




DEDICATION

IN MAY OF 2012 the High Strung had just played the record release show
for our album ¿Posible ó Imposible?, I’d just set the microphone back upon
the stand, and Derek (drums) and I were stumbling out of the bar. From the
bar’s shadows, an imp came, a gorgeous pair of bright green eyes and legs
so long she must have been standing in the cellar. She spoke, too. “Do you
have any more of that face paint?” Before the show I’d used a Sharpie on

myself. Easy designs. “Yes,” I told her, reaching into the pocket of my
jacket. But the imp had hands and she took hold of my face and rubbed it

against her own.

Voilà. A painted face. And the beginning of something, too.

This book is for Allison Laakko, who got Black Mad Wheel piecemeal,
spark by spark, as every night I relived for her the day’s excited writing.
For that, there will always be a path, tracks, made by a wheel, perhaps,

leading from her to me, then to the book and back to us again.

I like that.

We’ll forever know which way the wheels rolled.

I love you, Allison.
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1

The patient is awake. A song he wrote is fading out, as if, as he slept, it
played on a loop, the soundtrack of his unbelievable slumber.

He remembers every detail of the desert.
The first thing he sees is a person. That person is the doctor. Wearing

khaki pants and a Hawaiian shirt, he doesn’t dress like a doctor, but the
bright science in his eyes gives him away.

“You’ve been hurt very badly.” His voice is confidence. His voice is
control. “It’s an unparalleled injury, Private Tonka. To live through
something so  .  .  .” He makes fists about chest high, as though catching a
falling word. “. . . unfair.”

Philip recognizes more than medicine in the man who stands a foot
from the end of his cot. The strong, lean physique. The unnaturally perfect
hair, the skin as unwrinkled as a desert dune.

This doctor is military.
“Now,” the doctor says, “let me tell you why this is such an incredibly

difficult thing to do.” Philip hasn’t fully processed the room he is in. The
borders of his vision are blurred. How long has he been here? Where is
here? But the doctor isn’t answering unasked questions like these. “Had you
broken only your wrists and your elbows, we might surmise that you fell,
hit the ground in just such a way. But you’ve broken your humeri, radii, and
ulnae, too; your radial tuberosities; coracoid processes, trochleas, and each
of the twenty-seven bones in your hands.” He smiles. His smile says Philip
ought to share in the astonishment. “I don’t expect you to know the names
of every bone in the human body, Philip, but what I’m telling you is that
you didn’t just break your wrists and elbows. You broke almost
everything.”



Sudden whispers from somewhere Philip can’t see. Maybe voices in a
hall. Philip tries to turn his head to look.

He can’t. He can’t move his neck at all.
He opens his mouth to say something, to say he can’t move, but his

throat is dry as summer sand.
He closes his eyes. He sees hoofprints in that sand.
“Now, had you broken only both hands and arms, I might dream up an

accident you were involved in; the victim of a press, say, a vise of some
sort; possibly both your arms were on a table when a heavy weight fell
upon them. But, of course, it was not only your hands and arms that were
broken. The femurs, tibiae, and fibulae on both legs were cracked, too, as
were the patellae, medial epicondyles, every transverse axis (which ought to
have been enough to cause a coma itself), as well as most of the twenty-six
bones in each of your feet.” The doctor speaks with such freedom, moves
with such health that Philip feels parodied by comparison. “I suppose one
might reenact the scene, place you on a cliff’s edge, arms and legs hanging
over that chasm, as something so cruelly shaped, just wrong enough to
connect with each of the aforementioned bones, fell from the sky, delivering
you the most violent community of fractures I’ve ever observed. But no.
Your woes do not stop there.”

Behind the doctor, where the beige wall meets the powder-blue ceiling,
Philip sees an African desert at midday.

He thinks of the Danes.
“Your pubis, ilium, sacrum . . . crushed. The pubic symphysis, anterior

longitudinal  .  .  . ruptured. Your ribs, Philip, each and every one .  .  . along
with every intervertebral disc, the sternum, manubrium, clavicles, up
through the neck, to the mandible, zygomatics, temporals, frontal, and .  .  .
even some teeth.” The doctor smiles, showing his own. “Now, one might
hypothesize such a result befalling a man who had been lying down upon a
stone slab, unaware that a second stone slab would drop from a height,
crushing him entirely, all at once. Such a theory might be of interest had
each of the fractures been close to the same distance from the surface of
your body. But, of course, this isn’t the case. The fracture in your anterior
longitudinal is a full inch disparate from the one suffered by your mandible.
In fact, there isn’t a single uniform break in your body; no pattern to divine
an object, a cause, a picture of what hurt you. In other words, Philip . . . this



wasn’t caused by a single solid object, and yet  .  .  . it all occurred at the
same time.”

The doctor steps aside, revealing what looks to Philip like black
canvases glowing with shining white paint. Unfinished shapes. Cracked
patterns.

X-rays.
More than one of them look like hoofprints in the sand.
“I dare say,” the doctor marvels, “it’s the most breathtaking injury I’ve

ever encountered. Some would call it  .  .  . uncanny. Observe for yourself,
Philip.”

More whispers from somewhere Philip can’t see.
“Now,” the doctor says, turning from the X-rays to face Philip again.

“You’ve just woken up  .  .  . just come to, and I realize this must all be a
considerable shock. You’ve been our charge, comatose, for six months.”
The number is impossible. The number is cruel. The number adds distance
between himself and the Danes. “That’s six months you couldn’t possibly
be aware of, and so now must begin the process of healing. Both physically
and emotionally.” He brings a forefinger and thumb to his chin. “But there
are questions.”

“Where are the Danes?” Philip croaks. And his voice is creaking
wooden stairs. His voice is an old piano bench tested.

A whispered gasp from out of Philip’s field of vision. A female voice.
He spoke! it said.
“The obvious initial question,” the doctor continues, ignoring Philip’s

own, “is . . . how could a man survive such a thing?”
A breeze stirs his manicured brown hair.
Philip tries to raise an arm, can’t.
The doctor easily extends an open, flat palm, as though showing Philip

the difference, now, between them.
“But then  .  .  . here you are  .  .  . you’ve survived. And so the second,

more urgent question is  .  .  . what happened out there, Private Tonka?” He
plants his hands on his knees, bends at the waist, and brings his blue eyes
level with Philip’s own. “What did you and the Danes find in the desert? Or,
rather . . .” The doctor waves his hands in the air, playfully erasing this train
of thought. The gesture is so out of place as to seem irreverent. “Let’s forget
your fellow musicians, your band, the Danes.” The cold measure in his eyes



suggests he already has. Again, Philip sees hoofprints, a trail of them
extending.

He hears a sound, too, sickening and sentient, creating a trail of its own,
curling up and over the horizon of his memory. He tries to fight it with his
own song. His and the Danes’. The song that kept him company as he slept.

But the doctor’s voice quiets it once again.
“The question is not what you found . . . but what found you?”



2

Philip is on the Path. That’s what he’s always called it. The Path. Not the
Right Path or the Wrong Path. He’s careful not to specify. So when any of
his friends or family ask him if he’s drinking too much, wonder aloud if
he’s hanging out in the bars too often, he always answers the same way.

Hey, broom off. I’m on the Path.
Philip’s symbol for the Path is a single piano key, an F, worn on a

necklace. The key itself was torn from the first piano Philip saw when he
returned from the war, World War II: a trashed upright left on a curb not
two hundred yards from the airport in Detroit, Michigan. Despite its
missing leg, cracked wood, and flaked yellow paint, the piano was a portent
to Philip; a welcoming committee couldn’t have given him a warmer
reception. After hugging his parents hello, after stowing his bags in their
new 1945 Chrysler, Philip asked them to wait, so he could bring a little of
the piano home with him.

Into the future with him. Postwar.
Onto the Path.
Choosing the key was easy. F. Because F was the only note in both

mnemonics for beginner piano players:
EGBDF (Every Good Boy Does Fine)
FACE
One mnemonic ends, another begins.
As ends war, so begins life . . . at home.
Life on the Path.
Twelve years later, at thirty-one years old, Philip may not have the same

army physique he had when he and the Danes performed for soldiers in
England, but he has the same philosophy he had back then. Let his



acquaintances in Detroit (and there are many of them; the Danes are bar
owls) think the Path is religious, unreligious, unhealthy, delusional, or
insane. It doesn’t matter. After a world war and a hit song, living free is the
only path to walk.

Today the Path has led him to a good place. A recording studio in
downtown Detroit, at Elizabeth and Woodward, in this, the year 1957. The
Danes (“the Darlings of Detroit,” as the Free Press named them) own it. A
four-way split. Larry, the fun-loving bassist of the Danes, the long-haired
freak, found the place. An empty square made of cinder blocks, once used
for plucking livestock, the acoustics were too perfect to let go.

This is it, Larry had said months ago, extending his hands out, palms up,
like the goofy host of the game show Who Do You Trust? on television. This
is Wonderland.

But not all the other Danes were convinced. A former chicken coop
didn’t quite feel like the place to make hit records.

You love everything, Duane said, the first time you see it.
And you, Larry said, pointing at the other half of the Danes’ fabled

rhythm section, are way too conservative to play rock ’n’ roll. Did you see
the elevator?

Duane frowned.
You mean the wooden box full of chicken feathers?
I like it, Philip said, already seeing the partition that would separate the

control room from the live room.
Well, shit, Duane said. Once you got Philip on board it’s a done deal. He

looked around the cold space and saw Ross was smiling, too. Shit again.
We’re doing this, aren’t we?

Larry put his arm around Duane’s shoulder.
Can you see it?
Nope. I can’t see it.
Right there . . . a sparkling set. Larry snapped his fingers, as if capable

of manifesting Duane’s Slingerland drums.
I don’t see it, Larry.
Oh yes you do.
I see a cold place to record come December.
Larry laughed. His leather coat crinkled as he pulled Duane closer.
Come here.



Where?
To the window.
The window was just a small square cut unevenly into the white cinder-

block wall. The four bandmates pressed close together and looked out at
Detroit below.

Look at that girl. Ross whistled softly.
I know her, Philip said.
Know her? Ross asked. How is it that you know every girl in Detroit,

Philip?
Philip shrugged.
Girls like the piano, Ross.
Well, shit, man. All my life I heard that it was girls and guitars, guitars

and girls. I picked up the guitar for girls. And now you’re telling me—
Look. Larry pointed. There’s another one. Just as fine.
The Danes grew quiet. Their ears were almost touching.
You know her, too, Philip?
Philip paused for effect.
Naw. I don’t know her.
But I bet she walks by every day, Duane said, his voice distant.
Oh man, Larry said, turning to face the drummer. Oh MAN, Duane!
Now, hang on, I didn’t say—
We’re doing this, Duane!
Now hang on, Larry—
We’re buying our own fucking studio space!
Today, Wonderland is full. The Danes have been hired to produce an

album, a rock and roll record, because they’re good at what they do and the
space they got is legendary around the city for its “room sound.” Even jazz
players have recorded with the Danes, despite the band’s reputation as
being crazy. That room might be as professional as my uncle’s liquor
cabinet, Clay Daniels once said, but fuck me if it doesn’t sound like gold.
The Danes recorded a hit song and two follow-ups in Wonderland. “Make
Noise” reached number seventeen on the regional charts and “Killer Crawl”
spiked at number six. But it was “Be Here,” at number one, that propelled
them. And still, the fact that they served in World War II is the bigger draw.
It doesn’t matter that they weren’t on the front lines. To most Americans,
being in the army band was just as good as being in the army. And the tag



veteran is the reason locals who have no interest in music at all stop in to
see what happens at Wonderland.

Some of these people have become drinking buddies. Others have
walked away worried about Philip Tonka, the piano player who took more
shots than he played notes.

Broom off. I’m on the Path.
What Path?
Look down. You don’t see it? You’re standing right on it, too.
Some think the Danes are damaged. They drink more than the veterans

of World War I. They never miss a party. And they’re spontaneously writing
the postwar soundtrack that’s equal parts angry, joyful, confused, and
intentionally ignorant. As in, let’s move on. As in, that was yesterday. The
name of their number-one hit song unintentionally sums up their collective
worldview.

Be here.
Breathe it.
Be it.
“Put a blanket in it,” Larry says into the control room microphone.

Today they have a job to do. But will they do it?
“Really?” the kid drummer of the Sparklers asks. Through the glass he

looks like a lost child. “A blanket in a bass drum?”
Duane gets up from the control room couch and speaks into the

microphone. His deep voice has always been the most authoritative of the
Danes’.

“Makes it less plastic, son. More of a thud. Trust Larry. Put a blanket in
the bass drum.”

The Sparklers’ drummer, a suburban kid, clean curly blond hair, looks
for a blanket.

“On the cots,” Philip says, pointing through the glass. He sips from a
bottle of Ronrico rum. The Sparklers’ guitar player is helping his drummer
look. He accidentally knocks the tuning pegs of his Fender Stratocaster
against the wall. Because he’s already amped, the sound blasts through the
control room speakers.

“You see those four cots in the back?” Duane tells them.
The Danes often sleep in the studio; wild nights, wee hours, right where

they need to be come morning. The floor is littered with empty fifths.



The drummer picks up a sleeping bag.
“No,” Larry says into the mic. “Too thick. Something lighter.”
Now the drummer is blushing. Thinks he’s being put on. The band’s

manager, Arthur, a rich kid from Birmingham, looks bothered. He’s
standing by the leather couch in the control room.

“Fellas, we hired you to make a record, not decorate Fred’s drum kit!”
“You see that yellow-and-black blanket there, Art?” Larry asks him,

pointing with a pencil through the glass to an unmade cot against the far
wall.

“Yes. Of course I see it.”
“That’s the same one we used on ‘Be Here.’”
The manager crosses the control room quickly. He takes the microphone

from Larry.
“Freddie,” he says. “How about the yellow-and-black blanket on the

mattress by your knees?”
The drummer’s pants slide down his butt as he bends to get it.
Philip plants a hand on the manager’s shoulder.
“You know what your boys need?” he asks.
“What?” Art checks his watch. He keeps checking his watch. He’s

worried about time. Time and money.
“Your boys need an afternoon out of the house.”
“No way,” Art says, holding out both palms toward Philip. Philip sees a

flash of what Art will look like when he’s older, when managing bands is a
novelty item on the shelf of his past. “We’ve been here for two hours and
still haven’t done a lick of work.”

“What do you mean?” Duane asks. “We picked out the blanket, didn’t
we?”

Philip takes the manager by the wrist.
“Take your watch off,” he says.
Art covers his watch with his other hand. As if he’s being mugged. By

Philip. The Danes have that quality about them.
“What is it with you, Tonka?”
“I mean it. Take your watch off.”
Hesitantly, the manager does. He hands the watch to Philip.
“What are you going to do with it?”
“I’m gonna smash it.”



“Wait!”
Philip smiles.
“I’m gonna wear it is what.”
Philip puts it on his wrist, adjusts the clasp.
“Hey, Tonka! We agreed on a price, fair and square!”
“We did,” Philip says. “But that’s half the problem.”
“You want to renegotiate? Dammit, I knew I couldn’t trust you guys!”
“Who said anything about renegotiating? Relax. We agreed. Fair and

square. The ‘square’ is the problem.”
“What do you mean?”
Philip leans over the control room microphone.
“Gentlemen,” he says. “Set your instruments down. We’re going out.”
Behind the glass the band looks scared.
“There’s a hole in your soul,” Duane tells the manager. “Big enough to

swim through.”
“And you’re going to fill it?”
“Not all in one afternoon,” Larry says, already putting on his leather

jacket. He runs his callused fingertips through his long hair. “But we’re
gonna try.”

Art is shaking his head, pleading, whining, as Duane slips into his black
leather coat and Philip checks his jean jacket for money. The Sparklers
enter the control room, slumped, confused.

“Come on, guys,” Philip says.
“Where?” the guitarist asks.
“We’re going to get inspired.”
On the way out, as they’re leaving the studio, the phone rings. Philip

pauses at the door and looks.
Some rings, Philip thinks, are more loaded than others. As if a man

might be able to hear an important call . . . before answering.
He locks the studio up and follows the others outside.
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Philip can move more today than he could yesterday, but that little is
frighteningly small. He remembers all of it: The Danes. Africa. The desert.
The sound. But right now these memories must wait; the current state of his
body is all that matters.

And the hospital. The motives behind this place. Philip has been around
enough military to know that almost none of it is on the level. And the stuff
that is is uneven at that.

He wants a drink. So badly he wants a drink.
He’s alone, looking to where the beige wallpaper meets the powder-blue

ceiling, the colors of the Namib at noon. To his right, where he can’t see, a
fan whirs. A radio plays, a quiet drama that does battle with the sound of
classical music coming from another room farther down the hall.

Philip’s room is big. He knows this because he’s speaking out loud,
gauging its size by the length of the echo on his voice.

“Mom,” he says. “I’m alive.”
Philip has been scared before. Many times, in many ways. From the

basement in the house on Wyoming Street, the cellar where he learned the
piano, to the flight to England in ’44, when he and the Danes and the rest of
the army band were set to entertain a thousand young men who knew they
were too young to die.

“Dad. I’m alive. I’m okay.”
But he’s not okay. And saying it doesn’t make it so.
There’s a musical instrument in the room. Philip isn’t sure what kind

yet, but the sympathetic vibration tells him it has strings.
A guitar, then? Maybe.



A flapping to his left. He thinks it’s drapes, moved by a breeze. A
window, then. So the light upon the ceiling could be sunlight.

He listens for a ticking. A clock. He finds one. Far off. So quiet that it
could be coming from outside.

He counts along with it, desperate for something to relax the nerves he
can’t stabilize. Meditation.

The Danes followed hoofprints in the desert. Only two. As if the beast
walked upright . . .

Philip has to focus on something else. He closes his eyes. Imagines
himself at that piano in the cellar. His sneaker tapping an intro on the dirt by
the pedals.

“One, two, three, four . . .”
But counting one two three four reminds him of Duane on the drums, of

a Danes song just beginning, of the fact that Philip can’t move a finger, will
probably never play piano again.

“Duane,” he says. “Larry. Ross. I’m alive.”
Then a voice, so close to his ear, Philip would jump if he could move.
“That’s a good thing.”
“Hey!” Philip yells.
Some gentle laughter. It’s a woman.
“I haven’t scared someone like that since Halloween 1949,” the voice

says. And the voice is the same he heard whispering when he woke. “Hid
under my daughter’s bed. Wore a rubber dish glove. Grabbed her ankle.”

“Who are you?! Show yourself!”
“Relax,” she says. “I’m Nurse Ellen. I’m the one who’s been taking care

of you for six months.”
A creaking chair beside him. A face emerging from his right.
She looks young. Fresh-faced. Bright. Freckles across her nose. Granite-

gray eyes. Black hair. White uniform.
“Are you hungry?” she asks.
Philip doesn’t respond. He stares. When she speaks, her head tilts to the

side. Does she realize how easily she moves?
“Let me get you something to eat.”
She rises and vanishes somewhere to Philip’s right again. Her heels

against the unit tiles give him a better sense of space than his own voice
echoing did. At what could be the door, she speaks.



“I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re awake.”
Then she exits and Philip listens to her footfalls in the hall.
He imagines other people, silent in the unit with him. Other faces, other

eyes. And the faces he sees are military. And the eyes in those faces want to
know more than if he’s hungry.

“Hello?” he asks, trembling, unable to abate the anxiety that’s
consumed him since waking. The Danes. The Danes. Where are the rest of
the Danes? “Is anybody else in here with me?”

The nurse, Ellen, taught him something very important in the half
minute they shared: not only can Philip barely move . . . but he can’t know
who watches him try.

And the faces he imagines open their mouths. And questions pour forth
like grains of bodily sand.

The questions will come. Philip knows this. Questions about Africa and
the source of the sound. Questions about the rest of the platoon, the Danes,
what Philip heard and what he recorded out there. Crazier questions, too.
Like who took Ross? Who took the others? And where did he take them?
And why do you look so scared, Private Tonka, when we ask these simple
things?

The questions will come.
And when they do, how much will Philip tell them?
How much will he sing?
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Hey, Philip,” Misty says. “Looks like you’ve already been drinking.”
It’s always looks like with Misty.
“I’m all right.” Philip smiles.
“Looks like you’re recording a band of stiffs.” Misty nods to the

Sparklers, who stand awkwardly farther down the bar. “What do they call
themselves? The Bland?”

“The Sparklers.”
“Jesus H.”
Larry winks at Misty from over Philip’s shoulder.
“It’s our job to loosen them up,” he says.
“You can’t make a record with no grooves,” Misty puns.
“They’ll groove,” Larry says. Then he shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe

they won’t.”
“Help us out,” Philip says.
“Sure. What do you want me to give them?”
“Something terrible. Something strong.”
Misty considers this. But not for long. It’s not the first time the Danes

have brought a band into Doug’s Den on Beaubien Street. She arranges five
shot glasses.

“And we’ll have the same,” Philip adds.
Misty smiles something maternal. Philip likes Misty. With her short

dark hair and strong eyes she looks like she could be his sister. And she’s
always been good to the Danes.

“You planning on getting any recording done today?” she asks, already
pouring the shots.

“We haven’t made it past the drum kit yet.”



Thurston Harris’s “Little Bitty Pretty One” comes on the jukebox.
Duane, dancing as he moves, takes half the shots from Misty. Philip

grabs the others. They carry them to the Sparklers, now congregated on the
dance floor. But still not dancing.

“You guys like this song?” Philip asks.
“Yeah,” the Sparklers’ bassist says. Philip catches himself reflected in

the kid’s glasses. He looks drunk. “It’s fun.”
“Good,” Duane says. “So let’s have fun.”
As he and Philip distribute the shots, the door to Doug’s Den swings

open and Ross enters. His hands are stuffed into the pockets of his coat and
he’s hunched, as he always is, even when playing the guitar.

The young Sparklers stare at Ross with reverence. After all, it’s his
guitar line on “Be Here” that gave the Danes their instrumental hit.

“Sorry I’m late,” he tells Philip. “Long night.”
Philip understands. This isn’t the first time a Dane has pleaded

hungover.
“Ross, meet the Sparklers.”
Ross checks them out. He knows Philip well enough to know why he’s

brought them to Doug’s.
“You’re Ross Robinson,” the Sparklers’ guitarist says, eyeing Ross’s

uncombed curly hair. “I curled my hair so it looks like yours.”
“You look like a clown,” Ross says. Then he takes one of the shot

glasses, downs the whiskey within.
“Better?” Larry asks.
Ross wipes his mouth with the sleeve of his corduroy coat.
“Might be worse.”
Philip raises his glass, inspiring the Sparklers to timidly do the same.
Art, the band’s manager, rushes to stop this. His hair is wet with sweat.

His tie is loose.
“Now hang on a minute! We’ve got a session to finish! My boys can’t

be whooping it up like this!”
The music gets louder. Philip looks over his shoulder. Misty is smiling

behind the bar.
“This is all part of the session,” Philip says. “This is tracking.”
Philip downs his shot, grabs the lead singer of the Sparklers, and dances

with him. He places the kid’s hand on his back, asking him to lead.



The Path has taken Philip to amazing places, but sometimes, like when
he looks into the naïve eyes of a younger musician, he wonders how far it
can go.

These kids, Philip knows, haven’t left home yet.
Ross squeezes himself between Philip and the singer with another round

of shots.
“No more of this,” Art says, stepping in. “I mean it. No more!”
“Little Bitty Pretty One” ends and Sonny James’s “Young Love” begins.

It’s not yet noon and the regulars are watching the Danes. These men,
veterans of the First World War, have been here since eight.

Larry starts dancing with the manager of the Sparklers. Art looks like a
child in his arms. The drummer of the Sparklers unbuttons his shirt.

“There he goes,” Ross says to Philip. “He’ll be a drunk in no time.”
The Sparklers are getting loose. Strange dance moves. The guitarist is

kissing a poster featuring an actress from a new monster movie, From Hell
It Came.

The front door opens and daylight cuts a fresh silhouette of a man in the
door.

Philip doesn’t see him.
“Think we’re ready to record?” the Sparkler asks Larry.
Larry smiles but shakes his head no.
“In about another twenty years.”
He twirls the kid.
Philip feels a tap on his shoulder. He turns.
The face he sees, the pale blue eyes, the set jaw, the manicured hair, is

more familiar than it is friendly.
Military, Philip thinks. He hasn’t seen a face like this one in a long time.

Veterans are one thing, and they change through the years. But the men who
give orders do not.

The Path, it seems, is unsteady now. Different footing.
“Philip Tonka?” the man asks.
“Yeah?”
A serious expression grips the lower half of the man’s face, but his eyes

still sparkle. Nothing shines, Philip thinks, exactly like military.
Could it be? Here?



“You a fan of the Danes?” Philip asks, hopeful, yet staring at a ghost, an
era he thought was over.

The man nods.
“Yes. I am.”
Philip notices the man’s pressed suit. The lint-free overcoat.
“You looking to record a song?” Philip asks. But he’s only stalling.
“My name is Jonathan Mull. Join me for a drink?”
“We’re in the middle of a session.”
Mull surveys the bar. Takes it in.
“This will only take a moment.”
But Philip knows it’s going to be longer than that.
He leads the man to a booth. On the way, Duane watches. Philip meets

his drummer’s eyes and they share a silent worry.
Military? Here?
“You’re an army man?”
Mull slides into one side of the booth, Philip the other.
“Good eye. Military intelligence. Most of my colleagues know me as

Secretary Mull. This is about an opportunity for you and the rest of the
Danes.”

“A gig?”
“Of sorts.”
“Where?”
“Well, that’s what I’d like to talk to you about.”
“Let’s talk, then.”
“Africa.”
Philip has a hard time believing this. Maybe it’s the shots. Maybe it’s

the military.
“That’s gonna cost a lot of money.”
“We’re certainly going to pay you. A considerable amount. A lot. But

this gig is a little different from what you’re used to.”
“How different is different?” Hope in Philip’s voice. What already feels

like a memory, the last vestige of levity.
Mull tents his fingers on the tabletop.
“You won’t be playing any music with this gig. You won’t be making

any noise at all. In fact, you’ll be listening for a particular sound instead.”



Philip looks to his bandmates. He feels a sudden longing, as if painfully
watching the way the world used to be.

The Path.
Has he stepped off?
“What kind of sound?” Philip asks, turning back to face the military, to

face the change.
“A sound you’ve never heard,” the man says.
And Philip doesn’t doubt it. Doesn’t have any reason to believe that

anything is familiar where this man wants to send them.
“Can I hear it?”
“Not here.”
“Why not?”
Mull pauses.
“As you know, Private Tonka, the army’s primary function is to protect

the country’s citizenry.”
Philip smiles, but not because what the man has said is funny.
“What kind of sound could put people in danger?”
Mull places his elbows on the table and for a beat Philip sees the top of

a reel jutting from the breast pocket of his suit coat. Mull’s eyes travel to
Philip’s lips, as if asking him to remove the smile.

It isn’t applicable here, he says without words.
“A malevolent one, Private Tonka.”
Philip is still thinking about that reel.
“You make it sound like it’s alive.”
Mull leans back in the booth again.
“Let’s go somewhere quieter to talk.”
As if cued, the ruckus behind them rises. Larry is lifting one of the

Sparklers by the waist.
“Wonderland,” Mull suggests.
“To talk,” Philip repeats.
He could stop this now. Whatever this is. He could say no. I like it here.

I don’t wanna go anywhere else. You can’t make us.
“To listen,” Mull says.
A malevolent sound, Private Tonka.
“Give me a minute,” Philip says. “I’ll gather the Danes.”



But even as he slides from the booth, as he crosses the bar to retrieve his
friends, Philip is telling himself no, no amount of money, no amount of
curiosity is enough to leave all this behind.

And yet, the image of that tape in the military man’s pocket . . .
Maybe it’s because you can’t see where it’ll lead, Philip thinks, as he

plants a hand on the shoulder of Ross’s corduroy jacket. Maybe it’s because
people can’t see the end that they agree to begin.

“What’s up?” Ross asks. But Ross saw the man, too.
“This fella wants us to go up to the studio. He’s got a reel he wants us to

hear.”
Ross hesitates.
“He’s army.”
“Yeah.”
“Is there any money in it?”
“He said it’s ‘considerable.’”
“Is that for them to consider or for us?”
“He said it’s a lot.”
Ross looks to Larry, dancing down the bar.
“Then we’ll come right back down?” he asks Philip.
“Yep,” Philip says.
But the two friends stare into each other’s eyes for a beat, and in that

brief rhythm is the truth that they both know they won’t be right back down.
“What is it?”
“A sound.”
Ross smiles. But it’s not a nice one.
“Well, shit, Philip,” he says, sweating now. “How much trouble can one

sound be?”



5

I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
Fissures, cracks, clefts, canyons.
And it’s not just in his bones.
Philip is trying to make connections.
It’s midday and sunlight penetrates the unit’s one window. A blond

nurse, Delores, administers a shot and even this contact, needle to skin, is
something.

Philip feels frighteningly alone.
There was Secretary Mull walking into the bar, Doug’s Den. There was

the sound. There was . . .
But in a way, there was nothing after the sound. As if, once Philip got

out of the booth and gathered the Danes, reality eroded, the daily ticks and
tacks, the hum of existence, the unheard sound of the planet spinning, all of
it was replaced . . . with the sound.

“Radio?”
Delores is asking him if he wants to listen to an afternoon drama. The

concept is so far from what Philip is thinking about that it almost feels like
she doesn’t mean what she asks.

He doesn’t respond.
Instead, he’s sensing a change.
Was it the shot? It must be. The sensation of being stuck, paralyzed,

unable to bend a finger, is lessening. Pieces are being put back together, the
picture the puzzle makes . . .

There was Mull. There was agreeing to go listen to the sound . . . there
was Africa . . .



Yes, Philip almost feels able to turn his head, to lift his hands, to speak
easily. But when he tries, he discovers he still can’t.

And yet, things are changing.
Connections.
I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
That’s a big one. The “who” in “who said that?” Philip remembers the

words, even remembers the voice, but can’t place where he heard the
warning.

Was it in the desert? Was it in Detroit?
And “wouldn’t do” what?
“I’ll put it on,” Delores says, out of Philip’s field of view. “And you tell

me if it’s too loud.”
Philip isn’t listening to her. He’s making connections. His bones, his

body, his brain . . .
For the first time in his life, Philip’s identity is at stake. Maybe he’d

acted too cool for his own good, before the Namib Desert, before the
hoofprints in the sand. Maybe all the things that he thought meant
something don’t mean anything after all. Maybe Detroit was a fantasy land,
Wonderland, where he was a hero, where he was a star, where he walked
the streets and nodded to some people and ignored others, too cool, the man
in the band, the man in the army, the soldier musician who flirted without
words, who awed the younger piano players, the young men weighing the
options of war.

How many locals joined the army because of the Danes?
The radio is playing, two voices, back and forth. A husband and a wife?

A husband and a mistress? Even this, the roles of the voices he hears, even
these are suffering from some sort of identity breakdown, an erosion, who is
who, who did what, who took the Danes and where did they take them?

Who said what?
I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
He must have groaned, must have made a sound, because Delores is

suddenly beside him, placing a hand on his forehead.
“Are you okay?”
But what kind of question is this?
The unnecessary answer is no.



He thinks of the nurse from the night before. Ellen. Was that her name?
She seemed to emerge from the shadows of the unit, the shadows of his
injury, his thoughts, the space between his connections.

What else might rise from those regions?
Has he ever been this scared before?
Identity.
And yet, the shot, the medicine is doing something profound. Philip

knows enough about drugs to know that this isn’t like getting high. This
isn’t a pill to relax you or a joint to set your thoughts aflame. This is the
gradual easing of bones, muscle, and skin into preformed foam, a return . . .

To what?
To normal.
Or a better normal. Yes, Philip thinks, seeing a window, a sliver of hope

for a calmer day, a reality in which he might move again.
Might make connections.
“Is it always this cold in the summer?”
Philip said that. And his voice was splintered wood.
Because she hesitates to respond, Philip knows Delores is surprised to

hear him speak.
“Would you like me to close the window?”
“No,” Philip says, still staring to where the wall meets the ceiling.

“Just . . . strange weather.”
“Well,” Delores says. And before she says what she’s about to say,

Philip knows he’s fooled her. “Nobody said Iowa was reasonable.”
Iowa.
“Iowa,” he repeats.
And he can see her now, her features in his field of vision. She’s

brought a hand to her lips, as if questioning herself, debating quickly
whether or not she was supposed to tell him where he was.

“I’ll close the window partway.”
She crosses by the foot of the cot. As Philip hears the window sliding

half shut, he’s making connections. Bodily. And in mind.
Iowa.
It isn’t just that he’s fooled Delores into telling him their location; he’s

gotten her to show him that whether or not Iowa was a secret, there are
secrets in here.



Things kept from him. The look on her face tells him so.
As his body mends, stitching itself together, temporarily or not, Philip

wonders at his new identity, his new scared self, how the hospital has
secrets, and how he must keep secrets of his own. And he thinks of his
former self, too, an aloof drunk in Detroit, a musician soldier who once
believed that a man was defined by how much awe he struck in others.

But exactly when did that mind-set change? Was it when Secretary Mull
opened the door to the bar? Was it when Sergeant Lovejoy pointed to the
prints in the desert and said “this way”?

Was it when someone warned him, in a voice he still can’t place, the
only detail he can’t remember from the desert?

I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
As Delores passes by the foot of the cot again, Philip is almost able to

shake his head no.
No. Not those times. Not those places.
It happened when he was with his best friends. In a place he felt more

comfortable than any other in the city. At a time when he felt on top of the
world.

Philip changed forever, got unconnected, the first time he listened to the
sound.



6

Will I be court-marshaled if I record this?” Ross asks.
Secretary Mull smiles. But shakes his head yes.
“That’s against the rules, Private Robinson.”
“A recording studio probably isn’t the best place for a clandestine

meeting,” Larry says. Like Duane, Larry hasn’t sat down. As if the pair
won’t commit even that much yet.

Mull nods. Papers he’s brought rest upon the mixing console.
“But we do what we can,” he says.
He’s likable. Philip doesn’t like that. Mull’s full black hair brings out

the blue shine in his eyes. If not for the sadness in those eyes, and the
wrinkles on his strong face, he might look something like Superman.

Mull removes the quarter-inch reel from the breast pocket of his suit
jacket.

“Mind playing this?” he asks Ross.
“That’s the mystery sound?” Philip asks.
“It is,” Mull says. Still seated in the engineer’s chair, he hands the reel

to Ross. “Thank you.”
The Danes are suspicious. With good reason. Secretary Mull has

proposed they fly to a desert in Africa to “identify the source of a dangerous
sound.”

A new weapon? The United States Army thinks so.
Mull leans forward, places his elbows on his knees, rubs his hands

together.
“You can roll the tape,” he tells Ross. “There’s quite a bit of headway

and discussion before the sound begins.”
Ross threads the reel and presses play. He looks at Philip.



What’s going on? his expression asks.
“We first heard the sound in ’48,” Mull begins. “Came through a routine

radio check conducted in Tallahassee, Florida. We understood it was a
disturbance but we didn’t consider it a threat. We asked our radio men to
isolate the frequency. The problems started to surface immediately. We
weren’t able to determine what it was. And of course we’re not in the
business of ignoring unknown signals. Rather quickly it became a priority
in our offices. Then the Pentagon got involved. Audio experts removed the
static, isolated the tone, got it as clear as they could get it. But at some point
it became clear that if we wanted to know what was making this noise, we’d
have to go find it. We’ve already sent two platoons. All soldiers. No
musicians. That’s why we’re interested in you.”

Voices on the tape. Muffled. Military men. Philip can almost see the
dimensions of the conference room in which the tape was recorded. The
echo is tight, suggesting low ceilings, long walls.

“The only positive ground we made was determining its relative
location. Partially. The Namib Desert. Africa. But that still doesn’t tell us
what’s making it.”

“Hang on,” Larry says, putting his hands on his hips. “You’re telling us
there’s a sound coming from somewhere in all that desert and you want us
to find it?”

“Yes. That’s it exactly. We think sending in experts, live, to experience
the sound live—”

“Did either of the first two platoons have any luck?” Philip asks.
Mull nods slowly.
“Some.”
“What’s some?” Duane asks.
“It’s buried,” Larry says. “Beneath the sand. That’s obvious, right? If

soldiers go looking for a sound in the desert, and they can’t find it, that
thing’s gotta be buried. Right?”

“The Pentagon doesn’t get involved unless they have to,” Duane says.
“Right,” Ross says, his elbow just inches from the revolving reels.

“Until it’s a matter of national security—”
“The sound,” Mull says without looking any of the Danes in the eye,

“inoculated one of our nuclear warheads.”
A moment of static on the tape. No voices.



“What does that mean?” Philip asks.
“That means that we believe the frequency somehow  .  .  . robbed our

most powerful defense weapon of its . . . power.”
“How do you know—” Philip begins.
“And there’s more,” Mull says.
“Oh, I bet there’s more,” Duane says.
Mull breathes deep.
“Once the alarm was sounded, the notification that the warhead had

been sterilized, an MP drew his gun and quickly discovered it, too, had
been rendered useless.”

Philip imagines an entire army with impotent weapons. How different
they would look.

“So,” Mull continues, an ear on the muffled voices from the speakers,
“a matter of national security indeed. A weapon like that could make us
all . . . the whole country . . . vulnerable.”

“Listen,” Larry says. “We may have served, but we were only in the
band.”

“That’s what makes you gentlemen ideal.”
Some silence. Big thinking.
“And it’s up to us to find out where it is?” Duane asks, but still far from

committing. Philip is surprised his drummer hasn’t walked out the door. All
this feels like the top of a slide. A return to the army, the life they’ve left
behind, is waiting for them at the bottom.

“Yes,” Mull says. “But, of course, there’s a bigger question than where.”
“What?” Ross asks.
“Who.”
“Hey,” Duane says, having finally heard enough.
Mull removes earplugs from his jacket pocket. He places them firmly in

his ears.
“I’m sorry, gentlemen. The sound is about to begin and I can’t stomach

hearing it another time. Please forgive me in advance.”
“What?” Philip asks.
Mull adjusts his earplugs.
“Hang on a minute,” Duane says, holding out a black palm toward Mull.

“How bad can it be?”
Philip looks to Ross as Ross falls to his knees by the playback speaker.



“Ross?”
He looks back to Mull, sees the military man has adopted a new

expression, one of study.
Philip throws up.
He hardly felt it coming and he looks to his lap, sees the bronze sheen

of booze. He grips the soft arms of the control room chair.
The sound, Philip understands, has begun.
But does he hear it?
He feels sick. Drunk sick. Worse. Stronger. Like his skin is now made

of leather. He’s sweating. Colors, gray and black, snake in his belly. He’s
bringing a hand to his forehead.

The others are covering their ears. Larry looks like he’s been hurt.
Philip opens his mouth to say something and saliva pours from his lips.

Feels like he’s going to vomit again. Larry gets up to leave the control room
but can’t bring his hands from his ears long enough to open the door. He
wobbles, falls against the wall for support. Vertigo.

Duane is on his side on the ground.
Mull leans back in the engineer’s chair, patient, with folded hands. His

eyes reveal that he knows exactly what the Danes are experiencing. He’s
experienced it himself.

The inimitable sensation of fingertips in Philip’s ears. He turns fast.
Nobody there.

Mull smiles without mirth. Nods.
What do you think it is? he seems to ask. What is it, Philip?
Philip is shaking his head no.
I don’t know. I don’t understand. It’s not a sound. It’s a feeling.
But it is a sound. Listen.
Philip strains for it . . . an ear to the speakers . . .
. . . there is a sound.
It’s more than one note, Philip thinks, staring Mull in the eye. A chord.
He’s trying to raise his fingers to play the chord on an unseen piano

before him. But he can barely move, barely lift his arm.
The sound is more of a flood than a reverberation. More like something

coming toward him than a song. As if the air it travels upon is scorched,
rendered black, leaving a trail as wide as the studio, and maybe the entire
city beyond the studio walls.



Larry falls to his knees by the front door. Ross rolls to his side on the
carpeted floor of Wonderland.

Are they speaking? The other Danes? Are they telling Mull to turn it
off?

From the ground, Ross reaches for the control panel.
Mull watches all of this. Silent. Patient.
Philip throws up again.
Duane rolls onto his belly. Ross’s fingers are contorted, arthritic bones

testing the flesh of his hands . . .
Philip hears a chord, three successive half steps played at once, as if

someone has flattened their hand upon a piano. He’s done it himself, drunk,
playing for girls, trying to make them laugh; a flat hand was funnier than a
melody; but it’s a mean sound, the three notes no superstitious musician
will play at once.

Philip tries to say that, tries to open his mouth. Then—
The sound stops.
And for a beat there is only the silence of men trying to process what

they’ve endured.
The vertigo has passed. The sickness is gone.
“Jesus Christ,” Larry says, getting again to his feet. “No way. I’m out.”
Mull nods. He’s expected this response.
Ross brings the wastebasket close like he’s going to puke. He gags

instead.
Duane is standing unsteadily in the center of the room.
“What was that?” he asks, out of breath.
Mull looks to Philip.
“Private Tonka said it’s a chord. Did you all hear it that way?”
Philip is shaking his head no.
“I didn’t say that.”
Mull smiles coldly.
“Sure you did.”
“No, Secretary. I didn’t.” Philip is sitting up. “I didn’t say that at all. I

thought it.”
Mull shakes his head no.
“You made a sound, Private Tonka. And I heard it. Am I wrong? Did

you not think it was a chord?”



Philip looks from bandmate to bandmate, finally back to Mull.
“I did,” he says. “I heard a chord.”
As the other Danes debate what they heard, Philip stares Mull in the

eye.
You made a sound, Private Tonka. And I heard it. Am I wrong?
Philip breathes deep and thinks of Africa. Thinks of two platoons,

unable to find a sound that changes how a man feels, changes how he
listens, changes how he speaks, too.

“Three hours,” Mull says, rising, handing each a small pile of
documents. The military man’s number is written in pen on the papers.
“Three hours to tell me whether or not you’re going to Africa.” He removes
the reel from the machine and tucks it into the inside pocket of his suit coat.
“I’ve already told Private Tonka that we plan to pay you for this mission.
But perhaps I failed to say how much.”

The Danes, still recovering, wait.
“One hundred thousand apiece,” Mull says. “Four hundred thousand for

the band.” He adjusts his suit coat. “I’m not one for theatrical exits, but the
stakes here are rather high. If it is a weapon, maybe the four of you can stop
it from being used.” He steps to the door. “Three hours, gentlemen. We
expect a decision by then.”
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Ellen watches Philip from behind the glass of the nurses’ station. She’s
observed him every day for six months, and it’s still shocking to see him
this way. Awake. Blinking. The subtle movement of his lips. The sweat at
his black hairline. When the orderlies Carl and Jerry wheeled him into the
Observation Room, Carl mentioned that Philip was in a rock ’n’ roll band.
The Danes. Jerry said he never heard of them.

But maybe Ellen has. The name rings a bell, sparks something, but she
can’t think of what it is. Maybe it’s just because Presley has a hound dog.

The Danes.
Ellen thought he was going to die. It’s how the nurses view most of the

patients who’re brought to Macy Mercy. Comatose. Or near. And near
death, too. So close you can feel it when you walk the halls, day or night; a
black fog, formless fingers reaching for the doors of each unit, capable of
opening them, prepared to pull the life from the still, barely, living. Why,
just the day before Philip woke, the patient in Unit 9 died. His vital signs
had looked promising; the chances of a recovery were being considered.
The nurses agreed he was looking much better than Philip himself, and
yet  .  .  . those fingers. Some days Ellen felt the full hands of Death in the
halls of Macy Mercy Hospital. Impatient, greedy, perverted.

When Philip was first brought in, the nurses ogled the X-rays that
showed fractures in so many bones of his body, as if someone had
intentionally set out to hurt him, premeditating the unbelievable construct of
jagged lines, the chaos of fissures, a lack of logic, of plausibility, of
survival.

And yet, Ellen is no stranger to the weird. Almost every patient who
arrives at Macy Mercy is in an anomalous condition. And as long as Ellen’s



been employed here she’s had to juggle the sensibility of a modern woman
of 1957 with the understanding that those who run the military hospital
know more than she does. It’s part of her occupation, keeping questions to
herself. And like most employees the country over, Ellen wouldn’t be here
were it not for the money. Living alone in an apartment on Carter Street,
she needs this job. And she likes the work. And sometimes, but not always,
she even finds herself trying to solve these mysteries that come through the
front door of the hospital.

Like this man. Philip Tonka. The one she watches now through the glass
of the nurses’ station. The sight of Philip’s X-rays will never be removed
from her memory, and it’s difficult, even now, to observe him without
thinking of those broken lines, some small, most not, knowing that they
exist in some form beneath the incredibly bruised and discolored flesh.

Christ, it’s like watching an episode of that television show Science
Fiction Theatre.

Philip blinks.
The skin around his eyes is especially badly bruised, but not too much

more so than the rest of his body. Barring a quantum leap in cosmetic
surgery, his features are forever distorted. His face is dented, his chest
asymmetrical, and yet  .  .  . there is a kind of cohesiveness to him. Ellen
wonders if it’s because there’s no one else in the world quite this . . . color.

As she takes notes, minor scribbles marking the blinks, his tongue
across his lips, she can’t help but wonder what he once looked like.

Which side of his crooked face is the real him? Is either?
Ellen uses lined paper; a white that rivals her uniform, gives her a sense

of illumination here in this nurses’ station furnished with gray filing
cabinets, brown drawers, and black desks. Behind her, Nurse Francine is
preparing medicine for Philip. She’ll administer it, as she and Delores
always do, twice a day. It’s Ellen’s job to mark the physical progress of the
freshly woken patient. After an injury such as his, even a blink counts.

But aside from his eyelids and his lips, he hasn’t moved yet. He hardly
speaks at all, and when he does it sounds like his throat is sandpaper dry,
whether or not she’s just given him water to help.

“Amazing,” Francine says, looking through the glass with Ellen.
“Yes,” Ellen says. “Didn’t think we’d be tracking movement with this

one, did we?”



“No, ma’am,” Francine says, her nose less than inch from the window.
Ellen sees the older nurse reflected, her black-rimmed glasses superimposed
over the heavy wrinkles of her wide face. “Not a chance in hell.”

Then they’re silent. No jokes from Ellen. No hypotheses from Francine.
They don’t guess as to what happened to Philip because they’ve already
done that, six months of it, leading up to yesterday’s surprise awakening.
Some of those speculations were too incredible to fathom, and yet
something incredible must have occurred. Delores wondered if it was the
work of one man; the patient’s injuries, it seemed, had to be intentional,
designed. Francine thought a fall from a cliff could’ve done it. The
orderlies, Carl and Jerry, talked about bomb blasts. But Philip’s body is
devoid of shrapnel. And there isn’t a surface abrasion on him.

The bruises, the endless spread of purple and orange, mud brown and
yellow, are from the injuries within.

Philip lies on his back, stares to the ceiling, his chest, arms, and hands
exposed.

For Ellen, the answer lies somewhere in that skin. Sometimes, when
forced to touch it, removing or applying the IV, she’s felt a certain falseness
there, a rubbery replacement. As though Philip’s skin had been exposed to
something powerful enough to change it. Ellen didn’t think it would ever fit
right again. The word she didn’t want to use was the same one all the nurses
had avoided for six months running.

Nuclear.
In this day and age? Who knew. It was on the cover of every newspaper

and magazine, on the mind of every man and woman in America.
Just last week, Ellen woke from a nightmare, an image of Philip

removing his skin, a costume, allowing it to fall in folds to the floor.
I’m radioactive, he’d said. Touch me, he’d said.
Now, in the light of the observation room overheads, Philip’s skin looks

phonier than ever.
“But life goes on,” Francine says. “For this one.”
The soft click of the door opening and closing behind her lets Ellen

know she’s alone in the station. Francine will administer Philip’s shot, then
leave to tell Dr. Szands in the office.

Ellen tries not to think about the mysteries here. The host of Science
Fiction Theatre was Truman Bradley, a former war correspondent long



before he started introducing the pseudoscientific episodes. He was an
actor, too. A good-looking one, if Ellen remembers him right.

Did Philip once look like Truman Bradley?
Maybe it’s the way he looks at the ceiling, as though questioning

something himself.
Maybe it’s because he’s the first to answer her silent nonreligious

prayers.
Philip blinks.
Ellen notes.
As a girl, Ellen saw herself one day walking the streets of New York

City, shopping with friends, meeting at ethnic restaurants with complicated
names, eating lunch on the benches in the parks.

But then, love . .  . a brief, tragic motherhood . .  . and here her life has
led up to this moment . . .

. . . nursing.
It’s not lost on her that her profession could be seen as a way of atoning

for the loss of her daughter, a need to heal, a need to ward off those black
fingers in the halls of Macy Mercy, arriving herself at the doors before they
do, perhaps this time with the right dosage of medicine, or a miracle joke to
make.

Even here, forty miles outside of Des Moines, Ellen has friends who act
as armchair psychiatrists.

You should get away from the hospital, some say. You should get away
from sadness, others.

Ellen thinks they’re right, of course, all of them. And yet she can’t bring
herself to go. Can’t bring herself to walk away from men like Philip Tonka,
who was most certainly left in a basket at death’s door, and now blinks in
rhythm with a beating heart.

As Francine gives him his shot, Ellen spins in the seat of the office chair
and rolls to the small cooler kept in the corner. She takes a can of soda,
wheels back.

She likes her job. She does. She takes pride in the fact that she’s helping
others, even if most of those others aren’t conscious of her help. She’d
rather be here, marking the progress of a man who has life yet inside him,
than spilling cocktails with friends in the big city.

Yes? Isn’t this true?



Ellen shouldn’t ask herself questions like these.
She looks to the clock on the wall.
She notes the time on the paper.
When she looks up, Philip is looking back at her.
Ellen, middrink, gasps, spills some of the grape soda onto the front of

her white uniform.
Philip is looking at her out of the corner of his eye.
And he’s moving the tips of his fingers.
“Oh my God,” Ellen says, standing up, then sitting down. She wipes the

soda from her uniform, starts to make a note, writes messily, looks through
the glass again. Francine has already left. “Oh my God, he’s moving.”

She’s too excited to write. She gets up instead, turns to leave the station,
then rushes back to the glass.

Through it, their eyes meet, momentarily.
The bent fingers of his right hand, all five, are moving. It may be slight,

but it’s movement.
From a man who broke almost every bone in his body.
Ellen smiles. She can’t help but smile. But Philip only stares. And there

is fear in his eyes. A fear Ellen doesn’t believe she’s ever felt herself.
She rushes from the station with the news.
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For his three hours to think, Ross heads home. Mom is home. And as far
as Ross can remember, Mom knows best.

He’s got the data, his copy of the papers, folded and stuffed into his coat
pocket. It’s an important feeling, walking the streets of Detroit with a secret
in his coat. On a different day, he might find it thrilling, like espionage on
television. But right now his enthusiasm is tempered by the crystal memory
of the sound he listened to in the control room.

Ross brings a hand to his belly as he crosses the grass on Indiana Street
and takes the steel stairs that lead to the back door of the duplex he shares
with Mom.

Mom.
And how’s he going to ask Mom about this one?
If there’s one person Ross knows who is unimpressed by the United

States Army, it’s Mom. Hell, back during World War II, when the other
Danes were getting praise and encouragement from home, Mom would
send Ross letters beseeching him to go AWOL. War is embarrassing, Mom
would say. And none of this fighting will mean anything in ten years.

Of course she was both right and wrong about that. Twelve years
removed from the war, it did feel a lot less important. And yet . . . the world
had changed. In many ways for the better. And if Ross were given the
chance to contribute like that again . . .

. . . shouldn’t he?
He finds his keys in his pants pocket and unlocks the back door.
“Ross?”
Right away. Ross doesn’t even get the chance to take a deep breath. It’s

like Ruth Robinson can hear it when her son’s got a big decision to make.



Can hear it. Like a sickening sound, eh, Ross?
“Hey, Ma. Home.”
“Why?”
Mom doesn’t miss a beat. She may be fifty-eight years old and walk

around the house in her pajamas all day, but Ruth is as sharp as she’s ever
been. Ross knows this better than anybody else.

“Session was canceled.”
He reaches into his jacket pocket and fingers the document that he’s

already read.
“Why?”
Ross looks up and sees Mom is already standing in the kitchen doorway.

Glasses on a band around her neck. No hiding from her now, she’s already
seen his face. She already knows something is on his mind. Still  .  .  . he’ll
try.

“Oh, you know . . . kids. We got any chicken?”
Mom pauses an unnatural beat before answering him.
“Sure. In the fridge.”
Ross is trying to act cool, but at thirty-one years old, it’s harder to

deceive Mom than it used to be.
And isn’t he going to have to tell her? Isn’t he planning on saying yes?
For a hundred thousand dollars each, aren’t all the Danes planning on

saying yes?
“Thanks, Ma,” Ross says, pulling a plate of chicken from the fridge and

placing it on the kitchen table. Mom is wearing a blue bathrobe, her hair as
curly as her son’s. She’s leaning against the doorframe. Studying him.

Ross sits down at the table and looks at the chicken and suddenly feels
ill. As if the sound from the control room was made of chicken, too.

“Take your jacket off,” Mom says.
His jacket. Ross hasn’t taken it off. Why not? He knows why not.

Because there’s something to hide in one of the pockets. A piece of paper
explaining why he should fly to an African desert and put his life on the
line. For America.

Again.
“What is it, Ross?” She doesn’t mince words. She doesn’t wait on

things long.
Ross shakes his head.



“Nothing, Ma. Just . . . nothing.”
He jams some chicken in his mouth and for a second he thinks he’s

going to vomit it right back up. The initial taste is stunning to his system.
He looks to the plate again, half expecting to see gray meat there;
something bloated, something bad.

“Nothing,” Mom repeats. And the way she says it, Ross has no choice
but to look at her.

So he does. And the two hold each other’s gaze for a full thirty seconds
before Ruth shakes her head.

“The army,” she says.
“Yes.”
“What do they want?”
Ross reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out the folded paper. He

holds it for her to take. Ruth looks at it like it’s a spider, like something she
isn’t sure she wants to put her fingers on. But she crosses the small kitchen
and takes it from her son. She slides out the second chair at the table, sits,
unfolds the paper, and places her glasses on the bridge of her nose.

Ross, feeling better for having eaten after all, eats the rest of the chicken
as Mom reads. When she’s done, she doesn’t turn the paper over, doesn’t
crumple it up, doesn’t toss it away.

“Don’t do it,” she says. Flat. Three syllables.
“I’m going to, Ma.”
“Don’t.”
“Why not?”
Ross feels a rush. He’s decided to do it after all.
Ruth places her elbows on the table and leans closer to him.
“Mystery,” she says, “is bad enough on its own. But mystery with the

army?” She shakes her head. “Means they’re hiding something.”
“They don’t know where it is. Somebody’s hiding it from them.”
“Uh-huh.”
Dismissive. But even now, with Mom saying no, Ross feels the swell of

yes.
It all comes down to a single word, doesn’t it, Ross? he thinks. A single

word that propels you and your bandmates, your best friends. One word
that got you guys in the army in the first place, got you into a band, gets you



into trouble three or four times a week. One word that weighs more than
one hundred thousand dollars apiece.

“Adventure,” Mom says, shaking her head. “You can screw your
adventure.”

Ross nods. Of course, she’s right. And yet . . . that is the word. Always
has been.

Philip calls it the Path.
“They need us,” Ross says.
“Who’s they?”
“America.”
Mom scoffs and slams both hands down on the table. Hard enough to

rattle the chicken bones on Ross’s plate.
“America doesn’t need you, son. America needs a psychiatrist.”
“We know sound. We can find it for them.”
“And then? Then what? You just point to it and  .  .  . presto  .  .  . you’re

back home?”
Ross hasn’t thought this far ahead. It scares him, briefly, that he hasn’t

thought this far ahead.
“Well . . . yeah. Something like that.”
Mom shakes her head again.
“That’s not even mystery, Ross. That’s ignorance. Don’t go.”
“Ma.”
“I don’t like it. Don’t go.”
“Ma.”
Ross is smiling. Peacefully. Any red rush has left his cheeks and he

looks the part of the grown man he is.
Adventure.
The Danes.
And the popularity and esteem he and his friends have received from

being both veterans and musicians. How can they say no when they get so
much out of saying yes?

“Did you read what happened to the other two platoons?” Mom asks.
Ross nods.
“Of course I did.”
“Did you?”
“I did. They all came back home safely.”



“No,” Mom says. She slides the paper in front of her son and points to
the part she’s talking about. “Read.”

“Ma, I read it.”
“Read again.”
Ross sighs and looks down. He feels a pang of fear, embarrassment, like

he’s about to see a whole new paragraph that states clearly the first two
platoons were sentenced to death by hanging.

But that’s not what Mom is pointing at.
“All members of the previous platoons returned home safely. Empty-

handed and flummoxed, but safe.”
“That’s it,” Mom says.
“They couldn’t find it,” Ross says.
Mom shakes her head for the last time.
“Flummoxed, Ross. You know what that means?”
“Of course.”
“No you don’t. Flummoxed doesn’t just mean they couldn’t solve the

mystery. That would be ‘unsatisfied.’ Flummoxed stays with you the rest of
your life.”

“Ma.”
“These men, they’re gonna wonder about that sound . . . forever.”
“Ma.”
“They’re gonna hear it in their sleep. They’re gonna hear it awake . .  .

on the streets.”
“Ma.”
“Don’t do it, Ross.”
Ross places his hands over hers.
“A hundred thousand dollars,” he says. “Each.”
Mom gets up from the table. She takes the plate from in front of him,

holds it sideways over the small silver garbage can so that the bones slide
into the bag. Then she places the plate in the sink.

“Flummoxed,” Mom repeats, leaving the kitchen. Then she appears
again in the doorway. “Two weeks?”

“Two weeks,” Ross says. “In and out.”
Mom nods.
“Bring me back some sand.”



DUANE AND LARRY hit the bar. Where else are they going to go to make
a decision like this? Duane takes the stool facing the door. He always faces
the door, wherever they go. World War II did that to him. Larry doesn’t
mind. Duane faces the crowd, too, sitting at the drums.

Together they’ve got this corner of the bar covered. An old bluesman,
Swoon Matthews, sits alone at the other.

“You know Philip is gonna want to do it,” Larry says. “He doesn’t say
no to anything.”

“Doesn’t mean we have to.”
“No, it doesn’t mean we have to.”
They order White Russians, the drink they drink when they’re trying to

mellow out. Both of them can easily recall the sound of the air in the studio
splitting apart  .  .  . the sound of scorched space, and the image of a black
mad trail behind it.

“What do you think?” Larry asks, already knowing what Duane thinks.
Duane shrugs.
“Sounds dicey is what I think.”
“How so?”
“The other two platoons. I don’t like it.”
“Don’t like that they didn’t find anything?”
Duane shrugs again, but it’s not dismissive.
“Yeah, maybe.”
Larry weighs out how to say what he wants to say.
“I bet we can do it.”
“Of course we’ll find it.”
The drinks come. Larry pauses. Sips. Then says,
“You just said that like we’re going to go.”
“So I did.”
“So you think we’re going?”
Duane points discreetly to the end of the bar. He whispers now.
“Check out Swoon,” he says. “You checking him out?”
Larry is.
“Yeah, sure.”
“What do you think Swoon would do? You think he’d fly to Africa for

the army?”
Larry thinks about it.



“No. I don’t think he would.”
“And why wouldn’t he?”
“I don’t know, Duane. Because he’s a hundred years old?”
Duane shakes his head no. Sips from his Russian.
“Because he’s content with doing the same thing every day.”
“And you’re not?”
“Have we ever been?”
Larry nods along. Entering the bar, he thought he was going to be the

one doing the convincing. But Duane has turned the tables. Feels wrong.
Like one of them ought to be saying this is crazy.

“We’re thrillers,” Duane says. “If you haven’t figured that out by now,
go hang out with Swoon for the rest of the day.”

Larry eyes the old bluesman. His curly white hair sleeps uneven upon
his black wrinkled forehead. He wears sunglasses indoors. Maybe he’s
looking back at Larry. It doesn’t matter. Right now Larry needs to look at
this man. Needs a reminder of how easy it is to slip into the rest of your life.

“Some people settle before they should,” Larry says. He doesn’t have to
explain what he means. Duane gets it. He speaks this language.

“No doubt.”
The two former soldiers and current bandmates sip their drinks. White

Russians are to be enjoyed, endured. And decisions like this one are meant
to go slowly, even if the decision is already made.

“So what’s holding us back from telling the others?” Larry asks.
Duane shrugs.
“Nothing. We got three hours is all.”
“Something’s bothering you.”
“Yeah, something’s bothering me.”
“In the report.”
“Yeah, in the report.”
“What is it?”
Duane pauses before reaching into his pocket. Larry thinks his

drummer, his friend, is going to pull forth the folded papers. Instead he
pulls out a packet of cigarettes, taps one out, and lights it.

Duane breathes deeply. Exhales.
“Why didn’t he stay?”
“Who?”



“Mull.”
“What do you mean?”
“You didn’t read the papers.”
“Yeah, I did.”
“Well, you didn’t read them close enough. Mull flew with both platoons

to the desert, but he didn’t stay for the mission. Why not?”
Larry opens his mouth to speak. He raises his glass, drinks, instead.
“He’s got different work to do,” he finally says.
“Mm-hmm. You see Swoon there?”
“Yeah, I see him, Duane.”
“Yeah. You know why he’s content just being Swoon in Detroit?”
Larry thinks about it. Sometimes Duane gets like this. Cryptic. Usually

it leads to something profound. But right now Larry doesn’t want profound.
He wants easy. He wants Duane to say they’re going to make a lot of
money doing a good thing.

“It’s because he’s scared,” Duane finally says.
“Sure. But what does that have to do with—”
Duane grabs Larry by the wrist.
“Mull is scared of that sound. Scared him whiter than the white he is.”
Duane slowly releases Larry’s wrist and settles back onto the stool.
“Naw,” Larry says without confidence. What he thinks is, So am I.
“Uh-huh,” Duane says. He sips from his drink, allows an ice cube into

his mouth, crushes it. “Here’s an officer in the United States Army, brave
enough to step into the lives of four strangers with a pocketful of sound, but
he’s too chicken to sit out there and listen to it himself.”

“It’s the army, Duane You know how it works.”
“This is different. I saw it in his eyes in the studio. When the tape

started rolling. Saw him looking at those wheels like they were delivering
the worst of his nightmares. He knows that tape inside out, every beat of it.
Slipped on those earplugs just before the sound started. He’s scared, Larry.
Scared of something more than a new weapon.”

Larry laughs. “Now you’re just talking crazy.”
But Duane doesn’t smile. Smoke rises around his eyes and for a ghastly

second he looks mummified to Larry. Like he’s never gonna move again.
“There are things worse than a new weapon,” Duane says, finishing his

drink.



“Like what?”
“Like the kind of person that would build it.”

“THE FIRST PLATOON was deployed a year ago. Almost to the day. I
wonder what I was doing that day.”

“You might’ve been in this exact same bedroom.”
Philip smiles. Not without concern. He’s lying down beside a girl

named Marla. He’s dressed. She’s not. They don’t love each other, but
Christ they have fun. Philip met Marla on the Path.

“But get this,” Philip says, sitting up so that he’s resting on his elbow.
“The second platoon was deployed six days after the first returned. So that
would make it . . . about . . . about ten months now since the second platoon
returned.”

“So?”
“So why the long wait? That’s what’s got me worried.”
“They were looking for guys like you,” Marla says. Her red hair half

hides her face. The bedsheet only mostly covers her.
“Maybe,” Philip says. “And another thing.” Now he sits up, cross-

legged on the mattress. “Why hasn’t the sound gotten any more intense?”
“How do you know it hasn’t?”
“The report has wave files. There’s absolutely no difference between the

first time it sounded and the last.”
“So?”
“So that means that  .  .  . if we’re talking about a weapon or something

being built . . . it was already built by the time they first heard it.”
Marla nods her head.
“So don’t go.”
Philip’s face scrunches up in a way that makes him look ten years

younger.
“Don’t go? No, no. That’s not what I mean. Look, I don’t expect the

army to tell us . . . everything. They never do. It’s the army.”
“Okay,” Marla says. Her smeared dark eyeliner gives her face a Day of

the Dead feel in the waning sunlight. “Then go.”
Philip agrees. Mostly.
“Yeah. Go. Go. But don’t go  .  .  . naïve.” He gets up out of bed. “The

reason for the wait is . . .” He looks up to the ceiling, thinking. “Is because



they decided to forget about it. But then  .  .  . then  .  .  . the sound kept
showing up. So they decided to go looking for it again. Maybe that’s what
happened.”

Marla smiles.
“Either way. Two weeks in the desert. A lot of money and you’re a hero

all over again.”
She’s only half kidding, but the look that crosses his face worries her.

He doesn’t smile. He only nods, and Marla understands that she’s
accidentally spoken the exact reason and motivation for Philip wanting to
go.

“And the reason the sound hasn’t changed . . .”
Philip stops speaking halfway through the sentence and looks out

Marla’s apartment window. Below is Detroit, its streets bustling with
teenagers in cars, homeless men and women folded against building
foundations, stray dogs and men in suits who avoid them.

“Just be careful,” Marla says. She gets up, too, but doesn’t bother
getting dressed. She leaves the bedroom.

“I gotta split,” Philip calls to her. He looks through the glass, not quite
realizing that he’s hoping to see Larry, Duane, and Ross down there in the
streets. Is he hoping to see them confident, their bags packed?

Philip feels a solitary slash of fear course from his neck to his legs.
Then it settles somewhere inside him, but does not leave.

Marla reenters the bedroom with a glass of water. When she hands it to
Philip he sees he’s still wearing the watch he took from the manager of the
Sparklers.

He thinks he should find the guy, return it.
Can’t go to Africa. Gotta return a watch.
A silly thought, of course; further proof that Philip is scared.
“Don’t get killed,” Marla says.
“I won’t.”
“Oh yeah?”
“That’s not my story. Not how my story is gonna end.”
“That’s just about the most naïve thing I’ve ever heard you say. You

think anybody thinks their story is gonna end the way it does?”
Philip drinks the water.
“Don’t get killed,” she repeats.



“And don’t get dressed,” he tells her.
Marla smiles.
“I figured you’re gonna be gone two weeks without a woman. May as

well give you a two-week memory on your way out.” She touches the piano
key hanging at his chest. F.

Philip only half laughs. He looks so serious to her. Too much so.
“Hey,” Marla says, folding her arms under her breasts. “What’s wrong

with you?”
“This is a big deal,” he says. And even now there’s a different look in

his eyes. Something childish.
“I know,” she says. “I’ve just never seen you this way before.”
“It’s nothing,” Philip says. “I mean, it is, but . . . it’s just . . . the sound

staying the same .  .  . never changing .  .  . worries me. Nothing is like that,
you know? Everything . . . changes.”

Marla opens her mouth to say don’t go, but Philip places a finger over
her lips.

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” he says.
Marla salutes him. And Philip leaves her apartment.
Below, on the street, Philip tries to shake the feeling, the fear.

Everywhere he looks, Detroit seems an exaggeration of itself. The man
sweeping the sidewalk outside Bankman’s Diner is dressed so right for the
part that he almost looks staged. The awning for Adele’s Hair and Beauty
practically shines. In fact, looking around, it’s as if the whole city is a set, a
movie being filmed, everything in its place. Even the orange-painted bricks
that make up the front wall of Perry Drugs, the place the Danes shot the
cover for their 45 “Be Here,” look perfectly, symmetrically stacked.

Philip feels like he’s seeing it all for the first time. Through other eyes.
Eyes watching that movie, maybe. And the effect the filmmakers are going
for is . . .

This is a great city. Don’t leave.
Christ, even the sky looks painted.
He makes a right on Elizabeth and sees his three bandmates standing

outside the studio door.
Their bags rest at their feet.
For a moment, Philip wonders if they’ve seen him, too. And if they

haven’t, could he duck around the corner, slink into a shadow, think about it



a little longer?
Ross waves.
Philip waves back.
He’s stepping off the Path. He can feel the tug of someone else’s rope,

mystery dirt beneath his boots.
“Fellas,” Philip says, arriving. “Looks like we’re going to Africa.”
Ross smiles.
“I’ve already got a theory on what’s making the sound. I think it could

be a combination of—”
Philip raises a finger.
“Hang on. Let’s call Mull first. Tell him we’re in.”
Philip opens the studio door and takes the carpeted stairs two at a time.

Passing through the lounge, he spots the same books that have been lying
on the coffee table for months. The kitchen smells like coffee and booze. He
experiences an alien combination of feelings: nostalgia for a place he hasn’t
left yet, and claustrophobia, too . . . as if the walls of the studio get narrower
the deeper he goes into it.

By the time he reaches the control room, he feels a little dizzy with it.
As if the sound he is agreeing to go hunting for remains, lingers in the
room.

He picks up the phone, planning to call Secretary Mull.
But Philip calls home first.
When his mom answers, he feels that fear again. That movie set feeling,

too. As if the phone is a piece of plastic and the woman speaking is an
actress. The alternative, Philip thinks, explaining to her what he’s about to
do, is too unreal to accept.

This is a great city. Don’t leave.
“Well, if you think it’s the right thing to, Philip, then nobody’s going to

stop you. You always do what you feel you should.”
“Mom,” he says, looking through the control room glass, into the live

room, where he imagines he heard a sound, the furthest phantom wisp of a
chord. “Thank you.”
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Are you afraid of flying, Philip?”
“No.”
“Heights?”
“No.”
“Spiders?”
“No.”
“Spiders?”
“You asked me that.”
“Spiders?”
“No.”
“Snakes?”
“No.”
“You would handle a snake if I asked you to?”
Philip pauses. One of the twin tape recorders is rolling behind Dr.

Szands. The identical machines, Revere T-700Ds, were the first thing that
caught his eye when he was wheeled into this room. Dr. Szands, sitting,
cross-legged, like a disappointed father, was second.

“Not in the condition I’m in right now I wouldn’t.”
Szands rings a bell on the table beside him. Philip knows that the sound

of the bell will show up as a spike on the VU meter. It’s the doctor’s way of
telling the tape that something of note was said.

“Cats?”
“No.”
“Small spaces?”
Philip thinks of a red piano. But doesn’t mention it.
“No.”



“Death?”
Philip pauses again. The Revere T-700D wasn’t made for recording

music. But it’s ideal for interrogations.
“Yes.”
Szands rings the bell.
The meters spike.
“Women?”
“No.”
“Speeding in a car?”
“Sometimes.”
One word answers. Just as Szands asked for.
“Do you believe in ghosts, Philip?”
Philip closes his eyes. The reels are rolling and he thinks of Private

Greer’s theories in the desert. Greer’s Wheel, they came to call it.
The sound of history spinning.
“Yes.”
The bell.
“Have you seen a ghost, Philip?”
“Yes.”
The bell.
“Where was the sound located, Philip?”
“I don’t know.” No hesitation. But he does know. And he could direct

Dr. Szands to it himself. Almost.
“Are you afraid of needles, Philip?”
“No.”
“Large crowds?”
“No.”
“Loud sounds?”
“No.”
“How about this sound?”
Szands reaches to the second T-700D and presses play. Before he even

hears it, Philip starts to feel sick.
“Turn it off.”
The bell.
“Does this sound scare you?”
“Turn it off, doctor.”



The bell.
“Where was the sound located, Philip?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why do you believe in ghosts?”
“Turn it off!”
Szands turns it off. Philip looks to see if the doctor got sick from it. But

Szands, his upper half in shadows, his arms and legs emerging from what
looks like solid tar, isn’t giving anything away.

“Why do you believe in ghosts, Philip?”
“Because I saw one, dammit.”
The bell.
“Where?”
Philip doesn’t answer.
“Where, Philip?”
“In the desert.”
The bell.
“You saw a ghost in the desert?”
“I saw a hundred ghosts in the desert.”
The bell.
Philip is crying now. The questions, the list of fears, the sound . . .
The bell.
“Where was the sound located, Philip?”
“I don’t know.”
“You do know.”
“I don’t know, doctor!”
But he does.
“Philip, this test isn’t designed to elicit true or false answers from the

subject. The test is supposed to give us a clear understanding of whether or
not a man has any secrets. And whether or not he’s keeping them.”

“I’m not keeping any secrets.”
“But you are.”
But he is.
“Now, Philip, you have a choice to make. You can either play dumb or

play smart. And the longer you play dumb, the longer I’ll have to simmer.
And you don’t know me well enough to know where that might lead. Do
you understand? I may be a doctor, but that doesn’t mean my only concern



is your well-being. There are many other people on this planet, Philip
Tonka. So play dumb or play smart. Get to it or suffer my simmering. Now.
Tell me about the ghosts. Tell me about every one you saw. And when
you’re done  .  .  . tell me where the sound is located. Every turn you took.
Every door you opened. Every nightmare you encountered on the way.”
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You won’t be alone, of course. That wouldn’t be any good for anybody.”
A silent soldier is driving the brown express van. Mull is sitting in the

passenger seat, but he’s turned almost entirely toward the Danes, who
occupy the two benches in back.

“Three others will join you. A photographer named Jonathan Stein. He’s
a spectacular photographer, especially at close range. Uses a mobile dark
room. You’ve also got a soldier who knows the history of the area. Private
Gordon Greer. And of course, a platoon leader, a veteran of World War II as
well. Sergeant Billy Lovejoy.”

“Lovejoy?” Larry asks.
“Yes. You’ve heard of him.” This is not a question.
“Who hasn’t? Lovejoy was a legend in basic training.”
“The bogeyman,” Ross says. “The Mad Blond.”
Mull smiles.
“He’s deserving of every nickname you can give him. Bogeyman

certainly works. He’s also a brilliant and patient tactician.”
“What do we need that for?” Philip asks. “We’re not going to war,

Secretary.”
Mull tents his fingertips.
“No, you’re not. But that doesn’t exclude danger. It never does.”
Philip can feel Duane’s uneasiness beside him.
“I saw Lovejoy in action once,” Ross says. “He was wearing clown

makeup while he punished his platoon. That’s a true story.”
Mull smiles again.
“He’s an interesting man, no doubt. And absolutely the right one for the

job.”



“Did he lead the first two teams out?” Philip asks.
“No.” Mull shakes his head. “Nobody has returned to Africa. Nobody

who went there for this reason.”
The driver carefully takes a sharp turn and the tarmac and plane come

into view. A second brown van is approaching from the other side of the
concrete.

Mull is removing documents from a briefcase. He hands them to Philip.
“Please, take one of these and pass them along.”
Philip does. He’s looking at a photo, an aerial view of the Namib

Desert. Behind the Danes, packed into a small trailer hitched to the van, is
all their gear, supplies, clothing, bedding, etc. Ninety percent of the space is
occupied by recording gear, top-line stuff that the Danes have dreamed of
owning for their studio. Two Ampex model 350 quarter-inch two-tracks.
Five Behringer ECM8000 condenser mics. Three RCA 88-As. An Electro-
Voice EV C100. Four GPP 73 preamps. A rare signature Glasgow eight-
channel mixing console. A Koz Copicat echo chamber. A Boris 5
compressor. Two 678 Michael governors. The other 10 percent is for living
out there; the Namib’s western end is bordered by the Atlantic Ocean, and
temperatures drop mightily at night.

“It says here it’s uninhabited by humans,” Ross says.
“The area you’ll be going to, yes.”
Larry smiles. “Someone’s making that sound.”
“Likely,” Mull says, and the sadness remains in his blue Superman eyes.
Ahead, through the glass, the second brown van with a second trailer is

parking near the plane. Philip watches as the driver’s-side door opens and
the driver steps down to the tarmac. He walks to the back of the van.

Back to the photo. The Namib. He reads the notes:
Sand seas. White gravel plains. Mountains. A perpetual layer of mist

where the Benguela Current and the Hadley Cell meet.
“A lot of fog,” Philip says.
Mull agrees.
“Good thing your mission is to listen.”
They’ve reached the plane. The driver parks the van. Through the glass,

Philip sees a second soldier emerging from the open side door of the second
van. Mull points.

“There’s Lovejoy now.”



A dark silhouette with patches of wiry blond hair partially protecting a
balding head emerges through the open sliding door. Slumped shoulders.
Heavy feet. He looks something like a musician himself, Philip thinks. An
old and tired bluesman.

“Is he gonna be okay out there?” Larry says. “Could be a lot of
walking.”

Mull watches Lovejoy, too. It’s hard not to. Philip recognizes that
there’s something immediately magnetic about the man. The physical
makings of an army rogue, a legend. Perhaps it’s the fact that he looks
nothing like a legend at all.

“He’ll be fine,” Mull says.
The Danes and Secretary Mull exit the van. The drivers of both vehicles

and the pilots of the small plane assist in transferring the gear from the
trailers. It’s a long process. And despite the warm air, Lovejoy rests on a
brown suitcase, crouched upon it, a scarf wrapped over his shoulders.

“Jesus,” Ross says, thumbing toward Lovejoy. “We’re going to have
vultures circling us out there.”

“He looks like a vulture himself,” Larry says.
A third van appears, speeding. The Danes watch its arrival silently. As

the last of the gear is loaded onto the plane, the third van parks and two
soldiers emerge from the sliding side door.

One, small and squat, with glasses and short black curly hair, struts with
confidence toward the others. The second, tall, thin, smiling, his brown hair
blown back by the wind, pulls a camera from a case slung over his shoulder.

He snaps a photo of the Danes on the tarmac.
“A rock and roll band,” the photographer says, “about to deploy.” He

extends his hand. Philip shakes it. “I’m Private Stein. Jonathan Stein. And
I’m excited as hell to meet you guys. Mind if I get a close-up?”

The Danes are used to photo requests. It’s common in Detroit.
“Could be our next album cover,” Ross says.
“Oh, hey,” Stein says. “Don’t even joke about that. I would be thrilled.”
“Photos are bad luck,” Private Greer says, wiping his glasses clean.
“Oh yeah?” Stein says, smiling, bringing the camera to his eye. “Says

who?”
The Danes look into the lens.



“Some cultures believe that when you take a photo, you’re saying this
period, this phase, is over with,” Greer explains. “So if you enjoy your life
as it is, mourn. Because now it will be as it was.”

Stein snaps the group photo.
Lovejoy rises from the suitcase.
“Gentlemen,” Mull says, clasping his hands together. “All aboard.”
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Ellen watches from the doorway. She’s carrying a tray of food: vegetables,
bread, tomato soup, water; lunch. She’d planned on entering with a joke,
something spirited to liven Philip’s day, but when she sees him, she pauses.

It’s the classical music, she thinks. The phonograph in the main office,
just down the hall from Unit 1. The music is soothing, of course, but Philip,
who is healing from so many broken bones, doesn’t need soothing.

He needs a push.
Ellen steps from the door just as Philip’s eyes seem to be straining to

see who is in the hall. She carries the lunch tray to the office, enters, and
places it upon the closest desk.

The phonograph is set up in the corner, on a short-legged white table.
Beside it is a filing cabinet, fake flowers in a plastic vase.

Dr. Szands is not here. The office is empty.
Ellen eyes the box of records on the floor.
Beethoven.
Brahms.
Liszt.
Mozart.
At present, Debussy is playing, and Ellen finds three more records of

his music.
But in the back, the very back, she finds what she’s looking for.
Rock ’n’ roll.
The pickings are slim, six or seven albums, but she allows herself to

hope that some of her favorite stuff might be tucked back there.
A quick search shows her it’s not. But she finds one that will do.
On the Road with Rock ‘n Roll.



She rises and removes the Debussy without a fade. She replaces it with
Mando and the Chili Peppers, fetches the lunch tray, and exits the office.

Even the walk to Philip’s unit feels different when the first chords of the
first song roar out behind her.

It’s not the best song she’s ever heard, but it’s got spirit. And if you ask
Ellen Jones, what Philip Tonka needs more than medicine right now is
spirit.

When she reenters his unit, his head is facing her.
“Holy shit,” she says, and because her hands are occupied she has no

free one to bring up to her mouth, to retrieve the swear word.
Philip is nodding his head.
“Did you play this?” he asks.
“You moved your head.”
She crosses the unit and places the lunch tray on the foldout table beside

the cot.
It’s astonishing. Yesterday his fingertips, today his head. Is it even

possible? Should he be healing this fast?
She sits down beside his cot.
“Do it again,” she says. Like she needs proof. Needs to verify that

Philip is able to move his head.
But Philip doesn’t do it again.
“Am I the only patient in here?” Philip asks. Terse. His voice is

different. Clearer. But something else.
Angry.
Why is he asking about other patients? He’s moving.
“No,” she says. “There are others.”
Philip nods.
He nods!
“And what’s wrong with them?”
What’s wrong? she thinks. What’s wrong with you? Can’t you see you

shouldn’t be alive and yet . . . here you are . . . asking questions?
“A wide variety of things. Many things. But—”
“Are you hiding something from me?”
“What?”
“Are you lying to me?”
“No . . . what . . . about what?”



“Are there other patients?”
“Yes, Philip. I said there were.”
“What’s wrong with them?”
“Philip, we’re not allowed to disclose a patient’s—”
“Bullshit.”
“Philip.” Ellen wasn’t expecting this.
“You can’t even tell a man like me? A man who can’t get out of his own

bed?! Are you crazy?”
Ellen has encountered hostile patients before. Of course she has.
She searches her head for her professional voice. Barely finds it.
“Yes,” Ellen says. “Even a man like you. Because the injuries the other

people in this—”
“Has anyone told my parents that I’m here?”
Ellen doesn’t know this answer.
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“Philip . . .”
“Does somebody know?”
She can see him sitting in a bar, four or five beers deep, the same

frustration on his brow, the same foulness rising from within. He’s justified
in his anger, she understands. But there’s something else here, a particular
type of rage, like when her alcoholic brother-in-law quit drinking.

“I will find out, Philip. And that’s going to have to do.”
“For who?”
“For you.”
“That’s not going to do.”
Ellen is getting angry, too. She doesn’t want to. Knows better. But the

way he’s talking to her, after all she’s done. Six months of caring for him.
Six months of driving to and from Macy Mercy. Nights at home alone,
wondering if the patient in Unit 1 was going to die tomorrow, praying that
he did not.

“I’m not allowed to—”
“I heard you. Not allowed. And would it be so hard for you to break one

fucking rule?”
Ellen stands up.
“Where are you going?”



“I’m leaving you alone for a while, I’m—”
“Sit down!”
Now Ellen doesn’t have any difficulty finding her professional voice.

The tone of his command, the way he’s taking his frustration out on her, it’s
enough to steel her.

One song ends on the record, another begins. The discrepancy between
the music and the mood in the unit is big.

“Philip Tonka. You have every right to be angry. But my job is to help
you, not to endure you.”

Philip turns his head so that he’s facing the ceiling again.
Even now, the movement thrills Ellen.
The two stay silent this way for sixty clicks of the clock.
“You moved your head,” Ellen finally repeats.
Philip nods.
“You’re getting stronger. Already.”
When he speaks, she hears tears in his voice.
“Those X-rays . . .”
“Yes. Scary.”
Philip breathes deep. Ellen can see him trying, trying to calm down,

trying to be patient, trying to accept what’s happened to him.
“Is there an instrument in this room?” he asks.
“Yes, there is. How did you know that?”
“I can hear it. Is it a guitar?”
“It’s a piano.”
“What color is it?” he asks. Memory in his eyes. Fear.
“What?”
“What color is the piano?” He’s yelling again.
“Christ, Philip. It’s wood.”
“They’re all wood. What color is it?”
Ellen looks left, to the back of the unit, to where Philip can’t see.
“Brown wood. It’s not painted.”
“Show me,” he says. Then, gentle, forced, “Please.”
He’s whiter than Ellen’s uniform.
“All right,” she says.
She vanishes out of his field of vision. Philip hears shuffling behind

him. Like hands through a purse. When she returns, she’s holding a small



square mirror.
“There,” she says, placing the mirror by Philip’s chin, her arms across

his badly bruised shoulders.
She shivers at the contact with his skin. Skin she has touched so many

times. But now . . . awake.
In the glass, at first, Philip only sees Ellen. Her freckled nose. Her

smart, gray eyes. Her raven-black hair. But as she tilts the glass, he sees the
piano against the beige back wall of the unit.

He remembers a red piano. Paint flaking. An instrument in a room it had
no business being in.

But this piano is not that one. And for first time all day, Philip exhales
with relief.

“Why is it in here?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why is there a piano in a hospital room?”
“The doctors used to talk about musical therapy. But they haven’t done

any more than put pianos in some of the units. Either way, it’s nice to have
it. To play for the patients. To calm them down.”

“Hang on,” Philip says, as Ellen makes to move the mirror. “Hang on.”
She knows what he wants to see.
The song playing in the office ends. Before the next one begins, in the

silence of the unit, Ellen can hear both of their breathing.
Both are nervous for this.
She angles the glass toward his face.
Philip sees it for the first time. The disfigurement. The asymmetry.
“Jesus,” he says. He closes his eyes.
Ellen takes the mirror away.
She wants to say something, anything to make him feel less . . . broken.
“Philip . . .”
He looks up at her, but his eyes are distant. She knows he still sees

himself.
“I’m gonna flip the record,” she says. “Or maybe I ought to put

something else on.”
She crosses the unit, frazzled with warring emotions. The argument, the

fear, the sadness. And the almost forgotten triumph of him moving again.
“Thank you,” Philip says.



Ellen pauses at the unit door.
“For what?”
“For the music.”
It’s the spaces between words, the downbeats in a conversation in which

two people feel bad for having fought.
Thank you.
“One day I’ll bring in my own records from home. Then you’ll hear the

good stuff.”
“The good stuff,” he repeats, nodding. And the movement of his head

already looks stronger, more fluid, than it did when she walked in.
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The soldiers are allowed to smoke on the plane. At twenty hours, the flight
is trying, claustrophobic, and the Danes can still hear the echo of Mull’s
sound in their memories.

The sound inoculated one of our nuclear warheads, Philip recalls. He’s
alternately studying the info packet on the Namib Desert and eyeing the
faces of the others on the plane who are doing the same.

At 250,000 square kilometers, the chance of finding the source appears
remote. Mull has already said twice that the plane will be returning in
fourteen days to the hour, and Philip can’t help but think it doesn’t matter if
they find it or not. The part of him that is supposed to be assisting America
and the United States Army has gone quiet. Maybe it’s because the part of
him that is leaving Detroit is loud. For a hundred thousand dollars, they’ll
try their hardest. But if they don’t find it?

So be it.
The map of the Namib is intimidating. The two thousand kilometers of

desert coastline is the lone comfort, as the rest is without landmark. The
gradations from yellow to orange speak of how hot it can get in the Namib
during the day, and the fact that it’s the world’s oldest desert adds a heat
that can’t be quantified.

The information packet lets Philip know that the word Namib means
empty. But there’s more: “Nobody knows this for sure. The languages used
in the region are so old as to have undoubtedly gone through many
changes.” The desert itself has gone through big changes. It was here,
during the Jurassic Age, that the continental split occurred. Tracing his
fingertips across the paper, Philip can almost feel the violence of that
moment in time.



He looks up to see Duane is reading as well. The drummer’s black face
is mostly hidden in the shadows of the overhead compartment, and his
white eyes travel back and forth across the page like the nocturnal desert
bugs described in great detail.

There is life in the Namib. Animals and insects that have become so
adept at bearing the great heat that some of them don’t even drink water.

Philip reads on.
In 1908 German miners traveled to Namibia intent on robbing the

region of its diamonds. By the 1930s, the diamonds they knew of were
gone, but some of the edifices the foreigners erected remain. Philip studies
a photograph of what looks like a ranch house overflowing with sand; the
color beige pours from the windows, creating solid buttresses that connect
with the desert floor.

Larry flips the pages of his packet and the crinkling of the paper brings
to Philip’s attention how quiet all the passengers are as they study.

Philip looks over his shoulder to the back of the plane.
Lovejoy sits alone, asleep. He’s no less interesting, no less strange to

look at, with his eyes closed. The blondish thinning hair is arranged unlike
anybody else’s Philip has ever seen. As if it has fallen from the ceiling to
the former general’s head.

Former general, Philip thinks. Demoted.
This is common knowledge to anybody who has heard of Bill Lovejoy.

In training camp, soldiers mocked him out of earshot. Called him crazy.
What sort of army man, once demoted, remains in the army? Once the
ladder has been folded up and there’s no higher to climb?

Arms folded across his chest, half leaning into the empty seat beside
his, Lovejoy’s body rocks with the plane and, to Philip, he looks like a
judge, deep in thought, considering the final arguments of both sides. A red
armband around his left bicep reads:

EVERY GOOD BOY DOES FINE
Philip touches the F key hanging around his neck.
Being the piano player in the band doesn’t mean Philip’s the only

member of the Danes to know what that phrase means. It’s the singsongy
nursery mnemonic by which kids learn the lines on the music staff, EGBDF,
the locations of the notes, the piano and how to play it. Seeing it reminds



him of his first recital in Detroit, Mom and Dad in the audience. He recalls
how his fingers trembled above the keys.

“He’s not as chaotic as he looks.”
Private Greer is peering over his seat back, his head like a sweaty

pumpkin, grinning.
“I don’t know him at all,” Philip says.
“You will,” Greer laughs.
“I don’t know you at all.”
Greer shrugs. Or maybe the slight turbulence made him do it.
“I’m proof that the army has gotten smarter.”
“Yeah?”
“First they sent in soldiers. Now they’re sending a historian.”
“And why is that any smarter?”
“Because history isn’t inactive, Private Tonka. I know your name

because I know all your names. I study. I research. And if there’s one thing
that stands out above all others in my research, it’s that history doesn’t sit
still. Doesn’t sit silent. It makes noise.” He wipes his nose with the back of
his hand.

“Sounds chaotic after all,” Philip says.
“I’ll tell you what I believe, Tonka. It’s not a weapon.”
Larry, who has been playing an imaginary bass while studying, his

fingers running the scales, leans across the aisle. His long hair hides half his
face.

“Bullshit.”
“Can’t be,” Greer says. “It’s been sounding off for close to fifteen

months. If it was a weapon, they would’ve disabled it by now. You can’t be
smart enough to design a weapon we can’t find and not smart enough to
know the sound would draw us in.”

“Maybe they’re confident they hid it well,” Duane, seated ahead of
Larry, says. “Maybe they don’t care that it’s loud.”

“Maybe. But consider this.” Greer raises a single finger. “If that sound
you heard is the sound of a weapon, we’re certainly too late to put a stop to
it.”

“Why?” Philip asks.
“Because that’s not the sound of progress,” Greer says. “Whatever that

noise is, it’s a desired endpoint.”



“Bullshit twice,” Larry says, half-confidently. “We don’t know a thing
about it.”

Greer smiles.
“Sure we do. We know a thing about it because we know our history.

We know what sounds things make. It’s not a horn, buried in the sand,
Private Walker. And if it’s a weapon? And they don’t care that it makes
noise? Well, then we’re in some trouble. Imagine that.” Greer snaps his
fingers. “A weapon so destructive, so deadly, you don’t even mind showing
it off to your enemies first.”

“It makes music,” a voice from the back of the plane says. Deep and
dulcet, but clipped and quick. “So they’re sending musicians.”

Philip turns, expecting to see Lovejoy staring ahead. But the mysterious
sergeant’s eyes are still closed.

Former general. Demoted.
Why?
Greer shrugs.
“So says the sergeant. And so I partially agree. Whatever it is, it’s not

afraid to be heard.”
Ross gets out of his seat and crouches in the aisle between Greer and

Larry.
“You guys ever hear of the precedence effect?”
Nobody has.
“It’s an auditory trick.” Ross is using his hands to express it. “Wherein

the echo is louder than the source.”
“How is that possible?” Duane asks.
“It’s a matter of where you’re standing and what’s obscuring the sound.

Imagine you’re in the control room, Duane. Philip sits down at the piano in
the live room. There’s a divider, blocking Philip and the piano. And the
microphone is set across the room, pointed at the ceiling. Far away.
Wouldn’t it be possible for the echo to be louder to you than what Philip
played?”

Philip understands immediately.
“A decoy,” he says.
Secretary Mull rises and moves back a row, stumbling with the lilting of

the plane.



“That’s exactly why we’re not sending you to the same location the first
two platoons explored.”

His face looks different to Philip now. Mull is no longer the man selling
the idea; he’s now a superior to the soldiers who’ve already bought it.

“What do you mean?” Larry asks.
Philip looks over his shoulder. Lovejoy’s eyes are still closed. But is he

awake?
“You’ll begin your search along the ocean.”
“In the fog,” Duane says, examining the photo in his dark hands.
“Yes. In the fog. You’re certainly equipped with the necessary lighting,

the requisite gear.”
“A decoy,” Ross repeats.
“In any case,” Greer says, “source sound or echo or second echo,

whatever. We will find it.”
“Why are you so sure of that?” Philip asks.
“Have you considered the point of view of the sound itself yet, Private

Tonka? Have you considered that it’s been making a sound for over a year
for a reason?”

Philip remembers his conversation with Marla before leaving. Recalls
his thoughts by her apartment window. He was trying to find an answer to
the very same question.

“Yes. I have.”
“It knows,” Greer says, confidently, with sweaty swagger. “It knows we

can hear it. And it’s doing it on purpose. Think of yourself, standing in the
fog where the ocean meets the desert. You’re making the same sound for
fifteen months. Why?”

“’Cause I’ve gone mad,” Duane says.
Greer laughs.
“Maybe,” he says. “But mad or not, you’re making that sound because

you want to be heard.” Greer nods in the silence he’s created. Relishes it.
Then, “Where we’re heading, there’s something that wants us to come.” He
has their full attention. He pauses dramatically and the plane whimpers
against the wind. “I’d go so far as to say we’ve been invited.”
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It’s the day after Ellen showed Philip his reflection. The day after their
brief argument. And most important, the day after he moved his head freely.

Dr. Szands is going over notes in the office. Ellen enters.
“Afternoon, doctor.”
Szands doesn’t respond. Ellen looks at him and sees he’s wearing

headphones; a tape recorder is rolling on the table in front of him.
Ellen removes her coat and hangs it on the rack.
She can’t help but notice her own handwriting on the papers the doctor

is reviewing. But what is he listening to?
Nurse Delores enters the office. Delores usually works the morning

shift, Ellen the afternoon. It’s not hard to see the symbolism there: Delores
with her morning-sun blond hair, her conservative, company-line demeanor,
and Ellen with dark hair, pale, joking the patients into the night.

Szands presses stop. Rewinds. Plays again.
“What’s he up to?” Ellen asks Delores. It’s a futile question and Ellen

knows it. Even if Dr. Szands explained to Delores in great detail what he
was listening to, she wouldn’t be the one to repeat it.

Delores shrugs. Removes her coat from the rack. Slips it on.
As she leaves, Ellen tries to sneak another look at the papers the doctor

is studying. The page on top no longer has her handwriting.
She sees the words GHOST: WORLD WAR II. Circled. Szands is

tapping a pencil against the paper.
Whistling one of her favorite tunes, a song she had played on the piano

in Philip’s unit often during his six months under, Ellen wants to know what
Dr. Szands is listening to. It’s a foreign urge, silly really. Never before has
Ellen felt a desire to pry, certainly not with Dr. Szands.



But maybe it’s the speed with which Philip is healing. Ellen Jones
would be the first to tell someone that Macy Mercy has its mysteries,
carries its own kind of uncanny energy, but the fact that Philip is already
moving his fingers, his head, is too curious to ignore.

Is the solution to this mystery somewhere on the reels that are rolling?
An easily explained and just as easily overlooked concept?

Ellen sees sweat marks on the doctor’s flower-patterned shirt. She’s not
moving, she realizes, she’s simply staring at his back, as he’s seated facing
the machine.

Then Szands spins in the chair to face her. It’s clear he didn’t know she
was in the office with him.

His eyes, distant, listening, are fixed on hers.
Ellen nods, takes a clipboard from the stack on the wooden table beside

her and leaves the office.
In the hall, she still hears the whirring of the reel-to-reel machine.
GHOST: WORLD WAR II
She enters Unit 1 and sees Philip is asleep. Quietly, Ellen checks to

make sure it’s not too cool in here, places a palm delicately on Philip’s
forehead, looking for a fever.

Still whistling, again she studies the uneven features of his face. The
right cheek is a full half inch higher than the left. His nose is so crooked it
looks as if it’s made of clay. And although both eyes are closed, one eyelid
looks wider than the other.

Again she wonders, What did he look like before?
Carl, the orderly, told her he was in a band called the Danes.
Where are they now? The other band members? And why does that

name ring a bell?
She should move on, of course, to the second unit, work her way

through the permitted rooms. That’s how she begins every shift, every day.
But today she doesn’t feel like following the rules, the pattern, the protocol.
She crosses the unit and stands close to the door with an ear to the hall. She
listens until the whirring of the reels in the office ceases, hears the chair
slide from the desk, hears Szands’s shoes on the office floor, then in the
hall, coming her way.

Ellen backs up and holds her breath. As if, by exhaling, she might
reveal her thoughts.



Szands passes Unit 1 without looking inside.
What is she thinking of doing exactly?
She looks to Philip.
Once the doctor’s footfalls grow distant, she peers into the otherwise

empty hall.
She waits.
She waits a little longer.
Then, incredibly, instead of moving on to Unit 2, Ellen crosses the hall,

back to the office, and slips inside.
The tape recorder is empty. Szands took whatever reel he was listening

to.
Ellen exhales and laughs at herself. What is she doing? Did she think

Szands was listening to some sort of evidence of what is happening to
Philip, why he’s healing so well, so uniformly, so fast?

She flattens her uniform at her waist and makes to leave. Out of the
corner of her eye she sees that the papers Szands was studying are still piled
upon the table in front of the machine. On the top page he’s scrawled a
question.

She leans closer and reads it.
Why does he care what color the piano is?
Did Philip ask Dr. Szands what color the piano was also? He must have.

Yes. He must have. And yet, leaving the office, taking the hall toward Unit
2, Ellen feels the beating of her own frightened heart. It beats that way
because, for a moment—silly of her, really—yes, for a moment in the office
she believed that Szands had been listening to her and Philip’s conversation,
prerecorded, from the day before.
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Turbulence. The worst Philip has ever known. Feels like the walls of the
plane are billowing in, then out, creaking heavy metal, making it hard to
sleep.

Philip tries.
It’s all broken up, pieces, fractured images. A huge desert. Diamond

mines. Turn-of-the-century Germans. Impenetrable buildings filled with
sand. Desert wasps and spiders. The wasp paralyzing the spider. The wasp
egg surviving off the paralyzed spider. Shimmering diamonds underground.
The banks of the Kuiseb River; incredible vegetation splitting the picture of
so much sand. The Namib’s life-vein. The life the river attracts. Miners.
Snakes’ patterns, but no visible snake. All underground. All either avoiding
the heat or averting other eyes.

Men obsessed with diamonds, with digging.
Wasps digging, too, burying paralyzed spiders three times their size.
Holes in the desert.
There is no sound in the desert, the packet said, except wind.
All life in the desert, the packet said, hides.
Other images, too, here, between the groaning walls of the aircraft, as

Philip undulates between sleep and wakefulness.
One image is of Lovejoy standing at the head of the plane, ducking his

head beneath the low ceiling. Another sees Lovejoy crouched in the aisle,
eyeing Larry, then Ross, as they sleep.

Philip blinks and the former general is staring at him.
A pocket of smooth air and Philip sleeps again, dreaming unsettling

pictures of a poorly quilted desert, as though it is barely held together by
twine.
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Philip wakes to find Dr. Szands sitting in a chair beside the cot.
His smile looks new, and Philip wonders what face the doctor was

making before he woke.
“Philip,” Szands begins, “there’s a man here to see you. He’s with the

United States government. I’ve informed him that you’re available for a
brief interview.”

“Interview?” Philip is hardly sharp, not yet fully awake.
“He wants to talk to you about Africa.”
Szands says “Africa” as if he wouldn’t go there in a thousand years.
“Interview?” Philip repeats.
“He’s going to see you now.”
United States government.
“We’ll just be a moment,” a voice says. It comes from the area of the

room Philip can’t quite turn to see.
Szands rises and exits the unit. Philip hears the door lock for the first

time.
United States government.
Silence. The man is not speaking, not showing himself, not yet. Philip

tries to roll over, to see back by the piano.
The man is coming toward him.
“Hello, Philip. Mind if I sit down?”
Philip smells cologne. Soap. He isn’t surprised by this. Military men,

high ranking, take their cleanliness seriously.
“I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances, Philip. I’m sure

we’d both rather it weren’t happening.”
Philip doesn’t respond. Not yet.



“My name is Scott Malone. I have a particular interest in the events that
brought you here.”

“Are you an army man?”
A pause.
“Well, no. I’m not an army man in the way you’re asking. I never

served. I directly represent the government.”
“Are you with the CIA?”
“No. Not that either. Mind if I ask you some questions?” An inhale. “Do

you remember what happened to you?”
“I have an idea.”
“I’ve read the account you gave Dr. Szands. Has your opinion changed

on the matter?”
“My opinion?”
“Your memory.”
“No. What I told Dr. Szands is all I remember. A room.”
“Indeed. And do you remember the events leading up to you entering

that room?”
“Yes.”
“Very good.” Hesitation. Then, “Tell me about that first encounter with

the first dead body you found.”
“I told Dr. Szands all about that, too.”
“Yes. But I’d like to hear it from you. Sometimes, when you hear it in

person, you unearth new information.”
Unearth. As if Scott Malone is digging. Digging in the sand.
“Lovejoy spotted it. Greer dragged it wherever we went.”
Philip blinks. In the moment his eyes are closed he sees the body again.

Clearly.
Malone continues. “Let’s try a different course here, okay? I’d like you

to meet someone, Philip. An artist. Len?” Philip hears movement behind
him. Back by the piano. Papers shuffling. The squeaking of leather soles.

A bearded man with thinning black hair leans into Philip’s field of
vision. His argyle sweater and significant belly do not look army. He slides
a chair beside Scott Malone’s.

“Why don’t you describe the body for Len, Philip,” Malone says. “Tell
him what you found. What Lovejoy found.”

The artist clears his throat.



“I’m ready when you are,” he says.
Philip closes his eyes. Sees the body again.
“Have you ever seen a flounder out of water?” he asks.
“No. I have not,” Len politely answers.
“Flounders are a flatfish. They’re born with eyes on either side of their

head but by the time they’re adults, one of those eyes migrates to the other
side. So they can lay flat on the ocean floor and keep both eyes looking up.”

Len looks to Malone. Back to Philip.
“And?”
“Can you draw a man like that?”
“Excuse me?” He looks to Malone again. But Malone is not smiling.

He’s already heard this description. He nods to the paper.
Len begins drawing. Philip tells him more. And as he speaks, the artist’s

expression changes from friendly to confused until he’s actually looking at
Philip with suspicion in his eyes. Len turns once more, possibly expecting
Malone to put a stop to this absurdity.

“Is this him?” Len asks, holding up the paper, the finished drawing.
Philip opens his eyes and stares for a long time.
“Yes,” he says. “But older.”
“Older . . . wrinkled? White hair?”
“No. Not that kind of old.”
Malone leans forward, closer to Philip.
“What kind of older, Philip?” he asks.
Philip breathes deep.
“The desert wasn’t linear,” he says. “The desert wasn’t in chronological

order.”



16

As we come in,” Mull says, half in his seat, facing the platoon, gripping
the seat back for support, “I’d like to tell you what happened the first time
we came out here.”

Rough winds. Heavy clouds outside the small oval windows. If not for
the heat, it might feel like they were flying through packed snow.

“This is before the first platoon was deployed,” Mull begins. “A
foundations check, as we call it, to map the logistics before sending soldiers
in. Planning stages for a mission.” He has to speak up; the airplane walls
continue to creak. “We didn’t hope to find what was making the sound.
Rather, we were looking for locals, anybody who might know more about it
than we did.”

Mull has taken this flight before. Same plane, he says. Made the mistake
of listening to the sound, airborne, causing the small crew to get sick, a
severe illness they couldn’t shake for the duration of the flight. They threw
up in the barf bags and when the barf bags were full they threw up in the
hoods of their unpacked sweatshirts, into the feet of their socks, into their
sleeves. There was a very scary moment when the pilot appeared too
vertiginous to continue. When they landed, they had to postpone their
directive for two days; two days they spent camped close to the plane,
hoping the sound wouldn’t arrive, live, in person, as they tried to get better.
To protect themselves, they slept with headphones, the silencer type, the
kind the men wore on the tarmac to save their ears from the perpetual roar
of engines. But no sound came. Not the bad one. And on the third day they
felt stable enough to proceed. Mull says there was some concern when they
set out; nobody could say for certain that they’d “come back” from the
illness. He explained this to mean it was difficult to determine whether or



not the sickness had fully left them, or if they were all perhaps a little
changed by the experience and would never again know the former, good
way they felt.

“You gentlemen have heard of LSD,” Mull says. The Danes have.
They’ve all tried it. Larry was pulled over on Woodward Avenue for driving
only seven miles an hour. “We were concerned with a similar residual
effect. Taking a trip without proof of returning.”

Philip sees something foggy pass over Mull’s eyes. Memory.
Mull and the radio crew bivouacked beneath the wings, then left camp.

Intelligence had already located a settlement, three huts made of cow dung,
eleven miles east of the Atlantic Ocean. The crew wore sand masks and
carried sparse gear: a tape recorder, flashlights, extra pairs of boots,
handguns, and a change of clothes for the night. They weren’t planning on
staying long. The group’s translator, Doran, a native Namibian, expressed
concern as to whether or not he would understand the exact language used
there.

“I sensed fear in him,” Mull says. “Which of course frightened me in
turn.” Mull himself spotted the huts first. Two were in bad shape, their roofs
half caved in. But the third appeared lived in. American shoes lay outside
the hut’s front door. The smell of the settlement caused more vomiting.

“His name was Nadoul. By our way of thinking, he was the poorest
human being I’ve ever encountered. And what I mean by that is, the man
had never heard of money. Not in the way we know it. He was the son of a
larger family, the former occupants of the other huts, and the cattle they
raised were their currency. But by the time we met him, there were no cows,
and Nadoul trekked five miles every day to a natural spring, where he
gathered fresh water and the edible plants that grew there. He’d had a wife
once. They’d taken turns making the trek; Nadoul would go in the
mornings, Ka in the afternoons. They were worried, Nadoul told us, about
leaving their hut unwatched. When we asked him why he’d be worried
about other people in a landscape where nobody lived for dozens of miles,
Nadoul told us that he and Ka were never alone. That’s how he put it,
though Doran said it was more of a colloquial phrase that meant, nobody is
ever truly alone.”

Philip hears movement behind him and he turns to see that Lovejoy’s
eyes are open. He’s staring at Philip without expression. Arms crossed.



Armband clearly visible. Philip turns away and looks out the window.
Absently he fingers the ivory F key hanging around his neck. Through the
glass he sees clouds as thick as the pillows on his parents’ bed that he’d
crawl into after a particularly bad dream.

“We asked Nadoul about the sound and he nodded like he’d expected as
much, like he knew somebody was bound to come asking about the sound.
Later, Markus, one of the radio operators, commented on Nadoul’s change
in pallor when we brought it up. Like he’d blanched, causing his dark skin
to lighten a shade. ‘Can’t you hear it now?’ he asked us. We were justifiably
surprised by his question. Markus and the others hurriedly readied their
gear. We recorded, we listened, but we heard nothing.”

Philip watches Mull’s lips move, remembering the moment in the
control room, the words he didn’t think he spoke, the words Mull heard
anyway.

Did you say you hear a chord, Private Tonka? Did everybody hear the
same?

“Nadoul looked at the tape recorder and shook his head, laughing at us.
We couldn’t be sure he even knew what a tape recorder was, but the
spinning reels must have reminded him of something, because he
understood it well enough to mock it. He spat a word in the direction of the
recorder and Doran told us he thought it meant slippery. But more like . . . a
fictional creature or idea that a man can’t hold. Can’t cage. I took it to mean
Nadoul was saying the sound was uncatchable. Some of the others thought
he was simply scared of the device and was asking for it to be removed
from his home.”

Outside the window, the clouds have doubled, tripled, and to Philip it
looks like they’re traveling, impossibly, through solid alabaster.

“We asked him where his wife Ka was, what happened to Ka. She’d
either died or left him, and either way, we were talking to a man with no
possessions who probably felt a loneliness we couldn’t possibly imagine.
But he was surprisingly spry as he began telling us her story, as much as he
knew, as if the subject of his former wife was more pleasant to talk about
than the sound he claimed was still playing, then, as we stood before him.
Ka, he told us, started complaining about a bad back. She told Nadoul that
her walks to the spring were becoming more trying, more difficult. She
called it her ‘burden’ and told Nadoul it was causing her ‘great pain.’



Neither Nadoul nor Ka thought it was a matter of sore muscles or aging. As
wild as it sounds to us, they immediately assumed Ka had someone unseen
attached to her back, someone who’d been watching them and had finally
decided to close in. I assumed he meant a spirit of some kind. Surely
Nadoul didn’t see a physical man sitting on his wife’s back. Through Doran,
we told him that the sound made us feel sick, and maybe Ka had been
experiencing a similar sickness, but Nadoul shook his head no and told us
Ka found the sound pleasant, sometimes even sang along with it. We asked
him if he’d seen any military in the area, anybody who might have built
something to make such a sound. He laughed again. Briefly. Clipped. But
he didn’t answer that question directly, just went on to talk about the
increasing difficulty of Ka’s daily treks to the spring and how finally, one
day, Nadoul decided he would have to make the treks himself. Ka would
have to rest until the thing . . . left her back.”

A pocket of rough turbulence and Mull grips the seat back harder; for a
moment he loses his professional visage and instead looks like a frightened
civilian. A shrill howl erupts outside the plane and for two heartbeats Philip
thinks it’s the sound.

He reaches absently for a drink that isn’t there.
“Nadoul was afraid to leave Ka alone but more afraid of what would

become of her if she didn’t get proper nourishment. At one point she’d told
him the sound was playing inside her ear. She asked him to look for it. By
now, Ka’s feelings for the sound had changed. It was no longer a thing to
sing along to. She believed it was the voice of the thing attached to her. She
thought it possible the thing had left her, but its voice remained, lodged in
her ear. Nadoul found nothing, of course. But Ka insisted. It’s in there, she
told him. And it’s not coming out. By this point, Ka wasn’t looking good.
Nadoul had to act quick. He decided she needed more than what was
available by their daily treks. Rather, he’d visit the nearest settlement,
though it was a day and a half away. There he might speak to a medicine
man, return with a cure. So with only his baboon-hide canteen, he bid her
farewell and left her alone in the hut.”

Outside, the clouds part, only for the duration of a single intake of
breath, and Philip thinks he sees beige, blue . . . the colors of a desert beside
an ocean.

Then the sky swallows his view once more.



“The Himba medicine man offered Nadoul nothing. He actually advised
him to move. Told him it was the fault of the sound and that it made men
sick, made them see things. Nadoul, stubborn, left the settlement empty-
handed.”

“And when he got back?” Larry asks suddenly. “She was dead?”
Mull breathes deep. Smiles sadly.
“We don’t know,” he says. “Only her ears remained. Cut off, there on

her pillow.”
“Hold on a second,” Duane says. “Are you telling us she was

murdered?”
“Murdered?” Mull asks. “Not according to Nadoul. He believed she’d

cut them off herself.”
The door to the cockpit opens and one of the young pilots informs Mull

that they’ve begun their descent. The secretary thanks him and turns to face
the platoon.

“We’re landing,” he says, then secures his seat belt.
Each of the Danes, the photographer Stein, and Private Greer stare out

the small windows as the clouds part, leaving a trace, the fog, barely
obscuring the shore below. Even from this height, the ridged sand appears
endless, too big to harbor success, and Philip searches for a hut.

“We’re coming in hard,” Larry says, a tremor in his voice.
Is it turbulence? Is it fear?
Philip closes his eyes and pictures one hundred thousand dollars;

imagines what he’s going to do with it when he gets back to Detroit.
The equipment the Danes will buy. The nights out they’ll have.
Again his fingers travel to the piano key around his neck.
When he opens his eyes he sees the desert in greater detail.
Even now, anxious, uncertain, impatient, Philip is able to comprehend

that what he sees is like nothing else on earth.
The Namib Desert looks as primal as Mull’s papers described it.
And beyond the boundaries of an impenetrable band of fog, below the

surface of the crystal water, he sees shipwrecks, too.
Dozens.
“Jesus Christ.”
Philip thinks maybe he’ll buy just a single drink with all that money.

Just one. Sitting on a stool at Doug’s Den, shooting news with Misty.



Yeah, Philip thinks, as the plane lowers, as the sand rises to meet it and
the waves roll like unsteady earth, a one-hundred-thousand-dollar drink
sounds good right now, if only because it would mean he was back home,
where he belongs.
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In her apartment on Bettman Street, Ellen usually finds some degree of
solace, a break from the sadness, injuries, and death of Macy Mercy.
Nursing is not an easy job, and often she fantasizes about leaving the
hospital altogether. Though jobs are hard to come by, and she knows she
should be grateful for what she has, there isn’t a store she enters, a diner she
eats at, where she doesn’t imagine herself working instead.

There are loftier scenarios, too. Getting in her green New Yorker and
driving west to California is one.

It’s Jean, she thinks, tonight, removing her coat and tossing it on one
end of the brown couch she sometimes sleeps on, as the static of the
television plays like the equivalent of the recordings of ocean waves her
friend Lucille uses to help her sleep.

Jean is the name of her daughter, who died at only three years old.
It’s Jean, and it’s always been Jean. You’re trying to make up for it,

Ellen. And good luck with that.
Ellen understands how potentially detrimental it is to her own mental

health, constantly playing catch-up, rewind, attempting to heal someone,
anybody, to fill the frighteningly limitless void left by Jean.

And yet, there’s Philip.
“Stop it,” she says out loud, as she crosses the small carpeted living

room and enters the half kitchen with a mind to fix dinner for herself. She
flattens the front of her beige slacks out of habit, the way she flattens the
front of her nurse’s uniform all afternoon and evening at the hospital. It
bothers her, the way she can’t leave work at work.

Philip.



If she’s honest with herself, she’s got to admit that nursing Philip, both
during the silent six months and now that he’s awake, is the first time she’s
felt differently about that void. As if, through Philip, she’s heard the first
reverberation in there, the first echo, suggesting there’s a bottom to that pit
after all.

She takes a pan from the hanging rack (it saves room in this tiny
apartment, hanging pans and lids, utensils, and mugs with handles, too) and
places it on the stove. She lights the next burner, brings the temperature to
medium, and places the pan upon it. Actions like these are supposed to do
some good for her. The motions of a simple, everyday life. But when she
drops some butter onto the pan and it begins to sizzle, she immediately
thinks of the sound of the reel machine in the main office rolling, as Dr.
Szands sat listening, taking notes that reflected a particular conversation, a
private moment, she’d had with Philip.

Philip was scared when she told him there was a piano in the unit. For
Christ’s sake, he asked for a mirror to see the thing before he asked to see
himself. And he absolutely asked her what color it was.

Unless he was listening in, how could Szands have known?
She realizes the butter is browning.
“Shit.”
She flattens the front of her slacks again, then carries the pan to the

sink. She dumps the burnt butter and begins the process again. For a place
that’s supposed to be a safe haven from the perilous moods of work, home
has never been good to her.

But tonight it’s especially taunting.
She’d planned on frying leftover rice, vegetables, and lemon, but this

time, once the butter is melted, she simply cracks an egg. One egg will do.
Ellen can’t seem to focus beyond that.

“Why?”
She’s talking to herself at home. Not for the first time. The one-word,

one-syllable question comes as if attached to the single egg, but Ellen
knows better. She can’t crack the question away. And she can’t help but go
on.

“Why is he healing so fast?”
Today Philip didn’t only move his head, he was gesturing with it and his

shoulders, as he spoke to her.



As the translucent white of the egg turns opaque, she places both hands
on the oven handle and closes her eyes. She sees him again, dented and
deformed, discolored and fearful, flat upon the same cot that’s held him for
over half a year.

Shouldn’t Ellen be glad that he’s healing? Isn’t that the ideal scenario?
And for crying out loud, why does she care as much as she does? Why does
she feel like she has to be the one to point this out?

Ellen opens her eyes.
She sees the egg is brown, burnt. She grips the pan handle hard and

tosses it, egg and all, into the sink. She jams the burner knob to off and flees
the kitchen.

It’s one thing to say she took the job to fill the impossible void left by
not having been home when Jean died, but it’s another to think she should
feel responsible for a patient’s welfare to the point of suspecting the
hospital of misconduct.

Is she? Is she suspecting the hospital?
She breathes deeply. An old standby, still the best way to calm herself

down. She thinks of how that battered body once played music.
And yet, he was scared of the piano.
When Philip first came to Macy Mercy he was in worse shape than any

patient she’d ever seen. The limited information Dr. Szands had given the
staff didn’t do much to shed any light on the person Philip was beneath the
bruises. It took Carl, the doughy-faced manchild orderly, to tell her Philip
used to play in a rock ’n’ roll band.

The Danes.
Ellen looks at her record player, situated on a flat brown table by the

living room’s one window. She’s had the 1954 Admiral AM Radio/Record
Player for three years now, and it is her prized possession. If she can’t
distract herself with dinner, she’s going to have to do it with 45s.

The records are in a neat carrier she also bought three years ago. Not
much taller than the discs themselves, the aqua-and-white box holds forty-
five 45s. Ellen hasn’t quite filled it, but she’s more than two-thirds of the
way there. As she gets to her knees beside the couch, pulls the box from
under the table, and starts thumbing through the records, she compares the
percentage of the box that’s filled with Philip’s recovery.

Is he also two-thirds of the way to being back to normal?



In only a few days after waking?
As she riffles through the various paper sleeves, she clears her throat,

like she’s telling someone else in the room to stop bringing up Philip Tonka,
the obviously (and justifiably) troubled patient at Macy Mercy who really
plays no bigger part in her life than any other patient in there does. No, for
Christ’s sake, he’s not two-thirds healed. Just because the guy can move his
head and wiggle his finger doesn’t mean he’s about to drive a car, run a
race, win a boxing match. And if she’s really going to harp on it, Ellen must
factor in the six months, inert or not, as being half a year the man has had
for getting better.

“Aha,” she says, stopping at a record. “Here you are.”
Like a lot of music lovers, Ellen doesn’t really know the names of all

the songs she likes or the musicians who made them. There’s the well-
known ones like Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Holly, and Little Richard, and
they’re on the radio all the time. But Ellen likes the deeper stuff, the music
you hear in the car late at night, driving home from a diner. The music you
hear playing in a bar. A lot of the time, the names of these artists don’t
stick. Don’t stay with a person. Don’t stay with Ellen. It’s the music that
moves her, after all, not the names.

But there’s more: some of these deeper cuts are packaged in a more
creative way. Without the major record label money determining which
song makes it to the radio, the smaller ones need to be smart. Some of them,
like the one she’s chosen, use “cover art” for the front of the sleeve. A fancy
way of writing the song title. Bright colors for the name of the band. Ellen
understands that it’s marketing, that there’s something carnival-barker to it,
maybe even cheap, but she likes it, too. And though she’s not looking at it
now, she’s also a fan of the photo of the band on the back of the sleeve.
Four guys standing in front of the orange bricks of a city drugstore.

Ellen slides the record from the sleeve and places it on the Admiral. She
sets the needle. Only one song per side, she’s gonna have to flip the disc in
a couple minutes, but still she goes to the couch and falls flat on her back,
the sleeve between her fingers.

Ah, how Ellen Jones loves an instrumental.
The song begins. Big, rolling drums. A steady bass. Sprinkles of a

piano. And that guitar line . . .
Ellen closes her eyes.



There’s no job in this song.
No sadness, either.
No healing or not healing, secrets or mysteries.
Ellen smiles.
Outside her apartment window a tire squeals and she looks up. The

guitar is soaring by now, but it’s the piano that’s caught her ear.
What color is it?!
There’s no room in her mind and heart for hospital memories now. She

looks to the back sleeve of the 45.
“‘Be Here,’” she reads. “By the Danes.”
Ellen sits up fast. Despite the fact that she doesn’t entirely believe it yet,

that she’s still piecing it together while looking at the whole, she feels like a
teenager again, back when a photo of a matinee idol was enough to make
her scream.

She speed-reads the back of the sleeve. Reads the names of the band
members.

Duane Noles—Drums
Larry Walker—Bass
Ross Robinson—Guitar
Philip Tonka—Piano.
“No shit! ” she yells. “Philip!”
She’s up now. She sits again. She can’t believe it. “Be Here” by the

Danes.
She’s got the 45.
And it’s well worn.
“Holy shit!”
The song comes to its signature uneven end and Ellen starts it over

again.
She feels like she’s gotta call someone, tell someone that this happened.
So, I’ve got a patient who was under for six months, and he comes to,

and I’m worried sick about him and I need to calm down and I play a
record, a favorite record, and holy shit holy shit—

“Holy shit!”
She laughs because there’s nothing else to do. She laughs and crosses

the living room to the kitchen, grabs a second pan from the rack, and puts it
on the stove.



She’s gotta keep moving.
She goes back to the couch, sits, watches the record spin, reads the

name as it’s spinning.
The Danes, The Danes, The Danes, The Danes . . .
“Philip Tonka,” she says. “Wait until I tell you this.”
As the song comes to its end for the second time, as the apartment goes

silent, as even the street outside seems to hold its breath, Ellen realizes that
on the other side of the sleeve is a photo. And in that photo are the four men
who made the music.

She’s seen it before. She knows it’s there.
Ellen flips it over.
She can’t read the name on the blue and white sign, but behind them,

through the open front door, an old man, the proprietor, is looking toward
the camera. Of the four band members, the black man is featured most
prominently. He stands out against the orange brick. He looks confident,
soldier strong, his arms folded across the chest of a powder-blue T-shirt. To
his right, a long-haired guy is laughing hard enough that his eyes are closed.
To his left is a shorter guy, curly hair, sporting a smirk. And to the left of
the guy with curly hair is . . .

“Philip,” Ellen says, bringing a hand to her mouth.
To say he looks different now is to say a white house looks different

from the White House.
“Oh my God.”
Dark hair. Dark eyes. A half smile as powerful as the black man’s

physique.
“Oh my God.”
Philip is leaning against the orange wall. One shoulder is raised a little,

and the wind tousles his hair.
It occurs to Ellen that Philip was as good-looking as any of the matinee

idols she loved as a teenager.
Without getting up, without taking her eyes off the photo, Ellen reaches

out and starts the song over again.
When the needle connects, she brings the same hand to the album sleeve

and touches Philip’s symmetrical, unbruised face with her fingertip.
“Oh my God.”



And by the time the guitar line begins, she feels like she’s there with
them (be here), the Danes, the band whose name spins over her shoulder, in
rhythm with the song, spinning as if on wheels, rolling from the past to the
future or perhaps the other way around.

It’s impossible not to compare what Philip looks like now to what he
looked like then. Impossible not to note the carefree swagger in his
expression, the almost bullish confidence of all four men.

But their name continues to spin, as if trying to generate enough
momentum, enough torque, to bring back this great moment in their past, to
resurrect the ghosts the four of them have become.

“Philip,” Ellen says, her elation giving way to tears. “I’m so sorry,
Philip . . .”
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Because Philip isn’t expecting a storm, because he’s expecting only the
desert flat, not rising, the columns of sand in the distance at first don’t
register.

As he steps from the airplane stairs, as his boot actually touches the
sand of the Namib Desert for the first time, he hears Stein calling out, sees
Duane hurrying to unload the larger cases.

But despite the chaotic activity and the sense that he should get moving,
Philip has to pause, for a single breath, and acknowledge the panoramic
beauty of the Namib.

It’s the most gorgeous thing he’s ever seen in person.
A high wind flattens against his body, presses against every bone, it

seems, strong enough to push Philip back against Sergeant Lovejoy, still
descending the stairs.

The airplane has landed in the fog, where the ocean meets the desert.
Belts of mist curl up around Philip’s boots, the green short sleeves of his
shirt.

And in the distance, columns of sand.
The pilots are moving quick, moving gear, unloading, hollering about

the need to leave, the lack of time.
Before, they say. Before this storm hits.
Philip listens. Despite the beauty, he’s anxious.
It’s as if he wants to locate the sound immediately, before the plane

takes off again without them. So that Mull and the pilots have to stay, long
enough for them to get it on tape, long enough for Philip or Larry, Duane or
Ross to say it must be here, it must be there, we found it, our mission is
complete, and we’ll be going home with you after all.



He looks to the active sand in the distance. Has it gotten closer?
“Right here,” Lovejoy says, ten feet to Philip’s left, pointing to the sand

at his boots, directing the pilots and soldiers.
It makes music, so they’re sending musicians. Lovejoy had said that.
Think music, Philip tells himself. You’re here because you’re good at

what you do. You’re here because your country needs a musician, needs
you.

“Private Tonka.”
Philip looks up to see that the photographer, Stein, is handing him a

sand mask.
“Do I need this?” It’s so sudden, so present.
The photographer is already wearing his. He lifts the camera from

around his neck and turns to take a photo.
The façade of sand is barreling toward them. As if ten thousand

Africans are behind it, delivering it, walling the soldiers in, telling them
now you stay HERE you don’t leave HERE you stay HERE.

Philip puts on his sand mask.
Stein snaps a photograph.
“Sandstorm,” Stein says. “Fucking huge.”
The pilots are rushing behind them.
The compartment with the gear is closed. The Danes have everything

they’ve brought with them, whether they need more or not. Secretary Mull
is holding a hand in front of his eyes, blocking the already rising dust,
talking to Lovejoy, patting him on the shoulder, then making for the
airplane stairs.

Two steps up he turns. Sees Philip. Salutes him.
Philip salutes back.
Stein snaps another photo. Holds an already grainy thumbs-up to Mull.
The airplane stairs are vanishing into the wall of the plane, a ladder

nightmarishly receding from a burning building.
We’ve saved everyone we can. You’re on your own now.
The propellers begin spinning.
The plane is lifting. Rising.
So much sand. The voices of his platoon. The voice of Lovejoy.
And . . .
. . . water.



Philip turns to see he’s less than forty feet from white rolling surf. The
ocean exposed by the propellers. Parting curtains of fog.

Secretary Mull’s info packet called it “the Skeleton Coast.”
Philip imagines an audience behind that curtain, his parents at his first

piano recital.
“Philip!”
It’s Stein. He’s got one hand on Philip’s right shoulder. The other still

holds the camera.
He says something, gestures toward the others. Philip turns to see a

bivouac erected.
And the coming bulwark of sand.
The airplane is already out of sight.
With Stein, Philip rushes to the others. He finds them crouched behind

the makeshift cover, shoulder to shoulder, masked. He squeezes in beside
Larry, his back to the hard plastic.

Already . . . here in the Namib . . . a storm.
Philip braces himself. Duane begins to say something but his words are

drowned in the rumble.
Then the sand hits, and the words, whatever they were meant to be, are

as unreachable as the airplane in the sky.
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Ellen knows how to play the piano, too. Well enough. And she’s been
thinking about it all day. Since waking on Bettman Street, while getting a
coffee and reading the Des Moines Register at Uncle Danny’s Diner, she’s
been visualizing herself playing the piano in Unit 1 of Macy Mercy.

As a nurse, she’s always looking for a joke, a story, something she can
bring into the hospital, a window of light for an otherwise dark home.

She’s gonna surprise Philip with his own song.
By the time she enters the hospital, hangs her coat in the office, and

changes into her uniform, Ellen is nervous. She wants to make sure she gets
it right. The E minor intro. The lift to the F sharp minor. Then landing on
the E major, where the song really begins.

Philip should recognize it by then.
She takes the hall to Unit 1, practicing the chords at her hips, careful not

to whistle the tune like she did for six months as he slept.
She stops.
Is it possible Philip heard his own song during those long six months? Is

it possible she was helping him in a bigger way than she could’ve possibly
known?

How many times did she play it on the very same piano as he worked
his way through a darkness she can’t fathom?

The thought is exciting. And it propels her to the unit door, across the
threshold, where she stops again, this time as though in a very bad dream.

“Philip!”
It’s the worst she’s seen him since he woke from his coma. The angles

of his face look sharper, the shadows darker, so that the blue bruises look
purple, and the purple ones black. Sweat pools on his pillow, his breathing



is labored, and there’s an almost audible sound of creaking, as if Philip’s
bones are finally declaring their true condition.

“Dr. Szands!” Ellen calls, hoping he’s within earshot.
“Ellen,” Philip manages to say. “It hurts.”
“Okay. Okay. Hang on.”
It strikes her that Philip didn’t turn his head toward her when he spoke.

That his fingers look like pieces of petrified driftwood on the bedsheet.
Ellen checks for a fever. It’s scorching.
“Don’t worry,” she says. But she’s very worried herself. “You’re

running a little fever. I’ll be right back.”
Philip doesn’t nod, doesn’t say a word. Instead, as Ellen leaves the unit,

she hears a slow, guttural hissing. As if whatever pain he’s experiencing has
only a small window from which to be expressed.

In the hall, Ellen calls again for the doctor. Instead, Nurse Francine,
huge and wrinkled in her white uniform, peers out of the office door.

“What is it?” she says. Her glasses magnify the concern in her eyes.
Ellen points to Unit 1.
“It’s Philip Tonka, he—”
“Oh no,” Francine says. Then she’s out the office door and thumping

away from Ellen, toward the hospital’s front doors. She turns left and Ellen
knows she’s heading for the Medicine Unit.

There are simple medications in the nurses’ station: aspirin, cough
syrup, antihistamines. But in the hall that Francine thunders down is one of
the rooms Ellen Jones isn’t allowed to enter.

Ellen can’t think about that right now.
She hurries back into Unit 1. Inside, Philip looks even worse.
His fingers are curved unnaturally, like the arthritic claws of an elderly

man. His Adam’s apple is pointed to the ceiling, his back arched.
Ellen goes to him, kneels beside the cot.
“Francine is getting your medicine. Hold on, Philip. It’s going to be

okay.”
Francine storms through the unit door.
“Move,” she says.
She’s carrying a tray with two syringes. Ellen has never seen her this

way before.
“Do you need help? What can I do?”



It’s hard to look at Philip. The way he’s stuck, frozen, as if every bone
inside him has turned to wood.

Francine waves a dismissive hand.
“Nothing,” she says. “Or . . . play for him. Like you used to.”
Like she used to. Yes. During Philip’s six-month sleep, Ellen played for

him often.
She crosses the unit quickly, feels helpless, like she’s no use as a nurse

if she can’t help Philip, can’t help him right now.
Then, without consciously deciding to, operating with severely frayed

nerves, she plays the same song she played for him over those six months.
“Be Here.”
She almost stops when she realizes what she’s doing. Hearing his own

song might be too much excitement, too crazy to comprehend. But she’s
already begun.

The E minor. The F sharp minor. E.
In the silver metronome, reflected, she sees Francine inject Philip’s

shoulder.
By the time she reaches the end of the first round of the song, she’s

sweating.
Francine administers the second shot.
Ellen doesn’t watch. She’s gotta watch her fingers. Wants to play this

right. Play this man’s song for him here, now, as he experiences a pain she
can’t know.

She worries, irrationally, that she’s ruining it, speeding up, playing it
without feeling it. This isn’t how she imagined this going. This isn’t how
she saw herself, this morning, surprising Philip, lessening the loneliness, the
pain, the horror.

When she reaches the end, she lets the notes dissolve, then hangs her
head so that her black hair is touching the keys.

Silence. Almost. The far distant cry of those final notes.
Ellen looks up to the metronome. Sees Francine is gone.
Sees Philip’s head is angled toward the back of the unit, watching her.
She spins quickly.
“Jesus Christ,” she says. “You scared the hell out of me.”
“You . . . you played our song . . .”



“Yes,” Ellen nods. But she’s struggling to reconcile the sight of him
now with what she saw only a minute ago.

“You played that for me when I was under, didn’t you?”
“Yes. Many times.”
Philip smiles. It’s the first time she’s seen it.
The satisfaction Ellen feels is foreign to her.
“It’s one of my favorite songs.”
“And you knew that I—”
“No!” Ellen says, getting up at last and taking the chair beside his cot.

“No. I figured it out last night. I have your record.”
They look into each other’s eyes for a long time.
“Ellen,” Philip says. “Will you draw something for me?”
It’s the last thing she expects him to say. And she can’t help but notice

that the angles of his face look rounder again, the shadows shallower.
“Draw?”
“I can’t grip a pencil yet. But I wanna see . . . something. Something I

saw in the desert.”
Ellen looks to the bookshelf behind her. To the filing cabinet against the

wall by the door.
Are they listening? And, if so, can they hear a drawing?
“Color or pencil?”
“Color.”
Philip raises his arms. He slowly extends his fingers, slowly curls them

back into a fist.
Ellen gets up and leaves the unit. When she returns with colored pencils

and a paper pad, Philip is relaxed again. His eyes are bright with memory.
“All right,” she says, sitting down. “A drawing.”
Philip doesn’t hesitate.
“A goat.”
“A goat?” Ellen begins to sketch a goat, then pauses. “You saw a goat in

the desert?”
Philip nods. He remembers hoofprints.
Arms up, arms down.
“A long-haired white goat,” he says. “Facing right. Side view.”
“And you’re sure you saw this in the desert?”



Philip is looking at her directly. Ellen can’t help but think of the X-rays,
the cracks in Philip’s bones, the photo of him on the cover of the 45.

“Large horns,” he says. “And between them, a piece of steel.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure exactly.”
“A piece of steel where the horns meet.”
“Yes. Like . . . like an emblem.”
Ellen is drawing. This is another first for her. First time a patient woke

after a six-month coma. First time she feared the hospital was listening in
on their conversations. First time she’s drawn for a patient.

First time she’s ever seen a man go from paralyzed to moving in less
than the length of a three-minute song.

“Like this?”
She holds the paper for Philip to see.
“The hair should be longer. Knee length. The hooves barely visible

beneath it. Long white hair. And the steel between the horns, bigger.”
Ellen makes the changes. She notes the change in Philip, too. As though

his spirit is recovering at the same rate as his body. He’s talkative, mobile,
and his eyes are only getting brighter.

“Here,” Ellen says. And she recalls the reflection of Francine in the
metronome, administering the medicine.

“Good,” he says. “Now could you color the entire background red?”
“Red,” Ellen repeats, already reaching for the pencil.
“The whole thing.”
Beginning at the top, Ellen shades the page red.
“Yes,” Philip says. He raises an arm, reaching unsteadily for the paper.
His expression changes with such immediacy, Ellen almost pulls the

drawing away from him. He looks suddenly ill, she thinks, completely
blanched, as though the image she’s given him, the simple child’s drawing
of a white goat on a red canvas, has set him back.

His arm falls to the cot.
There are tears in his eyes.
“Philip, I’m sorry. Here, let’s put this away for now.” She tries to think

of a joke. Tries to be funny. “How about a boring radio drama instead?”
She expects him to say no, no, it’s fine, no, it’s not your fault, it’s me, I

was only remembering.



Instead, with wet eyes, he only stares to where the wall meets the
ceiling.

“Philip . . .”
But he’s not talking anymore.
Ellen rises. She flattens the front of her uniform with one hand and

carries the drawing in the other.
“You should have some water,” she says. “I’ll get a glass.”
He’s crying. Silently. Staring to where the wall meets the ceiling.
As she crosses the threshold, he speaks.
“You played our song as well as we did.”
And his voice is wet with tears.
Ellen wants to tell him that he’s helping her as much as she’s helping

him. Instead, she watches him. Then quietly leaves him to cry, to remember,
alone.
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Larry and Ross are setting up the Ampex machines, using shovels to dig
holes in the sand, deep enough to keep the recorders stable. The sandstorm
was brief, gone as quickly as it came, but served as an immediate notice of
how far they are from home.

Foreign topography.
Foreign continent.
Foreign threats.
Camp has been set up between two distinct gravel plains, large dry

pools of brittle rock that look more like scorched land than beach. Mountain
outcrops can be seen in the distance and the dunes between here and there
look as kinetic as the ocean Philip stands in. Despite the fog, the sun is
high, though Lovejoy warns that, come nightfall, it’ll be as cold as
Minnesota out here. They’re using canvas tarps and metal poles as tents;
they’ll be sleeping like cowboys from America’s Old West. A different kind
of soldier.

Greer is a bottomless pit of information. Now, as he assists with setting
up camp, he extrapolates on the information from Mull’s packets. Greer, it
seems, knows more than the military that sent him here.

“The desert is somewhere between fifty-five and eighty million years
old. The site of our absolute earliest ancestors. The first known people. This
is a fact. You think they frolicked in the waves, Private Tonka? I bet they
did. And I bet we lost many of them to storms like the one that greeted us.”

The bivouac stood up to it, though, and they have Lovejoy to thank for
that. Greer says Lovejoy is an expert in creativity.

“It’s why he was a general. His mind doesn’t stop. And he’s always got
a bigger plan than you do.”



Duane, who has never been to a beach that doesn’t border the Detroit
River, is marveling at the white surf rolling less than a hundred feet from
where he kneels. He taps a drumbeat on his thighs. Playing along to the
rhythm of the waves.

“Two weeks,” he says, reminding whoever is in earshot that their stay
here is finite.

Lovejoy is securing short wooden legs to a plastic board that will act as
a table to support the radio, a Korean War field radio phone, model 71 B;
the platoon’s only line of communication with the United States. Each of
the Danes has inspected the unit, and they agree that it’s much more
sophisticated than what was being used twelve years ago, near the end of
World War II. And yet, nobody has gotten it to work, not yet.

“It’s a long way for a signal to travel,” Ross says. “And the sound, our
sound, might obstruct it.”

Our sound, Philip thinks. The phrase doesn’t sit well with him.
Philip and Larry are assembling the microphone stands. They use rope

and rocks to secure them against potential wind and sand. The rocks are
found in the knee-deep lip of the ocean. Philip stands in the water, his green
pants rolled up to his thighs, his bare feet on moss-covered rocks. He
reaches his hands into the water, feeling for the heaviest ones, then hands
them to Larry.

Behind him, probably no more than a hundred yards, must lie one of the
sunken ships he spotted from the plane.

He thinks, back and forth, of two things:
First, he’s wearing military clothing again. When the war ended, and

long before Philip landed back home in Detroit, he accepted that his days in
the service were over. Not partially over. And not the sort of over that a man
might return to. Like an ex-girlfriend. Or a drug habit. This over was true;
he had served his country.

And yet . . .
Philip is wearing dark green army pants and a dark green T-shirt. His

helmet rests on the beach. In his pack are the same variety of socks,
underwear, gloves, and boots that he once wore, back when he packed for
the United States Army.

It’s a strange reality to swallow. As if he’s a soldier from the past, dead
then, living again, rejuvenated on a desert-beach in Africa.



The second subject he thinks about is a single word. Three syllables that
have come to frighten America more than any enemy army ever has. A
word that appears in his mind, then quickly disappears, over and over, as if
looped through the two Ampex machines in the sand.

Nuclear.
Because nuclear is scary as hell. Nuclear is new, and nuclear means

whole countries can disappear with the pressing of a button. It isn’t war,
Duane said. It’s a decision. Stein may morbidly imagine himself
photographing the mushroom apex of ultimate destruction, and Greer may
find fascination in the chain of events that could lead to such a decision, but
the Danes are dreaming of Detroit. A Detroit that will always be there.

Home.
Mull’s mention of the word in the studio, the inoculation of the nuclear

warhead, was unsettling enough. But to be out here, closer to whatever did
that, takes a bravery Philip isn’t sure he possesses.

Two weeks.
Larry rams the shovel into the sand, then wipes sweat from his

forehead. His long hair is already damp from the heat. He’s shirtless.
“Better be careful I don’t set something off.”
But he does not say nuclear. Not yet.
And Philip, searching the water for rocks, wonders if the source of the

sound might not be submerged.
Toxic waste.
Dark syllables under a bleating sun. A frightening new-world phrase,

new-world fear. Images of deformities, fish swimming sideways, nature
forced inside out.

Philip’s stomach turns.
He absently brings a handful of water to his forehead, trying to cool off

what feels like a sudden fever. He rises to his full height and breathes deep,
slow, believing he’s panicking a little. If he’s going to be out here for two
weeks, he needs to learn how to be here.

“Be Here.”
The hidden wilderness of dark ocean ahead, Philip looks over his

shoulder to Larry, expecting to find his friend waiting for another rock.
But Larry is on his knees, a pained expression on his face.
Beyond him, Duane and Ross are stumbling.



Stein and Greer.
Feeling sick now himself, Philip scans the sand for Lovejoy, finds him

sitting, lotus position, eyes closed.
“Larry, hey,” Philip starts to say, but the words are too sticky, glued

together; the individual letters feel bulky, keep his lips from fully parting.
He looks, too fast, dizzying, to his feet beneath the rippling water. He

sees thick yellow liquid floating above them, pooling about his ankles.
He backs up on the slimy rocks, and falls, back first, into the water.
The yellow liquid has clusters of food in it. Philip understands that he’s

thrown up.
He throws up again.
He looks out to the horizon, rippling with waves. Throws up again.
The sound, he knows, is here.
But he doesn’t hear it, not exactly. A rippling of something thinner than

sound, perhaps the space the sound has to travel to reach his ears. Philip
retains a vivid image of this as he rolls onto his side and dunks his head
beneath the surface.

Down here . . . the sound is different than it is above.
Not louder . . .
. . . but clearer.
Down here he can hear individual notes, a chord again, momentarily,

before the notes retract, back into the fold, back into the waves.
Philip opens his eyes.
Ten feet from him, the water is dark. And in the water is another person.
Red pants.
Black boots.
But are they boots? Shaken, disoriented, Philip thinks he sees . . .
Hooves.
Clomping toward him in the mud.
Philip rises and gasps for breath. There is nobody standing in the water,

nobody breaking the undulating horizon, nobody in the ocean but himself.
He dunks back under. Looks. Sees Nothing. The sound is a chord, the

sound is not.
He turns toward shore.
Shadows. Boots. Movement.
Red.



Philip emerges again.
He clutches his stomach with one hand and points to shore with the

other, points where the figure should be, where a body must be because he
saw it, saw it exiting the water.

But no.
No red pants. No black
(hooves)
boots.
The sound is fatter, wider, heavy, like it’s physically capable of

squeezing Philip’s ribs.
He thinks he hears the chord again, a triad of unnatural, unmusical

notes. Played by a hand with only three fingers, each with only one
purpose; to play, to press, that note, these three notes, three half-steps, the
sickening sound of a musician gone daft; a child angrily pressing his fingers
upon the exact three keys that he knows will force his mother to her knees,
reaching out for him, pleading . . . Stop playing! Stop playing!

STOP MAKING THAT FUCKING SOUND!
On his knees, the F key loose around his neck, Philip cuts his hand on a

rock. He wipes blood from his palm. More appears. He wipes. More. He
cleans. More. He dunks his hand into the water.

(what’s in the water, Philip? nuclear?)
When he pulls his hand out it looks like his palm is split in two. In his

deliriousness, in his crazed state of what can only be called hallucination,
Philip imagines the sound is coming from the wound in his hand.

“Help!” he yells.
But the syllable is thick honey, a spoonful of glue.
He dunks his hand again. Looks to shore.
Sees him.
Standing above the others as they writhe in the sand. Stout as an officer.
Red pants. Red coat. No shirt beneath the coat. A white beard, long

enough to touch Larry’s shoulder as Larry attempts to get to his knees.
The space between Philip and what he sees is rippling, as if the sound

itself were visible.
Can’t see the features. Can’t trust what he sees.
Sees hooves.
Sees horns, too.



A shimmering reflection of the sun between the horns. Metal there . . .
diamond there . . .

Philip feels pressure at his temples. He blinks sticky eyelids, looks up to
see the man (he can’t call it a man, can’t name it) crouching by Lovejoy.
The sergeant’s eyes are closed.

The thing in red brings a rippling hand to the former general’s lips.
Philip can’t see details, can’t see a face . . .
He has to say something, he tries to say something, tries to warn

Lovejoy.
The thing looks to Philip.
Like it heard him. Heard him like Mull heard him in the studio.
Philip has to close his eyes. The pain is too much; unseen fingers

pressing against his pupils. When he opens them again his vision is as
distorted as his balance, his stability, his stomach.

He sees a silhouette, rising. He sees hooves. He sees horns.
He dunks his head under. Brings it back out. Gasps for air.
It’s something in red. It’s a shadow. It’s something in red. It’s a

silhouette. It’s stepping toward Ross. It’s a shadow. It’s a silhouette. A
thaumatrope. Two pictures. One disc. String. Rotate. Back and forth. Flip it.
Like a wheel.

It’s something.
It’s a shadow.
It’s something in red.
It’s a bleeding shadow.
It’s kneeling beside Ross in the sand. Ross who is helpless on his back.

It’s sliding indecipherable hands under Ross’s shoulders, under his knees.
It’s opening its mouth. The white beard hides Ross’s rippling face. Philip
screams but can’t scream. Instead what comes out is spittle, vomit, toxic—

STOP!
And the thing
(man shadow thaumatrope)
does stop.
Like he heard him. Heard him thinking, heard him unable to speak.
Then he’s moving, carrying Ross, rippling, a pulsating ribbon of red.

Philip gets up and stumbles, runs, barefoot on the slimy rocks, runs toward



the thing, to Ross, to put a STOP! to all of this before it begins because if
this is how it begins how will it end?

Philip makes it two steps, feeling vertigo, running sideways; slips, falls,
smashes his head against a rock.

Philip blacks out. Instantly.
Out.
On the way, he half dreams of the sound traveling over black hills,

through black woods, on black paths, the Path, Philip’s own, charred black,
with no boundaries, no demarcation, no signs either, telling people to stay
out, stay away, you had it good in Detroit, the Darlings of Detroit, the
Danes, you had it good, and this, this won’t end well, this won’t end.

Black quicksand on the Path.
Everything sinks.
Into nothingness. Into tranquil, brainless silence.
When Philip wakes again, when he comes to, sweating from a sun

hotter than all American suns, he will bring a hand to his bandaged head
and look into the horrified eyes of his fellow soldiers, all of them on edge,
all of them panicked, all of them needing to know if he knows any more
than they do about the whereabouts of Ross.

When Philip emerges from the black, Ross will be gone.
And only hoofprints, traveling into the desert, will remain.
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To Philip, in the dark of his unit, the footsteps in the hall sound wet. The
suction sloshing of damp, bare soles on administrative tiles. He can almost
see the shape of the naked feet, the sound is so clear, can hear the contact
between the heel and the tile, the toes like a quiet roll on the snare. The
lifting again, the next step. The coming down.

Coming down the hall.
Philip is able to turn his head entirely to the closed unit door.
Footsteps. Bare skin in the hall.
How far off? Philip can guess. Forty feet off. Is it another patient? Up to

use the bathroom? Maybe someone else in this hospital is healing too
quickly, too.

Thirty feet. Twenty feet. Less than that now.
Philip stares at the door, looks to the thin rectangle of light at its base.
Thinks of Africa.
Thinks of a sight just like this. A different door. Same rectangle. Same

evidence of somebody being home.
Silence from the hall.
Philip waits.
Silence.
He looks to the ceiling. Closes his eyes.
Begins to drift. But does not dream.
Instead, he experiences the lack of pain without asking what it is that’s

helping him. What’s in the syringes he receives, the two shots twice daily,
and the dosage that was no doubt upped this afternoon, as Ellen played him
his own song on the piano.



Now, floating painlessly, so long as he remains this way, arms at his
side, head straight, on his back, Philip feels capable, or like he’s on his way
to being so, almost there, closer, healing, soon able to rise, to go to them, to
find them, to rescue the rest of—

The Danes.
A creaking of a door, but Philip is at peace, so close to sleep, balancing

on the spire of a dream, delicate, still, momentarily uncluttered, and that
moment is long enough to show him it’s possible, it’s true, there is hope,
there is a new Path being forged, or perhaps it’s the old one all along, there
is a light at the end of this, all of this, Iowa, Macy Mercy, himself, the
Danes.

But the light he senses, the light he sees, is not imagined. And Philip
opens his eyes.

The door to his unit is open, allowing a slat of hall light to illuminate
the tiles to his right. He attempts to raise his hand to his face, to wipe the
near-sleep from his eyes, but it’s too much effort, too painful, and he lets his
palm fall to the bedsheet once again.

There is a figure in the room with him.
At first, not yet adjusted, Philip thinks it must be a shadow, but as the

darkness recedes, as the details of the unit rise to the surface of the shapes
they make, Philip sees a man.

Dr. Szands is standing naked beside the cot.
Philip does not speak.
Szands is staring at Philip’s body and Philip understands, realizes, that

his sheet has been lowered, exposing the injuries, the bruises, the
brokenness.

He tries not to move. Doesn’t want the doctor to know that he’s awake.
Dr. Szands is touching his own body; mobile, fluid fingers across a

symmetrical chest; smooth white wrists against his neck and chin.
He’s comparing, Philip believes. Reiterating his authority.
Philip does not speak.
But the doctor does.
“This is a healthy body,” he says, running his palms up the sides of his

torso, the muscles of his belly. “Not battered with breaks. Uncluttered by
drugs. Do you see, Philip? Do you see the difference?”



The voice is frightening in the half shadows. The slow drawl. The
lesson he’s trying to teach.

Philip does not speak.
“I want you to remember this, Philip,” Szands says, running his hands

from his neck to his waist. “I want you to remember who holds the power in
this place.”

He stares into Philip’s eyes for a long time. Because no part of Philip is
visible in the scant light, he hopes the doctor can’t see his fear.

Szands sighs. He remains still a minute longer, then leaves the unit as
slowly as he approached down the hall.

The door closes quietly behind him.
Philip is left alone, but the image of the doctor remains.
You gotta leave this place, Philip thinks. And the words waver, the

words are weak. Something bad is going to happen to you if you don’t.
He tries to recall the visions of rescuing the Danes, but the picture is

flat. And in every scenario he imagines, he must return to this place.
For the drugs.
He does not turn his head to the ceiling. Despite the pain just

blossoming in his neck, he stares to where the door is closed, unseen in the
dark, thinking of the drugs, his own capabilities, his own knowledge,
secrets, yes, and the fact that one of two things must happen, one of two
things must give:

Either Philip heals enough to escape, or the doctor will retain that power
until the end.



22

Ellen sits alone at a bar. The Corn Maze is less than thirty miles from
Macy Mercy, but it’s not on the way home. She hadn’t planned on coming,
didn’t make the decision outright, but now that she’s here, she understands
that she wasn’t going anywhere else.

A drink.
Space.
To think.
About Philip and the hospital and, yes, the drawing she did for him

today, too.
How badly was Philip hurt? Of course she knows that his bones were

broken, and she’s noting the daily progress of his body healing . . . but how
much does she or anybody else really know about head injuries? How much
of what Philip tells her can be trusted? There’s endless literature on the
subject, journals, essays, articles, books; but an injury to the skull must be
different from an injury to the unseen mind within.

And not only is Ellen very worried about Philip, she worries that she’s
too obvious in her caring for him.

But why?
“Whiskey on the rocks,” she tells the bartender. The woman, older, false

blond, shows surprise, as if Ellen has ordered the one drink she hadn’t
already imagined serving her.

The bar Ellen sits at is shaped like a big wooden L, and at the other end
sits another woman, dark hair, pale, like Ellen. But not like Ellen. This
woman is a regular. Ellen spins on her stool and faces the room at large.
Sees two men in overalls sharing a pitcher at a round low-top. Sees a man



in a suit, tie undone, slumped in the corner of a booth, as if crumpled and
left there.

When her whiskey comes, Ellen sips; she does not take big gulps,
though she feels like she should. These thoughts about Philip are confusing
her. She’s never been one to shy away from how she feels, but she’s never
felt exactly like this before.

She sips.
She thinks.
Philip is an extremely unsettling case, equal parts light and dark. A

piano player, but momentarily disturbed by the piano in the unit.
Devastatingly wounded, yet healing so fast.

Dammit, she thinks, what happened to him out there?
Ellen wants to know. But nurses aren’t supposed to ask.
And yet . . . there are places she could look.
“Another?” the bartender asks.
It’s dark in here. Bar dark. Ellen hadn’t noticed she was finished with

the first drink. She’s chewing a piece of ice. Hadn’t noticed that, either.
“Yes. Thank you.”
This is a standard Iowa bar: wood-paneled walls, signs for Budweiser,

Pabst, and Knickerbocker beer. A jukebox in the corner. Posters of famous
Iowans: Marilyn Maxwell, Jean Seberg, and of course John Wayne, born in
Winterset, thirty-seven miles southwest of Des Moines. These same faces
decorate most dive bars within a hundred-mile radius, but there are others
on these walls, too. Drawings, caricatures, men and women with big noses
and ears, huge smiles and cleft chins.

“Regulars,” the blond bartender says, noting Ellen looking at the walls.
“You’ve gotta drink at the Maze for ten years ’fore you get a drawing
done.”

A drawing.
A goat.
Ellen sips her drink.
“Maybe I’ll stay for ten years, then,” she says. This makes the blonde

smile, but there’s a sadness there; the bartender knows all the people who
have done just that.

Realizing she’s still wearing it, Ellen removes her coat and places it on
the stool beside hers. It’s a good coat, black like her hair. She’s wearing a



tan blouse and black slacks. A far cry from her white uniform, the uniform
Philip sees her wearing every day. He knows her only as a nurse, nothing
more. Is it strange that she should want him to see her as something more?

The front door opens and yellow light from the parking lot lamps gets
in. Ellen squints at the form, the big form, of a man entering. She turns her
attention to the bottles lined up behind the bar and the rectangle of dressing
room lights framing them.

From her purse, Ellen removes the sketch she drew for Philip today.
She smiles because it looks like a child’s drawing. And yet, whatever it

is, it made Philip cry, it rattled something buried inside him. She wonders if
it has something directly to do with his injury, or maybe with his band. Or
both.

Or maybe, she thinks, despite what he said about seeing it in the desert,
it’s even older. A memory from childhood. Philip is missing home, wants to
talk to his parents, wants to talk to his friends, his bandmates, tell them he’s
alive, he’s in Iowa, he’s healing.

Where are they? Where are the rest of the Danes?
Ellen doesn’t know.
Her partial smile falls from her face. It wasn’t the funny kind to begin

with.
“Another?” the bartender asks.
Ellen looks up from the drawing. She wonders what this woman might

think of it.
What does it mean?
“Yes. Thank you.”
A crinkling beside her and at first Ellen thinks it’s the paper, thinks

she’s mussed it up, then sees the big man take the stool two down from her
own. When he looks at her, Ellen averts her eyes. The last thing she wants
right now is the sloppy advance of a stranger, drinking.

“You got a kid?”
Ellen, staring ahead, thinks of Jean, her daughter. Thinks of her small

body at the bottom of a fire escape. Broken in the alley below.
“No.”
She doesn’t look at the man, but recognizes the tone of voice: playful

now, but angry, soon, when he doesn’t get his way. She begins to wonder if
a bar, alone, was a bad idea.



“Looks like a kid’s drawing,” the man says.
“Yes.”
The bartender eyes the interaction. How many variations of this has she

seen, Ellen wonders.
“May I?”
His fingers are already on the paper and Ellen pulls it away.
“Hey,” she says, facing him now. “Who told you it’s okay to grab

something that isn’t yours?”
The man laughs. A black mustache frames his smiling upper lip. He’s

bigger than he looked coming through the door. Wears a beige overcoat.
Suit beneath. Brown hair, blue eyes. By the time he’s finished laughing,
Ellen thinks maybe she recognizes his type.

“You sure sound like a mom,” he says. He snaps his fingers at the
bartender. “Heidel-Brau.”

One elbow on the smooth dark bar, the man is facing Ellen completely.
“If you don’t want people asking after your artwork, you shouldn’t flash

it around.”
“Okay, you know what?” Ellen says, anger rising. “You can—”
“And you should most certainly not flash any artwork you did at the

hospital.”
Ellen’s mouth is still open, but no more words escape. She does

recognize the type; this man is military.
“Who are you?” she asks, already sensing a loss of leverage. More

surprisingly, she’s afraid.
The man smiles and knocks back the first third of his beer. He wipes the

foam from his mustache with his coat sleeve.
“I’m me,” he says, shrugging. There’s a vitality to him, and a violence

below the innocuous gesture.
“How do you know where I work?”
Now the blond bartender is watching the man, too. Small consolation,

Ellen knows. No cavalry in here.
The man smiles.
“What matters now,” the man says, “is that he likes you.”
“What?”
But Ellen knows what.
And the man knows she knows.



“He talks to you more . . . freely than he does the others. He’s . . .” the
man waves his plump hands above the bar, as if searching for the word.
“He’s inspired by you.”

Ellen feels hot. Cornered.
“You followed me here.”
The man shrugs again.
“Followed, knew, needed to talk . . . however you wanna put it.”
He sips his beer.
“I’m not working right now,” Ellen says.
“But you are. You’re working out in a very big way. He talks to you.

And we need you to”—more hand gestures—“keep that up.”
“I don’t understand.”
But she does. She understands what the man is asking her to do.
“May I?”
He reaches politely for the drawing now. Ellen lets him take it.
The man places the drawing on the bar and shakes his head, whistles

through wet lips.
“You think this one is weird, you should’ve seen the last one.”
Ellen breathes deep. She knows that asking the question she wants to

ask will be like giving in to this man. But she can’t stop it from coming out.
Maybe it’s the whiskeys. Maybe it’s the new feelings.

“How did he get hurt?”
For the first time since taking his stool, the man genuinely smiles.
“Now we’re talking,” he says. “Now we’re friends?” He holds out a

hand. Ellen doesn’t shake it. He wipes his palms together. “I’ll answer your
question because I think it’ll help you get him talking. Your patient was sent
to Africa to find out what’s been driving the army radios crazy. He was
asked to locate the source of a disturbing sound. He found it. That’s about
all you need to know. What we’d like you to do  .  .  . is get him to tell us
where it is.”

“Why wouldn’t he tell you if he knew where it was? Philip’s a good—”
“Nuh-uh.” The man raises an open palm. “No names. Not here. Not

anywhere outside. Do you understand?”
Ellen looks to the bartender, but the woman is at the other end of the

long L, elbows on the bar, rags in hands, talking with the other lone
brunette.



“He’s a good man,” Ellen finishes, sipping her third drink.
The man laughs.
“Just make sure you do your part in healing him back up. The faster the

better for all of us. And get him to talk. Get him to do more  .  .  .” He
gestures, dramatically, at the drawing. “Get him to do more of these.”

Soft country music plays on the bar’s speakers and Ellen doesn’t know
when it began. There is no humor, no kindness in the man’s eyes.

But she asks it again.
“What happened to him?” Thinking somehow that she does have

leverage, that this man wants something from her. And she wants something
in return.

A long, expressionless hesitation before the lower half of the man’s face
erupts into a smile, exposing bad teeth.

“He broke every bone in his body. Remember?”
Ellen wants to leave this bar. Leave this state. Suddenly, very badly, she

wants to get to her apartment, pack her things, leave Macy Mercy and Iowa
far behind.

But Philip.
“Do your job,” the man says. “But do it even . .  . more so. Get him to

talk. Keep inspiring him.”
He snaps his fat fingers; they make a soft sandy sound.
“How do I know who you’re with?” Ellen asks, frightened by her own

question.
The man nods.
From his pocket he removes a photo. He hands it to Ellen. In it, the

man, wearing a T-shirt and jeans, is crouched beside a wounded body. There
are other people, but none of their faces are visible. None except the one on
the body on the floor of what must be a helicopter. Below the helicopter,
through its open door, she sees sand.

“Philip,” she whispers.
The man swipes the photo back.
“No names.”
Ellen saw the bruises, the broken body, what should’ve been a corpse,

but lives.
“I was one of the men who picked him up,” he says, getting up off the

stool. He nods to the bartender and she comes. “I’ll get hers, too,” he tells



her, then lays a bill on the counter. To Ellen he says, “Keep drinking if you
wanna. Drink the night through. But do as I’ve said. And oh,” he raises the
drawing. “May I?”

Ellen doesn’t speak. Doesn’t stop the man as he folds the drawing and
slips it into his long coat.

He tips an imaginary hat Ellen’s way and leaves the bar.
“Was he bothering you?” the bartender asks as soon as he’s gone.
Ellen looks her in the eye, but she’s not seeing this place right now.

She’s hardly here. Rather, she’s in the hospital, Macy Mercy, tending to
those same bruises, those same broken bones.

You inspire him. Do your job . . . only more so. Get him to talk.
Ellen knows she should leave Iowa. Either that or drive directly to Macy

Mercy now, right now, tell Philip he’s in trouble; people are watching him,
people believe he’s hiding something from them.

She gets up to go.
“You sure you don’t want one more?”
Ellen places her hands on the bar.
Just make sure you do your part in healing him back up. The faster the

better for all of us.
She takes her seat again.
“Yes,” she says. “One more.”



23

I’m telling you I saw something, dammit. Not a man . . . I don’t know what
it was. I saw it in the water and then I saw it on the beach.” Philip is yelling
because he’s just as scared, just as worried as they are. “It was wearing red.
It had . . . horns.”

“No man with horns,” Duane repeats. He can’t stop pacing.
Lovejoy is looking through binoculars, far out into the desert. Stein is

doing the same with the zoom lens of his camera.
“Duane,” Philip stresses. “I’m telling you what I saw.”
“Nadoul,” Larry says. He’s searching the water. He searched the water

for the hour Philip was knocked out, too.
“Who?” Duane half asks. He’s breathing hard.
“The local from the hut. The one Mull talked to,” Larry says. And his

voice is tremor, his voice is fear.
“No,” Philip says. “This wasn’t a local . . . this was . . .”
“A white ram,” Duane chides.
Bandaged head and all, Philip rushes his friend, grips him by the sleeves

of his shirt.
“I saw him!” he yells, his lips inches from Duane’s. “What did YOU

see?!”
“Hey, whoa.” Larry steps between them, pries them apart. They’ve

already talked about this. Nobody saw a horned figure. Nobody saw
anything at all.

Larry looks out to the ocean, as if Ross might wash up now that he’s
turned his back on him.

“We’re not leaving this spot until we find him,” Duane says,
straightening his sleeves, wiping sweat from his forehead. “And we’re not



looking for any sound anymore.”
Lovejoy doesn’t acknowledge this remark. Greer does.
“Hallucination,” he says, as if casting a final judgment. His glasses are

fogged and hide his eyes. “Just like when you thought your hand was
responsible for the sound. One hallucination . . . then another.”

But Philip can see in the historian’s eyes that he hasn’t cast final
judgment quite yet. He’s still studying.

“Doesn’t matter,” Larry says. “Doesn’t matter what Philip saw. Duane’s
right. We’re not moving until we know what happened to Ross, and once
we do . . . we’re not moving until the plane gets back.”

Lovejoy lowers the binoculars.
“He took him,” he says.
“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Philip says. “Jesus Christ, guys. I saw

—”
Lovejoy raises the binoculars for any of the platoon to take.
“Look.”
Larry takes them. As he squints into the eyeholes, Lovejoy guides the

lenses.
“Those aren’t bootprints, Sergeant. They’re . . .”
“They’re what?” Duane asks, reaching for the binoculars.
As he sees for himself, Larry says, “Hooves.”
“Really?” Philip says, reaching for the binoculars. “I told you I fucking

saw it!”
Duane doesn’t put up a fight. But he’s not convinced.
“Hey. Man, just because there are some goat prints in the sand doesn’t

mean Ross rode off on the thing.”
“He carried him,” Lovejoy says.
They all imagine the same thing at once. An impossibility lifting Ross

from the sand, carrying him into the desert.
Stein snaps a photo.
“No way,” Duane says. “We are not tracking Philip’s hallucination

through the desert. We are not leaving this spot until we know what
happened to Ross.”

Only the wind now, as if Ross were turned to air.
Lovejoy breaks the silence.
“Pack up, soldier.”



“We’re not soldiers.”
“Pack up.”
“We didn’t agree to this. We agreed—”
“You can stay behind, Private Noles. But night will come. And that

sound may come with it. And I don’t think you want to be alone with
either.”

It’s the first they’ve seen of Lovejoy as leader, Lovejoy as military man.
Duane looks to Larry for help. Looks to Philip. But the other Danes are

decided.
“Check the shore again,” Duane says, uncertainly, to nobody. “Check

the fog.”
His fear of leaving this spot, of trekking farther out from where the

plane will pick them up, is palpable.
“Pack up!” Lovejoy roars.
It’s the voice of a commanding officer in the United States Army.
Then he’s off to pack his own gear.
Duane goes to Philip.
“We retired a long time ago,” he says.
“I saw someone,” Philip repeats, and maybe it’s because it’s just the two

of them, but Duane seems to listen, really listen, this time. “And those
prints—”

“Philip, we don’t know what’s out there, we don’t know—”
Philip plants a hand on Duane’s shoulder. Looks him level in the eyes.
“It’s Ross we’re talking about, man. Ross.”
Duane breathes deep, looks once to the water, then gets to his knees by

his own gear.
When Philip is packed, he joins Greer at the edge of camp. The others

are still working behind them.
“Do you guys know why Lovejoy was demoted?” Greer suddenly asks.
“No,” Philip says. “And right now I don’t care.”
Greer squints into the sun, into the body of the desert.
“Maybe it’s important for you to know.”
Philip looks back to see that Duane and Larry are packing the second

Ampex. Philip has the first.
“Go ahead.”



“Sergeant Lovejoy, once General Lovejoy”—Greer is affecting a proper
but condescending accent—“was relieved of his higher rank for . . . fixation
on the deceased. The Mad Blond was caught trying to pump the blood of
the recently dead into the bodies of the recently wounded.”

“What does that mean?”
“It means he borrowed blood pumps from the medical stations without

authority to do so. It means he knelt beside bodies in the middle of battle
and tried to deliver still-usable blood to those who were losing theirs too
quickly to survive.”

Larry emerges from the fog. Then returns to it.
“And it wasn’t just because they caught him doing it, either; it was

because he’d proposed the idea to the army first, and they’d said no.”
“How do you know all this?” Philip asks, looking alternately back to the

remaining Danes and out to the desert, where he hopes, prays, to see a flash,
a shape, a sign of his missing friend.

“My brother was one of the soldiers he saved.”
Philip looks to Greer.
“What happened?”
Far behind Greer, Lovejoy is slipping his arms through the straps of his

pack.
“My brother Jeff was badly wounded,” Greer continues. “Gunshot to the

right thigh. Dead leg. He said he’d seen a fella’s chin blown off. Another
shot through the gut. He said the earth was red with blood. ‘Crayon red,’ he
said. Said it smelled like a garage, like he was getting his car fixed. He was
bleeding out fast. He started to cry out for help but help was already on its
way, in the form of the then–General Lovejoy. When our sergeant emerged
from the war-fog, Jeff said he just about shit himself, couldn’t believe a
general in the United States Army was out there in the field. Jeff thought he
must’ve been death-dreaming. He watched from on his back as Lovejoy
signaled blindly over his shoulder and two soldiers showed, dragging a
corpse through the mud.”

Behind Greer, Lovejoy is approaching. The sun reveals his reddening
scalp, the tufts of blond hair.

“Jeff thought they were gonna bury him and the other guy together.
Then he saw the pump. Lovejoy brought his face close to Jeff’s. He said,
‘I’d ask you what blood type you are, but I don’t think I’d get an answer



outta him.’ The soldiers jammed the pump into the eviscerated guts of the
corpse and Jeff threw up. The tube filled quickly. Lovejoy pointed to Jeff’s
wound and the soldiers stuck the other end of the pump into my brother’s
exploded thigh.” Greer is rubbing his own thighs anxiously. Philip sees
Lovejoy has crossed half the distance to them. He walks slow. He looks to
the sun. “But what really scared Jeff was the look in Lovejoy’s eyes, the
way he perched on his bootheels, without a helmet, as bullets swarmed his
head. Said his hair was waving as if the thoughts inside his skull were made
of electricity.”

“Sounds like he saved his life,” Philip says. He’s thinking of saving
Ross’s life.

“Lovejoy doesn’t give up,” Greer says. “Ever.”
The sergeant reaches them, then passes. Ten feet farther, he stops and

stares out.
Duane and Larry emerge from the fog. They’re dragging the second

Ampex the same way Philip has the first, on its plastic lid.
Sleds.
“Philip,” Duane says, the gravity of death in his eyes, “we can’t go

home without him.”
“I know.”
Stein joins Lovejoy ahead. He takes a photo of the desert. Then he takes

one of Lovejoy, as the Mad Blond calls for the hunt to begin.
They head out.
Philip looks back to the water once and feels a chill. Not because the air

is cooler here than it will be where they’re going, but because the sea feels
somewhat like a tether, and in the name of finding Ross, they’ve untied it.
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Philip hasn’t slept. Instead, he weighed.
It’s not only that Szands is mad, it’s that last night Philip recognized the

brand of crazy in the doctor’s eyes.
Philip’s seen it before in other musicians in Detroit. Flavors of the

moment, beats of the week, bands that get drunk on the little fame they
savor.

Dr. Szands is drunk, too. And Philip doesn’t have to look far to
determine what it is that he’s drinking.

It’s the way Philip is healing. And the sense of godliness that must come
to a doctor capable of making such a recovery happen.

Without rest and restless, Philip has been weighing who to tell. Dr.
Szands is crazy. He came to my room last night.

Help me.
But Nurse Delores is as straight as the unit door. The orderlies Carl and

Jerry are as loyal and dim as dogs. And Francine is almost as frightening as
the doctor.

Who to trust in here?
Of course, there is only one. But the distance between a healthy patient–

nurse relationship and that patient defaming the doctor to that same nurse is
a big one.

Will she think Philip is the mad one?
If Philip is honest with himself he’ll admit that Nurse Ellen is exactly

the kind of girl who would have made him nervous back in Detroit. Pretty,
sure, but it’s Ellen’s mind that frightens him. She’s smarter than he is.
Probably more honest than he’s been. Probably knows how to have a drink
without the night becoming a lawbreaker. Yes, Ellen is the kind of woman



Philip would have walked away from at the bar, sure that if he were to talk
to her, any words at all, he would be in danger of losing himself.

Is she the right one to tell? Will she believe him? Or will she convince
him otherwise?

Now, watching the soup tremble in the spoon, aware that she’s shaking,
Philip wonders what she’s afraid of.

“I’m sorry,” she says.
“It’s okay.”
All afternoon she’s been this way. When she came in, her eyes traveled

to each corner of the unit and she spent some time staring at the filing
cabinet, too.

Philip knows paranoid when he sees it.
But does she have a right to be?
“It’s war,” she says. “And what it’s done to me and what it’s done to

you.”
She gets up and walks to the bookshelf. Philip is able to turn his head

far enough to see her. She’s looking between the books, under the radio.
Like she’s looking for bugs.
“A daughter,” Ellen says, flipping through the pages of the books, no

humor in her voice. “Very young. She was three. People say that means
she’ll always be three, but that makes it worse. I like to imagine her aging.”
She looks up at Philip. Back to the pages. “Sometimes even faster than I
have. I like to think of her as a very old woman, sitting across the kitchen
table from me. She’s got stringy gray hair and an angry look on her face and
she’s saying, Will you please hurry up and join me so we can finally have
our time together? The time we never got?”

Ellen lost a daughter. Philip understands. But watching her put her hand
up the lampshade and feel around is making him edgier than he already is.

So much sound. Everywhere. In Detroit. In the Namib. In here.
“Her father was a clerk. His name was Al. I liked Al because he was

funny, he was straight, and he didn’t believe in war.” Her eyes shine, wet,
but her voice doesn’t waver. “I met Al in ’44. We dated for a year before we
got married. He was a good man. He’d take me to quiet, dark restaurants.
He laughed at my jokes. We danced.” She’s behind him now. He hears the
lid of the piano bench lifted. “It wasn’t passionate love, but it was kind.
And the kindness between us led to a pregnancy. We had a little girl. Jean. I



love that name. One syllable. Done. Clean. Jean. But by then, Al was falling
apart.”

She’s across the room, in front of him now, kneeling by the filing
cabinet. Tugging open the drawers.

“There was World War I and then World War II and oh, we may as well
include all the wars before then. Al sure did. He felt like something bad was
building. A bad feeling was growing. A pattern. He pointed it out to me.
‘Keeps happening,’ he’d say. ‘And why?’ He was obsessed with the whys.
Why do we do this? Why do we continue to do this? Al was in Germany
with his brother Jimmy. They fought together. Jimmy was hurt bad. And
when Jimmy died over there”—slower now—“Al lost faith in everything.
Everything except the pattern.”

Philip remembers Greer huddled around a fire, talking about wheels.
Drawing circles in the dirt.

He thinks of the horns and hooves he found in a room buried beneath
the sand.

“He’d lock the bathroom door and stay in there for hours. Jean would
ask where Daddy was and I’d tell her he was bathing. I’d make her laugh.
Because when she wasn’t laughing we could hear Al crying. Jean would
look over across the apartment to the bathroom and I’d make another joke.
Another face. Just to cover up the crying. But no matter how loud we were,
we could always hear Al when he started hollering. He’d say, ‘Jimmy,
you’ve already been shot! You just don’t know it yet!’” Ellen pauses, for
effect, looks at Philip wide eyed. Then she’s up and searching the window
drapes. “He was doing the same thing the day Jean fell from the fire escape.
Must have been locked in the bathroom when she fell, because that’s where
he was when I got home and I was the first person to tell him she wasn’t in
the apartment, me, who had been at work for the past six hours. Me, who
didn’t have to go to war to understand it.” She’s on her knees by the cot
now. Sweeping her arm beneath it. “I knocked on the bathroom door. I said,
‘Al, where’s Jean? Is Jean in there with you?’ He opened the door, his eyes
red, and he said, ‘He was already shot, Ellen. He was telling the rest of us
how afraid he was, afraid of getting shot. But he didn’t understand . . . it’d
already happened. He’d already been shot.’”

She pops up, facing Philip. She looks like a mother to him now.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I suppose we’re all a bit wounded.”



They stare at one another, connected by the hospital and more.
“I’ll be right back,” she says.
She gets up and leaves the unit.
Philip thinks of Al’s pattern. Of what the platoon started to call Greer’s

Wheel.
If there’s one thing that stands out above all others in my research, it’s

that history doesn’t sit still. Doesn’t sit silent. It makes noise.
Philip hadn’t noticed the classical music coming from the office until it

stops. After a momentary pause new music begins. Philip has this record at
home.

Ellen returns.
“It’s not the Danes,” she says. “But it’ll do.”
“What’s it going to do?”
She crosses the unit. Looks down into his eyes. For Ellen it’s the man in

the bar who took her drawing. For Philip it’s the fluctuating features of a
thief in red.

For now, though, their monsters are put away.
But not forgotten.
“Let’s dance,” Ellen says.
She takes Philip’s hand. She drags her fingertip across his palm.
She steps to the center of the room.
Philip watches from the cot. Imagines he’s standing beside her. No . . .

sees himself there.
Ellen is dancing.
And for an incredible, impossible moment, Philip believes he’s dancing

with her.
It’s something Philip has needed. Something he didn’t know he needed.
Touch.
Ellen dances, slow, in and out of the increasing shadows, across the

unit, her heels echoing in step with the drums, her eyes closed.
Philip is holding her in a bar in Detroit. Gets into a cab with her, takes

her home, runs his fingers through her black hair. In the morning he’ll show
her his favorite diner, order his favorite breakfast. They’ll spend the day
together, see Detroit, visit Philip’s parents, his friends, the Danes. They’ll
search for another thrill that night, dancing again, another dance, and create
their own wheel, their own pattern, their own sound.



When the song ends, Ellen opens her eyes.
“That was . . . really very good.”
Then she laughs and it’s the laughter of the grieving, but it is not mad.
She needed it, too.
A beat, a break.
A dance.
She turns off the lamp. At the cot again she brings the blanket up to

Philip’s chin. Moonlight illuminates her features and the wall beyond her.
“Plans?” Philip asks. And his voice is less wooden than it was when he

woke in this place.
Ellen does not wipe her eyes dry. She leaves the tears alone.
“Yes. Big plans tonight. I am going to eat ice cream alone on my couch.

And if I spill any I’ll clean it up with a paper towel.”
Philip smiles, but the heaviness remains in this room. Ellen’s daughter.

The Danes. Al’s pattern. Greer’s drawings in the desert sand.
“Date?”
“Didn’t we just have one? And don’t we have another one tomorrow?”
Something has happened in here tonight. Something has passed between

them.
“Don’t dream of anything too horrible,” she says. “And if you do, just

add a naked woman on roller skates. That always puts an end to a bad
dream.”

They stare at each other in the half darkness.
“Good night, Philip.”
“Don’t leave.”
“You’re braver than you realize.”
“Don’t leave.”
“I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Ellen . . .”
“Yes?”
“Come here.”
She lowers her head close to his.
“Closer.”
She does.
He whispers in her ear.
“Dr. Szands is mad.”



She leans back, looks long into his eyes. She opens her mouth, as if to
say something she’s thought herself.

Then she leaves.
The fan is whirring on the bookshelf.
Philip stares at the shadows on the ceiling. In them he sees the Danes.

Onstage in Detroit. On an airplane to Africa.
Then, one missing, as the others cross the desert to find him.
Night at the hospital is upon him.
“Evening, Philip.”
It’s Nurse Francine in the doorway. She’s carrying a tray. His medicine.
And the ghosts that haunt Philip’s mind rise again.
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The sun is going down, but it’s not down yet. And the water is far enough
behind them that the waves sound more like whispers.

He’s not dead yet, Philip tells himself, dragging one of the sixty-pound
Ampex machines on its plastic lid. He’s missing.

This is more manageable. This keeps Philip’s sanity safe.
Until they see Ross’s body, unmoving, there is no dead.
They’ve reached a row of dunes they’re not going to be able to avoid.
Philip pauses at the base of the one they stand at, sees his shadow on the

sand.
Once upon a time that shadow carried a gun . . . then a microphone.
Now it’s both.
Lovejoy plants a boot into the dune and looks up.
“Prints,” he says.
Maybe it’s the combination of the sun and fatigue, but Philip hadn’t

seen the prints until Lovejoy pointed them out. He sees them now. Faint
hooves. As if they step lighter than the Americans do. Know the desert
better.

Know where to hide.
Lovejoy begins the climb up.
Stein snaps a photo of him and Philip can see the picture as if it’s

already developed: black and white, the sweating former general leading the
platoon on this dark day, the day Ross Robinson went missing.

The rest follow.
When Philip reaches the top, Lovejoy is already there, already looking

through the binoculars. He points to a distant dot.
“Is it him?” Philip asks, breathless.



Stein snaps a photo.
From the peak of the dune it’s the size of a black crab.
“A dead body,” Lovejoy says.
Philip takes the binoculars from the sergeant’s hands.
He looks. He sees.
“What is it?” Larry asks. “Is it him?!”
Lovejoy begins the descent.
“Philip?” Larry repeats, because his friend’s verification trumps the

sergeant’s.
Stein snaps another photo. Greer is descending now, finding balance

where he can.
“I’m not sure,” Philip says. “It looks more like . . . a uniform.”
“A what?”
Magnified, Philip sees what could be a long-sleeved shirt and pants. The

arms are raised, as if in self-defense.
“What kind of uniform?”
Philip studies it longer, stares until the distant details begin to make

sense.
“It looks like a textbook,” Philip says.
“What does that mean?”
Philip lowers the binoculars.
“It’s not Ross. But it’s army.”
“Oh, fuck,” Duane says. “The other platoons.”
“No.” Philip is shaking his head. “Old army.” He hands the binoculars

to Duane.
“Old?” Larry asks.
“Like it crawled out of a textbook. That’s a dead body, all right. But it’s

dressed in a Civil War uniform.”
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I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
This phrase, these words . . . again. As Philip sleeps, they’re spoken. An

old voice. A familiar voice. From where?
I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
But who said that?
There’s an accent. There’s age. A warning. An admonition.
Philip knows the voice, and it’s not just because he heard it repeated for

the six months he was under.
He hears it now, in his dreams, coursing over the smooth arc of dunes,

flying low through their slacks. It, too, tracks the thing that took Ross,
follows the same prints, until it reaches the same end.

And there, at camp, that voice is used, that accent is hidden, on purpose,
like the spiders that dig holes beneath the sand, like the miners who once
looked for diamonds down there.

It’s night at Macy Mercy.
A sleeping body healing itself breeds nightmares.
So Philip wakes.
Or maybe it’s the sound that wakes him.
Philip opens his eyes, sees moonlight where the ceiling meets the wall.

The desert at night, too.
Creaking wood? Maybe boots on stairs. Or maybe someone sitting

down to play an old, red piano.
Philip wants to sit up. He can’t. Instead, he cranes his neck, tries to see

behind the cot, to the back of the unit.
But the sound isn’t coming from inside this room. It’s coming from the

hospital hall.



He’s able to turn his head just far enough to see the beginning of the
open door.

A voice from the hall says, “Lights out!”
“Duane?” Philip asks, as a cruel swirl of emotions accosts him.
Duane used to call “lights out” at the end of every set. It was the title of

their closer.
“Lights Out.”
Whispers in the hall? Something. A rhythm to it. Footsteps, creaking

wood, a low hum.
Szands?
“Duane?”
Philip says “Duane” but he’s thinking “the Danes.”
“Guys! Are you out there?” His voice is shrill. Like someone he’d never

thought he’d become.
Desperate.
The band is dead, Philip thinks.
YOU DON’T KNOW THAT FOR SURE!
More noise and it doesn’t sound like a band out there after all. No. Why

did he think it did?
It’s Dr. Szands, he thinks. And he’s coming to play God.
“Nurse.”
But Philip only partially calls for a nurse. He wants to hear this sound

through, wants to see for himself what’s coming.
Because something is coming.
Less like music, more of a wave; a singular solid block of sound,

unraveling from deep down the hall.
Philip imagines his bandmates, dead upon that wave.
Lights out!
Duane floating beside a broken drum kit, a wobbly stool, his black skin

peeling off cracked, broken bones. A ripple travels across the drummer’s
body, a wave trapped inside the man, nowhere to go, nowhere to get out.

Lights out.
Larry. Larry’s out there, too. His blond hair is white with desert dust

from a desert grave.
“Nurse!” Philip calls again, and this time he means it.
Lights out!



Philip is sweating. Breathing too hard.
Lights out, lights out, we’ve got one more for you, and then it’s lights

out.
The sound is getting closer, the spool unfolding, a desert blanket

unrolled, coming down the hall, revealing his friends, dead, all of them, the
whispers out there, boots on wooden stairs, a piano bench sliding, the hum
of the hospital at night.

“Ross!” Philip feels feverish, delirious. He’s calling out for his dead
friends.

NOT DEAD!
But they might be. They might be.
Philip hears a round of laughter  .  .  . sounds like a television show, an

audience:
PLAY FOR US! PLAY FOR US! PLAY FOR US, LIGHTS OUT!
“Nurse!”
Philip wants out. Off the cot, out of this room, out of this battered body.

He grips the sides of the cot and pulls, tries to turn himself, all of him, at
once. Closes his eyes, sees a dead Duane.

Lights out, Philip. I’m out of gas. Lights out. One more song. Then we
can get out of here. One more song. Then it’s over. Tell ’em it’s over. Tell
’em we found the source of the sound. Tell ’em we found it and tell ’em it
wasn’t any good.

Philip grips the cot harder.
In the folds of the swelling sound, Philip hears heavy slippers in the

hall.
Move.
He’s trying. He’s sweating. His bruised arms and legs are pushing back.
He rests.
He tries again.
He rests.
I’m out of gas, Philip. One more song.
. . . lights out . . .
But not yet. Not lights out yet.
Philip. Larry’s voice, in Philip’s head. Why didn’t you bring us with

you? Why’d you leave us?
NO!!!



Philip is pulling himself up, pulling himself over. His arms feel strong
enough to do it, a second, deeper strength well below the discolored
surface, the bruises, the breaks that haven’t healed, couldn’t have healed,
not all the way, not yet.

“Duane,” Philip says, delirious with it. “One more. Let’s play one
more.”

And the talking, the speaking to nobody, is the final lift he needs.
I wouldn’t do that if I were you . . .
He’s rolling.
Rolling over the edge of the cot.
Rolling too fast.
The ceiling blurs into the wall; the wall becomes the edge of the door;

the door becomes the floor.
Too fast.
The door is open; light from the hall.
Before he hits, Philip sees Nurse Francine in the doorway. Her eyes are

buggish, magnified by her huge glasses. She’s reaching out, coming toward
him.

But the look on her face . . .
Philip has a crazy thought as his nose connects with the solid floor,

breaks for a second time:
Another shot, another needle, and you’ll be fine, all over again, fine.
Then he connects.
A crash.
The pain that erupts in his nose blinds him, bright white, and he sees,

once again, his bandmates, dead, leering, flaking, reaching up and out of the
sand, as though having dug themselves out of a hole in the desert . . .

Philip has fallen.
Off the cot.
(off the Path)
Nurse Francine is beside him.
“Look what you’ve done!” she says, her voice betraying horror. “Oh,

look what you’ve done! They’ll fire me for this! I’ll be fired!”
But Philip is drifting. Hardly hears her. Thinks he hears,
“. . . set us back a week!”
Just words, just letters to Philip.



“. . . need to heal . . .”
He’s bleeding. Feels a needle in his arm.
“. . . off schedule . . .”
He has three last thoughts before dissipating into darkness:
That sound in the hall. That was the sound from the desert . . .
and
Why is it here? How is it here?
and
It didn’t make me sick this time . . .
Then he’s knocked out.
He doesn’t hear the sound anymore.
Nor does he see the light.
Lights out.
For how long . . .
. . . he can’t know . . .
. . . then . . .
. . . some light. . . .
.  .  . enough that Philip can see Dr. Szands eyeing him from across the

room . . .
. . . a new room . . .
. . . a new cot . . . no cot at all . . . a metal slab . . . like a morgue . . .

Szands standing with arms crossed . . . half in shadows . . .
Get up.
Philip attempts to sit up, can’t. Attempts to lift his arms, can’t.
Straps, Philip thinks.
Szands smiles.
“Welcome,” the doctor says. “To rehab.”
Philip focuses on the walls. He recognizes the pattern, the look of them.
“Why am I strapped down, doctor?”
Szands laughs; a rich, moneyed laugh; clipped and crisp.
But there is no echo.
Flat sound in here.
The walls are covered with the same stuff the Danes use in Wonderland.
“Convoluted foam,” he says. “Soundproof. You’ve used it before, I’m

sure.” He stares. Studying. Then, “You heard the sound, no doubt. So  .  .  .
that means you know it’s here.”



Philip doesn’t answer. Doesn’t ask, what do you mean it’s here?
“You should see the orderly who listened to it. Being fired was not the

worst that happened to him tonight.”
An orderly listened to the sound  .  .  . they have the sound here  .  .  . on

tape . . . where?
Szands crosses the padded room; his figure and the color of his pink

short-sleeve shirt are cut, strong, in relief against the gray foam behind him.
“This is where little boys go when they can’t take care of themselves,

Philip.”
“What?”
“Do you not remember leaving your bed last night?”
As if cued, the pain in Philip’s nose increases. Yes, he took a fall. A bad

one.
“I was trying to get up.”
“That’s right. Trying to get up. And is that what good boys do?”
“What?”
The sky in Szands’s eyes is too bright.
“We’re more than just a hospital, Philip. Certainly, you’re aware of how

special a place this is. Surely, by now, you’re able to recognize how rapidly
your body is recovering. One might say . . . you’re our creation.”

“Come on.”
“Oh no, no, no.” Szands wags a slim, clean finger. “There will be no

come on in here. You and I are not compeers, Philip. We are doctor and
patient. Specialist and sufferer.” Szands lifts a pair of gloves from a tray
table. “You broke your nose. The very nose we’ve spent so much time
mending. An eye socket as well. A cheekbone. But let me be clear, Philip.
You rebroke these bones. And you’ve set us back quite a spell.”

Szands slips a hand into one of the gloves.
“What are you going to do, doctor?”
“What all fathers do to good boys who misbehave. I’m going to teach

you a lesson.” He slips on the second glove. “We can’t have you hurting
yourself. If you hurt yourself then you mock all the work we’re doing for
you. Please, don’t pretend you don’t understand what I mean.”

“Doctor . . . I was just trying to—”
“You’re off-center,” Szands says.
A rubbered hand upon Philip’s mouth.



Without anesthetic, but with a snap, Szands resets Philip’s broken nose.
Philip screams.
And the sound does not carry. Not in here.
Szands holds his hands tight to the nose. He twists it again, breaking it

once more.
He sets it.
He breaks it.
He sets it.
He breaks it.
And he sets it once more.
By the time he removes his hands from Philip’s face, Philip is half

under. Through a terrible swirl of bright lights and dark shadows, he sees
Szands’s face as it must look when nobody is watching.

Then the doctor is leaving his side.
The soft click of a door and he is gone.
Philip fades further.
But a second clicking, the door opening again, and Philip sees a pale

face, dark hair, a white uniform.
“Ellen,” Philip says. But the word is half dreamed.
And when the face comes closer, into focus, Philip sees the wrinkles,

the glasses, Francine.
He feels the point of the needle, too, as it enters his shoulder, as the pain

in his face subsides and the dark dreams of the unconscious rush up to greet
him.
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Lovejoy was right.
It’s not just a uniform, discarded clothes, unwanted weight in the desert

heat.
It’s a dead body.
“Jesus Christ,” Stein says, the way people say it when they mean to say

this is terrible, this is unexplainable, this is bad. Hesitating, he lifts the
camera to his eye and snaps a quick photo. As if some deeper part of him
has taken over, the part that knows he must do his job despite what he’s
seeing.

It’s not Ross. And it’s for this reason, and only this, that Philip can
maintain a grip on his own reality. But the rest of the facts are mad.

It’s a man, they agree on that much; dressed in gray cotton pants, an
unbuttoned gray shirt, and tall brown boots. But his chest and bearded face
are twice the width they should be; as though flattened, caught in a press.
Like putty, like clay, the body looks molded, as though a distracted child
left him this way.

His nose lies flat against his cheek like a Picasso.
“Fuck, man,” Larry says, crouching by the body. He reaches to touch

the face, but Lovejoy grabs his wrist hard and pulls him back to a standing
position.

“Careful.”
“What? You think it’s . . . contagious?”
The platoon stands in a line beside what Larry rightfully describes as a

flattened man. Nearly two dimensional, as though wholly run over by a
tank. Even his fingers are unnaturally stretched, a man made of wax,
melting under the Namib sun; bent digits, reaching for his ears.



“Crushed,” Stein says. He snaps a second photo. The sound of the
camera is like a small bone breaking.

Duane holds out one of his own hands, possibly to remind himself of
the reality of them, what normal hands look like.

“We need to find Ross,” Philip says. Because everyone’s thinking it.
Thinking about the same fate coming to Ross.

Greer is silently staring, a look of deep concern and wonder on his face.
Despite the grotesquery, the impossible face, it’s the ears, and the

fingers extended toward them, that each of them comes back to.
Nadoul’s wife’s ears were found on her mattress in the hut.
“Christ,” Larry says, and Philip knows that if they found this body in

the street in Detroit, Larry would have already run from it.
The man could be young, could be old. It’s difficult to tell. But his

uniform speaks of another age, another time, another era.
Now Stein is taking many photos. As if the first couple broke an

internal moral seal.
“Look at the holes in his face,” Greer says. “The eyes, the nose, the

mouth. The ears.” Greer bends at the waist for a closer inspection. “Because
of how he was . . . flattened, whatever’s inside of him should’ve come out.
Like roadkill. But . . . there’s nothing here. No bloodstains in the sand.”

“Scavengers?” Stein suggests.
“No,” Greer says. “He hasn’t lost a thing. I’d bet he’s still got all his

parts inside.”
Stein photographs.
In the distance, very close to being out of earshot, Philip hears a ripple,

a wave.
“Listen,” he says, turning to face the desert. Then Philip is on his knees,

powering up the Ampex, connecting a single microphone cord. He puts on
the headphones and adjusts the input volume.

It makes music, so they’re sending musicians.
The others instinctively cover their ears.
Another ripple, faint. With it, Philip feels a trace of illness.
The red light on the Ampex is blinking, the reel is rotating, the machine

is recording.
“Be careful—” Larry begins.
Philip holds up an open flat palm.



The sound diminishes. A distant bulge, then gone.
Philip waits forty seconds. Then he immediately rewinds the reel.
“I’m gonna blast it,” he says. “I’m gonna get sick.”
“Philip,” Larry says. “What are you doing?”
Philip presses play.
He heard something. Something inside the sound.
Through the legs of the platoon he sees the body in the sand. He thinks

of old photographs, the kind he’d seen on his grandparents’ mantel as a kid.
But this body is not old in age. It’s old in time.
The playback begins. At this volume the static is loud; Philip can hear

the platoon breathing, wind across the microphone head, his own
movements in the sand.

Then . . . the sound . . . developing . . . like a cry . . . a call . . .
As the sun lowers another notch, Philip gets sick.
He looks to the body, the flattened man, the crooked, long fingers still

reaching, the leathery desert skin; an unwrapped mummy in cotton clothes.
The elongated chin, distended, the open oblong hole of the mouth.

The scrambled egg eyes.
The sound is loud now. What begins as a headache builds to a rattling.

He hears a fluttering, the sound of a ripple, a possible uniform break in the
signal; he thinks, It’s a series . . . a series of noises . . . not just one . . .

Philip reaches for the pitch knob and, with difficulty, slows the tape
down, to half speed, then a quarter.

The unnatural distension, the sluggish resolve of changing speeds,
brings Philip to gag.

Sonic curtains parting, a fresh sound is revealed.
And Philip recognizes it, knows this new sound.
He could end this sickness by removing the headphones. Turning off the

machine. For Christ’s sake, his finger is on the button.
But he doesn’t. He wants to hear more.
This new sound . . . is there a clue to what happened to Ross in there?
He looks to the body as if the body might tell him.
And the body moves.
“Hey!” Philip throws the headphones from his ears and crab-walks

backward. He’s pointing to the body. “He moved! His fingers moved!”
Lovejoy pulls a pistol from his belt. Fires at the body.



But no. Doesn’t fire.
The gun only clicks.
The body isn’t moving, but Lovejoy fires again.
Nothing.
He looks to Stein.
“Give me your gun.”
“What, Sarge?”
Then Lovejoy is reaching for it and Stein hands it over.
Lovejoy fires.
Click. Nothing.
He lets it fall to the sand.
“Private Noles. Give me your gun.”
“What’s happening here?” Duane says. But he hands Lovejoy the

weapon. Lovejoy aims it out into the desert. Fires.
Click.
Nothing.
Larry gives his next.
Click.
Nothing.
“Oh fuck,” Duane says. “Oh fuck.”
“What’s going on here?” Stein asks. He can tell the others are thinking

the same thing.
Greer explains it.
“The sound,” he says, “rendered a United States nuclear warhead

impotent.”
“So, are you saying—”
Lovejoy tries Philip’s gun.
Nothing.
He drops it onto the pile of others.
“Jesus Christ,” Larry whispers. And this time he says it like someone

does when they mean to say there is trouble.
The platoon stares out into the desert. As if weighing the risk of facing

it unarmed.
“Listen to it at quarter speed,” Philip says. He’s pointing to the Ampex.

“It’s footsteps.”
Greer turns to him.



“What do you mean, Philip?”
“The tape, slowed down. It’s . . . footsteps.”
“As if someone’s coming,” Duane says.
Philip looks to the pile of useless guns.
“As if someone already came.”
Again the soldiers look farther out.
But they can’t see much of anything now.
The sun is down.
And the desert has gone dark.
“Lights out,” Duane whispers.
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Ellen walks alone. Her small figure, in white, cuts a flickering image, as
the edges of the hall, where the floor meets the walls, are dark, and the
distance behind her is shadowed. But with each overhead light she is
detailed and feels exposed.

Ahead, Nurse Francine is approaching, walking in the opposite
direction, emerging then disappearing beneath the overheads, like Ellen
does.

“Evening, Ellen.”
“Evening, Francine.”
They pass this way, white uniformed shoulder to white uniformed

shoulder, one on her way to visit Philip in the padded soundproof
Rehabilitation Unit, the other on her way to a place she shouldn’t be going.

Ellen has no doubt Francine did not notice her left hand stuffed into her
left uniform pocket. She also has no doubt it was the right thing to do;
keeping the spare keys quiet with her fingers, not letting them clang as
Francine, someone who knows the sound of hospital keys, walked by.

At Philip’s empty unit, Unit 1, Ellen peers inside, despite knowing that
he’s not in there. The cot remains unmade, the sheets rumpled from when
Philip rolled himself onto the floor. They say he broke three bones in his
face. Rebroke. Ellen cringes at the thought. She scans the room and sees
nothing is out of order. She wonders, though, if things have changed in
there. Things unseen.

Wearing a mask of professionalism, Ellen leaves the threshold to
Philip’s unit and continues down the hall, past the office on her left. Inside,
Nurse Robin, a regular temp, nods a sweet hello and Ellen delivers one of
the finest, most believable colleague-to-colleague smiles that have ever



graced her face. But when Robin is out of sight, and Ellen turns left, away
from the hospital’s front door, no trace of that smile remains.

Ahead, the washroom door is in complete darkness, but Ellen can see a
shimmering of the knob. She turns left again, taking the hall without
patients, the hall no nurse has any business frequenting unless they’re Nurse
Francine at night and Nurse Delores during the day: the nurses responsible
for the distribution of drugs to the patients.

Ellen keeps her composure, though she is well aware that there exists a
door, at the very far end of this hall, the east door to the Rehab Unit where
Philip Tonka now lies, three rebroken bones in his face. And presumably
beside him is Nurse Francine, who would have entered through the west
door, as she injects him with . . .

. . . what?
Ellen grips the keys to keep them soundless and arrives at the unit

marked STAFF ONLY: MEDICATION. But the appellation isn’t entirely
true; the nurses’ station also harbors medicine, the kind with names that are
already familiar to people like Philip Tonka and the greater part of the
United States of America. Ellen wonders if the drugs in this room ought not
to be called medicine, not until they’ve been proven to work.

One glance up the hall, one glance back, and Ellen removes the key
from her pocket. She’s resigned to the fact that if Dr. Szands were to
suddenly return from Des Moines early, if he were, say, inside the very
room she’s entering, she would simply laugh, say nothing, and run. There’s
no excuse she could manufacture that could properly explain her presence
in this hall, in this room, and any attempt would be as transparent as
Szands’s desire for curing Philip quickly has become.

In her six years at Macy Mercy, Ellen has never seen Dr. Szands so
focused on the expediency of a patient’s recovery.

Why?
Ellen opens the door and, fast, slips inside.
She closes the door behind her, leans against it, and waits.
It’s very dark in here.
She’s still for a long time, too long to feel comfortable, counter-intuitive

to how she wants to behave—rapid, efficient, in and out. She waits for her
eyes to adjust to the dark; she will not turn on the light in this room, won’t



have the frosted glass illuminated, worries already that her own shadowed
form will somehow stand out from the other dark shapes.

And the white fabric of her uniform might stand out.
So Ellen removes it. Beneath it, she’s wearing black nylons, a black

long-sleeved shirt, black socks. She folds the white uniform and tucks it
onto the bottom shelf of the steel storage rack to her left. From the breast
pocket of her black shirt, she removes a box of matches.

One step, two steps, ten steps deep into the room, she strikes the first
match.

She’s surrounded by bottles, vials, swabs, and gauze.
She blows out the match.
She waits. She listens. She wonders how thick the door is. Would she

hear a creaking, a person in the hall? Would she hear someone speaking out
there? Would she hear someone being quiet?

She doesn’t want to wait, but she waits.
And no sound comes.
She lights a second match.
The bottles are all grouped together; things are not as chaotic as they

first appeared. Ellen brings the match head close to the labels, but they
don’t tell her much.

Zaxan. Midocol. Words and names she doesn’t know, doesn’t
understand, has never had to learn.

She studies, holds the match close to the row of bottles. Nothing but
names. Not what they do, not where they come from, not what they’re made
of. Ellen knows that even if the ingredients were listed, it would be of little
help.

She questions why she came in here at all.
What is she hoping to uncover? Hoping to find?
The match is burning too low and Ellen blows it out.
The doorknob turns behind her.
She’s stuck, for a moment, in place. Did she lock the door? Is the door

about to open? Right now, with her standing in the middle of the room?
The sound of keys in the hall.
Ellen moves fast to the far wall, hoping she doesn’t knock something

over—a vial, a glass—on her way. The tall steel shelving doesn’t quite
reach the bricks and certainly won’t hide all of her, but Ellen slips into the



space there, feels like it’s slimmer than she is. Like she’s crushing bones,
flattening herself, to fit.

The door opens.
The lights come on.
Her face is fully exposed between two steel shelves. But Francine hasn’t

noticed her. Not yet.
“Sneezin’ up a storm,” the older woman sniffles. Shakes her head. Talks

to herself.
Ellen doesn’t move.
Because the space is tight, and the light is bright, Francine looks bigger

than she normally does; her body tests the hem of her white uniform; her
arms and hands look like wrinkled laundry. Every detail in here is exposed
and all Francine has to do is turn her head six, seven inches in Ellen’s
direction.

Then what?
Run?
“Cold after cold,” Francine says to herself. “And that’s what you get for

working in a hospital.”
Ellen looks past her, to where her own uniform is stashed on the lower

shelf by the door. It’s not hidden well. It shows.
Ellen, needing support, needing anything, digs her fingernails into the

brick wall at her back.
Francine adjusts her black glasses, eyes the same bottles Ellen was

studying. She sniffs the air. Ellen knows it’s the match. Knows Francine is
about to survey the room, like anybody would, looking for the source of
that burning, the unmistakable scent of a recently extinguished match.

Ellen almost says something. She’s that sure, that ready, for Francine to
spot her.

Instead, Francine wipes her nose with her bare arm. Ellen can see the
thin film of snot on the older nurse’s wrinkled skin.

Francine removes items from her pocket. A pair of syringes.
“Shoulda been a security guard,” Francine says. She’s half whispering,

still talking to herself.
She takes two bottles from the rack and places them on the table at her

waist. She uncaps the first syringe, loads it. Ellen looks at the bottle. She



can’t read what it says, but she knows which one it is. Francine repeats the
action with the second bottle, second syringe.

The belief Ellen has, the absolutely certainty that Francine must notice
her before exiting this room, is paralyzing. Any alternative is impossible.
Should she do something first? How close is Francine to seeing her? And
what will follow? Ellen can see it play out; a moment of herself
stammering, feigning confusion, perhaps even laughing, desperate to make
light, then Francine’s slow realization that Ellen is lying; Ellen striking the
woman, fleeing; Francine racing from the Medicine Unit, whinnying into a
scream, howling for help from the orderlies; She’s getting away! SHE’S
GETTING AWAY!; Ellen rushing from the front doors, scared, out of breath,
running to . . .

. . . where?
Francine sneezes.
She breathes deep and shakes her head again. Even this, just this shake,

is movement enough to put Ellen in her field of vision.
Ellen holds her breath. Digs her fingernails into the wall.
Makes a scratching sound.
Didn’t mean to.
Francine looks up, as if the scratching had come from the ceiling. She

stares there, her mouth hanging open, her gray eyes magnified to the size of
drink coasters. Ellen listens to her breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Stuffy. A cold.

Now, Ellen thinks. She will look at you now.
Francine does. She turns, faces Ellen completely.
Ellen doesn’t move.
The overhead lights reflect off Francine’s glasses, obscuring her eyes.
Ellen opens her mouth to say something. Francine moves her lips,

makes a squishing sound.
Ellen almost speaks; a single guttural syllable, the birth of a moan, rises

in her throat.
Francine, I’m sorry. I can explain.
The words are coming, already on the way up, when Francine turns her

attention back to the bottles.
She caps both syringes, caps both bottles. She places the syringes in her

pocket and puts the bottles back where they belong on the rack.



Sniffling, she turns and exits the Medicine Unit. On the way out, she
turns off the light.

In the hall, she locks the door.
Then, silence. No sniffles. No keys. No footsteps.
Ellen doesn’t move for another four minutes. She’s trembling. She’s

staring at the door. She’s imagining Francine’s face, inert, staring back at
her, transposed, the immediate indelible memory, as if Francine is looking
through the frosted glass now, staring still into the deep shadows of the
Medicine Unit, where the shelving doesn’t quite reach the brick wall.

But she’s not.
Nurse Francine is gone.
Ellen squeezes out from her hiding spot and steps to the table, to the

rack holding the bottles Francine used.
She looks to the door, waits. Waits another two minutes.
She lights the third match. Brings it to the bottles.
Even if Ellen hadn’t seen the two Francine used, she’d be able to tell

what they were; both rest unevenly in the rack.
Ellen pulls them out, sets them on the table.
She reads the labels. Doesn’t understand them. Doesn’t know what they

are. Turns the bottles around. Nothing. Looks underneath them. Reads
something.

A-9-A
She blows out the match and waves the smoke away. She looks to the

frosted glass, scared to see a shadow pass, or worse, a shadow becoming a
solid, against the glass, a face, eyes looking in.

But no face.
She retrieves her uniform. Quickly puts it back on.
She steps to the door and turns the knob and actually pulls the door

open a crack before quickly closing it again. She returns to the table and
places the bottles back on the rack.

Almost forgot to do that. What else has she almost forgotten to do?
She pauses, forces herself to think. She has the keys. Has the matches.

Right? Does she have all the matches? Ellen checks her pockets. One, two,
three. Yes, three burnt-out matches. Are the bottles back on the rack? Yes.
She did that. Yes. Is her uniform on? Ellen actually looks down to her white
uniform, shining even in this darkness. She looks back to the space between



the shelf and the wall. Her nails. She dug her nails into the wall. Does she
need to check if she’s left a mark?

You have to get out of here.
Ellen lights a fourth match. Walks to the shelving, holds the match by

the wall. No visible mark. But the flame is flickering, unstable, unreliable.
What is she afraid of? What does she think is happening in this

hospital?
Why do they want him to heal so fast, Ellen? What do they need him

strong for?
She doesn’t know.
Are you afraid?
Yes, Ellen is afraid.
She blows out the fourth match. Turns to face the door. She’s ready to

leave. Must leave.
She crosses the Medicine Unit once more and places her hand on the

knob.
Hesitation. A pause. Listening through the frosted glass. Into the hall.
Anything?
Nothing.
Ellen opens the door.
Enters the hall. Feels exposed by the light though the light is dim. Her

hand shakes as she locks the door. Pockets the key. She wonders if it’s
written all over her face: fear, hiding, confusion. If somebody, anybody,
were to turn the corner, walk toward her, would they notice? Would they
remark upon it later?

Dr. Szands, I saw Ellen in the second hall tonight. I don’t know what she
was doing there, but she was doing something.

She was hiding.
She was afraid.
Ellen allows her black hair to hang in front of her eyes. She stares at the

ground as she walks. Feels less visible this way. Then she tucks her hair
behind her ears and lifts her head up. She’s got to look normal. Like she
always does. What does she always look like?

She turns the corner, exiting the second hall. The front door is ahead.
She could walk right out, never come back. Get in her car and drive home,
pack some things, then leave Iowa. Go to California. Find an apartment.



She has enough money for gas. She knows how to meet people. She could
get a job there, start a new life, exit this place of growing shadows, begin
anew.

At the front door, she turns right, heading down the length of the first
hall. This is the hall she spends all her time in. And yet, she feels only
marginally safer for having entered it. Ahead, only a few feet, typewriter
clacking pours out of the open office door. When Ellen steps even with it,
she looks inside. She doesn’t want to see Francine. Doesn’t want the older
woman to turn from her seat at the typewriter and look at her with that same
open-mouthed expression.

Guess what I’m doing, Ellen? I’m writing a report. Guess who I’m
reporting, Ellen? I saw you in the Medicine Unit. Saw you hiding like a
scared little girl.

But it’s not Francine at the typewriter. It’s Robin. The temp. Most likely
entering the nurse’s notes. Busy work. Making them official. Filing.

“Hello,” Robin says, sensing someone in the doorway, turning to see
Ellen.

“Hello.”
“A lot of work!” Robin says, shaking her head. The age-old exchange

between coworkers, the knowing expressions.
“Yes.”
“Well, back to it for me.”
“Yes.”
Ellen continues down the hall, unsure if she should look to the ground,

look up, afraid to meet anybody’s eyes, afraid she’ll suddenly scream out,
Why does he need to heal so fast? WHY?

She isn’t certain exactly where she’s going. If Dr. Szands were to exit
any door that lined this hall, if he were to ask Ellen what task she was
engaged in, she isn’t sure she’d have the presence of mind to lie.

Halfway down the hall now. Got here too fast. Retains a blurred, faint
memory of Robin in the office. An impossibly fresh face smiling above a
new white uniform.

At the end of the hall is the Rehab Unit. And in that unit is Philip.
Is Francine in there? Has she brought the drugs to him? Of course she

has. That’s what she does. She administers. She drugs.



Ellen reaches the unit too quickly. She stops. The door swings open
before she touches it.

Francine’s face.
She looks so different, Ellen thinks, out here.
A shriek from behind Ellen. A patient crying out.
“Oh!” Francine shrieks herself, looks past Ellen. Then at her. “Good

timing. I need you.”
Behind Francine, Philip is sitting up.
“How is he able to do that?” Ellen asks, incapable of keeping the

question in. The man broke almost every bone in his body.
“I need to assist that patient,” Francine says. “Administer the shots to

Mr. Tonka. Can you do that for me?”
Philip raises his fingers to the door. No less bruised, but up. Sitting up.

Able to.
Ellen feels a tray at her waist.
“Ellen?”
It all feels half-imagined, half-untrue.
She looks down. Sees the two syringes.
“Administer these shots.” This time Francine isn’t asking.
From across the unit, Philip is staring into Ellen’s eyes.
“Yes,” Ellen says.
“And wake up! You’re moving like a patient yourself.”
Ellen takes the tray from Francine and enters the unit.
Behind her, the door closes.
Just Ellen and Philip now.
Philip smiles. Sadly?
Ellen knows he knows.
This mystery, this healing, is not for his sake.
“Medicine,” Philip says.
They share a pause and in that pause a question echoes:
Is it? Is it medicine?
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Greer says, “In the American Civil War, the Union soldiers wore blue
frocks that hung to mid-thigh. Buttons and patches displayed their rank.
Brown belts secured water canteens and other necessary items to their
persons. Majors wore double-breasted coats, the infantrymen were issued
single-breasted. Often the men wore shin-high black leather boots. Their
caps were usually blue wool kepis.”

He’s looking from face to face around the fire. The Ampex machines
hum just outside the circle the platoon makes. So do the hoofprints. Or they
seem to make sound, echoing loudly in all of their minds. Greer continues.

“The Confederate soldiers wore gray frock coats that hung to mid-thigh.
Bronze buttons and shoulder patches designated rank. They donned gray
wool caps. Most of the soldiers wore brown leather boots that went about
shin-high.”

Duane looks over his shoulder to the tarp, visible in the firelight.
Because the body beneath it is so flattened, the tarp looks as if it covers
nothing at all.

“So?” Larry asks.
Greer smiles without humor.
“Those boots”—he’s pointing to the tarp—“are genuine.”
“Genuine what?” Philip asks.
Greer looks him in the eyes. The flames dance in the historian’s glasses.
“Genuine past, private.”
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Philip wakes in the frigid desert at night.
He’s supposed to be on watch, supposed to be awake, shouldn’t have

fallen asleep. He shines the flashlight on the actual watch around his wrist,
the same one he took from the manager of the Sparklers, never gave back;
it’s 7:16 P.M. in Detroit. That’s 2:16 A.M. here.

Ross.
His friend’s name comes to him with a jolt. As if by falling asleep he’s

missed the answer to what’s become of him.
Philip sits up and the tip of his gun digs into his side, through the

blankets, through the wool-collared jean jacket he wears. Philip looks
down, realizes his gun is pointed at the piano key hanging around his neck,
the F. He moves it.

Despite knowing that none of the guns work, Philip had to keep it by his
side. The look of it alone could save his life.

Who knows what might have avoided him, seeing the weapon, as he
slept?

Standing, he shines the flashlight across camp. None of the remaining
Danes wanted to stop. Not even for the night. Ross is out there. Ross is
somewhere. The prints that led them to this spot continue beyond it. They
have no way of knowing how far they are from whatever made the prints.
Philip studies them in the light of his beam right now. Sees where they pass
into the darkness ahead.

Philip checks on the others.
It’s colder here than it was by the coast. Greer would know why. Greer

is buried beneath his unpacked clothes, blankets, and a canvas tarp. Most of
the others sleep this way. Only Lovejoy is using the tentpole like it’s meant



to be used, holding up the tarp like American cowboys once used them,
sleeping around fires in vast, open prairies.

Philip rubs his gloved hands together.
He breathes deeply and it hurts, feels like the cold has crawled in, has

taken root in his lungs. The exhalation is precise in the flashlight’s beam.
He looks out to the desert, to where the hoofprints direct his eyes.
The platoon must sleep. He knows they can’t hike twenty-four hours

straight and expect to be prepared, both mentally and physically. They’re no
use to Ross parched, pruned, dried up, and dead on a dune.

Philip thinks of the body they found.
Christ.
He looks over his shoulder to where Lovejoy ordered Greer to put it for

the night, two hundred yards from this temporary camp. Philip can’t see it.
Can’t even see the tarp. It’s the second time Lovejoy has indicated he
doesn’t want to be too close to the thing.

But it’s Greer’s reaction, Greer who dragged the body himself on a
plastic makeshift sled, that frightens Philip now.

The historian said the flattened man not only resembles a soldier from
the Civil War, but actually is one.

Philip’s gotta move a little because it’s too cold to sit still. A
Michigander, born and raised, Philip knows winter, but this is a different
kind of cold.

He takes two steps in the sand and feels something at the tip of his black
boot. The light shows him it’s one of the cords powering the Ampex
machines. Philip and Larry set them up when they arrived here. Duane,
anxious even more than they are, paced the entire time. The generator hums
quietly; state-of-the-art equipment, every bit of it. Philip follows the length
of the cord, walks along it to the first of the two rolling machines. He
crouches, turns his flashlight off. The Ampex’s red light illuminates his
boots and pants; reminds him of the figure he saw on the beach.

Red pants.
Red jacket.
Hooves.
Horns.
But no discernible face. Only the physical rippling of the space between

Philip and it.



And now, the memory of it. Coupled with the stories Secretary Mull
told on the plane; of Nadoul and Ka, a native of the Namib and his wife
who believed something watched her, something attached itself to her, and
then left its voice in her ears.

Philip looks over his shoulder. Quiet out here. Only the hum of the gear
and the dulcet distant breathing of his platoon.

Bundling up tighter into his jacket, Philip rises and goes to the other
machine. Between the red lights and scant illumination of the VU meters
he’s in total darkness.

The second machine has stopped recording; the reel is full. Before
removing it, Philip rewinds it and watches the meters. The headphones are
attached, lying in the sand, and Philip neither hears nor sees any spike in
volume; no sound he missed while asleep.

No creaking stairs.
The sound Philip heard when he slowed the tape down. The sound, he

now recalls, that played through his dreams as he fell asleep on watch.
Philip, dinner’s ready!
Memories. The home in which he was raised. Wyoming Street. Detroit.

Mom calling down to the cellar. The beat-up piano down there. There was
no room for it anywhere else in the duplex the Tonkas shared with the
Bermans. He used to get scared in the cellar; his back to the furnace and the
shadows the furnace made on the concrete wall, his back to the laundry
sink, too, that sink veiled by a dull pink sheet that flapped from the open
window, always open in the summer to let the cellar smell out.

Coming, Mom!
Usually by dinnertime he’d already run the scales. So boring, those

scales! No matter how many times Mrs. Ruth told him they were necessary,
they felt like chains to a very young Philip. Like his fingers were being
forced to play melodies he wasn’t interested in playing. But Mom’s
clockwork call would signify liberation; it was time to play his way, even if
for only a few minutes, his chance to ape the bluesmen he heard through the
speakers in Apollo Music.

But the stairs . . .
Always the creaking of that first step and Philip would tilt an ear in that

direction, behind him, the stairs between him and the furnace and that
fading pink sheet, too.



Coming, Mom!
He’d yell it again but he wasn’t going anywhere; wasn’t getting up from

that piano until he’d reached it, that deep and dangerous place that even
kids know about, the inner crawl space where expression can be found,
growing dusty, until you decided to take it out.

Creation.
Philip didn’t know what to call it back then, but he knew he had to reach

it, once, before—
But then, dammit, those creaking steps. Clockwork, too. Philip with his

back to the basement, his fingers mad across the keys like he was typing a
letter, telling someone who knew how he felt, what it felt like to reach for
it . . .

Creation.
Creaking . . . the stairs behind him . . . the shadows and a flapping sheet

behind him, too. A monster, perhaps, something terrible behind the sheet,
something wakened by the music and the soul and spirit the kid was putting
into it. But Philip wouldn’t turn around, not yet, not yet, not until he got
there, touched that place that felt like a joke, a revelation, the future all
rolled into one.

Creation.
He played furiously, even then, and the only thing that could rattle him,

the only thing on earth that could STOP him, was the hand (clockwork)
upon his shoulder, the thing that lived in the shadows, the thing whose
breath caused the laundry sheet to ripple, the thing that—

Philip. Mom. Only Mom. Always. Dinner is ready.
Now, in the cold and dark, Philip remembers those creaking stairs. And

that rippling sheet that might’ve hidden a Thing in Red, a creature with
hooves and horns.

He exhales and his breath is valentine ribbon in the red light.
The reel rewound, Philip removes it from the machine, opens the

storage case, and tucks it in beside the others. He gloves a new one, places
it opposite the catch reel, and begins to thread the tape through.

Something is moving in the sand behind him.
Philip rises with his flashlight on and gun at the ready.
It’s empty desert. Nothing crawls. Nothing emerges from the shadows

beyond the light.



But even the desert, with all its open space, has its corners at night.
Philip steps toward that darkness.
“Ross?” It’s a crazy thing to say. It’s a hopeful thing to say.
Could it be Ross? Returning? Did he escape whatever fate came close

enough to touch him?
A second sound. Boots on gravel. Philip turns fast to his right.
To his left.
Only sand. The base of another dune.
He brings the light to its peak.
What if Ross is up there? What if Ross is crawling toward him, near

death, unable to speak, unable to stand up?
And what if it’s not Ross. What then?
The cold tightens its grip. Holds Philip in place, rooted to the sand.
Seeing nothing upon the dune, he shines the light to the sand at his feet.
Staring up at him is the flattened face of the body they found.
“Jesus!”
Its eyes, both on the same side of its head, are staring into Philip’s own.
Philip catches his breath, a swallow of cold, raw air.
The canvas tarp has moved; the night wind has partially uncovered the

body.
Philip looks back to camp.
Is he two hundred yards away?
He must be. He is.
Before covering the body again, he studies the distorted features, the

oblong bearded mouth, the eyes that appear soupy enough to spoon.
Philip reaches for the canvas tarp.
Hears footsteps in the sand.
He turns. Sees nothing. No one.
Philip brings the light to the top of the dune again.
A man is up there.
“Shit!” Philip says, stumbling back. “Halt!”
But the man is coming. The man is halfway down the dune.
“Halt!”
It’s a soldier, Philip can see that immediately. A uniform. A gait.
A weapon.



Philip’s gun feels like a front, like it’s made of plastic, like pretend. But
it’s the stranger’s firearm that chills him. Philip experiences the same cold
rush he felt when he saw the Civil War body in the sand. The weapon this
second man carries is from another era, another time.

Genuine past, Private.
It’s a musket.
The man advances.
“Halt!” Philip repeats.
Philip’s first thought is,
This man is . . .
. . . in costume.
A blue coat, yellow scarf, bloodred lapels, yellow buttons that do not

reflect the light. Black boots dig into the cold sand until they reach the base
of the dune. A tricorn black hat shadows the soldier’s face.

Is it the Thing in Red?
Philip looks for horns. Looks for a white beard.
“Come on, man! I’m going to have to shoot you!”
It’s a costume. Has to be a costume. Because if it’s not a costume, if it’s

really what the man wears, then you’ve lost your mind. You’ve lost your
mind!

The soldier steps closer yet, into the full sphere of Philip’s light.
Since finding the body in the desert, Private Greer has talked endlessly

about uniforms. He focuses on the Civil War. But he goes on.
The American Revolutionary War soldier commonly wore a blue frock

coat. A tricorn hat. A ruffled shirt tucked into tan breeches, black boots that
reached shin-high. A yellow scarf that protected his neck from the cold.

This is not the Thing in Red.
It’s a soldier from the American Revolution.
Philip lowers his gun. Useless or not, front or not. This man is beyond

threat. This is beyond sensible, admonishing words like threat.
An American, Philip thinks.
“How—” Philip begins, but the man is lowering his musket. He’s

pointing to Philip’s other hand.
To the light.
He’s smaller than Philip. To scale.



“Who are you?” Philip finally asks, his words like the smoke of
gunpowder in the air between them.

The man, the soldier, is less than two feet from him. He’s reaching.
“Hey, hey,” Philip says. “Don’t do that! Don’t make me—”
But the man grips the flashlight and brings it close to his face. Studies

it. Looks Philip in the eye.
“Lantern,” the man whispers.
Not just American, Philip thinks. The first.
“My God,” Philip says.
A savage with an ax would’ve scared him less than this man has.
This impossibility.
This ghost.
The man releases the light. Takes a step back.
“Hang on,” Philip says, lowering his gun. “Wait a second! We lost a

friend! Can you help us find him? Can you help us?!”
But the man is backing up, up the side of the dune.
“Wait! Help us! You must know something! Where is he? Where could

he be?!” Philip drops his gun, raises his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you! I
just need to talk to you!”

But the soldier has backed up out of the range of Philip’s light. A
silhouette now, at the peak of the dune.

Philip runs toward him.
“WAIT!”
To the top, at the top, shining his light across the breadth of the dune,

into the shadowed pits, sand valleys, surrounding.
No man.
No Revolutionary soldier.
No vision.
But a sound, again, behind him, boots again.
Philip spins.
“Lovejoy,” he says, breathless, seeing the Mad Blond’s face only,

revealed in the flashlight’s farthest reach.
The former general is waiting at the bottom of the dune.
Philip descends.
When they meet, Lovejoy takes the light from Philip’s hand, shines it

uphill again.



“Lovejoy,” Philip repeats.
Lovejoy turns to face him, his features blackened by shadow.
“I saw him, too,” he says.
“A ghost,” Philip says.
“Not a ghost,” Lovejoy says.
“Then what?”
“Not a ghost. Not a man. A vestige . . .”
Then he scales the dune.
Philip looks to the body at his feet. Thinks of the Revolutionary Soldier

touching the flashlight. The physicality of both.
A vestige . . .
But a vestige is only a glimmer, only what remains, and Philip knows

that both impossible soldiers are more real than that.
Because of time, because of place, they may not be the source of their

own sounds.
But they are echoes.
And echoes are neither alive nor dead . . .
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Philip wakes in the dark. Bad dreams about Lovejoy lost, starving in a cell
made of sand.

Because Ellen didn’t give him the medicine she told Francine she
would, Philip is in considerable pain. The worst he’s known yet.

I don’t trust it . . .
She’d whispered this and other concerns, as she drew many pictures for

Philip. This time he’d asked for weapons. Descending in chronological
order. Beginning with a mushroom cloud (what Philip said looked like a
giant’s fist, cracking the earth’s surface) to a hand cannon, the earliest-
known firearm on the planet.

Philip didn’t ask for the medicine. And while earlier he could rationalize
it as needing to know the parameters of the drug, what it does, what it
doesn’t do, the bad way has come, and it all sounds like madness to him
now.

There are six figures in the unit. Six silhouettes watching him wake.
As he processes this, he understands also that he’s back in his original

unit, that somebody has wheeled him out of rehab.
But not these men. These men are moneyed. These men are military.

And Philip can tell by the privilege in their eyes, the meticulously casual
manner of their clothes, and the ice clinking in their drinks that they come
from a shadowed height of the military that Philip will never be able to look
high enough to see.

But the pain is even more frightening than the visitors.
An Asian American man lowers his face so that it’s only inches from

Philip’s own. His khaki pants and yellow button-down speak more of
country clubs than they do of war rooms. But Philip knows better.



“Awake!” the man says. A fluttering, drunk smile appears like fish fins
flapping in deep water.

He tilts his drink over the cot, pretends he’s going to spill it.
Philip can’t move to do anything about it.
Over the Asian’s shoulder a silver crew cut appears, then a clean-shaven

face beneath. It’s a serious countenance and this man also dresses the part;
his windbreaker and khaki slacks suggest he’s above even the rank of
general. Presidential is the word Philip thinks. But his thoughts are broken,
distorted, by the paralyzing pain.

And it’s getting worse.
“Oh yes,” a voice says. “Rises and sets like the sun. Like the rest of us.”
It’s Dr. Szands.
The Asian is very drunk. Philip has seen the same expression in a

hundred beer halls, a hundred gigs.
Movement by the window and Philip sees a third man, fair-haired, with

angular features. His eyes sparkle with night, as if he’s come in through the
window.

Philip tries to lift his right hand, can’t. Can’t even move the fingers.
The syringes look like liquor to him now, the needles left loaded in the

Rehab Unit.
The Asian is backing up, toward the unit door, replaced by two men

dressed like Scott Malone, the government man who came to question
Philip with the sketch artist.

“Careful with your drink, Mr. Serino,” one of the men says. He’s
smiling, but there is no humor. Philip has seen the same expression in used
car lots, in department stores, Macy’s; the men in this room may be
drinking, but they’re here on business.

“Progress,” Szands says. Concrete pride in his eyes; Philip can imagine
the trucks that poured it.

Szands walks to the filing cabinet, folding white cloth. Philip recognizes
it as his own hospital gown.

“Naked,” Philip says, and his voice is agony.
The room erupts with astonishment.
“He speaks!” the Asian cries.
“Yes,” Dr. Szands says. “Just like the rest of us.”
Philip is naked.



Exposed.
Displayed.
The Asian claps the man with the windbreaker on the back. He points to

Philip’s abdomen with a wobbling drink.
“Careful,” the second government man says, smiling anxiously, as

though, while it may be funny to spill his drink on a patient who can’t
move, this patient is valuable.

The man in the windbreaker approaches the cot.
He leans in. Examining. Philip smells scotch. But this man isn’t sloppy

about it.
Music is coming from the office. Lounge music. Island music.
“Amelioration,” Szands says, quietly taking center stage. “A man wakes

to discover he’s suffered a hideous injury, to most of his body. Less than
two weeks later, the same man is able to walk out of the hospital that has
healed him.”

“He’s ready then?” the man by the window asks.
Szands shakes his head no.
Philip groans. Because he has to. Because it feels like nails are being

pulled from his bones.
Szands looks over his shoulder. Philip recognizes disappointment, and

worry, in his eyes.
Philip knows why.
The patient is not supposed to groan. He’s supposed to do push-ups,

pull-ups, and to outrun his younger self, the man he was before he got hurt.
“Close,” Szands says. And his voice is full of uncertainty.
“Show us,” the man in the windbreaker says.
Szands wastes no time.
“Sit up, Philip.”
And Philip understands, sees clearly that this moment, now, is supposed

to be the triumph of Dr. Szands.
But Philip can’t sit up.
“Philip. Sit up.”
Embarrassment. For Dr. Szands. Very close now. Philip can sense it

coming.
And what will a man like Szands do? Humiliated before his peers?



The Asian rushes to the cot. With his free hand he reaches a wet finger
to Philip’s lips, then motorboats them.

He laughs. Heartily. Shrieking like a schoolboy.
He does it again.
Szands grips the man’s wrist. When he does, all the humor leaves the

Asian’s face and Philip is very aware that the other men in this room are
more powerful than the doctor.

The Asian yanks his arm free.
But Szands is coming unglued.
His masterpiece is misbehaving.
“Sit up.”
But Philip can’t sit up. Can’t move. Feels the bones of his face

tightening.
“Looks like you’re further behind than you estimated,” the man in the

windbreaker says.
“I know exactly where we are at, thank you. Sit up, Philip!”
No snickers from the others.
Drunk or not.
Szands grips Philip by the shoulders and pulls.
Philip only half screams because the pain of a full one is unfathomable.
“Careful!” the man by the window yells.
“There is no danger,” Szands hisses. “The patient is acting up!”
“Doctor, I don’t think he can—”
“SHUT UP! I know what he can and cannot do!”
Szands tries to position Philip on the cot.
The snap of Philip’s bone echoes through the hall.
“That’s enough!” the man in the windbreaker yells. But Szands is

beyond command.
“Doctor . . .”
It’s Francine. She’s standing in the doorway. She’s holding a tray.
“Bring those to me now!”
Francine does.
Dr. Szands administers the medicine.
“Two more,” he says.
He’s hard with the needles. He stabs.
“More, doctor?”



Francine questions this because Philip has never received more than two
shots.

Szands looks at her like he might kill her.
Francine is out of the unit and back in again before Philip can speak.

But he’s getting closer. The first two are already working.
The others only watch.
Szands grabs the syringes so quick that a needle connects with the band

of his watch.
“Two more,” he demands, administering the first of the second round.
Philip’s bones no longer hurt.
Francine leaves. Returns.
Szands stabs Philip a fourth time.
He drops the syringe to the floor and holds out an open palm for a fresh

one.
“Doctor,” Francine says, as if she might pull the tray from him. But the

power is short-lived.
“GIVE ME THE FUCKING DRUGS, FRANCINE!”
She does.
Szands looks into Philip’s eyes. Philip sees no footing in there. No

ground. No Path.
“Want to make a fool of me?”
He stabs Philip a fifth time.
By now Philip can speak. But the relief he feels is too big. Too strong to

process.
“Help,” he half says, looking to the others.
But the adoration in their eyes tells him they are finally seeing what

they came to see.
Szands stabs Philip a sixth time.
“More.”
Francine does not respond.
“MORE!”
She makes to leave the unit but she pauses at the door. When Szands

sees this, he loses what airs remain.
“You are my nurse. You will do as I say. It’s because of you that this is

happening in the first place.”
“Dr. Szands.”



Philip is floating, ghostlike, to the ceiling. In his mind he’s going to
break it, going to leave the hospital at last.

“Why was the patient not given his medicine, Francine?! WHAT DID
YOU DO?!”

“Dr. Szands . . . I had to attend to another patient last night . . . I gave
that responsibility to Ellen.”

Szands opens his mouth to speak, but stops.
Sweating, mad eyed, he turns to look at Philip.
“Ellen,” Szands says.
He smiles. He runs his fingers through his hair and laughs.
“Ellen,” he repeats.
“Please,” Philip says. “Don’t hurt her.” But his own voice is a chimera.
The others in the room murmur their approval. The patient has spoken.

The patient has turned his head toward them. The patent is reaching out
with both arms, as if he might stop the doctor from hurting the nurse in
question.

The man in the windbreaker approaches the cot.
Then the Asian.
Then the man by the window.
“Excellent,” windbreaker says. “Excellent.”
“Yes, well.” Dr. Szands is breathing hard. “Forgive me. It would have

gone much smoother, had . . .”
“No,” windbreaker says, extending an open palm. “Truly. This is

excellent.”
Philip hears the word as if it’s looped. As if, like time, it repeats itself,

on a wheel, wheeled, until the present is happening long ago, and the things
that have passed return to the present. As if, by virtue of being a wheel, it
must roll, and by rolling it shakes the earth, the dirt, the dead beneath it,
brings them forth, summons them, calls to them, says, You were once and
you are once again.

To this turning, Philip spins into a relief too big, a darkness with no
visible objects to stop him.
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Greer is talking about ghosts. Old ghosts and newer ghosts and ghosts yet
to be, including, Philip thinks, their own platoon: future ghosts; men who
could be found in this desert, on these dunes, a hundred years from now, a
century ahead; Larry Walker’s petrified body in the sand, Philip Tonka
descending a dune, archaic weapon in hand, more interested in the modern
man’s light source than the more advanced weapon he brandishes. And
while Greer talks (Civil War, American Revolutionary War, this is no
coincidence, guys, this is the meat of why we’re here; this has to do with the
SOUND) Philip is restlessly thinking of home, knowing now that a hundred
thousand dollars isn’t enough and never was.

Home, Wonderland, the Danes, the Path . . .
“Imprints,” Greer says, stuck on this word. “Residual hauntings. The

past on a loop. But the thing is, usually imprints don’t interact with the
present; they’re energy, running in place, repeating themselves over and
over. That’s the loop. But the man Philip saw addressed the flashlight, and
that’s something there. And the body,” Greer thumbs over his shoulder, all
the way to the foot of the dune, where the man with the Civil War boots lies
still, rewrapped and hidden from the sun. “Another imprint.”

“Like echoes,” Larry says, tightening the green shirt tied around his
head.

“Yes,” Greer says, relieved that somebody has made a correlation
between sound and spirit.

Philip looks to the sky. Can’t picture the plane returning. Can’t see it
happening.

His pack begins to tremble in the sand.
“Hey,” he says. “Guys . . .”



The first thought he has is: Tanks. Crossing the desert.
But the sound arrives before the idea takes root.
This time, the sound comes as a beam, a singular force, powerful

enough to rattle the reels, shake the boots of the soldiers. Auditory, yes, but
there is a flash of something seen; a rippling, ten feet across, passing over
their heads, vanishing between dunes in the distance.

As quick as it comes, it is gone.
Not long enough to get sick. Not long enough to study.
“Holy Christ,” Duane says. “It’s gonna kill us, isn’t it.”
But Philip’s mind is elsewhere.
Looking to the sky, as the others are, bracing himself lest a second, even

more forcible example arrives, he crawls beside Greer.
“Could a sound wave shake up an imprint? Bring it back . . . to life?”
Greer smiles as if to dismiss the idea; then the smile falls.
“What do you mean, Tonka?”
“A frequency  .  .  . able to break the pattern, the loop, of a residual

haunting. Free the ghosts that enact them.”
Greer is quiet for some time.
“If that were possible, why stop with hauntings?”
“Now what do you mean?”
“If a sound were capable of breaking such patterns . . . why not bigger

ones?”
Philip makes to ask for more, but Greer is already delivering it.
“Like history. Like history repeating itself. If we’re going to be crazy

enough to believe a sound can free literal ghosts, Private Tonka, why not
figurative ones as well?”

Lovejoy calls from a dune.
“Tell it to me plain, Greer,” Philip says.
“If we’re comfortable believing that ghosts can step from their loops,

why can’t man? Why can’t this sound put an end to war? You see? Not a
weapon after all, Tonka. But . . . the opposite.”

It’s time to move on. To follow the hoofprints in the sand.
They are unarmed. They are scared.
They are determined to continue.
“Don’t let this thread die,” Greer says to Philip.
“Do you believe it?”



“Of all the scientific theories that have been warring in my imagination,
none feel as real as this. And yet . . . the hoofprints . . . the goat . . .”

Philip grabs his pack, stands, and asks himself, What is the opposite of a
weapon?

He looks to his useless gun in the sand. Picks it up anyway.
It’s time to go deeper into the desert.
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Standing up.
Ellen is repeating these two words as she approaches the office. Dr.

Szands is in there, she knows. She saw him minutes before finding Philip
standing up (standing up!) in his unit. The sight, only ten days into his
rehabilitation, has snapped any hesitation.

She is a nurse. Her job is to nurse.
And this (STANDING UP) is not healing.
When she reaches the office door, she pauses. She thinks of exactly

what she’s going to say and how she’s going to say it.
This is a military hospital. This is the government. This isn’t like the

time she complained about the rats outside the Dairy Dame.
Are you sure you have the patient’s best interests in mind, doctor? As a

nurse, I can’t be a part of something that isn’t . . . that isn’t . . .
But what isn’t it?
Ellen will have to tell Dr. Szands that she saw the drugs in the Medicine

Unit, A-9-A; tell him about the man in the bar who took the drawing of the
goat she did for Philip.

Ellen breathes deep and enters the office.
Szands is standing in the center of the room, arms crossed.
He’s been waiting for her.
“Did you refuse to give Philip Tonka his medicine?”
She wasn’t expecting this. But shouldn’t she have been? What did she

think would happen if he didn’t get his shots?
“Yes.”
“Good. Honesty. Why?”



This is worse. The why. ’Cause the why can only be answered with I
don’t trust you anymore.

“He’s healing too fast.”
Szands laughs, and Ellen hears in it a cackle.
“Is there such a thing, Miss Jones? And is it your job to decide?”
On the desk, within reach of his fingers, is a knife.
“Am I being fired, doctor?”
“Yes.”
“Very well.”
“Nothing to say?” Szands asks.
“No, doctor.”
Szands uncrosses his arms. His blue and yellow Hawaiian shirt has

never looked as out of place to Ellen as it does right now.
“Most people, when they’re let go from their place of employment,

express at least some malaise, Miss Jones.”
“I didn’t administer medicine when I was told to. I understand.”
The rancorous look in his eyes  .  .  . the only other time Ellen’s seen a

look so exaggeratedly fierce was in the comics Jean enjoyed.
“I’ll gather my things,” she says. “I’ll turn my uniform in.”
“You will be watched, Miss Jones.”
“What did you say?”
Szands doesn’t feign innocence.
“This is a matter of national security. Not a love story.”
Ellen reddens. She would check her heart for bugs if she could.
She exits the office and takes the hall to the nurses’ station. On the way

back, on her way out of the hospital, she looks into Unit 1.
Philip’s legs are on the cot. He’s doing sit-ups.
Ellen walks away.
Leaves through the front door.
She knows, darkly, that this is not the end of it. That this event, this day,

is going to stretch out longer in ways she cannot predict right now. But it’s
not until she gets into her car, turns the key, and rolls her window down that
she thinks of how terrible a thing this is.

For Philip.
In Macy Mercy, Ellen is his only friend. Without her, who is going to

watch over him? Who is going to say something when they should?



Ellen reverses, shifts, and exits the parking lot. Ahead, the open
cornfields of Iowa look like freedom. Like the future.

Go. It’s one man. One life. Go.
But in her rearview mirror she sees Macy Mercy, sees it for the first

time for what it is: a cold, brick rectangle with only one way in, one way
out.

Philip.
As she drives, she turns up the radio, then has to turn it off.
What can she do about this? What can be done?
She thinks. She drives. She feels the false relief of leaving a place she

can never really leave, the sense that, with each half mile, each hundred
feet, she is safer.

Something keeps her tied. Something tethers her.
“Philip,” she says. “I’ll be back for you.”
But she doesn’t know if this is true. Doesn’t know how to make this

true.
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Greer drags the body, wrapped like a cigarette in the tarp. Lovejoy points
to the prints in the sand.

Faint.
Yet present.
Nobody talks about the “ghost” Philip saw because nobody feels safe.

Ross is missing, yes, but the appearance of these impossible soldiers is
equally frightening, as if they’re beginning to line the path of hoofprints, or
as if the prints have intentionally led the platoon into this mad arcade.

A haunted house, Philip thinks. Or like the house of horrors on
Mackinac Island. Only we’re out in the open here.

Even the click of Stein’s camera sounds less confident. Like there’s less
chance of anybody ever seeing the images he captures.

With each minute passing, the other Danes feel more responsible for
Ross. And the body Greer drags, the human Picasso, does not bode well for
their friend.

Duane hasn’t spoken in two miles. And when he did talk, it was only to
mutter the word “airplane,” as if needing the consistent reminder that there
is a planned end point to this experience.

Greer deals with his fear by talking.
“You guys ever hear of Cemetery 117?”
He’s got a green shirt tied around his hairline, catching the sweat.

Nobody responds; they know Greer will tell them about it either way.
The heat is cruel. Mean heat, Larry said.
“They’re quantifying it as three cemeteries in one,” Greer goes on.

“Near the northern border of the Sudan. North of us. But close. Much closer
than home.”



“How do you know about it?” Larry asks.
“Because I read, Larry. I read the journals. I care about these things.

Two of the cemeteries are on one side of the Nile River and the third is on
the other, as if the banks were once considered prime real estate for burial.”
Greer speaks as if he loves the idea of bones and blood, digging for bodies,
and  .  .  . “Prehistoric warfare. That’s what they’re calling it. Fifty-nine
bodies they found. Most of them around nineteen years old. A lot of women
and children, too.”

“Sounds like any cemetery,” Larry says.
Greer shakes his head no.
“Arrowheads, spears. Listen, every single person was wounded the

same way. Each and every corpse they unearthed. Still sound like your
neighborhood cemetery in Detroit, Larry?”

“What are you saying?” Philip asks. Duane mutters something. Philip
can imagine his friend dropping his gear and strangling Greer. But perhaps
Duane is beyond being annoyed. Fear is unique that way.

Greer tugs at the rope around his belly; the tarp drags behind him,
makes a steady sliding sound.

“These bodies are close to fourteen thousand years old, Tonka. Fourteen
thousand! You think we might’ve made peace with one another by now,
yeah?”

He bellows a single syllable of real laughter, a cackling punch that
echoes ahead.

Sounds a bit like the tape slowed down.
Philip thinks of his and Greer’s last conversation. The sound as being

able to break the patterns of history. Capable of initiating residual
hauntings. The Namib Desert is the perfect host for this. The world’s oldest
desert. The oldest known people. The first cemetery. The first war.

War and not-war? Is the sound somehow capable of both? Is it able to
conjure the soldiers of old wars, all wars, into being, while denouncing
them, rendering their weapons unusable?

Why? How? And does any of it matter so long as Ross is missing?
“Lovejoy,” Duane says.
Ahead, Lovejoy is crouched in the sand.
Duane runs to him, wild, and Philip understands it’s because his

drummer believes Lovejoy has found evidence of Ross.



Then they’re all running. Larry calls Ross’s name. As if the small, dark
object at the former general’s feet is somehow their friend.

By the time Stein catches up, the Polaroid ready, the others have already
seen it.

But it’s Greer who can’t resist grabbing hold of it and lifting it to his
eyes.

“Jesus Christ,” he says, the way someone says it with awe.
It’s a metal tube, the length of one of Philip’s arms.
Greer doesn’t untie the rope that holds the body behind him, though it’s

digging in, irritating his belly. He doesn’t wipe the sweat that drips from the
shirt tied around his head. But he does wipe his glasses clean.

“This is a hand cannon,” Greer says, holding it with all ten fingers. The
way he says it, he expects that the others must realize the significance of
this discovery. If anybody does, though, it’s Lovejoy alone. “This is the first
firearm, gentleman. Asian. Quite literally a cannon for the hand. You would
put gunpowder in this end and shrapnel here, and when you lit it  .  .  .” his
lips curl into an astonished smile.

Stein takes a photo.
“This is absolutely impossible,” Greer says.
“A relic,” Larry says.
Greer shakes his head vehemently.
“It’s mint. As if it were made yesterday. Today.” He rubs his hands

together. “Absolutely impossible!”
“How old is it?” Stein asks.
Greer laughs.
“How does the thirteenth century sound to you, Private? It’s not that

there’s not a mark on it, that would be the anthropological find of the year.
But no . . . it’s that it isn’t . . . hasn’t . . . aged.”

“Keep it,” Lovejoy says. But he doesn’t need to. Greer is already
opening his pack, retrieving the necessary cloth to wrap it.

Philip looks to the tarp behind Greer and recalls the historian’s
excitement with what he called “verified Civil War boots—verified by me.”
He looks to the hand cannon.

A conclusion comes to him. He feels as assured as when he knows the
band got the right take:

The sound is not a weapon. It’s the opposite.



But what’s the opposite of a weapon?
Lovejoy is already trekking ahead. His blond hair is transparent under

the sadistic sun.
Philip sets his own pack in the sand and removes his T-shirt. He wipes

his face with it, then wraps it around his head. He drinks from his canteen.
When he looks up again, Lovejoy is vanishing over the edge of a dune,
descending, as though on an escalator.

Or like he’s taking the stairs.
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Ellen is on the couch in her living room, leafing through the drawings
she’s done for Philip. Together, they read like a child’s science fiction
dream. The evolution of weapons, from wooden spears to nuclear bombs.
The man in the Revolutionary War uniform. The hand cannon.

The black hole in the desert.
Ellen hasn’t had a relaxed minute since leaving Macy Mercy. She’s

hearing things outside her apartment and in. She lives alone, is used to
living alone, is used to the creaks and groans of the building, a neighbor’s
dog picking through the garbage, the distant sputtering engine of a passing
car. But in the two days since she was fired, she’s been hearing new sounds.

Footsteps? Outside? The creaking of the glass of her living room
window? As if the nose of a stranger is pressed against it?

Ellen brings the drawing of the Revolutionary soldier on a sand dune
under the lamplight. She shuffles the papers. To her, the black hole is the
most disturbing. It was never dark enough for Philip. Ten layers of pencil
deep.

Ellen tucks her hair behind her ears, sets the drawings on the couch, gets
up. She takes the carpeted hall to the back bedroom, where her suitcase is
already open on the bed, a third full. She quit packing once already today.
But she’s ready to begin again.

She crosses the room to the nightstand, picks up the phone, and calls her
friend Patricia in California.

“Hello?”
“Patty, it’s Ellen.”
“Oh . . . hi. What time is it there, Ellen?”
“Three in the morning.”



“What is it? Are you all right?”
“I need somewhere to stay, Patty. I’m leaving Iowa.”
“When?”
“I’m leaving now.”
Hesitation. Silence. If Patty could just offer up her place, make it sound

normal, like it’s okay to leave your life at three in the morning, Ellen might
be able to calm down, might begin to see this as the right thing to do. But
Patty isn’t doing that.

“Ellen. What’s wrong? Obviously something’s wrong.”
Patricia has kids. Ellen knows she’s thinking of them now.
“Nothing’s wrong, exactly,” Ellen says. “I just need to . . . leave.”
Patricia hesitates. Ellen listens to the static. It sounds like bugs.
“Well, I’m sorry, Ellen, but as you know  .  .  . we only have so much

room here at the house. But if you’re going to be in California—”
Ellen hangs up.
She’s heard someone in the hall outside the bedroom.
She steps from the phone, crosses the carpet. The phone doesn’t ring, of

course it doesn’t ring. Patricia is probably happy that she ended the call; she
won’t be calling back. Ellen reaches the bedroom door and pushes it
partway open.

Darkness out there.
Did she turn the lamp off? She doesn’t remember.
She turns off the lights in the bedroom.
Now it’s dark everywhere.
She listens. Silent. Listens. Doesn’t move. Thinks of Philip telling her to

add another layer to the black hole, telling her it isn’t dark enough yet.
You can’t get any darker than black! Ellen had laughed.
Not now. Not laughing now.
Yes you can, Philip had said. You just gotta see it in a place where it’s

not supposed to be.
Ellen stares into the darkness of her apartment. She feels like she’s

falling, without warning, dizzy, frightened. As if she’s tripped into the black
hole Philip asked her to draw and there’s nothing solid, no support, inside it.

“Hello?” Ellen asks.
The last thing she expects, because it’s the worst thing she can think of,

happens.



Someone responds.
“Hello, Ellen.”
It’s a familiar voice, but Ellen still screams, as if somehow her voice

might give her that solid surface, that something physical to grip in the
darkness.

But it doesn’t. And by the time the second voice sounds again, Ellen
believes she won’t be leaving Iowa after all.
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The sun is long past its peak, but Philip isn’t sure this is a good thing. He’s
thinking of home, of getting back, of surviving ten more days out here. He’s
thinking of Mull telling them the plane will be back exactly where it
dropped them off, in two weeks on the hour. And with every step the
platoon takes deeper into the desert, dragging the rolling reels behind them,
Philip grows a little more nervous, a little more afraid.

Are they going too far from shore? Will ten days be enough time to get
back?

We’ve been walking less than a day, he tells himself. Get ahold of
yourself.

But how? So many overwhelming images out here . . . so many fears.
A nuclear reactor. A toxic reckoning. Dead bodies, sickness, and ghosts.

Implausible artifacts in the sand; impossible ideas about men from other
eras, other wars; soldiers frozen in time, always imprints, until just the right
sound, just the right frequency rattles their dead bones into being.

And who makes this sound? Who calls to them?
Philip looks down to the hoofprints they follow.
“It’s back,” Duane says, slapping his hands over his ears. It reminds

Philip of when Duane plays the drums, rhythm with his hands.
Duane’s right. The sound is back.
And yet . . . it’s far off. In and out. Like it’s been all day. As if they’re

still the same distance from its source. No closer to discovery.
And yet . . .
Beyond Lovejoy, ahead, Philip sees a series of dunes, a corner of the

desert, as if the former general has reached an end point but not an impasse.



Counting five of them, Philip thinks the dunes make a hand, rising, as if
telling him to stop.

A flash of light and Philip sees Stein is photographing.
“Shadows,” Larry says, acknowledging a blackness at Lovejoy and

Stein’s feet. “Shade.”
“Tarp?” Greer asks.
But Philip hardly hears them. Without knowing it, he’s stepping with

the same stride that made the hoofprints. His boots are carrying him toward
the same end.

“Water,” Philip says, when he gets there.
Stein snaps another photo and the flash reflects off the dark surface.
“What was that, Tonka?”
Water, deep and blue, so vivid it quenches many thirsts, bodily,

emotionally, as the foliage framing the pool wavers from the first cool
desert breeze Philip has known.

Behind him, Larry and Greer, Duane and Stein are all talking about
mines. Talking about holes in the desert like black holes in space.

But Philip is fixated on the figure swimming toward him.
Curly hair, pale as the old waitress’s at Ronnie’s on Grand Street.

Supple fingers that drag him through the water, across the surface, toward
Philip. Fingers capable of such sweet guitar.

“Hi, Philip.”
Philip lifts a finger, points, because he doesn’t know what else to do.
“Ross?”
Behind him, Larry says something. Asks Philip a question. Tells him to

be careful.
“Come on, jump in,” Ross says. “The water’s fantastic.”
Because the sun is partially blocked by the dunes, Ross is partially

shadowed. Beneath the surface, his arms and legs dance distorted, rippling
with the unseen waves.

“ROSS!”
The exhalation Philip experiences is unprecedented. All the horrible

visions of telling Ruth Robinson what had become of her son, all the
sadness, madness, and meanness, are gone.

He steps toward his friend.
Pack and gear be damned. Ross is safe.



And swimming.
“Jump in, buddy. You won’t regret it.”
Smiling, Philip does. As Duane calls out behind him, and as Duane’s

voice recedes, Philip jumps.
Then it’s like Duane’s voice is coming from the sky, up high, as Philip

understands he himself made no splash, felt no water when he broke the
surface.

Diamond mines, Greer had been saying. Some go miles deep.
And the world goes dim, too dim, as the words mirage and fantasy take

flight, shot like cannons from Philip’s mind, as the rise of his own scream
echoes, and the echo lasts so long he can’t tell where the bottom is, when he
will hit, as he falls into a hole in the desert, a hole as dark as delusion.
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Delores and Ellen sit facing each other across an orange Formica table in a
corner booth. The booth is against the window, and early sunlight comes
through the glass, creating shadows on the tabletop of the letters making up
the daily specials. Ellen, who is facing the bulk of the all-night restaurant,
scans the place, continuously, between every sentence it seems. Delores,
facing only a handful of booths lining the adjacent wall, looks less
frequently, but still looks.

As of now, they are alone. Or, as Delores says, without Mercy.
“You have to be at work soon,” Ellen says.
Delores nods. The bags under her eyes don’t correlate with the sparkle

in them. She came to Ellen’s house because she wanted to. And the relief
she feels, talking about the hospital, is big. And yet, Delores is
conservative, Ellen knows, and watching her tell secrets is like watching a
child admit to lying.

“I’ll be there,” Delores says. She doesn’t look at her watch. “I need it
understood that I’m here this once. This is my one role in this.”

“Are they going to kill him?” Ellen asks it.
“They could,” Delores says, lowering her head, acknowledging that

she’s a part of this, willingly or not, hands in the pot or not; a hospital that
could conceivably kill one of its patients.

“They’re rushing his healing,” Ellen says. “It doesn’t take a nurse to
notice that.”

Delores tells Ellen about the six shots administered by Szands.
Ellen sees red. Sees herself driving to the hospital. Sees herself killing.
“What are they doing, Delores?”
“Well, it’s like you said; they’re rushing it.”



“Why?”
Delores squeezes her hands tight together. This is hard for her.
“Do you know what happened to him in Africa, Ellen?”
“As much as you do.”
“Do you?”
“What happened to him in Africa, Delores?”
“Philip was part of a mission sent to—”
“I know that much.”
“Yeah, well, they found it.”
Ellen leans back against the booth, thinks of the drawings.
“And so?”
“And so Philip must know where it is.”
Both look out the window as a truck pulls into the parking lot. They

wait to see who exits. An older, sturdy man in overalls gets out on the
driver’s side, looks up to the restaurant’s sign, crosses the lot.

“They think it’s a weapon, Ellen. Something worse than a nuclear
bomb.”

Ellen recalls Philip’s six months before waking. The bruises. The bones.
How he’ll never look the same as he used to.

“What could be worse than a nuclear bomb?”
“I don’t know. But I’m sure there was a time when people asked the

same question about guns.”
A pause. A beat between them.
“Is that what hurt him? Whatever he found?”
“It must be.”
“What did he tell the government?”
“They think he’s hiding something. They think he’s very good at saying

just enough.”
“What would he be hiding?”
“He says he doesn’t remember where it was.”
“The weapon?”
“Yes. He also says he doesn’t know what it does.”
Ellen thinks about this.
“Then how do they know he found it?”
“Because of the way he was hurt. The army doesn’t know of a weapon

that could hurt you in exactly that way.”



At the counter, a man in a suit sips from a coffee mug.
“Why are you telling me this, Delores?”
Delores looks as if, had a dish fallen in the diner, she would shatter

along with it.
“I’m too afraid to help him, Ellen. You’re not. You’re stronger than I

am.”
How meek she looks, Ellen thinks. How scared.
“So what are you going to do? Continue giving him medicine, drugs?

Play along?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
“How can you do that?”
“I’m not like you, Ellen! And who knows what they found out there.

You want it coming . . . for you?”
“What?”
Delores is crying. But Ellen can’t let up.
“And what am I supposed to do about it?” She’s almost shouting. “I’m

on the outside now!”
Delores looks over her shoulder, passively telling Ellen to keep her

voice down.
“You can put a stop to it.”
“What? How? I don’t even know what the drugs do!”
It’s Delores’s turn to look surprised.
“Ellen,” she says. “Certainly you know why they’re rushing his

rehabilitation?”
Ellen stares. Blank.
“No, Delores. Tell me.”
“I thought that was obvious.” Delores grips her purse handle, preparing

to leave. “They’re getting him ready, Ellen.”
“Ready for what?”
“To send him back, Ellen. Back to Africa.”
For a horrifically plausible second in time, Ellen sees herself reaching

across the table and strangling Delores. Because Delores has known these
things. Because Delores could’ve put a stop to them long before now. And
now that job is left to Ellen.

When the vision passes, when Ellen is left with the flat reality of her
situation, she asks one more question.



“What does A-9-A mean, Delores?”
Her voice is as flat as a body in its casket.
Delores swallows hard.
“It’s the only thing they’ve discovered that’s more powerful than the

sound.”
“What?”
“It resists it.”
“How do you know? Have you seen them test it on Philip?”
Delores can’t even look Ellen in the eye.
“They haven’t done that yet,” she says. “But they’re about to.”
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Philip has badly broken his ankle. He knows that much. It might be many
bones. Many things hurt.

He can’t stand up. Not yet. The shock of pain was almost as big as the
fear was when he fell. So, in the dirt, in the dark, Philip alternately grips the
ankle and sweeps his arm across the floor, searching for the flashlight that
could be anywhere.

His fingers are bleeding. So is either his forehead or the right half of his
face. That side is hot with something.

The gun is lost, too. But the gun doesn’t work.
There is no light in here. And without making a sound, he has no sense,

no scope of the space.
He doesn’t call for help, though he wants to. Doesn’t find a place to

hide, though he wants to.
Instead, for now, he listens.
Where is he?
The word mine makes sense to him. Diamond mines in the Namib.

Abandoned in the 1930s. More than twenty years ago. But other words
resonate, too.

Cave
Lair
Nest
He can still see Ross swimming, Ross telling him to jump in the lake.
Mirage? But it was so definitive. So . . .
How long has he been out?
He remembers some very scary rumors from World War II. Mental

warfare. Gases that made men see werewolves on the battlefield, soldiers



whispering that they’d encountered family members in the woods at the
bloodied boundaries. Captors removing the hands of American POWs,
replacing them with live mines, lowering them into holes, dark ones, places
like this.

Climb out, soldier! Use your new hands!
Is this like that? Is he . . . a prisoner?
Maybe. But it feels (cold), smells (damp), and sounds (hollow) more

like a grave.
Have you guys ever heard of Cemetery 117?
Greer’s story about the fossils of the world’s first war; Cemetery 117;

unearthed not far from here.
Will they one day excavate here, dig Philip’s bones from this buried

place?
Greer’s words are the easiest to recall in the dark.
Philip closes his eyes. His own dark is mercifully soothing. Better than

the impenetrable blackness of the unknown.
He tightens the grips on his ankle, understands that it will need to be set.

In his mind’s eye he sees his own ghost, a soldier of the Revolutionary War.
Lantern.
Light. Flashlight. VU meters. Stein’s camera.
Oh, so many options, but none of them within reach.
Philip holds his breath. He listens.
He waits.
He listens.
He waits.
Quiet as he can, he rolls to his side, then up onto his knees.
He crawls. And every time his right boot touches the ground, his lower

leg asks him to stop. His bloodied fingers search the dirt, then gravel, small
sharp rocks that indicate an intentional change in flooring.

Philip finds the flashlight.
He turns it on.
For the duration of many breaths, he doesn’t feel the pain in his ankle

and body.
The awe is overwhelming.
It lasts long enough for him to crawl to the incredibly smooth wooden

wall the light has shown him, to use the wall to help him stand. There he



looks up to the breathtaking murals.
Adorning the vaulted ceiling, displayed religiously, hundreds of white

goats stand in profile; childish renderings; each with their single eye fixed
upon Philip below.

And everywhere he limps, dragging his foot across the open space, the
eyes from above seem to follow.

The red, blotched background looks less like paint than it does dried
blood, and Philip believes there can be no other sufficient explanation for
the source of this color.

“My God,” Philip whispers.
And his voice is detonation. His voice is cannonade.
The echo is deafening.
Nuclear.
That hideous word. Nuclear is a secret whispered behind even the backs

of presidents, supposed leaders of the world.
Nuclear.
The word comes to Philip foul-green and oozing, as though the syllables

themselves are infected, toxic, and capable of creating the terrifying vision
of the mushroom cloud. Philip touches his abdomen with a bloodied hand,
mindlessly checking to see that he isn’t already experiencing the effects of
exposure to radiation. He’s seen photos of what nuclear can do. All the
Danes have. Philip remembers sipping whiskey with Larry, leafing through
an admonishing military brochure, The Conflicts of Nuclear Weaponry.

NUCLEAR
It’s not hard to trace the chain of thoughts that have led to him thinking

the worst. The power inherent in the echo of his voice is astonishing.
IS IT A WEAPON DOWN HERE OR IS IT NOT?!
“GUYS!”
He yells because he’s got to. Because if he doesn’t call for the others

he’s going to go crazy here in this chamber of potential nuclear power,
unseen radioactive waves that could already be changing him, altering his
makeup, weakening his bones.

As the word explodes through the space, as it circles the wooden walls
like a marble, proving the laws of diminishing energy, Philip must
appreciate it, for he understands, clearly, with an artist’s mind, exactly what
it could be used for.



It’s an echo chamber.
The Danes use an echo chamber of their own at Wonderland. It’s a small

wooden box into which they play back the song, then record it again, this
time with the natural echo off the wood. It’s the very box they used on
Ross’s famous guitar line on “Be Here.”

But the sound in this room . . . it’s the cleanest, most magnificent echo
Philip’s ever heard.

Now, he remembers the sound of his fall reverberating. The
disorientation of manifold falls, a blind soldier suspended midflight, on his
way to a break, then the break, too, the clacking of a bone as big as a tree.

If the thud of him making contact was exaggerated to such a degree,
what might the actual source of the sound . . . be? It, too, must be smaller
than what escapes this place, must be more manageable, even recognizable.

For Philip has decided that whatever hole he’s fallen into, the source of
the sound is down here.

He trains the beam across the walls, looking for the way in. From where
did he fall? But there is no open top, only the murals. He discovers two
archways on either side of the room. Both are framed with the same wood.
And between them, beside where he stands, Philip reveals a trail in the dirt,
like the trail made by the body Greer dragged across the desert.

Hoofprints, too.
Philip did not fall into this room. He was taken here. And yet, the

cacophony of his tumble, the echo  .  .  . there are other rooms down here,
other halls, and all of them, Philip believes, must contribute to the force
behind the sound and the brilliant echo that accompanies it.

Philip sinks to one knee in the dirt. Grips his bad ankle to ease the
screaming pain.

Just as he begins to rise again, he hears something, movement from
under the archway ahead.

Philip turns off his flashlight.
The space goes black. And yet, he can still feel the goat eyes above,

watching.
He holds his breath. He knows this sound, this coming sound.
Hooves.
Because how could he not, he thinks of the Thing in Red. A fluttering

face. Shimmering steel where twin horns meet.



He exhales because he must, and the quiet, strained wisp is a rising
wind in this room. And yet, the sound he has made is trumped.

Whatever is coming has arrived.
Philip almost speaks. Almost says who’s there?
Is it someone who can see in the dark? Someone who knows these halls,

these rooms, these dimensions so well that he doesn’t need to see anything
at all?

Philip thinks of Detroit. He clings to the delusional safety of home. Of
the bars and the gigs, the musicians and the women. The way it feels to sit
at the piano, his fingers above the keys, as Duane counts into a song.

Even when he hears breathing he does not cry out. Does not try to
penetrate the darkness.

Lights out!
Duane’s call for the closer, the final song of the set.
Lights out!
Yes, Philip thinks. Lights out. End of the night, end of the road, end of

the Path and all it’s showed.
An inhale of breath. Something else living, something else breathing.
Philip counts. 1, 2, 3, 4 . . . as if a song is about to begin, one he needs

to know. 1, 2, 3, 4 . . . like Ross and Larry are holding their instruments, a
half breath from striking the strings. 1, 2, 3, 4 . . . like the night is about to
begin, but a new night, a better night, in which people will dance
themselves into insanity and the band will play till they bleed.

1, 2, 3, 4 . . .
But it’s not a song Philip is counting into, no. It’s the rhythmic steps that

are coming toward him, then passing, growing distant, going away.
Philip is still.
He counts.
He waits.
He waits.
He waits.
Whatever came has gone.
Philip breathes deep, once, then advances toward the archway through

which the thing had arrived. Limping, afraid, Philip crosses the room and
enters a hall.



The ground noticeably slopes. To continue would be to travel deeper
beneath the desert.

“Ross,” he whispers through gritted teeth. “I’m coming.”
And the sentiment is spoken close enough to the echo chamber that it

repeats, behind him, with iridescent clarity, with increasing volume, as he
treads farther into the abyssal tangle of unknowns, touching the piano key,
the F, that swings at his chest.

As if something so small, or a key just like it, might bring an end to his
time below.
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Philip is standing. Without the assistance of a walker, without an orderly to
lean on.

He’s in a room he hasn’t seen before. It’s colder than the Rehabilitation
Unit, which, in turn, was colder than Unit 1. And whereas the Rehab Unit
was designed to kill all sound, this room is clearly the opposite; it’s a steel
cube, walls, floor, and ceiling, all excellent conductors for an echo, all
capable of keeping a sound, any sound, alive for an unnaturally long time.

He is free to move about, but the length of the myriad wires attached to
his naked body would eventually run out, and Philip understands that
whatever happens next is going to be recorded for posterity.

His full form is reflected in the walls. It’s the first time he’s seen it since
waking, and it’s a difficult image to accept. The colors are unnerving
enough, but it’s the bent bones that chill him; the crooked fingers, the
uneven face, the ribs without pattern.

Philip reaches to his neck for the F key that no longer hangs there.
From small black speakers embedded in the colorless walls, a voice:
“Private Tonka, hello. My name is General Jack Andrews. How are you

feeling today?” Philip doesn’t respond. Assessing the timbre of the man’s
voice as spoken through equipment Philip knows, he imagines Jack
Andrews is sitting far from the microphone. Probably because he’s not
alone. “It’s remarkable, truly, what modern medicine has done for you.
Astonishing. Now, the room you’re standing in is called the Testing Tank
and we’re going to conduct a test, Philip, and I hope it doesn’t frighten you.
The United States Army has a responsibility to exhaust all options before
concluding . . . anything. It must be obvious to you that we’re interested in
your body’s reaction to certain stimuli.”



Philip is thinking of other voices. The voices of ghosts beneath the
Namib Desert. The hissing from a prison cell down there.

And the one, so familiar to him, but which he cannot place.
I wouldn’t do that if I were you.
A door opens in the steel wall facing him and a red ball emerges,

airborne, from the darkness. It bounces once, and, still thinking, still trying
to make connections, the Namib and all that happened, Philip reacts in time,
catches the ball.

“Great work,” General Andrews says.
Beside him is a treadmill. A machine upon which Philip can run in

place. But rather than think of how incredible it is that he might be able to
run, so soon after waking from a six-month coma, Philip is remembering
running through hallways below the sand.

From the darkness of the open door a blue ball comes.
Philip catches it.
“Excellent.”
He will go through with their tests, he will perform as they want him to

perform. Until he knows where they store the drugs, until he knows he has
the means of surviving outside this place, he will behave.

Philip hears a chicken clucking. He understands what’s expected of him
before the feathered animal emerges from the darkness. It’s simple, Philip
sees, easy to bend and scoop the thing up. But because of the obvious
astonishment in the voice of the general, Philip is very aware how special
this is.

“Please,” the general says, “the treadmill.”
Without responding, Philip climbs up onto the inert track. He doesn’t

grip the bars that anybody in need of balance would. Instead, when the floor
begins moving, he simply runs.

Goats.
Philip recalls the murals below.
“We’re going to increase the speed now, Philip. Be advised.”
Philip hardly notices. Yes, his legs are moving faster now, but the

sensation is of remaining still. As if his mind, his heart, his torso are
independent of the physical activity of his lower half. He’s running. Faster.
Faster, yet.

“Excellent.”



Philip absently understands the machine is coming to a stop.
“You just ran a mile in five minutes and fourteen seconds. Magnificent

show, Private Tonka.”
Philip steps off the treadmill. As he does, a yellow ball comes quick into

the room.
He catches it.
“Why did you ask Nurse Jones to draw you a goat, Private Tonka?”
The question, so sudden, is what they’re after. Even more so than testing

his physical strength.
“I saw paintings of goats below the desert.”
“What do they mean?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do they mean, Private Tonka?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do they mean?”
Philip is quiet. But the room is not. Not for long.
At first he feels a familiar sickness, a graying of the gut. In the walls he

sees himself fall to his knees, feels the cold steel of the floor on his bare
flesh.

The sound is playing. The sound is here.
The night Philip rolled from his cot he discovered the sound was

somewhere in this hospital, stored no doubt on a reel. And every hour that
has passed since then, he has worried that this moment would come.

And yet  .  .  . he is not as sick as before. Not as sick as he got in the
control room of Wonderland as Secretary Mull observed. Not as sick as he
got while up to his knees in ocean water, the day Ross was taken. And the
feeling is nothing like what happened to him below.

Philip stands.
What began as a thudding in his head has mellowed to a distant beat.

Duane on drums. His friend practicing in the garage as Philip and Ross
pitched beer cans at trees in the yard. Yes, Philip is not only standing again
but he is resisting the sound. And for the first time since noting his own
impossible progress, he understands clearly what the drugs are for.

The United States Army is planning on sending him back to Africa.
But for now, this can wait. These thoughts—Ross, the Danes, the

Namib, the Thing in Red, and the red piano, too—the revolutions of these



images, the way they orbit his consciousness, the way they turn as though
wheeled, on a wheel, close to him then far from him, how they overlap
when they come too fast, too many of each, Ross in kaleidoscope, a
thousand horns and hooves, Dr. Szands and the drugs, too, ten thousand
needles descending upon him, his back to the sand . . . until all of it is the
color red, falling from the sky of his own mind, rising from the base, too, to
meet in the middle, to connect in a bloodbath explosion of the color red . . .
all of this can wait  .  .  . for now  .  .  . NOW .  .  . Philip is experiencing the
sound . . .

. . . and he’s not getting sick.
In fact, he can feel the waves washing over his body, gentle fingers, the

distant hint of electricity, a rippling, yes, on the surface of his skin. The
sound, so feared in the desert, so feared even in here, Macy Mercy, now it
makes contact but does not penetrate, does not sink to his soul.

The volume is raised. So is the sensation of triumph. The overcoming of
something once thought to be impossible, revealed now as simply
unknown.

Philip knows the sound now. Can almost see the sound now. Like it’s
rolling in slow motion, pouring into the Testing Tank through the black
speakers: pink and white, purple and blue, swirling, waves, multicolored
surf upon him.

He closes his eyes.
He smiles.
The bad thoughts can wait.
For now, he is stronger than the sound.
And when it ends, when two orderlies enter through the open silver door

and watch him as though they are nervous now, unsure of what he is
physically capable of doing, Philip stares deep into their eyes, then smiles,
not wanting to alert them that he is planning on doing something.

And that they could get hurt along the way.
“That was a heck of a mile,” Jerry, the shorter of the two, says.
Then Francine emerges to remove the wires, the tape, the nodes. As she

works, the general himself appears. Thinning black hair. Black mustache.
Stout like a bull. Dressed like he’s in the war room.

“Private Tonka,” he says. Caution and pride mingle in his eyes. “We
have one more favor to ask of you . . .”
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Amaze of immaculate wood, dirt floors, and occasional low-hanging
bulbs, none of which are on. Philip turns on the flashlight, then turns it off.
Stops to listen for hooves, then continues. He’s made so many blind
decisions, taken so many turns that it would be impossible to trace his way
out, but Philip isn’t thinking of out now. He’s thinking of Ross.

Voices ahead?
He stops.
No. But there are whispers down here. Maybe it’s wind, trapped in the

mad cellar, or maybe it’s Philip’s mind, hearing things, the echoes of his
increasingly vague progress, if the word can be used to describe what he
does, his uninformed travels, turns, hopes.

He’s thinking of Ross in the pool. Ross in the mirage. He can hear Greer
explaining it to him, as if he’d had the chance to:

If we assume we’re right that the sound is capable of manifesting the
ghosts of soldiers past, and if we assume also that the sound is capable of
stopping the wheel of history from rolling, able to end the patterns and
circles man makes . . . then why couldn’t it rattle our own histories as well?
Why couldn’t the sound operate on a philosophical plane? You saw Ross
swimming, you say? But did you? Or did the sound rattle your own ghosts
into being . . .

Dragging his right foot, hunched, sweating, limping, Philip turns on the
flashlight, turns it off. More wood ahead, more dirt. A dead end? Maybe.
Philip doesn’t think so.

Do you get it? Greer might have said. You got ghosts inside you, too,
Tonka. More than just your buddy Ross. You got enough residual hauntings
inside you to fill a hotel. And maybe, by bringing forth all these dead



soldiers, the sound is showing us, Man, the folly, the cycle, of war. And
maybe, by rendering our guns impotent, the sound is showing us that it not
only SHOWS, it can take ACTION. In a world with no weapons, are there
wars? And maybe, by fooling you into seeing your missing friend, the sound
is letting you know that you’re not impervious to it either, Tonka. Your cycle
may not be on the same loop as war, but you’re spinning all the same.

A gust of (wind? sound?) something behind him freezes Philip
momentarily. He flattens himself to the wall.

He holds his breath.
Because the tunnels are purposely built to conduct an echo, Philip can’t

be sure what any sound is supposed to be. There is no isolation, no singular
noise that begins and ends. There are only waves, rising and falling, the ebb
and flow of . . . what?

History?
Philip continues. Unarmed. He’s vulnerable, he knows, too close to

what must be the source of the sound. And at this range, what damage
might it to do to his ears, his head, his mind?

Is it playing right now?
Philip stops. Turns the light on.
There’s a wooden door twenty feet ahead.
A room?
The source.
The source?
Ross.
This time, Philip leaves the flashlight on as he approaches the door. The

splintered wood looks blasphemous compared to the excellent
craftsmanship of the walls. There is no knob on the door. No window. No
framing. No mat.

If he wasn’t already below the desert he’d say it looked like a cellar
door.

There is no resistance, either, as he places a flat palm against the old
wood and pushes. The slow creaking blends into indistinguishable
whispers, the sounds (memories?) of something being dragged, the quiet
cacophony surrounding him.

You got ghosts inside you, too, Tonka.
Did Greer say that? Or did Philip imagine that’s what he would’ve said?



The door swings all the way in. And Philip stands at the threshold of a
small room. A second door is less than thirty feet away. It’s a room, yes, but
there isn’t much to suggest what it’s used for. Dirt floor, dirt ceiling, dirt
walls. Philip trains the beam up, trains the beam down, then across the
length of one wall, until the light reflects harshly off something steel. He is
momentarily blinded, squints, advances, until the details of the costume are
revealed.

A red jacket. Red pants. Horns the length of Philip’s arms.
And hooves.
All of it hanging from hooks.
Cautious, slow, Philip steps closer yet, close enough to touch the fabric,

close enough to see that the steel between the horns is an old coat of arms.
And upon it is engraved

ICH DIEN
THE ROYAL WELSH
The hooves, perhaps taken from the same animal as the horns, are high

as the heels of cowboy boots. And Philip understands that a man could wear
them, could wear all of this, and would look real somehow, could fool
someone, anyone who saw him traveling through the world above.

It was a man, Philip now knows. In a costume.
The Thing in Red on the beach. The hoofprints in the sand.
“This is no monster,” Philip whispers. “This is a madman.”
A muffled cry from the other side of the second wooden door. Philip

crosses the room and puts his ear to the wood.
“HELP ME!”
Is it Ross? Did that sound like Ross? Is it one of the others?
He waits. He listens. He waits.
Then he turns off his light and exits this room.
In the hall outside, he waits again.
When he turns on the light again he sees a face behind bars.
A subterranean cell.
Philip recoils, steps back against the wooden door.
It’s not Ross. It’s not the others. It’s no face he knows.
But it is a man. Wild eyed. Sweating. Scared.
“Help me!” he pleads. “Help me out of here!”
“Who are you?”



“He’s experimenting on me!”
The man brings an arm to the window. Philip recognizes a cast, as

immaculately crafted as the wood in the halls.
“Who else is down here?” Philip asks, desperate. “Are there other

prisoners?”
But Philip knows there are.
Trembling, the man presses his face to the bars, tries to look farther

down the hall. Philip sees scars at his ears, dry blood on his cheeks.
From the direction of where the prisoner looks, Philip hears a sound as

recognizable as a fork upon a dinner plate, a car passing Wonderland on
Elizabeth Street.

Philip turns off his flashlight.
He hears it again.
The creaking of wooden stairs.
When the prisoner speaks, his voice materializes from darkness between

them.
“It’s him,” the prisoner hisses. “It’s him.”
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Delores wheels a television set into Unit 1. Philip, sitting up on the bed,
watches her without speaking. He guesses the television is a peace offering,
Macy Mercy’s or the government’s way of saying, Hey, good work in the
Testing Tank, but eventually you’re gonna have to tell us what the goat
means. And until you do, we’ll pretend to be friends.

“A soccer match,” Delores says. “England and Germany.”
Her voice is without emotion and Philip wonders if he’s detected some

shame in there. Perhaps Delores doesn’t feel quite right about all of this: the
drugs, the way he’s healing, the fact that the army, General Andrews, told
him he had twenty-four hours to decide whether or not he was willing to
return to Africa.

Philip knows there is no deciding here. They’re sending him back with
or without his word.

Delores plugs the set into the wall and static instantly occupies the
screen. She crouches and changes the channel. Her blond hair glistens in the
daylight coming through the unit’s one window. When she finds the game,
she rises and flattens the front of her white uniform.

She looks at Philip.
“It’s in color,” she says.
To Philip it feels like she’s afraid of him. No longer immobile, no longer

only able to wiggle a few of his fingers, Philip is sitting up and must look
vital to her. He recalls his own image reflected in the Testing Tank walls:
the bruises, the asymmetry, the deformity. If Delores ever dreamt of
monsters, if she ever woke from a nightmare and raced to her parents’
bedroom, the monsters might have looked something like Philip.



“Oh,” Delores says, “what timing.” Flat. Expressionless. “Looks like
the game is about to begin.”

On the screen, a band takes the field. Philip doesn’t care for soccer any
more than he does baseball. But the red uniforms of the English band catch
his eye.

He rises from the cot.
Delores inches back, as if she’s seen a spider instead of a soldier.
Philip doesn’t hear her as she excuses herself and leaves the unit. He’s

crouched so close to the set now he wouldn’t be able to see her if she were
standing a foot to his left.

On the screen, the English army marching band plays at midfield. The
music is triumphant. The brass. The drums. The strings. Together with the
manicured green grass, their red uniforms look like Christmas.

But it’s the goat at the head of the band that Philip can’t stop watching.
It’s a white goat. Long white hair that hangs almost to the field. A

trainer crouches beside it, smiling.
“Jesus Christ,” Philip says.
The goat wears a metal piece where its horns meet. The sun is reflected

there.
ICH DIEN
THE ROYAL WELSH
Philip touches the screen.
The realization is not a small one. In fact, it’s overwhelming enough to

cause Philip to fall back, to go from crouching to sitting, pointing now at
the screen.

“Jesus Christ,” Philip repeats. “He was a member of the army band.”
The goat that has haunted him, the costume he found in the room

beneath the sand . . .
“Their mascot . . .”
“Not coming in well?”
Delores is standing by the door. But Philip doesn’t see her. Doesn’t even

know she’s there. The goat is enough to send his mind reeling, but it’s the
red armbands of the musicians that boils his blood.

The reception isn’t great. The camera work is shaky.
But Philip saw one long enough to read it.
EVERY GOOD BOY DOES FINE



“Lovejoy,” he whispers, touching the screen with crooked, discolored
fingers. “You knew him . . .”
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Because there exists a sound that can bring forth the dead, dead soldiers,
and because that same sound can render the weapons of all eras idle, thus
breaking the pattern of history, the repeated wars, the same wheel of death
ridden by all the dead soldiers, that sound must also be able to touch the
histories of individual men, soldiers who have not yet faced death and who
are, here, subjected to hallucinations of the past.

Philip suspected as much when he fell through the mirage of Ross in a
pool. But he is experiencing this, confirming this, now.

Alone, limping toward the sound of the creaking stairs, toward the man
(not monster!) who dressed as a monster (not man!), who robbed the Danes
of Ross and must (must) keep him locked up, prisoner, down here, Philip is
passing the street corners, movie theaters, concert halls, restaurants,
intersections, stray dogs, music stores, bookstores, police, and people who
make up, for him, Detroit.

Though the corridor he walks cannot be more than six feet wide, Philip
allowed a red Chevy Bel Air convertible to pass only minutes ago. Behind
the wheel was nobody, nobody he could see, only the shadows cast from the
beam of his own light, the reflection of the smooth wood walls in the
windows. In the distance, now, one hundred yards up, Philip spots an aqua
Corvette, this one occupied by blond girls, laughing boys, a tray of malts
and burgers clipped to the driver’s-side window. “Be Here” plays on their
radio.

The sights, the lights, the smells, even the sense of a concrete sidewalk
beneath his boots; Philip doesn’t know if it’s night or day, 1957 or ’58, ’27
or ’93.



The sound has not ceased coming in waves, as though, this close, one
can hear it breathing.

Sometimes it sounds like voices, whispers, other students in Mrs.
Calamut’s fifth grade class. Philip passed through that particular room less
than an hour ago, as Tommy Morgan talked about the Red Wings and a
dark-eyed child in the back row doodled a picture of a man trapped in a
sandy cell below an infinite desert of death.

A car horn.
Philip leans up against the wall again, allows a black Cadillac Eldorado

and a cherry Ranchero passage. Their wake mingles with the music, the
sounds of Detroit midday, Detroit at night, Detroit at first light. But the wall
Philip has pressed against is no longer wood. It’s orange brick, just like the
wall of Perry’s Drugs, where the Danes shot the sleeve for their hit 45.

“Look alive, Philip!”
When Philip looks, he sees Private Stein pointing a camera his

direction, and beyond him is the city, active, bustling. Dead soldiers pass
ghostly through the crowds.

“Come on, Philip,” Larry says. “This is for posterity.”
Between himself and Larry, Duane stands with his arms crossed, his

smile as genuine as Philip’s ever seen it.
“We’ve only got this light for so long now,” Stein says. Just behind

Stein is a shadowed figure. A near silhouette. But Philip recognizes him as
Lovejoy.

“Philip,” Ross says. And Philip is almost afraid to look, to see this
cherubic facsimile of his friend, still alive, posing for a photo, already a
veteran, never to don army green again. “Give them the sly smile. You
know the one.”

The other Danes are laughing because they know the one. The smile
Philip delivers to a girl at the far side of the bar. Half interest, half not. It’s
enough to drive them crazy.

Philip tries.
But the flash of Stein’s camera remains bright long after the photo has

been taken, and Philip sees another vehicle is coming. It’s the headlights of
a military jeep.

Philip recalls the admonishment of the prisoner he found in the cell.



Don’t leave me here, he said. You won’t find your way back. He won’t let
you.

Who are you? Philip asked.
I came for the sound. Just like you.
Are there other cells?
I hear the moaning of others, yes.
Where?
I don’t know.
WHERE?!
I DON’T KNOW!
I’ll be back.
No! You won’t!
I’ll be back.
Don’t leave me here! He’s testing it on me! HE’S TESTING IT ON US

ALL!
The light washes over Philip completely, makes a blindingly bright

silhouette of him, then vanishes, rendering the corridor dark as a mean mind
once again.

Philip turns the flashlight on, turns it off.
Another decision to make, another turn. Right or left. The sound does

not draw him. The sound comes from everywhere and always at once.
And yet, it’s so quiet Philip can’t be sure it’s playing at all.
He continues.
For Ross.
For Detroit.
For the Danes.
The past is present and the present is mad and Philip turns the light on,

turns it off, takes a right, makes a left, continues, closes his eyes, opens
them, breathes deep, ignores, absorbs, turns the light off.

And when he turns it on again, he screams.
The face of a dead soldier, its wrinkles filled with dirt, is inches from

his own.
“Go no further.”
Beyond the ghost is a set of stairs. Much like the one Philip took, years

ago, to the cellar where he taught himself the unparalleled satisfaction of
creation.



Despite the fear, the fatigue, and the fog, Philip grasps, yes, that the
source of the sound can be found at the bottom of those stairs.

“Help me,” Philip says, fixing the beam to the old soldier’s eyes. “Tell
me everything you know about him.”
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Ellen sits in her car, a green and dented 1949 New Yorker, the white
interior torn in many places. She could sell this thing, make enough money
to bus it to California, maybe even fly to Hawaii, begin anew. She could sell
everything she owns, leave town with a single suitcase, a single change of
clothes. What does she really need? In order to survive, what does she need
other than to . . . go?

Her lights are off but the engine idles. It’s one thing the New Yorker has
going for it: a quiet engine, after all these years. Sometimes it sounds like
nothing at all, like Ellen is simply hovering above the road, toward her
destination, so often the hospital, so often back home. She’s parked far from
Macy Mercy now, far from the road, too, having left that behind a half mile
ago. The trees act as half her cover, night takes care of the rest. She’s sitting
with both hands on the wheel, though she doesn’t plan on driving any
closer. Maybe it’s habit, hands upon the steering wheel of a car she’s in, or
maybe it’s because, despite being here, she’s still somehow undecided.
Inside Macy Mercy is a man who she believes doesn’t know the truth about
his situation. The doctors are using experimental drugs with a mind to heal
him fast, to send him back to the very place he got injured to begin with.
The idea of this information being passed to Philip (because eventually it
must), without anybody there to support him, is too much for Ellen to bear.
She thinks of her ex-husband, Al, and how he fought his personal war
demons on his own, often shut up in the bathroom, ignoring, yes, even the
calls from their toddler daughter, Jean, who eventually took to the open
kitchen window on her own. Ellen can see it, the scene inside the hospital,
can see the moment Philip is told he’s going back, must face whatever he



found, must lead the U.S. government to the source of that sound, so they
can use it as a weapon of their own.

She removes her hands from the wheel and exits the car. The way she
feels inside, the sky above should be starless, black, but of course it’s not.
Macy Mercy is situated far from the bright lights of Des Moines and there’s
little out here to obscure the celestial sheen. It doesn’t feel right, though;
stars above, Philip below, in there, beyond the one door, in and out, being
lied to, tested on, sent back.

Ellen takes a few steps across the tall grass, toward the cold building.
Of course, she has a plan. But that doesn’t mean she believes entirely in

its effectiveness. It doesn’t mean she’s not afraid, second-guessing every
decision she’s already made and the horrifying decisions that lie ahead.

Ahead, the hospital lights shine out the windows, distress signals in the
dark. She wonders how much Philip knows. How much he’s worried about.

The grass brushes Ellen’s ankles as she advances, moving closer to the
hospital despite her misgivings, her fear. This, too, feels wrong; the supple
graze of the grass against her skin. It should hurt. It should scrape. But
instead it feels no different from when she walked to the pond in the
backyard of her childhood home. The same sweet innocence of nature.
Threatless. Safe. When she gets to a tree she hides, flattens herself against
the rough bark, then peers around it, to the same front doors she’s entered
and exited too many times to number.

From here, she can see the windows lining the small front hall
connecting the two longer halls beyond. Unit 1 is to the left, the same side
of the building the parking lot is on. Ellen doesn’t want to go that way.
Can’t risk someone, even an orderly, fetching something from their car. So
she continues, advances, without the cover of the trees, heading directly for
the hospital that fired her.

A figure passes the first window and Ellen pauses. She crouches,
slowly, into the grass. She waits and watches.

The silhouette passes the second window, then the third; a black shroud
splitting the orange light, making inverted cat’s-eyes of each window, one at
a time.

Ellen rises.
The front door opens.
Ellen freezes.



A man exits. He’s dragging two large plastic receptacles on wheels.
Garbage night, Ellen knows.
She waits. The janitor, Gregory, will take the cans to the far side of the

parking lot, to the dumpster squared off by wooden walls.
She looks to the windows. Sees no movement.
Because Ellen knows Gregory, and knows that he will be making four

or five trips to the dumpster, she decides to get up and go to the hospital
now. If someone hears the front door, they might think it’s him.

It scares her that she didn’t think of this before arriving.
She goes.
Gregory whistles a dark melody and his song travels upon the hollow

Iowan night; sparse, devastating, sad. By the time Ellen reaches the front
door, he’s already rattled open the wooden gate to the dumpster.

Ellen looks through the glass of the front doors.
Sees no movement.
Almost wishes she did. Wishes something would happen to force her to

turn back.
Instead, she enters Macy Mercy, making the sign of the cross as she

steps over the threshold.
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The khaki pants and the black shoes, the green cotton coat with four
buttons, the matching tie and hat, even the scarf that hides the chin  .  .  .
Philip knows this uniform better than he knows any uniform in the history
of the armed forces.

World War II. American.
The man’s gray eyes are buried deep in the wrinkles of his face. His

white mustache shines.
Of the three impossible soldiers Philip has seen in the Namib Desert,

none are as ghostly as this one.
“He began as a painter, but became a musician,” the soldier says. And

his voice reflects isolation. Out of practice. Unused. “He and another played
songs for the miners. Two Englishmen strumming guitars for the men who
dug for diamonds. They were the entertainment, if such a word could be
applied to spending twelve hours a day buried beneath the sun. Even in a
desert the sun is more welcome than not.”

Dust rises from the folds in his face.
“They were down here six weeks. And by the end of it, the two of them

could no longer sing. There was enough dirt down their throats to age them
forty years, and by the end of it they sounded more like old seamen than the
fresh-faced troubadours they arrived as.”

“What do you mean . . . the end of it?”
“Once there weren’t any more diamonds, that was the end of it. But not

for the two musicians. One afternoon, or night, who could tell, as they were
playing their songs, the man who’s still down here heard other voices.
Someone was singing along to the chords he and his associate were playing.
A phantom harmony, he called it. Something off key . . . but virile.”



Philip almost hears it himself.
“So when the miners deemed the mine barren, the two with the guitars

hid below. And when they had the place to themselves, they dug deeper.”
“Looking for the sound.”
“But they hadn’t hid unarmed.” His white mustache rolls like surf on

the shore. “They had a box of dynamite. Only, when they tried to use it, the
stuff was as impotent as their voices.”

The nuclear warhead. The guns. The discarded hand cannon.
“But they got to it,” Philip says.
The old soldier is quiet a long time.
“They got to it,” he finally says. “But they got to fighting first. And the

man who is down here now”—he pauses, looks over his shoulder
—“strangled the other with rage. He got to it, all right. But he got to it
alone.”

Philip looks to the stairs.
“Is he down there now?”
The old soldier stares long, does not blink.
“Do you know what more than twenty years with that sound might do to

a man? What his mind might look like?”
“Is he armed?”
“He has the sound.”
“I have friends—”
“They are down here.”
Philip rushes the ghost, almost grips his lapels. Sees a name stitched in

white:
ROGER KINGMAN
“Where are they?! WHERE?!”
“I . . . I don’t know.”
“You saw them?!”
“Yes. But . . .”
“Tell me!”
The old soldier points to the stairs.
“He has them. He—”
Philip passes the ghost of World War II, just as he limped by the ghosts

of his home moments ago.
At the top of the stairs, he calls back.



“Thank you.” And his voice is determination.
But the old soldier does not respond.
The stairs creak as Philip takes them. The echo is divine.
He holds tight to the vision of an airplane, arriving on time, landing in

the desert, as the door opens and fresh-faced military men descend the
steps, ready to escort the Danes aboard.

But a madman breathes below.
Philip remembers a slogan from his time in basic training.
A soldier must be prepared for an enemy who is madder than he.
But he isn’t prepared. As he continues down the old creaking stairs, as

memories of Mom come flooding, he feels as unprepared as the desert at
dawn.

As if even the darkness has eyes, as if even the darkness says don’t.
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Inside Macy Mercy, silence. No typing from the office. No chatter from the
night nurse, Francine. No footsteps in the hall. Ellen moves fast, toward
Unit 1, aware that she’s going to have to pass the office on her way.

She’s prepared for this. Prepared for a quick glance from one of the
hospital employees. She hopes that, in passing, out of the corner of
someone’s eye, her white dress will look like a nurse’s uniform, and not the
civilian clothes of an unwelcome threat.

She tries to walk like it’s any ordinary shift, a simple action she’s
carried out a thousand times, walking the hall to Unit 1, here to check on
the patient. She tries to bring herself back to the days when Philip was
asleep in there, comatose, the days when the nurses guessed at what
could’ve done that to a man: his body hideously disfigured and horribly
bruised, most of his face and chest sunken from the broken bones, unable to
support the rest of him. She tries to find that resolve, that calm, a nurse
carrying out her daily duties, assisting in the healing of a former soldier, a
man, here, at Macy Mercy, a military hospital, a man no doubt wounded in
the line of duty, whether that line be drawn in a current war or in the name
of one not yet come. The door to the office is coming up fast, too fast, but
Ellen will not turn to face it, won’t give whoever is in there the opportunity
to recognize her. A simple flash of white, passing, will only be a nurse to
anyone who half notices.

And yet . . . as she comes level with the door, the silence within almost
reaches out to her, places a finger and thumb to her chin, turns her face in
the direction of the one place she should not look, should not reveal herself
to.

The office is empty.



Ellen continues. Unit 1 is only a fifteen-foot walk from here. Once
inside, she will tell Philip what she knows, what Delores told her. And
Philip, no doubt, will listen to her, will escape with her, will look into her
eyes with the expression Ellen wishes her husband and daughter had shown
her, the look of the saved beholding the one who saves them.

This time, Ellen thinks. This time she’s not letting someone she cares
about go unnoticed, locked out, left to wander the kitchen alone, to discover
an open window, to decide to climb out of it and onto the dangerous fire
escape outside.

Unit 1 comes as quickly as the office did, and Ellen is breathing as fast
as she is moving. The door is open, a crack, and she pushes it, bracing
herself for a possible interaction with a staff member: Francine, Szands. Or
maybe someone else, someone even higher up than the doctor, someone
capable of silencing Ellen completely.

Unit 1 is empty.
Ellen steps inside.
She closes the door behind her and uses the flashlight she’s brought

with her to check the corners, check under the cot, even behind the
bookshelf and the piano.

He’s not here.
Ellen exits the unit.
The hall is as silent as the office. The whole hospital, it seems, is asleep.
Ellen walks. There are ten doors between herself and the Rehab Unit.

So many possible places for someone to emerge from, so much open space
in which to be seen, recognized by someone who’d no doubt break all this
terrible silence and force the reality upon her: the reality that what she’s
doing is defying the United States government, blatantly attempting to steal
from it.

Ellen begins to remember her dance with Philip, but there’s no room for
nostalgia inside her mind, her stomach, her heart.

She must be clearheaded. She must be quick. She must be alert.
The silence is almost physical. As if it has followed a noise, so much

noise, a thing so loud, so powerful, that only its opposite could remain.
When Ellen reaches the Rehab Unit she finds the door is unlocked and

open. Because of the cool air emanating, a sense of nothingness, an absence
of life, Ellen knows before she enters that the room is going to be empty.



Empty office. Empty unit. Empty rehab.
But he’s here. Somewhere he’s here.
Ellen crosses the room, places her palm flat to the second door,

discovers it, too, is open, and enters the second hall.
She waits. Still in the hall. To any eye she would no doubt be a woman

doing something she shouldn’t be doing.
Even when she was employed by Macy Mercy this area was primarily

off-limits to her. Ellen doesn’t know it like she knows the rest of the
building, doesn’t know the corners, the shadows, the depths.

She begins walking, cautiously, one hand along the right wall for
support, to feel connected, to feel a part of a living world she once trusted.

The first door is marked TESTING. Ellen tries the knob and finds it
open. She pushes the door inward, holds her breath, sure that this is the
moment the doctor spots her, the moment when gloved hands erupt from
the darkness and strangle her, grab her by the neck, drag her into the room,
TESTING, where they will do things to her, experiment, drug, change her.
Like they’ve changed Philip.

The room is dark. But it does not feel empty.
She reaches inside, feels along the wall, turns on the lights.
At first, the colors make Ellen think of a painting. Or maybe it’s a

drawing, yes, something like the very first drawing she did for Philip.
A goat. Backed by infinite red.
These colors . . .
This red . . .
Despite the fact that she shouldn’t make a sound, Ellen screams.
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When the Danes volunteered to be in the army, they did it knowing they
were going to be in the marching band. None of them were “army material”
in the way that so many others were. They wanted to serve their country,
contribute to the fight against Germany and Japan, but by then they’d
already dreamt dreams of music, experienced visions of themselves playing
in rooms so smoky the audience might not even see the faces of the band.

There wasn’t a soldier among them.
And yet  .  .  . twelve years after  .  .  . disoriented by memories and

movement, specters and sound, Philip has discovered that material inside
himself.

When he reaches the bottom of the stairs, as he spots the thin rectangle
of light in the distance, the unmistakable signpost of a door closed on a lit
room, as he senses someone in there, knows someone is home, Philip
understands with majestic clarity that he is capable of doing everything
expected of any and all soldiers of the United States Army.

And the fear is no longer overwhelming.
And the urge is as basic as breath.
He limps toward the light.
Armed or not, he is going to kill the man he finds there.
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Before Ellen arrived at the hospital, Philip was walking the same halls
without the assistance of a walker, crutches, or even a cane.

The lock on his unit door was easy to take care of. Philip is stronger
than even the doctors and nurses realize. A mirror in the staff bathroom
confirmed for him what the distorted reflection in the Testing Tank
suggested: he doesn’t look any better than he did the day Ellen held a mirror
close to his face. But, of course, it’s how he’s healed on the inside that
counts.

It was simple, too, avoiding the night staff, as most of them assumed he
was locked safely in his unit, and nobody was looking for a former soldier,
wounded musician, to be wandering, searching, vengeful, on his own.
Perhaps they fooled themselves: they’ve successfully healed a broken man,
but haven’t yet rid themselves of the conventional thinking that says a man
who was hurt so badly could possibly be up and moving.

But before Ellen arrived, Philip was certainly up and moving.
The orderlies Carl and Jerry arrived first. They came quickly into the

room and stopped, scared, eyeing Philip as if they’d found a vampire in
Unit 10.

They tried talking to him, using words intended to calm him down. But
Philip hardly heard them. And the orderlies couldn’t know the strength their
patient had.

Philip tried to maintain an inner peace, a determined decorum,
throughout.

Using Carl as leverage (Philip’s badly bruised arm secured around the
cherubic orderly’s neck), rounding up the staff was as easy as he had hoped.



Part of it, Philip understood, was that, to them, the Testing Tank had
always been innocuous. But the bigger part was that none of them could see
the ideas within him.

There are no X-rays for fury.
Two nurses, two doctors, men in suits, too. Scott Malones. Found in

offices lining the second hall, units with titles like MEDICINE and
ANALYSIS.

After locking them in the Testing Tank, Philip calmly went to the
control room. Because of his knowledge of gear, recording, playback, and
how to operate even the most sophisticated sound equipment yet built
(some of which he learned in the Namib Desert), it wasn’t difficult playing
the sound. Wasn’t difficult to find either, as Macy Mercy had labeled the
reel TONKA.

He left the two-way control room microphone hot for the duration,
listening not only to the growing moans of the nurses and doctors, but to the
sound itself as well.

His feet on the table, sitting back in the control room chair, Philip
experienced only a brief bout of illness. He thought about Ross, Larry, and
Duane. He thought about specific gigs in Detroit, and the feeling he once
got from making a roomful of people happy.

Soon the small speakers emitted screams. Then the screams became
pleading. And the pleading became bleeding.

Philip heard muscles snap. Bones crack. Fists upon the steel walls.
Tears, vomit, and defecation.

And when the people went silent at last, Philip let the sound roll another
five full minutes. It didn’t affect him at all. After a while, he discovered, it
started to sound like music. A song. One man’s anthem of resistance.

After, Philip rose and left the control room. He unlocked the Testing
Tank door and peered inside.

Then he returned to Unit 10, where Doctor Szands was strapped to the
cot.

“The only thing I don’t know about the drugs,” Philip said, “is how
much is too much. If I’m going to be taking it on my own, I need to know
the signs of an overdose. Call it being thorough, doctor. And I thank you in
advance.”



But Szands could only take six shots, the same number Philip was given
in the doctor’s blind rage.

The results were shocking to observe. Szands’s body split at the seams.
Philip took the hall to the main office. Inside he found three boxes of

files, notes, and photos, all concerning the Danes and the third platoon sent
to the Namib. Most of the notes concerned Philip. Ellen had made many of
them. But not all.

He shredded the documents with scissors. He carried the boxes of
meaningless scraps to the dumpster, whistling a dark tune as he worked.

Then, inspired perhaps by the sound of his own song, its intention, clear
to Philip, he did what all musicians do when they feel the need to play.

He went back into the hospital. Found an instrument.
And he played.
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Microphone cords, unattached, stretched to their length, on the floor of the
sloped hall. Like the mouths of baby snakes, all facing Philip, seen in the
beam of his light, as if something was recently disconnected here, a
machine, a series of microphones, or possibly something Philip has never
heard of. The metal heads face him, but the long black cords vanish into the
darkness beyond Philip’s beam, then reappear at the edges of the rectangle
of light, slip under the door there.

Wonderland.
It’s the only word he can think of. This hall, this whole place, is like a

studio. From the echo chamber to the fine wood walls, the cords in disarray,
and, ahead, what Philip thinks must be the control room.

He calls out for his platoon because he doesn’t care about being heard,
needs to find them, needs to know they’re okay, alive, that Duane isn’t dead
down here, that Philip isn’t going to have to face Larry’s parents back in
Detroit, tell them he lost Larry in a hole in the desert.

Because Philip still believes he’s going home.
The thing about the Path is, once you step on it, there’s no stepping off.

Even if you think you have.
He passes another juvenile drawing of a goat.
How far is the door from where he limps? One hundred, two hundred

yards?
Space is just as disorienting as sound down here.
“LOVEJOY!”
Loud. As if, by virtue of volume, he’s proving he’s unafraid.
“DUANE!”



He expects footsteps behind him, the sound of a man thundering toward
him. Maybe a man with an ax, maybe with cuffs, or maybe with a mind to
drag Philip screaming to a cell of his own. He expects lights, too, a flash, a
beam, not his own, the man who lives down here coming for him, finding
him, showing himself.

Peekaboo.
Philip continues. The hall descends, deeper into the earth. It’s getting

hotter, and Philip can’t quit the idea that he’s approaching something
nuclear, something terribly hot, a thing capable of erasing large parts of
America, one at a time, all of New York City, all of San Francisco, all of
Detroit.

“GUYS!”
Philip is running. Despite the unbelievable pain, the heat, the lack of

security, the lack of knowledge of where he’s going and what waits for him
there.

He searches the walls for more cells.
“LOVEJOY!”
The sergeant. The Mad Blond. The former general who was demoted

for defying the army when they said no, but who did not leave the army red
with embarrassment; did not take his demotion to mean he had failed, was
unneeded, was left to rot in the hierarchy of such an institution. No.
Lovejoy goes on.

This means something to Philip. Even now. Running, racing, screaming,
scared. It means something.

Lovejoy goes on.
Philip goes on.
Maybe Lovejoy still believes in what the military should and could

stand for: a nation’s safety and protection; the magic words that help people
sleep at night; the things civilians desperately assume the army must hold
dear.

EVERY GOOD BOY DOES FINE
Christ, the sergeant’s armband is acting as a mantra, propelling Philip

closer to that rectangle of light.
Philip passes red pennants nailed to the wall. Flags featuring the same

ghostly white creature.
Goats.



But Philip saw the costume.
No.
Not goats.
Rather, a nuclear weapon on the other side of that door.
What do you think the musicians found down here, Philip?
The voice of the ghost of World War II barrels toward him, restrained

accent and all.
They were down here six weeks. And by the end of it, the two of them

could no longer sing. There was enough dust and dirt down their throats to
age them forty years, and by the end of it they sounded more like old
seamen than the fresh-faced troubadours they once were.

As they were playing their songs, the man who’s still down here heard
other voices. Someone was singing along to the chords he and his associate
were playing. A phantom harmony, he called it.

He races toward it.
Whatever it is (nuclear?), Philip can put a stop to it. He can see it

unfolding, can see himself turning off the bomb, the wars, the endless
gibbering squawks of Greer’s wheel of history repeating itself; the same
war over and over, no matter who’s fighting it.

Philip trips hard.
He falls to his face, chin first.
When he rolls to his side, as the blood begins to trickle down his neck,

when he shines the light back to the ground, to the dirt, to what tripped him,
he expects to see a goat.

But it’s a body on its side in the center of the hall.
It’s a black man. Philip can see that much.
“Duane,” he whispers.
Then he scrambles to the body, knowing it’s dead before touching it.
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Ellen screams and knows nobody can hear her because everyone she is
worried about is dead.

The color red is so profound in here, so strong, she can’t help but
remember fastidiously coloring a drawing for Philip, the negative space
surrounding a white goat with the same hue she sees.

She wants to look away, she should look away, but it’s hard. She’s never
seen anything like this. The crumpled human forms; stretch marks where
hidden crushed bones tested the limits of the skin. In fact, the faces are so
wide, so flat, it’s as if they’ve been run over, and for a count of two Ellen
thinks that she’s responsible for it, that if she looked closely at each of the
heads, she would see the tire tracks of her very own New Yorker.

It’s the thought of the New Yorker that snaps her back. Yes, she has a
car, yes, waiting outside, yes, to take and her and Philip away from this
place.

But where is Philip now?
Just as Ellen turns from the wreckage, can look no longer, stiffens

herself against the hall wall, she hears the delicate, sprinkled notes of a
song.

Eyes wide, trembling, she looks down the length of the hall.
The truth is, the music matches how she feels. As if she’s put on the

exact right record for the occasion.
Ellen walks. She does not call his name. She does not say, we must

hurry, we must GO. Instead, she listens. For the very first time she’s hearing
the live inner music of the man she nursed for six months, the man who has
changed her life in so brief a period of time. It’s a chilling, black melody
that echoes crisp through the hall like cold, dark wind. Yes, Ellen thinks,



whether Philip is writing it now or wrote it long ago, this song is pain, this
song is loss, this song is Philip having finally pushed back.

She passes the Medicine Unit and reaches the small hall that connects
the two mains. Francine was the worst of it, for Ellen, the way the old nurse
seemed to be looking to the ceiling, half the bones of her face unsupportive,
her mouth wide open, able to maintain undiluted astonishment to the end.

When she turns right and sees the front door, she does not consider
leaving. Does not even imagine herself exiting this place, returning to her
car, driving west. Instead, she turns right once more, faces the office, Unit
1, and the music escaping from within.

That wasn’t the janitor outside, she knows. It was Philip.
She passes the office. A meaningless square now, a useless room.
She arrives at Unit 1.
She enters.
At first, she can hardly see him, his silhouette, his back to her, sitting at

the piano at the far wall. She crosses the unit without speaking and sits on
the edge of the cot. She faces him, watches him play.

The music moves her to tears. She cries.
She leans back on the cot and rests her head against the pillow.

Swinging her legs over the side of the mattress, she lies in the exact position
Philip once lay, for six months, as Ellen herself watched over him, nursed
him, and irrationally hoped for a day when he would be able to walk out of
here on his own.

That day has come.
But for now, Philip plays.
By turns the music is rage, resolve, acceptance, hate. Some phrases are

so dark that Ellen imagines the shadows in here speaking. But there are
moments of promise: major chords from the mist, brief melodies that let her
know that no matter how dark Philip is feeling, there is more of his story to
go.

Ellen closes her eyes but does not sleep.
She hears.
His story. His plans.
His soul.
She listens.
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Philip doesn’t know what the uniform means, when it’s from, who wore it,
or what side of what war it fought for. In the dark corridor, on his knees, his
mind everywhere, his ankle swollen too large for his boot, Philip recalls
Greer’s words at camp.

In the Hundred Years’ War, the uniforms worn by the soldiers changed
many times. And yet the English maintained their St. George’s Crosses; a
red cross upon a white background, woven into flags, painted upon shields.

The man is black, yes. But he’s definitely not Duane.
Philip shines his light onto the man’s chest; no emblem. Yet, his face.

Old. Not old in age, old in time.
Routiers were paid soldiers, mercenaries, soldiers of fortune. Rather

than siding with fealty or faith, routiers warred for profit alone. They were
hired by the English to help terrorize the French, in England’s attempt at
capturing the French throne. They were nasty, dirty fighters, who didn’t
wear any crosses at all.

Philip should get up. Should go. Reach the door. Save Detroit from
something worse than nuclear.

The Hundred Years’ War could, of course, be called the Million Years’
War, Greer said. Because, though they claim it ended in 1453, it’s pretty
much been going, in one form or another, forever.

Forever, Philip thinks, getting up at last.
He shines the light ahead.
There are dozens more bodies lining the hall. As though each were

clamoring for the same rectangle of light.
Philip counts ten, twelve, twenty different uniforms. Costumes to him, a

theater company slaughtered.



In the first Anglo-Dutch war, both sides were dressed like how we might
think kings and queens once dressed. Long frock coats ballooned out below
the belt; white tights were eventually swallowed by black shoes. Their
elaborate hats look regal to us now, but they were killing one another, after
all. All wars are fought for the same reason, Greer said, Greer said often.
Because of this, they’re all one war.

Philip sees that now. Greer’s Wheel. The repetition of the past. All these
dead soldiers of the same living war, stretched over time, pulled like putty
by unseen, childish fingers; maybe Fate is a little boy, working with what
little knowledge he has of the world. Over time things change, dress and
speech, language and weaponry, but not motives or meaning or the music
war makes; it’s the same argument fought, over and again, until, like Greer
said, it rolls like a wheel, Time, a Ferris wheel, every seat occupied by a
dead soldier; all together (all in one hall, all on one wheel) the uniforms
look festive, so many colors, the carnival come to town, flags attached to
the wheel. Only it’s no carnival but Man on a loop, over and over again,
believing each revolution is wider, covers new ground, means more than the
last.

It doesn’t. Philip sees that now.
Some of the bodies he comes to are crushed, beer cans by the cots in

Wonderland. Others are readable, no different from the faces at funerals, the
dead bodies to be viewed.

Limping, dragging, he tries not to look down, but he can’t resist. He
might see one of the Danes there, dead; Lovejoy with his hands to his chest;
a camera still held up to Stein’s unseeing eye.

And as he passes each body, steps over some, drags his bad ankle over
others, he experiences a three-dimensional history of war’s wheel in the
thin, meager beam of his army-issued light.

A Roman sandal.
The black-bearded head of a Hun.
Felt hats, blue helmets, crosses, medals, and muskets.
The flashlight flickers, dims, and Philip knocks it against his other, open

palm.
Greer once spoke of the “end of nobility in war.” When the uniforms

went from being opulent declarations of rank to the dull grays and greens of
today.



Greer called it “the End of Bright Colors.”
By 1914 the world wised up. And you know what we got out of it? Do

you know what thousands of years of military uniforms have delivered us?
Camouflage. With the advent of camouflage came the inability to
distinguish between armies. More soldiers died of friendly fire than at any
point in military history. It was like a fun house out there, soldiers facing
distorted images of themselves, firing half out of fright. It’d become a
matter of hiding, surprise, not unlike using a deer blind to hunt. Surprise
was the word of the day. And rightfully so. Everything was an ambush. Can
you imagine meeting another army across an open battlefield today? Can
you imagine waiting for our generals to formally inaugurate that battle?
Shaking hands?! No. Now we hide. We hide because they hide, and they
hide because we hide, and everybody’s hiding because nobody wants to be
out in the open anymore.

The End of Bright Colors.
Philip leans against the right wooden wall to slip past what looks like an

Asian man, once a soldier in white, now crushed fruit in the dirt.
Philip told Greer he was wrong. But he sees it now.
You don’t agree? Greer retorted, smiling under the desert sun. There are

five thousand species of insect and animal who are hidden, watching us,
listening to us right now. And we figured out how to blend in with the trees.
Is that our big achievement, Private Tonka? We’re finally as smart as the
bugs?

Philip’s flashlight flickers again and he cracks it against his thigh. He’s
shivering but it’s not cold.

“DUANE! ROSS! LARRY!”
It’s almost as if Philip is afraid to call Greer’s name, to make truths of

all the theories the historian lives by.
Philip looks down, sees the crushed skull of a man with long hair.
LARRY?
No, not Larry.
But why not Larry, just ahead? Why not the whole platoon?
Philip senses a wave, a tear in the air. He braces himself, expecting the

sickening sound.
“Guys,” he says, his voice quiet now, as though the exposure to death,

with Greer’s words in tow, has taken something from him, a vital piece, an



inner strength, propulsion, the engine that runs him.
No force comes, no further ripple, no sound.
He advances.
Ahead, the low rectangle of light looks no larger.
How far ahead? Philip doesn’t know.
He advances.
He throws up. The sound, then, a little louder now.
It passes.
Philip bends and grips the splintered handle of a heavy club. No gun,

but armed again. The sound comes subtle but steady, wave after wave,
black surf, like he’s approaching the living center of this place.

He opens his mouth to call out and feels once again the glue, his lips
like thick honey.

He moves.
He limps.
He grips the club.
Behind him, death.
Ahead, a door.
Because the hall slopes at such an extreme angle now, Philip expects the

bodies to tumble with him, to pile up at the foot of that door, to block the
thin rectangle of light.

He uses the club as a walking stick, drives the studded head into the
gravel and pulls himself forward.

Drives. Drags. Drives. Drags.
When he reaches the door, the light from within shows him a naked

form inches from the threshold.
Because the man looks familiar, Philip crouches. But it isn’t that Philip

might know this man; his features don’t spark a memory. It’s that Philip
recognizes the time this soldier comes from.

He looks like every boy did during World War II.
Dog tags are all that remain to cover his body. Philip reads them.
ROGER KINGMAN
Roger Kingman, Roger Kingman, Roger Kingman . . .
Does he know this name?
When Philip rises and touches the door, he finds it is unlocked, open,

and the wood under his palm easily falls back, away, illuminated, leaving



him standing, exposed, at the threshold of a fully lit room.
The hum persists. But from where?
Philip looks left, looks right, sees red, at the far wall, centered, a red

rectangle, no, a shape he recognizes immediately because it has meant so
much to him in every phase of his life.

It’s a piano.
Painted red.
Philip stares. Wide eyed. Sweating. Injured. Scared. It feels like a

nightmare, but warmer than that, deceptively warm.
The piano looks ready for a concert. Surrounded by microphones, it

looks ready to record. Or as if the piano might suddenly speak, might
explain everything to Philip at last.

He enters the room.
Above the piano, on the wall, a big band bass drum.
Red.
A white long-haired goat is painted on its center. And beneath it, the

words:
GOD OF ALL THINGS SMALL
GOATS.
Philip touches the F key around his neck. The F of his own world play.
Every Good Boy Does Fine.
When Philip reaches the piano he leans the club against the bench. He

eyes the keys and thinks of Detroit. Being in the cellar himself, just a boy,
learning the piano alone. Hears Mom’s feet on the stairs. Feels Mom’s hand
on his shoulder.

Up close, the red paint looks old. Flaked.
His first recital. Meeting Ross. Learning their favorite songs from the

radio. Writing songs of their own. The Danes. The Danes in Larry’s garage.
The Danes playing Martha’s Pub the night before heading out to war. The
Danes in basic training. The myth of the Mad Blond in camp. The war, and
talks during the war, the four of them, the Danes, humming ideas, voicing
dreams, saying WHEN WE GET BACK oh WHEN WE GET BACK won’t
we start something WHEN WE GET BACK TO DETROIT. Then doing
that. And doing more. Recording a hit, “Be Here,” a song that changed
Philip’s life as it validated the life he was already living.

“Be Here” became Philip’s soundtrack on the Path.



And now, the Path has led him to a piano.
Again.
Philip breathes deep and exhales slow.
Then, as any musician would do, having just entered a room with a

piano, Philip lifts his right index finger with a mind to absently play a note.
He holds it, briefly, above the keys.

Which note?
An F. Of course. Like the key around his neck.
F for the end of EGBDF and the beginning of FACE. For the end of one

path and the start of another.
Maybe, he thinks, desperately, as his finger descends toward the piano,

the others will hear me. Maybe they’ll know it’s me playing.
But in the half second it takes for his finger to reach the F, a much more

troublesome thought occurs.
It’s the angle of the microphones. The placement of the stands.
It’s the color red, too, in the corner of the room, appearing to Philip

suddenly, along with a voice:
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
But it’s too late for that.
Philip is already doing it.
And at the moment his fingertip makes contact with the key, Philip

understands wholly and without doubt that this piano is the source of the
sound they were sent to find.

But it’s too late for that.
He’s pressing the key.
One note.
And the sound that erupts breaks almost every bone in his body.
At once.
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That was . . . fantastic.”
This time Ellen is the one on the bed, looking up into Philip’s eyes. The

shadows in the unit enhance the unevenness of his face, the incongruent
features. But not monstrous now; never again. And despite the reality
standing beside her, she sees the face he wore when he graced the cover of
the “Be Here” 45.

“Hello, Ellen.”
“They wanted to send you back,” she says.
Philip’s expression doesn’t change.
“I know. And they were close to doing it, too. But I stopped that from

happening.”
He crouches to one knee beside the cot. With fingers bent unnaturally,

still healing, and healing in the wrong way, too fast, Philip reaches out and
touches her hair. He traces the same fingers down the smooth white of her
face. He pauses at her lips.

He kisses her.
Then he tells her almost everything. The mission, Lovejoy. The man in

the mine.
“Can you imagine?” Ellen, astonished, asks. “Sending someone back to

a place that had done that to them? You deserve a medal, Philip.”
Again, no change in expression.
“So where are we going to go?” Ellen sits up. “I was thinking of

California. Hawaii. I don’t—”
Philip touches her lips again. The same fingers that just played the most

harrowing song she’s ever heard.
“Come with me,” he says.



“Where?”
“I’m going to the one place they don’t think I’ll be.”
Ellen shakes her head no.
“They’ll know you’re in Detroit, Philip. You can’t go home.”
“Not home,” he says.
“Where?”
“I’m going back, Ellen.”
Ellen lifts a hand to slap him. Stops herself.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“The Danes.”
“How do you know they’re there?”
“I learned a lot in the office. The pilot’s report, the chopper that picked

me up, said I was the only body on the beach. And the fact that I was on the
beach means the man carried me there.”

“Why?”
“Showing off. I don’t know. But I’m gonna ask him. After he shows me

where the Danes are.”
“The government,” she finally says. “They’ll know. They’ll follow you

there.”
“They already know where it is.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lovejoy knew. He was our sergeant. He knew. And I got hurt nine days

before the plane was supposed to arrive. And yet . . . I was picked up. They
were watching out there, Ellen. When they ask me where it was, they’re not
asking for desert coordinates. They want a map of the mine.”

Ellen can see in his eyes that his decision has been made. And who is
she to stop him from going after his friends?

She sees them again, the four of them on the cover of the 45.
She gets up from the cot, makes to leave the unit.
“Where are you going?”
“The drugs are going to wear off,” she says. “And you’re going to need

a nurse.”
“I already got them.”
“All of it?”



“All of it. But I used some.”
“Philip. How much did you—”
“Not on me.”
He doesn’t have to say the name for Ellen to know who he used it on.

The one face missing from the vault of horrors in the Testing Tank.
She leaves the unit and returns with a number of articles in her hands. A

passport. A watch.
“Take this,” she says. “It’s yours.”
She’s holding a single piano key, an F, hanging from a string.
“They analyzed this thing for weeks,” she says. “They thought it had

something to do with how you got hurt.”
Philip laughs. But it’s not all humor.
“What?” Ellen asks. “Were they right?”
“I’ll tell you on the way.”
“On the way,” Ellen repeats. “Philip, I think it’s my job to say one thing,

one time. If I don’t say it now, I’ll feel it crawling to get out of me the
whole time. I understand that your friends may be out there, may even be
alive, but I gotta say it and I gotta say it once.” She breathes deep. “I
wouldn’t do this if I were you.”

She expects him to get angry. She expects him to go without her.
She doesn’t expect the epiphany in his eyes.
“Jesus Christ,” he says. He looks like he’s dreaming, awake, like Ellen

just spoke magic words.
“I’m sorry, Philip.”
“I know where I know that voice from, Ellen.” But Ellen can’t know

what he means. Can’t know that Philip has spent many hours in this very
unit trying to recall an accent, a voice, a manner of speaking. “That wasn’t a
ghost of World War II. That was him.”

He remembers the name Roger Kingman on the dog tags hanging from
the naked man’s neck. Naked because his clothes had been taken; taken and
worn; the old soldier in the hall; his white beard hidden by a yellow scarf;
crazy enough to tell Philip his own story: two musicians in a mine; one
strangles the other; one stays below.

Philip recalls the costume, horns and hooves, hanging in a room some
thousand years behind him.

He imagines a troubled, deceitful man. A man who likes to dress up.



A costumed loon.
And how close was he, then, to having him? To finding his friends? To

ending this before it went too far?
“My car is outside,” Ellen says. She puts an arm over his shoulders.

“Are you sure you can handle this?”
“Yes.”
And for the first time in a long time, Philip feels beneath him the strong

soil, the abundant, rich dirt, the unmistakable footing of the Path.
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Flashlights, sleeping bags, knives, headphones, earplugs, water, bread,
canned goods, boots, blankets, long underwear, socks, tape, hunter earplugs,
hunter earmuffs, and guns.

Just in case.
The girl behind the register stares at Philip’s face like he’s a monster.

She smiles nervously. Philip is kind but quiet. Ellen pays for what they’ve
got.

In the parking lot, behind the wheel of the New Yorker, Ellen points to
an envelope Philip is opening and asks, “What’s that?”

“Government notes,” he says. “More information than Secretary Mull
gave us about the previous platoons who were sent to the desert. Got ’em in
the office. I’m looking for Lovejoy’s name.”

“What does it say about him?”
“Nothing yet. Still looking.”
“But you believe he knew what was down there.”
“I believe he knew who was down there. But not what. And maybe he

was just as curious as anybody would be.”
A demoted general. Stays within the military. Why? Was he waiting for,

vying for, this very mission?
“Greer’s Wheel,” Philip says.
Going back.
“Well, let me tell you about Ellen’s wheel,” Ellen says. “It needs some

air.”
She exits the lot and crosses the street, pulls into the gas station there.

Philip helps her fill the tire, and maybe it’s the sound of the air or maybe it’s



the buzz of traffic passing on the road, but he thinks about the sound.
Thinks about it a lot.

Asks himself if he’s returning to Africa for the right reasons.
Is it all about the Danes?
Or, like the man who’s lived down there for over twenty years, gone

mad for it, lost reality for it, lost decades for it . . .
. . . is Philip drawn by the sound?
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The next flight to Johannesburg isn’t until tomorrow morning. Early. 5:10
A.M. Tonight, at 9 P.M., Philip plays the sound for Ellen.

She’s lying in the hotel bed, still fully dressed. Arms folded across her
belly.

“I think you’re gonna need to sit up,” he says.
Ellen, some fear in her eyes, sits up.
Using reels taken from the control room of the Testing Tank, Philip

threads the handheld tape recorder/player he found in the office. He
imagines government men throwing up on each other as they listened.

Now, when it’s ready, he crosses the room and kisses Ellen. They’ve
talked about this at length, on the drive to the airport, in line for tickets, on
the way to the hotel. If Ellen is going to go with him to the desert, she needs
to know what it sounds like.

“Two minutes,” he says. “And it’s going to hurt.”
Ellen nods. She looks exceptionally pretty. Pale and smooth.
“Are you ready?” Philip asks.
“No.”
“No?”
“Do it. Press play.”
“I love you,” Philip says.
“Wait. What?”
“I love you.”
“You’re saying that now? Right now? Then you’re gonna make me

throw up?”
Philip smiles. But he’s worried about her.
He presses play.



He leaves the hotel room.
Outside, on the balcony, he looks at the plane tickets. Two layovers. It’s

five hours to Baltimore, with a three-hour stay in the Baltimore airport.
From there it’s two hours to Atlanta. They won’t leave America until close
to 7 P.M. tomorrow.

Philip looks out across the parking lot. Studies the cars.
Any of them could be government.
Any of them could be tracking him.
From Atlanta it’s fifteen hours to Johannesburg. A commercial flight, it

will be different in almost every way from the one he took six and a half
months ago.

Philip brings the tickets closer to his eyes and this time studies the
fingers that hold them. Badly bruised, dented, forever changed. Below him,
in the hotel courtyard, is a newspaper stand. Philip can read the headline
from here.

SOUNDS LIKE WAR

He turns to face the hotel room. The drapes are drawn. He studies his
reflection in the glass. There’s something fitting about the new face that
looks back.

Beyond his reflection, Ellen’s muffled moan penetrates the closed hotel
room door.

He hears her gag, hears her throw up. She’s speaking, too; muffled
syllables, low pitch, as if she’s been slowed down, quarter speed, unnatural.

He recalls the sound of stairs creaking, his mother coming to fetch him
for dinner.

Philip, she once said, her hand upon his shoulder. You’re going to be a
great musician someday.

How can you tell? He desperately wanted it to be true.
Because you care about the sound it makes.
Philip pockets the tickets and enters the hotel room.
Ellen is on the carpet, bile and vomit between her hands.
Philip presses stop.



He waits.
When she sits up again, she wipes her mouth with a tissue. It’s some

minutes before she speaks.
“Can’t wait,” she says. But the joke is only half funny.
Philip sits beside her, puts his arm around her, tells her he loves her

again.
Later, they make love for the first time. Ellen administers the drugs

before they do it. Without them, he can’t move. Without them, his body is a
breathing X-ray.

That night, asleep, Ellen dreams of Philip standing in the hotel room in
the dark. She dreams he’s ghastly; the bruises are black; the bones have
split his skin open. In the dream she gets up and rushes to the bathroom,
gets him more of the drugs, injects him. Then, slowly, his body and face
return to how she knows him to be. When he’s feeling himself again she
says,

One day we’re going to run out of this.
He nods.
I know.
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On the flight to Baltimore, everybody smokes. The haze reminds Philip of
the fog where the Atlantic Ocean meets the Namib sand. If he squints, he
could be there. He can hear Ross talking about a hundred thousand dollars,
can hear Duane complaining about the mess of wires and the best way to
wrap them. Stein takes a photo of Larry, who holds up the catch reel and
says, We’re hunting sound. This is our trap! Greer studies the landscape,
talking about how there’s evidence here that the Namib Desert was home to
“earliest man,” and how a place so empty, so exposed, must keep secrets.

And Lovejoy.
Lovejoy, who was always standing apart from the others, staring off into

the distance, but possibly never at random.
Philip has been thinking a lot about Lovejoy.
When they land, and after they’ve claimed their packs, Philip tells Ellen

he’ll be right back. He leaves her in the waiting area for their connecting
flight and heads toward the bathrooms. Beyond the bathrooms are the pay
phones.

Philip calls home.
Mom answers.
“Mom,” Philip says. “I’m alive.”
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Because Philip talks a lot about the past, about residual hauntings and the
fact that the sound, the frequency, is capable of “rattling ghosts,” Ellen is
thinking of her daughter.

She can’t help it. And she doesn’t want to help it. The flight from
Atlanta to Johannesburg is over fifteen hours and Ellen has consciously
chosen to spend her time thinking about Jean. Upon boarding, each
passenger was issued a postcard. The stewards suggested everybody write
about their experience on the plane. They could easily mail it from the
Johannesburg airport. Make your friends back home jealous, one of the
pilots said, before winking at Ellen.

Now many of the passengers are doing just that; lost in thought,
occupied by their own observations, what to say, how to describe the food
(lobster), the seats (they don’t recline back as far as they used to!), and the
other passengers (a lot of smoke! And the man next to me snores!).

Ellen writes her daughter.

Jean—

On a flight to Africa, if you can believe that. Falling in love.
Wish you were here. Wish you were everywhere.

Philip is asleep in the seat beside her. His fingers are moving silently
upon his knee. Like he’s playing the piano in his sleep.

Ellen looks up to the other seats, sees a little girl is looking back at her.
Smiling.

Ellen waves.



It’s silly, but Ellen almost thinks she can hear the song Philip is playing.
Outside the window the world is only clouds, then the world is only water.
Both proper settings, Ellen thinks, for a ghost.

Maybe Philip plays the music for them.
Jean.
In the hotel room, Ellen experienced the sound. It made her sick and she

doesn’t want to hear it ever again. And yet, she knows she will.
Maybe it’s that moment that Philip plays for, a soundtrack for the day he

was changed.
She looks out the window and hears a gorgeously dark melody. It

sounds like the clouds. Sounds like the ocean. Sounds like two people
traveling toward something terrible, powerful, and true. When she looks
ahead again the little girl is no longer looking at her.

Ellen finishes her postcard to Jean.

Philip says he saw ghosts in the desert, Jean. To some, that
would sound crazy. But for me . . . it’s enough. For if Philip
saw one ghost, then why wouldn’t there be many? And if
there are many ghosts, you are definitely one of them. Do
you see, Jean? Philip has given me you again.

Ellen writes, Philip plays, and the world outside becomes night then day
again.

By the time they land in Johannesburg, Ellen is no longer scared of
Philip’s story about disorienting halls in a dark, subterranean lair.

She is ready.
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By the time they cross the border into the Bechuanaland Protectorate
Philip isn’t doing well. He’s feeling aches everywhere. Something as simple
as adjusting his position in the bus seat is enough to make him cry out.
Because he’s badly bruised and visibly dented, the other passengers, mostly
Africans, observe him, then politely avert their eyes.

This is good.
It gives Ellen cover to administer the drugs.
“You know,” she says, “I’m pretty sure I was fired for not giving you

these and now look at me, the first to pull them out of the bag.”
“It’s bad,” Philip says.
“Well, not for long.”
Under his coat, Philip unbuttons his pants and slides them down. This

action is excruciating.
Ellen injects him.
The effect isn’t instant, but it’s soon enough that Philip relaxes, inside,

and understands once again the strength of the drugs he’d been receiving at
Macy Mercy. It’s the second longest he’s gone without, and he doesn’t want
to do it again.

But their supply is finite.
“How long of a hike is it?” Ellen asks, obviously concerned.
“The bus is going to drop us off at Walvis Bay. It’s on the coast. From

there? Three days. We’ll buy food and water in Walvis,” Philip says.
“You know,” Ellen says, “sometimes I feel like I can already hear it.”
“The sound,” Philip says. This is not a question.
“Yes.”



“That’s how it works,” he says, feeling stronger, sitting up. “I haven’t
stopped hearing it since it was played for us in the studio.”

“Great,” Ellen says. “So you’re saying you’ve ruined my life?”
Philip smiles.
“Come here,” he says.
Ellen leans toward him.
“Closer.”
She does.
Philip kisses her ear.
“It’s a good song,” he whispers.
“Oh yeah? You’ve convinced me of many things, Philip Tonka, but you

won’t convince me of that.”
Philip leans back in his seat.
“It’s a good song because it sounds exactly how the musician feels.”
Ellen shakes her head no.
“If that’s how he feels,” she says, “we’re on our way to meet a

madman.”
Philip shakes his head no.
“The musician isn’t the man in the mine,” he says. “It’s someone much

older than him . . .”
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The desert is freezing at night. But this time Philip is better prepared. And
he has a woman beside him. They keep each other warm.

Huddled beneath the blankets, the bags, and their clothing, they sleep
near the fire that illuminates a tiny part of what looks to Ellen like infinite
tar, from desert to sky.

They fall asleep and are woken by the sound. Philip, aching again,
reaches for the earmuffs beside them and gives one pair to Ellen. They
cover their ears, but the sound is strong, still rattles, like fingertips tapping,
let me in, LET ME IN.

Overhead the sky is a starless midnight, black, obscured by the fog.
There are other sounds out here, too. Scratching. Insects. And some of the
sounds, Ellen thinks, sound like boots. Army boots. The slow lumbering
steps of ancient soldiers, brought to life again.
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The second night, following a day of exhausting desert hiking, they spend
the night in one of the edifices left behind by the miners of the twenties and
thirties. It could’ve been a two-bedroom house, if it had been divided that
way. Instead, it’s an open space, without interior walls, that probably once
contained desks, paperwork, ledgers, and the many tools for cleaning and
magnification used to determine the best of a cluster of diamonds.

Now there is only sand.
It’s high enough to pour out the windows, connecting the inside of the

structure with the desert outside. After leveling a space wide enough for the
two of them to sleep, Ellen and Philip lie side by side upon a blanket,
looking up to the dark roof. Outside, the moon and stars create enough
illumination to give the desert a sense of whiteness. As if the sand changes
colors as the sun dips below the horizon and the moon reveals the paler
grains.

This edifice was not visible from the route the platoon took when
tracking the hoofprints to the mine. But Philip knows his landmark.

The five dunes, rising like fingers, like a Polypheme’s hand, framing the
entrance to the mine, where Philip once saw Ross swimming, inviting him
into the cool water.

Will they see something else tomorrow? Or will it appear as what it
is . . . an abandoned hole in the sand?

Just before they fall asleep, the sound returns.
While throwing up, Philip tries to trace his path through the halls, the

room where the horns and hooves hung, to the cell beyond it.
The Danes must be near there. But locating it will not be easy.



Philip falls asleep envisioning hallways leading right and left, and the
uncountable decisions he will have to make below.

When the sun is up, Philip brings Ellen to one of the windows and
points to five dunes in the distance.

And the desert, all of it, seems to rumble with terrible, unseen power as
they gather their things, leave the small building, and go.
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At the rim of the hole, they no longer speak.
Their ears are secure beneath plugs, gauze, earmuffs, and helmets. But

Philip knows this protection can only do so much.
Ellen’s face looks so small to him, wrapped as it is.
The entrance to the mine looks like an earhole of its own; the desert,

Philip thinks, must have heard them coming.
And despite having stood at this exact same spot once before, the image

is as new to him as it is to Ellen.
He wonders now if, by the beams of their flashlights, the rest of the

platoon saw his body dragged away down there at the bottom.
Philip estimates that it’s a fifteen-foot drop.
There is a better way down. Ellen is already taking the ladder, the steel

rungs embedded into the hard-packed dirt. Some of them are rusted, all of
them are old, and when Philip begins his own descent, he imagines two
English musicians in red, guitars strapped to their backs, discussing the
songs they’re going to play for the miners.

At the bottom, the darkness split by their lights, Philip spots a triangle
of red on an arch, an entrance, the beginning of the maze.

He points to the white letters stitched into the fading red fabric.
GOATS
So clearly a pennant. The mascot of a child’s favorite team.
For Ellen, it’s like watching a friend’s dream materialize, a wildly

unlikely story built up fragment by true fragment, physical evidence, proof
of a tale no one should have believed.

They pass under the arch and enter the mine.



Philip looks for tracks, any tracks, possibly even the snakelike groove
created by his own body, dragged over six months ago. But there are none.
The dirt looks swept beneath them, as though the madman knew they were
coming.

They reach a new hall and turn left. The decision is arbitrary, as long as
there’s a sense of going deeper. Another hall. Another left. Then a right.
The ground is sloping. Philip continuously looks to the walls, looks for a
cell door, looks for the Danes.

There is no evidence at all of anybody having recently been through
here. As if, in the half year since Philip was hurt, the man cleared out, took
everything with him, disappeared.

Everything but the sound.
Despite the protection, the earplugs and helmet she wears, Ellen has

thrown up twice already. The sound comes in waves, waves Philip
remembers, waves he can feel but barely hears.

He does not fear the sound anymore.
Another right. Another left. No cells. No doors. No Danes.
But the sound persists.
Four hours deep, they stop to eat. Crouched in the dark, they do not

speak as they exchange bags of dried fruit and bread and drink water from
canteens. Philip removes his headgear. Ellen signs for him not to. It’s better
to be safe than sorry. It’s better to be deaf down here than not.

But Philip doesn’t fear the sound anymore.
Another hour deep and Ellen administers the drugs again. The needles

look like thin fingers in the waning beams and Ellen thinks of the fingers of
death she used to swat from the unit doors in Macy Mercy.

Up again, traveling, continuing.
Eight hours deep, Philip points to the splintered wood of a closed,

knobless door and Ellen knows that it was behind this door that he found
the man’s costume. The horns and hooves. The red army marching band
jacket and pants. But when they get inside, those items are gone.

Philip hurries across the small room, through the second door, to where
Ellen knows he discovered a prisoner in a cell. Philip’s already at the barred
window, shining his light, when Ellen catches up.

To her, near deaf, it sounds like she gasps when she sees the emaciated
body within. But perhaps she screams.



Philip shines his light the length of the hall. Then runs it. Looking for
other cells. Other doors.

If this prisoner has been ignored, left for dead . . . why would it be any
different for any others?

Reaching a solid dirt dead end, Philip returns and leads Ellen to the
series of halls where he saw the streets of Detroit, automobiles, and the
faces of friends. This time, he sees only the truth of the place. The present.

But Ellen sees her daughter Jean.
Philip, sensing he’s walking alone, turns to see Ellen crouched in the

corridor, running her fingers through the empty air before her.
“Ellen!”
She does not look up. And by the time he reaches her, he sees an

impassable distance in her eyes.
So he waits.
He watches as she laughs and hugs the empty space, as she cries and

says she’s sorry. It’s only when she begins to remove her own headgear that
Philip touches her, stops her from doing it.

When she looks up to him, he sees rage.
He grips her wrist. He tugs lightly.
“This way,” he says.
And for a moment he wonders if she isn’t capable of trying to kill him.

If Ellen might not hurt him in the name of remaining here, right here, with
Jean, forever.

But understanding shimmers, and Ellen rises again. She looks back to
where Jean was and shakes her head no.

Is the girl gone? Or is Ellen telling Jean that Mommy can’t stay?
Philip doesn’t ask.
Ellen is the first to continue down the hall, and Philip follows. They turn

right, they turn left. They reach dead ends Philip had somehow avoided last
time. Often, Ellen stops to speak to someone. Once she grips Philip’s arm,
terror in her eyes. She pushes herself and him flat to the wall, far from
whatever it is she sees.

Philip sees nothing. Immune. And it’s not until they reach the top of the
wooden staircase that he feels exactly like he did the first time he was here.

It’s just a man, he tells himself. He recalls the old eyes, the wrinkles, the
dust. How frail the man looked in the World War II costume. So meek that



Philip believed him dead.
Just a man. Yes. Just a man down there. And a man can be questioned.

A man can be defeated.
They descend the stairs and arrive at what Philip called “the Hall of

Death.” It was here that Philip saw dozens of old soldiers. All wars at once.
As if the Ferris wheel of history came unattached and all the passengers
were thrown.

Ghosts.
All of them still here.
Yet, Ellen can touch them. And does.
The door that hides the red piano is less than twenty feet away. It was

down here that Philip’s body was altered, his mind changed, his life begun
anew. And yet, he waits for Ellen to study the past soldiers, the impossible
men from bygone eras who do not rot, who do not belong here, who were
shaken into being by a sound strong enough to immunize weapons, break
the patterns of loops, and give her Jean again, if only for a while.

When Ellen rises, Philip is facing the door, only inches from the wood.
He places his palm upon it and pushes.
The door opens easily.
Philip, ready to see the piano, is not prepared for the man who sits at it.
His back to his visitors, his hands raised, about to play.
Philip, predicting Ellen’s broken body, imagining her as crushed as the

body Lovejoy found in the desert, opens his mouth to scream STOP!, but
it’s too late.

The man in red’s fingers are already coming down, toward the keys, the
notes . . .

. . . the sound.
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But the fingers stop above the keys and there they rattle, like the
mannequin vampires that sit up in coffins at the haunted house attraction on
Mackinac Island.

Philip, breathless, his arm extended uselessly to protect Ellen, waits.
The longer he looks, the clearer it is who sits on the bench.
The figure is emaciated. Wigged. And the red jacket and pants hang

loose on the body.
Philip enters the room.
Above the piano is the big bass drum, the white goat. The microphones

are arranged just as they were before, all trained on the mallets inside the
upright. Before he reaches the figure, Philip sees the mummified face, the
vacant eye sockets, the flat dry lips, reflected in the steel metronome that
does not stir. Philip leans over the thing’s shoulders and briefly observes the
ten skeletal fingers suspended midstrike.

This, Philip knows, is the other English musician. Once a friend to the
man down here.

Behind Philip, Ellen approaches, and behind her, the door slowly closes.
Then, a crackling. Then, a voice. And the effect is one Philip knows by

heart.
The unmistakable static of a control room microphone.
“You,” the man says. “I dragged you to the beach. A warning, as they

say. Send no more.”
Thirty feet to the left of the red piano is a wall of glass, and behind it is

a man in costume, false hooves up on the mixing board, horns so big they
almost reach the ceiling.

The red of his uniform clashes against the silver spinning behind him.



Philip has never seen so many reels at one time; a hundred, maybe two,
rotating in unison, a wall of looping, capable of sustaining a sound forever.

The man’s billy goat beard hangs to his thin fingers, tented at his waist.
And the fire in his eyes is full.

“Where are they?” Philip asks.
The man brings a finger to his lips. The nail is two inches long, dirty,

and sharp.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he says. He points to the piano.
“Where are they?”
A flame flickers in the man’s eyes, as if reflecting an unseen fire.
“I wonder what it is for you,” he says. “I wonder what you see, there, in

the room.”
Philip looks to the red piano. Then to Ellen.
“It’s a piano,” he says to her. But it’s closer to a question.
Ellen shakes her head no. No, I don’t see a piano, Philip.
“A piano!” the man behind the glass exclaims. “Wonderful! For you,

Creation started with a piano. Would you believe me if I told you that I set
up the bones of my dear friend there in front of a blank canvas, a brush in
his fleshless fingers?”

“Where are they?” Philip asks again. Angrier now.
“You never know what you’ll find if you keep digging,” the man says,

and this time his voice is cracked, a static that runs deeper than any faulty
gear. “You know, many of the founding fathers were deists. They saw God
as a force that had created the universe and then largely withdrew from
human affairs.” Philip stares at the red paint. Sees a single, subtle wave
wash over the instrument. “But did any of them stop to ask themselves . . .
where did he go?”

For the duration of a breath, it does look like the mummified
Englishman is sitting before an easel. Then, just as quickly, he’s upon a red
bench again.

“I discovered Creation,” the man says. “Buried in a juggernaut’s
sandbox. Or who knows, maybe it’s just the wind passing over the teeth in
the skull of the world’s first man.” A momentary titter. Then, “Play for me.”

Reflected in the metronome, Philip sees Ellen is shaking her head no.
No, don’t play for him. No, don’t answer him. No, we should leave this
place we should leave this place NOW.



“Philip,” she says. And Philip sees she’s removed her protection. “It’s
time to—”

“Play for me,” the man repeats. “I’m curious.” He smiles and dust rises
from his cheeks. “Only a musician would walk into a room as such, under
the circumstances you were under, and play a note on the piano. You are a
musician, aren’t you?”

Philip doesn’t respond.
“Aren’t you?!”
Ellen shrieks as the voice distorts and rattles the sympathetic strings of

the piano.
“Where are my friends?” But this time Philip’s voice is weaker.
He sees his own uneven features reflected in the glass, like there’s a

monster in there, sitting beside the man at the console.
“We must work in concert,” the man says, “or we don’t work at all. It’s

magnificent, to me, that what you see is a piano. It’s amazing we see
anything at all. I wonder, soldier, if it’s our mind playing tricks. I wonder if
we cannot comprehend a sound with no source and so we invent one. Each
our own way to stave off the feelings of futility for having tracked a
sourceless sound. Now play for me a song. Any song. And I will tell you
what has become of your friends.”

“Where are—”
“Do you know how long it’s been since I heard any music outside of my

own? Do you know what that can do to a man’s mind, experiencing the
same song, made by the brush of horsehair against a clean canvas? For me,
Creation began there. As I child I painted. And as a child, you played. Play
for me, musician soldier. And I will give you what you want.”

“The song will crush you.”
The man laughs. “I’ve built quite a room in here. I’ve had a lot of time

to get it right.”
Philip approaches the piano. The corpse on the bench is slightly

slouched and Philip now sees the strings that hold him in place.
“Did you know that Creation trumps Destruction? Simple math.” The

man is talking fast. “I wonder how long it took you to understand that. I
wonder if you do now.”

Philip sits down on the bench. Shoulder to shoulder with the dead
Englishman.



Will the man tell him where the Danes are if he plays? And if he
plays . . . will he survive?

In the metronome, he sees Ellen reflected.
The wall of reels is spinning behind the man in the booth.
The man removes his hooved feet from the console. He leans forward,

eyes bright.
In the metronome, Philip sees Ellen’s hand vanish into her bag.
“Lovejoy,” Philip says, eying the keys. “You knew him.”
“Not well,” the man says. “But a face to remember. I’ll tell you I wasn’t

surprised to see him down here. We met in World War II. A London pub.
It’s the one time I left this place, returned to the homeland. Got the
equipment I use now. I daresay he was the only one to whom I told what I
unearthed down here. The lone soldier to whom I revealed my discovery.”
He points to the piano. For him, a canvas. Ellen, her back to the wood door,
is injecting herself. “I regretted it then, but how could I have known how
serious I was about carrying it out? How can any man know how serious he
is about something he says he’s going to do until he does it?” He delicately
taps the head of the control room microphone. “Philosophy doesn’t travel at
the same speed technology does. It takes a man forty years to realize what it
took his father forty years to realize. And what’s worse, he resists the truths
his father’s come to know, until he learns them himself. Meanwhile,
technology doesn’t wait. All a man has to do is add another piece to his
father’s technological puzzle and the machines, the weapons, the means, are
stronger. In the end you have an army with the same philosophy of the
cavemen, but with the weapons of ten billion artless minds. Do you see?
What I’m doing is right. I’m pushing back. I’ve discovered the antidote to
war. To history. To the mistakes we repeat as a society and the ones we
never learn on our own.” He laughs and his laughter is hail. “I told Lovejoy
about what I’d found. I told him what lived down here and what I’d done to
keep it. And we were drunk. Drunk as a man can handle. And I was
empowered by it. My idea. This.” He points again. In the metronome, Ellen
is using a second needle. “He had strange ideas of his own. More macabre
than mine, I’d say. Probably why we got on. Two crackpots of war. I gave
him a token, an armband. Our slogan.” Tears in his eyes. Ellen is crouching
now, sliding down the wood wall. She’s using a third needle. “Every Good
Boy Does Fine,” he says. “A fitting expression, I should say! The next



morning I thought I’d lost the thing.” He pauses, as though his memory
were made of mud. “Have you decided what you’re going to play? I
daresay, Bach would be a joy. But ‘Three Blind Mice’ will do.”

Ellen is no longer visible in the metronome and Philip understands that
she’s on the floor behind him, feeling what he felt the day Doctor Szands
snapped.

Philip looks to the painted goat upon the drum above him. Up close, the
drum itself looks different; a cork in the neck of a bottle.

As if there is more open space behind it.
“What you need,” he says, “is a blanket in this bass drum.”
He stands up. Does the man see a drum? Does Ellen?
Philip tries to dislodge it, to pull the cork free.
“Sit down.”
But what’s behind it?
“It dulls the sound, gives it more punch.”
“SIT DOWN!”
Philip hears hooves on wood. Then, in the metronome, the color red, a

white swaying beard, and watery eyes lost in an aging face.
He feels a thin, strong hand upon his shoulder and thinks of Mom

retrieving him, as he searched for the place within himself, the center of
things, when the scales had already been played and the practicing was
done, that magic minute of creation, the minute when Philip was free.

The man grabs hold of the drum and the drum becomes simply a
painting, hanging on the wall, then a drum once again.

Close up, the old man is older. Deader looking than even when he
played a ghost.

Philip looks to the piano and the old man’s expression changes, as if
he’s just realizing that he’s in the wrong room, too close to the source of the
sound.

Creation. Unearthed.
The man turns quickly to leave. Philip grabs his wrist.
With his new strength, his drug strength, he holds tight to the old man.
Then Philip, still standing, still holding tight to the fractured wrist, plays

a song of his own.
One handed.
“Be Here.”



He hears Ellen moaning. He feels the onslaught wash of sound.
But he does not close his eyes.
Instead, he sees the man in red as he’s crushed like a can, so suddenly

that it looks like he was taken by a wind, or the wake of a huge rolling
wheel.

Ellen is on her side on the floor.
Philip goes to her. She’s pointing to the drum.
“Hiding . . . something . . .” she says.
But Philip already knows this.
He returns to the piano bench, climbs upon it, and removes the drum

from the wall.
Behind it is a tunnel. And from that tunnel come voices, ensconced in

natural flat echo, the voices of men who call to him, who have recognized
the song that he played.
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Wonderland is no more. The Danes have a new studio, far from
downtown. It’s more of a room, really, what was once used as an office, but
now houses Duane’s drums, Larry’s amp, and Ross’s blue guitar. Philip’s
piano rests against the far wall, so that he has to pass the others as he gets
ready to sit down, ready to play. Nobody in Detroit knows about this place.
And the Danes look over their shoulders as they arrive, as they enter
through the front door, as they wonder, will this be the day the United States
government finds us? Will this be the day they take us to similarly
nondescript rooms with no instruments to play?

Is this the day they question us until we break?
Philip keeps contact with Stein and Greer, but this, too, is clandestine.

Pay phones far from the city. Clipped, brief conversations. And even those
don’t feel necessary anymore.

Lovejoy was the only one found dead. Not crushed, though. Larry said
he died as naturally as a man could, held prisoner in a stuffy, poorly
ventilated cell beneath a desert. Philip wears his red armband now, not
because he wants to remember the time shared with the Mad Blond but
because it reminds him of the terrors that exist in the shadows just to the
right and to the left of the Path.

“What key?” Ross asks, whispering, though he’s about to play through
an amplifier. It’s hard not to want to be quiet these days.

And yet, there are precious, magic moments when they get to get loud.
Ellen stands by the door. She always looks concerned these days and

Philip knows it’s because of the drugs. He’s asked her to stop telling him
how much they have left. The day is coming when he’ll have to face the



pain of the injuries he suffered. But when it does, he has a lover, a friend, a
nurse to help him.

“F,” he says, fingering the key that hangs from his neck. The F from
Every Good Boy Does Fine. The F from FACE. The end of one saying and
the start of another.

“All right,” Duane whispers, though he is about to play a drum set. “We
ready?”

“Ready,” Larry says.
“Yeah,” Ross says.
“Yes,” Philip says.
His dark skin nearly blending in with the shadows, Duane looks

something like a ghost himself as he clicks his sticks together.
The Danes should be quiet. The Danes should lay low. They shouldn’t

draw attention to themselves, give someone a reason to call the police, to
wonder about the noise coming from the supposedly unoccupied office on
Hilton Road.

But today the Path has led somewhere loud.
And so today . . . they will be loud.
“One, two, three, four—”
~lights out~
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