


Mr. Memor y  
and Other  Stor ies  of  Wonder

Paul  M ichael  Peters



Copyright © 2015 Paul Michael Peters
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or 
mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without 
permission in writing from the author, except by a reviewer, who may quote brief 
passages in a review. Scanning, uploading, and electronic distribution of this 
book or the facilitation of such without the permission of the author is prohibited. 
Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or 
encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is 
appreciated. Any member of educational institutions wishing to photocopy part 
or all of the work for classroom use only, or anthology, should send inquires to 
paulpeters@outlook.com or www.paulmichaelpeters.com.
Mr. Memory and Other Stories of Wonder Paul Michael Peters. — 1st ed. 
ISBN-10: 0989178579 
ISBN-13: 978-0-9891785-7-0



For Earl





Contents

1 Mr. Memory and the Garden Turtles at Midnight  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
2 Gene and the Magic Jacket . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
3 Thin Walls  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
4 Mr. Memory and the Triumph of Ann Boult . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
5 A Wing and a Prayer  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
6 The Illusionist’s Daughter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
7 Mr. Memory and the Raspberry Danish  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63
8 The Dinner Party  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69
9 Bubble People . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
10 Mr. Memory and the Third Question . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81





• 1 •

• 1 •
Mr. Memory and the Garden 

Turtles at Midnight

When I got to see him at last, Mr. Memory was wearing blue silk 
pajamas. A sleep mask covered his eyes, and earplugs protected his 

ears. He lay fully reclined in a brown leather chair. The room was dim and 
cool, its walls padded with soundproofing. It held only the chair he sat in, 
a chair for me, and a mostly bare desk. This was where I would listen over 
the next three weeks.

I had waited several days in the guesthouse before his aide summoned me. 
The rules were very clear and applied to anyone with whom Mr. Memory 
talked. You had to be patient; Mr. Memory spoke slowly, often taking 
several minutes to conjure a complete thought. Time was precious, so your 
questions needed to be both original and succinct; he had no desire to 
answer questions he’d answered before, and too many words could send Mr. 
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Memory careening down the wrong path. Finally, you had to be odor-free; 
the guesthouse was stocked with deodorants, shampoos, and soaps that had 
no smell, and you were expected to have used them.

Mr. Memory, of course, had not always been Mr. Memory. Long before 
you or I had seen him on talk shows or late-night interview shows, his name 
was James Hollins. I remembered his dark, slicked hair and confident voice 
from those show business days, but this day, his skin was pale and thin, he 
had only a few wisps of gray hair left, and his soft voice barely reached me 
across the small room.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m Mr. Memory. Please sit.”
James Hollins had been born with synesthesia, that strange condition 

in which the senses cross and interconnect. Some synesthetes can taste 
words; others see music or feel smells. It is rare to have one connection, 
extraordinary to have two. James Hollins had multiple connections.

Because of this, scientists had come to believe that his mind had no limits. 
This wasn’t the same as your mother saying, “You can do anything you put 
your mind to.” When we’re told that, you and I are being encouraged to 
push ourselves and strive to be better. But James Hollins was different; he 
remembered everything about everything. Mr. Memory could astound you 
with the acuity of his observations and his eidetic recall of the smallest detail.

For the ninety-eight-year-old, it was a daily struggle to find tranquility. 
He had had enough stimulation in his long and varied life.

Part of my research had involved poring over hours of videotapes and 
thousands of printed articles. I’d learned that when he’d been asked by a 
humorist who hosted a live afternoon interview show in the ’70s, “What’s 
your first memory?” he’d caused an uproar with network censors by describ-
ing in grisly detail the early stages of potty training.

When asked in the late ’80s, “What question do you get asked most 
often?” Mr. Memory froze like a statue for an inordinate amount of time, 
searching his mind for the answer and forcing the director to cut to a com-
mercial. By the time the show resumed, he’d been moved to a side couch. 
Nearly twenty minutes later, he burst out, interrupting another guest, and 
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answered the question—“‘How are you?’” This had led to the establishment 
of the first of the three rules.

Eliminating what had been asked previously was no small hurdle. Original 
and interesting questions were the real challenge, something that had taken 
me over a year before applying for this interview. In Mr. Memory’s case, 
a good question resulted in stories the way that throwing a stone into a 
pond resulted in ripples, a spreading web of associations and connections.

He stirred, and I heard the soft sound of silk rubbing against his leather 
recliner. He removed his eye mask and earplugs and turned to look at me. 
“Young man,” he said, “I hope your questions are of some interest to me.”

I was anxious as I asked my first question. “Mr. Memory,” I said, “have 
you ever spent this dollar bill?” I handed him the dollar encased in a flat 
plastic baggie.

His eyes opened in curiosity as he leaned forward. He took the bill from 
the baggie and examined the serial number. Then, he lay back for a moment 
and pulled the mask over his eyes.

There was a very long silence, and I reminded myself of the rules: orig-
inality and patience.

“You may be too young to appreciate this,” he started slowly, “but there 
was a time as a young man when I found myself stepping from a train. On 
the platform stood a beautiful woman in a mint-green dress. We looked at 
each other, and we shared a brief moment of connection where a look is a 
conversation of possibilities. But I was getting off the train at the terminal 
going to the city, and she was getting on. Dumbfounded by her beauty and 
sway, I was unable to take action.

“Not a day passed when my mind didn’t drift back to that mint-green 
dress with white flowers, her smile enlivened by crimson, her brown hair 
tucked beneath a fashionable hat. I might still replay that moment today 
if it hadn’t been replaced by a better moment. Eighteen months, ten days, 
and fourteen hours later, I stepped off that train again and found myself 
facing that same woman, this time in blue. Before she could board, I took 
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her hand and said, ‘There will be another train. Let’s not take the chance 
that there might not be another moment like this.’”

A large smile grew on his face each time he mentioned her, and it seemed 
clear that these memories were more vivid and wonderful than others that 
were still clear and true.

Her name was Helen. She had a golden hue like the sun that vibrated 
around her. Her voice floated out like a wave of rainbows when she spoke.

Helen was heading north out of the station on her way to see her parents. 
Suddenly, his business in the city that day seemed to have been canceled 
when she asked if he’d like to join her for a day in the country.

His detail concerning the two-hour train ride was exhaustive. It included 
the smell of the car, the number of people, what had been offered in the 
refreshment car, and the conversation the two of them had had—line for line.

“I have always found it interesting,” he reflected at one point, “how every-
day conversation—talk of the weather, say, or current events, or personal 
interests—can nevertheless convey the increasing tension and excitement 
as romance builds. Words that might be said to a friend or a business 
acquaintance can nevertheless be fraught with increasing passion.”

When they arrived at the station, Helen introduced him to her parents, 
who took them back to their home. From her initial description, he’d imag-
ined something small, older, secluded. He found himself on a sprawling 
historic estate. In hindsight, this should have been no surprise, he explained, 
because during the introduction to her parents, he had asked jokingly, “Like 
the appliance?” To which her father had responded simply, “Yes.”

He stayed the day with Helen. They took bicycles down to the lake for 
an afternoon in the sun on her father’s boat. She shared her ideas on books 
and the arts. Helen enjoyed the independence her father allowed her by 
living in a city apartment. Compared to some of her friends, who were still 
forced to follow the direction and will of their fathers’ social ambitions, 
Helen was free to follow her own inclinations.

“You’re not like the other boys I know,” she said to him. “You’re actually 
listening to me.” She quizzed James Hollins on what they’d talked about 
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on the train. She asked things like “What was the last book I read?” or 
“Which is my favorite color in evening dress?” or “What was I wearing at 
the station when we met this morning?” When he answered all of these 
correctly, she mistook his keen memory for something else and gave him 
a quick peck on the cheek. This slowly evolved into a series of long kisses.

At dinner with her family, James Hollins passed another series of tests, 
these from Helen’s father. He asked questions like “What do you think 
about this matter in South America?” and “How will this administration 
get out of this mess in Tennessee?” and “What was the baseball score on 
Sunday?” Rather than providing his own insights and opinions on matters 
of business, James Hollins quoted parts of newspaper articles he’d read 
that week.

Mr. Memory paused. He smiled as he remembered himself as a young 
man. “It was a clear, dark night. After dinner, we went out to the garden. 
We could see down to the lake and across to the lights of other homes. 
Now that I was out of the city, I was amazed by the number of stars we 
could see. The reflections of stars and lights from the water made the night 
shimmer. As we sat on a bench looking over this beauty, I took her hand to 
hold. Our words in the dark were a soft and gentle hush. She would point 
to constellations and tell me their names. In turn, I told the Greek and 
Roman stories about Hercules, Cygnus, Neptune, and Saturn.

“Then, my attention turned to the garden in disbelief. It seemed that the 
stars and lights were beginning to slowly make their way closer up toward 
us. When I pointed this out to her, she laughed and took me by the hand 
to walk through the garden. As we descended the first five tiers of steps, 
these lights began to flicker more, moving closer and closer.

“At the next level of the garden, it all became clear when she introduced 
me to Mr. Brown, the estate’s gardener. Each night, Mr. Brown took 
several turtles out of a pen by his supply shed. He warmed the bottom of 
a candle and gently adhered the soft wax to the hard top of the turtles’ 
shells. Once he’d set the turtles in position, Mr. Brown lit the candles and 
let the turtles roam free.
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“We left Mr. Brown to his late-night operations and walked down to 
the lake, where the universe seemed even more brilliant. I kissed Helen 
passionately, and she responded. In the morning, she asked me to stay for 
the weekend, but this unexpected expedition had put my real life on hold. 
I had to return to the city, back to a life where the stars did not shine as 
brightly and move at a turtle’s pace. We exchanged phone numbers, and I 
promised to call her on her return to the city.

“On the train back, I bought a newspaper and cup of coffee. The change 
from my five-dollar bill included four one-dollar bills, one of which was 
this very dollar. So, to answer your question, yes. The next Monday, I spent 
this dollar to purchase flowers for Helen when she came back to the city.”

Mr. Memory removed his blindfold and propped himself up in his 
recliner. He looked at me with that same large smile that had come across 
his face with the thought of Helen and said, “That was a good question. 
What’s your next one?”
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Gene had a kind face. His smile was the first thing—sometimes the 
only thing—people would notice about him. It was a comforting 

smile with slightly lazy sides and, therefore, lacked the harsh edges of a 
perfect smile, giving the observer more ease. Gene was of average height 
with an average build. If it weren’t for his smile, people might not have 
noticed him at all.

On this fine Saturday morning, Gene was exploring the downtown 
greenmarket he frequented for the freshest fruits and vegetables. Past the 
blueberries, beyond the Golden Delicious, behind the zucchini and the 
bok choy, wandering in the way back in a search for something new and 
fresh he could not yet describe, he found the old part of the bazaar. It was 
a warren of brick and stone façades with overarching taupe muslin awnings 
that kept the sun from reaching the wet, narrow cobbles. It was as if he had 
walked far enough back to reach another time.
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Down the path on the right, he found a small shop of secondhand 
garments at Mrs. Bixby’s Bodacious Boutique. Mrs. Bixby was too short 
to see her customers when she stood behind the counter and too old to get 
off her stool at the register. Instead, she greeted Gene and watched him as 
he examined her wares. 

Seersucker, velour, corduroy, denim, and velvet could all be found in 
nearly any length and cut. His hands brushed across the yokes of shirts on 
hangers. It gave him some small pleasure to think of the times as a child 
when he would hide in the garment racks in large superstores, waiting for 
his mother to find him.

Temptation struck his eye in the form of a draped half mannequin that 
stood on a shelf. “How much for this jacket?” Gene asked Mrs. Bixby.

“Oh, you do not want that jacket.” She smiled and gently shook her head. 
“Really? It’s a nice-looking jacket. I think it might fit well,” he said.
“You don’t want that jacket,” she repeated with her thick gypsy accent 

he couldn’t place. “It weighs too much to carry.” 
The comment brought a puzzled look to his face. It felt light as Gene 

inspected the jacket more closely. It was made of a dark, soft fabric that 
almost shimmered when the light struck it a certain way. He tugged a little 
at the stitching and found it very strong. The cut would be described as 
casual professional, something he could wear with a sweater in the winter. 

He lifted the jacket off the shoulders of the lifeless figure. His arm was 
nearly in the sleeve when he found Mrs. Bixby standing in front of him. 

“Oh no, sir, you do not want this jacket. Once you put it on, you’ll never 
want to take it off,” she said in a reverent tone.

“Don’t be silly, Mrs. Bixby,” Gene proclaimed, putting the jacket on 
fully and turning to the mirror. Slowly, he looked himself over in this 
jacket that covered him. It looked good. He looked good. It matched what 
he was wearing perfectly. He looked slimmer, no, more muscular. Gene 
didn’t recall his hair being so lustrous and thick.

“Ten dollars,” Mrs. Bixby said. “Ten dollars and it’s yours. But remember, 
I warned you.”
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At that, he removed exactly ten dollars from his front pant pocket and 
then practically skipped out the front door.

Reflections of the new garment caught his eye in each shiny object he 
passed. He made his way to the greenmarket and completed his shopping—
some onions, a head of lettuce, two lemons. By the third purchase, he’d 
noticed an interesting coincidence. Every time he reached into a pocket, 
he found the exact amount he needed.

“Yo!” he heard from over his shoulder. “Spare some change?” A ragged 
man looked at him with an outstretched hand.

Gene put his hand in his pocket, and this time, he brought forth two 
hundred and fifty-two dollars that had not previously been available. The 
ragged man’s eyes got very large at the wad of cash. Gene handed it to him.

“Oh my Lord,” the man said. “How did you know? How did you know 
what I needed to pay my rent this month? God bless you. God bless you, sir.”

Oddly, Gene smiled again and said, “You’re welcome.”
He arrived at the bus stop down the street just in time to catch the 144 

connector that would take him straight home. As the doors closed, his 
hand went into the jacket’s pocket. He removed a city bus token, though 
he was sure he’d used his last one earlier that day. 

He turned to find a seat as the bus pulled away from the curb. The 
momentum caused him to take a stutter step. As he caught his balance on 
the metal pole, a bouquet of flowers shot from the jacket’s cuff. Looking 
down at the elderly woman before him, he handed her the bouquet, saying, 
“I think these are for you.”

Under the exit sign a few seats back, he saw a little girl sitting with her 
mother and laughing at the flowers. As he passed her way, a quarter fell 
from behind his ear.

“More! More, please!” the little girl giggled.
Orange silk peeked from the top of his jacket pocket. Gene leaned down 

so the little girl could reach. She pulled the orange scarf, which was tied 
to a white, connected to a blue, followed by a pink—all of the tied scarves 



• 10 •

Paul Michael Peters

pouring from his pocket in a long line of silk. When laughter overwhelmed 
the little girl, she stopped, and so did the hankies.

Riveted by this new discovery and by the new wonderful-looking magical 
jacket, Gene found his seat and smiled. It was hard to contain the joy he 
felt at finding a jacket that was so full of exactly what was needed.

Back home, Gene faced himself in front of the faded mirror in his 
modest apartment and began wishing. He made big wishes for millions of 
dollars, keys to imported automobiles, titles to boats and property. But his 
pockets remained empty. Little wishes like lollipops and licorice likewise 
did nothing. It occurred to him that the jacket only enabled him to give to 
others; for himself alone, it was just a piece of used clothing. He needed 
others to make the magic happen.

On his next day of work, he wore the jacket and found things in his 
pockets all day—a pen for Mr. Jenkins, tissues for Kate, the fax Phil had 
lost, Janice’s nickel the soda machine had eaten, and the name of the contact 
Jake the sales guy needed to close the big deal.

One last bit of paper popped up near the end of the day. It was a phone 
number with the name “Dr. Sharma” written on it. He noticed it after 
passing Heather in the hall. He turned back to catch up with her. Doubtful 
of what to say, he just smiled and handed it to her. “I thought you might 
give this guy a call. He can help.”

“Gene,” she said dismissively, “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” 
But she kept the paper and walked away.

“These little things,” Gene thought to himself on the bus ride home, “they 
can’t mean all that much. I need to think of something bigger, more grandiose, 
something that will make a real difference.” He handed the cough drop that 
appeared in his pocket to the bald man next to him.

Over the next few hours, Gene plotted and planned a trip across the 
country. He could hitchhike. That would guarantee that there would always 
be another person around, and he’d be able to help when they needed 
something.

“Really?” Mr. Jenkins nearly exploded upon hearing the news the next day.
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“Yes, sir. I plan to travel across the country.”
“Gene, don’t you want to give two weeks’ notice instead of just walking 

out? Wouldn’t you rather call it a vacation or a sabbatical? Give yourself 
time to think it over. If I had a brick, I’d knock some sense into that head 
of yours.” A lump appeared in Gene’s jacket pocket.

Once he’d removed the brick and dropped it with a gentle thump on the 
desk, he tried to explain. “You see, I really don’t have a choice. Something 
strange and wonderful has happened, and I don’t think I can ignore it.”

A few days later, on a final look around at the place he’d spent the better 
part of a decade working, Gene tried to take his first step toward tomor-
row. But just then, Heather’s arms wrapped tightly around him, thwarting 
that step.

“Don’t you know what you did for me?” Heather asked. “Don’t you realize 
what you’ve done? How did you know Dr. Sharma’s cell phone number? 
How can you just leave now?”

Stunned by the outpouring of emotion, Gene said, “No, no I don’t know 
what I’ve done. I just keep doing these little things, inconsequential things, 
for people. I could do so much more if I stepped out into the world.”

Tears began to swell in Heather’s eyes. “Nobody knows—I haven’t told 
a soul—my daughter is sick. I’ve been trying for weeks to get in touch 
with Dr. Sharma, the one doctor who can help my daughter. A team of 
receptionists who can’t find time in his schedule surrounds him and walls 
him off. But he himself answered the number you gave me. He came over 
last night to see her. You’ve given her a chance.” She wiped the tears away 
again. “This is not small. This is not inconsequential.” Heather reached into 
Gene’s jacket pocket, removed what she found—a three-by-five card with 
a stiff crease down the center—and handed it to him.

He opened the paper, which simply read one word: “Stay.”
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Thin Walls

The passionate, rhythmic pounding on the other side of the hotel wall 
can only be one thing besides an early wake-up call—a cruel reminder 

that this vacation is a solitary venture. He drowns the echo of her cries and 
moans in a cold shower.

The valet quickly produces the car. His smartphone accurately directs 
him to the best coffee in Savannah, where he spends the morning. With 
latte in hand, he drives east out of the city.

Cockspur Island is roughly halfway between Savannah and Tybee Island. On 
this historical site, during the walking tour of Fort Pulaski, an attractive woman 
catches his eye. She looks like a runner. Her pixie cut reveals a perfect oval face. 

Dottie, the enthusiastic park ranger, explains the importance of the use 
of the James rifled cannon in the siege, the march through miles of bogs 
to get here, and the details of the lead-lined roofs that allowed for the col-
lection of drinking water in underground cisterns. The group morphs in 
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size and shape, moving across the parade ground like an amoeba under a 
microscope. It gives him the opportunity to stand close to the pixie-haired 
beauty. It provides him the ability to observe her without being creepy.

She seems to be with someone. Is he a brother? A friend? Or is he 
something else? 

She comes to him and looks up at him beseechingly. “Excuse me. Would 
you mind?”

It’s been a while since he’s spoken, and his first attempt comes out as a 
crackled, barely audible “What?”

“Would you mind? Taking a photo of my friend and me?” she says.
“Oh, yeah, sure.” He takes the camera.
She stands next to her friend on the platform facing the lighthouse on 

Tybee Island that holds the last smoothbore cannon from the original scrim-
mage. He pauses, camera in hand, considering the shot’s composition. At 
this height, the Savannah River can be seen in the background. December’s 
sun is setting early, bringing the pinks and reds to the sky.

“If you’re willing to wait a few more minutes, I could get a really good 
shot of the two of you—the light will be perfect.”

“Sure, we’ve got a few minutes,” she says.
“It’s called the golden hour,” he explains. “It’s when the light in the sky 

is softer and redder, balanced to bring out the right skin tones.”
She smiles, listening to the explanation.
“It’s that perfect time of day when most romantic scenes are filmed,” he adds.
“Cool,” she says.
“Cool,” her friend agrees.
He gets the sense that this might have been too much. Maybe he’s put her 

in a “romantic” situation with someone she’s just introduced as a “friend.”
“Can you believe that this fort changed the world?” he says to change topics.
His new sprite smiles and says, “It was an interesting tour. Dottie 

was a hoot!”
“She was! She’s really excited about history,” he says.
“It’s always fun to find people who really get into their job.”
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“I agree. There’s nothing better than a passionate tour guide.” He asks, 
“What other tours have you been taking?”

“Well, we just got in yesterday and spent the day on those trollies in 
Savannah.”

“Are they worth it?”
“Yeah, they’re pretty good. We learned a lot. Some were better than others 

as we got on and off during the day. Then, we drove out here. Someone 
recommended it.”

“It sure is a neat place,” he says, instantly regretting his choice of words. 
Neat place? he scolds himself.

“Yeah, neat,” she says with a warm smile.
He can see the kindness in her eyes. Her smile lifts her cheeks, revealing 

soft laugh lines and shaping those big brown eyes into a friendly ray of hope.
Her friend breaks in to ask, “Is it golden enough to take the picture yet?”
“Yeah, yeah, sure,” he says. “Sorry. Why don’t you two stand over there?” 

He directs them to rotate. “Now I can get the skyline, the gun, and the 
two of you in the sunlight.” He takes the picture. Through the viewfinder, 
he takes a good, long look. She’s very attractive. “Let me take another for 
safety,” he says to prolong their time together. “Do you mind if I take a few 
with my camera? I’m a bit of a photo bug.” He hands back her camera and 
pulls his professional-grade camera from the sling at his side.

She nods in agreement. “Sounds like fun.”
Once started, he snaps a series of photos of the two of them. He asks 

them to move a little, take a new position, turn shoulders, slant hips, and 
point. Some shots are just of her friend. Others—most—are just of her.

As the light starts to move out of that magic time, he says, “Thank you 
so much. I got some really good pictures.”

“Would you mind if I gave you my email?” she asks. “In case some of 
them turn out, could you send them to me?”

“I’d be happy to,” he says.
She finds a scrap of paper and a pen in her purse and writes down 

the address.
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“Jenna?” he asks, looking at the paper.
“Yeah, that’s my name,” she replies.
A moan sounds from behind her. “Come on. I’m getting hungry,” her 

friend whines.
“Well.”
“Yeah.” He watches the couple walk ahead of him for a few minutes before 

taking the path back to the parking lot. He wants to avoid any awkward 
moments that repeat their earlier parting. As a single traveler, he’s been on 
the receiving end of those who overstay their welcome.

In the rental car, he accepts the mantle of loneliness that shrouds his 
heart on every expedition. These moments of levity, like the one with this 
couple, are wonderful while they’re happening but are always a drain on 
his spirit afterward. These moments replay in his mind for days.

On the route back to Savannah, he spots a perfect picture. On the far side of 
the path, over the bridge, and beyond the Georgia brush stands the Savannah 
River. Green beacons of light provide a clear path for ships. Reeds and tall 
grass hold the muddy banks in place. The water pushes past him to the sea.

The sound of a door slamming behind him stops him from snapping the 
shutter. It’s Jenna and the guy, using the rest stop.

“Hey, it’s your photo buddy,” the guy says, stepping from the turquoise 
public porta-potty.

She says something inaudible from the small outhouse next to his. 
Much rattling takes place until she pops out and the door slams shut. 
“Oh, hey,” she says.

“It looked like a nice place to take some shots,” he says.
“She had to pee,” the guy explains. “She always has to pee.”
“Are you following us?” she asks with a coy and teasing tone.
“No, really, it just looked scenic,” he replies. She’s the last person he 

expected to see.
“Well, since we’re all here, where would you like me to pose?” She smiles. 
“Ah, let’s try over here, and pretend you’re thinking about a far and 

distant land.” He points to a bench.
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Her friend impatiently says deep and loud, “Hungry.”
“You can wait in the car. It will only be a few more minutes,” she scolds.
Her friend stomps off through the gravel lot, kicking little rocks to the 

grass like the eight-year-old he was twenty years ago.
He directs her to pose, to think, to dream, adjusting the camera’s dials 

and buttons between shots for the perfect effect.
Finally, in the winter darkness, the camera goes silent, and the two giggle 

as they make their way to the parked cars.
“Thanks again for modeling. You’re very good at this. Are you a profes-

sional?” he asks with a tenderness in his voice that is sincere.
“No, no don’t be silly.”
“Well, you could be, if you wanted, I bet,” he says sheepishly.
“Enjoy your vacation.” She gives him a quick hug and goes to her car. 

She turns to watch him dig in his pocket for keys.
“Thank you, you too. Enjoy your dinner,” he says.
The two linger for a final moment, eyes locked across the distance of 

the two vehicles.
“Come on,” her friend says from the muffled interior.
“He’s hungry. He gets this way when he’s hungry,” she says before puck-

ering her lips and blowing a kiss. “Email me those photos.” Her head ducks 
into the car.

The friend backs out and then sprays gravel as the car pushes into the 
darkness of the two-lane road, headed west.

Alone once more, he can feel the sadness cover him like a heavy blanket, 
limiting his movements. There’s no hurry to return to Savannah.

Finding a table for one at a restaurant is difficult enough, but during this 
time of evening, it’s even harder. He finds a place at the bar of The Cotton 
Exchange on the riverfront and chats with the other tourists around him 
out for a fun night.

When he’s done, he heads back to his hotel room to start work on his 
photos. He has big thoughts about what to do with the photos to impress 
Jenna. Setting up a private website for her, he decides, might be the best 
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way to share files but is too big of a gesture. Maybe email is best. She might 
write him one day. Perhaps they will become online friends. The best he 
can hope for at this moment is “one day” and “perhaps.”

Entering the hotel lobby, he’s more than a little surprised to see Jenna 
standing next to her friend under the glow of a large chandelier.

“Oh my God!” Jenna says. “What are the chances?”
“You’re staying here too?” 
Her friend looks unhappy at his greeting.
“Did you find a good place for dinner?” he asks.
Jenna is nearly glowing with excitement. “Yes—it was the most won-

derful little place, out of the way, only a few tables, hardly anyone there. 
A real find.”

“Let’s go to the room.” Her friend tugs at her arm.
“Yeah, okay, it is getting a little late, and it’s been a busy day,” she says 

to the two of them.
The three walk to the elevator together.
“Which floor?” he asks politely.
“Three.”
“Same as me.” He presses the button.
The lift moves up, its hum the only sound.
When the doors open, he says, “Well, thanks again for all the modeling.”
“It was fun,” she says with some finality.
He follows the couple around the corner and down the hallway. He pulls 

the plastic keycard from his pocket, hopeful that the worst is not about to 
be discovered.

Leaning on the wall next to the door of the adjacent room, Jenna seems 
to be enjoying the lingering buzz from the cocktails after dinner.

He fumbles with the knob.
Her friend says smugly, “Pretty thin walls at this hotel. You get to hear 

everything.”
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Mr. Memory and the 

Triumph of Ann Boult

I’d brought with me a small digital recorder, and I pressed “Play.” The 
sound of a plucked guitar string filled the room. His smile increased 

as he lay back in his chair. “Lavender,” he said, “with an overtone of fresh 
orange at the peak of the season.” He lingered in that glow until a specific 
lyric seemed to catch his attention.

After the song ended, I asked my second question. “What was happening 
in your life when you first heard this song?”

His tone was serious, hard, and factual. “‘Mona Lisa’ was written by Ray 
Evans and Jay Livingston for the 1950 film Captain Carey, U.S.A., produced 
by Paramount Pictures. The Nat King Cole version stayed at No. 1 on the 
singles chart for eight weeks.”
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Mr. Memory stopped and drew a deep breath. He stood, removed his 
blindfold, and took a seat with me at the desk. Looking straight into my 
eyes, he said, “But the version you just played was recorded in front of a 
live audience on Monday, November 12, 1956, with Gordon Jenkins and 
his orchestra. You can tell by the elongated pronunciation of the word ‘or.’”

Nat King Cole was one of the most influential musicians of his time. 
His popularity enabled him to become one of the first black performers to 
have a television variety show. Mr. Memory was again correct. I had just 
played a rare recording of “Mona Lisa” taken from that show.

The question had been approved in advance by Mr. Memory’s staff, but 
it stirred suspicion in James Hollins himself. It was designed to explore the 
largest gap in his biography.

“Memory,” James Hollins explained on the return to his reclined and 
comfortable position, “is the rudder of one’s life. Our experience of events, 
our interactions with others, and our emotions steer us away from the 
things we fear and toward the people we hope to love. It was my memory 
of Helen on the train that gave me the courage to approach her. In 1956, it 
was the fear of losing her that brought me home to her.”

James Hollins went on to explain, without specific detail, that, at that 
time, he worked for a government agency that found his ability to memorize 
vast amounts of information with perfect accuracy a great asset. 

On the bitingly cold afternoon of October 23, 1956, he reported to his 
superior in Europe. Students of the Budapest University of Technology and 
Economics had issued a list of sixteen demands, including that the Soviet 
Union withdraw its forces. It started a movement that grew to twenty 
thousand Hungarian supporters of Poland’s independence marching in 
the streets of Budapest.

Following the meeting with his command, James Hollins took a train to 
Vienna. A Red Cross truck drove him to a farm just outside of Nickelsdorf. 
He hiked through half-frozen marshland over the border into Hungary. 
Following a line of trees that protected him from the wind, he arrived at 
a muddy road outside of Hegyeshalom, where a car was parked. By the 



• 21 •

Mr. Memory and Other Stories of Wonder

time he had gotten to the car, the moon was a mere sliver, allowing him 
to approach in total darkness and tap on the trunk in his instructed code. 

Ann Boult was a small cherub-cheeked woman in her late twenties, 
with brown eyes and porcelain skin. She got out of the car and strode with 
determination toward Hollins. She extended her gloved hand in greeting 
and spoke in Dutch. “You must have somewhere to go on such a night as 
this,” she said.

James Hollins replied in Dutch, “It is never too cold for men of stout 
heart and good will.” When they shook hands, he took her elbow with his 
free hand and leaned in to kiss her cheek.

She introduced the driver, an older silent man of considerable height, as 
Reber, a person who was able to obtain things. Hollins joined them in the 
car, and the three drove to Budapest.

Ann worked for the Dutch consulate in Hungary. By first light, the car 
had arrived at the outskirts of Budapest, where they would park the car 
and walk to the consulate, hoping that the diplomatic badges would allow 
for safe passage through the madness of revolution.

The diplomatic badges that Ann and Reber carried were carefully 
inspected at each security checkpoint. Black smoke rose from the center 
of the city as the sounds of gunfire filled the air.

By night, Ann, Reber, and James Hollins had made it to the Dutch 
embassy. From the street, it looked like a very nice house. Hidden from 
view behind the ivy-covered brick wall and reinforced steel gates were offices 
and a fortified bunker where they would spend the night. 

Mr. Memory told me, “In a hushed moment among the dozens of Danes 
huddled around the radio by lamplight, we listened for the next radio 
announcement. During a reading of the list of dozens of outlying commu-
nities that had joined the struggle, a warm smile and familiar glance passed 
between Ann and Reber as the city of Pécs was mentioned. 

“Ann, a bit hesitantly, told me of a trip she and Reber had taken the pre-
vious summer. Pécs had been the crossroads of Europe for centuries, with 
architecture from the Ottoman, Roman, and modern periods. Just outside 
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a medieval cathedral, near the university and a mosque, stood a wrought 
iron fence on a very narrow street. Lovers in the city clamp padlocks to the 
fence and throw away the keys as symbols of their unbreakable love. Reber 
and Ann shared a lock on that fence. 

“Fighting was still heavy on Thursday morning at the edges of the city, 
with casualties mounting on both sides. I took the opportunity to exploit 
the absence of the Soviet leadership. Ann and Reber joined me at the 
Communist party central file room.

“You would be surprised,” James Hollins explained, “at the details this 
government kept on the people of Hungary. Standard records such as 
births, deaths, and marriages were on file. But there were also detailed 
documents about the activities of each neighborhood. Just as there might 
be a ‘block captain’ in the United States who promoted civil safety, the 
Soviets had recruited a person in each section of the city to watch and take 
note of neighbors. 

“It was in these offices that I heard Reber speak for the first time. I was 
surprised to find his native tongue was Russian. Reber discovered a young 
lost Soviet hiding in the lower document vault. Separated from his comrades 
when the fighting started, the young man had stayed in the party offices 
when others had fled. He had no ill will toward the Hungarians and had 
an appropriate fear for his life. Reber’s voice was deep and calming. He 
instructed the young soldier to remove his uniform and replace it with the 
rags from the body near the entrance. The last time Reber and I saw the 
man, he was cautiously making his way down the back alley.” 

By Saturday, the world had heard about the revolution in Hungary. 
Optimism was high that the freedom fighters would be able to cast out 
the communists. News reporters began to enter the city to show proud 
Hungarians cleaning rubble as average people came out of their cellars. 

James Hollins went through the files without stop or sleep. His first 
task was to compile a list of agents working on behalf of the Soviets. Next, 
he went through files detailing the number of troops and movements that 
had been documented through the area since the end of the Nazi regime. 
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“I don’t know what time it was when Reber and I finally took a break,” he 
said. “I drank coffee while he smoked and asked me in very clear English, 
‘Do you love America?’

“‘Yes, yes I do,’ I said.
“‘I love America too. I love Herbert Hoover,’ the tall man told me. So I 

asked him very simply where his love of America came from. His answer 
surprised me.” 

In 1921, Reber was seven years old and lived in the Volga valley. There 
was a devastating famine that year. Adding to the peoples’ suffering, the 
new government had taken all the crops from the farmers, which meant 
there would be no seed to plant for the next season. 

Reber helped his father bury his mother two days before his father died. 
A local priest left him with the nuns at an orphanage. But the orphanage 
could not feed him either. 

“I was very hungry,” he told James Hollins. “All I could do was sleep 
on the floor with the other boys for days, waiting for death to take us. The 
walls crawled with lice, and many died of typhoid before starvation.” 

One day, three men—three American men—came to the orphanage. 
The nuns made the children remove their dirty rags and burn them. The 
nuns had them sing for these men. “I remember that my throat was dry 
and I could barely make noise. I remember I was dizzy and just wanted to 
lie down and sleep. The American men looked very sad when we sang our 
song. One of them turned away. I walked over to the man and took his 
hand and said, ‘Do not be sad, this is a happy song.’ Tears ran down his 
face as he rubbed my head.” 

A sickly camel pulled a sled filled with wooden crates of food. The 
Americans brought in the boxes and gave them to the nuns, who began to 
make a hearty soup. Reber and the children were allowed only a little at 
first, and they had to eat slowly. They were fed a little bit more twice a day 
as their stomachs readjusted to food.

Two weeks later, the Americans returned to check on the children. 
Reber told Hollins, “I flexed my arm and showed them my muscles. ‘I am 
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strong. I want to work. Take me with you,’ I said. And they did. They took 
me back to their offices called the ARA.”

Reber learned English quickly. He worked very hard for them. His com-
rades did not understand as well as he did. The Americans had difficulty 
pressing on them the ideas of punctuality and timeliness. They would say, 
“Be here at eight o’clock,” and Reber’s comrades would arrive at ten, saying, 
“Oh, there was a goat for sale I had to look at.” 

Finally, after the winter ice broke, more food arrived. Seed for the next 
harvest arrived. Reber and his comrades planted this seed and did not go 
hungry again. “I love Herbert Hoover. I love America. I am the only one 
in my family who is still alive thanks to those Americans,” Reber told 
James Hollins. 

Reber had survived the great Russian famine that had taken the lives 
of over five million. He had made it through the Second World War by 
surviving on his ability to procure things and to get things done. Reber 
spoke Russian, English, Dutch, and German. He loved America, he loved 
Herbert Hoover, but most of all, he loved Ann Boult.

Freedom fighters discovered James Hollins later that morning standing 
in the organized piles of files. He pointed to one stack and said, “Those are 
the ones you want.” Fueled by retribution, they had little interest in James 
Hollins, Ann, or Reber. They were interested in the list of communist 
agents. The mob left the offices overturned in their wake, the odd document 
floating out of a broken window. 

James Hollins, Ann, and Reber spent the rest of Saturday in the vault, 
going over documents. They were able to capture all the information before 
nightfall when the mob returned. Exhausted, they left the burning building 
and headed back to the embassy to rest. They walked down streets from 
whose trees and lampposts hung the lifeless bodies of men from the lists 
they had surrendered only hours earlier.

James Hollins simply explained to Ann and Reber that it was critical to 
his visit that he get quality sleep. Sleep is important for memory. It allows 
for something called “memory consolidation.” This permits the chemicals in 
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the brain to stabilize newly acquired information from the first few hours of 
learning. Part of the process allows for the organization of information, the 
independence of this information, and the reconnection of this information 
for later use. Much of the work in this area describes the impact of certain 
proteins and flavonoids on the cascading neurons to improve memory and 
learning skills during sleep.

The couple took him to a windowless concrete room with a comfortable 
bed, and James Hollins was asleep before his head hit the pillow.

He rested for a while as if reliving that sleep, and then he continued. 
“After I woke, I dressed and ventured out of the room. When I found Ann 
and Reber, they fed me and explained that it was now Tuesday. I had slept 
nearly two days. On Sunday, a new government had been sworn in. The 
Soviets had withdrawn during a ceasefire. The Soviets wanted to negotiate.”

The city seemed to come to an abrupt stop. Newspapers stopped being 
printed, trains did not run, and the only activity an average citizen was 
interested in was to attend the funeral of their lost family member. 

Ann and Reber took the news of November 1, 1956, poorly. Reading 
between the lines from the reports, they knew this meant the American 
cavalry was not on the horizon.”

There was little debate; James Hollins had to leave. Ann and Reber 
insisted on helping. Quickly, the trio made its way to the car still parked 
on the outskirts of the city. Movement was much easier on the way out, as 
adrenaline and fear pushed them faster down each block.

“I could see the car,” Hollins told me. “It was only yards away when I 
heard the sound of the assassin’s bullet. My only guess is that it was a sniper 
from one side mistaking us for a member of the other. With those long legs 
of his, Reber, keys in hand, was ahead of us. As he tried to plant his next 
foot forward, he went down on his knees. Events happened more quickly 
than my mind could grasp. Ann grabbed one arm, I got a firm hold of 
the other, and we moved him forward to the car. Our momentum carried 
him. Ann got in the driver’s seat as I leaned against Reber with all I had, 
pushing him into the back seat.
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“Once we regained our senses, Ann slowed the car to a normal speed. 
I tried to find where the bullet had entered and if it had exited. Reber, his 
head in my lap, began to call softly for Ann. Outside the city, she stopped 
and we changed places. What they shared in those final hours will remain 
in my heart, but it’s not something I will share. I am certain that they were 
very much in love. She was a safe and soft place in a dangerous and hard life. 
He was a good man who made her feel special. She would always cherish 
their summer in Pécs. Is there anything more that two people can ask for?”

Back on the dirt road where Hollins had first met Ann, she faced a 
tough decision. In the cold night, her blood-soaked dress would freeze and 
she would risk hypothermia. Or she could take her chances and attempt 
to go back to the embassy, past new security patrols, with the body of her 
Russian lover. In the trunk, James Hollins found a dry winter jacket and 
boots far too large for Ann. She removed her nylons and Reber’s socks and 
stuffed them into the front of the boots. With a few safety pins from her 
purse, she fastened her dress more modestly to protect against the wind. 
After a last kiss, Ann left Reber and walked to the line of trees where 
James Hollins waited. 

“I don’t know how she did it,” James Hollins said. “Each step was a ques-
tion—either the crunchy uncertainty of frozen earth or a break through the 
ice into the nearly frozen slop of the marsh. It was dark, and I trusted the 
line of trees for direction. Eventually, we found ourselves facing a strongly 
flowing river that only a week earlier had been merely a frosty trickle. I knew 
the border was near and that dawn would break soon. Rather than risk a 
fall into the water in the darkness and whatever awaited us on the border, 
we huddled down in a tall thicket. I matted down the grasses, making a 
dry place for Ann to sit. I opened my jacket and took her into my arms, 
hoping our bodies could keep each other warm.

“Ann asked me, as we sat waiting for the sun, if I had a love in my life. 
So I told her of the day Helen and I met for the second time, the train ride 
to her house, the bike ride to the lake, and the garden turtles at midnight.”
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Survival in dire situations is often based on will. People placed into 
circumstances that push the very limits of what the body can take some-
times find an inner voice telling them, “Get up,” “Move,” “Keep going,” 
“Don’t stop.” 

At first light, James Hollins found that this was what they had done, 
occupying each other with stories of hope in order to make it through 
the night and see the other side of the river. He told Ann the Soviets had 
cleared this area of land mines and fences the previous summer. When she 
did not respond, he shook her. When he looked inside his jacket, he could 
see that her skin and lips had turned blue. It was difficult getting up, but 
he managed. He lifted her, and she began to stir.

“Are we going home?” she asked.
“Yes, I’m taking you home,” he said.
The riverbank was slick with mud. Upstream, he found a cement spillway. 

James Hollins set Ann down next to the channel. He was fortunate to find 
a pile of wooden fence stakes roughly six feet long left behind by Soviet 
clearing crews. After fifteen trips, he had constructed a shaky bridge. He 
lifted Ann Boult one last time for a final push over the border. “A little 
voice inside my head was saying ‘Keep going—get home to Helen—keep 
moving.’” 

On the other side of the river, he could see a row of Red Cross trucks 
parked, their motors running. He could imagine the warm driver’s cab. “Keep 
going—get home to Helen,” the voice in his head repeated with each step. 

He could just make out the crew of each truck. “They began to cheer when 
they saw us. They jumped up and down and waved me toward them. But 
an invisible line—the border—stopped the Red Cross from running to us. 
We just had to make it to the invisible line and everything would be fine. I 
fell to my knees at one point, and the voice said ‘Get up.’ But my legs were 
weak. I leaned forward, and the voice said, ‘Go home to Helen.’ I got up. 

“Once I crossed the invisible line, a swarm of Red Cross members took 
Ann to the truck. They lifted me from my feet and carried me to warm 
blankets and hot coffee.”
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On the evening of November 12, 1956, James Hollins stood at the door 
of Helen’s apartment in New York City and knocked. He had spent days 
being debriefed, spouting classified data to transcribers in nonstop sessions 
before flying back to the States. 

“The moment the door opened and I saw Helen smile might well have been 
the happiest point in my life. She asked me in for coffee and to explain why 
it had been so long since my last letter or phone call. Helen was surprised 
by my firm embrace and was very happy to see me. As we stood with our 
arms around each other, we slowly began to sway to the music that came 
from the program on her television set—The Nat King Cole Show, where he 
was singing his popular hit ‘Mona Lisa.’”

James Hollins removed a tissue from the box at his side and wiped his 
eyes. “A week later, I proposed to Helen. I didn’t want to take any more 
chances. Helen was the one for me.”

Days later, the two went to see Forbidden Planet on a stormy Saturday 
afternoon. It was one of James Hollins’s favorite movies, about a StarCraft 
that finds a genius and his daughter as the sole survivors on a planet where 
a civilization of super-advanced aliens once lived. 

“In the newsreel before the feature, there was an update on the Hungarian 
refugees. Thousands had followed Ann and me across those frozen marsh-
lands. The makeshift bridge I’d built helped others pass to safety. The 
Soviets had put up machine gun turrets along the route since I’d been there. 
Red Cross trucks still lined up to take refugees to safety in Austria and 
surrounding countries. In a brief moment, I saw Ann for the last time. She 
was at a train station, welcoming some of the refugees to their new home 
in the Netherlands. I had kept my promise—she was home.”
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A Wing and a Prayer

Father Juan Francisco, the chaplain for Detroit Metro Airport, stood on 
the far side of the scanning maze, waiting to meet the new member of 

what he called the “Mobile God Squad.” One of the blessings he found in 
this specialized line of service was the opportunity to learn about the sim-
ilarities between Catholicism and other religions, between his and others’ 
ways of worshipping. It had been some time since a new member had been 
added to the team. He was hoping to learn more about the Muslim faith. 

He held a hand-lettered sign, similar to the ones limousine drivers hold, 
on which he had printed the name “Aazad Khamenei.” It had seemed like 
a good idea that morning.

Before he could try his cell phone, he saw a man wave to him from 
the top of the escalator. The imam’s bright white teeth shone through 
his bushy beard as he smiled widely. Aazad seemed younger than Father 
Francisco had imagined he would. Father Francisco extended his hand to 
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greet his new team member, saying, “I’m Father Francisco. It’s a pleasure 
to meet you.”

Khamenei took the father’s hand and shook it. “Imam Aazad Khamenei,” 
he said. “It is indeed a pleasure. I look forward to working with you.” Aazad 
kept a firm grip on Francisco’s hand until Juan pulled away.

“How was the security line today?” Francisco asked.
Aazad’s undeterred smile beamed. “It was long.”
“Once the TSA team gets to know you, things will go more smoothly. It 

took a few months of them seeing me every day before they began to know 
me. A staff badge will help too. Let’s go get you started.”

Before the two began the tour of the mile-long terminal, they filled 
out some paperwork, and Khamenei had his photo taken for a security 
badge. They took the series of moving walkways from one end to the other, 
Francisco pointing out places he thought would be important in the imam’s 
first week. At each gate, he took time to introduce the new member of the 
“Mobile God Squad” to the airline agents. “Just call us if you need help 
with anyone or if a situation arises,” he said.

Beyond the numerous thirty-minute services or prayer sessions the “God 
Squad” held, the biggest job his team had at the airport was to comfort 
unruly passengers or people who were flustered, confused, lost, or troubled. 
Francisco knew the manager of every hotel in a half-hour radius, and he 
kept a pocketful of vouchers for all the restaurants on the mile. 

At the center of the terminal was a small corridor with four rooms. One 
was for Protestants, one for Catholics, one for Jews, and one for Muslims. 
Francisco introduced Aazad to Rabbi Silverman, who had just finished 
consoling a traveler. The imam greeted the rabbi with the same warmth 
and enthusiasm with which he had two hours earlier greeted Juan. 

The three joked and laughed for a good hour, sharing with one another. 
It was one of those moments one later remembers in which everything 
clicks into place. 
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Finally, Rabbi Silverman looked at Father Francisco with a bit of 
trepidation. “I don’t want to spoil things—this fellowship has been so 
wonderful—but have you told him about Los Tres Demonios?”

The imam was puzzled. “The three devils?”
Father Francisco reached out and touched the imam’s arm. “I wanted 

to wait until the two of you had met so the rabbi could corroborate that I 
wasn’t playing a practical joke on your first day, Aazad.”

“Please, tell me about Los Tres Demonios,” Aazad said with a slightly 
smaller smile. “It can’t be that bad.”

They all took a seat before Father Francisco began.
“Everything was new and pristine at the airport when it first opened, 

so much better than the older, confusing terminal. I was the only person 
here at the time, and I was asked to serve all the faiths when the program 
started. I was very busy. When flights were delayed, I would get a call to 
stand at the gate or talk with travelers. Just showing up in my formal collar 
would often cool tempers. 

“So, near the end of that first week, I got a call from Gate 1. One of the 
throwers—”

Aazad interrupted. “Throwers?”
“Baggage handlers. I know they’re supposed to handle your luggage 

with care, but they call each other ‘throwers.’ So, I get a call that one of the 
throwers has mishandled an animal container. Usually when I get this call, 
it means that someone has lost a pet and is grieving, but it was different 
this time. Some birds had escaped from a container and had gotten into the 
aircraft. From the aircraft, they flew into the jetway and into the terminal.”

“Let’s take a walk,” Rabbi Silverman suggested.
The three went to the nearest loading area for the tram that ran between 

gates. There was a large sign that read “Bird Recordings” in big bold words. 
Under it, the text read, “You may periodically hear what sounds to be 
birds in distress. These are recorded devices that help us reduce the actual 
bird population in the terminal without harming the birds. We appreciate 
everyone’s understanding in this matter.”
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“The three birds that escaped that day,” Juan explained, “were African 
grey parrots on their way to the Detroit Zoo.”

“Oh, parrots! They are so cute. People keep them as pets,” Aazad said.
“They might look cute, but these are not your average, everyday parrots,” 

Rabbi Silverman said.
“Zou-Zou is the leader, Mr. Pink is the muscle, and Yo-Yo is the beauty,” 

Juan said.
“You describe them as if they are a gang. They’re just birds, aren’t they?” 

Aazad asked.
“At first, they were just escaped birds who would occasionally poop on 

things. The cleaning crew would spot them from time to time in the trees 
or ceiling. Mr. Pink is easy to see with his bright red color in the spring. 
Then, I started to get more calls about arguments on the mile.” Francisco 
explained that many of these disputes were a matter of harsh words between 
strangers, but both parties claimed the other had started it. There were also 
problems with inventories at the food court. Fruits and vegetables went 
missing, and staff members were getting into trouble.

“I became a witness,” Francisco said. “I watched Zou-Zou fly down from 
a rafter into the fake plastic tree at the sitting area by a gate and say, ‘Get 
out of my chair, asshole.’ Pardon my language, but that’s what Zou-Zou 
said. The two passengers seated back-to-back turned and started to argue. 
At the same time, Mr. Pink and Yo-Yo waited above the food court. When 
the two yelling men began to draw everyone’s attention, the two birds 
swooped in and grabbed large stashes of food. You wouldn’t think a bird 
that size could carry items bigger than itself.”

“Hold on, Father Francisco,” Aazad stopped him. “You’re telling me 
that these birds can talk like humans and are stealing food from vendors?”

Rabbi Silverman, with a somber look, said, “Every word of it is true, my 
friend. I have witnessed it as well.”

“You see,” Francisco explained, “African greys are very smart. They are 
known for having large vocabularies and being highly adaptive to their 
environment.”
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“But you are talking about real intelligence,” Aazad said, “not some 
mimicry or clever animal behavior.” 

Rabbi Silverman said, “Let me put it this way: God’s creatures are very 
good at certain tasks. Getting food is one of those tasks. Zou-Zou can mimic 
sounds, all kinds of sounds. We’ve listened to him repeat announcements 
from the loudspeaker in several languages or sound exactly like the coffee 
grinder by the snack shop—even a popular cell phone ring. He also can 
mimic words that instigate fights.”

Father Francisco went on to tell how the birds were able to avoid being 
captured. He told how thirty men, animal wranglers, had been hired to 
catch all the birds in the airport. They used sounds to confuse them, nets 
to catch them, and tranquilizer darts to put them to sleep. All these efforts 
caught the dozens of smaller average birds but never Zou-Zou, Mr. Pink, 
and Yo-Yo. •

Ash Wednesday was one of the busiest days of the year for Father 
Francisco. Rabbi Silverman was assisting him with a series of thirty-minute 
services throughout the day.

Imam Aazad Khamenei was walking the mile with his phone on, ready 
to be at any gate in five minutes. He enjoyed the walking this role provided. 
He enjoyed that so many friendly people worked at the airport. He had made 
good friends over the past month with gate agents, security, shopkeepers, 
and the airport authority. It was a real community that merely happened 
to have thousands of travelers passing through it each day.

After many trips back and forth over two hours, Aazad decided to sit 
for a few minutes in one of the comfortable black leather chairs by the food 
court. The patter of footsteps had become a comforting background noise. 
That’s when he first heard “Get out of my chair, asshole” from behind him. 
Aazad turned to see a large muscular man with a brush cut dressed in a 
camouflage uniform and looking at him in similar confusion.
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As the two were twisted halfway in their chairs, they heard the voice 
again say, “I said, ‘Get out of my chair, asshole.’”

Aazad looked up into the plastic tree near them, and the man in uniform 
followed his gaze. There, in the center of the perfectly placed green foliage, 
was an orange beak on the front of the fully gray face of a bird. It began to 
sway back and forth on the branch. Its tail was a shock of two red feathers 
sticking out from an ashen-gray body.

“Zou-Zou?” Aazad said.
Zou-Zou turned his head at the sound of his name. His beady bird eyes 

looked especially menacing with the short feathers along his lore.
Aazad turned to look at the food court. A bright red bird the size of a 

football was perched at the top of the coffee house logo, watching. In the 
distance, to the right of the sandwich shop sign, Aazad could make out a 
gray ball of fluff cooing and watching him as well.

“Hey, what’s going on?” the man in camouflage asked.
“I think that parrot knows some wicked phrases,” said Aazad.
“Yeah, I think you’re right. That’s pretty cool. Come here, birdy,” the 

large man said, slowly approaching Zou-Zou.
Zou-Zou turned his head as only a bird can. He watched the man 

approach with his finger extended. When the man came close enough, 
Zou-Zou’s bright beak struck, drawing blood. In a flutter of feathers and 
profane language, Zou-Zou was gone and the man left bleeding.

Aazad took the man to the nearest first aid kit, cleaned the wound, and 
dressed it. It was much deeper than he’d first imagined. The cut was also 
not clean. It was misshapen and jagged, with a good deal of skin torn away. 
He recommended that when the man got to his destination a doctor look 
at it again to see if stitches were needed. The man said, “It’s just a scratch. 
I’ll be fine.”

Later, after sharing the events of that day with the father and the rabbi, 
Aazad said, “I must confess, you were right about those birds. They are devils.”



• 35 •

Mr. Memory and Other Stories of Wonder

It had been a very long day for the father and rabbi. They looked equally 
tired from having served so many souls, a never-ending stream of foreheads 
with ashen crosses on them.

“Oh ye of little faith,” Juan said with a smile.
“What can we do about this?” Aazad asked.
Francisco shook his head. “What is there to do? The airport authority 

knows about it. They’ve installed the random birdcall recording.”
Aazad was unsatisfied with the predicament. “I don’t think it is working. 

These birds are big and fat from all the food they steal. They can live as long 
as a man. Do we have decades ahead of us in which to face”—he searched 
for the right word and was happy to have found it—“these bullies?”

The rabbi, who had patiently listened to the two, shared his insight. “If 
we are talking about intelligent creatures . . .” He paused, knowing the 
path it could take the conversation down. “If. We should consider a test 
to see if they are intelligent and not just very good mimics and hunters.”

“What did you have in mind?” Aazad asked.
“There are different ways scientists measure intelligence.” The rabbi 

slowly eased into the conversation. “For example, squid have been tested by 
being put through mazes to get to food. Scientists found that they have a 
very sophisticated way to solve these problems.” He gauged the faces of his 
friends to see if there were any concerns with this argument so far. “One of 
the best ways to test for this higher level of problem solving—what I’ll call 
‘intelligence’ for now—is to put the subject in front of a mirror.”

“Fascinating,” said Aazad. “What does this show the scientists?”
“Well, the example that seemed most interesting was with dolphins. 

They put a mirror in the water tank with the dolphin, and they observed the 
animal looking at itself, trying to see around the mirror, until it seemed to 
recognize itself.” Still looking into his colleague’s eyes, waiting for a rebuttal 
on evolution or soulless creatures, he continued cautiously. “Finally, the 
dolphin starts to observe itself, look at parts of its body it has never seen 
before—what the dorsal fin looks like, what its tail looks like.”

“How can they tell what the dolphin is thinking?” Aazad asked.
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“Well, they observe the reactions of the dolphin. It is normally a very 
chatty creature, making noise, but during the mirror experiment, it’s silent. 
Normally, the dolphin is a very playful creature, but with the mirror, it is 
very intent, focused on the mirror.”

“Interesting, very interesting.” Aazad looked to his right. “Don’t you 
think so, Father?”

“Yes,” Juan said. “Very interesting. But birds usually have mirrors in their 
cages to keep them company, don’t they?”

Rabbi Silverman nodded. “Which makes it an ideal test if we are ever 
able to conduct it.”

“You’re right. If we were able to put the parrots in front of a mirror, I 
agree,” Father Francisco said.

As the three men left the room to the corridor, they looked up to notice 
that Mr. Pink, Zou-Zou, and Yo-Yo were perched that late night on a 
vendor sign on the mile, looking down at them.

“You don’t think they know we were talking about them, do you?” 
Aazad pondered.

“I don’t know,” replied Farther Francisco.
The three birds cooed and turned their heads like normal, healthy birds, 

watching the “Mobile God Squad” walk past them to the main corridor.
“They really are getting big,” Rabbi Silverman added.•
The next week, Father Francisco asked Imam Khamenei to join him 

at the weekly airport authority meeting. It was another business meeting. 
Usually, the group ticked through annual goals, metrics that had been 
achieved or missed, upcoming news, and changes in policy or programs. 
Howard Brown was a bookish administrator who ran the airport and these 
meetings very efficiently.

Howard announced at the start of the meeting that they were going to 
focus on one topic exclusively—birds—and return to the regular schedule 
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the following week. “We all know about the bird problem here on the mile,” 
he continued, “so I’ve spent a good amount of time researching how we can 
resolve this issue. I’ve hired one of the best animal wranglers in the world, 
and I’d like to introduce him to you. Nero Blackstone.” Howard Brown 
gestured toward the new face at the table.

Nero Blackstone rose from his chair, dwarfing Howard Brown, and looked 
over the group of transportation professionals. He was a man of colossal 
stature, his hair was jet black and slicked back, and he had thick sideburns. 
Three old scars, about the right size and distance from one another to be 
from talons, marred his right cheek.

“You may see Mr. Blackstone on the mile over the next three days while 
he observes our problem,” Howard added. “If you have any questions for 
him, now would be a good time.”

“Mr. Blackstone,” one of the head gate agents started, “how will you be 
solving this problem?”

“I’ll be using two trained falcons to hunt and kill the three birds you 
call Zou-Zou, Mr. Pink, and Yo-Yo,” Nero said.

“Don’t you think there’s a more humane way of addressing this issue?” 
another person asked.

“No,” he said plainly. “From what I can gather, your situation has gotten 
out of control. The birds are too wily to be trapped, and you’ve tried all the 
other options.”

“What kind of support will you need from us?” a maintenance person asked.
“The center fountain. You’ll need to turn that off and emptied as soon 

as you can.”
Another person spoke up in protest. “But the dancing fountain is the 

centerpiece of the design. It’s a symbol of the airport—we can’t just turn 
that off.”

“You can,” Nero said, staring the man directly in the eyes, “and you will.”
Howard Brown spoke in the eerie silence of the room. “Well, maybe 

we’re going to have a short meeting this week.”
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Aazad, unmoved by Nero Blackstone’s attempts at intimidation, decided 
that they would be trading one bully for another if they allowed him to 
act. “Mr. Howard, why such drastic measures? Are the birds that large of 
a problem? Is business down? Are complaints up? Are fewer people coming 
to Detroit because of our ‘bird issue’?”

“I know you are relatively new here, Imam Khamenei,” Howard Brown 
started. “Our concern is not only that these three continue to be a prob-
lem, but that they will also—let me say—propagate it. Yo-Yo is a female. 
We believe she is at the age to begin nesting. Our problem could multiply 
each spring.”

“Your solution is to kill them,” Aazad said, “not to transplant them, 
not deliver them to the Detroit Zoological Society as originally planned.”

“That’s correct,” Howard Brown said.
Aazad looked at Juan. “Tell them about the dolphins,” he said. “Explain 

that the birds might be intelligent.”
Father Francisco looked to his new friend with understanding and then 

to Howard Brown, softly asking, “Mr. Brown, do you hate these birds?”
“No, Father, this is just a matter of business. We’ve tried other methods. 

You’ve been a part of those efforts. I don’t see another practical way.”
“Do you feel vengeance in your heart toward these animals?” 

Francisco asked.
“No,” Howard Brown replied. 
Father Francisco turned to Aazad. “I am sorry, my friend. I do not see 

another way at the moment.”
The imam sighed and said, “If anyone kills a person—unless it be a 

punishment for murder or for spreading mischief in the land—it is as if he 
has killed all people. And if anyone saves a life, it is as if he has saved the 
lives of all people.”

“I understand,” Father Francisco said to Aazad. “But these are birds. 
Mischievous birds.”

Aazad nodded and turned back to Howard Brown.
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“Okay then,” Howard Brown said. “Maintenance will shut off and drain 
the dancing fountain. Nero Blackstone will be granted access to the mile 
to hunt and kill Zou-Zou, Mr. Pink, and Yo-Yo.”

On the first day, Nero Blackstone walked the mile with his notebook 
and camera. He was easy to spot. At times, he looked as if he were wad-
ing through the masses of people, like a swimmer coming up a beach. 
Occasionally, he’d stop, click off dozens of photos with his high-powered 
zoom, and then take a few notes.

He spent a good amount of time at the food court in the afternoon, sitting 
near the fake trees, hoping to catch one of the birds with his bare hands, his 
banana-sized fingers wrapping around the winged creature and squeezing.

There were several concerned travelers that day who reported a 
suspicious-looking character scoping out the airport to security. After the 
eighth such report, the security captain assigned two of his uniformed staff 
to patrol with Blackstone, ending further reports.

Aazad arrived early the morning of Blackstone’s second day. He felt 
compelled to help the three birds escape or be captured rather than exe-
cuted. He took every opportunity to walk the mile and try to find the birds 
before Nero.

By evening, it was clear that Nero Blackstone was not going to kill the 
birds that day. He had not even brought in the falcons he’d mentioned in 
the meeting to hunt them. Aazad took comfort in this as he sat in the deep 
leather chairs near the executive lounge, exhausted from running back and 
forth on the mile that day. As he sat in the chair, air hissed, escaping from 
the cushion. Once settled, he glanced up, surprised to see that the three 
birds were only a few feet from him, perched on the solid branch of a large 
potted plant.

“Nero Blackstone is here to kill you,” Aazad spoke softly to them. “I 
don’t know if you can understand me, but you need to leave the building 
before he finds you.”

The three birds acted just like birds, sitting and cooing, pecking at one 
another from time to time, turning their heads in impossible directions. 
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Aazad hoped he would be able to communicate the situation, no matter 
how foolish it seemed. He reached into his robe pocket and pulled out a 
small shaving mirror. Slowly, he rose from the chair and approached the 
three birds. Remembering the gash Zou-Zou had made in the soldier’s 
hand during their first encounter, he continued with caution.

Arm extended, he held the mirror like a small shield. Once close enough 
to the birds, it caught their attention. They could see one another, and they 
could see themselves next to each other. It stopped their movement and ticks.

“Zou-Zou.” The bird said its own name. “Zou-Zou,” he repeated.
“Yo-Yo, Yo-Yo, Yo-Yo,” the female said, repeating her name rapidly.
“Zou-Zou,” the lead parrot replied.
“You are intelligent,” Aazad said with surprise.
A loud single clap came from behind. Aazad turned to see that Nero 

Blackstone had discovered them and dropped his notebook while scrambling 
to get his camera. The loud noise drove the birds to flight. 

Aazad held up the mirror to Nero. “They are intelligent. You can’t kill 
them—they are intelligent.”

Nero did not know what to make of the moment. He looked into the 
mirror and was puzzled by the reflection of a beast looking back at him, 
his head tilted, trying to comprehend. Giving up and returning to instinct, 
Blackstone looked at the little man in a funny robe holding out the mirror 
and wrinkled the scars on his cheek with a grin. “That doesn’t matter. They 
are going to die tonight.” •

Aazad, nearly out of breath, caught his two friends as they were packing 
things up for the night and explained what had happened—how he had 
found the birds, how he had used the mirror test successfully, and how 
they had known their own names. He told them about Nero Blackstone 
finding them and that he must have gone to his truck for the falcons to kill 
the three birds that night.
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Francisco had already started to dial Howard Brown before Aazad had 
finished the story. Rabbi Silverman started to open doors, looking for 
something. Aazad was not sure what or if anything could be done, but he 
was excited at the activity and enthusiasm of his friends.

Rabbi Silverman returned from another room with a large plastic pet 
carrier that had been left by one of the throwers “ just in case.”

When the three began to walk the mile, it was late and the airport was 
desolate. The pet carrier was bulky and took both Rabbi Silverman and 
Father Francisco, one on each end, to keep pace with Imam Khamenei.

By the time they reached Gate A65, they could see that the hunt had 
already started. Nero Blackstone stood at Gate A70, looking up, his extended 
arm covered in a brown leather glove. Yo-Yo’s body wiggled in the cloth 
bindings on the cold white stone floor with a hood over her head.

One of Blackstone’s falcons dipped and turned in the air, chasing the 
football-sized Mr. Pink in aerial combat, the parrot using skills a WWI 
ace would have envied. Just when it seemed the falcon had caught his prey, 
Mr. Pink stopped in midair, letting the faster bird pass him and smash into 
the large screen monitor showing news. But from a ledge only five feet 
away, the second falcon, which had been waiting motionless, took flight 
and surprised the tired Mr. Pink with a calculated strike. In an instant, 
everyone knew that this had been the plan: lure the tough Mr. Pink into 
a trap by getting Yo-Yo first.

Deflated, the three men of faith watched as one falcon returned to Nero 
Blackstone’s glove-enshrouded arm on command. The second falcon circled 
and returned to his perch, ready for the next ambush.

Blackstone smiled his menacing grin and said, “I guess we’re not worried 
about babies anymore. One more to go.”

It had been in vain, these efforts, these hopes the three men had shared 
at saving these souls. They returned to their rooms of worship, dragging 
the crate with them. Not a word was spoken. What could be said?

“Well,” Rabbi Silverman said with sadness, “maybe this was part of—”
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Before he could finish his attempt to comfort the other two, a flut-
ter of activity sounded at the open door. “Sanctuary!” cawed Zou-Zou. 
“Sanctuary!” he screeched once more, landing on top of the pet cage.

Father Francisco quickly got to the door and slammed it shut. He could 
hear a loud thud on the other side followed by scratching on the floor.

“Open the cage,” Francisco said. “Get him in the cage.”
Aazad complied. He opened the metal wire door and stepped back, and 

Zou-Zou peered in. “You have to get in there, Zou-Zou. It’s the only way 
we can protect you.”

Zou-Zou looked up at Aazad and over to Rabbi Silverman, and then he 
stepped into the cage as if it were the most natural thing to do.

A loud knock came from the door. Rabbi Silverman latched the lock on 
the cage and gave the father a nod.

“Mr. Blackstone, how are you this fine evening?” Francisco said, opening 
the door and putting himself in the entrance. He could see a dazed-looking 
falcon finding his footing on the slick stone floor. “Must have hit his head, 
poor little guy.”

“I want Zou-Zou,” Nero Blackstone seethed.
Howard Brown turned the corner of the corridor just in time to hear this.
“Ah, Mr. Brown. Good to see you this evening,” Francisco said, still 

blocking the doorway to the airport chapel.
“I got your message, Father, and came right over.” Howard Brown looked 

at Nero. “Mr. Blackstone, when I called your emergency line, you did not 
answer the phone as you said you would.”

“I was in the middle of something,” he muttered.
“Yes, yes you were. You were able to take care of Mr. Pink and Yo-Yo?” 

Howard Brown asked.
“He was. I am able to confirm that,” Father Francisco said.
“Well, I guess we’re done here,” Brown said.
“There is still Zou-Zou,” said Nero. “My job is not complete until I 

have Zou-Zou.”
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Father Juan Francisco puffed out his chest a little and looked Nero 
Blackstone directly in the eye. “You are not going to get him.”

Rabbi Silverman and Imam Khamenei smiled at the fortitude of 
their friend.

“Zou-Zou has requested sanctuary in my chapel and my associates and 
I will be providing it,” Juan said.

“I guess you are done, Mr. Blackstone. Be sure to send me an invoice 
for your services.” Howard Brown turned to walk away. “Oh, and please 
clean up your mess before you leave. We have a midnight flight landing 
in a few minutes.” •

It was one of those unexpectedly beautiful spring days in Detroit. Green 
buds were starting to blossom, the warmth of the sun was refreshing, and 
the air was filled with the laughter of children.

Aazad thought it was a bit unusual to see his two friends out of their 
traditional work attire when he spotted them waiting by the hippo statue 
outside the front gate. Before leaving work the previous night, the three 
had agreed to meet and visit with their old friends who had been living at 
the zoo for many years.

They enjoyed each other’s fellowship just as much as that day when they 
had first met. They walked the asphalt path past the butterfly pavilion, 
beyond the bear fountain and reptile house, to the new home of exotic birds.

Zou-Zou looked as if he were plotting a prison break with the others 
when they first arrived. The men noticed he was not as bright in color or 
as well-fed from stolen fruit. But he was clean, well kept, and as happy as 
a bird in captivity could be. His glass partition kept children from hearing 
the profane phrases he knew and teenagers from teaching him new ones. 
The three men smiled when Zou-Zou recognized them and landed on the 
branch nearest the window.
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Mr. Pink and Yo-Yo cooed and cuddled away from the plots and planning 
Zou-Zou was preaching to the others. The two still bore the scars from 
the hunt that day in the airport. Mr. Pink could not fully extend his wing, 
and Yo-Yo had a bare patch at the back of her neck where the talon scar 
remained from the knockout blow.

Father Francisco’s smile was a bit crooked at the edges, almost weepy 
with joy, when he said, “We saved them. We saved them!”
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“There are beautiful lies all around us.” Trinity sat in the auction hall, 
remembering her father’s last words to her. They had seemed overly 

dramatic at the time, so very much like him, full of flair and showmanship. 
That had been his life. She only wanted hers to be normal.

It had been an unusual day. This was an extraordinary auction. It had 
been billed both as the greatest assemblage of magic tricks and illusions to 
come before the public since the death of Houdini and as the largest of its 
type to ever have been held in North America.

Trinity was now forced into the position to preserve her father’s legacy by 
buying all of his work at auction as her mother, Jasmine, was only interested 
money and not art. Members of this tight community knew the story. For 
the last thirty-three minutes, Trinity had been the only bidder. The hall, 
filled with hobbyists, amateurs, professionals, and aficionados of the world 
of illusion, had all gathered out of respect for her father. Absent a funeral, 
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this was the best way they could pay homage to the man known as “The 
Great Makuakane, Father of the Spirit World.” When his properties hit 
the block, no one else bid, allowing Trinity to buy back her birthright. 

Trinity and her mother had never been close. She suspected it might 
have been jealousy because her father had spent his time and devotion 
on her. It could have been that her mother was ashamed to be seen with 
her in public. Jasmine certainly blamed Trinity for the changes that had 
happened to her body during pregnancy, transforming her from a highly 
desired contortionist to a mother with roomy hips. It was when Trinity 
discovered her mother with one of the stagehands in the dressing room 
just two years earlier that their relationship had ended. She couldn’t believe 
that after decades of marriage, Jasmine would cheat on her father; later, 
she discovered this had happened frequently. 

“And now we come to item 437,” the auctioneer announced to the room. 
“The first of the ‘Air Trilogy’ illusions from The Great Makuakane.” 

These were her father’s signature works, “The Firetrap” and “The Diver’s 
Dilemma.” The third was the illusion that had killed him. Even Trinity did 
not know exactly what it was he’d built while she was away at school. She 
only knew it involved a giant fan used to train skydivers, capable of creating 
wind of such velocity it could hold a human body aloft. Word about her 
father’s death had spread quickly throughout the community, as had the 
high drama of her mother’s infidelity. 

When the auctioneer first entertained bids for “The Firetrap,” the crowd 
was silent as before out of respect for the dead illusionist. Trinity raised her 
paddle, assuming that she would now gain one more piece of her inheritance. 
But as she lowered it, the auctioneer found another bidder across the room. 

Her head shot up to see who it was. Jasmine’s latest lover representing 
her out of spite? Someone else? Did she know him?

Trinity quickly bid again, raising her paddle high so everyone, including 
the new bidder, could see it. He quickly countered. Her hand shot up again, 
accompanied by an ardent little grunt. The auctioneer recognized her and 
then recognized yet another counter bid. 
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Her budget had been clearly calculated. There was little room for any-
thing exceeding the minimum set by the house. Rather than give Jasmine 
more money, Trinity stopped bidding. 

“‘The Firetrap’ goes to number 248,” the auctioneer said, closing the sale 
with a rap of his hammer.

Trinity closed her eyes and cleared her mind. This was not supposed 
to be emotional. This was supposed to be about economics. She still had 
enough for the last two illusions.

But she lost her father’s “Diver’s Dilemma” just as quickly to the man 
with paddle 248. 

The last illusion, the one that had killed him, would be hers. She now 
had the money she had budgeted for three illusions to spend on this final 
one. Nevertheless, the man with paddle 248 was relentless and seemingly 
deep-pocketed, and the bidding quickly escalated to a price beyond any 
Trinity could afford. 

By the time the auction had resumed, offering up for purchase the next 
group of items, she had lost all interest. Some of her father’s friends sitting 
near her gave her words of encouragement, while others cursed the man 
who had outbid her. But none of it mattered. Jasmine would make as little 
profit as possible, and Trinity now had nearly all of her father’s work. 

At the conclusion of the bidding, Trinity met with the auction house 
personnel to give instructions on the wire transfer of necessary funds and 
the delivery of her purchases. She picked up the itemized bill of lading for 
each property. 

“Trinity?” a voice said behind her.
“Yes?” She turned and found herself face-to-face with the man who was 

number 248.
“I wanted to introduce myself. My name is Alan Forsyth. I was a huge 

fan of your father’s.”
“Really?” Trinity said. “Most of the people in the hall were his fans as 

well, but you didn’t see them bid against me.”
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“I was stunned by that at first,” Forsyth said. “Why would such a 
thing happen?”

“They refused to bid out of respect for him so that I might own his work. 
You must be new to the community.”

Alan shook his head. “But the illusions were up for auction. I was allowed 
to bid on them.”

“You were, you did, and now you own them. Good luck.”
“Why are you so angry? You’ve got everything else.”
“You’re right, Mr. Forsyth. I don’t know why you didn’t deprive me of 

them.” Her voice was cold. “But you got the masterpieces. Enjoy them.”
“Wait. I’d like to make you an offer.”
“I’m not selling what I have,” Trinity said. “They’re all that’s left of my 

father. But I certainly would be happy to take the ones you bought at a 
much lower price than the one you paid for them.”

Alan laughed quietly at the suggestion. “I was thinking of something 
else. After all, you and your mother, of course . . .”

“Jasmine,” she interrupted.
“As you say, you and Jasmine are the only people in the world who know 

how these tricks work. I’d like to hire you as an instructor to teach me the 
illusions.”

“Owning the physical equipment is one thing,” Trinity said. “But the 
illusion itself is intangible. How it works is the artist’s most prized secret, 
worth far more than the device. It’s what sets each artist apart from his 
competitors.” Trinity thought out loud for a moment. “Jasmine only knows 
one of the three.”

“Even more reason I should hire you rather than Jasmine,” Forsyth said.
“Give me your card. I’ll think about it.”
He reached into his jacket pocket and handed her his card. “Don’t think 

too long,” he said, “or I’ll contact your mother.”
She turned on her heel and stalked out of the auction house and out to 

her car. Sitting behind the wheel, she could feel the weight of the business 
card in her hand. The tip of her finger stroked the engraving. It was the 
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sort of card designed to convey the impression that the owner was someone 
with money and power, simple and straightforward.

“Who does this Alan Forsyth think he is?” she said and hit the horn hard. 
Trinity had met many men like him over the years, each of them projecting 
an aura of prowess and importance, only to discover their impotence in 
the end. These were the men who thought nothing of leaving a room key 
backstage for a fifteen-year-old. 

She had decided, as she drove away, that he had to be either very naive 
or very ignorant for buying her father’s equipment. Perhaps, she thought, he 
believed that money would gain him access to the secret world of illusions. 
Either that or he knew nothing of them and thought they were merely 
something to collect—like antique cars or paintings. Surely he understood 
nothing of the world of the artists. He was a simple fan boy. Worse, he 
was a fan boy with money, enough to gobble up whatever interested him 
at the moment.

Trinity thought about Forsyth for another three days. His arrogance 
astounded her. She couldn’t get him out of her mind. Finally, she called 
him. She learned quickly that her speculations had been correct as far as 
they went, but that they hadn’t gone far enough. Alan Forsyth was a busi-
nessman with an obsession with “magic.” She was quick to correct him on 
his terminology. Magic had gone out with hocus pocus and top hats and 
rabbits; what the artists did now—what he had purchased—were called 
illusions, not “tricks.” 

Forsyth’s plan was to start a dinner theater in an area of Los Angeles 
on the economic rebound, one that would be ideal for tourists visiting 
Anaheim but close enough so that families in Orange County could come 
up. He was already “networking,” a word that made her cringe, with the 
illusionists at work in the area in order to build a schedule of performers.

When she arrived at Forsyth’s theater, Trinity was struck by how familiar 
the building looked to her. But she only had to step into the lobby to see 
that Alan Forsyth had visited her father’s theater in Honolulu—this was 
as close to a replica as one could be. Hanging on the wall were framed 
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posters of her father’s act from his youth, the rare and highly sought after 
1893 photo of “The Brothers Houdini”—Harry and his brother Dash—in 
Coney Island before they were famous, and the haunting stained-glass 
cross of St. Anatolia her father had saved from a small church in Italy. All 
of them were items Jasmine had likely sold to him.

“Thank you for coming,” Forsyth said. “I appreciate it.”
“It’s your dime,” Trinity said.
“Let’s go look at the stage.”
“I think I’ve seen it before.”
“Really?”
“As you are all too aware, this is my father’s theater.”
“I told you before, I’m a huge fan of your dad’s work. You know, not many 

performers have a mind for business as well as the artistry necessary to be a 
great illusionist. Sure, they have the ingenuity to dream up tricks—pardon 
me, illusions. They have a flair for showmanship, a flip of the cape, a puff of 
smoke. But your dad had a real mind for the business part of show business.”

Trinity’s father had spent a lifetime on his craft. As a wily child under 
the big top, he’d been rewarded for ingenuity and excelled at being a tin-
kerer. He had surpassed all others in the design and construction of highly 
complex devices of illusion. He had been smart and meticulous in the 
rehearsal of movement. 

The illusionist had built a reputation for being generous to new talent. 
Each year, a select few performers just starting out would work at the 
theater. Their main responsibility was to warm up the audience and keep 
them engaged between acts. Successful starters bonded with the illusionist, 
creating relationships that had lasted a lifetime. The illusionist had kept a 
collection of all the letters and postcards he’d received from the people he’d 
mentored pinned to a wall backstage; they told of travels and bookings and 
thanked him again for the opportunity he’d given them.

“It’s the responsibility of each good performer to keep his art alive 
for future generations,” her father had told Trinity frequently. Inside the 
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community, they’d called him the “Father of the Spirit World,” but the world 
had known him by the Hawaiian translation: “The Great Makuakane.”

Trinity and Alan walked to the stage, and she could see that the illusions 
Forsyth had purchased were partially assembled in the wings. 

“Where should we start?”
“Well, Mr. Forsyth.” Really, the man was impossible. All she’d done 

was agree to meet him.
“Please. Call me Alan.”
“Alan, if I must. You told me you were lining up a slate of performers. 

There’s no reason I should tell or show you anything. I’ll wait until the 
performers are here—and that’s only if I finally agree to help you.”

“Who did you expect would be performing these illusions?” Forsyth 
asked. “I didn’t buy them for someone else’s glory.”

“You?” Trinity asked, incredulous. “You yourself?”
“Why, yes,” Forsyth told her. “I’d like to be able to perform these three.”
Trinity was dumbfounded. Didn’t this man understand it took a lifetime 

of experience? You didn’t learn to read with Nabokov’s Pale Fire.
“Alan,” she asked him, “what’s your passion?”
“Pardon?”
“What are you passionate about? Your car? Your business? Your wife?”
“I’m not married.”
“Oh.” She quickly tried to recover. “I assumed you were.”
“I enjoy taking an idea and making a profit from it. I’ve done this on 

several ventures.”
“You,” she told him, her voice rising on a wave of derision and contempt, 

“are not the man for this. My father spent hours every day of his life prac-
ticing the smallest hand movements, the rhythms of his patter, the way he 
would breath. You have no idea how many years it took him to reach the 
level of these illusions. And you certainly don’t seem like the type of person 
with that sort of attention to detail.”
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“I understand,” Forsyth said. “Perhaps you’re right. But I’ve also learned 
that one never gets anywhere without trying. I’d like to perform at least 
one as part of my business.”

“Okay, fine,” she said. “We’ll go with the least arduous one. I’ll show you 
how ‘The Fire Trap’ works. We’ll take it very slowly and see how it goes.”

Under Forsyth’s direction, two stagehands brought the elements of “The 
Fire Trap” into place on the stage. Trinity was curt and efficient as she gave 
the men instructions as to how to lock things down. She double-checked 
the mechanisms as she had done six times a week for years. 

“The Fire Trap” looked like a giant glass candle. The cylinder was trans-
parent so the audience could see the artist, who was bound by several 
locks and ropes before being placed inside. A high-velocity gas burner that 
sent up a sensational flame sat on top of the cylinder. Before entering the 
chamber, the artist would explain to the audience that fire needed oxygen 
to stay alive as did the artist himself. The two would share a single source 
of oxygen—the air in the transparent cylinder. It would be a race to see 
which of them would expire first. 

“So how does it work?”
“I tie you up, put you inside, and see what you can do,” she said with a 

straight face.
“No. Really. How does this trick—” He caught himself. “How does this 

illusion work?”
She smiled. “Good effort. There are actually two cylinders, one inside 

the other, but it’s impossible to see that. The inner chamber—the one the 
artist is in—draws its air through little holes in the floor of the platform. 
The air is pumped up past the performer and keeps you very cool. The outer 
cylinder is made of a high-quality acrylic–silica blend that was developed 
for NASA and supplies the flame’s air. There’s one tiny hole in the bottom 
of this outside ring, allowing the flame a limited amount of air, enough for 
the dramatic flicker. But as the air is sucked out of the outside cylinder, it 
gets very hot and contracts; the acrylic–silica is what’s responsible for that 
scary compression sound.”



• 53 •

Mr. Memory and Other Stories of Wonder

She instructed the stagehands to ignite the burner. The flame shot into 
the air with a whoosh like a jet engine, dramatic and loud. At forty-five 
seconds, as the flame sucked the air out of the outer cylinder, the acrylic walls 
began to bow inward as the vacuum inside succumbed to the pressure. At 
sixty seconds, the eerie sounds of plastic stretching and torqueing started to 
overtake the rush of fire. By ninety seconds, the flame was flickering down 
to nothing. Just as the large red digital clock at the side of the equipment 
reached 120, Trinity yelled, “Cut!” The flame went out, and the cylinder 
slowly started to return to its normal shape.

“Even without an artist inside, that’s an impressive-looking illusion,” 
Alan said. 

“It’s the ‘show’ in show business, Alan. Theatrics.”
“So I have a hundred and twenty seconds?”
“Yes, you would have to escape from your bindings in two minutes. What 

can you get out of now? A straitjacket? Handcuffs? Knots?”
“Well, none of those. I’d have to learn that part too.”
“That’s a lot to learn, Alan.”
“Start with the easy part. Do the setup for the audience.” 
When she turned to the empty seats of the theater and began that perfect 

pattern of banter her father had recited each night, she was unexpectedly 
overcome by a rush of emotion. The numbness she had felt since her father’s 
death vanished, and a chill, like a blast of cold air from a walk-in freezer, 
rushed over her. Her eyes welled and then overflowed with tears. “I need 
a moment,” she said as she left the stage.

After thirty minutes alone in the backstage bathroom, she had managed 
to get herself under control. The fierce grief she’d been holding at bay had 
overwhelmed her, and now she splashed cold water on her face, dried it, 
and tried to repair her makeup. She heard a gentle knock on the door and 
then Alan’s voice softly convincing her to go to lunch.

They didn’t speak during the drive to the restaurant and were seated, 
napkins on their laps, before Alan spoke again. “This is one of the best 
kitchens,” he said. “I know it’s only a small place, but the food here is great.”
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The lunch did not start well when a passing family’s child knocked 
Trinity’s coffee into her lap. She remained cool and controlled under the 
circumstances. 

“Are you okay, sweetie?” the waitress asked. “That was fresh coffee.”
With lots of blotting from the napkins and towel the waitress brought 

her, she removed the hot liquid from her upper legs.
“I’m fine. I’m fine, really,” she assured everyone. “Just some bubble people 

living in their own world.” 
When things had quieted down again, Alan resumed their conversation. 

“What was it like working with The Great Makuakane?” Alan asked her.
“I don’t know.” She felt a glow of affection thinking of her father’s theater. 

“For me, it wasn’t so glamorous, really. There were lots of rabbits biting 
me while I tried to feed them and bird poop to clean. I’ve made so many 
balloon animals for the kids in the audience, watched them smile on stage 
with my father. It’s hard to say.”

“Have you ever thought of having kids?”
“No. I think my father was into having kids, but once Jasmine had me, 

things changed.”
“It must have been fun to grow up in the theater, to know all these 

cool tricks.”
“Illusions,” Trinity reminded him. She sipped her new coffee. “I’ll tell 

you when knowing those tricks came in handy—in college. For some of 
the brightest minds in America, my peers were soft. I went through high 
school in three years and college in another three.”

“How old are you?” he said bluntly.
“Twenty-two.”
“Really? You’re as callous as an old sailor.” He laughed. “Jasmine is your 

biological mother, right?”
“I’ve never had a DNA test done, but I’m told she is,” she said wryly. 
“That’s kind of a cold thing to say about your mother.”
“How old are you?” she shot back.
“Thirty-one.”
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“How did you make all your money?” 
“Hard work?”
“Not buying it.”
“I built up many restaurants over the years and invested well,” he said 

with more conviction than the first time.
“Now you want to dabble in the dark arts of illusion.”
“I like dinner theater. I saw your dad’s show a year ago and offered to 

buy the rights to make a chain.”
“I didn’t know that,” she said.
“He talked very highly of you. He was very proud of you from what I 

could tell.”
“I hope so. I wanted him to be.”
“Did you ever want to be a magician’s assistant?”
“Illusionist. I didn’t have much choice in the matter, did I? I was my 

father’s daughter. But I was good at it, even though it was exhausting. After 
all, assistants do more of the work,” she explained.

“They do?”
“Certainly. The illusionist talks a good game, but the assistant is the one 

who has to curl up in the device. She has to have great timing. She has to 
run all over the stage and duck into secret spaces.”

“Well, that makes sense,” he said.
She realized that Alan had jumped into this new project of his without 

the slightest knowledge of theater. “Jasmine was a contortionist and acrobat 
before she met Dad. That’s part of why he was so good. She could squeeze 
into anything.”

“Really?” He was amazed. “Is that the hardest part?”
“I’m really good at getting into really small spaces no one else will fit 

into, but I’m not as fast as others at getting across the stage.”
“What are you best at?” He kept the conversation focused on her.
“I’m good at sleight of hand.”
“Why don’t I see more female magicians?”
“Illusionists,” she corrected.
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“Why don’t I see more female illusionists?”
“Witchcraft.”
“Pardon me?” he asked.
“Witchcraft, wicked witchcraft. People were quick to assume that any 

women involved with magic were witches and would chase them out of 
town, or worse. You might find this interesting. One of the first times The 
Disappearing Woman was performed—you know this trick, right?” She 
felt the need to double-check. “A woman goes into a box, the illusionist 
says the magic words, opens the box, and she’s gone.”

“Yeah, I know that one,” he said.
“In the 1860s, the English were running India as their colony, and they 

first saw the illusion being practiced by Indian fakirs who made the woman 
disappear, but she was never seen again. Who knew what had happened to 
her? To the English, this was savage and unacceptable. They decided to add 
a twist—they brought the woman back and, in doing this, set themselves 
apart from the savages.”

“Illusions come from India?”
“Most of the traditional ones,” she said.
“Who do you think invented them?”
“I don’t know. Yogis, I suppose,” she replied. “Anyway, being on stage, 

you need to be in command. You need to display power and dominance 
over the audience. Lead them to that place where what you are showing 
them is real—it’s all about perceptual constancy.”

“What’s that?” he asked.
“You’re not going to do well in this business unless you do your home-

work, Alan.”
“We just started. What is perceptual . . .” He tried like a poor student.
“It’s a beautiful lie, Alan. Every day, I see things. I understand that 

they should have a certain weight, a certain heft, a certain length. I know 
what a table should look like because I have seen so many of them. I know 
what a hollow box should look like. I expect that, when I see one of those 
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on stage, it will look like what I’m accustomed to seeing. But on stage, we 
make things look like they do in real life when they’re actually not.”

“Sounds easy enough.” He laughed.
“It isn’t,” she said seriously.
By the end of lunch, they had agreed on a basic working construct and 

price. She would teach him; he would listen and learn. She would also help 
him find a permanent assistant that was not Jasmine.

There was a certain Peter Pan quality about Alan she could see. He 
jumped into situations that looked fun, refused to grow up, and the things 
he liked were more like play than work. The art of illusion was not for this 
type of person. It took time and practice and study. Still, there was some-
thing about Alan’s Pan quality that brought out the Wendy Darling in her. 
Trinity felt rather normal when she was around him, and she liked that.•

By week’s end, things had become much more comfortable between the 
two. Trinity had lowered her guard now that she was working with the 
illusions again. Forsyth was still working hard at becoming a bad illusionist. 
She had tied him into the straitjacket time and again, hoping he would 
eventually escape, taking small pleasure in tightening the straps, which 
was followed by disappointment on loosening them again. Forget making 
it look good; just getting out would be a valiant first step. 

She had contacted a few local agents, looking for an assistant for Alan. 
None were good enough for him. They were too tall, too decorative, unin-
teresting, unable to perform; he listed dozens of defects after meeting them. 

During an evening cocktail and dinner, they planned for the next 
day’s work. To avoid the conversation she was trying to have with him, 
he implemented a social cheat. “You may be the most interesting woman 
I’ve ever met.”

Trinity, who was not new to speaking to men, found herself blush. This 
was unexpected. They had been spending a good deal of time together over 
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the last weeks. The thought of the two of them together was something 
she had tried to keep at bay. 

“Your life is fascinating to me,” Alan said. 
She looked down at her drink, wondering if it was going to be as strong 

as Alan had said his was. With a small sip she could tell immediately that it 
was. Her tolerance for alcohol, she had discovered in college, was very low. 

“I told you they made them strong here,” he said in a hushed tone.
Halfway through the meal, she could feel the effects of the drink. She 

felt warm and unrestrained, as if she could tell Alan anything. “I’ve thought 
about you that way.”

“Really? I’ve thought about you too.” 
“I’ve thought about us,” she slurred, “together.”
“I’ve thought about us together too.”
Alan gestured for the check while she finished her cocktail. 
They left the restaurant, got into his car, and drove to her hotel. She 

fumbled with the key card. To her, it was all a fast blur.
He continually found himself catching her. At points, he may well have 

been carrying her. She seemed light and fragile in his arms. Once the two 
were through the door, he began to kiss her. His hands worked their way 
to her neck and helped her remove her jacket. 

She leaned forward, kissing, and they tumbled toward the bed. His shirt 
and pants came off with a speed she hadn’t expected. 

Having been down this path time and again over the years, he let his 
experience kick in and slow the moment down. He took time and care to 
help her remove her blouse with small kisses in certain and unexpected areas 
around her neck. His hands, large and gentle, moved slowly along the skin 
of her arms. He turned her around so her back pressed up against his chest. 
He started to discover her waist and work up to her breasts. With little 
effort, they were bare, and her bra landed on the floor. Her small moans 
of pleasure encouraged him to move lower, where he began to blindly seek 
the button of her pants. 

“Alan,” Trinity whispered. She had to say it again louder. “Alan.”
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“Yes?”
“Alan, we should . . .” She tried desperately to be sober.
He had found the button, followed by the zipper. He began to peel her 

pants down in the dark room.
“Alan,” she said, getting his full attention. 
He stopped.
This was the first time she had found herself in this situation. “Would 

you turn the light on, please?”
“Oh, sure.” He went to the lamp.
“Before you do,” she said and took a deep breath, “close your eyes and 

sit down.”
Alan smiled at her shyness. It was so out of character for her to seem 

embarrassed about her great body. Perhaps, he thought, she was inexperi-
enced. He followed her instructions, touching the lamp, closing his eyes, 
and sitting on the edge of the bed.

“You should know something before we go any further,” she said.
“Hey, we can go at your speed. There’s no rush here.” Alan had used this 

line on other women throughout his life. “This is not a race, it’s a marathon 
we can both win.”

“Oh, no, it’s not that. I’ve been . . . well, you should know that my legs . . .”
Alan opened his eyes before she finished. 
“Of all the things you’ve seen, all my father’s great accomplishments, 

there are a set of devices I am more proud of than anything else. My father 
made my legs.”

Trinity stood before Alan wearing only her underwear. A few inches 
below the line of her pink form-fitting panties, halfway above the knee, were 
two prosthetic legs. The difference between the color of her skin and the 
synthetic appendages was hardly noticeable in the dim light. In disbelief, 
he lifted the lampshade for a better view.

“Oh my God, Trinity! That’s”—Alan could not find another word—“amaz-
ing. I said to myself that you had great legs and a perfect ass, but you have 
perfect legs. That’s—amazing.”
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She looked down at her legs as she had every day of her life. She had 
forgotten just how spectacular they were.

“Your father made those legs?”
“Yes. This pair and others.” The romantic moment had passed, but the 

alcohol’s potency still had an effect. “My father made my legs.” She sat 
down on the edge of the bed. She pressed a button on the appendage, which 
caused the sound of air rushing into a vacuum. With a turn at the top, she 
removed the right device, revealing a sock-covered stump. 

He took the leg she handed him and began to inspect it. It was light in 
weight, it felt like skin not rubber, and a wealth of small veins, razor nicks, 
and imperfections speckled its landscape. “It’s amazing.”

“So you said.” She detached the other leg and set it against the bed. Alan 
did not notice the oddness of Trinity moving across to the pillows using 
only her hands. “I have to warn housekeeping and security when I travel 
so they don’t think I’m an ax murderer.”

“Amazing.”
“Father made a pair of legs for performances as well. They have hidden 

compartments where I can hide doves or keys to handcuffs. They even have 
a quick release so when he would cut me in half . . .” She paused, thinking 
about her father. “He made the most beautiful legs, a few each year. Well, 
you can imagine the rest.” She took one of the legs and held it in her hands. 
“This, Alan, this is my beautiful lie. Others see what they want, but they 
don’t know the truth.”

Alan finally stopped looking at the leg and turned his attention to 
Trinity’s eyes. He could sense that the memory of her father had spoiled 
any romantic moment they had been building. The big reveal of her legs 
had also helped in that.

“Hotel rooms have the ability to allow people to open up in ways they 
normally wouldn’t,” he said, lifting the covers. 

As the two crawled into bed, Trinity could feel the weight of the blanket, 
the smoothness of the sheets, and the touch of Alan’s skin. They began to 
kiss some more. Then, for a while, she would talk and he would listen. By 
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the time they fell asleep, they had made love several times. This was the 
most normal she had ever felt with another human. No childhood taunts, 
no odd stares in her direction, and no mother embarrassed to be with her in 
public. They were just a man and a woman together. No secrets, no tricks, 
no illusions between them.

“‘There are beautiful lies all around us,’” she told him. “Those were my 
father’s last words to me before I left for school.” 

“Trinity,” Alan said, “you are your father’s greatest illusion.” 
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Raspberry Danish

“It’s not fair,” she says to me in the darkness of her room. The brilliant 
edges of each slat between the vertical blinds can’t hold back the 

blaze of the morning sun. It’s just enough to let me make out her shape in 
the reclining chair.

“I know. You’re right,” I say. “But it’s something I must do.”
“I’m really happy for you, really, honestly.” She pauses to take a breath and find 

the right words. “But I’m just getting to know me—what I want, want I need.”
It’s true. My twin sister has spent the last year with me. She’s spent all 

that time getting better. Now I’m changing the plan. Now I’m taking a trip.
“You’re going to be fine,” I say to comfort her. “You are going to do great 

here. I’ve taken care of the rent and the bills and everything that may pop 
up while I’m gone. All you have to do is figure things out.”
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“Did I tell you about Warsaw?” she asks.
“No, I didn’t want to push. I knew you’d tell me eventually.”
“That’s it. I just don’t know. I had no interest in design or art. I just met 

this man, this artist, at a bar, and he seemed so enthralling, so interesting. 
His passion became my passion. His life became my life. So I followed him 
to his home in Warsaw.”

“Just like that? You moved to Poland?”
“Just like that. We met, and I was hooked into his world. It wasn’t until 

I was alone for the first time in months that I looked into the mirror and 
asked myself what I was doing there. Why had I followed him? Did I really 
love that man?”

“And?”
“And the answer was no. I didn’t love him. I had no idea why I was 

there.” Her head dropped, and she began to rub her temple. “It was all so 
confusing to find myself alone in a strange land . . . not recognizing myself. 
Even harder, I had to get on a plane to get back here without following all 
the distractions.”

“I know it’s been difficult. I’m so proud of you for getting this far.”
“I don’t want all that work to go to waste. What if I find a mirror, and I 

look in look in it while you’re away? What if I ask myself the same questions 
and don’t like those answers?”

I want to take her in my arms. I want to comfort her. I want to tell her 
everything will be all right. Instead, I follow the doctor’s instructions and 
let her sit alone in the darkness to figure these things out.

“That will be okay, because they’ll be your thoughts, your decisions, 
your conclusions, and your actions. They won’t be because of me, or the 
artist in Warsaw, the hippie in Vancouver, the semi-famous rock star who 
let you on his bus, or our parents pushing you. This time alone may be the 
best thing for you.” 

“What do you think he’ll be like?” She changes the subject back to me.
“Mr. Memory?”
“Yes,” she says. “Who else?”
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“Recently, I’ve been wondering if Bill Murray took his inspiration to 
show up uninvited at parties, bars, weddings, or kickball games from 
him. Showing up to life, participating in humanity, that is so much like 
Mr. Memory.”

“I wish I could go. I wish I could be there with you to meet him.”
“I wish you could too, but the rules surrounding the interview are very 

clear and very strict. Which is why I need to leave you here.”
“And you don’t know when you’ll return?”
“No. I could be there three days—I could be there three months. It all 

depends on his state of mind.”
“Do you know if he has mirror-touch like me?” she asks.
“I don’t think so, but something close.”
“Will that be one of your questions?”
“No, I only get three, and I had to spend years researching those.”
Flashes of memories pop in and out of my mind as I think about my 

explorations of Mr. Memory. He had so many fans. Most had his signature, 
or photos, books, or posters, or the popular TV Guide cover collection. 
Then there was the deep-level economy of Mr. Memory rarities. I’d spent 
years building trust with hobbyists who collected and hoarded odd scraps 
of his life, like an old robe from a makeup room or some “currency” he’d 
spent. I was able to find the occasional rare item that was claimed to have 
been “owned” by Mr. Memory. These needed to be scrutinized and vetted 
before I could even make an offer to purchase or borrow. Still, all that time 
becoming an expert had finally paid off.

“Are you thinking about Grandpa Kyle?” she asks.
“The raspberry Danish story?”
“He loved to tell that story. Name a time when we saw him when he 

didn’t bring up the raspberry Danish story.” Happiness returned to her 
face talking about it.

“So there I was,” I say, doing my best Grandpa Kyle. “It was 1962, and 
I was a runner for the show What’s My Line?”
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She takes on his persona in telling the tale. “There is Mr. Memory on 
the set, just six feet away from me, looking for something. So I go up and 
introduce myself and shake his hand. Now, back in those days, you could 
shake his hand.” She beams in the retelling.

“And all the guy wants is a cup of coffee and something to eat before we 
go on the air,” I say in my Grandpa Kyle voice.

“So I give him a cup of coffee and a raspberry Danish from the snack 
table.” She pauses for dramatic effect, just like Grandpa Kyle would every 
time. “Ten years later, he’s a guest on the show I’m producing. He spots me 
during the live interview, gets up from the chair, walks over to me behind 
the camera, and in front of millions of people watching television, shakes 
my hand and says, ‘Thanks for the cup of coffee and the raspberry Danish.’”

In unison we say, just like Grandpa Kyle, “Can you beat that? Can you 
beat that?”

After the laughter and following the smiles, I can see the sadness of 
reality return to my twin sister’s face. Her mirror-touch synesthesia is a 
hyper empathy for the person she is seeing. She can read in an instant that 
I’ve returned to my worry about leaving her alone. The struggle I’ve had 
over the last three weeks after receiving word that my request for the rare 
and precious interview had been granted is something I may be able to hide 
from others, but not her.

“You’re worried,” she says.
“I am.”
“You’re worried that, all throughout our lives, you were the one I mir-

rored until you left for college. You worry that once you leave, I might find 
another weird guy to follow and I might not be here when you get back.”

“You’re right. You know me better than anyone else, and you’re right.”
“I’m your sister. Of course I’m right.” She looks at me through the dark-

ness. Particles of dust float past the slats of the vertical blinds and become 
brilliant stars for a moment, floating in the little galaxy of the space between 
us until they drift away and others follow. “He’s going to allow you to write 
a book as part of this interview?”
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“He is,” I say.
“So for a short amount of time, I’ll be here without you. But when you 

come back, you’ll be here all the time writing.”
“That’s right.”
“So if I let you go for a short time, I’ll have you all to myself for a long 

time,” she says. “I think that’s a fair trade.”
In our youth, prior to the diagnosis, before we discovered that it was 

something real and profound, we said she was “touched” or “gifted.” Her 
“talent” might be good as a party trick, to connect and read others, if she 
could be in a roomful of people. But in her daily life, it was torture to even 
eat at the table with others—she would feel their food in her own mouth. 
She would feel the pain of a child who slipped and fell at the playground, 
or pass out in the back seat of the car when we drove past an ambulance as 
gawkers slowed traffic down to a crawl past a freeway accident.

I am the lucky one.
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The Dinner Party

It wasn’t like the Stockmans to be so late. Lauren and Scott had been such 
darling guests over the years. They were one of the original couples to 

attend the weekly dinner party. Lauren’s grace and charm and Scott’s bold 
stories of adventure had been cornerstones of the gathering. 

“Where could they be?” Grace finally asked. 
“It’s certainly not like them to be a whole hour late,” Dottie said. “Why, I 

don’t recall anyone who’s been a whole hour late to an invited event. Fifteen 
minutes may be fashionable. Thirty minutes and something unfortunate has 
occurred. Certainly at forty-five, I would call my host and let them know I 
would not be able to join in due to an emergency. But sixty minutes without 
word. My lord, something terrible must have happened.”

Mr. Shutters cleared his throat, took one more sip of his cocktail, and 
suggested, “Perhaps we should start without them.”
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Everyone looked at him as if he had stridently encouraged the evacuation 
of everyone’s colons.

“Thank you for the suggestion,” Grace said pertly. “But I do not think 
that would be very polite of us. Let’s give them a few more minutes to 
provide word. Perhaps they will show.”

“Of course,” Mr. Shutter mumbled under the scrutiny of his peers.
A series of loud raps sounded at the door. The room jumped at the familiar 

pattern Scott regularly provided each week.
Grace scurried to the door, unlocking and opening it wide with a flutter 

of excitement. “Scott—Lauren,” Grace greeted them and then stepped 
back in alarm at their discombobulated state. Lauren’s hair was a mess, 
with a leaf-covered twig sticking out the back. Dark, dirty smudges were 
smeared across both their faces. Scott’s jacket had a tear at the shoulder. 
Another rip at the trouser knee was soaked with fresh blood. Lauren, 
normally immaculate, wore dark stockings that were shredded and looked 
more like webbing, starting at the ankle and spreading up to the hem of 
her skirt and beyond.

A polite yet pained smile flashed across the couple’s faces out of long 
practice and societal graciousness. 

“Grace,” Scott said, nearly out of breath. “So good to see you again. Sorry 
we’re late. Can we use your phone?”

“So sorry. Need phone,” Lauren said gnashing her teeth.
“You see, we had a little trouble in the park with the car and the like.”
Grace, though concerned, was delighted to see them both, and she 

stepped out of the doorframe and swung her arm wide. “Please, come in. 
Let me get you a drink for your troubles.”

Tenderfooted, the two entered.
Grace went to the liquor cabinet. “Sit,” Grace insisted. “Irving,” she 

called to her husband. “Help me with these. We need two potent cocktails.”
He rose and quickly complied. 
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After drinks had been placed in the Stockmans’ hands and they’d been 
comfortably assisted to their seats, the group waited eagerly for an expla-
nation from the two.

“Well?” Dottie finally blurted out.
Scott looked at her and the group. The forced smile on his face started 

to melt away, replaced by a pained look. He took the paper cocktail napkin 
and pressed it to his knee. 

“What happened? Was it something thrilling like your expedition to 
the rain forest?” Mr. Jones asked.

A quizzical expression flashed across Scott’s face. “No, no that was just 
zip-lining during our trip to Disney World in Florida.”

“Did you fall from a cliff like your base-jumping adventure in the Far 
East?” Mrs. Jenkins wanted to know.

Lauren looked at Scott and said, “You mean the parachute ride we went 
on in Atlantic City?”

Mrs. Jenkins nodded in agreement. “That’s the one.”
“Oh, oh, hunting and shooting a pack of rabid wolves like that journey 

to the new territories?” Mr. Taylors posed.
“That was a family trip to Mount Rushmore with our kids,” Scott said 

with fading patience and politeness, “and I took a picture of a dog. That 
was, like, five summers ago.” 

“Don’t any of you actually listen to Scott’s stories? Our lives are not that 
interesting. Scott is not here to entertain you each week. We are not that 
exciting,” Lauren said.

“Well,” Scott interrupted in defense, “I did kill a guy.”
The group gasped in disbelief.
Lauren nodded and said, “That’s true. You did kill that man tonight.”
“Dear God!” Grace exclaimed. “You killed a man?”
“Yeah, I did, in the park tonight,” Scott explained.
“Why didn’t you start with that? That’s kind of big,” Irving said.
“I don’t know. It just happened. I’m not sure how to describe it,” Scott said.
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“That’s okay. You’re still in shock. You need time to think about how to 
tell the story.” Irving patted him on the good leg.

“What? No. No, I need to call the police, or I just need a minute to 
think. We were on autopilot—it all happened so fast, and we just ended 
up here.” Scott began to sound upset.

“So,” Grace said. “There you were, driving over to our house, when . . .” 
“What? No, this isn’t some story to amuse you, some cocktail party story 

to tell. A man is dead, in a ditch, put there by me.”
“Right, right,” Irving said, steadying his wife. “Now, now. Let’s give 

him a moment to breathe, to think through it, to form the story arc and 
exposition.”

“What? We were involved in a death,” Lauren said. “We should call the 
police. We should tell someone, tell the authorities. Where’s your phone?”

The group looked at Lauren and Scott with growing anticipation. So 
Pavlovian was their desire for the weekly fix of another of Scott’s stories 
that saliva began to build in their mouths as they waited with baited breath.

Finally, Mr. Taylor spoke up. “Well? What happened?”
“That’s enough. I’m not telling this story to you. First, I’m telling it to 

the police,” Scott said.
“Good idea,” Grace said. “Let’s call them. We can all listen in to the 

story while you tell it.”
“No, no I don’t think you’re hearing me,” Scott explained. “We need 

to—” He stopped mid-sentence and stood up. Hobbling from the twisted 
ankle and the loss of blood from the open wound at his knee, he made his 
way to the kitchen, where he guessed the phone was located.

His wife watched the bloody trail build across the long white rug Grace 
was so proud of finding at a textile outlet in Kentucky.

They all listened as Scott fumbled with the receiver and the rotary dial 
moved back and forth, clicking. “Hello, police?” he began. “I’ve been involved 
in an incident, and someone has died as a result of it. I need your help.” 
There was a pause while the person on the other end spoke. “No, no. Please 
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send an ambulance to this address. I’m injured and losing blood. I need . . .” 
He took a deep breath. “Is someone on the other line?”

Irving called out from the other room, “Sorry, sorry, just wanted to . . .”
“Please, Irving, I’m trying to tell the police about the incident. I’m feeling 

kind of dizzy.” These were the last words anyone heard from Scott before 
the loud thump he made landing on the kitchen floor.

All eyes in the room turned to Lauren. Irving jogged into the room to 
be part of the conversation.

Lauren felt small on the large couch. The plush royal red was now marked 
with great Rorschach splotches of her husband’s brown blood drying on it. 
“I should check on Scott,” Lauren said, slowly getting up and wobbling to 
the kitchen. Her husband had landed on his side atop the dark Mexican 
tile that Grace and Irving had hand laid. The receiver of the yellow phone 
was still in his hand, with the coiled extra-long cord reaching back up to its 
wall unit. A voice burbled from the handset. She picked it up and explained 
to the officer the address of the house, who owned it, and repeated the 
request for an ambulance for her husband before hanging up. She took a 
deep breath and could smell the sandalwood incense that Grace had burning 
in the guest bathroom. In the avocado kitchen, Lauren spotted an open 
bottle of wine and helped herself to a large pour.

“Everything alright in there, Lauren?” Grace called from the other room. 
“Anything I can help with?”

“The police are on their way with an ambulance. You should be ready to 
greet them at the door.” Lauren took another long drink.

Grace, who had been quiet in her approach, touched Lauren on the 
shoulder, giving her a start. “Honey, are you going to be alright?” she said 
sweetly, like a sister.

“Yes, yes I just . . . needed a moment to . . .” Lauren replied.
“Oh good. Now, it’s just us girls. Tell me, how did the two of you get 

into this predicament?” Grace soothed her arm gently with a kind rub.
“Well, you see, we were driving here like we normally do. Instead of 

taking the main road, Scott said, ‘Let’s take the park.’” Lauren stopped, 
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seeing the edge of an eye peering around the corner. She could hear heavy 
breathing from nearby. “Okay, guys.”

The other guests, looking at their toes, ashamed, walked into the kitchen 
from the other room. 

“We just wanted to hear what happened,” said Mr. Taylors. “We just 
want to hear the story.”

“I understand. Let’s just wait, everyone. The police are sure to arrive 
any minute now. Why don’t you all freshen up your drinks and sit in the 
living room?” Lauren held out her arms to encourage them as one would 
with a herd of cows. 

“Yes, yes,” Grace said. “Let Irving refresh your drinks.”
“Grace, do you have something for my husband’s leg? A towel, some 

bandages, a cloth?” Lauren asked politely.
“I do. Let me see.” Grace opened the kitchen drawer. “You could try this.”
Lauren looked up to see. “Oh, Grace, I couldn’t. That’s the cute flower 

print you purchased at Sears last month.”
“That’s true, Lauren. It is the one I had specially ordered. Still, your 

husband is bleeding. I would be remiss not to.” 
“I couldn’t.” Lauren hesitated. “It will break up the set.”
“Well,” Grace said, turning back to the drawer. “Let’s try this one. It’s 

a little older but clean.”
“Perfect, thank you.” Lauren took the yellow-and-white-striped Egyptian 

cotton hand towel and applied pressure to Scott’s leg.
The doorbell rang. Grace left the kitchen to greet the men. Lauren could 

hear her offer each of the officers a drink to “quench your thirst.” There was 
the rattle of a metal cart in the living room.

“Scott, they’re almost here. Hold on, honey.” Lauren kneeled at his 
side, pressing on the leg. Lauren became curious as to why the officers or 
paramedics hadn’t joined her. She stood and peered into the other room 
where the guests, officers, and the medical team stood, full glasses in hand, 
smoking and talking. The cart she had heard was the serving cart rolling 
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across the carpeted floor and the bloody trail of her husband’s footprints. 
“Hey, over here! We have a man down,” Lauren called out. 

The officers and medical technicians looked up, as if suddenly remem-
bering why they were there. As they set their drinks down before going to 
help, Grace called out, “Coasters, please. Coasters, please.” It took another 
moment for each man to find a coaster and set his drink on it before moving 
to the kitchen. 

The paramedics placed Scott on the backboard and strapped him on 
tightly. They injected him with something from a syringe and then cracked 
open a vial of smelling salts, waving it under his nose. 

“Are they going to make him tell the story?” Irving asked the officer 
closest to him.

The bulky man in blue said, “What story?”
“Oh, officer, he’s the best storyteller I know. We invite him and his wife 

here each week for our dinner party just to hear his tales of adventure,” 
Irving explained.

Grace added, “They arrived all bloody tonight, said they had killed 
someone. Wanted to wait to tell the story until you arrived.”

“Yes, do you think you could get him to tell us the story now that you’re 
here? We’d love to hear what happened,” Irving said.

The police officer gave the two a look of discontent. “Takes all kinds.” 
He followed the paramedics who were carrying Scott, followed by Lauren, 
out the door and into the box cabin of the ambulance.

The doors slammed shut with Lauren and Scott inside. A double pat 
on the door from the officer gave them the all clear to proceed. The officer 
asked the group now on the lawn to stand back, give them room, and go 
back inside.

Lauren held Scott’s hand and said, “I think we’re clear.”
Scott opened his eyes, and the technician began to detach him from the 

backboard. “Well,” Scott said. “I think that went pretty well. We won’t 
have to go to that dinner party again.”
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Lauren smiled, leaned in, and kissed her husband full on the lips. She 
drew back and gave a devilish grin. “Thank you for your help, boys,” Lauren 
said to the driver and paramedic. “We couldn’t have pulled this off without 
your help.”

The man at Scott’s side pulled the last restraint off and asked, “Were 
they really that bad? Couldn’t you just decline the invitation?”

“It wouldn’t be very polite to decline an invitation,” Lauren said.
Scott added, “And in the morning we move to our new home, away from 

this crowd, never to be invited again.”
“Won’t they just forward your mail to the new address?” He man asked.
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Bubble People

I am driving in my car. I have my favorite song on. I own the left lane. I 
am texting. I am tweeting. I am the queen of social media. I am smart. 

I am witty. I have so many followers.
Now my car is turning over. My phone is out of my hand. My head is 

spinning. My world is upside-down. My choices are limited.
“Take my hand if you want to live,” he says. 
My hand reaches out. I’ve lost my phone. My heart is racing as he lifts me.
“Snap out of it,” he says.
My cheek stings from the slap.
“Snap out of it!” he shouts.
My other cheek stings. My eyes focus.
“You’re going to be alright. You’re going to be safe. Come with me if 

you want to live.”
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I can feel my hand in his. My legs burn with movement. My lungs work 
to suck in the cold night air.

Now I am warm again. I am moving. I am moving faster. I can hear 
him speak.

“You are safe now in my truck. You were in an accident.”
I’m confused. I need my phone. I need to post.
“You’re going to start to feel the symptoms of withdrawal shortly. You’ve 

been under its control for years. The withdrawal will give you a headache, 
but I have water and aspirin for you. Just use your words and tell me when 
you start to feel bad,” he says.

I need my phone. I need to post. I’m in pain. I’m confused. I don’t know 
what to do.

“Are you all right? Use your words. Speak to me,” he says.
I’m confused. I need to post. I need my phone.
“Speak to me, Heather. Say something. Something, anything,” he says.
“Heather?” I say.
“Yeah, you. You are Heather,” he says. “Remember me? I’m your boy-

friend, Josh. We’ve been dating for two years.”
“Josh?”
“Yeah . . . Josh,” he says.
“I . . . have.”
“You have.”
“I . . . have such a headache.”
“Here, take this bottle of water. Take these two aspirin.”
I comply. I feel the need to post this.
“Oh, Heather. I’m so happy you spoke,” he says.
I’m riding in his truck. I’m confused. I need my phone. I need to post. 

“I have such a headache.”
“That’s right. It’s going to take a few minutes for the aspirin to kick in, 

but you are going to be okay.”
“Where are we going?”
“I’m taking you to a safe place. A place where you can rest,” he says.
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I ride. I am confused. I need my phone. I need to post.
The truck stops and he gets out. “Okay, Heather,” he says. “Take my hand, 

and watch your step out of the cab. Good, now the other, and you’re down.” 
I am warm. I am inside. I am resting. I need my phone. I need to post.
“Heather, wake up, honey. You’ve been asleep for a long time now. How 

do you feel?”
“I . . . I feel.”
“That’s right, use your words.”
“I . . . I feel confused.”
“That’s normal, very normal. I want to introduce you to my friend Dr. 

West. He helped me, and he can help you,” he says.
“Heather, I’m Dr. West. I’m here to burst your bubble.”
“What?”
“Heather, you live in a world that is entirely your own. You are under 

the control of your phone. All you do is post every detail of your day. You 
drive at slow speeds in the left lane. You cut in front of others in line. You 
are entirely engrossed in yourself and believe that you are the center of the 
universe,” Dr. West says. “But I’m here to tell you that you are not alone. 
There are others in the world.”

“There are?”
“Yes, Heather,” Josh says.
“Don’t get too excited, Josh. It’s going to take time for her to come out of 

this. Days, weeks, who knows? Remember when I burst your bubble? You 
were a mess. It took a whole month to talk you out of it,” Dr. West says.

“Boy, do I. That was a tough time,” he says.
“Josh?”
“See, she’s coming round. Just needs to get reoriented,” Dr. West says.
“What . . . what happened? Was there an alien invasion? Did robots 

take over?”
“No, Heather,” the doctor explains. “You have something called 

Narcissistic Network Disorder, or NND.”
“NND? Is it contagious?”
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“I’m afraid so. I’ve been tracking this disease across North America 
for several years now as more and more people show stronger signs,” the 
doctor says.

“He found me exploiting free wireless access openly watching porn in a 
children’s Playland at McDonald’s two months ago,” Josh explains.

“And I knew right away he had NND. Once he got better, we started 
to search you out, Heather. We had to follow you for a while before the 
right opportunity came along to burst your bubble. You see, you can’t just 
tell someone they’re a bubble person—they won’t hear or believe you. They 
have to be shaken or ‘popped’ out of their spell-like state.” 

“Have you seen my phone?” I ask. “I want to post about this so others 
will know.”
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Mr. Memory and the 

Third Question

Mr. Memory once spoke of “time travel,” where he could spend hours 
lost in the warm embrace of moments as if they were actually hap-

pening again. Even he is quick to admit, “Life is more than the ability to 
remember a series of events in the exact order in which they took place.”

“What is worth remembering?” I asked him at the start of our final session. 
He took a deep breath and answered with relative ease. “This is a question 

I’ve waited to answer my whole life. I could list all of mankind’s amazing 
accomplishments that I have been witness to. My list would be long and 
would include a good deal of randomness. That list would do very little 
good to you or others. Those moments are shared and replayed daily without 
any need of help from me.”
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James Hollins removed his eye-mask and buzzed for his assistant. “Bring 
my jacket please,” he requested. “We’re going to visit the garden turtles.”

While his assistant fussed about being outside in the cold autumn air, 
Mr. Memory grinned. 

We walked at his chosen pace down the corridors of Helen’s family 
estate. James Hollins and Helen had raised their family here after Helen 
had inherited it. On our way, he pointed to pictures and paintings with a 
smile or laugh. We walked until we reached a back porch that looked just 
as he had described it. There before me was a magnificent garden, the kind 
you might have found centuries before in Europe. It had tiers and levels 
that cascaded down to a private lake. Mr. Brown’s shed was barely visible 
off to one side.

“My answer could be secret moments of observation on the human 
condition, such as the time a little girl on a subway said to her father, ‘If 
it’s Buy One, Get One Free, then why not just take the free one?’ I can still 
smell the scent of my mother’s perfume as she prepared for a date with my 
father. I have such an overwhelming sense of joy as I remember the day 
my daughter was married. Just as there are many of these moments that 
are aglow with love and humor, there are also moments of anguish when 
the darkness creeps in,” James Hollins explained. “When I realized that I 
would remember all these moments for the rest of my life, I decided it was 
important to live them well.” 

James Hollins then told the story of Simonides of Ceos, a famous lyric 
poet of ancient Greece. While Simonides was celebrating a huge victory at 
a great banquet, he was summoned outside to settle a matter of importance. 
As he left the building where the celebration was taking place, it collapsed, 
killing everyone inside. Bodies recovered from the disaster were so mangled 
that no one could be identified. But Simonides was able to close his eyes 
and remember where everyone was sitting when he addressed the crowd. 
From his memories, they were able to identify the bodies.

Simonides had created a powerful mnemonic device based on spatial 
memory called the “memory theater” or “memory palace.” He suggested 
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that we use a location we are familiar with—a home, a palace, a castle—and 
tie key aspects of what we are memorizing to the location. Humans have 
an amazing capacity for spatial memory. 

At roughly the same time that Simonides invented the “memory pal-
ace,” Socrates, who was a substantial lyric poet as well as a philosopher, 
was concerned about an invention called writing—concerned that people 
would stop remembering things because they could write them down. 
He was afraid human beings would become empty vessels, mindless and 
forgetful, dependent on this “writing” as a crutch. Culture would be lost 
because of this new invention. 

“The irony is,” said James Hollins, “that we only know about Simonides 
and Socrates because accounts of them were written down. The things worth 
remembering, the things worth sharing, and the way we keep people alive 
is through our stories. Ann Boult, Reber, and Helen are gone. But they 
are still alive in my mind. They can live on through you and your writing. 
I am the last person alive who remembers these few special people, and 
when I am gone, when my memories are gone, their lives are gone too. 
Remembering the ones you loved is what is most important. It’s a Jewish 
tradition called the Yizkor to remember the dead.” 

In the gloaming from a beautiful garden where midnight turtles roam, 
Mr. Memory’s final answer to me came in his soft and insightful voice, 
“Write these stories down. Share them with as many as you can. Tell them 
that I lived, and loved, and lost . . . but mostly that I loved.”
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PETER IN FLIGHT
Peter can tell you how to run a great marketing 
campaign. He can tell you everything there is to 
know about successful trade show programs. He 
can tell you stories about the thousands of people 
he has met, miles he has flown, hotel rooms he 
has stayed in, and ways to work the system to 
your advantage when you travel. But he can’t tell 
the woman he loves how he feels. Think “Up in 
the Air meets Planes, Trains and Automobiles”... 
Based on his own extensive business trips, Paul 

Michael Peters brings us this funny, bittersweet story of a traveling soft-
ware salesman. Filled with wry observations and entertaining vignettes, 
life moves fast in this quick read about a “trade show guy” and a love he 
thinks he can never have.
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THE SYMMETRY OF SNOWFLAKES
It ’s the day before Thanksgiv ing and 
twenty-nine-year-old business owner Hank 
Hanson is about to tackle the annual challenge 
of visiting every one of his relatives. The product 
of a blended family, Hank has parents, steppar-
ents, and former stepparents—not to mention an 
assortment of siblings—and feels the responsi-
bility to see them all.

When Hank meets Erin at the Thanksgiving 
Day parade, it seems like she might just be that 

woman—until pressures start to mount with his family and business, and 
secrets about Erin’s past spill out.

In the vein of Empire Falls and Wonder Boys, The Symmetry of 
Snowflakes explores the complexity of modern life and relationships and 
the precarious nature of love.




