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The outline of his shadow gyrates and roils against 
the wall, a disturbing pantomime of respiration. His 

breaths, raspy and uneven, heave upwards with a rumble 
and deflate with a hiss. It is an oddly hypnotic symphony. 
I watch him with waning energy, sinking lower into my 
seat while my eyes flutter against the weight of my lashes. 
There is a smell about him that I hadn’t noticed before. It 
thickens the air with a medicinal putrid odor. I drift into 
an uneasy slumber.

During interludes of stillness in my fitful rest I dream 
that a giant centipede climbed up into the sky and wrapped 
itself around the sun. It tightened its coil until the last ray 
of light was pinched out and we were left looking at that 
high-up bug, all legs upon spines. It looks like a tumor, or 
a desolate planet.

I slum around hospitals and pharmaceutical counters. 
I grip edges with hands that are slick with a sweat more 
viscous than liquid, a constant stickiness that oozes out 
of my pale nervous skin. The nurse behind the desk looks 
at me with a concerned, downturned brow. She’s not sure 
why I’m still here. I look for the nervous young doctor 
who told us, fiddling with his prescription pad, that the 
best thing we could do is keep him comfortable. I had 
half-expected him to write us a script for throw pillows. 
The fluorescents wash over the waiting room with a bone-
white light, cast harshly like the desert sun. Death under 
these lights is clean. It looks phony, like a well-rehearsed 
tragedy of repeated performances.

Set the scene: the imminent widow in unwashed 
clothes clings to a chipped white desktop. She is 
surrounded by hospital patrons in vinyl chairs crusted 
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with grief. Someone waiting in the corridor lets out a 
scream and is hushed. The young doctor enters stage left, 
sighing at the sight of the ghost in the calico dress who 
propels herself towards him, a trail of pennies behind her 
falling from her deteriorating pocketbook.

“He was vomiting last night,” I tell him.
He leans behind me and begins picking up the change 

off the tile.
“That’s to be expected,” he says.
He’s down on one knee, palming the coins one at a 

time.
“He’s just so tired, all the time. I need something to 

give him, to make him feel a little better.”
He stands and shakes his head with a forced solemnity. 

The coins make a sound like a muffled bell ringing as the 
doctor deposits them into my hand.

The doctor tries not to look at the ghost who slithers 
anxiously inside her oversized dress as he apologizes to 
her. He’s unnerved by the woman whose hands are so 
cold, like she lives in an icebox, but whose eyebrows are 
streaked with a glistening banner of sweat. He mumbles 
another apology and exits stage left. The ghost lightens a 
shade. She gets harder to see every passing day. The nurse 
calls out a name and a coughing man pulls himself slowly 
out of his chair. The woman who calls herself a ghost 
disappears off stage, walks past the audience and through 
the theater doors. End scene.

I’ve forgotten how to have conversations. I try to 
think of them like tennis matches. Your turn, my turn. 
But someone will say something to me and I will draw a 
blank on what to say in return. They skip my turn and say 
something else. What do I do then? Do I go twice? Do I 
respond to the first comment or the second? Are redos 
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allowed? 
So I rarely talk anymore, at least not the way I used to. 

Words come out haltingly, with a practiced monotony of 
syllables. Stones round their edges with wear. So do words. 

“Fine… thank… you.”
My speech is slightly slurred, spoken with a fat tongue. 

I am not drunk. Just weary.
Her turn: “How’s Ed?”
My turn: “Bad.”
Her turn: “In a lot of pain?”
Nod. Slap the tennis ball back to her. Sneaky move. 

No words, just a twitch of the neck.
Her turn: “I know someone. She does, um, alternative 

medicine. Holistic, herbal.”
Shit. What now? Keep nodding.
Her: “I’ll give you her information.”
Nod.
Her: “You should give her a try.”
Me: …

I dream that the centipede unfurls himself and 
begins slinking across the sky, dropping his front end 
down every once in a while to snatch someone with his 
thorny mandible. I wake up to see if Ed is still breathing. 
It’s too dark to see him. I prod around for the ridges of 
his rib cage and lay my hand across his chest. There is 
still warmth emanating from him. It’s warmth that comes 
with a stench; sulfuric fumes of life slowly evaporating, 
joining with the molecules in the air and absorbing into 
the things around us. I make a waving motion with my 
hands trying to fan the fumes back into him, persuading 
with the tips of my fingers the life to reabsorb into his 
body. It’s not working. The fumes are evasive.
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The morning is spitefully bright. The city bus lurches 
forward and with seemingly great effort rumbles down 
the street. It moves with a feebleness that strikes me as 
overly dramatic. A young mother sitting across from 
me attempts half-heartedly to calm her writhing baby. 
She leans back with a defeated arrangement of features 
and closes her eyes. The baby sounds off like a foghorn. I 
count the blocks but lose tally when the bus driver begins 
shouting things over the intercom.

Her house constitutes a high slab of masonry; white, 
unfriendly, industry stucco. There are bars on the windows. 
It is a row house, pressed intimately against the shoulders 
of flanking neighbors. I rap hollowly against the door. My 
knock rings vacantly and I worry it’s not audible from 
inside. Worries abate when the door swings open, emitting 
a metal whine of rusted hinges.

There is a savageness about her. Not in her features 
though, which curve fluidly and are accented by 
arabesque-like deeply folded lines. Her wrinkles look 
purposefully carved. The only disarray about her is her 
hair, grown long, matted and wiry. She looks spectral.

We two ghosts take a moment to look at each other. I 
mention the friend I have, who is strange and dismissive 
of convention but reliable, and perceive a flicker of 
recognition in the woman’s eyes. I try to let her know, 
in every which way but the most direct, how desperate 
I am. I ring my hands like a worried mother, mostly 
absentmindedly. She reaches out and wraps her fingers 
around my squirming tic, holding me still. I feel suddenly 
fragile and embarrassed. I want to cry but feel like I don’t 
know how.

I envision her as my mother as she pulls me inside. 
We are younger and I am whimpering. She chides me for 
playing where I shouldn’t have. She tells me she’s going to 
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slap the insides of my arms with a wooden spoon for not 
listening to her. I know she won’t. Mother was a half-assed 
disciplinarian.

The old woman looks at me with dilated, owl-like 
eyes. I wonder fleetingly if she’s on hallucinogens. She 
gives me a predatory look and drags me into the kitchen.  
Her house is tidy, oddly normal. Where are the curare 
darts? I wonder.

“I came here in secret,” I tell her.
She guides me into a chair. It has a concave wicker 

bottom. It squeaks.
“People’d think I was crazy to visit you. A shaman?”
She puts a kettle on the stove. Copper on electric. 

There’s a bowl of dried rosemary and sage on the counter. 
A cat sleeps in the corner.

“Maybe I’m crazy, but not for that reason.”
I notice an ectoplasm glaze to her eyes. She’s too calm 

for this situation.
“No, not crazy. Just sleep deprived.”
Jesus, say something, I want to tell her. You’re making 

me sound batty. Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble. Take me 
to your tent. We can chew on some chicory root.

The kettle whistles, loud as a singing machine gun 
and startles me. I sit, shell-shocked, for a minute. She 
brews me some tea. She’s awfully lithe for her age. Narrow 
fingers dip herb-swollen cheesecloth into hot water.

Calms the nerves.
I can barely hear her when she talks. For a moment 

I think that disembodied whisper is my own. Her voice 
is soft. It ripples the air politely, insignificantly. I watch 
for the movement of her lips so I will know when she is 
talking and when it’s just the murmuring air.

She pivots towards the counter and clears her throat. 
From behind a curtain of knotted hair she rattles off the 
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names of several herbs she grows in the lot behind her 
house. Good for fever, good for indigestion. The cat rubs 
against my leg and I nearly leap out of my chair. She turns 
and looks at me squarely, following the shift of my cagey 
gaze.

I can sense something about her. She’s got healing 
vibes, more than that jumpy doctor. He had displaced 
intentions, not enough experience. I clap my hands 
together. Tea dribbles over the side of a mug. 

“Okay, witch. Who must we curse?”
It must take a dark magic to catch someone fallen from 

the brink, I presume. Give me the mythical squirming 
worm who slurps tumors with a fleshy proboscis. The 
cells have staged a coup. Discipline them. Fix him.

I can’t.
Was it the breeze that spoke?
“Nonsense. Give me the potion.  I will administer it 

myself.”
I can’t help him.
Well then what the hell good are you? If all you have is 

your kettle! Leaves and water… Goes down easy but stings 
in the gut. You poisonous charlatan. All you can offer is 
relief; well you and death are selling the same substance.

The imminent widow slumps in her chair. Her skin 
is blanched. Cellophane thin and crinkled the same way. 
She can’t tell what she’s said and what she’s thought. I can’t 
help you. No hope. She murmurs back. The old woman 
drapes her old arms across the shoulders of the weary 
ghost. The tea smells like lavender. She notices the house 
smells like lavender too.

The old woman sees me out, two light fingers on my 
elbow. My eyes feel raw in the sunlight. It hasn’t rained in 
a month. 



Ed wonders where I’ve been. I tell him I went to the 
pharmacy, brandishing an unopened aspirin bottle as 
proof. I lay my hand across his forehead. A spray of his 
baby fine hair tickles me as I lift my palm. He asks me to 
take care of myself. I pretend to not know what he means.

I dream that the centipede has taken up residence in 
the old woman’s house. Her row house is now a façade, a 
ceramic curtain that lifts up to reveal a covert lair littered 
with syringes, buckets overflowing with creamed tumor, 
dried lizards pinned to the wall. The woman is nowhere to 
be found. I wake up. Ed, as I knew him, is gone.

I observe him. From my chair I long for him. He has 
a look, thin and childlike, that rakes at my heart as we sit 
side by side and I think of the proverbial “we” that has just 
dissolved and will dissolve once again when we can no 
longer sit side by side. I hate myself for having thought we 
might outlive our fondness for one another.

I hate to be alone.
I hate grief.
I hate time. But time proved to be somewhat of 

an illusion. A spiraling maelstrom of crying jags and 
dreamless sleep that continued for an unmeasured 
amount of time. Now is later, and I find myself at the 
woman’s door. Tip my head up, beg for rain. Knock lightly. 
Even from out here, I can smell her lavender.
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