My head is a box full of wet cotton and it won't hold anything el se. Her voice
is dust falling into ny ear. She says, "There's no |ight between floors."

| blink. Mnutes or hours pass. There is nothing to see. We're blind, but our
bodi es are close and we forma Ying and Yang, although | don't know who is
whi ch. She says the between floors stuff again. She speaks to ny feet. They
don't listen. Her feet are next to ny head. | touch the bare skin of her
ankl e, of what | imagine to be her ankle, and it is warmand | want to | eave
ny hand there.

She's telling me that we're trapped between floors. | add, "I think we're in
the rubble of a giant building. It was thousands of miles tall. The building
was big enough to go to the moon where it had a second foundation but nost
peopl e agreed the top was the moon and the bottomwas us." Her feet don't nove

and don't listen. | don't blame them Her toes m ght be under sheetrock or a
steel girder. There's only enough roomin here for us. Everything presses down
from above, or up frombelow | keep talking and ny voice fills our precious

space. "Wait, it can't be the noon our building was built to. Mybe anot her

pl anet with revolutions and rotations and orbital paths in sync with ours so
the giant building doesn't get twisted and torn apart. O maybe that's what
happened, it did get twisted apart and that's why we're here." | stop tal king
because like the giant building, my words fall apart and trap ne.

She fl exes her calf nuscle. Is she shaking nme away? | nove ny hand off her |eg
and | inmediately regret it. | feel nothing now. Maybe her movenent was just a
nmuscl e spasm | could ask her, but that would be an awkward questi on dependi ng
on her answer.

She says, "There are gods noving above us. | can hear them™

| listen and | don't hear any gods. It horrifies me that | can't hear them
Makes nme think | amterribly broken. There's only the sound of my breathing,
and it's so loud and close, like I'minside my own |ungs.

She says, "They're the old gods, and they've been forgotten. They've returned,
but they're suffering. And despite everything, they'll be forgotten again."

Maybe 1' m not supposed to hear the old gods. O maybe | do hear themand |'ve
al ways heard them and their sound is nothingness, and that nmeans we're
forgotten too

| put ny hand back on her ankle. Her skin is cool now. Maybe it's ny fault. My
chest expands and gets tight, lungs too greedy. My head and back press agai nst
the weight around nme. I'mtaking up too much space. | let air and words out
into the crowded void, trying to make myself small again. | say, "Did the old
gods meke the building? Did they tear it down? Did they do this to us? Are
they angry? Wy are they always so angry?"

She says, "l have a story. It's only one sentence long. There's a small child
wandering a city and can't find her mother. That's it. It's sentinental and
nmel odramati ¢ but that doesn't mean it doesn't happen every day."

She is starting to break under the stress of our conditions. | admire that she
has |l asted this long but we can't stay in this no-roomwonb-tonb forever. |
shoul d keep her talking so she doesn't | ose consciousness. | say, "Wo are

you? I"'msorry | don't renenber."

She whi spers. | don't hear every word so | have to fill in the gaps. "Dad died
when | was four years old. He was short, bent, had those gl asses that darkened
automatically, and he loved flannel. At least, that's what he | ooked like in



pictures. W had pictures all over the house, but not pictures of him
actually. My only real nenmory of Dad is him picking up dog shit in the back
yard. It's what he did every weekend. W lived on a hill and the yard had a
noti ceable slant, so he stood | opsided to keep fromfalling. He used a
gardener's trowel as a scoop and made the deposits into a plastic grocery bag.
He et me hold the bag. H s joke was that he was transporting not cleaning as
he dunped the poop out in the woods across the street, same spot every tine.

It was the only time he spent out in the yard with ne, cleaning our dog's
shit. I don't remenber our dog's nane. My father and the dog are just l|like the
ol d gods."

The ol d gods again. They nake ne nervous. Everything seens closer and tighter
after she speaks. My eyes strain against their lids and pray for light. They
want to junmp out and roll away. | say, "What about the old gods?"

She says, "I still hear them They have their own | anguage."

I wait for another story that doesn't cone. Her head is next to ny feet but so
far away. Her ankle feels different but that's not enough to go on. Finally, |
say, "Maybe | should go find the old gods and tell themyou' re here, since you
seemto know them WMaybe I'll apol ogi ze for not hearing them™

My el bows are pinned against nmy chest and | can't extend ny arns. | do what
can to feel around nme and around her legs. | find sone space behind her left
hip. | shift ny weight and focus on ny linmted nmovenent. M nutes and hours
pass. My body turns slowy, like the hands of a clock. If the old gods are
wat chi ng, even they won't be able to see the novenent. Maybe that's

bl asphemous. 'l worry about it later. In order to turn nmy shoulders | have
to push nmy chest into her |Iegs and hips. | apol ogi ze but she doesn't say
anything. | nmake sure | don't hit her head with my feet. | pull nyself over

her | egs, scraping nmy back agai nst the rubble above nme, pressing harder
against her, and I'mtrying the best I can to make nyself flat. It's hard to
breathe, and small white stars spot the blackness. | clinb over her and reach
into a tunnel where I'lIl have to crawl |like a wormor a snake, but | have arns
and | wish | could | eave them behind with her. | can't turn around so | rol

her back with my feet into the spot | occupied. Maybe it'll be nore
confortable and after I'mthrough she can follow | say, "Don't worry, I'lI
find your Dad," but then |I remenber that she told nme he died. What a horrible
thing for nme to say.

In the tunnel opening | find a flat, square object. It's the size of ny hand.
The outer perineter is nmetal with raised bunps that | try to read with ny

fingers, but they can't read. It's not their fault. | never trained themto do
so. The center of the square is snpboth and cool. dass, | think. |I know what

it is. It's a picture frame. Hers or mine. | don't know. | slide it into ny
back pocket and I shinmy, still blind always blind, into the tunnel

Everything gets tighter.

My arnms are pinned to ny side. My untrai ned hands under ny pelvis. My | egs and
feet do the all the work. Those silly hands and useless digits fret and worry.

The tunnel thins. | push with ny feet and roll ny stomach mnuscl es.

The tunnel thins nore. My shoul ders are stuck. | can't nove. Should I wait for
her? She could push nme through. Do | yell? Wuld the old gods hel p ne then?
But I'mafraid. If I yell I mght start an aval anche and cl ose the tunnel. |I'm

afraid they won't help ne. My heart punps and swells. There isn't any roomin
here for it. The white stars return. Everything is tight and hard in ny chest.
| feel a breeze on ny face. There nmust be nore open space ahead. One nore
push.



My feet are |l oud behind ne. They're frantic rescue workers. | hope they don't
panic. | need themto get through this. My shoul ders ache and throb. Under the
pressure. Legs nuscles on fire. But | squeeze. Through. And into a chanber big
enough to crawl in.

| feel around |ooking for openings, |ooking for up. | still can't see. 'l
use sinus pressure and spit to determne up and down. My | egs shake and | need
to rest. | take out the picture frame. My hands dance all over it. Maybe it's

a picture of her father in the yard. He's wearing the flannel even in summer.
I remenber how determi ned he was to keep the yard clean. He didn't care if the
grass grew or if nmy dog dug holes, he just wanted all the shit gone.

I need to keep noving. | pocket the picture frame and |isten again for the old
gods. | still don't hear them There's a wider path in the rubble, it expands
and it goes up and | followit. Dad had all kinds of picture frames that held
bl ack and white photos of obscure relatives or relatives who became obscure on
the wi ndowsills and hutches and al nost anything with a flat, stable surface.
He told ne all their stories once, and | tried to listen and renenber, but
they're gone. After Dad died, Momdidn't take down or hide any of the

pi ctures. She took to adding to the collection with random bl ack and white
photos she'd find at yard sales and anti que shops. She filled the walls with
them Every couple of nonths, she moved and switched all the pictures around
too, so we didn't know who our obscure relatives were and who were strangers.
Not hi ng was | abel ed. Everyone had simlar nustaches or wore the sane hats and
jackets and dresses and everyone was forgotten even though they were all stil
there. | can't help but think hidden in the stash of pictures were the old
gods, and they've always been wat chi ng ne.

The path in the rubble continues to expand. My crawl has beconme a wal ki ng
crouch. There are hard lefts and rights, and I can't go too fast as | al npost
fall into a deep drop. Maybe it's the drop | shouldn't be concerned about.
What if | should be going down instead of up? The piled rubble inplies a
bottom There's no guarantee there's a top. Wiat if she did hear the old gods
but her sense of direction was all nmessed up? What if they're bel ow us? Maybe
that's fine too

| continue to clinmb and I try to concentrate. Thinking of the picture frane
hel ps. In our house there was a picture of a young man in an armny uniform
standi ng by hinself on a beach, shirt-sleeves rolled over his biceps. Probably
circa-WNI but we didn't know for sure. He had an odd smirk, and |ike the Mna

Lisa's it always followed nme. | also thought his face | ooked painted on, and
at the sane time not all there, like it would float away if you stopped
| ooking, so | stared at it, alot. If | had to guess, |1'd say that's the

picture in ny back pocket.

My crouch isn't necessary anynore and now |'m standi ng and | evel and the
darkness isn't so dark. There are outlines and shapes, and weak light. M feet
shuffle on a thin carpet. | avoid the teeth of a ruined escalator. |I'mdizzy
and ny nouth tastes like tinfoil. There's a distant runble and the bones of
everything rattle and shake | oose dust. She was right. The old gods are here.

| imagine they are beautiful and horrible, and i mense, and alien because they
are all eyes or mouths or arns and they nmove the planets and stars around.
take the picture franme out of ny pocket and clutch it to ny chest. It's a
shield. It's a teddy bear. | found it between floors. There's a jagged openi ng
in the ruined building around me and | wal k through it.

| energe into an alien world. I'"mnot where | used to be. This is the top of
the ruined building, or its other bottom The air here is thick and not well.
Behind me there is a section of the building's second or other foundation that
is still intact. My eyes sting and nmy vision is blurry, but the sky is red and



there are nmountains of glass and nountains of brick and nmountains of netal and
| stand in the valley. Nothing grows here. There are eternal fires burning

wi t hout smoke. Everything is so large and | amso snall. There are pool s of
fire and a | ayer of gray ash on the ground and mountains. |I'm al one and
there's just so nmuch space and it's beautiful, but horrible too because

can't make any sense of it and there's too nmuch space, too rmuch room for

possi bility, anything can happen here. | shouldn't be here. She was right not
to follow me because | clinbed through the rubble in the wong direction and

t hi nk about goi ng back, but then |I see the old gods.

I don't know how she heard them They're as alien or other as | inagined but
not grand or powerful. They're small and fragile, like me. There is one old
god between the nmountains and it walks slowy toward nme. The old god is naked
and sl oughs its dead skin, strips hanging off its fingers and el bows. Its head
is all red holes and scaly, patchy skin. The old god nust be at the end, or
maybe the begi nning, of a netanorphosis. There is another kneeling at the base
of the nountain of glass. The old god's back is all oozing boils and blisters.
Its hands | eave skin and bl oody prints on the nountain. It speaks in a

| anguage of gurgles and hard consonants that | do not understand. The ol d god
is blessing or damming everything it touches. | don't knowif there is a
difference. |I find nore old gods |lying about, some are covered in ash, and
they look like the others but they are asleep and dreaming their terrible
dreans. And she was right again; they are all suffering. | didn't think they
wer e supposed to suffer like this.

| walk and it's so hard to breathe but | shouldn't be surprised given where
am There's too much space, everything is stretched out, and I'mafraid of the
red sky. Then | hear her voice. Her falling dust in nmy ears. She's behind ne
somewher e, maybe standing at the edge of our felled building and this other
worl d. She asks ne to tell the old gods that I'msorry | forgot them M voice
isn'"t very loud and ny throat hurts, but | tell themI| amsorry. | ask her if
I"'mthe small child in the city looking for my nother in her one-line story.
She tells nme the old gods have nanes: Dresden and Hiroshi ma and Nagasaki. She
knows the | anguage of the old gods and | know the words nean sonet hi ng but
it's beyond ny grasp, |like the seconds previously passed, and they all wll be
forgotten like those pictures, and their stories, in nmy nother's house.

I"mstill clutching the found picture frame to nmy chest. There's a ringing in
my ears and ny stomach burns. The old god wal king toward nme spews a gout of

bl ood, then trenmors wack its body. Flaps of skin peel off and fall |ike
autumm | eaves. Change is always painful. | take the frane off nmy chest and
ook at it. Focusing is difficult. There's no picture. It's enpty. There's
only a white sticker on the glass that reads $9.99. | feel dizzy and | can't

stay out here nuch longer. It's too nuch and mi nutes and hours pass with ne
staring at the enpty picture frame, and how wong | was, how wong | am

There's a great, all-enconpassing, white light that nomentarily bl eaches the
red sky and | shield ny eyes with the enpty frame. Then there's a runbl e that
shakes the planet, and well beyond the mountains that surround me a great grey
buil ding reaches into the red sky. They're building it so fast, too fast, and

that's why it'll eventually fall down because they aren't taking their tine,
they're not showing care. It's still an awesone sight despite what | know wi ||
happen to it. The top of the building billows out, Iike the cap of a nushroom
and | try to yell, "Stop!" because they are constructing the building s second
foundation in the sky. The building won't be anchored to anything; the sky
certainly won't hold it. It'll fall. I don't want to watch it fall. | can't.

So | turn away.

She speaks to me again. She tells ne to |leave this place and cone back. | do
and | walk, trying to avoiding the gaze of the old gods. They nmake ne fee



guilty. But they aren't |ooking at me. They cover their faces. They're afraid
of the great light. O nmaybe they're just tired because they' ve seen it al

before. | wal k back to our ruined building, but she's not at the opening.
She's already clinbing back down. 1'Il follow I'Il clinb back down to our
space between floors and bring her the picture frame. I'Il tell her it's a

picture of my Dad in the yard with flannel and his poop-scoop

| ease back into the rubble, dowsing paths and gaps, clinbing down, know ng
eventual ly down will becone up again. O maybe I'Il tell her it's a picture of
that army guy | didn't know, himand his inscrutable Mna Lisa snmirk. Did he
have the confidence and bravado of imortality or was he afraid of everything?
She won't be able to see the picture so | won't really be lying to her. The
picture will be whatever | tell her it'lIl be. I won't tell her about the new
gi ant building, the one that was grey and has a foundation in the sky.

The gaps in the rubble narrow quickly and everything is dark again. | once
asked Mom why we kept all those old, black and white pictures and why she
still bought nore, and why all the walls and shel ves of our house were covered
with ol d photos and ol d faces, everyone anonynous, everyone dead, and she told
me that they were keepsakes, little bits of history, she liked having history
around, then she changed her mind and said, no, they were sinply rem nders.
And | asked reninders of what? And she didn't say anything but gave ne that
same Mona Lisa smile fromthe photograph, but | know hers was afraid of
ever yt hi ng.

The picture is in my back pocket again. | amgoing to tell her that everyone
who was ever forgotten is in the picture. W'll be in the picture too, so we
won't forget again.

I"'mcraw ing and the tunnel ahead will narrow. | can feel the difference in
the air. There is another runble above nme and the bones of everything shake
again, but I won't see that horrible Iight down here. 1'Il be safe. | wonder
if I should ve tried to help them But what could I have done? | suppose, at
the very least, | could ve told the old gods that there is no |light between
fl oors.



