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C.A. Munn

The Elephant’s Foot

I met my brother on a gray day in mid-March. I was twenty-four 
and living in Manhattan, in a fifth-story walk-up in Washington 

Heights. I had a Bachelor’s degree in English, a dead-end job at an 
uptown branch of the public library, and no idea what I wanted to do 
with my life. It was this crisis that prompted me to ask my mother for 
my brother’s name. It was Gabriel. Gabriel Bridges.

Tracking him down had been easy. A few Google searches and 
I found his Facebook and LinkedIn. He went by Gabe, worked in IT, 
and lived, of all places, in Brooklyn. Two Jersey boys ending up in 
the big city was nothing unusual, but I couldn’t help but think of it as 
destiny.

Even at a distance I recognized him. He was seated in the 
window of the downtown café we’d chosen for our meeting place. I’d 
seen his photo, so I knew what to expect. We had the same sandy 
blond hair, though his was longer; the same pointed nose, though his 
sat on a narrower face; the same deep-set eyes, even if his were a 
shade lighter and framed with thick-rimmed glasses.

He was checking his phone as I entered the café. And he 
was biting his thumbnail—a nervous habit of my own. The gesture 
induced a pang of familiarity so sharp I couldn’t breathe. His photo 
hadn’t prepared me for this. It wasn’t really like looking in a mirror; 
more like getting a glimpse of myself in an alternate timeline.

That’s when he looked up. His gaze met mine, and for one 
ridiculous moment I was terrified he wouldn’t know me—but instead 
he rose to his feet.

He just looked at me. I was frozen, waiting for his judgment.
Then he spoke. “Are you my little brother?”
His voice was trembling. Something about it sounded familiar.
I nodded.
“Lucas?” he asked. Tears shone at the rims of his eyes.
I nodded again and suddenly my vision was blurred, my 

sinuses tingling and my throat tight. And then his arms were around 
me. I was being hugged by my big brother.

Much too soon he pulled back. “Maybe we should have chosen 
a less public meeting place.” He grinned.

I breathed again. I smiled. Other customers were casting us 
glances, but I didn’t care. He and I were the only people in the world.

I had known of my brother’s existence since I was ten. My 
mother said she’d give me the details when I was older, and so he 
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became my only beacon on an otherwise bleak horizon. I imagined 
we’d share a bond like I’d read about in books and seen in movies. As 
I grew older, though, the fear of that dream shattering overwhelmed 
me. What if my brother didn’t want me in his life? That doubt stopped 
me from reaching out many times.

But those old anxieties soon melted. Every time Gabe looked 
at me it was like he was witnessing some small miracle. We talked 
the whole afternoon. We laughed over our identical beverage order—
coffee, black, lightest roast available—and eagerly compared likes 
and dislikes. Our differences delighted me nearly as much as our 
similarities.

Our conversation never floundered. There was too much to 
catch each other up on; I divulged more than I had expected to. I 
told him about my first boyfriend, a closeted jock who broke up with 
me very publicly after being outed. Gabe told me about his sister’s 
delinquency and drug abuse, the burden of being the golden child. 
And he told me about Ellen.

“We’d been friends for a long time. She stuck by me through 
some rough spots, and we finally got together. Made it official a year 
ago.” He smiled fondly, turning the silver engagement band around on 
his slender finger.

“What sort of rough spots?” I marveled at how comfortable I 
felt asking that question after knowing this man for only a few hours.

“Your standard clinical depression.”
I envied the ease with which he said it. I didn’t mention that 

that was something else we shared.
“It’s really thanks to Ellen that I’m where I am today,” Gabe 

continued. He hesitated. “Does … our birth-mom, does she…?”
I understood his question. “Yeah,” I said flatly. “She self-

medicates.”
“Oh. And you don’t remember our birth-dad?”
“I was too young.” After a moment I added, “He didn’t want to 

raise a kid.”
Silence fell over the table. It was companionable, though. I felt 

in that moment the solitude I’d felt all my life—only now, my brother 
shared it with me.

Disasters are a subject of particular fascination to me. Not the 
natural sort, but the man-made variety. I find myself drawn to 

the more spectacular ways in which people manage to ruin the lives 
of others.

The king of all such disasters is Chernobyl. The explosion 
and meltdown of the No. 4 reactor of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power 
Plant occurred in April 1986. The term “meltdown” is more literal 
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than some might realize; overheated nuclear fuel melted through the 
reactor vessel and mixed with molten concrete and sand to create 
corium, named for the part of the reactor where it is formed. This 
lava-like substance ate its way deep into the bowels of the building 
and sits there to this day.

In December of 1986, a crew of liquidators, the workers tasked 
with cleaning up the site, were exploring a subterranean steam 
distribution corridor when they noticed a sudden spike in radiation 
levels on their dosimeters. They didn’t dare peer into the chamber 
from which the dangerous radiation emanated; they pushed a camera 
around the corner to capture a photograph of its source. The image 
revealed a sickly, wrinkled blob a couple meters wide, oozing from 
the wall and creeping across the floor. Its appearance earned it the 
nickname “the Elephant’s Foot.” It is the largest corium deposit in the 
world, and at the time of its discovery it would have taken only five 
minutes to deliver a lethal dose of radiation.

I imagine what would have happened if not for the dosimeters. 
One of the liquidators might have stepped around the corner and 
seen the Elephant’s Foot with his own two eyes. Before he knew 
what was happening, his fate would be sealed. He would already be a 
condemned man.

Gabe and I met the very next day for dinner. And the day after 
that, for an evening stroll through Battery Park. Neither of us 

minded the long commutes. When it came time to say goodbye, I 
would linger, timid to ask to see him again. But Gabe wasn’t the type 
for second-guessing. He said we were “making up for lost time.”

Before long the prospect of going twenty-four hours without 
seeing each other was unthinkable. It was all too easy to put the rest 
of my life on hold. I didn’t have much going on. The gym could wait, 
and I was actually relieved to take a break from the Grindr meet-
ups—I refused to call them dates—that had become routine for me.

It should have been strange. I had never felt such a constant 
urge to be near another person, not even when I’d been blinded by 
teenage puppy love. But being around Gabe couldn’t have felt more 
natural. And he looked at me in a way no one else ever had, with 
attentiveness and awe. As though he couldn’t believe his good luck 
that I was real.

I’m not sure when exactly my feelings for Gabe changed, if 
it was a change at all. Maybe I had felt that way from the start, too 
high on the rush of our new bond to recognize the feeling for what it 
was. Maybe I should have questioned why I wanted our greeting hugs 
to last longer, even though Gabe was generous with physical affection. 
He would sling an arm around my shoulders as we walked or knock 
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his knee against mine when we sat. I often wondered how his fingers 
would feel laced with my own or touching my face. But I brushed 
those thoughts aside as odd flukes of imagination.

Until I couldn’t. It was a Friday, not two weeks from our 
initial meeting, when Gabe dropped in on me at work. I was 
reshelving books when I turned around and came face to face with my 
brother. I hadn’t even heard him approach.

“Gabe! What are you doing here?” I tried to keep my voice 
down.

He raised his eyebrows in amusement. “You’re not happy to 
see me?”

“Of course I am.” My cheeks warmed. “I just—you caught me 
by surprise.”

“I was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d swing by and wait for 
you to get off work.”

I couldn’t help the smile tugging at my lips. “Are you going to 
watch me reshelve books for an hour?”

“Oh, yeah. Scintillating entertainment.”
Then he leaned in close. Before I could draw back, his hand 

was on my face, tilting it towards him.
“You’ve got a loose eyelash,” he said, trying to pick it from 

my eye. His breath tickled my cheek, he was so close. My stomach 
knotted.

I wish I could say I didn’t understand what was happening, 
but I couldn’t deny it. I wanted to cry. I felt betrayed by my body, my 
brain. I had the sense we were doing something wrong, innocent as it 
was. The bookcases sheltered us from view, but someone could come 
around the corner at any moment. I held my breath.

“Got it,” Gabe said, dropping his hand. I exhaled silently. 
“Make a wish.” He held out his finger, my eyelash perched on the tip.

I blew it away but kept my mind blank. I was afraid of what 
wish it might conjure.

Gabe was still examining me. For one second I panicked that 
somehow I’d given myself away and he was about to rebuke me in 
disgust.

“Your eyes are darker than mine,” he said instead. “Have you 
noticed? They’re hazel around the pupil.” His quiet voice made the 
simple statement sound profoundly intimate.

I nodded. “Yeah. Our birth-mother has hazel eyes.” I felt ill.
“We get this nose from her?”
“No.” I couldn’t bring myself to mention the photos I’d seen of 

our father.
Gabe finally leaned away. “You’re lucky. Suits your face better. 

It’s too big on me.”
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 “No it’s not.” My face heated again. “You have a classic 
profile.”

Gabe laughed, then immediately stifled it. “Tell Ellen that, 
would you? She’s always complaining my nose gets in the way when 
we kiss.”

My stomach sank. I knew Gabe had a fiancée. I knew they 
kissed and did everything that relationship implied. It was stupid and 
wrong to be jealous. This was my brother. What the hell was wrong 
with me?

“She wants to meet you, by the way.”
I glanced at Gabe in surprise. “She does?”
“Of course. You’re practically her brother, too.” Then he 

smirked the way he did before every joke or facetious comment, as 
though he were delighted by his own wit. It was an oddly endearing 
habit. “Actually, I think she’s jealous. Wants to know who the mystery 
man is I’ve been spending all my free time with.”

He elbowed me. I choked on my attempted chuckle.
“So,” said Gabe, “when are you free for dinner?”

The corium in the Elephant’s Foot is still hot. Radioactive 
decomposition gives off heat, and the Elephant’s Foot will be 

decaying for lifetimes to come. It will take eons before it turns to 
lead. By 1996, ten years after the disaster, the radiation had reduced 
to one-tenth of its original rate—enough that a researcher was able 
to examine the mass up close. But it still would have killed him if 
he stuck around. Even his brief visit had a permanent effect on him. 
Subatomic particles emitted from the unstable uranium isotopes 
bombarded his body. These high-energy agents tear through atoms 
and molecules. They break the bonds of DNA itself. One look at the 
Elephant’s Foot is all it takes; the change will be written in your 
chromosomes forever.

I thought I knew what to expect from Ellen. She was an “influencer,” 
with a popular Instagram and lifestyle blog that had become 

successful enough that she quit her day job at a boutique skincare 
store. I imagined I was meeting a Kylie Jenner wannabe.

The woman Gabe introduced me to was nothing like that. She 
was tall and bony, with bushy dark hair pulled back from her face 
by a bandanna. Her idiosyncratic outfit included what looked like 
thrifted items and chunky jewelry in the silver-and-turquoise variety. 
She kept an herb garden on their roof and greeted me with dirt-
stained knees and a glowing smile. I could see in an instant why he 
loved her.
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I raised my hand to shake; she went in for a hug. Her arms 
were surprisingly strong.

“Oh my God! Lucas! I’ve been so excited to meet you!”
I hugged back. “Me too.” That was a lie, but only because I’d 

assumed I wouldn’t like her. I was glad to be proven wrong. Because 
my brother was going to marry her. She was going to be part of my 
life.

I had decided that my errant feelings towards Gabe were 
merely a phase. The byproduct of an emotional reunion. I had never 
had a sibling and didn’t know what that bond was supposed to feel 
like. I had just gotten a little mixed up.

Ellen was a warm hostess and an excellent cook. Over pan-
seared scallops and balsamic-glazed Brussels sprouts, she regaled 
me with stories of her and Gabe’s long courtship and incriminating 
tales from their undergrad days. I observed Gabe’s reactions. His grin 
rarely left his face, and often he caught my eye with a conspiratorial 
twinkle in his own as if to say, Are you hearing this? It made my 
heart pound.

I wondered if this accidental attraction I felt was to Gabe’s 
personality or his body. I wondered whether, if I understood the cause 
of my thoughts, I could rid myself of them. Maybe I would be repelled 
by the idea of actually being physical with him.

I remembered his hand on my cheek, the warmth of his palm. 
His breath on my face. His mouth had been so close. I could almost 
taste it. The thought was far from disgusting.

“Lucas?” Ellen was holding the wine bottle towards me. 
“Refill?”

I held her gaze. “Yes, thank you.”
I didn’t feel guilty. It was only a thought, after all. It couldn’t 

hurt anyone.
The privacy of the mind is a terrifying thing.
Between dinner and dessert, when Gabe had excused himself 

to the bathroom, Ellen turned to me with a pensive look. I smiled 
pleasantly.

“Gabe was right about you,” she said. “You live up here.” She 
tapped her forehead.

“What do you mean?”
My apprehension must have shown, because she laughed and 

went on, “I just mean that he knows it’s a big deal for you to open up 
to him. It’s a big deal for him, too. I’ve hardly ever seen him as happy 
as he’s been these past couple weeks.” Then she added wryly, “Well, 
as far as I can tell. He’s barely around between work and hanging 
out with you. If it weren’t for the whole ‘long-lost brothers’ thing I’d be 
horribly jealous.”
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She laughed as though she’d made a joke. All I could manage 
was a weak smile.

My feelings for Gabe did not fade in the following weeks. My gut 
still fluttered every time I saw him. His simplest touch made 

my chest ache. I lived to hear him laugh.
Sometimes I indulged in the fantasy of an impossible future 

where Gabe returned my feelings and we didn’t have to worry about 
the wider world. But I knew that even if by some twisted miracle 
Gabe felt the same, I could never expect him to abandon his fiancée 
and any chance at a normal life. I couldn’t offer him any of the things 
Ellen could. I would ruin him.

When I’d lost all hope of these feelings disappearing, I did 
the only thing I could: research. My affliction had a name. Genetic 
sexual attraction, a condition affecting an unknown number of 
reunited blood relatives. Unrecognized by the American Psychiatric 
Association, though there were articles on the phenomenon from 
multiple reputable news sources. Ironically, shared genetic material 
was the theorized cause of the attraction as well as the basis for its 
taboo. This thing had taken root in me on the subcellular level.

Reading the accounts of self-proclaimed sufferers, I felt only 
pity. Their descriptions of inexorable forces of attraction drawing 
them to their long-lost family members filled me with contempt. They 
were slaves to their emotions. I would not succumb like them. I would 
bury these thoughts so deep they would never come to light. Perhaps 
someday, I could forget they ever existed.

To contain the radioactive debris of Chernobyl, a steel and 
concrete shelter was hastily constructed over the No. 4 reactor 

building. This structure became known as the sarcophagus. The 
word sarcophagus comes from the Greek for flesh-eating; indeed, 
anyone within the sarcophagus of Chernobyl would be consumed, 
irradiated by the 200 tons of corium that seeped into every crevice 
of the basement. But the sarcophagus was meant to be temporary. 
Its structural integrity was compromised by the fact that it rested 
on the decaying remnants of the building itself. Rainwater found 
its way inside and leached toxic waste into the earth. It was not a 
matter of if, but when it would collapse and spew more fallout into the 
atmosphere.

In May, Ellen threw a “pre-pre-wedding party.” According to Gabe, 
it was all “for the Gram,” and Ellen was sparing no expense.

I arrived at the party in a jacket and tie and immediately 
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realized I was overdressed. The other guests were effortlessly cool in 
their suede and leather and their flat-brim hats, gathered around the 
granite-topped bar and tables laid with artful amuse-bouches.

Gabe lit up when he spotted me, but dark bags shadowed his 
eyes. I wondered if he’d slept at all in the few days since I’d seen him.

He embraced me warmly. For one guilty moment I relished the 
scrape of his stubble against my neck.

“I missed the dress code memo,” I murmured in his ear.
Gabe laughed. “I should have warned you. Here.” He stepped 

back and pulled off my tie with a nonchalant motion that did 
something strange to my insides. “Maybe lose the jacket, too,” he 
suggested, so I did.

To my relief, Gabe stayed by my side the whole evening. He 
proudly introduced me as his little brother, garnering some excited 
exclamations and curious looks from the guests. Besides that, he 
didn’t have much to say to these people. As soon as they turned away, 
the corners of his mouth fell, his eyes dulled. And he drank. A lot.

Ellen flitted from group to group, taking photos, directing 
others to take photos. Gabe and I eventually found ourselves in a 
corner of the living room, observing the goings-on from a distance. He 
nudged my arm and slipped away down the hall, swiping a bottle of 
Jameson from the bar on the way.

 He entered the guestroom and sat on the bed. I closed the 
door behind us.

“What’s up?” I asked, keeping my distance.
Gabe took a swig straight from the bottle. “Feel like we 

haven’t had much one-on-one time lately.” He patted the spot next to 
him.

I sat warily. Gabe offered me the whiskey. I took a sip, only so 
he wouldn’t be drinking alone. The warmth of his body was inviting, 
but I refused to close the gap between us.

“Won’t you be missed?” I asked to fill the silence. “It’s your 
party.”

Gabe snorted. “It’s not my party.” He took the bottle back.
“Everything all right with you and Ellen?” I prompted.
Gabe looked like a deer in headlights. It was almost comical. 

“Yeah. Why?”
“You … look pretty tired.”
“I’m fine,” he insisted. But then he sagged. “It’s just, the 

wedding, and all this stuff leading up to it….” He rubbed his face. 
“Once Ellen gets an idea, it’s full speed ahead. I mean, I admire her 
for it. She makes things happen.”

Gabe took another drink. He was quiet. Then, “I don’t have an 
excuse.”
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The bags under his eyes stood out like bruises. His jaw hung 
slack as if he were too exhausted to close it. It hurt to look at him.

“For what?”
He chuckled bitterly. “I’m marrying the woman I love. And I 

have an amazing little brother.” He attempted a smile, but it died. “I 
should be happy.”

I couldn’t help myself; I laid my hand on his shoulder.
Gabe looked down. His hair fell into his face.
“A wedding really makes you think, doesn’t it?” he said after a 

while.
I wished I could see his expression. “About?”
He shrugged. “Past relationships.”
This puzzled me. Gabe hadn’t had many girlfriends before 

Ellen.
Then he asked, “Have you only been with guys?”
I was anxious about where this was going. “I would have told 

you by now if I’d ever been with a woman, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, I figured.” Gabe’s tone was light.
Now he had me wondering. “And you? Have you … ever been 

with a guy?” I struggled to keep my voice steady.
Gabe laughed, but it sounded uneasy. “Nah.” He paused. 

“What are the odds? Two brothers, one gay, one straight. I mean, it’s 
genetic, right? Sort of weird, isn’t it, what’s wired into your biology, 
and what can change.”

I pondered over his words. They felt like a cipher; if only I 
could see how the pieces fit together, I would unlock something vital.

Before I could solve it, Gabe spoke again, his voice solemn. 
“Sometimes, I think about if we’d been raised together. If I’d had you 
around instead of my sister. If you’d had my parents instead of your 
mom.”

It was as if a curtain had been parted before me, and through 
a windowpane I caught a glimpse of the life from which I’d been 
barred. With caring parents and Gabe by my side from the day I was 
born. A life where I never thought of him the way I did.

I cleared my throat. “Well, I guess we wouldn’t be here now.”
Finally, he looked at me. “I guess not.”
Then he pulled me to him and held me tight. My heart 

hammered against my sternum.
I’m not sure how long we stayed like that. Longer than we’d 

ever embraced before. Long enough that I relaxed in his arms, 
analyzed the scent of his aftershave—cedar, mint, musk—and let my 
hands wander along his back, fingering the texture of his cable-knit 
sweater. I had a crazy impulse to tell him everything. Just how much 
I loved him.
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I imagined his face, distorting with horror and disgust, and 
swallowed the urge.

Then he asked, chin still hooked over my shoulder, “Do you ever 
think you were wired wrong?”

I froze. He’d found me out, deduced the truth. I ran hot and cold 
in quick succession.

But then he pulled away. “What am I saying?” He laughed and 
looked at the whiskey in his hand. “Man, I’m drunk. God, I’m gonna 
hate myself tomorrow.”

My head throbbed from the adrenaline spike. “Oh, yeah. Same,” 
I said lamely.

“I am tired,” Gabe admitted, scooting up the bed. He set his 
glasses and the Jameson on the nightstand and fell back onto the 
pillows still fully dressed.

I took this as my cue to leave and stood. I felt wrung out.
“Lucas.”
I looked back at him. His eyes were closed.
“Stay?”
I let my gaze rake over his body and felt a surge of warmth in 

my veins. I reminded myself he was asking for a brother’s comfort.
I turned off the light and eased myself down next to him, 

careful not to touch. But Gabe nestled close, placed a hand on my chest.
“Missed you,” he mumbled, and I could tell he was already half 

asleep.
I swallowed. “It’s only been a few days.”
“No. Since forever.”
A few moments later his breaths fell into the rhythm of deep 

slumber. I closed my hand over his, rubbed the ridge of his knuckles 
with my thumb. I couldn’t have risen if I wanted to. I felt sick and 
heavy. How could I forget my desires when Gabe kept dredging them 
back up?

I worried what one of the guests would think if they looked 
in on us, searching for the bathroom. But Gabe’s warmth and the 
comforting weight of his arm soon lulled me to sleep.

If a liquidator at Chernobyl had stumbled into the presence of the 
Elephant’s Foot in December 1986, he would have been exposed 

to radiation at a rate of nearly 10,000 roentgens per hour. That is 
roughly ten times the amount it would take to kill a person; it is 
the equivalent of receiving more than four million X-rays at once. A 
tingling sensation on the skin and a metallic taste in the mouth would 
likely be the only instantaneous warning of the death that would find 
him within forty-eight hours.
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The sole documented case of Acute Radiation Syndrome 
that comes close to describing what the Elephant’s Foot would do to 
a person is that of Cecil Kelley, a former chemical operator at Los 
Alamos. In 1958, a criticality accident exposed him to a concentrated 
burst of radiation. In the immediate aftermath Kelley was 
disoriented, able only to yell that he was “burning up.” He vomited 
and retched for nearly two hours before appearing to improve. His 
coherence and calmness only gave false hope; a sample of his bone 
marrow at twenty-four hours consisted mostly of hemorrhagic fatty 
tissue and practically no red blood cells. Blood transfusions proved 
ineffective. As the end approached, Kelley complained of terrible 
abdominal pain. He became restless. He sweated profusely. After 
thirty-five hours he was dead.

In those days, I often found myself examining the people around me: 
library patrons, fellow strap-hangers on my commute. I wondered 

what lurked beneath their ordinary facades. Was that man there a 
murderer? Or that one, a pedophile? Did anyone I passed on the street 
harbor a secret as appalling as my own? I had the irrational fear that 
they would be able to read it on my face. I imagined how they’d recoil. 
Not only strangers, but coworkers and even those who professed to 
be friends. One could dress it up with pseudo-scientific terms, chalk 
it up to a biological phenomenon—it changed nothing. I wanted to 
sleep with my brother. It was incest. The word alone inspired horror. 
Its miasma had tainted me. I could see my future unfurled before me 
like a ribbon, every inch of it stained by this shame. And no matter 
what I did, I could never scrub it out.

June ushered in thunderstorms and a whirlwind of wedding 
preparations. Ellen attacked the planning like she was mounting 

an invasion of Russia, much to Gabe’s chagrin. “I’ll be fine once the 
wedding’s over,” was his mantra whenever I asked.

He had developed a desperate edge. His nerves were fraying 
and he seemed to want to glue himself to my side. He almost always 
had a hand on me, whether sitting or walking. I was terrified I would 
give something away.

The Friday two weeks before the wedding, Gabe and I had 
a late dinner at a sushi joint near his place. He was distracted all 
evening, nursing his plum wine as if he didn’t want to go home. When 
he invited me to come over for a movie, of course I agreed.

It was past eleven when we got there. Ellen, ever the early 
bird, was already in bed, so we barely exchanged a word as Gabe 
poured two tumblers of whiskey and handed one to me. We settled on 
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the couch, pressed together from hip to knee. It made it impossible 
to pay attention to the film. Gabe had the closed captioning on and 
the volume low; every other sound was magnified in comparison. The 
clink of ice in our glasses, every sip and swallow. Gabe’s breathing. 
My own heartbeat.

When the credits finally rolled Gabe made no move to get up.
“It’s late,” I said.
Gabe turned off the TV. “It is.” He looked down at his empty 

tumbler. “The train will take forever. You can sleep here.”
We said goodnight and he went to his bedroom.
As I undressed to my boxers and crawled into the guestroom 

bed I remembered the last time I had slept there, next to Gabe. 
I wondered if I’d ever have the chance to do that again, and 
immediately felt pathetic for wondering. Was this my future? A half-
life in the shadows, waiting like a dog for whatever scraps of affection 
my brother tossed my way as he went on to marry, raise a family, lead 
a full life?

My mind churned. I was still awake when the door to the room 
opened again.

“Lucas? You asleep?”
I sat up in answer.
Gabe shuffled in without turning on the light. He sat on the 

side of the bed.
“Need to talk to you,” he said after a moment. I could make 

out his hunched outline in the dark, one hand at his mouth, gnawing 
a nail.

I moved closer. “What is it?”
Gabe didn’t speak for a long time. When he did, his voice was 

thin.
“What if I’m making a mistake?”
My stomach flipped. I tried to tamp down the flutter of hope in 

my chest.
“You mean the wedding?”
Gabe paused. “I mean the marriage.”
I gripped the blanket to anchor myself. I wanted to laugh and 

throw up at once.
“But you love Ellen. Don’t you?”
Gabe made an odd sound like a wince.
“Of course I do. I do, and we’ve been through so much—I 

can’t let her down. But, what if, what if there’s someone else, who I’m 
meant to be with?”

My head was floating up to the ceiling. “Someone else?”
“I don’t know,” Gabe breathed. “I feel like my back’s up against 

a wall. It’s just, everything’s changed. Like, tectonically shifted. 
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Since I met you.”
My ears were buzzing. The pumping of my blood was louder 

than my voice as I asked, “What are you saying?”
“I don’t know,” he repeated. He was crying. “It’s so confused. 

It’s all just fucked.”
My arms were around him before I knew what I was doing. He 

collapsed against me, buried his face in my neck. He shuddered and 
gasped for air as I smoothed my hands down his back and through 
his hair.

Gabe’s arms were helpless at his sides. Then he raised his 
hands and placed them against my ribs. They were cold. The touch 
made me shiver.

He was still trembling as he slid his hands up to my chest. My 
heart pounded against his palm. He pulled his head back to look at 
me.

I don’t know if he expected what happened next or if it took 
him by surprise. I’m not sure what I felt, either, if it was more relief 
or terror. But when I touched my lips to his, Gabe didn’t pull away. 
He sank in, gripped at my shoulders and pushed closer.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t tear my mouth away from his. 
I fell back, taking his weight on me. Our bodies were flush together 
in a seam of heat. His fingers tugged at my hair. His nose pressed 
against my cheek. I could taste whiskey on his tongue. And salt. He 
was still crying, tears flowing down to our joined lips. Maybe I was 
crying, too.

I wrapped everything I could around him. My arms, my legs. 
I wanted to press us together until we were indistinguishable. Until 
the pain of separation disappeared.

Then I heard her voice. Like something out of another 
dimension.

“Gabe? Are you coming to—”
The light flicked on. Everything stopped.
Ellen stood in the doorway.
She saw.

A new shelter now lies over the sarcophagus at Chernobyl: the New 
Safe Confinement. It is a laser-guided marvel of hydraulics, built 

to last at least one hundred years. A Herculean effort to contain a 
catastrophic human failure.

Its systems were developed to prevent further contamination 
of the environment, blocking out rainwater and minimizing corrosion. 
The control room of reactor four is now open to tourists of the 
macabre, provided they wear protective gear.

But we let our guard down at our own peril. Deep 
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underground, the Elephant’s Foot still poisons everything around 
it. As long as it exists it poses a risk. All it would take is one thrill-
seeker venturing off the beaten path. It can still ruin lives.

I haven’t seen my brother in a long time. I live far away from him 
now. I’ve changed my number, deleted my social media. I don’t let 

people get too close. I can’t risk it. I’ve done too much damage as it is.
But I’m not fooling myself. Despite my precautions, I know he 

could still find me. And I know what would happen.
The last time we spoke he was filled with quiet desperation.
“Please don’t do this.”
It killed me to hear his voice. “You don’t understand.”
“You don’t have to shut me out,” he whispered.
“Yes. I do.”
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