
had risen from the dead, a spirit, a shen as they called it in the land where I had been 

dispatched to kill.

            I hid in the shadows of the dunes, keeping pace with her. I think she knew I was 

there but denied my presence. She walked like a queen, far above this sand vagrant who 

had become so besotted in the few moments of her presence. I crawled along on all fours 

with the rats. 

 I had to talk to her. I had to know. Had she come for me? To drain my blood for 

the blood I had spilt. Did she come in mercy to release me from my nightmares or an 

executioner come to punish?

            I burst from the dry grasses like a wild man—my pants torn, my beard a bramble. 

I stank of sweat and stale liquor. I feared she’d turn her head in disgust. She didn’t even 

glance at me.

            “Have you come to end it? I am grateful.” 

            She did not turn to look at me, just kept walking as if I was invisible, a ghost. 

            “Please. It must end. I see the bodies.”

            She floated passed, keeping her eyes on the ocean. I crawled away from her like 

a crab into the dunes. I was a bum, below her dignity to speak to. 

            I would not be deterred. The beach awoke at noon, filling with families. I waited 

till I saw a man about my size step into a dressing tent. I reached under the tent and 

swiped his clothes—a nice brown suit. I grabbed some cash off other careless vacationers, 

got some soap, a razor, some Sweet Georgia Brown pomade for my hair. I bathed in the 

sea and dressed, and I felt pretty damn good, a bit like a man again.



            I searched the beach for my lady for the remainder of the day. At midnight, I 

collapsed on the boardwalk, my efforts wasted. I hoped she would rise with the sun and 

return in the morning. 

*     *     * 

 Each night the dream was the same, filling every moment behind my closed eyes. 

I didn’t know which world was real. 

 I heard the words as clarion as I did an idiot boy:

 Today we are engaged in a final, all-out battle between communistic atheism and 

Christianity. The modern champions of communism have selected this as the time. And, 

ladies and gentlemen, the chips are down -- they are truly down.

 This was the time. 

 I felt like Senator McCarthy was speaking over the wireless just to me. I enlisted 

the next morning, to do my part in Korea. For the first time in my life I had an enemy, 

and this enemy had to be stopped through any means, even death. 

 My mother said it was murder.

 How could it be murder? Our leaders said it was our duty to democracy.

 The big general with the corncob pipe promised the Red Chinese would keep their 

noses out of our police action. We were giddy with victory, racing north to the Yalu River. 

Most of the boys thought we were going to keep going, straight onto to Peking.

 Soldiers of the PLA hemorrhaged across the border, smashing our lines in days.



 The big general promised us we’d be home by Christmas. We couldn’t have been 

prouder, or more smug, sitting in our foxholes and chewing on turkey and cranberry sauce 

on Thanksgiving. We were truly blessed, God’s chosen people, and it was our destiny to 

drive the stinking reds back to hell.

 Second Battalion setup camp in the Chongchon Valley.  Two nights later, I woke 

from  my  sleeping  bag to  what  sounded like The fourth of July.  Bugles  blew.  Drums 

rattled. Whistles squealed in the night. Soldiers of the PLA stormed our camp, killing 

many of the boys in their sleep. I was barely up from my sleeping bag and with only one 

boot on when one of the bastards came at me. I knocked him down with a shot from my 

rifle. I did the same for three more. I aimed for their necks.

 They weren’t men anymore to me, just clockwork legs and clockwork hearts. I 

wasn’t a man anymore. 

 They overwhelmed our position like a wasp swarm. Someone yelled Bug Out! My 

unit broke up and scattered, discipline abandoned to individual instinct for survival. I 

searched the night for anyone from my squad, stepping over the corpses—American and 

Chinese. The blood of both races mixed into the mud, freezing in red sheets in the wind. 

Nine of them I was sure I had killed, at least six more I wasn’t sure about. Shots still 

popped. 

 Most of those days are lost to me, sunk into the fathomed mud of my head. I know 

I murdered more. They looked flat like cardboard cutouts.

 I stumbled without any sense of direction, just away from the hills and out of the 

valley, looking for the U.N. lines. I spotted a jeep, a dead major with a smashed pumpkin 

on his neck sitting on the passenger side. I jumped in, started her up. The headlights lit 

the night. I heard the thunder of artillery fired nearby, counted the seconds for the shell 

to close the arc. It struck the ground at the jeep’s front, pitching it backwards like a toy. I 



winced as the shrapnel struck my temple, and I remember thinking just before I went out 

that it didn’t hurt too bad.

 I woke up a month later, back in the states, in a Vet hospital in New Jersey. They 

said I’d been in a coma, that my mind had been in another world, and I had come home. 

It did not feel like I’d returned alone. 

 At first, the crows manifested as misplaced shadows, wrinkles in the world. As my 

body recovered, the motes flocculated. I’d watch the crows take flight in the recreation 

room, land on the shoulders of the nurses, peck at their heads. They raged on clock faces, 

ripping at the hands until their beaks were bloodied.

 I didn’t tell the doctors about the crows. They’d lock me up in a padded room and 

zap my brain with a million volts. I knew they were never far, just always at the edge of 

my flexible reality.

 I crashed with my Uncle Frank, worked in his watch store, repairing broken pieces. 

Still the crows came, and I took to whiskey to send them home. I told my uncle about 

them.

      He said to go to church, give it up to God. I went to Jimmy’s Pub on 3rd Street 

instead, confessed my sins into a bottle of Jackie D’s.

     Didn’t take long before my uncle didn’t want me a around. I was embarrassing 

him, bad for his watch repair business, so I took off for the Jersey shore. Thinking of the 

ocean soothed me. I was done with people.

    When it was warm, I slept on the beach, crawling beneath the boardwalk with 

the other rats. There were always dark days, when I’d wake in the night and see that the 

ocean had turned to blood, that judgment day was upon us. I’d see the bodies bobbing 

out at sea, washing up on the sand to be the feast of crows.



 It wasn’t such a bad life, better than I had any right to. I found a little peace, got 

used to the crows. Perhaps I was too small for God’s justice.  

          Then she came.

*     *     *

          I woke at dawn that Tuesday. I knew she was near. I could smell her tea rose per-

fume sweetening the briny air. She’d commanded the ocean to be still. What terrible force 

could command such a terrible force? I knew I should have stayed clear of her, of the 

powers she served. Still I had to be near her, to beg her pity, maybe her love. 

 I shook the sand out of my new suit, dressed in my new duds, brushed back my 

hair, made myself as presentable as I could. She was strolling the surf as before, precise 

to her previous course. I followed, not too close to spook her but near enough so she knew 

I was there, understood my intention. I closed the distance.

           “Nay hoh,” I said, remember a smattering of Cantonese, hoping it would charm her.

      

 She paused, turned to see me but not look upon me. She was checking me over, her 

jade eyes wide in surprise. 

         “How is it you see me?” she inquired. 

 I was giddy with static electricity that she had spoken to me.

          “You see me too. People don’t want to see me.”

           She gave a little shrug and continued. 

            “It was you, yesterday,” she said. I apologize for not speaking to you. I am so used 

to being invisible. You must be a madman.”



      I nodded. “I see crows.” 

  “Yes,” she said. “That must be it. And I can smell blood on you.”

        I sniffed at my hands, arms, clothing. I could still smell it too—the hint of metal, 

of light brine—blood of the sea, sweeter. I thought the odor had gone months ago.             

“Can I walk with you, just for a bit?” I asked.

       “I must warn you,” she said. “I am attached.”

            I wasn’t sure what she meant.

            I hiked through the forests born in her eyes.

        “I would be most pleased. I had hoped for a bit of company. I always hope. The 

Good Doctor Sullivan did not forbid conversation. So you may walk with me, and we may 

speak of myriad life; however, you must never tell me your name. Do you promise this?”

           Her words were careful, measured, each vowel chiseled, each syllable pronounced. 

           

  If only she had made another entreaty. I wanted her to know me, to touch my soul. 

I would remain a stranger to her if I could not give her my name. It was the only thing 

truly mine. 

 “Folderol,” I said. “What’s so dangerous about a name?” 

 “It is to keep you safe. I cannot speak of it further.”

 Her eyes scoured the beach, the dunes, the boardwalk, searching for something, or 

someone. I relented and nodded. Her face relaxed. She took out a compact from her purse 



and brushed her cheeks with powder.

 We strolled together. My hand brushed on hers. I nearly took it, but it felt too soon. 

            “I hate looking a gift horse up the—in the mouth, Miss, but I got to know. Someone 

like you wouldn’t give a bum like me the time of day.”

            “Because you can see me. I did not expect this, nor did he, so it is not in the rules. 

It has been so very long since I have spoken to anyone else. At first you startled me, and 

you smelled like spoiled eggs.”

            Embarrassed, I sniffed myself to confirm the offending odor had been cleansed.

            We walked for a bit, in silence. I had no manners, and I feared I would say some-

thing dirty like how she’d given me my first erection since the war. 

       “Have you ever seen a giraffe?” she asked.

   “In books.” 

 “I would like very much to see a giraffe. The Good Doctor Sullivan tells me that 

one day he will take me to Kenya, and we will walk among the baobab trees. He will kill 

many things with his Holland and Holland double rifle. That is his favorite pastime. Even 

when we go on picnics, he must grind the ants beneath his shoe. I am now a killer too. I 

am the Good Doctor’s wife.”

     “What do they call you?”

  “Mrs. Doctor Sullivan of course,” she said. 

 Her pace was easy yet quick, and we covered so much ground. I grew tired, having 



been fighting a bit of pneumonia since May. I coughed up some junk.

           “You are not well?” she inquired, handing me a silk handkerchief. I declined it.

           “Perhaps I should see your good doctor husband.”

           “You should not,” she said.

  “Did you have a name before you were Mrs. Doctor?”

    She paused, considering. Her eyes looked to the left, to the stage of memory. There 

she studied for a time till she found it. 

     “Lucinda.” 

           She put her silk handkerchief to her lips, concealed a giggle. She had violated a 

rule, and she found pleasure in her disobedience. It came to me years later that perhaps 

she was laughing at me, deceiving me, casting me a spurious name like poisoned bait on 

a fishing line.

            “Were you born here? Or maybe China? Hong Kong?”

            “I do not remember. My memories are misty. I remember the Good Doctor Sullivan 

pulling me from the water. I only stood at his belt, so I must have been a child.”

            The sun ignited her flesh, catching a translucent quality to her skin. 

            “I feel I must run from you,” I told her. “Yet I cannot leave. I have to know, and 

I’m sorry if this distresses you. Did you come from them? The ones I left without eyes 

and blood in the frozen ground in Korea?”



            She giggled once more, touching the silk to her lips.

            Then she noticed something in the distance of sand and surf, and her demeanor 

changed, flash frozen in a wicked, winter wind she could only feel.

            “I  must  go  now. You must stay behind. If you come with me, The Good Doctor 

Sullivan will see you. He has promised to take me to see elephants, and then he will put 

their eyes into his pocket. You must not follow. He will put your eyes in his jacket pocket 

too.”

            “But can I see you again?”

            “Yes. For five more days you may, each morning at this time. The Good Doctor 

Sullivan has promised to me that I may walk along the beach in the early morning for 

seven days.”

            “Run far, far away with me,” I said from behind her. The wind howled, whipping 

sand at the surf. 

 I thought I heard her giggle.

*          *          *

 I did little else that day, just sat on the dunes among the rats, drinking in tiny nips 

from a bottle, frightened that if I drank too much, I would lose her from my memory. I 

considered her story, the threat I knew that was now over me. I longed for the cool relief 

she brought with her—a drowning man thrashing at the water, fighting to breathe her.

            At dawn, a crow woke me, picking around at my feet for breakfast, testing whether 

I was a corpse. It was missing its right eye, its face caved in from a blow. It saw me stir 

and cried defiant. I heard a tone of warning. I saw many birds on the sand those morn-



ings. They harassed beach goers, families, even wounding a little girl, three ripping at her 

lips. I knew they had come with him, the Good Doctor Sullivan, minions in his service. 

He commanded the power of black feather, the call of carrion. Even the rats were under 

his influence.

            I walked among the happy sun worshippers enjoying their good times of peace 

and plenty. They refused to notice me. Was I a phantom too? Perhaps I had been one of 

the corpses on the hill in Korea.

 The next three days of the week our walks were the same. She always wore the 

same summer dress and white, frilled gloves, walking with the bamboo umbrella, shield-

ing her fragile features from the sun. At the end of each walk, when the crows were at 

their greatest  numbers  for  the  day,  she would  see  something  in the distance and 

insist I remain behind. I tried following her Thursday morning, only to fall behind in slow 

motion, walking through molten glass. She’d vanish.  

 We spoke of nothing—insipid mutterings. I pried into her past, and she informed 

me that she could not recall. When I volunteered elements of my history, she acted like 

she had already known. When I asked why she was never surprised or even a little shak-

en from my dark stories of war, she said:

 “The Good Doctor Sullivan has shown me all this. He collects such things and 

hangs them as trophies on the walls of his many houses.”

 So long as I could be with her, it didn’t matter if we spoke. It is not that she ani-

mated me, brought me to life; she gave me stillness—several tick tocks of death, restful 

dark. She wasn’t a lenitive to the memories of my mass murder on the Chongchon Valley. 

It  was  on  our fifth  day when  at  last I asked her, knowing we only had Saturday and 

Sunday left to us. I wanted to indulge my fantasy for a time: we met randomly on the 

beach, fell in love and had some pups. She forgave me. God forgave me. Her promised time 

ran thin, and I had to know for sure. 



 “Did you come here to cut out my heart?”

 “I came with Good Doctor Sullivan,” she said. “I have often said this before.”

 “Yes. But you came to kill me. I’m sure of it. I can’t remember much of that day. I 

try to force my memories, but all I see is the blood. But since I’ve met you, I can just make 

out a glimpse of woman of spun glass walking to me, wearing a white dress. She walks 

over the bodies of the Chinese soldiers and my buddies, her bare feet never touching 

them or the ground. She has no lips, no mouth—the bottom of her face sealed in skin, 

yet I can hear her screaming. She cries from my mouth.”

 Most gentle ladies of 1952 would have been shocked, perhaps driven to tears at 

the horrific visions I depicted. She touched silk to her mouth to conceal a giggle, covering 

her lips.

 She let the handkerchief fall. She had wiped away her lips, her mouth with the 

silk handkerchief like an eraser on a chalkboard. I yelled but couldn’t hear my own voice 

over the sound of the artillery, over the rush of the waves.

 I fell to the beach. The sand had baked in the morning sunlight. It seared my 

palms. I stumbled back, clawing at the sand, finally getting to my feet. I fled far to safety 

or at least to a distance of spurious security. The crows flew at my back. They cackled.      

 

 The next day I convinced myself it was another hallucination, and I had to see her 

once more. I orbited in her gravity, falling, plummeting without control to her, an atomic 

chain reaction reaching critical mass. We had only two mornings left, then I had faith 

she would finish what she’d started. Without a mouth she would devour me. She would 

wake me from the sleep that was my life. 

            

 Still as we walked, I could not wrench my gaze from her mouth. And when she 

dabbed at her lips with her silk handkerchief, my heart palpitated.



            

 “You had taken ill yesterday. I was concerned for you.”

           

  “I’m Jim Dandy,” I said.

           

 “No! You mustn’t!” We stopped walking. We’d never broken our pace before.       “You 

foolish man. I know your name now, and so does the Good Doctor Sullivan—the doctor 

that heals only one epidemic.”

          First it appeared she was anxious, but I saw a hint of excitement. 

 She looked . . . hungry. 

            

 “No. It’s a phrase. That’s not my name.”

            

 “I see.”

           

  “How old are you?” I asked.

           

  “I do not remember. Such things are a conceit.”

           

  “Where were you born?” I asked.

            

 “I know I was made near the sea. I remember the salty smell of the air off the 

ocean. It is all I know. My memories are like looking into an oil painting left in the rain. 

In the smears of images and sounds, I can sometimes make out an impression, a sense 

strong enough to define a pattern—a face, voice, touch. This is how I know I have a 

mother. She warned me not to go swimming, that we were a cursed family, forbidden 

from the water. The water will not take us. It will drive us under. I was a foolish girl. I did 

not listen.”



            

 Her face was sullen, tight at the eyes. She would have been sobbing, but her 

eyes had long forgotten the method.

            

 “Why can’t you remember?”

           

  “I gave my memories as a gift to my husband, the Good Doctor Sullivan. I 

wrapped them up in palm leaves and proffered them to him. He pulled me to the shore, 

gave me breath again. I am his.”

          

  I  did  not  speculate  on  what her husband was—whether  he  was  something 

supernatural or just a delusion by his young wife. It did not matter. What was real was 

her constant terror, the power this creature had over my love.

            And she was my love. My torn body was whole again—my heart longing, my 

mind thinking, my flesh seeking. I had promised her I would only seek her seven days, 

and then I’d leave her without agitation or compromise. 

 

 I lied. 

 I could leave the beach if she came with me, go back to Trenton, find a job, buy 

a little house say in Levittown where they built cheap houses on assembly lines. Her 

blood was of the eastern land. She had communed with the gods of the dead. I would 

beg her mercy, to be granted life or death.

            The crow were many, falling to the sand like spent pine needles. They watched 

us, always following or just ahead.

            “I confess to you,” I said.

            Her face remained vacant. I wasn’t sure if she understood.



            “One more day is not enough.”

            “You are a fool, as all men are,” she said. Still she did not stop me nor look at me.

            “We’ll just go. I know I’m a bum, but I can change if I had a reason. The things 

you’ve done to me since I met you. These brief walks together fill me up, make me feel 

alive again. And I am dead too.”

            “I must go,” she said. “You do not understand. I pity you.”

            “But it is more than pity,” I told her, looking for a hint of her concurrence.  “You 

hide it, but I can see the relief you feel when you see me in the morning, your spirit break-

ing when you must return to your master. You didn’t expect to find me, but you hoped. 

You hid that hope away, not daring to show thoughts of rebellion. Come with me. I will 

give you a poor life. I am ashamed of myself for that, but you will never have to be afraid 

again.”

            She collapsed. I nearly didn’t catch her, holding her up by her tiny elbows, pulling 

her closer. She was like an octopus washed up on shore without bones. She rested her 

head on my shoulder. We swayed to the Tennessee Waltz playing on a radio in my mind, 

drowning out the gun fire.

            “We will not get away. The Good Doctor Sullivan will find us. In the beginning, I 

tried to run away. I didn’t get far before he came for me. I was punished.”

            She sobbed dry.

            “But you were alone,” I said. “You didn’t expect that anyone could see you. I did. 

I don’t understand why. Perhaps because I am mad, but you make me sane again. The 

Good Doctor did not foresee this. He will know only your mind, where you would go to 



flee from him.”

            “Perhaps,” she whispered. “If we are away quickly, if we just kept going, walking 

until our legs could carry us no longer. Maybe then. We would always have to keep mov-

ing. Maybe. Perhaps.”

            “We’ll go right away,” I said. “Let us start now.”

            I moved away, heading to the boardwalk, pulling her hand. She did not follow.

            “No she said. It is already too late in the morning. Tomorrow.”

            “I can’t bear one more night away from you.”

            She had my soul pinched in her white-gloved fingers.   

        

            “But you must promise me also,” I demanded. “If tomorrow you change your mind, 

then you must press your hands to my neck to strangle the life from me. I cannot do it 

myself. My life is yours. Don’t leave me this way.”

            She placed her finger to my mouth to silence me. The white glove was cool on my 

lips, smooth. I kissed her finger.

            “I might be late, so you must wait for me. I will come. This I promise. There will 

be an end to your suffering.”

            She walked into the sun, into a cloud of crows on wing, flying low to the beach. I 

spent the day stealing from tourists, getting some money together. I bought some cloth-

ing at a thrift store, bypassing my usual stop at the bar. 


