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The Northernmost Side
By Christy Chajon

I’ve not been doing so great at my job lately. I say 
“lately” like this is something new. Like I used to be 

good at my job and just lately, I’ve hit a dry spell. The 
reality of the dryness of this spell leaves a bitter taste in 
my mouth. Truth is, I’ve never been good at this job, not 
one day of the whole 19 years and 10 months I’ve been 
at it. 
 Hearing how long I’ve been at my job, you might 
think I’m an old man. I’m not, though. Haven’t even hit 
40 yet. Mr. Winters hired me as a favor to my dad. My 
dad had a lot of pull with Winters; Dad made Salesman 
of the Year nine out of the eleven he’d been there. He 
was good, my dad was. My first few months on the job, 
I got to travel with him so I could learn the ropes. It was 
nice to finally get to see him in action. Even better, it 
was nice to finally get to spend time with him.
 Having a dad who traveled for work, I grew up 
with just my mom in the stands for my baseball games, 
just me and mom at the dinner table most nights. Dad 
was a phantom who popped in and out of our lives at 
random. So those three months of traveling with him 
were great. On top of my new salary, the company paid 
for our food, our hotels, and gave us some pocket money. 
I had just dropped out of college, so having an income 
felt good. Dad didn’t give me any grief about dropping 
out. I knew he was disappointed, but he never gave me a 
hard time, just made a call to Winters and got me a job, 
instead. 
 “It’s not what I had hoped for you,” was the only 
thing he ever said about it. And then he took me out 
with him, pouring out all the knowledge he had in his 
graying head. By the time we’d made it to the first den-
tal office on his route, I knew why our mixes were better, 
why our strings were tougher, how our supplies beat out 
the other companies’ supplies hands down. 
 I expected Dad to give the customers the same 
spiel, telling the dentist how great our supplies were. But 
Dad just went to Sonic to get a drink tray full of cherry 
limeades, then drove over to the first office in town, 
where he spent the whole time talking to Margaret, Dr. 
Mathew’s assistant, about her grandkids. Dad leaned 
on the front desk and they laughed and laughed, while 
I stood there smiling and nodding, wondering when we 
were going to stop wasting time and do our selling. But 
we never even saw the dentist. Dad told Margaret to say 
hello to him, and that was it. 
 As we walked back to Dad’s Oldsmobile, I asked 

why we hadn’t done any selling. “So they’re not buying 
anything this time?” 
 Dad looked at me, startled. “That’s my biggest 
customer,” he said. 
 “But we didn’t even talk to the dentist,” I pro-
tested. 
 “The assistants are the ticket,” he told me, almost 
whispering, like he was giving me a huge secret bit of 
information that he didn’t want anyone else to hear.  
 “You get in good with the assistants because 
they’re the ones who do the buying. Most guys,” and this 
is where Dad peeked around over his shoulder, making 
sure no one was within earshot, even though it was just 
the two of us in the parking lot, “they go straight for the 
dentist. Try to buddy up with him, give him golf passes 
and whatnot. But the dentist, he’s not the one who buys. 
He leaves that to the assistants.” 
 It made sense, the way he put it. And Dad was 
the top salesman, so he knew what he was talking about. 
He could see I was mulling it over, and reached his hand 
out to pat me on the shoulder. 
 “Son, you might think it’s hard to open a door 
when your hands are full of cherry limeades. But when 
your hands are full of cherry limeades, the customers 
will open the door for you. Remember that.” He put the 
car in drive. “Cherry limeade. That’s the ticket.”

 Members of the Camponotus species, commonly 
known as the carpenter ant, live in many settings, includ-
ing Brazilian rainforests. The carpenter ant typically forages 
individually, but marks discovered food sources with a 
pheromone that lets his fellow ants know where to find food.

I took his words to heart, and never went to an office 
without my trusty cherry limeades. They were Dad’s 
lucky charms, and even though he teased me about 

us being in competition, he had given me his biggest 
trade secret. I was no fool; I used his secret religiously. 
But try as I might, I never gave Dad a run for his money 
– not even close, not for any of the nine years we both 
worked for the company. 
 Dad’s route was so big, he only visited his offices 
twice a year. Mr. Winters started me out with a large ter-
ritory, too. He even pulled a few offices from other sales 
guys, just to beef up my route. But I didn’t do so great. 
I was no chip off the old block. I’m not my dad. I’m not 
loud, not so happy to see people, and I can’t remember 
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their names, much less the names of all their kids and 
grandkids, husbands and dogs. 
 I tried writing down names, but then I’d forget 
them the second I walked in the door, even if I’d just 
looked at my notes in the car. Or I’d remember the 
names but forget who they went with, and start talking 
to Sue about Angie’s grandkids. They laughed politely 
when I did that, but none of us really thought it was 
funny. I just never clicked with people like my dad did. 
 Dad got Salesman of the Year eight of the nine 
years after I started. And then he passed away, before 
he’d even had a chance to retire. Mr. Winters put up 
a big plaque in Dad’s honor, right in the front recep-
tion area. That was it – for 20 years of work, Dad got 
a plaque on the wall. I’m almost to 20 years with the 
company now. Haven’t made Salesman of the Year once. 
Not even close. 

Which brings us to now, with me sitting at 
Sonic, waiting for my cherry limeades so I 
can go to Dr. Schultz’s office and see Phyllis. 

Dr. Schultz runs a pretty big practice here in Lincoln, 
so Phyllis buys a lot from us, but I know it’s not because 
I’m a great salesman. I gave up on that idea long ago. I 
know that it’s not because of me that this is my biggest 
customer. Phyllis buys straight from the catalog. Some-
times she calls me when she needs something quick, and 
I get it shipped right out to her, but this visit is…hell, 
most of my visits, all along my route are pointless. Point-
less.
 The carhop brings my cherry limeades out and 
I give her the customary two-dollar tip. Dad taught me 
that. 
 “It’s the decent thing to do,” Dad told me. “You 
rarely get the same carhop at these Sonics, what with 
there being at least four months in between visits, so it’s 
not like we’re buying loyalty. We do it because these kids 
work hard, just like we’re working hard. It’s the least we 
can do to give them a little bit more of a tip.” 
 The carhops’ faces always light up when I hand 
over the two ones. I guess two dollars isn’t much to 
spend just to brighten somebody’s day like that. I never 
used to notice the two dollars. Now, though, I’m not do-
ing so great financially. 
 Mr. Winters cuts my route back every year, slow 
like, as if maybe I won’t notice. We never talk about it. 
It’s just on my report, every December, that one or two 
more towns got cut. I don’t bring it up to him. What 
am I going to say, don’t take away my customers I’m not 
selling much to? Most of my customers buy less from me 
every year. I don’t blame Winters for cutting me back. 

He didn’t grow his business this big by handing good 
routes to lousy salesmen, right?
 So yeah, I’m a bit short at the end of the month, 
most months. Luckily, I’m on the road a lot, so I just 
make sure to buy snacks and such while I’m traveling, so 
I can expense it. I don’t do it to be dishonest. I’m careful 
about that. But a guy’s gotta eat. And, I remind myself 
as those two dollars leave my fingers, a guy’s gotta tip 
well at Sonic, too. Sighing, I back my CRV out of the 
slot and head over to Elm Street to see Phyllis. Not to 
see Dr. Schultz, mind you. I’m going to see Phyllis. 

 The carpenter ants form a foraging trail to the 
marked food. The health and well-being of the individual 
ant requires a strong social construct; the life of the ant 
relies on its collaboration with other ants. 

I push the door open with my back, holding the card-
board drink caddy with both hands while squishing 
my briefcase against my side in a death grip. Before 

I even make it through the door, Phyllis has rushed 
around the tall reception desk and has relieved me of 
the drinks. She shakes the caddy happily, making the ice 
dance in the Styrofoam cups.
 “Hi, baby,” she says, kissing my cheek. Phyllis 
is short, but she doesn’t have to get up on her tiptoes to 
reach my cheek. I’m short, too. 
 “Hey, Phyllis,” I follow her through the inner 
door, making sure the door latches behind me. Dentists 
are strict about keeping the door between the lobby and 
the back office locked. I always double-check. Another 
priceless gem of wisdom from Dad. Phyllis stops off at 
the front desk and hands Karen a cherry limeade. 
 “Courtesy of this guy here,” Phyllis says unneces-
sarily. Karen lifts her cherry limeade in a silent toast to 
me before inserting her straw. I like Karen. She doesn’t 
say much, which is a welcome contrast to Phyllis, who 
rarely stops talking. I feel a bit like an overgrown puppy 
as I continue to follow Phyllis around the office. She goes 
into the back office to give Alison her cherry limeade, 
and I say hello to her, lamely. I don’t even try to start a 
conversation with her. I just don’t have that much to say 
to anybody, really. 
 Everyone at Dr. Schultz’s office is nice, and they 
are all friendly, but lately… I don’t know.  I kind of just 
want to get done with my day and go to the hotel, and 
find something mind-numbing on television. Fall asleep 
to the flickering lights. 
“Andy,” Dr. Schultz comes out of his office just as Phyllis 
is about to go in. He shakes my hand firmly, squeezing 
harder than absolutely necessary to prove his manhood. 
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Despite his smile, I know he’s not thrilled to see me. It’s 
not that he doesn’t want me there – it’s just that my pres-
ence doesn’t affect his day at all. I’m just a hand to shake 
before he can get to his next patient. I’m okay with that, 
and step aside to allow him to get to the dental chair 
where his patient waits. 
 “I’ll just put his on his desk,” Phyllis says, and 
does. She beckons me down the hall to her little office, 
so decorated with pink that it looks like Barbie’s Dream 
House. I settle down onto Phyllis’ furry pink couch. She 
holds out her hand for the catalog, wiggling her fingers 
at me impatiently. I fumble the briefcase latches open, 
hand her the catalog, take out my order pad, and sit 
back to wait. 

 Carpenter ants have an innate ability to differenti-
ate between a strange ant and an ant of their own kind. 
This ability is known as kin recognition. Because carpenter 
ants have such a strong social construct, this kin recogni-
tion determines if the ant will extend its altruistic tenden-
cies toward another ant, or, should that ant not be one of 
its own kind, shun it and chase it from the carpenter ant’s 
established foraging trails. 

 Dr. Schultz’s office is my favorite stop, so I try 
to schedule it right in the middle of my route. That way, 
I have something to look forward to, but don’t have to 
wait too long to get there, either. There are a lot of offices 
I just hate visiting. I can tell some of the people on my 
route don’t like me much, but I have to go, right, so I 
just hide behind the sound of the ice in my peace offer-
ing – the cherry limeades. 
 After leaving Lincoln, I tool around the state 
a bit before I head back home to Wichita. The scenery 
along my route leaves a lot to be desired. I listen to a 
lot of audio books, and more than my fair share of talk 
radio. I’ve gotten to know a lot of the hotel staff along 
my route, and enjoy catching up with Arnie at the Best 
Western that sits right at the Nebraska-Kansas border. 
We chat for a bit, but another guest comes up to the 
desk, so I say goodnight and head up to my room. I fall 
asleep fully dressed with the television on. 
 Traveling may not be my favorite thing to do, 
but going to the home office is definitely my least favor-
ite part of the job. Mr. Winters is a likeable guy – big, 
hearty, friendly. He likes football and beer. His son, 
Ryan, is his clone. Ryan climbed the ladder fast. No sur-
prise there, considering his dad was the owner, but what 
is surprising is that none of the other guys seem to resent 
Ryan for his easy rise to the top. 
 Like I said, he is his dad’s clone. Guys seem to 

like him a lot. The other salesmen seem entirely at ease 
around both of the Winters men. Slaps on the back, 
bone-crushing handshakes, and lingering farts are all par 
for the course at the home office. 

 Ophiocordyceps unilateralis is a fungus indigenous 
to the Brazilian rainforest.

 I had gotten an email from Ryan while I was out 
on my route, telling me to come in and see him when I 
got back.  And now it’s Monday, and I’m back. I knock 
on his door. 
 “Hey, hey, come in, come in.” I do. “Shut the 
door behind you, pal.” I do. He motions for me to sit 
down. I do. Ryan leans forward, his elbows wide on the 
desk between us. 
 “So here’s the deal, bud. The route – your route 
– sales are down. Big-time down.” His palm sails toward 
the desk and slaps it loudly. 
 “I think I got some pretty good orders this time 
out,” I start, but he shakes his head firmly. 
 “That may be, that may be, bud.” His jet black 
hair doesn’t move, despite the intensity of his shake, “but 
we need to think about other options for your route. For 
you.” He looks at me expectantly. 
 “So what do you think?”
 “Uh…Maybe I could speed it up a bit, get to my 
offices more often, now that you cut some out?” 
 “No. Something bigger. A bigger change, I’m 
thinking. For your route.” Silence. More staring. 
 “Oh. Okay.”
 “Great,” Ryan slaps his palm on the desk again. 
“You’ll get your severance package, a good one, as a 
show of our appreciation for all your hard work.” 
 Wait, I was getting fired? I sit there staring at 
him. My ears have stopped working. Was he firing me? 
Ryan stands up, comes around the desk to do one of 
those awful two-handed handshakes. 
 “Wait, are you firing me?” 
 His face tightens. “We just talked about that, 
pal,” he says, awkwardly patting my hand that he is still 
trying to shake. “It’s time to amp up the power on that 
route, buddy. Amp. It. Up.” With each word, his shake 
gets tighter. I pull my hand loose. 
 “I need to talk to Mr. Winters,” I say, heading 
for the door. 
 “That won’t be necessary,” Ryan slips smoothly 
to my left, preventing me from going down the hall to 
his dad’s office. “We discussed it at length. It was his 
idea. I just had to do the dirty work.” He winks at me, 
then realizes what he is saying. His face sobers. 
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“You need a box for your stuff, sport?”

 Ophiocordyceps unilateralis survives by taking pos-
session of a passing carpenter ant.  As soon as the contact has 
been established, the fungus inexplicably has the power to 
make the ant leave its normal, social routine. The carpenter 
ant will veer off of its foraging trail and go off alone into the 
rainforest, an act completely out of character for the ant. 

I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t have anything 
to do. I have an overwhelming moment of joy when 
I realize that, now that I’m free and Dad hasn’t 

worked here in years, maybe now we can spend some 
time together now. That happiness lasts only a second, 
though, because that thought is immediately followed by 
a realistic thought – Dad’s dead. Time’s up.
 So I stand on the sidewalk and stare at noth-
ing. Ryan’s offer for a box was pointless – I didn’t have a 
thing at the home office. My life was on the road, not in 
the office. I didn’t have so much as a pen there. I guess 
one good thing about working with traveling salesmen 
is that there wasn’t anyone around to witness my get-
ting fired. Mr. Winters never came out of his office. 
After all those years of working for him. After all those 
years of my dad working for him, spending his days and 
nights out on the road for that man, that man who stole 
my dad’s time and energy and heart – after ruining my 
already-ruined life, he couldn’t be bothered to even say 
goodbye. 
 I feel tears well up. Habit causes me to try to 
hold them back, but then I realize it doesn’t matter, so 
I let them fall. I stand there on the sidewalk and let my 
tears streak down my face for a long time. I wonder if 
Ryan and Mr. Winters want to go home, and are stand-
ing in Winters’ office, muttering to each other about 
how, even if they sneak out the back way, they can’t get 
to their matching BMWs without having to pass me. I 
stand there and cry until I get bored. I guess bored isn’t 
quite the right word. More like… numb. I stand there 
and cry until I manage to numb it up, and then I get in 
my car without bothering to wipe my face. 
 I start the engine up, then sit there wondering 
where I can go. What should I do? I don’t have enough 
money saved up to make it without a job. It’s barely past 
five – should I try to find a job now? No. I can’t do that 
right now. What should I do, then?
 “That,” burbles the radio DJ, “was Duran Du-
ran, although if you didn’t already know that, you are 
listening to the wrong station, my friends. Stick with us 
for the drive home, we’ll get you there!”
 Drive home? No. I slowly back out of my spot 

and then just sit there. I look back at the office and sure 
enough, both of the Winters men are standing in Ryan’s 
office, staring out the window at me. I lift a hand to 
wave, then find myself curling three fingers down until 
I am sitting there flipping them the bird. They both 
hurriedly walk away from the window, but I sit there for 
a good five minutes longer anyway, listening to Abba, 
middle finger still raised in full salute at the building. 
I hope the Winters men see me. Screw you guys. Screw 
you guys. 
 My foot slams down on the gas and my old 
CRV shoots ahead, narrowly missing the back of Ryan’s 
Beamer. My dull silver paint sure would mess up his 
shiny black paint. I’m not the kind of guy who can do 
things like that on purpose, though, so I lean into the 
wheel and go by without even a little kiss of bumpers. 
Traffic is light. I weave in and out of the cars like Mario 
Andretti. I am a man on a mission. I don’t know where I 
am going, but I do know one thing – I don’t want to be 
where I am for one more second. I am out of here. Done. 
Gone. Finito. Bye-bye. Screw you.

 The infected carpenter ant wobbles as if highly 
intoxicated, because the Ophiocordyceps unilateralis is tak-
ing over control of the ant. In doing so, the fungus weakens 
the unfortunate ant’s musculoskeletal system, causing the 
ant to go into convulsions. Healthy ants shun the infected 
ant, knowing that they are in danger and wanting to keep 
themselves and their fellow ants safe from the fungus.

 The sun has gone down by the time I make it to 
the Oklahoma border. Do I want to be in Oklahoma? 
No. Glancing in the rearview, I can see there is no one 
behind me, so I slam my foot down hard, fishtailing the 
little SUV around, then floor it to jet across the highway, 
boldly using the turning spot they put in for cops, ignor-
ing the No U-Turn sign. Screw you guys. 
 As I hightail it back up I-35, my CD player flips 
back over to track one on my audio book. I usually listen 
to audio books when I’m at certain parts of my route, so 
as to avoid the areas that don’t get strong radio recep-
tion. Automatically, I reach for the case to pull out the 
next CD. Then it hits me. I’m on my route. What am I 
doing on my route? Just where do I think I’m going? I 
smack the eject button and throw the CD into the back-
seat. My fingers shake as  I turn up the volume on the 
static coming from the radio.
 I want to turn back around, but that’s my route, 
too, and I can’t turn around here anyway. Instead, I 
speed up, looking for the next exit, desperate for my 
first chance to get off this highway. I spot a tiny country 
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road. Thank goodness for small-town Kansas, where you 
can just hop off the four-lane divided highway and be in 
the sticks. I barely slow down to make the turn. I stomp 
it right back up to 65 once I am firmly on the dirt road. 
I turn the radio up and listen to the static as loud as it 
will go. 

 The infected carpenter ant stumbles to a location 
far away from its foraging trails. Ophiocordyceps unilate-
ralis exerts its power to make the carpenter ant climb the 
northernmost side of a plant in an area of 94.5% humid-
ity. Once the ant reaches a height of 25.4cm, the fungus 
increases its control of the ant’s muscular system, forcing the 
ant to clamp its jaws on the underside of the leaf ’s vein. The 
ant is completely helpless to resist the control of O. unilate-
ralis. 

My escape from the highway gets rutted and 
sloppy fast. I have to slow down to only 45. 
My high beams jounce along wildly, making 

everything seem surreal. There is no moon. No street-
lights glow out here in the middle of nowhere. I saw a 
house about an hour ago, but nothing since. Well, I saw 
some cows, about 15 miles back, maybe. I’ve sped back 
up to about 55, now that I’m more used to the rough 
road. I’ve still got the radio static turned up as loud as it 
will go. The faint sounds under the static stopped a long 
time ago, so now it is just pure white noise pouring from 
my car’s sound system. 
 The front speaker on the passenger side stopped 
working a while back. I guess it couldn’t handle the 
volume. No matter. I’ve got all the windows down, my 
left arm hangs down the side, thumping the car hard. 
When I first thumped the outside of the car, the force of 
my smack hurt my arm. I didn’t stop, though, just kept 
thumping even harder. Now, I can’t feel my arm, but 
it doesn’t matter. My right arm is fully functional, and 
that’s all I need to steer down this rutted road to no-
where. 
I hit a huge hole and my left headlight goes out at the 
same time as the front left speaker. Now the static is 
only coming from the backseat. My car sputters. I feel 
the engine stop breathing for a second, and then again, 
and then it’s done. The red line falls down in defeat, all 
the way past E. Empty. Done. Finito. Over. Through. 
Tired. Screw it. 
 I get out of the car and start walking in the same 
direction, not even bothering to turn off the one remain-
ing headlight. Let the battery run down. Let it die all 
the way. Let it be. 
 After forcing the carpenter ant to clamp its man-

dible on the leaf ’s underside, O. unilateralis bursts through 
the ant’s skull, killing its victim instantly. 

The grass feels good against my face. There are 
so many stars out here. I kind of forgot how 
amazing they are. So many. The light breeze feels 

good. My arms are stretched out. So are my legs. I must 
look like a tiny X to the stars. I want to wave at them, 
but my fingers won’t move. I try harder. Nothing. 
 My left fist is clenched around a thick vine. It’s 
starting to cramp. I want to let go, give my hand a break, 
but I can’t. A long blade of grass bends down to rest on 
my cheek, right under my left eye. Neither hand will 
move to brush it off. I try to shake my head. I fail. I try 
to blow it off. I can’t. 
I feel tears coming again. I don’t try to stop them. There 
is no one to see my shame, no reason to wipe my sorrow 
from my face. I stare up at the stars – so many stars. So 
beautiful. My brain fogs up a bit. I’m so tired. I want to 
look at the stars to the left of the stars I have been look-
ing at, but my eyeballs won’t shift. 
This should probably worry me. I should probably be 
panicking right about now. Instead, I sigh. It’s harder 
than you might think, to sigh. Not being able to sigh 
deeply brings another fact to my attention – it’s getting 
harder to breathe, too. The thought flits away.
 I smile on the inside. I would close my eyes, but 
they won’t. So I just lie in the grass and stare at the stars 
in my line of vision until I can’t see them anymore.
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Sunflowers
By James Machell

YUNSUN EMERGED from customs at Seoul 
Harbour, rocket-lagged after nine months in 
space. Her husband, Woojin, was waiting with 

flowers. The city was contaminated by the breath and 
sweat of millions; neon lights strobed the roads. She was 
used to an antiseptic cabin and the dim peacefulness of 
starry views.
 They drove home as rain streaked the car win-
dows and Yunsun didn’t speak, focussing on droplets 
like they were asteroids. A tank on the back of a passing 
truck reflected the afternoon showers with a mournful 
lustre. 
 One of the hundred tourist rockets glinted in the 
rear-view mirror, launching from the harbour with a tail 
of green flame. The sky had turned so red in the space-
age that patches of exhaust looked like sprinkles of basil 
in tomato soup.
 “You don’t have to talk about what happened, 
you know?” said her husband. “I just hope that you will 
stay on Earth from now on.” 
 Yunsun had neither the urge nor the energy to 
discuss her terrible journey. She didn’t even care about 
crushing the bouquet of flowers between her legs while 
resting her face against her palm with her elbow against 
the door.
 Pictures of plum blossoms, magnolias, rapseeds, 

and of course her favourite, sunflowers, had decorated 
her sleeping quarters. They were reminders of home but 
now brought her back to space after so many nights star-
ing at them. “I always thought lucum-densa was a ter-
rible business,” he continued, though Yunsun had only 
sniffled since they met. “There’s no point in risking your 
life over a job.”
 After years of processing numbers as a launch 
co-ordinator for merchant vessels, she decided to use her 
knowledge to steer a ship through volatile necks of space 
and retrieve the most craved substance in the universe. 
This fuel, so much more powerful than oil, had pro-
pelled mankind into light speed. 
 A few crystals sold for thousands on the interna-
tional market.
 But her captain had known the true value of 
lucum-densa, having wrestled with so many dying stars 
that you could still see an inferno in his flashing eyes. 
He used to stay up with Yunsun in her cabin, when 
the other astronauts were asleep, talking about how 
star chasers were like the whalers in Moby Dick. This 
had been her first voyage and it made her feel better to 
hear him focus on conquering the stars, rather than the 
chances of getting swallowed by them. 
 Sometimes they spoke for so long that he spent 
the night in her bed.
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 “Say something!” demanded Woojin, his voice 
starting to crack. Yunsun still had nothing to discuss 
and looked up at the skyscrapers, taking little notice of 
her husband because he seemed so insignificant now. “I 
waited nine months for you and brought these sunflow-
ers. The least you could do is show a little gratitude!” 
 The captain used to call her Little Flower. 
 She found the nickname patronising until their 
target star blossomed into death with lilac solar flares 
and a gleaming core that outshone the surrounding gal-
axy. Everything seemed so pointlessly tiny afterwards.
 “I just need some tea,” muttered Yunsun.
 “Ok then,” sighed her husband. “I’m sorry for 
snapping at you. I – I didn’t know whether you would 
ever come home.” Yunsun hadn’t known whether she 
would get back either, but there didn’t seem to be much 
point in mentioning it.
 Because lucum-densa was unobtainable, once a 
supernova began condensing into a neutron star, the daz-
zling crystals had to be extracted at precisely the right 
moment. The pre-launch forecasters must have mis-
judged the timing of the blast because the anti-vacuum 
bay exploded after drawing in the first few particles.
 Having lost all forms of communication, as well 
as the captain and half the crew, it was a perilous jour-
ney back home. A two-week expedition turned into nine 
months of navigating by sight. It had been easy to find 
the Milky Way but then frustrating to roam through 
solar systems until they eventually found Earth.
 “I’ll be right back,” said Woojin, pulling up 
beside Gong Cha, where drinkers of bubble tea were as 
tightly crammed as her crew had been on the observa-
tion deck. Yunsun left her sunflowers on the seat, the 
moment he was out of sight, and hailed a dingy yellow 
cab. She wished her husband had remembered to bring 
a mask because the exhaust from cruisers and merchant 
vessels was suffocating.
 “Seoul harbour!” she told the driver. Her man-
ners disappeared after months of arguing over the 
whereabouts of the Sun on a patchy map of the uni-
verse. Yunsun had looked forward to coming home, but 
flowers, which used to be fascinating, were minuscule 
compared to the stars. “Drop me by a motel. I’m taking 
the next rocket out of here.”

END
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Cleaning Log Sheet
By J.E.A. Wallace

The New York Sudden.coma.Syndrome.Hospital
Founded.2023.“We keep you safe and clean”

This.Room’s.Mission.Statement:
To.assist.in.the.long-term.care.of.our.guest.through.careful.hygiene.management

Date Notes
Hygiene

Custodian’s
Signature

10/2�/25 Clean. TK

10/29/25 Clean. TK

10/30/25 Clean. TK

10/31/25 Some.mess..Nurses’.Halloween.prank?.Not.funny..Cleaned. TK

NOTHING.TO.DO.WITH.US

11/01/25 Clean. TK

11/02/25 Clean. TK

11/03/25 More.mess..Bigger..Not.cool..Cleaned. TK

11/04/25 Mess.again..Medical.staff.hanging.out.in.here?.Quit.it!.Cleaned. TK

NO-ONE.HANGING.OUT!.CHILL!
11/05/25 Patient.in.coma!.Someone.coming.in.and.making.mess..Cleaned. TK

ROOM.FINE.WHEN.WE.SEE.IT!.ARE.YOU.MAYBE.WORKING.TOO.
HARD?

11/06/25 Don’t.patronize.me..Any.more.and.I.go.to.the.Head.Custodian..Cleaned. TK
OOOH!.THE.HEAD.CUSTODIAN!.OH.NO!

11/0�/25 Right..I’ve.had.enough.of.this..I.warned.you!.Cleaned. TK
FLOOR.DOCTOR.HERE:.ROOM.SECURE.AND.LOOKS.CLEAN.TO.ME.
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11/0�/25 H.C..showed.me.corridor.CCTV..No-one.in.or.out..Sorry..Cleaned. TK

11/09/25 Mess.still.being.made!.Nobody.else.is.bothered.by.this?.Cleaned. TK

WE’RE.BOTHERED.BY.YOU.HEADCASE!.ROOM.ALWAYS.LOOKS.CLEAN!

11/10/25 Because.I.clean.it.first.thing.every.morning!.Cleaned. TK

11/11/25 Cleaned. TK

11/12/25 You.know.this.is.dangerous.for.the.patient,.right?.Cleaned. TK

11/13/25 Hello?.Anyone.there?.Anyone.care?.Cleaned. TK

PATIENT.SHOWS.NO.SIGNS.OF.INFECTION..FD:.PATIENT’S.BRAIN.ACTIVITY.IS.HIGH.BUT.
WITHIN.ACCEPTABLE.LEVELS.

11/14/25 Well,.thanks.for.checking..Mess.still.happening.though..Cleaned. TK

11/15/25 Every.morning.it’s.like.a.bomb.went.off..Please.do.something!.Cleaned. TK

11/16/25 Please?.Cleaned. TK
FD:.THESE.ASPERSIONS.DAMAGE.HOSPITAL.REPUTATION..WILL.SPEAK.TO.HR.

11/1�/25 Aspersions?.This.morning.the.bed.was.the.wrong.way.round!.Cleaned. TK
FD:.YOU’RE.LUCKY.THERE’S.A.SHORTAGE.OF.ABLE-BODIED.WORKERS.

11/1�/25 Right..Had.enough.of.this..Clearly.you.think.I’m.crazy..We’ll.see..Cleaned.. TK
FD:.PLEASE.DON’T.MAKE.UNNERVINGLY.VAGUE.THREATS.

11/19/25 Not.a.threat,.trying.to.save.patient..Mess.worse..Bed.upside.down!.Cleaned.. TK
FD:.WHY.HAS.NO-ONE.ELSE.EVER.SEEN.THIS.MESS?

11/20/25 Tried.waiting..No-one.comes..Must.do.it.ASAP.for.patient’s.sake..Cleaned.. TK
FD:.MEET.ME.HERE.TONIGHT.AT.THE.END.OF.YOUR.SHIFT.

11/21/25 Clean. TK
FD:.I.CONSIDER.THIS.AN.END.TO.THE.MATTER.

11/22/25 Cleaned. TK
11/23/25 More.than.a.bit.fishy.there.was.no.mess.when.Doctor.dropped.by..Cleaned. TK
11/24/25 Nurses.know.when.Doctor’s.coming..So.does.Doctor!.Cleaned.

FD:.DITTO.
11/25/25 Maybe.happening.overnight?.Could.someone.stake.out.the.room?.Cleaned... TK
11/26/25 Fine..I’m.not.leaving.this.room.until.I’ve.seen.who’s.making.mess..Cleaned.. TK
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11/2�/25 HYGIENE CUSTODIAN FIRED. RELATIVES OF GUESTS MAY 
NOT BE IN ROOMS WITHOUT SUPERVISION. UNACCEPTABLE 

INSURANCE RISK.
11/2�/25 Yeah,.well,.I’m.not.going.anywhere..She’s.my.wife..Cleaned. TK

YOU’RE.HER.HUSBAND?!.CAN.YOU.STILL.CLEAN.OTHER.ROOMS?
11/29/25 No..Strange.things.happened.when.I.spent.all.day.by.her.side..Encouraging. TK

FD:.ENCOURAGING.HOW?
11/30/25 I.saw.mess.make.itself..Her.EEG.monitor.was.going.crazy! TK

YOU.DON’T.HAVE.TO.HIDE.WHEN.I.COME..ALL.SECURITY.IN.COMAS.
NOW.
FD:.HOW.DOES.IT.MAKE.ITSELF?

12/01/25 Like.something.invisible.pushed.things.aside.to.make.a.path.from.bed.to.me.. TK
I.SAW.IT.TOO!.I.SAW.THE.MESS!.I.SAW.IT.MAKE.ITSELF!

12/02/25 Mess.again..EEG.monitor.exploded..I.swear.I.heard.her.voice. TK
YOU.KNOW.HE.SPENT.HOURS.AFTER.HIS.SHIFT.EVERY.NIGHT.WITH.
HER?
FD:.IS.THIS.WHEN.MESS.FIRST.STARTED.HAPPENING?

12/03/25 My.wife.and.I.are.out.of.here..Good.luck!.Cleaned. TK
SHE.SAID.HIS.PRESENCE.WAS.A.BEACON.HER.‘LOST’.MIND.COULD.
RETURN.TO..
FD:.I.WANT.A.RELATIVE.IN.EVERY.ROOM..HE.MAY.HAVE.FOUND.A.
CURE.
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An Altair Night
By John Grey
     
My goosebumps are on the rise.
There’s someone out there.
Blue fog oozes through 
purple tree and thicket.
I can make out subtle movements
in the eyes of 
something green and stationary.
Mist clings to its face.
Not even the expressionless
is immune to the change
vapors does to its pores.
But the being 
behind its gaseous masks
continues to elude 
my long distance probing.

In the reptile pond,
shapes slip from bank to bank,
cling like scales
to heaps of mud.
A small rodent nibbles,
goes from feeding to sacrifice
in one snap of a jaw.
I have never felt more 
like a small rodent.

I understand
the wince of sudden death,
how like the enigmatic face
of the alien,
it can penetrate a room.
With so much ambiguity,
mystery and sheer threat,
in the foreground,
I have a hard time being myself.

I thumb through a book,
information codified by experts
on life on other planets.
But these dry geniuses are hidden safely 
in their words.
I have to deal with the creature that stares,
the beasts who feel no need
to hide, from me, their true nature.

Finally, the sun sets.
Darkness envelops the bizarre,
leaves me wondering at the window.
The creature hums softly. 
The beasts bellow.
My book drops.
I close my eyes in dread.
Outside may not make for a better story
but it knows how to build to a release.
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Science Corner

Calculating the Schwarzschild Radius
By Leonard Snell 

 Imagine if you will, the earth shrunk down to 
the size of a basketball. Every molecule, every bit of mat-
ter compresses with it so that your end product is incred-
ibly dense. Still at this level gravity isn’t strong enough 
to go all in. Let’s take it a bit further. Shrink this basket-
ball-sized earth even further. Let’s bring it down to the 
size of a pinball. Suddenly, all of the matter is so tightly 
packed together that the force of gravity overtakes all 
other forces. The Earth collapses into a black hole. The 
Earth has succumbed past its Schwarzschild Radius.
 What is the Schwarzschild Radius, you ask? It 
was named after its theorizer, Karl Schwarzschild for 
one. Who is he? Karl Schwarzschild was a physicist and 
astronomer born in 1873 in Frankfurt, Germany the el-
dest son of a well-to-do businessman. He was one of the 
first people to correctly analyze the relationship between 
mass and the size of a black hole.
 It came about in 1916, two years into the Great 
War. When the war broke out Schwarzschild, a professor 
of astronomy at the Berlin Academy at the time volun-
teered to join the fight. It was a courageous and daring 
move. He was 41 years old, not nearly as young or as fit 
as most of the other volunteering soldiers. His first post 
was in Belgium. He then moved to France and soon 
found himself transferred to Russia as part of an artillery 
unit on the front. 
 So in 1916 during the chaos and activity of the 
Russian front Schwarzschild acquired the newly pub-
lished Theory of General Relativity and was able to do 
significant research. He even wrote Einstein with a solu-
tion to the gravitation equations laid out in his theory. 
Einstein wrote back, impressed by the discovery.
 His discoveries led to the equation which bears 
his name. The Schwarzschild Radius:

 
 R equals the Schwarzschild radius of an object, 
G - the gravitational constant, M is mass of the object 
and c is of course the value of the speed of light. What’s 
interesting about the equation is that it’s not limited to 
massive objects. Any object – a house, a clock, a bottle 
cap all have a threshold where, if pushed beyond, will 
cause them to collapse into a black hole. Let’s find the 

exact Schwarzschild Radius for the Earth. The Gravi-
tational Constant is 6.673×10-11 N m2 kg. The mass of 
the earth is approximately 5.972 × 1024 kg. The speed of 
light is of course 299,792,458 km / s . We have all the 
values in this case, so it’s just as simple as plugging the 
numbers in and doing the math. What we end up with 
is R= 7.97 x 1014 / 8.988 x 1016 which ultimately leads 
us to the answer that the Schwarzschild Radius for an 
object the mass of the earth is 0.0087 meters or 8.7 mil-
limeters. 
 Let’s try again with a much less massive object. 
I’m particularly bothered by the squirrel that keeps 
knocking down my bird feeder, so let’s go with a squir-
rel. Now, this is a particularly massive squirrel because 
he’s been eating lots of bird seed. This gluttonous fiend 
has a mass of about 1 kilogram.  (He’s a King Kong 
among squirrels) What is the Schwarzschild Radius for 
this squirrel? Go back to the equation, plug the numbers 
in and we end R = 1.133 x 10-10 / 8.988x1016 and we 
come up with the answer 1.485x10-27 m that’s smaller 
than a femtometer which is one quadrillionth of a meter. 
It’s much smaller than that. But at that point the squir-
rel, quite dead now, would be converted into a black 
hole. 
 All objects contain a Schwarzschild radius, but 
as you can see the less massive the object the much 
smaller the radius. For a star like out sun the radius is 
about 3kms. This equation was derived before any black 
holes had ever been observed or even really considered. 
Schwarzschild himself saw them as mathematical limita-
tions and not real objects. 
 So what happened to Karl Schwarzschild? While 
serving in the army in Russia he contracted a rare disease 
called pemphigus. The disease was quite painful and 
quite incurable at the time. Despite this added difficulty 
he still published several papers. In March 1916 he was 
invalided out of the army and sent home. Two months 
later Karl Schwarzschild passed away at the age of 43, 
but not before he solidified his reputation as an influen-
tial and important modern astronomer.
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