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3The Deadlands

SÉANCE RISPETTO
Juleigh Howard-Hobson | Poetry

A little wormwood in the cakes, a pinch

Of brick dust in the tea, the candles burn

And senses yearn, the planchette hovers, inch 

By inch. Each letter is a word to earn.

Meaning’s hidden, dead are bidden, the cloth

Upon the table puckers. Sounds of moths

Flicker patter. Bejeweled fingers grip so

Cold. Graveyard mold and earthy scents that slow

Merge and surge into the air. Sudden bang

Sudden clatter. Hold it steady, who comes 

There? It’s a spirit, are you ready? Tang

Of sea salt, sense of gloom. A mist consumes

The smoky room. Then gone. The spirit leaves,

Widow grieves. He drowned at sea. Bosom heaves.

The sobs abate. Loud knocks. A gasp. Hard raps.

Swirled incense rises straight. Who’s this? Perhaps

An angry visitor from the Spirit

State? Planchette races, traces out Hello

Stan, an older man pulls back his hand, it

Stops moving. Contact broken. Time to go.
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ALL THE OPEN HIGHWAYS
Alexis Gunderson | Fiction

I was seventeen when I got my first ghost.

It goes without saying it was night. I was driving down the state on 

Highway 59, the two-lane one that’s narrow and desolate and mostly 

straight and’s had some shoulder work done recently. But back then 

it hadn’t had, not yet; back then, it was narrower still—nearly claustro-

phobic, save the empty horizon on the left and the right and in either 

direction of your tires, and the very occasional jog around some scuffy 

ditch that collected just enough water in the springtime to lure ante-

lope and rabbits and foxes and skunks to drink. Then to die, to become 

dumbstruck roadkill when their drunken departure took them too close 

to the deadly revolutions of the tires on the rare but not rare enough 

cars. There aren’t that many ditches to jog around, but there’s always 

plenty of roadkill. Animals can be dumbstruck dead anytime, I guess, 

not just when drunk off ditchwater. They’re not all that smart, maybe. 

Or something.

“This is a crap car you’ve got,” the ghost said. It was just there, no pop 

or preamble or boo. I can’t say I wasn’t scared or anything, but at least I 

kept the wheel turned straight, didn’t swerve. “I mean, it’s a miracle this 

thing even runs. And you’re driving it down this road? Ballsy.”

The ghost wasn’t like what I’d’ve expected, had I expected a ghost. I 

couldn’t see through it, for one, and for another it didn’t look much like 

any person I’ve ever come across. It was silvery, yeah, maybe that was 
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normal, and it was vaguely human-shaped, but as if from a memory of 

humanness so old and dusty that basic form was all it could manage.

“Yeah, well,” I think I muttered. “I’m young and reckless—what can I say.”

I don’t think I said this out of guts or cleverness or whatever. I think re-

ally, at that moment, the thing was that I agreed. It was a crap car I was 

driving, and it probably really hadn’t been all that smart for me to take 

it down Highway 59, at night, alone. I know I made a vow then and there 

to at least borrow my dad’s car the next time I made that trip, if not to 

get a job to save up enough for a new ride of my own.

“You want to pull over and hang out?” I think the ghost turned its head 

to look at me, but I can’t be sure. I don’t remember any face worth notic-

ing. “I can’t go much farther, and it gets lonely out here.”

“Whose ghost are you?” I asked back.

“Someone young and reckless,” the ghost replied. Then it laughed. The 

sound was hollow and felt full of the black sky whizzing by and enveloping 

the night outside my car. But it wasn’t threatening. I think it was just the 

ghost trying to be funny. It was a pretty good joke, for all that the thing 

must really have been lonely and without many people to practice on.

I won’t lie—I entertained the proposition. Already by then I had devel-

oped the habit of stopping when driving down any low-traffic road at 

night, turning off the car and looking at the stars and marveling at the 

huge black shadows of mountains butting a horizon that would have 

seemed too black to set shadows against if you didn’t know where to 

look. And that summer, when I was seventeen and clueless, the thrill of 

stopping in the middle of nowhere, in the dark, no one else around for 

miles, was never not alluring. But that night I had already left too late, 

was going to get home too long after I had said I would. And really, if I 

had stopped then, I wouldn’t have been alone. And what’s the point of 

any of it, if you’re not going to be alone?
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So when I opened my mouth, it wasn’t to say yes. I asked instead, “How 

far can you go?” Then, as consolation, I added, “I can’t stop.”

“Oh,” said the ghost. The hollowness was not disappointed so much as 

resigned. “Well, only another couple miles. And it’s all right. I didn’t really 

expect you to.”

I nodded. We sat in silence, then, until the miles were up. When the 

ghost left, I didn’t even notice, not right away. When I saw the next mile 

post go by, I remembered to look over to the passenger seat. It was 

empty. I drove home.

I don’t know if you will believe that I forgot about that ghost for awhile, 

but I did. It was late when I got home, and I was distracted by my par-

ents’ reactions to my definitional youthful recklessness. My dad sim-

mered silent and disappointed from his chair, my mom lectured up and 

down the room, half in anger, half in relief I was alive. Then I went to 

bed, then the next morning was school, and then the very fact of my life 

overtook my brief encounter with death, or whatever it had been, back 

on the highway. It wasn’t that the ghost wasn’t interesting, or important, 

but. I was a teenager. And since it hadn’t really been about me, in the 

end, I found better things to think about.

My next ghost didn’t come until I was twenty.

I was back on Highway 59, driving home from college for the summer 

this time. The spring weather had left bigger ponds in more ditches, and 

for every three rabbits I barely avoided, there was one dead alongside 

the road. I hadn’t hit any myself, but it was only a matter of time, the 

numbers they were out in. I was grateful all the antelope I had seen had 

been grouped on the other side of the ranch fences, maybe looking to 

cross eventually, but none soon enough to affect me. I had been in the 

car for nine hours and was feeling a little more than a little loopy.

“I think it’s their religion,” a voice spoke up from beside me. “The rabbits.”
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I hate to say that this time I did swerve a little. Barely, but enough to make 

me curse at myself. I glanced over to the ghost in my passenger seat.

“What?” I asked.

“The rabbits,” the ghost replied. “I can hear them when they run past, 

when they run across the road. You know, they wait until a car comes. 

They never cross in the dark.”

“I’d had that theory,” I said, nodding. When you had your high beams on, 

you could sometimes see the little furry bodies huddled as shadows on 

the shoulder ahead, only scampering out in front of your bumper at the 

very last minute.

“They wait. It’s an initiation, I think. To beat the gods and cheat their fate.”

I didn’t think this was the same ghost as before. I couldn’t remember, 

but I was pretty sure I was thirty or so miles from where I had been 

the last time. This ghost was smaller, probably. Still silvery, still only a 

rough representation of human. Just as featureless, but with a maybe 

dreamier tone in its voice. That tone—I recognized that tone. Half of the 

kids in my philosophy classes at school sounded like that, discussing 

the meaning of life and love and death. That’s why I’d left philosophy 

for archaeology. There were dreamers, and then there were dreamers. I 

could only stomach the one kind.

“The gods are the cars?” I asked.

“The cars, yes,” said the philosopher ghost. “You can’t see them, but off 

to the edges, past where the headlights go, whole warrens are gathered, 

chanting and chattering and urging on the little ones. Cursing the metal 

gods that fly by. You’d be embarrassed if you heard some of the names 

they call you. There’s not a creature I hear with so foul a mouth as these 

rabbits out along the highway.”
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“Oh,” I said. I shook my head and blinked fast and hard. I was exhaust-

ed. Another rabbit shot across my path. I missed it, barely.

“Do you want to stop and listen to them?” the ghost asked. “The rabbits.”

“I don’t think I could hear them,” I said.

“Oh, I could help you,” the ghost replied. “It isn’t hard. They’re so loud, 

once you know what to listen for.”

“It’s okay, really,” I said. “I need to get home.”

“Of course.” The ghost nodded, then sighed.

I pinched the back of one hand with the fingers of my other, hard, trying to 

keep alert. I glanced sidelong at the shiny humanoid in the passenger seat.

“How far can you ride?” I asked. “I met one of you once before; it 

couldn’t go far.”

“Not far,” the ghost concurred. “Not far at all.”

“How far?” I asked again.

“Three quarters of a mile,” the ghost replied. “That’s it.”

We sat in silence for a moment. The highway bent down into the lee of a 

hill, and the wind picked up and buffeted the side of my car. Keeping the 

steering wheel straight became a little like work, and I won’t say I wasn’t 

grateful. The wind can be dangerous, but it keeps you awake.

“Tell me what they’re saying,” I said to the ghost at last. “Until you can’t 

stay.”
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“The rabbits?” asked the ghost. I nodded. “All right,” the ghost said. And 

for that brief three quarters of a mile, it told me some of what the pagan 

rabbits were saying alongside the road. Then the words dried up, and it 

was gone.

A mile or a dozen later, probability finally caught up with me, and I 

clipped one of the daredevil animals. Though I knew I was imagining it, 

I thought I heard the collective outcry of a score of small leporid voices 

from the shoulder as I barreled onward. I wondered what stories they 

would tell their hundreds of children about me, about the big blue god 

that killed their brother. Then I hit the exit to the interstate, and twen-

ty minutes later I was home, passed out on the couch. It would have 

been so likely for me to dream about the silvery philosopher ghost, and 

easy for me to tell you that I did, but I didn’t. And when I woke up in the 

morning and went out looking for a summer job, the second ghost fad-

ed from my mind as easily as had the first. They were stuck out there, 

along their limited stretches of highway, and I wasn’t. I was twenty, and 

alive, and decidedly not a philosophy major. I had other things to worry 

about then, other things than the ghosts. And so I moved on.

I got my third ghost the next year. It was winter, and I was on a different 

highway, but it was just as deserted as 59 always is. I was driving home 

this time from a friend’s house up in the mountains, from a holiday par-

ty that had gone so late it had turned into morning, and then day, and I 

hadn’t left until late the second afternoon. It was only seven, but it was 

dark as velvet outside. The moon was new and barely lit the spotty layer 

of snow on the fields on either side of me. There wasn’t much wind, and 

I wasn’t much tired. I was actually a little buzzed from all the coffee I’d 

had that afternoon, and was rolling my fingertips across the wheel in as 

many rhythmic patterns as I could imagine.

“Can you do a paradiddle?” came a voice all of a sudden. I didn’t even 

blink; the car stayed on course. The passenger ghost was facing me, this 

time I remember that. Though I had forgotten about my two previous 

ghosts up until that moment, the memories came back instantly when 
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I saw the silvery shape sitting beside me. The little moonlight there was 

glinted off of it, too, just a bit.

Right left right right left right left left right left right right left right left left I 

tapped out with my thumbs, looking sideways at the ghost. I got through 

three more sets before I stumbled and my thumbs got confused.

“Not bad,” said the ghost. Then it took up the rhythm on its lap, faster 

and surer than I would ever be able to do it. The sound was of nothing 

hitting nothing, of emptiness hitting a void. It was very crisp, for all that. 

Not what I would have predicted. None of it ever was.

“Impressive,” I said.

“I’ve had time to work on it,” the ghost replied.

I nodded.

“It’s kind of dark to be driving this road, isn’t it?” the ghost asked. It was 

still patting out the paradiddle.

“Well, maybe. But I’m not tired.”

“No,” the ghost said. “Of course not.” It was quiet for a moment, the only 

sound the percussive hush of its tapping. Then, “But there is a lot of ice 

out here.”

I slowed some. I knew there was ice, and I was watching for it, but it was 

true I was maybe going a little fast for the conditions.

“What do you do out here?” I asked, when the speedometer settled on a 

safer score.

“I don’t know,” replied the ghost. It stopped playing. “I don’t really pay 

attention. Unless I meet someone.”
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“Someone like me?” I asked. The ghost, I think, nodded. “You talk to 

everyone who drives by?”

“Not everyone sees me,” the ghost said. It sounded sad.

“Yeah,” I said. “Not everyone sees me, either.” The coffee buzz was 

softening.

“You’re human,” the ghost replied. “You’re people. People see people. If 

you dropped into someone’s car, they would notice.”

I shrugged. It was probably right. But I don’t know how I would just drop 

into someone’s car, not like a ghost could.

“So what do you do if they don’t see you?” I asked.

Right left right right left right left left right left right right, the ghost tapped out.

“I practice.”

“Ah.”

I said nothing for a moment, listened to the ghost’s renewed playing.

“Who were you?” I asked, at last.

“I don’t remember,” the ghost said. It folded its arms, almost defensive. I 

missed the weird sound of its percussion. “I don’t think anyone.”

“You had to be someone,” I said. The ghost was silent. “When did you 

get here?” I tried.

“I don’t remember,” the ghost repeated. “I think I’ve been here always.”
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“That doesn’t seem right,” I said. I looked along the shoulder for one of 

those white crosses, the ones that meant a car accident had occurred at 

some point in the past, the ones that meant a family was missing a part 

of itself. I didn’t see anything. I wondered how long ago this person had 

turned into a ghost, if maybe it hadn’t even been a car wreck. Maybe it 

was the ghost of a pioneer, one of those who died of smallpox like in 

that Oregon Trail computer game. Or maybe it was just a hitchhiker, 

someone nobody would know to miss.

“You want to stop and explore?” the ghost asked. “I’d like to see what 

there is along here, to see it and remember it.”

“You need someone for that,” I said. Not a question. I was understand-

ing that the ghosts didn’t exist outside my influence. I wondered what 

that meant. How real did that make them?

“Yes,” the ghost said. “I need someone for that. Do you want to?”

I considered it. It was below zero outside, the sun down and the at-

mosphere thin as thin at this elevation, but I had the good coat I had 

brought for the night in the mountains, and exploring the highway with 

a ghost sounded like an adventure. But I still had two hours to drive, 

and my cousins had come in from out of town to visit and were expect-

ing me. We were going to a late movie, one of the holiday releases with 

big stars pretending to be relatives of Santa for a laugh.

“I can’t,” I said. “I would, I really would. But I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“Yes,” the ghost nodded. “I know.”

“I think,” I began, feeling guilty I would be sending my ghost back to 

the ether so soon, “that my friends will be driving down the mountain 

tomorrow. At least three cars, too.” I glanced over to the solid, vague 

shape. “Maybe they’re, um, seers.”
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“Maybe,” the ghost said.

“How much farther do you have?” I asked. We passed a green marker.

“Two more miles,” the ghost said. “I have two more miles.”

“You have better range than ones I’ve met before,” I said. The ghost 

shrugged. An approximation of a shrug. A nothing of a shrug. I slowed 

down by half; I could afford the couple extra minutes. “Duet?” I asked.

“Really?” The ghost’s surprise was genuine. “I mean, sure. That would 

be nice.” It counted me in, slow enough that I could follow, and we 

played the paradiddle together. A mile and some later, the only sound 

in the car was that of my own thumbs tapping against the wheel, and I 

stopped. It was the longest I’d ever held the rhythm. I hoped the ghost 

would find my friends the next day, and this time, even after I got home, 

I didn’t quite forget.

After that, I got a ghost every third or fourth drive I took on those night 

highways. The longest one ever lasted was fifteen miles, and we played 

a word game that the ghost kept winning before it disappeared. The 

shortest one was less than an eighth of a mile. It just popped in, shouted 

in surprise, and popped back out. I kind of think it was newer to the busi-

ness than the rest. Maybe the longer the ghosts are ghosts, the farther 

they can travel. Maybe. In any case, though they always asked, I never 

stopped to spend time with them. I just drove on until they fell away.

I haven’t told anyone about my ghosts. I don’t know who else gets them, 

for one thing, I guess, but mostly I like that they are mine. That they’re 

a part of my life that I don’t have to share with anybody. Being dead is 

such an intimate thing, I think, and so are those long drives. Maybe that 

is why they only show up there. I haven’t seen them anywhere else. I 

went walking along the highway just outside town, once, early in the 

morning when it was still dark, but there was less traffic than even at 

night. I kind of hoped I would get a ghost to walk beside me, that we 
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could talk for longer than two, four, ten minutes. But nothing happened. 

I don’t suppose that means it couldn’t. It just didn’t.

Last week, I went for a drive. My family was out of town on vacation, I had 

stayed home to work. I didn’t have anywhere to be the next morning, so 

I just picked a direction and drove. I figured I would maybe go an hour or 

so, then turn back. I was hoping for a ghost. I wanted the company.

Forty miles or so into my trip, my last ghost appeared. It was such a 

familiar experience at this point that it was almost comforting when the 

hollow voice came from nowhere beside me. I never even thought of 

flinching; I just smiled.

“This is a much nicer car,” the ghost said. “Than last time, I mean.”

That startled me. I shot a glance to the side, searching for something fa-

miliar. Which was silly. Of course the ghost was familiar, thick and silvery 

and only maybe human. They all looked the same. But—

“Last time?” I asked.

“You had a crap car then,” the ghost said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it 

had broken down before you even got home.”

It sounded sarcastic. I got defensive.

“That car lasted me through high school,” I said. I paused. “And then it 

broke down.”

The ghost laughed, cavernous and spooky.

“You’ve come a long way,” I said. We weren’t even on Highway 59. Most 

of my theories about how these ghosts worked were flying out the 

window. My first-last ghost shrugged. Amazing how noncommittal these 

dead are.
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“It looks the same to me,” it said. “You’ve come a long way, too.” Then it 

reached out and brushed at my hair. I shivered. It was the first time a 

ghost had ever crossed the boundary between passenger and driver, let 

alone touched me. Its hand was hot, like steam. Another shocker.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, recovering. “Gray hair. You and my grandkids, both. 

I’m old, get over it.”

“But alive,” said the ghost. I couldn’t argue. “So, you want to pull over 

and hang out? We never did, back before.”

I was silent. All these years, I had said no. And each time, I had given an 

excuse, a reason. And they were good reasons. But in the back of my 

mind, I knew I was saying no because I was afraid of what might happen 

if I did stop and get out. And the more the ghosts asked, the more that 

I felt a pattern, and the more nervous it made me that stopping might 

be a trap. I loved my ghosts, but I was still scared of them. But now, this 

time? I realized then that I had gotten in the car with the intention of 

saying yes. I had not only hoped for a ghost, but hoped for an invitation.

“Yeah,” I said, finally. “Yes, I would like that.”

The ghost was quiet in a pleased way. I tried not to let that deter me. A 

turnout came up, and I slowed and pulled into it.

We were silent for several moments.

“So, what do you want to do?” I asked, when the ghost said nothing.

“I don’t really know,” the ghost answered. “No one’s ever stopped for me 

before.”

“Really?” Yet one more surprise. Even though I didn’t know which of my 

friends might have gotten ghosts, I had always known that other people 

did, in part. The ghosts talked about others they had met, even if never 
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in much detail. I guess I just assumed that at some point somebody must 

have stopped for them, even if I hadn’t. I wasn’t very adventurous com-

pared to many, after all.

“Yeah,” the ghost said. “First time.”

“Huh,” I replied. “Well.”

There was more silence. Finally, I began talking. I told the ghost 

everything that had happened to me since we first met. I told it about 

my first dig in the Urals, about the Altai tomb my team discovered. I told 

it about the birth of my first child, and the death of my first dog. I told 

it about my vacations to London and Paris and Nashville. I told it about 

the book I was writing. I talked for hours, occasionally stopping to ask 

if it wanted to talk, instead. But each time, my ghost just shook its head 

and urged me on.

“I find I like listening,” it said, which made a kind of sense, even if I was 

curious for its own stories. But I kept talking, and soon I could see the 

slight lightening of the sky that forewarned the sun’s arrival. I looked 

to my ghost, worried it wouldn’t stay. I had never seen one during the 

day, after all. But it didn’t even glance at the sky. Or turn its head, which 

would be my only way of knowing it was looking at anything else. Its 

blank face stayed directed at me, so I kept talking.

Finally, the sun crested the horizon, right behind the ghost; day couldn’t 

be held back forever. I stopped whatever story I was telling and held 

my breath.

“Thank you,” said the ghost, firmly. “That was kind. That was perfect.”

Then, with the sun shining through the window at its back, the vaguely 

human shape expanded and shone and blinded me before snapping 

out of existence, extinguishing like so many dead stars. As the glare 

faded, I heard a voice say, “And I’m glad you got a new car.”
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And then the ghost was gone. Gone for good, though how I knew that 

was a mystery. I just knew that something had happened there in my 

car, and that the ghost, my first-last ghost, had moved on.

I stayed in that turnout for another hour, watching the sun rise and the 

life in the fields start up. I watched rabbits hop through the prairie grass, 

feigning oblivion to the big black god in their midst, waiting until dark-

ness came back and their rites could begin again. I played out a paradid-

dle on the steering wheel. Then I turned the ignition, and drove home.
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ROWS OF HOUSES
Leah Bobet | Poetry

when her heart beat, I was home, and nothing 

needed changing. the clouds retched sunlight

through the halls; she threw the blinds and howled.

all along the cul-de-sac, the painted bright homes 

smiled; our house grew greyer, grander by the

hour. the plumbing dripped red mornings, ducts 

gasped afternoons: the tissue shreds of words she’d 

thought of saying. the walls were still furiously built 

for two. outside, the living wandered screaming; 

chewed the throats of panicked pigeons ‘til blood 

dazzled grey feathers. trapped and swaddled in 

our private common disaster I kissed the air vent, 

whispered in coherent I’m still here, and braced 

for apparition: one of a row of steady houses.

there are secrets only learned in habitation: 

the fizzled wiring, dipping floors. each cramped

compartment where we keep our hearts. that 

behind smooth curtains, all the walls are falling;

that when we met, I feared my own 

unsoundness to tend a helpless house. 

but in possession, I understand good homes.
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I kept my lights flickering, my doors creaking 

in clear weather, my house haunted as long 

as she needed me; until the blood ran finally

down the walls and I could bear her letting go.
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CEMETERY POSTCARDS
Loren Rhoads | Non-fiction

I used to publish a zine called Morbid Curiosity. One of the pleasures of 

working on it was finding images to accompany the confessional essays 

that filled each issue. I liked to use vintage advertisements, especially 

menacing insurance or medical illustrations.

In the process of illustrating one issue, I came across an announcement 

for the Vintage Paper Fair in Golden Gate Park. One Saturday, the old San 

Francisco County Fair Building was crammed with table after table of peo-

ple selling all kinds of ephemera, from maps to menus to matchbooks. It 

was all overstimulating, but I was determined to have a look around.

I gravitated toward a quiet table and began flipping through a box of 

postcards. The dealer asked if I was looking for any particular topic. 

“Cemeteries?” I ventured. I didn’t know if there was such a thing as cem-

etery postcards. “I just learned that San Francisco evicted the last of its 

cemeteries in the 1940s. Do you have images of those old graveyards?”

“I’m not sure,” the woman confessed. “But my two-times-great-grand-

father was one of those whose bodies were exhumed. He was moved 

three times. Originally, he was buried where the San Francisco Main 

Public Library now stands. When the city removed that cemetery, he 

was reburied in Laurel Hill Cemetery out on Geary. When they dug that 

one up, he got shifted to the Pioneer Mound down in Colma.”

I couldn’t even imagine. She handed me a shoebox full of postcards. 

Among them stood a tab marked “Cemeteries.”
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I didn’t find any images of the vanished cemeteries that day, but the 

postcard I bought from her—the first in my cemetery postcard collec-

tion—depicted San Francisco’s Mission Dolores at night. On the carefully 

tinted card, a full moon rises over monuments to the city’s pioneers in 

the old mission churchyard. I’d visited the mission, now a stop on the 

tour bus route, recently.

This unusual image of San Francisco’s Mission Dolores was the first cemetery postcard I 
collected. It’s still one of my favorites.

To be honest, I didn’t have a need for that postcard. The old mission 

didn’t fit into the illustrations I needed for Morbid Curiosity. Still, the 

postcard spoke to me. I had to have it, even though it cost more than 

I intended to pay. I had no way to know that images of cemeteries at 

night were rare, but all these many years later, I still only have two or 

three in my collection. They are among my most treasured cards.

I have about twelve hundred postcards now. Around a thousand of them 

are cemetery cards, ranging from the graves of historical personalities to 

obscure figures whom no one would remember, save for a picturesque 

image of their resting place. A fair number of my cards record tourist des-

tinations: presidential graves like Kennedy at Arlington or Grant’s Tomb 

in Manhattan, battlefields like Gettysburg and the Little Bighorn, the last 
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resting places of famous men like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Jim Morri-

son, or the last hideouts of Billy the Kid and the denizens of Boot Hill.

This postcard of Dr. King’s sarcophagus predates 2006,  
when Coretta Scott King was buried beside him.

I collected some of my cards as souvenirs on various vacations. In some 

cases, I bought postcards when taking tourist photographs of the grave-

yards themselves was forbidden, as was the case in the Old Jewish Cem-

etery of Prague and the churchyard at Acoma Pueblo in New Mexico. 

Some cemeteries actually still make and sell postcards of their grounds 

or permanent residents, as is the case at Mount Auburn Cemetery in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, which holds the distinction of being the first 

garden cemetery in America.

When I’m lucky, my friends send me postcards from cemeteries they 

visit on their adventures. Other times, they’ll find a cemetery postcard 

while thrifting and think of me. I love to reread their messages when I 

thumb through my boxes of cards.

In fact, most of the postcards I’ve collected are vintage. These days, with 

the ubiquity of cell phone cameras, there’s no need to pay for a post-
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card and search up a stamp when you want to share something from 

your travels. Most people simply tag me on social media, which I ap-

preciate. Still, the people who go out of their way to send me an actual 

postcard are the truest friends.

Although the first pictorial postcards in America were sold to commem-

orate the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, privately 

printed cards weren’t allowed in the US until the summer of 1898. At 

that point, postcard printing—and collecting—exploded, making picture 

postcards pretty much a product of the twentieth century. Postcards 

were sold—and collected—by the millions each year.

This postcard of Boston’s King’s Chapel and its pre-Revolutionary churchyard was dated 
1906. The “undivided back” card shows how little space early postcards left for messages.

The earliest picture postcards didn’t offer much room for messages. The 

picture—either a black-and-white photograph or a tinted “chromolitho-

graph”—took up most of the card’s face. Often, a blank space in one of 

the margins or across the bottom was the only place writing was permit-

ted. The recipient’s address and a penny stamp took up the entire back 

of the card. In Great Britain in 1902, redesigned postcards switched to 

the format we’re familiar with now: a line down the middle split the back 
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so that a message could be written on the left side and address on the 

right. By 1907, “divided back” cards had taken over.

A number of cards in my collection have been posted through the mail. 

The messages they carry range from travel memories to making plans 

to requests for the recipient to send something pretty to add to the 

sender’s postcard collection. Before long-distance phone calls became 

common in the 1940s, a postcard was the quickest way to get a mes-

sage to friends or family who were far away. Some of my cards let family 

know the sender arrived safely. Other cemetery cards relay that “Here is 

something I hope you will see someday” or even “Wish you were here.” 

I love those cards for their double meanings. Is the sender innocently 

wishing the recipient could join her in enjoying the cemetery? Or was 

there a more sinister wish involved? I know that people in the past had 

strange senses of humor, because one of my earliest cemetery cards 

carries the unsigned message, “Still living. Will write in a day or two.”

Detroit’s lovely Elmwood Cemetery stands on a battle site from the French and Indian 
War. The creek in the postcard is called Bloody Run. After Henry Ford began producing 

cars on the assembly line in 1908, Detroit became one of the wealthiest cities in America. 
That wealth is recorded in Elmwood Cemetery.

Overall, my favorite postcards reveal people enjoying cemeteries. A card 

of Detroit’s beautiful Elmwood Cemetery showcases Model Ts driving 
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past its fountain. A card from Savannah’s Bonaventure Cemetery de-

picts women with parasols strolling under the moss-draped oaks. One 

real-photograph postcard, in a cemetery I haven’t been able to identify, 

shows a roly-poly baby sitting amongst the gravestones. These post-

cards illustrate something that we’ve forgotten: that cemeteries pre-

dated public parks in the United States. Cemeteries were where people 

went to picnic, exercise, and listen to birdsong or smell flowers. Visiting 

the cemetery was a part of life, not a source of sadness. Cemeteries like 

St. Louis No. 1 in New Orleans have always been tourist destinations. 

Brooklyn’s Green-Wood Cemetery was reported to be more popular 

than Niagara Falls.

More than half of the cards I’ve collected are places I’ve never been. Pag-

ing through them is an aspirational list of places I’d like to visit: the Pyra-

mids of Giza, Elvis Presley’s grave at Graceland, Mount Moriah Cemetery 

in South Dakota, in which Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane are buried. 

I’ve discovered so many wonderful places through my cemetery post-

cards that I will be traveling until the end of my days just to see them all.

In the beginning, I wrote so I could afford to collect postcards. By 2016, 

I began collecting postcards to support my writing. While researching 

my book 199 Cemeteries to See Before You Die, I lurked on eBay, buying 

postcards by the handful. In particular, I sought cards from tourist desti-

nations: places modern tourists might be drawn to, if only they were fa-

miliar. Postcards led me to the Necropolis de Cristóbal Colón in Havana 

and the Panteón Antiguo of Santa Cruz Xoxocotlán in Oaxaca, as well as 

the Kentucky Horse Park in Lexington and the Silver Terrace Cemeteries 

in Virginia City, Nevada.

Postcards give me perspective. The Hatfield Family Cemetery in Sarah 

Ann, West Virginia is the final resting place for people I knew only from 

folktales about the feud between the Hatfields and the McCoys. The 

statue of patriarch “Devil Anse” Hatfield was erected by his children in 

1926, much more recently than I expected. I knew about Saint Giles 

Churchyard in Stoke Poges in England because I’d read Thomas Gray’s 
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“Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,” but a hand-colored postcard of 

the old Norman church explained why it had inspired similar buildings 

in cemeteries across America. Postcards led me to the graves of the 47 

Ronin in Tokyo and Robert Louis Stevenson in Samoa. A card of Jesse 

James’s elderly mother standing beside his monument taught me that 

she sold postcards to visitors as a way to support herself in her old age.

Zerelda James buried her son Jesse James near her house in Excelsior Springs, Missouri,  
so she could keep an eye on his body. She feared grave robbers would dig him up and put 
his remains on display in a traveling show, as was common in the late nineteenth century.

Old postcards keep teaching me new things. It was because of postcards 

that I learned that people who lost everything during San Francisco’s 

1906 earthquake and fire survived by camping in the city’s graveyards. 

I’m still looking for postcards that remember San Francisco’s cemeteries 

in their glory days, before they were uprooted. I have one that I espe-

cially treasure, but I know more are still out there…and so my search 

continues....
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400,000 San Franciscans were left homeless by the 1906 earthquake and  
its subsequent fire. Many lived in tent cities overseen by the military,  

but others camped where they could.
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THE SOLE-STITCHER
C.S.E. Cooney | Poetry

three came to me lately, for the threading: 

she for her mother, he for his son, another 

for her husband—all newly bereaved,

all walking barefoot on bleeding soles

to be closer to their ghosts.

(ghosts, you know, walk 

sole-to-sole with their living

moving in their melting forms

through the underground.)

i’m not what they expect; i don’t have

trinkets, not of brass or glass,

never used a net or knot except

for fishing, and my flensing knife is strictly

for my own private use.

but my lack of folderol, of ritual gimcrack 

doesn’t seem to faze them. they just gaze at me

mutely, waiting for my thread and needle.

smart lot. they brought what i bid them—objects 

endowed with memory: garden trowel,

jeweler’s loupe, favorite stuffed animal. 
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bitterness, they brought that too, and plenty: 

last will and testament that caused a family riot,

last bottle he drowned right down at the bottom of,

his chemo meds. (what was left of them.)

i took up my thread, spun at world’s end

of a fine acid rain (there was brine in it, and starlight).

i took up my needle, hammered in the giant red heart

of our then-sun, and i pierced their bleeding feet.

(they stood quite still for me.) 

their tears dropped on my dusty neck. 

i worked, bent, 

rattling with objects like a witch-tree.

i did not look up.

probably this was unnecessary.

probably—even threadless—the dead 

would have walked on with their living,

walked till raw soles sank into lilies,

till raw soles topsy-turvied into darkness,

and hollow eyes blinked skyward at tectonic drift,

liquid iron, shimmering nickel, and—shining!—

the hard metal moon of our core.

but the living trust me, here on the ground

to do what must be done on the ground.
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INVISIBLE MOTELS
Jeremy Packert Burke | Fiction

My lover is full of holes. I unwrap their bandages and apply fresh un-

guents and try not to mark the disease’s progress. I cover them again 

with gauze and blankets, and when I finish, they fall asleep. Their body 

is laced with tubes—colorful, dead, makeshift limbs that maintain their 

grasp on the world. 

Restless, I explore their home. It is full of useless things: records and 

dead game consoles and books we no longer have the strength to read 

aloud. Empty frames for beekeeping. The guts of an old grandfather 

clock. It is not hard to remember the better times these marked; it gets 

easier every day. The trips we took together to the beach; the long 

nights dancing until we thought the living room floor would break; the 

afternoons we’d laze together under the sun and watch the world turn.

I am not sick, but all wellness is temporary.

One evening, I say, “Soon you’ll go north. Away from the fires and rot.”

They smile thinly. “We’ll go, K. Together.” They know that this is not how it 

works. The world cannot stand to have two people together out in its wild 

air. Groups of wanderers find themselves dispersed, each with one tenth 

their supplies, stumbling through the mist and ash. On my journey south, 

from my home to my lover’s, I did not see a single soul in the open world.

“We’ll be together in the end.”
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“Okay, then,” they say, humoring me. “Tell me where I’ll go. The places 

that I’ll see. Draw it out for me so I’ll know the way—the stops you made, 

the constellation you traced to find me.”

I think of my weeks spent evading the desolation, the burning and de-

composing world. All the places I rested my head, unsure if I would ever 

wake, if I would ever see my lover again. Told in reverse, it is a tale of 

hope—fear to freedom, despair to trust. Knowing this, I begin.

— ACHERON —

At the Acheron Motel, all lost things are returned to you. When you check 

in, the staff do not take your bags. They meet you in your room with a 

dozen handcarts, stacked high with cardboard boxes, and arrange them 

on the floor, the bed, the dresser. There is no space to unpack, to lie 

down. If you want to get any rest at the Acheron Motel, you will have to 

make decisions about what to keep and what to leave behind.

In the boxes, you find the college sweatshirt you left in a movie theater, and 

it still smells like your ex’s vanilla lotion. The copy of Persuasion you lent out 

that was never returned. Letters that fell behind your best friend’s couch 

before you moved to a city where no one knew you. You delight in each 

of these—so pleased that pieces of an old life come back so easily!

But no matter how long you search, no matter how deeply you dive into 

those assembled boxes, you never find the things you willingly gave up. 

Childhood toys you donated, clothes you traded to untrustworthy peo-

ple. Photos you sliced in two, believing you’d never want to look at them 

again. When you, aching and sleepless, come out of the Acheron Motel, 

you bring only what has been taken from you.
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— LETHE —

At the Lethe Plaza Motel, it is known that language is a virus. You find no 

signs, nothing to point the way or announce what time the continental 

breakfast begins. No voices fill the hall. Even the motel’s sign out front 

has been washed clean—its plain boards, repainted nightly, are a wide, 

white plane that reflects the light of the fires and sky. The Lethe Plaza 

Motel’s name exists only on maps; you are never quite sure that you 

have found it, which is the surest sign that you have.

Should you try to speak as you check in—to give your name, or confirm 

that the continental breakfast ends at nine-thirty—the concierge gently 

sits you down on a firm, but not uncomfortable, couch, and waits. They 

sit, and smile, and take your hand should you offer it. When they are 

reasonably sure you will not speak, they lead you to your room.

The staff of the Lethe Plaza Motel knows that language seeks repetition 

and metamorphosis in the mouths of parents and children. It is passed 

from body to body, seeking new teeth and tongues that it might infect 

so as to take dominion over the world. In shared language, something 

must be named to be known; in this way, it prevents us from seeing the 

world except as it dictates.

Though you are left without explanations, your bed is warm and soft. 

You delight in the motel’s quiet—so still in such a reckless world.

But more extraordinary than these comforts are the concierges. Raised 

from infancy within the silence of the motel, each has their own private 

language. They write poems so complex and precise, so perfectly at-

tuned to the syllables of their own devising, that to understand the lines 

in their original form would be indiscernible from experiencing that 

which they describe.

The concierges protect their languages fiercely. Should their words 

be translated, or their languages shared, their poetry would collapse 
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beneath the weight of new tongues. More than one guest who insists on 

speaking has found themself in the middle of a road, consumed by rot, 

the bones poking from the rough holes in their skin.

— PHLEGETHON —

Should you check into the Phlegethon Budget Lodge by night, you are hit 

with an unbearable wave of déjà vu. You study the faces of the concierges, 

the bellhop, the other guests. Didn’t they go to your elementary school? 

Weren’t they in your church choir? The carpet pattern and shape of the 

couches remind you, inexorably, of your childhood home. The TVs all play 

Bruce Willis movies you’ve never heard of, but feel certain you saw years 

ago before the satellites went down. You get the sense this is where you 

have been heading all along—that if you only wait, all the people you have 

ever known will assemble here as if at a wedding. That everyone—your 

piano teacher, your softball coach, your uncles and aunts—will dance and 

rollick through the halls, will cheer your name and bring you close and 

whisper of the deep respect and love they have long held for you.

It is a very different experience to enter the Phlegethon Budget Lodge 

by day. To do so is to enter a nightmare world where all space is 

unmoored from meaning. You see a chair and cannot say what it is 

for. You stand atop it and feel dizzy and step off. Your clothes seem to 

belong to someone else. You must have grabbed the wrong bag at the 

airport, except that there are no airports now, no anonymous carousels 

of luggage. Is any of the world real? Is any of your past, your present? 

You do a headstand in the middle of the lobby.

Because there are separate staffs by day and night, the employees of 

the Phlegethon Budget Lodge are baffled by your questions, no matter 

what time you arrive. They offer no solace, no answers. All you can do is 

wait for the light to change—the sun to rise or set—and, in that twilight, 

where both and neither of these states are true, to leave.
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My lover is half-asleep again. Nothing is so exhausting as existing. 

I wrap them more tightly in their blankets and surround them with 

glasses of water and watch the glow of the distant prairie fires. It’s fun-

ny—even when the world was whole, all our love was a dance across long 

distances. From when we met as teenagers till now, the years have been 

full of clatter and roar, train tracks and jet engines and cracked highways. 

Meetings in anonymous townships equidistant from our homes.

And here we are, together, waiting to cross another great distance.

“Was that all right?” I ask. “Was that what you wanted?”

“Nearly.” They nod dozily and smile. The shadows between their teeth 

are visible through their thin cheeks. “Why are all the beautiful things 

sad, and all the sad things beautiful?”

“Well, look at your house. The rot eats at the coping and roof, which lets 

in sky and the patterns of ashfall. Think of the ruined cities, the gapped 

glass panels gaping at the world like shattered crystal cliffs. Look at the 

tubes in your arms, the twisting jeweled fluid.”

“Is it really beautiful, though? Or do we tell ourselves that because we’re 

scared?” They cough, and their bed rocks on its wheels beneath the 

shake of their body.

“Here,” I say, “take more water.”

But they wave away the glass. “Just keep talking, K.”
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— ARNO —

In the back of the Arno Motor Hotel and Arcade with Heated Swimming 

Pool, there is a pinball machine for every thing that is real. The ma-

chines sit in their own room, which seems to stretch forever in all direc-

tions. The ceiling lights are dim. As you walk around, some of the infinite 

pathways reveal themselves as nothing more than mirror tricks—pos-

sibilities closed off by smeared glass and your own dark reflection. In 

other places, you reach and reach and reach, expecting to find a wall, 

and there is only ever more air. All around you little silver balls clamor, 

bumped and flipped across their small worlds.

The machines beckon you with pre-recorded voices and glowing START 

buttons and promises of miniaturized reality. There are pinball ma-

chines for the ’80s sci-fi movies you watched at sleepovers, for the 

national parks you visited as a child. There is the camping grill you 

accidentally slammed your hand across, leaving four parallel burns on 

your palm. There is the coffee shop you went to every day of college, 

where you sat alone in sagging chairs writing term papers for other peo-

ple. All of these pieces of your life in tiny, pinging versions, with score 

multipliers and chromed details—with complex but intelligible rules that 

become clearer the longer you play.

As you go deeper into the arcade, there are some things you cannot 

find. Your childhood home, for instance. The bleachers beneath which 

you kissed someone for the first time, simply because you’d been taught 

that that’s what bleachers were for. The road you took when you saw 

your parents for the very last time.

You do not know if it is because these things aren’t real, or were never 

real, or simply because you haven’t found their avatars among all the 

glimmering cabinets. Your anxiety builds as you go farther and farther 

into the mirror maze of it all, overwhelmed by light and noise. You 

should have gone to the heated swimming pool instead. You wander 

all night, eyes aching and knees creaking, searching and searching and 
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stopping sometimes to play. Hours pass until you find a door at the 

back marked EXIT. To leave is to have your questions forever unan-

swered. This has always been leaving’s condition.

You go through the door, and emerge into illimitable daylight.

— RAHMA —

Looking back through the plate glass entryway of the Rahma Imperial 

Motel, something is off-kilter about the landscape you left behind. All 

the fields of ash and bone look more or less the same—but was the 

light so low a moment before? Were there quite so many dead leaves 

whirling on the wind?

Although there is only one way into the Rahma, there are countless 

ways out.

The differences become more apparent as you go deeper into the mo-

tel. Through barely open doors you spy other windows, vistas that are 

nothing like the world through which you’ve traveled. Gleaming, spiral 

towers that half-puncture the sky. Vast expanses flattened by snow. 

Waves spitting foamy spray across rocks where five-limbed creatures 

sun themselves. It’s unclear if these are other places on Earth—or pasts, 

or futures, or something else.

The rooms themselves are ordinary. Floral bedspread, dead TV, 

mass-produced Bible with pages ripped out for kindling or trade. You 

consider smashing through the windows, wandering into their distant 

lands. It’s true that to go to any other place seems a good plan, but what 

if you could not get back? What if you found yourself forever in some 

faraway and loveless world? You do not enter any; these rooms are not 

yours, nor are the worlds beyond their windows.

When you reach your own room, you are relieved to find the curtains 

drawn. You do not pull them back. You sleep. The next day you leave 
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through the front door, and convince yourself this is the same world you 

left the day before.

My lover stirs beside me. I am draped across them in their bed, our fin-

gers knotted together. I feel my throat hum against their skin as I speak, 

worlds written into our two bodies.

“I know those places,” they say.

“Oh, you’ve also stayed at the Rahma Imperial Motel?”

“No, I mean, the other worlds. The tower and the snow. The starfish.”

“Five-limbed creatures,” I correct.

“Starfish.” They cough a gobbet of bile onto the carpet. “The coast, three 

summers ago. And the snow—our cabin out west—”

“Perhaps, but who can truly plumb such interstitial spaces?”

“And the pinball machines—”

“Isn’t that the nature of a motel, though? That we’ll happily project what-

ever we might onto their blankness? That in being everywhere, they 

are nowhere, and something more?” My lover wrinkles their nose and 

is silent. Outside the window, the fires have peaked; it is hard to look 

through the dusty glass for long. I close my eyes and press my face to 

my lover’s rotting skin. “Listen,” I say. “Listen.”
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— EUNOE —

The Eunoe Tourist Court appears to have been decimated by rot. There 

are no walls or rooms—only a charred concrete foundation and a 

crooked sign missing half its letters. Your first instinct is to leave. To stay 

here would surely be to welcome death. You would wake full of holes, 

skin peeling off like a tree’s bark, hollowed out as the building that stood 

here long ago. You do not realize that the Eunoe has been like this for 

decades.

If you continue down the cracked highway, the blackened flat founda-

tion at your back, you may walk for several miles before noting that 

the remains of the Eunoe Tourist Court are no farther from you than 

when you began. Though the landscape has changed, though you have 

passed husks of burnt-out Volkswagen Beetles and cairns to the name-

less dead, still—a hundred feet or so behind, lies that concrete expanse. 

You face it and walk backward, watching for any sign of motion. It stays 

at its fixed distance. You might walk toward it, but do not want to give 

it the advantage. Eventually you become exhausted, and fall asleep in 

some field or barn. The Eunoe is soon upon you.

However, if, upon first encounter, you instead approach the Eunoe, 

you’ll note that there is the faint sound of disco music coming from its 

cracked foundation. You cannot make out the words or tune—only a 

steady beat and shimmering guitar. You lie down, and it lulls you to 

sleep, and in this wall-less place, no harm comes to you. No rain falls, no 

ash gets into your clothes or food. The fires come no closer than they 

were, and your body stays free of rot. When you wake, all stiffness has 

left you. And the Eunoe, satisfied in its unfathomable desires, does not 

follow as you go.

— CARDONER —

In the halls of the Cardoner Travel Lodge Deluxe, the ceiling disappears 

into darkness above you. The walls are so high, the hallways so narrow, 
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that you cannot see anything clearly but what is at your feet. Even this 

is unreliable: each time you think you’ve worked out the pattern of the 

carpet, the colors of its squares or the twisting arabesques change. 

Your suitcase drags behind you because its left wheel has broken. You 

make four or five turns and still have not reached the check-in desk. 

You don’t even remember the front door. You must have made a wrong 

turn. There’s an electrical closet nearby—whirring machinery, the thrum 

of an elevator. You retrace your steps, waiting to reverse the turns you 

made before, but the hallway goes on and on without bend. Soon it will 

fork; now, or now, or now. You continue in this way.

When you at last give up, it takes even longer for you find to the electri-

cal closet again. You are on the point of collapse. Tongue cracking from 

dryness, your feet blistered. But you make it. You open the closet door 

with resignation, indifferent to your fate.

Within, you find a blanket, a pillow. A bottle of Evian water, expired thir-

ty years ago. There is a mint, though it’s fallen from the pillow and you 

unwittingly step on it. You eat it, even so.

The only other decoration is a system of brass counterweights hanging 

against the wall. They rise and fall as if powering a set of slow lungs. 

Like the walls, they disappear into darkness above, and you do not long 

concern yourself with them. You settle into the blanket, press your face 

to the cool pillow, and fall asleep to the weights’ soft motion.

You wake refreshed, ready to leave the electrical closet and wander, 

again, the labyrinth of the Cardoner Travel Lodge Deluxe.

I take a break. I filter silty water from the bathtub using an old T-shirt, 

and it is warm but sweet on my tongue. 
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The fires are lower now. I leave the house and walk to their edge and 

pull a bit of burning wreckage free with a set of iron tongs. Back in my 

lover’s living room, I set the flame on the hearth and we watch it burn.

“How is it,” my lover says, “that these places continue even as everything 

falls apart?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, are there really places with concierges and bellhops, with 

enough water to fill a swimming pool?”

“Of course. How else could I have made it to you?” I prod at the fire 

gently, uselessly, just for something to do. “The roads are rough, the 

world is broken. But there are havens between the fire and rot. There 

are enclaves of hope. A motel isn’t really a part of the world, is it? That’s 

always been true.”

I kneel and blow on the ember, begging it for more light, more warmth. I 

do not want to see the pity or distress in my lover’s eyes. 

Still kneeling, I say, “Do you remember what it’s like to check in, to climb 

into a soft, clean bed? The small roar of suitcase wheels on carpet, the 

rhythm of slamming doors and clicking locks? All your most pressing 

needs are taken care of. Free of the conflicts and dangers of the world, 

the weariness. Nothing is required for you in a motel but that you rest.”

“But why would that stop—”

“You’ll see soon. Once you feel better. Here, let me tell you another.”
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— IFINGIR —

The Ifingir Inn 6 is identified by the lushness of its carpet, the firm 

maroon velvet which extends across the grassy plains before you, 

rolling like a river. The Ifingir begins abruptly after a patch of nettles and 

weeds, miles distant from any road. It has neither rooms nor walls.

While following the carpet, you lose its start behind the world’s curve. It 

would be easy to follow it back the way you came, but why would you? 

There is nothing that way but thorny plants. The carpet grows softer 

beneath you.

As you carry on, you are joined by bumblebees, one by one. They encircle 

you, folding and refolding in endless murmuration. Soon the bees are so 

thick that you cannot make out the world beyond them—can only feel the 

carpet beneath you, follow its gentle path. The air is alive with an atonal 

humming incredible as any music. Some sunlight comes through the gaps 

between their bodies, but you are so shrouded in shadow that the air 

cools around you. The day fades, and stars come out.

You walk and walk and walk but do not feel tired. The bumblebees 

bomb your outstretched tongue with drops of dew and honey, and as 

you catch their sweet liquid, parts of you long forgotten come alive.

There is no end to the Ifingir Inn 6. You may walk its path for as long as 

you like, fed and clothed by bees. But the moment you wish to leave, 

all will melt into air, and you will find yourself on the hard, unyielding 

road—headed, again, toward home.

It’s dark now but for the hearth’s ember. The prairie fires have died, 

waiting for the morning sun to rekindle their glow. In the silence I think 

about the house I left back north, the disco records and scratchy video 

cassettes, the books I will never see again. Photos and souvenir snow 



42 The Deadlands

globes brought back from far-off places, reminders of the way my lover 

and I conquered distance again and again.

I think about the day the electricity died. My journey here through the 

abandoned world. Not knowing if my lover still lived, and arriving the 

same day their legs gave out beneath the rot. I filled a shopping cart 

with medicine. The pharmacy ceiling Swiss-cheesed already, empty bird 

nests in the backs of shelves.

With a shovel, I coax the ember into an iron cage. It makes a serviceable 

lantern. I expect to find my lover asleep, but their eyes are sharp and fo-

cused on the flat black world. A piece of wall above us succumbs to rot, 

falls, oozes across the floor, but we do not flinch. We are used to this.

“They’re nice stories,” my lover says.

I say, “They’re nice places.” 

I say, “You’ll see.” I pull back the sheets, and my light shines straight 

through the holes in their legs, spotted shadows dancing like bees’ ab-

sence on the fitted sheet below.

“You’re not—” they say, and the words catch and they don’t finish. I 

hand them a glass of water—an improbable jewel in the ember’s light. 

“They’re not even motels anymore. Where are the people? Where are 

the rooms?”

“When you think about it, what is a motel?” They do not return my smile. 

“Genuinely, though—what, but a place of rest on a long journey? What, 

if not a safe place that is not home?”

“Come on, K. You don’t have to pretend.”
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“Who’s pretending? Look, let me tell you about one final motel—the first 

I stayed in on my way to you. The last you’ll go to before you’re safe.”

— CELADON —

No one, not even its workers, know how high the floors go in the Cela-

don Tower Motel. The number grows or lessens, they say, depending on 

the number of guests, or the weather, or the motel’s mood. There are 

no elevators. To get to your room, you, like all the other guests, must 

take the stairs.

The stairwell is wide and spirals endlessly. As you climb higher, you pass 

castoff suitcases, clothes, food, toiletries—the results of people lightening 

their loads. Somewhere between the twenty-fifth and thirty-fifth floors, 

you abandon your suitcase too. It will be here, waiting, when you return.

Farther on, you meet other guests at rest on the landings. They use 

camping stoves to toast bread and roast vegetables. They carry guitars 

and mandolins and ouds, and improvise small songs that echo all the 

way up the stairs. In the Celadon Tower Motel, no one asks where you 

are going or where you have been. No one asks for your name of those 

of your dead. At night, you bed down among the anonymous others on 

the staircase’s wide steps, the air warmed by collective heat.

During the day, you take occasional breaks to explore the floors you 

pass. From behind the doors come loud cheers, the sound of confetti 

poppers, insectile buzzing, poetry recitation. The low exclamation of a 

game machine as someone achieves a new high score. Reminders of the 

journey you have taken, or will take. Reminders of all the old distances 

you once crossed. You return to the stairwell renewed.
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The stairwell is filled with songs and the scent of foods you have not 

tasted in months. When someone is seen descending, everyone ap-

plauds softly—pleased to know that it is possible to reach their goals, or 

possible to give up, and encouraged either way.

At last, the stairs stop. Your journey ends. This is the floor where you will 

stay. Through the windows at the end of the hall, you can see out across 

the places you left behind. From so high up, there is no fire, no rot, no 

abandoned roads. There is only the azure expanse of the world.

You hold your key in shaky fingers. The lock clicks open, and you step 

into the room, and there I am, waiting for you.

“There it is,” they say.

I take their hand in mine. We breathe slowly and in tandem, gentle as 

the lap of waves. I look at the darkened corners of this, their house, 

which we filled slowly together with reminders that there was a time 

other than this. Soon it will fall apart; soon there will be nothing but a 

rotted foundation, an eyeless socket on the face of the land.

But perhaps there is some hope for us. There are stranger things in the 

world, after all.

“K.,” they say. “Promise that—”

“No.” In the lantern’s faint light, I notice the first hole opening in the back 

of my hand, flesh retreating like singed paper. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

I grip their hand tighter, and by and by the lantern dies. 

In the morning, the fires’ light floods again the rolling distant plains. 

Smoke stains the sky sepia. The holes in our house are a little wider, the 

wind a little more ashen. But we are both still here. As I cook breakfast, 
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my lover begins to talk—telling again, and for the first time, the story of 

how, together, we will leave.
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ASK A NECROMANCER
Amanda Downum | Non-fiction

Let Her Paint an Inch Thick

Anonymous asks, What aspect of human death do you feel is most over-

looked, ignored, or glossed over in fiction?

Death occurs in fiction nearly as often as it does in reality (though as 

a reader of mystery/thrillers, SFF, and horror, my perspective may be 

somewhat skewed). I can’t think of any one aspect of death that hasn’t 

been covered in great detail somewhere, be it the minutiae of decompo-

sition or the labyrinths of grief. 

In general, though, death in fiction is often very neat. By design, in many 

cases—not everyone wants to think about the unpleasant details. The 

emotional fallout of death doesn’t require one to roll around in the 

squishy bits, as it were. But because death is not something most of us 

interact with on a regular basis, many writers and readers may not have 

a supply of telling details on hand. Before I became a mortician, I tended 

to fall back on certain descriptions that I commonly encountered in 

fiction. A few in particular now stand out as less realistic.

I’ve mentioned purge in a previous column. Not everyone will void 

bladder or bowels on death (#NotAllCorpses), but if an assassin or thief 

is frequently rifling through the pockets of the dead and never once gets 

an unpleasant surprise, I’ll eventually call shenanigans. Visual media 

often give us a pale, beautiful corpse with a single delicate drop of blood 
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at the corner of their mouth. Far less often do I see or read about a per-

son purging blood, stomach contents, or lung fluid out of their nose and 

mouth for much longer than is polite.

Algor mortis, or the cooling of a corpse to match ambient air temper-

ature, is a slower process than I once imagined it to be. I deal with the 

cold dead at work because we store bodies in a cooler. When stumbling 

over a body in the wild, however—a common occupational hazard or 

benefit for many fictional characters—room temperature is the coolest 

they’re likely to be. The texture of dead flesh is often compared to wax, 

but I rarely find that to be the case. For me a better word would be slack. 

Even when muscles are locked tight in rigor, the skin and subcutaneous 

tissue over them is markedly less firm than in life.

Also, many people die with eyes and/or mouths open, and closing the 

eyes is not the graceful motion so often portrayed. Rigor mortis affects 

the tiny facial muscles too, and many eyelids can only be closed with 

tugging, prodding, and eventually adhesive. Mouths gape, and while 

nurses and families will sometimes use a scarf or towel to try to hold the 

mandible in place, it’s not very reliable. There are reasons embalmers 

use wire or suture to close mouths, and it’s not because we’re sadists 

with a dental fetish.

I’ve become a terrible person to watch horror movies or procedurals 

with. Those corpses don’t look right! Some do better than others with 

the shading of livor mortis, but the colors tend to be off. Not to mention 

that makeup artists are adding layers of paint and prosthetics, where 

death is shrinking, dehydrating, taking away.

This ties into another topic that many people mention when they find 

out what I do. She didn’t look like herself. They usually have a story about 

seeing a parent or grandparent at the funeral and being struck by how 

different they looked. Sometimes it’s a detail like their loved one not 

wearing the glasses they habitually wore in life, sometimes something 

like the texture of their skin being different.
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My instructors groused about the topic of glasses—people don’t usually 

wear glasses when they sleep, after all, and most people are used to 

seeing their relatives awake. The goal of mortuary restoration is not to 

mimic sleep, but nonetheless decedents are arranged lying down with 

their eyes closed, which isn’t the angle from which most of us commonly 

view our loved ones. If you’ve ever tried to take a flattering selfie while 

supine, you may be familiar with the insidious effects of gravity on one’s 

face and neck. My department’s beloved Mr. G often mentioned the 

changes wrought by gravity, and sure enough, when I attended his ser-

vice and stood next to his casket, the point was driven home. He didn’t 

look like the person I had known.

Death slackens, shrinks, reduces. Embalming replaces those missing 

fluids, plumps and firms tissue. People transform on the table in front 

of me. It’s an amazing process. But I didn’t know this person in life. I may 

have a reference photo, but just as often I don’t. I’m trying my best to 

make them look better, but I can’t make them look how they did in life. 

Not truly.

When it comes to restoration, it’s easier to add than to take away. If a 

body is emaciated after a long illness, I can plump dehydrated tissue 

with humectants, fill in hollow cheeks with cotton, inject sunken temples 

with feature builder. The inverse is harder to deal with—most recent-

ly with COVID deaths. Bodies come to us after weeks in the hospital, 

bloated with edema—twenty, forty, sixty pounds of water weight. Their 

lips are swollen and cracked from the ventilators. The adhesive leaves 

marks on their cheeks—sometimes simple indentations, sometimes 

blackened, scabbing lesions. These eyes aren’t a struggle to close—their 

lids are swollen shut. If we’re lucky, our edema reducers work, and the 

swelling subsides. We aren’t always lucky.

Young or middle-aged people who come to us from the medical examin-

er often look the most like themselves after embalming, but sometimes 

those differences are especially marked and heartbreaking. A young 

woman who hanged herself, leaving her face swollen and discolored. 
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The family gave us a photo of a laughing woman with clear skin and 

freckles. Those freckles were lost under the thick foundation we used 

to cover her purple cheeks. I was an art student once; I was not artist 

enough to give this woman back her laugh. Others who die violently 

or by trauma may be as much wax as flesh by the time they’re viewed. 

We spend hours rebuilding their faces, even days. The results can be 

remarkable, but in the end, just an effigy.

Some people don’t understand the point of that effigy. They don’t under-

stand the desire--the need--to view a loved one after death. Or, if they 

do want that final glimpse, they want to see the reality, not the transfor-

mation of preservatives and dyes and makeup. I respect that. Unpainted 

death is far more intimate. Having held the hands of the dead before and 

after embalming, I can assure you the difference is striking.

Nonetheless, I can’t shake the irrational hope that offering that trans-

formation to the dead means something. For many of us, the power 

to control our appearance is profound. Clothing and cosmetics are an 

armor, a way to communicate self-image to others, or just a way to feel 

better when glancing at a stray reflection. Sometimes morticians get to 

see the face a person chose to show the world. Other times we have no 

idea, and are only projecting our own aesthetics. While I know better 

than to read the comments, it’s still nice to imagine that somewhere on 

the Yelp of the dead, someone left me a generous review.

This column is made possible by the wonderful staff of The Deadlands, 

the inexorable nature of death, and readers like you. If you have ques-

tions for the necromancer, send them through our submission form at 

thedeadlands.com, or ask @stillsostrange on Twitter.
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SEVEN THINGS YOU HAVE 

HELPED ME TO REMEMBER
A.L. Blacklyn | Poetry

1. This quill, the first item I can pick up using some memory of hands.

2.  Hands: two with four fingers and a thumb on each. My fingertips ach-

ing when I wrote and wrote until past dawn, as they ache now when 

writing, despite how my body must be rotting away.

3.  Rotting bodies. What did we do!? I remember hauling corpses in carts 

while you scratched ink in your pocket books.

4.  Your pocket books. I’ve found again your silly doodles of figures 

beside fading brown stains, like tiny ink ghosts straining to push grave 

dirt back off the page or posed in exasperation.

5.  Exasperation, performed for you as you made everything better—

even death—with your sketches and your smile.

6.  Your smile, not edged in pain. Or has my memory smoothed it? Have 

I always caused you pain while you soothed mine, generously refilling 

the emptiness?

7.  The emptiness in my gut that I could not ignore when you were near. 

I had to stay close to you. My guts are food for the earth; still, the 

only peace for me is in the warmth of your living palm accepting my 

ghostly touch.
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