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Until her radioactivity went down enough to teach again, Seca 
had to sell her car to make rent. On top of that, the kennel had 
screwed up Marvo’s medications while she was in the hospital. 
Marvo had severe epilepsy, born of generations of doggy incest, 
and he’d had a seizure at the same time that the doctor was pouring 
radioactive Iodine down Seca’s throat.

She’d wanted to go to him immediately, but she’d been in forced 
isolation for three days, only able to leave threatening messages on 
the kennel’s voicemail from the burner phone provided to her by 
the hospital. She’d spent the three days re-watching Doctor Who, 
two nurses hovering constantly and blocking her view of David 
Tennant’s glowing, groaning regeneration. The nurses had gone 
through the same procedure, had no thyroids left to irradiate, and 
so they were the only people she could see. She thought of Marvo 
constantly, convulsing in his own spit in a narrow cage at the ken-
nel, no one to keep his head stable. 

Marvo had his own special savings in her account, $100/month 
deposited from her tiny sub’s paycheck. Seca had never touched 
it, even after the diagnosis, even after she had to take a break from 
teaching and downsize apartments and sell her car.

As soon as she got out of the hospital, she stuck Marvo in her 
largest tote and snuck him onto the bus to the vet.

Marvo was not excited about this trip. He missed Seca’s little 
sedan, where he could ride shotgun with his head out the window, 
wind turning his eyelids inside out and filling his nose with gaso-
line and ditch water and trash and hamburgers and everything all at 
once. The bus was full of scents and strangeness, too, but every time 
he poked his nose out, Seca would hunch over so that the top of the 
bag was buried in her thick breasts. The tote smelled like her, like 
everything else in his life, his protector and protected, his mission 
and means, his mother and master and only love.

Marvo yapped again, and the man who’d snitched on them 
plugged his ears. Drama king. 

The driver tapped her nailbit fingers on the steering wheel. “If 
you ever try to sneak that rat onto my bus again,” she said. “I’ll get 
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you banned from the T.A. for life. Swear to God. It’s unsanitary.”
“Well, that’s nice,” Seca said. “Isn’t that just so nice, Marvo?” 
“I don’t know if it’s nice or what.” The driver stood, so Seca had 

no choice but to back down the stairs and out the door, her knee-
caps clicking. 

The man waved from the window. Seca glared up at him until 
the bus peeled away, with him spread smugly into her and Marvo’s 
seat. 

As the bus rounded the corner, Seca moaned and sank down to 
a squat in her orthopedic sneakers, setting the tote bag down gently 
on the steaming pavement. “It’s okay, Marvo,” she said, lifting him 
up to eye level. She could feel the bones in his hips. “Were those 
people mean to you, sweetie? Were they not very nice?”

Marvo winked one bulging eye. Seca hugged him close.

First, they’d removed the thyroid. A simple surgery that left a 
crescent-moon scar nestled in her collarbone. Seca found herself 
admiring it in the mirror at night. She’d always wanted a tattoo, but 
never found something she was sure enough about to have forever. 
Eventually, she figured out, the world tattoos itself on you, and you 
don’t get any say. She liked it, though. It was a scar she might’ve 
picked out from a catalog, a delicate ridge between her sagging jaw-
line and the sunspots on her chest. It wasn’t pretty -- she’d stopped 
trying for pretty a few decades ago -- but it was something better.

She knew it was unlikely that they could sneak Marvo onto the 
next bus, but there weren’t other options. She could call a taxi, but 
they were so far from downtown that it would cost a month’s worth 
of car insurance just to get them to the vet and home. 

The subdivision where the bus had dumped them was only 
half-built. The nearest rows of houses were tidy and finished, but 
behind them were lumber skeletons still in their Tyvek wrap, and 
behind those Seca could make out bulldozers and fallen trees and 
piles of dirt. Seca fanned Marvo’s face with her hands, stirring up 
dust in the humid air.

Between the houses, there was one of those minimum-effort 
ponds designed to collect runoff. Seca licked her chapped lips 
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when she saw the pond’s pouring fountain, and Marvo started to 
pant. In the center of the pond was either a tiny island or a huge 
rock, just big enough for a tall patch of grass waving in the shade 
of three birch trees. It looked out of place, next to the concrete and 
the green turf. The white paper trunks seemed to put out their own 
kind of light, and their leaves shook silver in the breeze. The scene 
shifted from side to side as she watched. 

Probably  the heat. Seca dragged her eyes from the rock, and 
saw someone who might be able to help.

He was a small, muscular man, unspooling a roll of turf taller 
than he was, laying out the grass in straight green lines between 
the parking lot and the pond. What caught Seca’s eye was the van 
nearby: Randy’s Custom Landscaping. If that was Randy, maybe 
he’d give them a ride. It would only be twenty minutes or so, prob-
ably not enough time to irradiate him.

She walked toward him, shouted to get his attention. He was 
wearing big headphones. She walked into the path of his turf roll, 
smiling wide and waving. Nodding with the beat, he knocked her to 
the dirt. The turf covered her like a shaggy blanket.

She shouted, Marvo yipped, but only when he’d stepped on her 
thigh did Randy notice the woman he’d flattened. 

He lifted his headphones. “Okay down there?”
“You knocked me down, asshat,” Seca spat out, along with a 

mouthful of dirt. 
Randy raised his eyebrows. “You jumped in front of me.”
Seca squirmed, trying to propel herself out of the turf burrito. 

The elbow she’d landed on ached. “I couldn’t get your attention! 
What if there was an emergency?”

“I’m a landscaper. They don’t usually call me in for emergen-
cies.” He grinned down at her. “Hold tight.”

The breath was pushed from her gut as he rolled the turf back. 
He helped her up. “What did you want to say so bad?” he asked, 
wiping at the mud that had globbed onto his jeans. 

Seca flapped her ankle-length dress, spraying dirt and a few 
roly-polys. “I need a ride home. Or to the vet.” She reached down to 
scoop up Marvo, but the tote bag was empty.

Seca scanned the freshly-laid grass. “Marvo?” she called. He 
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was a little thing, he couldn’t have gone far.
“Is that him?” Randy pointed out to the pond. Marvo was 

swimming bravely through the fountain spray, ears inside out, to-
ward that shifting center island.

After the Fukushima disaster, Seca read, dairy farmers in Mas-
sachusetts had found I-131 radiation levels 5,000 times higher than 
the FDA’s intervention levels. Not even the same ocean. Some hip-
pies out there were trying to drag the radiation out of the soil with 
plant roots and mushrooms. Seca didn’t usually go for that kind of 
thing, but she’d read about it obsessively, about how certain plants 
could allegedly remove specific radioactive substances.

While in a hydrocodone daze after surgery, she’d imagined that 
instead of cutting the fleshy thyroid out from around her trachea, 
they’d implanted spores inside it. In the mirror, she saw her throat 
sprouting with fruiting mushrooms. She picked them before they 
had a chance to open and send out their toxic spores, put them in 
a ziploc bag in her freezer. The surgery was just a bad dream. The 
mushrooms would pull the toxins out and leave her whole.

After three days of this, she looked in her mirror, and instead of 
mushrooms she saw the crescent moon scar above her collarbone.

Seca sunk her nails into Randy’s arm. She stumbled forward, 
dragging him with her. “You have to get him!” she said. “He has 
epilepsy. He has a heart condition. He can’t swim.” 

Randy laughed. “Looks like he’s swimming just fine. He’s your 
dog, you get him.”

“I can’t swim either.” Seca dropped her bag, unlaced her sneak-
ers. “But if you’re just going to stand there, I’ll do what I have to.” 
She slipped off her socks and clambered down the rocks that lined 
the pond like molars.

Randy rubbed his red eyes. “Lady, that pond is three feet deep. 
My conscience is clear.”

Seca’s feet sank into the pond bottom. She couldn’t stop a faint 
moan as the cool mud oozed up between her toes. She could see 
Marvo’s ears poking up out of the water ahead. He was almost to 
the island. “Hold on, baby, I’m coming!” she called, and looked 
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back with disgust at Randy. “Have fun explaining to the press how 
you let an old lady drown. And her dog.”

He leaned on his turf roll, enjoying himself. “Go on, get your 
dog. He’s working hard out there.”

He paddled forward, struggling to keep his snout above the wa-
ter. He’d never done this before. It was wet, and much colder than 
the baths that Seca gave him, but not so bad. He didn’t know what 
was below him. It might go on forever, deeper and deeper and lined 
with the bones of small dogs. Dimly through the fountain spray, he 
heard Seca calling him. He wanted to go to her, his love, the person 
who scratched under his collar and held him to her warm chest in 
front of the TV at night. 

He felt dizzy. His heart was beating fast. He could feel blood 
pulsing in the veins under the thin skin of his ears. The island was 
ahead. Surrounding the pond was the world he knew: bright green 
grass, tan houses, hot cement. The island was gold and shaking, 
unsteady. He wanted it.

As he swam, a thought came through his mind, not quite a 
memory. A cold morning at their old house, before Seca’s long 
absences and the move and the discovery of the kennel. He’d found 
the gap below their chain-link fence and slipped through, trotted 
through yard after yard, chasing chipmunks and running from the 
neighborhood cats. He’d found a group of delighted schoolkids in 
a snowy sandbox, but as he’d jumped in to say hi to them, his body 
stiffened and he collapsed to his side. The kids started to cry and 
shout, and he’d wanted to stick his nose in their faces and wag his 
tail and comfort them, but he couldn’t get up, couldn’t catch his 
breath. Blackness was bleeding in from the sides of his vision.

That’s where Seca found him, wet with snow and piss and 
drool. She dried him gently with her sweater, swaddled him in her 
coat, and carried him home in her undershirt.

Behind, he heard her calling again, and almost turned back. In-
stead, he strained the last few feet and collapsed into the tall grass, 
heart pounding. The grass cut into Marvo’s wet nose. He snuffled 
down into it until his snout was buried in the black soil. He snorted 
and gasped for breath in it. He had never smelled anything like it in 
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their lawn, at the vet, in the green schoolyard. There was something 
living here, and something dying. 

After three months, they’d given her a test, iodine to drink. She 
hadn’t peed it all out, which meant there was still some thyroid tis-
sue left. So they’d given her the styrofoam cup of radioactive iodine, 
I-131. 

She read online that the I-131 was what had caused the can-
cer in the first place. I-131 settled across midwestern grasslands in 
toxic plumes after the bomb testing in New Mexico and Nevada. 
Cows ate the grass, children drank the cow’s milk. Seca had grown 
up with cow’s milk every morning from their neighbor, which they 
traded for unwashed eggs from the chickens that tore their yard 
into dirt. The fresh milk was thick enough to fill their bellies all on 
its own. The articles she read told her that they would’ve been better 
off with milk from the grocery store, milk that had been carted and 
stocked and sat long enough for the I-131 to degrade harmlessly.

Now, Seca’s apartment complex had a green lawn rolled out in 
neat rows, and her milk was pasteurized, and she didn’t eat eggs at 
all because the yellow yolks were fatty, and the doctors were using 
I-131 to finish what the bomb had started.  Knock out her thyroid 
entirely, before it could get the rest of her.

The nurse had gone over the doctor’s instructions carefully 
with her, to make sure she understood. As the radiation degraded 
over the next three weeks, she was to:

•	 Sleep alone (no problem)
•	 Avoid kissing and physical contact with others (no prob-

lem)
•	 Maintain a distance of at least three feet from women who 

are pregnant and children under 18 years old (problem: 
she worked as a substitute in the schools to supplement her 
little teacher’s pension)

•	 Avoid traveling on an airplane (their radiation detectors 
could cause her to be arrested, sent to Guantanamo, never 
see the light of trial (no problem, hadn’t left the state in 
twelve years))
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•	 Avoid activities where she may be close to others for more 
than 5 minutes, for example, movie theaters, sporting 
events, and public transportation (problem: she’d sold her 
car to help pay for medical bills. Seca pretended she hadn’t 
heard this one.)

Seca gasped as Marvo stiffened and fell, convulsing. She wasn’t 
wading fast enough through the muddy pond bottom. She had to 
reach him. She dove forward, mimicking Marvo’s frantic paddle. 
She panted wildly, eyes squeezed shut against the water as she 
splashed.

When her fingers scraped rock, she hoisted herself up. In the 
grass, she saw a Marvo-shaped indent. The grass around it was un-
disturbed, but Marvo was gone.

Breathing heavy, Seca knelt to the ground, searching. The is-
land was only about as long as she was tall.

As she pulled at the broken grass stems, she uncovered a wrig-
gling mass of tiny bright beetles. They swarmed up her hands and 
wrists like a pair of shimmering red gloves.

She reached dirt and kept tearing, uncovering a nest of earth-
worms, each fatter than the last. 

She dug deeper, until she had in her hands a stringy white 
mesh of fungus. She dropped it into her lap. 

“Did you find him?” Randy called. He was standing on one of 
the fridge-sized rocks at the edge of the pond. He faded in and out 
of focus as Seca squinted at him. “I think you should come on back, 
lady,” he said after a moment. 

Seca looked down at her lap. The mass of fungus had grown, 
was growing as she watched, down her knees and into her groin 
and reaching its fingers back into the dirt. Up her stomach, up her 
breasts, to her throat.

The red beetles had swarmed up past her elbows. They tickled.
She giggled, then doubled over laughing, nose in the dirt, arms 

ahead, gripping and tearing at the grass. The grass gripping and 
tearing back. The fungus sunk into the stretch marks on her belly, 
into the crescent scar on her throat, filling her lines with pale, hun-
gry life.
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Randy carries the woman to shore. He didn’t find the dog. He’s 
starting to think he imagined the dog. The woman is smiling, bab-
bling like a toddler, happy nonsense words. When she’d crossed the 
pond, he’d thought her skin was sagging, thin, blue veins webbing 
her legs. He’d been wrong -- her skin is smooth and pink.

The bus is coming.
He lays her down carefully in the freshly-rolled grass. He 

checks her pulse. He doesn’t know what else he’s supposed to check 
for. His phone’s in the glove compartment. He’ll find someone to 
call, some senile old lady hotline, although -- looking back at her 
--- how old could she be? 40? 45? Her hair is still white, but it’s 
thick and shiny. The heat must have confused his brain.

When he turns back from the van, phone in hand, he sees her 
sprinting toward the bus, clumsy like a fawn on new legs. The bus 
driver yells at her, makes her empty her bag. Shakes out her coat, 
examines the pockets. Finally, the woman boards the bus, and it 
pulls away.

Randy hesitates, then puts the phone back in the glove com-
partment.

His clothes are wet, but it’s only twenty minutes to 5. Randy un-
rolls yards of green turf, from the parking lot to the pond, from the 
pond to the parking lot. As he packs up the van, he looks back at 
the little island. There’s no breeze, but the leaves of the trees shake 
silver. The golden grass waves tall, signing some language he can 
almost understand.
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The wormhole split open at the worst time: the morning of An-
thony’s sister’s tenth birthday. He had emptied his checking account 
to fill the living room with games, food, and decorations for Ferra’s 
whole scout troop and church choir.

20 RSVP’s later, the freezer stacked with ice cream cake and 
the fridge with pulled pork and buns, they got a knock on the door 
from two men in quarantine suits. It was only just getting light out-
side. Another wormhole had opened, this one in the small woods 
that bordered their apartment building and the suburbs behind. 
Everyone had to evacuate immediately, until they could figure out 
the radiation radius and put security in place. Ferra heard that the 
boy two doors down had been the one to discover it, and had lost a 
leg as he tried to escape. The one thing you couldn’t do, was panic.

Ferra begged Anthony to rescue at least the ice cream cake. 
He’d dropped his second duffel of clothes by the door so he could fit 
the cake in his arms, but by the time the bus arrived at their uncle’s 
house, the cake had melted in his lap. He tucked Ferra onto the 
couch, poured the cake-soup into old cottage cheese containers, 
and was back on the bus to work. The Strutt’n’Putt was right beside 
their apartment, but two bus hours from their uncle’s house.

In the parking lot of the Strutt’n’Putt was a sleek, grey pickup 
truck. Through the windshield, Anthony could see a woman smok-
ing a cigarette. The woman tilted her rearview mirror toward her, 
and smiled at her reflection as she took a drag and exhaled. Win’s 
little beat-up car was there, too, but no customers yet. In the office, 
Anthony loaded the mini-fridge with the remnants of the ice cream 
cake. Then he headed out to the course, leaving brief footprints in 
the plastic grass as he looked for Win.

Anthony’s favorite hole of the Strutt’n’Putt changed every day. 
There was the enormous plastic nose: you putted into one nostril, 
it came out the other and, if you hit at the right angle and veloc-
ity, slipped into a hole-in-one. There was a nativity scene; Win had 
taken down the star over the stable and covered baby Jesus with 
straw in the manger; she was going for broad appeal, not niche re-
ligious weirdos. The ball had to enter the gaping mouth of the cow, 
who seemed to be mid- “lo.” 

Today, Anthony found Win next to the fifth hole – an ancient, 



rusted tugboat. The tugboat looked like it was sinking into the 
grass, a decayed Titanic. You hit the ball up a ramp, climbed a lad-
der onto the creaky deck of the boat, putted it around lobster and 
bucket obstacles into a dense net hanging off the side. It was hard 
to stay balanced on the slanted deck, but that was part of the fun. 
Theoretically. 

In August, Win had strung up caution tape around the tugboat, 
and told him to steer guests away. She said she was doing construc-
tion on the inside, making a ghost sailor tableau. Anthony figured 
he knew what was really happening in there. Even at a distance he 
could hear the electrical hum of a generator, and see pinkish light 
leaking out of the cracks in the boat’s hull. He’d seen that pink light 
in his friends’ basements and garages, and he didn’t need to ask to 
know that Win didn’t have a license to grow it. He understood just 
fine–the Strutt’n’Putt was only open half the year, and Win needed 
money on the side. Anthony wasn’t going to be involved with it, but 
he understood. 

So when Anthony found her at the fifth hole, leaning on the 
boat as she read the mail, he stayed a respectful distance back and 
shouted his request over the generator’s hum. He’d been prepared to 
beg his way in, so he was surprised when Win immediately agreed 
to host Ferra’s party.

Ordinarily,  Win never would’ve hosted the party for free. She’d 
met Ferra, and the kid wasn’t as great as Anthony always made her 
out to be. But she’d seen that pickup truck in the lot before, and she 
knew that a bunch of kids running around could be valuable today. 
Contamination Control might feel awkward making a scene at a 
kid’s birthday party. 

Win sent Anthony to polish the nose at the third hole. When 
he’d left, she yanked the pile of tarps to the side, grabbed the heavy 
steel bucket below, and pressed her foot into a rock at the base 
of the boat. A small door opened in the rusted steel. Win slipped 
inside to the sound of low animal grunting. She closed the door to 
just a crack, and fingered the sharp crease of the envelope in her 
pocket. Bri’s birth announcement.

Bri had eased out of Win’s life slowly. Win hardly knew what 
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was happening until suddenly she was getting a birthday card and 
a Christmas card and hadn’t seen her daughter since the wedding 
three years ago. The glossy birth announcement had come in the 
mail yesterday. She hadn’t even known Bri was pregnant.

Win reached into the bucket with her thick gloves and tossed 
the slippery contents out into the dark. There were snarls and 
squeals. She never should’ve let Bri go to that community college. 
After that, it was too hard to say no to her transferring to the state 
school an hour away, not after she’d gotten that scholarship; and 
then there was the internship in Chicago; and now she was in Van-
couver, the other side of the continent, and she’d gotten pregnant 
and given birth and Win had had no idea. Ultrasounds, vitamins, 
nursery painting, everything had happened without her.

The sounds of struggle had died down in the dark, replaced by 
gnawing. Win knelt to the dirt floor, flipped a switch on the genera-
tor. The cavern flooded with pink light. This brood was only a few 
months old, too young to expose to direct sunlight. She still felt 
shivers of guilt and revulsion when she thought of what had hap-
pened with their brood last year. It was nobody’s fault, she’d told 
herself all winter, after Toxie had stumbled back to the wild. The 
windmill had stood there for years, hadn’t shown even a crack be-
fore it collapsed. The loss of 15-B, 15-C, and 15-E had been tragic, 
but at least Toxie had survived. That was the problem with those 
goons from Contamination Control. No sense of perspective. One 
thing goes wrong, and suddenly they panic and lose all trust in her. 
She thought of the pickup truck out in the parking lot. Toxie trust-
ed Win again, had come back in August. That should’ve been good 
enough for the Department.

Every spring, when the young were big enough to lurch around 
and hunt on their own, Toxie would start to get sick of them, rest-
less. Win took them from her, giving them away to a probably-
better life with the Department of Contamination Control. Toxie 
moved on to hunt on her own for the warm months, larger prey 
than Win was able to catch for her. Every August she came back, 
belly swelling. This year, the brood was small; only two survived 
past the first few days. When they were first born, Toxie always 
looked at Win with terror on her animal face as they suckled, un-
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sure how to handle the whole thing again. It took her a few weeks 
to warm up and start actively caring for them, and by that point all 
but the most energetic of them had usually died. 

Win knew it was Bri’s husband’s fault. She thought she’d been 
dropped into a Jane Austen novel when they first met at the en-
gagement party: he was an officer in the Canadian Navy, polite in 
his stiff white uniform, younger than Bri (and better-looking, Win 
noted). Win circled him a few times when he introduced himself, 
to see if there was anything propping him up behind, but Bri had 
glared her off before she’d gotten a good look.

Win had expected it to be a starter marriage for Bri, but here 
they were with a fat, irreversible baby. Win had warned Bri over 
and over again to wait to have children. If only Win had waited, if 
only she’d graduated college, who knows what she could’ve done. 
Don’t get stuck like I did, she’d tell her every time they bent over 
Bri’s homework late at night. I’d have had the whole world to give 
you, if you’d waited a bit before showing up up. Even after Bri had 
graduated college, even after she’d graduated veterinary school, Win 
had ended her voicemails with a warning–wait, wait a little longer.

That’s why Bri hadn’t told her earlier, probably. She was 
ashamed of her weakness, that she’d given up on herself and fallen 
into motherhood. The thing to do, Win thought, was to buy a plane 
ticket and surprise her daughter. Show up, give her the motherly 
advice she needed right now. But Toxie and her brood needed her 
support for at least another three months. Anything could happen 
in a few days’ absence, and with Strutt’n’Putt closing for winter, Win 
needed the brood as big and healthy as possible for sale.

Below the high-pitched squeals of the babies, Win heard Toxie’s 
low moaning as she woke up. Toxie could have torn through ce-
ment with half her strength, but the birthing process for her species 
was so long and dangerous that she wouldn’t recover for another 
few weeks. In the meantime, all she did was sleep as 16-A and 16-E 
suckled, and Win brought her food, and occasionally she tore a 
small hole in the time/space fabric. Win had no idea how the crea-
tures reproduced safely in the wild, without human help. Maybe 
they had mates, or maybe their daughters were smart enough to ask 
for their mothers’ help. By the time February came around, Win 
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had to keep Toxie from eating them herself, she was so sick of tak-
ing care of them, so ready for her freedom. 

Win inched forward on all fours, scooting the steel bucket 
ahead of her until she could make out Toxie’s broad, scaley form. 
She reached into the bucket, and pushed the soft liver she found 
there up to Toxie’s black, beak-like mouth. Toxie picked it up 
limply, and struggled to swallow. Win gently turned the massive 
head to the side so that the innards slid down Toxie’s throat. Toxie 
flicked her long tongue gratefully, her square pupils pits in glowing 
yellow eyes. 

Floating in the air near 16-A’s nubby horns was a patch of matte 
blackness, the size of a fingernail. Wormholes like that were too 
small to be picked up by the Department of Contamination Con-
trol, as far as Win could tell. Toxie tore them when she was bored or 
stressed. The one in the woods must’ve been torn months ago, and 
had split wide when that little kid got stuck in it.

Win felt around in the bucket, but all she found was a small 
collar with heart-shaped tags. She had to go out hunting again. 
Another sleepless night, and she was already so tired. She stretched, 
and yawned, and curled up beside Toxie. 16-E nestled under her 
armpit as he suckled. Anthony would watch the register. As blood 
soaked off the floor into Win’s clothes, the animal’s warm, slow 
heartbeat lulled her to sleep.

Ferra had done a project on the portals the year before. Antho-
ny had helped her make the poster-board. She’d used a cantaloupe 
as a prop. She’d described the portals as places where the world had 
become overripe, split open. We were all going around thinking 
that the world is a green hard rind, and then everyone at once finds 
out that there’s really this orange, juicy flesh below that we’d never 
been able to imagine. 

That’s how Ferra had explained it, anyway. She’d only gotten a 
B on her project. Anthony thought of them more like a bullet train, 
but extra extra fast. One second, you’re on Washtenaw Avenue; the 
next, Tokyo! Or, more likely, someplace just as boring. Oklahoma, 
or Siberia.

Nothing official had been released, but Anthony had spent the 
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entire bus ride on Reddit, reading speculation. It turned out that 
two other portals had popped open at the exact same instant as 
theirs, just a few miles apart, on the Pacific coast of Canada. One 
was way out in the ocean, the other was in a bank lobby in metro 
Vancouver. A 3-way portal was rare. They worked the same, but 
were way more hazardous for travel–you were much more likely 
to lose an arm or an ear on the way through. Or a leg, like Ferra’s 
friend. And even if you came out whole, there was no way to know 
which one you were going to come out of–bank lobby, or ocean? If 
Anthony had the chance to use it, he’d wear a life jacket, just in case. 

They said the evacuation was only temporary, but he’d been 
reading up on wormholes that had opened up in other places. There 
were only a few instances where the original occupants had been 
allowed to move back. None, in the United States. Usually, the state 
decided to knock down whatever was there and build a visitors’ 
center or monument or border patrol, depending on what country 
the portal connected with. Even the portals that led to the middle 
of the ocean, or a remote mountain somewhere, were blocked off to 
prevent suicide attempts and extrajudicial escapes.

By the time Win woke up, the strip of light coming through the 
door had shifted across the room, and there was movement outside.

“Win?” Footsteps, on the other side of the boat. She scrambled 
up, and Toxie grunted in protest. The babies started mewling, 
coming out of their nap. The footsteps paused. “Ms. Win?” It was 
Anthony. And she’d left the door cracked open.

She slipped through the door and got it shut right before he 
turned the corner of the prow. He was struggling to keep his feet 
on the ground due to the dozens of balloons clutched in his fist. It 
was a breezy night, and he shifted back and forth, trying to keep the 
balloons from carrying him off down into the woods. Finally, he 
focused his eyes on her. His mouth sagged open, and the balloons 
slid out of his tight grasp and into the air.

Win looked down at herself. The left side of her jeans and 
hoodie were stained with dirt and blood, where she’d curled up 
beside Toxie in the remnants of the monsters’ meal. Anthony got 
his breath and grabbed a weed-whacker off the ground. “What hap-
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pened? Who did this to you? Where are they?” Win laughed before 
she could stop herself. The kid had seen way too many movies. Be-
fore she had to think up an explanation, they were interrupted by a 
shrill scream, and a tall girl in braids came running up to Anthony.

“My balloons!” Tears were welling up in Ferra’s eyes. You’d 
think the kid would have more perspective on losing a few bal-
loons, considering that her family just got kicked out of their apart-
ment.

Anthony hugged his sister close but kept staring at Win’s blood-
stained sweatshirt. “A woman is in the office,” he said quietly, his 
arms muffling Ferra’s ears. “She’s dressed weird. Maybe a cop.”

Grey. Win tapped the panel of the boat behind her, checking to 
make sure the door was secure. “You left her alone in the office?”

“I didn’t know what to do.”
“Not that, dumbass.” Maybe Anthony was a liability. Win 

pulled off her sweatshirt and her sweatpants. Underneath, she was 
wearing bike shorts and a tank top. Not ideal, but better. As far 
as the Department of Contamination Control knew, she bought 
Toxie’s meat from Meijer. She threw the bloody clothes at Anthony’s 
feet. “Toss those for me,” she said. “The dumpster of the Thai place. 
And when you get back, I need you to finish those blueprints I gave 
you.” Grey might be a decoy, a way to distract her while some other 
agents snuck in and scooped Toxie up. She didn’t trust Anthony, but 
she’d feel better with him in Grey’s way.

“But the party–” Anthony started. Ferra looked between them.
“Look, either you help clean up this mess you made, or you and 

your sister can get out of my hair.” Win bent down to Ferra’s height. 
“Sweetie, you can still have your party. As long as your brother 
helps me out. Got it?” The girl nodded. Win took her by the hand 
and walked her toward the office as Anthony unlocked the back 
gate and slipped out to the parking lot next door.

Win balled up her fists in her jacket pocket as she opened the 
office door. “Grey.”

The young woman’s perfectly straight posture was echoed in 
the tight creases of her jeans. “Win. Good to see you.” Her hand 
rested lightly on Win’s desk, gripping a wad of bills.
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Win nodded stiffly. “What can I do for you?” 
“I’m here to putt.” Grey gestured with the cash.
“Long drive. No mini golf in Utah?”
Grey smiled. Every time Win saw the Contamination Control 

agent, she seemed to get a kick out of her obvious lies. “Nothing as 
good as the Strutt’n’Putt.” Grey reached up in a long stretch, and 
Win half-hoped to see sweat stains at her armpits, some sign of 
normalcy. They were as unnaturally clean as the rest of the t-shirt, 
save for a few tufts of dark hair winking out the edge. 

Win gestured to Ferra, who was staring at Grey’s shock of silver 
hair. “We’re about to close up for a private party, Grey, but if you 
want to come back tomorrow–”

Grey pressed the bills into Win’s palm and wrapped their hands 
together around it. “Win, please. You know how I love to putt. It’s 
been an unhappy year, after that accident with the windmill. Don’t 
you want me happy?”

Ever since Grey had started working for Contamination Con-
trol, she’d acted like she was Win’s boss. Really, they worked for 
the same people. Win had the power, she kept reminding herself, 
she was the one who Toxie trusted. She was the one who delivered 
healthy young each spring to the Department. Or she had, until last 
year’s disaster. But it was hard to think of herself having the power, 
when Grey was the one with strange, lethal-looking tools hanging 
from her belt. And Grey seemed especially cocky today; that was 
not a good sign.

Win pocketed the money, handed Grey a tiny golf club. “Have 
fun,” she said. Grey swaggered out, swinging her club, surveying the 
course like she owned it.

 
When Anthony got back from dumping Win’s bloody clothes, 

the Ramirez sisters had arrived with their mom. Anthony knew 
them from church–they were a few years younger than Ferra, but 
they all sang in the choir together. They were standing around the 
deflated-looking BBQ sandwiches. Nobody else had gotten there 
yet. Anthony checked his phone. It was almost 5:30, half an hour 
after the party was supposed to start. Ferra had a smile plastered on 
her face, but she kept craning her neck around to see if anyone else 
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had pulled into the parking lot. The Ramirez sisters looked bored. 
Anthony turned the blueprint over in his hand, trying to make 

sense of how the windmill was going to work. When he looked up 
again, Ms. Ramirez was putting coats on her kids. Win was no-
where in sight, so Anthony hurried over.

“Heading out already?” he said, putting a hand on Ferra’s head. 
“We’re about to get into the cake!”

Ferra was clutching a golf club in her hand, that wide smile still 
on her face.

“We have to get home for dinner,” Ms. Ramirez said. The 
droopy pork sandwiches Ferra had hauled on the bus sat untouched 
on the table. “But thank you so much for inviting us.”

Anthony tensed up to reply, but Ferra pressed a nail into his 
arm, and he bit his cheek. Ms. Ramirez did look a little guilty as her 
daughters hugged Ferra goodbye. “The present’s on the table,” she 
called as she hustled them out.

Anthony looked at his phone. 5:45. Together he and Ferra 
watched Grey make a hole-in-one on the repurposed nativity scene. 
She grabbed the ball from the cow’s mouth and marked her score-
card with a look of satisfaction. Anthony’s neck burned, and he 
turned to see Win, glaring at him through the curtains of the office 
window. He wanted to comfort Ferra, but Win wanted him back 
on the fifth hole while Grey was here. “Come on,” he said to Ferra. 
“Let’s bring that cake over to the tugboat. We’ll play some music, 
have a little party while I finish this project up.”

Now that her friends had left, Ferra had dropped the smile. “I’ll 
wait,” she said. “I don’t want everyone to miss me when they get 
here.”

Anthony nodded.

Anthony rapped along with his speaker as he hammered ply-
wood boards into a shaky frame. No more cars pulled into the lot. 
He saw Grey approach Ferra. The agent took a casual bite out of one 
of the pork sandwiches, and said something that made Ferra laugh. 
Then Grey showed Ferra her scorecard, and they walked down to 
the first hole, clubs in hand.

“Turn that music down,” Win said. She was leaning against the 
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prow of the tugboat above, watching him. It was high enough to 
make her tower over Anthony for once. “That cop’s still here.”

Anthony shimmied his shoulders. “So? Everyone likes J. Cole.” 
It had been a rough day, but he was going to stay positive for 
Ferra, finish up Win’s project, and get out there to his sister’s party. 
“What’s she here for, anyway?”

Win tapped her nails on the tugboat’s rusted metal deck. 
“Monitoring the wormhole’s cosmic rays, or whatever. Don’t worry 
about it.”

“Cool,” Anthony said, not really paying attention. Grey was 
talking to Ferra, but Anthony couldn’t shake the sense that she was 
watching him and Win. With the music turned down, the noise 
of the hammer wasn’t enough to drown out the generator’s hum. 
If Win was worried about Grey noticing her little operation, she 
wasn’t being that smart about it. 

“Maybe turn that off, just while the cop’s here.” Anthony kept 
his voice low, nodded at the pinkish light seeping through a rusted 
hole at the base of the boat. It stood out, now that the sun was going 
down.

Win’s head snapped up, and her arms folded across her chest. 
“What are you talking about?”

“You know, the…” he tapped the side of the boat. If the cop 
found something illegal, they’d never believe he wasn’t involved. He 
wouldn’t put it past Win to pin it on him, actually: the old woman’s 
honest business, taken advantage of by her young handyman. 
Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything. 

“Spit it out, Anthony.” Win’s nails were digging into her palms. 
If Anthony knew, she really was screwed. If Anthony knew, Con-
tamination Control would take Toxie away from her before the 
morning.

Anthony tripped over his words. If his boss wasn’t secretly 
growing weed, it would be pretty awkward for him to accuse her. 
If she was, he wanted to be able to plead ignorance. “It’s not like I 
care, or anything. You’re the boss.”

Win gave him a hard look. “What do you want?”
“What? That’s not… I don’t want anything.” Win’s smile wid-

ened to the molars. Anthony took a step backward, and his back 
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pressed into the cool metal of the boat. “I haven’t told anyone. I’m 
not going to.”

“You’re right about that, Anthony.” Win made a quick deci-
sion. She stepped down on the lever at the base of the boat, and as 
the panel swung open behind Anthony, she gave him a hard shove. 
He stumbled and fell flat, catching himself on his right hand with a 
stomach-turning crunch.

The first thing that hit him – after the pain – was the smell. 
Blood and urine. Something sharp had lodged in his palm as it hit 
the dirt. A small bone, he saw as he held it up, blinking in the pink 
light. The ground was littered with bones, shattered into the dirt 
by heavy feet. Huddled against the back wall was a writhing, scaly 
mass. As his eyes focused, he saw that it was two small creatures, 
teeth and claws and long, spiky tails, clawing away from the light 
over their nursing mother. 

A shadow came across the doorway. Win shut the door and 
flipped a switch, throwing them into complete darkness. She 
grabbed him by his broken wrist and dragged him across the floor, 
shards of bone and metal cutting through his t-shirt. He tried to 
scream, but it came out as a whimper. Win dropped his arm to the 
ground. He could feel hot breath on his face, squirming bodies 
beside him. He felt something fleshy and wet flick at his cheek. A 
tongue? It left a damp patch on his cheek, and a numbness began to 
spread through his body. His jaw clenched, silencing his whimpers. 
His hands balled into tight fists. His knees locked straight, and then 
he was blinded by a white light.

Win had turned on her phone flashlight. She scanned him up 
and down with it. “I won’t have to hunt for a while,” she said to 
herself. She reached down and scratched the head of the monster 
beside him, which grunted in approval. “The babies are still blind,” 
she said while Anthony blinked. “She’s the only thing they know. 
They can’t not love her.”

The only thing Anthony could move was his eyes. He swung 
them around wildly, looking for anything that could save him.

“Did I ever tell you that I grew up in that same apartment 
complex you live in?” Win gestured out, like they were talking over 
the coffee machine. If they’d been outside, they could’ve seen the 
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building over the trees.
She picked up a rusted scrap of metal of the floor, and scraped 

it with her nail. “We moved there when I started first grade. It was 
new then, and my parents were really happy. They bought me a TV. 
We had one of the fourth-floor apartments, with a little balcony 
where mom put marigolds and morning glories and bird feeders. 
My dad built her a birdhouse, and she would sit on the floor in the 
mornings, and sketch them as my dad made toast and eggs.”

She paused for so long that Anthony hoped that was the end of 
it. He scanned his body. He was breathing. His heart was beating.

“Pretty soon after my dad died, a couple moved in next door. 
They had a cat, Leonard. I liked his orange fur. But then he started 
eating all mom’s birds. Mom begged them to give Leonard a bell 
and collar, to even out the game with her wrens and swallows. The 
neighbors said sure, of course they’d get Leonard a bell. No prob-
lem.

“Weeks later, and still every day mom found a bloody bird, 
not even eaten, just left there to die by our screen door. When she 
wasn’t at work, she’d sit on the porch and rattle our jar of quarters 
every time she saw Leonard. Finally, she bought a bell herself and 
tried to give it to his owners.

“I thought they’d never stop yelling. This was why they didn’t 
want to move to the suburbs, they said, nosy nagging neighbors 
who thought they knew what was best for you and your cat. They 
should’ve stayed in the city, where people cared about important 
things and minded their own business. I could see my mom from 
my bedroom window, just taking it.” Win shook her head, and her 
tone shifted. “I saw her the way the world saw her. She was pathetic. 
I saw that if anyone was going to take care of us, it had to be me.”

Toxie grunted and adjusted herself as she dozed, the tip of her 
beak digging into Anthony’s temple. He felt hot breath on his thigh 
as one of the young monsters took an experimental nibble. Twenty 
minutes ago, he was trying to keep his boss from getting busted 
for growing weed; now, he was about to be eaten by her prehistoric 
pets.

“I woke up before her the next morning. It was still dark, but 
the birds were already singing. I was only on the balcony a few 
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minutes before I saw him: orange and fat, barely squeezing through 
the bars that separated our balconies. Leonard saw me, but he 
wasn’t afraid. I reached out and scooped him up, like we’d done this 
a thousand times before. I carried him down into the courtyard, 
where the rain barrel was. He clawed at the water, but I was strong 
enough to keep him under.”

Win had slid down into a crouch as she spoke, her fingers 
digging at the dirt. “I put him in their mailbox. He was so fat with 
mom’s birds that he barely fit–I had to break his back leg to get the 
lid closed. And their mail got soaked.”

Anthony felt nauseated. He wondered what it would feel like 
to puke right now, with his jaw clenched tight. He’d read enough 
comic books to know that the villain only starts spewing their se-
crets once they’ve decided you’re as good as dead.

“I was nine,” Win said. “I know how it sounds. I know how 
it sounds. But I didn’t know–I thought I was doing a good thing. 
The cat was killing the birds. And those people were assholes. They 
made my mom cry.” She crooked an arm over her shoulder, rubbing 
at a tightness in her back. “I wish...what I did at the end, that was 
wrong. With the body. We had to move. My mom never asked me 
about it. We didn’t really talk much, after. At all.”

She was looking at Anthony like she wanted him to say some-
thing, but all he could do was widen his eyes, try to blink as sym-
pathetically as he could. Win wasn’t a comic book villain. She knew 
him. She might let him go. He locked his eyes on hers. She looked 
almost as desperate as he felt.

The door, already cracked open, was blasted apart, spraying 
powdered metal over the cavern. As the cloud settled, Grey stalked 
in, atomizer posed and ready. Ferra ran past her, and stomped Win 
in the foot, hard. Win yelped, and Toxie stirred, almost lazily clip-
ping Ferra in the shoulder with her claws. 

Grey shoved Ferra out of the way. Ferra tripped over Anthony, 
and without questions started dragging him to the door. “You’re 
getting sloppy, Win,” Grey said. “Bringing kids in. It’s time to retire.”

Win clung to Toxie. “Nobody knows this stuff like I do. You still 
need me. Toxie needs me.”

“Toxie will be taken care of,” she said. “The Department figured 



29

out how to extend her fertile periods, how to keep all the brood 
alive. With us, there won’t be mistakes.” She twisted open a small 
cylinder from her belt; it snapped into shape as a strong mesh cage. 
She scooped 16-A and 16-E into it.

Toxie lunged, hurling the barrel force of her body over the dirt 
and cat bones. She hit Grey before the woman could react. Grey’s 
head cracked against the metal wall, but she was quick to reach for 
her belt. She whipped open a long, thin prod from her belt, touched 
it almost tenderly between Toxie’s eyes. Toxie collapsed into Grey, 
pinning her to the floor as she convulsed, frothing at the mouth. 

Ferra was crouched over Anthony, shaking him as his eyes 
rolled and blinked. 16-A and 16-E were unconscious in the cage. 
Win grabbed Toxie around the neck as the convulsions wore off, 
and snatched Grey’s blaster from her belt. They staggered out the 
door.

 
Her recent birth made Toxie slow enough that Win was able to 

match the animal’s pace as they ran through the gate and into the 
woods. Win was counting on Grey getting 16-A and 16-E safely 
to her truck before coming after Win and Toxie. If they needed to, 
Toxie could tear another portal, but Win worried that the effort 
would kill her. And anyway, this one was already perfect. Straight 
to Bri. Win knew that if only she could see Bri, everything would 
go back to the way it was when Bri was hunched over their kitchen 
table working on homework, back to the way it should be between 
mother and daughter. How could it not? This portal had split open 
under their feet. Bri was calling her in. They’d flee out on the ocean, 
commandeer one of that useless husband’s navy ships. They’d flee to 
the tundra, Toxie pulling them on a toboggan. The Department of 
Contamination Control was done with them, but there were other 
nations, other agencies, a thousand more deals to make, a hundred 
flags they could hide under.

There was a plywood wall hastily built in the woods. Toxie 
plowed through, made splinters of it. There were guards, but Win 
fired at them with Grey’s blaster. She hit the base of a big oak tree, 
and it crashed down among the guards. The portal was right in 
front of them now, a bloodless sliver of night under a decomposing 
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tree trunk, like the den of some enormous animal. Toxie looked at 
Win with her square yellow eyes. Win grabbed the animal around 
her huge neck. They dove in. 

Win clung tight to Toxie. She thought she smelled salt water.
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I won’t defend the scenery of southeast Michigan. If you want 
something prettier than freeways and parking lots, you’ve got two 
choices: leave, or focus in close. Once you get up in there, all the 

particles on the Meijer’s sign look like dragons and diamonds and 
black holes. I write stories to zoom in close, to say Hey, Look!

My friend Stewart Finnegan says:
“Flat land, weird shit, people and monsters just trying to get by: Mary 

Gallagher writes warm, strange fiction for cold, strange places.”
-Stewart Finnegan
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