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The Taxidermist
by E. D. Watson
Vernon opens the door in his bathrobe, blinking into the dazzling sunlight like Rip van Winkle. In ten months, he’s
hardly left his apartment.
“Dad? What’s going on?” His son Royce’s jowly face is haggard with worry.
Vernon opens his mouth, but no sound comes out at first. He doesn’t remember the last time he spoke out loud. At
last, he manages to mumble, “Watching some TV.” His own voice sounds reedy and unfamiliar. Royce stamps his feet
on the narrow iron landing, and Vernon opens the door a little wider to let him inside.
The shades are drawn but the gloom does little to disguise the mess.
Pizza boxes and cartons of Chinese take-out are heaped beneath the
coffee table. Blankets sag from the couch onto the floor. The stale
and oily odor of Vernon’s unwashed body permeates the air. On TV,
a fisherman’s line bobs in a placid lake fringed by evergreens. Vernon
watches absently as Royce surveys the room, and he tightens the belt
on his robe, vaguely embarrassed, and then annoyed. Isn’t he a free
man? Can’t he live however he damn well pleases?
The truth is, in the ten months since his wife killed herself with
her own hunting rifle, Vernon has done nothing except watch the
Outdoor Sportsmen’s Network on cable, where he occasionally sees
Frances’s ghost. Royce sets his overnight bag beside the recliner and
sits, massaging his forehead with his palms.
“Dad, why is your phone off? I used the last of my sick days to fly
down here because I thought I was going to find you—you know.”
“You thought I’d offed myself?”
“It crossed my mind.”
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“I’ve only retired.” In fact, Vernon has taken to unplugging his
phone for long periods of time, a tactic for avoiding old friends and
telemarketers alike.
Royce looks up wearily. “From what? Retired people answer their
phones. They bathe.”
“Everything,” Vernon says.
For the next two days, Royce sickens Vernon with the smell of
fried bacon, and then covers it with the smell of cleaning products.
When Vernon complains, Royce says, “You’ve been embalming
dead animals for years, and now you’re bothered by a little bacon
and Lysol?” To make matters worse, he sends the apartment into a
state of upheaval, making giant piles and scrubbing like a maniac. He
even moves the furniture and runs the vacuum cleaner while Vernon
is trying to watch TV.
At the end of two days Royce says, “Are you really going to spend
the rest of your life hiding out in this rathole? Come back to Houston
with me, Dad.”
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Vernon eyes the darkened screen of his TV longingly. He can
hardly wait for Royce to leave.
“We have TV in Houston,” Royce adds. After a few minutes, Royce
says, very quietly, “I can’t pretend to understand what you’re going
through. If you’d been keeping the place like a shrine to her memory,
I’d get it. But the way it was,” Royce pauses, his eyebrows scrunching
after the right word, “it was degrading.” he says finally.
Royce goes back to Houston that night, and Vernon turns on
the TV to discover that during Royce’s cleaning frenzy, something
got disconnected. Every channel is a flurry of static. Vernon jiggles the wires and smacks the side of the TV, but nothing happens.
Passive-aggressive just like his mother, he thinks—for it is plain to
Vernon that Royce is behind the cable outage. But Vernon expected
something like this, and already has the cable company’s number
written in ink on the back of his hand. He dials and waits.
At passive-aggression, Frances had been an artist. Her final
act had been her masterpiece: suicide, without a note. She’d been
clever enough to make it look like a hunting accident, and Vernon
collected a tidy sum on her life insurance policy. But her death had
been an accusation. Only Vernon knew the way she’d been forgetting
the names for things, having to trace their shapes in the air. A few
months before her death, she’d said: “Maybe I need to see a doctor,”
and had come back with three bottles of pills. She’d cried that night,
and he’d said, “After forty years I already know anything you might

“Oh my god,” he says, and then, as he looks about him, he keeps
repeating it: “Oh my god. Oh my god.” Until now, he has only
observed the apartment’s transformation in extreme close-up: the
faucets’ sudden gleam, the fresh cake of soap in the shower—things
added and not subtracted. Now he sees the sum total, and he realizes
what is missing.
It is as though she has been exorcised. Gone are her eyeglasses
from the table by the bed. Her pills have been swept from the cupboards, the closet emptied of her sweatshirts and many pairs of
cowboy boots. Vernon moves from room to room, astonished by the
completeness of her absence. With the TV disconnected, he won’t
be able to look for her shadow in the foliage during the deer hunting
program, or her spirit haunting the eyes of falcons on Birds of Prey.
She’s been driven out, forced to wander.
The silence in the apartment is like the clanging of an alarm, and
he’s gripped by panic. Somewhere in the sky far away, Royce is on a
plane back to Houston, thinking he’s done Vernon a favor. Vernon
wants to reach back through the hours and dismantle his son, to tear
his arms from his body.
He dials Royce’s number, but gets voicemail.
“How could you?” Vernon wheezes.
And then the fly lands on his cheek. In terror, Vernon flees downstairs to his taxidermy shop.
The stillness in the workshop has been
undisturbed so long that going downstairs is
like descending into catacombs. Night presses
in mutely at the front windows. Ten months
have passed since he locked his doors; mail
is heaped beneath the slot, and the mounted
animals in his display window have grown
shaggy coats of dust. Vernon turns on the
lights and then stands there for a long time
with his hands at his sides.
Eventually, he gathers his mail and spends
the next few hours sorting the taxidermy supply catalogs and scientific journals to which he
has long subscribed. He reads an article about
extinction; golden Chinese pelicans, and some pink mollusks in the
Baltic Sea have just been added to a growing list of vanished creatures. The extinction of species pains Vernon greatly; it’s part of the
reason he became a taxidermist.
Standing on a ladder, Vernon uses a chamois cloth and a bottle
of mink oil to sponge the dust from behind the ears of the towering
grizzly in his display window. When he looks up, he sees a woman
outside, though it’s very late at night. Her nearness to the window
startles him, for she’s standing close enough to fog the glass with

But her death had been an accusation. Only Vernon knew the way she’d been
forgetting the names for things, having to trace their shapes in the air. A few
months before her death, she’d said: “Maybe I need to see a doctor,” and had
come back with three bottles of pills. She’d cried that night, and he’d said,
“After forty years I already know anything you might want to say, anyhow.”
Forty years, and he’d still been making jokes at the wrong times.
want to say, anyhow.” Forty years, and he’d still been making jokes at
the wrong times.
A recorded voice advises him to please call back during regular business hours; the cable company is closed. Stunned, Vernon
watches as the static on his TV screen coalesces into what looks like
a cloud of flies. The swarm appears to be moving closer and closer to
the TV screen, and Vernon fears they will come into the room. He
lunges for the remote and turns off the TV, but a fly somehow gets
through. It loops wildly above the sofa.
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her breath. He nearly loses his balance and grabs the bear’s ears to
steady himself. The woman gestures toward the front door. Vernon
glances at his watch uneasily. It’s a small town—decent people aren’t
out, roaming around. He opens the door prepared to tell her sorry,
he’s closed, but then he sees that she’s crying.
“You’re Vernon Urlicher?” she asks. Vernon nods. “Please, it’s an
emergency.”
Vernon lets her in. She holds a large shopping bag in one hand,
and with the other uses the cuff of her sweater to dry her eyes. Her
face is puffy and mottled from crying, and her copper hair is cut
in the chili-bowl style popular among children
and librarians; it’s impossible to tell her age.
“I’m sorry to bother you so late,” she says,
“but I heard that you’re the best, and I want
only the best for King. It hasn’t been more than
an hour since he—” She stops speaking and
takes a great, shuddering breath.
“I’m sorry, ma’am—”
“Minnie.”
“I’ve retired.”
Her face crumples and she begins to sob in
earnest.
“Now, now.” He pats her shoulder awkwardly. “I can get you another taxidermist’s
number. I have a colleague who specializes in
dogs and cats.”
She looks at him scornfully through her tears. “King,” she says, “is
a cock. A magnificent, rainbow-tailed, glory to behold—God’s gift
to fowl-kind, and that sonofabitch knew it. He won the state fair two
years in a row. My hens are gonna be lost without him.”
Vernon sighs. “Let’s have a look.”
She sets the bag on the steel table in the room’s center, and from
it removes one of the most splendid creatures Vernon has ever seen.
He whistles softly through his teeth. Though he has mounted peacocks and cranes and tropical birds for countless museum dioramas,
never in all his years has he encountered a bird of such beauty as this
common Gallus domesticus. The bird’s throat is collared with a mantle of amber streamers, each bearing a brilliant green pinstripe down
the center. The tail—or what’s left of it—is indeed like a rainbow. The
comb is a crown of strawberry flesh, at least two inches tall.
“Any idea what got him?”
Minnie shakes her head and strokes the tattered plumes of King’s
tail.
“I think it might have been a bobcat. Tore a hole right through the
roof whatever it was, and took off as soon as it heard me coming. I
ran out there as soon as I heard the girls squawking, but I was too
late.”

“I’m sorry.”
“This bird once killed and ate a six-foot rattlesnake. He even ate
the rattle.”
Vernon stops flipping the yellowed cards on his ancient Rolodex
and looks at the rooster, and then at Minnie. She is like a bird of prey:
sharp little shoulders peaked menacingly inside her sweater. “I don’t
suppose I could persuade you to take one last job?”
Vernon wants to decline, but he has the uneasy feeling that she
knows he lacks any reason whatsoever. Besides, he tells himself, this
is just a chicken; he’d practiced on countless chickens as an appren-

She sets the bag on the steel table in the room’s center, and from it removes
one of the most splendid creatures Vernon has ever seen. He whistles softly
through his teeth. Though he has mounted peacocks and cranes and tropical
birds for countless museum dioramas, never in all his years has he encountered
a bird of such beauty as this common Gallus domesticus. The bird’s throat
is collared with a mantle of amber streamers, each bearing a brilliant green
pinstripe down the center. The tail—or what’s left of it—is indeed like a
rainbow. The comb is a crown of strawberry flesh, at least two inches tall.
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tice. It will hardly take any time at all.
“I wouldn’t want word to get out,” he says finally. “I really am
retired, you know.”
Once Minnie is gone, Vernon faces the task before him. First, the
unpleasant part, the part that Frances had usually done for him: evisceration. In spite of his many years as a taxidermist, Vernon has little
tolerance for animal gore. Accordingly, he’s kept a strict vegetarian
diet—but one of the things his wife left behind is a freezer crammed
with meat from her many hunting trips.
Frances would have thought it was a shame, letting all this chicken
go to waste. She would have wanted to make a broth from the bones.
She swore by it—said bone broth was the healthiest food in the world.
For forty years, their apartment had reeked of steeping bones—and
look at all the good it had done her. She’d mocked his quinoa and
lentils, but look who was still alive.
His incision in the rooster’s abdomen is neat, and Vernon is careful to get as little blood on the feathers as possible. But as King’s guts
slither into the basin, he thinks of Minnie’s hens and is overcome
with a crushing sorrow. However talented Vernon is, he cannot
restore what has been lost to them. Already, a milky haze is gathering
in the rooster’s eyes. Vernon rummages in drawers until he finds a
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falconer’s hood, left behind long ago by a client, and only after he has
fastened it over the rooster’s head can he continue the procedure.
He would have taken care of his wife. She should have known that.
He would have filled in her blanks, fed her, brushed her teeth—whatever was necessary. But he’d failed her in some way, and that message
was loud and clear in the way she’d chosen to end her life: with the
hunting rifle Vernon had reluctantly given her last Christmas.
Dawn is purpling the sky by the time the rooster’s remains are
soaking in Vernon’s special blend of chemical preservatives. He takes
a seat at his desk and puts his forehead on his arms. Soon he is fast
asleep.
When he wakes it is late afternoon and someone is knocking on
the window. At first Vernon thinks he is dreaming the most obnoxious dream he’s ever had. The person banging the glass is silhouetted
by the setting sun, but Vernon guesses it’s Minnie from the shape of
her chili-bowl haircut. She’s bouncing from foot to foot and jiggling
the handle of a child’s toy wagon, which is covered in a tarp and leaking blood. Vernon sighs on his way to the door: another massacre at
the chicken coop. But he’s not mounting any more chickens.
Minnie is pushes her way into the shop, drawing the wagon behind
her. “Have you finished with King?” she asks breathlessly.
“It’s going to take another day, at least. And I don’t even want to
know what you’ve got in that wagon because the answer is no. I told
you I was retired.”

girls.”
He opens his mouth to send her away, but Minnie interrupts him.
“You ever do any rogue taxidermy, Mr. Urlicher?”
“No,” he says, coldly. It isn’t the first time he’s been asked, but it
offends him every time. “If that’s the sort of thing you’re after, you
can take your rooster elsewhere, too. My work has been recognized
seven times by the Texas Taxidermy Foundation. I have a horned owl
in the American Museum of Natural History.”
Minnie waves him off. “A griffin, Mr. Urlicher. That’s what I want.
Half King and half the cat who killed him.”
Every year, Vernon gets a few requests for jackalopes, and once
there’d been a traveling carnival wanting a whole trailer full of abominations. Frances never forgave him for turning down that commission. It was early in his career; he’d had to decide. Museum commissions and respect from the scientific community never would
have come to a man who made Loch Ness monsters. But they’d been
young and poor, Royce in diapers with a hacking cough. They’d
pawned their high school rings to buy medicine.
As a boy he’d wanted to become a mad scientist. His father worked
as a research assistant in a laboratory, and Vernon had announced his
career choice with the expectation that his father would be pleased.
But Vernon’s father only laughed and said Vernon had been reading too many comic books. “Real scientists aren’t mad,” his father
explained, and had taken little Vernon to the lab.
No one shouted “Eureka!” There were no
lightning bolts or bubbling beakers, just some
men in white coats looking into microscopes.
On the slides were some pinkish blobs, which
his father said were mouse cells. When Vernon asked what had happened to the mice,
his father said they’d died of cancer. Vernon
was surprised to learn that even something
as helpless as a mouse could suffer from an
incurable disease, and so even though his
father’s job was boring, the nobility of it permitted little Vernon to forgive him. For years,
Vernon believed his father was working to
prevent cancer in mice.
“Well?” Minnie says.
There is no wife, now. No infant son. No scientific community to
consider. Some long-burrowed thing inside of him stirs and lifts its
nose into the night.
“Okay,” he says. And then it’s too late; the words can’t be shoved
back into his mouth.

Every year, Vernon gets a few requests for jackalopes, and once there’d been
a traveling carnival wanting a whole trailer full of abominations. Frances never
forgave him for turning down that commission. It was early in his career; he’d
had to decide. Museum commissions and respect from the scientific community
never would have come to a man who made Loch Ness monsters.
Without warning, Minnie bends and whips the tarp from the
wagon with a flourish, like a magician doing a trick. In horror, Vernon covers his mouth and turns away.
Minnie asks if he’s okay, but he can’t answer because he’s afraid
he’s going to be sick.
“Mr. Urlicher? I’ve covered it,” she says.
But Vernon keeps on seeing and seeing the bobcat, with most of
its head blasted away.
“It’s the one that got King. I caught it in the coop, going after the
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Once the cat is on the table, he regrets agreeing to this. Using a
hacksaw, he removes the animal’s ruined cranium, careful to leave it
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bundled inside the tarp so he doesn’t have to see it again. The cat is a
large female with well-articulated spots and snowy tufts between her
toes. A steady diet of chicken has made her sleek. What goes around
comes around, Vernon thinks, and wincing, slides a blade into the
cat’s belly.
For several hours, Vernon loses himself cleaning the bobcat,
removing almost everything from its interior except some of the
small bones in its feet and tail. A mounted animal is essentially a
sculpture, upholstered in a preserved skin or pelt—and this was the
genius of Vernon’s work. In addition to his lustrous and durable pelts,
his handmade animal forms contained secret
and unlikely objects, known only to himself.
He’d once used a gooseneck lamp in the neck
of a goose, a box spring coil inside a springbok.
But geese and springboks are animals that
exist. Vernon isn’t entirely sure what a griffin is. Researching it will mean going back
upstairs to his apartment, where there is a
set of encyclopedias, purchased long ago for
Royce. Where there is also the emptiness, and
the clanging silence, and the fly that crawled
through the TV.

spite of having a rooster’s head, the griffin will be female, because the
bobcat was female. He wonders if Minnie will notice or care. After
applying color to its beak with his airbrush, he turns off his compressor and appraises his work. Only now does he notice night has fallen.
Outside the window, a dark savannah seems to unfold endlessly
beyond the reflections of the towering grizzly and the pheasant and
the ram. On the table, the griffin is luminous, her pelt and feathers so
glossy they shed the fluorescent light like rainwater. Her beak is frozen open in a silent shriek, her wings arched for takeoff. Her talons
claw the air, searching for a foothold in the sky.

Griffin. Mythological beast conjoined of eagle and lion, said to guard the gold
mines of the gods. Throughout history, the symbol of the griffin has been
used by religious groups and ruling parties to signify allegiance and singleheartedness. This is due to lore of the fidelity between mated griffin pairs,
which was said to be eternal, outlasting even death.

Griffin. Mythological beast conjoined of eagle and lion, said to
guard the gold mines of the gods. Throughout history, the symbol of
the griffin has been used by religious groups and ruling parties to
signify allegiance and single-heartedness. This is due to lore of the
fidelity between mated griffin pairs, which was said to be eternal,
outlasting even death.
Opposite the entry is a full-color illustration of two griffins. One
is seated before a mound of gold ingots while the other patrols the
night sky, its dark wings blotting out the stars. Vernon wonders: is
a griffin’s heart the heart of a lion or of an eagle? Does it have two
hearts? The encyclopedia entry doesn’t say.
Suddenly, the fly is there, crawling on the page. Lightning-quick,
Vernon slams the book shut. His own heart races.
When he reopens the book, the fly is flattened, its guts splattered
between the pages. He carries the encyclopedia back downstairs,
holding it open before him as though carrying a sacrificial offering.
He tears all the pages from the binding and uses the paper as stuffing for the griffin’s form, which he fashions out of chicken wire—a
touch he thinks especially ironic. The picture of the two griffins with
the dead fly stuck to it becomes the creature’s center. Vernon folds
the page until it becomes too small and thick to fold anymore and
tucks it inside the breast, where feathers will meet fur.
It takes him many hours to assemble the griffin, yet it feels like
no time at all. As he sews the pelts over the form he realizes that in
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He is proud, in spite of himself. The griffin is possibly his finest
work. Back upstairs in his apartment, he sees that it is four a.m., and
a strange humor overcomes him. No one telling him when to go to
bed or get up, no one reminding him to take his vitamins, or what
promises he’s made—so this is what you are like on your own, he
thinks to himself. Nocturnal! In his bedroom, the feeling intensifies into one of ebullience. The room is neat, orderly, plain. A man’s
room. No more of Frances’s paperbacks mounded beside the bed
and on the nightstand; the gun safe is gone.
He’s not asleep for more than an hour when a sound from downstairs wakes him. Vernon is out of bed in an instant, feeling around
for the baseball bat he’s kept ever since the time some thieves broke
into his shop and stole gallons of Follicle Firmer and Stop-Rot. Probably some idiot kids, the cops said, looking for stuff to get high with.
Vernon creeps downstairs in his pajamas, wielding the bat like a club.
Tiptoeing around the creaky places in the floor, he finds the panel of
light switches and throws them all, flooding the room in light.
“All right, you idiots! That stuff will kill you, you know!” He
looks around, but doesn’t see anyone. Then something lunges at
him from the rafters. The aluminum bat is snatched from his hand
and dropped. It rings loudly as it bounces against the concrete floor.
When Vernon emerges from his protective crouch, he sees that the
griffin is no longer on the workbench—she’s in the rafters, grooming
herself. He pinches his thigh, but the griffin goes on preening. Outside the windows, a seam of sunlight splits the horizon.
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The griffin spends most of the day dozing and nibbling her stitches.
Vernon watches her for a while, mystified. Then he goes upstairs and
tries to watch TV, but the cable hasn’t been reconnected. He tries to
nap, but he can’t sleep. Every half hour or so he creeps back downstairs to see if the griffin is still in the rafters, if perhaps the whole
thing was a dream from which he is now awake. Every time, the
griffin is still there.
Towards dusk she shows signs of restlessness, and swoops from
perch to perch. Her wings aren’t the noisy, flapping wings of a
chicken, but the soundless wings of a bird of prey. Thinking she
must be hungry, Vernon quickly defrosts a package of ground venison from the stash in the freezer. Microwaving makes the meat
rubbery and transforms the blood into gelatinous gray globules, but
he doesn’t know what else to do. He carries the bowl downstairs and
sets it on the workbench. Using a catalog to waft the smell of the
meat up into the rafters, he sings to the griffin as though tempting
a child.
“I brought you some me-eat.”
The griffin looks at the bowl and goes back to nibbling at her
stitches, uninterested. Vernon’s heart sinks. He turns away, and from
the corner of his eye sees the griffin drop silently from the rafters in
a predatory dive at the baseboards. This is followed by the unmistakable squeak of a mouse. A tail dangles from her beak. With one

a warm animal ripeness rolling off her. They waited for hours in
the blind, not speaking. When they finally saw a deer, Vernon was
immobilized by its beauty. The doe grazed in a grove of trees, moving
in and out of sun shafts. Through the high-power scope of the rifle,
he could see the doe’s long, elegantly curved eyelashes, illuminated
by late-morning sun.
“What are you waiting for?” Frances had asked.
The doe must’ve sensed his hesitation. As his finger squeezed the
trigger, she bolted. In horror, Vernon watched a red blossom open
in the side of her abdomen. Her back legs slid out from beneath her,
but then she regained her footing and disappeared into the woods.
They’d followed the blood until they found her beneath a tree. She
was still breathing but made no effort to rise as they approached.
Flies were already gathering around her eyes and on the wound in
her side.
Frances stepped aside to let Vernon finish the killing, but he
couldn’t. He’d turned to Frances.
“Please,” he’d said. “I can’t.” She’d looked at him with such revulsion that he thought she might turn her gun on him, next. During
the long, silent walk back to the truck, he decided to stop seeing her.
They were too different. But Frances had news of her own: she was
pregnant. She’d looked him hard in the eye when she told him—a
look that went all the way to the back of his skull. It was the same
look the griffin was giving him now.
“What kind of man are you, Vernon Urlicher?” those eyes asked him. For forty years,
he’d tried to show her.
“Come here.” He squats and holds his arms
out toward the griffin, but she hisses. He drops
to his hands and knees and crawls toward her
but she flies back into the rafters where she
resumes picking at herself in agitation. Two
feathers come loose and spiral toward the
floor.
“Stop,” Vernon pleads. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

“Please,” he’d said. “I can’t.” She’d looked at him with such revulsion that he
thought she might turn her gun on him, next. During the long, silent walk back
to the truck, he decided to stop seeing her. They were too different. But Frances
had news of her own: she was pregnant. She’d looked him hard in the eye
when she told him—a look that went all the way to the back of his skull. It
was the same look the griffin was giving him now.
snap, it disappears down her throat. Vernon hurries over, but the
griffin freezes him with her stare—a bloodthirsty stare he’d recognize
anywhere.
“Frances?” he says.
Once, before they were married, Vernon had gone deer hunting
with Frances. That day, her forehead and cheeks had been streaked
with black paint, her hair was full of leaves; even her smell was different. When she leaned in to help him with the rifle, there’d been
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By late afternoon it is clear that something
is very wrong. The griffin’s feathers are drooping, and her comb and wattles look pale. Vernon has thawed various
packages of meat from the freezer, but the griffin hasn’t eaten anything except the mouse. Vernon knows she needs live food.
He puts on his coat, looking mournfully into the rafters.
“All right,” he says. “I’ll go get you something.”
In the many months since he’s been out, the world has forgotten
him. The light hurts Vernon’s eyes and skin. He walks ten blocks to
the nearest pet store, and no one says hello. Worse, the world seems
to have forgotten Frances; there is no indication that she ever existed,
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anywhere. Pick-up trucks drive by with the radios blaring country
music songs about Saturday night. At the stoplights, women tug
down their auto visors and lick lipstick from their teeth, and men
spit from their car windows. They’ve forgotten that they’re going to
get incurable diseases someday, and they wink at one another and
smoke and sing along with the Saturday night songs. They’ve forgotten the pink mollusks and golden Chinese pelicans. Even now,
death is rifling through the world’s cabinets and drawers, filling its
bottomless pockets, taking entire species—and everyone’s singing.
At the pet store, Vernon buys four mice. The clerk tells him there’s
a two-for-one special on rodents, but Vernon
insists on paying for all of them.
“Their lives are worth something!” he says,
banging his fist down beside the cash register.
When he returns to the workshop and opens
the box, he sees four pink and twitching noses,
four quivering bouquets of whiskers. Eight
rose-colored eyes, luminous with fear.
A rustle comes from overhead. The griffin
has perked up, intrigued. Vernon closes his
eyes and slips his hand into the box. The mice
scamper over his fingers as he stirs their small,
warm bodies. He grabs one by the tail and sets
it on the floor. It doesn’t get halfway across
the room before the griffin swoops down and the mouse vanishes
without a squeak. The next two mice meet similar ends. The griffin
glides from one corner of the room to another in anticipation of the
last mouse.
Vernon lifts it from the box and holds it in his open palm. The
little mouse looks around for a moment and then draws its forepaws
over its face as though in disbelief. Vernon puts it back inside the box
and closes the lid.
“You’ve had enough for now,” he says to the griffin, and carries the
box upstairs.
In his kitchen, Vernon watches as the mouse holds a stale cracker
in its paws and nibbles with apparent relish, but its cuteness is made
unbearable by the fate awaiting it. He re-closes the lid. When he
thinks of Frances in the rafters below him, beaking apart her seams
and pulling out her feathers, he is tired. So tired. He lifts the mouse’s
box and holds it protectively against his chest, and when he does, a
rage no bigger than a match-head burrows into his heart.
He fills a saucepan with water and puts some lentils on to boil.
When they’re cooked, Vernon carries the steaming pan downstairs
and sets it on the floor beneath the griffin. With his hands on his
hips, he looks up into the rafters.
“Lentils,” he says wearily, “are an excellent source of protein.” The
griffin glares at him. “It’s all you’re going to get, unless you want to

hunt for yourself, which you are free to do.” Vernon props open the
door to the shop with a can of paint thinner. The griffin squints at the
late afternoon sunlight.
Vernon walks back to the center of the room and stands beneath
the griffin. “Seinfeld,” he says. “Sunday being better than Saturday.
That coconut cake that came in the pink and white boxes. Black coffee. Niagara Falls. Royce. Our granddaughter, Sophie.” He looks up
at the griffin. “Things we had in common,” he says. “Sometimes I
thought we were a bad match. Maybe you did, too. But most of my
life has been with you. I would’ve taken care of you if you’d given

At the stoplights, women tug down their auto visors and lick lipstick from their
teeth, and men spit from their car windows. They’ve forgotten that they’re
going to get incurable diseases someday, and they wink at one another and
smoke and sing along with the Saturday night songs. They’ve forgotten the
pink mollusks and golden Chinese pelicans. Even now, death is rifling through
the world’s cabinets and drawers, filling its bottomless pockets, taking entire
species—and everyone’s singing.
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me a chance. I would’ve fed you and dressed you and combed your
hair—”
Without warning, the griffin lunges at Vernon. It hits him in the
chest with such force that he’s knocked to the floor and he cries out,
covering his face with his arms. The griffin beats him with her wings
and snatches at his shirt with her talons, tearing through to his skin.
Just as suddenly as it began, the attack ceases and the griffin takes to
the air, circling the room in distress.
Vernon’s astonishment quickly turns to anger.
“What’d you come back for anyway?” he says. “I thought you
wanted to be dead!” The griffin circles the room a final time, and
then finds the open door. Without looking back, she flaps into the
bright afternoon glare and is gone. Disheveled and bleeding, Vernon
hurries to the doorway, but the sky is empty. He steps back inside
and bolts the door, relieved.
But that night he cannot sleep. He is haunted by an image of a
Frances that never was: older, vacant-eyed and slack-jawed. In his
vision, he sees himself dutifully wiping drool from her chin. The
only word he can think of is: messy.
All at once, he understands. However well-intentioned, his methods lack mercy. Frances knew what kind of man he was, knew his
squeamishness and stubbornness. His life has been a spectacle of
principle, but he’s no saint; there’s been carnage. She’d come back
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to show him she wasn’t a drooling old lady, and never would be—
because she’d spared them both. He should be grateful.
Vernon feels sick now to remember the bolted door. He hurries
downstairs and props it back open. A current of cold air flows around
his bare ankles. The street is quiet and dark. When he looks up at the
sky, he sees the dark shape of a pair of wings, blotting out the stars.
“You were right,” he whispers. “It would have been bad.”
In the morning, Vernon is awakened by the ringing phone.
“Mister Urlicher? My god, Mr. Urlicher, it nearly scared me to
death when I opened the chicken coop this morning, but what a fine
joke!”
Vernon struggles to place the woman’s voice.
“Minnie?”
“Come to think of it, how did you find out where I live?”
Vernon is speechless.
“You should have seen the hens,” Minnie continues. “They were
snuggled up all around it like they knew it was King.”
“The griffin is in your coop?” he says. “Is it—alive?”
On the kitchen counter, the cardboard box from the pet store is
quivering, and Vernon can see the pink bud of a nose protruding
from one corner as the mouse chews its way out. He dresses hurriedly while holding the cordless phone to his ear.
Minnie says, “It was a good joke. But seriously. You shouldn’t come
into people’s chicken coops at night. I might’ve shot you!”

left it, but the rafters are empty—and so are his display windows.
The pheasant, the ram, and the towering grizzly have disappeared.
He thinks: I’ve been robbed. Vernon stares dumbly at the two pawshaped patches in the dust where the grizzly stood for years, and
remembers how hard he’d worked to balance that bear so that it
would stand without the use of a pedestal. Until recently, he’d considered it his masterpiece. Dust motes drift up from the floor and
inside of him is a feeling of staring at the sun—first a searing, and
then everything disappears.
All that remains is the problem at hand. Vernon shuffles to the
door and moves the can of paint thinner with his foot. He pats his
trouser pockets for his keys and wallet, and humming tunelessly,
goes out into the bright, forgetful world to buy a mouse cage.

The door to the workshop is standing wide open, the way he’d left it, but the
rafters are empty—and so are his display windows. The pheasant, the ram,
and the towering grizzly have disappeared. He thinks: I’ve been robbed. Vernon
stares dumbly at the two paw-shaped patches in the dust where the grizzly
stood for years, and remembers how hard he’d worked to balance that bear so
that it would stand without the use of a pedestal.
“The griffin—” Vernon says, but stops halfway down the stairs to
the workshop.
“It’s breathtaking, Mr. Urlicher,” she says. “Really. You could get
a job working for a carnival!” The receiver slips from his hand and
clatters onto the steps at his feet. He can hear Minnie’s voice coming
out of it. She sounds tiny, no bigger than a fly. “Hello?” she’s saying.
“Hello? Hello?”
The door to the workshop is standing wide open, the way he’d
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