— Autumn, 18XX — 
 
Later 
 
Oh, God, what have I done? What have I become? Why has my pious and honest attempt to return my 
family to its rightful place been accursed with such horror? Worst of all, I enjoyed my depravity, 
wallowed shamelessly in brains, drank deeply and greedily of the cup offered by the Prince of Darkness. 
 
My last entry, alas, precedes a period of darkness that I can scarce begin to acknowledge, and which I am 
loath even now to chronicle. Yet, for posterity, and should I fail in my return journey, I must put pen to 
paper with full and complete frankness, withholding no detail. I cannot but hope that God, in His 
infinite mercy, will forgive my sins and, perhaps, redeem me from the evil that even now festers and 
grows in my heart with every passing moment.  
 
I must be resolute, unwavering in my resolve to fully and faithfully chronicle every event of my journey, 
whether cheerful or fateful. Here, then, is my confession, written as plainly as I may speak it. 
 
After I awoke from my long sleep, I felt myself emptied, no longer caring for the treasure – which 
remained, bulging through the saddle bags, some of the otherwise scant evidence that my donkeys had 
ever existed. That burning desire for redemption for my family had been utterly replaced by another, 
darker desire that I continue to struggle against to this moment. I lusted after brains, and not any 
brains, but I longed for – this is terrible to write, but I know I must; I steel myself and confess – I longed 
for human brains. Within moments of awakening, I consumed all that remained of the donkeys’ brains 
but remained they did not satiate my compelling drive to smash human skulls and scoop out the brains 
and only the brains. The rest of the human body held no fascination for me; I am neither a monster nor 
have I gone native, to begin desiring human flesh. What am I, though, to desire to consume any part of a 
fellow man’s body? Yet doubt blossoms in my mind, however, that I truly committed the heinous crime 
that it may appear I committed, for what are the natives if not some lower creature to be utilized by 
more sophisticated, civilized Europeans? 
 
Setting the thorny moral discussion aside, I must progress with my tale or fail utterly. Even now I long 
to stop, to forget, to bury the truth, but a true man faces his character open-eyed and unafraid.  
 
My clothes, I might add, had been reduced to tatters and shreds over the long days or weeks of my sleep. 
Although no crawling thing touched my person, many insects made meals of my fine leather boots and 
gloves, not to mention my remaining articles of clothing. What had not been consumed by vile, 
creeping insects had begun already to rot and mildew in the extreme, endless dripping of the jungle. 
Even my skin had begun to show signs of mildew, and though I vigorously scrubbed, the fungus 
tenaciously clung to my skin until I sliced the skin away. Such fungus has plagued others on similar 
travels and I knew from their accounts that to allow the invader to infest my skin would only make my 
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predicament worse on some future day. Modern medicine has yet to find a treatment for such malaise, 
so was forced to I resort to the only means of removing it that I could devise. My knife had not dulled 
over my convalescence, but even so, I found the pain much less terrible than when blades previously 
pierced my skin by accident. In addition, I seemed to bleed somewhat less than I had anticipated, a 
welcome surprise given my already-weakened state. One of my toes had become so overtaken with the 
fungus that I had to remove it entirely and bandage it with rags as best I could devise. After removing 
the horrible growths and bandaging my wounds, I was again overcome with hunger, not for food, which 
had all vanished from the packs, but for more unconventional fare.  
 
I do not regard myself as a weak-willed cringing man who succumbs to his every desire. The trials of my 
family and the rigors of my long African sojourn have been a refining fire to my character, such that I 
now rule my passions rather than allowing them to dictate my every decision. 
 
At least, I had believed such prior to the long sleep. Some vestige of that steel character remains to me, 
however, and I struggled against the inhuman desire to kill and consume any other creature’s brain 
material. Instead, I arose from the carnage of the donkeys and gathered what treasure I myself could 
carry, intending to obtain more beasts or even human laborers to convey my newly found wealth to a 
more civilized part of the world. My satchel and all the saddle bags had been nearly destroyed by the 
jungle, but I contrived a kind of travois to drag behind, loaded as heavily as I could bear. Despite my 
best efforts, the vast majority of my initial treasure remained in heaps where the saddle bags had fallen 
from the donkeys’ ravaged carcasses. I hoped to find James still waiting – his loyalty remained 
unequalled among all my prior servants, and he had sworn to await me however long I might take in 
recovering the treasure – and to return with him to retrieve still more of my hoard. 
 
Before resuming my journey, I paused to give my respects to the remains of my little monkey 
companion. I confess that, in addition to bidding him farewell, I wondered if his body might retain 
some of its brains. Surely, I told myself, consuming the flesh of a dead animal is less heinous than killing 
a man for the same purpose. But my justification was unnecessary, for when I found the limb upon 
which I had placed Nagali’s remains, I found nothing. No evidence of Nagali remained, not even hair 
or bones or any physical remnant; the jungle had completely erased all evidence of his existence, as it 
was already doing to the donkeys. I felt again the keen loss of my small friend, whom I had come to 
accept in our caravan nearly as much as any of the human beings. 
 
Saddened at the loss of brains – no, not brains. Saddened at the loss of any physical evidence of my little 
friend, I steeled myself and began my arduous journey back to James and the camp. I cannot recall how 
much time my outbound journey occupied, but pulling the travois of treasure to the camp took me 
many weeks. I was obliged to stop often to use my knife for clearing the dense undergrowth that 
obscured every inch of my outgoing path. I had cut markers into the trunks of trees to mark the way 
back, but I found myself increasingly disregarding the marks and taking a direct path, as if some 
unknown force drew me inexorably forward. Walking proved more difficult than before my illness, and 
I found myself shuffling or staggering when before I had stepped boldly. I attributed this to my 
weakened state and I expect to restore my strength when I have truly recovered from this malady. 
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Oddly, despite the many weeks I seemed to have slept, I felt little desire for sustenance during these 
travails; I longed only, I confess, for the inhuman satisfaction of consuming brains, but refused to 
consider indulging myself in that evil pursuit. Instead I ate little of anything and pushed on through the 
jungle, my load of gold feeling heavier with every mile.  
 
My new sixth sense led me on a much straighter path to the site of our camp, and there I found evidence 
that James remained in residence despite my long absence. All of my possessions remained in the camp, 
for I had taken all the beasts of burden in my eagerness to obtain as much wealth as I could find, and 
James consistently maintained my personal belongings perfectly scrupulously against the ravages of the 
jungle and its inhabitants. James greeted my arrival with a mixture of astonishment and horror at my 
ragged, bloodied appearance. Over my return journey, my skin slowly returned to a semblance of its 
normal pinkish color, but I remained wounded from my self-inflicted injuries; in addition, innumerable 
branches and limbs had scratched me, leaving bloody nail-like scratches on my exposed skin. 
 
James immediately began to attend my needs, all the while maintaining an extremely curious demeanor, 
but, like a good trained servant, he never questioned his master. I felt no desire to explain my failure, the 
loss of the donkeys and Nagali, or my subsequent illness, to my guide. He provided me with provisions, 
clean food and water; undamaged clothes; and a return to a modicum of civilization. I fell into a deep 
sleep protected at last from the elements by walls, albeit canvas ones. When I awoke, the urge for to kill 
and consume another human renewed its claim upon my mind and drove me, unthinking, out into the 
camp. There I found loyal James preparing breakfast: Bacon, salted kippers, and porridge, another 
homelike touch I should, in the past, have appreciated and acknowledged. 
 
I can scarce bear to commit the description of my transgression to paper, but true confession and 
repentance brings grace. Thus I forge ahead.  
 
My mind, when I saw James bent over the cooking fire, became a blank haze. I have not thought clearly 
since my illness, and I fear some enduring damage may have resulted, but this haze is unlike any I have 
heard of or experienced. Another, darker, more sinister force seemed to take over my limbs; my mind 
ceased to function, as if I had lost consciousness, save for one thought: Brains. Nothing beyond the 
desire to eat the juicy, squishy, still-warm grey matter of another man occupied my mind; no human 
sentiment, no conscience, no question. Brains and brains alone filled my thoughts. My feet moved of 
their own accord, shuffling in an awkward walk completely unlike my usual gait. My arms extended, 
marionette-like, to leave hands dangling like dead weights at the end of my wrists. From my mouth 
issued a most terrible mumbling, muttering, repeating ad infinitum the only thought in my mind: 
“Brains. Brains. Brains.”  
 
James, alerted by my moaning, dropped my porridge into the fire and ran to assist me, fear and concern 
writ large across his face. Alas, this last good deed remains to his credit, and I confidently believe that, if 
Negroes go to heaven, God has welcomed him to paradise already for that action alone. My hand 
smashed his skull like cracking an egg; in delight my body threw itself upon him, peeling back skull 
fragments like so much egg shell, hands bathed in the blood of an innocent, greedily scooping the warm, 
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gelatinous brain and shoveling handfuls into my mouth. The fresh brains of a man far exceeded the old, 
tough, half-rotted brains of the donkeys as the sun exceeds the moon. They tasted like nectar of the 
gods, like no other food I have ever consumed: Salty yet sweet, soft and yielding, delicious beyond 
compare and description.  
 
May God forgive me and have mercy on my soul. Even now the memory causes my mouth to water and 
my hands, once more under my control, to begin shaking with desire. Though I loathe the action, yet I 
fear that, given ample opportunity, I would exhibit the same symptoms with the same result. What can 
this mean? Surely the natives’ claim of a curse cannot be credited, and yet no illness in my ken causes 
these strange and horrifying symptoms. Would to God that James had fled or abandoned camp, that I 
could have been spared the horror of watching my own body brutally butcher and consume a helpless, 
trusting man, however low of station. No man deserves James’ fate; yet I fear that James may have 
suffered the lesser evil, while I live on, the knowledge of this demon residing quiescent and waiting in 
my breast eating at me for perhaps every day of my life. 
 
How can I return now to redeem my family’s fortune? What meaning has such a gesture when the 
redeemer is flawed beyond redemption himself? Must I expose my darling wife to the danger? Surely my 
heart would stop in my chest before I caused her harm, and yet… I fear that demon’s power. However, 
the thought of never returning, of Charlotte’s waiting day after day, fearing me dead or worse; of my 
former companions thinking me a failure; of my family’s good name sliding into obscurity and 
Charlotte living destitute and alone – I cannot bear these thoughts. I must find a way to remain the 
man I am, to retain my steel will even under the onslaught of desire and mindlessness, that I may return 
home with what treasure I may carry to spare Charlotte that pain. 
 
 
Later  
 
Despite my concerns over how my illness will cause me to behave in civilized company, I know I must 
return to England to fulfill my responsibilities. Despite my horrific behavior, I am bound by my family 
honor in this matter, and I must trust that God and my self-control will restrain my new, unholy 
appetites. However, my quest has received a heavy blow with James’ death and the loss of our pack 
animals, for I alone cannot transport the supplies and what meager treasure I still possess back to 
anywhere approaching civilization. Thus it is clear that, although I speak only European languages, I 
must somehow convince the natives here to throw in their lot with mine. I must return to England by 
any means necessary; the weapons in the camp, diligently maintained by poor James, remain a viable 
final resort. I feel little compunction about threatening a few local tribesmen; for they are so primitive 
any touch of civilization, however brutal, must naturally improve their lot.  
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05 Nov 2009 

— August 24, 2009 — 
 
Tristan Killigan always hated the start of a new school year. He didn’t mind the school part so much as 
the other students part. This year he started his junior year at Somewheresville High School, and he 
knew what that meant: More time hanging out with the outcast clique – fine with him; since he didn’t 
care for football, fantasy role-playing games, or the internal workings of computers, the other major 
school cliques didn’t appeal to him. He just wished he could make more normal friends, and maybe 
even find a girl who wasn’t totally airheaded and giggly. It seemed to Tristan that the girls with brains 
were “like parking spaces: either handicapped or taken,” as the joke went among his friends. 
 
With a sigh, Tristan dragged himself out of bed, ceding defeat to the inevitable reality that school would 
start today and he would be there in his first period Advanced Algebra class, hoping for not too much 
homework the first night. He trudged heavily down the stairs and into the kitchen, where Mom had the 
traditional First Day of School Breakfast – bacon, eggs, and a special treat of toast topped with pig 
brains – waiting for him and Lottie, his just-slightly-younger twin sister. Max insisted on cereal, and 
Julie disdained breakfast altogether, despite Mom’s insistence that breakfast was the most important 
meal of the day.  
 
Lottie had already devoured her toast and brains, and had moved on to the desultory picking at her eggs 
stage of the meal. She hated eggs, but Mom said it was important that they cultivate an enjoyment of 
the same foods other families ate, so they would fit in better. Tristan didn’t mind eggs; they had a 
texture a little like what he imagined cooked brains would feel like, although why anybody would cook 
perfectly good brains, he couldn’t guess. 
 
“You’re late,” Mom said as Tristan thumped down into his chair. 
 
“I was hoping if I stayed in bed, school wouldn’t start.” He gulped down the toast and brains first, too, 
as Mom looked on with a slightly disapproving look on her face. “What? Why shouldn’t I eat brains if 
you give some to me?” Tristan intentionally slurped the brain juice from his fingers before picking up 
his fork to start on the eggs. 
 
“You shouldn’t focus on the brains so much,” she admonished. “How many times have I told you we 
need to try to be normal?” Tristan and Lottie exchanged a glance that clearly said, “What does she know 
about normal, anyway?” Mom turned away to start washing up the breakfast dishes as her children 
finished eating breakfast and began packing their lunches. Max pulled out the leftover brains from the 
fridge and tried to sneak them into his bag, but Mom neatly intercepted the Tupperware and plunked it 
back into the refrigerator door. Looking at Max, but speaking to all of them, she said, “No brains at 
school.” 
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“So I guess having a PB and brains sandwich for lunch is out of the question, then?” Tristan couldn’t 
help but heckle Mom a little bit. Sometimes she just gave Tristan, Lottie, and Julie no credit 
whatsoever. After all, they’d made it to high school without giving the secret away; if they were going to 
accidentally spill the brains to some normal person, it would’ve happened a long time ago. Max was a 
different story; he would probably happily bring brains to school and offer to share with his classmates 
to boot. 
 
Mom didn’t deign to reply, but Lottie laughed. “I’d love to see your friends’ faces when you pulled that 
out of your lunch bag.” 
 
“I could try to pass it off as, oh, caviar or something.” Tristan started layering regular lunch meat on his 
sandwich. 
 
“Have you even had caviar? I’m sure it’s nothing like brains.” Lottie didn’t like exotic foods much, but 
she did like having an opinion on everything, even things she didn’t know anything about. She spread 
peanut butter and jelly thickly onto her bread, disregarding the inevitability of a soggy sandwich by 
lunch time. 
 
Tristan appealed to a higher authority. “Mom, have you had caviar? Is it like brains?” 
 
“No,” Mom said, disappointing both of them, “But how about if you start getting ready for school 
instead of bickering about brains? I don’t want to have to drive you on your first day and the bus is 
going to be here in 15 minutes.”  
 
In the end, Tristan reflected, Mom always got her way. 
 
--- 
 
Advanced Algebra was as advertised – boring but not too difficult for Tristan – but Spanish looked like 
it might have potential. Tristan secretly dreamed of working for the CIA and conducting covert 
missions in exotic locations, although he would certainly never have admitted that goal, even to his twin 
sister. Tristan excelled at languages and, this year, had begun taking college courses in Spanish, French, 
and German while serving as a teacher’s assistant in his high school Spanish class one period a day. High 
school Spanish students made Tristan cringe as they butchered a beautiful language, but he patiently 
worked with his peers in Spanish 3 to correct accents and explain the vagaries of irregular verbs. 
 
Squatting next to Kim’s desk, patiently engaging in a simple conversation about Kim’s summer 
activities, Tristan looked into her azul eyes and wondered if she even knew he existed outside of class. 
Her long, straight hair, clipped back by some means invisible to Tristan, fell in a golden cascade across 
her shoulders and down her back. His stomach clenched and he tried to focus on her words – “Fui a 
Maui por dos semanas. Fui a bucear y vi pescados.” – rather than her smooth, buttery voice.  
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Oddly, despite her appearance of outward calm, Tristan sensed something amiss in her life. His 
intuition never worked perfectly, but he discerned enough to know that she seemed to be hurting and 
struggling to hide it. Some emotional strain was using all her resources. Tristan marveled that she had 
the strength to remain so cool, collected, and calm, talking about seeing fish in Maui, when he could tell 
she really wanted to start weeping. 
 
“¿Sí? ¿Qué pescados usted vio?” Keep it formal, he thought, hoping to come off as smart and nice, but not 
overly fawning. Certainly not like Austin, Kim’s long-term boyfriend. What an idiot. He hardly knew 
how to scratch his name on paper, but his prowess at any sport ensured his status as the school’s highest-
ranking jock. As captain of the cheer squad, Kim naturally caught his eye; most of the students had 
placidly accepted the inevitability of their becoming a couple. Tristan wondered if there was anything 
to Kim besides her lustrous beauty. He hoped so, and her decent Spanish seemed to suggest brains 
behind the beauty, but with Austin constantly chaperoning his girl around, Tristan knew he should just 
look elsewhere for this year’s pre-ex girlfriend.  
 
“OK, class, stop what you’re doing and look up here for a moment.” Señora Alvarez called the class back 
to attention, ending Tristan’s useless mental calculations. He stood up and moved to the back of the 
classroom, waiting for his next assignment. Probably, given his luck, he’d have to work with Stinky 
Jones, whose grasp of Spanish extended to “¿Donde está el baño?” and no farther. 
 
Class ended not long after, and to Tristan’s relief, he helped neither Stinky nor Kim. Shoving through 
the hallways of sheeplike students, Tristan caught sight of a sign advertising the first Tolo event and 
glumly admitted to himself that no girl would ever ask him to even the most informal, casual dance. 
Maybe he could convince Lottie to invite him and they could go as a pair of neurons or something. 
 
--- 
 
That afternoon, loaded heavily with six classes’ worth of textbooks and enough homework to occupy 
even the most diligent worker, Tristan caught a city bus to Somewheresville Community College. The 
college classes had already started several weeks earlier, so this routine had become familiar. The shabby 
bus, shuddering along, sparks flying from its electrical connection as they passed through intersections 
and populated with a mix of people ranging from bored-looking commuters to homeless people just 
looking for a warm, dry place to rest for as long as possible. Then into the heart of the city, its 
inhabitants actively avoiding one another’s gazes, their eyes sliding quickly away as they hurried on their 
important errands.  
 
Tristan leaned his forehead against the window, arms wrapped around his bulging backpack. How it all 
came back, the feelings of always carrying a secret, hiding his true self from even his best friends. 
Nobody understood him; normal people couldn’t even begin to imagine the Sherborne affliction and 
Mom and Dad – well, what could they know of Tristan’s emotional struggles? He was pretty sure they 
had never even been teenaged, let alone felt the depths of misery and loneliness that engulfed him once 
again as he sat on this bus, surrounded by normal everyday people. All Dad’s super-secret research into 
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viruses and scientific causes for their debility didn’t make it any better. There was no cure, no changing 
their natures. Tristan heaved another sigh, feeling utterly alone. That didn’t help, either. He was pretty 
sure he would spend the rest of his life miserable. 
 
The bus jerked into motion again and Tristan suddenly realized he had just missed his stop. As the 
Community College sign slid out of sight, he reflected on how unfair life really was. What had he done 
to deserve this fate? Now he’d even be late to his French class, and all the older students would look at 
him with their knowing, judging eyes, blaming him for interrupting yet again.  
 

06 Nov 2009 

Still feeling moody and misunderstood, Tristan stepped off his last bus of the evening. He had gotten to 
French late, the students had all glared at him, and then the professor had singled him out and 
demanded that Tristan explain his tardiness—in perfect French, of course. Fortunately, Tristan studied 
diligently and provided his explanation in passable French, earning no accolades but no scorn, either.  
 
Walking the several blocks home, Tristan stared at the cracked sidewalk, ignoring the tree-lined 
neighborhood street with its lengthening evening shadows, friendly and well-kept working man’s 
homes, open lawns and neat flower beds. Flags hung from light poles on the street, some all but hidden 
by the thick, leafy trees that thrived and filled the street with shade in the summer and a blaze of 
radiance in the autumn.  
 
“Hey, Tristan!” The call brought Tristan’s drooping shoulders up and he lifted his head. It was Caitlyn 
Small, a girl he’d grown up with. She stood up from her favorite hanging chair on the front porch, 
dropping a novel into the deeply-sunken cushion as she headed across the lawn to Tristan. The Small 
family’s aged golden retriever rousted itself enough to saunter slowly behind her, his sausage-shaped 
body rolling with each arthritic step. 
 
“Hey, Caitlyn.” He stopped and shifted the backpack straps, trying to find a comfortable position for 
what he estimated conservatively was the one ton of textbooks filling the bag. “How’s it going?” 
 
“Not horrible, but that Politics and Government teacher – what a witch.” Caitlyn didn’t care much for 
anything besides art, which she loved with a passion Tristan could never understand. 
 
Tristan shrugged noncommittally. “As long as it’s not too much work, I don’t really care.” He turned 
towards his house, the second house down from Caitlyn’s.  
 
“I guess. But I still have a ton of homework, and it’s only the first night.” Caitlyn walked beside him, 
kicking at whirligigs along the way. “I wanted to work more on my sculpture tonight, but I guess that’s 
out.” 
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Out of politeness, Tristan forced himself to ask, “Oh, so how’s the sculpture going, anyway?” When she 
started going on about modeling and different materials, Tristan tuned her out. Mom said it paid to be 
nice to normal people, so Tristan tried, and he did like Caitlyn—really, he did. Just after his French 
class humiliation and spending the entire day feeling like an outcast, hearing about a neighbor girl’s 
obsession with art didn’t top his list of enjoyable activities.  
 
After what felt like an eternity, but could only have been less than five minutes in reality, they arrived at 
Tristan’s house. “Cozy,” Mom and Dad liked to call it, but Tristan and Lottie agreed that three 
bedrooms for four kids and two parents rated a little tighter than “cozy.” More reminiscent of sardines 
in a can, they commented to each other on the side. Tristan shared his room with ten-year-old Max, 
while Lottie and fifteen-year-old Julie slept in the same room, but shared little else. They both eagerly 
looked forward to Lottie’s graduation in two years. 
 
Stirring himself from his stupor, Tristan glanced guiltily at Caitlyn, but she had happily continued 
chattering about her sculpture. When she paused, Tristan interjected: “That’s great. I’ll have to see the 
sculpture some time—” 
 
“Oh, it’s nowhere near done. I couldn’t show it to anybody yet.” She interrupted quickly, blushing. 
Tristan could tell she was pleased that he wanted to see her work; even though she loved to talk about 
it, Caitlyn was very shy about actually showing her creations to anybody. 
 
“—But I have to get inside for dinner.” Tristan plowed through Caitlyn’s interruption, trying to 
politely disengage. 
 
“Right. What’s for dinner? Can I join you?” As younger children, Caitlyn and her sister had often 
joined Tristan’s family for meals, events that Mom and Dad always carefully pre-planned so as to avoid 
any embarrassing accidental discoveries. 
 
“Er…” Tristan hesitated, mind racing. They had leftover brains in the fridge, he was sure, but would 
Mom already have planned a dinner with brains in it? He couldn’t be sure. “I, uh, I don’t think tonight 
would be good. Maybe another night, OK?” 
 
Caitlyn’s shoulders drooped and her bright, open face closed up a bit. “OK, thanks anyway.” Tristan felt 
bad; Caitlyn’s family wasn’t like his, and he wanted to help her, but the risk of discovery was just too 
great. 
 
“Hey, I’m sorry. Let’s see how the homework situation is and maybe you can come over like Friday 
night or something, OK?”  
 
“Yeah, sure. Whatever.” She had already turned away, walking stiffly back to her house. Tristan saw the 
golden retriever sitting at the edge of the lawn, tail whapping furiously, waiting for his mistress to 
return. Maybe the dog’s enthusiastic welcome would help. 
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But probably not. Tristan knew how Caitlyn felt, and he didn’t think a dog would make him feel any 
better. His family didn’t keep pets; all it took was one of the family getting loose at the wrong time and 
a pet would certainly be a goner. 
 
~~~ 
 
Mom looked down the table towards Dad. “How was your day?” The kids, seated two to each side of 
the table, ate the simple pasta and salad with gusto. No brains in sight; Tristan wished he had invited 
lonely Caitlyn in after all. Oh well. He couldn’t be responsible for helping deal with somebody else’s 
misery; he didn’t even know how to deal with his own dark emotions these days.  
 
“Not bad. No exciting breakthroughs or miracle cures yet, but we found an interesting antibody that 
seems to have some kind of inhibitory effect...”  
 
Tuning his father’s enthusiastic discourse out, Tristan chewed his ever-so-slightly-underdone pasta and 
thought about his family. Tristan had to admit that excluding the whole long-held, deep, dark secret, 
his family could have been a lot worse. Melanie Killigan had quit her lucrative job at the bank when 
Tristan and Lottie were born and now served as what her children termed the family’s Normal Nazi. 
She made sure they really looked and acted like everybody else, and so far none of the neighbors had 
cottoned on to their strange behavior, except to remark that their family was unusually sickly as a 
whole, frequently having to stay home and quarantine themselves. Mom made up plausible excuses for 
school so Tristan, Lottie, Julie, and Max could miss a few days every month without penalty. It wasn’t 
easy, but she came up with some obscure but legitimate diseases that school administrators couldn’t 
penalize the children for. All the kids worked extra-hard to keep up with their classes, and generally did 
well enough to fall on the high end of the bell curve. So Mom was OK, even if she didn’t give Tristan 
and Lottie any credit. 
 
Dad was a researcher and assistant professor at the state university in nearby town and had spent most 
of his career studying the virus that had afflicted his family since the 1800s. It was James Killigan who 
had discovered their affliction was an HIV-like virus, transmitted through any bodily fluid, extremely 
virulent, with an approximately 30-day growth cycle. When the new crop of viruses emerged from their 
cells, the members of their family experienced their greatest difficulty in controlling their urges for 
brains. The rest of the time, they were able to maintain a reasonable pretence of being a normal, 
everyday family. Dad’s favorite game, aside from chess, was Cranium. He loved the paradox 
 
“…and I’m wondering if some of the more effective HIV treatments might help keep our symptoms in 
check, at least.” Dad was willing to give almost anything a try to find a cure for his family. The 
university thought he was working on a novel HIV cure, and Dad hoped that perhaps a cure for their 
disease would work on other similar viruses, too. 
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“Do you think you’ll actually find a cure? Like to make us totally normal?” Lottie asked. She and 
Tristan ached to stop hiding their true selves, to be able to honestly share everything with their friends. 
Only a complete cure could make that desire a reality. 
 
“I hope so,” Dad said, spearing a leaf of lettuce, “but who knows? Viruses are notoriously difficult to kill, 
since there’s some debate about whether they’re even alive in the first place. Some of them you can 
denature entirely and they just spring back into shape when they cool again. Still, I haven’t given up 
hope yet.”  
 
After dinner, Dad and Tristan waited to pull out their chess board until the younger family members 
had cleared the table and, with Mom’s supervision, had started hand-washing the dishes. A dish washer 
was a luxury Mom and Dad deemed unnecessary, given all the free labor sitting around the house; and 
besides, the kitchen could hardly have accommodated such a large appliance. Even the small refrigerator 
situated at the end of the narrow galley kitchen strained the confines of the room. A double-sided sink 
occupied one end of the counter, which terminated at the other end of the kitchen. Shelves above and 
below the counter bulged with dishes and food for the entire family, all of whom attempted to squeeze 
together into the narrow space on a fairly regular basis as lunches were prepared and breakfast dishes 
washed.  
 
Chess with Dad, a tradition begun even before Tristan could reason logically, served as an evening 
mainstay for both, a quick timed game that engaged their brains but helped them relax. Tristan had 
started recently to doubt the value of the games, though; he was pretty sure his normal classmates 
probably didn’t play chess with their fathers. Probably the dads sat and watched football and left their 
kids alone. With a sigh of resignation, Tristan picked up a white pawn and a black pawn, hiding his 
hands behind his back and switching the pawns from hand to hand. While Tristan randomized the 
pawns, Dad (who, Tristan had to admit, had some brains of his own) said, “How ’bout we make this 
more interesting? The winner takes brains.” 
 
Tristan raised his eyebrows in interest. “I get to eat your brains if I win? Sounds pretty tasty. I’m sure 
your brains are full-bodied and delicious, all that smart stuff you’re doing.” He smiled evilly and licked 
his lips, although in truth he had never eaten human brains. Their family was strictly vegetarian, 
limiting themselves entirely to animal brains. 
 
Dad smirked. “Ha. No. The winner gets the loser’s next share of brains for breakfast tomorrow.” 
Breakfast brains were a special treat, and two days in a row sounded like sheer decadence to Tristan.  
 
With renewed interest, Tristan held out his clenched fists, pawns concealed thoroughly within. His 
father drew white and opened with his usual move, king’s pawn to E3. The game for brains was on. 
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05 Nov 2009 

— January, 18XX — 
 
January 3, 18XX+1 
 
I could not bring myself to chronicle my journey out of the hell that they call Africa. I shall simply say 
that, although my evil circumstances forced me to commit additional atrocities in my successful 
attempt to return to Egypt, I succumbed only twice, once each month, to the basest desires of my heart. 
This disease, if such suffering might truly fall into a category normally reserved for, waxes and wanes on 
a nearly perfect 30-day cycle; between bouts, when the disease ebbs, I find myself returning almost to 
my normal state, albeit with a new, unnatural interest in cranial development and human intelligence. I 
pray that I arrive home in a sane period, for in the stupor of the illness my body no longer responds to 
my mind and I become a walking corpse, intent only finding and consuming human brains. I have 
begun to hope that I may yet function in society, for with Charlotte’s aid, I believe we can disguise the 
reality of my affliction from those whose opinions inform all meaningful discourse. 
 
Despite the surcease from my terrifying condition, I have little joyous news to chronicle. Although I 
obtained aid from the natives near the treasure cave, they refused, even to the point of death, to touch 
the treasure. I was obliged to employ extremely forceful persuasion to even obtain enough porters to 
transport my personal possessions, excluding the jewels and gold I had retained from my initial cache. 
Eventually I accepted their adamant refusal and acted as a porter myself, walking nearly the length of 
Africa pulling my travois of treasure; as we traversed difficult terrain, attrition occurred, leaving me 
with much fewer of the valuables I had come so far to obtain. After a number of weeks traveling thus, 
we came upon an outpost where, at great expense, I obtained a number of pack animals, at which time I 
released the majority of my unwilling porters, all save two, who served as guides and, to the extent 
possible, interpreters until their unfortunate demises.  
 
When I arrived in Cairo, alone – having succumbed twice to the evil urges, I found myself without any 
companions – and utterly exhausted, I found that the hoard I had so carefully shepherded thousands of 
miles had been reduced to a tiny fraction of its previous glory. In total, I recovered only enough to cover 
my family’s debts and sustain us for perhaps another two years, after which time I know I must attempt 
another journey into this heart of darkness. Knowing the arduous nature of the journey, I shall equip 
and provision myself more carefully than in this first attempt. I have not given up hope, but in truth, 
the prospect of ever setting foot on this continent again fills my heart with dread.  
 
However, until such a time as I must undertake another attempt to retrieve more treasure, I shall seek 
to husband our new resources diligently and raise the Sherbornes back to their rightful place in society. 
Tomorrow I set sail for England and my beloved Charlotte, for whom I would undergo any amount of 
suffering… though not, perhaps, even for my wife would I willingly contract the illness which even now 
turns my unwilling mind from important business matters to brains. 
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09 Nov 2009 

One strange incident remains for me to report, an encounter near Cairo that puzzles me but has, at 
least, rescued me from even greater disaster. Upon arriving in the more populated – I can hardly say 
‘civilized’ – portions of Egypt, I immediately found my appearance drew unwanted attention to my 
person and most of all to my small treasure trove. By way of disguise, I obtained a donkey, the most 
obstinate and intractable beast I have ever had the displeasure of encountering, and donned local-style 
clothing appropriate to my station. During this transaction, I initially contracted with a man who called 
himself only Jamaal and who promised to return to my camp within a day bearing all I needed. 
 
Yet when he turned to leave, I caught his eye and experienced an almost overwhelming sense of 
malevolence tempered with greed as well as some type of extreme danger to my person, although 
nothing in the man’s manner had indicated such inclinations. However, I decided to recall him and find 
another provisioner. When I called out, he turned quickly as a cobra, thrusting at my abdomen with a 
wickedly sharp desert man’s knife. Having been forewarned by my surprising premonition, I had my 
pistol ready and – thank God the powder remained dry – shot him dead.  
 

05 Nov 2009 

When I found another man to provide for my needs, I mentioned the encounter with the alleged 
Jamaal. The new man, Hassam, upon seeing the body, exclaimed that this Jamaal was in fact the much-
sought leader of a band of thieves who frequented this stretch of road. According to Hassam, I am 
fortunate to have survived the encounter, and owe my life to the strange prescience that seemed to tell 
me to distrust the seemingly innocent man. I cannot explain the intuition, but thank Providence that I 
received the message at that moment. If not, all my struggles and suffering would have ended in vain, 
my family’s treasure in a brigand’s pocket, and my dear Charlotte always wondering at the fate of her 
husband. 
 
 
January 17, 18XX+1?  
 
Two weeks into the sea voyage, I once again find myself becoming overwhelmed with the thought of 
brains. I have explained to the captain that during my exploration in Africa I contracted a terrible local 
malady that requires I quarantine myself periodically; but, though I lock myself into my room, I fear my 
walking corpse-self will find the key and ravage an innocent passenger. I cannot allow such an 
occurrence, not after all my previous travails; for to be caught in such an act (aside from resulting in my 
immediate imprisonment and almost certain execution) would surely mean the end of my family’s 
ambitions and leave us once again destitute and mocked by our former peers. To prevent this, the 
captain of the vessel has, although puzzled, agreed to lock me into my cabin for another week and to 
remove the key, providing my meals through a narrow hatch in the door. He cannot fathom why my 
illness would require such action, and I pray neither he nor any other human discovers the true reason 
for my self-imposed imprisonment. 
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January 19, 18XX+1 
 
BRAINS Brains brains brains brains brainsbrains brains must find brains  
 
hearing brains smelling brains must find eat brains 
 
must eat must find man must eat brains brains brains brains juicy tasty sweet gooey brains warm 
delicious brains brains brains trapped must escape find brains brains brains brains brains  
 
 
January 26, 18XX+1 
 
Good Lord, what a week. I hardly imagined that I would have recorded my desires so blatantly, but I 
shall allow the entry to stand, for I believe that future generations must understand the reality of my 
affliction and the depth of my sacrifice for my family. Thank God, I did not escape to harm anybody, 
although since I emerged from confinement, my fellow passengers have given me wide berth. I feel their 
intensely curious gazes, but their good breeding holds and I explain myself to no man. Somehow, in the 
same way I knew the Egyptian wanted to kill me, I know that these passengers will say nothing. I have 
never credited intuition, and I have never experienced such near-prescience before, but what other 
explanation exists for such inexplicable assurance? Regardless of the explanation, however, I shall put 
my trust in this new source of information, for it seems accurate. And, indeed, it should prove useful 
should I find it applies also in the obtaining of stocks and collection of wealth. 
 
The steward who provided my meals has expressed concern to the captain, but after I provided some 
small personal compensation to the captain for the trouble I caused, that good man sides with me 
entirely and has dismissed the steward’s fears and strictly ordered his silence. This experience bolsters 
my hope that I can, with some effort, function normally among my peers, for if I can emerge with a 
nearly unscathed reputation after a week’s insanity in such close quarters as those on this vessel, 
maintaining a façade of normality in the privacy of our estate should, with Charlotte’s aid, prove 
perfectly within my grasp. 
 
 
January 31, 18XX+1 
 
England at last! It seems a lifetime since I have seen her green shores and magnificent architecture, felt 
her cool breezes, smelled the damp, smoky smell of London’s manufactories, or heard the hue and 
hubbub of native Englishmen at work. My heart rejoices at the prospect of rejoining Charlotte and 
effecting the rescue of the Sherborne name.  
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— September 1, 2009 — 
 “Sooooo? Who should I ask to the dance?” Crystin looked around at her friends. “Kim, tell me, who 
should I ask?” The cafeteria, filled with shouting high school students as it was, provided plenty of cover 
for this type of plotting. The most popular cheerleaders sat around the battered gray round table, 
picking at their light lunches and planning dance invitation strategy. 
 
Kim nibbled her rice cake in silence, staring fixedly at the table and refusing to meet her friend’s eyes. 
She didn’t care who Crystin invited. Somehow, the dance and who went with whom just didn’t seem 
that important after last night. Mother remained in intensive care after a night of having her stomach 
pumped; her ultimate likelihood of survival remained to be seen. The doctors said that Mother could 
still succumb later to liver damage from the drugs, even if she pulled through now.  
 
Selena leaned over to Kim, jamming her bony elbow into Kim’s ribs. “Are you OK? You seem weird 
today.” She surveyed Kim’s lunch. “You’ve hardly eaten anything – look at this.” She gestured to Kim’s 
lunch. Of the original rice cake, a banana, string cheese, and celery sticks, Kim had consumed only half 
the rice cake and a few celery sticks. “You can’t lead cheer on this.” 
 
“Look, who cares about Kim’s lunch? I have bigger problems,” Crystin interrupted, her voice rising into 
an obnoxious whine that cut through even the hubbub of the crowded cafeteria. “What we really 
should be talking about is: who do I invite to the dance?” 
 
Jolene, flipping her long, jet-black ponytail back over her shoulder, said, “How bout Taylor? He’s cute.” 
 
“Taylor? He’s gross. He eats his own snot.” Crystin said. 
 
“He does not!” Jolene’s tone indicated incredulity rather than outright disagreement. All the girls 
around the table leaned in closer. 
 
“He does so. Anna saw him in gym class. She told me he was right there, just reached up and picked it 
and popped it right in his mouth.” Crystin’s audience, Kim excepted, collectively gasped, then giggled 
behind their hands. 
 
“No way.” A softie at heart, Selena claimed that she refused to believe gossip about people unless she 
heard it at least twice. “I bet Anna just made that up. She’s a liar, you know.” 
 
“She is not!” Now it was Sharon’s turn to object. She and Anna had been friends since fourth grade, and 
remained so even though Anna wasn’t on the cheer squad. “She’s never told me a lie and I’ve known her 
way longer than you.” 
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Crystin’s eyes narrowed. “Shut up. Laura told me that Anna told her that Caitlyn told her that Tristan 
is sick once a month like he has a period. Why would she lie about that?” 
 
Jolene said, “I heard from Katie that Caitlyn told Anna that Tristan is really secretly a girl and that’s 
why he’s out every month. Having his period.” Incredulous but half-convinced looks spread around the 
table as the rest of the girls watched and listened to their superiors in silence. 
 
“Oh, come on! Who really knows?” Kim interjected at last, finally fed up with the chatter around her. 
“There’s no way to know who lied or what. It’s like Telephone.” 
 
Sharon, Crystin, and Jolene all turned slitted eyes to look at her, closing the ranks. “Well, everybody 
knows Tristan is always out sick. Why else would it be?” 
 
Angry now, Kim almost shouted, “Who cares? It doesn’t matter! Maybe he has no immune system and 
just gets sick all the time. Maybe his mom is dying of cancer and he stays home with her once a month. 
Maybe he’s got malaria. It really seriously doesn’t matter. Plus who cares about Tristan anyway?”  
 
Cattily Jolene said, “Well, you shouldn’t. You’ve got your perfect guy. You and Austin.” She snorted. 
“The perfect couple.” 
 
“I’d kill to be able to invite Austin to the dance,” Crystin sighed. “He’s so handsome, and he’s the 
quarterback...” Another deep sigh, designed to express longing and jealousy all in one nonverbal 
exhalation. 
 
“You know what?” Kim asked, making up her mind in a snap. “You can ask him. I’m breaking up with 
him.” 
 
“WHAT?!!” The shriek, emitted from all the girls’ throats in unison, momentarily silenced the racket in 
the cafeteria. Dinner-plate sized eyes stared at her, astonishment written clearly across their features. 
 
“You’re doing what?” Serena, of course, immediately was concerned for her friend.  
 
“I’m dumping him. Right now.” Kim stood up.  
 
Serena insisted, “Are you sure? You’ve been together for so long…” Kim slid back her chair, jimmying 
her way out of the crowded circle. 
 
“Right in front of everybody?!” Crystin gasped. She wouldn’t go out on a limb and possibly humiliate 
herself in front of her peers even if her life depended on it. 
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“Yes, right in front of everybody.” Drawing herself up, Kim patted her hair – still smooth – and shook 
her shoulders to straighten her pull-over. “Just watch me.” 
 
They did, gazing in awe and disbelief as Kim strode over to the jocks’ table. Serena half-stood as if to 
stop Kim, but sat back down as Kim strode purposefully across the cafeteria. 
 
Austin sat at the head of a long table, holding court like a king over the lesser football, basketball, and 
soccer players. Most of the boys wore their purple-and-white letterman jackets, proudly displaying their 
athletic prowess and not so subtly competing with one another for badges. As she drew near, Kim could 
make out Austin’s loud, deep voice saying, “…and next season I expect to be playing for Harvard or Yale. 
Of course that’s just a stepping stone to the NFL…”  
 
Eventually Austin noticed that his audience had lost interest in his boasting as Kim approached. She felt 
their adolescent eyes undressing her, stripping away her tight black T-shirt with its pink sequined angel 
wing logo across the breasts, felt them mentally removing the little button-down pullover she’d paired it 
with. The athletes assessed the sway of her hips in their sheath-like jeans, the tick of her steps as the 
heels of her calf-high leather boots hit the floor. She dressed the part of the Queen cheerleader, and 
today had chosen an even more stunning ensemble than usual, following an adage her mother had told 
her: “When you feel the worst, dress your best so nobody will know.” Mother lived by that advice and it 
worked: Nobody outside the family knew Mother’s alcohol problem or the depth of her despondency. 
 
“Hey, sweetie pie,” Austin said, reaching out a proprietary hand in her direction. “What’s up? You don’t 
usually come over at lunch.” As she drew near, he slipped his hand around her narrow waist, glancing 
aggressively around the table as if to say, “Back off. She’s mine.” 
 
Emotionlessly, Kim stepped back out of his reach. “I’m dumping you. We’re done. That’s all.” For a 
moment, a deeply satisfying look of complete disapproval and shock spread across Austin’s beefy face. 
Then the look darkened, his face suffusing with a deep, furious flush that spread up his neck to his 
hairline like a red tide. 
 
“WHAT?!” Now she’d done it. Kim had humiliated Austin in front of all his friends – in front of the 
entire school, for Austin’s bellow had drawn all 546 pairs of student eyes to their little drama – and he 
was angry. “What the fuck?! You don’t dump me! I’m the one in charge in this relationship, and I say 
we’re still together!” 
 
“No, you aren’t, and no, we aren’t,” Kim replied calmly. This was nothing compared to calling 911 last 
night. No lives at stake. She half turned to walk back to her table. “I’m sick of you. We’re through. Find 
some other girl to feel up and slobber all over and bore to death with talk about sports. I won’t be her 
anymore.” 
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“You BITCH!” Austin surged to his feet so fast his chair tipped over. He took a menacing step towards 
her, hand lifted high as if to strike her. Now his face was white, bloodless with fury. “How dare you 
humiliate me like this?” he hissed, venom in every word. “I hate you! I’m going to make sure nobody 
ever talks to you again!” He reached out and grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking her violently. “I’ll 
make you pay for this, you whore! I don’t want you anyway. Get away from me.” With a sharp shove, 
Austin pushed her away into a table of goggling freshmen. “WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT?!” He 
bellowed at them, righting his chair and sitting heavily, dismissing Kim entirely. The freshmen 
squeaked and hunched over their lunches, not looking at Kim as she picked herself up off the floor.  
 
Immediately, the entire cafeteria erupted in a babble of adolescent voices, assessing the damage and 
evaluating the implications of the breakup. It would cause a ripple effect through the entire school, 
shaking up dating relationships for weeks as students jockeyed for better a better catches now that the 
King of the school was single again. 
 
In her peripheral vision, Kim saw teachers converging on them. She just wanted to get away, but this 
kind of ruckus would require some explanation. Well, what had she done wrong? Austin was a lump, 
dumber than a rock, and she had every right to dump him. 
 
“Miss Benson?” an adult baritone called as she wove her way through the tables back to her table of 
girls. She paused and looked over. It was Mr. Jones, the assistant principal, in his usual faded tweed 
jacket with its patched sleeves, his wrinkled polyester pants, and his bad comb over. “Could I have a 
word with you for a moment, please?” 
 
“Sure,” Kim said. “Can I grab my bag?” 
 
“This will only take a minute, I’m sure.” He motioned her towards the hallway, where the lunch room 
monitor, Mrs. Snacks (the students couldn’t get over her name), waited with Austin glowering next to 
her. When Kim and her escort reached the hallway, Mr. Jones nodded and Mrs. Snacks discreetly 
whisked herself away to restore calm to the cafeteria, which buzzed with even more excited chatter than 
usual. 
 
“Now, you two,” Mr. Jones said, looking from Austin’s stony, furious face to Kim’s calm, impassive 
gaze, “You’ve stirred up the entire school. What’s all this about?” 
 
Nearly incoherent with fury and humiliation, Austin sputtered, “This – this bitch –” 
 
“Now, now,” Mr. Jones interrupted, “No swearing or calling names.” 
 
Austin’s lips clamped shut and it was all Kim could do to keep from smirking. Mr. Jones had just 
effectively silenced her ex-boyfriend with that one stricture, since probably all Austin could think of 
right now was swear words and filthy names.  
 
Turning to Kim, Mr. Jones asked, “Why don’t you tell me what you did to get this all started?” 
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“I didn’t do anything,” Kim replied, maintaining her cool demeanor. Staying calm could only add to her 
credibility, especially compared to Austin’s profane fuming. “All I did was break up with him. I just 
went and told him we were through, I didn’t want to date him anymore. That’s it.” 
 
“In front of everybody!” Austin nearly howled, managing to speak four words free of insults or vulgarity. 
 
“I see,” Mr. Jones said. “So Austin, you’re angry at Kim for breaking up with you publicly.” 
 
“Of course! She made me look stupid—” Eyes blazing, Austin looked like he wished he could vaporize 
Kim right then and there. 
 
“—You don’t need any help from me,” Kim muttered under her breath. 
 
Turning to Kim, Mr. Jones asked, “Did you intentionally try to humiliate Austin?” 
 
“Of course not,” Kim replied, as honestly as possible. “My friends were talking about who to invite to 
the dance, and I decided I’d had enough of Austin. So I just walked over and did it. No hard feelings.” 
She smiled winningly at Austin, and was rewarded by seeing his face almost purple. Smoke coming out 
of his ears wouldn’t have been totally unexpected at this point. 
 
Mr. Jones thought for a moment. Finally he said, “I’m going to let both of you go. Class is about to start. 
Austin, leave Kim alone. Kim, give Austin some space. Let’s just move on, all right?” 
 
“Sounds good to me,” Kim chirruped, feeling pretty good despite her mother’s uncertain condition. 
This had worked out as well as it could, considering she had dumped the most popular boy in the 
school in the most humiliating way possible. 
 
“Fine,” Austin growled, shooting Kim a look that clearly said he would come after her as soon as he got 
the opportunity.  
 
“Good, good,” Mr. Jones rubbed his hands together. “Now go get your bags and head to class. The bell’s 
going to ring any minute.” The bell rang. 
 
Without a word, Austin stalked away down the hall, trusting one of his peons would bring him his 
backpack. Kim knew he was going to Advanced Algebra, although he was a senior and should have been 
in pre-calculus or calculus. Academics were not his strong suit. 
 
“Thanks, Mr. Jones,” Kim called as she scampered back down to her now-deserted table. All her friends 
had vanished. That was OK; Kim almost wanted to break up with them, too. The strain of being 
popular had started to wear her down and she was ready for something new. 
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Now it was time to focus on getting to the student newspaper, The Somewheresville Herald, on time. 
Kim officially received one period a day, and in that time she, as reporter at large and occasional editor, 
had teachers to interview, articles to write, deadlines to meet, and layouts to plan. Co-running the 
newspaper took up valuable time she could have used for other things, but Kim enjoyed the change of 
pace. These weren’t her usual crowd; she and Caitlyn Small, the other reporter and sometime editor, 
got along remarkably well, considering they came from radically different social milieus. Kim smiled a 
bit, ducking her head. “Milieu” was a word she was pretty sure Austin had never heard, even though 
they’d covered it in their sophomore English class. Maybe Tristan would know it in Spanish.  
 

08 Nov 2009 

~~~ 
 
Like everybody in the cafeteria that day, Tristan had witnessed Kim’s dramatic breakup with Austin. 
His friends had gasped with all the students. Tristan wondered if their collective indrawn breath could 
induce a vacuum. Probably not; the room was too big.  
 
Tristan walked thoughtfully down the hall, using one hand to shove his unruly red hair back out of his 
eyes. What would dating a girl like that be like? She was strong-willed and brave enough to face down 
the most popular guy in the school. That took guts. Tristan had caught a glimpse of her face as she 
walked away with Mr. Jones, and she looked so beautiful, calm, almost radiant.  
 
“Dude, did you see that?” Jared asked, jostling against Tristan’s shoulder in the pre-class hallway crush. 
“You think she’s available now? Should I see if I can get her to ask me out?” Jared snuffled and wiped his 
nose with his sleeve, then pushed his black-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose.  
 
“Um… I doubt that would work, honestly,” Tristan said. “She’ll probably end up with one of those 
other football players.” Of course, Tristan, like every other boy in the school, secretly hoped that Kim 
would choose him as her date for the dance. But unlike Jared and his ilk, Tristan had no illusions about 
the likelihood of his actually ending up in a relationship with a Madonna like Kim. In fact, Tristan 
expected to stay single possibly for the remainder of his natural life. Given his affliction, that would be 
the most altruistic thing to do. 
 
Still, Tristan thought as he plunked down in the back of the Spanish class he served as teacher’s assistant 
for, it would be pretty amazing to spend any time with a girl of Kim’s intelligence and beauty. “Ah, 
dream on,” Tristan muttered to himself. But he couldn’t keep his eyes off the back of Kim’s head, 
watching her golden hair shimmer and flow as she leaned down to extract her Spanish book and 
workbook. 
 
“Buenos dias,” Señora Alvarez called. “¿Tienen sus libros?” The class came to attention and they began 
covering irregular verbs again. Tristan began circulating, helping his peers as they raised their hands.  
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About fifteen minutes into the class, Tristan glanced in Kim’s direction and saw her surreptitiously 
wiping her eyes. What’s this? Tristan thought to himself. She’s upset about something. Surely it’s not 
her breaking up with that big ox. He made his way over to Kim’s desk and touched her shoulder, trying 
not to show the delight he felt at even that impersonal contact. 
 
Kim looked up, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “Yes?” 
 
Quietly Tristan asked, “Are you all right? It looks like something’s wrong.” 
 
“I’m – I’m fine.” Kim looked away. “I’m fine.” 
 
Tristan knew this was his dismissal, but he couldn’t let it go. Most eligible, gorgeous girl in the school or 
not, she was hurting. He wanted to help, so he persisted. “You’re not fine,” he murmured. “Is it 
something about Austin?” 
 
Immediately her face showed a mixture of scorn at the inaccuracy of his guess and pride at her 
accomplishment. “Ha,” she simply said. “It’s none of your business, OK? Unless you want to talk about 
this stupid Spanish, how bout if you leave me alone?” 
 
“We can talk about the Spanish if you want,” Tristan said, unable to keep the eagerness out of his voice. 
“Did you get the homework last night?” 
 
“I – ” Pain suffused her voice and tugged at Tristan’s heart. “I guess the simple answer is ‘no,’ but I 
didn’t really get to spend much time on it. It wasn’t a good night.” 
 
“Well, what’re you doing right after school today?” Tristan asked. “I can go over it with you then, if you 
want.” 
 
“I’ve got cheerleading practice until 5:00, and then I need to get home to watch my sisters.”  
 
“I can help any time.” Hoping he sounded simply friendly and helpful, Tristan straightened and glanced 
around. Several other students had their hands up. “Just let me know and I’d be happy to help if you 
want.”  
 
“Thanks. Maybe I will.” Kim turned back to her workbook, leaning down so her hair curtained her face. 
Tristan took that dismissal to heart and went to help Stinky Jones, who always needed help. Probably 
more help than Tristan or anybody at Somewheresville High School could give, really.  
 
~~~ 
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Tristan never expected to hear from Kim about his offer to help her with Spanish, so he was floored 
when he found a note shoved into the grille of his locker at the end of the day. It simply said, “I could 
use some help. Meet me at 5:15 at the Starbucks. Kim.” As far as the high school kids were concerned, 
there was only one Starbucks, situated within a few blocks of campus. Not particularly handy for 
Tristan, and he’d have to catch a much later bus, but that would be completely worth it. 
 
He felt a smile creep across his face. Slamming his locker door, the smile vanished from Tristan’s face as 
Lottie appeared, leaning against the bank of lockers. She’d caught the tail end of his triumphant look, 
though, and immediately pounced.  
 
“You look like the cat that’s caught the brains. What’s going on, big bro?” 
 
“Nothing.” 
 
“Sure, nothing. Like Kim Benson’s breakup at lunch was nothing.” Seeing Tristan’s guilty look, Lottie’s 
jaw dropped. “This has to do with Kim, doesn’t it!”  
 
“No.” He was already doomed. Tristan knew that any more denial would simply cement his guilt in 
Lottie’s mind.  
 
“Right.” 
 
“OK,” he admitted, deciding fessing up was better than having his sister hound him all night. “I’m 
meeting Kim at the Starbucks at 5:15 tonight—” 
 
“Shut UP!” Lottie screeched, laughing and disbelieving at the same time. Several passing kids looked 
their way in 
 
“—to help her with her Spanish.” Tristan plowed on, hoping to forestall any more outbreaks. “I’m just 
helping her with homework. Nothing exciting.” 
 
Lottie just laughed hysterically, speechless. When she finally could speak, she gasped, “Oh, my brains! I 
can’t take it! Tristan and Kim Benson!” 
 
Tristan grabbed her and clapped a hand across her mouth. “Be quiet! I don’t need everybody saying 
we’re together, ’cause we’re not.” I sure wish we were, he thought, but didn’t add. Lottie already knew 
he’d give his left frontal lobe for even one date with the most beautiful, popular girl at Somewheresville. 
 
Lottie giggled behind his hand, exulting in the outrageousness of the idea of her nerd brother dating 
anybody. Eventually she calmed down enough that Tristan thought she might be able to not blurt 
inaccurate, rumor-starting claims the length of the hall and he removed his hand. 
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“Can you please, please keep your mouth shut for once?” Tristan pleaded with his grinning twin. “I just 
want to see how it goes, OK?.” 
 
A cunning look came across Lottie’s face, one Tristan knew all too well. She lowered her voice and 
leaned in. “I won’t say a thing, but I expect your toast and brains to be on my plate in the morning.” 
 
“Bribery?! From my own twin sister?” Tristan shook his head, pretending to be disappointed, but he’d 
expected as much. 
 
“This is brainy stuff, bro,” Lottie said. “What’s it worth to you? I could tell Carissa right now—” She 
pulled out her cell phone, fingers poised to text the rumor to the biggest gossip in the school. 
 
“No! You can have ’em, and I swear I’ll give you all the details when I get home.” 
 
“Every last juicy detail?” Lottie loved secrets – knowing them and hoarding them, never sharing them. 
Tristan suspected she had a secret for every student in the school, and probably most of the faculty as 
well. 
 
“Yes. Now I’m going to go stake out my spot at Starbucks.” 
 
“It’s only” Kim checked her watch, “3:23. You’re two hours early.” 
 
“Just tell Mom I’ll be home late, OK? And don’t you dare tell her I’m meeting a girl.” 
 
“Braaaaains.” Lottie muttered, tapping her head. “I’m pretty sure you don’t have any. Nobody would 
want yours anyway. But I won’t tell Mom yet.” 
 
She shoved off the locker and sauntered down the hall, glowing with pleasure at having obtained 
another delicious secret. Tristan shook his head as he watched her walk away. She was right. He’d be 
sitting there like a fool for two hours, but if Kim actually showed up, it would be more than worth it. 
 
~~~ 
 
On his third cup of hot chocolate – coffee seemed to exacerbate Tristan’s inherent condition, and he 
could hardly risk going after Kim’s brains on a first date, even if it wasn’t really a date – Tristan looked 
up from his Advanced Algebra and there she was: Tall, almost alarmingly skinny, still a little sweaty 
looking from her cheer practice, wearing a form-hugging tank top and shorts that showed her long, 
graceful, well-muscled legs to an advantage. Tristan almost fell of his chair. 
 
“You came,” he stuttered, and immediately felt stupid. How could he say something so idiotic? Of 
course she came. She had asked him to meet her, hadn’t she? “Er, I mean, uh, are you ready to do some 
Spanish?” 
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She smiled, sliding into the seat opposite him, and he felt his palms dampen. This was going to be a very 
difficult tutoring session, no question. He’d have to keep his mind on her brains – No, on Spanish. No 
brains. Spanish. 
 
Tristan asked, “OK, uh, well, do you have your book?” and instantly wanted to kick himself again. It’s 
like she had eaten his brain, leaving him a barely-functioning blob.  
 
“Yeah, and I’d like to talk more about these verbs. I just don’t understand some of this stuff…” Tristan 
saw that she had pulled her long hair back into a pony tail that swished every time she moved her head. 
 
Tristan forced himself to focus on the Spanish language and its complexities. He replied, “No problem. 
Irregular verbs can be pretty confusing, especially when you get into past tenses.” Even when they 
started tutoring in earnest, though, he couldn’t keep his sweaty palms from leaving damp splotches on 
the highly polished table. 
 
Tristan found that Kim caught on to the tricks very quickly once he explained them, and he wondered 
why she had trouble with the previous night’s homework. He patiently went over the homework 
questions, listened to her tell him about her evening in Spanish – she said she had done homework, 
eaten dinner with her family, and watched a TV show he’d never heard of – and corrected her spoken 
errors. She didn’t seem to find him totally abhorrent, and occasionally Tristan’s heart would leap when 
it struck him anew that he was in a coffee shop with the girl of his dreams, and who cares if it was for 
school and not personal? He’d take what he could get.  
 
An hour flew by, and the next thing Tristan knew, Kim’s phone was ringing. Coming out of the blur of 
studying, Tristan had to shake his head to switch from Spanish to English.  
 
He heard Kim say, “…She’s going to be OK, then?” Pause. “None at all?” Pause. “Do I need to pick her 
up?” Pause. “Oh, really? OK, thank you very much for your help.” She hung up and started packing her 
backpack. “Sorry, but I really have to go. My mother is getting back from—” She stopped awkwardly. 
“Never mind. I’ve got to go. How are you getting home?” 
 
Ignoring the discrepancy between her description of her evening, which included dinner with her 
parents and sisters, and the implication she’d just given that her mother had been gone the previous 
evening, Tristan replied, “Oh, well, I was going to take the bus. Save on gas, you know.” At that point, 
wild horses couldn’t have dragged the truth that he didn’t own a car out of him.  
 
“Where do you live?” She finished sliding her books into a bulging backpack and bent to retrieve her 
duffle bag. 
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“Across town, 2nd and Pleasant Street. Just past the Fresh Farms. It’s only a half-hour bus ride. No 
problem.” He reached for the duffel, which it looked like she hefted only with difficulty. “Here, let me 
get that.” 
 
~~~ 
 
When Tristan said he lived across town, Kim found herself saying, “I have to go right by there on my 
way home. I drop you off if you want.” The weird thing was that it really was not on her way at all. Kim 
lived more south of town, in the newer housing complexes, and she’d spend an extra twenty minutes or 
more dropping him off and then backtracking. 
 
And then, although Kim prided herself on her strength, she surrendered the duffel when he offered to 
carry it. It was heavy, after all. Being beautiful had its prices, and one was carrying an entire duffel full of 
everything she needed to put on her face – which she’d decided to forgo this evening.  
 
After yesterday evening with Mother, the dénouement in the cafeteria today, and then this afternoon 
the way all the other cheerleaders made it clear during practice they thought she’d made a terrible 
mistake, well, Kim hardly felt she needed to worry about her face for a brainiac like Tristan who was 
just helping her with Spanish, after all. 
 
“So, uh, where do you live?” Tristan asked. Kim supposed this was general friendliness and trying to 
make conversation as they walked to her car, but it was awkward. She didn’t exactly want to lie, but she 
didn’t want to tell the truth, either. 
 
“Oh, in one of the new developments outside of town.” They found her Mustang parked at the curb 
where she had left it. She popped the trunk and let her backpack slump heavily into the compartment. 
“Just dump that stuff in here,” she told him, motioning to the open hatch. Then she noticed his wide 
eyes. 
 
“Nice car,” was all he said, but the awe and covetousness came through clearly in his voice. Kim smiled. 
“Father bought it for me when I turned 16. He thought buying me a car would make me love him.” 
 
He tenderly placed the duffel bag in the trunk, but retained his backpack. “I’ll just keep it on my lap. So, 
did it?” 
 
“Did what?”  
 
“Did the car make you love your dad more?” He sank into the leather seats with a sigh of contentment. 
Kim no longer noticed the amenities. 
 
“Ha. Ten thousand cars couldn’t make me love him. You can’t bribe somebody to love you.” If you 
could, surely all three of his daughters would love George Benson with true daughterly devotion. As it 
was, only Evie showed him affection, and only because she wasn’t old enough to understand how many 
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times he disappointed his own family. Kim figured that within a few years, Evie would give up on trying 
to attract her father’s affectionate attention. He reserved that only for his work and his secretaries. 
 
“That’s too bad,” Tristan said, looking out the window, avoiding her gaze. “I mean about you not 
getting along with your dad that much.” 
 
Kim shrugged and shifted as they zipped up a freeway onramp. “Oh well. Nobody’s family’s perfect, 
right?” 
 
“Mine sure isn’t,” Tristan agreed. Mom and Dad could be worse, but Tristan was pretty sure that a 
perfect family didn’t periodically go crazy and want to eat human brains every month. “So, how’re 
classes going?” 
 
“Pretty well, except for Spanish.” His simple question, followed by attentive listening, opened Kim up. 
She spoke about her aspirations, something she’d never told Austin. “I’m hoping to become a brain 
surgeon, so I’m taking a lot of math and science. AP Biology, AP Chemistry. You know.” 
 
“A – brain surgeon?” Tristan gasped, an incredulous look spreading across his face. “Really?” 
 
Kim mentally kicked herself. Why had she told a dumb boy about her future plans? He was like all 
other boys; all he wanted was to feel up her hot ass if he could while leaning in real close to look down 
her shirt. He probably thought girls should get married right out of school and start having babies 
immediately. Defensively she snapped, “Yeah, what’s wrong with that? You think a girl couldn’t be a 
brain surgeon?”  
 
“No, no, not at all!” Tristan sounded genuinely surprised and hurt, and tore his gaze from the passing 
scenery to look earnestly in her direction. “Not at all. Honest. I don’t see why you shouldn’t become a 
brain surgeon – it’s just that’s an amazing calling and not at all what I expected.” 
 
Not yet mollified, Kim demanded, “Well, what did you expect then?” But even through her 
defensiveness, she sensed that Tristan hadn’t intentionally belittled her.  
 
“Well…” He thought a minute. “I think I imagined you as an executive. You know, ordering a bunch of 
minions around, running some big company like Microsoft or Ford or Procter & Gamble.” 
 
“Oh.” Taken by surprise, Kim didn’t know what else to say. “I don’t know, ordering people around?” 
 
A rush of words poured out of Tristan, more than he’d said about anything other than Spanish all 
afternoon. “Sure, it seems like you’re so good with people. Even I can see it and I don’t really know you 
that well. I mean, you get people to do whatever you want, and nobody even resents it. They want to do 
what you say. That’s why you’re the cheer squad captain, I bet. Not just ’cause they like you, but ’cause 
you can get them to do things right.”  
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Kim found a smile spreading across her face. “How’d you know that? About the cheer squad, I mean. 
You haven’t been gossiping with Selena, have you?” 
 
“Selena? Who’s that?” Honest puzzlement came through his voice, and Kim had to laugh aloud. 
 
“God, if she was here she’d die! She thinks everybody in the school knows her.” Kim laughed again. “I 
should tell her about this just to see her face when I say ‘Selena? Who’s that?’ She’d absolutely die.”  
 
“Yeah, and then I’d absolutely die when she sicced some huge football player on me. Even if you don’t 
like me that much, at least don’t do that. Oh, here’s my exit.” They pulled off the expressway and Kim 
wondered: Was he fishing for reassurance that she liked him? If she gave it, would he take it as an 
invitation? So far he wasn’t at all what she expected. Less nerdy, but much nicer. His red hair was very 
distinctive, and kind of cute, and his slightly-stubbly cheeks said he had started shaving. Something 
about his face seemed open and friendly, and he did listen very attentively, not interrupting and making 
occasional reassuring noises to show he was still engaged. 
 
“Turn left at the next light.” Now he seemed all business, just getting to his house. 
 
On impulse, Kim decided to throw him a bone. “Don’t worry, Tristan. I like you just fine.” Glancing 
over, she thought he literally might float off the seat right there. “Now where?”  
 
“Oh, right here’s fine, in the Fresh Farms parking lot. I can walk the rest of the way.” He seemed 
reluctant to show Kim to his actual house, which puzzled her. Why wouldn’t he want her to see his 
home? 
 
“No, it’s fine, I can drop you off at your front door.” 
 
A look of panic began spreading over his face. “Right here is good, please,” he said, sounding anxious but 
adamant. Kim decided he was probably embarrassed about the size of his family’s home. His reaction to 
her car, and all the other houses in the area, made it clear that his wasn’t a particularly well-to-do family. 
Suddenly, Kim felt ashamed of her family’s way of living. 
 
She pulled in to one of the spots and turned off the engine. As Tristan stepped out she reached out and 
caught his arm. “Would you mind meeting to do this again? It really helped.” That brightened him up 
again, and it was true.  
 
“Oh, yeah, sure any time. Call me or something. Let me know when is good for you. Any time. Have a 
good night!” Practically falling out of the car, he stood and waved idiotically as she pulled away. His 
backpack came unzipped and all his books and papers fell out on the damp concrete, but he didn’t stop 
waving until it was clear Kim wasn’t paying attention any longer.  
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Poor guy. He was probably lonely, and Kim guessed that he hoped this might turn into something else. 
Kim shook her head as she turned back on to the road, squeezing just in front of an oncoming dump 
truck. It was only then, after pulling out, that Kim realized how neatly Tristan had dodged her 
question. How had he known all that stuff about her? In any case, he wasn’t loathsome, and he did 
know his Spanish. She’d see about studying together again some time. If nothing else, the time with 
Tristan had taken her mind off her family’s troubles. 
 
Driving south as fast as she could, dodging between slower vehicles, Kim’s smile slipped away. She had 
an idea of what was waiting for her at home, and she really didn’t look forward to it. 
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09 Nov 2009 

— February, 18XX — 
 
February 1, 18XX+1 
 
My journey is almost at its end. In another day, I shall pass through the old, familiar wrought iron gates 
with their granite gateposts and guardian lions and at last return to the home of my heart, the 
hereditary Sherborne estate, for which I have braved all the flames and sulfurous stink of Hades. And 
yet, although my heart rejoices at this reunion, still the curse of my illness and the vast fortune of 
treasure I was obliged to abandon continue to abrade my otherwise complete happiness. The knowledge 
of the necessity of my eventual return to that hellish place and the periodic suffering inflicted monthly 
cannot but force any man to question the ultimate success of my adventures. 
 
I shall not, however, dwell on the unhappy necessities that cloud the distant future. Even now I travel 
the last miles in this carriage, drawing near Charlotte and all I hold dear. I only pray that, even in my 
illness, I may not fail the sacred trust placed in me to safeguard my family name and beloved wife.  
 
 
February 2, 18XX+1 
 
Words cannot express the joy in my reunion with darling Charlotte, nor her delight in at last having her 
husband safe in her embrace. I need not detail our meeting, for any who has parted with a loved one has 
felt the elation of coming together once again. Though I had sent letters ahead informing Charlotte of 
my imminent return, she hardly hoped that I would indeed arrive before spring. Thus my midday 
arrival this day brought a double dose of wonder and jubilation from my long-suffering wife. Indeed, 
our servants could hardly separate her from my arm long enough to wash the dust of travel from my 
person or dress me as befits a nobleman.  
 
My travel clothes have been burned, for I could not abide even the thought of them; all save the few 
exotic gifts I obtained for Charlotte in far Egypt. I have not yet spoken of my affliction, but she has a 
keen intuition that leads her to lovingly express concern that not all is as it appears. My new prescience 
seems tells me that Charlotte, although delighted with my arrival, also already has determined that I 
have outstanding concerns weighing heavily on me. Although one day I may confess the full truth of my 
expedition, I cannot but wonder if a woman of Charlotte’s delicate disposition is strong enough to 
receive such news. I must consider the kindest way to share my unfortunate condition and partial 
success with my wife, or whether to even share such harsh realities with her.  
 
For this night, I shall not tarnish the celebration with ill tidings. Let this one evening, at least, remain a 
bright and glittering diamond in the rough darkness of the last year, and I shall entrust God in His 
wisdom to bring the correct course to my mind. The coming weeks shall see the restoration of my 
family and, perhaps, even the growth of the Sherborne clan should God grant my long-hoped for prayer 
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to bless Charlotte and myself with a son. A gentleman of good conscience could hardly sire a child with 
our previous family resources, but with the small fortune I obtained and the much larger fortune still 
waiting, untouched, in the jungle, I believe that our efforts to expand the family may proceed at last. 
 
 
February 15, 18XX+1 
 
I can no longer put off confessing my brains – malady, that is – to my wife. I feel the inhuman urges 
increasing in strength and duration, and must being considering confining myself or risk all I hold dear. 
Though she has not yet spoken, my wife has patiently waited for me to share the full truth of my 
adventures, of which I have only lightly alluded. This document remains locked within the hidden 
compartment in my desk, for I cannot imagine the impact on my dove should she read of my horrific 
delight in brains. Brains…so delicious…so sweet…  
 
No! Not yet. Clearly I must speak to her, for with every passing brain, I feel the obsession with warm, 
sweet, salty brains becoming increasingly overwhelming. 
 
 
February 23, 18XX+1 
 
Terrible news: Charlotte, my beloved, kind, caring wife, has slipped into a deep coma. She was 
unconscious when I emerged from my quarantine (thank God, no casualties, although I fear I have 
forever put myself in the servants’ debt) and now, two days later, remains unresponsive. Nary a breath 
frosts a glass held above her pale lips, and I would fear her dead, save for my terrible experience. Now, 
though, I fear worse than death: I fear that my malady has somehow transmitted itself from me into her. 
If my fears prove true, I will never forgive myself. How could I turn a dear, sweet, Christian woman into 
a mindless, slobbering monster? Oh, God, what have I done? I should never have returned, never have 
survived, should have expired in the jungle and never brought this scourge upon my wife if I had 
known. I would gladly have died rather than infect any other human being, even my most loathed 
enemy, with this curse. 
 
The servants believed her to have expired in her sleep after contracting some small infection, and only 
retained her body for my inspection prior to disposing of it. Thank God they spoke of her apparent 
passing to nobody, for I was able to assure them that I had seen such symptoms in my travels, and that 
she would recover. 
 
I cannot begin to imagine how this family shall maintain its façade of normalcy should my wife and I 
both periodically slip into mindless madness. The servants will have to be sworn to secrecy, and I 
suppose that means increased pay as well. Despite the evil of this curse, I find myself already calculating 
methods for surviving and even recovering greater prestige for our family. Truly, no great plan presents 
itself yet, but I trust that God in His infinite mercy has not yet wholly abandoned the Sherborne family 
to the vicissitudes of fate. 
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— September 1, 2009 — 
 
The door popped open before Tristan’s hand even touched the knob, revealing Lottie’s eager face. “So? 
How’d it go? Did you kiss her good night?”  
 
Shouldering his way into the cluttered entryway, Tristan deigned only to give his sister a dirty look. His 
backpack hit the battered kitchen with a resounding thunk. “I still have a ton to do, so how ’bout if you 
leave me alone and let me get some homework done? Mom—”  
 
“How ’bout if I tell you we had Caitlyn over for dinner and all she did was look around for you and ask 
where you were?” Lottie plopped down across from Tristan, nudging Max’s homework aside. 
 
“—is any dinner left?” Ignoring Lottie’s interjection, Tristan focused on the essentials. He didn’t care 
what Caitlyn thought about him; he’d never be able to consider a boring old next-door neighbor when 
he had a goddess like Kim in his life. No need to mention it was purely a business relationship at this 
point. 
 
Mom stood at the sink washing dishes and turned to glance at Tristan. “Pasta, and yes, there’s a plate in 
the fridge.” 
 
“No brains?” Tristan glanced at Lottie. Maybe she’d forgotten about his promise to give her his next 
serving of brains in return for his silence. 
 
Now Mom turned around to look at Tristan fully, soapy water dripping from her hands onto the 
ragged linoleum kitchen floor. “No, and by the way, where on earth have you been? Lottie said 
something about a girl…” 
 
Lottie received another dirty look from her brother for that, but she blithely ignored it, happily 
puttering away at her own homework with ears pricked.  
 
“I was helping a girl with Spanish. We met at the Starbucks by campus. I was just tutoring her, and I 
might do it again. I think she found me helpful.” Mom raised her eyebrows. 
 
“Just tutoring?” 
 
“Yes, just tutoring.” Shoving aside a twinge of conscience that said he hoped it would develop into 
something more, Tristan repeated, “Just tutoring.”  
 
Mom crossed her arms and soapy water began dripping down her apron. “I can tell that’s not all, but I’ll 
leave it to your father. It’s time you had a talk anyway.” Mom plunked the reheated pasta down in front 
of Tristan. “We’re trying to help you stay out of trouble, you know. It’s high time Dad talked with you 
about some serious things about our condition.” 
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Alarmed, Tristan glanced at Lottie, who shook her head. She didn’t know anything about some talk, 
either.  
 
“I didn’t do anything, Mom, I promise.” He picked up his fork. More pasta, but who was he to 
complain? At least he hadn’t had to help make it or clean up afterwards. This talk with Dad sounded 
serious, but Dad worked late some weeknights, so Tristan had a reprieve. He pulled his History book 
from his backpack and heaved it onto the table, propping it against a pile of bills and one of Julie’s 
textbooks. Maybe the talk would get him out of the nightly chess game… although Tristan didn’t know 
which sounded worse. 



44 

10 Nov 2009 

By Kim’s accounting, the study session with Tristan could certainly have gone a lot worse. For one 
thing, he didn’t even try to feel her up once – not once! That was definitely a point in his favor, 
although it made Kim wonder if he really was a normal high school male, with normal male hormones. 
For another thing, he seemed to actually know Spanish and taught it to her better than the teacher at 
school, so Kim actually came away understanding the material better. Finally, he seemed like a 
genuinely normal, nice guy, if somewhat shyer than Kim expected. “Let’s give him another chance,” she 
said aloud. “Why am I talking out loud? There’s nobody here.” Sometimes at home Kim had talked to 
their cat, before Father got rid of it, claiming he was allergic.  
 
The thought of Father made Kim clench her jaw. Last night, when she’d gotten home from the study 
group, she’d found Father yelling at Evie. Why? Because the littlest Benson had said she missed her 
Mama, and asked when Mama would be home. Father would have been happier, Kim felt sure, if 
Mother’s attempt had succeeded. Then he wouldn’t have to sneak around – if taking secretaries out to 
eat at places Father and Mother were known by name, and not returning home at least one night a week 
could, in fact, be considered “sneaking.” 
 
After Father had stormed out of the house, having firmly impressed on Evie never to ask after Mother 
again, it had been up to Kim to comfort her wailing younger sister. Kim had wanted to chase Father 
down and slap him, not cuddle and comfort the impressionable young girl he had just verbally beaten, 
but Evie needed her more than Kim needed retribution. One day she’d find a way to make Father pay, 
but until then, she’d just do the best she could. 
 
Now, sitting across the breakfast table, Kim looked at Leslie. “You want to do what?” 
 
“Go to the dance. Come on, who doesn’t? I mean I know you just dumped Austin – which was 
awesome, by the way, all my friends kept talking about it all day – but I want to go. It’d be fun.” 
 
“Thanks. But seriously, you? A dance?” Leslie had never shown any interest in boys before, and Kim 
couldn’t imagine her starting now. Then the key question: “With who?” 
 
Leslie smiled, a strange nervous but defiant grin. “You’ll never guess.” 
 
“I won’t even try, so how ’bout if you just tell me?” Kim hated guessing games; she had no sense of 
intuition and refused to let anybody, even her sister, draw her in. 
 
“If you don’t know, I won’t tell you.” Now Leslie was playing coy, an act Kim hated almost as much as 
guessing. 
 
So, to cut to the chase, Kim put on an act of her own. She said, “Fine. I don’t care,” and munched a 
mouthful of puffed Kashi as if it was the most delicious meal in the world. “Evie, how’s your breakfast?” 
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Evie shrugged, not looking up from her Mickey Mouse-shaped pancakes. Her eyes had dark circles 
under them, as if she had hardly slept, and remained puffy from last night’s crying. She went to school 
puffy-eyed and exhausted so often Kim worried that Evie’s teacher would say something or even call the 
state. Kim sighed. If only she could do something else… 
 
“Fine,” Leslie said, “But promise you won’t tell Father.” 
 
“He’s going to figure out you’re going to the dance anyway,” Kim warned, “Even if I don’t say 
anything.” 
 
“I know, but he doesn’t have to know who I’m going with.” Suddenly Leslie looked really nervous. “Oh, 
ever mind. I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
“Wait, what?” Now Kim was confused. First Leslie wanted to go…then she didn’t? What was going on 
here? 
 
Leslie closed her eyes and Kim saw her jaw clench. In a rush, she whispered, “I wanted to go with 
Colleen.” 
 
Silence descended as Kim digested that. Leslie didn’t eat while Kim thought about it. Finally, Kim 
asked, “As a friend, or as an actual date?” Lots of girls went as pairs or in large groups, if they didn’t want 
to be saddled with irritating boys. 
 
“As a date.”  
 
More silence. “I won’t tell Father,” Kim said, reaching out to squeeze Leslie’s hand. The palm was damp 
with cold sweat. “You should be able to go with whoever you want.” Leslie seemed to breathe again, 
color returning to her face. She picked up her spoon, but only twiddled with it. 
 
“You’re not…weirded out? Or something? You still like me?” Leslie withdrew her hand and wiped her 
palms on her jeans. Love was a precious commodity around the Benson household, and Kim had to 
make up for what Mother and Father didn’t dole out. 
 
“You know, not really.” Kim thought about it. She really wasn’t sure how to deal with a situation like 
this, but she took her best guess. “I guess we all have parts of ourselves nobody else knows about. I’m 
honored you’d share that with me. But…won’t the whole school know when you get there? I’m sure it’d 
reach Father or Mother eventually.” 
 
“We’ll just go as friends. Neither of us is ready to tell everybody yet.” Leslie looked down at her soggy 
cereal. “I don’t really feel like eating this.” 
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“Don’t bother. I’ll get you a donut at the cafeteria. We’ll celebrate.” Catching Leslie’s eye, Kim 
amended, “Without telling anybody or, you know, having any fun.” 
 
Leslie smiled. “Sounds like a normal Benson party.” 
 
“My Mickey’s ears are too small.” Kim and Leslie both turned to Evie, who had revived from her reverie 
and was now poking at her pancake unenthusiastically. “And I wanted powdered sugar not maple 
syrup.”  
 
Kim smiled. Now this was something she knew how to deal with. 
 
~~~ 
 
“Hi, Tristan!” Tristan’s heart nearly stopped when Kim waved and greeted him in passing. Lottie, who 
always seemed nearby when he didn’t want her, nudged him sharply in the ribs and made suggestive 
noises. For his part, Tristan managed to squeeze out a surprised smile and a quick wave in return. 
 
“I didn’t think the tutoring session went that well,” he told Lottie.  
 
“Uh-huh. And Dad’s little talk last night didn’t discourage you at all?”  
 
Tristan groaned. The “little talk” had taken over an hour. In it, Dad had explained to Lottie and Tristan 
that although their virus wasn’t easily transmissible through the air or surface contact – which was why 
they could go out in public – any exchange of “bodily fluids,” as he put it, would almost certainly result 
in infection.  
 
“Like what?” Tistan had asked, “Blood?” 
 
“Blood, yes,” Dad had agreed, “But also saliva, tears, and, er, um…” There had been an extremely 
awkward pause. Tristan, who caught the drift immediately, decided to let Dad sleep in the bed he’d 
made. Eventually Dad said, “You know, other, uh, more, uh, manly bodily fluids.” For all his scientific 
acumen, Dad floundered like a novice swimmer in high seas when it came to anything sex-related. 
 
“And brains?” Tristan had said, trying to lighten the mood. “I guess I should stay away from her brains, 
too, huh?” 
 
“Definitely don’t eat a girl’s brains if you like her,” Dad agreed.  
 
“So…you and Mom. How’d that work? Was Mom normal? Did Mom become a zombie because she 
loved you so much?”  
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“Your mother was never normal, per se,” Dad said, earning him a mostly loving smack from Mom as she 
puttered around the kitchen, keeping the other kids out. “But yes, Mom was normal. I had to tell her 
eventually – she’s a sharp enough tack she figured out I seemed to get sick awfully regularly. Never try to 
get something with a pattern in it by an accountant. I confessed the whole thing to her, and she had to 
make her own choice.” 
 
Lottie spoke up at last. She looked at Mom and asked, “How’d you decide?” 
 
Mom smiled gently, giving Dad a look of such love that Tristan felt embarrassed for them and Lottie 
made audible gagging noises. “Hey, now,” Mom said, “I loved your Dad enough that I decided it was 
worth it. Women do all sorts of crazy things for the guys they love. They convert religions, they move 
across the globe, they take up bizarre hobbies. I guess I saw it as a reasonable trade-off for being with 
your Dad for the rest of my life.” 
 
“I’m pretty sure nobody will ever feel that way about Tristan,” Lottie said, snickering, and Tristan had 
glared. 
 
“Speak for yourself. At least it’s not my personality that drives people away…” 
 
“OK, kids,” Dad intervened. “Tristan, Lottie, do you understand what I’m telling you? You can’t even 
kiss somebody without infecting them. You have to exercise more self-control than any of your peers 
have, and you have to rule your hormones even when you really don’t want to. You must not infect 
normal people without their knowledge. We could have a pandemic on our hands in no time. This is 
really important.” 
 
“Yeah, we get it, don’t we?” Tristan had said, suddenly feeling sullen and miserable. This sucked. 
 
“We get it.” Lottie had nodded. “I guess that means no more making out with boys behind the 
bleachers…” 
 
Dad and Mom both gasped, “What? ‘No more’?!” and Lottie had laughed. Tristan knew she didn’t care 
about dating or any of that stuff yet. She was too lighthearted and ended up hurting boys’ feelings. 
 
Now, walking down the hallway at school, Tristan sighed. For all Lottie had made light of the situation, 
Tristan understood that this meant he’d never have anything approaching the normal teenager’s 
experiences. By now a good number of his friends had already gotten laid, or pretended they had. His 
parents had waited awfully late to tell them, he thought, but then neither he nor Lottie had shown any 
inclination in that direction before. 
 
“Oh, Tristan?” Kim’s voice, cutting smoothly through the babble in the hallway, stopped him dead, as if 
he’d reached the end of a leash. 
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Turning, he said, “Yeah?”  
 
“Be cool,” Lottie whispered, “And don’t think about brains.” Of course, as soon as she said that, Tristan 
started imaging the juicy, delicious brains all walking around him right now. For an instant all he could 
think of was hot, salty, sweet, fresh human brains, a delicacy he’d only ever dreamed of. Nobody in his 
family could, of course, consume human brains ethically, but that didn’t stop them from drooling at the 
thought. Now he had to wipe his mouth quickly with the back of his sleeve as Kim made her way back 
to him. 
 
“What’s up?” Tristan tried to actually be cool, but he was pretty sure Kim had caught him wiping his 
mouth, and he felt really stupid. 
 
“Would it work to meet up again tonight for more Spanish? I don’t have cheer so I could do it right 
after school.” 
 
“Uh, sure, you bet.” Tristan’s mind raced. He’d promised to help Max with a diorama for school, but he 
could always do that later. “Same place?” 
 
“No, let’s go to the actual library. There’s too many people” – by which Tristan knew she meant 
classmates of theirs – “in the Starbucks right after school.” 
 
“OK, but I’ll have to catch a bus there…” Kim seemed to read his mind, though, and knew he was really 
fishing for another ride in her car. 
 
“Just meet me around the corner and I’ll give you a ride. I’d take you straight but I don’t need any more 
hassle in my life right now, you know?” In fact, Tristan could already feel the curious eyes and feel the 
waves of gossip spreading like ripples out from around them. If this was part of what being popular 
meant, he was suddenly glad he hadn’t achieved that prize. 
 
“Sure. I’ll be there. See you then!” Tristan practically skipped down the hall, walking on air. Sitting 
down in his History class, he withdrew his notes and looked around. Wait a second. None of these were 
his classmates… Leaping up, he hastily gathered his things and rushed out. “Wrong class,” he muttered, 
scarlet-faced. 
 
~~~ 
 
Tristan had always liked the public library. It smelled comfortingly of old book bindings, and there were 
lots of big, smart brains around here that he could just imagine would taste so delicious. He shook 
himself. It was almost that time of month, and he had work to focus on the task at hand. Not giving 
himself away was much more difficult between his normal hormones and the virus rushing around 
doing screwy things with his brain. Brains… No. Listen to Kim’s conversation. 
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When he really focused on Kim, tuning out the brains and hormones, Tristan could sense something 
was wrong. She was upset, hiding something, and he wanted to help, but didn’t know how. What could 
he, practically a monster, do for a girl like this, who seemed so perfect?  
 
But when he asked in Spanish how she was doing, instead of saying “Muy bien, gracias,” as he expected, 
she burst into tears. 
 
For an instant Tristan sat frozen, not sure what to do; then his natural responses kicked in, guiding him 
around the table to the chair next to her. Putting his hand on her shoulder, he softly asked, “Do you 
want to talk about it?”  
 
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Kim said, sniffling and wiping her eyes and nose. “I hardly even know 
you. But it’s just that you’re so nice and, and normal, and I feel like such a, a liar, pretending to be 
OK…” Tristan sat, nodding, saying nothing. She continued, “Things are so awful at home, and I keep 
having to keep going, and going, and nobody understands. I have to keep pretending to be normal, and 
I’m not, and I just don’t know how long I can keep it up.” She looked at him through the corners of her 
eyes, a pitiful glance that melted his heart. Suddenly she wasn’t Kim, Queen of the cheer leaders and 
most popular girl in school; she was another hurting soul, seeking hope and reassurance. 
 
Pressing gently on her arm, Tristan said, “It feels like you’re having to walk around with a secret all the 
time, wearing a mask and never sharing who you really are with people. Like none of your friends know 
the real person you are inside.” He spoke from his heart, expressing at last his own feelings, and Kim 
sensed his sincerity. She turned to face him fully. 
 
“Yes, that’s exactly it. How did you know how I felt?” 
 
“I feel the same way,” Tristan replied honestly.  
 
“Really? I thought I was the only one. I just want to be real with somebody, you know?” Kim scrubbed 
her eyes, smearing her mascara into black splotches. Glancing at her dirtied fingers, she said, “Oh, God, 
I must look horrible.” 
 
Without thinking, Tristan replied, “You look wonderful. I hope you feel like you can be honest with 
me, at least. You can trust me.” When he said that, a powerful longing to taste her brains surged 
through him. It took all his self-control to remain still and not let the urge show. 
 
“You know, I don’t know why, but I feel like you really do care for me, and I don’t even know you. Like 
I can trust you.” She took a Kleenex Tristan proffered and began dabbing at her ruined make up. 
 
“Try me.” Tristan’s heart clenched. Would she actually open up her brains – no, not her brains, her 
heart. Would she open her heart to him, or would she just bring the conversation back to safe, 
impersonal topics? His intuition, which increased in strength as his infection waxed,  
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~~~ 
 
For no explainable reason, Kim found herself, instead of studying Spanish, sharing everything with this 
junior she hardly knew. He said “Try me,” and something in his voice said she could trust him. And she 
so wanted to feel like she knew somebody. So the whole story came spilling out. 
 
“On Monday, my mother tried to kill herself.” She watched Tristan blink rapidly, clearly surprised, but 
reserving judgment. This spoke well of him, that he didn’t feel like he needed to say something 
immediately. “My little sister found her, and she told me. Mother survived…this time. She’s tried 
before. She’s an alcoholic, although she and Father won’t admit it. It’s the only thing they agree on, you 
know? They’ve been breaking up for ages, I wish they’d just finish already. It’s tearing us apart. I mean 
me and my sisters. Plus Father is always yelling at us, when he’s not off with some other lady, calling us 
stupid and ugly and making Evie cry. I wish he’d just run off with one of his secretaries and get done 
with it. I try to make it OK for Evie and Leslie, but I can’t – I can’t control anything and I can’t fix 
everything, when Mother and Father hate each other and take it out on us. I just feel like I can’t control 
anything, and everything about me is a total lie, like I’m pretending to be so perfect and really 
everything is totally not perfect.” Kim laughed bitterly through fresh tears. “My family – it’s like we’re 
monsters, pretending to be normal.” 
 
She took the new Kleenex Tristan offered and took a deep breath. She smiled weakly. “I guess that’s a 
lot to digest, huh?” 
 
Very softly, Tristan replied, “I know what you mean about the monsters thing. Being a monster and just 
pretending to be normal. That’s my life, too. I wish I could help you somehow.” 
 
“The Kleenex helps,” Kim said, trying to lighten the mood at least a little bit. “And listening helps. 
Thank you for listening.” 
 
“It’s the least I could do. I really do know just how you feel, and I’ll be here for you. Even if all your 
cheer leader friends don’t know the truth, I will. I’ll help carry that burden with you even if I can’t 
actually do anything.” He paused and shoved his unruly hair back out of his sea-green eyes. “I guess you 
probably don’t feel like Spanish now, huh?” 
 
“Not so much,” Kim agreed, and then, feeling a wave of affection for this ungainly but kind redhead, 
added impulsively, “Do you want to go to the dance with me?” 
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“You might want to close your mouth, or you might start catching flies.” Kim had to smile at Tristan’s 
response to her proposal, even through the emotional wringer she’d just emerged from. His jaw 
remained slack, hanging wide open, with eyes like saucers and eyebrows disappearing into his wavy hair, 
almost like in a movie. No boy had ever given Kim that kind of response, which made her wonder if 
maybe she’d just been dating the wrong guys this whole time. Tristan certainly seemed more grateful 
now, in the last thirty seconds, than Austin had ever been during their entire two-year relationship. 
 
Kim reached out and put her hand under his jaw, pushing it up. The physical contact seemed to jolt 
him out of his shock and Tristan snapped his mouth shut, shaking himself. 
 
“Um… I just want to check… Are you seriously asking me to the dance with you?” His earnest look 
brought an actual laugh to Kim’s lips, and when it escaped, it sounded foreign to her ears. When was the 
last time she’d actually laughed? Tristan might be good for her. Maybe not her reputation at school; 
she’d never live down dating a nerd. But for her, this could be a bright spot in her otherwise dark and 
dreary existence. 
 
“I seriously am asking you to the dance with me. Yes.” She nodded to emphasize it. “And I have to say, 
it’s a good thing we’re at the library. If we were at that Starbucks, you’d have totally given the game away 
right then. Everybody would be talking about it already.” 
 
“I haven’t even said yes yet! How could they talk about something that hasn’t happened yet?” His 
protest, spoken in a very earnest tone, made Kim smile pityingly. 
 
“How did you get to junior year without understanding this stuff?” She shook her head, her ponytail 
whipping back and forth. “You should know by now that what my dear friends say has nothing 
whatsoever to do with reality and everything to do with what they think is reality. Or what reality 
should be, actually.” 
 
“Well, uh, I guess I never thought about what other people said. I mean except for when they talked 
about me. Which isn’t often.” Suddenly a look of concern spread across his face. “It wasn’t often, was 
it?” 
 
“‘Was’? I’m sure the rumor mill is going crazy right now. They saw me talking to you in the hall; that’s 
all it’ll take. Ten bucks says by tomorrow we’re a couple whether or not you say yes.” 
 
He mulled that over for a minute. Then he smiled, showing nice even teeth, no braces. “I guess I might 
as well say yes, then, huh? Then at least the rumors will be true.” 
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“OK, then.” Kim checked her phone and realized with a shock it was much later than she had thought. 
Leslie had texted her asking when she would be home. High time she got back to reality here. She 
started sliding her unused Spanish books back into her backpack.  
 
Tristan sat unmoving, looking very thoughtful. As she stood up, he said, “So, uh, does that mean 
we’re…um…together, then? Like besides the dance?” 
 
“Let’s just see how the dance goes,” Kim replied, “And go from there, OK? Now do you want a ride 
home or not?” That lit a fire under him, and he scrambled to shove all the miscellaneous papers and 
teaching aids, plus several fat Spanish-English dictionaries, a textbook, and a workbook into his already 
bulging backpack. 
 
“OK, yeah, that seems reasonable. I mean maybe you’ll hate me when I’m not doing Spanish.” He gave 
up trying to organize the backpack and started just shoving things in as best he could. “So, uh, do you 
think you’d like me more if I spoke only Spanish? Like some cool foreigner or something?” 
 
Kim laughed and took his arm affectionately as they made their way to the door. “I wouldn’t 
understand anything you said.”  
 
“Who knows, maybe that’d be a good thing,” Tristan replied, and his sincerity made Kim laugh again. 
All this laughing certainly was not normal in her life, but it felt good. Every laugh made the next come 
easier.  
 
“I don’t know,” Kim said, “But I think maybe you’ll be a good thing for me. You’re so nice and 
wholesome and normal. Nice change from my demented, messed up family.” She couldn’t understand 
why silence descended on them after that, or why Tristan looked so uncomfortable all of a sudden. 
Surely it wasn’t the fact that she pressed herself so close to him; any normal, warm-blooded teenage boy 
in their high school would have killed to walk arm in arm with Kim under any circumstances. 
 
This time Tristan let her drop him off in front of his house, although he still seemed remarkably uneasy 
about it. “What’s the big deal?” Kim asked as she pulled up in front of the modest home. OK, maybe 
“modest” was kind; it looked pretty tiny, a small two-storey home with peeling vinyl siding and a 
scrubby lawn. No garage. Not what she’d imagined, but then, not everybody’s Father was some big shot 
CEO, either. 
 
“What do your parents do?” They sat a moment in the car, drawing out their first hour as a potential 
couple as long as possible. 
 
“Brains.” Tristan blurted, then closed his eyes and smacked his forehead. “Sorry. I mean, my dad’s a 
brainiac. He’s an associate professor at Something University.” 
 
“Like lecturing and stuff?” 
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“Yeah, and research.” Tristan seemed reticent about his father, so Kim tried a different tack. 
 
“How ’bout your mother?” 
 
“She’s a stay at home zo—mom.” Tristan grabbed the door handle and shifted his grip on the enormous 
pack. “I think I’d better go. I’m not feeling so brainy – I mean well.”  
 
Kim looked more closely at him, searching his face. He did seem somewhat flushed, and his eyes 
glittered a little more brightly than even landing a date with the hottest girl in school could account for. 
“All right. Are you going to be OK? I mean, do you need any help getting inside or anything?” This 
wasn’t an entirely altruistic offer; now Kim was curious. She wanted to see the inside of the apparently 
shabby home. Maybe it was nicer inside than the outside suggested. 
 
“Yeah, I’ll be br—fine.” He popped the door open and scrambled out, nearly dropping the bag, catching 
his arm in the seat belt, and finally shutting his coat in the door.  
 
When he opened the door again to loose his coat, Kim asked, “Are you sure you’re OK?” but she must 
have mis-heard his response over the slam of the door. She was sure he’d said “brains,” but that made no 
sense at all. And he hadn’t even lingered to see if he could get a good-bye kiss. Definitely a different kind 
of boy from what Kim was used to. 
 
~~~ 
 
In the house, Tristan shut the front door and leaned against it. Whew. His mind was whirling. He 
couldn’t decide if he wanted Kim’s body or her brain more at this exact moment. Had he said “brains” 
when she asked if he was OK? God, how awkward was this? And now he’d be out for a few brains… 
 
Mom appeared from the dining room, a steaming bowl of monkey brains in her hands. She knew it was 
Tristan and Lottie’s time, and she’d dug some of the primate brains out of the freezer just for them. Not 
as good as human brains – Tristan knew this instinctually even though actual human brains were, of 
course, totally out of the question – and Tristan could smell their scent wafting across the room. He 
took a deep sniff. He felt himself slipping away as the virus spread, taking hold. 
 
He dropped his backpack, not even hearing the thump as it hit the floor. He shuffled forward, arms 
outstretched, hands dangling, moaning, “Braaaaains.” The smell of sweet, salty, delicious, wonderful 
brains overwhelmed his senses. But the brains were moving away from him! He had to catch the brains 
and stop them from escaping.  
 
Tristan shambled after the departing brains, moaning. He didn’t even notice that the door locked 
behind him as he fell upon the bowl, scooping and swallowing greedy handfuls. Brains were the best 
thing in the entire world, without a doubt. 
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~~~ 
 
“Have you seen Tristan?” Kim asked Caitlyn the next day as they worked on the school newspaper. “I 
wanted to ask him about some questions from the Spanish homework, but I haven’t seen him today.” 
 
Caitlyn shrugged, not looking up. She’d seemed exceptionally distant today, more taciturn and 
unfriendly than usual. Maybe she was starting her period or something; Kim couldn’t really try to guess 
what was going on inside the other girl’s mind.  
 
“What? What’s wrong?” Kim asked, deciding to just deal with whatever it was. Getting the paper out 
on time and without too many mistakes was hard enough, even when the other staff person was on 
speaking terms with her. 
 
“Nothing,” Caitlyn replied, making it clear that something was wrong, but that she’d die before 
discussing it with Kim. “Do you think I should split this article about the ferret owners’ club, or try to 
squeeze it on this page?” 
 
Kim leaned over, eyeballing the space. “I’d split it and put an ad for the English Department after-hours 
tutoring there. It’s about the right size.” If Caitlyn wanted to pretend like everything was normal, fine. 
Kim was a pro at pretending things were hunky-dory when they weren’t. Nobody would out-act Kim in 
that department. 
 
“Lottie’s out too,” Caitlyn said a few minutes later, seemingly out of the blue. 
 
Kim looked up from her article about Mrs. Snacks’ famous meat loaf (“I can disguise any leftover you 
can imagine in there!”), confused. “Lottie? Who’s that?” 
 
Caitlyn gave her a withering look. “Tristan’s twin sister. Didn’t you know that?” Her voice dripped 
sarcasm, but Kim was impervious. Father dished out much worse than this on a regular basis. 
 
“No, I really don’t know him all that well.” She turned back to her article. Be cool, she reminded herself. 
You’re not a couple yet. As far as everybody else is concerned, he’s just a nerd helping you with your 
homework. Definitely not your type. Definitely not the type you’d actually fall in love with. 
 
“Oh, and here I figured you must know him so well, with you two going off after school together and 
all.” Caitlyn sniffed and slapped part of an article in crooked. “But then, I’m sure you don’t know that 
much about all those rumors about you two being a couple either, right?” 
 
Kim looked up again. “What do you care? You know rumors. They’re always saying things that are 
totally not true.” 
 



55 

“Sure,” Caitlyn replied acidly. “Which is why I saw you and him sitting for a long time together in your 
car outside his house last night. I’m sure those rumors are ‘totally not true.’” A bitter, hateful smile 
spread across Caitlyn’s face. “And that’s why it really isn’t a big deal if I just told Carissa and a few other 
people about seeing you last night, right? Cause it’s ‘totally not true.’”  
 
Kim sighed. She didn’t know why Caitlyn cared so much, or what she’d done to sour a formerly good 
relationship, but clearly this was going to be a long, long day. 
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— March, 18XX+1 — 
 
March 2, 18XX+1 
 
I come with great reluctance to this document, for I must record the dreadful truth. Yet no amount of 
cowardly avoiding the truth can change the bitter reality that Charlotte has contracted my terrible 
disease. She, too, awoke from her deep coma and immediately attempted to attack one of the servants, 
who sat in watch over his sessile mistress. He narrowly escaped, terrified, and alerted me immediately. I 
procured the fresh brains of a cow and, upon offering them to my much-changed wife, watched in 
horror as she consumed them with as much finery as a wolf falling upon its prey. I stood by as she for 
whom etiquette and most particularly correct utensil placement and use were once paramount gathered 
fistfuls of bloody, still-hot, delicious brains and shoved them into her mouth like an animal.  
 
The nightmare scene of elegant, aristocratic Charlotte with blood and gore spread across her face and 
nightdress must forever remain emblazoned across my vision when I close my eyes, a silent curse far 
worse even than my own suffering. For I see now not only what she has become, but what I myself have 
stooped to, and worse, for I have thrice taken human lives, smashed skulls and committed murder for 
the sake of consuming that most delightful but forbidden delicacy of a fellow man’s brain material. 
 
Would that I had used the paltry, miserable intelligence endowed me by my Creator! Such utilization 
may have led me to understand the likelihood of infecting my own wife; thus, I might, albeit with great 
difficulty, have quarantined myself from her presence and spared her this accursed existence. Now, alas, 
I must suffer daily not only bearing my own cross, but shoulder also the near-crushing guilt associated 
with the knowledge that I have spread this dementia to a true innocent.  
 
Truly, I cannot imagine a greater evil than to inflict this debasing, dehumanizing curse upon one whom 
I swore to love and protect all my days. 
 
 
April 13, 18XX+1 
 
As I draw near to my time of mindlessness, I fear greatly for the future of the Sherborne name. Can 
Charlotte, in her incapacity, maintain the façade required to obfuscate the truth? Will the servants’ 
extra pay and privileges retain their loyalty and seal their tongues? The lower classes, like the Negroes I 
encountered in deepest Africa, love to gossip; yet I must stake my reputation upon that slender thread, 
that they will refrain from speaking of this incredible series of events unfolding even before their very 
eyes. 
 
My dear wife appears to have affected a full recovery, although she tells me she has missed her monthly 
time. I fear, too, that the family shall end with this generation should the mindlessness have rendered 
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myself or my wife incapable of producing children. Should such a blessing be denied us, and I must 
confess that I see no reason such a joy as children should enter our lives when even my best-intentioned 
endeavor has wrought such evil, I will have not only failed to resurrect our name but have utterly failed 
to carry on the family to a new generation. XXX hundred years we trace the Sherborne name, back to 
the signing of the Magna Carta; Sherbornes have served in all England’s greatest military and civilian 
ventures, served the Royal Family unswervingly and with deepest devotion, and at the last I, with my ill-
fated journey, may perhaps have destroyed that magnificent line forever. 
 
I could not bear that final failure. Should such prove to be the case, I would have no recourse but to 
honorably take my own life, and that of my wife, to whom I had caused only suffering and whom I had, 
in the final accounting, failed. If there is a God in Heaven, I pray such must not come to pass. 
 
 
May 31, 18XX+1 
 
God be praised, some small redemption may not have yet escaped our grasp. Instead of infertility, as I 
feared, we now believe and hope fervently that Charlotte carries my child. Though I fear the effect of 
her infirmity on a developing child, I also pray diligently each day that God bless us with this gift, at the 
least. A boy to carry on our family name, in time to assume the mantle of responsibility – I can scarce 
hope for such, after so great a fury of evil has inundated me since I discovered the accursed treasure.  
 
“Accursed,” I write, but I now attribute this bizarre phenomena not to supernatural causes, as the 
ignorant natives of the African jungle did, but to the same unseen origin behind other physical malaises 
that infect mankind. If such is the case, I can hope that, perhaps, the assiduous pursuit of the natural 
sciences could uncover a treatment for this disease, much as some plants and chemicals are observed to 
apparently revive those ill of certain ailments. 
 
In the hopes of a cure, I have decided to fund the scientific exploration of disease undertaken by the 
physicians and natural philosophers at the Royal Society. Although such an investment cannot provide 
returns enough to sustain us in the manner we have become accustomed, I believe that the benefits 
outweigh the potential detrimental effects. If necessary, I shall undertake another journey back to the 
treasure sooner than initially planned, that we might simultaneously sustain ourselves and support this 
important line of inquiry.  
 
 
— September, 2009 — 
 
Kim was starting to worry. She was a natural at it, and so generally she tried not to let worrying get the 
best of her until it was clearly time to let the worry take over. But Tristan had missed an entire week of 
school, and the dance was scheduled for that weekend. He hadn’t called, texted, emailed, tweeted about 
her, or friended her on Facebook. Something was wrong. Did he not like her after all? It was unlikely, 
but could he have actually transferred schools rather than tell her he didn’t actually like her?  
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That was ridiculous, of course – he’d been dumbstruck when she asked him to the dance a week and 
one day ago. She was certain his face had shown incredulous joy rather than revolted horror. Even she, 
dense to emotional tones as Selena said she was, could presumably distinguish between those two. 
 
“What’s wrong?” Leslie nudged Kim’s arm, jostling the steering wheel and causing the yellow Mustang 
to almost swerve into another lane. 
 
“Don’t bump me!” Kim snapped, and immediately regretted her tone. She glanced over at her sister, 
who had immediately assumed the Innocent Victim pout, which all the Benson girls had spent the last 
seven years mastering. Mother and Father gave them all plenty of opportunities to practice that 
particular look. “I’m sorry, Les. I was worrying and I wasn’t paying attention. I shouldn’t have taken it 
out on you.” 
 
Leslie, feeling hurt and angry, said, “You’re just like Mother.”  
 
Silence descended and filled the car for the remainder of the drive to school. Kim held back tears, even 
though she knew the jibe was intended to hurt rather than tell the truth. Fighting about it wouldn’t 
help. She and Leslie would just have to make up after school. Leslie resolutely stared out the passenger 
window, arms crossed firmly, entire attitude radiating a desire to be left alone. 
 
When they finally arrived at school, the near parking lot, reserved for seniors, and then next-nearest 
parking lot, reserved for juniors, had already filled up. Kim drove slowly, searching for even the tiniest 
spot, but a mouse on a moped couldn’t have squeezed into either parking lot. They were obliged to park 
across the street and down a long hill in the underclassmen parking lot. Then they had to wait at a 
crosswalk and walk to campus with a crowd of sophomores, all of whom were obligated as 
underclassmen to park farther away. The longer walk meant that they arrived late to their first period 
classes along with all the slacker sophomores; Leslie shot Kim a withering parting glance, as if to say, 
“Good one, genius. Now we’re late, and it’s all your fault.”  
 
In all, Kim arrived to AP Chemistry in a foul mood, wanting nothing more than to bite the head off of 
the first scapegoat to make an appearance. Her friends, however, seemed to sense her mood and 
restricted their comments to the bare necessities: “Could you please pass me the Erlenmeyer flask?” 
“Could you hand me a filter?” “What’s the molecular weight of copper?” “Can I borrow an eraser?” 
 
After class, Kim silently gathered her materials in high dungeon. Her experiment had failed – she had, 
in a fit of inattention, accidentally used 5 molar hydrochloric acid instead of water to rinse through her 
filter – and so, in addition to being late, now had no results to report for the lab and had burned a hole 
in the sleeve of her favorite sweater before neutralizing the acid. It was not shaping up to be a good day, 
and she blamed it entirely on Tristan. This was all his fault. If he’d done what any normal boy would do 
and contacted her somehow after their nice encounter last week, well, then none of this would have 
happened. 
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When she saw him standing in the back of the Spanish class, conferring seriously with the teacher, Kim 
couldn’t decide if she wanted to slap him or hug him. Kissing was definitely out right now, even though 
he was tall and rangy, the way she liked, with nicely smooth, angled cheeks and eminently kissable lips.  
 
That was not the point. The point was that here was the boy who had ruined her day, and what would 
she, Kim, do to show her displeasure? As she took her seat, she felt Tristan’s eyes on her. Clearly the 
first step was to ignore him during class. That would make him realize something was wrong. Then, 
when he asked what was wrong, she’d tell him – in satisfying detail. Once Kim could tell he had truly 
repented and would never stay out of contact with her for a week again, then she would magnanimously 
allow them to make up.  
 
But as the class progressed, everybody else seemed to need Tristan’s help. When she raised her hand, by 
a perverse quirk of fate, the teacher came to address Kim’s question, which meant that Kim had to make 
up a dumb question on the spot and look stupid to the teacher. Tristan was really digging himself in 
deep, that’s all Kim could say. By the time they had slogged through a totally unmemorable lesson, 
something about Hispanic culture and skeleton candy or something, Kim was really fuming. Tristan 
was supposed to have noticed her by now; he should be squirming, wondering why she didn’t 
acknowledge his presence. Instead, he went around diligently helping everybody, answering questions, 
and then spent half the class sitting in the back correcting exams. As a result, Kim’s entire campaign was 
ruined and she was really ready for a good fight. 
 
After class, Tristan caught up to her in the hall – finally! – and presented her with, oh God, a dozen 
roses. Where he’d hidden them, she couldn’t imagine. They were red and brilliant and perfect, their 
scent filling the hallway. Everybody stopped in their tracks, a circle formed around Tristan and Kim, 
and a wave of whispers and gasps passed like a breath of wind down the packed hall. 
 
“These are for you,” Tristan said, unnecessarily, seeming totally unembarrassed at the fact that the 
entire student body was captivated by this interaction. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry I wasn’t in touch, 
and I was thinking of you even though I didn’t get to talk to you last week. I hope you’re not mad at 
me.” He smiled tentatively, his sea-green eyes searching her face. 
 
Kim found that she wasn’t mad at him after all. This was by far the nicest thing anybody had done for 
her in, well, it seemed like forever. Her lowered brows and stern face relaxed as she took in the vision of 
Tristan holding the flowers out so earnestly, hope written clearly across his face. She felt herself starting 
to smile in spite of the fight with Leslie, the late arrival, the botched experiment, the ruined sweater, and 
the failure of her punishment plan. This was one special boy.  
 
She watched as he visibly began to relax as he saw her accepting his offering. “I’m not mad at you,” Kim 
said, and hugged him in spite of the awkwardness of roses, backpacks, and astounded student cross-talk. 
This would be a day to remember for the students at Somewheresville High. The day the cheer squad 
captain hooked up with a quiet, weird, nerdy nobody. Astonishing. 
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The advertisement for the school newspaper read, “Help Change A Life – Become A Camp 
Counselor!” Normally she just looked at it for size and shape to find a spot for it on the page, but this 
time Caitlyn actually read it. The subtitle said, “Help Lead Week-Long Back to Nature Camp for 
Inner-City 6 and 7 Year Olds.” She didn’t care that much about children, but doing it would look good 
to colleges. With that plus the newspaper and her pretty decent grades, maybe she’d have a shot at a 
scholarship at some out-of-state school. Then she saw at the date: October 26 through 30. Yuck. 
Glancing out the window, she shuddered. That would be cold and miserable, a week in a cabin, 
probably in the rain, with a bunch of screaming little kids. Hard to imagine a worse torture, really. 
 
“Hey, are you doing the nature camp thing?” Kim asked, her voice chipper and bright as always. Caitlyn 
scowled. 
 
“No. It sounds lame.” Finding a spot for it, Caitlyn reached placed the advertisement in its new home. 
“Can you hand me the article on graffiti in the bathrooms?” 
 
Passing the snippet over, Kim said, “I’m doing it. The camp counselor thing, I mean. I thought it 
sounded like fun. Maybe be able to help some less-fortunate kids.” 
 
“Oh.” Now Caitlyn felt stupid. Who was she to think Kim Benson was doing something lame? Kim 
Benson set the standard for cool at Somewheresville High School. “I don’t think it’s all underprivileged 
kids, you know. Look at the fine print.”  
 
Kim scrutinized where Caitlyn’s accusatory finger pointed, the 10-point font at the bottom of the page. 
It read, “Includes children from within all of Somewheresville’s municipal borders.” “See?” Caitlyn said. 
“That includes all the really swanky parts of town, too. I bet Stephen Gilbertson’s kids could even go.” 
 
To Caitlyn’s frustration, Kim merely said, “Huh. Well, I guess if they wanted to go to a nature camp, I 
don’t see why not.” 
 
~~~ 
 
In the back room of a posh downtown restaurant, Stephen Gilbertson leaned back in his deep leather 
chair and exhaled a stream of cigar smoke as a waitress – her name tag read “Bernice,” which Gilbertson 
only noticed because it was so old-fashioned and Bernice was young and leggy and just his type – laid 
out their meat course. Being a US Senator had its advantages, one of which was being feted by local 
businessmen on the rare occasions he was actually in the town he called home for political purposes. 
Oh, Somewheresville had its charms, and it was a nice, safe place for Vanessa to grow up, but it couldn’t 
hold a candle to Washington, DC, New York City, or Los Angeles. Gilbertson was a man of the world, 
and he knew where business really happened: In smoke-filled back rooms like this, with gentlemen like 
George Benson, here, expressing his concerns and finding solutions that satisfied both parties. 
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“So, George, you’re concerned that the bill coming up in the Human Welfare Subcommittee (which, as 
you know, I chair) regarding tax breaks for pet owners is going to have a negative impact on Rodent 
Suppliers International?” 
 
Benson leaned forward and dipped his beef into the bubbling cheese sauce. “The American people love 
their pets, Stephen.” He took a big bite of the lightly-cooked beef. Blood dribbled down his chin, and he 
delicately dabbed it away with a linen napkin. “Now they’ve heard about it, Americans are going to be 
clamoring for their pet-related tax breaks. My question for you, Stephen, is: What about small pet 
owners? This bill really just emphasizes the inequality in pet ownership. Owners of gerbils – and, of 
course, other rodents; hamsters, mice, rats, rabbits, etc. – will naturally want a tax break for their gerbils, 
too.” 
 
Gilbertson shook his head regretfully as he took another drag on the cigar and motioned Bernice to 
refill their wine glasses. “This pet tax break already borders on ridiculous, George.” Setting the cigar 
aside, he, too, dipped his steak into the liquid cheese. “I’m afraid there’s no way we could include 
rodents in the bill. It really is out of the question.” 
 
Assuming a serious look, Benson took a sip of his red? wine. Delicious vintage, perfectly offsetting the 
beef and cheese flavors. When he had savored the wine thoroughly, he swallowed and said, “In that case, 
Stephen, may I suggest that the American people are, frankly, unlikely find the bill acceptable at all? 
Your constituents like tax breaks as much as the next fellow, of course, but they are likely to see this bill 
as frivolous and a waste of their representatives’ time. You yourself just described it as ridiculous.” 
 
“I will, of course, have to consider this in light of all my constituents,” Gilbertson replied. He leaned 
back again, enjoying the dim, smoky, masculine atmosphere of the restaurant. Here one could almost 
forget this was back-woods Somewheresville, not London or New York City. “However, I find myself 
inclined to agree with your assessment. I suspect that the bill won’t get beyond the Human Welfare 
Subcommittee.” 
 
Benson smiled, showing impossibly white teeth. “I’m very glad we could have this lunch, Senator,” he 
replied, “And I’m sure that your constituents’ best interest is, after all, also in the best interest of Rodent 
Suppliers International.” He motioned to Bernice, who stood unobtrusively in the corner, waiting to 
serve them. “We’ll take the dessert course now, sweetie.” 
 
~~~ 
 
Lottie looked over the counter at the toy poodle with excellently-hidden distaste. “And does Frou Frou 
need any special attention?” she asked as she opened the gate and accepted the silver chain leash from 
Mrs. Colville. 
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“Little Frooey is a model child,” Mrs. Colville replied. “All she needs is a snack every 15 minutes. Be sure 
to alternate the dry food” –she shook a baggie full of round brown pellets– “with the wet canned food,” 
–she indicated the stack of Canine Companion Adult Miniature Dog Gourmet Organic Beef-Flavored 
Dinner– “and then at lunch time mix some of the two together. Make sure the dry food gets thoroughly 
mixed, now, because Frooey sometimes has a difficult time with the small, hard pellets.” 
 
Lottie jotted it all down. “OK, feed every 15 minutes, alternating dry and wet. Lunch is a mix and be 
sure the dry gets all the way mixed in.” She looked up. “Anything else?” 
 
“Yes, now that I think of it, Frooey needs lunch precisely at noon or she starts to become faint. Then, 
after lunch, she takes a twenty-minute nap and then she needs a walk for her constitution. You’ll want 
to bring a baggie.” Mrs. Colville placed a shiny plastic cylinder on the counter, from which protruded 
the end of a very tiny plastic bag.  
 
“Got it,” Lottie said, finishing the additional instructions. “Does Frou Frou need anything else?” 
 
“Oh, my, I almost forgot. Frooey does not like larger dogs. She becomes positively belligerent around the 
beasts. Be sure to keep her separate from the big dogs.” Mrs. Colville’s tone indicated that, in her 
opinion, large dogs should all be exterminated, since they caused Frooey distress. 
 
“No problem,” Lottie acknowledged. “We often let dogs of the same size play together; they seem to get 
along better that way.” 
 
“Oh, goodness,” Mrs. Colville exclaimed. “Are all those other dogs healthy? My darling little Frooey has 
a very delicate constitution, and I should hate for her to catch ze sniffles.” This last, Lottie noted with 
disgust, was directed at the little dog itself, which necessitated switching to baby talk. Then her tone 
hardened. “Or fleas. I cannot abide fleas. Or ticks. None of the other dogs have such disgusting 
parasites, do they? 
 
Lottie pulled herself together and replied in a brisk, professional tone, “We only accept dogs all up on 
their shots.” Seeing doubt on Mrs. Colville’s face, she added, “They’re all healthy. No sniffles, no fleas, 
no ticks, no parasites. They’re all 100% golden.” 
 
“Goldens?” Mrs. Colville exclaimed in horror, “Frooey cannot abide golden retrievers! I was led to 
believe this was a doggie hotel for all breeds…” 
 
“I’m sorry,” Lottie immediately apologized, forestalling Mrs. Colville’s motion to scoop all Frou Frou’s 
paraphernalia back into the diaper bag emblazoned with the initials “FFC.” “This isn’t just golden 
retrievers. When I said ‘100% golden,’ I meant that the dogs here are all perfectly healthy.” 
 
“Oh,” said Mrs. Colville, “Well, then. I’m glad to hear it, because Frooey simply cannot abide golden 
retrievers, and we should simply have had to find a different facility.” 
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“Don’t worry, Mrs. Colville,” Lottie reassured her, feeling ready to strangle somebody, probably a small, 
fluffy toy poodle with that positively embarrassing haircut that poodle owners subject their dogs to for 
no apparent reason. “We will treat Frou Frou like the queen she is. She’ll have so much fun, she’ll hardly 
miss you.” 
 
“Oh, my darling Frooey will pine, I am sure,” Mrs. Colville said, “But, you know, my husband will take 
business trips to the Grand Cayman Islands, and how could I pass up the opportunity?” 
 
“You couldn’t,” Lottie agreed. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll just see about getting Frou Frou all settled 
in.” 
 
“May I see the room?” Mrs. Colville asked, pushing in through the barrier. Lottie’s shoulders sagged. 
She had hoped Mrs. Colville would accept the implicit dismissal, but clearly the woman had other ideas. 
“Frooey needs a special mattress; she has a bad back – hereditary, you know – and it can’t be too high 
off the ground, because she also has bad hips – more genes; what can a person do? – and she will 
probably need to tinkle in the night, but then I trust somebody checks on the dogs periodically, so I’m 
sure that will be fine. And, of course, Frooey is afraid of the dark, so I brought her usual nightlight.” A 
dog-shaped nightlight appeared out of the voluminous diaper bag as if by magic. “Oh, and are the sheets 
400 count Egyptian cotton? Because that’s what Frooey is used to, and I’m afraid anything else might 
chafe…” 
 
Lottie closed her eyes briefly. This was going to be a difficult sell when Mrs. Colville realized that 
Frooey got a toy poodle-sized kennel with a fluffy pillow, rather than her own suite. “Um, Mrs. 
Colville,” Lottie said, “Maybe I can have you wait here a minute. I think I should have my manager 
show you around, to be sure the accommodations are suitable. He’s also the owner and can take any 
concerns or complaints you might have.”  
 
Silently Lottie apologized to John for siccing Mrs. Colville on him, but this was really out of her hands. 
In a year of working at Happy Hounds Hotel, Doggie Daycare and Boarding, Lottie had met plenty of 
obsessive pet owners, but Mrs. Colville took obsession over her dog to a whole new level. The job paid 
well enough, and Lottie enjoyed playing with the dogs, taking them for walks, and caring for them, 
although cleaning out the kennels often stunk, literally. And, of course, this would make a fabulous 
story to tell tonight at the dinner table. Lottie could already imagine how Tristan would howl at 
Lottie’s impersonation of Mrs. Colville’s nasal, whining voice nattering about darling Frooey’s special 
needs. The benefits of working here far outweighed the costs, no question. It was definitely better than 
flipping burgers. 
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14 Nov 2009 

“…So then, she says, ‘And be sure to give little Frooey belly rubs every 37 minutes precisely, because 
otherwise she can’t digest her dinner properly.’” Lottie smoothed the front of her baggy overalls and 
checked her red bandanna as Tristan laughed. It clashed horribly with her red hair, but her date, 
Tristan’s nerdy friend Jared, had insisted authenticity was more important than looks. Jared was going 
as a cow, though, so having Lottie didn’t worry too much about having the stupidest costume at the 
Famous Coupled themed dance. “Do I look OK?” 
 
“Well, to be perfectly honest… not so much, no.” Tristan, resplendent in his medieval Romeo outfit, felt 
silly and dashing at the same time. “On the bright side, I’m pretty sure Jared will look a lot dumber than 
you.” 
 
“I have to admit, a cow costume – he’s got balls, if nothing else,” Lottie agreed. “Not many high school 
guys would wear a cow costume to a school dance.”  
 
“I guess so,” Tristan agreed, but only to keep the peace. Really he thought Jared was nuts and would 
never recover socially from appearing in a cow costume, which neither Tristan nor Lottie could actually 
envision. “I’m eager to see it, though. How will he dance?” 
 
“Or drive? But he should be here any minute.” Lottie pushed her plaid sleeve up to reveal an ordinary 
digital watch. 
 
“Oh, come on, that’s so out of character,” teased her twin. “Shouldn’t you have… I don’t know, a wind-
up watch or something?” 
 
“I don’t think cowboys kept time. And speaking of anachronistic –” An imperious gesture to Tristan’s 
tennis shoes indicated what Lottie thought of that fine touch. “Couldn’t you wear dress shoes, or 
something unobtrusive? Those white sneakers stand out like a sore thumb.” 
 
“I wanted to be comfortable,” Tristan began to explain, when the doorbell rang. It was Jared, in a plain 
black T-shirt and hideous brown jeans. 
 
Immediately Lottie asked, “Dude, where’s the cow costume?” 
 
“Don’t worry,” Jared said, snuffling and pushing his glasses up his nose. He jerked a thumb at the 
eggplant purple Dodge Caravan parked at the curb. “It’s in the back of the van. I couldn’t reach the 
steering wheel with it on. Plus I need help getting it on and I didn’t want Mom to see it.” 
 
Tristan and Lottie glanced at each other, silently agreeing that Jared’s Mom was probably the best 
person to see it and still keep a straight face. Their high school peers sure weren’t likely to exercise tact 
or mercy. But Jared was unlikely to let his reputation faze him at all, and Lottie figured she’d just go, 
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have fun, and see how it went. “Well, shall we go, then?” Tristan said, after they had all stood 
awkwardly at the front door for a moment. “I’m sure Kim will be wondering where we are.” Kim was 
meeting them at the school, and the dance would be held in what the Social Committee had guaranteed 
would be a “magically transformed” gymnasium. 
 
Lottie nudged him as Jared turned. She pantomimed pulling out a cell phone and texting, then nodded 
vigorously. Tristan rolled his eyes. His phone, a dinosaur from his freshman year that had outlived its 
contemporaries several times over, could, theoretically text. But, as Lottie well knew, with his family’s 
plan, each text cost $1. Each child paid for his or her own texting over the month, and Tristan had 
already blown his month’s budget on the dozen red roses. They had been well worth it, though, just for 
the smile on Kim’s face as he handed them to her. 
 
Lottie took the front seat, which suited Tristan just fine. He would happily share the more private, 
middle bench seat with Kim. He could already imagine how gorgeous she would be in a medieval gown, 
trailing skirt sweeping behind her, hair swept up to show off her queenly neck… Dang. He needed to 
think about something else. 
 
“Lottie, tell Jared about the lady at the dog place.” Nothing like a good, innocuous, funny, crazy pet 
owner story to calm things down. 
 
“Oh, yeah, Jared, did I tell you I work at a doggie daycare?” Lottie experimentally tried whirling her 
lasso around in the front seat, snagged it on the gear shift, and quickly extricated before anything 
terrible happened. 
 
“Like one of those yuppie places?” Jared asked, eyes glued to the twilit road, oblivious to the ropy 
shenanigans that had just occurred. 
 
“Yep. It’s a sweet job, except for cleaning out all the crap. And I get to meet a ton of people who are 
totally crazy about dogs. Like this one lady, Mrs. Colville. She brought in her dog, this horrible little toy 
poodle named – get this – Frou Frou…”  
 
“No way!” Even Jared’s generally nonfunctional social radar picked up the necessity for an incredulous 
response and he timed it just right, so Tristan didn’t have to say anything. 
 
“I couldn’t make this up,” Lottie assured him, and went on with the story. Then she added an 
interesting tidbit Tristan hadn’t heard before. “So then, as Mrs. Colville leaves, this other lady, Bernice, 
comes in. She’s a lot nicer and more laid back, I think she’s a waitress at some fancy fondue place, but 
she’s still pretty crazy about her dog. She has one of those, what’re they called, oh, right – a whippet.” 
 
“So?” Tristan threw in, just to keep things moving. They were almost to school, and he didn’t want the 
story to drag on through his meeting with Kim. 
 
“Shut up back there,” Lottie called. “You still owe me from your first date with Kim –”  
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“That was NOT a date!” Tristan objected, “That was a study session.” 
 
“Anyway,” continued Lottie with asperity, “Bernice and her dog came in for play time and while the dog 
was playing – he beat the crap out of Frou Frou, it was so satisfying – Bernice was telling me about how 
she served Senator Gilbertson lunch yesterday.” 
 
Jared, who probably didn’t know the sitting President’s name, said, “Who’s Senator Gilbertson?”  
 
“Come on,” said Lottie. “He’s a Senator for the state! One of two for us, you know, in the Senate? Like 
in Washington, DC?” 
 
“Oh. OK.” 
 
“Anyway, like I was saying, big important dude. He was having dinner with a CEO from some rodent 
supply place, which is why Bernice paid attention – she’s totally obsessed with animals, a vegan, member 
of PETA, the whole works. She thought the supply place raised rats and mice for animal testing, so she 
didn’t like the CEO dude at all.” 
 
Tristan, seeing they were pulling into the school parking lot, intervened. “Is this story going anywhere? 
Cause we’re almost to the dance.” 
 
Lottie, irritated at yet another interruption, looked back into the dim recesses of the van and asked, 
“What’s the rush? You need to go off and hold hands in some private corner with Kimmy right away or 
something?” Tristan blushed and remained silent, since Lottie had hit on his reasoning right away. 
Lottie, knowing she had scored a hit, resumed her story. “Turns out these two dudes, the CEO and the 
Senator, are talking about some bill that’s coming up for vote! Like a real thing that could be law. 
Something about like tax breaks for pet owners or something.” 
 
Jared laughed. “Come on, give me a break. Why would they pass a law like that?” 
 
“What do you know about it, huh?” Lottie asked rhetorically, not really wanting him to answer. “But so 
Bernice is, like, standing right there while the CEO is basically bribing the Senator to vote his way on 
the tax break! Isn’t that crazy?” 
 
“Which way was his way?” Tristan asked, curiosity piqued, as they emerged from the van. 
 
“I need help getting my costume on,” Jared reminded them. They all trooped around to the back of the 
van, although Tristan glanced around, looking for Kim, before he turned his full attention back to 
Lottie’s story and Jared’s costume. 
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“Funny thing,” Lottie said, then paused. “Oh, my gosh. This is it?” The costume, though not nearly life-
sized, was the size of a small pony. It stood on its own, was covered in short brown fur, sported a pair of 
impressive, possibly real horns, and had wheels on the rear hooves. Jared inhabited the front of the 
costume, operating the head and front legs, while the rear squeaked along behind him.  
 
“Yep,” Jared said, pride fully evident in his voice. “I made it myself.” 
 
“Um, yeah, I see,” Lottie said, for once at a loss for words. “So, um, how long did it take?” Jared was 
opening a hatch on the side of the costume, attempting to clamber in without breaking anything. They 
couldn’t hear his muffled reply, but Tristan estimated that it would take at least a month straight of 
evenings to get the thing built right. Once again he glanced at Lottie, and he knew she was thinking the 
same thing: He planned this and started working on it before school even started. Wow. 
 
“So the bill?” Tristan asked, suddenly glad they had something to talk about other than the cow 
costume. 
 
“Oh yeah, right. Well, turns out the CEO was against it in the end. Bernice was really upset – she liked 
the idea, ’cause she doesn’t make that much as a waitress even at that nice restaurant, and it’s expensive 
having a dog. Or so she says. I don’t know, I mean homeless people have dogs, so how expensive can it 
be? But whatever, for some reason she was really upset about the Senator seeming to agree that the bill 
shouldn’t get passed.” 
 
“There!” Jared said, “Done.” Lottie and Tristan let go of the middle of the costume, which they’d held 
up until Jared could get firmly inside it, and they stood back. “How’s it look?” 
 
To the twins’ credit, neither laughed out loud right away. Just then, Kim walked up and cows costumes, 
dog tax breaks, and everything else fell right out of Tristan’s head. “Braaaains,” he murmured in 
appreciation, until Lottie slammed one cowboy booted heel hard on his instep.  
 
“Wow, Kim, you look amazing,” he said. “Wow. Words fail me.” Her gown was sky-blue, the same color 
as her eyes, and shimmered. It seemed to magically contain her breasts despite being cut with a deep 
scoop neck, which revealed plenty of cleavage – a touch Tristan didn’t fail to appreciate – and its waist 
tucked in just under her full breasts to leave a long, full, sweeping skirt. Small puffy sleeves just covered 
her shoulders, but left her long, elegant arms bare. Her hair was piled up in elaborate knots on top of 
her head, and her long, slender neck and graceful, smooth shoulders seemed to rise like a swan above a 
still pond. 
 
Lottie, feeling foolish and dowdy in with her braids, plaid, and denim, said shortly, “Nice dress,” and 
went to help Jared maneuver himself around to get up the ramp. Dancing would definitely be out of the 
question in this costume. Lottie, at least, wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally spreading viruses 
tonight. 
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“Um, Tristan?” Lottie called, “Can I talk to you for a sec?” She watched as Tristan reluctantly drew 
himself away from the vision in the blue dress (Lottie cringed inside; she was jealous and at the same 
time disgusted). 
 
“What?” Clearly he wouldn’t budge from her side for the entire evening. Great. 
 
“Remember the talk with Dad,” Lottie reminded urgently, trying to set aside her feelings.  
 
Tristan’s shoulders slumped and he glanced towards Kim and then back at Lottie. “I hate to admit it, 
but you’re right. I’ll be careful, OK?” 
 
“OK, good.” Lottie forced herself to smile. “Now go have fun.” 
 
~~~  
 
Kim enjoyed the evening, despite the initially awkward and strange tone set by Tristan’s sister’s date’s 
weird cow costume. Once they’d gotten in the doors and away from that whole thing, she and Tristan 
had gotten away together and started dancing. Tristan attentively brought her punch, and, unlike 
Austin, actually danced whenever she wanted. Kim loved any and all physical activities, including 
dancing, and Tristan was a remarkably good dancer for a high school student. 
 
“So how’d you learn how to dance like this?” Kim asked as they glided smoothly across the floor, 
putting all the other couples to shame. Tristan held her firmly but not tightly, guiding her smoothly 
through slow dances while romantically gazing into her eyes. 
 
For a second his gaze flickered away, and then he smiled sheepishly. “I’m in an interpretive dance 
troupe.” 
 
“You are not!” Kim exclaimed, but it did explain his dancing ability. 
 
“Every Saturday morning since I was five. I started with ballet—”  
 
“Really?” 
 
He nodded. “Seriously. We all did, but only I stuck with it. When I got older I got more into 
interpretive dance because I like the more modern aspect of it, and the way you can do all sorts of 
unorthodox things while expressing yourself with form and music.” Finishing this little speech, he 
blushed. “Just don’t tell anybody, OK?”  
 
Kim smiled. “Don’t worry. I hate gossip and talking about other people. Tristan, seriously, that is so 
cool! You’re so unique and special, and I love how excited you got just now when you were talking 
about it.” 
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Embarrassed, Tristan muttered, “Thanks. Just don’t let it out. I’d never live it down.” 
 
“I already said I wouldn’t,” Kim replied, slightly indignant. She pulled away to look at him seriously. “I 
swear you can trust me to never share any of your secrets. Anything you tell me is totally private and I 
won’t even write it in my journal. I promise.” 
 
Tristan pulled her in close, and she wrapped her arms around his waist as they moved slowly together. 
He felt good, strong and muscular beneath his dark blue doublet; the hose showed off his well-turned 
calves and ankles, although the white tennis shoes did rather ruin the effect. They’d have to hide those 
somehow in the photos. Kim leaned in, putting her head against his shoulder, nuzzling into his neck. 
She felt his heart pounding wildly and smiled a secret smile into the velvet of his shoulder. That heart 
was pounding for her and her alone.  
 
Later, when the music got faster and they decided to take a break, Tristan went off to obtain some 
strictly nonalcoholic punch for both of them. Kim caught sight of Austin and Crystin. Gratifyingly, 
they hadn’t been able to agree on a theme, and so ended up coming in everyday dress clothes, looking 
more out of place than all the costumed students.  
 
“You want to just go for a walk?” Tristan asked when he returned, plastic goblets in hand. “It’s getting 
kind of hot in here.” 
 
Kim readily agreed, imagining less walking and more snuggling and perhaps a first kiss somewhere in a 
dark corner. She was ready, and she knew Tristan was more than ready. This could be a very good 
evening, indeed. 
 
But when they had pushed their way through the crowds outside, Kim and Tristan found themselves 
joined – almost chaperoned, Kim would have said, if she hadn’t known better – by Tristan’s twin sister 
and her cow-costumed date, who persistently dogged Kim and Tristan wherever they went. Kim leaned 
into Tristan’s arm and whispered in a sultry voice, “Let’s go somewhere more private.” 
 
Tristan, however, seemed momentarily deaf to her seductive suggestions. Kim found herself 
increasingly puzzled and frustrated. They walked, almost marched, around the track a few times, with 
the other couple trailing along behind like an ungainly escort. The cow costume slowed the boy down, 
and instead of leaving his sister and the cow boy behind, Tristan bewildered Kim by slowing his pace to 
match that of their unwanted shadow.  
 
“Come on, let’s leave them for awhile,” Kim suggested again, this time more insistently.  
 
“I wouldn’t want to leave Lottie,” Tristan demurred. 
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“Who’s your date here?” Kim asked, now feeling frustrated. “She’s your sister. You see her all the time, 
and she’s not usually in a stupid cowgirl outfit. This is supposed to be about us, getting to know each 
other better. I was having so much fun inside, and now all of a sudden instead of getting away by 
ourselves, it’s all about your sister instead of me?” 
 
“No, no,” cried Tristan, pulling her resistant form into a side-hug. “It’s all about you. I swear.” 
 
“OK, then, let’s get away from them and find a spot by ourselves.” But for whatever reason, Tristan 
instead suggested returning to the increasingly riotous, stinky, noisy, crowded gym for more dancing. In 
the end, Kim reluctant agreed, if only to get away from their irritating shadow. “What’s with your 
sister? Why won’t she leave us alone?” Kim asked when they finally got inside and found a quieter 
corner. 
 
“She’s got my brains in a vice,” was Tristan’s inexplicable reply. “I mean, I’m still recovering from being 
sick and I don’t want to infect you. Lottie was just making sure I didn’t…um…forget about that.”  
 
Kim, who for all her blonde hair wasn’t stupid, said in a sarcastic voice, “Sure. I’m sure that’s really the 
reason.” In a huff she jerked her hand away from Tristan’s gentle grip and stalked off into the crowd in a 
huff. There she found a big football player as a partner for the next dance. She’d let Tristan stew for a 
little while, maybe one or two dances, and perhaps he’d be a little more reasonable when she got back. 
 
Unfortunately, Kim never found out whether her tactic would have worked or not. By the time she 
escaped the groping clutches of the boneheaded football player – and that took no small doing – 
Tristan, his sister, and the cow boy had all disappeared. The purple van was gone from the parking lot 
by the time Kim squirmed her way out of the packed gym, and she sighed. Driving home by herself 
without so much as a goodnight from her date wasn’t exactly the way she’d envisioned ending the 
dance. Still, she had enjoyed dancing and talking with Tristan more than she’d enjoyed any other dance 
before, so she figured she’d give him another chance. He was, after all, still very young, and had a lot to 
learn about women. 
 
If only he hadn’t spun that ridiculous tale about infecting her! The rest of it had been going so well 
until then. 
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15 Nov 2009 

— July, 18XX+1 — 
 
July 29, 18XX+1 
 
It has been some time since I felt any events worthy of chronicling occurred, but in the interest of 
posterity, I once again put pen to paper. It hardly seems possible that I wrote the words in prior entries. 
I can scarce ascribe such barbarity, inhumanity, indeed, evil to a civilized, cultured Englishman such as 
me. Oh, my infirmity continues unabated, never doubt; and, despite setting the best physicians of our 
age on this problem – anonymously, naturally, to protect the family name – no surcease appears in store 
as yet. However, the servants have remained trustworthy. In these intervening months, we have 
established a “sick room” in the depths of the basement, windowless and with thick oaken door, where 
the long hours of our mindless ravings about delicious brains remain undisturbed. 
 
Charlotte continues well, monthly ailments aside; our son, for I feel confident it will be the heir I so 
desperately hope and pray for, kicks strongly and makes his presence firmly felt with delightful 
frequency. I feel confident that he will be strong and robust, the firm leader that our family needs to 
continue my work in redeeming the Sherborne name.  
 
In the months since my return, I have converted my treasure into more liquid assets. To my delight, the 
gems in particular, of which I managed to retain a very goodly number, far exceeded the value I had 
ascribed them. The Jew to whom I sold a portion of the jewels valued them at an excess of £2,000 and 
explained that, as they formed a nearly perfect matching set, as a collection the stones thus drew a much 
higher price than as individual stones. I never imagined that I carried such a staggering sum with me in 
tiny stones all those miles; but Providence has provided for us much more handsomely than I 
anticipated. The sale of that set of gems, just a few of the small chestful I carried out of Africa with me, 
has allowed me to completely repay all Sherborne debts. Additional sales of similar sets of precious 
stones in other European capitals have allowed me enough capital to begin judicious investing. I hope 
that those returns, properly used, will support my family at a tolerable level on their own. With this 
turn of good fortune, I now anticipate delaying my return to Africa for some years, perhaps even 
decades.  
 
To celebrate this blessing and our impending parenthood, we have decided to hold a grand ball in our 
London home, which we have been able to reopen thanks to the increased wealth in the Sherborne 
coffers. Charlotte has become a whirlwind of activity, organizing gowns, the extravagant meal, 
musicians…in short, all the details required to successfully host such an event. All the brightest stars in 
the London firmament have accepted and such is the increased status of the name Sherborne these last 
months since my successful return that we even hope to be honored by a brief visit from one of the 
Royal Family. Such an honor could not even be dreamt of even 18 months ago.  
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I begin to believe that, perhaps, my fateful trip to Africa has indeed succeeded. I cannot but begin to 
think that even the monthly horror that overcomes us may be acceptable price to pay in exchange for 
the increased social standing and goodwill of all those whose opinions we value most. 
 
 
August 12, 18XX+1 
 
We have arrived in the London house, which is a whirl of preparation for the grand ball to be held in 
two weeks’ time. I have found a small, secluded room in the wine cellar that will serve as a private 
confining space as I enter into my brainy brains. That is, my period of instability. The London servants 
have been told that while in Africa I contracted a disease that is highly contagious and requires 
quarantine for a full week, after which I shall have recovered almost totally. Charlotte alone shall wait 
on me during this period, for we have found that, even in our periods of madness, we find one another’s 
brains much less attractive – indeed, repulsive is a more accurate term – than the delicious, warm, 
gooey, juicy, dripping brains of others. I ascribe this to our profound love, which prevents us from 
desiring one another even when we lose all powers of control and reason. This period is coming upon 
me very soon, and I must now begin to confine myself or risk once again destroying all the brains for 
which I have so assiduously labored. 
 
 
September 9, 18XX+1 
 
I hardly know where to begin. The ball – the murder – the repercussions – all jumble together in a 
torrent of misery and misfortune that shall surely haunt me to the end of my days. Would to God that 
things had transpired ought; that the lock had not remained unclasped, that against orders good 
William Jenkins had not ventured into that corner of the cellar. But God alone could change the course 
of time, spinning backwards the events of that terrible evening. 
 
I must gather my thoughts and present them in an orderly fashion, that future generations may learn 
from my failures and, should Providence smile upon them more than upon my poor unfortunate self, 
perhaps avoid my misery. 
 
According to plan, Charlotte locked me in the wine cellar room in mid-August. I was to receive my 
daily food and water from her hands only, and all servants were strictly warned against even 
approaching within hailing distance of the door. They were to believe that the illness from which I 
suffered was so terrible that only my wife would risk approaching. Alas, the illness is far more terrible 
than they imagined! Though it shows no outward sign, save initially pale and clammy skin, yet it wreaks 
greater havoc in a man’s life than French Pox or smallpox or any disease I have heard of.  
 
The week progressed acceptably to begin; I sensed no desirable brains nearby, but only that of my 
devoted wife, who visited at every available opportunity. Yet she often found the demands of preparing 
for the upcoming ball called her away from my cell, and we trusted that the servants, out of self-interest 
at the very least, would obey the order to stay far from the door and thus remain safe. All was well until 
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the end of my confinement. By then, reason had begun to return and Charlotte and I conversed 
frequently. She asked if I had self-restraint enough to emerge, and I too-eagerly begged for release. She 
knew then that I required another day to ensure the perfect safety of those around us. Yet, because I had 
begun to return to myself, she became lax in locking the door, and in the afternoon on the night before 
the ball inadvertently left the door unlocked. 
 
However, I felt no desire to move. I continued to sense no human brains, and my increasing self-control 
served to prevent me from leaving the cellar altogether. It was then that Will Jenkins, a simpleton we 
employed as a menial servant, appeared in the cellar, presumably in search of a particular cask of wine. 
He penetrated deeply enough to awaken my instincts, and – I can scarce write it – the inevitable 
happened. I killed him, smashing his skull with my bare hands, and scooped his brains out to dribble 
their wonderful meaty juices through my fingers. Eating them was heavenly, and my conscience 
remained utterly dead until I finished my feast. Then I looked down and saw the terrible disaster, the 
future looming dark and dismal ahead of me.  
 
In one act I, who so diligently sought to redeem my family, had destroyed it utterly. 
 
Yet not all hope was lost, for this Will Jenkins had no family or friends, no sweetheart or even dog to 
miss him. Other servants treated him kindly but distantly. Knowing this, a plan began to form in my 
mind. Perhaps Will Jenkins had simply fallen down the stairs and cracked his head in the fall. Perhaps 
the crack had splattered his brains across the floor and I, horrified at the gruesome sight, had 
immediately cleaned up the mess as best I could, in the process accidentally soiling my clothes with his 
remains.  
 
Quickly I set about creating the scene, positioning the increasingly stiff body, filling the chamber pot 
with filthy rags and the remains of the brains I had not (God! How could I?) consumed. The servants 
might question a bit, but the word of a nobleman such as me against one of the lower classes – who are 
well known for their prevarication – can result in only one outcome. I had only to assume the correct 
attitude and wait for Charlotte’s return, that she might join my complicity and provide collaboration 
for my story.  
 
God. I cannot continue my tale of woe at this time. I shall resume the tale when I have the courage to 
face the bitter truth of my utter failure. 
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16 Nov 2009 

— September, 18XX+1 — 
 
How to resume my tale? Remembering each moment is like swallowing bile, a bitter reminder of my 
utter failure, and to record it to share my failure with future Sherbornes is almost too much to bear. Yet 
I must take up this cross, for I now fear that this shall be one of only a few mementos of our aristocratic 
family, which as a result of my moment of weakness has fallen lower than dirt and must flee, hiding like 
rats in dark corners, rather than resuming the dazzling upward climb of a rising star in the social 
firmament.  
 
Charlotte found me there, hunched over Will Jenkins’ body, and immediately knew the truth of the 
matter. I would hope that she, at least, would exercise greater restraint in her hour of madness, but I fear 
that the longing for brains would simply overpower even the best breeding. For if it could overwhelm 
my upbringing and blood, the countless generations of gentlefolk slowly rising to increasing 
prominence and quality over the course generations; how could I expect better from even my beloved 
wife? She knew, I say, the truth in an instant; bits of brains remained smeared on my face, my clothes, 
and in my general vicinity. 
 
“Help me cover it up,” said I, and explained my hasty plan. She grasped the necessity of the situation 
and, after removing the incriminating brains from my face (eating them herself with no small 
satisfaction, I noticed), began to shriek as in surprise and horror. I assumed a posture I hoped appeared 
innocent and bewildered. 
 
Immediately several servants, including Wellington, the butler, swarmed into the wine cellar. Naturally, 
pandemonium ensued. Wellington finally settled the lower servants and turned to me. In that moment 
I sensed his extreme suspicion even then as he observed every minute detail of the scene. He said, “Sir, 
what has passed here?” 
 
“Poor Will fell down the stairs,” I said, and I fear even then my tone betrayed me to him. Yet at the time 
I hoped to dupe him, and I continued: “He smashed his head on the stone, and when I saw it, I lost my 
head and made matters worse in trying to help.” Charlotte, having quieted her screaming, looked at me 
and we knew, with that uncanny intuition that at times makes itself known to us, that Wellington 
would determine some bit of the truth no matter what the cost. 
 
“Oh, my dear,” said the cook, who never did miss an exciting scene, “We must get you all cleaned up. 
What a mess! Poor Will – and how terrible for you, just as you’re convalescing, too! Imagine, him 
falling and smashing his head like that. Dangerous stairs, I’ve always said so, haven’t I?” Mother hen 
that she was, she simply believe my word as master. Would that all the servants had believed such; then 
the matter would have remained silent and the fate of the Sherborne family might have been much 
different. But alas, such was not the case, and we must now accept the fate that Providence has dealt us. 
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I allowed the cook to usher me into the grasp of a housemaid, who turned me over to my manservant, 
Charles, who disguised his disgust at my condition and performed his duty admirably. I suspect he 
found bits of skull and gore where none should have been, had I simply attempted to help, and his 
evidence presented to Wellington, who I have often thought cleverer than one really wanted in a butler, 
simply gave the game away. 
 
“Sir, have you completely recovered from your infirmity, then?” He asked. The brains of poor Will 
Jenkins had slaked the last of my inhuman appetites, and I candidly replied that aside from the terrible 
accident, I felt much my usual self. 
 
Wellington appeared with a silver platter, upon which he bore a cup of tea and light biscuits. As he 
deposited them, he said, “Pardon my curiosity, sir, but how exactly did Will fall down stairs?” I could 
tell that his doubt had coalesced into some form of certainty, and in that moment I knew that our 
ultimate future would be one of flight and misery for many years to come because of this man’s 
cleverness. 
 
“I believe he must have tumbled head over heels,” said I, knowing this weak excuse could not mislead 
that bloodhound for long. “Now go about your duties and let me deal with this matter.” He bowed 
quite properly and exited, having exchanged stiff-faced glances with Charles. Though each disguised his 
countenance well, my intuition told me that Charles would betray me to Wellington, who would bring 
the matter to the authorities as soon as may be. I must say that Wellington held no personal malice 
against me or my family, and served us with honor and dignity for many years; but as a man of strict 
morals, he would never have allowed loyalty to interfere with the righteous function of the law.  
 
I dismissed Charles, requesting Charlotte be sent to me. Such a request was unnecessary, however, for 
that good lady presented herself to me immediately upon Charles’ departure. Not a word of 
remonstration passed her lips, though she knew as well as I that I had quite destroyed our future in 
English society. Instead, we formulated our plan: To execute the ball as intended, holding Wellington 
off in whatever manner we could, and under cover of those preparations, begin preparations for our 
flight.  
 
Thankfully I had retained a goodly number of the gems and nearly the entirety of the gold from my 
treasure trip, and I could obtain a goodly sum from the bank without drawing attention thanks to the 
many expenses associated with the ball. We are not entirely without funds, but we shall certainly live in 
much reduced circumstances for the remainder of our days, while that scoundrel uncle of mine receives 
the majority of my hard-won monies. That knowledge alone, that the Sherborne name shall be dragged 
into increasing disgrace by the crass mismanagement and idiocy of my uncle, makes me burn with 
shame and hatred at my destructive action. Nevertheless, I shall have no more opportunity to redeem 
the family name, for I am a known murder, while he is merely a philanderer, gambler, and pompous 
fool.  
 
We executed the plan with remarkable success. For reasons then unknown to me, Wellington refrained 
from speaking through the entirety of the ball, instead executing his duties with exactitude that drew 
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much praise from my peers. I later learned that Charlotte had offered him a post in her parents’ home, 
as their old butler is nearing retirement, along with a sizable cash advance on that salary, and, most of 
all, she swore that I would reveal the truth the next day should Wellington serve as necessary and keep 
his mouth shut for 24 hours. I would hardly have credited my wife with such underhanded dealings, but 
perhaps the very unlikelihood of the source softened Wellington’s heretofore ironclad morality enough 
to allow him to unbend. In order to not make her a liar, I posted a letter explaining the entirety of the 
situation as we made our escape. 
 
Where before I should have rejoiced in our social triumph – for triumph it was: perfect pairings at 
dinner, sparkling conversation, graceful dancing, and much levity in all quarters, and an appearance by 
the [somebody from distant part of Royal Family], who was said to have enjoyed the gala exceedingly – 
now I must instead say that we also accomplished our secret objective, and immediately after seeing the 
last guest out the main entrance, quickly changed into discreet traveling clothes and betook ourselves 
out the servants’ entrance. We took the oldest carriage and one of the nags used for delivery, which I 
had planned to send to the glue factory soon, and hastened to the docks, where we booked passage on 
the first outbound vessel we encountered. I paid an urchin a penny to take the nag to the glue factory 
and told him to sell the carriage and keep the payment, but keep his mouth shut. He seemed disinclined 
to speak a word to me, so I trust his taciturnity will continue in this matter as well. 
 
Now we find ourselves in Le Havre, a city with which I am completely unfamiliar, and we have booked 
passage as Mr. and Mrs. John and Claire Killigan on a large ship bound for America. I hope to disappear 
into the West in America, where I hear land is abundant and vast, and a man may start anew regardless 
of his past. It is my meager hope now to simply re-settle somewhere where nobody knows us, where we 
can control our disease and raise our son (I know he is a son, and Charlotte – I should say Claire, I 
suppose – assures me that it is) in peace. 
 
 
— September, 2009 — 
 
“It seems like I’m always having to apologize,” Tristan told the imaginary Kim as he stood in front of 
the bathroom mirror. His reflection looked pretty sincere, and he’d worked very hard choosing clean 
jeans, a T-shirt that didn’t have a nerdy phrase on the front, and had even attempted to tame the mop 
that he called hair. She’d definitely soften up, especially when she got the Edible Arrangements he’d 
sent to her at home. He continued, “But I’m sorry for leaving the dance without saying goodbye. I could 
just tell that you were upset with me” – no need to mention that he strongly intuited her extreme 
displeasure, and he’d wanted to avoid an embarrassing public confrontation, which Kim’s breakup with 
Austin had proven she was unafraid of engaging in – “and I thought it would be better if we both 
cooled off and talked about it later.” 
 
“She’ll never believe it,” Julie said. “Now move, I have to brush my teeth.” 
 
“She will too,” Tristan argued, stepping out of the way. “Besides, what do you know about it?” 
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“Ebrythig,” came the toothpaste-obscured reply. “’Ottie ’old ’e all abouh ih.” 
 
A look of deep disgust sufficed for Tristan’s reply. Trust his sisters to talk about his private life. Stalking 
out of the bathroom, he ran smack into Max, who was walking down the hallway reading a book and 
dragging his backpack along the floor behind him. “Watch it,” Tristan snapped, and Max looked up, 
surprise melting into a miserable, hurt face that immediately became a wail: “Mooooooom! Tristan just 
hit me!” 
 
“Tristan, stop braining your brother!” Mom hollered from somewhere in the depths of their parents’ 
bedroom closet. Removing an article of clothing from that closet required an advanced degree in 
archaeology, Mom had stuffed it so full of clothes, and she refused to get rid of anything. She always 
said, “It’ll be back in fashion one day. You’ll see.” But Tristan was sure some of that would never come 
back unless everybody in the world went blind. 
 
“I wasn’t!” Tristan yelled back, shoving by Max into the kitchen. Now he felt bad about being mean to 
Max, but he was too irritated to want to apologize yet. Time to make a sandwich and mentally rehearse 
his apology to Kim, which would certainly be the most important part of Tristan’s day, math test 
notwithstanding. 
 
When they arrived almost late to school as usual, Tristan mentally reviewed Kim’s schedule. She’d 
probably be in the hallway by the choir room after first period, and maybe he could catch her then. He 
wanted to wait, though, to give himself plenty of time, but probably not wait until after Spanish. That 
had, apparently, been too long last time. Clearly the best time was the 15-minute break between second 
and third period. By then she’d probably be heading for the chemistry classroom. Even though that was 
almost exclusively the domain of seniors, Tristan decided to make his apology there, and show his 
regard by risking his reputation in front of all the coolest people in the school.  
 
He found her just as he expected, walking with Selena, Sharon, and Anna, the usual coterie of giggling 
cheerleaders in the direction of the chemistry classroom. She was wearing tight jeans that accentuated 
her long, slender legs, and a clinging V-neck shirt that left very little to the imagination. It had a picture 
of a butterfly splashed across the front in gaudy colors with sequins accentuating the edges. 
 
“Kim,” he called, and all the girls immediately stopped and turned around to look at him. For second he 
felt like a cell under a microscope until he gathered his wits and said, “Kim, can I talk to you for a 
second? Alone?” 
 
“Fine,” Kim said, but even though she acted angry, Tristan’s intuition told him it was just an act for her 
friends. She’d already forgiven him. Now he just needed to do the requisite begging and crawling to 
satisfy the popular consciousness. The three other girls all produced the inevitable bubble of giggling as 
they moved away in an amoeba-like clump, leaving Kim and Tristan, two cells off by themselves. 
“What?” asked the girl of Tristan’s dreams, again in a short tone of voice meant to tell him she was still 
upset about the dance.  



78 

 
Undaunted, Tristan went down on one knee. “It seems like I’m always having to apologize, but I’m 
sorry for leaving the dance without saying goodbye. I could just tell that you were upset with me and I 
thought it would be better if we both cooled off and talked about it later. Will you please forgive me?” 
 
“You totally ditched me,” she said, “And now you’re totally embarrassing me. Stand up.” 
 
He stood up gracefully, using the balance and techniques learned over years of dance to end up rather 
closer to her than would’ve seemed possible based on their relative positions. He saw her inhale sharply 
as he drew near. “I’m sorry,” he said in a throaty voice, and an intense longing for her almost 
overwhelmed him. Her blue eyes seemed calm pools that he could float in for eternity. If only he knew 
whether he wanted to smother her in kisses or eat her brains, this would be so much easier! Either way, 
he couldn’t exactly do what he wanted, but Tristan found it unnerving to have such passionate and yet 
ambiguous feelings for this wonderful girl. He would never want to hurt her, though, so he had to 
restrain either impulse. 
 
Kim, surrendering to her attraction to this tall, earnest young man, murmured “I forgive you,” and 
leaned in to his embrace. He held her firmly, feeling her breasts pressing into his chest, her breath 
coming in panting gasps. She finally broke away, looking deep into his sea-green eyes and reaching up to 
caress his still-unruly red hair. “I have to get to class. Let’s meet for lunch out on the bleachers.” 
 
A slightly triumphant smile crossed Tristan’s lips. “I’ll be there. I’ll miss you.” Then, before he could do 
anything stupid, he turned and hurried back to his class, where he learned nothing whatsoever. In fact, 
he hardly even knew what class it was. Visions of Kim’s slender body pressed close to his utterly defeated 
any mundane, everyday academic subject. Now he just had to hold out until lunch, and then they had 
Spanish together. It was going to be a wonderful day after all. 
 
~~~ 
 
After that, Tristan managed not to totally screw up the delicate creature that was their relationship. 
Kim ate more than usual, and although some of the girls said she’d gained weight, she felt more 
energetic and stronger than ever, so she ignored them. All her pants still fit. Besides, Tristan clearly 
found her irresistible, and that’s what really mattered. 
 
Oh, Mother and Father continued on the same as before. Mother drank too much and had usually 
passed out by the time Kim got home in the evenings; Father spent some evenings out entertaining 
people like Senator Gilbertson and other evenings entertaining unspecified persons that Kim knew 
were certainly not men. But now, when she was at home comforting Evie or hanging with Leslie, she 
had the warm glow of happiness left over from her last visit with Tristan. 
 
Those visits were nothing like Kim’s dates with Austin. Austin’s idea of a good date was a dark movie 
theater where he could feel Kim up and slobber all over her without drawing too much attention. 
Tristan, on the other hand, was downright romantic.  
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He took her on a nature walk where long, straight avenues of trees formed cathedral arches all dappled 
with green and squirrels tossed acorns down at them. They had sat and talked on a small bench beside a 
stream, losing track of time and only finding their way out in the dimmest part of pre-darkness twilight. 
 
He escorted her to a play, a real, honest-to-goodness play called Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead 
that was put on by professional actors, something Kim had never done before. She didn’t really get the 
story, but they’d held hands and Kim had watched Tristan as he watched intently.  
 
That was something Kim found herself liking more and more about Tristan: Whatever he did, he 
focused on it entirely. When he listened to her, he really listened, an active and attentive listening that 
Kim had never experienced before, either.  

18 Nov 2009 

He even seemed interested when she told him about deciding to be a camp counselor for the nature 
camp for inner-city second-graders. He’d asked all about it; she’d shared her love of kids, how she 
wanted to help somebody some day, and that was why she wanted to go into pediatric neurosurgery, if 
there was such a thing. “I’m going to miss you every minute of the week of October 26,” he said, 
squeezing her hand. “But I’m glad you get to do something you’re passionate about.” Tristan put her 
desires and interests ahead of his, and that was wonderful, too – Austin had only cared about himself 
and getting whatever he wanted. 

16 Nov 2009 

He took her to a fondue restaurant (Kim noticed he was diligent about never double-dipping, and 
appreciated that; she hated germs) and when the waitress had found out it was their one-month 
anniversary, she’d brought them a little bit of dessert for free.  
 
Most of all, his family took her into their home with unconditional warmth that melted Kim’s heart. It 
was like learning what real parents did after all these years of living with lousy, pretend parents. She ate 
dinner with them, squeezed into a corner around the table in the tiny dining room; she helped dry 
dishes in the even tinier kitchen; she sat on their sagging sofa and played Cranium, which they all loved 
unaccountably. It was like finding a home away from home, and when it was time to leave, Kim always 
felt disappointed to have to return to her real life. 
 
~~~ 

19 Nov 2009 

“Son, we should talk about your relationship with this girl.” Dad made everything sound so serious, and 
really, Tristan didn’t want to talk about the relationship with Dad. But it could be worse – it could be 
Dad and Mom. “I can tell you really like this Kim girl. You’ve been spending quite a lot of time with her 
over the last month or so and we can sense you feel very strongly about her. Frankly, your mother and I 
are a bit concerned with your judgment.” 
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Only slightly sullenly, Tristan said, “What do you think I’m going to do, kiss her? I’m being careful not 
to infect her.” He slumped at the table, arms crossed, projecting a strong “I don’t want to talk about 
this” emotion that he was sure Dad could easily pick up.  
 
“I’m glad to hear that,” Dad said, ignoring the vibes Tristan was giving off. “But our question is, are you 
going to be able to keep our secret from her for much longer? It’s very difficult, once you start spending 
a lot of time with somebody, to keep our disease under wraps for long.” 
 
Just then, Mom appeared and seated herself across the table from Tristan, next to Dad. “It’s true,” she 
said. “When I first started dating your dad, I kept wondering what the deal was. When he finally told 
me, I couldn’t believe it at first, but eventually I accepted the truth. And here we are.” 
 
Tristan perked up a bit in spite of himself and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Actually, I wanted 
to talk to you about that.” Dad and Mom assumed a listening attitude as Tristan continued. “I was 
thinking that maybe I should tell her the truth. The whole truth. It’s horrible keeping a secret from my 
girlfriend and I don’t think I can do it for much longer.” 
 
Mom frowned a little bit and Dad looked serious. Tristan intuited that they didn’t think it was a good 
idea, but they also didn’t want to jump to any hasty conclusions. Eventually Mom asked, “Do you trust 
her? Even when you break up—” seeing Tristan’s look she amended it, “—if you break up, and it’s bad, 
would she still not tell your secret?”  
 
Dad added, “Son, I know you really like her, and she seems like a very nice young woman. But is the 
kind of person who’ll share your dirty laundry with everybody when she’s mad at you? We can’t trust 
that kind of person, not ever.” 
 
“No, she’s not,” Tristan replied firmly. “She’s very self-contained; her family situation is awful, and she’s 
really mom to her sisters. She’s popular, but she’s not a gossip like most of her friends. I’m sure that even 
if we did break up, she’d still keep my secret.” 
 
Mom and Dad shared a highly emotion-charged look, saying nothing. Then Dad said, “Tristan, there 
comes a time when we as parents have to trust your judgment. We don’t like to admit it, but we don’t 
know everything, either. You’re the one who knows Kim best, and so we’re going to trust you to make 
the right decision about her. If you think you can trust her with our future – and we are talking about 
not just your future, but the future of our entire family; we’ve been discovered before and it means 
moving, hiding, giving up your entire life to start all over – if you can trust her with that, then we’ll 
support your telling her. If not, if there’s even the tiniest chance she’ll go screaming to the police or her 
parents, then we have to ask you to keep the secret from her as best you can. We will trust you to make 
the right decision.” 
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His heart leaped. They would let him decide about Kim! He already knew that he had to tell her or 
break up with her – and he couldn’t bear to break up with her. He knew he could trust her. Things were 
just too wonderful with her in his life. They were meant for each other, two halves of the same coin, two 
of the lucky few who found their soul mates. Not that Tristan would put it in so many words, but he 
and Kim were meant to be together for the rest of his life. His intuition told him so, and Tristan’s 
intuition had never led him astray yet. 
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17 Nov 2009 

— October, 2009 — 
 
 “Daddy, when’s my camp?” 
 
“What camp, Vanessa?” Gilbertson disliked the intrusion his six-year-old daughter caused in his life, but 
his constituents loved it: The family man, devoted to his wife and child. They could relate. So 
Gilbertson cultivated the appearance of an attentive husband and loving father while spending as little 
time as absolutely necessary with them. That worked well, since his wife Joanne wasn’t wild about him. 
Well, to be honest, she loathed him, but she maintained their farce because she shared one trait with her 
husband: Ambition. Being the wife of a powerful US Senator wasn’t such a bad place to be, and each 
could live his or her separate life, coming together with consummate acting skill to project the image of 
a perfect family. 
 
That left Vanessa, of course, the mandatory cute daughter. The live-in nanny took care of the child’s 
needs, made sure she was clothed and fed and socialized appropriately. Gilbertson left the decisions 
about the child to his wife and the nanny, having as little to do with his dark-haired, dark-eyed, olive-
skinned daughter as possible. She looked Greek, taking after her mother, a great multiethnic touch that 
drew in minority voters who otherwise wouldn’t think twice about Gilbertson. Her huge eyes stared at 
Gilbertson now, barely peeking above the top of his vast, leather-covered mahogany home office desk, 
on which he maintained a particular amount of clutter cultivated to imply competent busyness. 
 
In her very serious little-girl voice, Vanessa said, “My nature camp.” 
 
Irritated, Gilbertson replied without looking up from his papers, “How should I know? Check with 
Nanny. She keeps track of these things.” 
 
“Nanny’s not here.” Vanessa’s tiny fingers peeked above the desk, gripping the edge as if to anchor her 
near her father. 
 
Finally Gilbertson glanced at the small child standing next to his desk – his offspring. How irritating. 
Who gave Nanny the day off? “Well, where is she?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Tears filled Vanessa’s eyes. “I want to know when my camp is!” 
 
“OK, OK,” Gilbertson said, turning to his daughter and pulling out his Palm Pilot. “I’ll call Nanny and 
find out. Will that make you happy? Will you stop crying then?”  
 
Vanessa nodded, still sniffling, and wiped her nose with her cashmere-clad sleeve. Gilbertson had 
already turned away, gazing at the far wall as Mary Toomey’s phone rang. When she answered, 
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Gilbertson snapped, “Mary, where the hell are you? Why aren’t you watching my daughter? What are 
we paying you for, anyway?” 
 
“I’m on my half day off, Mr. Gilbertson,” Mary replied with in a reasonable, calm voice. She’d been with 
the Gilbertsons six months, longer than most previous nannies, and had seen Gilbertson’s moods. “Can 
I help you with something, sir?” 
 
“You damn well can help me with something. The kid is standing here bawling her eyes out because she 
wants to know when some nature camp is and I don’t know.” 
 
“It’s October 26 to October 30, up in the Snarfqualmie Lodge,” replied Mary in a competent tone. 
Gilbertson responded well to competence. “I’ve already begun gathering her belongings. It’s all 
arranged. Mrs. Gilbertson signed the permission form three weeks ago.” 
 
Gilbertson, still put out by this entire episode, snapped, “And why did nobody consult me about this? 
Won’t the kid be missing school?” Of course, Mary and Gilbertson both knew that he couldn’t care less 
about being consulted or Vanessa’s educational progress; assuming she didn’t embarrass the family, she 
could do nearly anything. He just wanted to assert his authority. 
 
“Mr. Gilbertson, don’t worry. It’s a school event. The entire second grade class from the school is going. 
Vanessa won’t be missing any class, and Mrs. Gilbertson is fully aware of the situation.” 
 
“Well,” Gilbertson huffed, having run out of things to grouse about, “I suppose that’ll do. But you’d 
better be back tonight to deal with the kid. I don’t expect to have to put her to bed, you hear?” 
 
“Certainly not, Mr. Gilbertson,” Mary agreed. “I’ll be back by 6:00 to resume caring for Vanessa.” 
 
“Fine. Don’t be late.” Gilbertson hung up without waiting for the nanny’s further reassurance. She’d be 
there or she’d be out of a job, and she knew it. 
 
Vanessa had silently watched this exchange with bright, birdlike eyes fixed on her father’s face. As he 
turned back to her, her entire body expressed anticipation and yearning for attention. 
 
“It’s October 26 to 30,” Gilbertson said. “Now go away and let me get this work done.” He addressed 
himself to the desk, mind already returning to politicking and what he’d have to do to stay in office next 
term. Elections were coming up very soon; he had already started grooming high rolling supporters like 
George Benson. Corporations. He made a note to have an aide begin contacting the usual— 
 
“When’s that?” Gilbertson’s daughter’s squeaky voice intruded again, and he had to restrain himself 
from shouting her out of the room. 
 
“When’s what?” His tone of voice should have been cue enough to tell her to leave, but she stood her 
ground. 
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“October 26 to 30. How long until then?” 
 
Without looking up from his notes, Gilbertson growled, “Look at a calendar.” 
 
Still she remained. “I need help.” 
 
“Look, it’s…” Gilbertson flipped quickly through his paper day planner. Math had never been his strong 
point. “It’s 19 days. Now go play so I can get some work done.” 
 
~~~ 
 
“I feel sorry for the poor kid,” Mary Toomey remarked her best friend, closing her phone and resuming 
the conversation Snarly Steve had so rudely interrupted. Mary and Bernice sat in the vegetarian 
restaurant enjoying one of Mary’s few days off. “I mean, neither of her parents like her at all; her father’s 
hardly around, and honestly, that’s really a mercy.” 
 
“So what’s it like, working for a Senator? It seems like he’s not really the down home family guy they 
always say.” Bernice carefully picked up a piece of teriyaki tofu with her chopsticks and popped it into 
her mouth. 
 
“Ha!” Mary let out a cynical bark. “He didn’t even know his daughter is going to a nature camp at 
Snarfqualmie Lodge starting October 26, and it’s all she’s talked about for the last month. Let’s just say 
I’d never vote for him.” 
 
“Me neither,” Bernice said emphatically. “You won’t believe what I heard him and some other tycoon 
talking about a while ago at a restaurant.” 
 
“Oh, do tell.” A little gossip about her employer, Mary felt, was helpful to keep things in perspective. 
Stephen Gilbertson wasn’t God, no matter how he acted. 
 
“So the tycoon was some muckety-muck from…Dang, what was the place called?” Bernice tilted her 
head in concentration for a moment. “Oh, something about rodents. Rats Incorporated or something. 
Anyway, they were talking about this new bill that’s coming up in the Senate – tax breaks for pet 
owners. I love the idea! I mean, I can barely afford to pay for Sammy some months, and he’s not even 
that big of a dog. But it would break my heart to lose him. He’s the only real family I have, you know; 
I’ve had him since he was a puppy, and it’s like he really knows me.” 
 
Mary, ever practical, returned the conversation to the topic at hand. “So a tax break for pet owners 
would be pretty helpful, huh?” 
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“Oh, yeah. I’d never have to worry about losing Sammy if I don’t get enough tips one month or 
something. It’s amazing how stingy some of those rich people are.” Bernice shook her head. “Anyway, 
what do they do? Turns out the tax break is bad for Mr. Muckety-Muck, who convinces Mr. Big Shot 
Senator Gilbertson to kill the bill before it even gets voted on!” Towards the end of this speech, 
Bernice’s voice had risen to a shriek that drew stares from other diners. Mary made calming motions to 
quiet down. It worked with Vanessa and, lo and behold, it worked with Bernice, too. 
 
“I just couldn’t believe it!” Bernice continued, her voice low and passionate. “I’m standing there, 
earning barely above minimum wage, the exact kind of constituent this jerk should be thinking about, 
and instead what happens? He’s talking with some big rich guy who probably donates $50,000 a year to 
his campaign. It pissed me off so much, I almost spilled the coffee.” 
 
Trying to lighten the mood, Mary joked, “I bet that would’ve been bad for tips.” 
 
“I’m being serious here, Mary,” Bernice insisted. “This is really serious stuff. I mean, don’t parents get 
tax breaks for having kids? Why should I be any different? Sammy is my kid. Just because he’s a dog 
doesn’t make it any different, really.” 
 
“You know I agree with you,” Mary said soothingly. “But we’re just two people. What’re a couple of 
nobodies like us going to do to get Snarly Steve to change his mind? Nothing. We don’t have a ton of 
money to buy him off like that rich guy you saw with him. We can’t do anything.” But Mary saw a 
funny look dawning on Bernice’s face, a gleeful yet cunning look that rather alarmed the generally laid-
back, easygoing Mary. “OK, I can tell you have an idea. What is it?” 
 
Bernice failed to keep a calculating smirk off her face as she answered, “I’m not really sure yet. Anyway, 
when did you say the kid’s at that camp? Where was it again?” 
 
“Snarfqualmie Lodge, and it’s the week of October 26. Why?” 
 
“I was just thinking maybe you’d have some free time if the kid’s off doing something, so maybe we 
could get together that week.”  
 
Bernice looked altogether innocent to Mary, who suddenly had an uncomfortable feeling. But her 
friend had never done anything really crazy, so Mary decided to take Bernice’s explanation at face value. 
“Yeah, that’d be good. I think I will have maybe a couple days off in a row. Imagine!” She laughed. 
“Freedom from the Gilbertson family for more than half a day!” 
 
“We’ll definitely have to get together,” Bernice agreed, and the conversation moved on to more 
mundane topics, mainly how much Bernice loved her darling whippet Sammy, and thence onto Mary’s 
woeful lack of animal companionship, canine or otherwise. It wasn’t for lack of desire, but lack of time 
and space that Mary kept no pets. After all, she lived with the Gilbertson family, watching over poor 
little Vanessa with more attentive care than either of her parents could spare for the girl. It was really a 



86 

shame, in Mary’s opinion. If the man wasn’t a Senator, she’d have called Child Protective Services a long 
time ago. 
 
~~~ 
 
Lottie knelt entirely in a particularly large, noisome kennel, previously occupied by an exceptionally 
gigantic and vile mutt of apparent Rottweiler extraction. It had never been housebroken, a fact the 
owner “forgot” when dropping the beast off. Now Lottie got the pleasure of cleaning up after the owner 
had finally reclaimed the nasty thing. Happy Hounds would certainly not be accepting that particular 
dog back in the future, but that still left this time’s mess to clean up. Naturally, the job fell to Lottie, the 
youngest employee.  
 
This was definitely not the best part of her job. If only she could at least hear the radio, she’d get some 
distraction, but it was muffled by dogs barking nearby and the conversation that lady Bernice was 
having with somebody else. Lottie decided almost without thinking about it that she might as well 
entertain herself by listening to the conversation, since it was either that or dogs barking. Funny; 
Bernice and the other person sounded almost furtive, like they didn’t want anybody else to hear. But 
surely they knew Lottie was in here scrubbing out this horrible kennel… 
 
“…Gilbertson’s daughter,” Bernice was saying. “She’s going to be away from her family and all the 
normal brouhaha for a week at a nature camp the week of October 26. That’s next week. That would be 
the time to do it.” Listening, Lottie’s intuition began pinging her. Bernice was up to something, and it 
wasn’t the usual blather about her darling puppy, either. This was serious. Lottie kept scrubbing, ears 
straining to hear over the nearby barking. 
 
“I don’t know about this,” the other voice said, sounding reluctant. Lottie could tell this person was 
extremely anxious, but acting more resistant than he actually felt. He actually agreed with Bernice, 
whatever her idea was, but didn’t want to seem too eager. “This could land us in jail practically forever 
even if it did work.” 
 
“Isn’t it worth it, though?” Bernice insisted. Everything in her voice screamed “DANGER!” to Lottie, 
who had a sudden urge to curl up really tiny in a corner so the terrifying Bernice wouldn’t find her. 
Which was funny, since Bernice had always seemed pretty normal, except, of course, for her obsession 
with dogs. Now Lottie wondered: What is this lady capable of? What’s put her over the edge? 
 
“You wouldn’t get your dog in prison,” the man said. He was playing devil’s advocate. 
 
“Even if Sammy and I were parted forever…” Bernice paused, took a deep breath, steeling her resolve. “It 
would be worth it for all the other pet owners who could still keep their pets if the bill passed.”  
 
Suddenly a light went on in Lottie’s head and she stifled a gasp. This was about that bill Tristan had 
mentioned the night of the dance! Who would care that much about it, really? Except…maybe pet 
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owners who loved their dogs enough to board them at Happy Hounds Hotel for $150 a night, even if 
they were low-paid waitresses like Bernice.  
 
“…right, I have to admit I agree with you. This calls for a dramatic statement, and we’ll make it. I say we 
take the Senator’s unprotected daught… tage at the nature camp. No harm done, but …a statement. 
We’ll be saying, ‘How would you like to lose your child? That’s how we feel about our dogs.’”  
 
Although sporadic barking continued to obscure portions of the conversation, Lottie had a good idea 
what they were talking about, and it terrified her. This man was scary because he was a man of action. 
Whereas Bernice might just have talked about something and never done anything, this guy would 
actually do something horrible with this Senator Gilbertson’s daughter. Lottie’s heart beat faster. This 
was serious, and she didn’t really know what to do.  
 
“I’m not talking about hurt… body,” Bernice added hurriedly, apparently picking up on some of the 
iron resolve Lottie had detected emanating from the man. 
 
“Of course not,” the man said, but Lottie knew he didn’t mean it. The man continued: “We just want 
to be sure we can contin… take care of our canine children the same way parents… to care for their 
human children. This tax break would mean the difference for so many des…ate pet owners. Imagine 
what a service we’ll be doing by getting Gilbertson to change his mind and back the bill!” When the 
man talked about dogs and changing minds, Lottie felt truly afraid. He loved dogs and placed the same 
value on them as people. He would do anything to defend dog owners’ rights to keeping their dogs no 
matter what. 
 
“That’s right!” The strength in Bernice’s voice was iron drawn from this man’s strong will, not Bernice’s 
own backbone. “Do you know…”  
 
Lottie decided it was time to make her presence known. “Eww,” she said loudly as she backed out of the 
kennel on hands and knees, a disgusted look plastered on her face. Then, acting surprised, she pretended 
to just have noticed Bernice and the man. “Oh, whoa! Sorry, I didn’t know you were there.” 
 
Glancing at Lottie, the man said, “Let’s talk about this another time, somewhere more private.” He put 
his hand on Bernice’s arm in a familiar way that made Lottie uncomfortable. He was tall, broad, with an 
uncompromising face. Lottie recognized him as the owner of Shep, an Australian Shepherd that had 
won a number of shows. 
 
“Yes,” Bernice agreed. “I need to be going anyway. It’s about time for Sammy and me to get home for 
bed. We’ve had enough fun for the day.” Lottie shivered, but hid her discomfort. This was really super 
awkward.  
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Putting on her most incurious face, Lottie said, “Would you like to sign out?” She moved to the sink 
and washed her hands thoroughly while the two dog owners retrieved their “children” from the play 
area.  
 
“Did you have a good time today, Mr. Arnold?” Lottie asked as the man signed his receipt.  
 
“I did,” Raymond Arnold said pleasantly, all trace of his earlier passion hidden beneath a veneer of 
civility that struck Lottie as chilling. “This is a wonderful resource for dog owners to socialize their pets 
in a safe environment.” 
 
“Well, I’m glad you had a good time,” Lottie said, “and we look forward to seeing you and Shep again. 
’Bye, Shep!” She waved as man and dog walked out the door. Lottie doubted she’d ever told a more 
bald-faced lie than right then. She turned to Bernice. “Are you and Sammy done, too?” 
 
“Yep,” said Bernice, but her cheerfulness was clearly only skin-deep. Even without her more-than-
normal keen intuition, Lottie would have been able to tell Bernice was uncomfortable about something. 
Knowing what made Bernice uncomfortable just made matters that much worse. Lottie did her best to 
get through that transaction and saw Bernice and Sammy out the door, then slumped into the chair 
behind the register with a huge sigh. 
 
What to do? This wasn’t just some kids making stuff up. The man was serious, Lottie knew, and even if 
Bernice backed out, that man wouldn’t. He valued Shep more highly than anybody else in the world, 
certainly more than he valued the safety and well-being of the daughter of a Senator who was in the 
wrong camp. But what to do? Call 911? Lottie imagined telling the dispatcher, “Well, I was cleaning 
out a dog kennel when I heard a couple people conspiring to take Senator Gilbertson’s daughter hostage 
while she’s at a nature camp next week.” Sure. They’d dismiss her as an attention-hungry teenager 
making up crazy stories, like balloon boy and his family.  
 
When her shift ended, Lottie decided, she’d talk to Tristan. They had always been close, despite their 
picking at one another. He’d be able to help her figure out what, if anything to do. And who knows? 
Maybe her intuition was wrong this one time, and nothing would happen. But in her heart, Lottie knew 
Raymond Arnold would do it. She just needed to figure out how to stop him. 
 
~~~ 
 
“Tristan, you know I really like your family,” Kim said one afternoon as they strolled through Tristan’s 
neighborhood. In the month and a half they’d been dating, they had not yet visited Kim’s house, and 
Kim hoped to keep it that way as long as she could. Tristan’s family was so nice, and hers…well, hers was 
so not nice. She was actually embarrassed to take Tristan to meet her family, so she kept putting off his 
repeated gentle questions in that direction. 
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“Yeah…” He held her hand firmly, and his palm stayed comfortable the entire time, not sweaty and 
clammy like Austin’s. Kim smiled. She hoped Crystin and Austin were getting along well. She couldn’t 
really force herself to feel sorry for her friend, though. Crystin had made her bed and now she got to 
sleep in it. Or, more likely, Austin’s. “You’re going to ask something else, though, huh?” 
 
Kim glanced sideways at him. “You always know what I’m thinking. It’s like you can read my mind.” 
 
Laughing, Tristan squeezed her hand. “Don’t be silly. Nobody can read minds.” 
 
“Look who’s talking about silliness! Aren’t you the one who I hear ate crayons as a child?”  
 
“Lies,” Tristan said. Actually it had probably been brains wrapped in edible rice paper in the shape of 
small sausages, which he’d often played with as crayons, smearing them around before eating them. No 
need to get into that. 
 
“I’m serious,” Kim said, and Tristan sobered.  
 
“Yes?” 
 
“Well – you’re nice, but there’s something not normal about you. Your family. Isn’t there?” Kim kept 
her eyes on the ground, not wanting to look at Tristan’s face. Confrontation in her family always ended 
in tears and misery, and she really didn’t want that to happen now. 
 
“What do you mean?” They had almost reached Tristan’s family’s house and slowed down as the 
conversation became increasingly serious. 
 
“It seems like all of you are out sick all the time. Like every month. At the same time. Everybody at 
school notices. It’s always you and Lottie both, the same time, and then Julie some other time. What’s 
with that?” Tristan stopped walking and looked Kim full in the face, intently reading her. Was she 
ready to hear the truth? Could he risk it? Her wide blue eyes and open, trusting countenance convinced 
him. 
 
“I’ve never told anybody else about this,” Tristan began. “Let’s sit down.” They sat on the curb a couple 
houses down from the Killigan residence, facing out towards the street. Tristan looked at Kim again 
and tried to share his seriousness with her nonverbally as well as through his words. “This is really going 
to sound… um… unbelievable, but it’s true. I swear. I hope you believe me. Please promise you won’t say 
anything to anybody, ever. Otherwise we’d be ruined.” 
 
Confused but intensely curious, Kim said, “I promise. My lips are sealed.” 
 
Tristan nodded definitively. “Since the 1800s, my family has had this weird disease. It’s not hereditary, 
but we’ve managed to keep it just to the family. As far as we can tell, it’s a virus kind of like HIV, you 
know, the virus that causes AIDS?” Kim nodded. “Like that. Spreads through all, uh, bodily fluids. 
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That’s why I’m so careful about, well, you know – everything.” A look of comprehension spread across 
Kim’s face as all those instances of passion that Tristan had turned aside came to mind and now made 
sense. She was nodding slowly, face expressionless, reserving judgment. Tristan appreciated that she at 
least kept an open mind. “The reason we miss school every month is because every 30 it flares up, like 
clockwork. When we’re exhibiting symptoms…well…you don’t want to be around us. We have to 
quarantine ourselves, and that’s why we miss school.” 
 
Tristan hoped against hope that Kim wouldn’t ask the obvious question, but of course she did. “What 
are the symptoms?” So far, he knew, this was kind of out there but not totally unbelievable. There were 
crazy diseases in the world, like Ebola and AIDS and prion-related stuff that nobody really understood 
yet, so why not something like what he was describing? Now was the moment of truth. 
 
“OK, this is going to sound really bad, but…we…want to eat…brains. Human brains.” He couldn’t look 
at Kim, but incredulity flowed off of her in waves. “I said it’s totally unbelievable, but I swear I’m not 
making this up or lying. Every month we…well…we turn into zombies.” There. He’d said it. Kim was 
silent for a very long time, digesting that; long enough that Tristan finally screwed up his courage and 
looked in her direction. She gazed steadily across the street, arms crossed, leaning on her folded knees, 
thinking about Tristan’s revelation. 
 
Finally, she said, “I won’t say ‘really?’ even though that’s the obvious thing.” She paused, still not 
looking in his direction. “You haven’t eaten anybody’s brains, have you?” 
 
“No, no, no, no, no.” Though reassurance seemed a little futile, Tristan tried anyway. “Absolutely no, 
and I never will. We’re strictly vegetarian – only animal brains, even when it’s our time of the month. 
And like now, you’re 100% safe with me, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
“Huh.” In that word, Tristan felt the emotions warring in her: Feelings of betrayal, curiosity, and 
disbelief all jockeyed for room in her mind. 
 
“And there’s a kind of benefit,” he hastened to add. “We are really intuitive. You know how I said 
nobody can read minds? Well, that’s true, but we…we read feelings. Intentions. General stuff.” 
 
“So what am I feeling right now?” Even a non-intuitive social dunce would’ve been able to tell that she 
was upset, and Tristan could completely understand. After all, would he want somebody intuiting his 
feelings and intentions? Or wanting to eat his brain? It all sounded so ridiculous, but the reality was so 
lonely, so painful, so isolating for Tristan that he had to share it with this girl he’d become so attached 
to in such a short time.  
 
“Lots of things,” Tristan answered promptly, hoping to forestall the overwhelming sense of distrust he 
was starting to feel coming from her. “You feel betrayed, like I’ve hidden my true self from you, which is 
true but believe me, I haven’t wanted to! I just can’t trust people with a secret like this unless I really 
trust them. I mean would you tell just anybody if you were me? And you’re feeling angry that I didn’t 
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tell you about this sooner, and kind of…defensive, I suppose, because I guess you don’t want me to have 
that much inside information about you. You can’t decide if I’m lying or not, about the whole brains 
thing, and I’d swear on a stack of Bibles that I’m not. It’s all totally true; I wish it weren’t, but it is. I 
really need somebody to share it with and I really, really hope you’re the one. And you’re wondering if 
I’ve manipulated you or something. I totally haven’t. I’ve just done what I thought you’d like, not 
reading your mind or something, and you have, haven’t you?” Then he dropped the bombshell. “I love 
you, Kim. I would never hurt you.” 
 
~~~ 
 
Just inside the screen door where she’d hurried when she’d heard Tristan’s voice, Caitlyn Small sat 
stunned. Tristan…a zombie? An entire family of zombies living right down the street?! Caitlyn sat very, 
very quietly and watched Tristan’s back through the screen door as he leaned in to that bitch Kim. She 
had stolen this incredibly nice boy from Caitlyn, and now it turns out the boy was even more amazingly 
cool than Caitlyn had ever imagined. It was so, so unfair! Caitlyn had known the Killigan family 
forever, had played with Tristan and Lottie and Julie growing up, had hardly said a word at school 
about their abnormal behavior… and now this is how she was rewarded. It really was wrong. 
 
Tears welled up in Caitlyn’s eyes. Why was she always alone? Even the zombie gets a girl – the most 
popular girl in school! Why didn’t she, Caitlyn, get to be part of Tristan’s wonderful secret? Quickly 
backing away from the screen door, Caitlyn ran into her room and slammed the door. She looked 
around at all the statues and sculptures she’d spent so many hours on, the paintings, the collages, the 
sketches. All to try to catch Tristan’s interest, since he seemed like the kind of guy who wasn’t 
embarrassed to talk about interesting things like art. He had never been just any other boy to her, and 
Caitlyn knew she had been meant to share that secret, if only Kim hadn’t robbed her of the 
opportunity.  
 
She threw herself onto her bed and wept, feeling her heart breaking. Kim and Tristan dating had been 
bad enough. But people dated in high school all the time and they never really meant anything serious 
by it. Caitlyn had figured that Tristan would lose Kim when Kim graduated in the spring, at the latest, 
and then Caitlyn could have made her move. She wasn’t pushy or impatient; let Tristan bask in the 
limelight of dating the captain of the cheer squad, the girl with all the friends, the girl with the perfect 
life. Then, when he got tired of hanging out with all those boring, dumb popular people, Caitlyn would 
be waiting.  
 
She read Atlantic Monthly, voluntarily went to and enjoyed exhibits at museums, listened to jazz and 
classical, and loved art above all else. Caitlyn knew that she was interesting, even if she wasn’t popular. Is 
that all Tristan had really wanted? Somebody hot and popular? No; he had been hoodwinked, seduced 
by this temptress, and now he’d fallen so hard he’d told that bitch his greatest secret.  
 
That’s what hurt so much, in the end. Caitlyn had thought that she and Tristan were friends, at least; 
why hadn’t he told her about being a zombie? She wouldn’t say anything! She wasn’t a gossip 
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surrounded by all those other horrible gossips the way Kim was. And the worst of it was that now 
Caitlyn had to go to school, face Tristan and see Kim every day in their period doing the school 
newspaper… 
 
The newspaper. Now that was an idea. Oh, it was brilliant, the kind of idea a ditz like Kim could never 
imagine. It would free Tristan up, let him finally get together with the true girl of his dreams, if only he 
knew it. Caitlyn sat up and dried her eyes, thinking furiously. How to put it, exactly? This would be the 
story of a lifetime. 
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18 Nov 2009 

Tristan sat in suspense for what felt like an eternity. He felt Kim’s emotions flying around chaotically as 
she tried to process the bizarre tale Tristan had just dumped on her. If their places were reversed, 
Tristan honestly was not sure what he would do. Could he believe even somebody he loved if she told 
him she had a disease that turned her into a creature straight out of Halloween stories and B-rated 
horror movies? He didn’t know, but Tristan hoped desperately that Kim would decide that she still 
wanted him anyway. His stomach churned and his palms felt like a pair of small fountains. “Damp” was 
not the word. He’d laid it all on the line.  
 
At last, as Tristan sensed her emotions stabilizing, Kim scooted closer and put her arm around him. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything. I…I think it’s going to be OK.” 
 
He turned and embraced her, pulling into a fervent if awkward sitting hug. “Really? You believe me and 
you still want to be with me? And you won’t tell anybody?” 
 
“It’s pretty hard to believe,” Kim admitted, “But…yeah. I do. And I promise that I’ll never tell anybody.” 
Looking into her eyes, Tristan’s heart felt like it would burst with love. He pressed his face into her hair, 
inhaling that intoxicating scent unique to Kim. It always drove him a little bit crazy, and sometimes he 
couldn’t quite decide if he loved her for her brains or just for her. Now he knew: He loved her for her.  
 
Kim snuggled closer, wrapping her arms all the way around him and burrowing her head into his 
shoulder. Looking out into the deserted street, listening to the sounds of nearby traffic, she said, “So you 
seriously want to eat brains?” 
 
“I hate to admit it, but yeah.” 
 
“All the time?” 
 
“Well, sometimes more than others. When it’s my time of the month—” He broke off as Kim started 
giggling uncontrollably. “What?” 
 
“The way you said it, like you’re a girl or something. It just seemed funny.” 
 
“Well, I’m not a girl.” 
 
“I know,” Kim murmured, tilting her face up for kissing. Then, when Tristan hesitated, she pulled back. 
“Oh…right.” 
 
Regret evident in his voice, Tristan said, “I’m sorry.” 
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“We’ll figure something out,” Kim replied, trying to reassure both of them. “After all, your parents 
figured something out, didn’t they?” 
 
Dryly Tristan explained, “Yeah, they figured it out. Their solution was Dad turning Mom into a 
zombie.” 
 
“Let’s keep walking. I think better when I’m moving.” Kim stood up and pulled Tristan up behind her. 
They strolled down the street hand-in-hand. “So is that really the only way? You love somebody so you 
either don’t do anything or you turn them into a zombie?” 
 
“As far as I know.”  
 
“Using…protection doesn’t help?” 
 
“Can you use a condom when you’re kissing?” Tristan’s suggestion brought another giggle from Kim, 
but the underlying issue remained: There was no way for them to be at all physically close without the 
danger of spreading Tristan’s disease to Kim. “Besides, condoms aren’t really a fool-proof way of 
protecting against any STD.” 
 
Kim sighed. “Well, we’ll have the most chaste high school relationship ever.” Then, thinking about it, 
she said, “So whoever you end up marrying will have to become a zombie?” 
 
“If I find somebody who loves me enough to do that,” Tristan agreed, “That’s the only way.”  
 
“So, um, you don’t have any other secrets, do you?” Kim asked, only half joking. 
 
“Nothing on this magnitude. Nothing I’d keep from you.” Glancing in Kim’s direction, Tristan saw her 
definitive nod. She was a girl who hated anything underhanded, hated being kept in the dark, hated 
being surprised. It was a huge relief that she’d forgiven him for keeping secrets from her, and accepted 
him for who he was, outcast nerd zombie that he was. She didn’t even seem that bothered by his 
periodic obsession with brains. Maybe dating what everybody else would call a monster wasn’t so bad 
when her family, by all accounts, sounded like they were the real monsters. 
 
After that they just walked, holding hands and brushing against each other, feeling the stronger bonds 
of love building now that all their secrets were out in the open. When they got home, Tristan brought 
Kim into the kitchen, where the family always ended up gathered doing homework, cooking, or just 
being together, and announced that he’d told her everything. 
 
Mom came and gave her a big hug. “Welcome to the club,” Mom said. “I remember when Tristan’s dad 
told me, and if you want to talk about it, I’ll be here.” 
 
“Thanks, Mrs. Killigan.” 
 



95 

“Oh, call me Melanie.” Meanwhile, Lottie and Julie had been making gagging motions at one another 
behind Mom’s back. Without looking, Mom said, “Girls, stop that.” 
 
Kim glanced at Tristan. “Let’s go upstairs,” Tristan suggested. Mom gave Tristan a warning look and he 
added, “Where we’ll leave the bedroom door wide open, of course.” 
 
“Of course,” Kim agreed. “I actually have some Spanish homework I need to do, now that I think about 
it.” She retrieved her backpack from the entryway. “Would you mind?” 
 
“My pleasure.” Tristan motioned her to precede him up the stairs. As she disappeared around the 
corner, Tristan turned back to his family and hissed, “Please don’t embarrass me!” From the looks 
Lottie, Julie, and Max exchanged, he was confident that somebody would soon shamble up the stairs 
moaning “Braaaaaains” within the next fifteen minutes. 
 
~~~ 
 
The next day, Tristan was standing at his locker when Julie and Lottie hurried up. He hadn’t seen Kim 
yet, but it was still early in the day. Their paths often didn’t cross until the first break or even lunch 
time, and after the first month or so, that was OK with them. Tristan did not really get along with 
Kim’s circle of friends, if you could call them friends, since Kim didn’t seem to get along with them very 
well, either. Besides, people had been acting funny today, giving him weird looks and lots of space, and 
Tristan sensed a pervasive hatred filling the school, although he couldn’t begin to imagine why.  
 
Julie shoved a copy of the school newspaper in front of Tristan’s face. “Look at this!” 
 
The headline screamed, ZOMBIES AT SOMEWHERESVILLE HIGH. It began, “They look and act 
like everybody else, but many students have long suspected that there was something different about the 
Killigan family. Now, The Somewheresville Herald can exclusively reveal the shocking truth: The 
difference is that the Killigan children, Charlotte (Lottie, aged 17) her twin brother Tristan, Julie (aged 
15), and Max (aged 10, attending Somewheresville Elementary School), are zombies masquerading as 
normal students.” The author was Anonymous. 
 
Stunned, Tristan leaned against his locker and his hands, still clutching the newspaper dropped to his 
lap. He looked from Lottie to Julie, speechless. 
 
“Your darling Kimmy has outed us,” Lottie said, venom dripping from her voice. “We are seriously 
screwed because you trusted that bimbo.” 
 
“I…I thought I could trust her,” Tristan muttered, staring out at the mass of students swirling by. Many 
carried the newspaper, and even more were giving the three Killigan wide berth. Then somebody 
shouted, “Hey, eat these brains!” and a textbook came flying at them. All three ducked and dodged 
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easily; they all sensed the escalating negative emotion swirling around the school, and all three were on 
high alert. 
 
“Well, obviously you couldn’t and shouldn’t have,” Lottie snapped. “That’s what happens when you 
trust normal people. They’re always going to betray you in the end.”  
 
For Tristan, it felt like the world had imploded. Kim, the girl he loved, the girl he had even secretly 
hoped might stick with him to the end, had betrayed him at the first opportunity. She must have gone 
home and written the article that night, immediately after convincingly promising to never tell 
Tristan’s secret. His emotions were so tied up in her, he must have misjudged reading his intuition 
somehow, although it had never led him astray before. But he’d never loved anybody before, either. 
 
Now he doubted he’d ever love anybody again. It was like having his brains ripped out and eaten before 
his very eyes. Like the air had been sucked out of his lungs, leaving him gasping and helpless. Like the 
planet he’d orbited as moon had suddenly become a black hole. And still, he couldn’t help doubting 
that Kim would do such a thing. Something in him said she wouldn’t ever break her word, that she 
hadn’t written the article and the news had gotten out some other way. 
 
But there was no other way. He had never told anybody before, and he knew none of his siblings had 
ever shared their secret either. His family held their secret very close, trusting nobody, not even the few 
close family friends they had. They formed few intimate friendships, tending to stick together and not 
suffer the pain of constant rejection, suspicion, and discrimination. Who would hire a zombie? Who 
would want to be friends with a guy who might ultimately eat your brains? For almost two hundred 
years his family had kept its secret, managing to even stay in the same town for a couple generations, put 
down roots, get comfortable.  
 
“Ah, just who I was looking for.” All three turned to see Mr. Jones bearing down on them like Moses 
parting a Red Sea of students. “I’d like to talk to you three in my office, please.” He beckoned and didn’t 
even wait for them to pick their bags up, but just whirled on his heel, bad comb-over flopping. 
 
Wordlessly Tristan slammed his locker and followed Lottie and Julie down the hall. Students stopped 
and stared, pointed, whispered. “Hey!” somebody called, “Do you really want to eat our brains?” “Fresh 
brains over here!” somebody else shouted, and then the heckling started in earnest. “Braaaaains!” “No 
wonder they’re so dumb—they don’t have brains themselves!” “Stay away from my brain!” “Monster!” 
Tristan and his sisters refused to rise to the bait, walking down the hall with their eyes fixed forward, 
not even looking at students who shoved them into walls, shouted at them, or, as some did, drew away 
with fear in their eyes. Jared saw Tristan and Lottie, turned around, and simply walked the other way 
without saying a word. None of them saw or heard Kim, struggling against the crowd, calling. She was 
drowned out and shoved away by students who would surely condemn and ostracize her for dating the 
zombie boy. 
 
Without a doubt, it was the worst five minutes of their lives. When they got to the office, Mom was 
already there, dry-eyed and grim-faced. She held a copy of the school newspaper. 
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“So, what’s this all about?” Mr. Jones asked, settling into his creaky wooden office chair. “I’d like to say 
this is some kind of early Halloween hoax, but it doesn’t appear to be.” 
 
The kids all stood behind Mom, who sat in the chair facing Mr. Jones. “It’s not an accurate article by 
any stretch,” she began, but he interrupted. 
 
“So there’s some truth to it?” He rattled the paper on his desk. “You have some virus that turns you into 
zombies every month and you go out and eat human brains?” 
 
“I won’t deny that our family has a disease that causes us to periodically desire to eat the encephalon of 
humans,” Mom began again. “But we have not and never will hurt another human being. You have to 
realize that this is a disease, not a choice, and we are adept at controlling the symptoms.” 
 
“Look,” Mr. Jones said, “Don’t use fancy words to try to confuse me. You’re saying you eat human 
brains and the bottom line is we can’t have zombies at school.” 
 
“We do not eat human brains,” Mom vehemently replied, “We pose less danger to the school than 
students whose parents have handguns. This is discrimination, and I can assure you that the school 
superintendent will be hearing from you if you persist in this action.” 
 
Mr. Jones, accustomed to dealing with difficult parents, took this in stride. “I’m going to have to 
suspend all of your children, including your son in elementary school, until further notice. I must 
request that you to remove all your children from the school system until we have had time to explore 
the ramifications of this revelation. Please leave the premises.”  
 
Mom, white-lipped with suppressed fury, stood up. “I will take my kids, and I’ll tell you something else. 
There’s no way we’re going to accept this lying down. My lawyer will be in contact with the school 
district and when we find out who wrote the article” – Mom barely glanced in Tristan’s direction – 
“they’ll be hearing from our lawyer, too.” 
 
“That’s fine,” Mr. Jones said placidly, patting down his comb-over. He stood up. “I’m sorry it has to be 
this way, but this is a school security issue. We can’t put our students at risk.” 
 
Mom didn’t deign to reply, although Tristan felt waves of fury pouring off her like hot lava and he knew 
she ached to put that little man in his place. Instead, Mom gathered her kids with a look. “Come on, 
we’ll go get Max and then I have some phone calls to make.” Without a backward glance, Mom 
marched out of the office, her kids trailing disconsolately after her, the wreckage of their social lives 
dragging like sea anchors behind them. 
 
When they got to the car, Mom sat down heavily and looked at Tristan as he slumped into the 
passenger seat. She still didn’t say anything. 
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Tristan shook his head, his heart breaking. All he said was, “I trusted her.” Mom nodded tersely, silently 
starting the car. It was a very quiet car ride to the elementary school as each person struggled with the 
reality that, from then on, they would face discrimination, abuse, and maltreatment for simply being the 
way they were, regardless of their skills or personalities.  
 
Tristan felt tears tracking down his cheeks and quickly dashed them away, staring fixedly out the 
passenger window without seeing any of the familiar scenery. He couldn’t decide what was worse: 
Losing his relationship with Kim in this way, through base betrayal, or losing his entire future. And he 
couldn’t imagine why Kim had written that article! It just didn’t make sense. She’d been so affectionate, 
so wonderful, so accepting and apparently trustworthy…Yet she was the only possible candidate for 
authoring the article, since nobody else knew. 
 
It was just too heartbreaking to think about. 
 
~~~ 
 
Vanessa danced around her room squealing “Camp tomorrow! Camp tomorrow!” as Mary attempted 
to coax her into a cute dress. 
 
“Come on, calm down and let me help you get into this dress. We have to meet your father for that 
fundraiser in an hour.” 
 
“I don’t want to wear the dress! It’s ugly!” Vanessa scooted out of the way, sticking out her tongue. 
 
“You picked it out,” Mary objected, but put the dress back on the rack. “What do you want to wear, 
then?” 
 
“This!” Vanessa was in an exclaiming mood this evening and as a result said everything, exciting or not, 
at the top of her lungs. 
 
Mary looked at it. It was a dress-up dress, all yellow satin, ruffles, and lace, a Disney Princess concoction 
never intended for political appearances. But what the heck. Why not? Mr. Gilbertson deserved taking 
down a notch, after this pet tax bill thing. Besides, Vanessa loved the dress. “You know what? Okay. 
Take off your normal clothes, hurry now.” 
 
“Yaaaay!” Vanessa shucked out of her everyday clothes in record time and put her arms up to have the 
dress slipped over her head. “I’m Belle!” 
 
Glancing around, Mary asked herself what she was forgetting. Absentmindedly she said, “You bet you 
are. You’ll be the belle of the ball. Have you brushed your teeth? Let’s get your hair fixed. It’s almost 
time to go.” This would be a political rally Mr. Gilbertson wouldn’t soon forget. Mary could hardly wait 
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to see his face – and by then it would be too late. She’d have to tell Bernice all about it when they got 
together in a few days during Vanessa’s nature camp. 
 
~~~ 
 
Lottie still hadn’t told anybody about the alarming conversation she’d “accidentally” overheard at the 
Happy Hounds. With the entire family being outed the next day, things had gotten crazy. She’d been 
fired from Happy Hounds, not surprisingly; but at least Dad hadn’t lost his job yet, although he was 
under inquiry and not exactly welcome at the University until they cleared him.  
 
All in all, it had been the worst two weeks the family had suffered through in a long time, even worse 
than when all the kids got chicken pox at once. They could hardly go to the grocery store without 
having somebody say something or look at them; cashiers didn’t want to take their money; people who 
recognized them on buses gave them wide berth; cruel anonymous phone calls forced them to unplug 
the phones and turn off their cell phones; they had to change their email addresses; several windows had 
been smashed as people threw rocks. And worst of all, now Mom and Dad were talking about moving 
to a whole different state, or maybe even out of country, “to get a fresh start.” 
 
The Mayor had come by in person and said political things about how they wouldn’t tolerate 
discrimination and he had offered police protection, but he’d also kept his distance. He didn’t shake 
Dad’s hand and it was clear that he, too, didn’t want anything to do with the zombie family.  
 
But now, just over two weeks later, the conversation was much on Lottie’s mind. She wasn’t convinced 
she hadn’t just imagined the entire episode, some kind of stink-induced hallucination. Even if it was 
true, Lottie wasn’t sure she wanted to do anything about it. After all, all these people were the ones who 
immediately turned on them and started treating them like lepers or something. It really wasn’t fair. 
What had she, Lottie, done to deserve this kind of treatment? Nothing. If she was innocent, why should 
she bother helping normals, especially when most of them wouldn’t believe her story anyway? It all 
seemed so pointless, but Lottie wasn’t a girl to make up her mind without talking to somebody else. 
 
Naturally, she chose her twin brother. They had always shared a rapport, even through the rockier 
teenage years, that made him the natural choice for Lottie. “Hey you.”  
 
“What do you want?” He snapped back, half playing and half irritated. He’d been overjoyed at Kim’s 
acceptance of their condition and then immediately crushed by her utter betrayal. If she’d tried to call 
or email, he ignored them and deleted any messages without listening. Lottie felt his pain acutely, and 
even though she was irritated his bad choice had given the family away, she didn’t rub it in. She could 
very well have made the same wrong choice with some guy – not likely, since she wasn’t interested in 
anybody and probably never would be, but still.  
 
“Can I talk to you for a second?” Tristan was sourly watching Max play Plants vs. Zombies on the 
laptop computer and he nodded. It wasn’t like they had anything better to do; they tried to keep up 
with schoolwork, but it was hard, when nobody at school would talk to them. 
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“Why are we always the bad guys?” Tristan asked as he shoved himself out of the sagging couch. 
 
“It’s not us,” Lottie replied. “It’s the myth.” 
 
“So what did you want to talk to me about? Berate me some more over…her?” He still couldn’t bring 
himself to say Kim’s name, and Lottie felt his heartbreak every time she came up in conversation. 
Tristan still spent a lot of time in his room by himself with the door closed, which didn’t really muffle 
the sounds of him crying into his pillow. 
 
“No, totally unrelated to this whole mess, actually.” They went upstairs into Tristan’s bedroom, the 
only place with some modicum of privacy in the entire house. With the entire home almost all the time, 
their home was starting to feel uncomfortably crowded. Lottie sat on Max’s bed, facing Tristan. “Before 
I got fired from Happy Hounds, I heard this weird conversation. It freaked me out. I’d kind of 
forgotten about it until today.” 
 
“What was it about?” Despite himself, Tristan found his interest piqued. He could sense Lottie’s 
unease, a different kind of fear from any he’d felt off of her before. More like extreme concern, not for 
herself, but for somebody else. 
 
“These two people – they’re crazy about their dogs, I mean not just ‘I love my puppy’ but like really into 
their dogs. Like their dogs are their family kind of people. You know. This lady, Bernice, was talking to 
this guy, Raymond. She was telling him about that bill you told us about a long time ago at the dance – 
the tax break for pet owners. Only she was saying how Senator Gilbertson, he lives here and he’s all 
against it for some dumb reason. And then they started talking about how to change his mind, and in 
the end…” Lottie took a breath. “This is gonna sound crazy, but in the end, I’m almost positive they 
decided to like take the Senator’s daughter hostage, or something. To force him to make the bill go 
through, I think.” Tristan sat leaning forward with his elbows on his knees listening intently. He didn’t 
say anything and Lottie added, “My intuition made me think the guy, Raymond, was really serious. He 
kept saying how his dog was his child, and how parents got tax breaks for their kids, so why shouldn’t he 
get one? And how with the bad economy pet owners can’t pay for their pets but it’s as cruel to separate 
them as it would be separating a kid from a parent whose finances were bad.” 
 
“And your intuition said it was true?” Tristan asked, not questioning her judgment but confirming he 
understood. 
 
“Definitely.” Lottie gulped at even the memory of the experience. “I mean I was seriously scared by the 
time they were done talking, especially of the dude. When I had to check them out it was the scariest 
thing I’ve ever done. I think he would kill somebody to protect his dog, for reals. They were giving off a 
really intense sense of purpose and determination, but they were also really, really angry at the idea that 
this might not go through. I got the sense they’d do whatever it took to keep their pets and help other 
people be able to stay pet owners no matter what.” 
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Tristan, often calm in emergencies, went straight to the heart of the matter. “Do you know what they 
intended to do?” 
 
“Like I said, I think they’re gonna hold the Senator’s daughter hostage. I think they said something 
about getting her while she was at some nature camp, but I forget the details.” 
 
“Nature camp?” Tristan dove under his bed and began rummaging around. Dirty socks, plates with 
dried remnants of cow brains, Monopoly pieces, wadded-up pieces of paper and other detritus flew out 
as he burrowed underneath the bed. “I’m sure I saw an ad in the school paper about it a long time ago. 
Ah-ha!” He emerged triumphantly dragging a considerably battered and worn newspaper. “I started 
keeping them all because Kim… she worked for the newspaper. Guess I should just ditch them now.” 
He looked sadly at the paper for a minute and then shook himself. “See? Here it is.” He spread the 
newspaper out on the bed and they read: “Help Change A Life – Become A Camp Counselor! Help 
Lead Week-Long Back to Nature Camp for Inner-City 6 and 7 Year Olds.” Beneath the body of the 
text, they found the dates listed: October 26 through 30, Snarfqualmie Lodge. 
 
“That’s tomorrow!” Lottie yelped. Lottie didn’t think about whether she should help the people; now 
that she’d said it all aloud, it was clear that this was a matter of honor now, of doing the right thing even 
when everybody treated them like trash. Besides, why should a bunch of little kids suffer because their 
parents were jerks? 
 
At the same time, Tristan exclaimed, “I think Kim is doing that! What if she’s in trouble?” Then he 
remembered everything and sighed deeply. “I know she gave us away to everybody, but I can’t help it. I 
still love her and I don’t want her to get hurt.” 
 
“We’ve got to tell Mom and Dad,” they agreed, and rushed downstairs together. This was a matter of 
life and death, not just reputation. And even if Lottie turned out to be wrong, it was better to be safe 
than sorry. Neither twin knew what they could do to protect the Senator’s daughter, but they knew 
they had to do something. Mom and Dad would have some ideas for sure. 
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19 Nov 2009 

When she saw the school newspaper, Kim was floored, stunned, utterly speechless. Who had written 
this horrendous article about her beloved Tristan and his incredibly nice family? Why would somebody 
do something like this? Most of all, how had somebody else known about it? Surely Tristan hadn’t told 
anybody else; Kim got the sense that his family was very tight, and didn’t often share with non-family 
members about their disease. Then, too, how could somebody have put it in the newspaper without her 
or Caitlyn knowing about it? Flipping quickly through, Kim saw that most of the rest of the paper 
remained as she and Caitlyn had laid it out. Just the front page with its screaming headline had changed, 
with some reshuffling of ads to squeeze in the displaced articles. Nothing interesting had happened that 
week, so whoever it was had just cut out the filler articles. 
 
Suddenly Kim looked up, staring straight across the cafeteria in horror. 

20 Nov 2009 

Tristan. He would think she’d written the article! She had to get to him before he saw the newspaper, 
tell him that she had not broken his trust and written that awful exposé.  
 
“Oh, my God!”Anna squealed, shoving through the crowd to reach Kim. “Did you see that article?” 
 
“It can’t be real,” Selena said. “I mean, zombies? Come on.” Jolene, squeezing in, just shook her head, 
long ponytail waving. 
 
“Who cares if it’s true or not? It’s really too good to be true. Let’s find them and see!” Sharon said, and 
she and Anna immediately rushed off in the direction of Tristan’s locker. Kim hurried after, hoping to 
find Tristan before the students started in on him in earnest. She’d stand with him no matter what. 
 
By the time they got there, it was too late. A huge crowd had gathered around Tristan and his two 
sisters, who had formed their own protective huddle around Tristan’s locker. Then Mr. Jones came and 
whisked them away to the office, and despite her best efforts, Kim couldn’t reach Tristan or attract his 
attention through the near-mêlée in the halls. Dejected, Kim slumped against the wall. It seemed like 
everything in life always went against her. OK, so her family life sucks. But she finds this wonderful guy 
who, yes, it’s true, has a little problem. But he’s so nice, so kind, so perfect for Kim, and  
 
“So, Kim,” Anna said, leaning against the wall. “Your boyfriend is a zombie.” Sharon, Selena and Jolene 
all gathered around, anxious to hear all the juicy details of their queen’s dates with zombie boy. 
 
“No comment,” Kim replied and pushed off against the wall, the weight of her backpack seeming 
exponentially heavier than it was even half an hour ago. “I have to get to class, so how ’bout if you guys 
all just leave me alone? Thanks.” And she stalked off down the hall, ignoring Anna’s shocked 
expression, the gabble of excited gossip immediately bubbling up from the group, ignoring everything 
but the feelings churning inside her. The senses of loss, horror, and outrage warred together, leaving 
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Kim feeling lost and confused. Normally she kept totally in control, but now it felt like everything was 
spinning wildly out of control and she couldn’t do a thing about it.  
 
Slumped in her seat as class was starting, Kim pulled out her cell phone. She’d text Tristan right now to 
let him know she hadn’t been involved in the article at all and that she still felt the same way about him 
and would stand by him through everything. It was going to be a long text.  
 
~~~ 
 
“Do you have to go away?” Evie asked miserably. “I don’t want you to go to the camp without me!” 
 
Kim paused in her packing to give Evie a hug. “I know, but I have to. This is helping other kids. We 
want to help people, don’t we?” 
 
“Ye-e-es,” Came the reluctant reply. Evie couldn’t decide whether helping other kids was worth losing 
her beloved older sister for an entire week.  
 
“Don’t worry,” Kim replied. “Leslie will be here and she’s promised to watch you while I’m gone. And 
I’ll make sure she does it. That’s my promise.” She tossed a couple more pairs of pants into a rolling 
suitcase and decided to call it good.  
 
~~~ 

22 Nov 2009 

— November, 18XX+1 — 
We have at last achieved some measure of safety and I find myself once again in a state to bend my mind 
to the task of recording our miserable adventures. The prior two months brought tribulations unlike 
any in my earlier experience, including my previous journeys in Africa. In Africa, I had not the heavy 
burden of caring for my wife and unborn child, who grows in vigor and strength daily, the only small joy 
in our bleak existence.  
 
How to speak of our attempts to conceal our illness during our long sojourn in Le Havre and the even 
longer ocean journey? Lacking the luxury of near-endless resources, I found myself reliant upon my wits 
alone, for we must needs conserve the small portion of the fortune that remained after we purchased 
our trans-Atlantic passage. In our tiny, cramped boarding house room, we attempted to disguise the 
monthly madness with tales that stretched even the incredulity of our extremely credulous 
boardinghouse mistress. We resorted to crude methods of restraint, chaining one another during the 
weeks of illness, stuffing gags into one another’s mouths. How it broke my very heart to inflict such 
torture on my beloved, elegant, cultured lady wife! What her family would say should they ever hear of 
the truth or even imagine this degradation, I cannot – I dare not – imagine. Yet these crude methods 
maintained a modicum of secrecy. We left Le Havre having convinced our fellow guests that we simply 
engaged in voluntary and unusual acts together in the privacy of our own room. 
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What great relief to escape their increasingly suspicious eyes! I had begun to fear even the necessary 
ventures into public to obtain food and search for a vessel to carry us to our new home. Charlotte’s 
delicate constitution, I fear, has suffered irreparable damage and she who was never strong has 
weakened further under the strain of these last months. From living a life of esteemed respect and 
gracious teas, Charlotte – or Claire, as I must say now, has fallen with me below the lowest of the 
miserable classes clawing for survival in these filthy cities. The depth of sorrow in her eyes, which once, 
not so many months past, lit with gayety and delight, knifes my heart each time I see it. During our 
journey, she continued to live with dignity even through events so degrading for a lady of her stature 
that I can hardly think of it. 
 
After some weeks in Le Havre, we found a vessel to carry us to America. Though I have no doubt 
scurvier vessels ply the seas, I doubt such a vessel could put into port in Le Havre. Yet what choice had 
we? I obtained passage for us in the steerage of a cargo vessel, the decrepit sailing ship The Golden Gull 
at an exorbitant rate (much higher, I learned later to my great consternation, than the rates paid by my 
fellow passengers), but my intuition told me the Captain sensed my anxiety and his suspicious were 
roused. I assuaged his concerns with cash, that most precious commodity. I curse the day I ever set out 
to Africa to seek funds to restore the Sherborne family! Would that I had sought anywhere else, in the 
wilds of China, or India, or even the penal colony of Australia! What evil fate drew me to Africa, with 
its terrible curse? However, the Gull’s final destination, Baltimore, pleased me well enough. I hoped to 
procure the necessary implements for settling as far West as a modicum of civilization has extended, for 
I could not bear to subject Charlotte – Claire – to the rigors of a pioneer’s life. 
 
What to write of the voyage? We were obliged to bring all our own provisions, another costly 
undertaking, for such a journey in good weather could take well over a month. Thank God we obtained 
a three months’ supply of rations, for we found ourselves in need of such provisions before the voyage 
ended. The conditions appalled my dear wife’s sensibilities and left even me weak. Our monthly cycle 
came upon us each thrice during the journey, requiring great pains to keep secret from our fellow 
passengers. Their dull-eyed disinterest and their own misery provide welcome distraction from our 
strange behavior. The sanitation on the vessel was truly unspeakable, and I cannot bear to write of it. 
Numerous passengers succumbed to cholera and typhus, but Providence spared us that suffering. 
 
Despite the continued misery of the voyage, I could not help but feel excitement rise in my breast when 
tales of vast and wild lands, as yet untamed, reach my ears from those who have visited the Americas 
previously. These tales lift my hopes, though I can scarce credit them, for they contain the sound of 
myth: Vast herds of some gigantic hooved creature called the buffalo moving across rolling plains like 
waves on the ocean; savage red men seeking the scalps of innocent, helpless settlers and white men 
turned nearly as savage as the natives; tracts of land too large to walk the perimeter in a day, ready for 
taking; jagged mountains of immeasurable height jutting far into the sky; endless forests of timber and 
innumerable wild beasts with pelts of great value.  
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Upon reaching port, after waiting an endless period through quarantine, we disembarked and a horde 
of runners accosted us with offers of lodging, train tickets, steamboat tickets, and innumerable other 
overwhelming offers, their din adding to the chaos of the already overwhelming port. We declined all 
their solicitations and found a boardinghouse in a less-disreputable vicinity. Though I would hope to 
remain in Baltimore as short a time as possible and continue our flight to less heavily populated locales 
– the Northern Territories has captured my imagination – I fear that Charlotte’s time is nearly upon us 
and that we shall be obliged to delay our excursion until the infant and my dear wife are strong enough 
to travel.  
 
In the meantime, I shall endeavor to stockpile all the goods necessary for the last leg of this agonizing 
journey. Though I hate to demean myself, I must consider how to obtain additional funding for this 
adventure.  
 
December 17, 18XX+1 
 
I write only to document the occasion of the birth of my son, James Tristan Sherborne Killigan. Would 
that I could write “joyful occasion,” but alas, he shows all the signs of suffering the same fateful illness 
that infects both Claire and myself. I bitterly rue the day that brought me to that accursed treasure; 
nothing now remains to me of its value, but my family shall forever bear its punishment. 
 
Claire remains abed and greatly weakened by her long ordeal and as the increasingly inclement weather, 
inadequately rebuffed by the meager walls of this miserable boardinghouse, saps her strength all the 
more. I have obtained employment as a clerk at a shipping firm, and devote all my available time to 
planning our escape from civilization. I hope to depart with early spring, as soon as reports indicate 
rivers are down. We shall travel west as far as civilization extends, and perhaps there find some surcease 
from the ever-present watchful eye of neighbors. We can trust no man and must rely on ourselves, our 
family alone, for all our joys. Should our curse overcome us, as it did me that seeming long-ago night 
before the ball, we shall continue to travel west, always west.  
 
I see now that the future of this family is flight, always flight, never settling long to make a home for 
long for fear that our dreadful secret will be revealed. We are like Cain, marked, cursed to wander, 
bereft of God’s blessing, for all generations. 
 
— October 26, 2009 — 
 
The three old, wallowing yellow school buses, crowded with screaming, excited second-graders, wound 
their way slowly into the mountains. Slowly suburban developments gave way to horse farms, then large 
tracts of farmland, then increasingly dense, green forests. The kids started whining about getting bored, 
forcing Kim and her fellow camp counselors to employ increasingly creative tactics to entertain them.  
 
Nobody noticed the mismatched pair of SUVs, one with a “Less Bark, More Wag” sticker prominent 
on its bumper, the other bearing a bumper sticker that read “My Australian Shepherd is Smarter than 
Your Honor Student” sticker, following the school bus convoy.  
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After an hour and a half, Kim wasn’t sure she could answer “Are we there yet?” politely or creatively one 
more time. Happily, another fifteen minutes brought them to the entrance of the camp. The buses 
bumped and shuddered down the long, rutted service road and finally wheezed to a stop in a clearing 
before of a very large, very mossy log cabin. Smaller but equally mossy cabins formed a semicircle around 
the large cabin, and the woods started again at the very eaves of the cabins. Trails snaked off into the 
deepening gloom, hand-carved wooden signs detailing trail names and distances.  
 
Kids boiled from the buses in apparent chaos. Kim and the other counselors struggled to round up their 
charges, ensure that everybody had their bags, and herd them all to the correct cabins. Eight second-
graders in tow, Kim found the Skunk Cabbage Cabin – a really auspicious name, she thought, entering 
– and then spent the next ten minutes attempting to assign bunks to the kids with a minimum of 
howling about sleeping assignments. 
 
When she saw her bunk, Vanessa Gilbertson objected, “But I’m afraid of heights!” 
 
“That’s OK, we’ll help you get over it,” Kim replied. What were the odds that she really would have 
Senator Gilbertson’s daughter in her cabin, after Caitlyn had implied it would happen? “See? There’s a 
railing here that will keep you from rolling off the bed while you’re asleep. Plus, I’ll be right here.” She 
pointed to her own bunk, a lower bunk across from Vanessa’s.  
 
“I won’t fall?” Vanessa asked, anxiety tingeing her voice. Kim wanted to give her lots of hugs and 
encouragement, but seven other girls were bickering and unpacking and one had already started crying 
because she missed her mother, so Kim simply reiterated her reassurance and moved on. This was going 
to be a very interesting week. 
 
“OK, Team Disney Princess!” Kim called once everybody had found her bunk, accepted it as hers, and 
unloaded her bag a little bit. Eight pairs of eyes, some still a little bit watery, turned to her. “We have 
princess crowns for each of you so we can recognize each other!” Reaching into her bag, Kim extracted 
nine tall conical hats with ribbons flowing from the tips. Elastic under the chin kept the entire wobbly 
contraption on. “Line up and come get your crowns. Wait for me outside along the cabin wall. Do you 
all have your jackets?” The sky had turned an ominous grey during their drive into the mountains. 
 
“I forgot mine,” one girl whined. “I’m cold.” 
 
“Fortunately, I brought extras,” Kim answered, and, reaching once again into the bag, pulled out one of 
Evie’s old jackets. “Anybody else forget a jacket?” All the other kids’ parents had remembered to shove 
jackets into their kids’ bags, so all the other girls else shook their heads, swaddled in their voluminous 
rain jackets. 
 
“OK, Princesses! Come get your crowns and wait for me along the cabin wall!”  
 
“I want pink!” The first girl said, when she received a purple crown.  
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“Sorry, you get purple,” Kim replied. “You’ll get to be with the special Purple Princesses. Can you go 
stand by the cabin wall outside and wait for me there, please?” Pouting, the girl took the princess hat 
and stomped outside. 
 
And so it went. It seemed that not one single child was actually happy with her hat; the ribbons were 
too short, too long, the wrong color, too few (never too many), or the hat was too big, too small, the 
wrong color, too tall, too short, the elastic too tight or loose. Finally, after negotiating as quickly as 
possible with each girl, Kim donned her own hat, a pastel pink one with creamy white ribbons, and 
stepped outside to assess the damages. 
 
Incredibly, all the girls were standing lined up against the outside wall, most wearing their hats. The 
shoes of only two bore evidence that they had gone anywhere away from the cabin, and Kim decided to 
let it go and see how it went. “Alright, Princesses! Now we have to race the other cabins to the Club 
House, that big building. How fast can you all get there?” 
 
They took off pell-mell sprinting toward the cabin, princess hats flopping and ribbons streaming out 
behind. Three lost their hats and had to stop to pick them up; one tripped and started crying; two 
dashed in the wrong direction and needed redirection. All in all, Kim reckoned it wasn’t too shabby for 
a bunch of second-graders who’d only met her three hours ago. 
 
After regrouping with all the other second graders and their teachers, it was time to split up again for 
the first afternoon activity. Kim walked her cabin to the leaf identification room where a camp 
employee waited, an array of leaves spread out across the various tables.  
 
“Do you need me here still?” Kim asked the employee, a woman in jeans and a plaid shirt, in a quick 
aside as the girls found their seats. 
 
“Yes, thanks,” the woman said. “They know you a little bit, at least. I’ll let you take care of any discipline 
issues and I’ll do the teaching.” Kim nodded and stepped to the back of the room where she could see all 
the girls, many of whom had almost immediately picked up the leaves and were scrutinizing them. 
 
“Welcome to Camp Snarfqualmie!” the woman said. “What have you all got in front of you at your 
tables?”  
 
The camp had started and, frankly, Kim was pretty pleased. None of the girls had hurt themselves yet, 
they’d only had one breakdown, and no major disobedience. Given their squirreliness on the bus, Kim 
had imagined much worse for their first hour at camp. In all, the day had gone better than Kim hoped, 
and had served to distract her from Tristan. 
 
Now, though, she had a quiet moment and the misery washed over her again. She’d texted, left voice 
mails, sent emails, and even driven to his house in person, all to no avail. Tristan never responded, never 
even opened the door or acknowledged her at all. Kim though her heart had broken permanently this 



108 

time. It hurt so much that he’d assumed the worst about her without ever hearing her side of the story! 
If only he’d been willing to see her, she was sure she could have convinced him that she hadn’t written 
that horrible article. His keen intuition would surely have convinced him of her innocence if she could 
have talked to him in person, but the Killigans’ house was shut up tight. When she visited, one of the 
windows had had a piece of plywood across it, like it had been broken recently and not yet repaired. A 
Ford Grand Victoria with tinted windows had slowly cruised by as she stood in front of the house. Kim 
had nodded to the really obvious undercover cop and got back into her yellow Mustang, acknowledging 
defeat. She’d sat there and cried, parked outside Tristan’s not far from where he’d shared his secret. 
How she missed him! She ached for him and longed to help somehow. 
 
But then, Kim felt betrayed, too. Hadn’t she given Tristan the benefit of the doubt? And what had he 
done but assumed the worst about her? Couldn’t somebody else who knew have written the story? 
Surely the Killigan family had told their secret to other people. It was so not fair. 
 
But despite Tristan’s totally unfair treatment, Kim couldn’t help but hope that he would see her and 
they could fix their relationship. She hadn’t told him, but the night after he told her his secret and 
professed his love, Kim had driven home in tears. When was the last time somebody said “I love you” to 
her? The worst of it was that she thought she loved him, too, and even his unfair treatment didn’t 
change that one bit. What she’d give just to have him hold her in his arms again, to hear his sweet voice 
say her name like a caress, to run her hands through his unruly red hair. 
 
~~~ 
 
“Lottie, are you completely sure?” Dad asked. He, Mom, Lottie, Tristan, and Julie all sat around the 
table. Julie looked incredulous and bored. Tristan, who could barely contain his anxiety about Kim, 
kept jiggling his foot and shifting in his seat. 
 
“I – as sure as I can be,” Lottie said. They all felt her fear, the doubt that made her wonder if she had 
imagined the threat.  
 
Mom, the decisive parent, said, “Well, obviously we have to do something. Even if Lottie’s wrong, we 
have to help somehow.” 
 
“How?” Tristan asked. “For all we know, people are waiting outside right now to lynch us for doing 
something we never do.” 
 
“Plus,” Julie added, “Why should we help them? I mean, I know, Tristan, you’re like totally in love. 
Whatever. But seriously, they think we’re some kind of freak. Why should we help people who hate 
us?” 
 
Dad gazed evenly at Julie for a long moment. Then he said, “Because it’s right. It’s what we’d want them 
to do for us.” 
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“They wouldn’t, though!” Julie exclaimed. “So why bother?” 
 
“How ’bout ‘because I said so’?” Dad answered. “We can debate the morality of the situation later. 
Right now we’re going to make sure that Senator Gilbertson’s daughter –” he glanced at Tristan “– and 
Kim are safe.” 
 
“Thanks, Dad!” Tristan breathed, leaping up. “What’re we going to do, then?” 
 
Julie settled into her seat, crossing her arms across her chest. “I’m not going to do anything. I won’t help 
those jerks.” 
 
“You can stay home and watch Max,” Mom said as Dad opened his mouth to argue. To Dad she said, 
“We can’t just leave him here alone.” 
 
“True, and we can’t exactly bring him into danger like that.” Dad nodded. “OK, Julie, you stay with 
Max.” 
 
“Fine.” She stood up and huffed up the stairs to the room she and Lottie shared. The remaining four 
Killigans sitting around the kitchen table heard the door slam violently in protest. 
 
Max wandered into the kitchen and looked around at his family. “Hey, what’s going on? You’re all so 
serious.” 
 
“We’re going to go help some people,” Mom said, kneeling next to him. “You can stay here with Julie.” 
 
“But I want to go, too!” Max exclaimed. Tristan could feel Max’s sense of confinement after days all 
shut up in the house. He was ready to get out and run around. 
 
“Sorry, Son,” Dad said. “We need you to stay here while we’re gone. When we get back, I’ll take you to 
the zoo.” Max’s mouth opened in a perfect O and he nodded vigorously, then dashed away into the 
living room. Mom looked at Dad sharply, wondering if this was really a wise decision, but kept her 
mouth shut. Going to the zoo wouldn’t be half as risky as their current activity. Tristan heard the sound 
of Space Zombies starting up and he knew Max wouldn’t be bothered with them for quite some time. 
 
With Max gone, Tristan got down to business. “Do we have any way to get guns? We might need 
them.” 
 
“No,” Dad answered immediately, “And we won’t need them. I think just our presence should be 
enough to deter anybody from too rash of actions.” He grinned wolfishly. “After all, we’re zombies, 
aren’t we? And really, who’s not afraid of zombies at heart?” 
 
~~~ 
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It was a real ordeal getting all eight girls into bed that night. They were all utterly exhausted, but so 
excited that they kept chattering amongst each other until Kim finally threatened to keep them all 
inside tomorrow morning. That shut them up. Tomorrow morning they were scheduled to go on a hike 
to a nearby waterfall, and none of them wanted to miss that. 
 
Kim remained awake for a long time, staring into the darkness, pondering. She’d just slipped into a light 
sleep when a dazzling light flashed through the windows accompanied by the sound of the cabin door 
slamming open. Mostly-blinded, Kim leaped out of her bunk, whacked her head hard on the bunk 
above, and crumpled to the floor unconscious. 
 
The next thing she knew, the cabin lights were on. She was tied up, propped against the wall, with all 
the girls huddling around her crying and screaming. A woman in dark ski masks stood over them 
brandishing – God, was that a gun? 
 
When she saw that Kim had awoken, the woman leaned out the door and called. “She’s awake.” 
Immediately a large, ski-masked man entered. He, too, carried a gun. Kim didn’t know weapons, but a 
gun in anybody’s hand scared the crap out of her – and this one was actually pointing at her! 
 
“You’re in charge of these girls?” The man asked. 
 
“Y-yes.” 
 
“You know you have Vanessa Gilbertson, daughter of Senator Stephen Gilbertson, in your cabin?” 
 
Now Kim was more afraid, and increasingly confused. “Yes…” 
 
“Bring her forward.”  
 
“Why?”  
 
The man said, “I have to talk to her father. She’s the best way. But none of these idiot children will stop 
screaming long enough to let us identify her. I swear, my dog is smarter than these whelps!” 
 
Kim’s mind raced. So they’d never seen Vanessa before. What clever girls, not to tell on Vanessa. “Why? 
What’re you going to do with her?” Kim demanded. She didn’t know where the teachers were or what 
was going on outside the cabin, but she had to protect these kids. It wasn’t Vanessa’s fault her dad was 
some big fancy politician. 
 
“We won’t hurt her,” the woman answered quickly. “We just need to prove we have her so Gilbertson 
will do what we want. We can’t afford to let him kill the tax cuts for pets bill! It’s too important for too 
many people.” 
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“We’re hostages? Because of pets?!” Kim asked, incredulity surfacing for a moment. Hostages at Camp 
Snarfqualmie?! Come on. But the man’s terrifying eyes, burning with passion but totally unforgiving, 
said this was real. He took a menacing step forward and growled deep in his throat, sounding more like 
an angry dog than a man. Kim decided she had better take this seriously. “OK, OK,” Kim agreed. “But I 
go with her no matter what.” 
 
“We don’t need to go anywhere,” the man said, displaying a cell phone. “We just need her to talk to her 
dear daddy so he knows we’re serious.” 
 
Pushing her luck, Kim kept her eyes fixed on the man’s gun. She figured that the man was a lot more 
serious about guns than the woman, who held hers gingerly, like a live snake. “And if she does, you 
won’t hurt anybody?” 
 
“We promise,” the woman affirmed. “Don’t we?” This was to the man, who nodded abruptly.  
 
“I’m calling now,” the man said. “Hello? I want to speak to Stephen Gilbertson.” Long pause. “I will 
speak to him, right now, and if you don’t get him on the phone in five minutes, I’m going to break of his 
daughter’s fingers.” Kim knew this was an empty threat, since she still hadn’t singled Vanessa out yet. 
 
There was then a long pause. The woman paced tensely around the cabin, squinting out the windows 
into the bright light. Kim kept straining her ears to hear the sound of help; somebody must know about 
this by now and be doing something. But no sirens or flashing lights intruded on the steady white of the 
headlights streaming in through the windows. The man simply stood staring at Kim and the eight girls, 
cell phone in one hand and gun pointed, steady as a rock, at Kim in the other. Then he straightened a 
bit and pressed the phone against his face. 
 
“Hello, Gilbertson? It doesn’t matter who I am. What matters is that I have your daughter and eight 
other girls here, all of whom I’m willing to kill if you don’t listen very carefully and do as I ask.” Kim saw 
the woman flinch at the word “kill.” The woman hurried over to the man, who half-turned away from 
Kim and the girls to whisper secretively with the woman for a second. Kim could hear Gilbertson’s 
voice squawking through the tinny cell phone speaker at the other end of the line. 
 
“What do I want?” The man said, turning his back on the girls completely. Kim motioned quietly to 
Vanessa to start working on the knots at Kim’s wrists. Perhaps she could get untied and wrench the gun 
away from one of their captors… Meanwhile, the man was saying, “How would you feel losing your 
daughter? Eh? Well, that’s the same way we feel about our pets! We’re calling because we know you 
have the pet tax cut bill coming your way and you’ve promised George Benson at Rodent Suppliers 
International that you will kill the bill.”  
 
Kim gasped quietly at the sound of her father’s name and the man whirled around. As he turned, 
Vanessa quickly hit her hands behind her back, acting innocent.  
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“We refuse to lose our pets because of a bad economy! We love our pets as much as children!” The man 
continued. “And unless you get that tax break bill for pet owners passed, you’ll find out firsthand how 
awful it is to lose somebody you love like a child.” 
 
Kim wriggled her wrists surreptitiously. Vanessa hadn’t gotten them totally untied, but Kim thought 
perhaps they were lose enough to squeeze out of. Just then, the man turned to Kim. “All right, time to 
pony up. Which one of these is Vanessa Gilbertson?” Kim opened her mouth, but suddenly the door 
burst open again and Tristan crashed through the door.  
 
“Tristan!” Kim cried, surprised and afraid and delighted all at once. “They’ve got guns!” 
 
The woman looked around and dropped her gun on the floor in surprise as Tristan flew past her 
towards the man. The man spun around, gun coming up smoothly. Time seemed to stand still as Kim 
heard the reports – bam, bam, bam, one, two, three. Tristan crumpled to the floor, but not before his 
momentum had carried him into the captor, throwing the man heavily into the ground. With a crack, 
the man’s head split open, spilling his brains across the floor. The little girls screamed wildly. Kim 
wrenched her hands free of her bonds and threw herself across the floor to Tristan. Blood covered his 
shirt and he gasped weakly, laying atop the man he’d just killed. 
 
“Brains,” Tristan muttered. “Ironic.” 
 
“Don’t talk,” Kim whispered. It seemed like the world contracted to exclude everybody but her and her 
beloved Tristan. Vaguely Kim thought she heard Lottie and Tristan’s parents comforting the girls and 
overpowering the woman, who immediately surrendered. None of it mattered. She was losing her one 
true love! “Don’t worry, we’ll call 911. You’ll be OK.” 
 
“No,” he gasped, “I’m…done.” Blood oozed from his mouth and he coughed weakly. “Kim…” 
 
“Tristan, you have to believe me, I didn’t do it, I didn’t write the article,” Kim whispered, cradling his 
head gently. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she gazed into Tristan’s beautiful sea-green eyes. How she 
wished she’d spent more time with him, not wasted all those years with Austin! Kim couldn’t stop 
crying as she caressed Tristan’s hair and leaned close to hear the faint whisper of his words. 
 
“I’m…sorry…” Tristan whispered. “I…knew…you…wouldn’t.” He smiled weakly, blood trickling down 
the side of his mouth, and coughed again. “I…love…you.”  
 
“No, don’t leave me!” Kim wailed as Tristan gasped in weakly again. “I—I love you.”  
 
He smiled. Then his eyes looked off into the distance and dimmed, one last sigh escaping his lips. Kim 
kissed his still-warm lips, tasted his blood. She put her head on his chest, ignoring the blood still soaking 
through his shirt, weeping. Nothing would ever be the same again. 
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~~~ 
 
“We were wrong about this family,” the Mayor said, motioning to the Killigan family standing 
awkwardly behind him on the steps of City Hall “They have proven themselves heroes, and their 
decisive action saved the lives of Kim Benson, Vanessa Gilbertson, and seven other young girls. To 
honor their bravery and acknowledge their service to the city, I now present them with a key to 
Somewheresville.” 
 
James Killigan, pale-faced, red-eyed, and gaunt, stepped forward to accept the key and shake the 
Mayor’s hand as the crowd that had gathered downtown to see the ceremony cheered. Melanie stood 
with Lottie, Julie, and Max. Lottie had almost died at the loss of her twin brother, and the rest of the 
family took his death hard. In the aftermath, Lottie, Julie, Kim, and Kim’s sister Leslie had begun 
spending a lot of time together. They helped each other through impossible days, and even though 
George and Marilyn Benson didn’t approve of the relationship, they didn’t try to stop it. Leslie had 
made it clear that she wouldn’t crumble under her Father’s cruel tactics, and her time with the Killigan 
family seemed to have given her greater resolve and courage to face her parents. 
 
“Thank you, Mr. Mayor,” James said.  
 
“Do you have any words?” the Mayor asked in an undertone. “Usually you’d give a speech.” 
 
James stepped to the microphone. “Thank you for this honor,” he told the crowd. “No parent – no 
parent should outlive his son. But Tristan valiantly gave his life to protect the children of the very 
people who had rejected and reviled us just because we’re different. I hope that you will help my son 
Tristan’s sacrifice to not be in vain. Please look past your prejudices and accept that we are people just 
like you, your neighbors. I look forward to living with you all in Somewheresville for many years to 
come.” There wasn’t much cheering; even James had to admit it was a weak speech. But his heart 
continued to break every morning when he woke and found Tristan gone, every day he saw Lottie’s 
hollow-eyed loss.  
 
After the ceremony, when the crowd had broken up, the Killigans regrouped. Lottie sighed. “I wish…” 
She was interrupted by her phone ringing. “Hello?” As they walked to the car, Lottie listened intently. 
She put her hand over the phone and said, “Mom, it’s Leslie, Kim’s sister. This morning Leslie found 
Kim in a coma. I think we’d better go to the hospital.” 
 
Mom glanced at Dad. “We’d better,” she agreed. “But first we’ll stop at home and pick up some frozen 
brains. Kim’s going to want them when she wakes up.” 
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