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He blew into town on the breeze, light as a feather, 
his dangling limbs thin as twigs. We watched as he 

passed through the streets of our town in the thick golden 
twilight, face obscured in the shadow of a black-rimmed 
hat. We whispered behind our hands, eyes narrow with a 
cold curiosity, sheltered as we were. He took up residence 
in that husk of an abandoned cottage, the one by the old 
cannery. Its thatching was spotty as a bald man, walls 
black as sin, windows slowly closing eyes. He went on in 
and vanished like a magic trick as the sun extinguished 
itself in a stuttering haze over the softly sloping hills 
beyond. We talked that night till the stars blazed bright 
and then dark again. Our words weren’t wise but worried, 
our hands knitting our scarves and sweaters into tighter 
and tighter knots until they wouldn’t come undone no 
matter how hard we pulled. Our rocking chairs made 
fissures into the floor, deep abyssal chasms, and our 
words slapped the windows like rain, so hard our children 
hid under their blankets for fear of lightning. Visiting 
strangers was unheard of in our town. It wasn’t heard of 
and it wasn’t wanted, no.

Come morning, the cottage was gleaming as though 
it had always stood so proud, as though its roof had 
never sagged or its walls had never met a lick of flame. 
We crowded and gawked, the butter un-churned, eggs 
un-gathered, harvest un-reaped or sowed. Our children 
faltered on the dirt road to school, bare feet anchored to 
the ground, lively limbs still as sleep. That breeze still blew, 
the one that brought the man to town, that traitorous 
wind now pushing a small wooden sign to and fro over 
the doorway of that obscenely proud cottage: 
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We hummed and hawed, how dare that man! We 
knew our words as well as anyone from any town from 
here to Timbuktu. Our children were clever, we were well 
spoken, we knew what we liked, and we knew what we 
wanted. We sputtered and sighed and turned our backs 
on that cottage and that man and the breeze that had 
brought him along. It was easy at first because he didn’t 
make a move, didn’t leave or shop or stroll. But then one 
morning, as we went about our business, we spotted a 
sign in his window:

Obsequious

We didn’t understand! Our hands were covered in soil 
and dust and we felt disparaged. We felt small, small as 
the world is large because there in that window, simple as 
sunset, was a word we had never seen. We quieted down 
after that, our usually flowing waterfalls of words halting 
and stalling in our mouths. Then the next morning it was 
another word:

Unctuous

We were too proud to consult the dictionary and 
too angry with ourselves to make a ruckus. We had been 
made into fools, undone by letters, unraveled by our own 
ignorance. 

No one was first per se, it happened all at once, like 
a flood where the first drop of water is never to blame. 
But we went, how we went, in lines like armies marching 
across the hills and into battle. We filled that tiny 
conceited cottage, paying homage to that man, bowing to 
him as though he were a god of letters, a king of words. He 
greeted us with open eyes, thin arms flung wide as though 
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to embrace our stupidity, to transmute our common 
tongues into whips with which we could lash out.

We began spouting dulcet sonnets in the town square, 
lighting the night with our cabalistic understanding of 
wordplay, pontificating profusely in our bedrooms as we 
ravaged each other with lusty synonyms. We espoused new 
ideas just because we could arrange them on our lips and 
we felt feelings that we never knew we had because there 
had been no word for them before. We were liberated by 
our learning and we venerated the man from the cottage 
who smiled at us with teeth as white as precious pieces of 
paper.

We were ecstatic at first, of course, but then we started 
to slip. The small things went first, so small they weren’t 
missed from our overflowing sentences, so small our 
meaning remained intact with nothing but tiny fractures 
in the core of the structure.

It, and, but. Our words started to run together like 
ink on paper not yet dry. We didn’t pause, not then, not 
then.

I, me, we. We didn’t—couldn’t—stop our frenzied 
rapture of delirious exposition because we were too 
intoxicated by its delivery, drunk on the syllables that 
rolled off our tongues. That, this, some, not went next and 
still we didn’t pause to take a breath. The tiny fractures 
were opening into gaping wounds, but we still couldn’t 
see. The man, our word god, still guided us, beckoned 
us into his holy cottage with fingers that grew fatter and 
fatter by the day. His limbs and cheeks and nose were 
thickening like rich fudge and we were happy to see it 
because he had given us so much, and one who gave so 
much of himself deserved everything in return.

The longer words went next: Insinuation, maledicent, 
ventripotent. Like a virus spreading, our loss was a pox. 
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For each missing noun we flushed with fever, for each 
missing verb we were overcome with nausea. We could 
not live without our words!

So violently we clawed at our throats, hoping to bring 
our words forth, vomit them out, spew them up from 
the depths of us. How callously we rutted like animals in 
our beds and barns, hoping to birth the words like fresh 
babies out into the world. But it wasn’t that, it had never 
been that, for our fate was not in our hands. It was, of 
course, in the plump, fat fingers of that man-god, our 
teacher, our savior, well and whole in his deceitful cottage 
by the cannery.

When we turned on him, we had no words left, only 
simian grunts and howls. We were rabid creatures of 
flesh and rock, our children vicious as vipers in the grass. 
We were hunched and flawed, our knuckles dragging in 
the dirt, and furious, so furious, because we could still 
taste the perfect words on the tips of our tongues, still 
remember hints of the feelings, the ideas we had lost.

We approached his cottage at twilight, drawn to the 
scent of paper and ink as animals drawn to a fresh kill. He 
didn’t open the door, oh no, he didn’t open the door, but 
we bashed it down with fist and foot and rushed into that 
perfect place. We upended tables and paper fluttered and 
flew as we grabbed at it, tore into it, starving, ravenous. 
We ingested the words and they slid down our throats and 
filled our angry stomachs with consonants and vowels. 
The man watched from the corner, well-fed, well-spoken, 
a man amongst animals, a god amongst men. He tried to 
reason, fleshy hands raised like pale flags of surrender, 
words issuing like water from a broken spout. But it wasn’t 
enough for us. We were neither man nor beast, caught 
in between with letters floating in our minds like ghosts 
haunting, haunting, but nothing more. We advanced as 
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one large and wild creature, adults and children, one step, 
one mouth, one intent. He has pilfered our words, kept 
them for his own gluttonous pleasure, we thought. His 
words were useless against the seething mass of us and 
our hungry undulations engulfed him as he screamed and 
screamed those empty words into our empty ears. 

We tore his flesh off first and beneath, buried in the 
muscle and tendon, we found our words. He had gorged 
on them and they had filled him, every inch of him, 
packed tight in thick inky clusters. We ripped them from 
his bones in blubbery, meaty slices. We ate and ate and 
our mouths were red and our fingers were red and our 
cheeks were flushed with rage and hunger.

Esurient, voracious, insatiable. We were endless in our 
obliteration, and as we ate, we returned to ourselves, our 
ideas, our feelings, our thoughts. We paused for breath, 
for words, for concern. We saw our red fingers and our 
children’s red lips and our hair, red, and our arms, red, 
and everything red and inky black and we cried out. 
No! He stole our words, but we stole his life, how are we 
better? How can we ever be better? We sank into the slick 
stench of that damned cottage and wept red tears as the 
sun extinguished itself in a stuttering haze over the softly 
sloping hills beyond.
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