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street, and the house number.) The man, meanwhile, didn’t 
say a word, perhaps mentally going over the details of some 
imminent chore. (So, I went on thinking, one day, suddenly, 
he’ll remember everything: the name and the number. But 
only when he passes by and sees that the house has gone.)

“Well,” he said eventually, as though he’d been listening 
to the end of an anecdote, “we’re coming up on the fork. 
And I think it’s you, not him, who I should be shoving 
through the door. Try not to wake him; it would be a stupid 
gesture, a vulgar scene unworthy of you.”

“But I can’t break all this off without warning, in the 
middle of the night. You’ve seen us together, you saw it 
right from the beginning...”

He didn’t give me any time to make a fuss. I heard the 
clicking of the points changing for the fork clearly; it passed 
along the rails straight into my heart, like a different kind of 
beat. And then came my violent fall into the undergrowth, 
pushed by the man without a face.

“Hey, where’s the station? Where do they sell return 
tickets? The number, I remember the number of the demol-
ished house!”

That was when I heard it, the train carriages pulling 
away without me or any of the others:

“What station? What return? What house...?”

VANISHING POINT
a möbius atlas

story and photos by merrill feitell



I grew up facing west. There was a lot 
of yelling and the family dog was always 
vanishing under the beds. 

You could trust her animal instincts; 
the sound of her clawing out from beneath 
a box spring meant the coast was clear, the 
rage had passed. After she died, there was 
no way of knowing.

From my childhood bedroom, I could see 
two possible vanishing points: you could 
go west or you could go down. 

And there I was again, almost forty, 
with my own dog in tow, dancing full-
time around my dying dad.

I still wonder which part he liked best: 
the three of us dancing around him or the 
fact that we’d do this and then invariably 
turn on each other—but we all skated this 
switch seamlessly, our family Möbius strip.

Then there was the winter I spent living 
in my parents’ basement. 

I’d just stopped by for a quick summer 
visit, but it was December and I still 
hadn’t left.

My father was dying in my childhood 
bedroom and I was caught without the 
job, lease, partner, or kid that would’ve 
qualified as an excuse to leave.

If I sound insensitive, it’s because my 
father had been dying for as long as I 
could remember, even back when he was a 
young, healthy man.

He liked to get us all dancing around 
him, frothing with worry until we turned 
on each other.
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The dog and I kept at it for years.
What choice did we have? We could 

go west, or we could go down. We started 
out west and just kept going.

The instructions were to imagine my 
meditating self reflected in a mirror—and 
then to imagine the world beyond the self: 
the lush fields and snow-capped moun-
tains, et cetera.

Do this for four minutes, the book said.

I knew there were places I’d wanted to go, 
but I couldn’t remember what they were 
anymore. Besides, desire alone was never 
good enough reason.

The best I could do was borrow a book 
on meditation from the public library. 
The only exercise I tried was called “The 
Ideal Image.”

I’d catch myself looking out at the famil-
iar childhood view, considering—theoreti-
cally —which would be less cruel: to jump 
with the dog or to leave him behind? 

I’d rescued the dog from the terror of a 
high-kill shelter; how could I subject him 
to my family? There was always someone 
yelling: Just let me die already; someone 
slamming the blender around ; slamming 
a door; someone hurling a dripping urinal 
right at your face.

I had to get him out of there; he was 
too big to hide under a bed.

Suffice it to say these were bleak days. 
With an ambivalent non-boyfriend in 

the West and my own ambivalence toward 
my dying family in the East, I hadn’t 
committed to much more than freelance 
gigs and sublets on either coast. 

But I’d committed myself to the dog.
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Is it any wonder I so often drove at night? 
If you can blot out the vastness, it’s pos-
sible to forget just how alone a creature 
can be.

The only other antidote for such emp-
tiness is to keep moving.

In other words, with its feet off the 
ground, the flying animal can’t help but 
lose all contact with the earth. 

We often lost all contact, which was 
never the point, but sometimes I mistook 
this for vanishing.

Since 1872, we’ve had photographic proof 
that a running horse does, in fact, lift all 
four feet off the ground at the same time. 

Whether you’re looking at horse, dog, 
or human, in Eadweard Muybridge’s 
freeze-frames it’s plain to see that the 
animal in swift motion experiences a 
moment of suspension; with its feet off 
the ground, it appears to be flying.

Back and forth we went—just me and 
the dog— ever driving toward a shifting 
vanishing point. We were our own family 
and we were in motion. 

The world beyond the self extended at a 
rate of eighty miles per hour.

It’s true that the dog is afraid of plastic 
bags and wind, but he’s big-barked and 
sturdy, and neutered as he is, I never 
would’ve had the balls to saddle up with-
out him; escaping for my own benefit had 
never even crossed my mind.

The windshield ahead presented the 
lush fields and snow-capped mountains, 
et cetera. 
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Sure, there were outside forces acting 
upon us all along, but most of them just 
pushed us onward.

Every trip we run out of road, but the dog 
and I are just like any other pair of objects 
in motion: likely to stay in motion until 
acted upon by an outside force.

The world is vast, I once read on a treasure 
map posted on a rest-stop wall. You need 
purpose to land, a missing treasure you’re 
seeking.

What’s our missing treasure? I asked the 
dog, who, bored by the heartland, likes to 
snooze through it in the backseat. I drove 
all night, waiting for his answer.

Sometimes I’d think about the pioneers, 
wondering if all those settlers were just 
settling. 

Did they stop their wagon trains 
because they’d reached the ideal place? 
Or did they simply wake up one day no 
longer driven to keep on driving?

Pick a place, any place! I just couldn’t. 
Put an ant on a Möbius strip and it’ll 

keep crawling the endless, one-sided loop.

Motion was its own illusion of safety–like 
a fully charged phone, useless and search-
ing for signal; like a big-barked dog afraid 
of plastic bags and wind. 

Motion was hope and hopelessness in 
the same disguise.
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She did not say the familiar things: Who 
the fuck do you think you are? Who does she 
think she is? 

She was this angelic outside force tes-
tifying in the hospital corridor and what 
she said was: Go. You’re right to get gone.

But the person chasing me wasn’t my 
brother; it was the wife of the man behind 
the curtain who shared a room with my 
dad. You need to know this, she said.

I stood there like a headshy stray as she 
held onto my arm, trying to get me to face 
her. You were doing great in there. We were 
listening. That wasn’t about you. What happened 
in there, it wasn’t about you.

I could hear someone chasing me and 
assumed it was my brother. He’d finally 
absorbed so much of our father’s rage that 
he’d begun, periodically, to emit it. I was 
less afraid of what he might do to me than 
I was of how little it mattered—except, I 
reminded myself, whatever happened to 
me would matter to the dog.

Whatever happened that day was humil-
iating enough that I bolted—like any 
object accelerating in direct proportion to 
the magnitude of net force applied. I ran 
out of the room and down the hall, toward 
the elevator and the dog, who’d been left 
alone in my parents’ apartment.

Sometimes he’d listen to me, the 
seldom-seen daughter. 

I tried to be a good citizen of our 
family—dancing around, frothing with 
worry, cooing until, at long last, my cath-
eterized and constipated father crapped, 
as we all knew he should. But then came 
the turn —the seamless family flip—from 
citizenry into something ready to explode.

Once, at the hospital, I spent nearly an 
hour trying to convince my dad it was 
okay to shit in the bed. 

I sat holding his hand, trying to undo 
the training his own mother had put into 
effect eighty years prior. It was going 
about as well as a horrible thing can.
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Every time I visit the apartment, I’m 
quick to say that I miss the view —as if 
I’ve forgotten how we all used to weapon-
ize it. You want me to jump? Keep pushing. 
I’ll jump. No one ever went out a window, 
but the threat was always on display–so 
much spite and gruesome possibility.

I always find hate so hard to sustain. Isn’t 
that the gist of Stockholm syndrome —you 
fall in love with your captors because they 
haven’t killed you even though they could?

Once, driving all night from El Paso, all 
I could think about was the fact that both 
the dog and my dad drew comfort from 
the sound of my voice, though neither 
could actually understand what I said. 

I had to pull over in Lordsburg, starv-
ing for cell signal and a voice on the line.

But somehow the rear view starts to soften 
and there I am, heading back to start the 
dance all over again. 

Oh, the pity of my father’s sad, scrambled 
brain! He could be so funny when he 
wanted to be, and he so loved the dog. His 
demented rage was different—but we all 
knew the song and we kept dancing to it.

I once asked the ambivalent non-boyfriend 
in the West where he’d go if he could go 
anywhere. Morocco, he said. 

I was impressed that he had an answer. 
I’d driven all those miles and still couldn’t 
name a specific place. Forget “The Ideal 
Image”—my meditative practice was 
momentum and not giving a shit.

Forget the discomforting fact of losing con-
tact with the earth. Four out of five animals 
will tell you the same thing: Who cares what 
you lose? Nothing feels better than flying. 
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On the way out of town, I pulled up to the 
animal dropbox, left the car running, and 
stood there taking pictures, the dog’s eyes 
gigantic with terror as he sat subjected, 
cowering in the backseat.

I did this. And I kept at it until dark. 
I suppose I was just dawdling, trying to 
buy another night before arriving at my 
parents’ place.

The facility director explained that she 
tries to buy time for any stray who strikes 
her as adoption-worthy; she has to do the 
rounding-up and gassing herself. Years 
had passed, but the dog clearly remem-
bered her. 

I could relate to the profound ambiv-
alence with which he greeted his savior/
captor.

I let him lead me: across a park to a river’s 
cool, muddy banks; to a senior center’s 
porch where, I imagine, he must’ve been 
doted on and treated to treats. 

Then I drove to the pound, where the 
state grants five days of shelter before the 
stray is to be humanely destroyed.

Once, I detoured four hundred miles to 
the West Virginia town where the dog 
had been found as a stray. I was hoping 
he’d reveal something about his mysteri-
ous past. 

You happy? I ask the dog, my voice 
bloated with largesse whenever we arrive 
somewhere extra-fun to frolic. Do I ask 
such a question on the all-night drives, 
the kibble bumping and rolling around 
the backseat?

Just like my father, I ask only when I 
already know the answer is yes.

We peel out of town like we’ll never come 
back—but when our guardian Pitbull fig-
urehead rolls off the dash, it’s my brother 
who finds us the replacement Rottweiler. 

Hello, the dog and I say, wagging at 
the front door. Here we are again!
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Where are we now? the dog asks when 
the late-night deceleration is enough to 
rouse him, his big head suddenly overtak-
ing the rear view. 

When I say, Let’s go home, he heads for 
the car. It’s like we’re living a riddle: Pete 
and Repeat went out on a boat; Pete fell 
overboard. Who was left?

Our first trip was in winter and hectic; 
I was trying to outrun a convergence of 
storms. The dog was so scared, I feared he’d 
bolt to resume his life as a stray. But he 
didn’t. Come, sit, I said. That’s all it took.

Now look at us: two citizens of nowhere 
maintaining a mutually beneficial iner-
tia—I’d go anywhere on Earth if it meant 
this dog would stay forever.

Where are we going? Where have we been? 
Two questions; same answer. It’s like we 
really are stuck on a Möbius strip.

Once upon a time, I hot-glued a camera 
to the dash. Now I sift through the pictures, 
as if a sequence of fragments might explain 
all this motion, revealing how many hooves 
we’ve had off the ground and everything 
else that’s impossible to see in real time.

Where are you? my father kept asking until 
he couldn’t anymore. Where are you now?

At first, just the states in the middle 
confused him, but eventually there were 
only two places he could fathom: one 
could be Here or one could be Gone.

A vanishing point is defined as follows:
1. the point at which receding parallel lines 

appear to converge
2. the point at which a diminishing object 

disappears altogether
Here’s what I’ve learned about the 

vanishing point: No matter how hard I 
gun it, I never get there and nothing ever 
altogether disappears.

I’ll tell you this, Muybridge: the animal 
in terror also experiences a moment of 
suspension. The breath halts; the eyes get 
huge; the animal in terror appears frozen 
in place. You can get rid of the photos, 
but you end up haunted just the same.

There we were —two creatures par-
alyzed by the proximity of a childhood 
home.
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