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“Crossing alone the nighted ferry 
With the one coin for fee, 

Whom, on the wharf of Lethe waiting, 
Count you to find? Not me. 

 
The brisk fond lackey to fetch and carry, 

The true, sick-hearted slave, 
Expect him not in the just city 

And free land of the grave. 
 

 
“Crossing Alone the Nighted Ferry” 

-A.E. Housman (1859-1936) 
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One 
Between the end of the lunch rush and the late start of a quiet dinner 

hour fades a long, winter’s sunset. Alan Shade watches it over the corner of 
the shake machine, the soft reds blending down through thin cloud fingers, 
leaving the drug store on the hill in silhouette. The light is beautiful and old, 
a sight unfailing since the planet began to curve. It pours through the lobby 
windows because no one has lowered the blinds, and it wastes its glory 
across beam-stemmed tables and aging tile. The sight leaves Alan feeling 
sad; there are far better places from which to observe such beauty than the 
kitchens of burger joints. 

As night falls, the dining room fills up. There is a sound growing in 
Alan’s mind. It wheezes up from the depths of his frustration, rising quickly 
into a whistle, and becomes a screaming headache as his manager asks him 
to fill the shake machine. It’s the howl of nothing, the empty call of all his 
years bearing down on him, and he can only close his eyes over the pain and 
wait for it to pass. 

It usually helps to stand in the cooler, but that isn’t the case tonight. 
Alan hugs his arms through shivers, and the headache pulses tirelessly away 
behind his forehead. Desperate, he steps through the freezer door into 
deeper cold, and he flips his hands against his hips at the change in 
pressure.  

The cooler is roaring frigid. Alan puts his hands to his temples to find 
the clusters of pain there, but they have spread beyond his ability to 
massage them away. He shrinks into the roar, and it becomes his life for a 
few minutes. It’s his loneliness and his fear, and it’s all of the things he’s had 
to bury in the last year. There is a sadness living among the leaning stacks of 
boxes, and Alan can feel it watching him as his fingertips start to go numb. 
With the freezer staring into him, Alan finally turns to leave. He carries the 
bag of shake mix from the cooler in his arms like an accident victim. 

The headache is on a slow slide toward abating as Alan returns to the 
grill. He lays a run of meat and then stares down at the pink patties 
sizzling. He tries to be somewhere else, but he’s never been good at 
visualizing. He imagines a beach, but it dissolves into the kitchen. The gulls 
squawk at each other in Spanish. Waves rush up the sand to order salads, 
hamburgers, and iced coffees. He tries to build a forest in the freezer when 
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he returns there for more bacon, but the cold seizes him like death and 
nothing can grow. He is trapped in the here and now; stranded without his 
personhood in hurrying eddies of his fellow prisoners. He is alone in his 
mind and in his speech. Lettuce, ribs, mushrooms – his conversations 
languish among meat and condiments, and he is glad for the opportunity to 
go outside when it arises. 

Snow piles up behind the parking bumpers at the far end of the lot. 
Trash bags stuffed in his pocket and long-handled trash masher in his hand, 
he walks the blacktop to check the cans on the near side of the street. It’s 
been six months, and he still aches every night. He still feels confined. But 
outside, he can at least search his loneliness in peace. Sometimes he finds 
something of himself in it – a small thing that still has hope – but usually he 
simply enjoys the quiet. Today is one of those days. 

The trash is devoid of aluminum cans; picked clean by scavengers. He 
raises the masher with both hands, imagining that he is killing his frustration 
as he tamps down the swell of wet food and paper waste. Pulling it out 
again, he gives the masher a twirl between practiced fingers. He likes its 
weight and balance in his hand. It would make a nice weapon. He’s thought 
of taking it home, but that’s an indulgence he can’t allow himself. It isn’t in 
Alan to give in to his impulses. He’ll settle for swinging it over his head from 
time to time, fighting invisible enemies behind the dumpster whenever he 
can get a moment alone. 

Alan steps off the curb, spinning the trash masher slowly. He slips, 
misses the catch, and the masher goes clanging into the drive-thru lane, 
rolling on its open, elliptical head. Without thinking, he lunges for it, smiling 
a little in embarrassment, and then he closes his eyes against an explosion 
of light. A white car lurches out of the drive-thru, turning crazily into the lot 
with its tires squealing, and Alan finds himself diving into the beam of its 
headlights.  

It’s been six months since he started to give up. His certainty has been 
shaken close to ruin. And now the car hits him, and his last six months end 
in a roar of heat and the pained, cutting scream of bare breaks pumping. He 
will leave little; he realizes this in a flash that crawls out across eons before 
his eyes. Behind the flash, hope starves in shadow. He doesn’t even believe 
in deliverance to Heaven.  
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But death is a great, green swamp. The end opens out forever, buzzing 
with damselflies and deep to your waist. Alan feels it wash over him, and 
then eternity is over. It swallows him up in its fall, inexorable, sucking him 
through its hot fens and cat-tailed wallows into the depths of its cavernous 
heart.  
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