
Chapter 2: “I Was Wrong”
 

“'Well, here we are, just the four of us that started out together,' said Merry. 'We 
have left all the rest behind, one after another. It seems almost like a dream that 

has slowly faded.’
 

'Not to me,' said Frodo. 'To me it feels more like falling asleep again.'”
 

--J. R. R. Tolkien
 
 

DAY
 
“Do you want to talk about what just happened?” Abigail asks Benjamin as they walk 

through the jungle. Ben is, admittedly, shaken by the encounter. And yet, there’s something 
about the sheer preposterousness of the entire situation that prevents him from taking it fully 
seriously. Go figure.

The moons have since fallen behind the ubiquitous silhouetted palm-trees and the sky 
has taken on that ambient, subtlely-blue glow that presages morning.

“What is there to talk about?” he says. “I’m dreaming. I’m dreaming, and my dream takes 
place on the island from LOST.”

Abigail seems unimpressed by Ben’s comparison. “First,” she says, “this may be an 
island, but it’s part of an archipelago.” She glances back at him. “An archipelago is--”

“I know what an archipelago is,” he says.
Abigail is undaunted. “Second, that was a terrible show. The mysteries which they did 

reveal were -- guess what -- magic! What kind of explanation is that? I could have written a 
better show, and I suck at writing. Fiction, anyway.”

Ben loved LOST -- was, in fact, enthralled with the show. He acknowledges that the 
show had its flaws, but he is of the opinion that flaws are an inevitable byproduct of attempting 
to do something great, something unique that no one has ever attempted to do before.

But he doesn’t say so; instead, he says: “Magic. Speaking of which... the two moons... 
two of them, remember?”

She looks back at him, but makes no answer. She doesn’t have one.
For a few moments they tramp through the jungle in silence.
“You really think this is all a dream?” Abigail says at last, as though considering the 

possibility for the first time. Her face quirks into an expression of squint-eyed pondering for a 
moment. She says: “I know that I’m real, but I suppose that’s not going to be convincing to you. 
See? Philosophy.”

Ben looks down at his hands. He sees the slender network of creases etched into the 
surface of his palm, like the lines etched into the surface of Mars which people used to mistake 
for canals. He sees the minute sinews rippling underneath the skin when he flexes his hand. He 
feels the sweat trickling from his hair, sees it fall onto his palm and thence off his palm to the 
ground.

Open. Closed. Opened again.
He looks around him.
“I think this is where they come to take pictures for those calendars,” Benjamin says. 

Myriad insects and birds thrum and call and fly from bright trees glistening with sunlight and 
rainwater. There is something so clean, something so profoundly wholesome about the shining, 



sumptuous beauty all around him. He cannot help but smile. The muscles in his face ache, as 
though they have been long underused.

It feels good to ache again.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” says Abigail.
This is, perhaps, the most gargantuan understatement Ben has heard in... well, in quite 

some time.
“Yes,” he says. “It’s...” He gestures emptily at the trees around him. He trails off. The 

words that come to mind, honestly -- the words that truly seem appropriate, are words like 
verdant and azure. Sublime, even. But those are not words that real people use; those are 
words that poetasters employ when composing a hackneyed ballad about a dreamy landscape.

“Paradise,” she says. “That might be the word you’re looking for.” She turns to him and 
smiles.

“It’s like something out of a lucid dream,” he says, alighting, finally, upon the exact 
feeling this place inspires in him. He looks at her. “Have you ever had a lucid dream?” he asks.

Some fleeting shadow seems to cross over her face. “I’ve had dreams where I knew I 
was dreaming,” she says, but she does not elaborate. He does not belabor the subject.

He looks up to Abigail. “This is the most lucid dream I’ve ever had,” he tells her. 
She rolls her eyes, but a hint of a smile flits over her face. “Come on,” she says. “Our 

camp is just over that next ridge.”
And that is precisely when, heralded by a roar of air and the grating scream of metal 

tearing against metal, the airplane fell out of the sky.
 

NIGHT
 

“She must care about you a great deal,” says Dr. Evelyn Macram. “She wants you to get 
the help you need.”

Dust-motes swim dreamily in the shafts of light pouring in through the windows of the 
office. They’re distracting to Ben, somehow. They’re like little pin-pricks of light caught up in a 
lazy waltz, endlessly exchanging partners, endlessly abandoning old ones...

Ben finds that his mind wanders more easily than usual these days.
This morning for breakfast Ben had a stick of gum in lieu of brushing his teeth, two 

cigarettes, and three cups of coffee: the nutritional impetus necessary to get his ass into this 
office at 11:30am so that he could talk about his feelings with a complete stranger.

Abigail insisted.
It has been nineteen days since he crossed over the threshold, Benjamin Euwer tells Dr. 

Evelyn Macram. Twenty, if you count the day of the breakup itself. But that was only half a day, 
really; the first half of that day -- well, it pretty much flew by for Ben. Every moment anticipated 
the moment immediately after it -- seconds stumbled over seconds to get to that moment when, 
after almost a month -- fuck it, after what might as well have been a month, what felt like an 
entire month -- after a month of waiting for Mark to make up his mind, the moments barrelled 
end-over-end and cascaded into that one, single, dreadful moment when... when he did make 
up his mind.

And then time became molasses.
And molasses, as they say, flies when you’re having fun.
“Yes,” Ben says to the good doctor. “Abigail... she’s the best.” He suddenly feels very 

sad, because he has just realized that, although his brain still contains a pattern corresponding 
to love for Abigail, his heart, without having had the decency of asking him first, has unilaterally 
decided to stop caring about things.



All things, pretty much. Remember breakfast?
If Abby were to call him right now with the news that Eric, her financé, had broken up 

with her, Ben would do anything, everything for her. He’d sit there listening to her cry just as 
she has done for him. He’d spent as many nights as necessary holding vigil with her over her 
dead relationship, and he wouldn’t even begrudge her his time. He would do this, because she 
is his best friend, because he would know that that was the right thing to do, and because there 
is a kind of inertia that keeps people going (for a little while, at least) even after they’ve stopped 
caring.

But that doesn’t mean he’d care one way or the other, not really.
Ben glances at a banana on the desk behind Dr. Macram. A computer, some books, a 

photograph of what Ben assumes is Dr. Macram’s family, and a banana, next to a Tupperware 
full of purple-pink yogurt. Evidently, Dr. Macram cares enough about herself to eat well and 
maintain that svelte figure of hers. Well done, middle-aged Dr. Evelyn Macram.

“Is it okay that we’re talking about Mark?” she asks. She adjusts the black-rimmed 
glasses she wears. Ben thinks they make her look mousier than she really is -- she has 
chestnut-brown hair that falls below her shoulders, good skin, nice legs.

Ben shrugs. “I don’t know,” he says.
“What don’t you know?”
He shrugs again. He gambled on love. He lost. What more is there to talk about?
Then she looks down at her clipboard and begins writing. “Patient’s... affective 

range... ...limited,” she mutters. She looks up at Ben and smiles. “Red-tape,” she explains.
A faint, perfunctory smile passes across Ben’s face.
“I want you to know, Benjamin, that I take very seriously our time here. I think of it kind of 

like performing surgery: if someone’s pancreas, say, is inflamed, you’re not going to toss it 
around carelessly, you’re going to handle it as gentle as possible. And I think your emotional 
organs--” Here she taps her temple. “--deserve just as much care and respect.”

“You don’t have to handle me with kid-gloves, Doctor,” he says.
Dr. Macram changes the topic. “You know, my dog died last year,” she says. She caps 

her pen, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms. “Her name was Sadie.”
Ben looks up at her, his face expressionless. “Did she love you unconditionally?” Ben 

asks. It may not manifest on his face or in his voice, but Dr. Macram is no fool, and can detect 
bitterness when it’s there.

“She was a dog,” Dr. Macram says flatly, as if that puts the matter to rest. Perhaps it 
does.

“Maybe I should get a dog,” he says. “I’m far less likely to be broken-up with by a dog.”
“Maybe it seems like you shouldn’t get too worked up over the death of an animal,” she 

says, pushing through Ben’s sarcasm, “but I was really affected by it. I loved that silly dog. My 
husband -- is it okay that I’m talking about this?”

Ben pauses, disconcerted by his inability to put her off-balance. He nods.
“...My husband offered to buy me a new dog.” She looks at him expectantly, as if waiting 

for him to laugh at the joke.
He doesn’t get it.
“So... did you get a new dog?” he says.
“Have you gotten a new boyfriend yet?”
Ben looks back down.
“It was cancer,” she continues. “A kind of lymphoma.” She shrugs. “...Or something. I’m 

not a vet.”
Benjamin is suddenly struck by an absurd giddiness. He feels slaphappy, as if he were 



severely sleep-deprived. What if she were a vet? The idea of a veterinarian (specializing in 
horses, perhaps) providing clinical therapy to a depressed faggot like him tickles Ben’s funny-
bone immensely.

Instead of laughing, however, he bursts into tears.
 

DAY
 

There is no time for formal introductions when Ben and Abigail reach the camp ten 
minutes later. At the mouth of a large cave riven into the side of a hill, an oddly eclectic-looking 
bivouac has been constructed out of a puzzling hodgepodge of materials: lumber, what look to 
be pieces of vehicles ranging from car windshields to airplane seats -- even some actual 
camping gear has been used in the creation of a tiny village.

The camp is astir with activity. People, maybe two score of them, are all hurrying 
around, packing or ferrying goods or moving large pieces of metal and plastics and wood from 
place to place. Men and women both, a seemingly diverse mix of them, although Ben seems 
unable to spot anyone particularly young or especially old. They are dressed for the heat of this 
(apparently) tropical climate, dressed in cargo and in drab. Some of them look at Ben with pale, 
hollow-looking eyes.

A bald white man of medium height approaches them.
“Ben, this is Al,” says Abigail.
“Did you see the plane?” he asks Abigail. He smiles when he speaks to her.
“Yeah,” she replies. “I think it landed--”
“Near the northeast coast, unless I’m blind,” says another man. This one is taller than 

the other, and thinner -- almost gaunt. Sharp, gleaming eyes look out from a face which looks 
older than this man must be judging from his physique. He looks weary --worn -- without looking 
fatigued. His face is hard, and textured, like a pumice-stone.

“I couldn’t tell exactly where it landed,” Abigail says.
“Neither could we,” the gaunt man says, “Not exactly. That’s why we’re going to The 

Sentinel. You approached from the east?” He does not stop what he’s doing (stuffing a 
backpack, checking his pockets) to look her in the eye.

“Yes.”
Al is shouting instructions to a pair of men dismantling a shelter made predominately 

from corrugated iron.
“What kind of craft do you think it was?” he asks her. Ben cannot decide if he’s soliciting 

answers, or if he’s quizzing her, looking for some hole in her story.
“Like... a small commercial jet, maybe” she says. She appears reverent towards (maybe 

even frightened of) the man, careful to give him the answers he wants.
“Like a shuttle, a city-hopper,” the man agrees. He seems satisfied with Abigail’s 

assessment. “Him--” Here he looks to Ben. “--He’s with us? You think he’s a character?”
Abigail vacillates, startled to be called upon. “I mean, it’s a possibility--”
“I thought you said we could use him,” Al protests.
“We might,” she says. “I don’t know. I -- I don’t know...”
“Al!” he says. “Do you have your gun?”
“What’s The Sentinel?” Ben asks.
The man glances at Ben, then turns to Abigail. “Your new friend is going to have to catch 



up as we go along. Here -- take this,” he says, extending a hand to her. In the hand is a revolver.
She startles. “I’ve never used a gun before,” Abigail says.
“It has a simple point-and-click interface,” Saul says. No hint that he’s joking is evident 

on his face.
He thrusts the weapon into her hands. Abigail stares at the thing as though it were a 

dead fish: something useful, potentially, but something which must be handled carefully if one 
wants to avoid getting blood all over one’s hands.

“What about Ben? His name is Ben,” she says to the man.
“He’s coming with us. I want to keep an eye on him.” He turns to Abigail: “You’re going to 

keep an eye on him,” he says, and glances at the gun in her hand. Then he’s gone, striding off 
to direct activities elsewhere in the camp.

“Who’s that?” Ben asks.
“That’s Saul,” Abigail says. “He’s in charge here.”
“Evidently,” Ben says.
He eyes her gun.

 
NIGHT

 
Ben lowers his head. He tries to use his hands to catch the tears before they fall onto Dr. 

Macram’s nice carpet.
“I’m sorry,” he says.
“You know the only person who really understood how I felt, when Sadie died?”
I dunno, who did understand the agony and the anguish of your loss of a wretched, god-

damned dog, hmm? he thinks.
Ben’s dripping eyes remain downcast. “Who?” he manages.
“W. H. Auden.”
Ben looks up at the psychiatrist with bleary eyes. “You know W. H. Auden?” Ben says, 

the incredulity thick in his voice, and this makes Dr. Macram smile.
“No, smart-ass,” she says kindly. “I’m just familiar with some of his poetry.” 
He sniffles. “What happened to handling my emotional pancreas with kid-gloves?” Ben 

asks, and he smiles, against his will, for the first time in two days.
The last time he smiled it was a fake smile: a friend of his had made a joke about a 

mutual acquaintance, and it seemed to Ben like a socially-appropriate time to smile, so he used 
the muscles in his face to hoist up the ends of his mouth: a smile.

Never mind the fact that Ben wasn’t even listening to the joke -- instead, he was 
composing an email to Mark in his head. While Mark had said they need time apart, he never 
said that there was absolutely zero chance that, some day in the future, once Mark has had time 
to mull things over, he might decide to return to their relationship.

He also said that Ben could write him an email if he wanted to, and a mental draft of this 
hypothetical email has been preoccupying Ben for days.

For sevens of days, actually: weeks.
“I’m sorry,” says Dr. Macram with just a hint of amusement in her voice. She cocks her 

head to one side. “Am I hurting your feelings?”
“No,” Ben says, and the words come out very soft and very fragile. “It’s okay.”
“It’s called ‘Stop All The Clocks,’ if I remember correctly,” she says. “Do you mind if I 

quote a piece of it?”



He nods. “That’s okay too,” he says, and for a brief, disorienting moment, Ben is 
possessed by the irrational uncertainty that the poem she is about to relate is going to 
specifically mention him and Mark by name, perhaps even narrate the disgusting way in which 
Ben did everything in his power -- everything -- to hold onto someone who cared about him only 
slightly.

Evidently.
She recites:

 
“The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;

Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;
Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood.
For nothing now can ever come to any good.

 
“...That’s the last stanza, anyway,” she says.
“What are the other stanzas?” Ben says in a whisper. He wants very badly to hear the 

rest of the poem, but at the same time he’s terrified to find out what it has to say, terrified that 
some passing allusion to warm hands on the soft skin at the back of the neck will remind him of 
Mark and he will start crying again. It’s not that he’s ashamed to cry -- if anything, the last two 
weeks has proven that he is only too willing to do so. It’s just that crying multiple times a day is 
exhausting, physically as well as emotionally, and if he had his druthers, Ben would forgo crying 
in front of Dr. Macram.

Not that it’s really his choice, in the end.
“That’s the only one I remember,” she replies. “But we do have the amassed knowledge 

of the human race at our fingertips -- google it.”
“I will,” he says. He brings a hand quickly, furtively to his eyes, and the fingers return to 

his lap wet. He sniffles.
“Is it okay that I told you the poem?” she asks.
He nods.
Then, out of the blue: “What do you think of an antidepressant?” Dr. Macram asks. She 

looks down and scribbles something on her clipboard, then looks up. “Do you think you’d be 
interested in trying one?” she asks.

So it begins, Ben thinks.
He shrugs almost imperceptibly, shakes his head. “I’m not sure,” he says. “I just... I don’t 

know.”
Again, she presses: “What don’t you know?” Dr. Macram appears genuinely curious 

about the inner workings of his mind. Either that, or she’s some sort of Amazing Retarded 
Woman Doctor.

What he thinks, deep down in his heart of hearts, is that antidepressants aren’t going 
to make one bit of difference. Antidepressants, after all, work on neurochemical transmitters 
in the brain; what help is that to someone whose entire body has been decimated by loss? 
Antidepressants aren’t going to regrow the arms that used to have clearance to wrap 
themselves around Mark’s neck; antidepressants are not going to plug up the holes that have 
been riven into his no-longer-intact heart, a heart which used to simultaneously contain and be 
contained within Mark’s heart. What he needs, he thinks, is something more along the lines of 
methamphetamine -- something radical and damaging, something that will leave no trace of a 
doubt that, at the very least, something has been done to address the problem.

But what he says is this: “I don’t think it’ll make a difference.”
For almost thirty second Dr. Macram sits there. She is staring at the nice carpet that Ben 



is sullying with his unasked-for tears, chewing on her lip thoughfully.
Ben looks up. “I guess life isn’t always fair, huh?” states Benjamin Euwer in what is 

perhaps the most gargantuan understatement of his young life.
“No, it’s not,” says poor Dr. Evelyn Macram, whose dog died of cancer last year.

 
DAY

 
It takes the party -- Ben, Abigail, Saul and Al -- the better part of a morning and into the 

afternoon to reach “The Sentinel.” They trek in silence, for the most part, with only one short 
break for water. Ben gets the impression that questions are not welcome, so he does not ask 
any -- although there is, clearly, much to ask.

“I’m guessing you dreamed that you fell out of the sky,” is the only thing Saul says to 
Ben during the entire journey.

“I didn’t realize that was a dream,” is Ben’s reply.
Saul scowls at him and continues hiking forward.
Just past noon the party reaches its destination. The trees part and the path they are 

following continues up to what can only be The Sentinel: visible from where the four of them 
stand, a high platform of stone crowns the summit of the hill. The broad platform, consisting of 
individual stones of colossal size, is surrounded by a ring of stone obelisks. Atop some of these 
are similarly-shaped and -sized pillars, although most of them have fallen; the resulting pattern 
reminds Ben of Stonehenge. The path leads up to the top of the hill, through the ring of obelisks 
in a crumbling stone archway.

Across the top of the archway in thick, six-inch-tall letters, is carved:
 

“A STORY THAT WAS DESTINED TO”
 

Below this, occupying approximately the same horizontal length, is another line. This 
one, however, has been mutilated. Someone, it appears, has taken a chisel to the line in an 
effort to render it illegible. They’ve largely succeeded. Ben, standing below the archway, 
reaches up and runs his fingers over the second line of the engraving, worn smooth by the 
elements. Only a handful of the letters are clearly distinguishable:
 

- E - - - O -   - - -   - - - - N   - A - E
 

He looks back up at the first line. “It’s in English,” he remarks.
“So?” Saul says, turning to him. “What language should it be in?”
Ben shrugs. “Dutch?”
Saul either doesn’t understand that this is supposed to be a joke, or else he does not 

appreciate it, because he snarls and walks away.
“Oh,” Ben says.
He looks to Al. “What do these words mean, do you think?” he asks.
“Oh those,” says Al. “Nothing, so far as I can tell. They’re everywhere -- the islands are 

littered with them. Some of it’s poetry, some of it is nonsense... Actually, most of the poetry is 
nonsense, too.”

Ben looks up at the inscription, and something stirs in his mind, something akin to 
recognition, a feeling that he should be able to make some kind of sense out of the nonsense.



“I like riddles,” he tells Abigail.
 

NIGHT
 

That night Ben googles the W. H. Auden poem:
 

He was my North, my South, my East and West,
My working week and my Sunday rest,

My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;
I thought that love would last for ever: I was wrong.

 
“Perfect,” says Ben, burying his face in his hands. He groans. “Just perfect.”
He finds his phone and calls Abigail. He listens to the phone ring.
Once.
He tries -- very hard, in fact -- not to think about anything but counting the number of 

rings, and he succeeds.
Twice.
Because counting the number of rings is just sufficient an activity to keep his mind off of 

other, less agreeable things.
Three times.
“Hello?”
“Hi,” he says.
“Well if it isn’t my little weeping willow,” she says. “How are you?”
“Bad.”
“Bad?”
“Yeah.”
He used to believe in love.
She inhales: an audible cringe. “How bad?”
“Used to” seems to come up a lot these days...
“Bad,” he groans. His right hand is holding the phone, his left is covering his eyes.
“Tell me, Ben” she says.
...And now, for the rest of his life -- for the rest of the time he’ll be eking out a living on 

this wretched dirt-ball, may his lifetime hasten to its bitter end! -- he will henceforth think of love 
not as something inevitable, something the universe wants to happen -- like how flowers long for 
the sun, and can only grow with its help; like how water yearns to be blue, and can only be truly, 
deeply blue when enough little particles of water come together. Now, love feels to him like an 
afterthought, like a layer of paint thrown onto a cheap toy. Your alligator was green? Well guess 
what? Now it’s pink. Go eat some shit, kid.

I was wrong.
You and me both, W. H., Ben thinks to himself.
“I was wrong,” he says, this time aloud.
“Wrong about what?”
“I wish I had never met him.”
There is a pause, a fraction of a moment during which Ben is sure that she is weighing 

her words. Then: “...And yet you want him back,” she says. There is no judgement in her voice -
- just a quiet, blameless curiosity as to why on God’s green Earth someone would want to be in 
such a relationship.

“It’s pretty sick, it’s it?” Ben says.
He hears her sigh over the line. “Depression is an illness,” she says. Ben can’t decide if 



this is her way of agreeing with him, or if she’s trying to draw a contrast between depression (a 
legitimate illness) and his perverse desire to be with Mark again.

To be in his bed again. Just to sleep in that bed. He won’t even require that Mark be 
touching him as he sleeps -- Ben is humble enough, realistic enough to know that being 
touched is an extravagant request. All he wants is to be in the queen-sized bed with the green 
comforter that belongs to Mark, and to know that Mark is sleeping within arm’s reach of him.

“You think I’m depressed,” he says.
“You think you’re not?” These words she did not weigh carefully. And why should she? 

Does he really doubt that he suffers from some instantiation of clinical depression?
“Are you answering my question with another question?” he asks her.
She sighs. Then: “Yes,” she says. “Yes, I think you’re probably depressed. Did the Dr. -- 

what was her name?”
“Macram. Evelyn Macram.”
“Did Dr. Macram talk to you about starting a medicine?”
“I’m thinking about sending him an email,” Ben says, as if this has anything whatever to 

do with pharmacology.
A long inhalation of breath is her immediate reply. For a long, ponderous moment, 

Benjamin Euwer and his friend Abigail sit there, accepting the reality of the fact that Ben is 
thinking of sending Mark an email.

“Do you want a brain-teaser?” Abigail asks, finally. “I found a really bad one this morning 
I think you’ll love.”

“I’m not really in the mood,” Ben replies.
“Well, it’s up to you,” she says, “but I’m telling you, this thing is gold -- full of holes, the 

hints don’t make sense, and the solution -- are you sure you don’t want to hear this golden little 
nugget?”

“I’m not interested,” he says again, this time with some heat.
She is very quiet, then. Over the seven-year course of their friendship, Ben and Abigail 

have been through a grand total of two fights. The first was silly, over an invitation to a mutual 
friend’s party. Ben doesn’t even remember the details -- all he recalls is that he intentionally 
ignored her for two days. He now feels like shit knowing that, once upon a time, seemingly ages 
upon ages ago, he was so petty as to ignore his angelic best friend because an invitation to a 
party wasn’t deemed to be transitive.

The second fight was worse. Much worse.
It’s she who breaks the silence, finally. “I’m sorry,” she says.
He feels like shit. He feels like the shit of pigs.
“You shouldn’t be sorry,” he says quietly.
“It’s okay,” she says, virtually reading his mind. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“What were you doing looking up brain-teasers?” he asks.
“I thought you might like a brain-teaser to keep you occupied,” she says. Simple as that.
The image of Abigail in a white dress flashes through Ben’s mind. The white dress she 

wore to a dance -- some dance back in college, he doesn’t remember the details. Doesn’t care 
about the details.

She looked so pretty in that dress.
But that was before Abigail became engaged to Eric, before she had even met Eric. 

Before Ben had ever met Mark, also, incidentally.
“I love you,” he says to her, miles and miles and miles away, over the phone.
“I love you,” she replies.
Ben starts crying for the second time today.



“Oh, Benjamin,” Abby says softly. “It’s okay...”
Ben thinks it’s a shame that Mark has broken up with him, because, when you think 

about it objectively, Ben really does have a lot going for him. He is a smart, decent-looking 
young man who is more healthy than unhealthy and more kind than unkind. Moreover, he has a 
degree from a decent school (it’s no M.I.T., granted, but decent nonetheless) and a best friend 
who, for reason which continue to boggle Ben’s mind even after seven years of friendship, 
seems willing to be the best friend Ben has ever even heard of.

Ben should be fine. He should be thriving.
But Mark has broken up with him. Despite every single resource Ben threw at the 

problem -- which happens to correspond perfectly to Every Resource Ben Had At His Disposal 
-- Mark has broken up with him. Ben tried to plead, seduce, cajole, guilt, beg, argue and cry in 
order to convince Mark to keep him, but nothing was of any avail.

Mark has broken up with him, and nothing now can ever come to any good.
 

DAY
 

The sun -- just one sun, thank God -- has climbed high into the sky by now.
“What do you think the second line said?” says Abigail to Ben.
The two of them are standing before the stone archway, considering the rightmost of the 

chiseled-out runes:
 

- A - E
 

“This last word could be anything,” he says. “...Cane... rage... page. Game... care... 
Almost anything.”

“What about this one,” says Abigail, pointing to a space the width of three letters. “This 
might be ‘the,’ huh?”

Saul and Al are standing a few paces away, discussing the trajectory of the plane, the 
distance from here to there, their next move. A thin trail of smoke billows from a point perhaps a 
mile northwest of their position.

“So... the first word might be... a verb? Like, ‘Remove the...’ ...Remove... deploy. D-e-p-l-
o...”

“Not enough letters,” she says.
“Bestow. B-e-s-t-o...”
Saul looks over at them, seems to bite his tongue. His facial expression says it all, 

however.
“Destroy!” Ben ejaculates suddenly, rising to his feet with excitement. He approaches 

the stonework bearing the inscription. “Destroy... the...”
“Will you knock it off?!” Saul bellows, spinning around towards Ben. He climbs the broad 

stone stairs leading up to the platform and makes his way across it.
Saul reaches, without thinking, to the gun holstered at his hip. Ben is still engrossed in 

the puzzle. The answer is dancing just beyond the tip of his tongue, and Saul’s approach hasn’t 
yet roused him to attention.

“Destroy...” Ben says,  “Destroy... the... women? Woman... lace? Something...” And 
then, in one fell burst of insight, he has it: “Pace... race -- human race -- a story that was 



destined to / destroy the human race!” Ben says expansively, delighted with his realization.
No sooner are these words out of Ben’s mouth than the entire stone platform (the 

platform Saul is standing upon) erupts into flame. Not just individual tongues of flame issuing 
from the spaces in-between stones, either -- a great, whirling tempest of fire that almost 
instantly reduces Saul from a human being into a pile of clumping ash and charred bones.

For a brief, horrifying moment, the black outline of a man hangs there in the midst of the 
conflagration before collapsing -- crumbling -- to the platform.

Even after Saul has been obliterated, the fire continues to burn, refusing to acknowledge 
the horrific magnitude of what has just happened.

Ben feels a gnawing blackness bloom and spread inside him: an absurd certainty that 
it could not have been a coincidence, his deducing (and speaking aloud) the second line of the 
inscription just as this -- this system -- activates.

Al looks to his two remaining companions. His mouth works, but nothing comes out.
Abigail, standing no more than four feet away from the platform, is too shocked even to 

gasp. Her wide-open eyes are fixed on the spot where Saul fell. She steps aimlessly backward 
and stumbles into Ben. She turns to him and he instinctively takes her into his arms. She is 
crying against his shirt, and it does not occur to either of them immediately to question why 
she turned first to a young man whom she met only a matter of hours ago, and not to any of 
the people (relative strangers though they are) she’s known for months; it just felt right to her, 
somehow, and the embrace didn’t feel wrong to Ben. At least, not enough to reject her.

“It’s okay,” he whispers into her hair. He himself, he realizes belatedly, is shaken, too. 
But he is the boy, and it’s his duty, handed down to him from countless lineages of forefathers, 
to be the strong one. He tries to focus on something besides the shock. Abigail’s hair doesn’t 
smell like shampoo, he thinks, arbitrarily. It smells like hair, like skin, like a human being -- like 
her. He wonders how long it’s been since she’s washed her hair. How long has it been since 
she’s watched TV, ridden in a car... talked to a family member...

“It’s okay,” he says again. He brings his hand up to her head and strokes her hair. “It’s 
okay...”

Al wavers at the edge of the platform, as if unable to ingest the truth of the situation, the 
fact that a man has just died in the time it would have taken to light up a cigarette.

Ben turns to Al. “I thought you said the inscription didn’t mean anything!” he says -- 
nearly yells -- breathlessly.

Al shakes his head. Not in resignation, but in disbelief. He shakes his head because no 
words are sufficient to deny, to reject what has just happened.

“I was wrong,” Al says.
“Still think this is a dream?” Abigail sobs into his shirt.
He says nothing. What he thinks, however, is: I sure hope so.


