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1.

There used to be a woman who lived at my house. She’s 
gone now. When I got here, nobody’d lived here in years. 

They’d given me the key to the padlock and so I 
took the Greyhound. There was a little town, but it wasn’t 
much, a mile of paved road in the middle of dirt. A hard-
ware store, a diner, a gas station. I walked five miles in the 
heat, because there weren’t any taxis and nobody I wanted 
to ask to drive me from the drop off. People were already 
acting like they were noticing me, and I felt nervous. I 
could see them in the window of the diner, and in the 
hardware store, looking out. 

I’d bought the house in an online auction, sight 
unseen, repossessed due to negligence, city selling it. The 
house cost $3000. It came with a bone-silver paintless 
Chevy that didn’t run. 
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 It was what I could afford, almost nothing, but this 
was the kind of nothing you might do something with. 
The place, in the picture I saw online, reminded me of my 
grandparents’ house in Louisiana. It had shutters, hanging 
crooked, and a little porch. 

When I saw my house for the first time it was the begin-
ning of October and still up near ninety degrees. High grass 
all up around the walkway, and I made a note to cut that 
down so it wouldn’t catch fire. I felt good about that, like I’d 
learned some things. I pictured a fence, some green grass, 
some flowers and then a swingset and a little boy swinging, 
but I didn’t have a little boy. I didn’t have much but the 
backpack I was carrying, and the jeans I was wearing. I’d lost 
some things along the way. I was thirty-eight when I got to 
that house. I’d had a whole life before this one. 

Wooden, weather-stripped paint, and a flap in the front 
door for the mail. I looked at the house and felt sad for it. 
It’d been yellow. There was a tree stump from a tree that 
had been big. A bathtub in the front yard. Nothing grow-
ing. Too long with nobody watching over it. Somebody 
next door’d had a meth lab which had burned up. It was 
still a black rectangle. The place looked country, and it 
was, but it was the kind of country that could kill you. 

I unlocked the padlock, unfastened the chain, and 
pushed at the door. It stuck, like something was behind it, 
pushing back, and I hesitated for a second. What if someone  
really was in there, living there? A squatter? 
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“Hello?” I called out, feeling stupid. I thought I’d 
know if there was someone there. 

I shoved one more time, hard, and the door sighed 
and budged. Mail, that was all. A pile of it, all over the 
rucked up floorboards, stretching down the entry hall 
in an overflow. Hundreds of envelopes. Some yellowing, 
some newer. 

At first I thought it was going to be collection notices, 
junk, used cars and cable TV, but they were all the same, 
long white envelopes with handwritten addresses in slanted 
handwriting. They were all addressed to the same person:

OLIVIA WEYLAND
57 Snakebite Road
Ione, OR 97843

The return address was for the Federal Prison two 
hundred miles away in Salem, and the pre-printing on the 
envelope said, Correspondence From an Inmate. Each letter  
was red-stamped Approved. 

I held one in my hand for a minute, and then put it 
down in the same spot I’d picked it up from. None of my 
business, I thought. I’d heard some people had a fetish for 
corresponding with prisoners. Maybe that’d been Olivia, 
whoever she was. I had a packet of hotdogs in my backpack. 
I picked my way over the envelopes, went into the kitchen, 
turned the knobs, established no electricity. I slung my bag 
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down on the ground, squatted on my heels, took the hot-
dogs out, and ate one raw. I needed to eat them or cook 
them, and there was no cooking, though for a second I 
thought about a bonfire, all those letters. Too hot. Too dry. 
It’d be a stupid move. 

The house was still full of furniture, if furniture was 
what you’d call it. Mouse-raddled upholstery, wooden 
chairs with splitting seats. Broken cups in the kitchen. 
A plate rail. A table with a boomerang Formica top, like 
my grandparents’ place again. There were bad stains on 
the floorboards, things that’d need scrubbing and sand-
ing. I thought about pouring shiny varnish over the 
wood until it shone. I’d once seen a squirrel preserved  
that way. 

I climbed the stairs carefully. One, two, delicate half 
weight, like that would help me if they all fell down. Dust 
on them so thick that each of my footprints was clearly 
visible. There was graffiti on the wall in the bedroom, and 
it stopped me for a second. Red paint, a diagram of some 
kind, arrows and lines tagged there by a kid, probably. 
Wallpaper peeling on the other walls. 

It’d need work, I’d known that much, but it was 
mine. On the nightstand, there was a Mason jar, and in 
it, flowers, yellow and red twists of velvet. Cockscomb. I 
always thought they looked like brains. I looked at them 
for a moment, pleased, before I realized they shouldn’t be 
there. The place had been locked up for months. 



13

The End of the Sentence

The water in the jar was unclouded. Maybe the 
neighbor, I thought, or the auctioneer, but everything 
else was dusty. 

I thought about the letters filling the hall.
I thought about them some more. They made me 

uneasy, and I couldn’t say why, except that there were way 
too many of them. A thousand, I thought. I was just at the 
point of going down and shoving them into a garbage of 
some kind, when I heard the door rattle. 

The sound of the flap being lifted. Another letter fell 
through the slot. The slap of the flap closing. Nothing 
else. No footsteps. No car. I looked out the window.  
No one. 

I went downstairs. Only one set of footprints on the 
treads, mine going up, and now down again. Whoever had 
left the flowers upstairs hadn’t left any marks going up. I 
felt queasy, then corrected myself. Maybe the conditions in 
the room were so dry that the flowers only seemed fresh.  
I was tired. I’d been traveling a while. 

 I walked over the letters until I got to the door. I bent 
over, and then jolted back. The newest letter on the floor 
had my name on it. 

MALCOLM MAYS
57 Snakebite Road
Ione, OR 97843




