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Figure 1.1 Depicts a makeshift doll house, assembled using an 8x12 shoebox. A warped piece of 

beige backsplash tile has been glued to the bottom of the box, bubbling and puckered around its 

edges. The walls are delicately lined with soft, gray tissue paper, and a trapezoid has been carved into 
the right side to create a window. Across from this window, four shaky lines traced in fading, purple 

marker form the outline of a door. Inside the box, a single doll sits amongst proportionately tiny, 

mismatched Barbie furniture (including a yellow bed, a blue wardrobe, and a white desk). 

 

Toward the left edge of Figure 1.1 is the corner of a brassy register1, mainly obstructed by the doll 

house. On the upper right edge, you will notice a Tonka dump truck (Figure 1.2) and in the bottom 

right corner, the lower eighth of an iPod Touch, with charging chord attached (Figure 1.3).  

 

Tight orange numerals reveal the date and time: 11/27/18 -- 7:18 

 
Note that a small portion of Figure 1.1 has been eclipsed by a lens-flare, the exact cause of which is 

currently unknown.   

 

While many of the artifacts from Figure 1.1 have been recovered and meticulously preserved in 

the years since the photo was taken, the fate of the doll remains a mystery. This mundane 

curiosity has captured the attention of many a writer and has become the subject of hundreds of 

papers, poems, and short stories. The following is just one of many fictionalized reconstructions 

of its disappearance.  

 

It is 7:18 AM. 

 

Cast off in a darkened corner, a pale, frail-looking girl slumps in on herself – a rag doll discarded 

in favour of other, newer toys. Her legs sprawl out haphazardly in front of her, head and 

shoulders propped up against a gray wall. Heat radiates from the dust-coated tiles supporting her, 

threatening to fry her mostly bare hamstrings. Shaking knees, startled joints, refuse to be coaxed 

into action, ignoring this threat altogether. Whether willing or stranded, she is unwavering in her 

position. The floor, blistering as it is, provides a solid place of solace.2   

 

It fixes her in place as she falls apart – as stitches tear and seams unravel, as old, stiff linen sheds 

in favor of something softer.  

 

It is 7:19 AM. 

 

Everything is too much.  

 

The air in the room, though heavy and hot, does not settle around her like a thick blanket.  

 



It doesn’t merely sit atop her skin, producing a persistent sweat that licks its way down her spine. 

It doesn’t just settle like a lump in the throat, turning her tongue into steel wool and fraying her 

lips in the process.  

 

It doesn’t rest or embrace.  

 

It invades. It leeches into the hypodermis – into the bloodstream – whispering, unmediated, 

against suddenly exposed nerves. Embedded under fingernails, clinging to hair follicles, it 

attacks, forcing its host into a defensive position. Wan, waxy shoulders draw inward, elbows 

tense as she scratches uselessly.  

 

It is 7:20 AM.  

 

As a mechanic beeping flits into the room from somewhere distant, making its way steadily 

toward her, the scratching is suddenly no longer just a defense against the parasitic air. 

Rhythmically pounding against her temple, the sound – and the reversing truck that produces it – 

is a personal attack. In turn, her scratches become a desperate attempt to shield against it.  

 

From somewhere indeterminate, soft music emits, as if bleeding from the walls themselves. The 

same song has been looping for hours, sometimes slipping beyond her attention, but now, 

ambushing her as the pace quickens, reaching a point of ascension. She is repulsed: a fast-

blooming seed at the base of her skull. It grows, pulsating with every incessant beat of the drum, 

shriveling – dissolving – just as quickly into a dull ache, a brand of tension that often only comes 

with having her hair pulled back too tightly for hours at a time.  

 

The music fades for a moment as a slight, high-pitched whine in her right ear causes the 

corresponding shoulder to spring up defensively.3 It is a sound she’d once chalked up to irate 

electricity, reminding her that her phone had been charging long past 100%. It echoes through 

her, forcing the scratching to halt as she instead runs an unsteady hand through tangled hair 

(expecting yarn only to be confronted instead with straw). This happens three times before she 

lets both arms fall onto her lap in frustration.  

 

On the other side of the wall, an alarm begins to ring. Six – maybe seven – flinch-inducing notes 

that echo to the nth degree.  

 

It is 7:21 AM.  

 

Her brain morphs into television static, competing noises battling violently for attention, layering 

on top of each other until they become nearly indiscernible, knit into the very fabric of her in a 

spattering of black, white, and gray. Somewhere, thin aluminum repositions itself, tearing half-

heartedly into this hastily woven tissue. 

 

Here, a half-empty, black and green can joins the conversation, piping in from its place as poor-

man’s paperweight. It balances steadily atop a precariously stacked pile of papers on a highly 

disorganized desk. 

 



But no. This isn’t right – is it?  

Confusion scurries, eight legged, across  

cranium, disappearing before it can be pinned. 

 

She is inflicted with a whiplash of deja-vu. How many mornings (nights?) had she been perched 

here? How often had reality crumbled? 

 

It is 7:22 AM.  

 

A frost-creased window reveals a gradually lightening sky. A quick slice across the horizon, 

apricot welling to the surface, ready to bleed. Simmering panic bubbles, lymph nodes ache, 

threatening to swell.  

 

In response, her throat promises to close, an icicle of panic lodging itself in her windpipe. 

 

Suffocation is imminent.  

 

The mere thought tightens her trachea as she tries desperately to cast her attention elsewhere. 

Distantly, she recalls a child, parachuting off the lowest stair of a front porch – plastic Walmart 

bag billowing overhead. She senses a mother’s fear somewhere beyond the scene – paranoia that 

the bag will slip down, obstruct.  

 

The icicle has melted. Thin plastic blocks her airways in its place.  

 

How does breathing normally feel? 

 

Think.Think.Think.  

 

Wasn’t this why the music had been looping in the first place? So that the easy down-up-down-

up, the steady 127 beats per minute, the nostalgia-infused vocals lent something to anchor her 

here. She embraces the song – a lifesaver 4 – propping her head above the vicious, panicked 

waves, watching desperately as the sun hacks through the horizon.5  

 

Time collapses in on itself – minutes ago, she was sure, it had been 4:00 AM. She had been 

living in a vacuum, had been utterly alone. Now she listens as the city wakes, springs into action. 

 

Dread festers in her stomach.  

 

She crumbles under the weight of the sudden realization that every choice, every action, every 

unthought word splinters, 

                          fractures,  

                          ricochets.  

 

Minutes ago, she had been nothing more than a doll in an abandoned game of Barbie Dream 

Dorm, freed from the dictations of a forgetful child-god. Now she is something worse, flinching 

away from enlightenment’s savage strike – a red streak across the sky.   



 

 

It is 7:23 AM.  

 
Footnotes:  

 
1. See also: hot air vent 

 

2. Anecdotal evidence suggests that sitting on the floor may offer emotional alleviation during times of crisis. 

Although this technique, known as “grounding”, has yet to be extensively researched, its proponents argue that 

the ground acts a point of physical stability during periods of emotional tumultuousness. 

 

3. This particular noise reverberates in the sternocleidomastoid muscle, resulting in a violent, upper-body cringe-

like reflex. 

 

4. See also: A Life Saver - a hard candy with a hole in the centre to prevent choking 

 

5. For more information related to the topic of music and mood, including an up-to-date analysis of the 

resuscitative properties of melodies, see Figure 1.3. 

 


