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There’s no accounting for what you remember 

BY AVA BURNS 

BLACK HOLE OF MEMORY – The 

sound is distinct. You know it. The sound of 

ceramic mugs clinking together. The sound 

of ceramic mugs clinking together inside a 

cardboard box.  

This is the sound stuck in my head. 

The sound I will always associate with the 

collapse. The end of things as we knew it. 

The way we were when everything was 

becoming the way we should have seen 

coming but didn’t. Or, if we did, we didn’t 

know what to do about it so we just kept 

pretending. 

I’m alone, in my office. It’s early on 

deadline day. I have arrived before my 

reporter. My one reporter. The only real 

staff I have left. She is out picking up the 

police reports, which she will bring in and 

sit down and type up as I finish compiling 

the obits and writing the last of the news 

briefs. The last news we write before we lay 

out the paper and send the pages to the pre-

press department. 

It is early. I have the lights off and 

the door open. My computer desk faces the 

back wall of the office where there is a 

slender window through which I can see the 

traffic going by on Westburbs main drag. 

The window is long and narrow, like a gun 

slit. Like the defensive openings through 

which medieval knights and peasants would 

shoot arrows and pour boiling oil to defend 

their keeps. Safe keeping.  

The only light in the room is my 

glowing screen and the narrow slice of blue 

afforded by the gun slit window. I have the 

jazz on low from my streaming Internet 

radio. The coffee is still gurgling in the pot. 

I haven’t had my first cup. It is early. 

Outside my office door there is some 

chatter in the ad department, but over in the 

daily’s newsroom it is quiet. Too early yet 

for the reporters. They will be in later. 

Hitting the phones, joking with one another, 

yakking across the bullpen. 

I hear the clinking. The sound of 

ceramic mugs. But I don’t pay attention. I 

have three late obits and the accompanying 

photos of the dead to format.  

The sound comes again and I get up 

to pour my own coffee into my own ceramic 

mug on the table next to my desk and I see 

the Head of Human Resources, out there in 

the ad department, standing guard next to 

someone’s cubicle. 

Then I know what the clinking is. 

Not someone like me, making coffee, or 

Please see Black Hole on A2 



TTimes/Ingram/136 

 

 

Black Hole from A1 

carrying two mugs back to share some with 

a coworker. No. It is the sound of ceramic 

mugs clinking in a cardboard box. A 

cardboard box full of picture frames, and 

sales awards, and leftover vases, and 

flowerpots with wilting ivy, and that clock 

that was given out with smiles and hugs and 

applause at the Christmas party for 

recognition of thirty years of service. 

I put down my coffee and go out. 

There is whispering around the other 

cubicles. I can hear it. The fear. The silence 

of not knowing what to do. Or say. 

I walk by the cubicle. Brenda 

Meyers is standing in her cubicle pulling the 

last of her personal things off her shelves. 

Her eyes are blank and red and so is her 

face. The Head of Human Resources stands 

by.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Head of Human Resources does 

not like her job anymore, but she has to do 

it. Her eyes are red, too. She isn’t sleeping 

or eating much these days. 

I head for the restroom on the other 

side of the building. I will say goodbye on 

the way back. There is more whispering in 

the rest room. Twenty, maybe thirty will go, 

the whispers say. 

I wash my hands and splash water on 

my face. It is difficult holding in the tears. 

I walk back through advertising, 

where it is quiet now, except for the crying. 

Someone on the other side of the bank of 

cubicles is weeping softly. And as I 

approach Brenda’s cubicle I see that the 

Head of Human Resources is gone. The 

cubicle is empty except for the beige 

keyboard and fat, ancient monitor. The dust. 

And Brenda has disappeared.   


