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For Evelyn Lickliter McHugh, if she only knew.
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Ancestor Money

In the afterlife, Rachel lived alone. Shehad a clapboard cabin and a yard
full of gray geesewhich she could feed or not and they would do fine.
Purple morning glories grew by the kitchen door. It was always an early
summer morning and had been since her death. At first, she had
wondered if this were some sort of Catholic afterlife. Sheneither felt the
presenceof God nor missed his absence.But in the stasisof this summer
morning, it was difficult to wonder or worry, year after year.

The honking geesetold her someone was coming. Geesewere better
than dogs, and maybe meaner. It was Speed. ÒRachel?Óhe called from
the fence.

Shehad barely known Speedin lifeÑhe was her husbandÕsuncle and
not a person she had liked or approved of. But she had come to enjoy his
company when she no longer had to fear sin or bad companions.

ÒRachel,Ó he said, ÒyouÕve got mail. From China.Ó

She came and stood in the doorway, shading her eyes from the day.
ÒWhat?Ó she said.

ÒYouÕvegot mail from China,ÓSpeedsaid. He held up an envelope. It
was big, made of some stiff red paper, and sealedwith a darker red bit of
wax.

She had never received mail before. ÒWhere did you get it?Ó she
asked.

ÒIt was in the mailbox at the end of the hollow,Ó Speed said. He said
ÒhollerÓfor Òhollow.ÓSpeed had a thick brush of wiry black hair that
never combed flat without hair grease.

ÒThereÕs no mailbox there,Ó she said.

ÒIs now.Ó

ÒHeavens, Speed. Who put you up to this,Ó she said.

ÒItÕs worse Õn that. No one did. Open it up.Ó

She came down and took it from him. There were Chinese letters go-
ing up and down on the left side of the envelope. The stamp was as big
as the palm of her hand. It was a white crane flying against a gilt back-
ground. Her name was right there in the middle in beautiful black ink.

Rachel Ball

b. 1892 d. 1927
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Swan Pond Hollow, Kentucky

United States

Speedwas about to have apoplexy, so Rachel put off opening it, turn-
ing the envelope over a couple of times. The red paper had a watermark
in it of twisting Chinese dragons, barely visible. It was an altogether
beautiful object.

She opened it with reluctance.

Inside it read:

Honorable Ancestressof Amelia Shaugnessy:an offering of death
money and goods has been made to you at Tin Hau Temple in
Yau Ma Tei, in Hong Kong. If you would like to claim it, please
contact us either by letter or phone. hk8-555-4444.

There were more Chinese letters, probably saying the same thing.

ÒWhat is it?Ó Speed asked.

She showed it to him.

ÒAh,Ó he said.

ÒYou know about this?Ó she asked.

ÒNo,Óhe said, Òexceptthat the Chinese do that ancestor worship. Are
you going to call?Ó

She went back inside and he followed her. His boots clumped on the
floor. Shewas barefoot and so made no noise. ÒYouwant some coffee?Ó
she asked.

ÒNo,Ó he said. ÒAre you going to write back?Ó

ÒIÕmgoing to call,Óshe said. Alexander Graham Bell had thought that
the phone would eventually allow communication with the spirits of the
dead and so the link between the dead and phones had beenestablished.
Rachel had a cell phone she had never used. Shedialed it now, standing
in the middle of her clean kitchen, the hem of her skirt damp from the
yard and clinging cool around her calves.

The phone rang four times and then a voice said, ÒWei.Ó

ÒHello?Ó she said.

ÒWei,Ó said the voice again. ÒWei?Ó

ÒHello, do you speak English?Ó she said.
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There was the empty sound of ether in the airwaves. Rachel frowned
at Speed.

Then a voice said, ÒHello? Yes?Ó

Rachel thought it was the same voice, accented but clear. It did not
sound human, but had a reedy, hollow quality.

ÒThisis RachelBall. I got an envelope that said I should call this num-
ber about, um,Ó she checked the letter, Òdeathmoney.ÓRachel had not
been able to read very well in life but it was one of those things that had
solved itself in the afterlife.

ÒAh. Rachel Ball. A momentÉ Ó

ÒYes,Ó she said.

ÒYes.It is a substantial amount of goods and money. Would you like
to claim it?Ó

ÒYes,Ó she said.

ÒHold on,Ó said the voice. She couldnÕt tell if it was male or female.

ÒWhatÕs going on?Ó Speed asked.

Rachel waved her hand to shush him.

ÒHonorableAncestress,your claim has been recorded. You may come
at any time within the next ninety days to claim it,Ó said the strange,
reedy voice.

ÒGo there?Ó she asked.

ÒYes,Ó said the voice.

ÒCan you send it?Ó

ÒAlas,Ó said the voice, Òwe cannot.Ó And the connection was closed.

ÒWait,Óshe said. But when she pushed redial, she went directly to
voicemail. It was in Chinese.

Speed was watching her, thoughtful. She looked at her bare feet and
curled her toes.

ÒAre you going to go?Ó Speed asked her.

ÒI guess,Ó she said. ÒDo you want to come?Ó

ÒItraveled too much in life,Óhe said and that was all. Rachelhad nev-
er gone more than twenty-five miles from Swan Pond in life and had
done lessin death. But Speedhad beena hobo in the Depression, leaving
his wife and kids without a word and traveling the south and the west.
Rachel did not understand why Speed was in heaven, or why some
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people were here and some people werenÕt,or where the other people
were. She had figured her absence of concern was part of being dead.

Rachel had died, probably of complications from meningitis, in 1927,
in Swan Pond, Kentucky. She had expected that Robert, her husband,
would eventually be reunited with her. But in life, Robert had remarried
badly and had seven more children, two of whom died young. Shesaw
Robert now and again and felt nothing but distant affection for him. He
had moved on in life, and even in death he was not her Robert anymore.

But now something flickered in her that was a little like discontent.
Amelia Shaugnessywas É her granddaughter. Child of her third child
and second daughter, Evelyn. Amelia had sent her an offering. Rachel
touched her fingers to her lips, thinking. She touched her hair.

What was it she had talked to on the phone? Some kind of Chinese
spirit? Not an angel. ÒIÕll tell you about it when I get back,Ó she said.

She did not take anything. She did not even close the door.

ÒRachel,ÓSpeedsaid from her door. Shestopped with her hand on the
gate. ÒAre you going to wear shoes?Ó he asked.

ÒDo you think I need them?Ó she asked.

He shrugged.

The geesewere gathered in a soft gray cluster by the garden at the side
of the little clapboard cabin where they had been picking among the to-
mato plants. All their heads were turned towards her.

She went out the gate. The road was full of pale dust like talcum
powder, already warmed by the sun. It felt so good shewas glad that she
hadnÕt worn shoes.

As she walked, she seemed to walk forward in time. She came down
and out the hollow, past a white farmhouse with a barn and silo and a
radio in the windowsill playing a Redsbaseball game against the Padres.
A black Rambler was parked in the driveway and laundry hung drying
in the breeze, white sheets belling out.

Where the road met the highway was a neat brick ranch house with a
paved driveway and a patient German Shepherd lying in the shade un-
der a tree. There was a television antenna like a lightning rod. The Ger-
man Shepherd watched her but did not bark.

Shewaited at the highway and after a few minutes, saw a Greyhound
bus coming through the valley, following the Laurel River. Shewatched
it through the curves, listening to the grinding down and back up of its
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gears.The sign on the front of the bus said lexington, so that was where
she supposed she would go next.

The bus stopped in front of her, sighing, and the door opened.

By the time she got to Lexington, the bus had modernized. It had a
bathroom and the windows were tinted smoky colored. Highway 25 had
become Interstate 75 and outside the window, they were passing horse
farms with white board fence rising and falling acrossbluegreen fields.
High-headed horses with manes like womenÕs hair that shone in the sun.

ÒAirport, first,Ó the driver called. ÒThenbus terminal with connections
to Cincinnati, New York City and Sausalito, California.Ó Shethought he
sounded northern.

Rachelstepped down from the bus in front of the terminal. The tarmac
was pleasantly warm. As the bus pulled out, the breeze from its passing
belled her skirt and tickled the back of her neck. She wondered if per-
haps she should have worn a hat.

ShewasnÕtafraidÑwhat could happen to her here?Shewas dead. The
bus had left her off in front of glass doors that opened to some invisible
prompt. Across a cool and airy spacewas a counter for Hong Kong Air,
and behind it, a diminutive Chinese woman in a green suit and a tiny
green pillbox cap trimmed with gold. Her name tag said ÒJadeGirlÓ but
her skin was as white as porcelain teeth.

Rachelhesitated for the first time since she had walked away from her
own gate. This grandchild of hers who had sent her money, what obliga-
tion had she placed on Rachel?For more than seventy years, far longer
than shehad lived, Rachelhad beenat peacein her little clapboard house
on the creek, up in the hollow. Shemissed the companionable sound of
the geeseand the longing was painful in a way she had forgotten. She
was so startled by the emotion that she lifted her hand to her silent heart.

ÒMay I help you?Ó the woman asked.

Wordlessly, Rachel showed her the envelope.

ÒMrs. Ball?Óthe woman behind the counter said. ÒYour flight is not
leaving for a couple of hours. But I have your ticket.Ó

Sheheld out the ticket, a gaudy red plastic thing with golden dragons
and black. Rachel took it becauseit was held out to her. The Chinese wo-
man had beautiful hands, but Rachel had the hands of a woman who
gardenedÑclean but not manicured or soft.
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The ticket made something lurch within her and she was afraid.
Afraid. She had not been afraid for more than seventy years. And she
was barefoot and hadnÕt brought a hat.

ÒIfyou would like to shop while you are waiting,Ó the woman behind
the counter said, and gestured with her hand. There were signs above
them that said ÒTerminal A/Gates 1-24AÓwith an arrow, and ÒTerminal
B/Gates 1-15B.ÓÒThereare shops along the concourse,Óthe Chinese wo-
man said.

Rachel looked at her ticket. Amidst the Chinese letters it said ÒGate
4A.Ó She looked back up at the sign. ÒThank you,Ó she said.

The feeling of fear had drained from her like water in sand and she felt
herself again. What had that beenabout, shewondered. Shefollowed the
arrows to a brightly lit area full of shops. There was a book shop and a
flower shop, a shop with postcards and salt-and-pepper shakers and
stuffed animals. It also had sandals, plastic things in bright colors.
RachelÕsskirt was pale blue so she picked a pair of blue ones.They wer-
enÕtregular sandals. The sign said flip-flops and they had a strap sort of
business that went between the big toe and second toe that felt odd. But
she decided if they bothered her too much, she could always carry them.

She picked a postcard of a beautiful horse and found a pen on the
counter. There was no shop girl. She wrote, ÒDearSimon, The bus trip
was pleasant.ÓThat was SpeedÕsactual name. Shepaused, not sure what
else to say. She thought about telling him about the odd sensations she
had had at the ticket counter but didnÕtknow how to explain it. So she
just wrote, ÒI will leave for Hong Kong in a few hours. Sincerely,
Rachel.Ó

Sheaddressed it to Simon Philpot, Swan Pond Hollow. At the door to
the shop there was a mailbox on a post. She put the card in and raised
the flag. She thought of him getting the card out of the new mailbox at
the end of the hollow and a ghost of the heartsickness stirred in her
chest. So she walked away, as she had from her own gate that morning,
her new flip-flops snapping a little as she went. Partway down the con-
course she thought of something she wanted to add and turned and
went back to the mailbox. Shewas going to write, ÒIam not sure about
this.ÓBut the flag was down and when she opened the mailbox, the card
was already gone.

There were other people at Gate 4A. One of them was Chinese with a
blue face and black around his eyes.His eyeswere wide, the whites vis-
ible all the way around the very black pupils. He wore strange shoes
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with upturned toes, red leggings, elaborate red armor and a strange red
hat. He was reading a Chinese newspaper.

Rachel sat a couple of rows away from the demon. Shefanned herself
with the beautiful red envelope, although she wasnÕtwarm. There was a
TV and on it a balding man was telling people what they should and
should not do. He was some sort of doctor, Dr. Phil. He said oddly rude
things and the people sat, hands folded like children, and nodded.

ÒCollectingancestormoney?Óa man asked.He wore a dark suit, white
shirt and tie and a Fedora. ÒMy son married a Chinese girl and every
year I have to make this trip.Ó He smiled.

ÒYouÕve done this before?Ó Rachel asked. ÒIs it safe?Ó

The man shrugged. ÒItÕsdifferent,Ó he said. ÒIget a new suit. TheyÕre
great tailors. ItÕs a different afterlife, though. Buddhist and all.Ó

Buddhism. Detachment. And for a moment, it felt as if everything
swirled around her, a moment of vertigo. Rachel found herself unwilling
to think about Buddhism.

The man was still talking. ÒYouknow, I can still feel how strongly my
son wants things. The pull of the living and their way of obliging us,Óhe
said, and chuckled.

Rachelhad not felt much obligation to the living for years. Of her chil-
dren, all but two were dead. There was almost no one still alive who re-
membered her. ÒWhat about,Ó she pointed at the demon.

ÒDonÕt look at him,Ó the man said, quietly.

Rachel looked down at her lap, at the envelope and the plastic ticket.
ÒIÕm not sure I should have come,Ó she said.

ÒMost people donÕt,Ó the man said. ÒWhatÕs your seat number?Ó

Rachel looked at her ticket. Now, in addition to saying ÒGate4A,Óit
also said, ÒSeat 7a.Ó

ÒI was hoping we were together,Ósaid the man. ÒBut IÕmafraid IÕm
12D. Aisle seat.I prefer the aisle. 7A. ThatÕsa window seat.YouÕllbe able
to see the stars.Ó

She could see the stars at home.

ÒThereÕs the plane,Ó he said.

Shecould hear the whine of it, shrill, like metal on metal. It was a big
passenger 747, red on top and silver underneath, with a long, swirling
gold dragon running the length of the plane. She didnÕt like it.
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Shestayed with the man with the Fedora through boarding. A young
man in a golden suit, narrow and perfectly fitted, took their tickets. The
young manÕsname tag said ÒGoldenBoy.ÓHis facewas aspale asplatin-
um. At the door of the plane, there were two women in those beautiful
green suits and little pillbox stewardess hats, both identical to the girl at
the counter. Standing, Rachel could see that their skirts fell to their
ankles but were slit up one side almost to the knee. Their nametags both
said ÒJadeGirl.Ó On the plane, the man with the Fedora pointed out to
Rachel where her seat was.

She sat down and looked out the window. In the time they had been
waiting for the plane, it had started to get dark, although she could not
yet see the first star.

They landed in Hong Kong at dawn, coming in low acrossthe harbor
which was smooth and shined like pewter. They came closer and closer
to the water until it seemed they were skimming it and then, suddenly
there was land and runway and the chirp of their wheels touching down.

RachelÕsheart gave a painful thump and she said, ÒOh,Óquite invol-
untarily, and put her hand to her chest.Under her hand she felt her heart
lurch again and she gasped, air filling her quiet lungs until they creaked
a bit and found elasticity. Her heart beat and filled her withÑshe did not
know at first with what and then she realized it was excitement. Rising
excitement and pleasure and fear in an intoxicating mix. Colors were
sharp and when one of the JadeGirls cracked the door to the plane, the
air had an uncertain tangÑsweet and underneath that, a many-people
odor like old socks.

ÒWelcome to the Fragrant Harbor,Ó the Jade Girls chorused, their
voices so similar that they sounded like a single voice. The man with the
Fedora passed her and looked back over his shoulder and smiled. She
followed him down the aisle, realizing only after she stood that the de-
mon was now behind her. The demon smelled like wet charcoal and she
could feel the heat of his body as if he were a furnace. Shedid not look
around. Outside, there were steps down to the tarmac and the heat took
her breath away, but a fresh wind blew off the water. Rachel skimmed
off her flip-flops so they wouldnÕt trip her up and went down the stairs
to China.

A Golden Boy was waiting for her, as a JadeGirl had been waiting for
the man with the Fedora. ÒWelcometo San-qing, the Heaven of Highest
Purity,Ó he said.
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ÒI am supposed to be in Hong Kong,Ó Rachel said. She dropped her
flip-flops and stepped into them.

ÒThis is the afterlife of Hong Kong,Ó he said. ÒAre you here to stay?Ó

ÒNo,Ó she said. ÒI got a letter.Ó She showed him the Chinese envelope.

ÒAh,Ó he said. ÒTin Hau Temple. Excellent. And congratulations.
Would you like a taxi or would you prefer to take a bus? The fares will
be charged against the monies you collect.Ó

ÒWhich would you recommend?Ó she asked.

ÒOnthe bus, people may not speak English,Óhe said. ÒSoyou wonÕt
know where to get off. And you would have to change to get to Yau Ma
Tei. I recommend a taxi.Ó

ÒAll right,Ó she said. People wouldnÕt speak English? Somehow it had
never occurred to her. Maybe she should have seen if someone would
come with her. This granddaughter, maybe she had burned ancestor
money for Robert as well. Why not? Robert was her grandfather. She
didnÕtknow any of them, so why would she favor Rachel?That had been
foolish, not checking to see if Robert had wanted to come. He hadnÕt
been on the plane, but maybe he wouldnÕt come by himself. Maybe heÕd
gone to find Rachel and sheÕd already been gone.

She hadnÕt been lonely before she came here.

The Golden Boy led her through the airport. It was a cavernous space,
full of people, all of whom seemed to be shouting. Small women with
bowed legs carrying string bags full of oranges and men squatting along
the wall, smoking cigarettes and grinning at her as she passed with the
Golden Boy. There were monkeys everywhere, dressed in Chinese
gowns and little caps, speaking the same language as the people. Mon-
keys were behind the counters and monkeys were pushing carts and
monkeys were hawking Chinesenewspapers. Someof the monkeys were
tiny black things with wizened white faces and narrow hands and feet
that were as shiny as black patent leather. Some were bigger and
waddled, walking on their legs like men. They had stained yellow teeth
and fingernails the same color as their hands. They were businesslike.
One of the little ones shouted something in Chinese in a curiously hu-
man voice as she passed, and then shrieked like an animal, baring its
teeth at another monkey. She started.

The Golden Boy smiled, unperturbed.

Out front, he flagged a taxi. The car that pulled up was yellow with a
white top and said Toyota and Crown Comfort on the backÑit had
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pulled past them and the Golden Boy grabbed her elbow and hustled her
to it. Rachelexpected the driver to be a monkey but he was a human. The
Golden Boy leaned into the front seat and shouted at the driver in
Chinese. The driver shouted back.

Rachel felt exhausted. She should never have come here. Her poor
heart! She would go back home.

The Golden Boy opened the back door and bowed to her and walked
away.

ÒWait!Ó she called.

But he was already inside the airport.

The driver said something gruff to her and she jumped into the taxi. It
had red velour seatsand smelled strongly of cigarette smoke. The driver
swung the car out into traffic so sharply that her door banged shut. A big
gold plastic bangle with long red tassels swayed below his mirror. He
pointed to it and said, ÒHong Kong in-sur-ance pol-i-cy,Ó and smiled at
her, friendly and pleased at his joke, if it was a joke.

ÒIÕve changed my mind,Ó she said. ÒI want to go back home.Ó

But apparently, ÒHong Kong insurance policyÓ was most, if not all, of
his English. He smiled up into his rearview mirror. His teeth were brown
and some were missing.

This was not what Rachel thought of as death.

The street was full of cars, bicycles, single-piston two-cycle tractors
and palanquins. Her driver swung through and around them. They
stopped at an intersection to wait for the light to change.Two men were
putting down one of the palanquins. In it was a woman sitting in a chair.
The woman put a hand on one of the menÕsshoulders and stood up care-
fully. Her gown was a swirl of greenish blues and silvers and golds. Her
face was turned away but she was wearing a hat like a foxÕshead. There
was something about her feet that was oddÑthey looked no bigger than
the palm of a human hand. Rachel thought, ÒSheÕswalking on her toes.Ó
The woman looked over towards the taxi and Rachelsaw that it wasnÕta
hat, that the woman had marvelous golden fox eyes and that the tip of
her tongue just protruded from her muzzle, dog-like. The light changed
and the taxi accelerated up a hill, pushing Rachel back into her seat,
queasy.

Narrow streets strung overhead with banners. The smellsÑdried fish
and worseÑmade Rachel feel more and more sick. Nausea brought with
it visceral memories of three years of illness before shedied, of confusion
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and fear and pee in the bed. Shehad not forgotten before, but she hadnÕt
felt it. Now she felt the memories.

The streets were so narrow that the driverÕs mirror clipped the
shoulder of a pedestrian as they passed.The mirror folded in a bit and
then snapped out and the angry startled cry dopplered behind them.
Rachel kept expecting the face of the driver to change,maybe into a pig,
or worse, the demon from the plane.

The taxi lurched to a stop. ÒOkay,Óthe driver said and grinned into
the mirror. His face was the samehuman face as when they had started.
The red letters on the meter said $72.40.And then they blinked three
times and said $00.00. When Rachel hadnÕt moved, the driver said,
ÒOkay,Ó again and said something in Chinese.

She didnÕt know how to open the car door.

He got out and came around and opened the door. She got out.

ÒOkay!Óhe said cheerfully and jumped back in and took off, leaving
the smell of exhaust.

Shewas standing in an alley barely wider than the taxi. Both sides of
the alley were long red walls, punctuated by wide doors, all closed. A
man jogged past her with a long stick over his shoulders with basketson
both ends. The stick was bowed with the weight and flexed with each
step. Directly in front of her was a red door set with studs. If she tilted
her head back, above the wall she could see a building with curved
eaves, rising tier upon tier like some exotic wedding cake.

The door opened easily when she pushed on it.

Inside was the temple, and in front of it, a slate-stonepaved courtyard.
A huge bronze cauldron filled with sand had incense sticks smoking in
it, and she smelled sandalwood. After the relative quiet of the alley, the
temple was loud with people. A Chinese band was playing a cacophony
of drums and gongs, chong,chong,chang-chong, while a woman stood
nodding and smiling. The band was clearly playing for her. Rachel
didnÕt think the music sounded very musical.

There were red pillars holding up the eaves of the temple, and the
whole front of the building was open, so that the courtyard simply be-
camethe temple. Inside was dim and smelled even more strongly of san-
dalwood. A huge curl of the incensehung down in a cone from the ceil-
ing. The inside of the temple was full of birds; not the pleasant, comfort-
ing and domestic animals her geesewere. They had long sweeping tails
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and sharply pointed wings and they flickered from ground to eavesand
watched with bright, black, reptilian eyes. People ignored them.

A man in a narrow white suit came up to her, talking to the air in
Chinese.He was wearing sunglasses.It took her a moment to realize that
he was not talking to some unseenspirit, but was wearing a headsetfor a
cell phone, most of which was invisible in his jet-black hair. He pushed
the mic down away from his face a little and addressed her in Chinese.

ÒDoyou speak English?Óshe asked. Shehad not gotten accustomed to
this hammering heart of hers.

ÒNo English,Ó he said and said some more in Chinese.

The envelope and letter had Chinese letters on it. Shehanded it to him.
After she had handed it to him, it occurred to her that she didnÕtknow if
he had anything to do with the temple or if he was, perhaps, some sort of
confidence man.

He pulled the sunglassesdown his nose and looked over them to read
the letter. His lips moved slightly as he read. He pulled the mic back up
and said something into it, then pulled a thin cell phone no bigger than a
business card and tapped some numbers out with his thumb.

ÒWei!Ó he shouted into the phone.

He handed her back the letter and beckoned for her to follow, then
crossed the temple, walking fast and weaving between people without
seeming to have had to adjust. Rachel had to trot to keep up with him,
nearly stepping out of her foolish flip-flops.

In an alcove off to one side, the wall was painted with a mural of a
Hong Kong street with cars and buses and red-and-white taxis, traffic
lights and crosswalks. But no JadeGirls or fox-headed women, no palan-
quins or tractors. Everything in it looked very contemporary; the light re-
flecting off the plate-glass windows, the briefcasesand fur coats.As con-
temporary as the white-suited man. The man held up his hand that she
was to wait here. He disappeared back into the crowd.

Shethought about going back out and getting in a taxi and going back
to the airport. Would she need money? ShehadnÕtneeded money to get
here, although they had told her that the amount of the taxi had been
subtracted from her money. Did she have enough to get back? What if
she had to stay here? What would she do?

An old woman in a gray tunic and black pants said, ÒRachel Ball?Ó

ÒYes?Ó

16



ÒI am Miss Lily. I speak English. I can help you,Ó the woman said.
ÒMay I see your notification?Ó

Rachel did not know what a ÒnotificationÓwas. ÒAll I have is this let-
ter,Óshe said. The letter had marks from handling, as if her hands had
been moist. What place was this where the dead perspired?

ÒAh,Ósaid Miss Lily. ÒThat is it. Very good. Would you like your
money in bills or in a debit card?Ó

ÒIs it enough to get me home?Ó Rachel asked.

ÒOh, yes,Ó Miss Lily said. ÒMuch more than that.Ó

ÒBills,Ó Rachel said. She did not care about debit cards.

ÒVery good,Ósaid Miss Lily. ÒAnd would you like to make arrange-
ments to sell your goods, or will you be shipping them?Ó

ÒWhat do people do with money?Ó Rachel asked.

ÒTheyuse it to buy things, to buy food and goods, just as they do in
life. You are a Christian, arenÕt you?Ó

ÒBaptist,ÓRachel said. ÒButis this all there is for Chinese people after
they die? The sameasbeing alive? What happens to people who have no
money?Ó

ÒPeoplewho have no money have nothing,Ó said Miss Lily. ÒSothey
have to work. But this is the first of the seven heavens. People who are
good here progress up through the heavens. And if they continue, they
will eventually reach a state of what you would call transcendence,what
we call the three realms, when they are beyond this illusion of matter.Ó

ÒCan they die here?Ó

Miss Lily inclined her head. ÒNot die, but if they do not progress, they
can go into the seven hells.Ó

ÒButI have enough money to get back home,ÓRachel said. ÒAnd if I
left you the rest of it, the money and the goods, could you give it to
someone here who needs it?

ÒAt home you will not progress,Ó Miss Lily said gently.

That stopped Rachel. She would go back to her little clapboard cabin
and her geeseand everything would become as timeless as it had been
before. Here she would progress.

Progress for what? She was dead. Death is eternity.

She had been dead for over seventy years, and she would be dead
forever and forever. Dead longer than those buried in the tombs of
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Egypt, where the dead had been prepared for an afterlife as elaborate as
this one. In her mind, forever spread back and forward through the
epochs of dinosaurs, her time of seventy years getting smaller and smal-
ler in proportion. Through the four billion years of the earth.

And still farther back and forward, through the time it took the pin-
wheel galaxy to turn, the huge span of a galactic day, and a galactic year,
in which everything recognizable grew dwarfed.

And she would be dead.

Progress meant nothing.

It made no difference what she chose.

And she was back at her gate in Swan Pond standing in the talcum
dust and it was no difference if this was 1927 or 2003 or 10,358.Hong
Kong left behind in the blink of an eye. ShewasnÕtsurprised. In front of
her was the empty clapboard cabin, no longer white-painted and tidy
but satiny gray with age.The windows were empty of glassand curtains
and under a lowering evening sky, a wind rhythmically slapped a shut-
ter against the abandoned house. The tomatoes were gone to weeds, and
there were no geese to greet her.

And it did not matter.

A great calm settled over her and her unruly heart quieted in her
chest.

Everything was still.
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In the Air

I join a dog club. I take along Smith, my seven-month-old golden retriev-
er, because,of course, if you are going to join a dog club, it should be be-
causeyou want to train your dog. Smith can already slap her butt on the
floor when she hears the rattle of the biscuit box. Smith will even some-
times sit when told to, even if no puppy cookie is in evidence. But Smith
doesnÕt heel and doesnÕt stay.

This doesnÕtstrike me as a major problem. Smith is housebroken,
which is what really matters. And if she jumps on people when they
come to the door, well, the only person whoÕscome recently was UPS
delivering my videotape on ÒDecoratingwith Sheets,Óand if IÕvebecome
the kind of person who lives in the suburbs and has a golden retriever
and orders videotapes called ÒDecorating with Sheets,Óthen life is
already too surreal to worry about whether or not Smith can heel and
stay.

ÒIÕmthinking about sponge painting,Ó I say, to the air, to Michael, who
is practically air anyway.

Michael nods. Even though IÕmnot looking at him, I can tell that he
nods; weÕre twins, and I know these things about Michael.

ÒImagine it, spongepainting. Wallpaper.Ó My back window opens on
trees and sometimes cows, and IÕmlooking out of it instead of at Mi-
chael. ÒNext will be fabric painting and decoupage.Ó

ÒThereÕsno rule that saysthat just becauseyou live in the suburbs you
haveto be vapid,Ó Michael says,oh so softly, softly enough that his voice
might not even be there.

Michael is wearing a plaid shirt and a white T-shirt and boots. I realize
that the shirt looks like one of JoeÕs.Which is probably on purpose, al-
though, with Michael, I donÕtknow if ÒpurposeÓis exactly the right de-
scription. (Does grass have ÒpurposeÓwhen it grows? Do cats have
ÒpurposeÓ when they hunt?)

Joe is still in Brooklyn and IÕmhere in Ohio, and I havenÕtseen Joe
since he moved in with Keith five years ago, and IÕmnot a fag hag any-
more, IÕma suburban matron. I donÕteven miss Joeor all that sexual ten-
sionÑhis for guys, mine for him.

I think about those abortive attempts at sex with Joe,and IÕmembar-
rassed for both Joe and myself again.

ÒIÕm middle-aged,Ó I say.
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Michael says nothing. He doesnÕtsay that thirty-six is hardly middle-
aged. He doesnÕtsay that just becauseIÕveput on ten pounds and now
weigh 140,that doesnÕtmean that IÕvebecomesuddenly soft and frowsy
and invisible.

I donÕtknow why weighing 140pounds means IÕmmiddle-aged, but it
does. It is a magic number. A matronly number. More important than
wishing young people would get their hair out of their eyes and more
important than thinking Green Day sounds banal and that MTV is too
sexist. If I could lose ten pounds, then maybe I could put off middle age
for a while. But the thought of dieting, of thinking of food all the time,
seems like too much to contemplate.

ÒYouneed to get out of this place,ÓMichael says. ÒYouneed to meet
people.Ó

So I join a dog club to stave off middle age.

The dog club meetsat an armory. There are obedienceclassesand then
a meeting. There are eleven people in the obedience class:eight women
and three men. There are two golden retrievers, a Labrador retriever, a
cocker spaniel, a Doberman, a boxer, two poodles, and three dogs that
may be mutts for all I know. The cocker spaniel and one of the mutty-
looking dogs are complete and total spazzes,which makes me feel better
about Smith. Smith is a noodlehead, straining at the end of her leash un-
til she strangles in her ecstasyof meeting other people and other dogs,
but the cocker spaniel snaps at whoever comes near and the one mutty-
looking dog is so oblivious to its owner that it might as well be deaf.

I get far away from both the cocker spaniel and the mutty-looking dog
when they line up, and the Labrador retriever ends up behind us. A very
large lady in stonewashed jeansis in front of us. The lady has a tiny pink
poodle-Ñit is really white, but itÕsso white that its skin shows through
its fur and makes it look pink. It has a pink collar.

ÒItÕsprobably named ÔAngelÕor ÔSweetie,ÕÓthe man with the Labrador
says,sotto voce.

The pink poodle barely comes to the middle of the womanÕscalf. It
doesnÕthave a clue what it is supposed to do, and the giant woman is
quite uncomfortable.

ÒJerkon the collar,Óthe teacher says.The giant woman gives a tentat-
ive jerk that the pink poodle doesnÕtreally notice. The pink poodle
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dances around on its tiny feet, looking up. Poodles have old faces, like
midgets.

ÒNo,Óthe teacher says to the giant woman, Òyou have to be firm. He
has to know what you want.Ó

ÒSit,Armand!Ó says the giant woman, and jerks, and the little poodle
bounces up off its tiny poodle toes and flies up to about the womanÕs
thigh. The giant woman goes to her knees, stricken, and comforts Ar-
mand, who doesnÕtseem particularly concerned. ArmandÕs tongue is
pink, too.

At least Smith weighs sixty pounds and is not likely to fly at the end of
her lead like a tetherball.

The teacher finally gets the pink poodle to sit.

We are next. I reach into my pocket and say, ÒSit.ÓSmith, who knows
what the hand in the pocket means,plops her butt obediently on the mat
on the concrete armory floor.

ÒIs it okay if I give her a cookie?Ó I ask.

ÒNo,Ó the teacher says, ÒsheÕll learn to respond to you out of love.Ó

ÒGoodgirl!Ó I say, full of enthusiasm, and Smith smiles with her eyes
on my pocket. Smith does love me, but sheÕdreally like a cookie and IÕve
implicitly promised one, so it is rotten not to give it to her, but at least
Smith has sat on command. The teacher is pleased and moves on.

I could sneak the dog biscuit to Smith, but there is nothing subtle in
the way Smith eats a dog biscuit. Ah well, sometimes even dogs have to
have their expectations dashed. I kneel down and ruffle SmithÕsearsand
whisper that the world is not fair, but Smith doesnÕtcare about philo-
sophy and wants into my pocket.

Behind us, the teacher is working with the man and the black Lab-
rador. ÒCruise,Ósaysthe man, Òsit!ÓThe black Lab jumps excitedly at the
teacher.Cruise is so black he shines like a wet seal under the fluorescent
light.

ÒCruise!Ósays the man, exasperated. CruiseÕstongue appears to be
about a foot long, and he wants desperately to lick the teacher.

ÒItÕsokay,Ó the teacher says. He pets Cruise for a minute and then
steps back.

ÒSit!Ósays the man. Cruise wavers, looking up, intelligence perhaps
creeping into that walnut-sized brain, as Michael would say. ÒSit!Ó
Cruise drops his butt to the ground.
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ÒGoodboy!Ósays the man, relieved. And Cruise lunges for the teach-
er, tail whipping, excited to death, all sloppy tongue and paws the size of
dinner dishes. ÒCruise!Ósays the man, bracing himself and grimacing;
the shock of the Lab going to the end of the lead is almost enough to jerk
him off his feet. The teacher goes on to the next student, and the man
yanks at the leash.Cruise doesnÕtcare. I know all about being yanked off
my feetÑSmith could happily strangle herself on her choke chain, appar-
ently unconcerned that no oxygen is getting in. Michael always says itÕs
because her brain is so small that it doesnÕt require a lot of oxygen.

The guy is obviously embarrassed.Cruise hadnÕtbeen that bad. ÒHeÕs
a happy fellow, isnÕthe?ÓI say. Cruise smiles at me with his long tongue
and tries to leap on me.

ÒAt least his toenails arenÕtpink,Ó the man says,grimly hauling on the
dog.

The manÕsname is Larry, and Cruise was named by his thirteen-year-
old daughter, who is in love with Tom Cruise and the vampire movie,
Interview with a Vampire. Larry isnÕtwearing a wedding ring. ÒIseeher
every other weekend,Óhe says.ÒShelives with her mother.ÓHe smiles in
a self-deprecating way. ÒHer mother lets her see R-rated movies. I live
with Cruise here.Ó

ÒCruiseis a good name for him,ÓI say, not thinking about the vampire
movie, which I havenÕtseen,but of the movies with the fighter jets and
the race cars. Tom Cruise has a kind of boyishness that fits black
Labradors.

Larry is okay. An ally in this class. One, becausehe is wicked in the
right way, about things like poodles with pink toenails. Two, because
Smith is better behaved than Cruise. IÕmnot sure I could have liked
Larry if heÕd had a perfect dog, which is petty, but there it is.

ÒMaybe we could get together this weekend to practice,Ó Larry says.

ÒOkay,Ó I say.

ÒIÕmliving in an apartment,ÓLarry says.ÒDoyou have a place where
we could practice?Ó

ÒWe could practice on my driveway,Ó I say before I even think it
through. ÒEdify the neighbors.Ó Entertain Michael too.

Michael is there when I get home. ÒWereyou waiting for us?ÓItÕshard
to tell if Michael waits for people or not.
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ÒHow was the first day of kindergarten?Óhe asks.He isnÕtdressed like
Joe.This time heÕsdressed like Tony, khaki pants and loafers and cool,
artsy black shirt. Married Tony.

ÒWhy the costumed history of my romantic disasters?Ó I ask.

Michael doesnÕt answer.

Smith runs to him, tail waving in ecstasy.Smith appears to have just
met someoneshe loves who shehasnÕtseenfor months. Sometimes,I can
get her to go nuts by going outside, ringing the doorbell, and coming
back in. But Smith does love Michael, even when she canÕttouch him.
She dances around him, leaping and jumping.

ÒYoureally should be dressed like Sharon,ÓI say. Sharon was TonyÕs
wife, and she haunted our affair much more than Michael ever did. I
donÕtknow what Sharon dressed like; I never met her. I only knew her
through what Tony said. Tony said she went to a manicurist. ÒClasswas
okay,ÓI say. I look in the fridge for a can of diet soda. ÒImet someone.A
guy, named Larry, with a black Labrador named Cruise. WeÕregoing to
practice together this weekend.Ó

I look over the fridge door to see MichaelÕsreaction, but Michael is
gone.

Smith leaps onto the couch and sniffs. Did Michael leave a scent,an ec-
toplasmic remnant?

I suspect that Michael is pissed about Larry.

ÒHeÕsdivorced,Ó I say to the still and empty air. ÒHehas a thirteen-
year-old daughter. IÕm not interested in anybody with a kid.Ó

The air stirs, which sometimes means Michael, and sometimes just
means a draft.

ÒIÕmnot crazy,Ó I say, meaning that I wouldnÕt be interested in
someone with a thirteen-year-old girl.

There is no reaction.

Sometimes, at night, when I put the dog in her crate and go upstairs,
Smith barks. Smith wonÕtsleep with me; sheÕsalways slept in the crate,
and if I bring her up to sleep in bed with me, she sits at the door and
whines. But sheÕslike a little kid, and sometimes she isnÕtready to go to
bed at bedtime.

Smith barks, and then thereÕsthe sound of something thumping
against metal. The sound is Smith wagging her tail and hitting the crate.
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A muted ching, ching, ching. A greeting wag. A happy wag. Michael is
with the dog. I donÕtever hear anything else,not the crate opening, not
Michael saying anything. Is he inside the crate with Smith?

Smith isnÕtthe only one that Michael visits at night. Not every night,
not even most nights, but enough. I never seeanything. He just sits on
the bed, or I feel his kneesbehind mine, my back is to his chest,warming
me. I go to sleep with his arm around me. He used to steal my covers
when I was little. He was all elbows when we were kids. He was gone
for years and years, from about twelve to sometime in college. But came
back then, sliding in with me while Laurie, my roommate the education
major, slept unaware in the other bed. He is always my age.A ghost that
grows older as I do. A ghost that was never legally alive.

My stillborn twin.

Larry drives an old Accord, and Cruise sits in the passengerseat next
to him, pink tongue lolling. Cruise flings himself acrossthe gearshift and
acrossLarryÕslap, and Larry canÕtopen the door for a moment while he
struggles with the dog, but finally they are both on the driveway.

Smith is wiggling, alternately crouching and leaping at the end of her
lead. Cruise lunges against his lead. ÒHi!ÓLarry calls, and he lets Cruise
drag him up the walk to the house, and the two dogs meet nose to nose,
then head to tail, and then start to tear madly around, tangling their
leads.

IÕmsmiling, grinning, even though the two dogs are being such a pain
and Larry is calling Cruise a Òdumbshit.ÓÒDumbshitÓis said with such
well-worn practice and deep affection that I know that Cruise thinks itÕs
his name.

ÒCome in,Ó I say.

ÒAre you sure you want me to?Ó Larry asks.

ThereÕsnothing two dogs are going to do to my house that one dog
hasnÕtalready done. So he comes into my empty house. There is no fur-
niture in the living room or the dining room, just SmithÕscrate. ThereÕsa
couch and two chairs in the family room, but I donÕthave any end tables,
just a lettuce crate, a real one, taken from behind a grocery store. Real
crates donÕtquite have the panache of the ones that people buy for fur-
niture. There arenÕt any pictures on the walls.

ÒWhenI pulled up, I thought this neighborhood didnÕtlook anything
like IÕd expect you to live in,Ó Larry says.
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ÒIhavenÕtlived here long,ÓI say. I practically apologize. ÒIjust bought
this place.ÓI feel compelled to explain that my mother died and left her
house that I sold so I could buy this place, but I donÕtwant to tell him
that becausehe will feel compelled to offer me sympathy, and my moth-
erÕsdeath was awful and I donÕtwant sympathy right now, I want to
train dogs.

We train on the driveway, parading up and down and saying ÒSIT!Óa
lot. Larry is nervous, jerking Cruise roughly to get his attention. Not that
this seemsto bother Cruise, who sits on one hip, tongue lolling, looking
around. Smith is in a flaky mood, more interested in chewing on the
leash than listening.

ÒYoucan put bitter apple on that leash to stop her from chewing it,Ó
Larry says.

ÒIdonÕtknow, I mean, does it really matter if she chews it?ÓIs it bad?
Are dogs not supposed to chew leashes? Smith always chews her leash.

ÒIguessnot,ÓLarry says.This seemsto make him obscurely happy. ÒI
read some dogs actually like bitter apple anyway.Ó

ÒI spray it in the garbage can,Ó I say.

ÒThatÕs a good idea,Ó Larry saysÑ

Michael comes around the house, and Smith and Cruise both leap up
and bound toward him.

ItÕshard not to look at Michael. But since no one elsecan seehim, I try
not to when anyone else is around.

ÒShit,Ó Larry is saying. ÒCruise! You dumbshit! Cruise!Ó

Go away, I think. Michael, donÕt play games, go away.

Smith crouches, ears back, tail wagging, wheezing at the end of her
leash.Sheis so sweet on Michael. Michael stops, watching the kids down
the street. Cruise barks, but Michael doesnÕtseemto notice. IÕmtrying to
watch him out of the corner of my eye.

ÒWhat is it?Ó Larry asks. ÒWhat are they after?Ó

ÒI donÕt know,Ó I lie.

Larry lets Cruise drag him toward Michael, but Michael wonÕtstay, of
course. Cruise bounds around, barking, barking. Smith wants to look
around the side of the house, but when she doesnÕtsee Michael there,
she decides instead to go to Larry. I realize too late, and Smith crosses
leashesand Cruise comes back to seewhatÕsgoing on, and every time I
try to get around Larry to untangle Smith, Smith and Cruise follow.
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It should be funny, but it isnÕtbecause IÕm upset about Michael.
ÒSmith!Ó I keep yelling. ÒSmith, you damn dog!Ó

ÒHold still,Ó Larry is saying. ÒWait, let meÑno, gothat wayÑÓ

He is too busy trying to get me to do it his way to seewhat IÕmafter,
and I find myself thinking about how typical he is, while at the same
time trying not to be angry. WeÕreboth entirely too polite when the dogs
are finally untangled and Cruise is sitting on one hip, tongue lolling,
watching the kids across the street, and Smith is belly to the driveway,
trying to cool off.

I get the dogs some water and bring Larry a glass of iced tea, and we
sit on the porch and contemplate the day.

ÒCaitlinÕsmother told me that her husband is probably going to be
transferred to San Diego,Ó Larry says.

It takes me a moment to remember that Caitlin is LarryÕsdaughter.
ÒOh no,Ó I say, Òthey canÕt do that, can they?Ó

ÒWeÕllhave to renegotiate the visitation schedule. Maybe have her
stay with me in the summer or something.Ó Larry is looking at Cruise.

I donÕt know what to say.

ÒI think theyÕvehad enough of a break,ÓLarry says. ÒComeon, you
sluggard, letÕs whip you into shape.Ó

Cruise levers himself up, and we go back to the driveway. Smith isnÕt
at all interested in heeling.

Michael comes back around the house.

The dogs erupt.

ÒDamnit,ÓLarry says.ÒCruise!Óand yanks the straining dog into a sit-
ting position and smacks his back with the flat of his hand.

Startled, Cruise cringes.

For the first time this afternoon, Michael looks over at Cruise on his
back, paws in the air, submissive, and then at me.

HeÕsnot cruel, I want to say. YouÕrecruel, youÕre causing this!

I refuse to acknowledge MichaelÕspresence.In the morning, Smith is
rattling in her crate. I hear her before I get downstairs. Smith has her ball
in her mouth and is growling delightedly. Dancing with her paws.
Raugh-raugh-row-ru. Let me out. Let me out and play. Michael must be
there, becauseSmith insists on believing that Michael can let her out.
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Maybe he does at night, how would I know? At the bottom of the stairs I
can seeonly Smith and the crate. Smith looks over and seesme and hap-
pily switches her attention. Raugh-raugh-row-ru. No one else is there.

After I drink my coffee and go upstairs, he is reflected in my bathroom
mirror as I brush my teeth, but I stoically brush without so much as flick-
ing my eye in his direction. He leans against the doorframe, silent and
apologetic. He shoves his hand in the pockets of his jeans. At least heÕs
not dressed like some old boyfriend. Is his hairline receding? But I avoid
the temptation to really look. Perhaps itÕsbeen receding all along and I
just hadnÕtnoticed, the way you donÕtnotice the gradual change of
something familiar. The way you donÕtnotice things getting dusty until
there they are, covered in dust.

I rap my brush against the sink, all efficiency and business. When I
turn around, heÕsnot there. I undress and take my shower. IÕmused to
showering with Michael around. I donÕt think he watches.

When I get out of the shower, the mirror is all steamed, and in the
steam is written, ÒWithout you I am not.Ó

I turn on the fan and open the window, and the words dry up and
leave no trace. If I had written it, after it was dry you could seethe smear
of my fingers, but when Michael does it, it just dries away.

I turn the fan off before I go to work.

Larry calls me at work. HeÕscalled me twice before, once to get direc-
tions to my house and another time just to chat. He is interested in me,
which I sort of like and sort of donÕt.IÕmnot really attracted to him, so in
the end this will probably end up being more trouble than itÕsworth. He
misrepresented himself. He said he wasnÕtinterested in dating, that he
just wanted to spend a little time getting himself back on his feet, concen-
trating on his job. ÒIdonÕtwant to rebound,Óhe said. I had the image of
him leaping up after a basketball, which, since Larry is tall, is not so
strange.

Larry wants to know if we could meet for dinner. ÒIÕdask you for
lunch,Óhe said, Òbut IÕmall the way downtown. I donÕtwant to ask you
on a date,Óhe says and then stops. ÒImean, itÕsnot that I think youÕre
not attractive or anything, but I really have the feeling that weÕregoing
to be friends, you know? And I donÕthave very many friends. I mean,
itÕsnot that I donÕthave friends, IÕmnot saying that. I really do have

27



friends. I donÕtknow why I said that. But I donÕtwant to jeopardize our
friendship, you know?Ó

ÒWhy donÕtwe go Dutch,ÓI say. ÒIlike the idea of friendship and IÕm
not looking for a relationship either.Ó

He sighs on the other end of the phone, relieved. He is having trouble
with his daughter, Caitlin, the thirteen-year-old, he says. ÒIdonÕtknow
anything about thirteen-year-old girls,Ó he says.

ÒItÕs a pretty horrible age,Ó I say, sympathetic.

He laughs. ÒSo thereÕs hope sheÕll grow out of it?Ó

ÒWell,ÓI say, Òif her only problem is that sheÕsthirteen, then sheÕsin
pretty good shape.Ó

After work, I drive home to let Smith out of the crate. Out into the
backyard, let the dog pee, throw a stick a couple of times, and then back
into the crate. Smith isnÕt happy after having been in the crate all day.

I donÕtwant to go back and meet Larry. I have this feeling, this anti-
pathy, before parties, before most social events. If I just go, it will be fine.
Most of the time, once I get there I have a much better time than I expec-
ted. It seems like so much trouble to sit and listen to a man I hardly
know sit and talk about his daughter.

The air stirs, warms. Smith looks up, ears forward, nose working. The
tip of SmithÕstail twitches. I could stay home. I could stay home with Mi-
chael and Smith. It would be easy.

I grab my jacket and run.

ApplebeeÕsis crowded, and we have to stand and wait for a table. ÒWe
should have gotten here earlier,Ó Larry says.

ÒTheprice of dependents,ÓI say, and then realize that since Larry is
worried about his daughter, calling our dogs dependents may suggest
that I think theyÕre as important as Caitlin. But Larry grins.

Larry is wearing a suit, which makes him look very different. His dog
clothes change him, make him accessibleand a little silly, the way menÕs
casual clothes do. He isnÕtsilly at all in a gray suit. He makes me uncom-
fortable, but interested somehow.

I expect him to start talking about Caitlin, his daughter. I am braced
for him to do so, but instead he starts talking about his job. He runs the
graphics and design department for a stationery company. He used to be
an artist, but, he says, he sold out for the promise of a mortgage and a
family. ÒNot really such a bad idea,Óhe explains. ÒIreally donÕthave the
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right temperament for a fine artist. I hate to be by myself. You know,
working in my studio, nothing but me and my muse. My muse doesnÕt
carry on much of a conversation, I guess.Ó

He likes his job, something that comes through even his talk of too-
short deadlines. He likes working with the young designers, he likes
their music and their strange haircuts.

He is really much more interesting than I expected. We never actually
do get around to talking about Caitlin.

IÕma little sorry when he doesnÕtkiss me before I get into my car. I
hope he is, too.

Michael is in the air, but that is all. I donÕtknow if that is good or not.
IÕllhave to pick. Michael has never made me pick before. It isnÕtfair that
he is going to make me pick, becauseIÕveonly gone out with this man
for dinner and that was only just as friends. Why is he doing this? What
if I pick Larry and it doesnÕt work out?

ÒPuppy,ÓI whisper to Smith, looking for comfort. Smith holds my fin-
gers in her mouth, not biting, not really. Smith is happy, lying there on
the couch, holding on to my fingers.

In the kitchen, something hits the floor and shatters. Smith starts. The
plate I ate dinner on is broken on the floor. My glass slides off the
counter, shatters on the hardwood.

ÒMichael,Ó I say.

The refrigerator door opens and a jar of mustard slides out and hits the
floor, but does not break. It rolls toward the cabinet.

He has never done anything like this.

ÒMichael,Ó I whisper. ÒStop it.Ó

Nothing else happens.

Smith cowers behind my legs. ÒItÕsokay, baby,ÓI say. I sit on the floor
and she runs to me and stands on my lap, sixty pounds of dog.

ÒYouscared the dog,ÓI say accusingly to the air. Michael likes Smith.
At least, I think Michael likes Smith.

If Michael starts doing things like this, what will I do? I canÕtleave Mi-
chael; it isnÕtsome building he haunts, itÕsme. Anywhere I go to live, Mi-
chael will come with me.

Imagine life without Michael.

29



I cannot, I cannot.

ÒYouuse me.ÓThatÕswhat it says in the steam on the mirror the next
morning.

I donÕt know what it means, so I pretend not to see it.

I open my closet and look at my clothes. I canÕtwear my city clothes
anymore, IÕmtoo fat. My gypsy skirts and silk shirts. All I can wear are
the things I have bought since then. My wardrobe of suburbia, my fat-
assed jeans and sweatshirts.

ÒAre you warning me?ÓI ask the air. ÒWhatÕsso different about
Larry?Ó

The indifferent air doesnÕt answer.

Choose. Choose the living or the dead. Put like that, it should be easy.

I have to do something. I call Larry, half expecting that when I pick up
the phone, the contents of my desk will go flying acrossthe room, or the
file cabinets will open and spill tongues of manila. But nothing happens.

Larry sounds as if I woke him up. Eight-thirty on a Saturday morning,
maybe hewas asleep, but Smith wonÕt let me sleep that late.

ÒIwas just wondering if you wanted to bring Cruise over and do some
practice,Ó I say.

ÒSure,Ó he says. ÒYeah. What time is it?Ó

ÒMaybeyou can come over in a while and leave Cruise here and weÕll
go get breakfast. Unless youÕve eaten.Ó Although I know he hasnÕt eaten.

ÒOkay,Ó he says.

ÒHeÕs coming,Ó I tell the room after I hang up the phone.

ThereÕs no response. I donÕt expect one.

I let Smith out in the backyard. I turn on the television and flip
through the channels, turn off the television. I start to put dishes in the
dishwasher and decide to make tea first, and then while the tea is brew-
ing, I go upstairs and make my bed and forget about tea. The house is
empty.

Where does Michael gowhen he isnÕt here?

It is forever before Larry calls back and saysheÕsawake now, that heÕs
on his way, should we eat at Bob Evans?

Does the room air stir as his car pulls up, or am I only anticipating?
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ÒYouwant a cup of coffee before we go?ÓI ask, standing on my front
step.

ÒSure,Ósays Larry. HeÕswearing khaki shorts, and briefly I think of
Tony, but Tony always wanted to look like he was on his way to a Soho
gallery opening and Larry looks like a department manager. What is dif-
ferent about Larry? Why does Michael suddenly want me to choose?

Cruise leaps exuberantly into the foyer. Larry looks tired. From work?
From getting up in the morning? What do I know about this man?

The air stirs. Smith barks, and Cruise whirls in ecstasy.I look for Mi-
chael, but I donÕt see anything.

ÒCruise!Ó Larry says. ÒJesus, why does he always do this?Ó

ÒNo,Ó I say, ÒitÕs okay.Ó

I canÕtseeMichael. Has there ever been a time when Smith could see
Michael and I couldnÕt?ThereÕvebeen times Michael left just as I got
there, but never a time Smith could see him and I couldnÕt.

I feel sick.

Cruise bounds and rears to put his paws on MichaelÕschest or
shoulders or somethingÑand falls through. The dogÕsastonishment
would be comic if I werenÕtso frightened. Smith barks, tail happy and
delighted.

Larry watches without comprehension.

Cruise tries again, then tries to shove his nose in MichaelÕs hand.

Larry goes over to see whatÕsgoing on, walks into the space where
Cruise is trying to get to Michael. Are Michael and Larry occupying the
same space?The idea makes me feel ill, Michael within Larry, Larry
within Michael.

I cover my mouth with my hand, but I canÕtthink of anything to say.
For a moment, I feel so angry at Larry. Bumbling, unwitting man in my
house! Outsider! But Larry is on one knee, trying to calm Cruise.

ÒHey,hey, hey,ÓLarry is saying, letting Cruise lick his face and dance
and just be the big, black animal that he is. Larry likes Cruise. Of course
Larry likes Cruise, but somehow every time I see Larry, heÕsworried
about whether or not Cruise is behaving.

Smith flops down, tongue out. Is Michael gone?

And if heÕs gone, is he ever coming back?

Michael. Michael. DonÕt leave me!
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Something thuds upstairs, and for a second I think itÕsa body. So-
mething big and heavy. Suicide! But Michael doesnÕtreally havea body. I
run upstairs and find my bookcase pushed over.

So heÕs not gone.

I donÕt mind that heÕs angry, as long as heÕs notgone.

Larry comes upstairs slowly. ÒWhat happened?Ó

ÒThe bookcase fell over,Ó I say.

ThereÕsno earthly reason for the bookcaseto have fallen over, and yet,
there it is. As we stand there, looking at it, my tall, four-drawer filing
cabinet tips slowly and majestically forward, drawers sliding open, pa-
pers just beginning to spill when it completely overbalances and falls.

ÒOh, my God,Ó says Larry.

ÒItÕsa ghost,ÓI say. ÒItÕsthe ghost of my brother. WeÕrehaving an ar-
gument about you.Ó

Larry looks at me, frowning.

ÒIÕmreally sorry,Ó I say lamely. ÒMichael, stop it, youÕll scare the
dogs.Ó And then to Larry again, ÒHe likes dogs. At least, I think he
does.Ó

ÒIsthis a joke?ÓLarry asks. He looks at the wall and then at the four-
drawer. Probably wondering if this is some sort of bizarre humor. Like
IÕmDavid Copperfield or Penn and Teller or something, and this is what
I do to all my prospective boyfriends.

Michael is standing in the middle of the room, chest heaving from ex-
ertion. ÒDonÕt ignore me,Ó he says to me.

Larry is standing gape-mouthed.

ÒDo youseehim?Ó I ask.

ÒWhat,ÓLarry says, ÒwhatÕsgoing on?ÓHe doesseehim! No one has
everseen Michael before!

ÒLarry,Ó I say, Òthis is my brother, Michael. Michael, this is Larry.Ó

I feel light-headed. Looking at Larry, I donÕtknow if heÕllleave or if
heÕllstay. I donÕtknow what either of them is going to do. But I donÕt
care. I am oddly, in fact, deliriously, happy.
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The Cost to Be Wise

I.

The sun was up on the snow and everything was bright to look at
when the skimmer landed. It landed on the long patch of land behind the
schoolhouse,dropping down into the snow like some big bug. I was sup-
posed to be down at the distillery helping my mam but we needed water
and I had to get an ice axe so I was outside when the offworlders came.

The skimmer was from Barok. Barok was a city. It was so far away that
no one I knew in Sckarline had ever been there (except for the teachers,
of course) but for the offworlders the trip was only a few hours. The
skimmer came a couple of times a year to bring packages for the
teachers.

The skimmer sat there for a momentÑlong time waiting while nothing
happened except people started coming to watchÑand then the hatch
opened out and an offworlder stepped gingerly out on the snow. The off-
worlder wasnÕta skimmer pilot though, it was a tall, thin boy. I shaded
my eyes and watched. My hands were cold but I wanted to see.

The offworlder wore strange colors for the snow. Offworlders always
wore unnatural colors. This boy wore purples and oranges and black, all
shining as if they were wet and none of them thick enough to keep any-
one warm. He stood with his knees stiff and his body rigid becausethe
snow was packed to flat, slick ice by the skimmer and he wasnÕtsure of
his balance. But he was tall and I figured he was as old as I am so it
looked odd that he still didnÕt know how to walk on snow. He was
beardless, like a boy. Darker than any of us.

Someoneinside the skimmer handed him a bag. It was deep red, and
shined as if it were hard, and wrinkled as if it were felt. My father
crossed to the skimmer and took the bag from the boy becauseit was
clear that the boy might fall with it and it made a person uncomfortable
to watch him try to balance and carry something.

The dogs were barking, and more Sckarline people were coming be-
cause theyÕd heard the skimmer.

I wanted to seewhat the bags were made of, so I went to the hatch of
the skimmer to take something. We didnÕtget many things from the off-
worlders becausethey werenÕtappropriate, but I liked offworlder things.
I couldnÕtsee much inside the skimmer becauseit was dark and I had
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been out in the sun, but standing beside the seatwhere the pilot was sit-
ting there was an old white-haired man, all straight-legged and tall. As
tall as Ayudesh the teacher, which is to say taller than anyone else I
knew. He handed the boy a box, though, not a bag, a bright blue box
with a thick white lid. A plastic box. An offworlder box. The boy handed
it to me.

ÒThanks,Óthe boy said in English. Up close I could see that the boy
was really a girl. Offworlders dress the sameboth ways, and they are so
tall itÕshard to tell sometimes, but this was a girl with short black hair
and skin as dark as wood.

My father put the bag in the big visitorsÕhouse and I put the box there,
too. It was midday at winterdark, so the sun was a red glow on the hori-
zon. The bag looked black except where it fell into the red square of sun-
light from the doorway. It shone like metal. So very fine. Like nothing
we had. I touched the bag. It was plastic, too. I liked the feeling of plastic.
I liked the sound of the word in lingua. If someday I had a daughter,
maybe IÕdname her Plastic. It would be a rich name, an exotic name. The
teachers wouldnÕt like it, but it was a name I wished I had.

Ayudesh was walking across the snow to the skimmer when I went
back outside. The girl (I hadnÕtshaken free from thinking of her asa boy)
stuck out her hand to him. Should I have shaken her hand? No, sheÕd
had the box, I couldnÕthave shaken her hand. So I had done it right.
Wanji, the other teacher, was coming, too.

I got wood from the pile for the boxstove in the guest house, digging it
from under the top wood because the top wood would be damp. It
would take a long time to heat up the guest house, so the sooner I got
started the sooner the offworlders would be comfortable.

There was a window in the visitorÕs house, fat-yellow above the
purple-white snow.

Inside, everyone was sitting around on the floor, talking. None of the
teacherswere there, were they with the old man? I smelled whisak but I
didnÕtseeany, which meant that the men were drinking it outside. I sat
down at the edge of the group, where it was dark, next to Dirtha. Dirtha
was watching the offworld girl who was shaking her head at Harup to
try to tell him she didnÕtunderstand what he was asking. Harup pointed
at her blue box again. ÒCanI see it?Óhe asked. Harup was my fatherÕs
age so he didnÕt speak any English.
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It was warming up in here, although when the offworlder girl leaned
forward and breathed out, her mouth in an O, her breath smoked the air
for an instant.

It was too frustrating to watch Harup try to talk to the girl. ÒWhatÕs
your kinship?Ó he asked. ÒIÕmHarup Sckarline.ÓHe thumped his chest
with his finger. ÒWhatÕsyour kinship?Ó When she shook her head, not
understanding all these words, he looked around and grinned. Harup
wouldnÕt stop until he was bored, and that would take a long time.

ÒIÕmsorry,Ó the girl said, ÒI donÕtspeak your language.ÓShe looked
unhappy.

Ayudesh would be furious with us if he found out that none of us
would try and use our English.

I had to think about how to ask. Then I cleared my throat, so people
would know I was going to talk from the back of the group. ÒHeasks
what is your name,Ó I said.

The girlÕs chin came up like a startled animal. ÒWhat?Ó she said.

Maybe I said it wrong? Or my accent was so bad she couldnÕtunder-
stand? I looked at my boots; the stitches around the toes were fraying.
They had been my motherÕs. ÒYour name,Ó I said to the boots.

The toes twitched a little, sympathetic. Maybe I should have kept
quiet.

ÒMy name is Veronique,Ó she said.

ÒWhat is she saying?Ó asked Harup.

ÒShe says her kinship is Veronique,Ó I said.

ÒThatÕsnot a kinship,Ó said Little Shemus. Little Shemus wasnÕtold
enough to have a beard, but he was old enough to be critical of
everything.

ÒOffworlders donÕthave kinship like we do,Ó I said. ÒShegave her
front name.Ó

ÒAsk her kinship name,Ó Little Shemus said.

ÒShejust told you,ÓArdha said, taking the end of her braid out of her
mouth. Ardha was a year younger than me. ÒTheydonÕthave kinship
names. Ayudesh doesnÕt have a kinship name. Wanji doesnÕt.Ó

ÒSure they do,Ó Shemus said. ÒTheir kinship name is Sckarlineclan.Ó

ÒWegive them that name,Ósaid Ardha and pursed her round lips.
Ardha was always bossy.
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ÒWhat are they saying?Ó asked the girl.

ÒThey say, err, they ask, what is yourÑÓ your what? How would I
even ask what her kinship name was in English? There was a word for it,
but I couldnÕt think of it. ÒYour other name.Ó

She frowned. Her eyebrows were quite black. ÒYou mean my last
name? ItÕs Veronique Twombly.Ó

What was so hard about ÒlastnameÓ?I remembered it as soon as she
said it. ÒTawomby,Ó I said. ÒHer kinship is Veronique Tawomby.Ó

ÒTawomby,ÓHarup said. ÒAmazing. It doesnÕtsound like a word. It
sounds made-up, like children do. WhatÕs in her box?Ó

ÒIknow whatÕsin her box,Ósaid Erip. Everybody laughed except for
Ardha and me. Even Little Sherep laughed and he didnÕt really
understand.

The girl was looking at me to explain.

ÒHeasks inside, the box is.ÓI had gotten tangled up. Questions were
hard.

ÒIs the box inside?Ó she asked.

I nodded.

ÒItÕs inside,Ó she said.

I didnÕt understand her answer so I waited for her to explain.

ÒIdonÕtknow what you mean,Óshe said. ÒDid someonebring the box
inside?Ó

I nodded, becauseI wasnÕtsure exactly what sheÕdsaid, but she didnÕt
reach for the box or open it or anything. I tried to think of how to say it.

ÒInside,Ó Ardha said, tentative. ÒWhat is?Ó

ÒThe box,Ó she said. ÒOh wait, you want to know whatÕs in the box?Ó

Ardha looked at the door so she wouldnÕt have to look at the off-
worlder. I wasnÕt sure so I nodded.

Shepulled the box over and opened it up. Something glimmered hard
and green and there were red and yellow boxes covered in lingua and
she said, ÒPresentsfor Ayudesh and Wanji.ÓEverybody stood up to see
inside, so I couldnÕtsee, but I heard her say things. The words didnÕt
mean anything. Tea, that I knew. Wanji talked about tea. ÒTheseare
sweets,ÓI heard her say. ÒYouknow, candy.ÓI know the word Òsweet,Ó
but I didnÕtknow what else she meant. It was so much harder to speak
English to her than it was to do it in class with Ayudesh.
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Nobody was paying any attention to what she said, but me. They
didnÕt care as long as they could see. I wished I could see.

Nobody was even thinking about me, or that if I hadnÕtbeen there she
never would have opened the box. But that was the way it always was. If
I only lived somewhere else, my life would be different. But Sckarline
was neither earth nor sky, and I was living my life in-between. People
looked and fingered, but she wouldnÕt let them take things out, not even
Harup, who was as tall as she was and a lot stronger. The younger
people got bored and sat down and finally I could see Harup poking
something with his finger, and the outland girl watching. She looked at
me.

ÒWhatÕs your name?Ó she asked.

ÒMe?Ó I said. ÒUmm, Janna.Ó

She said my name. ÒWhatÕs your last name, Janna?Ó

ÒSckarline,Ó I said.

ÒOh,Ó she said, Òlike the settlement.Ó

I just nodded.

ÒWhat is his name?Ó She pointed.

ÒHarup,Ó I said. He looked up and grinned.

ÒWhatÕs your name?Ó she asked him and I told him what she had said.

ÒHarup,Óhe said. Then shewent around the room, saying everybodyÕs
names. It made everyone pleased to be noticed. Shewas smart that way.
And it was easy.Then she tried to remember all their names,which had
everyone laughing and correcting her so I didnÕt have to talk at all.

Ayudesh camein, taller than anyone, and I noticed, for the first time in
my life, that he was really an offworlder. Ayudesh had been there all my
life, and I knew he was an offworlder, but to me he had always been just
Ayudesh.

Then they were talking about me and Ayudesh was just Ayudesh
again. ÒJanna?Óhe said. ÒVery good. IÕlltell you what, you take care of
Veronique, here. YouÕre her translator, all right?Ó

I was scared, becauseI really couldnÕtunderstand when she talked,
but I guessed I was better than anybody else.
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Veronique unpacked, which was interesting, but then she just started
putting things here and there and everybody else drifted off until it was
just her and me.

Veronique did a lot of odd things. She used a lot of water. The first
thing I did for her was get water. Shefollowed me out and watched me
chip the ice for water and fill the bucket. Shefingered the wooden bucket
and the rope handle.

Shesaid something I didnÕtunderstand becauseit had ÒdoÓin it and a
lot of pronouns and I have trouble following sentenceslike that. I smiled
at her, but I think she realized I didnÕt understand. Her boots were
purple. I had never seen purple boots before.

ÒTheylook strange,Óshe said. I didnÕtknow what looked strange. ÒI
like your boots,Óshe said, slowly and clearly. I did understand, but then
I didnÕtknow what to do, did she want me to give her my boots? They
were my motherÕsold boots and I wouldnÕthave minded giving them to
her except I didnÕt have anything to take their place.

ÒIt is really cold,Ó she said.

Which seemedvery odd to say, except I remembered that offworlders
talk about the weather, Ayudesh had made us practice talking about the
weather. He said it was something strangers talked about. ÒIt is,ÓI said.
ÒBut it will not snow tonight.Ó That was good, it made her happy.

ÒAnd it gets dark so early,Óshe said. ÒIt isnÕteven afternoon and itÕs
like night.Ó

ÒWhereyou live, it is cold as this, ummm,Ó I hadnÕtmade a question
right.

But she understood. ÒOhno,Óshe said, ÒwhereI live is warm. It is hot,
I mean. There is snow only on the mountains.Ó

She wanted to heat the water so I put it on the stove, and then she
showed me pictures of her mother and father and her brother at her
house. It was summer and they were wearing only little bits of clothes.

Then she showed me a picture of herself and a man with a beard.
ÒThatÕs my boyfriend,Ó she said. ÒWeÕre getting married.Ó

He looked old. Grown up. In the picture, Veronique looked older, too.
I looked at her again, not sure how old she was. Maybe older than me?
Wanji said offworlders got married when they were older, not like the
clans.

ÒI have boyfriend,Ó I said.
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ÒYou do?Ó She smiled at me. ÒWhatÕs his name?Ó

ÒTuuvin,Ó I said.

ÒWas he here before?Ó

I shook my head.

Then she let me see her bag. The dark red one. I loved the color. I
stroked it, as slick as leather and shining. ÒPlastic?Ó I said.

She nodded.

ÒI like plastic,Ó I said.

Shesmiled a little, like IÕdsaid something wrong. But it was so perfect,
so even in color.

ÒDoyou want it?Óshe asked. Which made me think of my boots and
whether she had wanted them. I shook my head.

ÒYou can have it,Ó she said. ÒI can get another one.Ó

ÒNo,Ó I said. ÒIt isnÕt appropriate.Ó

She laughed, a startled laugh. I didnÕtunderstand what IÕddone and
the feeling that I was foolish sat in my stomach, but I didnÕtknow what
was so foolish.

She said something I didnÕtunderstand, which made me feel worse.
ÒWhat did you say?Ó she said. ÒÔAppropriate?ÕÓ

I nodded. ÒItÕs not appropriate,Ó I said.

ÒI donÕt understand,Ó she said.

Our lessons in appropriate development used lots of English words
becauseit was hard to say these things any other way, so I found the
words to tell her came easily. ÒPlastic,ÓI said, ÒitÕsnot appropriate. Ap-
propriate technologies are based on the needs and capacities of people,
they must be sustainable without outside support. Like the distillery is.
Plastic isnÕtappropriate to SckarlineÕseconomy becausewe canÕtcreateit
and it replaces things we can produce, like skin bags.ÓI stroked the bag
again. ÒBut I like plastic. ItÕs beautiful.Ó

ÒWow,ÓVeronique said. She was looking at me sharp, all alert like a
stabros smelling a dog for the first time. Not afraid, but not sure what to
think. ÒTo me,Ó she said slowly, Òyour skin bags are beautiful. The
wooden houses,Óshe touched the black slick wood wall, Òthey are
beautiful.Ó

Ayudesh and Wanji were always telling us that offworlders thought
our goods were wonderful, but how could anyone look at a skin bag and
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then look at plastic and not seehow brilliant the colors were in plastic?
Dye a skin bag red and it still looked like a skin bag, like it came from
dirt.

ÒHow long you, um, you do stay?Ó I asked.

ÒFourteen days,Ó she said. ÒIÕm a student, I came with my teacher.Ó

I nodded. ÒAyudesh, he is a teacher.Ó

ÒMy teacher, heÕsa friend of Ayudesh. From years ago,Óshe said.
ÒHave you always lived here? Were you born here?Ó

ÒYes,ÓI said. ÒI am born here. My mother and father are born in
Tentas clan, but they come here.Ó

ÒTentas clan is another settlement?Ó she asked.

I shook my head. ÒNo,Ó I said. ÒNo. Sckarline only is a settlement.Ó

ÒThen, what is Tentas clan?Ó

ÒIt is people.ÓI didnÕtknow how to explain clans to her at all. ÒThey
have kinship, and they have stabros, and they are togetherÑÓ

ÒStabros, those are animals,Ó she said.

I nodded. ÒSckarline, uhÉ is an appropriate technology mission.Ó

ÒRight, that Ayudesh and Wanji started. Tentas clan is a clan, right?Ó

I nodded. I was worn out from talking to her.

After that, shedrank tea and then I took her around to show her Sckar-
line. It was already almost dark. I showed her the generator where we
cooked stabros manure to make electricity. I got a lantern there.

I showed her the stabros pens and the dogs, even though it wasnÕt
really very interesting. Tuuvin was there, and Gerdor, my little uncle,
leaning and watching the stabros who were doing nothing but rooting at
the mud in the pen and hoping someone would throw them something
to eat. The stabros shook their heads and dug with their long front toes.

ÒThis is Tuuvin?Ó Veronique said.

I was embarrassed. One of the stabros, a gelding with long feathery
ears, craned his head toward me. I reached out and pulled on the long
guard hairs at the tips of his ears and he lipped at my hand. He had a
long purple tongue. He breathed out steam. Their breath always re-
minded me of the smell of whisak mash.

ÒDo you ride them?Ó Veronique asked.

ÒWhat?Ó I asked.
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ÒDoyou, um, get on their backs?ÓShemade a person with her fingers
walking through the air, then the fingers jumped on the other hand.

ÒAstabros?ÓI asked. Tuuvin and Gerdor laughed. ÒNo,ÓI said. ÒThey
have no like that. Stabrosangry, very much.ÓI pretended to kick. ÒThey
have milk, sometimes.And sleds,ÓI said triumphantly, remembering the
word.

Sheleaned on the fence.ÒTheyare pretty,Óshesaid. ÒTheyhave pretty
eyes. They look so sad with their long drooping ears.Ó

ÒWhat?Ó Tuuvin asked. ÒWhatÕs pretty?Ó

ÒShe says they have pretty eyes,Ó I said.

Gerdor laughed, but Tuuvin and I gave him a sharp look.

The dogs were leaping and barking and clawing at the gate. She
stopped and reached a hand out to touch them. ÒDogsare from Earth,Ó
she said.

ÒDogs areaufworld,ÓI said. ÒLike us. Stabros areutil.Ó

ÒWhatÕs that mean?Ó she asked.

ÒStabroscan eat food that is aunworld,ÓI said. ÒWecanÕt,dogs canÕt.
But we can eat stabros, so they are between.Ó

ÒAre stabros from Earth?Ó Veronique asked.

I didnÕtknow, but Tuuvin did, which surprised me. ÒStabrosare from
here,Óhe said. ÒAyudesh explained where it all came from, remember?
Util animals and plants were here, but we could use them. Aunworld an-
imals and plants make us sick.Ó

ÒI know they make us sick,Ó I snapped. But I translated as best I could.

Veronique was looking at the dogs. ÒDo they bite?Ó she asked.

Bite? ÒYoumean,ÓI clicked my teeth, Òlike eat? Sometimes. Mostly if
theyÕre fighting.Ó

She took her hand back.

ÒIÕllget a puppy,Ó Tuuvin said, and swung a leg over the side of the
pen and waded through the dogs. Tuuvin took care of the dogs a lot so
he wasnÕt afraid of them. I didnÕt like them much. I liked stabros better.

ÒThereÕs a winter litter?Ó I said.

ÒYeah,Óhe said. ÒButit hasnÕtbeen too cold, they might be okay. If it
gets cold we can always eat Õem.Ó

The puppy looked like a little sausagewith short arms and legs and a
pink nose. Veronique cooed and took it from Tuuvin and cradled it in
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her arms. She talked to it, but she talked in a funny way, like baby talk,
and I couldnÕtunderstand anything she said. ÒWhatÕsits name?Óshe
asked.

ÒIts name?Ó I said.

ÒDo you name them?Ó she asked.

I looked at Tuuvin. Even Tuuvin should have been able to understand
that; the first thing anybody learned in lingua was ÒWhatÕsyour name?Ó
But he wasnÕtpaying any attention. I asked him if any of the dogs had
names.

He nodded. ÒSomeof them do. The dark male, heÕsa lead dog, heÕs
called Bigman. And that one is Yellow Dog. The puppies donÕthave
names, though.Ó

ÒI think this one should have a name,ÓVeronique said, when I told
her. ÒI think heÕll be a mighty hunter, so call him Hunter.Ó

I didnÕtunderstand what hunting had to do with dogs, and I thought
it was a bitch puppy anyway, but I didnÕtwant to embarrass her, so I
told Tuuvin. I was afraid he would laugh, but he didnÕt.

ÒHow do you say that in English?Óhe asked. ÒHunter? Okay, IÕllre-
member.Ó He smiled at Veronique and touched the puppyÕs nose.
ÒHunter,Ó he said. The puppy licked him with a tiny pink tongue.

Veronique smiled back. And I didnÕt like it.

Veronique went to find her teacher. I went down to the distillery to tell
Mam why I wasnÕtthere helping. Tuuvin followed me down the hill. The
distillery stank so it was down below Sckarline in the trees, just above
the fields.

He caught me by the waist and I hung there so he could brush his lips
across my hair.

ÒItÕs too cold out here,Ó I said and broke out of his arms.

ÒLetÕs go in the back,Ó he said.

ÒIÕve got to tell Mam,Ó I said.

ÒOnceyou tell your mam, thereÕllbe all these things to do and we
wonÕt get any time together,Ó he said.

ÒI canÕt,Ó I said, but I let him make up my mind for me.

We went around the side, tracking through the dry snow where no
one much walked, through the lacey wintertrees to the door to the
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storage in the back. It was as cold in the back as it was outside, and it
was dark. It smelled like mash and whisak and the faint charcoal smell of
the charred insides of the kegs. Brass whisak, Sckarline whisak.

He boosted me on a stack of kegs and kissed me.

It wasnÕtthat I really cared so much about kissing. It was nice, but
Tuuvin would have kissed and kissed for hours if I would let him and if
we could ever find a place where we could be alone for hours. Tuuvin
would kiss long after my face felt overused and bruised from kissing.
But I just wanted to be with Tuuvin so much. I wanted to talk with him,
and have him walk with me. I would let him kiss me if I could whisper
to him. I liked the way he pressed against me now; he was warm and I
was cold.

He kissed me with little kisses;kiss, kiss, kiss. I liked the little kisses.It
was almost like he was talking to me in kisses.Then he kissed me hard
and searchedaround with his tongue. I never knew what to do with my
tongue when he put his in my mouth, so I just kept mine still. I could feel
the rough edge of the keg beneath my legs, and if I shifted my weight it
rocked on the one below it. I turned my facesideways to get my noseout
of the way and opened my eyes to look past Tuuvin. In the dark I could
barely make out UukraithÕs eye burned on all the kegs, to keep them
from going bad. Uukraith was the door witch. UukraithÕssister Ina took
souls from their mother and put them in seeds,put the seedin women to
make babies. The kegs were all turned different directions, eyes looking
everywhere. I closed mine again. Uukraith was also a virgin.

ÒOhhhh, Heth! Eeeuuuu!Ó

I jumped, but Tuuvin didnÕt,he just let go of my waist and stepped
back and crossed his arms the way he did when he was uncomfortable.
The air felt cold where he had just been warm.

My little sister, Bet, shook her butt at us. ÒKissy,kissy, kissy,Óshesaid.
ÒMAM, JANNAÕS BACK IN THE KEGS WITH TUUVIN!Ó

ÒShut up, Bet,Ó I said. Not that she would stop.

ÒSlobber,slobber,Óshe said, like we were stabros trading cud. She
danced around, still shaking her butt. She puckered up her lips and
made wet, smacking noises.

ÒFucking little bitch,Ó I said.

Tuuvin frowned at me. He liked Bet. She wasnÕt his little sister.

ÒMAM,Ó Bet hollered, ÒJANNA SAID ÔFUCKINGÕ!Ó
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ÒJanna,Ó my mother called, Òcome here.Ó

I tried to think of what to do to Bet. IÕdhave liked to slap her silly. But
sheÕdjust go crying to Mam and IÕdreally be in trouble. It was just that
she thought she was so smart and she was really being so stupid.

Mam was on her high stool, tallying. My mam wore trousers most of-
ten, and she was tall and man-faced. Still and all, men liked her. I took
after her, so I was secretly glad that men watched her walk by, even if
she never much noticed.

ÒLeave your little sister alone,Ó she said.

ÒLeave her alone!Ó I said. ÒShe came and found me.Ó

ÒDonÕtswear at her. You talk like an old man.ÓMam was acting like a
headman, her voice even and cool.

ÒIf she hadnÕt come lookingÑÓ

ÒIf you had been working as youÕresupposed to, sheÕdhave had no
one to look for, would she.Ó

ÒIwent to seethe visitors,Ó I said. ÒThereare two. An old man and a
girl. I helped Da carry their things to the visitorsÕ house.Ó

ÒSo that means it is okay to swear at your sister.Ó

It was the same words we always traded. The same arguments, all
worn smooth and shining like the wood of a yoke. The brand for the
kegs was heating in the fire and I could smell the tang of hot iron in the
dung.

ÒYou treat me like a child,Ó I said.

She didnÕteven answer, but I knew what she would say, that I acted
like a child. As if what Tuuvin and I were doing had anything to do with
being a child.

I was so tired of it I thought I would burst.

ÒGoback to work,Ó Mam said, turning on her stool. Saying Òthistalk is
doneÓ with her shoulders and her eyes.

ÒItÕs wrong to live this way,Ó I said.

She looked back at me.

ÒIf we lived with the clans, Tuuvin and I could be together.Ó

That made her angry. ÒThis is a better life than the clans,Óshe said.
ÒYou donÕt know what youÕre talking about. Go back to work.Ó

I didnÕtsay anything. I just hated her. ShedidnÕtunderstand anything.
She and my Da hadnÕtwaited until they were old. They hadnÕtwaited
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for anything, and theyÕdleft their clan to come to Sckarline when it was
new. I stood in front of her, making her feel me standing there, all hot
and silent.

ÒJanna,Óshe said. ÒIÕllnot put up with your sullennessÑÓIt made her
furious when I didnÕt talk.

So she slapped me, and then I ran out, crying, past Bet who was de-
lighted, and past Tuuvin, who had his mouth open and a stupid look on
his face. And I wished they would all disappear.

Veronique sat with Tuuvin and me at dinner in the guesthouse. The
guesthousewas full of smoke. We all sat down on the floor with felt and
blankets. I looked to seewhat Veronique would be sitting on and it was
wonderful. It was dark, dark blue and clean on the outside, and inside it
was red and black squares. I touched it. It had a long metal fastener, a
cunning thing that locked teeth together, that Veronique had unfastened
so she could sit on the soft red and black inside. Dark on the outside, red
on the inside; it was as if it represented some strange offworld beast.My
felt blanket was red, but it was old and the edges were gray with dirt.
Offworlders were so clean, as if they were always new.

Ayudesh was with the old man who had come with Veronique. Wanji
was there, but she was being quiet and by herself, the way Wanji did.

Tuuvin had brought the puppy into the guesthouse. ÒSheasked me
to,Ó he said when I asked him what he was doing.

ÒShedid not,Ó I said. ÒPeople are watching a dog in this house.
Besides, you donÕt understand her when she talks.Ó

ÒI do, too,Ó he said. ÒI was in school, too.Ó

I rolled my eyes.He was when he was little, but he left as soon as he
was old enough to hunt. Men always left as soon as they were old
enough to hunt. And he hated it anyway.

Veronique squealed when she saw the puppy and took it from Tuuvin
as if it were a baby. Everyone watched out of the corner of their eyes.Ay-
udesh thought it was funny. We were all supposed to be equal in Sckar-
line, but Ayudesh was really like a headman.

She put the puppy on her offworld blanket and it rolled over on its
back, showing her its tan belly. It would probably pee on her blanket.

My da leaned over. ÒI hope it isnÕt dinner.Ó My da hated dog.

ÒNo,Ó I said. ÒShe just likes it.Ó
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My da said to her, ÒHie.Ó Then to me he said, ÒWhat is she called?Ó

ÒVeronique,Ó I said.

ÒVeronique,Ó he said. Then he pointed to himself. ÒGuwk.Ó

ÒHello, Guwk,Ó Veronique said.

ÒHello, Veronique,Ó said my da, which surprised me because I had
never heard him say anything in English before. ÒAsk her for her cup,Ó
he said to me.

Shehad one; bright yellow and smooth. But my da handled it matter-
of-factly, as if he handled beautiful things every day. He had a skin and
he poured whisak into her cup. ÒMy wife,Ó he waved at Mam, Òshe
makes whisak for Sckarline.Ó

I tried to translate, but I didnÕt know what ÔwhisakÕ was in English.

Veronique took the cup. My da held his hand up for her to wait and
poured himself a cup. He tossed it back. Then he nodded at her for her to
try.

She took a big swallow. She hadnÕtexpected the burn, you could see
that. She choked and her face got red. Tuuvin patted her on the back
while she coughed. ÒOh my God,Ó she said. ÒThatÕsstrong!Ó I didnÕt
think I needed to translate that.

II.

The sound of the guns is like the cracking of whips. Like the snapping
of bones. The outrunners for the ScathalosHigh-on came into Sckarline
with a great deal of racket; brass clattering, the men singing and firing
their guns into the air. It started the dogs barking and scaredout stabros
and brought everyone outside.

Scathalosdyed the toes and ridgeline manes of their stabros kracken
yellow. They hung brassclappers in the harnessesof their caravan anim-
als and bits of milky blue glass from the harnessesof their dogs. On this
sunny day everything winked. Only their milking does were plain, and
thatÕsonly becauseeven the will of a hunter canÕtmake a doe stabros
tractable.

Veronique came out with me. ÒWho are they?Ó she asked.

Even after just three days I could understand Veronique a lot better.
ÒThey are from a great clan, Scathalos,ÓI said. ÒThey come to buy
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whisak.Ó We hoped they would buy it. Sometimes,when Scathalosout-
runners came, they just took it.

ÒTheyÕre another clan?Ó she asked. ÒWhere are the women?Ó

ÒTheyÕreoutrunners,Ó I said. ÒThey go out and hunt and trade.
Outrunners are not-married men.Ó

ÒThey have a lot of guns,Ó she said.

They had more guns than I had ever seen.Usually when outrunners
came they had one or two guns. Guns are hard to get. But it looked as if
almost every outrunner had a gun.

ÒDoes Sckarline have guns?Ó Veronique asked.

ÒNo,Ó I said.

ÔTheyÕre not appropriate, right?Ó

A lot of people said we should have guns, whether Ayudesh and
Wanji thought they were appropriate or not. They had to buy the clips
that go with them. Ayudesh said that the offworlders used the need of
the clips to control the clans. He said that it wasnÕtappropriate because
we couldnÕt maintain it ourselves.

My da said that maybe some things we should buy. We bought things
from other clans, that was trade. Maybe guns were trade, too.

The dogs nipped at the doe stabros, turning them, making them stop
until outrunners could slip hobbles on them. The stabros looked pretty
good. They were mostly dun, and the males were heavy in the shoulders,
with heads set low and forward on their necks. Better than most of our
animals. The long hairs on their ears were braided with red and yellow
threads. Handlers unhooked the sleds from the pack stabros.

Two of them found the skimmer tracks beyond the schoolhouse.They
stopped and looked around. They saw Veronique. Then another stared
at her, measuring her.

ÒCome with me,Ó I said.

Our dogs barked and their dogs barked. The outrunner men talked
loudly. Sckarline people stood at the doors of their houses and didnÕt
talk at all.

ÒWhatÕs wrong?Ó Veronique asked.

ÒComehelp my mam and me.ÓShewould be under the gaze of them
in the distillery, too, but I suspectedshe would be under their gaze any-
where. And this way Mam would be there.
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ÒScathaloscome here for whisak,ÓI said to my mam, even though she
could seefor herself. Mam was at the door, shading her eyesand watch-
ing them settle in. Someone should have been telling them we had
people in the guesthouseand offering to put their animals up, but no one
was moving.

ÒTuuvin is in the back,ÓMam said, pointing with her chin. ÒGoback
and help him.Ó

Tuuvin was hiding the oldest whisak, what was left of the three-year-
old brass whisak. Scathalos had come for whisak two years ago and
taken what they wanted and left us almost nothing but lame stabros.
They said it was becausewe had favored Toolie Clan in trade. The only
reason we had any three-year-old whisak left was becausethey couldnÕt
tell what was what.

So my da and some of the men had dug a cellar in the distillery. Tuu-
vin was standing in the cellar, taking kegs he had stacked at the edge
and pulling them down. It wasnÕtvery deep, not much over his chest,
but the kegs were heavy. I started stacking more for him to hide.

I wondered what the outrunners would do if they caught us at our
work. I wondered if Tuuvin was thinking the same thing. WeÕdhidden
some down there in the spring before the stabros went up to summer
grazing but then weÕdtaken some of the oldest kegs to drink when the
stabros came back down in the fall.

ÒHurry,Ó Tuuvin said softly.

My hands were slick. Veronique started taking kegs, too. ShecouldnÕt
lift them, so she rolled them on their edge. Her hands were soft and
pretty, not used to rough kegs. It seemed like it took a long time. Tuu-
vinÕshands were rough and red. IÕdnever thought about how hard his
hands were. Mine were like his, all red. My hands were ugly compared
to VeroniqueÕs.Surely he was noticing that, too, since every time Vero-
nique rolled a keg over, her hands were right there.

And then the last keg was on the edge. UukraithÕseye looked at me,
strangely unaffected. Or maybe amused. Or maybe angry. Da said that
spirits do not feel the way we feel. The teachersnever said anything at all
about spirits, which was how we knew that they didnÕt listen to them.
There was not much spacein the cellar, just enough for Tuuvin to stand
and maybe a little more.
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Tuuvin put his hands on the edge and boosted himself out of the cel-
lar. In front of the store we heard the crack of the door on its hinges and
we all three jumped.

Tuuvin slid the wooden cover over the hole in the floor. ÒMovethose,Ó
he said, pointing at empty kegs.

I didnÕt hear voices.

ÒAre you done yet?Ó Mam said, startling us again.

ÒAre they here?Ó I asked.

ÒNo,Óshe said. ÒNot yet.ÓShedidnÕtseemafraid. I had seenmy mam
afraid, but not very often. ÒWhat is she doing here?ÓMam asked, point-
ing at Veronique.

ÒI thought she should be here, I mean, I was afraid to leave her by
herself.Ó

ÒSheÕsnot a child,Ó Mam said. But she said it mildly, so I knew she
didnÕt really mind. Then Mam helped us stack kegs. We all tried to be
quiet, but they thumped like hollow drums. They filled the spacearound
us with noise. It seemedto me that the outrunners could hear us thump-
ing away from outside. I kept looking at Mam, who was stacking kegs as
if we hid whisak all the time. Tuuvin was nervous, too. His shoulders
were tense. I almost said to him, ÒyouÕreup around the ears, boy,Óthe
way the hunters did, but right now I didnÕt think it would make him
smile.

Mam scuffed the dirt around the kegs.

ÒWill they find them?Ó I asked.

Mam shrugged. ÒWeÕll see.Ó

There was a lot to do to get ready for the outrunners besides hiding
the best whisak. Mam had us count the kegs, even Veronique. Then
when we all three agreed on a number she wrote it in her tally book. ÒSo
we know how much we sell,Ó she said.

We were just finishing counting when outrunners came with Ay-
udesh. They came into the front. First the wind like a wild dog sliding
around the door and making the fires all sway. Then Ayudesh and then
the outrunners. The outrunners looked short compared to Ayudesh. And
they looked even harder than we did. Their cheeks were winter red.
Their felts were all dark with dirt, like theyÕd been out for a long time.
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ÒHie,Ósaid one of the men, seeing my mother. They all grinned.
People always seemedsurprised that they were going to trade with my
mam. The outrunners already smelled of whisak so people had finally
made them welcome. Or maybe someonehad the senseto realize that if
they gave them drink weÕd have time to get things ready. Maybe my da.

My mam stood asshe always did, with her arms crossed,tall asany of
them. Waiting them out.

ÒWhatÕsthis,Ó said the man, looking around. ÒEh?WhatÕsthis? It
stinks in here.Ó The distillery always stank.

They walked around, looked at the kegs, poked at the copper tubing
and the still. One stuck his finger under the drip and tasted the raw stuff
and grimaced. Ayudesh looked uncomfortable, but the teachers always
said that the distillery was ours and they didnÕt interfere with how we
ran it. Mam was in charge here.

Mam just stood and let them walk around her. She didnÕt turn her
head to watch them.

They picked up the brand. ÒWhatÕs this?Ó the man said again.

ÒWe mark all our kegs with the eye of Uukraith,Ó Mam said.

ÒWomanÕs work,Ó he said.

He stopped and looked at Veronique. He studied her for a moment,
then frowned. ÒYouÕre no boy,Ó he said.

Veronique looked at me, the whites of her eyesbright even in the dim-
ness, but she didnÕt say anything.

He grinned and laughed. The other two outrunners crowded close to
her and fingered the slick fabric of her sleeve, touched her hair. Vero-
nique pulled away.

The first outrunner got bored and walked around the room some
more.

He tapped a keg. Not like Mam thumped them, listening, but just as if
everything here were his. He had dirty brown hair on the backs of his
hands. Everywhere I looked I was seeingpeopleÕshands. I didnÕtlike the
way he put his hands on things.

Then he pointed to a keg, not the one he was tapping on, but a differ-
ent one, and one of the other men picked it up. ÒIs it good?Ó he asked.

My mam shrugged.

He didnÕtlike that. He took two steps forward and hit her across the
face. I looked at the black, packed dirt-floor.
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Ayudesh made a noise.

ÒItÕsgood,Ómy mam said. I looked up and she had a red mark on the
side of her face. Ayudesh looked as if he would speak, but he didnÕt.

The outrunner grabbed her braidÑshe flinched as he reached past her
faceÑand yanked her head. ÒItÕs good, woman?Ó he asked.

ÒYes,Óshe said, her voice coming almost airless, like she could not
breathe.

He yanked her down to her knees. Then he let go and they all went
out with the keg.

Ayudesh said, ÒAre you all right?Ó Mam stood back up again and
touched her braid, then flipped it back over her neck. ShedidnÕtlook at
any of us.

People were in the schoolhouse. Ayudesh sat on the table at the front
and people were sitting on the floor talking as if it were a meeting. Vero-
niqueÕsteacher was sitting next to Ayudesh and Veronique started as if
she was going to go sit with him. Then she looked around and sat down
with Mam and Tuuvin and me.

ÒSowe should just let them take whatever they want?ÓHarup said. He
wasnÕtclowning now, but talking as a senior hunter. He sat on his heels,
the way hunters do when theyÕre waiting.

Ayudesh said, ÒEvenif we could get guns, theyÕreused to fighting and
we arenÕt. What do you think would happen?Ó

Veronique was very quiet.

ÒIf we donÕt stand up for ourselves, what will happen?Ó Harup said.

ÒIf you provoke them theyÕll destroy us,Ó Ayudesh said.

ÒTeacher,ÓHarup said, spreading his hands as if he was telling a story.
ÒStabrosare not hunting animals, eh. They are not sharp-toothed like
haunds or dogs. Haunds are hunters, packs of hunters, who do nothing
but hunt stabros. There are more stabros than all the haunds could eat,
eh. So how do they choose?They donÕtkill the buck stabros with their
hard toes and heads, they take the young, the old, the sick, the helpless.
We do not want to be haunds, teacher. We just want the haunds to go
elsewhere for easy prey.Ó

Wanji came in behind us, and the fire in the boxstove ducked and
jumped in the draft. Wanji didnÕtsit down on the table, but, as was her
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custom, lowered herself to the floor. ÒOld hips,Ó she muttered as if
everyone in the room wasnÕt watching her. ÒOld women have old hips.Ó

When I thought of Kalky, the old woman who makes the souls of
everything, I thought of her as looking like Wanji. Wanji had a little face
and a big nose and deep lines down from her nose to her chin. ÒWhat
happened to you, daughter?Ó she asked my mam.

ÒThe outrunners came to the distillery to take a keg,Ó Mam said.

I noticed that now the meeting had turned around, away from Ay-
udesh on the table towards us in the back. Wanji always said that Ay-
udesh was vain and liked to sit high. Sometimes she called him ÒHigh-
on.Ó ÒAnd so,Ó Wanji said.

My motherÕsface was still red from the blow, but it hadnÕt yet
purpled. ÒI donÕtthink the outrunners like to do business with me,Ó
Mam said.

ÒOneof them hit her,ÓI said, becauseMam wasnÕtgoing to. Mam nev-
er talked about it when my da hit her, either. Although he didnÕtdo it as
much as he used to when I was BetÕs age.

Mam looked at me, but I couldnÕt tell if she was angry with me or not.

Harup spread his hands to say, ÒSee?Ó

Wanji clucked.

ÒWe got the three-year-old whisak in the cellar,Ó Mam said.

I was looking, but I didnÕt see my da.

ÒWhat are they saying,Ó Veronique asked.

ÒTheyare talking,Ó I said, and had to think how to say it, Òaboutwhat
we do, but they, eh, not, do not know? Do not know what is right. Harup
want guns. Wants guns. Ayudesh says guns are bad.Ó

ÒWanji,ÓTuuvin whispered, ÒWanji she askÑeh,Ó and then in our
own tongue, Òtell her she was asking your mam what happened.Ó

ÒWanji ask my mother what is the matter,Ó I said.

Veronique looked at Tuuvin and then at me.

ÒGuns are bad,Ó Veronique said.

Tuuvin scowled. ÒShe doesnÕt understand,Ó he said.

ÒWhat?ÓVeronique said, but I just shook my head rather than tell her
what Tuuvin had said.

Someof the men were talking about guns. Wanji was listening without
saying anything, resting her chin on her hand. Sometimes it seemedlike
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Wanji didnÕteven blink, that she just turned into stone and you didnÕt
know what she was thinking.

Some of the other men were talking to Ayudesh about whisak. Yet,
HarupÕswife, got up and put water on the boxstove for the men to drink
and Big Sherep went out the menÕsdoor in the back of the schoolhouse,
which meant that he was going to get whisak or beer.

ÒNothing will get done now,Ó Tuuvin said, disgusted. ÒLetÕs go.Ó

He stood up and Veronique looked up at him, then scrambled to her
feet.

ÒNow they talk, talk, talk,ÓI said in English. ÒNothing to say, just talk,
you know?Ó

Outside there were outrunners. It seemedas if they were everywhere,
even though there were really not that many of them. They watched
Veronique.

Tuuvin scowled at them and I looked at their guns. Long black guns
slung over their backs. I had never seena gun close. And there was my
da, standing with three outrunners, holding a gun in his hands as if it
were a fishing spear,admiring it. He was nodding and grinning, the way
he did when someone told a good hunting story. Of course, he didnÕt
know that one of these people had hit Mam.

Still, it made me mad that he was being friendly.

ÒWe should go somewhere,Ó Tuuvin said.

ÒThe distillery?Ó I asked.

ÒNo,Óhe said, ÒtheyÕllgo back there.ÓAnd he looked at Veronique.
Having Veronique around was like having Bet, you always had to be
thinking about her. ÒTake her to your house.Ó

ÒAnd do what?ÓI asked. A little angry at him becausenow he had de-
cided he wasnÕt going back with us.

ÒIdonÕtknow, teach her to sew or something,Óhe said. He turned and
walked across to where my da was standing.

The outrunners took two more kegs of whisak and got loud. They
stuck torches in the snow, so the dogÕsharnesseswere all glittering and
winking, and we gave them a stabros to slaughter and they roasted that.
Someof the Sckarline men like my daÑand even HarupÑsat with them
and talked and sang. I didnÕt understand why Harup was there, but
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there he was, laughing and telling stories about the time my da got
dumped out of the boat fishing.

Ayudesh was there, just listening. VeroniqueÕsgrandfather was out
there, too, even though he couldnÕt understand what they were saying.

ÒWhen will they go?Ó Veronique asked.

I shrugged.

She asked something I didnÕt understand.

ÒWhen you trade,Ó she said, Òtrade?Ó

ÒTrade,Ó I said, Òtrade whisak, yes?Ó

ÒYes,Óshe said. ÒWhenyou trade whisak, men come?Are you afraid
when you trade whisak?Ó

ÒAfraid?Ó I asked. ÒWhen Scathalos come, yes.Ó

ÒWhen other people come, are you afraid?Ó she asked.

ÒNo,Ó I said. ÒJust Scathalos.Ó

She sat on my furs.

My mam was on the bed and Bet had gone to sleep. Mam watched us
talk, sitting cross-leggedand mending BetÕsboots. ShedidnÕtunderstand
any English. It felt wrong to talk when Mam didnÕtunderstand, but Ver-
onique couldnÕt understand when I talked to Mam, either.

ÒI have to go back to my hut,Ó Veronique said. ÒIan will come back
and heÕll worry about me.Ó

Outside the air was so cold and dry that the insides of our noses felt it.

ÒDonÕt you get tired of being cold?Ó Veronique asked.

The cold made people tired, I thought, yes. That was why people slept
so much during winterdark. I didnÕt always know what to say when
Veronique talked about the weather.

ÒWe tell your teacher, you sleep in our house, yes?Ó I offered.

ÒWho?Óshe said. ÒYoumean Ian? He isnÕtreally my teacher like you
mean it. HeÕs my professor.Ó

I tried to think of what a professor might be, maybe the person who
took you when your father died? It always seemed English didnÕthave
enough words for different relatives, but now here was one I didnÕt
know.
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The outrunners and the Sckarline hunters were singing about Fhidrhin
the hunter and I looked up to see if I could make out the stars that
formed him, but the sky had drifting clouds and I couldnÕt find the stars.

I couldnÕtseewell enough, the light from the bonfire made everyone
else just shadows. I took VeroniqueÕshand and started around the out-
side of the circle of singers, looking for Ayudesh and VeroniqueÕsteacher
or whatever he was. Facesglanced up, spirit faces in the firelight. The
smoke blew our way and then shifted, and I smelled the sweat smell that
came from the menÕsclothes as they warmed by the fire. And whisak, of
course. The stabros was mostly bones.

ÒJanna,Ósaid my da. His face was strange, too, not human, like a
mask. His eyes looked unnaturally light. ÒGo on back to your mother.Ó

ÒVeronique needs to tell the offworlder that sheÕs staying with us.Ó

ÒGoon back to the house,Óhe said again. I could smell whisak on him,
too. Whisak sometimes made him mean. My da used to drink a lot of
whisak when I was young, but since Bet was born he didnÕtdrink it very
often at all. He said the mornings were too hard when you got old.

I didnÕtknow what to do. If I kept looking for VeroniqueÕsgrandfather
and he got angry he would probably hit me. I nodded and backed away,
pulling Veronique with me, then when he stopped watching me, I star-
ted around the fire the other way.

One of the outrunners stumbled up and into us before we could get
out of the way. ÒEhÑ?Ó

I pulled Veronique away but he gripped her arm. ÒBoy?Ó

His breath in her face made her close her eyes and turn her head.

ÒNo boy,Óhe said. He was drunk, probably going to relieve himself.
ÒNo boy, outsider girl, pretty as a boy,Ó he said. ÒOutsider, they like
that? Eh?Ó

Veronique gripped my hand. ÒLetÕs go,Ó she said in English.

He didnÕt have to speak English to see she was afraid of him.

ÒIÕmnot pretty enough for you?Óhe said. ÒEh?Not pretty enough?Ó
He wasnÕtpretty, he was wiry and had teeth missing on one side of his
mouth. ÒNot Sckarline? With their pretty houses like offworlders? Not
pretty, eh?Ó

Veronique drew a breath like a sob.

ÒLet go of her, please,Ó I said, Òwe have to go find her teacher.Ó

ÒLook at the color of her,Ó he said, Òdoes that wash off? Eh?Ó
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ÒDo you know where her teacher is?Ó I asked.

ÒShutup, girl,Ó he said to me. He licked his thumb and reached to-
wards her face. Veronique raised her hand and drew back, and he twis-
ted her arm. ÒStandstill.Ó He rubbed her cheek with his thumb and
peered closely at her.

ÒDamn,Ó he said, pleased. ÒHow come the old man isnÕt dark?Ó

ÒMaybe they are different clans,Ó I said.

He stared at her as if weighing what IÕdsaid. As if thinking. Although
he actually looked too drunk to do much thinking. Then he leaned for-
ward and tried to kiss her.

Veronique pushed him away with her free arm. He staggered and fell,
pulling her down, too.

ÒLet go!Ó she shrieked.

Shut up, I thought, shut up, shut up! Give in, heÕstoo drunk to do
much. I tried to pull his arm off, but his grip was too strong.

ÒWhatÕs this?Ó another outrunner was saying.

ÒFohlderÕs found some girl.Ó

ÒIt would be fucking Fohlder!Ó

Veronique slapped at him and struggled, trying to get away.

ÒHey now,Ó Ayudesh was saying, Òhey now, sheÕsa guest, an off-
worlder.Ó But nobody was paying attention. Everybody was watching
the outrunner wrestle with her. He pinned her with her arms over her
head and kissed her.

Veronique was crying and slapping. Stop it, I kept thinking, just stop
it, or he wonÕt let you alone.

Her grandfather tried to pull the outrunner off. I hadnÕteven seenhim
come up. ÒNono no no no,Óhe was saying as if scolding someone.ÒNo
no no no noÑÓ

ÒGet off him,Ó another outrunner hauled him away.

Ayudesh said, ÒStop! She is our guest!Ó

ÒSheÕs yours, eh?Ó someone said.

ÒNo,Ó Ayudesh said, Òshe should be left alone. SheÕs a guest.Ó

ÒYour guest, right. Not interested in the likes of us.Ó

Someone else grunted and laughed.
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ÒShe likes Sckarline better, eh?Ó

ÒThatÕs because she doesnÕt know better.Ó

ÒFohlderÕll show her.Ó

You all stink like drunks, I wanted to scream at them, becausethey
did.

ÒThink sheÕs dark inside like she is outside?Ó

ÒHave to wait until morning to see.Ó

Oh, my da would be so mad at me, the stupid bitch, why didnÕtshe
stop, he was drunk, he was drunk, why had sheslapped at him, stupider
than Bet, she was as stupid as Bet my little sister, I was supposed to be
taking care of her, I was supposed to be watching out for her, my da
would be so madÑ

There was the bone crack of gunfire and everybody stopped.

Harup was standing next to the fire with an outrunner gun pointed
up, as if he were shooting at Fhidrhin up there in the stars. His expres-
sion was mild and he was studying the gun as if he hadnÕteven noticed
what was going on.

ÒHey,Ó an outrunner said, Òput that down!Ó

Harup looked around at the outrunners, at us. He looked slowly. He
didnÕtlook like he usually did, he didnÕtlook funny or angry, he looked
as if he were out on a boat in the ice. Calm, far away. Cold as the stars.
He could kill someone.

The outrunners felt it too. They didnÕtmove. If he shot one of them,
the others would kill him, but the one he shot would still be dead. No
one wanted to be the one that might be dead.

ÒItÕsa nice piece,ÓHarup said, Òbut if you used it for hunting youÕd
soon be so deaf you couldnÕt hear anything moving.Ó Then he grinned.

Someone laughed.

Everyone laughed.

ÒJanna,Ó Harup said, Òtake your friend and get us more whisak.Ó

ÒFohlder, you old walking dick, get up from that girl.Ó One of them
reached down and pulled him off. He looked mad.

ÒWhat,Ó he said, Òwhat.Ó

ÒGo take a piss,Ó the outrunner said.

Everyone laughed.
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III.

Veronique stayed with me that night, lying next to me in my blankets
and furs. She didnÕtsleep, I donÕtthink. I was listening to her breath. I
felt as if I should help her sleep. I lay there and tried to think if I should
put my arm around her, but I didnÕtknow. Maybe she didnÕtwant to be
touched.

And she had been a stupid girl, anyway.

She lay tense in the dark. ÒAre you going to be a teacher?Ó I asked.

She laughed. ÒIf I get out of here.Ó

I waited for her to say more, but shedidnÕt.ÒGetout of hereÓmeant to
make someone leave. Maybe she meant if she made herself.

ÒYou come here from Earth?ÓI asked. To get her to talk, although I
was tired of lingua and I didnÕt really want to think about anything.

ÒMy family came here from Earth,Ó she said.

ÒWhy?Ó

ÒMy father, heÕsan anthropologist,Ó she said. ÒDo you know
anthropologist?Ó

ÒNo,Ó I said.

ÒHe is a person who studies the way people live. And he is a teacher.Ó

All the offworlders I had ever met were teachers.I wondered who did
all the work on Earth.

ÒBecauseEarth had lost touch with your world, the people here are
very interesting to my father,Óshesaid. Her voice was listless in the dark
and she was even harder to understand when I couldnÕtsee her prop-
erly. I didnÕtunderstand so I didnÕtsay anything. I was sorry IÕdstarted
her talking.

ÒHistory, do you know the word ÔhistoryÕ?Ó she asked.

Of course I knew the word Òhistory.ÓÒI study history in school,ÓI
said. Anneal and Kumar taught it.

ÒDo you know the history of this world?Ó

It took my tired head a long time to sort that out. ÒYes,ÓI said. ÒWe
are a colony. People from Earth come here to live. Then there is a big
problem on Earth, and the people of Earth forget we are here. We forget
we are from Earth. Then Earth finds us again.Ó
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ÒSomepeople have stories about coming from the Earth,ÓVeronique
said. ÒMy father is collecting those stories from different peoples. IÕma
graduate student.Ó

The clans didnÕthave any stories about coming from Earth. We said
the first people came out of the sun. This somehow seemed embarrass-
ing. I didnÕt understand what kind of student she was.

ÒAre you here for stories?Ó I asked.

ÒNo,Óshe said. ÒIanis old friends with your teacher, from back when
they were both with the survey. We just came to visit.Ó

I didnÕt understand what sheÕd said except that they were visiting.

We were quiet after that. I pretended to sleep. Sometimes there was
gunfire outside and we jumped, even Mam on the bed. Everyone but Bet.
Once Bet was asleep it was impossible to wake her up.

I fell asleepthinking about how I wished that the Scathalosoutrunners
were gone. I dreamed that I was at the offworlderÕshome, where it was
summer but no one was taking care of the stabros, and they were all
glad, and so I was a heroÑand I was startled awake by gunfire.

Just more drinking and shooting.

I wished my da would come home. It didnÕtseemfair that we should
lie here and be afraid while the men were getting drunk and singing.

The outrunners stayed the next day, taking three more kegs of whisak
but not talking about trade. The following day they sent out hunters, but
didnÕtfind their own meat and so took another stabros, the gelding IÕd
shown to Veronique. And more whisak.

I went down to the distillery after they took some more whisak. It was
already getting dark. The dark comes so early at this time of year. The
door was left open and the fire was out. Mam wasnÕtcoming anymore.
There was no work being done. Kegs had been taken down and some
had been opened and left open. Somehad been spilled. They had started
on the green stuff, not knowing what was what and had thrown most of
it in the snow, probably thinking it was bad. Branded eyes on the kegs
looked everywhere.

I thought maybe they wouldnÕt leave until all the whisak was gone.
For one wild moment I thought about taking an axe to the kegs. Give
them no reason to stay.
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Instead I listened to them singing, their voices far away. I didnÕtwant
to walk back towards the voices, but I didnÕtwant to be outside in the
dark, either. I walked until I could see the big fire they had going, and
smell the stabros roasting. Then I stood for a while, becauseI didnÕtwant
to cross the light more than I wanted to go home. Maybe someone was
holding me back, maybe my spirit knew something.

I looked for my father. I saw Harup on the other side of the fire. His
face was in the light. He wasnÕtsinging, he was just watching. I saw
Gerdor, my little uncle, my fatherÕshalf brother. I did not seemy father
anywhere.

Then I saw him. His back was to me. He was just a black outline
against the fire. He had his hands open wide, as if he was explaining. He
had his empty hands open. Harup was watching my father explaining
something to some of the outrunners and something was wrong.

One of the outrunners turned his head and spat.

My father, I couldnÕt hear his voice, but I could see his body, his
shoulders moving ashe explained. His shoulders working, working hard
as if he were swimming. Such hard work, this talking with his hands
open, talking, talking.

The outrunner took two steps, bent down and pulled his rifle into the
light. It was a dark thing there, a long thing against the light of the fire.
My father took a step back and his hands came up, pushing something
back.

And then the outrunner shot my father.

All the singing stopped. The fire cracked and the sparks rose like stars
while my father struggled in the snow. He struggled hard, fighting and
scraping back through the snow. Elbow-walking backwards. The outrun-
ner was looking down the long barrel of the rifle.

Get up, I thought. Get up. For a long time it seemedI thought, Get up,
get up. Da, get up! But no sound came out of my mouth and there was
black on the snow in the trampled trail my father left.

The outrunner shot again.

My father flopped into the snow and I could seethe light on his faceas
he looked up. Then he stopped.

Harup watched. No one moved except the outrunner who put his rifle
away.
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I could feel the red meat, the hammering muscle in my chest. I could
feel it squeezing, squeezing. Heat flowed in my face. In my hands.

Outrunners shouted at outrunners. ÒYoushit,Óone shouted at the one
who shot my father. ÒYoudrunken, stupid shit!ÓThe one who shot my
father shrugged at first, as if he didnÕtcare, and then he becameangry,
too, shouting.

My breath was in my chest, so full. If I breathed out loud the outrun-
ners would hear me out here. I tried to take small breaths, could not get
enough air. I did not remember when I had been holding my breath.

Harup and the hunters of Sckarline sat, like prey, hiding in their still-
ness.The arguing went on and on, until it wasnÕtabout my father at all
and his body was forgotten in the dirty snow. They argued about who
was stupid and who had the High-onÕs favor. The whisak was talking.

I could think of nothing but air.

I went back through the dark, out of Sckarline, and crept around be-
hind the houses, in the dark and cold until I could come to our house
without going past the fire. I took great shuddering breaths of cold air,
breathed out great gouts of fog.

My mother was trying to get Bet to be quiet when I came in. ÒNo,Óshe
was saying, Òstop it now, or IÕll give you something to cry about.Ó

ÒMam,Ó I said, and I started to cry.

ÒWhat,Óshe said. ÒJanna,your face is all red.ÓShewas my mam, with
her face turned towards me, and I had never seen her face so clearly.

ÒTheyÕre going to kill all of us,Ó I said. ÒThey killed Da with a rifle.Ó

Shenever said a word but just ran out and left me there. Bet started to
cry although she didnÕt really know what I was crying about. Just that
she should be scared. Veronique was still. As still as Harup and the
hunters.

Wanji came and got me and brought me to AyudeshÕshouse because
our house is small and AyudeshÕshouse had enough room for some
people. Snow was caked in the creasesof my fatherÕspants. It was in his
hands, too, unmelted. I had seen dead people before, and my father
looked like all of them. Not like himself at all.

My mother had followed him as far as the living can goÑor at least as
far as someone untrained in spirit journeysÑand she was not herself.
Shewas sitting on the floor next to his body, rocking back and forth with
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her arms crossed in her lap. I had seen women like that before, but not
my mother. I didnÕt want to look. It seemed indecent. Worse than the
body of my father, since my father wasnÕt there at all.

Bet was screaming. Her face was red from the effort. I held her even
though she was heavy and she kept arching away from me like a toddler
in a tantrum. ÒMAM! MAM!Ó she kept screaming.

People came in and squatted down next to the body for a while.
People talked about guns. It was important that I take care of Bet, so I
did, until finally she wore herself out from crying and fell asleep. I held
her on my lap until the blood was out of my legs and I couldnÕtfeel the
floor and then Wanji brought me a blanket and I wrapped Bet in it and
let her sleep.

Wanji beckoned me to follow. I could barely stand, my legs had so
little feeling. I held the wall and looked around, at my mother sitting
next to the vacant body, at my sister, who though asleep was still alive.
Then I tottered after Wanji as if I was the old woman.

ÒWhere is the girl?Ó Wanji said.

ÒAsleep,Ó I said. ÒOn the floor.Ó

ÒNo, the girl,Ó Wanji said, irritated. ÒIanÕs girl. From the university.Ó

ÒI donÕt know,Ó I said.

ÒYouÕresupposed to be watching her. DidnÕt Ayudesh tell you to
watch her?Ó

ÒYou mean Veronique? SheÕs back at my house. In my bed.Ó

Wanji nodded and sucked on her teeth. ÒOkay,Óshe said. And then
again to herself. ÒOkay.Ó

Wanji took me to her house, which was little and dark. Shehad a lamp
shaped like a bird. It had been in her house as long as I could remember.
It didnÕtgive very much light, but I had always liked it. We sat on the
floor. WanjiÕsfloor was always piled high with rugs from her home and
furs and blankets. It made it hard to walk but nice to sit. Wanji got cold
and her bones hurt, so she always made a little nest when she sat down.
She pulled a red and blue rug across her lap. ÒSit, sit, sit,Ó she said.

I was cold, but there was a blanket to wrap around my shoulders. I
couldnÕtremember being alone with Wanji before. But everything was so
strange it didnÕt seem to make any difference and it was nice to have
Wanji deciding what to do and me not having to do anything.
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Wanji made tea over her little bird lamp. She handed me a cup and I
sipped it. Tea was a strange drink. Wanji and Ayudesh liked it and
hoarded it. It was too bitter to be very good, but it was warm and the
smell of it was always special. I drank it and held it against me. I started
to get warm. The blanket got warm from me and smelled faintly of
Wanji, an old dry smell.

I was sleepy. It would have been nice to go to sleep right there in my
little nest on WanjiÕs floor.

ÒGirl,ÓWanji said. ÒImust give you something. You must take care of
Veronique.Ó

I didnÕtwant to take care of anybody. I wanted someone to take care
of me. My eyesstarted to fill up and in a moment I was crying salt tears
into my tea.

ÒNo time for that, Janna,ÓWanji said. Always sharp with us. Some
people were afraid of Wanji. I was. But it felt good to cry, and I didnÕt
know how to stop it, so I didnÕt.

Wanji didnÕtpay any attention. She was hunting through her house,
checking in a chest,pulling up layers of rugs to peer in a corner. Was she
going to give me a gun? I couldnÕtthink of anything elsethat would help
very much right now, but I couldnÕt imagine that Wanji owned a gun.

Shecame back with a dark blue plastic box not much bigger than the
span of my spread hand. That was almost as astonishing as a gun. I
wiped my noseon my sleeve.I was warm and tired. Would Wanji let me
sleep right here on her floor?

Wanji opened the plastic box, but away from me so I couldnÕtseein-
side it. Shepicked at it as if she were picking at a sewing kit, looking for
something. I wanted to look in it but I was afraid that if I tried sheÕdsnap
at me.

She looked at me. ÒThisis mine,Óshe said. ÒWeboth got one and we
decided that if the people who settled Sckarline couldnÕt have it, we
wouldnÕt either.Ó

I didnÕtcare about that. That was old talk. I wanted to know what it
was.

Wanji wasnÕtready to tell me what it was. I had the feeling that Ay-
udesh didnÕt know about this, and I was afraid she would talk herself
out of it. She looked at it and thought. If I thought, I thought about my
father being dead. I sipped tea and tried to think about being warm,

63



about sleeping, but that feeling had passed. I wondered where Tuuvin
was.

I thought about my da and I started to cry again.

I thought that would really get Wanji angry so I tried to hide it, but she
didnÕtpay any attention at all. The shawl shewore over her head slipped
halfway down so when I glanced up I could seewhere her hair parted,
and the line of pale skin. It looked so bare that I wanted it covered up
again. It made me think of the snow in my fatherÕs hands.

ÒIt was a mistake,Ó Wanji said.

I thought she meant the box, and I felt a terrible disappointment that I
wouldnÕt get to see what was inside it.

ÒYou understand what we were trying to do?Ó she asked me.

With the box? Not at all.

ÒWhat are the six precepts of development philosophy?Ó she asked.

I had to think. ÒOne,ÓI said, Òthat economic development should be
gradual. Two, that analyzing economic growth by the production of
goods rather than the needs and capacities of people leads to displace-
ment and increased poverty. Three, that economic development should
come from the integrated development of rural areaswith the traditional
sectorÑÓ

ÒItÕs just words,Ó she snapped at me.

I didnÕt know what I had done wrong so I ducked my head and
sniffed and waited for her to get angry because I couldnÕt stop crying.

Instead she stroked my hair. ÒOh,little girl. Oh, Janna.You are one of
the bright ones. If you arenÕtunderstanding it, then we really havenÕt
gotten it across,have we?ÓHer hand was nice on my hair, and it seemed
so unlike Wanji that it scared me into stillness. ÒWewere trying to help,
you know,Ó she said. ÒWewere trying to do good. We gave up our lives
to come here. Do you realize?Ó

Did she mean that they were going to die? Ayudesh and Wanji?

ÒThis,Óshe said, suddenly brisk. ÒThis is for, what would you call
them, runners. Foreign runners. It is to help them survive. I am going to
give it to you so that you will help Veronique, understood?Ó

I nodded.

But she didnÕtgive it to me. Shejust sat holding the box, looking in it.
She didnÕt want to give it up. She didnÕt feel it was appropriate.
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Shesighed again, a terrible sound. Out of the box she pulled shiny foil
packets,dark blue, red, and yellow. They were the size of the palm of her
hand. Her glasseswere around her neck. Sheput them on like she did in
the schoolroom, absent from the gesture. Shestudied the printing on the
foil packets.

I loved foil. Plastic was beautiful, but foil, foil was something unima-
ginable. Tea came in foil packets. The strange foods that the teachersgot
off the skimmer came in foil.

My tea was cold.

ÒThis one,Óshe said, Òit is a kind of signal.Ó She looked over her
glassesat me. ÒListento me, Janna.Your life will depend on this. When
you have this, you can send a signal that the outsiders can hear. They can
hear it all the way in Bashtoy. And after you send it, if you can wait in
the same place, they will send someone out to get you and Veronique.Ó

ÒTheycan hear it in Bashtoy?ÓI said. I had never even met anyone
other than Wanji and the teachers who had ever been to Bashtoy.

ÒTheycan pick it up on their instruments. You send it every day until
someone comes.Ó

ÒHow do I send it?Ó

She read the packet. ÒWehave to set the signal, you and I. First we
have to put it in you.Ó

I didnÕt understand, but she was reading, so I waited.

ÒIÕmgoing to put it in your ear,Óshe said. ÒFromthere it will migrate
to your brain.Ó

ÒWill it hurt?Ó I asked.

ÒA little,Ó she said. ÔButit has its own way of taking pain away. Now,
what should be the code?Ó She studied the packet. She pursed her lips.

A thing in my ear. I was afraid and I wanted to say no, but I was more
afraid of Wanji so I didnÕt.

ÒYou can whistle, canÕt you?Ó she asked.

I knew how to whistle, yes.

ÒOkay,Óshe said, Òhereit is. IÕllput this in your ear, and then weÕll
wait for a while. Then when everything is ready, weÕll set the code.Ó

She opened up the packet and inside was another packet and a little
metal fork. Sheopened the inside packet and took out a tiny little disk, a
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soft thing almost like egg white or like a fish egg. She leaned forward
and put it in my left ear. Then she pushed it in hard and I jerked.

ÒHold still,Ó she said.

Something was moving and making noise in my ear and I couldnÕtbe
still. I pulled away and shook my head. The noise in my ear was loud, a
sort of rubbing, oozing sound. I couldnÕthear normal things out of my
left ear. It was stopped up with whatever was making the oozing noise.
Then it started to hurt. A little at first, then more and more.

I put my hand over my ear, pressing against the pain. Maybe it would
eat through my ear? What would stop it from eating a hole in my head?

ÒStop it,Ó I said to Wanji. ÒMake it stop!Ó

But she didnÕt, she just sat there, watching.

The pain grew sharp, and then suddenly it stopped. The sound, the
pain, everything.

I took my hand away. I was still deaf on the left side but it didnÕt hurt.

ÒDid it stop?Ó Wanji asked.

I nodded.

ÒDo you feel dizzy? Sick?Ó

I didnÕt.

Wanji picked up the next packet. It was blue. ÒWhile that one is work-
ing, weÕlldo this one. Then the third one, which is easy. This one will
make you faster when you are angry or scared. It will make time feel
slower. There isnÕt any code for it. Something in your body starts it.Ó

I didnÕt have any idea what she was talking about.

ÒAfter it has happened, youÕllbe tired. It uses up your energy.ÓShe
studied the back of the packet, then she scooted closer to me, so we were
both sitting cross-leggedwith our knees touching. Wanji had hard, bony
knees, even through the felt of her dress.

ÒOpen your eyes, very wide,Ó she said.

ÒWait,Ó I said. ÒIs this going to hurt?Ó

ÒNo,Ó she said.

I opened my eyes as wide as I could.

ÒLook down, but keep your eyes wide open,Ó she said.

I tried.

ÒNo,Ó she said, irritated, Òkeep your eyes open.Ó
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ÒTheyare open,ÓI said. I didnÕt think she should treat me this way.
My da had just died. Sheshould be nice to me. I could hear her open the
packet. I wanted to blink but I was afraid to. I did, becauseI couldnÕt
help it.

She leaned forward and spread my eye open with thumb and fore-
finger. Then she swiftly touched my eye.

I jerked back. There was something in my eye. I could feel it, up under
my eyelid. It was very uncomfortable. I blinked and blinked and blinked.
My eye filled up with tears, just the one eye, which was very, very
strange.

My eye socket started to ache. ÒIt hurts,Ó I said.

ÒIt wonÕt last long,Ó she said.

ÒYou said it wouldnÕt hurt!Ó I said, startled.

ÒI lied,Ó Wanji said, matter-of-fact.

It hurt more and more. I moaned. ÒYouÕre hateful,Ó I said.

ÒThatÕs true,Ó she said, unperturbed.

She picked up the third packet, the red one.

ÒNo,Ó I said, ÒI wonÕt! I wonÕt! You canÕt do it!Ó

ÒHush,Ó she said, Òthis one wonÕt hurt. I saved it until last on
purpose.Ó

ÒYouÕrelying!Ó I scrambled away from her. The air was cold where the
nest of rugs and blankets had beenwrapped around me. My head ached.
It just ached. And I still couldnÕt hear anything out of my left ear.

ÒLook,Óshe said, ÒI will read you the lingua. It is a patch, nothing
more. It says it will feel cold, but that is all. See,it is just a square of cloth
that will rest on your neck. If it hurts, you can take it off.Ó

I scrambled backwards away from her.

ÒJanna,Ó she said. ÒEnough!Ó She was angry.

I was afraid of it, but I was still more afraid of Wanji. So I hunched
down in front of her. I was so afraid that I sobbed while she peeled the
back off the square and put it on me.

ÒSee,Óshe said, still sharp with me, ÒitdoesnÕthurt at all. Stop crying.
Stop it. Enough is enough.ÓShe waved her hands over her head in dis-
gust. ÒYou are hysterical.Ó

I held my hand over the patch. It didnÕt hurt but it did feel cold. I
scrunched up and wrapped myself in a rug and gave myself over to my
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misery. My head hurt and my ear still ached faintly and I was starting to
feel dizzy.

ÒLiedown,Ó Wanji said. ÒGoon, lie down. IÕllwake you when we can
set the signal.Ó

I made myself a nest in the mess of WanjiÕsfloor and piled a blanket
and a rug on top of me. Maybe the dark made my head feel better, I
didnÕt know. But I fell asleep.

Wanji shook me awake. I hadnÕtbeen asleep long, and my head still
ached. Shehad the little metal fork from the ear packet, the yellow pack-
et. It occurred to me that she might stick it in my ear.

I covered my ear with my hand. My head hurt enough. I wasnÕtgoing
to let Wanji stick a fork in my ear.

ÒDonÕt scowl,Ó she said.

ÒMy head hurts,Ó I said.

ÒAre you dizzy?Ó she asked.

I felt out of sorts, unbalanced, but not dizzy, not really.

ÒShake your head,Ó Wanji said.

I shook my head. Still the same,but no worse. ÒDonÕtstick that in my
ear,Ó I said.

ÒWhat?IÕmnot going to stick this in your ear. ItÕsa musical fork. IÕm
going to make a sound with it and hold it to your ear. When I tell you to,
I want you to whistle something, okay?Ó

ÒWhistle what?Ó I said.

ÒAnything,Ó she said, ÒI donÕt care. Whistle something for me now.Ó

I couldnÕtthink of anything to whistle. I couldnÕtthink of anything at
all except that I wished Wanji would leave me alone and let me go back
to sleep.

Wanji squatted there. Implacable old bitch.

I finally thought of something to whistle, a crazy dog song for chil-
dren. I started whistlingÑ

ÒThatÕsenough,Óshe said. ÒNow donÕtsay anything else, but when I
nod my head you whistle that. DonÕtsay anything to me. If you do, it
will ruin everything. Nod your head if you understand.Ó

I nodded.
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Sheslapped the fork against her hand and I could seethe long tines vi-
brating. Sheheld it up to my ear, the one I couldnÕthear anything out of.
She held it there, concentrating fiercely. Then she nodded.

I whistled.

ÒOkay,Óshe said. ÒGood. That is how you start it. Now whistle it
again.Ó

I whistled.

Everything went dark and then suddenly my head got very hot. Then I
could see again.

ÒGood,Ó Wanji said. ÒYou just sent a signal.Ó

ÒWhy did everything get dark?Ó I asked.

ÒAll the light got used in the signal,ÓWanji said. ÒIt used all the light
in your head so you couldnÕt see.Ó

My head hurt even worse. Now, besidesmy eyes aching, my temples
were pounding. I had a fever. I raised my hand and felt my hot cheek.

Wanji picked up the blue packet. ÒNow we have to figure out about
the third one, the one that will let you hibernate.Ó

I didnÕt want to learn about hibernating. ÒI feel sick,Ó I said.

ÒItÕs probably too soon, anyway,Ó Wanji said. ÒSleep for a while.Ó

I felt so awful I didnÕt know if I could sleep. But Wanji brought me
more tea and I drank all that and lay down in my nest and presently I
was dreaming.

IV.

There was a sound of gunfire, far away, just a pop. And then more
pop-pop-pop.

It startled me, although I had been hearing the outrunnersÕguns at
night since they got here. I woke with a fever and everything felt as if I
were still dreaming. I was alone in WanjiÕshouse. The lamp was still lit,
but I didnÕtknow if it had been refilled or how long I had slept. During
the long night of winterdark it is hard to know when you are. I got up,
put out the lamp, and went outside.

Morning cold is worst when you are warm from sleep. The dry snow
crunched in the dark. Nothing was moving except the dogs were bark-
ing, their voices coming at me from every way.
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The outrunners were gone from the center of town, nothing there but
the remains of their fire and the trampled slick places where they had
walked. I slid a bit as I walked there. My head felt light and I concen-
trated on my walking becauseif I did not think about it I didnÕtknow
what my feet would do. I had to pee.

Again I heard the pop-pop-pop. I could not tell where it was coming
from becauseit echoedoff the buildings around me. I could smell smoke
and seethe dull glow of fire above the trees. It was down from Sckarline,
the fire. At first I thought they had gotten a really big fire going, and
then I thought they had set fire to the distillery. I headed for home.

Veronique was asleep in a nest of blankets, including some of my par-
entsÕ blankets from their bed.

ÒTheyset fire to the distillery,Ó I said. I didnÕtsay it in English, but she
sat up and rubbed her face.

ÒItÕs cold,Ó she said.

I could not think of anything to respond.

She sat there, holding her head.

ÒCome,ÓI said, working into English. ÒWe go see your teacher.ÓI
pulled on her arm.

ÒWhere is everybody?Ó she said.

ÒMy father die, my mother is, um, waiting with the die.Ó

She frowned at me. I knew I hadnÕtmade any sense.I pulled on her
again and she got up and stumbled around, putting on boots and jacket.

Outside I heard the pop-pop-pop again. This time I thought maybe it
was closer.

ÒTheyÕre shooting again?Ó she asked.

ÒThey shoot my father,Ó I said.

ÒOh God,Ó she said. She sat down on the blankets. ÒOh God.Ó

I pulled on her arm.

ÒAre you all right?Ó she asked.

ÒHurry,ÓI said. I made a pack of blankets. I found my axe and a few
things and put them in the bundle, then slung it all over my shoulders. I
didnÕt know what we would do, but if they were shooting people we
should run away. I had to pee really bad.

Shedid hurry, finally awake. When we went outside and the cold hit
her she shuddered and shook off the last of the sleep. I saw the
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movement of her shoulders against the glow of the fire on the horizon,
against the false dawn.

People were moving, clinging close to houses where they were invis-
ible against the black wood, avoiding the open spaces.We stayed close
to my house, waiting to seewhose people were moving. Veronique held
my arm. A dog came past the schoolhouse into the open area where the
outrunnersÕfire had been and stopped and sniffedÑmaybe the place
where my father had died.

I drew Veronique back, along to the back of the house. The spirit door
was closed and my father was dead. I crouched low and ran, holding her
arm, until we were in the trees and then she slipped and fell and pulled
me down, too. We slid feet first in the snow, down the hill between the
tree trunks, hidden in the pools of shadow under the trees. Then we
were still, waiting.

I still felt feverish and nothing was real.

The snow under the trees was all powder. It dusted our leggings and
clung in clumps in the wrinkles behind my knees.

Nothing cameafter us that we could see.We got up and walked deep-
er into the trees and then uphill, away from the distillery, but still skirt-
ing the village. I left her for a moment to pee, but she followed me and
we squatted together. We should run, but I didnÕtknow where to run to
and the settlement pulled at me. I circled around it as if on a tether,
pulling in closer and closer aswe got to the uphill part of the town. Com-
ing back around, we hung in the trees beyond the field behind the
schoolhouse. I could seethe stabros pens and see light. The outrunners
were in the stabros pens and the stabros were down. A couple of men
were dressing the carcasses.

We stumbled over Harup in the darkness. Literally fell over him in the
bushes.

He was dead. His stomach was ripped by rifle fire and his eyes were
open. I couldnÕttell in the darkness if he had dragged himself out here to
die or if someone had thrown the body here. We were too close.

I started backing away. Veronique was stiff as a spooked stabros. She
lifted her feet high out of the snow, coming down hard and loud. One of
the dogs at the stabros pen heard us and started to bark. I could seeit in
the light, its ears up and its tail curled over its back. The others barked,
too, ears towards us in the dark. I stopped and Veronique stopped, too.

71



Men in the pen looked out in the dark. A couple of them picked up rifles,
and cradling them in their arms walked out towards us from the light.

I backed up, slowly. Maybe they would find HarupÕsbody and think
that the dogs were barking at that. But they were hunters and they
would seethe marks of our boots in the snow and follow us. If we ran
they would hear us. I was not a hunter. I did not know what to do.

We backed up, one slow step and then another, while the outrunners
walked out away from the light. They were not coming straight at us, but
they were walking side by side and they would spread out and find us. I
had my knife. There was cover around, mostly trees, but I didnÕtknow
what I could do against a hunter with a rifle, and even if I could stop one
the others would hear us.

There were shouts over by the houses.

The outrunners kept walking, but the shouts didnÕt stop, and then
there was the pop of guns. That stopped one and then the other and they
half-turned.

The dogs turned barking towards the shouts.

The outrunners started to jog towards the schoolhouse.

We walked backward in the dark.

There were flames over there, at the houses. I couldnÕt tell whose
house was on fire. It was downhill from the schoolhouse,which meant it
might be our house. People were running in between the schoolhouse
and WanjiÕshouse and the outrunners lifted their guns and fired. People,
three of them, kept on running.

The outrunners fired again and again. One of the people stumbled, but
they all kept running. They were black shapes skimming on the field.
The snow on the field was not deep becausethe wind blew it into the
trees. Then one was in the trees. The outrunners fired again, but the oth-
er two made the trees as well.

There was a summer camp out this way, down by the river, for drying
fish.

I pulled on VeroniqueÕs arm and we picked our way through the trees.

There were people at the summer camp and we waited in the trees to
make sure they were Sckarline people. It was gray, false dawn by the
time we got there. I didnÕtremember ever having seenthe summer camp
in the winter before. The drying racks were bare poles with a top
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covering of snow, and the lean-to was almost covered in drifted snow.
There was no shelter here.

There were signs of three or four people in the trampled snow. I didnÕt
think it would be the outrunners down there becausehow would they
even know where the summer camp was, but I was not sure of anything.
I didnÕt know if I was thinking right or not.

Veronique leaned close to my ear and whispered so softly I could
barely hear. ÒWe have to go back.Ó

I shook my head.

ÒIan is there.Ó

Ian. Ian. She meant her teacher.

Shehad a hood on her purple clothing and I pulled it back to whisper,
ÒNot now. We wait here.ÓSo close to the brown shell of her ear. Like
soft, dark leather. Not like a real peopleÕs ear. She was shivering.

I didnÕtfeel too cold. I still had a feverÑI felt as if everything were far
from me, as if I walked half in this world. I sat and looked at the snow
cupped in a brown leaf and my mind was empty and things did not
seem too bad. I donÕt know how long we sat.

Someonewalked in the summer camp. I thought it was Sored, one of
the boys.

I took VeroniqueÕsarm and tugged her up. I was stiff from sitting and
colder than I had noticed, but moving helped. We slid down the hill into
the summer camp.

The summer camp sat in a V that looked at the river frozen below.
Sored was already out of the camp when we got there, but he waved at
us from the trees and we scrambled back up there. Veronique slipped
and used her hands.

There were two people crouched around a fire so tiny it was invisible
and one of them was Tuuvin.

ÒWhere is everyone else?Ó Sored asked.

ÒI donÕt know,Ó I said. Tuuvin stood up.

ÒWhereÕs your mother and sister?Ó he asked.

ÒI was at WanjiÕs house all night,Ó I said. ÒWhereÕs your family?Ó

ÒMy da and I were at the stabros pen this morning with Harup,Ó he
said.

ÒWe found Harup,Ó I said.
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ÒDid you find my da?Ó he asked.

ÒNo. Was he shot?Ó

ÒI donÕt know. I donÕt think so.Ó

ÒWe saw some people running across the field behind the school-
house. Maybe one of them was shot.Ó

He looked down at Gerda, crouched by the fire. ÒNone of us were
shot.Ó

ÒDid you come together?Ó

ÒNo,Ó Sored said. ÒI found Gerda here and Tuuvin here.Ó

He had gone down to seethe fire at the distillery. The outrunners had
taken some of the casks.He didnÕtknow how the fire started, if it was an
accident or if theyÕddone it on purpose. It would be easy to start if
someone spilled something too close to the fire.

Veronique was crouched next to the tiny fire. ÒJanna,Óshe said, Òhas
anyone seen Ian?Ó

ÒDid you see the offworlder teacher?Ó I asked.

No one had.

ÒWe have to find him,Ó she said.

ÒOkay,Ó I said.

ÒWhatare you going to do with her?ÓSored asked, pointing at Vero-
nique with his chin. ÒIs she ill?Ó

She crouched over the fire like someone who was sick.

ÒSheÕsnot sick,Ó I said. ÒWe need to see what is happening at
Sckarline.Ó

ÒIÕmnot going back,ÓGerda said, looking at no one. I did not know
Gerda very well. She was old enough to have children but she had no
one. Shelived by herself. SheÕdhad her noseslit by her clan for adultery,
but I never knew if she had a husband with her old clan or not. Some
people cameto Sckarline becausethey didnÕtwant to be part of their clan
anymore. Most of them went back, but Gerda had stayed.

Tuuvin said, ÒIÕll go.Ó

Sored said he would stay in case anyone else came to the summer
camp. In a day or two they were going to head towards the west and see
if they could come acrossthe winter pastures of Haufsdaag Clan. Sored
had kin there.

ÒThatÕs pretty far,Ó Tuuvin said. ÒToolie clan would be closer.Ó
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ÒYou have kin with Toolie Clan,Ó Sored said.

Tuuvin nodded.

ÒWe go to Sckarline,Ó I said to Veronique.

She stood up. ÒItÕsso damn cold,Óshe said. Then she said something
about wanting coffee. I didnÕtunderstand a lot of what she said. Then
she laughed and said she wished she could have breakfast.

Sored looked at me. I didnÕttranslate what shehad said. He turned his
back on her, but she didnÕt notice.

It took us through the sunrise and beyond the short midwinter morn-
ing and into afternoon to get to Sckarline. The only good thing about
winterdark is that it would be dark for the outrunners, too.

Only hours of daylight.

Nothing was moving when we got back to Sckarline. From the back
the schoolhouse looked all right, but the houseswere all burned. I could
see where my house had been. Charred logs standing in the red after-
noon sun. The ground around them was wet and muddy from the heat
of the fires.

TuuvinÕs house. AyudeshÕs house. WanjiÕshouse. In front of the
schoolhouse there were bodies. My daÕsbody, thrown back in the snow.
My mam and my sister. My sisterÕshead was broken in. My mam didnÕt
have her pants on. The front of the schoolhouse had burned, but the fire
must have burned out before the whole building was gone. The dogs
were moving among the bodies, sniffing, stopping to tug on the freezing
flesh.

Tuuvin shouted at them to drive them off.

My mamÕship bones were sharp under the bloody skin and her sex
was there for everyone to see,but I kept noticing her bare feet. The soles
were dark. Her toenails were thick and her feet looked old, an old, old
womanÕs feet. As if she were as old as Wanji.

I looked at people to seewho elsewas there. I saw Wanji, although she
had no face,but I knew her from her skin. VeroniqueÕsteacherwas there,
his face red and peeled from fire and his eyesbaked white like a smoked
fish. Ayudesh had no ears and no sex. His clothes had been taken.

The dogs were circling back, watching Tuuvin.

He screamed at them. Then he crouched down on his heels and
covered his eyes with his arm and cried.

I did not feel anything. Not yet.
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I whistled the tune that Wanji had taught me to send out the message,
and the world went dark. It was something to do, and for a moment, I
didnÕt have to look at my motherÕs bare feet.

The place for the Sckarline dead was up the hill beyond the town,
away from the river, but without stabros I couldnÕt think of how we
could get all these bodies there. We didnÕthave anything for the bodies,
either. Nothing for the spirit journey, not even blankets to wrap them in.

I could not bear to think of my mother without pants. There were lots
of dead women in the snow and many of them did have pants. It may
not have been fair that my mother should have someone elseÕs,but I
could not think of anything elseto do so I took the leggings off of Maitra
and tried to put them on my mother. I could not really get them
rightÑmy mother was tall and her body was stiff from the cold and from
death. I hated handling her.

Veronique asked me what I was doing, but even if I knew enough
English to answer, I was too embarrassed to really try to explain.

My motherÕsflesh was white and odd to touch. Not like flesh at all.
Like plastic. Soft looking but not to touch.

Tuuvin watched me without saying anything. I thought he might tell
me not to, but he didnÕt.Finally he said, ÒWecanÕtget them to the place
for the dead.Ó

I didnÕt know what to say to that.

ÒWe donÕt have anyone to talk to the spirits,Ó he said. ÒOnly me.Ó

He was the man here. I didnÕtknow if Tuuvin had talked with spirits
or not, people didnÕt talk about that with women.

ÒIsay that this place is a place of the dead, too,Óhe said. His voice was
strange. ÒSckarline is a place of the dead now.Ó

ÒWe leave them here?Ó I asked.

He nodded.

He was beardless, but he was a boy and he was old enough that he
had walked through the spirit door. I was glad that he had made the
decision.

I looked in housesfor things for the dead to have with them, but most
things were burned. I found things half-burned and sometimes not
burned at all. I found a fur, and used that to wrap the woman whose leg-
gings I had stolen. I tried to make sure that everybody got somethingÑa
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bit of stitching or a cup or something, so they would not be completely
without possessions.I managed to find something for almost everybody,
and I found enough blankets to wrap TuuvinÕsfamily and VeroniqueÕs
teacher. I wrapped Bet with my mother. I kept blankets separatefor Ver-
onique, Tuuvin, and me and anything I found that we could use I didnÕt
give to the dead, but everything else I gave to them.

Tuuvin sat in the burned-out schoolhouse and I didnÕtknow if what
he did was a spirit thing or if it was just grief, but I didnÕtbother him. He
kept the dogs away. Veronique followed me and picked through the
blackened sticks of the houses. Both of us had black all over our gloves
and our clothes, and black marks on our faces.

We stopped when it got too dark, and then we made camp in the
schoolhouse next to the dead. Normally I would not have been able to
stay so close to the dead, but now I felt part of them.

Tuuvin had killed and skinned a dog and cooked that. Veronique cried
while she ate. Not like Tuuvin had cried. Not sobs. Just helpless tears
that ran down her face. As if she didnÕt notice.

ÒWhat are we going to do?Ó she asked.

Tuuvin said, ÒWe will try for Toolie Clan.Ó

I didnÕt have any idea where their winter pastures were, much less
how to find them, and I almost asked Tuuvin if he did, but I didnÕtwant
to shame his new manhood, so I didnÕt.

ÒTheskimmer will come back here,ÓVeronique said. ÒI have to wait
here.Ó

ÒWecanÕtwait here,ÓTuuvin said. ÒIt is going to get darker, winter is
coming and weÕllhave no sun. We donÕthave any animals. We canÕtlive
here.Ó

I told her what Tuuvin said. ÒIhave, in here,ÓI pointed to my head, ÒI
call your people. Wanji give to me.Ó

Veronique didnÕt understand and didnÕt even really try.

I tried not to think about the dogs wandering among the dead. I tried
not to think about bad weather. I tried not to think about my house or
my mam. It did not leave much to think about.

Tuuvin had kin with Toolie Clan but I didnÕt.Tuuvin was my clankin,
though, even if he wasnÕta cousin or anything. I wondered if he would
still want me after we got to Toolie Clan. Maybe there would be other
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girls. New girls, that he had never talked to before. They would be
pretty, some of them.

My kin were Lagskold. I didnÕtknow where their pastures were, but
someone would know. I could go to them if I didnÕt like Toolie Clan. I
had met a couple of my cousins when they came and brought my fath-
erÕs half brother, my little uncle.

ÒListen,Ó Tuuvin said, touching my arm.

I didnÕt hear it at first, then I did.

ÒWhat?Ó Veronique said. ÒAre they coming back?Ó

ÒHush,ÓTuuvin snapped at her, and even though she didnÕt under-
stand the word, she did.

It was a skimmer.

It was far away. Skimmers didnÕtland at night. They didnÕteven come
at night. It had come to my message, I guessed.

Tuuvin got up, and Veronique scrambled to her feet and we all went
out to the edge of the field behind the schoolhouse.

ÒYou can hear it?Ó I asked Veronique.

She shook her head.

ÒListen,Ó I said. I could hear it. Just a rumble. ÒThe skimmer.Ó

ÒTheskimmer?Óshe said. ÒTheskimmer is coming? Oh God. Oh God.
I wish we had lights for them. We need light, to signal them that
someone is here.Ó

ÒTell her to hush,Ó Tuuvin said.

ÒI send message,Ó I said. ÒThey know someone is here.Ó

ÒWe should move the fire.Ó

I could send them another message,but Wanji had said to do it one
time a day until they came and they were here.

Dogs started barking.

Finally we saw lights from the skimmer, strange green and red stars.
They moved against the sky as if they had been shaken loose.

Veronique stopped talking and stood still.

The lights came towards us for a long time. They got bigger and
brighter, more than any star. It seemedas if they stopped, but the lights
kept getting brighter and I finally decided that they were coming straight
towards us and it didnÕt look as if they were moving, but they were.

78



Then we could see the skimmer in its own lights.

It flew low over us and Veronique shouted, ÒIÕm here! IÕm here!Ó

I shouted, and Tuuvin shouted, too, but the skimmer didnÕtseem to
hear us. But then it turned and slowly curved around, the sound of it go-
ing farther away and then just hanging in the air. It got to where it had
been before and cameback. This time it cameeven lower and it dropped
red lights. One. Two. Three.

Then a third time it came around and I wondered what it would do
now. But this time it landed, the sound of it so loud that I could feel it as
well ashear it. It was a different skimmer from the one we always saw. It
was bigger, with a belly like it was pregnant. It was white and red. It
settled easily on the snow. Its engines, pointed down, melted snow be-
neath them.

And then it sat. Lights blinked. The red lights on the ground flickered.
The dogs barked.

Veronique ran towards it.

The door opened and a man called out to watch something, but I
didnÕtunderstand. Veronique stopped and from where I was, she was a
black shape against the lights of the skimmer.

Finally a man jumped down, and then two more men and two women
and they ran to Veronique.

Shegestured and the lights flickered in the movements of her arms un-
til my eyes hurt and I looked away. I couldnÕtseeanything around us.
The offworldersÕ lights made me quite nightblind.

ÒJanna,ÓVeronique called. ÒTuuvin!ÓShe waved at us to come over.
So we walked out of the dark into the relentless lights of the skimmer.

I couldnÕtunderstand what anyone was saying in English. They asked
me questions, but I just kept shaking my head. I was tired and now, fi-
nally, I wanted to cry.

ÒJanna,Ó Veronique said. ÒYou called them. Did you call them?Ó

I nodded.

ÒHow?Ó

ÒWanji give me É In my head É ÓI had no idea how to explain. I
pointed to my ear.

One of the women came over, and handling my head as if I were a
stabros, turned it so she could push my hair out of the way and look in
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my ear. I still couldnÕt hear very well out of that ear. Her handling
wasnÕt rough, but it was not something people do to each other.

Shewas talking and nodding, but I didnÕttry to understand. The Eng-
lish washed over us and around us.

One of the men brought us something hot and bitter and sweet to
drink. The drink was in blue plastic cups, the same color as the jackets
that they all wore except for one man whose jacket was red with blue
writing. Pretty things. Veronique drank hers gratefully. I made myself
drink mine. Anything this black and bitter must have been medicine.
Tuuvin just held his.

Then they got hand lights and we all walked over and looked at the
bodies. Dogs ran from the lights, staying at the edges and slinking as if
guilty of something.

ÒJanna,Ó Veronique said. ÒWhich one is Ian? Which is my teacher?Ó

I had to walk between the bodies. We had laid them out so their heads
all faced the schoolhouseand their feet all faced the center of the village.
They were more bundles than people. I could have told her in the light,
but in the dark, with the hand lights making it hard to seeanything but
where they were pointed, it took me a while. I found Harup. Then I
found the teacher.

Veronique cried and the woman who had looked in my ear held her
like she was her child. But that woman didnÕtlook dark like Veronique
at all and I thought she was just kin becauseshe was an offworlder, not
by blood. All the offworlders were like Sckarline; kin becauseof where
they were, not because of family.

The two men in blue jackets picked up the body of the teacher. With
the body they were clumsy on the packed snow. The man holding the
teacherÕshead slipped and fell. Tuuvin took the teacherÕshead and I
took his feet. His boots were gone. His feet were as naked as my moth-
erÕs.I had wrapped him in a skin, but it wasnÕtvery big, and so his feet
hung out. But they were so cold, they felt like meat, not like a person.

We walked right up to the door of the skimmer and I could look in. It
was big inside. Hollow. It was dark in the back. I had thought it would
be all lights inside and I was disappointed. There were things hanging
on the walls but mostly it was empty. One of the offworld men jumped
up into the skimmer and then he was not clumsy at all. He pulled the
body to the back of the skimmer.
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They were talking again. Tuuvin and I stood there. TuuvinÕsbreath
was an enormous white plume in the lights of the skimmer. I stamped
my feet. The lights were bright but they were a cheat. They didnÕtmake
you any warmer.

The offworlders wanted to go back to the bodies, so we did. ÒYour
teachers,Ó Veronique said. ÒWhere are your teachers?Ó

I remembered WanjiÕsbody. It had no facebut it was easyto tell it was
her. AyudeshÕsbody was still naked under the blanket I had found. The
blanket was burned along one side and didnÕtcover him. Where his sex
had been, the frozen blood shone in the hand lights. I thought the dogs
might have been at him, but I couldnÕt tell.

They wanted to take WanjiÕsand AyudeshÕsbodies back to the skim-
mer. They motioned for us to take Ayudesh.

ÒWait,Ó Tuuvin said. ÒThey shouldnÕt do that.Ó

I squatted down.

ÒThey are Sckarline people,Ó Tuuvin said.

ÒTheir spirit is already gone,Ó I said.

ÒThey wonÕt have anything,Ó he said.

ÒIf the offworlders take them, wonÕt they give them offworlder
things?Ó

ÒThey didnÕt want offworld things,Ó Tuuvin said. ÒThatÕswhy they
were here.Ó

ÒButwe donÕthave anything to give them. At least if the offworlders
give them things, theyÕll have something.Ó

Tuuvin shook his head. ÒHarupÑ,Ó he started to say, but stopped.
Harup talked to spirits more than anyone. He would have known. But I
didnÕt know how to ask him and I didnÕt think Tuuvin did either. Al-
though I wasnÕtsure. There wasnÕtany drum or anything for spirit talk
anyway.

The offworlders stood looking at us.

ÒOkay,ÓTuuvin said. SoI stood up and we picked up AyudeshÕsbody
and the two offworld men picked up WanjiÕsbody and we took them to
the skimmer.

A dog followed us in the dark.

The man in the red jacket climbed up and went to the front of the
skimmer. There were chairs there and he sat in one and talked to
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someoneon a radio. I could remember the world for radioin English. Ay-
udesh used to have one until it stopped working and then he didnÕtget
another.

My thoughts rattled through my empty head.

They put the bodies of the teachers next to the body of VeroniqueÕs
teacher. Tuuvin and I stood outside the door, leaning in to watch them.
The floor of the skimmer was metal.

One of the blue-jacket men brought us two blankets. The blankets
were the sameblue as his jacket and had a red symbol on them. A circle
with words. I didnÕt pay much attention to them. He brought us foil
packets. Five. Ten of them.

ÒFood,Ó he said, pointing to the packets.

I nodded. ÒFood,Ó I repeated.

ÒDo they have guns?Ó Tuuvin asked harshly.

ÒGuns?Ó I asked. ÒYou have guns?Ó

ÒNo guns,Ó the blue jacket said. ÒNo guns.Ó

I didnÕtknow if we were supposed to get in the skimmer or if the gifts
meant to go. Veronique came over and sat in the doorway. She hugged
me. ÒThank you, Janna,Ó she whispered. ÒThank you.Ó

Then she got up.

ÒMove back,Ó said the red jacket, shooing us.

We trotted back away from the skimmer. Its engines fired and the
ground underneath them steamed. The skimmer rose, and then the en-
gines turned from pointing down to pointing back and it moved off.
Heavy and slow at first, but then faster and faster. Higher and higher.

We blinked in the darkness, holding our gifts.
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The Lincoln Train

Soldiers of the G.A.R. stand alongside the tracks. They are General
DodgeÕs soldiers, keeping the tracks maintained for the Lincoln Train. If I
stand right, the edges of my bonnet are like blinders and I canÕtseethe
soldiers at all. It is a spring evening. At the house, the lilacs are bloom-
ing. My mother wears a sprig pinned to her dress under her cameo.I can
smell it, even in the crush of these people all waiting for the train. I can
smell the lilac, and the smell of too many people crowded together, and a
faint taste of cinders on the air. I want to go home, but that house is not
ours anymore. I smooth my black dress. On the train platform we are all
in mourning.

The train will take us to St. Louis, from whence we will leave for the
Oklahoma territories. They say we will walk, but I donÕtknow how my
mother will do that. Shehas been poorly since the winter of Õ62.I check
my bag with our water and provisions.

ÒJulia Adelaide,Ó my mother says, ÒI think we should go home.Ó

ÒWeÕve come to catch the train,Ó I say, very sharp.

IÕmClara, my sister Julia is eleven years older than me. Julia is married
and living in Tennessee.My mother blinks and touches her sprig of lilac
uncertainly. If I am not sharp with her, she will keep on it.

I wait. When I was younger I used to try to school my unruly self in
Christian charity. God sends us nothing we cannot bear. Now I only try
to keep it from my face, try to keep my outer self disciplined. There is a
feeling inside me, an anger, that I canÕteven speak. Something is being
bent, like a bow, bending and bending and bendingÑ

ÒWhen are we going home?Ó my mother says.

ÒSoon,Ó I say because it is easy.

But she wonÕtremember and in a moment sheÕllask again. And again
and again, through this long, long train ride to St. Louis. I am trying to
be a Christian daughter, and I remind myself that it is not her fault that
the war turned her into an old woman, or that her mind is full of holes
and everything new drains out. But itÕsnot my fault either. I donÕteven
try to curb my feelings and I know that they rise up to my face.The only
way to be true is to be true from the inside and I am not. I am full of un-
christian feelings. My motherÕs infirmity is her trial, and it is also mine.

I wish I were someone else.
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The train comes down the track, chuffing, coming slow. It is an old,
badly used thing, but I can see that once it was a model of chaste and
beautiful workmanship. Under the dust it is a dark claret in color. It is
said that the engine was built to be used by President Lincoln, but since
the assassinationattempt he is too infirm to travel. People begin to push
to the edge of the platform, hauling their bagsand worldly goods. I donÕt
know how I will get our valise on. If Zeke could have come I could have
at least insured that it was loaded on, but the Negroes are free now and
they are not to help. The notice said no family Negroes could come to the
station, although I see their faces here and there through the crowd.

The train stops outside the station to take on water.

ÒIsit your father?Ómy mother says diffidently. ÒDo you see him on
the train?Ó

ÒNo, Mother,Ó I say. ÒWe are taking the train.Ó

ÒAre we going to see your father?Ó she asks.

It doesnÕtmatter what I say to her, sheÕllforget it in a few minutes, but
I cannot say yes to her. I cannot say that we will seemy father even to
give her a few moments of joy.

ÒAre we going to see your father?Ó she asks again.

ÒNo,Ó I say.

ÒWhere are we going?Ó

I have carefully explained it all to her and she cried every time I did.
People are pushing down the platform toward the train, and I am trying
to decide if I should move my valise toward the front of the platform.
Why are they in such a hurry to get on the train? It is taking us all away.

ÒWhereare we going? Julia Adelaide, you will answer me this mo-
ment,Ómy mother says, her voice too full of quaver to quite sound like
her own.

ÒIÕm Clara,Ó I say. ÒWeÕre going to St. Louis.Ó

ÒSt.Louis,Óshe says. ÒWedonÕtneed to go to St. Louis. We canÕtget
through the lines, Julia, and I É I am quite indisposed. LetÕsgo back
home now, this is foolish.Ó

We cannot go back home. General Dodge has made it clear that if we
did not show up at the train platform this morning and get our names
checked off the list, he would arrest every man in town, and then he
would shoot every tenth man. The town knows to believe him, General
Dodge was put in charge of the trains into Washington, and he did the
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same thing then. He arrested men and held them and every time the
train was fired upon he hanged a man.

There is a shout and I can only see the crowd moving like a wave,
pouring off the edge of the platform. Everyone is afraid there will not be
room. I grab the valise and I grab my motherÕsarm and pull them both.
The valise is so heavy that my fingers hurt, and the weight of our water
and food is heavy on my arm. My mother is small and when I put her in
bed at night she is all tiny like a child, but now she refuses to move,
pulling against me and opening her mouth wide, her mouth pink inside
and wet and open in a wail I can just barely hear over the shouting
crowd. I donÕtknow if I should let go of the valise to pull her, and for a
moment I think of letting go of her, letting someone else get her on the
train and finding her later.

A man in the crowd shoves her hard from behind. His face is twisted
in wrath. What is he so angry at?My mother falls into me, and the crowd
pushes us. I am trying to hold on to the valise, but my gloves are slip-
pery, and I can only hold with my right hand, with my left I am trying to
hold up my mother. The crowd is pushing all around us, trying to push
us toward the edge of the platform.

The train toots as if it were moving. There is shouting all around us.
My mother is fallen against me, her face pressed against my bosom,
turned up toward me. She is so frightened. Her face is pressed against
me in improper intimacy, as if she were my child. My mother as my
child. I am filled with revulsion and horror. The pressure against us be-
gins to lessen.I still have a hold of the valise. WeÕllbe all right. Let the
others push around, IÕllwait and get the valise on somehow. They wonÕt
have us travel without anything.

My motherÕseyes close. Her wrinkled face looks up, the skin under
her eyes making little pouches, as if it were a second, blind eyelid.
Everything is so grotesque. I am having a spell. I wish I could be some-
where where I could get away and close the windows. I have had these
spells since they told us that my father was dead, where everything is
full of horror and strangeness.

The person behind me is crowding into my back and I want to tell
them to give way, but I cannot. People around us are crying out. I cannot
seeanything but the people pushed against me. People are still pushing,
but now they are not pushing toward the side of the platform but toward
the front, where the train will be when we are allowed to board.
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Wait, I call out, but thereÕsno way for me to tell if IÕvereally called out
or not. I canÕthear anything until the train whistles. The train has
moved? They brought the train into the station? I canÕttell, not without
letting go of my mother and the valise. My mother is being pulled down
into this mass. I feel her sliding against me. Her eyesare closed. Sheis a
huge doll, limp in my arms. Sheis not even trying to hold herself up. She
has given up to this moment.

I canÕt hold on to my mother and the valise. So I let go of the valise.

Oh merciful God.

I do not know how I will get through this moment.

The crowd around me is a thing that pressesme and pushes me up,
pulls me down. I cannot breathe for the pressure. I seespecksin front of
my eyes,white sparks, too bright, like metal and like light. My feet arenÕt
under me. I am buoyed by the crowd and my feet are behind me. I am
unable to stand, unable to fall. I think my mother is against me, but I
canÕt tell, and in this mass I donÕt know how she can breathe.

I think I am going to die.

All the noise around me does not seem like noise anymore. It is
something else, some element, like water or something surrounding me
and overpowering me.

It is like that for a long time, until finally I have my feet under me, and
IÕmleaning against people. I feel myself sink, but I canÕtstop myself. The
platform is solid. My whole body feels bruised and roughly used.

My mother is not with me. My mother is a bundle of black on the
ground, and I crawl to her. I wish I could say that as I crawl to her I feel
concern for her condition, but at this moment I am no more than basean-
imal nature and I crawl to her becauseshe is mine and there is nothing
elsein the world I can identify asmine. Her skirt is rucked up so that her
ankles and calves are showing. Her face is black. At first I think it
something about her clothes, but it is her face, so full of blood that it is
black.

People are still getting on the train, but there are people on the plat-
form around us, left behind. And other things. A surprising number of
shoes, all badly used. Wraps, too. Bags. Bundles and people.

I try raising her arms above her head, to force breath into her lungs.
Her arms are thin, but they donÕtgo the way I want them to. I read in the
newspaper that when President Lincoln was shot, he stopped breathing,
and his personal physician started him breathing again. But maybe the
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newspaper was wrong, or maybe it is more complicated than I under-
stand, or maybe it doesnÕt always work. She doesnÕt breathe.

I sit on the platform and try to think of what to do next. My head is
empty of useful thoughts. Empty of prayers.

ÒMaÕam?Ó

ItÕs a soldier of the G.A.R.

ÒYes sir?Ó I say. It is difficult to look up at him, to look up into the sun.

He hunkers down but does not touch her. At least he doesnÕttouch
her. ÒDo you have anyone staying behind?Ó

Like cousins or something? Someonewho is not ÒrecalcitrantÓin their
handling of their Negroes? ÒNot in town,Ó I say.

ÒDid she worship?Ó he asks, in his northern way.

ÒYessir,ÓI say, Òshedid. Shewas a Methodist, and you should contact
the preacher. The Reverend Robert Ewald, sir.Ó

ÒIÕll see to it, maÕam. Now youÕll have to get on the train.Ó

ÒAnd leave her?Ó I say.

ÒYes maÕam, the train will be leaving. IÕm sorry maÕam.Ó

ÒBut I canÕt,Ó I say.

He takes my elbow and helps me stand. And I let him.

ÒWeare not really recalcitrant,ÓI say. ÒWherewere Zeke and Rachel
supposed to go? Were we supposed to throw them out?Ó

He helps me climb onto the train. People stare at me as I get on, and I
realize I must be all in disarray. I stand under all their gazes, trying to
get my bonnet on straight and smoothing my dress. I do not know what
to do with my eyes or hands.

There are no seats.Will I have to stand until St. Louis? I grab a seat
back to hold myself up. It is suddenly warm and everything is distant
and I think I am about to faint. My stomach turns. I breathe through my
mouth, not even sure that I am holding on to the seat back.

But I donÕt fall, thank Jesus.

ÒItÕsnot Lincoln,Ó someoneis saying, a manÕsvoice, rich and baritone,
and I fasten on the words as a lifeline, drawing myself back to the train
car, to the world. ÒItÕsSeward. Lincoln no longer has the capacity to
govern.Ó

The train smells of bodies and warm sweaty wool. It is a smell that
threatens to undo me, so I must concentrate on breathing through my
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mouth. I breathe in little pants, like a dog. The heat lies against my skin.
It is airless.

ÒOfcourse Lincoln can no longer govern, but that damned actor made
him a saint when he shot him,Ó says a second voice, ÒAnd now no one
dare oppose him. It doesnÕt matter if his policies make sense or not.Ó

ÒYouÕrewrong,Ó says the first. ÒSeward is governing through him.
Lincoln is an imbecile. He canÕtgovern, look at the way he handled the
war.Ó

The second snorts. ÒHe won.Ó

ÒNo,Ósays the first, Òwe lost, there is a difference, sir. We lost even
though the north never could find a competent general.ÓI know the type
of the first one. HeÕsthe one who thinks he is brilliant, who always knew
what President Davis should have done. If they are looking for a recalcit-
rant southerner, they have found one.

ÒGrantwas competent. Just not brilliant. Any military man who is not
Alexander the Great is going to look inadequate in comparison with
General Lee.Ó

ÒGrant was a drinker,Ó the first one says. ÒIt was his subordinates.
TheyÕd been through years of war. They knew what to do.Ó

It is so hot on the train. I wonder how long until the train leaves.

I wonder if the Reverend will write my sister in Tennesseeand tell her
about our mother. I wish the train were going east toward Tennesseein-
stead of north and west toward St. Louis.

My valise. All I have. It is on the platform. I turn and go to the door. It
is closed and I try the handle, but it is too stiff for me. I look around for
help.

ÒItÕs locked,Ó says a woman in gray. She doesnÕt look unkind.

ÒMy things, I left them on the platform,Ó I say.

ÒOh,honey,Óshe says, Òthey arenÕtgoing to let you back out there.
They donÕt let anyone off the train.Ó

I look out the window, but I canÕtseethe valise. I can seesome of the
soldiers, so I beat on the window. One of them glancesup at me, frown-
ing, but then he ignores me.

The train blows that it is going to leave, and I beat harder on the glass.
If I could shatter that glass.They donÕtunderstand, they would help me
if they understood. The train lurches and I stagger. It is out there,
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somewhere, on that platform. Clothes for my mother and me, blankets,
things we will need. Things I will need.

The train pulls out of the station and I feel so terrible I sit down on the
floor in all the dirt from peopleÕs feet, and sob.

The train creeps slowly at first, but then picks up speed. The clack-
clack clack-clack rocks me. It is improper, but I allow it to rock me. I am
in othersÕhands now and there is nothing to do but be patient. I am good
at that. Soit has beenall my life. I have tried to be dutiful, but something
in me has not bent right, and I have never been able to maintain a Chris-
tian frame of mind, but like a chicken in a yard, I have always kept my
eyes on the small things. I have tended to what was in front of me, first
the house, then my mother. When we could not get sugar, I learned to
cook with molassesand honey. Now I sit and let my mind go empty and
let the train rock me.

ÒChild,Ó someone says. ÒChild.Ó

The woman in gray has been trying to get my attention for awhile, but
I have been sitting and letting myself be rocked.

ÒChild,Ó she says again, Òwould you like some water?Ó

Yes,I realize, I would. Shehas a jar and shegives it to me to sip out of.
ÒThankyou,ÓI say. ÒWebrought water, but we lost it in the crush on the
platform.Ó

ÒYou have someone with you?Ó she asks.

ÒMy mother,ÓI say, and start crying again. ÒSheis old, and there was
such a press on the platform, and she fell and was trampled.Ó

ÒWhatÕs your name,Ó the woman says.

ÒClara Corbett,Ó I say.

ÒIÕmElizabeth Loudon,Ó the woman says. ÒAnd you are welcome to
travel with me.ÓThere is something about her, a simple pleasantness,
that makes me trust her. She is a small woman, with a small nose and
eyesasgray asher dress.Sheis younger than I first thought, maybe only
in her thirties? ÒHow old are you? Do you have family?Ó she asks.

ÒI am seventeen. I have a sister, Julia. But she doesnÕtlive in Missis-
sippi anymore.Ó

ÒWhere does she live?Ó the woman asks.

ÒIn Beech Bluff, near Jackson, Tennessee.Ó

She shakes her head. ÒI donÕt know it. Is it good country?Ó
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ÒI think so,ÓI say. ÒIn her letters it sounds like good country. But I
havenÕtseenher for seven years.ÓOf course no one could travel during
the war. She has three children in Tennessee.My sister is twenty-eight,
almost as old as this woman. It is hard to imagine.

ÒWere you close?Ó she asks.

I donÕtknow that we were close.But she is my sister. Sheis all I have,
now. I hope that the Reverend will write her about my mother, but I
donÕtknow that he knows where she is. I will have to write her. Shewill
think I should have taken better care.

ÒAre you traveling alone?Ó

ÒMy companion is a few seatsfarther in front. He and I could not find
seats together.Ó

Her companion is a man? Not her husband, maybe her brother? But
she would say her brother if thatÕswho she meant. A woman traveling
with a man. An adventuress, I think. There are stories of women travel-
ing, hoping to find unattached girls like myself. They befriend the young
girls and then deliver them to the brothels of New Orleans.

For a moment Elizabeth takes on a sinister cast. But this is a train full
of recalcitrant southerners, there is no opportunity to kidnap anyone. El-
izabeth is like me, a woman who has lost her home.

It takes the rest of the day and a night to get to St. Louis, and Elizabeth
and I talk. ItÕsas if we talk in ciphers; instead of talking about home, we
talk about gardening, and I can seethe garden at home, lazy with bees.
Sheis a quilter. I donÕtquilt, but I used to do petit pointe, so we can talk
sewing and about how hard it has been to get colors. And we talk about
mending and making do, we have all been making do for so long.

When it gets dark, since I have no seat,I stay where I am sitting by the
door of the train. I am so tired, but in the darkness all I can think of is my
motherÕsface in the crowd and her hopelessopen mouth. I donÕtwant to
think of my mother, but I am in a delirium of fatigue, surrounded by the
dark and the rumble of the train and the distant murmur of voices. I
sleep sitting by the door of the train, fitful and rocked. I have dreams like
fever dreams. In my dream I am in a strange house, but it is supposed to
be my own house, but nothing is where it should be, and I begin to be-
lieve that I have actually entered a strangerÕshouse, and that theyÕllre-
turn and find me here. When I wake up and go back to sleep, I am back
in this strange house, looking through things.
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I wake before dawn, only a little rested. My shoulders and hips and
back all achefrom the way I am leaning, but I have no energy to get up. I
have no energy to do anything but endure. Elizabeth nods, sometimes
awake, sometimes asleep, but neither of us speak.

Finally the train slows. We come in through a town, but the town
seemsto go on and on. It must be St. Louis. We stop and sit. The sun
comes up and heats the car like an oven. There is no movement of the
air. There are so many buildings in St. Louis, and so many of them are
tall, two stories, that I wonder if they cut off the wind and that is why itÕs
so still. But finally the train lurches and we crawl into the station.

I am one of the first off the train by virtue of my position near the
door. A soldier unlocks it and shouts for all of us to disembark, but he
need not have bothered for there is a rush. I am borne ahead at its begin-
ning, but I can stop at the back of the platform. I am afraid that I have
lost Elizabeth, but I seeher in the crowd. Sheis on the arm of a younger
man in a bowler. There is something about his air that marks him as dif-
ferentÑhe is sprightly and apparently fresh even after the long ride.

I almost let them pass,but the prospect of being alone makes me reach
out and touch her shoulder.

ÒThere you are,Ó she says.

We join a queue of people waiting to use a trench. The smell is ap-
palling, ammonia acrid and eye-watering. There is a wall to separatethe
men from the women, but the women are all together. I crouch, trying
not to notice anyone and trying to keep my skirts out of the filth. It is so
awful. ItÕs worse than anything. I feel so awful.

What if my mother were here?What would I do? I think maybe it was
better, maybe it was GodÕs hand. But that is an awful thought, too.

ÒChild,Ó Elizabeth says when I come out, ÒwhatÕs the matter?Ó

ÒItÕsso awful,Ó I say. I shouldnÕtcry, but I just want to be home and
clean. I want to go to bed and sleep.

She offers me a biscuit.

ÒYou should save your food,Ó I say.

ÒDonÕt worry,Ó Elizabeth says, ÒWe have enough.Ó

I shouldnÕtaccept it, but I am so hungry. And when I have a little to
eat, I feel a little better.

I try to imagine what the fort will be like where we will be going. Will
we have a place to sleep, or will it be barracks? Or worse yet, tents?
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Although after the night I spent on the train I canÕtimagine anything that
could be worse. I imagine if I have to stay awhile in a tent then IÕllmake
the best of it.

ÒIthink this being in limbo is perhaps worse than anything we can ex-
pect at the end,Ó I say to Elizabeth. She smiles.

She introduces her companion, Michael. He is enough like her to be
her brother, but I donÕtthink that they are. I am resolved not to ask; if
they want to tell me they can.

We are standing together, not saying anything, when there is some
commotion farther up the platform. It is a woman. Her black dress is like
smoke. She is running down the platform, coming toward us. There are
all of thesepeople and yet it is as if there is no obstacle for her. ÒNONO
NO NO, DONÕT TOUCH ME! FILTHY HANDS! DONÕT LET THEM
TOUCH YOU! DONÕT GET ON THE TRAINS!Ó

People are getting out of her way. Where are the soldiers? The fabric of
her dress is so threadbare it is rotten and torn at the seams.Her skirt is
greasy black and matted and stained. Her face is so thin. ÒANIMALS!
THERE IS NOTHING OUT THERE! PEOPLE DONÕT HAVE FOOD!
THERE IS NOTHING THERE BUT INDIANS! THEY SENT US OUT TO
SETTLE BUT THERE WAS NOTHING THERE!ÓI expect she will run
past me, but shegrabs my arm and stops and looks into my face.Shehas
light eyes, pale eyes in her dark face. She is mad.

ÒWEWERE ALL STARVING, SOWE WENT TO THE FORT BUT THE
FORT HAD NOTHING. YOU WILL ALL STARVE, THE WAY THEY
ARE STARVING THE INDIANS! THEY WILL LET US ALL DIE! THEY
DONÕTCARE!ÓShe is screaming in my face, and her spittle sprays me,
warm as her breath. Her hand is all tendons and twigs, but sheÕsso
strong I canÕt escape.

The soldiers grab her and yank her away from me. My arm aches
where she was holding it. I canÕt stand up.

Elizabeth pulls me upright. ÒStayclose to me,Óshe says and starts to
walk the other way down the platform. People are looking up, following
the screaming woman.

Shepulls me along with her. I keep thinking of the womanÕshand and
wrist turned black with grime. I remember my motherÕsface was black
when she lay on the platform. Black like something rotted.

ÒHere,ÓElizabeth says at an old door, painted green but now
weathered. The door opens and we pass inside.
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ÒWhat?ÓI say. My eyesare accustomed to the morning brightness and
I canÕt see.

ÒHer name is Clara,Ó Elizabeth says. ÒShe has people in Tennessee.Ó

ÒComewith me,Ósays another woman. She sounds older. ÒStepthis
way. Where are her things?Ó

I am being kidnapped. Oh merciful God, IÕll die. I let out a moan.

ÒHer things were lost, her mother was killed in a crush on the
platform.Ó

The woman in the dark clucks sympathetically. ÒPoordear. Does Mi-
chael have his passenger yet?Ó

ÒIn a moment,Ó Elizabeth says. ÒWe were lucky for the commotion.Ó

I am beginning to be able to see.It is a storage room, full of abandoned
things. The woman holding my arm is older. There are some broken
chairs and a stool. She sits me in the chair. Is Elizabeth some kind of
adventuress?

ÒWho are you?Ó I ask.

ÒWe are friends,Ó Elizabeth says. ÒWe will help you get to your sister.Ó

I donÕtbelieve them. I will end up in New Orleans. Elizabeth is some
kind of adventuress.

After a moment the door opens and this time it is Michael with a
young man. ÒThis is Andrew,Ó he says.

A man? What do they want with a man? That is what stops me from
saying, ÒRun!ÓAndrew is blinded by the change in light, and I can see
the astonishment working on his face, the way it must be working on
mine. ÒWhat is this?Ó he asks.

ÒYouare with Friends,ÓMichael says,and maybe he has said it differ-
ently than Elizabeth, or maybe it is just that this time I have had the wit
to hear it.

ÒQuakers?Ó Andrew says. ÒAbolitionists?Ó

Michael smiles. I can see his teeth white in the darkness. ÒJust
Friends,Ó he says.

Abolitionists. Crazy people who steal slaves to set them free. Have
they come to kidnap us? We are recalcitrant southerners, I have never
heard of Quakers seeking revenge, but everyone knows the Abolitionists
are crazy and they are liable to do anything.
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ÒWeÕllhave to wait here until they begin to move people out, it will be
evening before we can leave,Ó says the older woman.

I am so frightened; I just want to be home. Maybe I should try to break
free and run out to the platform. There are northern soldiers out there.
Would they protect me? And then what, go to a fort in Oklahoma?

The older woman asks Michael how they could get past the guards so
early and he tells her about the madwoman. A Òrefugee,Ó he calls her.

ÒTheyÕll just take her back,Ó Elizabeth says, sighing.

Take her backÑdo they mean that she really came from Oklahoma?
They talk about how bad it will be this winter. Michael says there are
Wisconsin Indians resettled down there, but theyÕvegot no food, and
theyÕvebeen starving on government handouts for a couple years. Now
there will be more people. TheyÕre not prepared for winter.

There canÕthave been much handout during the war. It was hard
enough to feed the armies.

They explain to Andrew and to me that we will sneak out of the train
station this evening, after dark. We will spend a day with a Quaker fam-
ily in St. Louis, and then they will send us on to the next family. And so
we will be passedhand to hand, like a bucket in a brigade, until we get
to our families.

They call it the underground railroad.

But we are slave owners.

ÒWrong is wrong,Ó says Elizabeth. ÒSomeof us canÕtstand and watch
people starve.Ó

ÒBut only two out of the whole train,Ó Andrew says.

Michael sighs.

The old woman nods. ÒIt isnÕt right.Ó

Elizabeth picked me becausemy mother died. If my mother had not
died, I would be out there, on my way to starve with the rest of them.

I canÕthelp it, but I start to cry. I should not profit from my motherÕs
death. I should have kept her safe.

ÒHush, now,Ó says Elizabeth. ÒHush, youÕll be okay.Ó

ÒItÕsnot right,Ó I whisper. IÕmtrying not to be loud, we mustnÕtbe
discovered.

ÒWhat, child?Ó
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ÒYoushouldnÕthave picked me,ÓI say. But I am crying so hard I donÕt
think they can understand me. Elizabeth strokes my hair and wipes my
face. It may be the last time someonewill do thesethings for me. My sis-
ter has three children of her own, and she wonÕtneed another child. IÕll
have to work hard to make up my keep.

There are blankets there and we lie down on the hard floor, all except
Michael, who sits in a chair and sleeps. I sleep this time with fewer
dreams. But when I wake up, although I canÕtremember what they were,
I have the feeling that I have been dreaming restless dreams.

The stars are bright when we finally creep out of the station. A night
full of stars. The stars will be the same in Tennessee.The platform is
empty, the train and the people are gone. The Lincoln Train has gone
back south while we slept, to take more people out of Mississippi.

ÒWill you come back and save more people?Ó I ask Elizabeth.

The stars are a banner behind her quiet head. ÒWewill save what we
can,Ó she says.

It isnÕt fair that I was picked. ÒI want to help,Ó I tell her.

She is silent for a moment. ÒWeonly work with our own,Ó she says.
There is something in her voice that has not been there before. A
sharpness.

ÒWhat do you mean?Ó I ask.

ÒThere are no slavers in our ranks,Ó she says and her voice is cold.

I feel as if I have had a fever; tired, but clear of mind. I have never
walked so far and not walked beyond a town. The streetsof St. Louis are
empty. There are few lights. Far off a woman is singing, and her voice is
clear and carries easily in the night. A beautiful voice.

ÒElizabeth,Ó Michael says, Òshe is just a girl.Ó

ÒShe needs to know,Ó Elizabeth says.

ÒWhy did you save me then?Ó I ask.

ÒOne does not fight evil with evil,Ó Elizabeth says.

ÒIÕm not evil!Ó I say.

But no one answers.
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Interview: On Any Given Day

(Pullout quote at top of site.)

Emma: I had this virus, and it was inside me, and it could have been
causing all these weird kinds of cancersÑ

Interviewer: What kind of cancers?

Emma: All sorts of weird stuff IÕdnever heard of like hairy cell leuk-
emia, and cancerous lesions in parts of your bones and cancer in your
pancreas.But I wasnÕtsick. I mean I didnÕtfeel sick. And now, even after
all the antivirals, now I worry about it all the time. Now IÕmalways
thinking IÕmsick. ItÕslike something was stolen from me that I never
knew I had.

(The following is a transcript from an interview for the On Any Given
Day presentation of 4.12.2021.This transcript does not represent the full
presentation, and more interviews and information are present on the
site. On Any GivenDay is made possible by the National Public Internet,
by NPIBoston.org affiliate, and by a grant from the Carrol-Johnson Char-
itable Family Trust. For information on how to purchase this or any oth-
er full site presentation on CDM, please check NPIBoston.org.)

Pop-up quotes and site notes in the interview are included with this
transcript.

The following interview was conducted with Emma Chicheck. In the
summer of 2018, a fifteen-year-old student came into a health clinic in
the suburban town of Charlotte, outside Cleveland, Ohio with a sexually
transmitted version of a proto-virus called pv414, which had recently
been identified asa result of contaminated batchesof genetic material as-
sociated with the telemerasetherapy used in rejuvenation. The virus had
only been seenpreviously in rejuvenated elders, and the presenceof the
virus in teenagers was at first seen as possible evidence that the virus
had changed vectors. The medical detective work done to trace the virus,
and the picture of teenaged behavior that emerged was the basis of the
site documentary, called ÒTheAbandoned Children.Ó Emma was one of
the students identified with the virus.
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The Site map provides links to a description of the proto-virus, a map
of the transmission of the virus from Terry Sydnowski through three
girls to a total of eleven other people, and interviews with state health
officials.

Emma: I was fourteen when I lost my virginity. I was drunk, and there
was this guy named Luis, he was giving me these drinks that taste like
melon, this green stuff that everybody was drinking when they could get
it. He said he really liked all my Egyptian stuff and he kept playing with
my slave bracelet. The bracelet has chains that go to rings you wear on
your thumb, your middle finger, and your ring finger. ÒCanyou be my
slave?Óhe kept asking and at first I thought that was funny becausehe
was the one bringing medrinks, you know? But we kept kissing and then
we went into the bedroom and he felt my breastsand then he wanted to
have sex. I felt as if IÕd led him on, you know? So I didnÕt say no.

I saw him again a couple of times after that, but he didnÕtpay much at-
tention to me. He was older and he didnÕtgo to my school. I regret it. I
wish it had been a little more special and I was really too young.

Sometimes I thought that if I were a boy IÕdbe one of those boys who
goes into school one day and starts shooting people.

(MusicÑÒPoor Little Rich GirlÓ by Tony Bennett.)

Interviewer: WhatÕs a culture freak?

Emma: YouÕrekidding, right? This is for the interview? Okay, in my
own words.

A culture freak is a person who really likes other cultures, and listens
to culture freak bands and doesnÕtconform to the usual sort of jumpsuit
or Louis Vuitton wardrobe thing. SoIÕminto Egyptian a lot, in a spiritual
way, too. I tell Tarot Cards. TheyÕrereally Egyptian, people think theyÕre
Gypsy but I read about how theyÕreactually way older than that and I
have an Egyptian deck. My friend Lindsey is like me, but my other
friend, Denise, is more into Indian stuff. Lindsey and I like Indian, too,
and sometimes weÕll all henna our hands.

Interviewer: Do you listen to culture freak music?

Emma: I like a lot of music, not just culture music. I like Black Heli-
copters, I really like their New World Order CDM, becauseitÕsreally retro
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and paranoid. I like some of the stuff my mom and dad like, too; Tupac
and Lauryn Hill. I like the band Shondonay Shaka Zulu. ItÕsgot a lot of
drone. I like that.

(MusicÑÒMy Favorite ThingsÓ by John Coltrane.)

IÕmseventeen.IÕllbe eighteen in April. I went to kindergarten when I
was only four. IÕvealready been accepted at Northeastern. I wanted to
go to Barnard but my parents said they didnÕtwant me going to school
in New York City.

My dadÕsin telecommunications. HeÕsin Hong Kong for six weeks.
HeÕstrying to get funding for a sweep satellite. TheyÕrereally cool. The
satellites are really small, but they have this huge, like, net in front of
them, like miles in front and miles across.The net, like, spins itself. See,if
spacedebris hits something hard it will drill right through it, but when it
hits this big net, the net gives and just lets the chunk of metal or
whatever slide away so it doesnÕthit the satellite. That way it wonÕtbe
like that satellite in Õ07that caused the chain reaction so half the United
States couldnÕt use their phones.

My mom is a teacher. SheÕstaking a night class two nights a week to
recertify. SheÕsalways having to take classes,and sheÕsalways gone one
night a week for that. Then thereÕsafter school stuff. She never gets
home before six. When I was little, she took summers off, but now she
does bookkeeping and office work in the summer for a landscaper, be-
cause my older brother and sister are in college already.

The landscaper is one of those babyboomers on rejuvenation. HeÕsa
pain in the ass.Like my dad says, theyÕreall so selfish. Why wonÕtthey
let anyone elsehave a life? I mean, the sixties are over, and theyÕretrying
to have them all over again. I hate when weÕreout and we seea bunch of
babyboomers all hopped up on hormones acting like teenagers.But then
they go back and go to work and wonÕtlet people like my dad get pro-
moted because they wonÕt retire.

They want to have it both ways. My mom sayswhen weÕreall through
school, sheÕsgoing to retire and start a whole different life. A lessmateri-
alistic life. ShesayssheÕsgoing to get out of the way and let us have our
lives. People have to learn how to go on to the next part of their lives.
Like the Chinese.They had five stagesof life, and after you were success-
ful you were supposed to retire and write poetry and be an artist. Of
course, how successful can you consider a high school teacher?

98



(MusicÑÒWhen IÕm Sixty-FourÓ by the Beatles.)

Okay, we were out this one Saturday, hanging outside the bowling al-
ley becausethe cops had thrown us out. The cops here are the worst.
They discriminate against teenagers. Everybody discriminates against
teenagers.Like, the pizza place has this sign that saysonly six people un-
der eighteen are allowed in at a timeÑwhich means teenagers. If they
had a sign that only six people overeighteen or six blackpeople were al-
lowed in at a time everybody would be screaming their heads off, right?
We rented shoes and everything, but we werenÕtbowling yet, we were
just hanging out, becausewe hadnÕtdecided if we were going to bowl
and they threw us out.

We went over to the grocery store and the CVS to hang out on the
steps and there was this boomer there. He was trying to dress like a reg-
ular kid. Seemost boomers dress in flared jeansand black and stuff and
they all have long hair, especially the men, I guess becauseso many of
them were, like, bald before the treatments. This guy had long hair, too,
pulled back in a dorky pony tail, but he was wearing a camo jumpsuit.
HeÕdhave looked stupid in county orange, like he was trying too hard,
but the camo jumpsuit was okay.

In 2018,Terry Sydnowski was seventy-one years old. Click here for in-
formation on telemerase repair, endocrinological therapy and cosmetic
surgery techniques of rejuvenation.

We were ignoring him. It was me and Denise and Lindsey, and this
older black guy named Kamar and these two guys from school, DC and
Matt. Kamar had bought a bunch of forty-fives. You know, malt liquor. I
was kind of nervous around Kamar. Kamar seemedso grown up, in a lot
of ways. HeÕdbeen arrested twice as a juvenile. Once for shoplifting and
once, I think, for possession.He always called me Òlittle girl.Ó Like when
he saw me he said, ÒWhat you doing, little girl?Ó and smiled at me.

Interview with Kamar Wilson, conducted in the Summit County jail
where Wilson is serving eighteen months for possession of narcotics.
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I was feeling pretty drunk and I started feeling sorry for this dorky
boomer who was just standing over by the wall watching us. I told Den-
ise he looked really sad.

Denise didnÕtreally care. I remember she had a blue castemark right
in the middle of her forehead and it was the kind that glowed under
streetlights. When she moved her head it kind of bobbed around. She
thought boomers were creeps.

I said he probably had money and ID. But she didnÕt really care be-
cause DC always had money and this other guy, Kamar, he had ID.

I know that boomers already had childhoods and all that, but this guy
looked really sad. And maybe he didnÕt have a childhood. Maybe his
mom was an alcoholic and he had to watch his brothers and sisters. Just
looking at him I felt like there was this real sadnessto him. I donÕtknow
why. Maybe becausehe wasnÕtbeing pushy. He sure wasnÕtlike the guy
my mom worked for, who was kind of a jerk. He wasnÕtgetting in our
faces or anything. boomers usually hang out with each other, you know?

Then DC sort of noticed him. DC is really kind of crazy, and I was
afraid he and Kamar would decide to mess him up or something.

I said something about how I felt sorry for him.

And DC said something like, you want him to be really sorry? Kamar
laughed.

I told them to leave him alone. DC is crazy. HeÕll do anything.
Anything anybody does, DC has to be badder.

Interviewer: Tell me about DC.

Emma: DC always had a lot of money, he lived with this guy who was
his godfather becausehis parents were divorced and his mom was really
depressed or something and just lay around all the time. His godfather
was always giving him anything. Kamar was nineteen and he had a fake
phone ID, so heÕdorder stuff and theyÕddo a check against his phone ID
and then heÕd just pick it up and pay for it.

DC did all kind of crazy things. DC and Matt decided they were going
to kill a bunch of kids. Just becausethey were mad. They were going to
do a Columbine. So they drank like one of those fifths of Popov vodka,
you know the kind I mean?They were going to get guns from some guy
Kamar knew, but instead DC just took a baseball bat and started beating
on this kid, Kevin, who he really hated.

Interviewer: Why did he hate Kevin?
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Emma: I donÕtknow, Kevin was just annoying, you know? He was this
dweeby kid who was always bad-mouthing people. He used to get in a
fight with this black kid, Stan,at the beginning of every school year. Stan
wasnÕteven that good at fighting, but heÕdpunch Kevin a couple of
times and that would be it until Kevin started bad-mouthing him the
next year. ItÕslike everything Kevin said got on DCÕsnerves. So DC is
totally wasted, driving around with a bunch of kids, and he seesKevin
hanging out in front of WendyÕsand he screams,ÒStopthe car!Óand he
jumps out with this baseball bat and goes running up to Kevin and
swings at him and Kevin raises his arm and gets his arm broken and
then some other people haul DC off.

No, I wasnÕtthere. I heard all about it the next day, though. And Kev-
inÕsarm was in a cast.Kevin was real proud of it, actually. HeÕsthat kind
of a dork.

No, KevinÕsparents were going to go to court, but they never did. I
donÕt know why.

No charges were ever filed. Kevin and his parents declined to be
interviewed.

Anyway, thatÕswhy I was really worried about DC and this boomer.
Luckily, Lindsey had a real thing about DC that night and they went off
to walk back down to the bowling alley to look for this other girl whose
parents were gone for the weekend. We were all going to that girlÕs
house for a party.

Interviewer: Where were your parents?

Emma: My parents? They were home. I had to be in by midnight, but
if it was a really good party IÕdjust go home at midnight and my parents
would already be in bed, so IÕdtell them I was home and then sneak
back out through the side door in the basement and go back to the party.

Interviewer: Do you think your parents should have kept closer watch
on you?

Emma: No. I mean, they couldnÕt.I mean, like, Denise has a PDA with
a minder. They caught her this one time she went to RickÕsin the Flats
using LindseyÕs sisterÕs IDÑ

101



An industry has developed around the arsenal of monitoring devices
used to track teenagers,pagers, minders, snitch packs and chips, as well
as the variety of tricks teenagers use to subvert them.

Interviewer: Can you describe a minder?

Emma: ItÕslike a chip or something, and itÕssupposed to tell your par-
ents where you are. Denise walked into the club and now all the clubs
have these things, like, in the door or something that setsoff the minder,
and then this company calls your home and tells your parents where you
are. But Kamar downloaded this program for Denise and put it on her
PDA, and when she runs it, it tells her minder that sheÕssomewhere else.
Like, she puts my phone number in, and then it tells her minder that
sheÕs at my house.

So it was me and Denise and Kamar and this guy, Matt, and Kamar
went somewhere É I donÕtremember where. Denise starts kidding me
about talking to the boomer.

I was kind of drunk by then, and when I got drunk I used to think
everything was funny. Oh, yeah, Kamar had gone to look for some other
kids we knew, but anyway. We were kind of goofinÕ.You know? And
Denise kept saying that she didnÕt think I would talk to the guy. So fi-
nally I did. I just went up to him and said hi.

And he said hi.

Up close he had that kind of funny look that geezersÑI mean,
boomers do. You know, like their nosesand their chins and their earsare
too big for their faces or something. I was pretty drunk and I didnÕt
know what to say, so I just started laughing, because I was kind of
nervous and when IÕm nervous, sometimes I laugh.

He asked me what I was doing, but nice. Smiling. And I told him,
ÒTalking to you.Ó I thought it was funny.

He said I seemeda little drunk. He said ÒtipsyÓwhich was funny be-
cause it sounded so old-fashioned.

For a minute I thought he might be a cop or something. But then I de-
cided he wasnÕtbecausehe could have busted us a long time ago, and
besides,we werenÕtdoing anything but drinking. So I introduced him to
Denise and Matt. He said his name was Terry, which seemedlike a real
geezer name, you know? He was really nice, though. Quiet.

Interviewer: Do you know any rejuvenated people?
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Emma: No, I didnÕtknow any boomers, I mean, not any rejuvenated
ones, except the guy my mom works for, and I donÕtreally know him.
My grandmother is going to do it next year but she has to wait until
some kind of stock retirement thing happens.

I think I asked him if he was a cop, but I didnÕtreally mean it. I was
laughing because I knew he really wasnÕt.

He said he was just looking for someone to hang out with.

I asked him why he didnÕt hang out with other people like him? I
mean now it sounds kind of rude, but really, it was weird, you know?

He said that they were all old, and he wanted to be young. He didnÕt
want to hang around with a bunch of old people who thought they were
young. He said that he hadnÕtreally enjoyed being a kid so he was going
to try it again.

That made me think I was right about what IÕdthought before about
his not having a childhood or something. I liked the idea of his having
one now, so I asked if he wanted to go to the party.

Denise thought it was stupid, I could see from her face, but I knew
once I explained about the childhood thing sheÕd feel bad for him, too.

He asked where the party was and we told him it was at this girlÕs
house but we needed to wait for DC and Lindsey and Kamar to come
back. Then I started worrying about DC.

Then he said heÕdgo get beer, which was the coolest thing, because
that would convince a lot of people he was okay. He asked us what kind
of beer we wanted.

Denise really liked that lemon beer,whatÕsit called, squash,so we told
him to get that. He got in this all-gasoline carÑreally nice. No batteries, a
real muscle car like a Mercury or something. I told Denise my theory
about him not having a childhood.

She was worried DC might be crazy but I thought that if Terry had
beer, DC wouldnÕt care. Denise kept saying that DC was going to be
really cranked.

Matt kept saying DC wouldnÕtcare if Terry had beer, but I was getting
really nervous about DC, becauseif he decided he wanted to be a pain in
the assÑIÕmsorry, I shouldnÕtswear, but thatÕsthe way we talk when
itÕs just us. Is that okay?

Well, I was afraid DC would be a pain in the ass,just becauseyou nev-
er know with DC. I was kind of hoping maybe Kamar and DC and
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Lindsey would get back before the geezer did so we could just go on to
the party and forget about it. Kamar got back. But then Terry got back
before DC and Lindsey.

But when DC and Lindsey got back, DC didnÕteven pay any attention
to Terry. They told us that Brenda had already gone to her house so we
all went to the party.

(MusicÑÒDowntownÓ by Petula Clark.)

So the next time I saw Terry was with Kamar at another party. I was
really surprised. Just becauseof the way Kamar was. But he and Terry
were like good friends, which I figured really pissed DC off. Kamar liked
DC, but part of the reason was because DC always had money, and
Terry always had money. Terry was always buying beer and stuff. I
thought Terry would ignore me because thatÕswhat guys do, theyÕre
nice to you one night and ignore you the next. But Terry was really nice
and brought me a squash because he thought it was what I liked.

ItÕsDenise that really likes it but I thought it was neat that he
remembered.

He hung around with me for a while. He was cute, for a geezer. I bet
when he was a kid he was really cute. I just forgot that he was different.
He just seemed like a regular kid, only really nice. Then all the sudden
IÕdlook at him and IÕdthink about how odd he looked, you know, just
the way his face was different, and his knuckles were thick. I mean his
hands and face were smooth. He told me once that he was self-conscious
about it, and that some people, people in movies and stuff, have the car-
tilage on their nose and chin shaved. After a while though, I got so used
to it I didnÕt even notice it anymore.

So I hung out with him and after a while we started kissing and stuff.
He got really turned on, really fast. It was already maybe 10:30and I was
drunk, so we went upstairs and Matt and Lindsey were in the bedroom,
so we kind of snuck in. They were on the bed, but we spread out some
coats. ItÕs really embarrassing to talk about.

(MusicÑÒDays of Wine and RosesÓ by Frank Sinatra.)

Emma: Oh my God! I just thought of something. I shouldnÕt say it.

Interviewer: You donÕt have to unless you want to.
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Emma: You wonÕtput it on tape if I donÕtwant you to, will you?
(Laughing.) Oh my God, my face is so red. He was a mushroom.

Interviewer: What?

Emma: You know, a mushroom. I canÕtbelieve IÕmsaying this. He was
cut. I donÕt remember the word for it.

Interviewer: Circumcised?

More than ninety percent of all men born between 1945and 1963were
circumcised.

Emma: Yeah. IÕdnever seena boy like that before. Denise had sexwith
a guy who was, but I never had before. It was weird. I know my face is
so red. I guess you can leave it in. A lot of boomers are circumcised,
right?

Oh my God. (Covers face with hands, laughing.) ItÕssuch a stupid
thing to remember.

(MusicÑMore of ÒDaysof Wine and RosesÓby Frank Sinatra, which
has been playing underneath this portion of the interview.)

Interviewer: How many people have you had sex with?

Emma: Four. IÕvehad sex with four guys. Yeah, including Terry and
Luis.

Interviewer: Do you have any regrets?

Emma: Sure I wish I hadnÕt.The antivirals made me sick. I missed al-
most a month of school that year becauseevery time I had a treatment
IÕdbe sick for three days. And everybody knew why I was missing
school, which was so embarrassing. There were seventeenof us who had
it.

They think that the antivirals took care of it, and we wonÕtget cancer,
but they donÕtknow becauseitÕsso new. So IÕvegot to have blood tests
and check-ups every year. I hate it becauseI never thought about being
sick before, not really, and now, every time I feel weird, IÕmthinking, is
it a tumor? Every headache, IÕm thinking, is this a brain tumor?

Sometimes IÕmso mad, becauseTerry got to be rejuvenated, he gets
like forty extra years, and I may not even get to be old becauseof him.
Most of the time I think the antivirals took care of it, and like my mom
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says, all the check-ups mean if I ever do get sick, it will get caught a lot
faster than it would in another person, so in a way, I might be lucky.

I usually believe that the antivirals did it, but sometimes, like when
IÕmgetting blood drawn, IÕmreally aware of how I feel and IÕmafraid
IÕvegot cancer,and right then I donÕtbelieve it. I was unlucky enough to
have this happen, so why would I be lucky about it working? I know
that doesnÕt make any sense.

Terry and DC were arguing one time. DC was saying that when he
was old he wouldnÕt get rejuvenated. HeÕdlet someone else have a
chance.But Terry said heÕdchange his mind once he got old. And Terry
was right. I always thought I wouldnÕtwant to be rejuvenated, but every
time I think IÕmsick, I really want to live and I donÕtthink IÕllfeel differ-
ent when IÕm old.

Terry didnÕtknow he had the virus. It wasnÕtreally his fault or any-
thing. But sometimes I still get really mad at him.

ThatÕskind of why IÕmdoing this. So that maybe someone else wonÕt
have to go through what I did.

Interviewer: Have you kept in touch with Terry?

Emma: No. I havenÕt seen him for three years.

Interviewer: Your parents wanted to file statutory rape charges,didnÕt
they?

Emma: Yeah, but I thought it would be stupid. It wasnÕt like that.

Interviewer: Why not?

Emma: Statutory rape is stupid. He didnÕtrape me. He was nice, nicer
than a lot of other guys.

Interviewer: But Terry is an adult. Terry is in his seventies.

Emma: I know. But itÕsnot like a guy who looks seventy years old É
ItÕsdifferent. I mean, in a way itÕsnot, I know, but it is, becauseTerry
was sort of being one of us, you know? I mean, he wasnÕtall that differ-
ent from Kamar. It would have been statutory rape with Kamar, too, but
nobody says anything about that. I didnÕtsleep with Kamar, but I know
a lot of girls who did, and nobody is trying to pin that on Kamar.

TheyÕretrying to pin everything elseon Kamar. They said he was deal-
ing drugs to us and he was the ringleader, but you can get drugs any-
where. You can get them at school. And he wasnÕtthe ringleader. There
wasnÕt any ringleader. We didnÕt need to be led to do all those things.

Interviewer: Was Terry one of you?
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Emma: Yeah É no. No. Not really. He wanted to be. I mean, I wish I
had known stuff before, I wish I had known not to get involved with
Terry and all this stuffÑbut I wish I could have been a kid longer.

(MusicÑÒThe Kids Are All RightÓ by The Who.)

The last time I saw Terry? It was before I got tested, before anyone
knew about the virus. Before all these people said to me, ÒYouÕrelucky
itÕs not AIDS, then youÕd have to take medicine your whole life.Ó

We went together for four months, I think. From November to March
becausewe broke up right after DeniseÕsbirthday. We didnÕtbreak up
really, so much as decide that maybe we should see other people, that
we shouldnÕtget serious. Terry was weird to talk to. I never knew what
he was thinking. I knew a little bit about him. He was retired and heÕd
had some kind of office job. I found out that he hadnÕthad a rotten child-
hood, he just hadnÕtliked it. He said he didnÕthave many friends and he
was too serious before.

Interviewer: Why did you break it off?

Emma: We werenÕtin sync. He liked all that boomer music, rock and
roll and Frank Sinatra and stuff. And we couldnÕtexactly fall in love, be-
cause he was so different.

He was always nice to me afterwards. He wasnÕtone of those guys
who just ignores you.

We were all hanging out at the park next to the library after school. It
was the end of the year, school was almost over. Kamar was hanging out
with Brenda. He wasnÕtexactly her boyfriend because she was also
hanging out with this other guy named Anthony and one weekend sheÕd
be with Kamar and the next weekend sheÕd be with Anthony.

Everybody was talking and something Terry said made DC really
mad. I donÕtknow what it was. It really surprised me becauseDC always
acted like Terry didnÕteven exist. When Terry was around, heÕdignore
him. When he wasnÕtaround, DC would hang with Kamar. But DC star-
ted screaming, stuff like, why donÕtyou have any friends! You loser! You
fucking loser! You have to hang around with us becauseyou donÕthave
any friends! Well, we donÕtwant you, either! So why donÕtyou just go
die!

Terry had this funny look on his face.
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A couple of guys pulled DC away and calmed him down. But every-
one was looking at Terry, like it was his fault. I donÕtknow why, I mean,
he didnÕt do anything.

That evening I was supposed to stay at DeniseÕshouse, for real, not
like when I told my mom I would be at DeniseÕsand then went out. So I
took my stuff over to her house, and then my brother, who was home
from Duke, took us and dropped us off at Pizza Hut so we could get
something to eat and then we wandered over to the steps outside the
CVS because we saw people hanging out there.

Lindsey was there and she told me that DC was looking for Terry.
That DC said he was going to kill Terry. Kamar got arrested, she said.
Which meant that there was nobody to calm down DC.

Kamar had gotten arrested before, for shoplifting, but he got proba-
tion. But this time he got arrested for possession.Partly it was because
Kamar is black.

Everybody was talking about Kamar getting busted and DC going off
the deep end.

Lindsey kept saying, ÒOhmy God.ÓIt really got on my nerves. I mean,
I knew DC hated Terry. DC just hated Terry. He said Terry was a poser
and was just using people.

Interviewer: Were you friends with DC?

Emma: I knew DC, but we never really talked, but Lindsey had been
seeing him for a couple of months so she knew him better than Denise
and me.

Lindsey thought DC and Kamar were really friends. I thought Kamar
just hung around with DC becausehe had money. Kamar was something
like three years older than DC. But Lindsey said Kamar was just using
Terry, but he and DC were really close.

I donÕt know what was true.

After a while Terry showed up. I didnÕtknow what we should do, if
we should tell him or not, but finally I thought I should. Terry was sit-
ting with his car door open, talking to some people.

I told him Kamar got arrested for possession.

He wanted to know what happened, and I didnÕtknow anything but
what Lindsey had told me.

Terry wanted to know if he had a lawyer?
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I never thought about a lawyer. Like I said before, mostly it was easy
to forget that Terry wasnÕt just a kid like everyone else.

Terry called the police station on his cellphone. Just punched up the
information and called. He said he was a friend of Kamar WilsonÕs.They
wouldnÕt tell him anything on the phone, so he hung up and said he was
going to go down.

I felt really weird suddenly talking to him, because he sounded so
much like an adult. But I told him DC was looking for him.

ÒFuck DC,Ó Terry said.

I thought Terry would take off right then and there to go to the police
station. But he kept talking to people about Kamar and about what
might have happened, so I gave up and I went back to sit on the steps
with Denise and Lindsey. We were working on our tans because it
would make us look more Egyptian and Indian. Not that I would even
think of doing that now, even though skin cancer isnÕtone of the types of
cancer.

Sofinally DC camewalking from over towards the hardware store and
Denise saw him and said, ÒOh shit.Ó

I just sat there becauseTerry was an adult and he could just deal with
it, I figured. IÕdtried to tell him. And I was kind of pissed at him, too, I
donÕt know why.

DC started shouting that Terry was a loser.

I donÕtremember if anybody said anything, but Terry didnÕtget out of
the car. So DC came up and kicked the car, really hard. That didnÕtdo
anything so he jumped up on the hood.

Terry told him to get off the car, but DC wanted him to get out of the
car and talk to him. After awhile Terry got out of the car and DC said
something like, ÒIÕm going to kill you, man.Ó

DC had a knife.

Denise wanted us to go inside the CVS. But we were pretty far away.
And the people inside the CVS are creepsanyway. They were calling the
police, right then. Terry stood right by the door of his car, kind of half in
and half out.

Lindsey was going, ÒOhmy God. Oh my God.ÓShewas really getting
on my nerves. I didnÕtthink anything was really going to happen.Terry
kept saying stuff like, ÒCalm down man.Ó
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DC was ranting and raving that Terry thought that just becausehe was
older he could do anything he wanted.

Terry finally got in his car and closed the door. But DC didnÕtget off
the hood. He jumped up and down on it and the hood made this funny
kind of splintery noise. Terry must have gotten mad, he drove the car
forward, like, gunned it, and DC fell off, really hard.

Terry stopped to seeif DC was okay. He got out of his car and DC was
lying there on his side, kind of curled up. Terry bent over DC and DC
said something É I couldnÕtseebecauseTerry was between me and DC,
Matt was one of the kids up there and he said that Terry pulled open his
jacket and he had a gun. He took the gun out in his hand, and showed it
to DC and said to fuck off. A bunch of kids saw it. Matt said that Terry
called DC a fucking rich kid.

Interviewer: Have you ever seen a gun?

Emma: I saw one at a party once.This kid I didnÕtknow had it. He was
showing it to everyone. I thought he was a creep.

Interviewer: When did you see Terry next?

Emma: I never saw Terry after that, although I told the clinic about
him, so IÕmsure they contacted him. He was where the disease came
from.

I wasnÕtthe only one to have sex with him. Brenda had sex with him,
and this girl I donÕtknow very well, JaneAnne.JaneAnne had sex with
some other people, and I had sex with my boyfriend after that. I donÕt
know about Brenda.

JaneAnne and BrendaÕsinterviews. JaneAnne was interviewed from
her home in Georgetown, MD, where her family moved six months ago.
Brenda is still living in Charlotte, with her mother.

It taught me something. Adults are different. I donÕtknow if I want to
be one.

Interviewer: Why not?

Emma: BecauseDC was acting stupid, you know? But DC was a kid.
And Terry really wasnÕt,no matter how bad he wanted to be. So why
would he do that to a kid?

Interviewer: So it was TerryÕs fault?
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Emma: Not his fault, not exactly. But he was putting himself in the
wrong place at the wrong time.

Interviewer: Should he have known better?

Emma: Yeah.No, I mean, he couldnÕtknow better. It was my fault in a
way. Becausemost of the time if, like, weÕreat the bowling alley and a
couple of geezerscome in trying to be young, we just ignore them and
they just ignore us. ItÕsjust instinct or something. If I hadnÕttalked to
Terry, none of this would have happened.

Terry has different rules than us. IÕmnot saying kids donÕthurt each
other. But Terry was always thinking, you know?

Interviewer: What do you mean?

Emma: I donÕtknow. Just that he was always thinking. Even when he
wasnÕt supposed to be, even when he was mad, he was always thinking.

(MusicÑÒSolitudeÓ by Duke Ellington.)

Emma: When my parents found out they were really shocked. ItÕslike
they were in complete denial. My dad cried. It was scary.

WeÕrecloser now. We still donÕttalk about a lot of things, though.
WeÕre just not that kind of family.

Interviewer: Do you still go to parties? Still drink?

Emma: No, I donÕtparty like I used to. When I was getting the antivir-
als, I was so sick I just stopped hanging out. My parents got me a PDA
with a minder, like DeniseÕs.But I wasnÕtdoing anything anymore. Lind-
sey still seeseveryone. Shetells me whatÕsgoing on. But it feels different
now. I donÕtwant to be an adult. That must have been what Terry felt
like. Funny, to think IÕm like him.

(MusicÑÒMy Old SchoolÓ by Steely Dan.)
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Oversite

It doesnÕthurt, Gram,ÓRenata says. My sixteen-year-old daughter pulls
up her T-shirt sleeve to show her bare arm, the skin summer brown and
the muscle swelling slightly into smooth biceps, flawless. ÒIhad it done
when I was little and see, you canÕt even tell.Ó

My mother is sitting in the little examining room at the assistedliving.
Everything is white and hospital-like but thereÕsno examining couch.
ThereÕsjust a desk, a little white table with two chairs and a scale.The
doctor, a woman I donÕtknow, is sitting in the other chair. My mother is
bewildered, her face turned up towards me. SheÕs got AlzheimerÕs.

ÒItÕs okay, Mom,Ó I say.

Shewants to understand, I can seethat. So I explain again. ÒItÕsan im-
plant that will let them know where you are, and how you are. It wonÕt
hurt.Ó

Her eyeswater constantly, now. In the time it takes me to explain she
grasps and loses the words, grasps and loses phrases as they go past.

She looks at me and then at Renata, who is smiling, and finally sub-
mits uncomprehendingly. We have worn her down. The doctor baresmy
motherÕsarm, where the crepey flesh hangs loosely on the bones. The
doctor swabs her upper arm with antiseptic and says,ÒIÕmgoing to give
you something to numb it, okay?ÓTo me the doctor says in her normal
voice, ÒItÕsjust a little lidocaine.ÓI donÕtlike the doctor, but I donÕtknow
why. Sheis no-nonsense.Shehas professional hair, lightly streaked. This
is no reason to dislike her.

My mother winces at the injection and is surprised again. Shelooks up
at me, at Renata. We are smiling, both of us.

ÒOkay,Ó my mother says. What is okay? I have no idea.

We wait for a few minutes.

My mother says, ÒIs it time to go?Ó

ÒNot yet,Ó I say. ÒTheyÕre going to give you an injection.Ó

ÒWhat?Ó my mother says.

ÒTheyÕre going to implant a chip. It will help them take care of you.Ó

I try to say it every time as if it was the first time I said it. I donÕtwant
to embarrass her. Her head swings around, from Renata to me to the
doctor and then back to Renata.

ÒItÕs okay, Gram,Ó Renata says.
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ÒRenata,Ó my mother says.

The doctor has an injection gun and while my mother is focused on
my daughter, she puts it firmly against my motherÕsarm and puts the
chip in.

ÒOh!Ó says my mother.

ItÕsanother low-grade moment of horror, but I think about that partic-
ular time with my mother becauseRenatawas there and we were united,
she and I. So thatÕsa good memory. I come back to it a lot. In the back-
ground, shining, is Renata,who is young and healthy and good, raising
her arm to show her grandmother that the chip is nothing, nothing at all.

The last two nights I have dreamed of dogs in trouble. I donÕtdream
about Renata, although when the dreams wake me up, itÕsthinking
about Renata that keeps me awake. The first night I dreamed of seeing a
stray dog and not stopping to pick it up although it was wandering in an
empty parking lot near a busy road. That was the first night Renata
didnÕt come home and it doesnÕttake Freud to figure out what that
meant. Seventeen-year-oldssleep on friendsÕcouches,I know. Or Renata
might be sleeping in her car.

The second night I dreamed that I was on a desert island and Sonia,
our golden retriever, was with me. There was some horrible fate im-
pending for Sonia and I had to kill her before something worse
happened. I laid her down on some sticks. Shetrusts me, sheÕsmore my
dog than anyoneÕs,and she didnÕtlike it but for me she lay there. In my
dream I told her, ÒStay, Sonia. Stay.Ó

Shestayed becauseI held her there by looking at her, the way you can
sometimes will a dog into submission. Shestayed while I lit the fire. And
then the horror of it all hit me and I said, ÒSonia, up!Ó

And I woke up.

That was last night, the second night Renata didnÕt come home.

Today is Tuesday and on Tuesdays I drive from work to the nursing
home where my mother is. I go to see her Tuesday and Thursday and
Saturday and even though she doesnÕtknow what day it is or what days
I visit, I think maintaining the pattern is important.

ItÕsa nice place. The hallways are carpeted, and there is none of the
clatter and echo, the institutionalization I associatewith nursing homes.
ItÕsmore like a hotel near the freeway, the kind that includes breakfast in
the lobby. My momÕsroom has her own furniture from her condoÑher
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gold couch, her bed, her little dinette table, the white ceramic angel that
sat on an end table. Shegot the angel in a Christmas gift swap with her
bridge club, but she thinks itÕs something inherited, antique.

ÒClara,Ó she says when she sees me. ÒWhat are you doing here?Ó

For a moment, everything seems normal.

ÒHi, Mom,Ó I say. ÒI came to see you.Ó

She leans forward and whispers, ÒTake me home.Ó

ÒOkay,ÓI say. My mother wanders. She tries to get away. ThatÕswhy
they implanted the chip. ItÕscalled a Digital Angel and it monitors her
blood pressure and temperature and has a GPSso that at the reception
desk they can track her. When she was living at her condo, the police
found her in her nightgown and a pair of black high-heeled shoes,carry-
ing an empty pocketbook, walking down Ashleigh Drive. It was five in
the morning. When I picked her up at the police station, her bare ankles
almost broke my heart.

ÒWhereÕs Renata?Ó she asks. She thinks Renata is still eight.

ÒSheÕs at home,Ó I say.

My mother frowns. She has an inkling sheÕsmissing something. She
doesnÕtreally know anymore that she has AlzheimerÕs,but sometimes
she knows something is wrong. That she is disappearing. Plaque filling
up the interstitial spaces between her neurons, her brain like Swiss
cheese filled with fibrous mold. ÒSheÕs with the babysitter,Ó she says.

ÒRenatais seventeennow,Ó I say brightly, as if it were utterly normal
that nine years had been absorbed into the fungus. And of course,
Renata isnÕt home. I donÕt know where Renata is.

My mother purses her lips. ShesensesIÕmlying. Sometimesshemakes
the connections, and sometimes she is fiercely there, fully firing. She
looks at me, her pale eyes bright, her Einstein hair flaring around her
head. She leans forward. My smile is fixed on my face.

ÒTake me home,Ó she whispers.

We got a Digital Angel for Renatawhen she was nine. There had been
a rash of abductions, another summer of disappearing girls. Matt and I
knew that statistically shewas in more danger in our car. But while I was
getting ready for work in the morning, I got into the habit of switching
on Court TV and there was a trial going on of a man who had abducted a
girl. He lived in a camper. He was fiftyish, balding and had a handlebar
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moustache like some character actor in a realistic Western. I would get
into the shower and when I got out, I would dry off and come back into
the bedroom, and absently pat Sonia the golden retriever, lying on the
foot of the bed hoping not to be thrown off. On the television, they
would be talking about there being no body. About how hard that would
make it to convict him. About the girlÕspalm print found on the wall
above his bed. I would picture her, leaning her weight for a moment to
steady herself.

So I told Matt I was going to do it, and he agreed. Matt is such a softy.
I told him on the phone, and I heard him sigh softly, relieved. Relieved
that I had made the decision that we both wanted, but both knew was a
little foolish. We agreed it was foolish, but it wasnÕtexpensive, only
about a hundred dollars, so why not?

I could track her on the computer on DigitalAngelMap.com. ItÕsa
street map, zoom in, zoom out, like the ones for driving directions, only
Renatashows up on it as a yellow triangle. While I was at work, I could
plug in her number and my password and see the yellow triangle that
was Renataat 2216GaryÑthe house of Kerry, her best friend. I left it up
on my computer, running in the background, while I talked on the
phone or did columns in spreadsheets.IÕma planner. I order parts for
manufacture. Planning is an inexact science,a kind of art. If I have too
many parts ordered, then money is sitting around as inventoryÑcosting
us space.If I order the parts too slow, and we run out, then the assembly
line shuts down, and thatÕs even worse.

When I took Renatato the doctors to get the chip implanted, shesat on
the examining table, frightened, while the doctor swabbed her arm to
give her the lidocaine. I held her there with my eyes, the way I could
sometimes hold Sonia, the golden retriever.

Renata did not cry out. She only flinched.

There is no trace of Renata on DigitalAngelMap.com. We were ar-
guing. I told her to be in by eleven and she said sheÕdtry and I said try-
ing wasnÕtgood enough. It escalated from there. She told me, ÒYou
watch! You watch your computer! One minute IÕllbe there and the next I
wonÕt! You wonÕt know where I am and that will kill you!Ó

The kids wrap metal tape around their arms to cut off the signal. I
knew that. I didnÕt know she did it.
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Matt says, ÒShould we call the police? Report her as missing? As a
runaway?Ó

I say, ÒSheÕll be eighteen in five months. What would we do then?Ó

ÒDonÕtwe want to send a message?Óhe asks. ÒLether know we take
this seriously?Ó

ÒI think she has to come back herself,Ó I say.

ÒI think we should get the police,Ó he says.

ÒButwonÕtthey arrest her? Shecould end up in some sort of juvenile
detention place. Or have a record. What if Keith has something in the
car?Ó We think they smoke pot. WeÕve discussed it.

ÒIÕmgoing to make some calls,Óhe says.ÒIÕmgoing to call Kerry, and
then KeithÕs aunt.Ó

ÒOkay,ÓI say, although I donÕtexpect anything. Kerry and Renata
have been drifting apartÑKerry on track for college, Renata going É
wherever it is that Renata is going.

Matt gets in the car and drives around. He calls me from the park to
tell me sheÕs not there.

Renatahas a boyfriend, Keith. Keith is short and skinny and has three
lines branded beneath his lower lip, radiating like the rays of a sun. We
wonÕtlet Renataget branded, tattooed, or pierced. Keith shaved his head
for a while, but now heÕsletting his hair grow. Matt remarked one time,
ÒHave you ever noticed how Keith always needs something?Ó

That was the evening Keith needed a jump for his car. Matt stood out
on the driveway, dressed in his businesscasual (Matt is an engineer) and
hooked up the jumper cables, talking amiably with Keith, while Renata
sat on the front steps with her bare arms crossedover her knees and her
chin on her forearms, staring at nothing. Renatahad dyed her hair black
a week before. She was wearing a pair of menÕspants, suit pants, char-
coal gray. As far as I could tell she had stopped wearing underwear.

I donÕt think thereÕs a day in my life when I havenÕt worn underwear.

When she dyed her hair black, she challenged me, ÒAre you going to
tell me I canÕt dye my hair?Ó

ÒNo,ÓI said. ÒYou can dye your hair any color you want. You can
shave it off if you want.Ó I hoped that by telling her she could shave it
off, she wouldnÕt. But Matt and I had decided she could do anything
temporaryÑjust nothing permanentÑno tattoos, piercings or brands.
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It is a phase, adolescent rebellion, the processof separation. I want to
blame Keith, of course. Renata got all AÕsand BÕsall the way through
middle school. Now sheÕsgetting an A in art and CÕsand DÕsin
everything else.

Renata is getting an A in art, despite the fact that she doesnÕteven
bother to do some of the projects. Mr.. Vennemeyer, her young art teach-
er, just shrugs his shoulders and says, ÒOf all the people IÕvetaught,
Renata is a real artist.Ó When she was fifteen, he started an Art Club
where he taught her to stretch canvas,prime it, and choosecolors for the
ground. Other kids do sculpture and collage and work with the kiln.
Renatapaints. Every so often shegets interested in something he assigns,
and does a 3-D maze or a collage, but mostly she paints.

She paints in our basement. I buy her oils and canvas and stretchers.
Matt doesnÕtknow how much IÕvespent on tubes of Windsor and New-
ton oils. ÒHow can you paint in the basement?ÓI ask. ÒDonÕtyou need
more light?Ó

Sheshrugs. ÒIneed space,Óshe says.Sheand Keith are down there for
hours, music playing quietly on her dadÕsold boom box. IÕvegone down
often enough to make sure and I never have the sensethat they are doing
anything. No hurry, no dishevelment. JustRenatapainting and Keith sit-
ting in a ratty old armchair they found set out for the garbage.

Matt doesnÕtgo down in the basement.His workbench and tools are in
the garage. I go down for something now and thenÑboxes for Christmas
gifts, or glassesstored down there. I shouldnÕtlook at RenataÕspaintings.
TheyÕre hers. There is something private about them. But I do.

ÒCome downstairs,Ó I say to Matt on the second night Renata is gone.

He comes down with me and we stand with our arms around each
otherÕs waists while he looks at RenataÕs paintings.

Renatapaints pictures of girls hit by cars.There are always four paint-
ings: the moment when the girl is struck, the girl sliding acrossthe hood
or against the windshield, the girl in the air, and the girl crumpled on the
ground. Renata has all sorts of photos stuck up on her easeland on the
table she uses for her paints. She has pictures of her best friend, Kerry.
Keith has Kerry around the waist and yanks her backwards force-
fullyÑall you can seeof Keith are his arms. Renata used MattÕsdigital
camera. In her first series of girl hit by car, you can see it is based on
Kerry.
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There are also pictures of cars and car hoods; MattÕs,mine, KeithÕs,
cars I donÕt recognize.

In the first series, the Kerry series, the girl looks awkward, not quite
right, except in the painting where she is flying through the air. I think
Renata really caught something there.

In the second series, the girl is a black girl who looks around ten.
ThereÕsa magazine photo of a black woman falling off a fire escape,and
you can seethat in the girl in the air. In that series, the best painting is
the girl crumpled on the pavement. In the third series, the girl is an
enormously fat white girl with red hair. Shebobs in the flying in the air
painting like a huge pink MacyÕsParade balloon. Shehas on a red jump-
er and white anklets and Mary Janes.She doesnÕtlook frightened. And
when she is lying crumpled on the pavement, her haunch is exposed so
her white panties show. Her huge thigh is painted pink and smooth as
strawberry yogurt.

The one Renata is working on right now is an Amish girl series. She
works on them all at once, so they are sitting around in stages.On her
easel is the Amish girl being hit by the car. The Amish girl is in gray,
with a white bonnet sketched over her hair. Sheis wearing sneakers.The
car is KeithÕs car.

ÒWell,ÓMatt says slowly. ÒSheÕllhave to come back for all this, wonÕt
she. She wouldnÕt leave all this.Ó

I donÕt know.

There is a folder, open, full of pictures of girls cut out from magazines,
and just visible, the scalloped corner of an old photograph. I reach for it,
and Matt says,ÒDonÕttouch that,Óbut I do anyway. ItÕsfrom one of my
photo albums. ItÕsan old black and white picture of a young woman,
maybe RenataÕsage, wearing a forties-style one-piece bathing suit. SheÕs
soft and by todayÕsstandards, a little heavy in the hips and her bangs
make her look something like Betty Page. The bathing suit is a jazzy
number with polka dots. SheÕssexy and solid as a pin-up. ItÕsmy moth-
er. I show it to Matt and then take it upstairs with me. He doesnÕtsay
anything.

Brenda, one of the aides where my mother lives, left me a voicemail at
work that my mother was out of some thingsÑlipstick (Cool Watermel-
on by Revlon, a strange, overly vivid shade that my mother prefers) and
lotion and menstrual pads because sometimes my mother has a little
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urinary leakage. ItÕsWednesday and IÕllseeher Thursday, but I stop on
my way home from work and pick things up at the grocery store and
drop them off.

I always want to leave right away, so I always make myself sit down
and say something to Mom. I touch her a lot, on the arm, on the
shoulder. I kiss her cheek sometimes. We were not a huggy family.
WeÕrenot as remote as the classicPresbyterian family (my husband says
that in moments of great emotion, the men in his family would shake
hands) but we donÕttouch eachother much. My mother seemsto like to
be touched now, though.

Her phone rings. I canÕtthink who would call. I call her and tell her
IÕmcoming over, although I have no sign that she remembers. I used to
seenotes written to herself, clara coming. But not anymore. I pick it up,
expecting it to be a telemarketer. ItÕs Matt.

ÒRenata called,Ó he says. ÒSheÕs on her way home.Ó

ÒIs she all right?Ó I ask.

ÒShe didnÕt say,Ó he says.

ÒIÕll be right there.Ó

My mother is watching me, birdlike. ÒWhereÕs Renata?Ó she asks.

Lost, I want to say. ÒIdonÕtknow where she is, Mom. SheÕsrun away.
SheÕs seventeen and sheÕs run away. But sheÕs on her way home now.Ó

My mother looks at me and reaches out and covers my hand with
hers. Her hand is cool. She searchesmy face. I think she is together in
this moment and I know what she is going to say. ItÕswhat she said to
me when Renatawas two and I told her that sometimes I was so afraid I
would get up in the middle of the night to seeif Renata was breathing.
She said, ÒOur children are hostages to the world.Ó

She pets my hand and then she says, ÒTake me home.Ó

Our driveway is a bit of an incline. Keith parks at the bottom, the way
he always does, and Matt and I stand at the door, watching. The car sits
for a long moment, while Renataand Keith are apparently talking. Then
the doors open and Renata gets out and comes up the driveway, head
down, leaning forward against the slope. SheÕswearing plumberÕstape
around her upper arm. Keith gets out and leans up against the door of
his car, arms crossed across his chest.
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I gasp and Matt says, ÒOh shit.Ó KeithÕslip is split and his face is
bruised all down one side, swelling now so that one eye is half closed.

Renata doesnÕtlook back at him, doesnÕtsay anything to us, just goes
in the house.

Matt goes down driveway and I know what he is asking. Are you all
right? he is asking. Do you want me to go with you to the emergency
room? But Keith is shaking his head.

I follow Renata inside. ÒHaveyou had anything to eat?ÓI ask. I hear
the door behind me, Matt coming in.

ÒWestopped at McDonaldÕs,ÓRenata says. She tried to be vegetarian
for a week or two, but sheÕsa carnivore. Even as a baby, Renata would
choose steak over ice cream.

ÒSo where did you go?Ó Matt asks her.

ÒSomeguy Keith knows has a friend who has a trailer. He uses it for
fishing or something. Out near Sandusky.ÓI can imagine the trailer, low
and mean and narrow. The story comes out in little bits, and before
much of it has come out, Renata is crying. The guy who owns the trailer
is named Don, and he showed up there today. He was high on
something, Renata thinks maybe crack.

ÒHeÕsmissing a bunch of teeth,Óshesays,ÒandI canÕtunderstand him
when he talks.ÓSheis crying in the way that is almost like hiccoughing.
ÒSoI kept smiling and nodding my head like I knew what he was talking
about but I was afraid I was nodding my head at the wrong times or
something.

ÒAnd then he got mad at Keith, I donÕtknow why. And he got all ugly
and he, like, winged this ashtray at Keith and it hit him in the head and
they started fighting and then Keith and I got out of the house and he
said he was going to get his gun and we were out in the middle of
nowhere and I was so scared and we ran to KeithÕscar. While we were
trying to back out his crappy driveway he shot at us and he hit the back
of KeithÕscar. ThereÕsa hole in the trunk. We kept backing up really fast,
and his driveway is really long. ItÕsjust these two ruts, not even gravel
or anything.Ó

We are sitting on the couch and at seventeen,she almost crawls into
my lap. I stroke her hair, coarse with black dye.

We ground her, of course.
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ÒHereÕsthe deal,ÓI say. ÒIÕlltake you to the doctor and get the chip
taken out. But youÕvegot to do your part. YouÕvegot to tell us where
youÕre going and what youÕre doing.Ó

She is subdued and listens without agreeing or disagreeing.

Matt and I lecture, even if we know it is the worst thing to do. How
can we not? All our feelings spill out in warnings. SheÕsgot to straighten
up. SheÕllbe eighteen in five months, and sheÕsgot to make some de-
cisions. If weÕregoing to help her go to art school, sheÕsgot to get her
grades up. And on, and on.

Her dad goes to the bathroom and I take the photo of my mother out
of my purse. I slide it towards her on the coffee table.

She frowns at it, and looks up at me, puzzled.

ÒYoucan have it,ÓI say. ÒButpleasedonÕtpaint her being hit by a car.
I couldnÕt stand it.Ó

She covers her mouth with her hand, thinking. What words are
trapped behind that hand?

Then she nods and says softly, ÒOkay, Mom.Ó

At two that morning, I wake up, frightened from some dream. I lie in
bed and catalogue my sins; obsessive,insufficiently understanding, self-
absorbed. Then I get up and call up DigitalAngelMap.com. First I put in
RenataÕscode, which I know by heart. The yellow triangle is steady on
our street. I watch it a long time. Sonia climbs the steps. I can hear her.
SheÕsan old dog now and she has arthritis. Shecomesinto the extra bed-
room where we keep the computer and lies down and sighs.

I put in my motherÕscode. As soon as I start typing it, I am gripped by
the deep conviction, the premonition that my mother is out wandering
around.

But the triangle is right where it should be, unmoving. I turn off the
computer and then step over the dog and turn out the light, step blindly
back over the dog and sit in the chair. The dark and stillness spread
around me, blanketing the house and the street. The cars are silent and
still and the girls are all safe in their beds.
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Wicked

The first thing that burst into flame was a bag of groceries in the back of
the Explorer. Taking groceries in the house was a moment she joked
about with the cashier at the grocery store. The grocery store nearest her
house was a little upscale, a little chichi and when she shopped there in-
stead of the less expensive KrogerÕs,she knew it was another moral
lapse. But she liked to get shopping over with as fast as possible so she
mostly shopped at the expensive place.

The bag boys loaded the groceries in the car for the customers and as
Joewas bagging, she said, ÒCould you come home and put them away
for me?Ó

Joe, who was still in high school, just laughed.

But she really hated putting groceries away. Picking them was ripe
with possibility. Putting them away was like cleaning up after the party.
Joyless.Sheopened the back of the SUV and saw the pile of bagsand felt
the creeping edge of despair. She just stood there, looking, and then a
curl of smoke drifted up past the box of Life cereal, and suddenly, in-
stead of a bag of cereal and macaroni and cheese, it was a bag of flame.

It was gorgeous. And her heart warmed to it. She felt nothing but
pleasure for a moment and then she thought distantly that she should
pull the bag out. But she didnÕt.Instead she just watched the next bag of
groceriesÑonions, red bell peppers and portabella mushroomsÑcatch.
Upscale groceries, double-bag, and outer plastic sack melted, then
blackened. The back of the seatcaught, too, heavy black smoke, stinking
and acrid with chemicals.

Shebacked out of the garage. Would the car explode? But it didnÕt.It
burned flamboyantly, the flames flattening against the ceiling of the
garage.

The next-door neighbor shouted, ÒIÕll call 911!Ó

She hadnÕt even noticed that the neighbor had come out.

Let it burn, she thought.

Shelooked at the mailbox down by the street and in a moment, smoke
leaked around the opening, and then the top of the post flared, fire al-
most invisible in the daylight.

The garage was engulfed and she could see smoke behind the win-
dows in the front of the house. Her husband was at work. Her kids were
at school. WouldnÕt they be surprised?
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Who was going to clean this up?

Not me, she thought.
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Laika Comes Back Safe

There was a special program when I was in fourth grade where this pho-
tographer came and taught us. It was called the Appalachian Art Project
and it was supposed to expose us to art. We all got these little plastic
cameras called Dianas that didnÕt have a flash or anything, and black-
and-white film. The first week we took pictures of our family and then
we developed them and picked one for our autobiography. Then the
next week we took pictures of each other. Then the third week we took
pictures of important things in our lives. The fourth week we took pic-
tures of dreams.

Not hopes and dreamsÑwe were supposed to take a picture of
something that was like something we would dream about. I had a book
from the school library about exploration in space.It was old, from the
seventies, and it talked about the history of space exploration. It was
really more of a boyÕsbook. My favorite books were horse books. All I
remember from it was the part about Laika the dog. They trained this
dog and they sent her up in space and they used her to see if people
could survive in space and then becausethey couldnÕtbring her back
down they left her to die up there.

That really bothered me because I had a German shepherd named
Lacey and I kept thinking about Laika up there all by herself and then
just her bones going around and around. I had a bad dream about Lacey
being taken to go to space.Sowhen it was time to do the photograph of a
dream, I took string and tape and I taped Lacey up with spots of tape on
her chest and her head and I took her picture sitting there in the back-
yard. I had a parachute from one of those plastic soldiers you get that
you wrap up in the parachute and throw in the air and hope the para-
chute opens and I taped that on Lacey, too, and had my mom hold the
parachuteÑyou can see her hand and a little of her arm in the pic-
tureÑand then, while mom kept Lacey from pawing all the tape and the
string off, I took her picture. ItÕsa good pictureÑsheÕslooking at me and
she has her ears up. I titled it Laika Comes Back Safe.

We put all the pictures on the chalk rail. I remember somebody took a
picture of their steps down to their cellar. Nobody seemedto think any-
thing of LaikaComesBackSafemaybe becauseyou could seemy momÕs
hand and the parachute was really too little.
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Tye Petrie stood behind me in the lunch line. ÒBrittany, is that your
dog?Ó he asked.

ÒYeah,Ó I said.

ÒShe looks like a neat dog.Ó

That was more than Tye Petrie had ever said to me in my life. Even
though he was my second cousin, we didnÕthave picnics and family re-
unions or anything with the Petries. ÒHer name is Lacey,ÓI said, and
then I said, ÒI love her more than anyone else on Earth.Ó

I thought it sounded like a stupid thing to say, but Tye Petrie just said,
ÒReally?Óin this way that made it sound like he thought that was good
thing.

ÒDo you have a dog?Ó I asked.

ÒNo,Ó he said. ÒIÕm not allowed.Ó

ÒYou can come and pet Lacey,Ó I said.

We had a little white house on cinder blockÑmy dad had built most of
it himself. I was doing my homework and my dad was getting ready to
leave for second swing, the shift he was working at the plant before he
got messed up, and my dad looked out the window and said, ÒWhatÕs
that briar doing hanging on the fence?Ó

My dad didnÕtmean anything by it, he called everybody a briar, but
Tye Petrie had a real light head of hair and real pale eyes in a dark face
and he did look a bit like white trash. He was waiting around by our
gate. ÒHeÕs come to see Lacey,Ó I said, and went out.

By that time Lacey was barking her fool head off. I untied herÑDad
said she had to stay tied up even though we had a chain link fence be-
causeshe crapped all over the front yardÑand she went bounding over
towards Tye. Shestopped when she got close to him, looking back at me
with one paw raised like she wasnÕt sure of something. Then she lowered
her head the way she did when she was being introduced to another
dog, tail sort of neither up or down and wagging just a little.

She was acting that way because Tye was a werewolf, although he
wasnÕtreally, not yet. I didnÕt know Tye was a werewolf, becausehe
didnÕt tell me for years and years. In movies, dogs are afraid of were-
wolves, but thatÕsnot true. They just think theyÕreother dogs and if your
dog hatesother dogs, then theyÕllhate a werewolf, too. IÕmlike an expert
on werewolves, after knowing Tye all theseyears, but itÕsnot something
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that will ever do me any good. I thought about calling the X-Filespeople
and seeing if they could use all that stuff for a movie, but I really canÕt
tell, and besides, I wouldnÕt know how to get the phone number for a
television show.

Tye and Lacey liked each other fine and we took her for a walk down
the street. We hung out and he took me to the place where heÕdmade a
fort in the woods. He came over pretty often after that and I think he
went roller skating with my mom and me once. We never talked at
school, becauseI was always hanging out with Rachel and Melissa and
Lindsey and he was always hanging out with Mike and Justin or
somebody.

When my dad was in the motorcycle accident and messedup his back
and his leg and lost his job, we had to go on the county until he got his
social security pension settled. We moved into town and I transferred
from the Knox County school system to Barbourville City Schools and
went to Landry middle school. We had to give up Lacey. The people
down the street from our old house took her. I only saw Tye Petrie at
church and we never said anything to each other.

I was in 4-H then, doing sewing stuff, and I ran into Tye at the Knox
County Fair. He wasnÕtin 4-H, he was just at the fair. He wasnÕthanging
around with anybody and I was in the barn looking at the big draft
horses. He walked up beside me like it was the school cafeteria lunch
line and looked at the horse.

ÒHi, Tye,Ó I said.

ÒI checked on Lacey last week,Ó he said. ÒSheÕs doing fine.Ó

When we gave up Lacey I didnÕtget mad and screamand cry like they
do on TV. I didnÕtsay, ÒYoucanÕthave her!Óand she didnÕtrun away
and find me, but it really hurt me deep inside and I never ever got over
it. It was the worst thing that ever happened to me, even worse than
when my dad got hurt. I couldnÕtsay anything, becauseI was afraid I
was going to cry.

ÒImeant to tell you at church, but I never got a chance,Óhe said. ÒIgo
check on her about once a week. They take good care of her. They donÕt
tie her up, they let her run around their yard.Ó

I took a deep breath and it was like a sob. ÒThanks,ÓI said. It cameout
a little shaky.

ÒSo howÕs it going?Ó

I shrugged. ÒIt sucks,Ó I said.
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ÒYeah,Ó he said. ÒIt does.Ó

ÒYou want to go on the Octopus?ÓI said. I donÕtknow why, the
Octopus always makes me sick. But it was the only ride I could think of.

We hung around the whole day. My mom had to take my dad home
becausehis back hurt so bad, it gave him a migraine and TyeÕsmom and
dad said theyÕdtake me home. TyeÕsmom had the same coloring that
Tye did, pale hair, a dark face,real pale eyesand shewore her hair up on
the back of her head, kind of old-fashioned. Shehad an accent,Tye said,
becauseshe came from a Parish in Louisiana. She wasnÕtpretty or any-
thing, she looked real plain and kind of country. She didnÕtsay nearly
anything when I was around.

Mostly, though, we were on our own and in the evening it got cool
and the lights came on in the midway and the rides would take you up
and back into the dark and then down and into the light.

ÒBrittanyÕsgot a beau,Ómy mom said when I got home and I thought
it was true.

On the Tuesday of the last week before school started I walked all the
way out to Swan Pond to see him and Lacey. I got there before him.
Lacey went nuts, jumping and barking, and Mrs. West came out to see
what was wrong, but when she saw me she just waved and said I could
come in the fence. I went inside and hugged Lacey and she licked my
face. Mrs. West had a pretty garden and it had marigolds and red and
white petunias.

Tye cameand I said he could come in the fence.Lacey jumped all over
him. Then he lay down on his back and I petted Lacey. ÒDo you ever
wish you were a dog?Ó he asked.

ÒYeah,Ó I said. ÒA lot.Ó

ÒItÕs not all itÕs cracked up to be,Ó he said.

I thought about that. It probably wasnÕt.Lacey hadnÕtasked to have
new owners, but then I hadnÕtasked to move into town and have to live
on food stamps, either.

We talked about the life of a dog, and he told me about how his par-
ents never talked to eachother. They never fought, they just never talked
to eachother, and his father had told him once that heÕdmade a mistake
to marry his mother. His mother took Lithium for her nerves. I told him
that my mom was a bitch sometimes, which she was, and she probably
should be on Lithium or something, and that since he got messedup, my
dad had just given up on everything.
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By the time I started home I was late for dinner, but since my dad
didnÕtgo to work anymore we just all sort of ate whenever anyway and
it really didnÕt matter.

I told my mom that IÕdgone to seeLacey. I didnÕttell her about Tye,
because I didnÕt want her to tease me.

Tye and I met pretty often after that. WeÕdplay with Lacey and then
weÕdwalk out the gravel road to the Pope-Ball cemetery. ItÕsjust a little
farm family cemetery, just a place fenced in with a wire fence and a
bunch of tombstones halfway up Pope-Ball mountain. ItÕsnot any bigger
than Mrs. WestÕsyard but there are some trees all along the back fence.
Some of the tombstones are pretty old, from 1890and stuff, but most of
them are my grandparents and great-aunts and -uncles.

Tye told me he would never have a girlfriend, never get married.
There was a genetic problem in his family and he wasnÕtgoing to pass it
on. He wouldnÕtsay what it was but the way he talked I always thought
it had to do with his penis or something and thatÕs why he wouldnÕt say.

I still liked talking though, and I thought maybe he would change his
mind about me. I thought about never having children and I didnÕtknow
if I could marry someone like that.

We met at least once a week until it got too cold, and then when it got
warm I called him and told him I was going to see Lacey, slogged up
through the mud and there he was and everything was pretty much the
same. We started high school, and still kept it up, even when I started
dating Rick. I told Tye all about Rick although I never told Rick about
Tye. Tye thought Rick was a poser. Rick wore skateboarder stuff like the
big pants and he really did skateboard although he didnÕt do stunts.

My mom was having trouble with diabetes and a lot of it was her own
fault. She found out she had diabetes when she went on that liquid diet
where you drink a can of stuff in the morning and a can of stuff at noon
and she blacked out. Then the doctor told her to lose weight and it got
worse. I never knew what we were going to eat at homeÑfor a while she
was on this SusanPowter kick. SusanPowter is the chick with the white
buzz cut, and basically she says you canÕteat anything good. Mom tried
vegetarian for a little while until Dad said we had to have meat at din-
ner. Then she did the cabbagesoup diet and lost some weight but then
she gained it all back. Most of the time, Rick picked me up and we went
down to Taco Bell or Dairy Queen and ate. A lot of times we brought
stuff back for Dad.
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TyeÕsparents filed for divorce. He said it was a relief. His mom got a
job in town at Kmart and his dad moved out. Sincehis mom was at work
in the afternoon, heÕdbring a six-pack of beer and stash it in the
cemetery and after we saw Lacey weÕdgo sit and IÕddrink two and heÕd
drink four and weÕd talk about stuff.

Rick started hanging out with his friends and not coming over. He got
a paintball gun and played paintball all the time and he never had any
money to do anything, never wanted to come over much. He was a pain
anyway becauseall he ever talked about was how he was going to join
the Air Force and be a pilot, or the music he liked which was all Jimi
Hendrix and Led Zeppelin and singing ÒSweetHome Alabama,Ó or it
was Garth Brooks and Clint Black. I got sick and tired of him never hav-
ing time to come over and we had a big argument and broke up and then
I cried for a week.

IÕd go out to see Tye almost every evening and weÕd sit in the
cemetery, bundled up in our winter coats, long after it got dark. I didnÕt
think of Tye asa possible boyfriend anymore, he was more like a brother
or something. He had this old plaid cloth coat and heÕdsit there with his
back up against my great-aunt EthelÕsred granite tombstoneÑit was the
biggest in the cemetery even though both her and my great-uncle Jake
drank all the time and never had any money, becauseJohn,her son, and
my cousin once removed, had a good job with the nuclear plant down in
Knoxville, Tennessee,and he paid for the funeralÑand weÕdlisten to
Pearl Jamor U2 or Sublime until the batteries ran out on his CD player. I
was talking about being a vet. ThatÕs what I wanted to do, be a vet.

ÒI canÕt come over the next few nights,Ó he said.

ÒIs your mom working days?Ó

ÒYeah,Óhe said. He stared at his beer. ÒAnd, um, I go kinda crazy
sometimes and IÕm going to do it for the next couple of days.Ó

ÒYoumean you like schedule it?ÓI said. I didnÕtknow if I was sup-
posed to laugh or what.

ÒNo,Óhe said, ÒI just know when itÕsgoing to happen.ÓHe was dead
serious.

ÒTye,Ó I said, Òwhat do you mean?Ó

He shrugged. ÒItÕsa hereditary condition. I told you I had a hereditary
condition.Ó

ÒIt makes you crazy sometimes?Ó

ÒSort of,Ó he said.
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ÒWhat do you mean, Ôsort ofÕ?Ó

He wouldnÕt say any more than that.

It was too cold and it was late. He promised me heÕdbe back out here
on Tuesday unless it was raining. We had an unspoken agreement that if
it was raining we just came the next time it was dry.

I rolled up our blanket and stuck it in the plastic bag we kept it in, then
stashed it half under this fallen-down tree and sprayed it with this Pet
Off stuff we used to keep the animals out. I took the beer cans and Tye
took the CD player. I threw out the beer cansin the Dumpster in the back
of the Chinese place I passed on the way home.

We lived in an apartment complex then, and I cut across the back
parking lot. I could seethe light through the curtains of the sliding glass
door. We had a first-floor apartment because of my dadÕs leg.

My mom was loaded for bear when I got in. ÒWhere have you been?Ó

ÒShellyÕs,Ó I said.

ÒI called ShellyÕs and you werenÕt there.Ó

ÒI went for a walk.Ó

ÒFor four hours?Ó

ÒYeah. I went out to see Lacey, my dog, and then I walked around.Ó

ShedidnÕtbuy it. I donÕtknow why I didnÕttell her I was with Tye ex-
cept that I didnÕtwant her coming up to the cemetery and catching me
drinking beer. She was screaming at me about never being home and I
just said, ÒYeah, whatever,Ó and she slapped me.

My dad said, ÒForGodÕssake, Betty, hitting her isnÕtgoing to do any
good!Ó

ÒJesus!Ómy mom shouted, Òyouwant your daughter running around
all night?Ó

Oh God, theyÕdbeen arguing. I stood there, holding my face, feeling
these little sobs like hiccoughs.

ÒSheÕsbeen out for hours without telling anyone whereÕssheÕsbeen!
DonÕt I have a right to know where my daughterÕs been?Ó

ÒYou donÕt have any goddamn right to hit her!Ó

ÒMaybe if you acted like a fatherÑÓ

ÒMaybe if you got off your fat ass and got a job!Ó

ÒYou donÕt have the sense God gave a cockroach! You know
something, Joseph Gaines Ball! You know something? I grew up! You
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never grew up! You just kept drinking and running around on a god-
damn motorcycle!Ó

I ran to my bedroom and locked the door.

ÒGoddamn it!Ó my mother roared. ÒYou get out here, you little bitch!Ó

My mom started hammering on my door. My dad must have tried to
grab her becauseI heard her slap him. Then she must have punched him
becausehe fell out in the hall. He had trouble getting up becauseof his
back and his leg, so she could punch him when he was down, too.

ÒGoddamn it!Ó he was yelling. ÒGoddamn it!Ó

Then I could hear my mother run down the hall sobbing.

My dad was lying out there on the floor on the mauve carpeting that
didnÕtgo with any of our furniture. ÒIÕmgoing to get my gun,Ómy dad
said in a monotone. ÒIÕmgoing to get it and blow my fucking head off.ÓI
could hear it clearly through the thin walls.

ÒSure,Ómy mother called from the kitchen. ÒLiethere and pity your-
self! If you think IÕmgoing to beg you to saveyour sorry-ass excusefor a
life, youÕre wrong!Ó

ÒIÕm going to blow my fucking head off,Ó my dad said again.

I lay on my bed in the dark and pulled my big stuffed dog up against
my chest and pretended it was Lacey.

My mom and dad were still asleepwhen I got up. I was late for school
the next day and missed first period General Math, which was no great
loss.

When I got home, my mom was waiting for me and she started in on
me again, so I said, ÒIÕm going.Ó

She grabbed me by the arm but I just twisted out of her grip and ran
out the door. I went to seeLacey but shewas in the house so I went up to
the cemetery and found our blanket and wrapped up in it. I couldnÕtface
going home yet, and I didnÕt know what to do. It was chilly, but not
really cold. I sat leaning up against my great-auntÕstombstone in the
sun. My parents had argued until two or three in the morning and I was
tired and I fell asleep there.

I woke a couple of times and then suddenly it was dark and IÕdgotten
cold. It wasnÕtcompletely dark, because the moon was up but it was
strange and creepy to be walking home in the dark. My mom was wait-
ing for me, still mad. We had another fight, and I told her I was afraid to
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come home to a psycho mom. She said the school had called and said I
was tardy and I said that maybe if she got up and sent me off to school
like a normal mom, I wouldnÕt be tardy.

My dad came out and said I wasnÕtbeing fair and they told me I was
grounded for a week.

I didnÕtget to go out to the cemetery until my punishment was up. I
called Tye Petrie and told him IÕdbeengrounded. We didnÕttalk about it
on the phone. Tye didnÕtlike to talk on the phone. He just told me heÕd
see me in a week.

He was waiting in Mrs. WestÕsyard, and Lacey was happy to seeme. I
did all the things she liked, rubbing my knuckles in her earsand scratch-
ing her chest to apologize for not having seen her.

ÒWhat happened?Ó he asked.

ÒMy mom and dad were having an argument so I came out to the
cemetery and I fell asleep and I didnÕt get home until about nine.Ó

ÒYeah?ÓTye said. He looked tired. HeÕdbeen suddenly getting taller
and heÕdgone from looking like a little middle school kid to looking like
one of the juniors. He even had a little bit of a mustache.

ÒDid you go crazy?Ó I asked.

ÒYeah,Ó he said.

I wanted to know what it was like to go crazy. ÒWhat did you do?Ó

ÒJust, sorta went crazy.Ó

ThatÕsall he would say and then neither one of us knew what to talk
about. ÒWhenI woke up at the cemetery,ÓI said, Òit was already dark.
Scared the living shit out of me,Ó I said.

ÒBrittany,Ó he said, Òyou shouldnÕt be out alone after dark.Ó

ÒI didnÕt expect to be out after dark,Ó I said, irritated.

ÒNo, really. I mean, IÉ um, what if something attacked you?Ó

ÒThe only people that ever go to the cemetery are you and me,Ó I said.

ÒWhat if I attacked you?Ó he said.

ÒDonÕt be weird, Tye,Ó I said.

ÒI am weird,Ó he said, and I grinned, but he started to cry.

IÕd never seen Tye cry. ÒJesus,Ó I said, ÒwhatÕs wrong?Ó

ThatÕs when he told me he was a werewolf.

132



I thought that maybe he really was crazy, you know? Here he was cry-
ing and telling me that he was a werewolf, for ChristÕsake. I patted him
and said it was okay, he was okay. I wondered a lot of things about Tye,
like was he gay, or was his father like, molesting him, but I never expec-
ted that he was crazy. He told me a bunch of crazy things like how he
hadnÕtstarted changing into a wolf until this year, becausethe change
didnÕt happen until you started going through puberty. He told me
about how heÕdbeen dreading it for years, and how he couldnÕtreally
remember what had happened afterward, becauseit was like he had ex-
periencesin a whole different way, like through smell. ÒSo,see,Óhe said,
ÒI could have hurt you really bad, Brittany. Really bad!Ó

ÒYoudidnÕthurt me,ÓI said, becauseI didnÕtknow what elseto say. It
was really crazy. Someways, Tye was really crazy. Sometimeshe was so
excited, it was like he was on something and heÕdbe talking a mile a
minute. Sometimes he would sleep all Saturday and Sunday and be real
depressed.

We sat there a long time while he told me about how his momÕsfamily
in Louisiana was like this and how his mom had run away to try to get
away from all that. It was crazy stuff and it was creepy listening to Tye
becausehe really believed it but it was so strange, it was really interest-
ing. I knew if I acted like I wanted to go, Tye would think I didnÕtbelieve
him. He kept saying, ÒI know it sounds crazy, you probably donÕtbe-
lieve me, but itÕstrue,Óand he kept watching me in this desperate way
like I was the last person in his life.

Finally I had to go home or IÕd get grounded again.

The next day I half thought he wouldnÕt be at the WestsÕ,but he was
there, just hanging by the fence and Lacey was sitting, looking up at him
as if she were trying to talk to him. I thought about how much he had
changed lately and I realized for the first time how, well, sexy he seemed
suddenly.

Lacey and I said hello.

I asked Mrs. West if we could take Lacey for a walkÑsometimes we
did that and Tye had me so weirded out that I wanted her with me. I
took her on the leash and we walked up to the cemetery. Tye got the
beers and I poured some into my hand for Lacey. She liked beer.

Lacey licked my face and then stood with her front paws on my legs.
She usually only did that when I was crying or something. ÒLacey,ÓI
said, ÒwhatÕs up with you today!Ó
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ÒSheknows youÕrescared,ÓTye said. ÒShecan smell your fear. SheÕs
trying to make you feel better.Ó

I almost said, ÒScaredof what, you?Óbut it was true, I was scared.Not
that Tye was going to hurt me, but that he was crazy and I didnÕtknow
what to do.

ÒI can smell it, too,Ó he said.

I petted Lacey, trying to think of something to say.

ÒYoudonÕtbelieve me,Óhe said. ÒIcan smell that, too. ItÕsokay, itÕsall
pretty crazy. But I can smell your feelings. I can smell what you had for
lunchÑyou had a cheeseburger.Ó

I had a cheeseburgeralmost every day at lunch becauseit was about
the only thing I could stand in the school cafeteria. I mean, probably Tye
could have guessed that. I mean, weÕdtalked about it because weÕd
talked about how school lunches sucked. But the way he said it scared
me even more.

ÒIcan smell that youÕreworried,Ó he said. ÒIcan smell feelings that I
donÕteven have names for. I can smell you better than I can see you,
Brittany.Ó

It was then that I either had to believe him or I had to quit seeing him.

Things changed after that; like we were falling, out, away. IÕdwalk out
to the cemetery and it was as if I wasnÕtin Barbourville anymore. Tye
was taller than I remembered and the pale hair on his forearms looked so
soft, I wanted to touch it. I knew he had to smell that change on me, too,
but he didnÕtsay anything about it. So I studied the way his shirtsleeve
was cuffed back against his skin.

He told me how when he went out at night during what we called his
ÒcrazytimesÓthe whole world was different becausehis brain was dif-
ferent. ÒI canÕt remember it afterwards,Ó he said.

It started to rain. I had a jacket with a hood and the rain was hard
enough that it pattered on it like a roof. All around me I heard the rain
on the dead leaves and the cemetery was deep in maple and oak leaves.

ÒI watched a place last night,Ó Tye said. His eyes were dark looking
underneath like he hadnÕthad much sleep. ÒWhenI got there the light
was on and I could seeit through the curtains, so I lay there next to the
door with my nose pressedup against the crack. I smelled macaroni and
cheese.Ó
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I felt the hair lift on the back of my neck becauseI knew whose place
he had watched.

ÒIwasnÕtthinking Ômacaroniand cheese,ÕÓhe said. ÒButtoday I can re-
member the smell, and the smell of people inside, a man and two
women.Ó

He told me all the things weÕddone, watched TV and stuff. I thought
about how when I was doing my Spanish homework there he was, not
five foot away, smelling me. I had a funny image of Tye lying there in
the dark on the patio: a person, not a wolf. It was creepy.

He told me how the lights had gone out and how he had heard the
television still on. My dad sat in the dark and watched TV.

Tye coughed. He had a cold.

I wanted to touch his arm, but I sat on the tombstone and felt the rain
on my chilly hands. ÒIwent to the next window,Ó he said, ÒandI smelled
that smell almost as familiar as my own.Ó

I started to cry. I lifted my face to the November rain. Everything was
spinning so fast, we were on the spinning earth whirling along. The cold
rain was wet on my upturned face and Tye leaned over and kissed me
and we fell out into the sky, like Laika, whirling away.

His lips were cold from the rain and so very soft.

ÒIÕllhurt you, Brittany,Ó he said. ÒI wonÕtmean to. IÕll follow your
smell.Ó

ÒNoyou wonÕt,ÓI said. I was crying so hard that the words came out
all muddled. ÒYouÕd never hurt me!Ó

But he got up and walked out of the cemetery and down the
mountain.

The next afternoon I went out to seeLacey and Tye never showed up. I
went every day for a week and he still didnÕtshow up. So I called his
houseÑsomething we almost never didÑand he came to the phone.

ÒHey, Tye,Ó I said, ÒitÕs Brittany.Ó

ÒHi,Óhe said. The silence hung there. ÒIÕmgoing to get a part-time
job.Ó

ÒYou canÕt get a job,Ó I said, ÒyouÕre only fifteen.Ó
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ÒI can get a work permit for hardship becausemy momÕsdivorced,
and thereÕsthis guy thatÕsgoing to hire me to work in his bait shop. I
wonÕt be able to come up to see Lacey anymore.Ó

ÒYou canÕt,Ó I whispered.

ÒBrit, I gotta go.Ó And then he hung up.

I didnÕtseehim for over a year after that but then he got a job at the
Pick-n-Pay as a stockboy and IÕdsee him when I went in sometimes.
HeÕdsay hello to me and act friendly, but not really personal. More like
polite. And by that time I was dating Kevin and I had a job at Dairy
Queen so I didnÕthave a lot of time. I was saving money to move out,
but the radiator and the water pump went out on the old Accord and we
had to have a car so I had to fix it becausemy mom didnÕt have the
money. Things just kept coming up.

It was JackPope who first told us the news. I was sitting at the kitchen
table after school watching my tape of GeneralHospitaland my mom was
eating some of those fat-free cookies, even though IÕd told her they
didnÕtdo her sugar any good, they had more sugar in them than the reg-
ular kind.

JackdoesnÕtdrive and he and his wife live out on the mountain near
the Pope-Ball cemetery, so he walks miles and miles, and when he comes
by our house sometimes he stops in for a glass of water. I didnÕt think
anything about it when he poked his head in. He said to my mom,
ÒBetty, did you hear about Tye Petrie? He done killed himself.Ó

Normally I wouldnÕt believe him. JackdoesnÕtlie but his two kids are
in special education and they come by it honestly, so IÕdhave figured
that he got something mixed up, but when he said it I just knew it.

My mom said, ÒTyePetrie? Roger PetrieÕsoldest boy? You knew him,
didnÕtyou, Brit.ÓAnd then she called to my dad, ÒJoe?Joe?JackPopeÕs
here and he says Roger PetrieÕs oldest boy killed himself!Ó

My dad was in the bedroom like usual, but he limped out into the kit-
chen even though he probably didnÕtknow or care about Roger Petrie or
Tye Petrie. He didnÕtsay nothing, just stood there looking at Mom and
Jack.

Mom asked Jack Pope what happened, but I didnÕt want to listen.
There was a ring of water on the kitchen table where my glass of diet
coke had been sitting and I drew lines across the ring with my finger,
drawing out the water.
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My dad was standing there in the kitchen, and my mom was talking to
Jack Pope. I just sat there and died and no one noticed.

My momÕsbeen having more and more trouble with her sugar, and
now she has trouble seeing. The way she keeps eating I figure sheÕsgo-
ing to go blind and I donÕtknow how my dad is going to take care of
everything. Lacey died the year Tye did. Her hips got bad with hip dys-
plasia and she had to be put to sleep. I hadnÕtseenher since Tye stopped
going to the cemetery. Sometimes, when I was remembering Tye and
everything that had happened, I thought she was me.

Kevin, my boyfriend, has a job at a machine shop and heÕstalking
about getting married. He wants a little land so we can raise a couple of
beef cows, like his dad does. I donÕtknow any reason not to get married
and Kevin saysa dog would be great. IÕmgoing to have a bunch of dogs,
German shepherds and huskies and stuff. IÕmgoing to be a veterinarian
assistant, but I canÕtyet becausewe need more money than that so IÕve
got a cashier job at the Pick-n-Pay.

Sometimeswe go down to Corbin to a bar down there that plays coun-
try and teachesline dancing, and we go out the interstate. JackPope told
us they found his car parked on the interstate on one of the bridges. As
we cross the bridges I find myself thinking. Could I do it? Is it hard? Did
he have to work up the nerve?

They say when you jump thereÕsno feeling of falling. Maybe he just
leaned forward and fell into the smoky blue-green air.
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Presence

Mila sits at her desk in Ohio and picks up the handle of the new dispos-
able razor in É Shen Zhen, China? Juarez,Mexico? ShecanÕtremember
where theyÕreassembling the parts. Shepans left and right and decides it
must be Shen Zhen, becausewhen she looks around thereÕsno one else
in camera range. ThereÕsa twelve-hour time-zone difference. ItÕseleven
at night in China, so the only other activity is another production engin-
eer doing telepresence workÑwaldos sorting through a bin of hinge
joints two tables over in a pool of light. Factories are dim and dirty
places,but camerasneed light, so telepresencestations are islands in the
darkness.

Shelifts the dark blue plastic part in front of the CMM and waits for it
to measure the cavity. She figures theyÕrerunning about 20 percent out
of spec,but they are so far behind on the razor product launch, they canÕt
afford to have the vendor resupply, so tomorrow, underpaid Chinese
employees in Shen Zhen raw materials will have to hand-inspect the
parts, discard the bad ones, and send the rest to packaging.

Her phone rings.

She disengages the waldos and the visor. The display is her home
number and she winces.

ÒHello?Ó says her husband, Gus. ÒHello, who is this?Ó

ÒItÕs Mila,Ó she says. ÒItÕs Mila, honey.Ó

ÒMila?Ó he says. ÒThatÕs what the Speed Dial said. Where are you?Ó

ÒIÕm at work,Ó she says.

ÒAt P&G?Ó he says.

ÒNo, honey, now I work for Gillette. You worked for Gillette, too.Ó

ÒI did not,Ó he says, suspicious. Gus has AlzheimerÕs. He is fifty-seven.

ÒWhereÕs Cathy?Ó Mila asks.

ÒCathy?Óhis voice lowers. ÒIsthat her name?I was calling becauseshe
was here. What is she doing in our house?Ó

ÒSheÕsthere to help you,ÓMila sayshelplessly. Cathy is the new home
health. SheÕsbeen watching Gus during the day for almost three weeks
now, but Gus still calls to ask who she is.

ÒSheÕsblack,ÓGus says.ÒNot that it matters. Is she from the neighbor-
hood? Is she DanÕsfriend?ÓDan is their son. HeÕstwenty-five and living
in Boulder.
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ÒAre you hungry?Ó Mila asks. ÒCathy can make you a sandwich. Do
you want a sandwich?Ó

ÒI donÕt need help,Ó Gus says. ÒWhereÕs my car? Is it in the shop?Ó

ÒYes,Ó Mila says, seizing on the excuse.

ÒNo itÕsnot,Ó he says. ÒYouÕrelying to me. ThereÕsa woman here,
some strange woman, and sheÕs taken my car.Ó

ÒNo,baby,ÓMila says.ÒYouwant me to come home for lunch?ÓItÕsel-
even, shecould take an early lunch. Not that shereally wants to go home
if Gus is agitated.

Gus hangs up the phone.

Motherfucker. She grabs her purse.

Cathy is standing at the door, holding her elbows. Cathy is twenty-five
and Gus is her first assignment from the home healthcare agency. Mila
likes her, likes even her beautifully elaborate long, polished fingernails.
ÒMrs. Schuster?Mr. Schuster is gone. I was going to follow his minder
but he took my locator. IÕmsorry, it was in my purse and I never thought
heÕd take it outÑÓ

ÒOh,Jesus,ÓMila says.Sheruns upstairs and gets her minder from her
bedside table. She flicks it on and it says that Gus is within three hun-
dred meters. The indicator arrow says heÕsheaded away from Glen-
wood, where all the traffic is, and down toward the dead end or even the
pond.

ÒIÕm so sorry, Mrs. Schuster,Ó Cathy says.

ÒHeÕs not far,Ó Mila says. ÒItÕs not your fault. HeÕs cunning.Ó

They go down the front steps. Cathy is so young. So unhappy right
now, still nervously hugging her elbows as if her ribs hurt. Her finger-
nails are pink with long sprays like rays from a sunrise on eachnail. She
trails along behind Mila, scuffing in her cute flats. SheÕsan easygirl, usu-
ally unflustered. Mila had so hoped that Gus would like her.

Gus is around the corner toward the dead end. HeÕsin the side yard of
someoneÕshouse Mila doesnÕtknowÑthank God that nobody is ever
home in the daytime except kids. HeÕssquatting in a flower garden and
he has his pants down; she can seehis hairy thighs. She hopes he isnÕt
shitting on his pants. Behind him, pale pink hollyhocks rise in spikes.

ÒGus!Ó she calls.

He waves at her to go away.
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ÒGus,Ó she says. Cathy is still trailing her. ÒGus, what are you doing?Ó

ÒCanÕta man go to the bathroom in peace?Óhe says,and he sounds so
much like himself that if she werenÕtused to all the craziness,she might
have burst into tears.

ShedoesnÕtcry. ShedoesnÕtcare. ThatÕswhen she decides it all has to
stop. Because she just doesnÕt care.

ÒIt is sometimes possible to cure AlzheimerÕs,itÕsjust not possible to
cure the person who has AlzheimerÕs,Óthe treatment info explains. ÒWe
can fix the brain and replace the damaged neurons with new brain but
we canÕtreplace the memories that are gone.ÓItÕsthe way AlzheimerÕs
has been all along, Mila thinks, a creeping insidious disease that takes
away the person you knew and leaves this angry, disoriented stranger.
The video goes on to explain how the treatmentÑwhich is nearly com-
pletely effective in only about 30 percent of cases,but which arrests the
progress of the disease in 90 percent of the casesand provides some
functional improvement in almost all casesÑcannot fix the parts of the
brain that have been destroyed.

Mila is a quality engineer. This is a place she is accustomed to, a place
of percentages and estimations, of statements of certainty about large
groups, and only guessesabout particular individuals. Shecan translate
it, ÒWecan promise you everything, we just canÕtpromise it will happen
to Gus.Ó

Gus is gone anyway, except in odd moments of habit.

When Gus was diagnosed they had talked about whether or not they
should try this treatment. They had sat at the kitchen table, a couple of
engineers, and looked at this carefully. Gus had said no. ÒInfive years,Ó
heÕdsaid, ÒthereÕsa good chance the AlzheimerÕswill come back. So
then weÕllhave spent all this money on a treatment that didnÕtdo any
good and where will you be then?Ó

In some people it reversesin five years. But theyÕveonly been doing it
for seven years, so who knows?

Gus had diagrammed the benefits. At very best he would be cured.
Most likely they would only have spent a lot of money to slow the dis-
ease down. ÒAnd even if IÕmcured, the disease could come roaring
back,ÓheÕdsaid. ÒI donÕtthink I want to have this disease for a long
time. I know I donÕt want to have it twice.Ó
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