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33
1.

They’re building the clock again, hammering away in Basement 
#2. Ella whines as she comes out of a deep murky slumber and 

reaches to turn on the old camp light next to the bed.
The lights go up. She can see her old worn vanity with the 

few shards of mirror still taped into the frame. When she looks in 
that mirror, her refl ection is so scattered that it’s barely recogniz-
able as human. A grey eye and a few strands of hair to the left. To 
the right, a scar at the place where ear and cheek meet. It fright-
ens her, so she rarely looks anymore. 

As the old bulb warms, the light in the room grows more 
intense. Bits of fabric cover the walls. Now that the room’s not 
quite so dim, Ella thinks she can make out some of the spots 
where water from the old pipes has soaked through. Have to re-
place them soon to keep the mold out. She’ll be sorry to see these 
pretty scraps go, the gold and burgundy damask, the rich bottle 
green brocade and the velvet the color of a ballet slipper. When 
they brought the scraps to her, they didn’t tell her where they’d 
come from, and Ella didn’t ask. She didn’t want the memories of 
the scraps to come to her in the night and haunt her like ghosts 
shaking their sheets.

But she remembers the fi rst scraps, right after the war had 
ended. She remembers Patient 33. Now, Ella knows better than to 
call him Patient 33; it’s insensitive and dark, and she really must 
try harder to be sensitive, everyone says so. But it’s not often that 
a nameless man comes around, and too often that a man’s obses-
sion can swallow him up, right down to the core. 

Alda had seen him fi rst, this 33. He’d come to their offi ce 
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shortly after the war, and Alda had extended a calm hand, taken 
him in. The reality hadn’t yet set in for any of them. Why should 
it?

Here, they knew little of the outside. Ella had been a nurse, 
but at the same time, she was more than that. Alda had needed 
her, right up to the moment when he’d—

Well. It wouldn’t do to think of that. She reaches up to pick 
at her short hair, then rests her chin on a knobby knee and listens 
to the steady thumping and thudding coming from Basement #2. 
33 might have liked the neatness, the symmetry of these sounds, 
these moments.

He’d been so troubled, which Ella found alarming because 
he looked normal, healthy. Robust, even, and nothing like those 
before him, who’d stumbled trancelike into their building and 
died shortly thereafter, alone and shivering on the cracked lino-
leum fl oor. 

Dr. Alda seated 33 in a room with high windows near the 
top of the building. Then, treatment began.

2.
“What is your name?” The doctor steeples his fi ngers beneath his 
chin and waits patiently. Outside, the world is cold, silent but for 
the tense howling of the wind. The lantern fl ickers for a moment, 
and the nurse rushes in to see that it stays lit. The doctor stops her 
with a single raised fi nger and a long glance. She pauses, one foot 
poised in mid-step, then leaves. The faint, unsettling scent of baby 
powder and sour milk lingers in her wake. 

The patient stares at nothing. “33.”
The doctor purses his lips for a moment, then smiles and 

tries again. He glances at the metronome on the desk, which sits 
as quiet and motionless as a corpse. The doctor knows all about 
corpses, though admittedly much of this knowledge was gained 
only recently.

“What did you see out there?” The doctor’s voice lifts slight-
ly at the end, and he clears his throat, embarrassed. While he’s 
genuinely curious, it is neither proper nor professional to reveal 
this, especially not now.

The patient blinks but does not lift his gaze. “33.”
A man shot himself shortly after it all began. He lived 

down the street from a gun store and walked in one day, calm as 
anything. Things were still mostly normal then, but a storm was 
lingering just out of sight. The man asked the woman behind the 
counter if he could please see a particular gun. She obliged, in-
nocent and stupid as a cow. 

Then, the man raised the gun to his temple and made a 

horrible mess of things, right there in the middle of the store on a 
sunny Wednesday afternoon.

The woman screamed and screamed. The story goes that you 
could hear her a mile away, except that there was no one around 
to listen.

The patient plucks at a loose fi ber on his sleeve. “33.”

3.
That night, there is a party in the lobby. The nurse wears a mask 
painted to look like the face of a cat, and she totters around on 
high, high heels. There is music. The doctor wears a suit. The 
men from the basement don’t come up to celebrate. The patient 
remains in his room.

When the clock strikes one, they leave quickly and quietly. 
Plates of half-eaten food and glasses still half full of liquid stay 
behind. A cigarette fl oats in one long-stemmed champagne fl ute.

Hickory dickory dock.

4.
The patient fi nds a bit of stone one day and begins to draw on the 
fl oor. The nurse gives him a soft crayon and some paper.

He draws a portrait, half her real face and the other half the 
moon. 

She kisses him just once, when the doctor’s back is turned. 
The sound of gunshots echo in from the streets as they rub their 
chapped lips together in the near-darkness. 

The next day, the doctor announces that there is noth-
ing more that can be done for the patient. No one is particularly 
surprised. 

5.
The nurse is attempting to make coffee in a Dutch oven over their 
little stove. The doctor comes up behind her and touches her on 
the waist. He pulls her in close when she jumps. He brushes some 
hair away from her face and looks into her fl at grey eyes. Then, 
they huddle down together in a corner for a while, and when it’s 
over, everything seems to be all right for a moment. 

Fog presses close around the building that afternoon. Out-
side, there are no more gunshots, no more wails. The number of 
lost ones seeking refuge in their building grows smaller each day. 
Soon, they will be the only ones left.

The doctor presses his lips to her cheek and murmurs her 
name. He takes a piece of glass and carves an “A” into the tender 
fl esh near the nurse’s ear. She exhales hard and leans into him. 

Up on the stove, the coffee begins to burn. 
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6. 
The doctor lights a cigarette, the last one in his crumpled pack, 
and looks intently at the patient. 

“What does it mean, this 33?” He exhales long and slow, 
plumes of smoke curling from his nostrils. “Tell me.”

The patient sniffl es and looks down at his left hand, the 
fi ngers of which are splayed and bent at odd angles. The doctor 
notices his gaze and smiles. Then, he lunges forward and grips the 
patient’s forearms, pressing their foreheads together. White hot 
rage.

“Tell me, damn you!”
The patient lets out a low, guttural moan and closes his eyes. 

The scrapes and bruises on his face from when he fi rst arrived are 
beginning to heal. He shakes his head.

Five minutes later, the sound of shattering glass alarms the 
nurse and she runs in. But the doctor’s chair is vacant. She’s too 
late. 

The patient looks at the window and begins to scream. 
He screams even after his voice breaks, and the sound echoes 
throughout the building well into the small hours of the morning. 
He screams until the men from Basement #2 come up to get him. 

The silence that follows is deafening. 

7. 
Ella wakes with a start. She’s fallen asleep again without even re-
alizing it, an unfortunate habit she’ll have to work hard to break. 
They’re always scolding her, those men who work so diligently, 
even well into the night. 

There are no more patients, which makes sense because 
there is no more doctor, either. The last few outsiders stopped 
trickling in weeks ago. 

Ella has stepped outside only once since the war. She ex-
pected to see green grass and people living their lives beyond the 
heavy doors, as though the war had been just a scar on a fi ngernail 
and new growth was gradually pushing it forward, out of sight. 

She saw only grey and heard cold, howling wind. 
Instead of being bitterly disappointed, as the old Ella would 

have been, the new Ella shrugged her thin shoulders and told 
herself she should have expected as much. 

8. 
On the third day after 33’s departure, the nurse goes up to the 
room where he once stayed and begins to gather the scraps of 
his shirt from the fl oor. Then she returns to her room and sets to 

pinning the scraps to the walls. Basement #2 is still mostly silent, 
except for the occasional deep rumbling noise coming up through 
the pipes in the night.

She used to fl inch at the sound, but now fi nds it comforting. 
The building is like a large cat purring itself to sleep. Yes, she likes 
that idea. It makes the howling that will inevitably return more 
bearable. 

9.
When Ella was a little girl, she lived in a small fl at by the river 
with her mother and father. There were steep wooden steps 
painted green at the front and back of the house. Once, when she 
was four years old, she fell down the stairs and fractured her jaw. 
There was blood everywhere, but the green paint on the stairs 
mixed with the red and soon everything became a murky brown.

When her father came to her and gathered her in his arms, 
her blood stained his white, white collar. It was only when Ella 
saw it there, too bright, that she began to cry. 

The doctors wired her jaw shut so it could heal, and she was 
ordered to stay in bed for several weeks. Her mother and father 
brought her books and paper dolls and a little chalkboard to write 
on, but what she wanted was to be outside by the water. When-
ever she tried to talk, she felt a terrible pulling. 

After a while, she learned to stop trying. When the wires 
were fi nally removed, her voice sounded like the rusty hinge on 
a trap. Ella clamped her mouth shut after hearing her own voice 
and didn’t speak again for a long time.

10.
Before the war, Ella had been studying to become a nurse. She did 
fairly well in school and wasn’t far from graduating when things 
began to fall apart. 

Dr. Alda (whether or not he really was a doctor became one 
of those unsolvable mysteries) had swooped in on one of the dark 
days before the war began and offered her a job as his nurse. Her 
university had been closed for three weeks by that point, and 
she wasn’t sure when it might open again—if it would ever open 
again—and she accepted his offer. 

He set her up in a small room on the fi rst fl oor. There were 
no patients at that time, but Dr. Alda had assured her that she 
would be needed soon. They would have plenty of work to do. 

The people came, fi rst in massive waves, then in smaller 
clusters, staggering together. Near the end, there were only one or 
two at a time. The ones in the beginning were awful, all vacant 
eyes and too-sharp collarbones and, worst of all, fl esh falling off 
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their worn frames. They died quickly. During the fi rst few days, 
Ella spent more time gathering herself in a side room than she did 
with the patients.

By the end of the week, she was able to pull sheets or bags 
briskly over the faces of the dead and move on to the next task. 

By the time 33 came and went, she barely felt anything at 
all.

11. 
The men from Basement #2 make it halfway through the win-
ter before they run out of supplies. Then, they stomp grumpily 
through the fi rst fl oor lobby, tracking mud and sewage across the 
fl oors only moments after Ella has scrubbed them clean. When 
she complains, they only grumble louder. 

This goes on for about a week before they fi nally send her 
out to look for parts. She wanders the city for several hours, fi nd-
ing only piles of bodies in the streets and rusted-out cars. 

When her feet feel frozen solid and useless after hours of 
slogging through the gutters, she stumbles upon an old tool shop. 
Dazed, she grabs everything she can stuff into her pockets or in 
her mouth or under her arms and walks back to the building. The 
men from Basement #2 take the pieces wordlessly and begin to 
move back toward the clock. 

Ella calls to one man. “Wait! Why do you have to build?”
He shakes his head and turns his back to her.
She sighs and starts scrubbing at the fl oors again.

12.
One day when Ella wakes up, she feels lighter. She walks up to the 
top fl oor where she last saw 33 and stares out between the boards 
covering the broken window. She doesn’t remember putting them 
there—one of the men from Basement #2. The urine-colored sky 
isn’t as cloudy as usual, and there’s no sign of the fog that usually 
comes in the night and hangs around until midday. For a mo-
ment, she even thinks she hears a dog barking somewhere in the 
distance, but she knows it’s her mind playing tricks on her. Aside 
from herself and the men from Basement #2, she hasn’t seen an-
other living person in months.

She stays like that for a long while until she feels a heavy, 
coarse hand fall on her shoulder. When she turns around, she 
sees that it is the same man she questioned several weeks before. 
He gives a curt nod, as if answering some unasked question, then 
says, “We fi nished it. Then, we destroyed it.”

Ella looks up and asks in a small, meek voice, “Why did you 
build it?”

After a long pause, the man from Basement #2 answers her. 
When he speaks, his voice is like hers all those years ago, that 
broken-jaw rusty-trap voice. 

He says, “We’re living at the bottom of the world.”
Ella thinks she is beginning to understand.


