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3The Deadlands

WATER
Snousha Glaude | Poetry

Ebbing,

water swivels into the groves of mother earth’s spine

colliding

cracking

crashing

buoys silently spectate

wading

bouncing

bobbing

sinking

i do not feel princess-like wearing this glitter

blinded, salty surrender

lace collars crocheted from spindles of foam

stomach cramping,

intestines crunched into submission

fingers claw at merciless winds

air seeping, escaping
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Dying,

toes caress abrasive sand

disgruntled shells,

buried dunes

black blood seeks refuge in indigo oceans

buoys pray, swagging leftward and right

lungs at the disposal of jagged seas

failure scurries beneath my tongue

Now tell me, what do your tears taste like
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MY CLOAK OF KEYS

Fran Wilde | Fiction

Most of the newly dead don’t know what they want anymore, and that’s 

a good thing. But some sure as hell do.

I’m still sore from the soul that yesterday wrapped itself around one 

last need like a fist. Most souls appear to me like milkweed wisps and 

bits of packing twine. My friend at the river claims they look like worn 

socks to him, even the fighty ones. But this one? A stubborn bramble. 

I nearly broke it in half, getting that want out. The soul bit and hissed, 

then yanked hard enough to pull me from the land of the dead through 

to where its body lay in a study, wanting to keep something from some 

harm. I saw a safe. I saw a girl. And a bird in a cage. Which was it? The 

soul wouldn’t say. In the end, I won my way back, pried the dark twist of 

metal from its grip roughly, then dragged the soul to the river with no 

further fight.

When I was finished, I tied the want to my cloak—they take the form of 

keys, and this one was a large key, the kind that fit a safe. Now I knew. 

I shivered with the weight of that fortune, and the want for wealth over 

life. The choice tasted as bitter as metal.

My friend, silently waiting by the river, lifted a hand in thanks, and I 

waved back. That motion created sound—a rippling of keys—that broke 

the quiet. The wave and that sound eased my heart—what was left of it. 

I was doing a good job, cleaning things up for the dead.
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It’s damn dangerous to have too much want sitting around. When one 

vital thing clings, it can turn the dead back on the living. It can rip holes 

in our equipment, or staff.

Take, for instance, my friend, who can’t handle the struggles at the 

shoreline alone anymore. His oar is splintering from the strain. He 

stoops from stress headaches.

Thus, my job. Draped in the keys of old lives, I greet the newly dead. 

Sometimes, I help them. My cloak rattles, the first sound they hear in 

the whispering sand. They may have expected chains, given the stories, 

but it’s only Apartment 1A, 17 Water Street, 85 Rue de Montparnasse, 

Global Industrial Model 2832b. Many more.

When I next feel the first familiar tug of an arrival, I start walking. The 

walking is tedious. The job’s not something that makes a good myth. I 

am a small god of small problems. But, to help my friend, I check each 

soul and remove the last of the world from their desperate grasp.

Today, three crepuscular rays pierce the thick clouds that hang unmov-

ing above the river. The dark water mirrors the sepia and gold trails of 

passage, and I feel the first familiar tug of the newly dead. I begin to 

walk toward the horizon. The pull—the electrified distance between 

needing and having, between possibility and reality—is almost like the 

moment before kissing a person for the first or last time.

Walking from river to horizon as my job here requires, I weave a trail 

across the sand. I make no sound except the rattling of my cloak. How 

many steps? I refuse to count. How many souls? The weight of my 

cloak tells me: many. But I have no sense of distance, time, or physical 

discomfort. Once, I might have wished for a desert’s gritty texture, a 

riverbank’s damp, but my job requires me not to. I will someday grow to 

love to the lack.

The pull is the opposite of lack, and I must always remove it. Secure it.
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I arrive where the crepuscular light lands, simmering the sand. Each 

beam has carved a hole, three in all this time, one still smoldering.

At the bottom of each hole, a soul curls with want, small or large.

They are beautiful, light-tipped wisps, these first two new arrivals, but I 

have to pause to catch my breath. Their keys feel heavy. I struggled hard 

yesterday.

“Why can’t you land closer?” My rasp is drowned in the clank and shift of 

my metal cloak, the sand shifting beneath my feet. I don’t like being this 

far from the river. But at least this far out, no one can hear me grumble.

The first hole and the second are close together. “Welcome,” I whisper. 

“There is nothing more to want.” I hug my elbows to resist the pull.

That’s what they wait for. That release. After a long breath, a hiss of 

sand, the first two believe me. The pull fades as the pair, sparkling in 

the light of their arrival, press shadowed palms to the ground and pull 

themselves up, reborn, limitless.

Their shades cross the sand without leaving a mark.

I try not to judge how easily they can do it. To leave that world with 

everything wrapped up neatly. This is a trick available to those who 

practice being dead long before they are.

Once the first two are far enough away, I reach a hand into each hole 

and draw out the keys they’ve left behind. A silver diary key, hints of 

handwriting light as a feather. A brass post office box nub, smelling of 

junk mail. The dead have already forgotten these containers.

I don’t judge those as I tie them to my cloak, and they rest lightly there.

The third hole, though.
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The dead howls at my greeting. It bites. It doesn’t believe me, this knot 

of barnacle-crusted mooring line. My kind of soul.

The want it exudes is so strong, I extend my hand. It snarls.

“You can’t go back,” I whisper again, gently removing its needle-teeth 

from my index finger. There’s no blood. But now I know everything. 

Where it lived, what it loved. Oh yes.

“I was called Nell.” My name hangs in the air. Sometimes they’re stub-

born, this way: They want to keep their secrets, their shames, to them-

selves. So I give them one of mine in exchange. It eases them.

This is the part of my job I like the best. But I still my excitement, keep 

myself from getting too close. Cannot spook the soul any further. I sense 

that need to save something from harm and grow stronger. “Where?”

The shadow hisses, high and sharp. The sound shapes a teakettle, over-

heating, and I see a kitchen, bright-lit, and I hear, almost, the noise of a 

city beyond. I must move fast.

It’s my job to get them to let go. But this shadow’s wrapped tight, sharp 

bits dug in desperately, its voice keening now, and there, in the corner, 

beneath the small wooden table, I think I see why. An elderly dog, cata-

racts gleaming in the light, sniffing the air.

“I’ll take care of her,” I promise. “She’ll be all right.”

The shadow shifts. Sighs. It releases a key, brass in sunlight, into my hand. 

Cold, solid. A round top, printed numbers nearly rubbed smooth. 509A.

The rules here are simple. There’s no going back, unless you can find a 

door. If want piles up in the afterlife, it can make a door. That’s how the 

dead get out.
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And if you know where the doors are, and have the right key, well. The 

newly dead rarely know what to do with this power.

But I do.

I start running for the slowly withdrawing crepuscular rays. All the keys 

I’ve gathered clank and shiver, erupting in the silence like bells in winter 

air. The car with the kid in it. The barn where the mare was about to 

birth. The cat that would not come down from above the fridge, despite 

the oncoming flood. Damn, that cat was difficult. But I helped them all.

And this one? I can help it too. I run faster.

The horizon’s darkened now, the clouds closing up. The beam has 

shrunk to a pinpoint, until everything around me is fading back to shad-

ow. But I find the place where just a few ripples still brush the ground. 

And when I let myself feel that soul’s want, a crack opens. Widens. And 

beyond that, a door. I grasp the cold key hard.

The cloak, substantial around me, helps me feel solid, almost human. 

But that’s an illusion. I can slip through the smallest crack in a dead 

person’s eye.

The kitchen’s hot when I emerge, the kettle soldered to the heating coil. 

My hand reaches for the stove’s controls.

I have enough want built up for what I need to do. The soul’s bite marks 

in my finger press against the knob, and the kettle stops hissing. I put a 

little more water in the dog’s bowl, step over the old body, and prop the 

front door open, just enough.

My cloak clatters as I take a loose thread and tie the latest key on. 509A. 

Just below the Diebold, next to the black metal antique. A pretty shine to 

it. A good day’s work.
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The dog barks and trots past me, into the hall. Barks again. Another 

door opens.

It’s time to go. Back, first, to the body in the kitchen. I wait to be pulled 

home, through the gap between its upper and lower eyelid. How I en-

tered is how I leave.

I’m ready. But there’s something wrong. From one moment to the next, 

someone has put two pennies over the body’s eyes. They burn at my 

touch. I cannot cross back.

“Who is here?” My voice is sand in the wind, a fluttering of curtain.

Hands grasp my cloak, pressing the rough metal of keys into my shoul-

ders. They pull me to the window, the fire exit. The window had been 

shut a moment ago. Now the wind blows right through me.

Someone had watched. Someone could have helped with the dog, 

but didn’t.

“Got it!” a very alive voice yells. Young. A woman. The fire escape rattles 

as another person climbs closer.

My cloak is slipping. I struggle and grasp. I try to bite. My fingers slip 

through the keys as the cloak is lifted from my shoulders by this thief. 

And I begin to drift, unsubstantial, until my own want builds, enormous.

They will not take from me my cloak, my job, what I am able to save.

I become more than they expect. I fill every corner of the kitchen with 

want. The young woman, her hands on the cloak, and a young man just 

outside—the two of them—shriek at my size. At my anger. I try to get 

the cloak free. My jaw snaps at them, shadow and teeth.
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“You desire something of me? Be prepared to lose.” I shout it, knowing 

they’ll only hear a whisper. But it’s enough.

“We saw you. We know…” The first one, her voice bright like she’s smart-

er than this world, and the next. “That you steal keys from the dead. We 

saw you. We need one back.”

She’s holding the edge of my cloak, and I’m grasping the rest tight. Mine. 

Not hers. I try to pull, feeling the metal slip from my fingers. “I do not 

steal. They give them to me. I help them. This is my job.”

She reaches for the key tied near my throat. The safe key. From yester-

day. “That is my father’s. It belongs to me. Not to you.” Her proximity to 

the metal makes me feel the want there, sharp and unambiguous. She’s 

close to the edge herself, but not dead yet. “I must have it.”

I look around the kitchen. At the body. I hold out 509A instead. A trade. 

They can stay here all they like.

“Nah.” A young man steps through the window and brushes past the girl. 

“Don’t try to fool us. Give us her dad’s key and we’ll let go.” He taps my 

cloak with a fingernail. Tries to pull. His skin is dry, his eyes bloodshot.

But keys, once bound, don’t come loose easy. His fingers stick.

“What do you need it for?” I could release his hand, minus several strips 

of skin; instead, I wait for his answer. I want to know what the living 

want, not just the dead.

He whimpers. Keeps tugging.

I close my fingers, cold as death, around his hand. “Careful,” I say as he 

freezes. His eyes bulge, and his teeth begin to chatter. “You must not 

take anything from the dead.”
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“He promised her. The safe. She needs to get in the safe.”

I squint. Taste that want again. They are barely adults. They could walk 

away, build lives separate from this. But they laid the coins on a body’s 

eyelids. Set a trap for me. And I cannot lift those coins. I cannot get 

home without their help. “Where?”

Their hands on my cloak, they lead me from the apartment, a shadow in 

a city of light. The sidewalk grazes my bare feet, rubs them almost raw. 

The feeling binds me, I crave more of it. I lose myself in the walking, the 

smells, the damp air.

When we arrive, it’s evening. The house before us, dark. The front door 

and an open window are crisscrossed with yellow tape. The boy’s hand 

holds my cloak even tighter, and I remember more of yesterday: the 

safe; feathers.

How that bramble-soul’s want for what was in this place grew ragged 

and bloody. How it stank of money. I knew, the moment I was pulled 

through the crack in the dead man’s eye, that something very bad had 

happened. Was still happening. And there was a bird, and the bird—the 

soul fought so hard to make me ignore that bird. Even as I struggled 

with it for the key, I opened the study window, unlocked the cage.

And the damn bird had cowered there, chattering. A parrot. Blue. A 

fairly young one.

That was the bird’s own choice. I just made the possibility. My friend at 

the river once said that being able to help save another life sometimes 

got the dead to let go. I’d felt the soul’s grip slip on the key.

And in opening the window, I’d seen the young man, just beyond the 

safe, clutching a weapon; I had sensed the girl washing up in the bath-
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room. But they were not dead, and thus not my job. The parrot hadn’t 

been dead either, but no one needed to know I’d helped it. If the soul 

hadn’t been blinded by greed, I know they would have wanted the bird 

freed. It’s what I would have done. So I did.

That’s how the girl and the boy noticed me. When I went to free the bird.

And now we are all back at the house. What the living want traps me 

here until they get it. They duck under the tape and drag my cloak and 

me inside. Threshold, hallway, study. The safe, as tall as a man, and 

twice as wide, still locked; the cage open and empty, a feather resting on 

the windowsill. A thank-you. A job well done.

I raise my arm to lift the feather, to perhaps tie it to my cloak, but the 

girl steps in front of me, breathing fast. The boy’s want creaks, it is 

so heavy.

“You are making a mistake.” I want to go home. To sit with my friend by 

the river; to watch the sands change colors in the dusk. To wait for the 

next crepuscular beam to call me to duty. I want to help who the dead 

care for so much they cannot let them go. I rattle my keys at the pair.

Their want for what’s in that safe fills the whole house. I breathe it in. 

“You do not need this to live.”

They ignore my whispers, drag me, cloak and keys, to the dark safe.

“For every door, there must be a way through,” the young man whis-

pers. He claws at me, his fingers so strong, his want so deep. My cloak 

begins to unravel. The falling keys ring the floor like a bell.

I feel myself disappearing. Here and not here, but not there either. And I 

know my fate: a small lost god in the land of the living.

No, not a god. A soul.
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I see my own struggle, long before, with my friend at the river. I, a shat-

ter of branches and glass, the one who splintered the oar. I, the cause 

of his headaches. My own want so strong that I nearly pulled death 

through. And so I was allowed to help free the child in the car; to kiss 

their forehead one last time. And so I bargained with death, to become 

his helper.

If I cannot return there, I can no longer do this thing I wanted once more 

than anything else. Worse, my staying here will make a door so wide in 

the world that the dead can pass through all they want. And they will 

want. My friend by the river will hurt. “No.” I fight again, shadow to skin, 

needle teeth against bone, and the boy yells. I’ve sunk teeth deep.

But they keep trying, key after key in the safe’s lock. And as they do, I grow 

less substantial. “Stop! Whatever you want, I will help you,” I finally say.

And they believe me.

I can’t want things. I am not allowed. That is why I took the job.

But I want the safe open. I use the key. When the door creaks wide, the 

pair race inside, and I join them.

Here are the stacks of money they’d been after. Here are the jewels. The 

paper and the boxes. Her inheritance. The girl laughs and dances and 

hugs the boy.

Until I pull the door shut with all my want. And I wait.

They scream and fight for a day and much of a night. They press on the 

door until they don’t anymore. They claw at me.

And then I have a clear way back, a new door to home. I follow the boy 

through his wide unseeing gaze, landing in the sand beside the hole 



15

"My Cloak of Keys" | Fran Wilde The Deadlands

where he—a clump of wet paper—growls and clings to a key. The girl—a 

broken piece of netting—arrives shortly after.

The want of those two. It ripples from the sand, it nearly sings in the air.

Such need is not good to have around these parts.

“Welcome,” I whisper, as I pull away the dark metal of that selfsame key 

clutched within the sandy hole. “There is nothing more to want.”
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CLUNK
Shaoni C. White | Poetry

When the fire dies the city hits me like the Dow Jones. I write, I talk, I do. 

The hedge fund managers roll knucklebones on my desk and make me 

eat their prophecies.

When the fire dies the city isn’t mine. I work, I eat. In spray paint the 

vending machine is named ORACLE. The quarters chorus clunk clunk 

clunk clunk then stop dead.

When the fire dies the city shakes me until oil falls out. I write, I sit, I fail 

to do. In the office a motivational poster eats my hair. The hedge fund 

managers call in a surgeon. He takes one look at me and says oh what 

knucklebones.

When the fire dies the city spasms like a garbage disposal with a knife 

stuck in the throat. Clunk clunk clunk clunk. I write, I work, I talk, I write, I 

sit down. Credit cards swim openmouthed through the air.

When the fire dies the city chokes me like a fiscal year. I work, I talk, I 

fail. In my kitchen the hedge fund managers have their hands on the 

knife down the garbage disposal. I don’t want to write the next line.

When the fire dies I’m lying dead on the pavement. The ORACLE coughs 

up an obituary. Clunk clunk clunk clunk. The hedge fund managers leave 

it in the dispenser. They roll my knucklebones. I come up zeroes all.
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TEMPLES, TOMBS, AND 

PIRANESI’S GHOSTS
Louise Hodgson | Nonfiction

 
A columnar, portaled Roman cinerarium (M374) in Sir John Soane’s Museum, London. 

© Louise Hodgson

Where do the dead live? In the dark. This gorgeous marble model of 

a windowless Roman house is in fact a cinerarium from the collection 

of the Regency era architect and collector Sir John Soane (1753–1837). 

Cineraria, or cinerary urns, are so called from Latin cinis, “cold ash.” A 

cinerarium (the grammatically neuter form of the adjective cinerarius, 

“pertaining to ashes”) is a thing in which ashes are placed; if you look 

closely at this one, you can see the roof lifts off. Until the early second 

century CE, Romans were generally cremated (although not exclusively 

so; one famous Republican clan that usually buried its dead intact was 
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the gens Cornelia, and one reason we know this is that the most con-

troversial Cornelius, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, arranged for his body to 

be burned after his death, despite the family tradition, because he was 

concerned his enemies might treat his body as he had treated theirs). 

After cremation, the ashes of the deceased would be gathered up from 

the pyre and placed in a cinerarium, which was then interred in a family 

tomb or on a shelf in a communal columbarium, just as John Soane 

stored his cineraria in the “Catacombs” area of his private museum, 

where we can still visit them today.

Out of all the cineraria in the Sir John Soane Museum’s catacombs, I 

circle back to this one obsessively, because besides what any cinerarium 

has to say about Roman lives and Roman afterlives, this one comes with 

a riddle revolving around husbands and wives and their responses to 

death. Ash chests shaped like houses are common. After all, the dead 

need a home as much as the living, and for a great deal longer. The 

Soane Museum’s online collections entry for this one cites the German 

scholar W. Altmann, who “traces the ancestry and development of the 

sepulchral altar and cinerary urn with the pilaster as the chief feature of 

the relief ornament. The closed door and other architectural character-

istics, including the columns and acroteria, highlight the idea of the urn 

as a house, or a temple for the dead.” Griffins often appear in Roman 

funerary art, where they tend to show up guarding the dead or nudg-

ing them towards apotheosis; here a pair of griffins guard a lampstand 

(another common funerary motif) on the pediment.

One thing worth drawing out from this, though, is that this little temple 

is in the grand monumental style of the first or second century CE, when 

the Roman Empire was at its height. Italians had been burying their 

ashes in house-shaped urns going back to 1000 BCE, but those urns look 

quite different.

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0137%3Abook%3D7%3Achapter%3D55
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0137%3Abook%3D7%3Achapter%3D55
http://collections.soane.org/object-m374
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L: An Etruscan child’s terracotta hut-shaped urn with a door from Bisenzio, 900-800 BCE, 
currently in the Nationalmuseet. Photograph by Nationalmuseet, distributed under a CC 

BY-SA 3.0 license. 
R: A terracotta hut-shaped urn with a door from central/northern Italy (Villanovan), 8th 
century BCE, currently in the Walters Art Museum. Photograph by Walters Art Museum, 

distributed under a CC BY-SA 3.0 license.

Our miniature temple speaks to the wealth and power and sophistica-

tion Rome gained over that (long) time frame: the richest Romans went 

from scratching out a living in archaic Iron Age huts to living luxuriously 

in mansions. This is underlined by the material shift from terracotta to 

marble. Augustus (63 BCE—19 CE) famously said he had found Rome 

a city of brick and left it a city of marble. He was talking about Rome’s 

public buildings, but the change is also apparent in how private people 

buried their dead. We need not suppose, however, that anyone buried 

in a mansion had also lived in one during their lifetime. An ash chest like 

this echoes the grand temple tombs the rich built for themselves. Rose 

MacLean observes that “freedmen in imperial Rome and Italy commis-

sioned funerary inscriptions in significantly higher proportions than 

did ingenui [freeborn individuals] of any rank” and plenty of surviving 

cineraria housed slaves and ex-slaves of relatively modest means. Even 

death is aspirational.

Whose shade haunts the Soane cinerarium? This is the riddle. The 

inscription reads:

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Etruskisk_hytteurne_-_As_etrurien_00001.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Villanovan_-_Urn_in_the_Shape_of_a_Hut_and_a_Door_-_Walters_482312.jpg
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.02.0132:life=aug.:chapter=29
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.02.0132:life=aug.:chapter=29
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D M

TITVS · CLODIVS· PVLCHER

CONIVCI BM FECIT

 
“Cinerarium inscription” © Louise Hodgson

This inscription includes two abbreviations that frequently appear in 

Roman funerary inscriptions:

DM = Dis Manibus, “to the Divine Spirits”

BM = bene merenti, “well-deserving”

Invoking the Di Manes in funerary inscriptions became a common 

practice from the early first century CE onwards. The Di Manes were the 

deified spirits of the kindly dead who, having died well and been prop-

erly laid to rest, formed a shadowy and benevolent set of underworld 

gods worshipped by their living relatives in the Parentalia and Lemuria 

festivals and by priests in the ritual opening of the Mundus, a doorway 

to the underworld. For this reason, we should perhaps think of our cin-

erarium less as a model of a temple than as a temple, quite literally. Any 

grave was a locus religiosus, a sacred space. Sanctified and dedicated by 

solemn funerary rites, the god of this little sacred space is the spirit of 



21

"Temples, Tombs, and Piranesi’s Ghosts" | Louise Hodgson The Deadlands

the person buried inside, who has joined the Di Manes and expects to 

receive worship just as do the di immortales (those gods who were never 

mortal, like Jupiter or Juno) in their rather larger temples aboveground.

The full translation reads: “To the Divine Spirits. Titus Clodius Pulcher made 

(this) for his well-deserving wife.”

Something very surprising is missing here: the name of the dead woman.

It was not at all uncommon for a Roman inscription to include the name 

of whoever was dedicating it, nor even particularly uncommon for the 

dedicant to be as prominent as, or indeed more prominent than, the 

dedicatee—but to eclipse the dedicatee altogether on her own cinerarium 

is deeply peculiar. Not all Romans were buried with a name tag attached 

(they might be too poor; their uninscribed urns might be deposited in 

labelled niches; in a family tomb, especially a noble one, there might be 

a presumption that future generations would retain the knowledge we 

have lost), but where an inscribed nameplate does survive, typically the 

least it tells us is the name of the deceased. Writing about Roman epi-

taphs, Maureen Carroll describes “a very real concern for the survival and 

perpetuation of the memory of the dead and a tangible anxiety for the 

individual to overcome death and ‘escape the grave’ by leaving a lasting 

memorial.” She identifies three comparable examples, including a lady 

called Iulia Phromine who managed not to name her husband on his 

urn, so this is not unheard of, but it is very rare. Was Clodius really so 

much fonder of himself than of his well-deserving wife that he forgot to 

include her name?

Artifacts have their own afterlives. Roman sarcophagi were often reborn 

as fountains, flower planters or baptismal fonts, for example, or re-

cycled in later burials or as building material. We know this particular 

cinerarium came to John Soane from the sale of the collection of Lord 

William Ponsonby, 2nd Earl of Bessborough, on 7 April 1801. (The classic 

drivers of major art sales are “The Three Ds”: death, debt, and divorce. 

In this case, Lord Ponsonby had died in 1793, and the sale was forced 
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on his son Frederick by his wife’s gambling problems.) The report on the 

sale in The Gentleman’s Magazine described:

“A small upright cinerary urn, emblematically sculptured, with a doorway, and the sides 
ornamented with the lotus in a bold style, inscribed, ‘D.M. Titus Clodius. Pulcher conjugi 

B.M. fecit.’”

which is clearly recognizable as our ash chest, Lot 40, for which John 

Soane paid £9.19.6. The Gentleman’ s Magazine is quoting Christie’s sale 

catalogue, of which there is also a copy in the museum’s collection, 

although it has not been digitized. Soane bought six cinerary urns in the 

same sale, one of which had a provenance including “Piranesi’s work-

shop” and in fact appeared in Piranesi’s 1778 collection of etchings Vasi, 

Candelabri, Cippi. (Of course Soane had a copy of that too.)

Today, Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720–1778) is best known for his 

etchings of Rome and his imaginary prisons (carceri). In his own day, 

however, he was not just an engraver but also an antiques dealer and 

“restorer,” in the eighteenth-century sense, which is to say the damaged 

and fragmentary pieces that passed through his workshop were liable 

to be heavily recut or transformed into composite pieces like the two 

colossal candelabra in the Ashmolean Museum, which have been esti-

mated to contain 75% new material. Similarly, funerary urns found with 

blank dedication plates (whether because the urn had never been used, 

because an inscription had been considered unnecessary, or because 

the writing had been painted instead of engraved) might acquire dedica-

tions on the way through a dealer’s hands.

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=EvwRAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA323&lpg=PA323&dq=titus+clodius+pulcher+cinerary+urn&source=bl&ots=orO3fUgDCD&sig=ACfU3U25cta3R52kaYoKYFeo35sbztkmeg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj_vaOhgrnoAhWxUBUIHePJDMwQ6AEwAHoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=titus%20clodius%20pulcher%20cinerary%20urn&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=EvwRAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA323&lpg=PA323&dq=titus+clodius+pulcher+cinerary+urn&source=bl&ots=orO3fUgDCD&sig=ACfU3U25cta3R52kaYoKYFeo35sbztkmeg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj_vaOhgrnoAhWxUBUIHePJDMwQ6AEwAHoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=titus%20clodius%20pulcher%20cinerary%20urn&f=false
http://collections.soane.org/b9188
http://collections.soane.org/object-m429
http://collections.soane.org/b4845
https://www.sciencespo.fr/artsetsocietes/en/archives/3333
http://collections.soane.org/object-m425
http://collections.soane.org/object-m425
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Detail of one of the two Piranesi candelabra in the Ashmolean Museum. 
© Louise Hodgson.

The Soane Museum’s collections entry for M429, the double cinerarium 

featured in Piranesi’s etchings, makes it clear that M429 has been heav-

ily “restored,” with non-antique inscriptions. Unfortunately, neither Mr. 

James Christie nor The Gentlemen’s Magazine provide any provenance 

whatsoever for our urn, M374, although the collections entry does 

hint that M374 may have been retouched, let us say, on its way to Lord 

Ponsonby, in the suggestion that the rosettes on the base may be “ne-

oclassical.” It is not farfetched to suppose M374 may have come from 

a similar workshop, if not the same one. What makes me most uneasy 

about the inscription, however, is the same thing that drew me to this 

cinerarium in the first place: “Titus Clodius Pulcher,” to anyone with any 

familiarity with Roman history, is a name that echoes one of the most 

famous demagogues of the late Roman Republic, Publius Clodius Pulch-

er. Born in 93 BCE into the patrician gens Claudia, Clodius adopted the 

plebeian form of the family name along with a plebeian father to further 

his political career, which careened from scandal to controversy until his 

murder in 52 BCE, whereupon his truly meritorious wife Fulvia led his 

supporters to burn down the senate house for his pyre.

http://collections.soane.org/object-m374
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Is this fatal for our urn? Nothing here is hard proof that the inscription is a 

“neoclassical” addition. Both patrician and plebeian branches of the family 

flourished into the empire; there may well have been Titi Clodii with wives 

to bury, and you could even make the counterintuitive argument that this 

inscription is odd enough to be genuine, since Piranesi, or any other re-

storer, should have done a better job of it (this is the lectio difficilior potior 

principle of textual criticism). Certainly, the letter-cutter seems to have 

miscalculated how much space he needed to squeeze in Titus Clodius’s 

name, which may indicate inexperience on his part, although the letters 

are well-formed. If he mistakenly inscribed CONIVCI for CONIVNX, for ex-

ample, it may be that it was the lady who buried her husband. Or he may 

have become flustered by running out of space for Clodius and forgotten 

to fit in Clodius’s wife. Roman letter-cutters often seem to have worked 

from manuals, more or less thoughtfully; Prof. Carroll quotes an epitaph 

from Algeria that reads, “Here lies the body of a boy, name to be insert-

ed,” the letter-cutter presumably having followed his manual rather too 

closely to the letter. Perhaps we do have another rare example here of 

the deceased disappearing from her own dedication.

All the same, our cinerarium keeps bad company, and its inscription 

feels so much like collector-bait that I find it hard not to wonder wheth-

er Titus Clodius Pulcher’s well-deserving wife existed at all. If so, the god 

of this little temple really is anonymous. Like many other Roman relicts, 

however, the temple itself has been relabeled and repurposed for mod-

ern uses, no doubt considerably irritating its original inhabitant. Maybe 

we should make offerings to the displaced Di Manes in John Soane’s 

catacombs the next time we pass.

With thanks to J.T. Wolfenden, Dr. Julia Tomas, and Sue Palmer for answering 

silly questions, generous bibliographical advice, and material from The Research 

Library and Archive at the Sir John Soane Museum.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lectio_difficilior_potior
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ASK A NECROMANCER
Amanda Downum | Nonfiction

21 Grams

Tim asks, Dear Amanda: I have heard there is a finite amount of energy in 

the universe. Would I be right in believing that, after death, each human 

soul merges with the universal spirit in its energetic form? And the mass of 

conscious energy is recycled through all the people who live and die, and the 

great reservoir in the universe?

I’m a practical necromancer, not a philosophical one. I’m more concerned 

with bacterial translocation than spiritual transmigration. The law of 

conservation of energy does seem to support this idea, though, and who 

am I to argue with thermodynamics?

In a similar vein, Chris asks, Have you or anyone you know ever had direct 

confirmation of the existence of a soul?

According to Dr. Duncan MacDougall’s experiments in the early 1900s, 

the human soul has a weight of approximately 21 grams. However, 

we’re lucky if the weights we’re given before we pick up decedents are 

accurate to 21 kilograms, so it remains difficult to test this hypothesis.
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More seriously, I was raised to believe in the human soul, and in reincar-

nation. As a spooky kid and wee heathen, I grew up believing in ghosts 

and all manner of weird stuff. Like the poster says, I want to believe. I, 

however, have never had a direct experience with the supernatural or 

the spiritual.

The funeral home where I work is supposedly haunted. At least two 

of my coworkers have reported spectral encounters—one claims to 

have seen the ghost of a child, the other to have been touched by an 

unseen entity. I’m skeptical of such claims, but I’m also not about to 

discount someone else’s experiences. My big question here is why a 

funeral home–a modern building, especially, not some creepy Victorian 

manse—would be haunted, particularly by a child. If one subscribes to 

the idea that strong emotions or long habit anchors a spirit to a location, I 

can’t imagine any of our clients sticking around. Someone who’s worked 

there for decades, on the other hand… Come to think of it, I can’t guar-

antee that all of my coworkers are alive themselves.

As a writer, I can come up with all kinds of explanations for hauntings. 

Personally, I have found it harder in recent years to reconcile my belief 

in the soul as a core “self” with my understanding of neurochemistry 

and the mutability of identity. The human mind is so inextricably linked 

with the meat that houses it that it’s difficult for me to accept the idea 

of soul-as-personality. The great thing about human understanding, 

though, is that it’s constantly evolving, so I’m happy to say “I don’t know” 

and hope for further experience one way or another.

John asks, Could you explain (in general) how the green technology used on 

Desmond Tutu’s body works?

I can, and I have! For those unfamiliar with the technology in question, 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu requested and received aquamation as his 

final disposition. [https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/02/

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/02/what-is-aquamation-burial-practice-desmond-tutu-requested-instead-greenhouse-gas-emitting-cremation/
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what-is-aquamation-burial-practice-desmond-tutu-requested-instead-green-

house-gas-emitting-cremation/]

As I’ve mentioned previously, aquamation, or alkaline hydrolysis, uses 

a mixture of 95% water and 5% potassium hydroxide or sodium hy-

droxide, which is heated to around 160°C/320°F, pressurized to prevent 

boiling. Over several hours, this mixture will reduce a body to liquid 

and bone. The bones will then be pulverized like cremated remains and 

rendered into “ash.” The liquid contains amino acids, peptides, sugars, 

and soap. It’s nontoxic and can be disposed of via sewage systems. It’s 

considered a “green” alternative to traditional cremation because it uses 

significantly less energy than a retort, and does not produce green-

house emissions.

In the US, aquamation is available in only a handful of states, but 

hopefully access will increase as understanding and acceptance of the 

process grows. Visiting a facility that handles alkaline hydrolysis is one 

of my career goals, and I hope to one day be able to write in greater 

detail about the process.

Sometimes questions face a lengthy sojourn through the underworld 

before they can be answered, but don’t despair—all will be heard in 

time. Direct your morbid curiosity towards the submission form at 

thedeadlands.com, or to @stillsostrange on Twitter.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/02/what-is-aquamation-burial-practice-desmond-tutu-requested-instead-greenhouse-gas-emitting-cremation/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/01/02/what-is-aquamation-burial-practice-desmond-tutu-requested-instead-greenhouse-gas-emitting-cremation/
http://thedeadlands.com
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THE LATEST 

METAMORPHOSIS
Rebecca Bratten Weiss | Poetry

Apollo is stalking again this summer,

flaunting his meaty thighs, letting fly

his arrows. Kings summon oracles,

ask: Who is the abomination?

Whom shall we cast into the wilderness?

Heat rolls off our bodies like storms in the desert,

but all the pools are cursed. Dive in a woman,

come out a monster, leper-lady, bandages unwinding,

ringing your little bell.

This summer I can find no water, can swim only in grass.

Dry blades catch my arms and ankles,

I am drowning in it, swallowing whole meadows.

When I rise again, I go through the streets with my skin torn,

mouth full of grass. Like a mad queen perched on a weather vane

I chatter of lost cities, drool green.

Now I too am an oracle. Skies wheel above me.

I have visions of cattle, herded into the sea,

I know who the next leper in the next parable will be.
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The people seek me now, and ask me:

Who is the abomination? whom shall we

cast out of the city?

I tell them:

Look into the cursed pools,

Tell me whose face you see.

In the heat my body turns to water. I shimmer like glass.

Bright arrows flicker overhead.
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ANIMAL SACRIFICE
Mar Stratford | Fiction

I lost consciousness during liftoff. When I came to, you had appeared. 

You were floating outside the meter-wide porthole of the orbital waste 

management craft. Ears pointed up, tongue lolling out of a half-opened 

mouth. Impossible, I thought, because I knew how fast the craft had 

to be moving to maintain orbit, and there was no way such a little dog 

could keep pace. Then I realized I was attempting to apply the standard 

model of physics to a dog that had died a quarter of a century ago, and 

stopped asking questions. You were here, Laika. Of course you were.

I talk to you because there’s no one else who can hear me, not even 

God. I’ve been orbiting Earth for three months, and that blue-green 

planet is the holiest thing out here.

You looked as surprised to see me as I was to see you. What are you 

doing here? you seemed to ask.

Cleaning up space junk is easy, I explained to you, in the way that walk-

ing up a flight of stairs is easy: easy for humans, hard for robots. Auto-

mated systems can handle launch, life-support, and reentry processes, 

but they’re no good at operating the paddle-like appendages which 

extend from the ship like the front legs of a crane fly.

This is why the Aeronautics Force hires people like me to do it. Or rath-

er, why the Aeronautics Force hires people, generally. It’s people like me 

who are willing, as much as that means anything, to spend months in 
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solitary confinement for a paycheck. There’s no insurance tax, no pro-

tective equipment fees. A good deal, if one can handle the boredom.

You cocked your head to the side, skeptical. In your experience, there’s 

no such thing as a good deal when it comes to space travel. Would you be 

pleased to know we don’t send animals to space anymore? The tired-look-

ing officer who trained me said orbital waste removal was a job so simple 

a monkey could do it, if the new amendments to the Treaty on Principles 

Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer 

Space didn’t forbid the use of nonhuman animals in space programs. He 

sounded as if the new amendments were a personal affront.

Every day, for twelve hours a day, I use the joysticks to swing the 

paddles through debris fields, sending the miniscule pieces of metal, 

paint chips, whatever junk’s been knocked off satellites, into Earth’s 

atmosphere, where they’ll burn up miles above the surface. I imagine 

a cartoonish thunk whenever my paddles connect with a visible target. 

It’s like one of the games at the arcade my friends and I used to go to, 

except the levels never get harder.

At the end of each shift, I unstrap myself from the control booth, and 

float up to the porthole. I press my face against the borosilicate glass. 

Continents spin beneath us. I point out to you the mountain range that 

marks the western border of my homeland, the north and south seas 

that outline yours. Can you hear me? Your ears, always pointed up, 

suggest that you do.

Often, while I work, my mind drifts back to Earth. I’ll calculate the time in 

my country so I can imagine what my siblings and Mum are doing right 

now. Do Luka and Miragul still play soccer in the apartment courtyard? 

Does Mum still make blini for Sunday lunch? Is Mum still mad at me?
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I didn’t like fighting with Mum. It happened anyway, like we were chemical 

reagents that produced an explosion whenever we came in contact. I 

waited until I signed the contract to tell Mum about the job. She wouldn’t 

want me to go, but we needed the money. Miragul and Luka’s annual 

school fees would be due soon, in addition to the other debts already 

piled up.

After I told her, Mum stood up from the dinner table, paced to the sink 

and back. My siblings looked from her to me to her. “It’s too dangerous,” 

she finally said.

“What about the lunar shuttles? It’s safer to fly to the Moon than Moscow.” 

I repeated one of the old slogans the government had rolled out after 

the Mars disaster. It was true that space travel was safe, even routine, 

now—a significant improvement from when you were alive. The Mars 

disaster had been a tragic fluke. But Mum’s issue wasn’t with the transit 

to my work site.

“You’ll be in orbit for weeks. Alone, with no training or experience? If 

anything goes wrong, you’d be done for.”

“What about uni?” Luka asked. “What about being an engineer like Dad?”

“Well, he’s dead now, isn’t he,” I snapped.

Luka shut up. Miragul picked at her nail polish. No one touched their soup.

The house shook; broth sloshed onto the tablecloth. We all had forgotten 

to brace in expectation of the daily lunar shuttle launch. Mum glared at 

me as she grabbed a dishcloth.

“I’ll see you later,” I said to Miragul and Luka, and left. As soon as I stepped 

outside the apartment building, the see-through dogs swarmed me.
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The dogs were a bunch of mutts. I’d heard there used to be a pack of 

wild dogs that lived here, before the apartment buildings went up and 

the contractors had the dogs shot. If these were their ghosts, they’d 

become docile in death. They sniffed at my hands and heels, and trotted 

alongside me to the bus stop. I felt a damp chill whenever they walked 

through my legs.

Our apartment was a short bus ride from the City Center. The timetable 

posted inside the bus shelter stated that the next Center-bound bus 

would arrive shortly. I opened my messenger bag to get my bus pass. 

The pamphlet advertising jobs with the Aeronautics Force stuck out of 

an inside pocket. The handsome woman on the front cover was posed 

against the sleek sweep of the pilot’s controls. What a scam, I thought, 

using that photo for trash pickup recruitment. Of course, that made me 

a sucker. I crumpled it up and tossed it in the bin.

Go on, get out of here, I thought at the dogs. It had been years since I’d 

spoken to the see-through dogs out loud, long enough that my friends 

had stopped teasing me about it. The dogs never listened, anyway. I 

wanted them to scram; they danced around me. They could follow me 

onto the bus—and had done so before—but it would be uncomfortable. 

Though no one else could see the dogs, they sensed them, in some way, 

and seemed to attribute this ominous feeling to me. I’d been shout-

ed at before by old women who thought I was putting the evil eye on 

their grandchildren.

Fine then, stupid dogs. I pulled a sprig of leaves from a low-hanging tree 

branch and threw it across the street. The dogs raced after it in one 

blurred pack, then stood together, futilely pawing and biting, unable to 

hold the material object in their insubstantial mouths. Minutes later, 

when the bus pulled up, they were still clustered around the stick. Poor, 

dumb creatures.

I got off at Revolution Square. Neon signs flashed from the shops inside 

the colonnades that lined the city square: a disembodied hand pouring 
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a cup of chai; a wireless computer monitor connecting to a network 

terminal. I ignored them as I strode across the square to the fountain. 

It was still hot, though the sun was going down. I slipped off my sandals 

and put my bare feet into the water.

A group of people sat at a table outside a café across from the fountain. 

After a moment, I recognized them as some of my classmates. I hadn’t 

seen anyone from school since our graduation several months before. 

My friends hadn’t known how to respond when my father died, and 

then, as poverty overtook my family, I had less and less interest in going 

to the cinema, record-listening parties, or cafés. I focused on my studies 

and finding a job; that was all.

A see-through dog brought her puppies over to me. The puppies sat 

in my lap like tiny little rain clouds while the mum stretched out on the 

ground. She rolled her eyes up at me, then shut them. Here, she seemed 

to say. If you’ve got nothing better to do, watch them while I take a break. I 

stayed there until the sky was proper dark. The street lights flicked on, 

and I went home.

Mum was in the shower when I got back; Miragul was helping Luka with 

maths homework. I went to my room and threw myself on my bed. 

Posters of Yuri Gagarin and you, Laika the Space Dog, smiled down at 

me. The posters had belonged to my father when he was a boy. The 

colors were faded now, but the gleam in their eyes was unchanged. I 

was five years old when my father tacked the posters up on my walls; I 

thought you were still alive, perhaps receiving a pension paid out each 

month in fatty cuts of meat.

My mother hadn’t mentioned my father when arguing with me about 

my job—she rarely talked about him—but I knew she was thinking 

of him. The Aeronautics Force had posthumously inducted my father 

into the Order of the Glory of the Sciences, second class. They gave my 

mother the medal, promised her a pension, and refused to release his 
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body. He had been working on classified material in a sealed laboratory 

at the time of death, they said. His body belonged to the state now.

At school, all the teachers had said how proud I must be of my brave father. 

I didn’t know what to say. My mother had hidden the medal somewhere; it 

was clear to my younger siblings and me that we were not to celebrate our 

father’s death. Besides, the promised pension money never appeared.

This is where I usually end the story. I need to sleep before my next 

shift, so I tell you good night, though of course there’s no night or day 

up here. You watch me crawl into the orange sleeping bag strapped to 

the inside of the ship like a strange cocoon. I don’t think you ever sleep.

It feels strange to say I miss my father when his presence in my life has 

always been defined as absence. Perhaps this is why, now that he is ab-

sent all the time, his presence is strongest. I have more memories about 

dogs than I do of him. You look like you’d rather hear about the dogs.

I realized the see-through dogs were ghosts soon after I began year one. 

I was walking home from school with my mother, proud to be wearing 

my school uniform. The old men sitting on the benches outside the 

bakery nodded at us as we passed by.

At the corner, I pressed the button for the crosswalk. A stray dog waited 

with us: a reddish-brown mutt with pointed ears, who came up to 

my shoulders.

“Don’t touch it,” my mother said.

I patted its snout. “See, Mama, it’s nice.”

“Don’t put your hands in your mouth until we get home.”
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Before the light had changed, the dog stepped into the street. A bus 

blew through the intersection like a hawk diving for a mouse. When the 

bus was gone, the dog lay crushed in the street.

I tried to pull my mother forward.

“It’s too late,” she resisted. “It probably has ticks, or worms—”

I slipped her grasp and ran into the street. Then I stopped, crouched 

down next to the body—my mother was right, the dog was beyond sav-

ing, but something else was happening.

A silvery fluid seeped out of what remained of the dog’s body. The ma-

terial coalesced, then stretched, losing thickness and gaining form, like 

blowing soap bubbles, until it looked almost exactly like the dog had in 

life, but with a pearly translucency where its colors had been. I saw dogs 

like this all the time; I’d never seen their creation. The new see-through 

dog took a moment, shook itself off, then—I turned my head to watch—

it continued trotting across the road.

My mother grabbed my arm. “Listen when I’m talking to you.” She held 

my hand tightly the rest of the way home as she lectured me on traffic 

safety and animal diseases.

I heard none of it. I watched the newly formed see-through dog move 

through the city unnoticed even by other animals. There were dozens of 

dogs like it—curled up beneath benches, sniffing at the fresh urine left 

behind by living dogs, circling a sausage vendor’s cart optimistically.

By the time we reached our apartment building, I had reached two reali-

zations. One, no one else could see the see-through dogs. Two, the dogs 

were all dead. This represented more death than I could comprehend. I 

was quietly horrified.
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That evening, I ate supper in silence, helped my mother clear the table, 

then washed my face and hair, and went into my room. The city shone 

through my parted curtains: the traffic lights from the street below, the 

ever-present haze of light that haloed the skyline, and the far-off bright 

white lights, like a piece of fallen moon, that marked the construction site 

where my father was still working. His team was building the rockets that 

would take cosmonauts to Mars for the first time in history. It was impor-

tant work, I knew, because it kept him away nearly all the time now.

The overhead fan made my space hero posters flutter against the wall. My 

father said when he was a boy, people used to believe there was another 

world in the sky where God lived and people went when they died. Then 

Yuri went into space and proved there was no God or Heaven after all.

“So where do people go when they die?” I had asked.

“Nowhere,” he said. “One life is all we get. That’s what makes life special.”

I hadn’t thought to ask him about dogs, or other animals. Now, I rea-

soned, if dogs got a second incarnation, maybe humans did, too. Maybe 

the cosmonauts would find all our dead floating softly over the surface 

of Mars. Yuri hadn’t looked there.

As it happened, the team of cosmonauts found nothing, because they 

never arrived. Their shuttle exploded just past the edge of space. Gath-

ered on a grassy hill above the launch site, the city watched the wreck-

age burn and fall. It looked like shooting stars.

After this, I didn’t see my father for a long time. When he finally came 

home, his hair had turned white.

You lie on your stomach, cross your paws in front of you, and look at me 

as if to say, At least he came home.

Well, I say. He got lucky that time.
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My father’s wake was held in the City Community Hall. It was a formal 

event. Mum had plastered Luka’s hair down with gel. Miragul wore a dress 

shorter than any of the other women’s dresses. She pulled me away as 

soon as we arrived. We stepped out into the brick alley behind the building.

I pushed up the sleeves of my suit jacket. I wore one of my father’s old 

suits. I was aware it hung off me just enough to be noticeably ill-fitting. 

Out of pity, I suppose, no one had commented on this where I could 

hear them. Miragul took a pack of cigarettes from her black silk clutch. 

She lit one, and offered me the pack. I took it without asking since when 

had she started smoking. My father’s suit also smelled like ash.

The layers of black fabric absorbed the heat of the midday sun. The jacket 

sleeves had fallen down past my wrists. I wiped the sweat off the back of 

my neck and pushed the sleeves up again.

“Do you remember year four?” I asked. “When they covered Laika in 

Civil Ethics?”

Miragul squatted, balancing on the heels of her boots. “I had nightmares 

for weeks.”

The sepia-toned photograph in our textbooks had shown a cheerful 

little mongrel looking out of her tin-can capsule with bright eyes. As we 

read, we learned that the Soviets had sent you to space to study the 

effects of being in orbit. They claimed the mission was a success—even 

though you died of oxygen deprivation after six days—and put your 

picture on postage stamps. Then, several years later, an international 

investigation found out the truth. Your capsule had overheated during 

liftoff. You had died within hours.

“How do you think Dad died?” I asked Miragul.

“He was under a lot of stress with the new Martian mission coming up, 

wasn’t he?” Miragul put her hand on my arm. “He could have had a heart 
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attack. That’s what Uncle Bartok said. He said almost everything the 

Force does gets labeled top secret, even if it’s not, because the General 

is paranoid.”

I thought about you, Laika, the six days you were dead and alive. During 

year eight, in Introduction to Quantum Mechanics, we learned about 

Schrödinger’s cat. If you can’t see the body, who can know for sure what 

is dead or alive?

“We better go back inside.” Miragul stood up. The string quartet was 

tuning up.

I bent down and stubbed out my cigarette on the concrete.

For several weeks after the funeral, I waited for Dad’s ghost to show up, or 

else for someone—a stranger—to knock on our door and say they’d seen 

Dad, that his ghost had followed him to the bus stop. But all I have of him 

now are a handful of memories, little ghosts dripping through my fingers.

There are six months left in my contract. I will orbit the Earth thousands 

of times before I return to the place I left. How will I have changed when 

I come home? Will my hair turn white under the stress of reentry? All my 

plans have brought me to this, a point beyond which I can’t plan. All I 

know is that, up here, I feel like you, dead and alive. My heart and lungs 

go through the motions of life, yet I’m alone, surrounded by silence. I can’t 

touch anyone. When I come back, I want to live a blood-and-body life.

I’m sure now you aren’t beholden to any of space-time’s rules. Will you 

come back with me?

Your tail sweeps semicircles back and forth. We only get one life, my 

father said, but we are both ready to seize a second try.



41The Deadlands

BRONX TIGER TESTS 

POSITIVE FOR COVID-19

James Edward O’Brien | Poetry

            Hip swagger,

black coat,

bellyful of kittens—

            sun-shadow brume of chimney-ash dander—

tightrope-walking fences

that lean like drunks beyond the water’s edge,

            crooked, corroding—

salt-battered,

wind-battered, time-

            battered things

that keep exactly nothing at bay—

queens of the things that make our acquaintance,

            masters of that which allow

us command. The block, a plague-time

feral’s kingdom—backyard plots

            & sea grass—

Felis catus makes do with specters of punch-drunk pigeons,

methamphetamine field mice,
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            chicken bones from trash bags rent by mustard-sharp beaks—

the gulls too clever, the sea too fierce;

our failing lungs give the good old world pause to catch its breath.
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