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Ichthyology 

 

The doctors said, when she was born, that the gills would eventually fade 

away on their own.  Nothing to fear, they said; no more unusual than the rare 

child born with a tail, or a dense pelt of fur, or a single sharp tooth jutting from its 

new pink gums.  We carry, after all, the genetic memory of our furred and finned 

and feathered ancestors in our twisted strands of DNA; dreams of ancient seas 

are bound to surface now and then. 

Her parents noted, with relief, that she was terrified of baths as an infant.  

The sound of water pouring from the faucet was enough to send her into 

paroxysms of tortured screaming.  Both her mother and her father had to bathe 

her, one holding her tiny arms and legs while the other quickly but gently ran the 

yellow duck wash cloth over her flawlessly smooth skin and carefully cleaned the 

tender gills on her throat.  Though they both noticed the translucent membranes 

stretched between her round toes like the shimmering skin of a soap bubble, they 

chose not to mention this discovery to each other. 

In time she lost her fear of baths, and to her parents this too was a relief.  

Her fear had been so all-consuming, her attempts to hurl her little body out of the 

water so desperate, that they were frightened and exhausted themselves when 

bath time was finally over.  By her second birthday, she not only climbed into the 
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bath willingly, she stayed there for hours, watching her pudgy arms float in the 

bubbles while her parents freshened the bath with warm water.  This change 

happened so gradually they never thought it strange. 

When she started school, the girl still sported gills on either side of her 

neck, barely visible when she wore a high collar.  From a distance they looked 

like thin gray streaks.  Getting closer, they began to resemble scars, but perfectly 

smooth and straight.  Only right against her neck, close enough to kiss her 

goodnight, were the gills recognizable as such.  And only from that nearness 

could one hear the faint, high-pitched whistle that accompanied the air drifting 

across her throat. 

She made few friends in her early years of school, preferring her own 

company on the playground, dancing in dusty shafts of light behind the swings.  

Her solitude was not due to her gills, though; she wore turtleneck sweaters, high 

stiff collars, silk scarves, and no one ever came close enough to hear the 

whistling draw of extra breath.  No one teased and taunted her, called her “fish 

head” or “little mermaid.”  

Though she longed to take swimming lessons with other girls her age, to 

progress from Guppy to Minnow to the dizzying heights of Shark, her parents 

would not hear of it.  They chose for her, instead, music lessons.  Piano proved 

too difficult, because her fingers balked at stretching wide across the keys.  And 

even with a thick sweater, the violin pressed uncomfortably against her gills and 

made her face turn violet with exertion.  But she excelled at the cello, clutching 

the wood between her knees and coaxing out the sonorous rumble of a deep, 
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slow river.  She was a common sight on the street where she lived, lugging the 

cello case that was nearly as tall as she was, the collar of her shirt stretched up 

to her chin even at the height of summer. 

Her parents never knew that she would also have been a common sight 

on her street in the small hours of the morning, had anyone been awake to see.  

Had anyone looked out their dark windows, they would have seen a ghostly 

figure running barefoot through the streetlights’ yellow pools, bound for the 

shallow pond in the park.  There she threw off her nightgown and slipped into the 

green water, her little body twisting and undulating until she reached the deepest 

spot at the pond’s center. 

She would lie on the muddy bottom, listening to the long sounds of water 

lapping at the weedy shore and the short sounds of minnows’ tails snapping in 

the dark.  From the floor of the pond, the moon was a wet silver disc that pulsed 

in the night.  When she felt she had luxuriated long enough in the water tickling 

her gills, she would push herself back to the surface and run home, naked and 

wet with her nightgown flapping behind.  Outside her window she left only a small 

puddle, and slept dreamlessly until her mother woke her for school. 

Only once did she visit the pond in the winter, when it froze and was 

plowed flat for skating.  She pressed her cheek against the smooth, silent ice and 

wept for the small things trapped in its hard embrace.  She never learned to 

skate. 

When the girl was on the edge of womanhood, she made her first friends.  

After school she stood by chain link fences and cinderblock walls with the girls 
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who dyed their hair black, tore their jeans and shirts, and smoked long cigarettes 

and burned small scars on their hands. 

She listened with terror and longing to their stories about what they did to 

boys late at night in vacant lots and burnt-out buildings, and what the boys did to 

them.  She entertained them with the trick of rolling down her high collar and 

taking a deep draw from a cigarette, letting the smoke billow out from her throat.  

Sometimes she did the trick in reverse, lodging the cigarette in a gill and blowing 

the smoke out her nose, but then her throat would sting for days afterward and 

she couldn’t lie for long on the bottom of the pond. 

One summer night she slipped away to join her friends at the pool where 

she never took lessons.  They snuck over the fences and around the gates, 

staying in the shadows and giggling quietly until they came out into the open 

where the pool glimmered blue and white under halogen lamps.  Then they ran 

shouting and laughing, hopping clumsily as they slipped out of their clothes, and 

splashed into the water. 

The girl with gills felt like a child surrounded by the curved and tattooed 

flesh of her friends, and when no one was watching she squirmed to the floor of 

the pool, pushing air from her lungs to make herself sink faster.  From her place 

at the bottom of the pool she could watch her friends’ limbs stretched in the light 

that penetrated to her depths and hear their shouts like the lonely echoes of 

whales.  She felt herself among them but not of them, a fish of a different species 

making its way through an alien school. 
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The urgent, frightened face of a girl snapped her from her reverie, a face 

pressed close to her own but obscured by bubbles.  Hands roughly grasped her 

shoulders and she was dragged up into the air and she had the sudden 

sensation of drowning, lungs burning with the hot, dry air being forced into her.  

She lay at the center of a circle of worried, frightened, angry faces, gasping for 

water while the girl who dragged her to the surface smacked her chest with an 

open palm.  When she could breathe again and sat up, the water drying fast and 

cold on her skinny limbs, the circle opened and faded away until she sat alone on 

the deck in her own shadow.  She never joined them again at the fences and 

walls where they traded in open secrets. 

She went away to college, to a city on the ocean, and could often be found 

on the littered, rocky shore below the port with her cello between her knees, 

making plaintive cries to the pilot whales far out in the bay.  Though she tried, 

she could never get used to being submerged in the ocean; the salt stung her 

eyes and lungs, and the rolling waves made her dizzy.  She found instead a pond 

in a city park where at night she could steal past the ducks that slept on the 

shore with heads tucked under their wings and slip into the still water. 

While in college she began to take lovers, nice boys from good families 

who handled her gently and cautiously as though sipping tea from delicate china 

cups.  She never bared her throat to them; she wore silk scarves or wide leather 

chokers, sometimes with matching gloves that stretched to her elbows, and boots 

that came to her knees.  These accoutrements often were misinterpreted by her 

young lovers as signals of sophistication and experience, and they would grow 
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fearful and still in her presence.  These sessions ended with the boy 

apologetically slinking away, eyes downcast, fearful of her half-revealed 

nakedness; she watched at her window until the boy disappeared into the night, 

and then she ran through secret alleys to the pond in the park, threw off her 

scarf, and let the water lap against her gills. 

Sometimes her path to the port took her through the city’s old fish market.  

She would pause for a while and watch the groaning nets being winched onto the 

docks, the barrel-chested men hurling marlins and bass to each other while 

laughing and swearing.  The sour smell of fish dragged into the air filled her 

nose, and she would lean drunkenly against old brick walls and remember the 

night she almost drowned. 

One morning she noticed a young man who threw fish like the others, but 

not quite like them, either.  He was somehow faster, rougher, but more precise; 

where the others waited for the still-squirming fish to smack into their chests 

before wrapping thick arms around it, he seemed to pluck it from the air mid-flight 

and balance the fish on its fins before sending it to the next man in the chain.  He 

was silent, focused, and deft. 

She went back to the market in the evening and saw the young man 

again, arranging fish on a long table.  He held a cruelly curved knife in one hand, 

and she watched in horror and fascination as he slit open the white bellies, 

scooped out the pink guts, and carved a perfect circle beneath the fluttering gills.  

His knife was a blur of fast, graceful motions, and soon he stood ankle-deep in 

viscera and skulls.  Her gills and stomach tingled with each cut. 
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When he was finished, she approached the table, ashamed at the way her 

hands shook but unable to turn back.  His eyes—amber, ringed with red—stayed 

fixed on her own, and she had to break the gaze when she reached him.  With a 

still-shaking finger she pointed at one of the gutted fish; he put his hand out, palm 

up, and for a moment she thought he meant her to take it and step up onto the 

table, lie among the carcasses with her arms thrown wide, and wait for his knife 

to slice through her blue silk scarf.  But instead she set down her cello, fumbled 

in her purse, and handed him a crumpled bill. 

She carried the fish, wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper, tucked under her 

arm until she neared the college.  Then she ducked into an alley, carefully 

unwrapped it, and left it next to a drain spout for the cats to feast on its flesh.  

Back at her dormitory she stood under the shower until the water turned cold and 

the other girls were rapping on the door for her to come out. 

So it went for days, then weeks: the deft evisceration, the shaking 

purchase, the offering to the cats, the long shower.  Until one evening when he 

put out his hand she took it in her own, and he led her into the shadows of a 

cobbled canyon that emptied into the brackish port. 

He was as quick and dexterous with her as he had been with the fish, as 

sure and rough, and when his fingers found their way under her scarf and 

pushed into her gills his eyes showed no surprise.  She imagined that he had 

known all along, had seen through the flimsy fabric from the start and now was 

only confirming the obvious fact. 
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His fingers against her gills were more intimate than any afternoon with 

the timid boys, more intimate than those long-ago baths and her parents’ gentle 

touches, more intimate even than the soft waves of her favorite ponds tickling her 

while she lay in the mud.  Still slick with the blood of a hundred murdered fish, his 

fingers traced the shape of those hidden organs and coaxed whistling gasps from 

her throat.  His eyes were open, unblinking, and she had to look away to keep 

from drowning in the dry air. 

And as quickly as he began, he was finished.  She felt a cold salt wind on 

her gills when his hands left her throat, and she fell onto her knees.  Her scarf 

had dropped into a muddy puddle, and was streaked brown and gray.  His 

footsteps echoed off the dingy gray bricks as she let her cheek rest in the puddle.  

On the puddle’s surface she could see him walking away, but upside down, as if 

his feet were on the clouds and his head had dipped into the deep waters where 

she lay. 
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The Oologist’s Cabinet 

 

My great-grandfather was an egg collector, one of the last of the 

gentleman oologists.  At the height of his activities—he was born in 1886, and 

started raiding birds’ nests in about 1904—he had a reputation among collectors 

for daring and tenacity.  In the newsletters and journals amateur oologists 

distributed among themselves, his initials—MQR, for Maxwell Quinn Russell—

appear frequently above notes on the nesting habits of cliff-dwelling falcons and 

puffins, and sketches of rare tawny owl eggs.  Other oologists, even some 

associated with universities in Chicago and Cleveland, corresponded frequently 

with him, asking him questions about the distribution of swallow-tailed kites and 

red-tail hawks, and the breeding patterns of spotted cuckoos.  Toward the end of 

his life—he died in 1966, two years before I was born—he was gathering his 

papers for his memoirs, tentatively titled “The Egg-Collector’s Notebook.” 

I know all this because I inherited his cabinet when my father died.  It was 

a mahogany chest almost as tall as me, with intricate scenes of birds in flight and 

willow trees sighing beside winding rivers inlaid in teak and ivory.  When the 

doors swung open and folded back against its sides, they revealed a warren of 
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drawers and slots and yet more doors, many with yellowing index cards affixed to 

them behind gold-colored plates. 

Inside the drawers and slots and cupboards were yet more boxes and 

small chests and papers tied with brittle blue and pink ribbons.  And all of this 

nested containment, the boxes in boxes in boxes, was in the service of MQR’s 

collection of empty eggs.  The cabinet was, in the end, a massive container of 

air. 

My wife couldn’t stand the cabinet.  Its vaguely Oriental styling and dark 

wood clashed with the bright, spare, modern furniture she prefers, and it gave off 

a camphor-and-dust odor when the doors were opened.  Since it arrived at our 

house two years ago, a week after my father’s death, the cabinet squatted in 

almost every room, until finally it was banished to the back bedroom with 

everything else that is eventually forgotten:  dresses and suits that have grown 

small as we’ve grown large, paintings that once seemed so avant garde but are 

now hopelessly dated, entire sets of dinnerware that are the wrong colors for the 

foods we eat now.  The room was full to the point where it was almost impossible 

to walk through it, and the door stayed sensibly locked, as did my great-

grandfather’s cabinet. 

Locked, that is, until this week.  Last month my wife told me to get rid of 

the cabinet, she didn’t care how:  sell it, burn it, bury it at sea, just so long as it 

left the house.  I couldn’t imagine dragging the cabinet, my great-grandfather’s 

life work, to the curb; I felt myself to be its curator, the keeper of a man’s passion, 
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and I had to deliver it into the hands of someone who would continue in my 

stewardship. 

So I made inquiries.  The dealers in art objects and antiques whom we 

know would be not much interested in the cabinet; their world is full of Barcelona 

chairs and Corbusier lounges, brushed aluminum and stiff plastic.  But they know 

people who know people who live in darker, mustier, rounder worlds, where 

shadows fill up corners and surprising specimens burst out of uneven drawers.  

I’ve seen shops, where apothecary tables are lined with jars of powdered 

monkey paws and extract of nightshade, and hat blocks split open to reveal 

lockets woven from corpses’ hair.  We pass by those places, my wife and I, 

drawn instead to shiny surfaces like acquisitive crows, but I know they exist, so I 

know there is a race of people who surround themselves with camphor and dust. 

I left my card with the dealers we know, with a brief description of the 

cabinet scribbled on the back:  “oologist’s cabinet, c. 1912, Orientalist style with 

rare collection intact.”  The dealers, thin men with wire-framed glasses and 

starched white collars, would look quizzically at the card, look at me and recall 

the International table or Mondrian sketch we had bought from them, and slip the 

cards into their pockets.  And I would thank them, look longingly at the Bitossi 

bowls displayed in their windows, then go home and wait. 

Then late one night, after my wife had gone to bed, the woman came to 

my door.  It was raining out, had been raining for days, and her black coat faded 

into the darkness so that her pale face seemed to be floating in the dim porch 

light.  She held up my card, on which the description of the chest was smudged 
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as if she had worried it with her thumb, and looked up at me with a longing I have 

never seen before in a woman’s eyes. 

I hurried her onto the porch and took her coat; she stood wordlessly, her 

lank black hair dripping onto her shoulders, until I put my hand gently in the small 

of her back and steered her inside.  Even when we got to the locked door and I 

fumbled for the key she had not spoken; she looked straight ahead with those 

desperate eyes. 

When I finally got the door open, I apologized for the clutter.  But she was 

already halfway across the room before I had the light on, moving quickly and 

surely and never once stumbling against the boxes and crates, almost as if she 

were floating above the disarray.  I followed as quickly as I could, banging my 

shins against the corners and making a meandering path through the clutter.  

When I joined her before the cabinet, she was tracing the delicate inlaid patterns 

with her bony fingers.  She straightened herself, smoothed her simple black skirt, 

and looked at me again with parted lips and those beseeching eyes. 

I fumbled on my chain again for the cabinet’s key, finally found it, and 

pulled open the doors.  She stood in front of the warren of drawers and 

cupboards for several long moments, then knelt before the cabinet and pressed 

her palms against it.  I thought I heard a low sigh, almost a moan, slide out of her 

mouth.  I stepped back to give her space, almost tripping on a box full of old 

shoes. 

She wasn’t pretty, barely handsome, with straight black hair to her 

shoulders and skin so pale it seemed blue.  Her eyes were a little too big for her 
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head, set far apart, and almost solid black; I couldn’t see the line between pupil 

and iris.  She had thin, delicate hands with very long fingers, and elbows so 

sharp I thought they would cut open the sleeves of her white Oxford shirt.  Her 

figure was like a child’s stick picture, with only the slightest curve at breast and 

hip.  I couldn’t tell her age; she might have been anywhere between twenty and 

fifty.  She gave off a smell something like gardenias floating in rainwater, sweet 

and loamy, with an undertone of decay. 

The woman ran her hand along the yellowed index cards on the lower 

drawers, then pulled one open: a wide, flat drawer containing the eggs of the 

common woodland mallard.  She brushed her fingertips on the mottled brown 

shells resting on their bed of red felt, then gently lifted one out.  When she held it 

up between her thumb and forefinger, the dim line shone through it.  Oologists 

drilled tiny holes in the sides of their purloined eggs to drain out the yolks and let 

the delicate shells dry; sometimes they pressed their lips to the wound to suck 

the moisture away. 

She pressed her own lips to the empty egg, and then rolled it along her 

pale cheek, closing her eyes.  I held my breath, fearful that she would press too 

hard in her urgency and crack the fragile shell, but she rolled it so gently it was 

as if her hand never touched the surface of the egg.  The she laid it back with its 

empty siblings and looked up at me with those black, imploring eyes.  I knelt 

beside her, close enough to feel her warmth, and watched her slide the drawer 

shut. 
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When she pushed her mouth against mine, so hard I could feel her teeth 

behind her lips, I was too surprised to resist.  She was dismayingly strong for 

something so slight, and so nimble and sure that I couldn’t have stopped her 

hands from pulling my belt clasp open if I had wanted to.  And I didn’t want to, 

even for a moment, even with my wife sleeping upstairs and the carton of books 

pressing into my back when she pushed me onto the floor.  She was incredibly 

light, as if her bones were hollow, and her touch was as delicate as goose down 

and as quick as hummingbird wings, and it was over as abruptly as it had started.  

By the time I sat up and realized what had happened she was gone. 

I slept later than usual on the steel-and-leather couch in the living room, 

and was visited in my dreams by wheeling flocks of sparrows.  When I woke up, 

my wife was in the kitchen making an omelet.  The acid sting of fresh onions 

made my eyes water, and I pressed my nose into the clean smell of her yellow 

hair.  But she pushed me away, complaining that I stank of musty old papers, so I 

left to shower, the memory of my strange visitor running in rivulets down the 

drain. 

The memory came back during the day, though, and I found concentrating 

at work almost impossible.  Everything reminded me of her:  the sharp, light letter 

opener; the desk drawer full of pencils and paper clips; the long, delicate neck of 

my desk lamp.  By the time I left for home I could see her pale hands pressed 

against my window and her black skirt fluttering on the coat rack.  She had said 

nothing to me, but I knew more than hoped that she would return. 
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That night I waited until my wife went to bed, and I sat on the porch with 

MQR’s papers.  I was reading about his 1913 journey down the Cache River in 

search of the ivory-billed woodpecker, when I heard the light tap against the 

window, almost inaudible above the raindrops.  I found her waiting on the steps 

in her black coat with my smudged card again in her bony fingers. 

I took her coat, folding it on my chair, and followed her to the back room, 

which I had left unlocked.  We repeated the previous night’s scene, with slight 

variations.  This time she went to the drawer full of pale blue robin’s eggs, and 

she wrapped one gently in her damp black hair before kissing it on the end and 

setting it back as if putting an infant to bed. 

This time I was ready for her kiss, but she still overpowered me with her 

urgent shove.  I tried to look up at her face, to hold her head in my palms, but she 

pinned my arms with her elbows and covered my eyes with her fingers, which 

were strangely webbed where they joined her hands.  She let out a sigh and bit 

my lip before she stood.  I watched her leave—I knew I wasn’t supposed to 

follow—and I tasted the metallic tang of blood on my tongue. 

The next morning I managed to avoid my wife completely by rising early—

I hardly slept at all, but I didn’t feel tired—and going in to work before anyone 

else arrived.  I kept my office door locked but the windows open in spite of the 

rain.  Had anyone looked in, they would have thought me hard at work.  But I 

spent the day sketching eggs on the backs of envelopes: cream-colored hawks, 

black-striped terns, dainty white hummingbirds.  I also tried to draw the woman 

but all I managed were her bony webbed fingers and round black eyes. 
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I came home early, before my wife, and went to the back room.  In a 

cardboard box under the window I found some old clothes, and I took out a 

colorfully striped shirt that had been packed away years ago: orange on blue on 

green on red, alternating up the sleeves and down the front and back.  Once it 

had seemed fashionable, but its tenure was short-lived.  I put the shirt on, rolling 

the one I was wearing into a ball, and I was surprised to find it still fit, thought it 

was tight in the shoulders. 

When my wife came home, she smirked at the shirt.  I tried to tell her I 

thought I should bring some color back into my wardrobe, but she dismissed me 

with a wave of her hand and walked away.  After she fixed herself supper and 

disappeared into her own room, I settled onto the couch again with MQR’s 

papers and waited, occasionally looking down to admire my shirt. 

When she arrived at a little past midnight—I was dozing on the couch 

when she knocked—I tried to embrace her on the porch.  I wanted to take her 

there, wordlessly and roughly, to prove that she wanted me and not my great-

grandfather’s cabinet.  But she pushed me away and went to the back bedroom, 

pausing at the hallway door to look over her shoulder at me and smile.  She had 

never smiled at me before, and the expression was strange on her pale, blank 

face.  I hurried after her. 

That night was different from the previous two.  She wore a simple brown 

slip instead of her black skirt and white Oxford, and when I caught up to her she 

turned to face me and pulled the slip over her head, revealing her pale 

nakedness.  She was slender and boyish in build, narrow-hipped and hairless, 



 19

though her belly was oddly distended.  She waited for me to unlock the cabinet, 

then knelt and opened the cupboard containing the green heron eggs.  While she 

held one of the hollow shells to her breast, I disrobed and took her from behind, 

at last in command of the scene.  She held the egg gently no matter how roughly 

I applied myself, and she offered it to me over her shoulder.  I kissed the egg, 

and her fingers, and the soft nape of her neck.  Then she leaned forward, let out 

a cry that was sharp and shrill and only barely human, then pushed me away. 

I fell onto my heels and watched her place the heron egg back into its 

cupboard.  Her eyes were solid black disks when she bent down to kiss my 

forehead, and before I could speak she threw open the window and climbed out 

into the rain, leaving her dress behind. 

In the morning a prepared a breakfast feast for my wife: thick slabs of 

toast smeared with strawberry jam, soft-boiled eggs, spicy Italian sausages fried 

until the edges were crisp black.  She squinted at me and took just the toast.  I 

ate the eggs and sausage and made more toast, but I was still hungry and 

stopped for donuts on my way to work. 

At work that day I was unusually productive, putting the finishing touches 

on projects that had languished for weeks and getting a good start on work I had 

delayed for months.  I found the previous day’s sketches and put them in my 

bottom drawer, face down.  When I left in the evening, it was with a heart full of 

pride, and the feeling I had earned whatever pleasure might visit that night. 

But when I came home, the door to the back bedroom was open and 

boxes filled the hallway.  I hurried down the hall, but I knew what I would find.  My 
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wife was kneeling on the floor, in the spot where the oologist’s cabinet had stood, 

sorting shoes and dishes into cardboard boxes.  She heard me stop at the door, 

and she looked up and smiled with a dramatic gesture at the empty space at the 

back of the room: “Gone.” 

“Gone where?” I asked. 

“Does it matter?  Gone, gone for good.”  The she reached into her pocket 

and took out a business card the color of old vellum.  “A collector, in Germany.  

The movers carted it away this afternoon.  And the rest of this—this junk—is 

going, too.” 

I took the card, with its dense Teutonic lettering and strange phone 

number, and hoped it would reveal my lover’s name:  Giselle, Jarvia, Marlena, 

Serilda.  But it was a man’s name, Roderick, from the dark North Sea city of 

Hamburg. 

The movers had not taken the bundle of papers I left on the porch, and 

that night I sat on the steel couch looking at MQR’s spindly script without reading 

the words.  When she came again, would she smile over her shoulder as she 

doffed her dress, would she slip into the newly emptied room and evaporate like 

a ghost under halogen lamps?  Would she still offer herself to me, the owner of a 

Bauhaus chair, without my magical box of air? 

The rain was still falling—it seemed to have rained for years—and at first I 

thought the crash at the back of the house was a clap of thunder, though I’d seen 

no lightning.  I listened for my wife’s footsteps on the stairs, but except for the 

staccato ping of rain there was silence.  When I threw open the back room’s 
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door, the window was open and rain spattered in droplets onto the clean wooden 

floor. 

I almost left after I shut the window, but then I noticed, nestled between 

two boxes that hadn’t yet been cleared away, a round, mottled object.  It was an 

egg, more spherical than oblong, cream-colored but speckled with black and 

brown.  When I lifted it, the egg was heavy and warm and slightly damp to the 

touch, and it smelled of camphor and dust. 

I pressed the heavy egg against my neck; I don’t know if I felt something 

pulsing inside it, or if I felt my own blood rumbling in my arteries.  When I held it 

to my lips, I tasted blood and salt.  The shell cracked easily against my tooth, and 

the yolk slid rich and golden down my chin. 
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Among the Moabites 

 

The first time Wilson saw them was when he opened the medicine cabinet 

one groggy morning in search of aspirin and his toothbrush.  Between the familiar 

can of shaving cream and the plastic tumbler that held his toothbrush, lying on 

his crushed and twisted tube of toothpaste as if it were a luxurious pillow, were 

two tiny people.  They were no bigger than his thumb, and a little pinker, lounging 

in a tangle of spindly limbs.  One of them lifted its head from the toothpaste and 

he slammed the door shut. 

For a long time he faced his reflection in the mirror: stubbly chin, rheumy 

eyes, skin around his neck loose and pallid.  The night before he had been out 

late at Johnson’s retirement happy hour, over-staying the party as it moved by 

stages from jubilant to pensive to melancholy, finally leaving just before it 

became morose and grim, old Johnson growing older drink by drink and the last 

hangers-on realizing that they could anticipate no higher pinnacle than this from 

a lifetime of toil.  Wilson wasn’t young himself, though still two decades from any 

hope of retirement, and mornings after happy hours had long ago ceased to be 

happy at all.  His mouth was a crackled dry sponge, and his brain had shriveled 

to a smoldering gray coal. 
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With a great surge of resolve he opened the cabinet again, desperate to 

scrape the grunge from his teeth and certain the tiny figments would be gone.  

They weren’t.  One of them was huddled behind the tumbler, the distorting glass 

making it seem bulbous and soft.  The other was standing now, hands on its 

narrow hips, staring up at him with hard eyes the size of pinheads. 

Or, rather, on his hips, for the little figure’s tiny penis was clearly visible.  

And tiny though it was, in proportion to the finger-sized body the little man was 

impressively endowed.  The little man continued to stare at him, defiant, his chest 

slowly rising and falling.  Wilson couldn’t hold that gaze, so he looked away, 

mumbled “Sorry,” and pulled his toothbrush from the tumbler, careful not to jostle 

it.  He brushed his teeth without paste, and was dissatisfied for the rest of the 

day. 

By the middle of the next week Wilson had forgotten about the tiny people, 

pushing them into the drawer of his memory reserved for vivid dreams and 

shapes caught out of the corner of the eye.  He ascribed them to his drink-addled 

state that morning, and chided himself for being intimidated by the little figments.  

That was what made their next appearance, when he was stone sober and wide 

awake, so startling. 

He had just got home from work, a little later than he liked because Barber 

from accounting had lingered at his desk with questions about the Cremola 

invoices.  He was sorting the mail onto the dining room table—bills, junk, bills, 

junk—when he heard dripping water in the kitchen.  The faucet had been 

threatening to leak for almost a month now, taking longer than usual to shut off 
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and letting a puddle pool around the handles, so he marched in with a heavy 

heart, resolved to spend the rest of the evening under the sink with a monkey 

wrench and bucket. 

And in the sink, in the blue bowl from which he ate his cornflakes that very 

morning, were the two little naked people.  The bowl was filled with water, and 

the faucet dripped into it with a slow, pinging rhythm, but the two little people 

were oblivious to the drops.  They were locked in a passionate embrace, limbs 

wrapped around each other, and the water rippled around them as they churned 

and wiggled.  Wilson watched for what seemed a long time, stunned by the 

urgent beauty of their lovemaking, the desperate writhing of the tiny woman and 

the intense, measured focus of the little man. 

Then, quite suddenly, their gyrations stopped.  This time it was the woman 

who looked at him with her hard black eyes, tiny breasts (though again, he 

noticed, proportionately large) floating on the water in the bowl.  She smiled a 

little, though at him or in the afterglow of passion he couldn’t say, and made no 

motions to cover herself.  The little man leaned back in the bowl, his head 

touching the water, and lazily stroked the woman’s flanks. 

Wilson backed away, fumbling for the light switch, and went into the living 

room.  He ordered General Tso’s Chicken from the chow mein shop a few blocks 

away, and didn’t return to the kitchen until the next morning.  The water in the 

bowl was still and cloudy, and he made a point of running it twice through the 

dishwasher. 
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After that, the sightings became more frequent.  He saw the little man 

walking along the windowsill in the kitchen, his tiny palm streaking prints on the 

glass.  He saw the woman, her belly swollen as if she had swallowed a marble, 

luxuriating in a shaft of morning light that fell across the living room floor.  He saw 

them walking together, hand in hand, across the bedroom floor, the little man 

helping the woman over the discarded underwear as if they were a craggy hillock 

in an Edenic field.  Always they were naked, and oblivious to him.  He began to 

think of them as Adam and Eve, and himself as Jehovah. 

Then they disappeared for almost two weeks.  He took to walking around 

his house in stocking feet and holding his breath, and sneaking into rooms in a 

stoop in hopes of catching a glimpse of his little tenants.  He became worried 

about them, and moved his furniture away from the walls with trepidation, fearful 

of finding tiny corpses in the dust along the floorboards. 

So it was with great joy that he saw the woman one morning, sitting 

beside the coffee maker.  He crept around to the back of the kitchen where he 

would have a better view, and his heart raced when he saw that she was holding 

an infant to her breast, a pink ball no bigger than a toenail clipping.  Suddenly the 

little man appeared, coming around from behind the coffee maker with a cracker 

in his hands, and he looked at Wilson with that hard stare again.  But this time 

Wilson smiled at him, and a smile slid over the little man’s face. 

From then on Wilson made a point of leaving little gifts for the family:  

crackers and cheese crumbled into a measuring cup, the cotton wads from 

aspirin bottles, bottle caps filled with milk.  Each morning he put out an offering, 
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and each evening he hurried home to see if it had been accepted.  He learned in 

this way that they preferred whole wheat crackers to corn flakes, appreciated bits 

of silver foil and paper clips, and could consume all the cheddar cheese he left 

wrapped in tiny bundles of wax paper. 

Over the next six months he watched that first tiny baby grow into an ant-

sized toddler, then a child the size of a vitamin tablet, and then a young adult 

almost as tall (and equally as well-endowed) as his father.  The first, because in 

those six months there would be many children:  eight in all, including a pair of 

raisin-sized twins.  On several occasions he caught the parents making love, on 

the cushions of the armchair and behind the mixing bowls in the kitchen.  He 

knew now to linger for only a moment, marveling at the minute sinews that flexed 

and relaxed, the sheen of sweat that covered their tiny bodies, before slipping 

quietly away to let them finish in peace. 

It was, perhaps, the incredible fecundity of these tiny people, coupled with 

his feeling of God-like status in their world, that emboldened Wilson to approach 

Natasha from human resources.  Natasha was younger than Wilson, a black-

haired beauty from Belarus who wore stylishly short skirts and spiked heels that 

clicked with authority when she walked down the halls at work.  She had gray 

eyes bordering on blue that could drown a man, and though everyone Wilson 

worked with—some of the women included—watched longingly as she swished 

through the parking lot in the evening with her big purse tossed casually over her 

shoulder, no one dared to speak to her unless they had to change their tax 

withholding.  Wilson had not changed his withholding for almost ten years, when 
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his wife left him for her chiropractor, but he was Jehovah and didn’t need an 

excuse to talk to Natasha. 

She gladly accepted his invitation to dinner, as no one had invited her 

since she came to America except her landlord, a sweaty little Russian who 

expected regional loyalty to be enough to coax her into his bed.  And his 

invitation to after-dinner drinks at a wine bar near his house was accepted 

because Wilson was quiet and confident and generous, all qualities he had 

acquired in his months being God.  Going back to his house for a nightcap and a 

snuggle on the couch and whatever might lead from that was a foregone 

conclusion after Natasha enjoyed the red wine he selected. 

And Wilson thought he knew where things were leading, hoped they were 

leading to a place he hadn’t visited except in solitude for almost two years.  

Natasha offered no resistance when his lips were joined by his tongue and all 

three made their way together from her mouth to her chin to the hollow of her 

throat.  When his fumbling hands found the clasp of her bra in the small of her 

back and suddenly discovered their nimbleness, she pushed her breasts against 

his chest to give him space to work.  But when his palm found her bare belly 

under her cashmere sweater and started to work its way over her ribs, Natasha 

suddenly stiffened and drew away.  Wilson slid his hand down and moved it 

toward her back, but she continued to push away from him.  He followed, thinking 

that perhaps she was urging him into a prone position where he could more 

easily access her charms, but her hands slapping against his shoulders and her 

knee jammed up between his legs signaled otherwise. 
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Wilson sat up and looked at her, but she was looking past him in wide-

eyed horror.  He turned, slowly, and saw, standing on the arm of the couch, the 

first-born son of Adam and Eve, his tiny fist holding his little penis.  Wilson fixed 

him with the hard stare he had learned from the youth’s parents, but it was too 

late; Natasha was gone, the front door wide open, her black spike-heeled shoes 

abandoned beside the coffee table. 

It was not long after that Wilson noticed a second generation was being 

born.  He turned on the bathroom light one morning to find the second-born child, 

a girl with brown hair like her mother and broad shoulders like her father, nursing 

an infant between the shampoo bottles.  The first-born son, the little creature who 

had ruined his night with Natasha, appeared from behind a damp towel on the 

floor.  He looked up at Wilson with his beady black eyes and smirked. 

Wilson felt his stomach turn.  Until then, he had thought of the little people 

as miniature humans.  He had invested them with tiny souls of the kind he 

imagined he possessed himself, inward sparks that gravitated toward joy and 

goodness.  Though they were a little wild and barbarous, he ascribed those 

qualities to their innocence; and though they were immodest and ungrateful, he 

had imagined they would mature over time. 

But now he realized, looking down at the smirking, incestuous monster by 

his towel, that they were not human at all.  They were animals, vermin, driven by 

the imperative to reproduce, not by love.  He saw now that the vignettes he had 

stumbled on were episodes of rutting, not innocent passion.  Wilson kicked at the 
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little man, but he was too quick for the big clumsy foot and ducked behind the 

towel, still smirking. 

First, Wilson cut off the gifts.  He no longer put out toast smeared with 

peanut butter and warm piles of dryer lint.  After a week he noticed that the boxes 

of wheat crackers in his cupboard had been ripped open, and sugar spilled off his 

shelves in gritty cataracts, so he bought toddler locks to hold his pantry shut.  

When a bowl of soup disappeared from the kitchen counter when he went to 

answer the phone one night, he fell into the habit of eating his meals in the 

bathroom with the door locked, after first poking the plunger under the sink and 

behind the toilet to make sure the vermin weren’t lying in wait. 

That was when he started to notice the carcasses of mice, stripped down 

to bone and fur, behind the stove, and sometimes sparrow wings scattered on 

the back steps.  He had not known the little creatures to be carnivorous, but now 

nothing surprised him.  He locked his bedroom door at night, and stuffed towels 

around the cracks to keep them from coming inside. 

When he came home one night to find his house filled with the smell of 

gas and the oven door wide open, he realized that coexistence was not an 

option.  The vermin must be eradicated or evicted.  He bought new locks for his 

bedroom door and windows and heavy boards to block the gaps under the door, 

and traps.  The old-fashioned wire kind, with a heavy spring and a killing bar that 

could cut a mouse in two.  After securing his room, Wilson baited the traps with 

little squares of cheddar cheese.  He felt a tiny pang of guilt in his stomach while 

he locked the spring—was it only last month he was wrapping this cheese as 
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little gifts for his guests?—but he remembered the smell of gas, the rapping 

sounds he heard sometimes at night, the eldest son’s voyeurism, and pushed the 

guilt down and out 

He felt deceived—more, perhaps, by himself than by the vermin—and now 

he wanted revenge. 

He lay awake in his fortified room, both dreading and praying for the snap 

of the killing wire.  Several times he got up to make sure the door was secured, 

the windows locked, that he hadn’t missed a secret hole in the closet or behind 

the dresser.  More than once he had to stop himself from running to the kitchen 

to spring the trap himself. 

Finally, past midnight, he heard the gruesome spring uncoil with a noise 

like a gunshot.  There was a loud clattering sound as the wooden trap fell from 

the counter, and then a terrible scraping sound as it dragged along the floor.  

Then silence, then a final convulsive smacking sound, then silence again.  

Wilson exhaled—he had not noticed that his lungs were screaming to be 

emptied—and felt consciousness floating away from him with his breath.  He 

slept in dreamless dark, and almost slumbered through the alarm clock’s tinny 

ring. 

When he went into the kitchen in the morning, he found the trap near the 

door.  A long streak of pinkish-red blood stretched from a puddle near the 

counter to the upside-down trap.  He used a broom handle to flip the trap over, 

and was relieved to find it empty except for a sticky blot beneath the wire bar.  
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The little square of cheese was still stuck to the platform, and he swept it up with 

the trap into a dustpan and tossed it into the trash. 

There was no trail leading from the trap, and he found only the usual 

grime and detritus when he swept out the corners.  With no corpse there was no 

proof of his trap’s efficacy, but he was somehow glad not to have the evidence.  

Though he reminded himself that they weren’t human, he couldn’t help but 

imagine the terror of the thing that had sprung the trap, the horror of its family 

finding it bleeding and crushed after the awful clattering struggle, the tiny 

mourning party—how many were left? Ten now, or more, could a third generation 

be gestating?—carrying the body away. 

Wilson called in sick to work and spent the day at the library, reading 

about methods of extermination: water traps and fumigation, poisons to cause 

hemorrhaging or dehydration of asphyxiation, live traps for carting vermin away 

to more appropriate environments and bear claw traps that snap limbs like brittle 

twigs.  Then he read about the funeral practices of primitive tribes who smeared 

themselves with the ashes of the dead, burned offerings to fearsome and jealous 

ancestors, even ingested the hearts and livers of the deceased.  He feared 

returning home to find a tiny corpse flayed and skinned like the wrecked mice, or 

a pile of damp ashes in the kitchen, or a circle of keening pygmies camped 

beside his bedroom door.  At last he left with a book about cats, thinking a 

mouser might be a more respectful, if no more human, means to rid his home of 

vermin. 
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When he got home he found deep gouges carved into his bedroom door, 

some as high as his knees, and the bloody remains of a squirrel smeared on the 

floor, its pointy face frozen in an expression of surprise and pain.  He checked 

the lock, found it still held firm, and slipped quickly inside.  All night he sat up in 

bed, fully dressed, and dozed fitfully at dawn, waiting for the sounds of little 

barbarians massing at the gates.  They never came. 

For three weeks he set and baited the traps, the cruel wire traps, and 

every morning he found them undisturbed.  He still had trouble sleeping at night, 

and now went to the library every evening to nap in the periodical stacks, finding 

the dusty green spines of bound economics journals especially soothing.  He 

sprinkled flour in front of his door in hope of catching little footprints, but the white 

dust stayed smooth and slowly worked into the cracks between the floor boards. 

At last Wilson began to reclaim his house, cleaning the kitchen he had 

abandoned after the first trap was sprung and eating his supper at the table 

again.  One night he decided to rearrange the pots and pans in the bottom 

cupboard, and found a nest made of dryer lint and shredded newspaper; it was 

cold to the touch, and musty, and let off an odor like peanut butter and feces 

when he crumbled it into a plastic bag.  He threw away the traps too, and the 

moldering block of cheese.  When the garbage truck came the next morning and 

he heard his trash cans rattling into its maw, he suddenly felt his house to be 

spacious and bright. 

It was in this expansive mood that, two days later, he invited Dorothy from 

legal home after Miller’s retirement happy hour.  He made sure to leave when the 



 33

mood was still congratulatory and comradely, while the toasts were still being 

made to the long afternoon naps and fishing trips in Miller’s future. 

Dorothy was not Natasha.  For one thing, she was Wilson’s age, maybe a 

little older, and she had been disappointed many times already.  And Dorothy 

was no beauty, with her brittle colored hair and fleshy forearms.  But then, Wilson 

was no longer Jehovah; he was merely a man with a clean house. 

Dorothy required no coaxing, and she undressed herself, in the dark, and 

climbed into his bed.  Wilson climbed in close behind, and dispensed of the 

preliminaries, since they both knew what they were doing and didn’t need to 

concoct an alibi. 

He didn’t open his eyes until he had mounted her, and when he did he 

saw a row of tiny faces pressed against his window, the streetlights outside 

casting long shadows across his pillow.  He caught their black-eyed stares, held 

their gazes, and let his smile curl into a smirk. 

 

 

 


