
Chapter 4: “A Matter of Life and Death”
 

 
"Dreams are real as long as they last. Can we say more of life?"

 
--Ellis Havelock 

 
 

DAY
 

Across the threshold there is nothing but sunshine. Oceans of it, so much light that you 
can barely breathe in it or open your eyes. It feels so good to be warm again.

He is falling out of the sky -- he was falling out of the sky -- just moments ago he was 
plummeting through clouds, the wind whipping around him, tearing at him... but he was in an 
airplane, and he was not alone.

An airplane. He was flying in an airplane.
Already the memories are slipping through his fingers like sand: the book he was 

reading at the airport, the stewardess who smiled at him as he boarded, the captain’s 
announcement of unexpected turbulence.

But he had mistaken the plane for a seabird, hadn’t he? An albatross, perhaps (or was 
it a seagull?), and it had seemed that the bird was flying him to an island where a hungry man 
waited for him and the bird.

And that had been a dream, hadn’t it? Now he’s awake, and all the seats around him are 
empty.

How puzzling, he thinks to himself.
He looks out of the window (he is sitting in the window-seat, evidently) and sees thick 

green foliage, glistening with sunlight -- not white clouds set against a backdrop of blue sky.
Alright, he thinks to himself. I’ll bite: where am I?
As might be expected, there is no reply. He looks around him at empty seats. He arises 

cautiously from his own.
He’s a handsome young man with reddish-brown hair and blue-grey eyes, dressed in 

jeans and a grey button-down shirt.
He takes a tentative step into the aisle, then another.
Then he realizes that the plane is slightly off-kilter, tilted very slightly to the left. When he 

stands, it is at an angle.
The windows are fogged, as if the plane’s temperature-control
A passing shadow flits over a window on the port side of the plane.
He moves towards it.
A hand on the other side of the window wipes at the condensation, and a face is 

revealed.
A handsome face, one that sets his brain alight and sends dopamine surging through it.
A face... that he’s seen before.
He runs to the emergency door and pulls a level which forces it open. A sucking sound 

heralds the rushing-in of humid jungle air, thick with the smell of green things growing.
Suddenly, the plan lurches to the left, and he’s thrown to the floor of the plane. The 



whole enormous metallic bulk of the thing is sliding, groaning, until something catches and the 
plane shudders to a violent halt which sends him tumbling across the floor and flying out of the 
hatch.
 

NIGHT
 
“Hey Ben,
 

Thanks for your message. It took a lot of guts to say those things, and I'm happy that this 
is out in the open, and that we can talk about it. I'm going to try and be as honest as possible, 
and hopefully you'll find this helpful.
 

The reason I opted to end the relationship wasn't based on a misunderstanding. In your 
message you kept talking about how "unfair" this felt, and how you think you "deserve a second 
chance", as if you had done something wrong that I refuse to forgive you for. You even went as 
far as to say that you don't understand what's wrong with you that we can't make it work.
 

It's extremely important for me that you know that this wasn't something you had done, 
or that is inherently wrong with you. Nothing could be farther from the truth. I do think very highly 
of you, and for so many reasons. I just think that pursuing a relationship with you isn't something 
that is right for me. This isn't based on any rational and carefully thought out set of reasons. 
It just doesn't feel right, and I only have my gut to follow. Again, you can spend a long time 
beating yourself up for saying the wrong thing, or not saying the right thing, but there's really 
nothing like that to find. We're just very different people. Sometimes that's a good thing, and 
sometimes it comes in the way. This just happens to be the latter.
 

This is probably more of a side note, but it troubles me to hear how difficult things are 
for you. If there's something in one's life on which he feels that he utterly dependents on, it's 
scary to think what of his own self he'd be willing to give up to make sure it doesn't go away. As 
cliche as it may be, I think you need to be content with yourself as a whole before you should be 
pursuing a truly healthy relationship. You're such a fantastic guy, and I'd hate to think that the 
fact that things didn't work out with me, would ever ever make you doubt that.
 

So, I'll keep it simple. This isn't right for me, and there is no chance I'm going to be 
changing my mind.
 

I'm not angry nor am I put off by your message, and I'd like to think that we are ending 
things on good terms -- with both of us thinking highly of each other, and truly interested in one 
another's happiness.
 

I am genuinely sorry for the pain I have caused you. Please know that this is the last 
thing I ever wanted to do.
 
Take good care,
Mark”
 



After reading Mark’s message, Benjamin Euwer has a very strange thought: what would 
it be like if he stopped participating?
 

DAY
 
Benjamin is in the lead as they approach the airplane. Something electric and tingling 

courses through the humid jungle air. Green leaves and emerald fronds are glittering in the 
bright sunlight. The endlessly churning point and counterpoint of a myriad of songbirds rings 
throughout the forest. Abby follows him.

Al hangs back to observe the site from a greater remove. It’s a small plane, the kind 
of pond-hopper they fly from Boston to New York, he thinks. It’s intact, from the cockpit down 
to the tail emblazoned with the airline’s logo: “Seabird Airways,” and above that, the slender 
outline of a bird (a seagull?) in flight in front of a setting sun. The whole metallic mass of the 
plane rests precariously atop a vast rock-face lined with a system of wide, deeply-worn furrows 
that have been choked with moss and vines. The furrows look man-made.

“They’re usually more beaten-up,” says Al, nodding to the plane.
“What,” says Ben, turning to him, “the other planes and trains and automobiles that 

mysteriously crash-land on these islands?”
“Yes,” says Al, looking him steadily in the eye. “Exactly. This one’s in better shape than 

most I’ve seen.”
“And do you usually find tobacco of some kind in these vehicles?”
Al shrugs. “Sometimes.”
“What’s with the tobacco, anyway?” asks Ben.
“Who knows? Maybe the leader of the natives has a nicotine addiction.”
“And if we do find tobacco, we can use it to barter -- to negotiate -- with the natives, 

right?”
“That’s the idea.”
“And that actually works? The natives will actually roll over if you’re in possession of 

nicotine?”
“It’s a long story,” Al says. “Remind me to tell you sometime.”
“Look at this,” Abigail says. She points to the long, deep grooves cut into the rock -

- so long, in fact, that it takes a moment to realize that the grooves amount to words. At the 
same time, the overall pattern is so clearly laid out that she’s surprised she didn’t notice it 
immediately.

They’re words.
English words.

 
“I WAITED”

 
“What do you suppose ‘I waited’ means?” Abby asks, shielding her eyes from the sun as 

she peers up at the wide rock-face. It reminds her of the iconic Hollywood sign: something on 
such a grand scale that it must be all but illegible when viewed close-up.

“Beats me,” says Ben. It looks as though the phrase continues, although the following 
portion has been obscured by... well, by an airplane-crash.

“I waited... for marriage?” he muses aloud.
“Careful,” says Al, giving Ben a stern look. “Remember the last time you went trying to 

solve one of these... these finish-the-sentence puzzles.”
“So how do we get to it?” asks Abby.



The way up to the plane looks steep, but not impossible. A few gigantic, ancient-looking 
trees with smooth grey bark and twisting, gnarled roots have grown into the stony face of the hill 
-- indeed, the vast trunk of one of these trees appears to be supporting the weight of the front 
portion of the plane.

“I can climb it,” says Ben. He doesn’t understand it himself, but something feels like it’s 
drawing Ben to the plane, something far more important than mere tobacco, no matter how 
sacred the natives may or may not deem it. It’s as if all the frayed and unfastened strings 
crisscrossing this archipelago -- the selective amnesia, the enigmatic architecture littering these 
islands, the strange English phrases written on some of it, maybe even the giant dino-eggs -- 
lead here, to this plane, to what’s inside it.

Ben hands Abby his pack. “Hold on to this for me?”
She nods. “Break a leg,” she says. She musters a smile for him.
Ben grasps a thick, low-hanging root with his left hand and steadies himself against the 

face of the hill with his right. Then his right foot finds a small rock that will provide some 
purchase, and the climb begins.

Here we go, he thinks.
As he climbs, Ben mulls the idea over in his mind: a despotic tribal leader with a 

penchant for cigarettes vies with a population of castaways for control of the limited supply of 
tobacco that mysteriously appears every now and again on these islands.

I’ll buy it, Ben thinks. He also wonders whether or not he smokes. Whether or not -- you 
know -- whether or not he smoked... before. It’s disconcerting, knowing who you are (by name, 
at least) without knowing anything specific about yourself, with only the patchiest of impressions 
to hint at what your life was like mere days ago, what you were doing, whom you loved, what 
you wanted... Ben wonders if this is what it feels like to be a baby, with everything before you 
and nothing behind.

It’s also strange how the specific seems to have been suppressed while the general has 
remained largely intact. Ben does not know, for example, what city he lives (lived) in, but he 
knows that cities have cars and buildings and people and people have jobs and families and 
hobbies and personalities.

Hell, he’s even heard of Seabird Airways before, although he has no idea whether or not 
he’s ever flown it himself.

Suddenly a flitting shadow within the plane -- through one of the windows about midway 
down the fuselage -- catches his eye.

Ben freezes. He realizes he’s a good ten feet above the ground at this point, and more 
than a stone’s throw below where the plane is perched.

“There’s someone in here...” he shouts down to his companions. “There’s someone 
inside the plane!”

The shadow moves closer, passing from one window to the next. There must be some 
temperature differential between the inside of the plane and the outside, because condensation 
has formed on the outside of the windows.

Another few feet up the tree and Ben is able to reach a window -- just barely -- if he 
extends his right hand all the way to the limit. He wipe the dew from the window, and his fingers 
come back wet.

“Be careful,” Abigail calls up to him. As Ben peers through the window, the hold his left 
foot has on an outcropping falters for a split-second before he is able to regain his balance. A 
cascade of little pebbles falls from the point on the rock-face that Ben is standing upon.



And then he sees it.
A face.
A face that lights up his brain and pumps it full of dopamine.
A face... that he’s seen before.
A dizzying sensation of vertigo flashes through Ben’s brain like a sudden memory, as 

though his mind is recontexualizing the space around him. He sees stars -- not stars before 
his eyes, but stars in the heavens, the immeasurably vast, star-studded vault of the heavens. 
And then he feels as though the stars are not above him, but below him: in the directionless 
emptiness of space, after all, “up” and “down,” “left” and “right” -- they’re all relative terms. 
The only thing keeping us “down” on the ground is gravity, and the only thing keeping the 
stars “above” us the convention of thinking that we’re down here.

Suddenly a young tree snaps beneath the weight of the plane. The plan lurches, and 
the whole enormous metallic bulk of the thing slides, groaning stridently, grating against earth 
and stone and rock and tree, until the plane’s nose hits a large palm-tree and catches, knocking 
leaves free from the shivering plant. The plane shudders into an uneasy stability.

A figure standing at an emergency hatch on the port side of the plane is tossed out from 
said door and crash-lands on the ground between Al and Abigail.

A handsome young man with reddish-brown hair and blue-grey eyes, dressed in jeans 
and a grey button-down shirt.

The young man arises woozily from the ground wearing a clod of dirt as though it were a 
silly hat.

“You’ve got to watch that last step,” Ben calls down to him. He’s grinning broadly, like 
some kind of booze-lubricated idiot. “It’s a real doozy!”

“It’s okay,” the other man says, looking up dizzily and brushing dirt from his hair. He 
gestures at the hard-packed earth beneath him: “This bit of ground here cushioned my fall.”

The young man smiles back at him, and something quickens in Benjamin that takes him 
by surprise -- some low-level, sinewy rumbling that informs Ben of something he himself was 
not aware of a moment before: Benjamin Euwer is into guys.

Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle, Ben thinks.
And that is the story of how Andrew Cairns reached the archipelago.

 
NIGHT

 
Abigail has an email waiting for her when she wakes up on the morning of the fifty-

second day after Ben lost the man of his dreams. The man of his dreams, quite literally, Ben 
has said before: because it seems that, the harder Ben tries to keep Mark out of his waking 
thoughts, the more he seems to crop up while asleep -- it’s as though the only place for Mark to 
go, pushed from the forefront of the mind, is deeper into Ben’s subconscious.

Last night Ben dreamed what was approximately his thirtieth dream about Mark since 
the breakup. It was a dream about a robot, of all things: the same robot that had been featured 
at a demonstration at M.I.T. a year ago, a demonstration which Mark had taken Ben to. Ben 
had felt so proud of Mark that day, so wildly, inexplicably lucky to be attached to a man whose 
life’s work was something as cool as robotics. Ben’s inner child -- the part of him that still thinks 
it would be cool to be a paleontologist, the part of him that loves ice-cream and wants to play 
instead of work -- that part of him loved the idea of Mark, thought that Mark was just the coolest, 



even while the adult part of him loved Mark for his body and for his mind.
But then this dream gets conflated with a dream about a bird, a great white bird with 

great white wings, a bird that carries something to a man on an island, a man on an island who 
is starving, starving for bread, thirsting for fresh water, in desperate need of bread and of water 
and of love, and the bird (a seagull?) arrives but it is shot by the man and eaten by him.

But Ben cannot figure out why, he cannot fathom why on earth someone would eat the 
bird realizing it was a bird, and when he awakes he has forgotten the bird and remembers only 
Mark.

Mark, whom he used to love exuberantly and who used to love him just enough to keep 
things going; Mark, whose words “I love you” have been cut into the surface of Mark’s memory 
like deeply-engraved glyphs upon a monument of stone.

The email is upsetting, but it does not come as all that much of a surprise, given the 
previous fifty-two days’ worth of misery she knows Ben has gone through.

It was a breakup. Get over it. The words spring to her mind even as she silences them, 
because she knows, deep down she knows, that if he could, he would -- right?

Why would you want to be with someone who is causing you this much pain? she 
wonders.

“I still love him,” is simultaneously the question and the answer.
And why do you love him still?
Because I do.
Oh dear, Abby thinks as she reads the message. The dawn is just breaking, and her 

room is still dark enough that the soft, slightly sickish light emanating from her computer’s 
screen is significant.

“Suicidal thoughts,” Ben calls them in the email. He had taken some pains to specify that 
he had taken no suicidal actions; but thoughts are the genesis of action, aren’t they? And, since 
Ben doesn’t know how slippery the slope is -- has never been on this particular slope before -- 
he decides to tell Abigail that thoughts of killing himself have slipped, unbidden, into his mind.

Ben explains that losing Mark has made him reconsider certain things that he had 
always before taken for granted.

Poor Ben, Abigail thinks. My poor Ben...
And she cries. She cries not out of fear that he’ll do something rash -- the message 

itself demonstrates that Ben will at least cry for help before doing something stupid -- but rather 
because damage has already been done. Even if Ben recovers from depression and gets over 
Mark and goes on to lead a long, happy life with someone else, this still will have happened; 
and nothing, neither the choruses of angels of surpassing mercy and wisdom which live in the 
high heavens above nor the throngs of cruel daemons which live below the nethermost deeps of 
the sea, can ever undo the fact that Benjamin Euwer’s ears were once connected to the mouth 
of Mark Halderman by a tremulous pattern of vibrations in the air that signified “I love you.”

Abigail calls Eric. She tells him about Ben’s message, and he comes over. At first he 
misinterprets her tears and thinks that she is afraid. He takes her into his arms, telling her that 
Ben will be okay, that she should not expect the worst -- not yet.

Abby explains that she is not worried about Ben’s safety, but his well-being on a more 
holistic level; she doesn’t want him just to survive -- she wants him to be happy, to have a life 
that he doesn’t feel trapped in.

“I need to go see him,” Abigail says. “I... I think I need to be there. With him.”
She sniffles, wipes away a rivulet of tears from her cheek, and tells Eric how glad she is 



to have him.
“It’ll be okay,” he promises, holding her hands in his. But in his heart of hearts Eric thinks 

this: it only takes once.
 

DAY
 
At that moment several unusual things happen all at once.
The man who just fell out of an airplane (which, in turn, just fell out of the freakin’ sky, it 

will be recalled) extends his hand and introduces himself (almost bashfully, absurdly enough) 
as Andrew Cairns. Andrew Cairns then inquires as to their present location, but is immediately 
interrupted when:

The plane, evidently unsatisfied with its current disposition in space, starts to slide even 
further down the hill, much to the impending doom of the four people located immediately in the 
way of the down-sliding megalith of metal.

The words
 

“I WAITED”
 

can still be discerned, but then the plane is skidding -- like a hill sliding in avalanche, like a giant, 
unwieldy skateboard trying to ski down a mountainside -- and the remainder of the thirty-foot-
long phrase is uncovered:

 
...MY WHOLE LIFE.

 
...Except that there are not, in fact, four people in the path of the cascading avalanche of 

metal, but rather five; this lattermost individual, hidden until now, has sprung up from his hiding 
place in order to avoid being flattened beneath the steamrolling airplane.

Congratulations -- it’s a boy!
He’s a handsome youth, maybe fourteen or fifteen, with long, sleek brown hair. Streaks 

of green and blue and white pigment have been painted beneath startling bright eyes and 
upon his naked torso. Indeed, he is wearing nothing more substantial than dirt-brown pants of 
some kind tied at the waist with a band -- he’s not even wearing shoes. He is carrying a small 
backpack and a spear.

That’s right, this character is carrying an honest-to-God spear.
A native, Ben thinks.
For a protracted moment the two parties stare at one another, bewildered, uncertain of 

what to do. One party consists, essentially, of a few kids led by an aging bald man; the other, a 
single young native boy.

A real clash of the titans, as it were.
Right under our very noses he was hidden! Al thinks. How did we not see him before? 

He rebukes himself for making what under other circumstances could easily have been a fatal 
mistake. More often than not, such an oversight on this archipelago will be your last oversight 
ever.

“Amil pein sarieth, aimuin chaleidh,” groans the boy to himself (in precisely the same 
intonation one would employ when saying oy vey, Ben thinks) and then he’s bolting off into the 
jungle.



“Ben!” Al summons, and the younger man is at his side. “We’re going to catch that 
native.”

“But we don’t--”
“Come on,” Al commands, and Benjamin complies.
Andrew, having received no precise instructions, waffles for a moment. How much did I 

drink last night?! He thinks. He opts to join the other men on the hunt for the young native boy 
who has materialized in front of them. “Wait for me!” he shouts.

“This is fucking nuts,” says Abigail. “I don’t even smoke!” She throws off her pack and 
searches through it desperately.

And then Andrew has overtaken Ben and is running beyond him. Al, a solid twice-the-
age of the two younger men despite his relative good health, is falling behind.

Abruptly, the native boy halts just at the horizon of what Ben can make out through the 
dense tangle of vines and trees. Ben himself stops out of surprise, and Andrew bumps into him. 
Then the boy is doubling back

Abigail, Ben thinks. He makes a move to follow the boy.
“No -- wait,” says Andrew, grabbing Ben by the arm.
“What do you mean wait, he’s going to--”
“He’s doubling back.”
“To the plane?”
“Why is he going back to the plane?”
“To get tobacco? I don’t know.”
“We can see him -- he knows we can see him. Why wouldn’t he keep running as fast as 

he can away from us?”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that it might be that he doesn’t want us to follow him in that direction.”
“So now he’s leading us away? Away from...”
“Something.”
Al has caught up with them. “Why have you stopped?”
“So what do we do?” Ben asks Andrew. “Wait for him to realize we’re not following him 

anymore?”
Suddenly the blast of a bullet emerging from a barrel rings out through the air and 

echoes in the distance.
That’s right, a disquieted Ben thinks. Abby has that gun. He makes a mental note to 

keep better track of Who Has The Guns Around Here henceforward.
The gunshot has, apparently, motivated the native to steer clear of the clearing where 

the airplane went down. He turns again to run off in a third direction -- both away from the 
gunshot and away from the direction he had originally run in -- but by this time it’s too late: the 
men are closing on him from one direction, and Abigail, gun in tow, is approaching from the 
other.

The native boy is trapped.
“You missed,” Andrew calls to Abigail.
“I wasn’t aiming at him, dodo. I was just trying to scare him.”
“I think it worked,” Ben says, panting. He looks at the native boy and feels a strange 

mixture of compassion and suspicion.
The grimacing boy raises his hands slowly, reluctantly into the air: the universal sign 

for “you have me.”
“I’m getting too old for this,” Al says, out of breath but smiling. He flops down on the 

ground with a long exhalation. “Good job, Abby. Saul would be proud of you.”



“So, wait -- what do we do with him?” Abigail asks. She feels nervous being The One 
With The Gun, but holds it aimed steadily at the boy.

Al looks to the native boy, whose face is screwed up into a rictus of angry frustration.
“Chein udheron aingliseith!” he spits.
“We do what anyone does with a prisoner,” Al says, passing a hand over his bald head 

and sighing. “We tie him up. See what he knows.”
Ben looks at the boy’s backpack, and a feeling of presentiment creeps into his mind.
“Check his pack.”
 

NIGHT
 

To participate, or not to participate: that is the question. Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind 
to suffer -- yes, oh Christ and all the Gods yes, to suffer -- to suffer like only the angels in 
heaven are permitted to suffer beneath the incandescent blaze of the Sight of the Eye of the 
Almighty God -- or... something about taking up arms...? Against...

Ben forgets the rest of the quote.
Ben’s God is Mark, and being without him is his hell. Fifty-three days of hell, to be exact.
Fifty-three so far. Where she stops, nobody knows.
“What just came to mind?” asks Dr. Evelyn Macram.
It’s nighttime. At Abigail’s behest, Ben has called his school’s emergency mental-health 

hotline and reached Dr. Macram, who has agreed to see him despite the short notice and in 
spite of the late hour.

“I was just thinking...” Ben’s voice is flat. “I was thinking how much I hate my life.”
Evelyn Macram chews on the end of her pen. Ben can’t shake the impression that she is 

some kind of quasi-sexy mental-health librarian. It’s all there: the glasses, the straight brown 
hair, a demure, unassuming grace. Like a handsomely attractive schoolmarm.

A little old for him, granted, but she certainly has “aged well,” as they say.
Yes, I’m looking for some books on sea-slugs...?
Then Dr. Macram says: “Ben, I’ve been thinking about you. I think it might be time to try 

a medicine. What do you think of that?”
Ben shrugs. “I don’t know,” he says, lamely. “I mean, what did people used to do before 

they had antidepressants?”
“What do you think?” she says, infuriatingly. But she is a shrink, after all, and Ben 

supposes that it’s also precisely what she’s getting paid to do.
“I think the world used to be a very different place,” he says.
“How so?”
“I think... I think that people used to have more of a safety-net. People didn’t used to 

move around so much, so they had friends and family to support them.”
“Do you feel supported by your family, I am required by law to ask?” says Dr. Macram 

with a winning smile.
“Yeah,” he says distantly. “I do. I mean, I feel as supported by them as I need to be. It’s 

just that, in the end...”
He inhales quickly. He exhales slowly.
“...Frankly,” he continues, “I think there used to be more suffering in the world. Life isn’t 

fair... it’s simply not fair, and some people had the misfortune to be born back when life was 
nasty, brutish, short. ...Or rather, even more so than it is today.”

Dr. Macram looks at him with an expression of profound, benevolent sympathy. “I think 



you’re right,” she says quietly. “I think people who were born before these medicines -- people 
who suffered from clinical depression back before we even had a term for it -- I think those 
people... well, I think there was simply more preventable suffering in the world before we had 
these tools to help us.”

“The world is changing,” Ben says absently, and he thinks of the robot he dreamed 
about the previous night.

A single streetlamp casts a limpid pool of light onto the ground beneath it. Evelyn 
Macram gazes out the window as if keeping vigil, as if waiting for the world to change right 
before her very eyes.

Maybe one day it will.
Then, without turning to look at him, she says: “What about the hospital, Ben?”
“What about it?”
“What do you think of going to the hospital, where you’ll be safe, where you won’t have 

to worry about some of the day-to-day things? It won’t be a cure-all, but I think it could help.”
“The hospital won’t help,” he says. He is slightly puzzled by the difficulty Dr. Macram 

seems to be having with the simple logic he is using: 1.) Mark is the only thing that matters. 2.) 
Mark is not at the hospital. Ergo: 3.) the hospital does not matter.

Get with the program, Evelyn.
Now she turns back to him: “Do you mind if I make a guess, Benjamin?” 
“A guess about what?”
“Are you going to answer all of my questions with questions?”
He demurs.
“A guess about your priorities,” she continues, unflappable.
This takes Ben at unawares, for he didn’t realize that he had any priorities. When you 

don’t care about anything, when the one thing you do care about is entirely and utterly beyond 
your reach, what’s the thing you care about most? The question doesn’t make any sense.

“Okay,” he says.
“I think your number one priority at this point is to minimize pain,” she says, and it’s as if 

she’s read his mind, because yes, Goddamn it, there are two Meanings of Life, although most 
people think there’s only one: the first is the obvious one: try to be happy. The second one is 
where things get contentious: try to be as little unhappy as possible.

And sometimes, Ben thinks, this second mandate calls for some extreme action.
“That’s more or less right,” Ben says quietly.
“Now let me tell you what my priorities are. Do you mind?”
“Be my guest.”
“My first priority is keeping you safe...” She leaves it hanging there, as if waiting for him 

to acknowledge what she’s said. When Ben says nothing, she continues: “...My first priority is 
to keep you safe -- that means keeping you alive, by the way -- because all my other priorities 
hinge upon your being safe.”

“I miss Mark,” Ben says, because that is the crux of the matter, because nothing else 
matters but this one thing. “I miss him so, so much,” he says, and he begins to cry.

“I know you do,” she says softly.
“It hurts so much,” he says. “I’d rather have a perpetual ice-cream headache than feel 

like this.”
“Benjamin, have you been thinking about hurting yourself?” She looks at him steadily.
“No.”
“Ben...” she says.
He continues: “...I wouldn’t do anything to hurt myself. I’d finish the job.” His face is 



pinched, squeezing out tears.
For a moment the two of them sit there in silence. One of them is in quite a bit of pain, 

and the other is very concerned by this.
“What about the hospital, Ben?” she asks again.
This time Ben -- who feels so bad emotionally that he feels physically ill -- nods.
He wipes at his eyes, and his fingers come back wet.
The hospital. The hospital...
Okay.
Breathe, Benjamin...
Okay.
Into the hospital it is, then.
 

DAY
 

What they find in the boy’s backpack changes everything.
“Char mathéoron ain-liseidh!” the boy shrieks as Al plucks the sack from the boy and 

opens it.
“What’s he speaking?” Andrew asks.
Ben opens his mouth to answer, then closes it. He smiles helplessly, giddily.
Andrew pauses, thinking for a moment. He says: “...For that matter, I do have a few 

other questions as well, as long as we’re on the subject...”
“What’s in it?” Abigail asks.
“Ain-liseidh!!” the boy repeats, this time more hysterically.
Al unfastens the pack and pulls out a folded piece of paper.
Newspaper. Al hands the paper to Ben and looks back into the pack.
“Don’t read that!” the native boy cries, and he is met with four expressions of wide-eyed 

surprise.
“He speaks English,” Andrew says, almost amused.
Abigail closes the distance between her and the boy and asks: “Why shouldn’t we read 

this?”
Al looks up from the pack. He nods to Ben. “Open it,” he says. His eyes are carefully 

watching the boy’s reaction.
“Wait,” says Abigail turning to the boy, “why shouldn't we read it?”
Ben looks to Andrew, who shrugs. “I just got here,” he points out, as if this were some 

kind of dinner-and-murder-mystery event to which he has arrived late and that’s why he doesn’t 
understand what’s going on.

“Read it,” Al orders.
“I am warning you,” the boy says, enunciating carefully: “You do not want to read that.”
Ben unfolds the paper.
“Don’t read it,” he says again, and this time it sounds like begging. “Please. You mustn’t 

read it -- it’s not for you.”
It’s a newspaper -- a single page out of a newspaper.
The obituaries, specifically.
One is circled in thick black marker:
 



“Benjamin C. Euwer, 23, of Cambridge, Massachusetts, died August 18th, 2012 as a 
result of self-inflicted injuries. He is survived by his parents, James and Nancy Euwer, as well 
as his sister, April Euwer, 19. Euwer was pursuing a doctoral degree in linguistics at Boston 
University at the time of...”
 

Ben looks up from the page. The native boy, staring at him with wide-open eyes, has 
gone ghost-white.

Ben realizes, distantly, that his hands are shaking.
He swallows.
“Where did you get this?”


