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For Ren and Thea





Inside the machine’s mind, all our lives churn.

—JAMIE LICK, ORIGINAL DESIGNER OF THE UNIVERSAL ALGORITHM






DISASTER KIDS

Under the corner store’s filthy striped awning, the usual cluster of high school girls loiter. Every day at noon, they walk over from their private French school to scroll their phones and smoke their cigarettes. I don’t know why they’ve chosen this spot—cars speed down Richland, plenty of foot traffic, what with the corner store and the laundromat and Sal’s Empanada Shop, which got written up in the Chronicle last year. We’re not Cortland Avenue or Diamond Street, but we stay busy, and the girls have a way of standing, hip cocked, one arm cinched across the waist of a plaid pinafore, the other bent at the elbow, a way of casting their eyes back at you as if you’re an afterthought, an apparition, not really there—I don’t like it.

I’m on my knees, clearing weeds from sidewalk cracks, when my neighbor the dog walker approaches, pulling a child’s wagon full of chicken feed behind her. She lives up the hill and takes lovers. They creep in and out of her house at all hours, if neighborhood gossip is to be believed.

My neighbor gives me a lazy wave. She follows my eyes to the girls who smoke and ignore us. “Again?”

By her tone I can tell she’s disapproving, which is perfect. I’d love to talk about my disapproval of those girls. I say many negative things about them, my neighbor nodding along and sipping from her water bottle, my rage being endless and everything. She’s listening, yes, but she’s also red-faced and enjoying a break before her trek up the hill, sweat collecting at her adorable widow’s peak—what a term! Once thought to be an omen of widowhood. I tell her this too, how she most certainly would’ve ended up a nun or a sex worker, if this were another time. Her massive cardigan yawns open to reveal a second massive cardigan, and I wonder at the shape of her body, remembering the time we ran into each other on my fortieth birthday and I told her, “I feel impossibly old,” and she laughed and told me she was the same age, and I thought: Impossible! She doesn’t look old so much as feel old, if that’s a thing. This part I keep to myself. I get back to those private school girls. I go on and on until my neighbor tells me that anger gives her indigestion and nightmares. “When I’m especially upset,” she says, “I dream of giant rats.”

“Giant rats?”

“I took a geography class once. The professor told us about the rats of Flores. Showed us a photo of a rat the size of a household cat. Something to do with island conditions. I don’t remember the specifics, but I can see the creature perfectly. That rat haunts all my worst nightmares.”

As she starts up the hill, I tell myself I’m not lonely. I picture a giant rat. Doesn’t seem possible. Yanking at weeds, I fantasize about marching over to the girls’ private French school and telling on them.



Instead I tell Daniel over dinner. He’s home late from his Potrero Hill studio, his filthy nail tips frowning at me with a murky brown mix of paint.

Agatha the Great, our five-year-old with the disposition of a tyrant, has already wolfed down her plate of mac and cheese, the only food she’ll eat lately. She did an okay job at school, her teacher, Ms. Patty, said at pickup, and that’s good enough for me, so she’s taking in her single show for the day, animated puffins singing from their rock, lulling Agatha into a vegetative state that I find both disturbing and welcome—her iron will reminds me of the dictators I read about in my darkest punk days, on the hunt for good source material, back when I had the energy to organize a protest band, to dissent. I’d been especially interested in that island dictator, no bigger than a boy, yet his cruelty was an ocean. Now I know I’d fold under a dictatorship—I’m no longer tireless, and I’m definitely no revolutionary.

“So?” Daniel says, slapping a slice of cheese onto a second veggie burger, ignoring the salad. We used to be vegan, but now we’re backsliding vegetarians. “You smoked in high school. What’s the big deal?”

“It’s not the smoking so much as the way they do it, out in the open like no one cares. If they were smart, they’d go sit on the steps.”

“It’s not safe on the steps, you know that.”

The steps—they’re at the end of our dead-end street, leading down to busy San Jose Avenue with its commuter traffic and encampments of the unhoused in the shadow spaces below the footbridges.

“Safe? That was never the point when I was a teenager.” When I was a teenager, we burned tattoos into our forearms with the lighter-heated tips of paper clips and started a band. I wrote all of Disaster Kids’ best songs from the pink stucco fortress that was Orange County before blasting onto the late-nineties punk scene just as it was dying. LA needed an all-girl group, sweating and spitting and showering the angry crowds with diatribes cased in character plays, like “Skinny Gene,” about a girl who devours skinny pills until she’s so hungry and out of it she eats herself, or “Sheena Isn’t Easy, You’re Just a Rapist,” about, well, date rape. I can’t listen to those old songs anymore. They’re all so bald, like a bare bottom in a car window taking in the wind, for the world to see.

Daniel licks ketchup from his thumb. “All the same, tattling on them? What are we, puritans? Old assholes with nothing better to do?”

He says we but really he means me and I stab the air between us with my fork. “We aren’t kids anymore,” I say, wanting it to hurt, “and we haven’t been for ages.”

Sometimes it shocks me, how angry I am, Daniel too. I can see it in his eyes, awe or fear or maybe even disgust. I mean, I’ve always been angry, but San Francisco—with its hippie culture and high-rise condo complexes and panhandlers who sleep in doorways—has had an expanding effect on my rage. It’s had an expanding effect on Daniel too, forty pounds maybe, as if he could possibly occupy more space. I think this ugly thought, then flee to the kitchen.

“Seriously. Please don’t be an asshole,” Daniel calls.

“Language!” I shout even though we both know I’m the one with a gutter mouth. I shovel my dinner into the compost bin and leave the dishes. The kitchen looks like a murder scene and I feel helpless and hot, escaping down the back stairs.



In the garage studio Daniel built for me, I wail on my alternately tuned guitar. These days I make noise, improvising, alone. Sometimes I record, posting cuts of my sessions on SoundCloud. A hundred people or so like them. They ask me when the next album is coming out. Are Disaster Kids ever gonna do a reunion tour?

I never respond to the comments. What am I going to say? Roo finished her PhD in comparative lit not so long ago—took her forever—but now she’s got a sweet associate professorship at Oberlin and she takes her students on bike tours and leads poetry readings and she told me not so long ago on Twitter that she doesn’t miss our band days, not at all! I don’t have a handle on Flor’s whereabouts. She went to Mexico City for a while—their punk scene’s amazing, she’d gushed over email. That was a few years ago, the last time she wrote me. I follow her on Instagram, where she appears to be on some sort of global tour. The most recent shots from Thailand and Cambodia and Vietnam are embarrassingly predictable—men with wrecked teeth squatting on the side of the road, food carts and crumbling statues of the Buddha, and Flor, slick with sunblock and barely aged, in a sarong and one of those cone-shaped sun hats.

Unable to agree on a band name, we’d used Flor’s copy of the I Ching, the Book of Changes, leaving it up to chance or, as Flor said, “Not chance so much as unseen forces.” We asked about our future and tossed coins and Flor read from the book, “The flying bird brings the message: It is not well to strive upward. It is well to remain below.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Flor thought on it a moment, sucking on the silver ring in her lower lip that was maybe a little infected. “Excess leads to disaster.”

We all agreed: Yes. Disaster. Disaster Kids, yes! Not even considering how we’d grow up, what disasters awaited us. It was the nineties; how could we possibly know?

In retrospect, that was likely a misinterpretation on Flor’s part. Excess leads to disaster? More of a message for Daniel. I think the unseen forces were being direct, their message not requiring much interpretation: Don’t fly so high. Stay low. No way were any of us going to listen, so we told our own story; we became the Disaster Kids until we grew too old to wear that moniker. Maybe that’s it—our band dissolved because we became women, and let’s face it: if we hadn’t made it by then, really broken through, I mean, it was never going to happen.

I pretended I wanted it—the move to San Francisco, the band’s breakup—when really I was scared, and running seemed like the best option. Only I wasn’t running, I was following Daniel, and here I am, performing to no one in my dark cavern of a garage. Am I mad about it? Not so much mad as ashamed, and shame makes me angry.

By the time I climb the stairs it’s late, my hands throbbing. Some neighbor’s dog is going nuts, riling the others, the dishes haven’t been done, a murder scene preserved as if for forensics, and Daniel’s in bed with Agatha again. I watch their slack sleeping faces, identical mouths forming Os, and I know it, this is family, but I also know that getting into our queen bed alone is the most delicious thing. I sprawl and gnaw on a chunk of dark chocolate and watch some dumb show that’s supposed to be about politics but is really about sex, and I think about masturbating but I’m too lazy.

In the night I startle up to sitting. Moaning—coming from the street. I go to the window and look up and down the block, but all I see are the hooded strangers who dig through our trash cans, collecting the recycling, and the only sound is the night shudder of broken glass.



I wake to Agatha in bed with me, Daniel gone. New York City, I remember, four nights, too used to it to be jealous. When I met Daniel in ’99, he was going through a guerrilla phase, and obviously I found this sexy. He’d scale plastic surgery centers to paint great cuts of a woman’s body parts on a platter scattered with garnish. He’d gather up abandoned TVs and computers and fax machines and build junk monuments to Y2K in corporate plazas and open-air malls. This was years before we moved from LA to San Francisco, where people are more “responsive” to his work. Back then I was a minor celebrity in a niche scene, while Daniel toiled in anonymity. He swore that didn’t intimidate him, though I find this unlikely. Daniel is competitive by nature; that’s why he made it. Me? I hit a wall when we moved to San Francisco, I had a baby and never recovered. It happens to so many women I know—great artists and musicians and storytellers. Well, it happens to the ones whose partners are men anyway. We lose our light. We pass it on to others. The men in our lives could certainly do more. How they shine on and on, the world loving them into their fifties, their sixties, beyond. Heck, who doesn’t love a man who’s lived a life? But women? At a certain point, the world turns away from us, it gives us the cold shoulder, telling us that without youth we have no currency. Invisibility comes in handy sometimes, but mostly it’s a frosty reminder that you are not the one shining in the spotlight, and you never will be again.

As I dim, Daniel grows ever brighter, getting flown all over the world to paint murals and show his art, and his more famous works have been reprinted on skateboard decks that Agatha the Great and I sometimes see on the kick-flipped boards of the Mission and Lower Haight. And every six weeks when I dye my hair, he tells me I shouldn’t give in to the male gaze, like dyeing my hair’s for him or something. Twenty years I’ve known him, been with him, yet he’s never felt like more of a stranger.

Walking Agatha to school, I pass light poles lined with sad handmade posters announcing missing pets, with their Xeroxed photos and offers of reward.

Agatha freezes on the sidewalk, panic in her eyes. “Did you pack Bun-Bun?”

“Of course.” I give her shoulder a comforting pat.

Bun-Bun is her favorite stuffie, a weathered gray rabbit who emits a creepy mechanical laugh when you squeeze her. Agatha won’t go anywhere without the thing. As if she doesn’t believe me, she stops to check her backpack, giving Bun-Bun a good squeeze, the stuffie letting loose that creepy laugh.

I consider giving her a talk about lost things, or maybe going deeper, about loss, but all I say is, “Don’t forget to zip your bag all the way.”

My worst fear is losing Bun-Bun; I have no replacement, no way to console Agatha in the stuffie’s absence. She runs ahead, shouting into the overpass, angry at me for not letting her take the footbridge over San Jose Avenue. She loves to watch the cars below, throttling in and out of the city, but it’s faster this way. At least she waits at the corner.

I take her hand and she tells me, “Mommy, I want to stay home with you,” and oh, my heart stutters. But I have plans to visit that French school after drop-off and we’re already on our way and doesn’t she want to see her friends? I’ve even showered, washed my hair, and put on makeup.

I tell her, “Saturday. We’ll have a day together, just us.” She likes this idea and seems okay at drop-off, crying a little, which is better than what it was like in the beginning when she’d scream for me at the door while Ms. Patty restrained her.

One of the moms, Susan I think her name is, links her arm in mine. She’s the kind of mom whose happiness feels like an act of aggression. Flipping her mermaid-long hair off her shoulder, her beautifully full eyebrows arched in compassion, she says into my face, “You poor thing, it’s so heartbreaking! Every single day!”

On the way to the French school, I catch myself rage-mumbling. My mother used to tell me that all that anger was aging me, and I see the proof now in the mirror, the frown lines and stress creases, my face not my face. How could it be my face? How I want to disappear! How I am disappearing, the world’s attention elsewhere, on other brighter stars. But here I am in motion, the French school’s front steps swarming with teenagers, and I can’t turn back now. I excuse my way through the crowd of young darting bodies. Just another hag mom, I’m sure they’re thinking, if they’re thinking about me at all.

The office manager is an unsmiling blonde with a long hooked nose and a faint French accent.

“Yes?” she says when it’s my turn at her desk. The startling awareness of all the people in the room hits me like a hard drug, kids with forms to turn in and teachers getting coffee, other parents waiting for their turn at the desk, all of them listening, and I can’t believe I’ve become this woman.

“I don’t know their names, but there are three girls in your school’s uniform who stand on my corner smoking every day during the lunch hour. I have a child, and I don’t need her exposed to—” I want to say secondhand smoke or, better, such a nasty habit, though that may be too judgmental, and Agatha’s not even there to see them, in her own school having an okay day, but the office manager interrupts me, pen in hand: “What’s the intersection?”



At lunchtime I’m out front, soaking my dying lavender bush with the hose, those girls in their usual spot under the corner store’s awning. Their features are different, their hair colors and cuts and shoes, but there’s a marked sameness to these girls and it isn’t the school uniform. They seem to move together, not at the same time, but like a ripple effect. One of them takes a drag from her cigarette, then the other, the other. None of them appear to notice the French school’s office manager approaching.

The girls don’t even try to hide it, arguing—I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I imagine it has something to do with their rights to privacy, how this is off-campus, not the school’s responsibility, and so on. One of them looks up, in my direction, and I turn back to the lavender, my neighbor making her way down the hill, walking a trio of dogs that bark and pull in my direction.

“Uh-oh,” she says, eyes on those girls, “someone’s in trouble.” Her tone suggests she’s pleased by this turn of events, as am I, so I tell her what I’ve done.

“Really? You actually told on them?” When she says this, I’m outside myself, seeing through my neighbor’s eyes what I’ve become: a middle-aged busybody, a narc. “I mean, that’s a line I wouldn’t cross, personally,” my neighbor says, “but good riddance.” The dogs pull her past me, down the hill, her many sweaters flapping open in the wind. When I work up the courage to look back at the corner store, those private school girls are gone.

The man with cerebral palsy who lives under the footbridge is coming up the stairs from San Jose Avenue. He was one of the first people I came to recognize on the street when Daniel and I bought this house six years ago. I always greeted him. After a few times he decided to walk with me for a bit. I learned his name, Oscar. He told me he’d come out from Wisconsin to live with his brother and his brother’s wife, but that hadn’t worked out, and I told him my story. Then he asked for money, and I gave him what I could, which is to say I gave him very little, and he wasn’t happy.

After that he didn’t return my greetings on the street, and I was embarrassed for being so open with him, for telling him that I was uncertain about the move to San Francisco, that it was really for Daniel, and sure, the band was kinda rocky at that point anyway, but it was the move that ultimately broke us up. Daniel’s idea. He’d told me I’d thrive here.

Once I caught Oscar in our backyard. I was coming out of my garage studio and he was standing there, eyes surprised, hands quaking.

“Hi,” I said. In truth, I was caught off guard, scared. I’d stopped carrying my knife by then, my punk days long behind me. He said he was hungry. He was looking for me everywhere.

“How’d you get back here?” I asked, even though I knew the answer: he’d come in through the front door. Had I left it unlocked? I asked him to go out through the garage, told him I’d bring him something to eat. But when I tried to give him a loaf of fresh banana bread, he waved it off. “Do you have any money?”

I couldn’t help myself: “I’m offering you food, but you won’t take it?”

He walked away from me then, muttering to himself. I felt his disappointment. I never left the front door unlocked again. Over the years, I’ve watched him grow thinner, older, aging faster than the rest of us, expiring before my eyes, yet I don’t do a thing about it. I see my younger self crinkling her nose at me and passing judgment, but what the hell does she know? She never wanted kids. She wanted stardom, though she’d never admit it. She’d say it was enough to feel the energy of the crowd, to know her songs were reaching into the hearts of all those moshing men, touching them at their gushy centers, making them question their many problematic relationships with women. That was a reach. Let’s face it: At the center of it all was ego. And youth, fucking youth! All that attention, no idea that someday it would be gone.



A few days pass without a sighting of those private school girls and I think it’s over, I’ve done my civic duty, until I find a dead chicken on my porch. It’s not a dead chicken like the kind one might buy from the supermarket, but an actual chicken, feathers and all, that has been murdered. The head’s missing and it’s got a deep cut down the middle of its chest, its clawed feet twined in red ribbon.

I fetch my rubber gloves and a garbage bag, dispose of the thing, surprisingly light, bloodless, missing organs? I hold it out, far from my body, as I carry it up the hill to my neighbor’s.

She answers the door in a T-shirt so big it glances her shins, hair damp as if straight out of the shower, water collecting at that widow’s peak and dripping down her forehead.

“Are you missing a chicken?” I ask.

“I don’t think so.”

“You might want to check.”

She waves me in. It’s the first time I’ve been inside her house. We talk a lot on the street and I like her and I think she likes me, but it’s never advanced from there. I don’t even know her name. The rumors of her many lovers feel outrageous in her cluttered home, books and houseplants and shelves full of tchotchkes veiled in dust. A smell like dog, fur everywhere, I mouth-breathe until we’re in the backyard and she’s unlatched the coop, counting chickens.

“I am!” she says. “I’m missing a chicken.”

I hold out the garbage bag. “Someone left it on my porch.”

She takes the bag from my hands, gasping as she opens it, dropping it to the ground. The sobbing air-sucking sounds she makes—I wouldn’t have pegged them for human.

We call the police, and in the time before the two officers come to question us I think about whether I’m going to tell on the girls a second time. I know I should. I have Agatha to worry about—I don’t want her targeted—but the old feeling is rising in me: dissent. It’s been years since I’ve felt it, too tired, too angry, all my energy invested into making sure Agatha has an okay day. It’s obvious those girls mean business, but what they don’t know is that I do too.

When the officers arrive, they ask if anyone might have a grudge against me, and I give them a perplexed look.

“A grudge?” I say like it’s an unfamiliar word. “I don’t think so.”

They want to take my neighbor’s chicken as evidence but she won’t have it, in tears now, shouting at them to do their job, patrol more often. “What’re you gonna do, take DNA samples?”

I help her bury the bird in her backyard. When we’re done, my neighbor rests on the ground next to the dirt mound and asks me, “What kind of monster would do such a thing?”

I nearly tell her the truth—monsters are everywhere—like one of my old song lyrics about that island dictator, but I hold it back, hold it for myself. When I heard that he’d died, that his son had assumed power, I was sad for no reason I understood, a part of me dying with him.



As I’m walking home I get a call from school to pick up Agatha the Great early. She’s been bullying another child.

“What do you mean, bullying?” I ask the office manager.

She sighs. “Agatha got into the face of another child, threatened bodily harm.”

“Threatened bodily harm?”

“Can you come in?”

The other mother is very upset. An emergency meeting has been called and I arrive to find Agatha slouched in the office chair, complaining she has to poop. The office manager tells her to go on then, and I open my arms for Agatha, but she passes me on the way to the bathroom as if she doesn’t know me. I can’t meet the office manager’s eyes. What’s her name? I should know it. I should get to know her. Maybe it would help in these kinds of situations. But I never do this, I never ask her name, I never make conversation in this space that has always felt unsafe for Agatha, for me too.

In the office is Wayne, the school’s youngish principal, and the other mother, who’s much older than me and the earthy type, in expensive orthopedic sandals. I begin with an apology, and the other mother shifts in her seat to face me. “I want to know what you’re going to do to make sure this never happens again.”

I turn to Wayne. “What exactly did Agatha say?”

“I wasn’t there,” Wayne tells me, “but I understand from the parent volunteering for recess duty that she threatened to smash Vida’s head.”

“What? That doesn’t sound like Agatha.” This is a lie; that sounds exactly like something Agatha the Great would say.

Wayne raises his thick bourbon-colored eyebrows at me like go on, so I say, “I’ll certainly talk to her about it at home, and of course there will be consequences.” Consequences—I sound like some old-school tough guy about to snap an appendage.

They both look at me expectantly, like I’m supposed to do something more, but what else can I do? Am I supposed to beat her, put her in therapy, what? She’s five years old.

“It’s not like she’s said anything like this before.”

“Actually, Vida’s been coming home complaining about your daughter for weeks,” the other mother says.

“For what?”

She enjoys this part openly, turning her whole body toward me. “For starters, Agatha gets in Vida’s face, sits too close to her in circle time and assembly, growling when she tries to get away.”

I glare at Wayne. “Why am I only hearing about this now?”

“Honestly, it’s the first I’m hearing about it too,” he says, which I think he thinks gets him off the hook, but really makes him appear incompetent.

“What’re you going to do about it?” the other mother demands again.

“Like I said,” I start, and I can hear how defensive I sound. “I hope that after a talk it won’t happen again, but as far as assurances? They’re not cars or blenders, are they?”

It’s kind of a joke and I mean it to cut the tension, but it seems to have the opposite effect. The other mother is glaring at me hatefully and I can see that she’s mad at me, as if this is my fault, the failure of an inadequate parent. Now I’m mad.

“They’re five years old,” I keep on—why am I still talking? “They’re going to test boundaries, make mistakes.”

The other mother gawks at Wayne like do something!

“It is concerning,” Wayne says, not looking me in the eye. “If this sort of behavior continues, we’ll have to suspend her from school.” A five-year-old. Then he smiles, he fucking smiles! It takes tremendous willpower not to destroy him with my gutter mouth. God, to be a parent, to care so much—it’s draining the life out of me.

I read a New Yorker article recently about some new service you can pay to smooth out the unsightly incidents from your past and set you on a track for success. They call it polishing, and it sounds terrible to me. Who are you without your mistakes, your scars, your ugly truths? Furthermore, as part of the process, they use an algorithm to rate you on a scale of one to ten. That alone sends me over the edge. To be so reduced! Imagine learning you’re a six or worse. The article said hardly any normal person gets above a seven without some polishing. To have your mediocrity reflected back at you, no thank you! But also, for no reason I understand, I catch myself thinking about it more and more. What would it feel like to buff all of that away?

I was thirty-four when we moved to San Francisco, though I felt haggard, having been in the punk scene since my teen years. Daniel was so happy, so very in his element, that he didn’t notice how I was disappearing even as he brightened, and being pregnant, well, that was something new, something to fill up the space where I’d once been, and sure, I was curious.

“I like kids, don’t you?” I said to Daniel once we knew.

“I like kids too,” Daniel said, blinking back at me. We both worked hard at being happy, and the cool kids who Daniel so easily collected threw us the coolest shower, where we received an impractical but artisanal array of vegan cruelty-free gifts. Your baby is going to be so amazing, they all cooed, fingering my pear-shaped belly. There was a pagan blessing. Only six years ago, though it feels like decades, invisibility a void that grows with age, at least for me. Daniel, on the other hand, always manages to suck up more space; I can barely breathe beside him at night.



In the mirror the next morning, I see that my hair’s gone completely white. It’s not a big deal—I’ve been dyeing for years—but I’ve never heard of such a thing, hair dropping its color overnight. I look so old and there’s no time to do anything about it before the walk to school, so I’m hiding under the hood of my sweatshirt, Agatha freaking out, crying and storming ahead, shouting back at me, “I don’t know you!”

I walk a few feet behind her all the way to school, trying not to let the other parents’ staring rattle me. Agatha sprints through the doors, not for her classroom so much as away from me, and I don’t follow her inside, don’t let myself linger on this acute pain. I want to escape, to vacate my body, which has come to feel like a prison, changing all around me, always changing, when the world would prefer me frozen in time, in youth, an impossibility, but the mom I think is named Susan is in my path, smiling in that forceful way of hers.

“Did you change your hair?” she asks. I cinch the hood of my sweatshirt smaller. “It looks great! Very bold. And that Agatha—she went right into school, barely any tears. You must be so proud!”

On the way home, I have murderous thoughts involving the mom I think is named Susan. I stop at Walgreens for a box of dye, then redo my hair in the bathtub, and when I pick Agatha up in the afternoon I get another okay day from Ms. Patty. Agatha walks ahead of me, arms crossed at her chest, grunting at me if I try to pace her.

After she’s asleep, I head down to the garage, amp up my guitar, but I can’t make my way into anything that feels right. An old familiar ugliness rises inside me, the counterpart to dissent: shame. My parents once told me I had to be suffering from mental illness to make ugly noise like that. We haven’t spoken in years; they’ve never met their granddaughter—surely I’m done with shame.

I go directly to bed, ignoring my hunger, not for chocolate, putting a pillow to my head to silence the scratching sounds from outside. I’m not afraid, I tell myself, the world is full of scratching sounds.

When I was a girl, growing up in Orange County, we would get mice. My dad said it was normal. Our home abutted an empty field. For a time cattle grazed there, then they didn’t. In the summer, when it got too warm for the mice in the fields, they would invade our house. I’d find them under the bed, in my closet. Once I stepped into a shoe to discover a hot living creature. I screamed, an absolute animal sound coming out of me, and my mom came running. When she found out it was just a mouse, she got angry. “Get used to them!” she shouted. But I never could. I wished for the mice to go away like the cows. I didn’t really care what happened to them, only that they were gone, and now I understand that wishing invisibility on any creature is a type of murder.



The next day my hair’s returned to white, my skin cracked and gray like parched mud. I’m staring into the mirror, staring and trying to understand. My God, my skin! Could it really be gray? And the wrinkles! I am chronically dehydrated, but still, it’s as if I’ve aged into an old woman overnight, worse than that, a corpse. Agatha the Great loses it. She cries as she dresses herself and claims her lunch from the counter. I try not to freak out in front of her, telling her Mommy’s just got a rash, to eat her breakfast. She won’t let me comfort her as she wolfs down her oatmeal, nearly choking she’s eating so fast and crying, and when I try to follow her out the front door she shouts, “No,” and raises a palm at me.

“What if you get lost?” I call after her, but she’s practically running down the street, clutching Bun-Bun to her chest, bent under the weight of her too-big backpack. Hood up, I wrap the lower half of my face in a scarf and follow her at an unsafe distance, watch from the footbridge as she stomps past Wayne, ignoring his enthusiastic “Good morning!” He glances around, as if for me, and I drag myself in the direction of home.

My neighbor the dog walker. I see her across the street with a pushcart of groceries, savoring that sighting of her widow’s peak, her hair a natural auburn with a rare gray, unlike mine that went gray far too young, which is white now, I remind myself.

She waves; she calls my name. How does she know my name and I don’t know hers? I tromp on, pretending I can’t hear her.

At home I phone Daniel, tell him he has to come back immediately. He sounds sedated, like he’s stoned or hungover—I have no idea what he does in New York. He says he can’t and makes me scream at him that this is very fucking serious, I’m sick, and if he doesn’t come home I don’t know what. We have an unpleasant argument and he hangs up on me and I sit on the edge of my bed filled with so much anger and unknowing.

The last time I spoke to my parents, Daniel and I had driven down to San Juan Capistrano for Swallows Day, a celebration of the birds’ migratory return to the Mission Basilica. We’d watched a slow parade of marching bands and men dressed up like explorers on the backs of horses, had two beers at the local cowboy bar, where we spotted Kiefer Sutherland, who was far tinier than one would expect. When we went back to my parents’ place for dinner, my dad grilled the vegan sausages he’d picked up for us special. He kept calling them that, special, as if vegan sausage were some great delicacy. We were starving, Daniel and I, and totally devoured those sausages while my parents watched, smiling as if our eating pleased them.

“You like the sausages?” my dad asked.

Daniel and I nodded, our mouths too stuffed to speak.

My mom had a good laugh at this.

“What’s so funny?” I asked her.

“Javelina,” Dad said. “Those hairy pigs from the desert?”

I stopped chewing. “What’s that?”

“Those sausages are javelina.”

After some gagging, I told my dad words I’d practiced with Daniel in the shadows of similar instances: “I’m an adult now, and if you can’t respect my beliefs, well, we can’t have a relationship.”

“Beliefs?” my dad scoffed. As far as he’s concerned, there’s only his opinion. Everything else is wrongwrongwrong. How do you work with that? How do you eat the javelina sausage?

“You don’t,” Daniel said, and of course in this instance he was right. You don’t eat the javelina sausage.

The swallows didn’t come back to the Mission that day. They haven’t for years, their migratory cycles shifted by urbanization and climate change and who knows what else. And I never returned either.

Not so long ago, after a bottle of cheap red, I called my mom, I told her I’d like to visit. She seemed distracted. There was a sound like the TV on high. She apologized. Said she uses a special set of ears to listen to the TV but it’s off now and how are you?

A melting occurred, glaciers disappearing into the ocean. Special ears to hear the TV! Too many years had passed. So much sobbing. Plans were made. A visit! Without Daniel.

It almost happened, but Daniel was home that month and he wanted his family around him, so the trip was postponed and never rescheduled and how long has it been? Time is so goddamn pushy and relentless.



I wake late the following day, as if from a deep dreamless black, a text waiting for me:


DANIEL: I’m at the airport. I’ll be home by dinner.



So relieved, I nearly forget what’s happening to me. I wash my face at the sink, towel off, see myself in the mirror—my eyes have gone red.

Agatha is at the door, moaning, “I have to pee!”

Wearing sunglasses indoors, I text the mom whose name I think is Susan to see if she can walk Agatha to school. Mercifully she agrees, and I’m so grateful—maybe I misjudged her. Agatha is out the door, and I’m in a sheet mask, ordering color contacts on the Internet, paying extra for express shipping.

At the lunch hour, I go to find the private school girls, hiding my face under a baseball cap, eyes behind sunglasses, a pocketknife from my punk days tucked into my sleeve. I was a skinny seventeen-year-old when I first started carrying a knife. By then, I’d learned that even in the community, among my friends, I needed to protect myself. I already knew about adults, my parents most of all, who refused to accept me, to love me as I was, who would do anything to change me, to denude me, to make me smaller, quieter. These witchy girls, the weirdos—they should be my people. But here I am, hunting them. I’ve let myself grow old. And now that I’m an adult, I don’t know how to trust even myself.

The girls are on the stairs, smoking.

“What’d you do to me?”

“We’re just kids,” says the one with thin white hair to the middle of her back. “What could we do to you?”

“I have a daughter,” I plead. “She’s only five. I have to be there for her.”

“You will,” the one with dark soft curls says, and they all nod in turn. “You will be there for her no matter what.”

“Not like this. I can’t be like this.”

They laugh and stub out their cigarettes, throw on their backpacks, and push past me. Somewhere inside me I know what’s real: they’re just kids, I can’t touch them. I’m a grown-up who must exercise self-restraint. But the rage I’ve stored inside me—it’s a colossal wave coming down on us all, and I’m a human speck watching from the beach.



When I wake, it’s warm sunlight on my skin, burning to the eyes. I see that I’m outside, in a fennel field that runs alongside San Jose Avenue, commuter traffic roaring past me, a heavy smell in the air like urine and blood. I move into the shade of the plants, and that’s when I feel it—I’m well-rested for the first time in years. The pleasure gives way to memory. I relive it—what I think I’ve done.

I see myself, the trio of girls ahead of me on the stairs, the backpack belonging to the one with a pixie cut. My arm, it shoots out as if operating autonomously, grabbing at the girl’s backpack and pulling her sideways. She wheels around, her tongue unspooling from her mouth, long and serpentine and snapping. Is this real? I’m not sure how, but I catch the thing midair, the girls hissing at me in harmony. I slip the pocketknife from my sleeve and switch the blade. “I will cut your tongue out if you don’t reverse it.”

She shrieks and the others join her, hitting an eardrum-bursting frequency I’ve never managed in all my days of making noise, the pain exploding through my head. I bring the knife down, severing the tongue from the girl’s mouth. It bleeds explosively, and before I can stop myself I’m sucking on the tongue, sucking it dry, the girls running and screaming.

Someone comes upon me on the stairs, Oscar, and our eyes meet and I’m so hungry. He seems to sense it, my hunger, hustling back down the stairs as fast as his stiff weak muscles can move. All those passing cars and not a single one stops.

I’m retching into the fennel. Not real, I tell myself, it couldn’t possibly be real. Then I spot the mound of perfectly clean bones, definitely human, and I retch some more.



I take up residence under the footbridge, watching as my neighbor the dog walker passes overhead. She has her usual trio of dogs, a pouch of treats on her hip. She doesn’t know I’m watching, doesn’t seem to sense the danger, telling the dogs in turn that he’s a good boy, she’s the best girl, they’re the best darn crew in the world, as the dogs growl and pull in the direction of the shadows where I lurk, to resist my urges.

On school days my daughter passes above me on the footbridge that spans San Jose Avenue, led sometimes by Daniel, more often by a woman I don’t know, young, college-age probably, with the stink of fragrant lotion and infectious youth.

It’s the woman today. She’s wearing running shoes and leggings, a cheerful bounce to her step. Agatha is holding the woman’s hand as she clomps down the stairs, singing quietly, a song for herself, in a gentle and girlishly off-key voice. Maybe it’s a happy song? I can’t tell from here in the shadows.

As they pass, Bun-Bun slips from Agatha’s unzipped backpack. The young woman doesn’t notice and I nearly shout after them. Then I remember myself and watch as they head in the direction of the school.

At night when I lurk, I see posters on light posts with my old likeness and the strange phrase: Have you seen me? As if I were hunting myself. I look impossibly young, with choppy self-shorn bangs and chubby baby cheeks—when was this photo taken? Even if I hadn’t been turned into this—this thing, not living exactly, but not dead either—it was a poor choice for a picture. I haven’t looked like that in years.

Amazingly I still have my keys, and I let myself inside the house. My house, I remind myself. On the walls our family photos hang. There’s one from our goth wedding in Silver Lake, Daniel and I webbed together, nose to nose; from our pagan baby shower at Ocean Beach, the cool kids’ hands wreathing my bare belly in flowers; from after Agatha’s water birth, her face red and warped and furious from the beginning, rested on my shoulder, home.

I place Bun-Bun on Agatha’s pillow, straighten her blankets, run my hands along the things she’s discarded on her dresser, a hairbrush, a wilted flower, a plastic barrette, sky blue. She won’t miss it, I tell myself, slipping the barrette into my mouth for safekeeping.

At the front door is my younger replacement, the woman who cares for my child. I’m drawn to her, resting my cheek on the door to absorb her smell, her youth. She hums absentmindedly and drops her keys with a startling clank.

“Shit,” she says, and I remember where I am, what I am. Running the length of the house, out the back, down the stairs I go.

My guitar is where I left it, everything as it should be in my studio. My replacement follows me outside, calling down the back stairs, “Hello? Daniel?”

I light a cigarette from the pack I found in the fennel—what does it matter now anyway? And I amp up my guitar, only I’m so distracted by her smell I can’t remember how to play. The song that comes out is worse than a child’s, but it scares her off, my replacement, and I’m relieved despite my hunger, for Agatha, even Daniel—I don’t want either of them to lose more people. It’s the least I can do, really, to practice some restraint.

A conclusion I’ve arrived at: I’m going to have to move, to expand my range. I definitely can’t stay here. Maybe I’ll go south, toward home. What do my parents think happened to me? Most likely Daniel will remarry, someone much younger. Perhaps they’ll move. Are there places better than here?

For now, I play on, the sound my guitar makes so elemental I close my eyes and imagine it calling them to me, the others turned—who knew there could be so many? I can hear them through the soundproofing as they collapse the fence with their pushing, heaving with misery and love, so much love, snapping jaws and moaning to my wordless song.




THE SINGLE FRIEND

She couldn’t swim. It was a reason to stay away from the river, to stay in San Francisco, where water bodies were a thing to observe from a safe distance—no one she knew actually swam in them.

Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, she rubbed lotion into her elbows and clipped her toenails into a trash can, distracting herself with thoughts of the hot divorcé in swim trunks—he’d be there too, on the camping trip. He was a Cool Guy who owned a music venue and had arms sleeved in tattoos, a cleft chin like a comic book superhero, and a daughter, which was, you know, adorable. She tried not to dig deeper than that, to consider the meaning of a daughter.

Once at a dinner party, back when she went to those, she heard an old friend refer to her as, you know, the Single Friend. It had become her defining quality, the one who prefers to be alone. Only her closest friends knew she took the occasional lover. Why did she keep her relationships private? She hated that word, relationship; she hated calling her visitors boyfriends or girlfriends or lovers, and she especially hated the word commitment, embarrassing and predictable and beaten into meaninglessness. She opted to refer to her visitors as friends, though they were most certainly not friends. She liked having something that required no words, no description, with no phony promise of forever.

Though there’d been none of that since her neighbor’s disappearance. One day she was out front complaining about some teenagers smoking, the next she was gone, her face a haunting on posters in store windows, flailing from light posts with their desperation: Have you seen me?

The friend (not a friend) who had coordinated the camping trip was recently separated. She had always been the settling type, this friend who went by Eleanor now, not Ellie, as the Single Friend had known her. There was reason to hope—maybe this was the first invitation of many, a rare resurrection of a friendship long thought dead. But also, who goes back to Eleanor? The Single Friend had come to believe that life—or rather, living—was all about loosening up, letting formality slide off you like water.

The doorbell sounded, the Single Friend’s brother waiting on the other side. Even though he’d been back in the city for over a year, seeing him sent a shock through her system. He’d put on weight, his face taking on a jolly round appeal. He looked more like their mother, who’d passed three years ago of an aneurism that the Single Friend envisioned as a blowout of the brain.

He smiled, his teeth brownish, the wrinkles at his eyes finding their deep grooves. He’d been wearing out-of-fashion raver jeans for so long they were starting to come back in, his hairline receded into a sharp point that had begun to resemble her own widow’s peak, an inheritance from her mother, who claimed that loads of classic bad guys had them (see Dracula, the Joker, Hannibal Lecter, etc.), an association that perhaps a young girl could live without.

She invited her brother in, suddenly aware of the electronics in her home, the jewelry that had been their grandmother’s, the old violin that she hadn’t played in years. Any of these things could be gone by the time she returned from her weekend camping trip.

“Can I see the rat?” he asked.

She led him to the laundry room, where the multicolored plastic cage sat on the countertop. Charlene, a nocturnal creature, was asleep in her loft bed of soft filling and her own excrement.

“Some pet,” her brother said. “I’d feed that thing to Fred.” Fred was his pet boa constrictor that didn’t even have a cage, that was definitely illegal. It roamed their father’s apartment, where her brother now lived, a reason to never visit.

“That’s not funny,” she said. “Charlene is a member of the Gildengrandt family.”

He laughed, an ugly snort, the nasal sound of contempt. “You still work for those yuppies?”

Charlene was the latest in a series of hamsters from the Gildengrandt family, who’d been using the Single Friend for coming on a decade, and she could hardly say no, even though she’d moved on to dog walking and training. The dad was in real estate, in some trouble, legally speaking, the mom, Dee was her name, a stay-at-home type, really up her kids’ butts. You would never peg her as the wife of a criminal.

The hamster was nearly identical to its predecessors with its golden coat and black pebble eyes, except for the giant tumor growing on its backside, a minor mountain in unappealing gray. The creature seemed to sense her fear, to mirror it, staring at her and twitching nervously, unless she was anthropomorphizing. It was hard to love animals without thinking of them in human terms, the way they angled their heads or cried out when you left or circled in your lap. It was easy to think they loved you, though not in a human way. They didn’t want to amass property or wealth with you; they had no words to express their insecurities when you came home smelling of a strange animal.

“Nothing to be done about that,” Dee said of the tumor, but the Single Friend was certain it had grown in the brief time she’d been watching the pet.

“You don’t have to do much,” she told her brother. “Make sure Charlene has food and water.”

Her brother peered out the back window at the chicken coop. “What about them?”

Them, her chickens, the only animals she kept herself. Not pets—she wouldn’t use that word, not after what had happened—but a protein source. She did love their blue-speckled eggs.

“Just leave them be,” she said, maybe a bit defensively, though she had her reasons. Not long before the neighbor went missing, she had stopped by the house with one of the Single Friend’s chickens in a garbage bag, headless and emptied of organs. Someone had left it on the neighbor’s porch. Who would do such a thing? It was upsetting. And then the neighbor disappears? The police said it was a coincidence. The rumor going around the neighborhood was drugs, but the Single Friend didn’t believe that. She watched the missing woman’s husband carefully, an entitled artist type who never said hello, a soft fold of flesh perpetually peeking out from under his too-small T-shirts. She knew she was being cruel; he’d lost his wife. But also? If the woman was dead, it was probably the husband who did it.

Since the break-in to her yard, the theft and murder of her chicken, the Single Friend had installed security cameras. Hypothetically she could check them from anywhere, which was a minor comfort.

“What I mean is,” she said, “don’t open their pen. But please keep an eye on them. Count them. Make sure no one—”

“You want me to count them?”

He knew the story, the murder of her chicken, yet he teased her. She let it go. This job, a child could do it, and she’d had no one else to call. Once she’d had an arsenal of friends, but most of them had been priced out of the city, moving to the East Bay, never to be seen again, or worse, down the Peninsula. Lots went home to their parents, to live not with them but near them, going back to places they’d previously deemed unlivable. Compromise, endless compromise. She’d been lucky.

When the housing market had crashed and prices were temporarily reasonable, her dad had helped with the down payment. That’s why she’d given him no crap when he paid for her brother to go to rehab, let him move in after. Her dad lived in Noe Valley, only the neighborhood had gentrified all around him. The park where her brother had once congregated with his druggy friends was now Astroturf and a gated playground populated by legions of nannies and mothers who looked impossibly old and acted like you should fold in their presence; they worked so hard, the saints.

The Single Friend lived in Bernal. It was cheaper and funkier and on a hill. From her back porch she could see downtown, for now. A hospital was growing before her very eyes. Would it steal her view? Who could she talk to about that?

Her brother picked up the framed photo of their mother on her wedding day, and he did it again—the ugly laugh. “Why’d you frame this one? She looks miserable.”

In the photo their mother sits on a bed in her modest bag of a wedding dress, a tiny veil pinned into her hair, bleached yellow for the day. Shoulders hunched, face in hands. To an outsider, someone who didn’t know her, it would look as if something was terribly wrong.

“Not sure,” she said. “I guess it feels more honest than the other wedding shots.”

The truth was nothing tragic. Her mother was overwhelmed probably. That happened often. She didn’t really like people or attention or ceremonies; she could be overtaken so quickly by a feeling of impending doom.

He put the photo down. “Who’re you camping with?”

She mentioned Eleanor, though he couldn’t possibly remember her, having been in Denver for so long, living out of his truck or sharing an overpacked apartment with the people who drifted into and out of his life.

She gave him a hug at the door, taking in his smell, cigarettes and no shower. “What are you going to do while I’m gone?”

“Sleep, mostly. Dad gets me up by eight every day.”

“To do what?”

He visibly stiffened. “I help out.”

“I’m sure you do,” she said as he shut the door in her face.



She wasn’t going to apologize, not then, not later, stuck in traffic, not even over the bridge yet. God, she’d get there past dark. Why hadn’t she left earlier? To avoid the water for one more day. To finally deal with that Incomplete. Her neighbor’s disappearance had inspired her in some sick typical way, as the dead do. Women don’t just go away, statistically speaking. They’re taken.

The Single Friend had been slow to start college, spending a handful of years after high school working at a bakery and doing whippits with her friends. When that got old, she’d enrolled at City College, taking her time, a class here, there; she was thirty and still living at home before she’d earned enough credits to transfer. Everyone had assumed she’d go to SF State, so her mother was upset when she’d decided on college in San Diego.

“We never discussed this,” her mother blustered, “we never agreed you’d apply to distance schools.” Like San Diego was another country.

The real question, the one her mother had been too afraid to ask, was: Why don’t you want to stay here? Maybe for the same reason her brother had disappeared to Colorado. Their father was fine, their mother not so bad. She told her kids they could take their time, that this, their Noe Valley apartment, would be their home for as long as they needed. Something felt off about that—did she really want them there forever? And when the Single Friend sat in her City College advisor’s office, fixing her eyes on a framed photograph of a boy posing with a boogie board, a pier behind him, she’d thought: Paradise. She pointed. “Where’s that?”

The advisor adjusted her thick-framed glasses and smiled at the photograph. “San Diego. Took my son there last summer.”

The Single Friend got lost in that photograph. “Does San Diego State have a good comms program?”

“Top-notch.” The advisor had a nodding way that made you nod along with her, made you believe her, and the Single Friend thought, Why not? She deserved paradise.

She’d come so close to finishing college, just the one class, physical geography, which would’ve fulfilled her hard science requirement. Which could’ve meant a different kind of life. But she hated the place, San Diego. Sure, it was beautiful. A perfect postcard of a place. She enjoyed looking at it. Being older than most students, she’d opted to get an off-campus studio apartment and rode a bicycle to her classes held in massive lecture halls. She sat alone, ate alone. She felt her fellow students categorizing her, the Older Student. The administration preferred the term Returning Student. She wasn’t seventy! It’d been humiliating, her deepest shame, not having the fortitude to finish one last paper. About a mockingbird. Why couldn’t she write that paper?

Secretly she wondered if maybe she couldn’t exist outside San Francisco, as if she were some type of hyperspecific local species. She wanted to be a generalist, to be like the mockingbird with its massive range and adaptability. The last person she’d spoken with in San Diego had been her geography professor, who’d offered extra credit, a chance for the Single Friend to turn around her terrible grade, to write a paper on an environmental issue of interest to her. She’d chosen the mockingbird because one lived in the trees outside her building and affected the call of a car alarm. Or was it the chime of a doorbell? She couldn’t remember. What she remembered was how badly she’d wanted to murder that bird, to poison it or shoot it, how she’d found a way to fix all her hatefulness and uncertainty onto one small creature. She’d had many dark thoughts about that bird and had to get out of San Diego—it was turning her violent. She began to shield herself then with many sweaters, even in the heat. Sweaty but armored, able to drop a layer or two whenever it suited her.

Without the paper, the Single Friend failed the course, she’d never graduated, never did a thing about it, pretending all this time that her work with animals was a calling, not a backup plan, not the product of failure.

But that morning, knowing she was headed out of town, met with the face of her dead neighbor on a light post, she’d dialed the registrar’s office before she could stop herself, hoping to rectify the situation. She was batted around between departments before a nameless university employee told her that after such a long “hiatus” she’d have to reach out directly to her professor, who was no longer an employee of the college.

“Oh,” the Single Friend said, “where’d she go?”

Silence. Then the nameless employee said, “I’m not entirely sure?”

The Single Friend couldn’t remember a single friend in San Diego, but she remembered her geography professor, the charts she showed in class, the patterns she claimed exist all around us, that shape and move us. At her age, the Single Friend knew that life was a series of patterns. Her friends moving away—a pattern she could do without. Her lovers’ keen interest and swift exits—a pattern she approved of. Being late was a pattern too, and the Single Friend would be late to the river, missing the day, the swimming, showing up for dinner, a campfire, drinks, more her speed. Long ago she’d learned that being late was advantageous; it made people anxious for your arrival, and she would like that. The look of pleasure on the hot divorcé’s face, her long-lost friend running to greet her.



By the time she rolled up to site twenty-two, it was after dark. A dog barked madly from one of the two tents—she could see its crazed shape through the vinyl. She remembered something on Facebook about Eleanor getting a terrier. As an animal expert, the Single Friend would have warned against it, terriers being barky mischievous creatures, but no one had asked her. Eleanor erupted from the tent, wielding a sharp object. She wore sweats, her long hair pulled into a messy top tail, her whole body clenched around that weapon. Really she looked like a frightened animal.

“Is that a hatchet?” the Single Friend called in the near-dark.

“Shush,” Eleanor whispered, “everyone’s asleep.”

“It’s only nine.”

“The kids go to bed at like seven thirty.”

“And the grown-ups?”

“I was really tired from swimming. Fell asleep with Zoe.”

The girl had to be six by now, school age, and she couldn’t go to sleep on her own? No wonder the marriage failed, the Single Friend thought cruelly, then checked herself, going in for a hug, the hatchet’s handle cold on her back.

“Well, I’m here now,” the Single Friend said, “have a cocktail with me.”

“It’s freezing. We saved room for you in the tent. It’d probably be better if you came now. Diamond will go crazy if you wake him up again.”

“You named your dog after a precious jewel?”

“Zoe named it. Are you coming?”

“In a bit. I need to stretch my legs.”

Eleanor didn’t look happy, but she said okay and went back into the tent.

The Single Friend wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and rummaged in her glove box for a joint, lighting it, trembling as she took a seat at the wooden picnic table.

A zip, and the hot divorcé popped his head out of the other tent—so handsome! She perked into an unnatural posture, disappointed that it was too dark to see his chin divot.

“Hey,” he said, “you made it.”

She was about to ask him if he wanted to join her, when he said, “Can you take a walk with that? I don’t want Sadie to get a contact high.”

“Jesus,” she said, fleeing.

She didn’t like it, doing what he told her to do, but at least she could explore. The river was right there, a nice stretch of beach, and she walked it, her phone as beacon, never mind the rocks, the stumbling, trying to enjoy it, nature, but Eleanor was right—it was freezing, the sky a merciless black. What was she here for if not stars?

Alone in the dark, she could admit dark things to herself. In high school she’d preyed upon the boys that Eleanor fancied. She liked to win. It felt good to be chosen, to be the better of the two options. Only, over time, years of noncompetition, as Eleanor labored in her marriage, the Single Friend enjoying being single, she’d realized it wasn’t really fair. For it to have been fair, they would’ve both had to play, and Eleanor never seemed to catch on to the game. She’d find boys in her classes and go on actual dates over dinner, to the movies for crying out loud, until one day she’d announce that she had a boyfriend. Finally one stuck, the one she married, and he stuck for a long time, three years of dating, seven years of marriage. Christ! A whole decade Eleanor gave to him, to that relationship—terrible word—and now what did she have to show for it? The child, Zoe, a fine child if you liked a challenge, a bit of adventure. Covered in scabs and always dangling from something. The Single Friend was certain now that there would be no competition, not this weekend. Eleanor, though quite svelte, had aged terribly in the face department. Maybe she wasn’t getting enough rest. Could she be a closet smoker? The Single Friend didn’t really know her well enough to say anymore. The invitation to go camping was, frankly, a bit of a surprise.



In the morning she put on her water shoes, purchased online after ample research. She wanted to wade out into the water, up to her waist, float on a tube. She could do that much.

Eleanor stopped to give the shoes a mocking look. “What are those things?”

“Water shoes, you don’t have any?”

“They’re ridiculous-looking.”

“Don’t be vain. The beach is rocky, you know.”

After a breakfast of cold oatmeal, the Single Friend took some pleasure in watching Eleanor painfully navigate the beach barefoot. Her body looked amazing in her bikini top and board shorts as she tossed a tennis ball into the water for Diamond to chase. Better than the Single Friend, who had not borne children, who had no excuse, hiding under her giant T-shirt. At least she’d taken off the cardigans. Why did she have to share her body with everyone? It wasn’t modesty, but privacy, or maybe secrecy, that drove her, and couldn’t that be its own kind of revolution?

The hot divorcé was in the water, spinning the two girls around on a tube, too fast, Sadie crying while Zoe squealed with pleasure. He didn’t notice his daughter’s fear, working hard at his task, muscles flexed under his tattoos, almost like he knew he had an audience. But the Single Friend understood. The current picked up here, where the waters merged at the island’s end, taking off in the direction of the ocean. She was scared of being swept off, of disappearing.

Never once had the Single Friend put her head underwater. Her mother had tried, taking her to swimming classes at the local pool, but she’d been so scared of drowning she’d screamed and screamed, her fear a possession. Embarrassed, her mother had never taken them back. Her brother learned to swim one afternoon at a hotel pool on some summer vacation. He was the color of a sea lion, while she was imitation crab. Watching from the steps, she was eager for him to gas out in the middle, to call out for grown-up help, but he glided through the pool as if he’d been water-born. Why was swimming so easy for him, yet so hard for her? After all, they came from the same source material.

Luckily the river was terribly low, what with the never-ending drought. She could walk a ways out, nearly to that teensy island, just a thicket of young trees, a rocky shore. The river had changed since she’d come with her parents as a girl. It was lower and sadder, mucky. She wondered if that island had even existed back then. She liked this idea—unexplored terrain. She wanted to go there, to the island where no one else was. But the water was murky and full of secrets; she couldn’t risk it.



After her “swim,” she took a walk to the campground’s general store and bought a six-pack of Smirnoff Ice and an ice cream sandwich, a Dixie cup of birdseed—novelty purchases, indulgent, but what was vacation for if not indulgence? In the shade by the duck pond, she found a bench not covered in bird shit and observed as a couple of boys battled over the gold-sifting setup, ducks everywhere. They were used to people, crowding around her. Throwing the seeds far and in one go, she watched as the ducks fought and pecked until the more aggressive scared off the meeker, and they feasted.

As she was cutting across the baseball field, her phone binged with a text:


BROTHER: Sorry sis but I can’t find the rat anywhere. You musta left her cage open cuz I haven’t touched it

SINGLE FRIEND: You serious?!



Her brother had once been funny, the mean type of funny. When he was nineteen, during his Denver days, he’d finally called her. “You’re alive!” she’d shouted into the phone, though her relief hadn’t lasted. He told her that he’d gotten a girl pregnant. The Single Friend got off the phone and immediately located a Planned Parenthood clinic in Denver, made an appointment for the girl and everything, even offered to fly out there for emotional support, before her brother admitted the pregnancy, the girl, all of it was fictitious, a big hilarious joke. Furious, the Single Friend had been furious, and he’d laughed and laughed, and she wanted to explain to him that like most things, he didn’t understand humor, but she hadn’t done that, hadn’t bothered. She went through the motions of believing, of being a sister, but in her heart she knew he would never understand.

She felt both sweaty and cold as she typed:


SINGLE FRIEND: Is this one of your jokes?

BROTHER: I’m serious sis the rat’s gone

SINGLE FRIEND: Shit. Should I drive back now?

BROTHER: I closed all the windows and put out some food don’t worry I’ll catch it

SINGLE FRIEND: Put out some food? You have to get some humane rattraps! Set them all over!! Should I come back?



There was a long pause, before finally:


BROTHER: No I’ll set the traps geez maybe I should have Fred over

SINGLE FRIEND: That’s not funny!



He sent back a devil-faced emoji and she wanted to kill him.


SINGLE FRIEND: And my chickens? Are they OK?

BROTHER: I have counted the chickens



Somehow this was not a comfort. She opened the security cam’s app on her phone and tried to check on her chickens, but she couldn’t connect.

When they were kids, her brother broke the backs of their gerbils by hanging them from the opening of their cage. He said he liked to watch their little claws clutch, to see the creatures dangle; he didn’t mean for them to fall, to die. He fried ants along the side of their building. He picked flecks of paint from the building’s siding, flick-flick, and she wondered how long it would take for him to flick the whole place down.

But he’d been there for her when it counted, like the time they were grounded and went on hunger strike, refusing food until their mother was crying, or when the neighbor boy had dared the Single Friend to knock over the shopping cart belonging to a man who slept in their local park, who yelled foul things at them as they walked home from school. The cart had been heavy and her brother had been there to help her topple it, and together they sprinted away as the man shouted such a string of dirty words. They’d hidden in an alley too narrow for a name; in another time, another century, it had been a place for the residents to house their horses. An ancient neighbor man in suspenders told them so. But by then it was tree roots bursting through asphalt and the smell of human shit, the backs of homes written over in unreadable spray paint that the brother and sister studied in silence, listening and fearful.



The Single Friend cracked a second Smirnoff Ice and trudged back to the campsite, the fire started, the trees noisy with crows fighting and colluding and scouting.

“Can I help?” she asked Eleanor, who was lining up corn on the iron grill top while the hot divorcé poked at the fire with a stick. He had a shirt on now, unfortunately, and he had yet to make eye contact with her, as if he was avoiding her, and she wondered if he disliked her or liked her too much. That kind of avoidance could go either way.

“Could you keep an eye on the girls while we get dinner ready?” Eleanor asked.

The Single Friend said she would, though that wasn’t the kind of job she was looking for. Sadie had changed into leggings and a sweatshirt, her long hair combed back into a slick ponytail, but Zoe was in her swimsuit and totally filthy. They hopped between tree stumps until Zoe slipped and skinned her knee, drawing blood. She didn’t cry, flitting frightened eyes at her mother, who hadn’t noticed, busy lining up condiments. Understanding, the Single Friend grabbed a wet wipe from the canister on the table and applied it to the girl’s knee.

“I won’t say a word,” she whispered to Zoe, Sadie too, crowding in to watch. It was a bonding experience of sorts. After that, the Single Friend was part of the game, and they had to go to the beach. She didn’t want to go but felt obliged, and she supposed this was love, going where you didn’t want to go, entertaining ideas that weren’t your own.

At the beach, the girls got to digging while the Single Friend sat on the rocks watching. She should’ve brought another Smirnoff Ice. A headache was starting to pulse behind her eyes and it was getting cold now and, Christ, Zoe had to be freezing in her swimsuit as she carried an object dripping mud and water, dropping it into the Single Friend’s lap. She picked up the muddy mass, heavy, turning it over, its liquid insides sloshing. Wiping at the mud, she saw it for what it was—a skull, maybe a deer? She squirmed to standing, the girls backing away from her. Then she remembered that she didn’t have to hold it, this terror, and tossed it into the river. The Single Friend’s T-shirt was a disaster of mud and worms—there were worms.



After a shower the Single Friend trudged back to the general store to get a signal. The store was closed, the booth empty. No one was feeding the ducks. She couldn’t see a single person in the whole place, and it gave her a shudder, how alone she felt. She texted her brother:


SINGLE FRIEND: Any luck?



He got back to her right away, just the one word:


BROTHER: Nope



She was furious, ready to leave, but felt swimmy from the Smirnoff Ice, and it was getting dark, her head throbbing.

Back at the campsite she grabbed a joint from her glove box and said to the huddle of bodies around the fire, eating ears of corn over reusable plates, “Don’t worry. I’ll take a walk.”

The wind was up and she couldn’t help thinking about the danger of fire. On her way in, she’d passed a sign decorated with Smokey the Bear’s smiling face, below him a meter representing Fire Danger Level, the arrow pointed to Extreme. She didn’t want to think about that, the town, Paradise, that had burned last year. The deadliest wildfire in a hundred years, the news outlets relentlessly reminded people, as if reminders were necessary, as if they didn’t all keep N95 masks by the front door for the next one. The city had gone dark; no dogs were walked that week.

The river looked cold and brown. She stayed away from it, even if that meant bigger rocks and tougher walking. Christ, she needed to change out of her water shoes. Her feet were starting to chafe, her heels blistering. She reached a point of sorts and stooped to light her joint, looking out at the little island twined in young trees and sea grass.

It hadn’t been that hard to find her geography professor. Her name came up associated with a handful of academic papers, the last of which was called “A Shrinking Range: Intraspecific Aggression among Insular Vertebrates.” In it she claimed that the disappearing coastline of an island can make its lizards, birds, and mammals more aggressive, not with other species but with their own. She said similar behavioral shifts could be expected among island creatures, as their range was impacted by rising seas and more catastrophic storms. The Single Friend’s brain went to a violent place, birds battling birds, lizards locked in a death match—a rabid mass of feathers and scales and blood that she couldn’t erase from her mind.

The professor’s email address was listed right there alongside her paper, and the Single Friend queued up a message. She sat frozen over her keyboard. Hello, she wrote. Do you remember me?

“No,” she said aloud. She deleted. She typed the same words again, added: This is embarrassing. She told her professor everything.

As the river did what rivers do, flowing, the Single Friend cringed from the rocks, remembering the confessional email.

A voice, male: “There you are!”

She turned to see the hot divorcé with his flashlight.

“I was worried about you,” he said.

“Worried?”

“You seemed upset.”

“I’m fine. I just drank too much. I should probably eat.”

He pulled a veggie burger out from behind his back and grinned beautifully. My hero, she almost said, but that would’ve been stupid, and she was relieved to learn that at forty-one she had the power to hold back such lazy phrasing.

“May I?” he asked, pointing at her joint.

She passed it to him and bit into the lukewarm burger, so dry, and he did it again, magic, pulling a can of beer from his pants pocket and handing it to her.

“What other treasures are you hiding?” she asked. Then she felt foolish and took a long swig of beer, wolfing down the rest of the burger while the hot divorcé finished off the joint.

As they were walking back, he told her he was sorry for being kind of a dick last night, and she told him no big deal, already forgotten, and he nudged her with his shoulder and said, “Cool,” just the word, and she was seriously giddy, an emotion difficult to contain, yet contain it she did.



They sat around the fire roasting marshmallows and trading ghost stories that were kid-friendly and therefore bad. The hot divorcé told one about a child who got caught in a refrigerator until he turned blue and had to be resuscitated that had the tone of an after-school special with a poorly veiled moral.

The Single Friend was anxious, her turn coming; she couldn’t tell a classic, the axe murderer in the backseat or the dumb babysitter and the phone calls. She listened as Eleanor told a story about a tree nymph who took care of a little girl. The tree nymph was invisible in the daylight but always there, holding the girl up, keeping her from serious injury. At night she was a sparkly cloud who sprinkled good dream dust on the girl’s head, so she’d sleep deeply until at least seven, in her own bed. The story left a bad taste in the Single Friend’s mouth. It reminded her of the kinds of stories her own mother had told about angels holding her brother up, keeping him here. The Single Friend was not a fan of fantasies, and she was distracted, rubbing her leg against the hot divorcé’s in their circle around the fire. She couldn’t tell for sure whether he was aware of the contact, if the casual way he rested his leg against hers meant anything at all. They were both wearing pants, so maybe he hadn’t noticed. No, that couldn’t be true. Warmth, heat, it was there—she was certain he felt it too.

It was her turn to tell a story. She went with the first scary thing that popped into her head, a swimming pool. During the day it was crowded with kids, mothers gossiping on their loungers while the hot lifeguard kept watch. But at night the pool would disappear lone swimmers, mostly old ladies and bachelors, definitely no kids or, you know, moms. The premise had potential. She developed several characters before disappearing them, and a hero, a lone girl seeking the truth about the disappearance of her beloved music teacher. As the Single Friend neared the ending she started to panic. Was it a creature lurking in the piping? A serial killer? A portal to another world? She decided it was merely a plumbing problem, a vortex sucking swimmers into the pipes and plunging them out to sea. In the end, they were all found alive because the Single Friend understood that no one could die in these stories. She felt embarrassed and went to the trees to smoke a rare cigarette, always in her glove box in case of emergencies.

Eleanor followed, bumming a smoke. “What’s with you? Is it Craig?”

The Single Friend had forgotten the hot divorcé’s name. Had she ever known it? Craig! He was better without a name. “I could care less about Craig. I only like his chin. You know that.”

“Well, what is it then?”

She wanted to tell Eleanor about the hamster, how it was loose right now in her house, its tumor no doubt growing, her brother setting humane traps and discovering her expired OxyContin from dental surgery and hawking her violin and it’s a terrible thing, recovering trust; she’d never once managed it. “I’m having fun,” she said. “Aren’t you?”

Eleanor exhaled a plume of smoke like a total pro. She was definitely a closet smoker. “I thought we were going to spend time together, but all I do is cook and clean and this is worse than staying home.”

“Can’t Zoe go to sleep on her own so we can talk?”

“No,” Eleanor said, “she can’t.” She took one last drag, then stubbed out her cigarette. The Single Friend knew she’d done something wrong, but what? She followed Eleanor back to the tent, watched as she zipped herself inside where Zoe was naked dancing in the lantern light.

The Single Friend was alone, the hot divorcé in his tent with Sadie, humming all dad-like. The fire was dying and she didn’t know whether to throw on another log. She didn’t want to appear hopeful.

Sitting there in the cold, listening to Diamond snuffle about in the tent, the Single Friend felt guilty. She could’ve asked about the separation, what that meant for Eleanor, how she was feeling. For a flicker in the dark, she saw what Eleanor saw when she looked at her: a fuckup—a pet sitter, no college degree, potentially uninsured, single. But to the Single Friend, her brother was the fuckup—an addict living with his father and an illegal boa constrictor named Fred. Was there no end to this chain of fuck-uppery? She wondered whether it was truly hierarchical or if at some point it looped back around, the old snake eating itself. She hated that symbol, associated with too many overconfident guys who thought they were deep with their silly tattoos of iconography they didn’t quite grasp. Or maybe they did, and she was just an asshole.



That night she dreamed the lost hamster had grown in size, like the rats of Flores. Island gigantism, her geography professor had called it.

In the dream Charlene’s black eyes were the size of human heads, her curled claws like the ones the Single Friend saw on a saber-toothed tiger at the La Brea Tar Pits. They’d gone there on a family vacation as teenagers, her brother sullen and skinny in his oversize raver jeans, shredded and dragging the ground like so many tentacles. She was sick from all the travel, the sun, Southern California being hot and brimming with people, watching that bubbling mud erupt like time’s ancient farts. How could she possibly have thought San Diego would be paradise?

It was a bad idea to invite the hot divorcé into the woods. They’d both unzipped their tents at the same time, “to pee,” he said like a total dad. She wanted to hug him, his emasculated dadness so adorable.

“Same,” she said, suggesting they go together into the trees like grade school bathroom buddies. He didn’t say no, and she found this exciting. They peed simultaneously; she could hear him, which meant he could hear her, and she was smiling the whole time, her cheeks twitching in the cold. Really her body wanted to be back in bed, but he was warm behind her and there was maybe a patch of ground that wasn’t coated in poison oak. He had a tough time wrestling up her T-shirt, like it was clinging to her skin, a prophylactic of sorts. So much thrusting. His head tucked into her neck, she couldn’t even see his chin divot.

Nestled uncomfortably on his chest, she shined a flashlight on his tattoos. Around his arm was a wavelike band made of Tetris shapes.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A geometric entanglement of prime number intervals.”

She wondered how many times he’d practiced saying that before he got it to come out casual. “They make a wave. Weird.”

“In college I got really into Euclid’s proof of the infinitude of primes. He came up with the idea before the Greeks had even conceived of infinity. It’s like he gave birth to it.”

“I doubt that,” she said, though what she meant was: giving something a name is not the same as birthing it. He was smarter than she’d expected and it was late, her brain chugging postcoital oxytocin, but it made sense, prime numbers going on infinitely. To be alone was to be alone was to be alone.

He plucked a loose leaf from her T-shirt. “Some Stanford computer engineer reverse-engineered Euclid’s proof to cross-check its logic against a machine’s proof.”

“You mean like AI?” she said, yawning. These things—artificial intelligence among them—they crept into her brain via osmosis. Living in the Bay Area during the latest tech boom, she couldn’t avoid it, knowing what he meant.

“Exactly,” he said. She could feel his pleasure, how he wanted to teach her. Annoying, yes, but she was willing to make compromises if she could stay here longer. “Funny thing: the machine’s proof wasn’t that far off from Euclid’s. Just a little cleaner.”

“As in better?”

“Smarter,” he said. “Someday an algorithm’s gonna rule your life.”

She hated this idea, knowing immediately that she would perform poorly in a system run by a machine. She was no test taker; she lived between the options on a multiple-choice exam, neither A nor B nor C, and most certainly not all of the above.

“I never understood proofs. Got a C-minus in Geometry Two.”

“How’d you manage a C-minus if you didn’t understand proofs?”

“I exploited the extra credit system.”

He made a sound like laughter and gently rolled out from under her. “I should get back. If Sadie woke up and I wasn’t there, she’d be scared.”

This came as a disappointment. She liked the after, the coming down, the eventual stillness, even though she could feel some insect wriggling up the back of her leg.

“I’m not sure how this happened,” he said, embarrassed or playing at being embarrassed; either way it was contagious. He was making her feel embarrassed and she hadn’t even found her underwear. When he gave her a loose hug, she could smell herself on him and considered suggesting he wash up, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it—why was she so shy? She knew it now: she wasn’t ready for the Cool Guy, she never would be, even if he was a divorcé, a dad. He took his flashlight with him and left her in the dark, and she couldn’t believe that a man in his forties behaved like this. Tired of searching, she gave up on her underwear, pushing her way through the trees, where she found Eleanor waiting up.

“How could you do that?” Eleanor said, not bothering to keep her voice down.

The Single Friend felt it like a barometric shift, the anger, buried there a long time. “What difference does it make to you?”

“This is a family trip.”

“Well, you invited me. I’m not family.”

“I thought you understood. I invited you here to support me. This year, with the divorce—it’s been so hard.”

“To support you?”

“Yes, it’s a thing friends do.”

The Single Friend saw it now, an entirely different configuration of this camping trip, her role as Eleanor’s emotional caretaker, her trusted confidante. How had she missed it?

The tent shook, Diamond scratching at its side. Eleanor’s whole body jerked into a startled ready posture, and the Single Friend couldn’t help thinking it—She’s become an animal! The tent shook again; Zoe whimpered. Eleanor said, “I’m going to bed. You coming?”

“In a minute, Ellie.”

“Eleanor,” her friend corrected. Louder: “I go by Eleanor now.”

The Single Friend turned off her flashlight. In the new dark there were no shadows, no shapes, only black. Somewhere a machine was working out prime numbers, churning and pushing to discover a new one, always another.



The Single Friend was the last to wake. She gave a gruff “Good morning” to the group gathered at the picnic table before huffing over to the general store. When she got within signal’s reach, her phone binged with a message, a photo: Charlene! In her cage!


SINGLE FRIEND: You found her?!?

BROTHER: Hahaha I was just screwing with you



“Oh my God,” she said aloud. She started to type I hate you, catching herself, deleting, memory flooding over her, his sense of humor, so cruel, always. She’d been distracted by the hot divorcé and let herself be duped by her brother, whose functions were so predictable she would never need a map.

She sent him a series of random emojis representing something like anger confusion madness silly face hearts. It was somewhere in there, her love.

Part of her wanted to leave right then, but that would be an admittance of guilt, and she was never going to do that. She trudged back to the campsite, empty now, and removed her sweaters, put on her suit, her water shoes, her giant T-shirt, and she went to the river where she knew she’d find them.

The girls played on the shore, deep in some imaginary world, the rules cast out by Zoe: “Pretend the water’s rising, pretend you’re scared, pretend you yell for help but no one comes.”

The hot divorcé was trudging waist-deep in the water, looking very hot, very—he lost his footing, going under the water. The Single Friend let out a loud bark of laughter, then bit it back. When he surfaced he saw her smiling and gave her a disappointed shake of the head, Eleanor watching them both from the blanket, where she was setting out a spread of snacks.

The hot divorcé carried the kids to the island, first Zoe, then Sadie, the terrier following. The dog was an okay swimmer and the girls were cheering for him from the island’s edge—“Go, Diamond, go!”—until it became clear the river was too swift and he was pushing against the current and—

“He’s not gonna make it!” shouted the hot divorcé as he ran into the water, Diamond past him so swiftly, the women giving chase down the rocky shore.

In her sturdy water shoes, the Single Friend was faster. She got ahead of the dog, ran out into the water, but he was near the middle and she couldn’t get there unless she dove.

“Don’t!” Eleanor shouted.

But she did, she dove, grasping at the dog, grasping hold of him. He clawed at her chest, her arms, her giant shirt billowing, sucking water inside itself, sucking her downdowndown—her worst nightmare, death by drowning, as if she’d predicted it—until her knee thudded something hard, a rock, and she found the bottom with her feet and stood.

The water was only thigh-deep in this part, some underwater berm, invisible from the shore. Maybe it too would be an island someday, if this drought continued.

She could only imagine what she must have looked like, flailing in the water, panicking. Embarrassed, she waited for the hot divorcé to swim to her. He walked up onto the berm, took the quivering dog from her arms. “You okay?”

“Yes,” she said, though the feeling of being swept off in the current, taken out to sea, pulsed through her.

She thought he’d be grateful, the others too—perhaps they’d see her efforts as heroic—but he merely took the dog from her arms and waded into the water, carrying it to the island, the girls waiting there with their twig legs and bug eyes, Zoe wearing the Single Friend’s lost underwear on her head. Maybe they saw her fear, maybe they understood. Under the water she’d imagined herself disappearing, like her neighbor. She’d been the complaining type, the kind of neighbor you go to when you want to unload your ugliest thoughts. It had felt like connection at the time, but it was mean-spirited. Could a connection born of cruelty be real? Still, the Single Friend missed her neighbor as she would a lost friend. She hoped she was wrong, and the woman was alive somewhere. That her disappearance was an escape.

The dog was loose on the island; he looked so happy in that moment before the girls chased him down and collapsed him with kisses.

The shore—it was too far, the current too strong for the Single Friend to attempt a swim. She could have called for help, but she stood there on her berm, for that’s what she thought of it as now, hers, claimed, the first to set foot.

Eleanor swam out with a tube. “Come on,” she said, all reluctant, as if she didn’t really want to. “I’ll pull you over to the island.”

The Single Friend settled onto the tube, which felt like it could flip right out from under her. Eleanor was a good swimmer; she could’ve delivered them to the island in no time. But she flipped onto her back, linked her legs with the Single Friend’s, her arms moving in a steady but ineffective backstroke. They were inching along, the kids calling, “Come on, hurry up, we’re waiting!” So impatient.



As the Single Friend exited the freeway, she saw that most of the posters of her missing neighbor had been torn down. The ones that remained swung in the wind, a corner or two torn loose from the pole, like weathered flags.

By the time she got home, her brother had cleared out of her place. He hadn’t even left a note. Charlene was in her plastic cage, the chickens in their coop, all accounted for, a handful of blue-speckled eggs to collect. Everything was fine. The Single Friend rested on the couch for a moment, eyes closed, enjoying the familiar smell of her own home.

Maybe she slept. When she opened her eyes, she saw that the photograph of her mother on her wedding day was missing. She checked everywhere, all her drawers, her medicine cabinet, her jewelry—everything else was exactly where it should be. She should’ve been relieved, but she was furious. Nothing changes, she told herself. She took out her phone to text her brother when she remembered the Incomplete and nearly threw up. In her inbox, an email from her professor waited. Hello! the email began. Of course I remember you.

Later that week, when Dee came to fetch Charlene, she was in a terrible mood. She’d lost weight, her face hollowing over the past ten days. She had a coffee stain on her jeans, which no longer fit right. Her hair, once long, had been chopped off. The boyish cut suited her, even if she looked like shit.

“You all right?” the Single Friend asked as she handed over the hamster cage.

“This investigation, Tully,” Dee said, and the Single Friend knew she meant her husband’s trial. “It’s been going on for two years. They’re all so nasty, my so-called friends. All I want is for the whole thing to be over, and we haven’t even gotten to the trial!” She couldn’t say another word, vibrating, she was so distressed. The husband, this Tully, had brought trouble into his family’s life, and the Single Friend felt herself growing hot with fury, thinking about it. She folded herself around Dee, Charlene’s cage between them, the hamster squirming and squirming, and she waited for Dee to pull away, but Dee didn’t pull away, so she didn’t either.




ISLAND RULE

I catch myself saying this on the way to my dinner date, arranged neatly on the Internet: “The island I come from is thousands of miles across the Pacific.”

My sedan is the color of sea-foam, the freeway dreamy with marine layer. Though I’ve lived in San Diego for three years, it still feels like foreign territory. I can still get lost. Last week I was on the colossal spread of the I-5 when I missed my exit and got caught up in the border crossing line. It was a Friday and traffic was terrible, the line of cars heading south stretching for miles. No way to turn around, nowhere to pull over. Nearly two hours I sat in that line, missing my morning classes, telling the border patrol guard my stupid story. He frowned at me for wasting his time, flagged over another guard who lifted a cone and sent me coasting northward, away from the mass of waiting cars, women on the other side begging at closed windows, kids selling gum, and men carrying crosses strung with piñatas of George W. Bush. It’s the first year of Obama’s presidency, and like a lot of people—though not all—I want to believe.

Later I learned the traffic had been the result of a bomb discovered at the border wall, not far from the San Ysidro Port of Entry, where I’d been trapped. Luckily a robot had successfully disarmed the thing. Can you be afraid retroactively? Because I find myself terrified as I sit across from my dinner date at Brodie’s Surf Bar, where servers in Hawaiian shirts sling fish tacos, with a view of the border wall extending out into the ocean.

I’m not sure why I tell my dinner date, but I tell him, this stranger, “The island I come from is thousands of miles across the Pacific. The people there, some of them anyway, they grew.”

“Like obese? I’ve heard of that, how the heat can make people—”

Before he can say something offensive, I interrupt: “Like giant.”

My date laughs uncomfortably, really going for it, because he wants to believe this is a joke, but I am not joking. We’re waiting for our calamari appetizer, and I’m maybe moving too swiftly past the bad jokes stage of our date to the backstory stage, so I ask him if he thinks God created carnivores, and he blinks feverishly before delivering an actual answer with actual details about the day of the week upon which God created predatory beasts.

“Huh,” I say, “you saw in my profile I’m a scientist, right?”

“Are you kidding? I love science.”

“Tell me more about this science that you love.”

He starts in about nature and its divinity. In fact, once he says the word divinity I’m off, drifting in my head, across the ocean maybe, maybe like before, coasting on the raft Shasta made, clinging to her bloated shoulder.

As we’re signing receipts on our split bill, he ventures, “You’re much smaller than I anticipated.”

“Oh?” I say, like tell me more.

“You should consider mentioning that in your profile.”

We don’t hug at the door, and I know I’ll never see him again, whatever his name is, adrift, drifting, gone.

Coasting home in my sedan, I think about my cousin Shasta, once so slight and shy she’d hide in closets at holiday parties. There were others like her who swelled until they couldn’t leave the house, much less work. Our newspapers called it an epidemic, gross malformation of the body, a disease we had to combat collectively. They recommended reducing caloric intake and getting off soda and longer hours in the fields or fisheries. I would visit Shasta from the garden, window open, staring in at her marvelous heft, the shine of her skin, worrying for her bones, if she would ever walk again.



I’ve got a pretty nice place in Encinitas, a cozy in-law apartment along the side of my landlord’s house, near enough to the ocean I can smell it even on a still day. He’s a retired marine, a little needy, likes flowers. I see the way he cares for his plants and I can’t help wondering if he’s making up for the dirty things he did when he was in the military.

In the shower, I’m listening to college radio, some minimal techno, which suits me fine—I’m not in the mood for words—when the doorbell buzzes. My landlord, Glen.

“I made ice cream,” he says, eyes on his feet, ignoring my robe, my towel-wrapped hair, “with the new ice cream maker? You wouldn’t want—”

“What kind?”

“Well, I made a vanilla base. Then I added sort of a fudge peanut butter kind of rainbow—”

“Could you bring it over?”

He brings it over and we sit at my two-person table, my face going numb as I shovel-eat.

“You know,” Glen says, “it’s nice having you here. Did I ever tell you about the previous tenant? He’d break into my place when I was gone. Never took anything, but I knew he’d been inside.”

“How’d you know?”

“Had a scent. Like an old cheeseburger? I could smell him everywhere.”

“Was that part of your military training?”

He laughs. “Not exactly.”

I’m curious about his military background and bring it up often. I can tell it makes him uncomfortable, but that’s sort of the point. On the island we learned to hate the men who marched our streets in uniform, who broke down our doors and took the loudest of us, our most articulate complainers, because our leader didn’t like to compete to be heard. We called him Sam because he asked us to and we were afraid of him. I didn’t know then how he became our leader. It was before my time, history a story, with Sam as our narrator all my life.

“Where’d he take them?” I asked my mother, before I learned to bite back my questions.

“They’re not here, are they?” She spun around, offering an empty room.

The men in uniform had taken my uncle, a scholar, though my mother refused to talk about him, to tell me what he studied. I knew for certain it was science by the way she hated my curiosities, the questions I asked about the seasonal storms, our island’s volcanic origins, the stars that showed in patterns.

Glen’s finished off his bowl, watching me turn what’s left of my ice cream into soup with my spoon.

“Who gave you the ice cream maker?” I ask.

“My daughter.”

“Flo, right?”

“That’s right. Named for that amazing runner with the fantastic nails?”

I have no idea who he’s talking about—so many gaps exist where cultural touchstones should be—but I nod and lift the bowl to my mouth, slurp back my ice cream soup, and I don’t ask him where his daughter lives or what she does, and he doesn’t ask me why I’m alone, and I get to wondering: Can you calculate loneliness? Is it a measurable quality? Being away from home is hard, living on the outer rim of a huge landmass. I picture it tipping, consider a regression analysis.



This morning’s lecture topic is island biogeography, my passion unit, maybe why I’d been so open with my Internet date about my origins. Problem is I can’t seem to transmit that excitement to my students as I tell them, “In 1964, a young biologist named Bristol Foster observed a pattern. On islands, small omnivorous animals tend to get bigger while large predators tend to get smaller. Island rule, they called it for a time.”

Some of my students write this down. Others don’t. They sit in the arena-style lecture hall shoulder to shoulder and staring through me as I make my laps up and down the aisles, students curling in discomfort when I near them. The last-row boys spit tobacco into empty energy drink bottles and whisper about the older student in our class—there’s always one, though the university prefers the term Returning Student, like the prodigal son or whatever. The boys are trying to decide whether she’s too old to be hot, even though she looks about my age, twenty-seven, too butch with her shapeless dresses and many cardigans and shaggy bob. Occasionally she pushes her hair out of her eyes and I see that she has a widow’s peak. A dominant trait, no doubt inherited from a parent, like other things. She’s got a sour face, permanently pruned as if in the presence of a rank smell, and a big F in my class.

“Take the rats of Flores. Isolated from the mainland population, they’ve grown up to twice the size of the average cat.”

With the remote, I flick my slideshow to an image of a dead rat lying sprawled on the ground. In the rat’s claws is a coffee can to render its size indisputable. The students suck in a collective gasp.

A boy from the third row speaks up. “Rats are smart. If they all got that big, they could rule the world.”

The boy next to him says, “I heard they can sniff your mucus and know if you have tuberculosis.”

“Eww,” a girl says—I can’t tell who. Everyone is smiling, but what are they learning? I haven’t gotten to MacArthur and his math, searching for patterns in nature with differential equations and conceptual models, Wilson’s extermination of an entire island’s arthropods just so he could study their return, or Case’s contribution, that fundamental factor, the reason for any change in size of an insular species, the net energy that can be gained. Worst of all, I fail to tell my students the most important part: island rule was debunked. Sure, it happens, small omnivorous animals do get bigger on islands, large predators smaller, but it’s no rule. Wouldn’t it be nice if it were a rule?

Rather, we talk about the cyclical rat floods in northeast India, occurring every fifty years or so, only I can feel it at the back of my throat, that old story, the one I’ve been told couldn’t be true, the reason I started studying island ecosystems in the first place.

The island I come from is thousands of miles across the Pacific. Its beaches are black, its volcano core active (though it’s been decades since the last eruption), its location on a trade route, populated in cycles by the Polynesians, the Dutch, the British, the Americans, each of them introducing new creatures and seeds, both intentionally and by accident, seeds doing what they do, clinging to clothing, hair, and supplies, carried across oceans, each wave of new arrivals bringing with them ecological change like the world had never seen.

My mother made certain I knew to avoid the men in uniform, to run or hide when I spotted them on the street. They will disappear a little girl like you no problem. But when the men banged on our door, they weren’t looking for me. They told my mother she’d been selected for the honor of hotel work and she pretended to be happy.

After they’d gone, she ringed my neck, tight, and said I’d have to work harder to go unseen. The next day she reported for work at the hotel, a flower planted in the bun at the nape of her neck, her lips painted red. After school I’d wait for her in the hotel’s kitchen, seated near the dessert station and starving, my fingers tingling with a thief’s impulse, so close to fine cutlery and cakes.

It’s a relief when I realize I’ve run overtime. I dismiss my students, reminding them about next class’s exam, and they groan and shuffle out of the lecture hall. Except for the older student, who likes to situate herself in the middle of the classroom. She always has an empty seat on either side of her as buffer, the kids respecting her space, or avoiding her, hard to say. As I pack up my lecture materials, I feel her watching me, so I ask it: “Do you need something?”

“I’m failing this class. What can I do?” She says this as if learning were some mystery, not steps taken in an exam cycle.

“Is the material making sense to you?”

“I mean, sure, when you say things in class it makes perfect sense. I like the material. I like the things you say. Today’s lesson was the best—island gigantism, who knew?”

Her eyes shift elsewhere, to the window, the clock, her hands, the door, as a cluster of students push their way into the room, finding their favored seats for the next lecture. Macroeconomics, I believe. I try not to cross paths with the instructors who teach before me or after. There’s always some awkward exchange about subjects. Geography, they say. What’s the capital of Nebraska?

It’s annoying, the quizzing, as if I’m some fact-delivering machine, not an actual scientist.

“I have office hours now if you’d like to drop by,” I offer. “We could go over the material for the next exam.”

“Thanks,” she says, her tone suggesting I will most definitely not see her.



My office door is decorated with a single Far Side comic, given to me by a colleague, a duck and a doctor trapped on an island together. The caption reads: So, Professor Jenkins!… My old nemesis!… We meet again, but this time the advantage is mine! Ha! Ha! Ha!

I’m reading it again, not laughing like I once did, but smiling, when Claire, the department chair, passes in her many scarves and expensive orthopedic shoes, silent like an assassin. Research interests: climate dynamics of the Southern Hemisphere and Antarctic sea ice.

She calls over her shoulder, “Don’t you have an exam this week?”

She’s shut in her office before I catch her meaning: no students, not a one, here for my office hours, and on the week of an exam, no less.

Her office hours are always booming, but I know for a fact she offers extra credit to the kids who come with questions. I could never do that. If you don’t have questions of your own, I’m not going to bribe you.

On my desk sits the rejection letter for my research proposal, received last week from the island’s travel board. I’d been hopeful, my proposal fairly benign. I wanted merely to examine the presence of invasive species, given the island’s physical and political isolation. But the island’s travel board rejected my proposal due to my status as One Who Fled. The government doesn’t take kindly to those of us who escaped. The bureaucrats who sit on the board are my age, my peers—maybe some of them even remember me, hold a grudge.

At fourteen, I’d woken on a foreign beach outside Auckland with a bullet lodged in my shoulder. I was taken to a hospital for treatment and tests, so small for my age they assumed I was malnourished. A nice family sponsored me, let me live in their grown child’s old bed, which held the vapor traces of pee, their son the bed wetter. I ate meat pies flecked with sea salt in front of the television, and no one asked me who I came in with, if I wanted to call home. Better to forget. To forget, I learned, is easy for a time, to billow and spill memory, to open up and let your insides float away, to feast on things new.

And when I tried to tell my story, how it was I traveled all those miles across the Pacific, the way the island had changed me, my sponsors pursed their lips and asked my tutor to talk to me. Solemn and speckled in sunspots, he said it couldn’t be true, scientifically speaking, and I knew that he was right.

Not a single student comes for my office hours. I nudge my desk, the plastic cat—shipped to me by my sponsors at great expense—waving good luck in my direction.



At the university gym I take a spin class with a colleague, Samantha Hamwich, who studies the impact of border lights on the migratory patterns of songbirds. She works harder at the classes than I do; sometimes I barely break a sweat. I like to coast at my own pace, and the instructor has long since given up on me. I won’t be coached into going faster or pushing harder. I drift, the pace finding me more than me finding it, my legs gliding more than pumping.

Samantha’s turn to buy lunch, she gets me a tuna salad sandwich and an iced tea, and we take a table outside the university café, where she tells me she has news.

“Oh?”

“Big news, actually. I got the grant. I’ll be spending nine months in Cyprus!”

No one else in the department knows she has a boyfriend there, not that it matters. Her papers about birds and borders have earned her public interest outside academia, even a few NPR interviews and invitations to speak at big birding conferences, and it helps that she’s beautiful and an extrovert. So the department will grant her leave for a whole academic year, nine months of beaches and great sex and, sure, some research. I’m not jealous, not really, not even as I face two semesters of a heavy teaching load, sifting papers out of old research to stay current, to keep Claire off my back.

Samantha encourages, “You should do something with the Channel Islands. They’re just far enough off the coast to be interesting, but close enough you won’t need much in the way of funding.”

I nod, like good idea. And really, it’s not a bad idea. They have that adorable island fox, and there were those pigs they slaughtered, the pygmy rabbits that were introduced by accident and are thriving under island conditions, even as they become increasingly endangered on the mainland, but Samantha knows what it’s like to pick a project. Like love, it’s hard to move on.

She says, “Well, you’ll have to do something.”

I don’t think she means to sound so ominous.



When I was a kid I loved The Guinness Book of World Records. During study hall, I’d sneak it from the library’s shelves, shine my attention on those record holders, the exceptional, always lingering on the tallest woman in the world, the largest. I wondered why it was Shasta grew, the others like her, and not me. I wasn’t the only one to wonder. I was fourteen, living in a boardinghouse, my mother long gone. One of my bunkmates, Fran, seven years old and already so mean, grew in normal human terms. She, like many of us, felt angry that she’d be small all her life while others got to be big, so she chucked a rock at Little Dina, who had only begun to grow big, who retained her nickname due to our collective nostalgia for a time before we were divided into two. Fran was athletically inclined, even at seven, and she beaned Little Dina right on the crown of her head. Big or small, a rock moving at that velocity is going to knock the stuffing out of you. It’s not something we joked about, because Little Dina was concussed and because of what came later.

After supper we watched at the windows of the boardinghouse for the men in uniform, waiting for them to take Fran away for what she’d done, but darkness fell and the men—they never came. If things had been different, we might have been friendlier, Fran and I, despite our age difference. She was into science—I could see it in the way she’d drop to a knee to study something she’d found in the soil, kicking it away when she noticed me watching—and I wanted to know her, to guide her, being older, but she would never let me get close enough.

Not long ago, I googled her. I googled Fran. I was relieved to see her name pop up affiliated with the Ecology Club at the University of Washington. A freshman, the website said, and already she was the club’s vice president. This made me happy—she’d escaped, she was studying toward a vocation not far off from my own, she was finding her way. I thought of emailing her, but I chickened out. Just couldn’t do it, even if Fran’s the nearest thing to home I have on this landmass.



On Thursday, I diddle on my phone while my students hunch over their exams. I can tell by their grim faces they haven’t studied enough. The back-row boys spit a steady stream of tobacco into their empty energy drink bottles, nerves tightening their faces into angry masks of concentration.

The older student shades bubbles with total focus. When she glances up and sees me watching, I give her an encouraging smile, though she frowns back down at her exam.

I only get up to erase and rewrite the time remaining on the board: forty-five minutes, thirty, twenty minutes, ten, marking time’s slippage until my students begin to give up, dropping the exam on the edge of my table and leaving the classroom without so much as a good-bye. I don’t understand their rudeness. It’s as if I’m not human to them, not animated flesh and pumping blood. I’m pretty sure they treat all their professors like this, despite Claire’s proclamations at faculty meetings that we’re simply not trying hard enough to connect with them, that we’ve got to really put ourselves out there. But there’s a part of me that wants to grab hold of them and ask—Is it my size?

No one on the island knew why some of us started shrinking. Maybe it was to make room for the others. At least, that was the working theory. The big ones had pushed our island to capacity and we would have to make room.

We didn’t want to admit what we knew: our housemistress, the worst of the kids, were all losing mass. It was a selection process—I was sure of it, especially when the ugliest of us all, our very leader, stepped up to his podium, visibly smaller. Sam hadn’t been very big to start, and the shrinking, it was definitely hitting him at a faster rate than the rest of us. By the time he needed a step stool for the podium, I’d only lost a quarter inch. It gave me hope; maybe the island would find its balance before it took much more from me.



One night shortly after Sam’s speech, fires dotted the island. We got out of our plank beds and watched at the windows, the houses that burned in the dark ruin, until the housemistress shouted, “Back to bed!”

Even under my covers I could feel it—no one, not a soul sleeping. We lay silent and alert, ears perked at the distant screaming.

Before the sun came up, I went for the outhouse and sneaked off, running to Shasta’s, the smell of fire hanging in the air. They hadn’t wanted me—my aunt and uncle—after my mother died. They didn’t say why, they didn’t need to. My own mother had nearly thrown me out when she’d learned what I was, a thief, a coveter of sweet things and silver. I’d been taking them from the hotel where she worked. Waiting in the kitchen for her shift to end, I was always hungry, the dessert station not far. I’d steal a slice of cake when no one was looking. Eventually this turned out not to be enough, so I shifted my attention to the dirty cutlery. I’d only done it a few times—taken home the silver, held it up to the moonlight, watching it shine—before one of the dishwashers caught me slipping a salad fork up my sleeve and proudly handed me over to hotel security. My mother was sanctioned and I was beaten and taken from her, stuffed in a juvenile facility. She never recovered, not even after they gave me back, and I wondered, what had they done to her while I was away? Within six months she was bedridden, and by the end of the year she was gone, her body burned, her ashes buried in the cluttered cemetery where we made our own grave markers. And when my aunt and uncle refused to take me in, I went to live at the boardinghouse.



My uncle was a fisherman, their house near the water. My aunt and uncle were seated on the front steps when I collapsed on their drive, sucking air. A shotgun rested on my uncle’s knees; it looked enormous, and that’s when I realized he was shrinking too.

I told them, “We have to get Shasta out. We have to hide her.”

They looked at one another and laughed, loopy from a night without rest.

“To bed,” I shooed them, insisting I’d sit at the ready. I told my uncle, “Give me the gun.”

They listened, and I was alone on the porch, examining my hands, certain they’d shrunk some in the night.

I didn’t mean to be angry at my aunt and uncle—they had Shasta to care for, after all. But they’d refused to take me in, made me sleep on a plank bed with all the other thieves and miscreants and indigents who weren’t quite bad enough yet for prison.

The porch steps creaked as I rose and went into the garage for a hammer, went along the side of the house.

“What’re you doing?” Shasta asked through the open window.

I wedged the hammer under a board and used my weight to pull it loose. “I’m taking this wall down.”



Exam over, I feed the Scantrons through the machine in the faculty lounge, listening to a slaughter of markings, all those incorrect answers, red dashes like a lost language, when I come across the older student’s Scantron: 34/100. Wow, that’s bad. How could she be present at every lecture, taking notes, yet do so poorly? Even if she never read the text, she should be able to pull off a C.

Claire comes in to check her mail. “How’d they do?”

“I doubt there’ll be a problem with grade inflation in my class.”

She screws her mouth up tight, tilts her head. “Do you have a minute?”

I follow her to her office, decorated in thank-you cards from former students and photos of her latest trip to Antarctica, cheeks red like apples as she soars across the Southern Ocean in a Zodiac.

She asks, “Is something the matter?”

“I’m pretty disappointed about my research proposal’s rejection, but I’ll get over it. I just need to come up with something else to study, to get excited about.”

She adjusts her scarves with long withered fingers. “You know that I evaluated you recently.”

Claire had visited without announcement, on a day spent discussing the desert ecosystem, with a case study on the saguaro. My students weren’t into the lecture, it was a Wednesday, and I was wearing an end-of-the-laundry-cycle outfit. I hated my pants, too long, dragging the ground and distracting. To keep from tripping, I took wide sweeping steps and couldn’t focus, my lecture an unsuccessful jumble of ideas.

Claire leans in as if confiding a secret. “Very few faculty can get away with poor teaching evaluations for more than one off semester, even our brightest stars.”

I feel it acutely, how I’m not one of the department’s brightest stars. “What do you suggest?”

“Encourage them. Let them in. You’re so…”

It hangs there a long while, this space where a quality should be, me.

“All right,” I tell her, “I’ll try.”

It would be interesting, sharing my story with the faculty. They would challenge me, reduce me again to a girl whose mind is trying to make sense of trauma, as my tutor once did, my sponsors. So easy to say, almost easy enough to believe.



I skip my spin class with Samantha and go to the beach, feeling lighter, like I might lift up, the water pulling me closer. Standing just beyond its reach, I try to visualize the island, but it’s a feeling I get more than imagery, the heft of humidity, the scorch of the sun on the crown of my head. I’m nearly there, home, when my dinner date jogs toward me. Shirtless, lean, and sweaty. There’s this slow-motion effect, like a Baywatch episode, one of the first shows I ever watched, sitting on the couch between my sponsors. I avert my eyes, hoping he’ll pass without noticing me. I had expected to never see him again—that is the glory of Internet dating.

“You,” he says, jogging in place.

“Hi,” I say.

“Great day, isn’t it?”

“Pretty great.”

“Do you run?”

“God, no.”

He frowns. Does he think I’m making fun of him? Is it because I took God’s name in vain? Is he concerned for my well-being? Two words, and we’re lost, afloat, the gravity of our banter broken.

“Don’t go that way,” he says. “Beached whale. Been there awhile by the smell.”

“What kind?” I ask, but he’s running away from me, this man who knows more about me than any of my colleagues or friends.

I head in the direction of the beached whale, the sand slowing me down, sucking me earthward. I never run but I’m running, when I see it—a gray whale, probably a juvenile, though it’s massive. On top of the whale is a man who hacks at it with an enormous knife. I run faster.

Panting, I practically shout, “What’re you doing?”

The man sighs. “We’re taking it away piece by piece. If it’s uncomfortable for you, we recommend avoiding this stretch of beach for a while.”

Behind him, another man is stretched out on the sand, smoking a cigarette, a chainsaw resting in his lap.

The death smell is potent. I glide a hand down the whale’s great tail fin, its flesh hot in the sun. As I come around its side, I see that it’s been hacked at for some time now, thick skin spilling the whale’s insides onto the sand.



When my aunt and uncle woke, they were angry. I’d made a hole in the wall of their home without asking. But Shasta was happy. She whispered, “Make it bigger.”

My uncle waited on the steps with his gun while my aunt and I peeled the boards free. By nighttime we’d taken down the wall.

“Help me onto my stomach,” Shasta said. We tried for some time, but it proved impossible, so we called for my uncle, who came around the house irritated and tugging at his oversize jeans.

“What!” he shouted, but when he saw Shasta he stopped short. His daughter, once so small, so quiet, was this… I don’t know what words he used in his head, though I could tell he didn’t see her the way I did. He wasn’t in awe. Startled, afraid, a little repulsed, and Shasta, she could see it too.

Shasta cried. My aunt cried. My uncle, his back to us, was convulsing. I remember not crying. I remember saying, “We need to get her off this island.”

My uncle had a fishing boat, and they knew I was right; she wouldn’t be safe here.

We hefted Shasta into the back of my uncle’s truck, whisked a tarp over her, and climbed into the cab, my aunt in the middle. My uncle going slow, I watched out the back window the whole way. We were reversing down the dock when my aunt screeched, “Stop!”

By that point gravity and the slope of the dock were working on the weight of Shasta’s body. She slipped over the lip of the truck bed, turning down the ramp and into the water, as we erupted out of the cab, calling her name, certain she was gone to us.



Friday’s lecture topic is overwater dispersal, and I can’t get my students excited about anything, the spread of seed or disease, even rats, which I thought was a nice way to build on last lecture’s excitement. They’re all waiting for their exam results. Most of them expect to receive a B-minus or better, even though deep down they know they deserve worse. That’s why they’re agitated in their seats, the back-row boys spitting so quickly into their empty energy drink bottles I want to scream at them about gum disease, mouth cancer.

After a half hour painfully passes, I give up and hand back the exams as my students shuffle out the door. Their smiles crash, heads shake, one kid cusses loudly, at me? It was a Scantron exam and I can’t control what it is they know or don’t know about the material. The older student doesn’t make eye contact with me as I pass her the Scantron riddled in red. I’ve written a note on the bottom: I’d be happy to help, if you’d like to drop by during my office hours.

The mean is a healthy C-minus. The department will be pleased, well, everyone except Claire. They’ve been complaining about all those As and Bs, which couldn’t possibly be an accurate reflection of their… of their… they stammer. No one wants to say it, to admit that the kids are coming to us increasingly unprepared to think, yet with such steadfast values. How can you be so certain when you don’t think? I want to yell at them always.

At a recent faculty meeting I made a joke about kids and dodos and extinction. It was a loose analogy, received with lukewarm laughter. In retrospect, that was probably a bad idea.



After spin class, over iced teas and salads, my treat this time, Samantha asks me, “Where were you last class?”

I tell her about running into my dinner date, then about the dinner date itself. We have a good laugh about that and she offers to set me up, but the thought of going on a date with a person one degree removed from my orbit fills me with dread, and Samantha seems to sense it, reaching under the table and patting me on the knee.

“Or not,” she says, and I feel it—a current of understanding, my best friend. I’m almost embarrassed; we barely know one another. And yet it’s true. She is my best friend, this woman I ride a stationary bike next to twice a week. I snatch up my tea and tell her I have to go.

I know now: the tallest women in the world have a tumor in their pituitary gland, causing a perpetual release of growth hormones.

I know memory is a living thing, like an organ. It’s light and synapse and timing, a miracle really, and changing daily. I’ve never written down my story; it lives only in my head, and I’ll never get it right, trauma, doubt, natural decay, all of it working against me.

Often I wonder why the island took from me and gave to the others. Yes, I’d stolen, but had that been so bad? I was a child. It hardly seemed fair to be judged based on that. Then the scientist in me shakes her head—couldn’t be.



When I pull up to my place, Glen’s working in the yard, his sleeves rolled to his elbows so I can see his faded marine tattoos. “You’re home early,” he calls from his Padrón plants.

“Bad day.”

“Oh?” he says like tell me more.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I shut myself inside my apartment, let the guilt mount and dissipate, before he knocks.

“Ice cream?”

It’s mint this time, with chocolate chunks and crumbled cookies? I can’t tell, but it tastes incredible, and I’m nearly crying as I shovel-eat. Glen reaches across the table, collapses his hand around mine.

“It’s nice,” he says, “having you here,” and the way he says it, staring at me with those hopeful eyes—I pull back, cinch smaller.

“Thanks for the ice cream,” I tell him and go to the door, open it, wait for him to leave. It doesn’t feel good, shutting him out, but what he’s proposing, no. I can’t be unclear on this. I can’t shake it either, the guilt. I could tell Glen about Shasta bobbing to the water’s surface, buoyant and floating on her back, my aunt wringing her hands at her chest, my uncle trying to make himself big as a wall to shield us from the men in uniform who shouted from the road. I could tell Glen about the crack of the gun, my aunt’s scream, the sensation of falling. How I woke to the stretch of ocean, cradled on Shasta’s chest. I can feel it even now, the long float, the fluid motion, the bullet lodged in my shoulder, though it was removed long ago. I could show him the scar—that part of my story inarguable—but he’d never believe me, and who could blame him? I’m not sure I believe myself.



My students are sulking in the next class, so I decide to take a play from Claire’s book, offering extra credit. “A paper,” I say, and the students groan. “Pick any ecological theory or concept we’ve discussed to date. And tell me a story about how it’s affected your life, your choices.”

The third-row girl who eats her hair raises a bony arm into the air. “How long?”

“Not long. Two pages. Any other questions?”

The older student says, “I don’t get it.”

It’s the first time she’s spoken in class, and without raising a hand. I feel it, how I’m losing control, a little afraid they might eat me.

“These things we study, they’re not just concepts in a textbook. They happen all around us, impact our lives. Think about it. We’ve talked about ecological disturbances, fire, wind, floods. We’ve talked about climate change, water. We live in a state of perpetual drought!”

Collectively they bend over their notebooks, scribbling madly.

“Don’t all write about that! In fact, no one write about that. Come up with your own idea, your own story. Do you get it now?”

They don’t get it, I’m guessing by their blank stares, but no one raises a hand or calls out a question. In the silence, I think of Claire’s warning.

“I’ll be in my office after class,” I tell my students, “if you want to run ideas by me. I’m more than happy to help.”

Then I smile, or try to anyway, as I dismiss them, and no one says good-bye to me as they shuffle out of the lecture hall.



Alone in my office, I think about the morning I woke on the foreign beach, sand in my eyes, up my nose, on my tongue, something wet on my face. A distant shout, and I pushed myself to sitting, my shoulder blazing pain. I saw the blond dog in my face, picked up a smooth handful of soft yellow sand, and I knew I wasn’t home.

Shasta, I tried to say to the dog, its owner upon us now, her face leathery orange. Severely dehydrated and light-headed from the hunger, the blood loss, I couldn’t find my voice.

I was taken to a hospital where I underwent surgery and was pumped full of fluids and nutrients, and when I woke and found that my voice had returned, I asked a pair of nurses if they’d found my cousin. They looked sideways at one another.

“No, doll, you were found all on your own.”

This is where the story starts to fail me, where imagination has to set in to tell the rest, and I’ve never been good at imaginary things. I’d like to believe Shasta took to the sea as if it were her natural habitat, disappearing in its depths, all those miles to drift and roam. My skin prickles thinking of it, wanting it to be true, for her to be alive somewhere, at home in the ocean.

My aunt and uncle have no phone, and the island’s mail system is heavily censored, but I doubt they’d be there to receive a letter even if I sent one. Disappeared like the others, overcrowding never a problem. Despite these well-documented human rights violations, the tourists continue to come, jumping through hoops to get to those black pebble beaches, the untouched coral jungles, and women who laugh at your jokes. You know, before it’s too late.

The island is disappearing, its outer edges absorbed by the seas, floodwaters finding their way farther inland each year. In my field, we’ve talked about the scientific fact of human-induced climate change for decades, centuries, really. This, apparently, doesn’t matter in the outside world. It makes me wonder what I’m doing—what’s the point? And that’s no good for research. I haven’t had a promising idea in years.

Even though Sam died, his son has assumed leadership, and he’s perhaps worse, even more brutal than the father, if the traces of news I find on the Internet are accurate. He’s in his forties and quite fit, often photographed on his presidential yacht wearing his signature red Speedo, originally gifted to him by an Australian swimmer with massive hands and questionable political leanings. Recently I read an article online claiming the island is so broke, Sam’s son has been selling family treasures on eBay for years, under the alias Sir Clark Boyle. The slideshow of items he’s sold includes exotic animal skins and heads, gaudy gold jewelry, a life-size crystal swan, so many red Speedos. He even sold a set of human teeth belonging to some seventeenth-century Norwegian explorer named Goldenrod. That couldn’t possibly be the name of a real explorer, but it is—I’ve looked him up. The teeth were described as vintage and one of a kind, a real steal! And I know he’ll never let me come home.

I’m looking at a photo of him, the dictator in his red Speedo, healthy physique, forever young, when there’s a knock at my door. I glance up, see the older student standing before me in her many sweaters, and I tell her to come in.

She perches on the edge of her seat as if preparing for a speedy getaway.

“Stay awhile,” I joke, but she doesn’t remove her backpack. She doesn’t get more comfortable.

“This is my last semester,” she tells me.

“Congratulations,” I say. Then I remember that she’s failing and pull up her grade on my computer.

“Don’t bother. It’s a big F.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Those Scantron exams. The answers start to bleed together—I can’t decide between A and B, or B and D, or whatever. Then I second-guess myself, I start to wonder if it’s all pointless, I totally panic. My mom, she does the same thing.”

“Inherited trait.”

“I thought leaving San Francisco would help, but I hate it here. All I want is to go home.”

I know what she means. “Tell you what. Write a good paper and I’ll give you a C. Deal?”

She looks at me finally, eyes bright and maybe full of hope. Not much younger than me, not much older than her fellow students, yet it must feel like leagues of ocean from her vantage. I’d like to reach across my desk and grasp her hand. Tell her it’ll be all right. Wouldn’t that be a nice gesture? Or perhaps unwanted and creepy. A way to get fired faster.

“I want to write about this bird,” she says, “really annoying. Makes a sound like a doorbell?”

“Does it have a white band on its wings, like a stripe?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Mockingbird. It probably is making the sound of a doorbell. It’s an excellent mimic.”

“I want to write about that.”

“About adaptation?”

“No, I want to know how to get rid of it.”

“So you’re interested in species eradication. You could look into local eradication programs, but those are focused primarily on invasive species. The mockingbird was here long before you.”

“Not eradication,” she says. “Like maybe a deterrent? I don’t want to harm it. I just want it to go away.”

“Hmm.” I feel a teaching moment here, though I lack the energy and focus necessary to embrace it. “What if you looked into its habitat preferences? Maybe some strategies to make your yard more inhospitable?”

“Ooh. I could introduce a predator. I’ve always liked cats.”

I’m flooded with something like pride when she makes this connection. Introduce a predator.

“That’s a great idea,” I say, even if I want to steer her in a different direction, to tell her: the mockingbird is hardly the problem.

“Cool,” she says, rising. “I really do love your class.” As she flees, she bumps my desk, the plastic cat triggered, batting good luck. I think of my sponsors, so stiff and kind—I didn’t know what to do with that combination. I’ve never been a big fan of physical affection, not at home on my island, not in my sponsors’ Auckland house, not here, not ever. Some of us need space, distance, just to be.

On my way out of the building I check my mailbox, find my copy of the peer evaluations that were conducted weeks ago. Claire’s is the worst, so goddamn condescending. She lacks spirit. She creates a sad classroom space. The students are afraid of her. The first two, fine, but afraid of me? I’d say it’s the opposite.

Attached to the survey is a notice that I’ve been put on probation, and I know what that means: I’ll see a committee, and they’ll let me go.



It’s raining on the way home, heavily, one of the first real storms of the El Niño cycle we can expect this season. Traffic is terrible, accidents every few miles, the giant freeway whittled down to one lane. Everyone is pissed and slamming horns and it’s a rage of red brake lights. Nearly an hour passes before I reach my exit. I feel such relief as I escape the car, my poor evaluations pressed against my chest.

The streetlights hum to life though it’s not quite night yet, the sky that cool navy color it gets in last light. I hustle to the front door, wanting to shut myself inside, cocoon under blankets.

On the doormat is a plate of cookies and a note that says only: Sorry.

I knock on Glen’s door. “Why are you sorry?”

“I feel embarrassed. I overstepped. I’m sor—”

“Don’t say it again.”

I sit down on the porch steps, pat the step next to me. He sits down, careful not to touch me. Turning my knees to face him, I’m careful not to touch him either, the space between us being a carefully kept thing.

I say, “Tell me your story.”

I think: Maybe I’ll tell you mine.




THE THIRTEEN FILMS OF VICTORIA UMLAT

Alan and Phyllis ate dinner at a poorly lit, overpriced restaurant near their Oslo hotel. Phyllis ordered a lobster tail that came on a branch of pine leaves with a smell of the forest. Alan’s stomach was a little uneasy after that plate of clams.

It was May 2001, and just that morning another politician had promised election reform, that it would never happen again—hanging chad and fat chad and dimpled chad and pregnant chad. What an embarrassment. Alan had arrived after the ten-hour flight from Minneapolis in a lousy mood. Perhaps it could be blamed on jet lag, but he worried it was something deeper, something a good night’s rest couldn’t fix. Last week he’d finished up his final jar of Skum. For years now he’d been massaging the foam into his temples whenever he was overtaken by moodiness. Warm, then cool on the skin, a calming cool that coursed through his body until he was deliciously numb. He’d reached out to Sven, the Swedish biochemist who’d designed the foam and given it the unfortunate name. The packaging was impressive, a mini brick tower molded out of plastic, the product remarkable. Alan had even tried to pitch it to the sales team, but his boss, Ken Larsen, practically laughed him out of the boardroom.

“This is the sporting goods industry. We don’t buy into that woo-woo shit.” Ken wasn’t wrong: they sold solid things, bowling balls and pins and billiards tables. But the Skum worked not just on foul moods; it was a balm for sore muscles and achy joints, and Alan knew a good product when he saw one.

“What a wonderful place. Isn’t this a wonderful place?” Phyllis leaned across the table, taking Alan’s balled hand. “I was born in this city. This is my home.”

Alan couldn’t think of a single good thing to say, so he went for affirmation. “Yes.” According to the story, Phyllis had moved to the US as a toddler. She couldn’t possibly have any memories of this place. Was it really her home? He found the claim irritating, just as he had when she’d insisted everyone call her Mormor. None of them could master the challenging Norwegian pronunciation. Their granddaughter, Lindy, took care of that, reducing the name to the unflattering Momo.

Alan reminded himself that Phyllis had no living family—her parents had been killed in a car wreck years before he met her. She had no aunts or uncles or cousins, no mormor of her own. All she had was this—a country she came from. Alan, on the other hand, had two older sisters who lived an hour south of Minneapolis, in Mankato. Though they got together infrequently, he phoned weekly to check on them, and before he left for Oslo he’d asked them to call on his daughters while he was away—he felt moderately better, a small network of family there to hold his girls up, though they were no longer girls.

Phyllis sipped on her white wine. “Would you like to go dancing? A nice young man at the hotel said there’s a fantastic spot down the street. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“Sure,” Alan said. It was one of the few things they both enjoyed. He let Phyllis work at his fingers until they were open and knitted with her own.

“You know,” she purred, a little drunk, “it’s not too late to rekindle love.”

“Who said it needs rekindling?”

“I like being in love.”

Well, I do too, Alan thought, but didn’t say. The trip had been a present for Phyllis’s sixty-fifth birthday, and he needed to do better. If only he had his Skum!

Later Ken Larsen forced Alan into early retirement—there had always been a competitive dynamic between them—and later still he committed suicide. That Skum, could it have helped him? In the story-version Alan told his wife, his sisters, his daughters, anyone who’d listen: Sven’s Skum would have saved Ken Larsen’s life, if only he’d listened. And over time, all those tellings, Alan had come to believe it.

Sven had been unable to find investors for his product, so he’d gone back to Sweden, taken a job at Ikea’s corporate office doing Lord knows what. There was no more Skum, he told Alan via email. There never would be again.



At home in Eden Prairie, Alan and Phyllis’s daughters waited by the telephone for disaster to strike. It wasn’t that they didn’t trust their parents to travel abroad alone, it was just, well, they didn’t trust their parents to travel abroad alone. They had plenty of reasons and shared them over their afternoon tea ritual. Lindy, Jane’s four-year-old, lay on the green rug like faded grass, playing dead.

Jane was the younger sister and she spoke too loudly, always competing to be heard. As a child, she’d been terribly afraid of using public toilets, including the ones at their school, and developed a stomach condition that didn’t ease up until she married and had a child and built a life so routine that even her troubled bowels found their way onto the itinerary. A Virgo, and proud of it, Jane would not relax until her parents were back in Minnesota.

“They’ll be kidnapped by their taxi driver right from the airport,” she fretted, not even giving them a fighting chance.

Lauran was two and a half years older and terribly pregnant and could barely raise her head from the couch cushion. “Their organs will be stolen.”

Jane was practically shouting, she was so worked up. “I’ll have to sell the house to pay the ransom.”

Lauran swallowed back a yawn; she was dying for a nap. Her guard down, she let it escape, “Mom will leave Dad,” knowing she’d gone too far.

Jane went quiet. Lindy moaned from the rug, “I’m dead.”

The sisters’ husbands had been loud men who were always joking, never meeting their obligations around the house. Jane and Lauran had threatened divorce, but only to each other.

In the end, it was their husbands who left them. First Jane’s in January, then Lauran’s in March. Lauran had only one question: Had they agreed to do it together? It seemed too coincidental to not be connected. She had no one to ask except Jane, who wasn’t helpful. Being a family therapist had made her overconfident; it was a special kind of blindness.

Lindy hopped up off the rug and announced, “They’ll be cut up with a pair of giant scissors!”

“You shouldn’t say that,” Lauran snapped, still mad about what happened at the park earlier. While Jane had met with a new family in her home office, Lauran took her niece to the playground. They hadn’t been there five minutes before Lindy stomped into the sandbox and pushed a younger girl down. As Lindy glowered at the poor sobbing girl, Lauran had realized: her niece was a bully! A surge of contempt crept up her face, stung her cheeks, her eyelids, her forehead. She marched into the sandbox and took Lindy by the shoulder, made her apologize. After a long stretch of quiet defiance, Lindy said sorry in a voice that suggested she was not sorry at all.

She hadn’t spoken to Lauran since, but now, fists balled, Lindy shouted, “I can say what I want! This is my house and I’m not sorry!”

Once Lindy had run from the room, Jane asked, “What was that about?”

Lauran shrugged, a minor lie. She didn’t want to get into it.

She’d moved into Jane’s lakefront home after her own lake-adjacent house had felt altogether too empty. Lauran was eight months pregnant, far enough along to want somebody around, though she knew her baby was fine, just as she knew it was a boy. Why else would she be so sick?

She’d made a point of not knowing, of telling the ultrasound technician to keep the baby’s gender to herself, thank you. Her marriage had been intact then, as far as she knew, and she wanted a surprise, a little mystery. Now she held on to not knowing on principle.



The club was crowded, music like a pulsing headache. Alan pushed his way onto the packed dance floor, holding tight to Phyllis’s hand. It made him feel young, bumping up against all those bodies. Phyllis shook her head as if she were saying nonono, but it was just dancing.

They danced close, in part because they had to, though it felt good to Alan—being in another country, surrounded by strangers, so close to his wife. He held Phyllis by the hips, smelling her flowery hair. He knew that smell so well. She’d been using the same shampoo since the early eighties—unbelievable that he didn’t know its name.

A man dancing next to them leaned in, his long face shimmering with sweat. He said something to Phyllis in Norwegian, and she went on shaking her head. Then he switched to English. “Victoria? Is that you?”

Phyllis had nearly stopped dancing; she swayed side to side, staring at the floor. Alan tried to smile even as he told the man, “You’ve got the wrong lady.”

“It’s a joke,” the man said, “it’s something we say. Your wife has a Victoria face. In fact”—the man leaned in closer—“I’ve never seen a Victoria quite like this one.”

Alan hadn’t heard of this woman, this Victoria Umlat, but the man at the club insisted she was very famous, very beautiful, perhaps the most famous and beautiful woman in all of Norway. And dead, thought Alan. She would have to be for people to say things like that.



When the phone finally rang, Lauran was knitting a pair of bootees on the couch, knitting being one of the few things her mother had taught her. She could feel Lindy nearby, as if the girl were stalking her.

Jane hustled down the stairs in her bra and underwear. Her abs, my goodness, they were rock-solid, and her butt, God, her butt! Lauran had always been the pretty one. Being older helped for the longest time, but now she wondered if her sister wasn’t superseding her, just as she had in the career department. Lauran had taught fifth grade until Chuck encouraged her to take early maternity leave with the assumption that she wouldn’t go back after the baby, but now? Lauran’s body went cold as she thought about it, her uncertain future, her baby’s.

“Dad!” Jane shouted into the phone, always so damn loud.

Lauran went back to knitting, waiting for her turn to talk, for Lindy to pounce.

“What actress?” Jane asked as much to Lauran as to their father. The daughters shared a wide-eyed look. “Victoria Umlat. U-m-l-a-t, but it’s pronounced Oom-lah.” Jane covered the phone to speak only to Lauran. “Get this, Mom says to think of the t as an h, then make it silent. Does that even make sense?”

It did, Lauran thought. It made perfect sense in a Phyllis sort of way. She took a small bite of the cookie she’d been saving; a dizzying shudder of pain blew through her head like a land mine, and she let out a little howl.

Jane put her hand over the phone again. “You’ll get your turn.”

But it wasn’t that. Ever since Lauran went in for a filling a few weeks ago, her back molar had been sensitive. Occasionally she hit the spot, and the pain—it was electric.

Lauran cupped her cheek, her tooth beating like a second heart, as Jane hung up the phone and flopped onto the loveseat.

“I didn’t get a chance to talk to them,” Lauran said.

“What’s the point? Dad’s got nothing to say, and you know Mom. She’s—” Jane made a gesture with her hand like an airplane taking off.

“Let’s rent one of her films,” Lauran said, and Jane was all agreement and up the stairs and shouting down at Lindy to quit playing dead!

Their regular video store didn’t carry any, so Jane made some calls. She found a video store across town that rented old foreign films and they just so happened to have a collection of Victoria Umlats.

They drove to the store and, while Lauran was fine with renting one of Victoria’s movies, Jane insisted they have them all. She even negotiated a fee with the owner so they could check out the whole collection at once: thirteen films in total.

When they got home, Jane played a voicemail for Lauran, from their dad’s sister Jeanne, an ESL teacher in Mankato with a severe bowl of a haircut and an affinity for jogging suits that swish-swished: “I could come up there, you know, bring a casserole, be of use when the baby comes.” Strange tone, vaguely threatening, definitely an obligatory offer. Their aunt who lived alone didn’t want to come up there, but she was family; she had to offer. That’s how their family was—big weddings and cards on birthdays and empty offers that you knew better than to accept. A chain of them that stretched across generations and continents. The sisters agreed to ignore their aunt and fired up the ancient VCR.

The first film featured a woman who couldn’t have a baby so she stole her neighbor’s son and moved to the country. Victoria Umlat took the baby from the stroller where he was napping—outside! In the snow! And she drove off with him in her lap.

“This movie is boring,” Lindy whined. She was propped up on the rug, her head blocking the subtitles. “And that doesn’t look anything like Momo.”

Lauran had to restrain herself from saying that the actress, this Victoria, bore an unsettling resemblance to her mother, not so much in the face that was nearly a child’s face, but in the way she moved through the world. Lauran reminded herself that girls learn how to move from watching other girls; collectively, many move in the same way. She said as much to Jane, who ignored her, focused squarely on the film, her face distorted in a smile that Lauran knew was not a smile at all.



Strangers continued to approach Phyllis with their Victoria comments. Her reaction was always the same—an embarrassed smile, an oh, thank you, but when one joker asked for her autograph as they surveyed the Grünerløkka open air market’s offerings of junky rings and pinch pots, she actually signed the man’s scrap of paper!

Alan couldn’t help himself. “Boy, you’re really getting comfortable with this.”

“Comfortable?” Phyllis fixed her eyes on Alan, a steady impatient stare, before wandering off, both hands holding tightly to the strap of her big black bag, the one she’d had with her the night they met.

He’d met her at the White House, a Minneapolis bar he frequented after dinners with clients. Its stale beery smell didn’t keep the place from filling up with quiet heavy drinkers who mostly kept to themselves or shouldered off in pairs. Alan sat at the bar, all talked out and watching a hockey game on the TV, until he noticed Phyllis, her big black leather bag on the stool next to her like a friend.

He’d felt lucky to receive her attention, and simultaneously deserving. They married quickly, and after a particularly good sales year he moved Phyllis into a lovely lake home in Eden Prairie, though he continued to travel most of the week while she nursed herself through two pregnancies, nurtured their two daughters through the daily trials and illnesses of childhood, adolescence, God, the teen years. He’d been gone for most of that, earning, yes, but also enjoying his freedom. Were there indiscretions? Whispers that even the Skum couldn’t blot out followed him, but no one was innocent. You don’t work in sales and stay innocent. There were times when he dreamed of other career paths. Once he bought a banjo. He really tried to learn how to play it. But who has the patience for such things?

Probably he should’ve followed Phyllis through the Grünerløkka toward the crystal stand, apologized. Maybe he should buy her a new bag, the black one she still carried being ancient. But he’d been dying to sift through the box belonging to a twitchy man at the end of the market. The best deals always exist at the edges of things, Alan knew.

The man greeted him with a gapped smile, and Alan nodded back. Deep in the box he found an egg, plastic and clear. He pulled it out, the contents like brown beads from a broken necklace. “What’s this?”

“Teeth,” the twitchy man said, “belonging to one of our greatest explorers, Goldenrod.”

“Never heard of him,” Alan said as he held the egg up to the light.

“A real lady-killer,” the twitchy man said. “His crew got stuck in ice, took his teeth as revenge. Worth plenty, I have the certificate and everything.” He showed Alan. It was signed by someone named Sir Clark Boyle, with a gold seal that said I’m serious.

“How’d you get ahold of them?”

“Bought them on eBay back when I was a day trader.”

Alan knew liars, colleagues who overpromised, who underdelivered. In his line of work, he’d dealt with a lot of ex-athletes, high school heroes who were mostly bluster—Alan could identify them on sight, like an extrasensory power. He shook the egg, the teeth making a satisfying clack-clack like dice. He could hear Ken Larsen in his ear: We don’t buy into that woo-woo shit. But if the twitchy man’s story was true, the teeth were a real treasure. It was a gamble, though the best business deals always were. At the very least, the teeth would make a good story, and Alan loved to tell a good story. “How much?” he asked.



Lauran sat in the dental chair, a paper bib at her neck. While the dentist poked around in her mouth, she stared at her distorted reflection in the round silver sink.

“Everything looks fine,” he said, his words muffled by the paper mask. “Your teeth can take up to six months to heal from a filling.”

“But the pain feels abnormal.” Lauran could hear her tooth aching, a quiet whir like electricity.

“Well, I could write you a prescription.” The dentist removed his mask, showing a mouthful of shiny veneers. “But in your condition?”

Back home, Lauran went to the couch to lie down. She pressed her cheek into the cushion, wishing she’d demanded the prescription, and moaned herself to sleep, in too much pain to worry about whether Lindy was lurking.



It was Phyllis and Alan’s fourth day in Oslo. Phyllis insisted they go to not one, not two, but three museums. Starting with the Fram—named for its most famous exhibit: the first Norwegian ship built for polar research—where Alan got lost in the eyes of some explorer with wild blond hair when he read the name of the subject: Goldenrod. Could it really be the same explorer whose teeth Alan had purchased? So handsome! Eyes brimming with trouble. Too bad for him that his ship got locked in ice while searching for the Northwest Passage. Alan looked for Phyllis to tell her all about it, but she’d moved on to another room.

Next they stopped by the Kon-Tiki Museum. Phyllis seemed especially excited for this one. She said that when she was eleven, hunky explorer Thor Heyerdahl set out on a raft made of balsa wood that he called Kon-Tiki, hoping to prove his theory: a group of South Pacific islands were populated by people from South America. He based it on the legend of a native chief named Kon-Tiki who, according to the story, sailed west from Peru on a raft made of balsa wood.

“So, you’re telling me that this Thor sailed across the Pacific on a wooden raft because of some legend? Sounds pretty stupid to me.”

Phyllis went stiff and stayed that way the entire time they toured the museum. As they walked below the raft, among the sharks and seaweed meant to mimic a dark underwater world, Alan asked Phyllis, “Did he prove his theory?”

“He proved it was possible. But I don’t think any scholars actually believe it’s true.”

Alan lost her in the thirty-meter-deep replica of an Easter Island cave and found her an hour later, seated near the entrance.

After lunch, they toured the National Museum. While Phyllis stared into Edvard Munch’s Night in Saint-Cloud, Alan listened to his English-language audio tour, which told him that Munch was living in Paris on an artist’s bursary when cholera hit the city. He’d fled to Saint-Cloud, renting the floor above a café with a pretty great view of the Seine.

In the painting, a man sits alone in a dark room, perhaps lost in thought, maybe just lost.

“Cholera,” Alan said to Phyllis, “must’ve been terrible.” He had those headphones on and probably he was using his outside voice because Phyllis shushed him loudly and moved on to study another work.

Something Alan didn’t like about the painting: the subject was having a private moment, Munch capturing him from behind a curtain, watching the man. Why couldn’t he let the man have his private moment?

“Phyllis,” Alan called, “I hate this painting.”

But Phyllis was busy having a pleasant conversation with a young man about art and, of course, Victoria. Alan was growing weary of this. He was the one with stories, but no one ever asked. Obviously he told them anyway. Someone had to do the entertaining.

The man invited them to a café down the block. Alan loved eating with locals, to be their guest; it was one of the few pleasures of traveling.

The restaurant was smoky, with low ceilings and a forgetful waitstaff. The young man, Philip, ordered a cheese plate for the table, rounds of sour beer, and Alan watched as Phyllis grew drunk and animated, speaking too loudly, practically shouting. He was embarrassed and couldn’t believe it when she asked the man for a cigarette.

“Since when do you smoke?”

Smoke curled out of her mouth, up her nose, like she’d been doing it her whole life.

The young man said to Phyllis, “I want to take pictures of you. Would you like that?”

“Oh, yes.” Phyllis smiled broadly, but when she saw how Alan was looking at her, she turned to the window. For a flicker, Alan saw in her posture something of that Munch painting—was she doing it intentionally? She took a deep drag and coughed lightly, palm to chest.

“Stop that,” Alan said and snatched the cigarette from between her fingers, stamping it out.



Lauran woke to Jane’s scream. A mockingbird had flown into the house and Jane was swatting at it with a broom.

“Don’t kill it,” Lauran said, but Jane was frantic. Lindy had come in and was staring, hands over her mouth to conceal her excitement, or terror—Lauran couldn’t tell.

The mockingbird was circling near the ceiling. It banged into the wall and fluttered low enough for Jane to swat at it, making contact.

“It could be diseased,” she said, as if to excuse her violence.

The poor thing lay inert on the rug the color of grass. Lauran peeled herself off the couch and nudged the bird with the tip of her socked foot. It darted away from her and everyone screamed, Jane swatting and swatting.

Jane took Lauran by the shoulders and herded her into the kitchen. Deposited into a chair, Lauran watched as Jane rummaged through the drawers until she’d found a freezer bag and a pair of tongs.

“You don’t know if it’s dead,” Lauran said. “It could be stunned, concussed.”

Jane slammed the drawer shut, pinched the tongs. “I’ll handle it.”

From the kitchen Lauran listened as her sister swept the bird into the bag and took it out back, Lindy following, panting, “Can I do it, Mom? I want to bury the bird.”

There was a pause as if Jane was considering; then the sounds of Lindy’s happiness—clapping, a yip of glee—traveled through the half-open window above the kitchen sink. Lindy grunted as she dug.

“Seriously,” Lauran called, “it might be alive.” But no one answered her.



Philip lived alone in a spacious loft that reminded Alan of business trips to New York in his hard-partying days, back when he’d end up at some exec’s girlfriend’s place, snorting coke till sunup and swapping stories. There was never enough time, no way to give anyone the full picture, those stories he told amounting to a life lived, a man made. Not even Phyllis had heard them all. Some stories she would never hear, no one would.

Phyllis was taking forever in the bathroom as Alan studied the shelves, mostly art books, photography, philosophy, not one subject he could talk about.

“Here,” Philip said as he pulled a book of photographs from the shelf, paging past beautiful actresses in black and white who reminded Alan of his childhood. He’d loved movies then, before he met Phyllis, who’d told him she preferred true human experience over scripted fakery.

As Philip paged through the book, Alan admired his face, the large sharp nose, the boyish open smile. He caught himself wondering if one of his daughters might find Philip appealing.

Thoughts of his daughters begat thoughts of their missing husbands, whom Alan had been forbidden from mentioning, those charlatans, playing at life, endangering his children. The world is full of animals. Once Alan shot a moose in Canada. Fourteen years old and goaded into doing it by his sister, Jeanne, the middle child, who as a teen could never not goad him, as if she were genetically designed to do such a thing, who as an adult had become obsessed with her garden, who led a life so small you could live right next to her and miss it. He’d seen the moose and his dad told him to shoot it, but he was having second thoughts and Jeanne whispered in his ear, “You can’t hide out here. Everyone’s watching,” and she was right! He had no deep-in-the-closet or under-the-bed places to wait it out, so he pulled the trigger. Holding it together long enough that his sister saw and told him, “Off with you!” Off he ran, running and crying and telling himself he hadn’t done it. Never would he face his kill.

“That’s her.” Philip held the book out for Alan to see. The lighting had been kind, her face soft, like the dewy insides of a freshly skinned apple. It was not hard to see the resemblance. She had Phyllis’s eyes, but this woman wore a glamorous gown, heaps of makeup. Alan bet this Victoria wasn’t nearly so striking in real life. His Phyllis—she was the true beauty.

Phyllis emerged from the bathroom, her lips painted red, eyes outlined in smoky black. Her hair was slicked back, a mannish hairstyle Alan had never once seen her wear and was not to his taste.

He sat on the sofa while Phyllis posed. She certainly wasn’t shy, leaning on the kitchen counter, her profile to the camera, angled to catch the light. She was an actress! All their years of marriage, and he’d never known what she could do. She’d probably done it to him—how many times? She was probably doing it to him right now.



Lauran couldn’t stop watching Victoria’s movies—great dramas of love and love lost, of suicide, murder, war, families torn apart and reconciled, women with children they loved too much, women with children they resented, women in haunted houses with men who couldn’t protect them. It was the only way to distract herself from the pain. She lay on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, the videotapes stacked up next to the TV, and she watched them back-to-back, drifting in and out of sleep, until she woke to Lindy standing over the couch, the dead mockingbird in her hands.

Lauran didn’t sit up, determined not to let the girl frighten her, the ache spreading, passing from one temple to the other, like two nodes on a power grid. “Did you dig that up, or did you not bury it?”

Lindy smiled, slipping the bird under the blanket near Lauran’s feet. Lauran wanted to stop her niece, to do something, but the buzz in her ears, the ache in her head—it was too much.

She covered her baby, snapped, “Stay away from us!” Eyes pressed shut, she heard Lindy run from the room.

The phone startled Lauran. Had she been asleep? She listened as the machine picked up, Aunt Jeanne again: “Offer stands. I made a casserole. You have cable?” A stretch of silence, a deep sigh. “Maybe if I don’t hear back, I’ll just head up there, huh? See how you all are getting on.”

Another vaguely threatening message! Lauran didn’t like it, remembering the dead bird with fresh horror and throwing the blanket off her legs—no dead bird, no Lindy. On the television a movie played—Victoria Umlat dancing, turning circles with a man, so handsome, destined to kill and/or leave her.



“You can’t go,” Philip said, over a seafood platter, on the terrace of a restaurant with a nice view of the shipyards. It was their twelfth night, their penultimate night, and they’d become friends: Philip and Phyllis. He took them to gallery openings and parties at the homes of gushing Victoria fans who all marveled at Phyllis’s likeness.

Phyllis drew on a cigarette. “Maybe we won’t. Right, Alan? Maybe we’ll stay here forever.”

Alan thought of Lauran, pregnant and without a husband. The trip—they’d put it together so last-minute, so unlike them, knowing that once the baby came, they wouldn’t be traveling for a long time.

He excused himself and went out to the street, walked some blocks before he spotted a pay phone, sliding in his prepaid card, the one his daughters had insisted he purchase at the airport. He didn’t know what time it was there, but Lindy answered. A swell of sadness came over him, hearing her girlish voice, so far away. “We’re watching one of Momo’s movies. She’s kissing a man on the mouth right now.”

He forced out a laugh, but it wasn’t remotely funny, and he had no Skum to wash away the ache he felt for his girls, a comfort he would never know again.



The day before they were scheduled to depart, Phyllis came down with a terrible headache and couldn’t get out of bed.

“Go on,” she said, her eyes hidden under a steaming hot cloth, brought up to their room upon request. “Go meet Philip.”

Alan wasn’t surprised. Philip had convinced them to meet him at the Cinemateket, where they were screening some old Victoria Umlats. Phyllis hated movies; she was probably faking.

Alan went, not because he wanted to, but because he thought it rude to stand the boy up. Philip would have to live without one last visit from his precious Victoria.

Mercifully Philip suggested they skip the movie and get a drink at a bar with red lighting and sticky floors. Alan apologized again for Phyllis’s absence, but Philip didn’t seem too upset. He said he understood; good-byes are difficult.

Feeling a well of fondness for the boy, Alan ventured, “There’s a question I’ve wanted to ask you. How did she die?”

Philip lit a cigarette, exhaling a plume of smoke over Alan’s shoulder. “It’s become sort of a legend. The common belief is that she killed herself, jumping from her private boat. Others think she was murdered by a lover and thrown overboard.”

“Was the body ever found?”

Philip leaned forward, as if to confide a secret. “That’s why some people believe she’s alive.”

“Go on.”

“Victoria had many lovers but no true love. A rumor spread that she sold her soul for fame, giving up her right to real love in the transaction. Many would make love to her—how could they not? But they would not love her. One former beau spoke of how uneasy it was, being with her. In his words, it felt doomed.”

Alan thought about how he loved Phyllis. It was a sturdy thing, his love. And hers, well, she had bound herself to him for whatever reason. They had married so fast, and it had felt right that way, efficient and easy, a sound business transaction.

Philip held out a photo. “She’s lovely.”

My wife, Alan had to remind himself—all he could see now was the echo of that young actress. “What do you think happened to her?”

Philip stared up at the exposed beams of the ceiling. “She was a girl made into a star, deconstructed by an obsessive public, and then she was gone. Whether she’s alive or not doesn’t matter. She was a character. An idea. Her name, Umlat, even that wasn’t real. A stage name, not in the least bit Norwegian.”

“You’re dodging the question.”

Philip signaled for the check. “I know.”



The thirteenth film, Precious Beasts, was about a little devil child, a boy who killed his baby brothers and sister so as not to have to compete for Mother’s attention. Mother was played by Victoria Umlat; she’s a sleek city woman, which made no sense given the number of babies she’d had, but there Mother was in a fashionable pantsuit, hair like a mushroom top, carrying a black leather purse.

Lauran sat up and said, to an empty room, “That’s Mom’s bag!” The one at the back of the closet, the one Lauran had played dress-up with until she reached the age that dress-up meant going out, wanting all new things. Her tooth sizzled and she lay back down, feeling faint.

The boy grew increasingly upset by Mother’s constant attempts to get pregnant, so he killed her too, pushing her off their apartment balcony. The film ended with the boy and his father drinking beer and watching soccer, sorry, football.

“Foreign films,” Lauran grumbled.

She rewound and watched Victoria Umlat die again. Sure, she was beautiful and had tremendous screen presence, but her range wasn’t exactly extensive. Her screen death lacked commitment—an arm thrust over her head, a look of anguish. Lauran was less than impressed.

The doorbell sounded, and Lauran glanced up to find her niece lying on the rug. “Are you playing dead?”

Lindy jumped up and snapped a photograph with Jane’s old Polaroid.

Lauran shielded her eyes. “Don’t,” she said as the doorbell sounded again.

Laughing crazily, Lindy snapped another shot, another. Lauran lunged for the camera, tripping over the twisted blanket, falling, trying to protect her belly, her nearly ready baby. She landed on her side, groaning as Lindy stood over her.

“What’s this?” a strange voice said. Perfectly clean running shoes, a jogging suit that swish-swished—Aunt Jeanne, casserole in hands. She looked so much like their father that Lauran nearly cried with relief. Then she doubled over in pain.



When Alan returned to the hotel, Phyllis was gone, and he knew that feeling, searching for a note, a missing suitcase, proof, so to speak, but she’d taken nothing save her black leather bag. The money was there, those explorer’s teeth—probably just another swindle—in the drawer, buried beneath his underwear. He threw the plastic egg into the trash can. Maybe she’d gone for a walk? He sat on the edge of the bed and waited until he couldn’t stand it, taking the teeth out of the trash, unable to resist their potential.

She’d done this before—left him, the girls, for nearly two weeks. He hadn’t expected her to come back then, just as he didn’t now. But she’d come. She’d sat across from him at the kitchen table and smiled. “Happy to see me?”

He’d wanted to hit her, to smash her beautiful face into something unrecognizable. It wasn’t the only time he felt that way. He figured it was a part of love, and he’d loved her so convincingly. He’d stayed in character even as she bore the baby, Lauran, six months after they married. He gave her his name, and he was a father to her, not only in title but where it counted, in the hard thumping of his heart.

Alan found the damp cloth that Phyllis had pressed to her forehead in the hotel’s sheets, but its temperature was no different now than that of the air. The room phone rang and he dropped the towel back to the sheets.



Jane was in the delivery room, Aunt Jeanne, Lindy too, when the doctor said she was going to let nature take its course. Labor had started, Lauran was thirty-four weeks and two centimeters dilated, no signs of fetal distress.

“Just a kick-start,” the doctor joked unnaturally. She was a severe woman with a tight perm. But surgery was exactly what Lauran wanted—for the baby to be extracted from her womb, which she had come to believe was a dangerous place. Aunt Jeanne pressed her palms into Lindy’s back and said, “Choo choo,” pushing the child gently out of the room with promises of a Popsicle. It was funny to watch, to see this serious woman who’d chosen a solitary life, never having kids of her own, make like a train. Jane texted Chuck to let him know his son was on the way, and Lauran half expected him to come barreling through the door, ready to coach her through labor the way they’d practiced in parenting classes, but he didn’t come.

The pain—it was too much. Lauran cried uncle, an anesthesiologist wheeling a cart into the room, sliding a long needle into her spine, which really hurt until nothing hurt from the waist down. It felt as though her lower half had been lopped off, as if she’d been cut in two like that poor baby in that biblical story. Had they really done that? Even for biblical times it seemed harsh.

Endless hours later the door swung open. Lauran was not disappointed to see her father with his suitcase, straight from the airport—he’d told Jane over the phone that he’d come. Lauran didn’t ask where her mother was. The buzzing in her head mixed with the hormones, all the missing people—she couldn’t tell where one pain began and the other ended. Her father held her hand and coached her in his way.

“Go on now,” he said, “push her out.”

Him, Lauran wanted to correct her father, but she couldn’t find the words.

When the doctor said, “We’re almost there,” Lauran propped herself up to look. She saw Lindy in the doorway. Lauran was about to shout at the girl to get out, but the doctor said the baby was coming. It only took a handful of pushes—after all that waiting, the laboring, bearing life wasn’t nearly as difficult as Lauran had thought it would be.

The doctor’s eyes smiled from above her mask. “A girl,” she said.

Lauran heard the doctor perfectly, the buzz in her head gone. “Are you sure?”

“Well, yes,” the doctor said, “I am.”

After the nurses cut the cord, cleaned up the baby, and swaddled and capped her, she was deposited in Lauran’s arms, so warm and screaming.

Lindy sneaked up behind Lauran, gawking at her cousin.

“See,” Lauran said, “doesn’t she look like Momo?”

Lindy leaned in and studied the baby’s face. “Yes,” she agreed.

Jane was at Lauran’s side. “What’re you going to call her?”

“No idea.” Lauran handed the baby to her father, watching as he examined his grandchild. He said things to the baby, words Lauran swore she’d heard in a film, or maybe not—she was so tired. What difference did it make? They were hers now, and she would hold them always.




BACK OUT BABY

Six months have passed since Gloria decided to keep the baby. It was painful in the beginning, a pain that teetered on torture, but we reject sadness! Especially on vacation. The possibility of a child behind us, growing smaller and more distant as we cruise north on the One, the ocean stretching blue into forever, hair whipping because we rented a convertible, why not? All that saving for the baby is now ours to spend.

We only met Gloria once before the birth, flying LAX to Logan. She was too embarrassed for a home visit—being nineteen and unemployed and living with her mother—so we opted for a diner with blue vinyl booths and a server with ample cleavage. To appear unassuming, we wore jeans and knobby sweaters and glasses in place of contacts. Gloria ate a whole plate of bacon, guzzled a glass of skim milk, and we managed to avoid telling her about the hormones in her food, how they would surely taint the baby, not our baby, and most certainly not Abelyn—what we called her in private. The adoption agent and our therapist had agreed on the absence of the possessive—Gloria wasn’t to be reminded that the baby would be ours, and under no circumstances should it be given a name.

“You have to love her,” Gloria said, a cough catching at the back of her throat, no doubt due to the dairy. “You have to love her more than you love yourselves. More than you love each other. Can you do that?”

We’d nodded dumbly, then said it together, “Yes,” because that’s not the kind of question you can answer authentically without some deep reflection, and we were too busy performing to reflect. Perhaps Gloria saw it, the doubt in our eyes.

Of course we’d intended to try, but it was hard to imagine that anyone, even a baby, even our baby, could generate so much feeling. It didn’t seem possible to love someone else so much; we weren’t sure we’d have room in our West Hollywood two-bedroom.

Gloria lied then, or maybe it was the hormones, when she reached across the table and took our hands. “You’re perfect,” she said. “I can’t imagine a more beautiful couple to raise my baby.”

We should’ve known. My baby. Our therapist had warned us it might happen. We’d fired her and rehired her and fired her again for not telling us what we wanted to hear. When we came slinking back, she had the gall to recommend someone whom you might trust for the long term, as if she couldn’t see our pain, or worse, she could and didn’t care to fix it.

We take trips now, like this one, driving up the One to Santa Barbara, cutting northeast in the rented convertible, stopping at every fruit stand along the way, eating our weight in strawberries, even in February, seasons meaning jack-all in the year 2020. Weaving our way through the wineries, we make many stops, tasting many wines, barely making it to the Madonna Inn alive, the blue-and-gold room with its circle bed and shag carpeting and crystal chandelier. We got a discount because of the mound of human bones they’d discovered near Bishop Peak like something out of a slasher movie.

It’s been all over the news, the bones so clean forensics assumed they belonged to the long dead, until DNA testing proved otherwise. Not the first of its kind, either. Others have popped up in San Francisco, though this is the first mound to be found here.

Apparently local tourism is suffering because of the bone mound, the killer presumed responsible, but we’re not afraid. We have each other and we love discounts.

We eat dinner at the hotel’s steak house, red meat oozing blood and baked potatoes slathered in sour cream and butter and cheese—we’re not pregnant—and get wonderfully drunk and decide to take a dip in the pool. It’s the kind with a gradual incline meant to mimic the ocean floor. We descend, swimming laps and splashing and tugging at each other’s ankles until we see him, the boy in the hot tub who’s decidedly high. We ask him what he’s on, and he smiles up at the hazy night sky.

He tells us about the mushrooms he bought for the Willie Nelson concert he’s going to tomorrow night at a winery in Paso Robles. “The compromise being I’m here with my parents.” He makes a face like he’s retching. Looking at us a bit more closely, he says, “No offense.”

“Can we have some? We’ll pay.”

“I only have enough for myself, but if you want your own, find the downtown kids.”

“The downtown kids?”

“They’ll be under the bridge by the Mission.”

“Under the bridge by the Mission,” we repeat. We’re intrigued and go back to the room for a change of clothes, to call a car, for a brief bathroom interlude, seven minutes of insufferable separation.



The bathroom is a place for peace, a place to regain one’s self, I often remind Evan when I shut the door in his face. Our bathroom interludes, he calls them, when really they are mine alone.

I have a voicemail. “Client,” I tell Evan through the door. I can see his two-footed shadow on the white tile floor but I ignore him, take the space I need, something our therapist in her perfectly choreographed outfits repeated often before she fired us. Her crisp shoulder-length curls never moved, not once in all our visits, her calm eerie and off-putting as she droned on about our attachment, our codependence, eyes on me as if to say, You’re going to have to do something about this.

“But we’ve always been this way,” Evan would tell her, which isn’t exactly true. It’s gotten worse, his neediness, since the whole Gloria fiasco.

“We’ve got a car coming,” Evan calls through the door.

That was the other thing our therapist had been on us about—the way Evan spoke as if we were one, a forever kind of we. “Not healthy,” our therapist said, “dangerous even.” At the time I’d thought she was being a bit overdramatic, but lately?

I listen to the message from Joel, one of the more successful screenwriters I represent, barely twenty, from some lesser city in Minnesota, and it shows—he’s in constant need of coaching, especially now. He has a hot new show called Island Rule, about a soldier who’s a coward, who escapes an alien invasion by going AWOL and sailing off on the ocean aboard a wooden raft he built himself. The coward gets caught up in a ruthless storm and marooned on an island where he must fight off hostile pirates. He lives alone until one day an alien ship crashes into the ocean and he’s joined by its pilot. They hate one another, but together they fight the really bad types and hunt and survive and become friends, no, brothers, and it’s supposed to be this nice message about friendship over difference, but what about the pirates always getting slaughtered? It’s problematic, but no one seems to care. The show’s a hit. Also, I’m not his mom.

Joel says, “Linda, you’ve got to help me. They kicked me out of the meeting. You have to—”

I don’t listen to the rest. Babies, a whole world of them. That’s what I envision as I’m seated on the toilet, a world full of babies, so many I couldn’t possibly care for them all. I don’t need one to claim as my own, do I? It’s enough to help my clients, the biggest babies of them all, toddling around LA and throwing tantrums.

“What was that?” Evan calls from the other side of the door.

“Nothing.” I adjust my hair, which is a shoulder-length sculpture in caramel brown. It takes the stylist four hours to manifest my look, every six weeks. All that time in the salon seat, all those hours accrued across years, yet this bathroom’s lousy orange light exposes all my flaws and wrinkles, the ones I’ve tried to erase with light therapy and electric pulses and a suction that sloughs off my old skin. Occasionally I enter a cryogenic chamber and foolishly hope to come out new. Nothing can stop time. At least in my line of work the relationships and wisdom that come with aging are assets, not a curse.

I have notions of leaving LA, this plastic place where I learned I’d never be a mother, not of the biological variety, despite doctors and treatments and herbal tinctures and Evan with his fertility calendar. They extracted my ova and introduced them to Evan’s sperm in a $15,000 setup that didn’t take, we were told, again, again, and all that was left was Evan, his arm around my waist, his breath on my neck as he whispered, “At least we have each other.” I started looking into adoption that night.

I don’t mean to but I think of Abelyn, six months old now. Her newborn smell, walking her around the hospital room while Gloria dozed. It was part of the agreement, that she’d have a few hours with the baby, a chance to meet her, to hold her, before she said good-bye. It made me nervous, Evan too, whispering in my ear, “We’re parents, we have a daughter, should we get some champagne?”

“Yes,” I told him.

“Can we go together?”

“I’m not leaving her.”

He frowned. “We can wait.”

When Gloria woke, she said she’d had a dream. “Can I hold my baby?” And I heard it, my baby, felt it too—that it was over. I handed Abelyn back to her mother, never to hold her again.

“Car’s here!” Evan shouts through the bathroom door. I can tell he’s anxious—this will be one of his missions, spending our night giving chase to his ever-shifting ghosts.

I decide not to call Joel back. I’m still a little drunk from dinner and he knows I’m on vacation and Evan has designs on getting mushrooms, some plan involving kids who can be found under a bridge. I wrestle into my coat, slip my phone into my cluttered bag, and open the bathroom door.



When the driver asks us to enter our destination, we tell him to take us to the downtown kids under the bridge by the Mission.

He says he needs an address. He says he doesn’t know the area all that well, being from elsewhere. He says the system doesn’t work without one.

“Fine. Take us to the Mission. Do you know where that is?”

He types it into his phone. “There it is,” he says, and we’re off.

Our driver drops us off at the Mission, stucco-sided with an orange tile roof and a trio of bells nested in the belfry, backlit and black, like three men watching as we cross the empty plaza. The chapel is closed for renovation, the building framed in scaffolding.

We stop before an informational placard and shine a light from our phone so we can read about the cross that was erected in 1772 to mark the site of the Mission, founded by Saint Junípero Serra.

Earlier this year, his statue was removed from the grounds, its cement base all that remains. Someone has tagged the side of it in blood red: Father Genocide.

No surprise, the informational placard doesn’t mention that particular genocide, focusing on the great grizzly massacre instead: The place was overrun with grizzlies, supply ships from Mexico delayed, a cold bone-dry winter coming, cavernous hunger. We read on, about the hunt, the soldiers carving up and shipping nine thousand pounds of dried and salted bear meat to the surrounding missions.

“Gross,” we agree and follow a path down to the creek, dry this time of year, lined with giant eucalyptus that block out the moon. On the other side of the creek is the back patio of a bar where drunk college kids flirt and paw at one another and snap pics with their phones. A reminder of how we met, at a Westwood college bar with our fake IDs, in the butt-grinding madness of the dance floor, and later, back at the sorority house, the linked legs and spilling of guts, a feeling like surgical alteration, of permanence.

We consider taking a shot like that first night, but no, we have a mission, those under-the-bridge kids. We follow the path and see an old brick footbridge spotted with base-gray paint to cover graffiti. It’s not until we’ve passed under the bridge that we hear a soft ripple of laughter, see them—four, no, five kids dressed in many layers of black.

Hands locked together, we approach the kids slouching in the grass, eyes saying, Leave us alone. It’s not danger we’re after or comfort but some heavenly middle ground, the space where things hurt and heal all at once.

“Hello,” we call, “good evening. A friend of ours from the Madonna Inn told us you were the people to see if we wanted any mushrooms. Is that so?”

“Are you a cop?” one of them asks. Late teens, early twenties? It’s impossible to tell anymore. Definitely young, with a faint beard of acne, a head of short brown dreads. “You have to tell me if you’re a cop.”

“We’re absolutely not cops.”

“How much do you want?”

It’s far too easy, this transaction, as if divinely ordained, the Mission looming three-eyed behind the under-the-bridge kids.

“This place is creepy,” we say. “Why do you hang out here?”

“We live here.”

“What about your parents?”

They laugh a collective laugh. Some would call it evil. Our hands, we lock them tighter as we flee.

When we’re on the other side of the bridge, we chew up a handful of mushrooms, tasting dirt and decay, kissing deeply.



It doesn’t feel good, buying mushrooms from teenagers, but Evan is happy, and after some wandering the effects are kicking in, the world glowing brighter, the gorgeous feeling of a warm breeze on my skin. I don’t mean to, but I like it, and I look over at Evan, who’s exceptionally handsome with his overtanned skin and full head of brown hair and the lean muscled frame of a teenage boy—he doesn’t age, not like me. I remember to feel lucky and link my arm in his, and we walk away from the Mission with its horror stories, drifting past a row of single-story houses with quaint front porches, me wondering at the families inside, Evan studying the landscaping. He uses graphic software to render his clients’ yards majestic, specs so uniquely designed that every yard he creates is a new experience. It’s something Angelenos require, uniqueness, and he’s good at his job, the best—everyone says so. I used to try to keep up, always pushing toward originality, a concept foreign in my desert hometown of Hemet. But when I showed up to my baby sister’s barbecue wanting to impress in my Joan Jetson dress with a glittering solar system and circle skirt, my fourteen-year-old niece, Gretchen, the one who ran away recently, told me I looked like an alien, and I knew she was right. Their beloved dog Shelby got its own piece of cake—bad idea. The beast was going crazy, sprinting circles, overturning chairs, jumping up onto me, to the delight of my sister and her neighbors. Frosting everywhere, I thought about how much that dress had cost, how hard I’d worked to pay for it, and I screamed, “This is couture!”

I can’t take it back, perhaps my lowest moment, lowest only because I’d been so inflated, so very full of myself. My baby sister used to text me all the time: This is couture! So many laughing emojis. I’ll never live it down, and she’ll never leave Hemet, which feels like another planet to me now, with its tract homes and cowboy culture and high murder rate. But the shame delivered me a truth: I’d gone too far. This was confirmed by Gretchen, who told me over the phone, “Can you please stop talking about that time you danced with Brad Pitt?”

For the record, I’d only mentioned it a few times, and it had been a special night, an awards show, an after-party, too many drinks and Brad Pitt spinning me, Evan video-recording the whole thing. Still, I took my sister’s point when she said LA was turning me weird.

We hear the thumping bass of music turned too high and Evan comes up behind me, bump-grinding my backside.

“Cut it out,” I tell him, and he shouts, “House party!” and takes my hand, tugging me in the direction of the music.

I pry my hand loose. “Absolutely not.”

“It’ll be fun. Come on.”

“It’ll be embarrassing. I’m too old.”

“We are not old. Come on!”

I learned a long time ago not to come between Evan and the things he needs, which seem to pop up all around him. The things I need are harder to identify, lurking suspicions, like the baby. I have an urge to call Gloria, to ask to speak to Abelyn, but I’m not so high I can’t see this is a terrible idea, some form of harassment, and anyway it’s three hours later in Boston, the middle of the night. Evan drags me up the path to a stranger’s house, the porch littered with college kids. I want to laugh at their doughy unformed faces, and I absolutely cannot cross that threshold, as if deterred by some invisible barrier. I squeeze Evan’s arm, perhaps too hard.

“No,” I tell him, though I’ve come far enough that I can see inside, three kids on the couch watching a horror movie, the seventh in that lousy series in which teens are gratuitously murdered by Death himself (who apparently doesn’t like teens, given his gruesome and creative ways of killing them).

It’s unfortunate that I’ve grown to hate movies, given my line of work. Or at least I hate the movies that make money, and those are the only ones the agency represents. Most of the scripts I sell are contrived and predictable from the start, but occasionally I get a good story like that one about the sexy Norwegian explorer Goldenrod, who got caught in ice searching for the Northwest Passage, whose crew turned on him, took his fucking teeth! The brutality. I feel it all around me in LA—violence a bumper kiss away—yet the studio will hammer away at that story until what’s left is like gelatin sliding down your throat.

I gave my notice in preparation for Abelyn, but after the whole Gloria debacle, I had to ask for my job back. They gave it to me with an abridged contract, contingent on performance, which means hustling, and I’m too old for the hustle.

Another thing I tell no one: I can’t stop thinking about that monster on trial, Mr. Hollywood himself, a magic maker, a maker of stars; also, as it turns out, a superpredator. I never worked with him directly, but I heard the stories, we all did, agreeing silently to operate alongside this monster. Victims piled up, and we didn’t stop it. No industry person stepped in. I’m sweaty, thinking of it now, and I remember how much I hate drugs, how they always seem to pull my darkest thoughts to the surface, the ones I’ve worked so hard to bury.

I speed-walk my way down the sidewalk, not looking back, certain Evan is there behind me. I can hear the phone buzzing from my bottomless bag, digging and digging, Joel. “I have to take this.”

“Call him in the morning,” Evan says. I don’t really want to take the call, and more so I don’t want to fight, not while we’re on vacation, not with another night in the hotel, the three-hour drive home on Sunday. It’s too late anyway. Joel’s gone to voicemail. The message he leaves is four minutes of weeping and chanting. What is he chanting? Sounds like Joel the mole who lives in his sad hole. He mumbles something about his girlfriend—she’s gonna leave me. Never have I been more relieved to take direction from Evan.



In a pizza joint, we play tabletop Ms. Pac-Man. The mushrooms—we ate more on our walk over and they’re hitting now, kids tumbling in drunk, taking slices back with them to the bars before they close. Odds are there’s not much of an after-hours scene in this sleepy college town, but if we made friends? It’s a thought, one we can’t discard easily, not now that we’re here, on vacation. We’re having fun, are we not? Ms. Pac-Man is dead. We debate whether to go back to the hotel for another swim, but no, the pool will be closed—the fun is here. So we walk. Toward the bars because there are only bars because this is a college town. We wonder about the families, their less-than-magical yards, no one landscapes here. We could move to this town, offer our services, live a small-town family life, if we had a baby.

It didn’t make sense, the trouble we had conceiving, our babyless existence. Everyone said so: You are perfect and you’ll have a perfect family perfect kids a perfect life perfect. We strive for perfection even now, hop-skipping down the sidewalk in unison, past storefront mannequins in silken undergarments, as in love now as we were in college when we’d share a burrito for dinner and have sex in the shower so we couldn’t hear the sorority sisters whisper-giggling in the hallway. We made promises then: we’re going to love each other so hard for as long as we live. For a time it felt like a competition, not with others, who we mostly ignored, but with one another. Eventually it ceased to be a game and just was.

We find an alley coated in wads of chewed gum, gross, and move on, spot the under-the-bridge kids down a side street, slouched on a curb in front of a closed coffee shop.

“Oh, hey,” we call. “Hello. How’re you all doing?”

They don’t answer. They don’t move or emote in any way. Teens are terrible conversationalists, our niece Gretchen in that Hemet dump the worst of all, always making comments, making us uncomfortable, making off with our guilt-money gifts, gone as we were to LA, a whole other world. We can’t do a thing now that she’s run off, even if we wanted to, Hemet being two hours away, separated by a tunnel of traffic that might as well be an ocean, by all those years spent scaffolding our own life. We hadn’t meant to build a wall, but there it is all the same.

We offer to buy the under-the-bridge kids some beer. The one who sold us the mushrooms says okay and comes with us to the corner store. We ask him if he’s hungry, if he’d like a hot dog or a plate of nachos, though neither option looks particularly appetizing through the dirty glass case.

He wrinkles his nose at the offer. “I’m vegan.”

We purchase a twelve-pack and don’t question how he can be so choosy about free food. In our absence, the others have set up a tent in the grass by the bridge.

“You sleep here?” we ask the boy, the only one who’ll answer us.

“Well, yeah.” He scratches at his short dreads. “We’re homeless.” He says the word homeless like he’s trying it on, and we share a look, wonder at his parents, probably two towns over and worried out of their minds. We ask him his name but he won’t tell us, so we crack him a beer and crack beers for all the other kids and we sit in their silence and watch the Mission, which is dark now, the belfry’s lights gone out. Until we can’t stand it, their silence, and ask, “Aren’t you afraid, what with that bone mound they found on the mountain?”

The kids snicker at us in an unkind way. We feel it, how uncool we are in their presence.

A girl wearing black-and-white mittens that run up her arms, a fuzzy hat with animal ears, says, “When I was little, a serial killer moved to town. He’d steal off with college girls, do terrible things to them. Then he’d bury their bodies. That was scary.”

“But you have to admit a bone mound made of many people is somewhat alarming.”

The kids shrug like we’ve seen worse. Which, sure, could be true.

“Besides,” the girl says, “we have a mother. She protects us.”

We look to that chapel, closed for renovation. “You mean Mary?” They don’t seem like religious types, but who knows with kids these days?

The girl shakes her head. “We bring her gifts. In exchange, she watches over us. She protects us. She could protect you too.”

“From what?”

“From the things that are coming. Something’s always coming.”

“Yes,” we agree. Something’s always coming. It would be nice to be exempt from the things that are coming, and these kids are really growing on us, opening up. Maybe we misjudged them. “Tell us about her.”

In their excitement, the kids speak over one another, a tumble of words. They describe a woman with white hair, gray skin, pretty shy. They say she only comes out at night; they say she’s nearby, they can introduce us, if we’d like? “You want to meet our mother?”

“I’ll take you,” the boy who sold us mushrooms says. “She’ll be in the chapel this time of night. She’d love to meet you.”



I’m furious, standing in that plaza, staring up at the three bells of the Mission. Buying beer for minors?

“What the fuck, Evan,” I whisper, but it’s like he doesn’t hear me. Probably the second helping of mushrooms he ate. Mine, I pretended to eat and pocketed.

He asks the boy, “How do we get in?” and the boy says, “You have to wait here for her,” but Evan doesn’t like waiting, trying the chapel doors, locked, studying the scaffolding—I can feel him forming another plan.

“I’m getting tired,” I say to Evan, cloud shapes in my periphery, the mushrooms—God, I hate a drug that doesn’t know when to quit.

Before I can stop him he’s scaling the building’s scaffolding. I don’t like it, hovering below him, a human safety net.

“Down,” I command as if he’s a dog, but he doesn’t listen, jumping for the belfry, grabbing hold of one bell’s nested window, which is not the original, we read on the placard, but some recent facelift. He hangs there and it seems like he might fall and I take hold of the boy’s hand and he doesn’t let go and together we’re begging Evan to be careful, come down, don’t be crazy. As if Evan’s found a new well of energy, he pulls himself up, disappearing inside the belfry.

He’s gone a long time, the kid prying his hand free of mine. He tells me he’s sorry and bolts.

“Why are you sorry?” I call after him.

When I turn back to the building, the Mission doors are open.

“Evan?” I call into the chapel, venturing farther. The candles are lit, the altar glowing gold. Jesus hangs, all muscles and weariness, on his cross.

In the alcove is a statue of Mary—roses wrapped in her robe, a crown on her head. I always liked Mary, pregnant out of wedlock, on the run, kind of a badass. She casts a long shadow across the floor. The candles glow red in their red jars, a silhouette showing in one of the pews.

“Evan,” I say, so relieved, practically running. I press a hand into his shoulder. He takes hold of my wrist, turning to face me, white hair, gray skin, endlessly wrinkled, very much not Evan. I pry myself free, the figure rising from the pew, wearing sunglasses like some cool ghost. The mother.

“Hello there,” I say. Funny thing: she looks familiar. “Have we met?”

She holds her arms out wide, an invitation of a hug. I smile uncomfortably; I’ve never been much of a hugger, even when it was fashionable to greet a stranger in such a manner. I’m sure it’ll come back around. Kids these days have never even heard of the Holocaust. When I was a girl it was all World War II movies, all the time. I loved them at first, then grew weary of them, like most things, but Joel has never graduated to what’s next, and Gretchen could be dead. She hasn’t come home, never calls or texts or emails, and my sister—she sends no more laughing emojis. Who will tell their story? Our pain is private and uninteresting. You have to adapt, life being full of minefields. I’m telling all this to the mother when a breeze runs through the room, shifting the candlelight, the shadows, and at Mary’s feet I see it now, the bone mound.

“Oh,” I say, understanding. I’ve been lured into the den of a predator. The mother, the patron saint of lost kids, is a monster. Is this the mushrooms talking? All those bad movies playing on loop?

“It makes sense,” I tell her as her mouth widens into a smile, “that my story should end this way.”

Evan calls from above, “Linda!” He calls and calls for me in the darkness.

“My husband,” I say by way of apology. “If we’d had a kid, maybe this”—I gesture in his direction—“would’ve all been more manageable.”

The mother nods like she understands, sniffs my hair, clasping my stomach.

I shimmy loose of her. “Nothing much of interest in there. We tried. To have a kid. We came so close but—”

Evan calls my name again—so relentless—and the mother points in the direction of the belfry as if to say, Should I?

“No, no,” I tell her, “he’s my problem.”

I can hear his searching voice, above me in the belfry, outside in the plaza, everywhere—he’s so loud, sucking up all the oxygen with his shouting.

The mother opens her mouth. She fishes past her teeth with her fingers, into the gullet of her throat, and I bend at my knees, covering my ears, pressing my eyes shut, waiting for it to be over. Evan sounds far away now, off at sea; he sounds like he’ll never find me, the mother’s breath cool on my neck.

Then it’s silence. The candles have gone out, the mother—where’d she go? I’m cold and alone in the chapel. I call to Evan, “I’m here!”



It’s dark and lonesome in the belfry, the pull to outside exceptional, the wind stronger up here. The bell aches on its rope; otherwise it is silence and a terrible nothing kind of blackness, not even shadows to mistake for ghosts, only the mind’s makings playing like a movie. Gloria with the baby that is hers now and forever, formula-feeding and pushing solids too soon, certainly not co-sleeping or joining a mothers’ group for early socialization and camaraderie, probably going out at night and leaving Abelyn with her grandma, who smokes. “Indoors?” we’d asked Gloria at that lousy diner.

“We live in Boston,” Gloria said, “of course indoors.”

The slow creep toward ruination. Abelyn could’ve been well-educated and well-rounded, sharp edges reduced to a smooth clean surface. We could be happy as opposed to pretending.

The belfry’s walls are cool stucco that we learned from one of the informational placards outside was mixed with manure for binding purposes, gross.

We can’t help it, thinking of Abelyn as ours, worrying for her. We cleared out our home office, made room for her in our life, and now we can’t turn it back. Earlier, on the shag carpeting of our hotel room, before the mushrooms, before the under-the-bridge kids, before our bathroom interlude, we told her story in turns:

“She’s sitting up by now, working her way to crawling.”

“She’s said her first words.”

“She’s going to be walking before we know it.”

“She’ll need someone to teach her to ride a bike.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

That’s exactly how we got into this mess, and now it is darkness and unknowing and all that is scary, only us for comfort, only us.



In the morning I’m ruthlessly hungover, and all I want is to swim. Joel’s left me another voicemail. I listen in the hotel bathroom, his voice ragged—he’s probably been up all night chain-smoking and checking his email.

“Linda,” he’s sobbing, “they’re changing the ending. The fucking ending! You know how much that means to me. You know it has to go like that.”

I do know. I know that Joel wants the alien to die, for the brotherhood to be dissolved, for the friendship to end. It’s the second season finale. Something big has to happen to keep the show from becoming reductive, a snake turning on itself. But this is a major network, and the execs are going to bleed every last bit of life out of that pairing, which has proven wildly successful in focus groups and ratings.

I should get back to him, my most lucrative client—there are other agents circling, waiting to steal him away—but I leave my phone in the room and head to the pool.

Evan’s bought a pair of white trunks to match my suit, and I’m embarrassed, walking into the water holding hands, like some dumb coordinated couple. Too far, I want to tell him, we’ve gone too far, as we descend into the pool, gradually as the incline intends, the heated water warmer than the air.

“What happened?” I ask him, and he knows I mean the belfry.

He swims away from me, cresting off on his back. “We were on mushrooms.”

“Did you see anything?”

He hits the wall and pushes back toward me. “Just mushroom stuff. You?”

I wonder if he’s lying. If he saw her too. I haven’t told him about all that I confessed to that monster, about her gift, the child’s barrette, plastic, a pale shade of blue, that I found in my pocket this morning, that is mine now, a story I’ll never tell.

“Just mushroom stuff,” I say.

As he’s passing, he says, “That was fun.”

“That was fun,” I agree, and maybe I’m not lying. I remember my sorority sisters, their warnings: too intense, he’ll take you from yourself, he’ll make you want to run.

Wrong, sisters, I say in my head. I’ve never wanted to hear them, even as they grew louder—they grow louder still. Swimming in his direction, I tug on his white board shorts till he’s mine, twined in my arms.




MANKATO

Jeanne’s plants had been attacked in the night. She was on her knees in the front yard with a bottle of pesticide, scrutinizing leaves for pests to murder, when a Buick eased to a stop at the mortuary across the street. Oklahoma plates, a stranger, female, in the driver’s seat. A girl popped up in the back, her eyes finding Jeanne, who returned her attention to her plants, gasping when she flipped a leaf over to discover a wriggling mass of cutworms, spraying the insects, spraying and spraying.

The Buick’s doors squeaked open, slammed shut. The woman knelt in front of the girl, straightening the polka-dot dress she’d grown too big for, though Jeanne wasn’t about to start judging. Probably a family arriving to plan a funeral, likely for the father, dead of a heart attack maybe—so many men keeling over, incapable of managing their stress level or drinking or diet.

Down the block the scared boy rode circles on his BMX, staying close to his open garage in case the mortician’s kids approached to torment him. Jeanne found the boy’s fear irritating. As a child she’d known bullies; her own brother, Alan, had been popular and cruel, mocking kids who were smaller or slower. Alan had been the baby, the only boy, so he was rarely punished, even when he targeted his own sisters. Jeanne’s best defense had always been to pretend she didn’t hear them, Alan and his friends, pretend she was impervious to their taunts. They’d grow bored and move on to other targets, kids who weren’t so skilled at self-containment. It had felt like a victory then, but once you put up that kind of defense, it can be hard to take it down. If the scared boy ever asked, Jeanne would tell him this, but he was so scared he wouldn’t even make eye contact with her. They’d been neighbors since he was a toddler and never once had he said hello. The only reason Jeanne knew his name was that she’d heard the other children chanting: Joel the mole who lives in his sad hole. Not very creative, not even really an insult, moles being cute and inoffensive creatures, sadness being nothing to joke about. When Joel saw the stranger and her daughter outside the mortuary, he squealed to a stop. He was thirteen and awkwardly pubescent and in the presence of a strange girl. If he weren’t so scared, he might’ve introduced himself, but Jeanne knew he would never do that.

The mortician’s wife came out front to greet her guests, wiping her hands on her apron and opening her arms for a hug—not typical behavior in the face of the bereaved. The stranger was collapsed shoulders and so much sadness in the arms of the mortician’s wife—Jeanne didn’t mean to see it, this moment that appeared deeply personal. She turned back to her plants, the cutworms writhing in the poison.



The afternoon heat peaked, so Jeanne shut herself indoors. Scrubbing her hands clean at the kitchen sink, she listened to an NPR reporter describe a car bomb explosion outside the prime minister’s office in Oslo. “My God,” Jeanne said. She dried her hands; she shut the radio off. It had been ten years since those Twin Towers collapsed, but she’d been trained well by TV news to remain afraid. She’d stopped watching years ago, though there was no way to avoid the news entirely. She checked the microwave’s clock. The next livefeed from the international space station was in four hours, from the dining hall, which was lucky—Pam and Yuri would be there together, and Jeanne would be there too, watching from the computer given to her by her nephew Kev.

It was a first, everyone kept saying, the rumored space station romance, but Jeanne knew that wasn’t possible. All those astronauts on the space station, often for years at a time? This just happened to be the first time they’d been caught. To help promote the space program, NASA had implemented a new feature, periodic livefeeds from various hot spots on the station. It had seemed like a frivolous expense, but when they caught Astronaut Bruce in the tight Cupola, singing a heartfelt falsetto of Queen’s “Flash” while he grappled a resupply spacecraft with the robotic arm, the whole world fell in love. Bruce, being handsome and a bachelor, received many proposals of marriage, death threats too—love is a vicious thing—but everyone tuned in for the regular livefeeds.

Most of the time the astronauts performed their tasks mechanically, knowing they were being watched, such as when Astronaut Takahashi broke a record for most spacewalks, or “extravehicular activity” for the space nerds. He was too busy installing solar panels to perform, and that was annoying to everyone, not just the space nerds. Other times the astronauts were caught off guard, and in one such instance they’d been captured in the dining hall. As American astronaut Pam reached up to recapture the pouch of ketchup that had floated off in low-gravity, Russian cosmonaut Yuri Vasyuten gave her backside a good squeeze. The tabloid media had a field day dissecting the footage, zooming in on Yuri’s hand and Pam’s ass, but what Jeanne most enjoyed was the smile Pam gave Yuri as she floated back down to her seat, powerful and alluring, and everybody loved it, the story of transnational love, doomed to be short-lived, very Romeo and Juliet, if you will. It wasn’t Jeanne who’d come up with that comparison, but she’d approved and planned to use it on her sister, who came for supper on Thursdays and would be there soon.

She went to the window, the mortician’s gawky teenagers huddled in their yard and sharing secrets. They talked awhile before running in opposite directions. One of them stopped, the boy, and watched as his sister curled around the corner, before he continued on in the opposite direction, shouting—what was he shouting?

Live wires, those two—they burned extra hot—but maybe that’s what happens when you grow up with death like a daily to-do list. Jeanne worried they were overcompensating, that they’d blow out.

It was a thing that happened when she liked someone—she worried—and she liked those goofy teenagers in the same way she liked those astronauts. Strangers, yes, but precious to her.

Jeanne saw the way Joel’s body clenched when the mortician’s son ran in his direction. He shot into his garage and lowered the door. Joel the mole who lives in his sad hole—it made sense. The mortician’s kids were hard on him, but Jeanne didn’t hold it against them. At some point that scared boy would have to learn to defend himself. The mortician’s kids no doubt knew this better than anyone.



Jeanne’s sister brought her son Kev for supper, down from Minneapolis for the weekend and really raring to tell them about his new VR headset, how lifelike, how it nearly made him throw up! Jeanne yawned. She found him boring, his interests irritating. He worked in IT, he was always saying, which meant he liked explaining things to people, showing off what he knew. She didn’t like know-it-alls. He reminded her of Alan, who’d spent his whole life convincing others to acquire things they didn’t need, and then he’d lost his wife—just lost her! In Oslo, of all places. Had it really been ten years? She got Christmas cards from his daughters, who lived up north in Eden Prairie, girls with big ideas, mostly about themselves. Last she heard they were opening a school together, Waldorf or Waldorf-adjacent. Their daughters were smiling boisterous adolescents—obviously Alan’s girls were doing something right. He called on Sundays, just ten to fifteen minutes of how’s it going, fine, how’s the back, not great, what’re those astronauts up to? He pretended to care, but she could tell it was an act, a way to stay connected, when in truth the phone calls could stop and the two would carry on just fine. That was something she’d learned about living, what Kev called a #lifehack—keep people at a safe distance and you’ll escape the real piercing pain of loss.

Jeanne pictured Pam and Yuri two hundred miles above earth, only it wasn’t Pam’s buttocks Yuri was squeezing, but her own. She felt her face heat and shoveled a forkful of southwestern hot dish into her mouth. She couldn’t differentiate the ingredients but she knew they were there—canned beans and salsa, pre-shredded cheese, a bag of corn chips, some frozen corn—just as she knew the hot dish would stay fresh for a full week, longer if she froze some, feeding her as she fed her obsessions. Muscular but shy Bruce, cold and sexy Pam, and Yuri, that devil, always up to mischief. Lately it appeared his star was on the rise. It was his sense of humor, that sly grin, all those ESL issues. Jeanne had taught English as a second language at the local university, so she was nonplussed by the tabloids’ bold quotes, highlighting those adorable misspeaks, like when he tossed a trio of apples into the low-gravity air and winked at the camera: “Look, I am juggler of balls.” Or when he told Bruce, “You are bull!” Which everyone thought was an insult, as in, that is bullshit or you are full of shit, though Jeanne reasoned out his true meaning: you are a stud. She could see it in his delivery.

“How’s the computer working out for you?” Kev asked. He was nearing forty but dressed like a boy in band T-shirts and ill-fitting jeans. His hairline had started to go and he wasn’t even married. Not that it was Jeanne’s business. She’d never taken to marriage. Sure, she’d gotten close, cohabiting once with a man named Cribby who had two cats and terrible food allergies. She’d hated the cats, hazing her world with their shedded fur, occupying the foot of her bed so that she could never stretch out. And all the specialized shopping, the restaurants they could never go to and cheeses she couldn’t eat because he didn’t even allow them in the house. Hives, she’d given him hives once by accident due to cross-contamination, and she should have known it then—she wouldn’t have the stamina—though she stayed for another three years.

The nearest she’d come to love had been with Thora, who was athletic and milky-skinned and liked cross-country skiing and ice-skating, and oh, it was exhausting. Jeanne had done her best to keep up, though she’d been relieved when Thora said she didn’t feel like going to the new artisanal pizza shop’s opening—pizza cooked on a meteor stone or whatever—even though it had been her idea. Jeanne hadn’t recognized the signs until it was too late.

“Thora has dark spells,” her BFF Embley, sporting blue bangs, had told Jeanne over pear scones at that cute café with all the dream catchers. Thora had introduced Jeanne to a whole other Mankato—pear scones with Embley! Jeanne felt grateful to live in such a world, Embley being cool. She picked pear chunks out of her scone, trying to make sense of what Embley was saying. She came to understand that Thora had gone home to live with her mother.

“She’ll take care of Thora,” Embley assured her.

Jeanne knew she should ask for more information, Thora being her girlfriend, but she was swept off on a wave of relief, the world much better when she could have just a bit of it to herself.

The grief came too late—even Embley ignored her calls, whole lives led and lost in the time it took Jeanne to miss Thora, who wasn’t coming back, not to Mankato, who was living where, exactly? Jeanne didn’t know—she hadn’t bothered to ask. She would never let it happen again.

“The computer?” Kev repeated. “I wiped it clean, added memory—is it working out okay for you?”

“Fine,” Jeanne said, “great.”

“She uses it to watch those livefeeds from the space station,” her sister said, not once looking up from her phone. Her long gray hair was tied in a loose braid, her face tense with concentration, fans of wrinkles forming at her eyes, her mouth, her forehead, as she boldly typed and scrolled at the table. She’d spent most of her life as a librarian, shushing people and reminding them to silence their phones. Now she was the one who couldn’t be stopped.

“Oh yeah?” Kev brightened. “I didn’t know you were interested in space travel.”

“She isn’t,” her sister said, “she likes those astronauts, that love affair.”

Jeanne wanted to shout: No phones at the table! But she was nobody’s mother. She wasn’t even the older sister. She was younger by two years and had never told her sister to do a thing. Her sister came and went when it pleased her, did what she wanted to do—it was both irritating and impressive. She was very tall, much taller than Jeanne. Being a middle child, Jeanne had given little advice, careful, very careful not to steer others into collisions.

“When’s the next livefeed?” Kev asked.

“In forty-seven minutes,” Jeanne said.

“Perfect! We can watch together.”

She didn’t want to watch with them. She made her way to the front window, pulling the curtain aside.

The mortician’s daughter was on her knees in the patch of grass outside the mortuary, her brother hovering behind her. What was that underneath her? A pair of scrawny legs, kick-kicking. The mortician’s daughter unloaded a punch into the squirming child she’d pinned to the ground. Joel, of course. Jeanne could see his scared face as she marched across the street.

The mortician’s kids heard her coming, the swish-swishing of her jogging suit, and they fled.

“Let’s clean you up,” she said to Joel, peeling him off the grass and ushering him across the street, into her own home.

It was the first time she’d had a neighbor over. She wasn’t unfriendly, but she didn’t go out of her way either. She’d wave, say hello, but there was never any reason to invite anyone inside. Here the boy was in her home, and there was her sister typing away on her phone, her nephew going on about VR—he’d bring it over next time. “You can peel a potato!” The southwestern hot dish looked very much like a mutilation on the dining table.

She steered the boy into the half bath off the kitchen, not introducing anyone, and sat him down on the toilet.

“Ice,” she said and went to get some from the fridge.

“Everything okay?” her sister called.

“Just a fight between the neighbor kids.”

In the bathroom Jeanne pressed the towel full of ice to the boy’s nose. He flinched and took it from her.

“What was that about?” She’d witnessed the mortician’s kids tormenting Joel countless times, but a full-blown beating? She wasn’t comfortable with this escalation.

He held the ice in his lap. “They got in trouble. Their cousin’s gone missing.”

“The girl in the polka-dot dress?”

Joel nodded. “They kept asking me, ‘Where’d she go, what’d you do with her?’ What would I do with her?”

“You can’t hide in the garage forever,” Jeanne said, taking the towel of ice from Joel’s lap and pressing it to his nose again. “It’s creepy.”

His eyes drifted off, staring into nothing, not here, not listening to her at all. Perhaps she was being too hard on him. She tried a different tack. “Do you read?”

“I’m thirteen. Of course I can read.” So defensive! So easily missing her point.

“Off with you,” she said, not interested enough to explain. But he didn’t listen to her. He didn’t run off as she hoped he would. He stood his ground.

“I want to be a writer. I even have a story.”

“Oh? A short story?” Her voice peaked in hope.

He made a face like he’d smelled something unpleasant. “A movie. Just got to write it down.” Then he narrowed his way past her and ran out of the house.

“What was that?” her sister asked, from the kitchen sink where she was doing the dishes, and Jeanne went on ignoring her. At the window she saw that the police had come to the mortuary. For the missing girl? Jeanne did the neighborly thing and went outside to stand on her lawn.

Her stomach churned with worry, counting family members, the mortician’s wife on the stoop, speaking emphatically with her hands, her kids in the shadow of the mortuary’s awning, the strange woman seated on the steps, face swollen from crying. The mortician’s wife saw Jeanne watching and glared as if she were somehow responsible.



Kev pushed his way into the middle seat, manning the computer’s mouse. He was excited, talking about the last livefeed, when Bruce had shown off the Space Garden.

“Growing plants in microgravity isn’t as easy as you think,” Kev said, the know-it-all. “It’s more like an experiment than an actual food source, a way to learn about plant production in space so humans can someday move off-world.”

But Bruce hadn’t said that. He’d talked about the relaxing effect gardening had on him, how it kept his feet on the ground.

Over and over Kev refreshed the page, and Jeanne had to stare at the carpeting to keep from getting sick.

“They’re late,” Kev said, “four minutes. They’re never late.”

Jeanne’s sister was fixated on her phone, tugging on her braid as she read. She sucked in a shocked breath. “Turn on the television.”

Jeanne flipped through the channels until she saw it, so familiar, the span of the space station, its array of solar panels like wings. There was a silent burst of light, debris radiating out of the station’s side. The newscaster talking about an explosion, the oxygen generators, the crew unaccounted for.

Her sister was busy futzing with her phone, Kev searching the Internet. Had anyone died? How much oxygen was left? There was no information, only more questions, and Jeanne was angry at the boy, Joel the Sad Mole or whatever, for distracting her. Perhaps if she’d paid attention they’d be here now, those astronauts, none of this would’ve happened. But that didn’t make sense and Jeanne knew what displaced anger was and she so needed relief she went out the front door.

It was quiet, the police car gone, the mosquitos up. The lights were on in the apartment above the mortuary.

“You didn’t see a girl,” a woman called in the dark, “twelve years old?”

Jeanne squinted to see her, the stranger, seated on the porch steps. “A girl?” she said like she’d never seen a girl.

“My daughter’s gone missing. She was here, they were playing hide-and-seek, and now she’s gone.”

“That’s terrible,” Jeanne said, not crossing the street, staying on her own lawn. “Is there anything I can do? Have you had supper?”

The stranger dragged a palm down her face. “I ate, thanks.”

“Are you sure you checked everywhere? All those coffins? Kids love climbing into coffins,” Jeanne said stupidly. She should go inside, but her sister was there, her nephew, the news carrying on. When would they leave?

A car pulled up then, the hearse, and out came the mortician. He had a lazy kind of permasmile, a sort of syrupy way of speaking that made her wonder if he drank or took pills.

“Nothing?” he called. The stranger shook her head. “We’ve got a service in the morning. We can’t—”

“I understand,” the stranger interrupted.

He turned to Jeanne then. “Evening,” he said, permasmiling.

She nodded back at him and went inside, watching through the window as the mortician came out with his metal gurney, sliding a body bag onto it and wheeling it into the mortuary.

“He’s dead,” her sister said. “Yuri.”

Jeanne swatted Kev’s hand away from the mouse and checked for herself, the news consistent across sources: Yuri Vasyuten, age 29, has died.

“No,” Jeanne said, unbelieving. The mouse was a stupid thing and she pushed it away from her.

“It’s awful,” her sister agreed, stabbing at her phone. “Poor Pam.”

But Jeanne knew Pam would be fine. It was everyone else she was worried about.

“They’re all yelling on Twitter,” her sister said. “NASA is fucked.”

“Maybe it’s not their fault.” Kev had taken back control of the mouse, toggling between Reddit threads. “Some people are saying Russian sabotage. Roscosmos Corp just dropped off supplies, after all.”

“Some people,” her sister mocked. “What’re you, Fox News?”

“Stop,” Jeanne said. It would all come out or it wouldn’t; she wasn’t going to waste her time with all the wondering. She climbed the stairs and shut herself in her bedroom, trembling, angry, at herself mostly—she’d worked hard to prevent this kind of pain, yet here it was anyway.

A scream came from the mortuary and she went to the window, the shadow form of the mortician lurching around the showroom, the lights on upstairs. The stranger was hunched at the kitchen table and alone. Jeanne saw her stand, saw her run into the darkness, imagining terrors waiting for her there—a child in a coffin. Too much, Jeanne clutched her chest, felt something like a pain there, no, only her thumping heart, heightened and her own, and she yanked the curtain shut.




OTAKNAM

The Watson Girl had only been missing a matter of minutes, yet she could feel the tension mounting, the disaster taking shape. Her cousins were calling her name loudly, angrily, like she should reveal herself, but there was no way she was going to do that. At home she’d given up on hide-and-seek. All the spots in her flat Tulsa house had long ago been scouted and discovered. Her mother had to pretend not to know where she was, and that wasn’t any fun, so the Watson Girl played other games.

But here, in Mankato, Minnesota, in a game that sprawled her aunt and uncle’s two-bedroom apartment, the mortuary below, and the lawn out front, hiding spots abounded. At first she’d hidden in the storage closet, knowing it was a terrible choice, not feeling particularly invested in winning. She flipped on the overhead light with a tug of its chain, scanning the shelves, mostly board games, photo albums, and old dusty trophies, a whole series of ancient Mankato High yearbooks. She did the math in her head, finding one that lined up with her mother’s high school years, 1985, and she flipped off the overhead light, stealing out into the hall, down the stairs to the mortuary, the yearbook pressed to her chest.

Wandering the showroom of coffins, she ran her hands along those shiny caskets with their silken insides, considered climbing in. No, that would be too obvious. She went to the window to get eyes on her cousins, but the only person she saw was a neighbor boy, about her age, riding circles on his bicycle. He seemed perfectly content in his circles, eyes off, a deep-thinking kind of look.

What she really wanted was some time alone, so she pushed past the door her uncle specifically said not to open, the only room in the whole place where she wasn’t supposed to go. It was obvious why, the dead woman lying on a table, her pores showing like caverns through unevenly applied foundation, her cheeks green despite the clownish pink blush. The girl gently poked the woman’s cheek. She tried to lift an eyelid, which didn’t come easily, until she saw why—a flesh-colored disc had been slipped under the lid, spiked and holding it in place. She pulled away, the eyelid half-raised to terrifying effect, the spiked disc poking out.

She climbed into the waiting coffin that she assumed belonged to the dead woman, who was not old in the way of a grandmother but middle-aged like the Watson Girl’s mother and very slender in her pale-blue skirt suit. The girl liked the color choice, the shade of sky, and it made her like the dead woman, and she told her so, “I like you,” before she closed the lid, marveling at the chill the white silken fabric pulled from her skin, holding that yearbook to her chest. She was alive, in a dead woman’s box, and she knew she shouldn’t be there, yet she didn’t get out. She did, however, reach down and remove her shoes, placing them on her thighs, so the ugly polka-dot dress her mother had forced her to wear would be the only thing they dirtied.

Her cousins, those giants, made their way into the showroom. They were teenage, the girl a senior and an absolute tower who played center on the high school’s basketball team and had many suitors. The boy was a year younger, a football player who liked to tickle the Watson Girl. She was twelve and had the arachnid legs of a child, and when he got on top of her, he’d make her laugh until a little pee escaped. He was handsome in a mean way and she was afraid of him. She could hear her cousins on the other side of the door, trying to decide what to do. They agreed to check the yard out front, and she heard them go, and she was glad.

She lifted the coffin’s lid and studied the yearbook. Embossed on its leather cover was the word Otaknam. Running her fingers over those letters, she wondered what it meant, Otaknam. She opened the book, scanning all those smiling teenage faces, serving the same looks dorks and losers have affected for eons, only with bigger hair, until she found her own face, third from bottom, second from left, drawing in a shocked breath.

She went elsewhere in her head, to Tulsa, her home. She saw her father grinning from the driver’s seat of his temperamental Audi as she bounded down the stone walkway, hopped in next to him, and they were off, to some place that offered a buffet where they would pile their plates with salad and baked potato and all manners of pasta, and Mom wasn’t there to make them finish. They would see movies and play mini-golf and swim in the pool at the apartment complex where he now lived, where he introduced her proudly to his neighbors and the security guy with a lean mustache who slipped her a butterscotch.

Sometimes she’d find an earring under her father’s pillow or a woman’s tennis sock beneath the couch. She’d ask her father who they belonged to and he’d grin and say, “Oh, that must be your mom’s,” but her mother didn’t wear tennis socks, and that earring, a giant gold hoop—gauche, her mother would have called it. The girl had never seen it before.

She said to her father, “I’ll take it home then,” and closed her hand around it, and he smiled again, bribing her with ice cream and a movie, a promise that someday soon she’d stay overnight, if she’d just return the damn thing.

While he was on the phone in his bedroom, she scoured the apartment for clues, anything—she could feel it calling to her, a secret. In the junk drawer she found a key and kept it for herself.



Not me, the girl realized, staring at that yearbook photo, but her mother—awkwardly extended neck, rehearsed smile. The girl slammed the yearbook shut and closed the coffin. She could stay here longer. Avoid her cousins, her mother, who was stomping around the showroom now, calling, “It’s not funny, you’re scaring your aunt, your cousins, come out now!”

Her mother’s worries were already many, so it wouldn’t take long before she lost it, crying and angry. It was hot in the coffin by then, the fabric warmed to the temperature of the girl’s body. She adjusted, stretching a leg, finding new fabric to cool her.

On their weekly visits, her father liked to take the girl on drives around the ORU campus. He’d make fun of local hero and dead man Oral Roberts. “The guy used to go on TV and tell people if they didn’t donate, he’d die. I’m not kidding!” Her father would drive extra slow as they toured the campus, all gold-gilded and honking co-eds in convertible Rabbits. He always smiled at them as they passed, even the ones who gave him the finger.

“Look at those hands,” he’d say, stopping to admire the great bronze sculpture, fingers pressed in prayer, as if a giant had been buried underneath the earth, his hands all that showed. “The biggest bronze sculpture in the whole world, if you can believe it.”

Could she believe it? Her mother said he was a liar. Said maybe they could all do with a healthy dose of distance. And even if the girl didn’t want to believe it, didn’t want to believe a word her mother said, she felt it too. “Are you sick?” she asked her father.

“I don’t think so.”

She reached across the car’s inner island, put a palm to his forehead as he drove. “There’s something wrong with you,” she concluded.

Her father was born in Lebanon, the son of French missionaries. She liked to tell the other kids that he was from the holiest place on earth, where Jesus himself walked. This made them all stop and listen. The popular kids would get jealous, try to trip her up with questions: “Oh yeah? What’s the capital city?”

“Beirut,” she would answer, so ready.

“Well, well, well,” they’d say, “someone’s visited Wikipedia,” turning the others with their tone, not a big deal, not worth their time. They’d shift into side conversations, leaving the Watson Girl with her memories, which weren’t even her own and were terribly holey. Her father was eleven when he moved from Beirut to Tulsa, and he didn’t like to talk about it. So she told her own stories. She did research, starting with Wikipedia, sure, but she liked the local travel sites best, with their broken English and quaint web design, their photos of smiling tourists in front of the Roman ruins of Baalbec or Areopagus of the Elders, that ancient oak of the Druze sanctuary—a tree with a name! Through her research into the French presence in Lebanon, she learned the word occupation. Imperialism. Partition. These were not nice words. Her father was quick to dismiss it, any talk of politics, shifting topics to the cedar used to build Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem. “In the Bible,” he said, and she chewed on that for a while.



Her mother was gone now, searching the apartment again or out on the street. The girl was amazed, really, that no one had come into this room. They’d all taken her uncle’s dictum at face value, as if the room had been removed from their mental map entirely. Was it a skill? Knowing the rules and breaking them anyway. She was good at that. Once she’d lied to her mother and said she’d joined the chess club, but really she took the bus downtown, going through a part of Tulsa her mother would describe as seedy, clusters of tents crowding the sidewalk. People live in there, the girl noted, as the bus headed toward the river, tents giving way to shops and apartment complexes, sidewalks cleared of trash.

Between buildings, she could see the bronze hands from the ORU campus praying toward the sky, and she hurried on, the clock ticking, her mother waiting.

As she pushed through the glass door, the security guy waved her over. She felt a bit like puking. “Good to see you again,” he said, reaching into his desk for a butterscotch, which he offered her.

She’d sucked on that butterscotch as she took the elevator to the seventh floor. Her father’s door was at the end of the hall, and quietly she inserted the key into the lock. She found that it fit and pressed the door open.



Silence, no one in the showroom, no one upstairs. The girl imagined a storyline: Would they call the police, mount a search, put her face on milk cartons? Would her father drive all the way up from Tulsa to find her? Her socked feet tingled with the thought of it. She thought about the hours it would take her father to drive up from Tulsa, about asphyxiation, and she lifted the coffin’s lid a few inches, feeling the cool flood of outside air, the new rush of chemicals. She couldn’t see the woman on the table, though she felt her all the same and decided not to look. Privacy, they could each have that, couldn’t they? She whispered into the air, “My father’s a liar.”

Her cousins were out front and she dared to pull the curtain aside far enough to see the neighbor boy from before, no bike this time, running, her cousins giving chase. They were faster and pushed him down, and when he hit the ground, his eyes found hers in the window. She did something uncharacteristic: she blew him a kiss—why’d she do that? Then she closed the curtain, the coffin’s lid. Even so, she could hear the beating her cousins were giving that boy, and she found herself offering a reflex prayer of protection, she was so afraid for him. At some point this had ceased to be a game, and when she came out she’d be held responsible. Running her fingers over the embossed letters of the yearbook, it hit her, Otaknam—Mankato backwards, duh. How had she not seen it? She closed her eyes, suddenly very tired.

Her father’s apartment had been perfectly quiet. The butterscotch tucked in her cheek, she went to the fridge and cracked a cola, wandering into his bedroom, sifting through his dresser, where she found an open box of condoms, stuffing them back into his drawer.

She lay down on his bed, balancing the cola on her stomach. Why had she come here? Because she could. Because she knew she’d be alone. There was nothing to find, no secret to unearth. He’d been unhappy, and he’d left.

For no reason she understood, she sat up and spat the butterscotch onto her father’s pillow. Then she flipped the pillow over and fluffed it out. She was fixing to go when she heard a woman humming and followed the sound to the bathroom, pressing her ear to the door.

Go, she told herself, but she couldn’t possibly—she had to know. She pushed the door open, she saw a woman in the tub, her face covered in a clumpy clay mask, the water gray, cucumbers over her eyes.

The woman smiled. Her breasts, her heat-inflamed skin, the flare of dark pubic hair between her legs—the girl saw the woman in parts, in quick blinking flashes, naked in her father’s tub.

“Are you just gonna stand there?” the woman said. To the girl, it felt like a taunt; she was most certainly not going to just stand there. She picked up the first thing she saw, a bar of soap, and threw it into the bathwater.

“Jesus!” the woman shouted as the girl ran.



The Watson Girl woke in the dark, panicked, pressing her hands to the coffin’s lid, remembering where she was. She could hear the police officer who’d come, not his words but the sound of his delivery, which even she, with little actual police interaction, recognized, most likely from television. She had to pee and was thirsty. But to come out now? They would all be furious with her. Was she afraid of their fury? She thought about it—what it would be like when her mother got her alone—and cringed. She would stay a little longer. She promised herself she wouldn’t wait too long, though, because even at her age she had the occasional accident. Her father had always been nice about it, unlike her mother who hated laundry and made the girl wear everything until it smelled. That was the one time she’d cried for missing him. She’d woken wet and shaking with a nightmare she couldn’t remember and, like always, tiptoed around her parents’ bed to her father’s side. Only when she saw his side made up did she remember he was gone. He wasn’t there to help the girl stretch new sheets onto her bed, to tell her what he always told her when she had an accident: that as a boy he’d wet the bed too.

She wanted to help him. She believed that lying was a sickness, the only treatment honesty. She thought if he told her his story that maybe he would get better, maybe he could find a way to cool her mother’s molten core. The closest he came was at a Taco Bueno, where the pair devoured Mucho Nachos in a plastic booth.

“What happened to your mother?” the girl dared to ask. She could tell he didn’t want to talk about it, his brow knitted, eyes on his office-smooth hands.

“She went back to Paris shortly after I was born. She wasn’t a true believer,” he said in a tone the girl had come to understand recently as sarcasm.

“Why didn’t you go with her?” It didn’t seem possible, a mother gone, a child left behind with the father.

“They agreed, my parents, that I’d be better off with him.”

“Why?”

He took a deep guzzle from his extra-large cola and wiped his chin with a paper napkin and she could tell that was it; he was done telling stories. She looked at her father’s features, trying to find something foreign, unidentified, something he wasn’t telling her. He’d never mentioned her visit to his apartment, her encounter with the naked woman in his tub, and she never mentioned it either. He didn’t take her on drives of ORU anymore; he no longer promised that someday she would stay the night.



The Watson Girl couldn’t ignore the relentless feeling of having to pee. Thirst, sure, hunger, fine, but her bladder had stretched beyond its capacity, becoming a thing outside her control. She was about to hop out, find a bucket or sink, when she heard her mother’s voice from the showroom just beyond the door.

The girl lifted the coffin lid to hear better. Her mother was speaking through sobs; then she was quiet. She said in a low angry voice, “Not your fault?”

The girl closed the lid and urinated right there in the coffin, wonderfully warm until it was cold and there was the smell now, worse than the chemicals, filling up the air around her.

She knew that tone, that specific tenor of anger—only for him. Her mother hated him, her mother hated her father. It had become fact, a way of being, a whole existence, that hatred. The girl had grown afraid of her mother, whose hands were lightning fast when she was stoked. It didn’t take much, a roll of the eyes, the huff of a sigh, and crack. Her mother’s fury wasn’t new. In her father’s absence there was more space, more quiet, and when it got unbearable, all the extra space and quiet, her mother would fill it up with her rage until the girl would wish for silence again. She was starting to forget her mother’s laugh, the way her hair smelled, the electric feeling of lying side by side.

On the girl’s last night with her father, the one and only time she slept over, they’d decided to order in pizza, play video games. Her father had a Wii and he liked the Mario games, said they felt familiar, so she raced circles around the Mario Kart track and drank too much cola, her heart racing with the caffeine and corn syrup, and it wasn’t until he was tucking her into bed that she worked up the nerve to ask, “You said your father was a missionary, but what does that mean? What did he do in Lebanon?”

“He spread the faith.”

“Did he do good?”

“He spread the faith,” he said again. “Don’t you believe?”

Not for some time, she wanted to tell him, but she wasn’t ready yet to say the words aloud. She raised her chin, not a nod exactly, but her father took this as a yes. He sighed. “I believed then too.”

“Why’d you stop?”

“Because we fled.”

She saw it now, the picture of his life, a missionary’s son, with friends and classmates and people who depended on him. What is a mission if you abandon it? All those years, all that sacrifice, only to arrive in Tulsa where he wasn’t wanted—he’d told her it was so. Her grandfather had died before she was born, so she had no memories of him, nothing to contrast her father’s story. He sounded like a coward, but somehow she knew that wasn’t the whole of it, that somewhere beneath her father’s story was another one and below that another one still.

“Because,” he said, as he kissed her ear, “we should have gone home with her.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes.” He flipped out the light, commanded, as if by reflex, “Say your prayers.”

The girl didn’t want to feel hope, but it was there, her hope—he wouldn’t let this happen. He wouldn’t let her move so far away.

Never once had she asked him if the woman who’d fled to Paris was alive. In the dead woman’s coffin, she wondered if she had a living grandmother.

The girl let her mind drift, hunger carrying her off, to Mount Lebanon, cedars growing out of the rocks, branches stretching outward like arms. She’d read somewhere that if the climate continued to warm at the current rate, the cedars would be isolated into the tiniest of islands, at the highest of altitudes, until they’d have nowhere else to go except the heavens.



The girl could hear her uncle as he retrieved the gurney, wheeling it outside. There was a moment when she considered running, but her legs were numb from nonuse, and she was afraid, unsure of where to go, sort of floating in a blank space. It had taken hours to get there, to nowhere.

Just before the move, her mother had applied to have her legal name changed, the girl’s too. They would go back to the mother’s maiden name, stripping the girl of her father entirely. “Watson,” her mother had said, “it’s a common name but it’s got kind of a catchy sound, don’t you think? Watson?” She wanted a fresh start and it was obvious she needed it, yet the girl couldn’t stop herself from throwing a colossal fit. Her mother closed the windows, dragging the girl into the hall closet. She was tired of the girl’s fits. “Tired,” she said. “You can come out when you’re done.” But the girl didn’t come out, not for hours, not until her mother opened the door and told her, voice muffled by their winter coats but clear all the same, “I’m never going to be sorry, not for this.”

The Watson Girl knew her father wasn’t coming. He’d agreed to the name change, the move, all of it, telling her it was best for everyone—what a lie. She knew it was best for her mother, but her father too? She couldn’t believe it, that he’d be okay with letting her go, but he was—that part was true. She’d driven all those hours, those miles of flat highway, fields and fields of corn and colossal clouds like great ships cast on the sea. They said nothing the whole drive, and the girl got lost in her silence and her mother got lost in her own, and the girl had a feeling like forever stretching before her, limitless like those fields.

Her uncle came back in with the freshly dead body. She couldn’t see him, but she knew it was so. She listened as he examined the dead woman on the table. She could almost hear him adjusting the woman’s misplaced eyelid, see him turn to the closed coffin, which he, being a detail-oriented man, must’ve known he’d left open. She heard him take a few steps, stop, wrench the lid open with theatrical confidence, as if to say I knew you were there! He looked down at her, not at all amused, and she was aware suddenly that he didn’t like her, and she sprang from the coffin, her shoes, which had sat on her thighs unnoticed for some hours, falling to the floor, the Otaknam Yearbook too. She called for her mother, the lights too bright, the air cold.



The Watson Girl woke on the pullout, wedged up against her mother, who was snoring into her own armpit. It was six, the girl would guess, maybe earlier. She had a crick in her neck and felt zapped from all the crying. Her cousins would never let her forget, and now she’d have to live with them for a time. She cringed, imagining it.

She would tell herself another story, she decided, going to the window. The neighbor woman was in the garden. She had gloves on, a broad sun visor, a little foam pad for her knees, as she sprayed her plants with a plastic bottle. The Watson Girl decided that she liked her, the neighbor, whoever she was, the story in her mind finding its form. A second woman joined the neighbor now, wearing a robe that was too short, feet spilling out of too-tight slippers, silver hair in a loose braid. She crouched down next to the neighbor and took the spray bottle from her hands, resting it in the dirt. Then she pulled the neighbor into her arms. The neighbor’s eyes flicked up at the girl, whose instinct was to hide, but she stood her ground, and together they stared as if it were a game, each daring the other to blink first.




THE KING OF SOUTH PHOENIX


Monday 7:42 a.m.

You must have seen me by now on the television? If the situation were reversed I’d be there every week, glued to the screen just to see your pitch. You would’ve probably found a way to sell this place. Some desert flower to fall in love with or a memory associated with the smell of aging metal that would have viewers wiping away the tears of their lost homes and forgotten childhoods and madly clicking South Phoenix, yes, bring back South Phoenix! You were always so good at getting people carried away. Remember that time you hid in a coffin at your uncle’s mortuary? You had everyone so worked up. The police even came! I still can’t believe you did that.

If you’ve been watching you know I’m always at the bottom along with that bear wrestler in the Alaska Panhandle, who no one can hear over the wailing wind, and the woman from the Oklahoma Frontier with raging rosacea and the world’s creepiest doll collection, always going on about the unique rust color of the soils. At least they have the advantage of being from the places they represent. I’d never been to South Phoenix before I got the call. The local motorbike champion had a terrible accident, probably won’t walk again, and my application was plucked from a pile of sorry second choices. I never told you this part, too embarrassing—I was an alternate in this group of losers, which says a lot. I thought it would be the ultimate writer’s retreat, a much-needed respite from LA. I’d come out of here with a new TV pilot, maybe even a feature? I’d have so many ideas. But everywhere is sand and all I can write is: The sand is everywhere.

I’ve got a call coming up and I’ve got nothing to say, nothing good anyway, and you know how this works—I’ve got to say something good—so I thought I’d ask you, the smartest person I know. Now before you go all icy and suspicious let me be clear: I mean it. You’re the smartest person I know. You told me The People’s Choice! was a terrible idea and you were right. You told me you’d never talk to me again if I did it, and right again!

Hold up, Elvis is waking.



Monday 8:03 a.m.

He says hello by the way. I’ve taught him other words like fuckoff and eat and gotcha. They all come in a crow’s delivery. Fu-kawf! But what do you expect? He’s a crow.

They’ve situated me up high, a long elevator shaft that hurtles me to my bulbous dwelling with its 360-degree view, the better to survey my territory. An island of my own which ought to be funny but nothing’s funny anymore. Even with AC blasting, I bake in my bulb, an ungodly heat that doesn’t break till night when the winds come up, moaning and moaning, sand pelting the glass. I hardly sleep.

The air up here is thin and I get nosebleeds. Almost like clockwork they come on in the evenings and I sit on the toilet with my head between my knees pinching the bridge of my nose. Sometimes Elvis hops into the doorway and caws, Gaw-cha! And I bonk the back of my head on the lip of the sink. I swear he laughs. Can a crow laugh or is it just a mimic?

I screened the doctor—perfect skin, such posture. She said, “Not to worry. The air is dry in South Phoenix, probably just chafing, plus at your altitude?” I wanted to ask her, how much blood can a man lose before you start to worry, but she was all smiles and soothing. “I’m a big fan of the show,” she said. For a moment I thought she meant Island Rule. I assumed that she—being a doctor—had seen my quality work. I’d even been nominated for an Emmy! I mean, you know this. You were there. I thought I’d be remembered for my writing, but turns out the doctor loves reality TV. “My guilty pleasure,” she said. “I’ll vote for South Phoenix in the next round.” I could tell she was lying. So ashamed, I thanked her and signed off.

One day I was on a red carpet, being honored for writing a show that celebrated a coward overcoming his fears. The next, the network’s canceling my show, my agent’s firing me, fucking Linda. She took me out for ceviche, some splendid terrace restaurant, sangria flowing. I assumed that when she told me I’d be fine, I would, in fact, be fine. She kept pouring me sangria, telling me I’d have so many opportunities, I had so much talent, etc. That was maybe not so kind, the flowing sangria, the flowing lies. We hugged afterwards and I thought our partnership was forever. To be fair, she hung on longer than you did.

Tomorrow I’ll ride the elevator to ground level, lower the perimeter fence, and take the armored car out for a closer look. It’s part of the contract, to explore the territory I’ve been charged with. To give people a reason to want it brought back from its dilapidated state, the show’s revitalization funds going to the lucky winner. As always there’s a chance I won’t return. If I don’t, Elvis will surely die. Would you call someone to help him if you don’t hear from me? I’d ask a friend, but you know I don’t have any of those now. I mean, you know the story. You know why you left. You’re a teacher of children with major responsibilities, and I’m a loser, a has-been, a washed-up pseudo-celebrity—the host of The People’s Choice! says so at the beginning of every episode. I thought I’d be competing against wild pop stars rehabbing their image, but it’s so much worse. I know I know, you warned me, Linda too. Freshly divorced and fucking glowing, she told me, “Joel, you know life doesn’t have to be so full of mistakes, right?” ughhhhhh



Wednesday 5:50 p.m.

I’m back! Glad to be alive, to be home, even if it is a 200 sqft glass bulb and my roommate’s a crow. Sorry, I don’t mean to be a downer. After I rolled in last night I dug into the single-serving peppermint schnapps and now I’m hungover. I tried to teach Elvis to say it, what they called you in the old neighborhood, the Watson Girl, but he got frustrated and stretched his wings, took a test swipe at the air, and settled back down onto his perch. I wonder, does he feel pain now that he can’t fly, kinda like a phantom limb? It must hurt, being grounded like that.

Yesterday was the 25th anniversary of the international space station explosion and that Russian cosmonaut Yuri’s death. Everyone on social is posting about where they were when it happened. We were both in Mankato, our lives cast into the same tight orbit.

You’d arrived that day, all the way from Tulsa. Your cousins were such assholes you hid in that coffin, hoping your father would drive north to find you, though he never showed. I know you’ve made up with him, you’d like to put that all behind you, etc., but it’s there, isn’t it? The disappointment. Like a faded tattoo.

I too was hiding from your cousins that day. They were scary strong and would chase me, shouting classic bad guy stuff like, “We’re gonna get ya!” It all felt so archetypal, my role: the coward. While hiding, I came up with the concept for my show: during an alien invasion, a lone soldier goes AWOL, marooned on a desert island, where he must face his worst fears. And when your cousins finally caught me, I saw you peeking out the mortuary’s window. You blew me a kiss like a promise. I really wish you hadn’t done that.

I follow the mortician’s bully daughter on social media and even she put a candle in her window tonight, #YuriForever. I can’t believe she runs the mortuary now, that she’s responsible for offering the grieving solace, that twenty-five years have passed! Now the days stretch ahead of me so full of sand. I can feel it on my scalp, in my teeth, between my toes. In a few years, I’ll turn forty even if I feel like a boy. What kind of life is this for a forty-year-old boy?

Soon the show’s host will screen me, ask: Why should we bring back South Phoenix? After thirteen weeks, I’m all out of ideas. The first few times I was nervous. Then the loneliness set in and I started to look forward to the host’s weekly calls. I’d practice my pitch in the mirror. Like when I was going through my fitness phase: South Phoenix, where the heat melts away your past self and transforms you into the person you’ve always wanted to be. A little wordy. Or when I was contemplating the largeness of the desert and my own speck of an existence: South Phoenix, where you can get lost in the wild desert of your imagination. LOL. Sometimes I lie, as in: South Phoenix, so beautiful it’ll make you weep. Or I give up and make a joke: South Phoenix, bring the water, we’ll provide the thirst. Not my best work. Besides, there’s nothing funny about this heat, the wind like a hard shove, a prickly back-of-the-neck feeling as if something’s come up behind you hungry and desperate. These days I dread the host’s weekly calls even though he’s the only person I have to talk to.

I wish you could see the scorched yellow earth from up here, the weave of crumbling tract homes. They’re not identical anymore. If I sent a drone out to steal a closer look it’d wasp back to me with images of rooftops giving way and windows busted and lawns that haven’t seen water in years, sand settling on it all like a great beach sculpture.

Oh shit the call’s coming in



Wednesday 7:23 p.m.

Ugh it was terrible. The host was looking at me with those lazy serene eyes, hair in that severe part, face blank and glowing like a baby’s. Then he asked it, “Why should we bring back South Phoenix?”

I gave him an answer I’ve used all too often: “South Phoenix, where there’s space, so much of it, flat and open.”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it, folks? To have more space?” he said to the audience. Then he got that faraway look as he read the auto-generated response stats to the left of camera, swallowing back a yawn. “Anything else?”

Such an idiot, I was like, “Uh, heat? Think of all the credit you’d save on your energy bill.”

The host pursed his thin pink lips, not getting a positive response to that answer.

“And clean air,” I lied. “The sky is so blue and beautiful I just want to throw Charming Pebbles at the sun, make a rainbow!” It was pathetic, I know, and the host gave me a pitying frown because he couldn’t cut away while I was adverting—Charming Pebbles is our sponsor! I maintained a smile as I emptied a bag of single-serving Charming Pebbles out the window for the children who were not below. Then I stood there stupid-smiling like a cartoon dog, imagining the production crew scrambling to cut to some generic scene filmed months before I came to live in this tower, with child actors who are not hungry or dirty or scouring the streets for food, giddily accepting this gift from the sky.

The host said, “That’s all we have time for from South Phoenix. I think it’s safe to say you are not The People’s Choice!” And he was gone.

I didn’t tell him what I’ve seen on my trips past the perimeter fence, the swirling sand air, coating my armored car. Last time it was a whole pack of hairy javelinas making their way through an intense sand cloud with a chain of squealing babies. Dirt-caked kids gave chase with sticks and rocks and I revved at them with my armored car until they spread across the desert cursing and tossing rocks after me.

Kids like that were probably responsible for busting Elvis’s wing. Did I tell you how I found him? Moving so slowly he’d turned tan in the sand sting, dragging his wing through the dirt. I brought him home, fed him from the bottle of single-serving vodka, and set the bone, but he’s never flown since. Do you think he misses it? Is living up here with me any life at all?



Thursday 6:57 a.m.

Last night someone shot into the perimeter fence again and again, for over an hour. I don’t know how many bullets they wasted, ricocheting off the invisible barrier. What do they think is up here besides cereal? Charming Pebbles and the real estate venture made sure I’d signed the papers—they’re not liable for retrieving me if I’m taken. And no one even knows Elvis is here except you.

With all the pressing concerns right here on earth, it’s hard to rationalize the government funds they’ve sunk into rebuilding that space station. Couldn’t they spare a little for South Phoenix? The dusty wind is dizzying; I lose track of time, of myself.

Do you remember when your father came to LA for a visit? You hadn’t seen him in years, and he was slick in cowboy boots, that gold cross around his neck. We’d taken him on a driving trip to San Diego, stopped for tacos at Brodie’s Surf Bar, crawling with off-duty border patrol guards, so close to the wall we could see where it stretched out into the ocean.

I thought we were having a nice time, but when I excused myself to the bathroom I heard your father call me a bum, and you didn’t defend me. You used to tell me that love was faith, and obviously you’d stopped believing. So I did too.

I can’t shake the feeling that I’m never leaving. I know I’ve got to stay positive and all that. It’s not so bad at night. The stars are pretty exceptional at this altitude, but even if the people pick South Phoenix over the Pensacola Shore or Greater Detroit, they could never undo all this neglect, the abandoned houses and collapsing office buildings and leaking factories. Last year when the Inland Empire won, half the existing housing was torn down, condos put up in their place that none of the residents could afford. They migrated elsewhere and the condos were populated by Los Angelenos who accepted a hellish commute and a desert existence for extra square footage and a community pool. The show’s sponsors promised the residents paradise, but they didn’t mention that it would be for someone else. Don’t get me started on what they did to Las Cruces.

The host won’t call again for a few days. In the meantime, I’ve got to come up with a good reason. I wish you’d write me back, help me out. You were always my best editor. I’ve got to sell this place.



Friday 10:32 p.m.

Something amazing happened last night. Elvis flew! He took off from his perch and circled the tower. I got nervous he’d get shocked by the perimeter fence so I slammed the disarm button. Elvis crested off on some invisible current of air, on the wing I set myself! For a moment I thought he’d go and I was happy for him, albeit sad for myself. But he came back! I wish you’d been here to see it. Sorry. I know I’m gushing. I broke out the peppermint schnapps again. Elvis and I are partying! And even though I’m happy, there’s a hole inside me, a place that’s filled only with missing, and I shouldn’t say it, I know you hate it when I talk like this, but that hole is for you.

It’s so clear tonight. Usually that means a monsoon’s coming. It’ll rip its way through here, tear up the earth, cover everything in another foot of sand. I’ll be fine in my tower, but the sand sting—there are animals out there, the poor creatures, and people too.



Saturday 9:21 p.m.

Apologies for the whole “hole inside me” bit. I’ve been telling myself the same sob story for years. For the record, I tried to make a comeback, to make you proud, I wrote and wrote and wrote, but no one was buying. Linda said it was because I was writing the same story over and over, that if I didn’t adapt, my career would die. My brand was thrillers with male leads who overcome their fears and triumph over evil, and Linda tried to get me to pivot. She said, “You could write what you know.”

“What do you mean?” I asked her, and she said, “Most people never overcome their fears. They learn to live with them, and isn’t that more interesting?”

It took me a while to realize she was calling me a coward, that she was right, and by then it was too late. Why didn’t you stop me? (For the record, I know you tried.)



Sunday 9:07 a.m.

I have a problem. Elvis and I were sleeping it off when the security alarm sounded and I thought it was the storm but when I dragged myself over to the screen, I saw them, a trio of boys working at the elevator’s keypad. They must’ve snuck in when the perimeter fence was down. I can see them punching buttons despite my booming speaker warnings that I will shoot them if I have to. I have a gun. I am legally exempt from prosecution if I shoot someone while protecting my tower. Between warnings, I rain cereal down on them, I beg, “Please go back. I’ll drop the perimeter fence and you can leave. There’s nothing for you here.” They laugh. They shake their genitals at me through their shorts. “We’re taking your tower!” they shout. “Or we’re taking it down.”

Something about this feels uncomfortably biblical. Or maybe I’m thinking of Shakespeare? Elvis keeps telling me to fuck-awf. Perhaps if those boys press the buttons enough they’ll come across my access code. I’m not sure what I’ll do if that’s the case, or if they decide to break my elevator and trap me up here. I have supplies, cereal and peppermint schnapps and plenty of Slim Jims. I could survive, right?

There are cameras—the production crew must know what’s happening here. Is this a cheap trick to bump ratings? Because no one comes to help me no matter how many messages I send; no one ever writes me back. To my emails I receive the same auto-generated response: We are so grateful for your interest in communicating with us. We will return your message at an undetermined future date.



Monday 2:17 p.m.

The boys have eaten up nearly all the cereal and taken to throwing rocks at my armored vehicle, laughing madly as the rocks bing off the bulletproof glass. I haven’t slept, waiting for them to make up their minds to go so I can disarm the perimeter fence at the perfect time. They’re getting wilder, yelling into the intercom that they’re gonna die out there. “All your fault,” they keep shouting, like they know me, like they know I can’t stand being responsible.

One of them is so young, maybe five? He reminds me of your sister that time you invited me over to help babysit. We were just out of high school then, just friends, and your sister was the product of remarriage, your mom trying so hard to get it right. You played nice even as you whispered to me, “I hate her,” behind your mother’s back. Your sister sat on my knee and practiced her signature over and over, and it was amazing really, how many different ways she could swirl or bubble or block the five letters of her name.

She kissed me when you were in the bathroom. Right on the lips. I didn’t know what to do, so I said thank you like an idiot and nudged her out of my lap. Lately I’ve been thinking about that kiss and I don’t mean this in a weird way, but that was the most genuine kiss I’ve ever received, and I feel sorry now that I didn’t know how to take it.

The other two boys are teenage and mean-looking, missing teeth and sored from the sun and bone skinny and I’m afraid of them.



Tuesday 9:04 a.m.

I’m not sure you’re active on this platform anymore? If you are there, I want you to know that I dropped the boys some Slim Jims and plastic bottles of water, the rest of the cereal. That should hold them for a day or two. Through the intercom, I begged them to leave. “Just start walking,” I told them, “I’ll lower the perimeter fence.”

“How do we know you’re not lying?” they called in their mean way.

It’s a terrible jolt, the shock of the perimeter fence, so I can understand their hesitation. Once I watched a whole herd of pronghorn coming fast and I thought for sure they’d break through but when they hit the invisible barrier they went down, every last one of them, lying in a heap for some minutes.

I told the boys, “I’m giving you my word.”

“Your word?” They snorted. “We’ll give you our word!” Then they shook their genitals at me. None of them have shoes. How can they stand the heat without them? I’ve got to get Elvis out of here.

Tomorrow I’ll have my last call of the season—America’s been listening to our pleas and now it’s time for The Final Decision. I’m thinking of showing the host my guests, telling him about our time together, their resilience and ingenuity, how they won’t give up! I mean, seriously, this place is a wasteland, always was really. Sure, it once brimmed with fountains and water features and lush green golf courses and epic wave parks, but that’s all gone now, covered in dust, never meant to be in the first place. What’s left? Hard times, water-tight, a living that’s too close to the earth, to dying, but maybe that’s what makes it so great. Yeah, that’s what I’ll say when he calls: You’ll never feel more alive than in South Phoenix! Yes, that’s it. You’re the best!



Wednesday 7:23 p.m.

I’m drunk and definitely not The People’s Choice! The boys are dismantling my armored vehicle, removing its plates one by one, stabbing the tires with sharp rocks, bashing the windows. It takes some force to break through bullet resistance.

I can tell Elvis is agitated. I’ve kept him inside since the boys arrived. He squawks and flaps around our dwelling, shitting on everything.

Every time I hear of a school shooting in LA, I look for your name among the dead. In my mind plays a movie of you shielding your students from automatic rifles, and I find myself praying even though I don’t pray.

I’m such a fool. The King of South Phoenix! I thought I could be the one to bring it back. I even saw us getting married, raining cereal from my tower, sponsored by Charming Pebbles, a color swirl of lucky bites!



Thursday 11:21 p.m.

Sorry about last night, the whole marriage thing, everything really. You told me years ago that you never wanted to get married, that you’d learned, lying in a coffin in your uncle’s mortuary, that you never wanted to pretend. I should’ve listened to you, paid attention to the pretending. At some point life became a performance; I became aware of the camera, and then it was lost, the magic of living.

Ugh, I sound like an idiot. The magic of living. Gimme a break. One of the boys is sick or playing at sick but I have to help him. I can’t drop a pouch of antibiotics to those kids. They don’t know a thing about medicine.

Before I go, I’m going to let Elvis loose. I’m going to open the windows, drop the perimeter fence, and watch him fly. I hope he stays gone. I can’t keep him, and I can’t keep writing you. It’s nothing personal. I’m never going to be The People’s Choice! Not next season, not ever. And I can’t stay in this tower.

I’m not putting the perimeter fence back up; I’m not going to be afraid. Well, that’s not true. But I’m not going to stay in my bulb. And when the host screens me for the reunion special I’ll shout: South Phoenix! Where the people stand together! That could work. Or: South Phoenix! Where they eat your face! I’m not sure what’ll happen. Either way, it was nice knowing you. I hope it was nice knowing me too.





SURVIVOR CITY

Eliza was up to her waist in water, fly line zipping overhead, when she saw it, something pink in the reeds. Sound lost on the river, she couldn’t hear its wailing until she was close enough to see its little fists balled and swiping at the air. “A baby,” she said aloud and saw that it wasn’t lying in a basket like from that Bible story but seated in an inflatable ring. It was naked save a bloated swim diaper and red with sunburn, and Eliza lifted the ring from the reeds, carrying it to shore, the baby’s plump legs kicking, tears staining its filthy cheeks.

She took the baby down the road to the state park kiosk. The park ranger’s beard had a sickly sweet smell, like syrup, and he was maybe a little too happy to receive the lost baby. He’d come out from his kiosk, taken the squirmy creature from Eliza’s arms, and cooed in its face.

“You think it’s good luck, finding a baby?” he asked.

When Eliza was a kid, park rangers were tough guys with handlebar mustaches; now they were simpering hippie types who took lost babies for signs.

She told the ranger, “I looked for the parents, but there was no one for miles except some college boys playing disc golf.”

They’d been extremely high and jamming out to Phish and frankly kind of terrified of the wailing child.

The ranger said not to worry. He’d take care of her.

Was it a girl? Eliza tugged on the baby’s tiny toes to say good-bye.



Joyce, the RV park’s owner, was waiting outside the cabin Eliza had rented for the summer. Joyce was in her sixties, her silver hair clipped short. It was the summer of 2002, and she wore those velour sweatpants that were so popular then, in lime yellow, her ass bedazzled with the word Juicy, and a once-white tank top that had seen better days. On her upper arm was a giant tattoo of her hound dog, Oats. He was a handsome dog that’d died more than a decade ago, but Joyce swore she missed him every day, more than she missed any human.

“You take that baby to the police station?”

Eliza sat down across from Joyce at the picnic table out front. “I left it with the park ranger.”

“Hmm,” Joyce said. “Didn’t come from around here. I checked in with all our guests.”

“How could a baby get loose on the river like that?”

Joyce passed Eliza a can of beer. “Beats me.”

Eliza’s afternoon lesson was an older guy from Minnesota, on a road trip. He took to casting naturally, didn’t say much. As if possessed by her mother, she asked him if he had kids.

“Two daughters,” he said, “about your age I’d guess.” Eliza was twenty-seven though she looked older, everyone said so, probably all the sun damage.

“Any grandkids?”

“Two girls.”

“You’re outnumbered,” she said, another Mom comment. Personally she didn’t care about that sort of stuff, but her mother sure did, and she was in there, her mother, like a puppeteer in these awkward moments when Eliza reached for conversation starters.

“I am,” the man agreed, letting loose another perfect cast. He had excellent rhythm. “I’d say I’ve got it, don’t you think?”

“You’re a natural,” she told him, meaning it.

He smiled. He was a handsome older man, tall and lean, with a full head of silver hair. “Wanna cut out of here early? I saw a pool table in the bar.”

Eliza perked at the offer. No one she knew would ever play against her; they’d all lost too many times. “What’s your name again?”

“Alan,” he said, tipping his fishing hat.

The Au Sable RV Park where Eliza gave lessons had a horseshoe ring and a swimming pool, a little café with excellent cinnamon rolls, a general store, and a bar with two ancient pool tables. At the beginning of the summer, she’d helped Joyce paint the outside of the building a cherry red.

“You wanna break?” Alan asked.

She was happy to break, sinking a solid. Sinking four more before she missed on purpose, just to see what he could do.

Alan took a long sip of his IPA and spent forever chalking his cue, before he sank all his balls like a total pro. Eliza enjoyed watching it, his skill; she nearly forgot that she was losing to him. She hadn’t lost in years and was extremely surprised and perhaps not so great at hiding it.

“I used to sell these tables,” Alan said. “Not this exact model, not in my day. Lots of sales calls involving a game or two. I got pretty good, though that was years ago.”

“Care to put a wager on the next game?”

Alan’s face brightened. “This lesson turned out to be more fun than expected.”

The bar’s overhead fans spun at a pathetic pace, Alan’s face shiny with sweat, his pants so full of pockets. For a moment Eliza thought about sleeping with him—it’d been months and she was on her second vodka tonic and wouldn’t it be nice to feel something other than nothing? But he was old, and probably she’d be fine with just a hug. Contact, intimacy, someone who knew her—that’s what she was looking for. She’d wanted so badly to keep things as they’d been before the turn of the new century, before the embarrassment of Y2K, living harmoniously with her second cousin Jack and his boyfriend Connor, who came up on weekends, a trio that worked—it had been possible despite what everyone said about odd numbers—for a time. Connor was nine years younger than Jack, and nine years older than Eliza. That the math should work out so perfectly made it all feel ordained. Eliza liked patterns, even if she didn’t attach much meaning to them.

“So, you mentioned a wager?” Alan asked.

“What’d you have in mind?”

He pulled a plastic egg-shaped container out of his pocket and slid it across the pool table toward Eliza. “Picked ’em up in Oslo. Some seventeenth-century explorer’s teeth. Goldenrod’s his name. A real lady-killer, I hear. His teeth were removed by his crew when he got them trapped in ice trying to find the Northwest Passage. I’ve got the certificate right here.” He pulled it out of yet another pocket and laid it on the bar. “See that seal?” He pointed at the certificate, signed by some guy named Sir Clark Boyle. “Very official.”

“Oh yeah?” She’d come close to believing Jack about Y2K, that millennium bug. He’d been certain the computers would fail, the world sent back to the pre–information era. What did that mean? Societal breakdown, he claimed, excitement impossible to contain, and catchy. Now she couldn’t shake her skepticism. “I got a twenty. Can’t we just play for money?”

“They’re worth a lot more than twenty bucks. How about this.” He’d heard from Joyce that Eliza was a real hunter, the kind who could disappear into the woods for weeks at a time.

“So?” Eliza didn’t like the idea of the owner telling stories about her.

“So, I want to go with you on one of your hunting trips.”

It was a big ask. As if channeling her mother once more, she said, “What would your wife think?”

“My wife.” Alan pulled his wallet out, showing Eliza a photo. “Left me in Oslo. I haven’t heard from her in over a year, except a postcard to say she’s okay. And definitely not coming back.”

“She looks like a movie star.” This wasn’t a lie. The woman’s eyes were alight, the proportions of her face perfect, even if she was a senior citizen. In fact, it was her age that made her so appealing—the smoker’s lines that accentuated her mouth, the creases in her cheeks from so much laughter.

“Could be,” Alan said as he slid the photo back into his wallet. “Well? That wager?”

Eliza wanted to enjoy playing a worthy opponent more, but she was starting to reconsider her feelings about Alan. He’d beaten her a second time and was having difficulty containing his pleasure. Stories, he kept telling her stories, the time he got locked out of his motel room in North Dakota, in the middle of the winter, in his underwear. Or when he shook hands with George Bush.

“Senior,” he said, “not that watered-down version of a president we have now.” None of these stories involved his wife, his daughters. He was irritatingly, always, the dramatic lead. Eliza was starting to wonder whether he was a hustler, if he even had a family. He seemed not to understand the difference between opinion and fact. “This War on Terror isn’t going to end anytime soon,” he told her. Personally she didn’t form opinions on things outside her expertise. She didn’t see the point of it. But he was an expert on everything, and in this case—though she didn’t know it then—he was right, terror being a tricky opponent.

“Just gonna hit the restroom,” he said. “Then we can plan our trip.”

He shouldn’t have left those teeth on the bar.

Eliza drove east, toward Paradise, the plastic egg in her lap. She couldn’t wait to share her story, to show Jack her treasure. Eliza had been at the Au Sable RV Park for the summer, anything to avoid Jack’s. He’d gone dark after Y2K and the breakup with Connor, so much time invested in two endeavors, neither of which panned out. When the Twin Towers fell, he’d had an excuse to stay underground, in his bunker. He’d grown a beard. He was paranoid that the government was listening to him, and let’s face it, the government was probably listening to him. He was vocal with his theories, writing emails and making phone calls. 9/11 was an inside job! And so on. He told her that in Dearborn, where she’d grown up, with its large Muslim population, the Joint Terrorism Task Force was calling in people for “interviews.” He used air quotes then. He tossed around the word torture. He’d become one of those scary paranoid guys with icky beards who live underground, in the dark. Many times Eliza had tried to coax him out, but when he refused, she decided it was time for her to leave.

Now it was time to go home. She drove north on I-75, over the Mackinac Bridge, looking out at the island she’d visited as a kid, the cave she’d explored with her younger sister, Jo-Jo, that had once been a sacred burial site. Her sister had sensed that she was afraid and sneaked up on her in the dark, seized her from behind. Eliza had been terrified, running, frantic, for the light, her father, who said, “There, there. This cave was a hideaway too, once, for a fur trader during Pontiac’s Rebellion. Imagine hiding in here with all those bones! All the dead in here, all the dying out there.” Eliza didn’t want to, but she was imagining it, a mountain of bones, and that was an unpleasant thought, and she was walking away, from her father, that cave, when he called after her, “And a really great photo op. Can you just?”

He made her stand at the cave’s mouth as he readied the Polaroid, the darkness drawing goose bumps from her legs. “Smile,” he said, the camera flashing before she could.

Eliza had hoped for relief when she crossed back onto the UP, but she couldn’t shake it, her unease—the baby in the reeds. Mosquitos splatted her windshield, pfft-pfft-pfft. The trucker in front of her tossed his finished lunch out the window, soda spray colliding with the legion of dead on her windshield.

She would never admit this, but she needed a hug, and no way would she go south for that, to Dearborn, her mother, who didn’t like how she dressed or smelled or stood or ate or breathed. “Close your mouth, dear,” she was always saying.

But Jack? To her second cousin, the world was an unstable place. He offered the most genuine of hugs, as if each time might be the last. He was a close talker, extremely sincere, a great dancer. She’d seen it at the occasional family wedding. He really went off. “A man of passion,” her mother always said, “a man who doesn’t know when to quit.” Problem was he worried himself into a sweaty frenzy over the most unlikely things: polar reversals and super tornadoes and cyberwarfare. He was forever preparing for the end of the world.

It was a nice stretch of land just south of Paradise. About an acre and a half of grass that Jack’s ex-boyfriend, Connor, used to mow on his weekend visits from Mount Pleasant, before the breakup, before Jack’s depression spiral. In the spring of ’99, she’d helped plant the plot out back. Now the garden was hanging heavy with summer vegetables. Four wild turkeys ignored Eliza from their spot in the grass.

Connor and Jack had met on a dating site of all places. Eliza didn’t believe in such things, she’d told Connor once over beers in neighboring Paradise. They’d sat outside a local brewery, digesting that fruit-of-the-forest pie, listening to the song of a prairie warbler from a nearby stand of jack pines. Eliza said she’d never seen a dating site. Why did she have to believe in it? To this, Jack said, “If a tree falls in the forest and there’s no one to hear it, does it make a sound?”

“Of course.”

“I rest my case.”

Jack wasn’t in the house, which had a bad smell, so Eliza opened all the windows and used the house phone to call her mother. It was one of those wall phones with a long cord that she could drag all the way from the kitchen to the couch, kicking up her callused feet.

“Where are you?” her mother asked.

“I’m home,” Eliza said. “I’m at Jack’s.”

“Your father wants to know if you’ll be coming for Christmas.”

“That’s five months from now.” Eliza’s eyes wandered the stack of magazines on the coffee table. On the top was an old issue of the National Enquirer, the headline reading, “Cloned Sheep Dolly Aging Too Quickly,” the sheep’s face superimposed with none other than cherished actor George Burns, who was freshly dead at the time of publication.

“He wants to order a ham,” her mother said, “and he needs to know how many people we’re feeding.”

Eliza said that she would.

“Good. What about Jack? Is he bringing that boyfriend?” Her mother could never bother to learn Connor’s name.

“They broke up nearly two years ago.” Saying it out loud made Eliza terribly sad. Why did her mother have to be like this?

“Oh,” she said, “you never told me.”

Eliza sighed. Naturally she’d told her mother. To her mother, it had been a minor loss, so unimportant she couldn’t bother to remember, yet for Eliza it had taken everything not to fall into a deep despair alongside Jack. How could she explain to her mother that Connor felt like family? After the breakup, Eliza had gone north, crossing over to Ontario, disappearing into the forest for months.

“You don’t need to bring anything,” her mother said, “just yourself.”

This was a dig. Last year Eliza had brought them a plenitude of frozen meat and fish. Hours, days, weeks, it had taken her to lay the traps, to stalk her prey and reel in the fish, to prepare the meat. Only her father seemed pleased.

“What a generous gift,” he’d said, while her sister and mother scrunched up their noses.

“Mine’s leaking,” her sister complained.

Eliza found a way off the phone. Out in the yard, she stomped on the hatch to Jack’s bunker.

“I’m armed!” Jack shouted up at her.

“It’s me,” she said. “It’s Eliza.”

He was quiet for a long time. “Okay,” he said. “I’m coming up.”



Eliza kept her word and went to her mother’s for Christmas in Dearborn, though she felt guilty leaving Jack on his own. It had been nearly a year since she’d last visited, and her sister came over for a few hours on Christmas Day, showing off her professionally whitened teeth, her boyfriend Steven, who’d grown a mustache.

“Ironically,” he said.

“All the guys at work are wearing them,” Jo-Jo explained. Steven managed a men’s clothing store in the local mall that sold loud shirts in flammable material, sewn in Bangladesh. For Christmas, Jo-Jo had bought Steven a gaming system and he was setting it up for a test run in the living room. He told Eliza, “Let’s see if you’re a better shot than me.”

Something that had happened over the years, men liked to challenge her. Five bucks says I can catch more trout than you, bet you can’t hit that target, wanna arm wrestle? She always rose to the challenge, why?

In the kitchen her sister and mother were preparing the meal, and they’d already told Eliza that her assistance wasn’t necessary. “Seriously,” Jo-Jo said, “spend time with Steven. He wants to know you.”

To know me. Eliza found that hard to believe. Steven had very particular interests: video games and summer cycling, men’s fashion and facial hair trends. If you brought up anything outside those topics, he glossed over, he disappeared inside his head.

Steven loaded up one of his games while Eliza studied the controller. There were many buttons, only one of which felt like a trigger.

It wasn’t the kind of game they could play together. “This is a single-player game,” Steven said, “the point being to stay alive.”

In the game Eliza was a man with blond hair. He woke in the driver’s seat of a car, a long moaning wind in the background. It took Eliza a while to figure out how to get out of that car; then she was running in a thick fog, running and running.

“Where am I supposed to go?” she asked Steven.

“That’s for you to figure out.”

She ran aimlessly, passing building after building, before Steven finally told her to try one of the doors.



Jack stayed above ground for six years, sleeping in his bedroom, shaving his beard, and Eliza stayed too, in the guest room. Connor called out of the blue; he’d be in town. Lunch in Paradise? How could Jack resist? Over lunch Connor confessed that his last relationship ended badly and he missed Jack. They resolved to try again.

After that, Connor came up every weekend; he mowed the lawn. He said it was his territory, the lawn, and planted an Obama sign that said only: CHANGE. Jack didn’t like it, hence the sign he planted to the left of Connor’s so that together they read: I FEAR CHANGE. To make room for Connor’s things in the house, the bunker was used for storage. Eliza passed boxes of old magazines and newspapers down to Jack, who couldn’t be talked into recycling them. She stared into that gaping darkness until she felt as if she might fall.

During the week, Eliza and Jack held their prepper tutorials. They led hunts. Back in their Y2K days, they’d called themselves Survivor City. Weekends with Connor had a tempering effect on Jack, who no longer listened to AM radio, those angry men yelling. That was progress. Everyone worked hard not to talk about politics.

At sunup, while Jack took the men hunting, Eliza showed a pair of women how to build a leaning shelter from forest debris. No complaints, pretty competent. Upon completion, they took photographs of their work with what appeared to be a cell phone. Was such a thing possible? It was 2008, and Eliza was one of the few people on the UP who hadn’t gotten a cell phone of her own. She never will, preferring a life that doesn’t involve chronic availability to others.

“Can we get a pic with you?” they asked Eliza, and she didn’t have it in her to protest. One of the women, Trish, had the word Chosen tattooed on her forearm in some overly solemn font. Her hair was bleached a white blond, her face an orange that didn’t match her hands. She said that she just loved Jack and Connor, just loved them, in an aggressive tone that suggested she might eat them if given the opportunity.

After her tutorial, Eliza nuked herself a bowl of stew from the can, the old sticker still affixed to the microwave’s door: This item is Y2K ready. None of the Survivors brought up this miscalculation. They never discussed what didn’t happen, only what was to come.

At four Jack, Connor, and Eliza gathered on the screened porch with a plate of salted tomato slices and a pitcher of vodka tonics. Jack wore a pale-blue golf shirt, his I’m making an effort shirt. It was a Friday, so Connor had just arrived from Mount Pleasant. He’d had a long day at the university registrar’s office where he labored to keep records straight, a task that never ended, records always incomplete or disordered. He’d changed into his NIN T-shirt with the cutoff sleeves. “Because of the pit stains,” he said, “I’m not tough.”

Eliza wore what she always wore when she was home in the summer: a pair of cutoffs, some thin T-shirt. This one was yellow with a round smiley face. A joke gift from her mother.

“So they stop asking you to smile,” her mother said in a winky sort of way, as if it were a problem they shared, all those men telling them to smile. That had all stopped for Eliza sometime after she finished high school and went to live with her second cousin. She carried her mother’s disappointment for a time. But all heavy things must be dropped at some point.

For no particular reason she thought of the baby in the reeds and told Connor the story. “I didn’t like that ranger,” Eliza said. She’d been saying it to herself over and over until it became fact. “That ranger was trouble.”

“You could always call local law enforcement. Make sure he did in fact bring the baby to the police,” Connor said. Always so pragmatic, so full of solutions.

“That was ages ago. She did her part,” Jack said. “No need to get involved.”

But Connor was not about to let this go. “That ranger could’ve kept the baby. You said he was an odd one, right?”

Jack answered for Eliza: “Don’t you think the parents would’ve contacted the police themselves?”

Connor had a whole scenario in his head, which he explained in laborious detail. “Maybe they were afraid of the police. Drunk and scared they’d get in trouble for endangering their child. They could’ve been on a vacation, trying to fix their marriage, gotten caught up in one another and forgot about the baby. They could be really good parents who made one near-fatal mistake.”

“A baby in one of those floaties,” Eliza said now, heat-flooded with the notion. “A parent must’ve been in the water with it.”

She hadn’t thought of this before, but now she imagined a mother taking her baby for a first swim. The current on this stretch of the Au Sable wasn’t strong, but she’d be careful. She wouldn’t take her eyes off that baby unless she was incapacitated.

“What if the mother drowned?” Eliza said aloud, immediately regretting it.

“See?” Jack said. “You’re upsetting her, making her worry. If that’s what happened, then it was the ranger’s responsibility to call it in.” Jack patted Eliza’s bare knee. “You saved a child’s life. We’re going to let this go now.”

He’d always been more comfortable with contact than her own father, who reserved hugs for holidays and birthdays, who had house shoes that would never ever be worn outside.

“All I’m saying is we could make a few calls. It could help her close the loop, so to speak,” Connor persisted. “So she doesn’t wonder? Who needs another thing to wonder about?”

“She doesn’t want to call,” Jack said.

“But maybe she should.”

They were talking about Eliza as if she wasn’t there, in the early stages of an argument. Eliza had seen their arguments manifest, seemingly out of nowhere, until some invisible saturation point was reached and a storm occurred.

“I’m not going to call,” Eliza said, trying to retire the issue, to forget the dead mother she’d brought to life. As a kid, she’d been terrified of demons. Her parents had a collection of Time-Life books on the occult, and she couldn’t stop thinking of the winged demon that sat on the chest of a sleeping child, an implacable weight, suffocating the child during sleep. One summer at Jack’s and Eliza had many skills to stamp out those fears. She’d brought them home with her to Dearborn, setting traps and skinning squirrels, salting their pelts and turning them into flies for fishing, the other girls at school giving her so much grief. You smell like fish, ewww. Didn’t matter that she cooked and ate her kill or that she showered after. Everyone had a reputation, and she was the girl who murdered small creatures, who smelled like fish.

When Connor had gone into the trees to cool down, Jack and Eliza ate tomato slices on the closed porch, one after the other, until the plate was empty. They sipped their vodka tonics. They watched the bugs die in the zapper. Jack licked his pointer finger, touched it to a grain of sea salt on the plate, and brought it to his tongue. “Trish is bringing people by tomorrow. Can you do one of your tutorials?”

Of course she would.



She was waving good-bye to Trish and the ladies when she saw a small child, toddling around the lawn. She thought of that baby in the reeds; for a moment she considered: Is it the same child? But that was impossible—the found baby would be school age by now.

This child was just a toddler, wearing a shirt covered in baseballs, T-rex patterned overalls, and a baseball cap that read: Future Heartthrob. Clearly a boy being groomed into a man.

The boy plopped down in the grass and found something there of interest. He studied it for a second, then stuffed it in his mouth. Eliza was down the porch stairs and sprinting toward the boy. She plucked him out of the grass, dug an unwashed finger into his mouth, pulling out a rock. He cried and squirmed free and ran for the bunker’s hatch, which was open.

“Stop,” Eliza shouted, fearing the worst, the boy falling to his death—had she ever been so terrified?

“Giles?” Jo-Jo called, her voice instantly recognizable. She climbed out of the bunker, catching the child in a hug. “What’s all the fuss about?”

“He had a rock in his mouth,” Eliza said by way of explanation. “I got it out though.”

Her sister hadn’t lost the baby weight but she was quite strong, holding the boy with one arm and swinging him side to side. She’d cut her hair shorter and wore a halter dress in hot pink, held up only by the rim of elastic gathered over her giant boobs. The boy shot a hand down her top, clutching her breast, and Eliza’s sister didn’t stop him.

“There, there,” Jo-Jo said, “your aunt was just trying to keep you from choking. Weren’t you, Aunt Eliza?”

Aunt Eliza. It sounded weird. Also, how was he so old? “What’re you doing here?”

“Since you and Jack won’t come for a visit, I thought I’d bring your nephew to you.”

Jack had come onto the porch and was watching them now, a plate of salted tomatoes in one hand, a pitcher of vodka tonics in the other. It was their weekend ritual, though tomato season was ending. They’d have to find something else to occupy that restless early evening time soon.

Eliza’s eyes were drawn to the bunker, that yawning darkness. “I can’t believe you went down there. What did you see?”

Giles pressed his mouth to his mother’s neck. “Someone’s hungry,” Jo-Jo said. She carried the boy toward the house as Eliza slammed the bunker’s hatch shut.

Giles wandered the screened porch, trying to find a way out, while the adults drank their vodka tonics and watched the bug zapper light up again and again.

“How’s Steven?” Connor asked.

Jo-Jo sighed back onto her seat. “His clothing label hasn’t really taken off. He’s out all the time promoting it.”

“Does he still have that silly mustache?” Eliza asked.

Jo-Jo shot Eliza a look that reminded her of the cave, her sister grabbing hold of her in the darkness, the fear a pain in her chest that she’d lived with since. “He shaved it off years ago. You’d know that if you ever visited.”

It was true that she’d skipped Christmas that year, the year before. Her father had retired and her mother was miserable. “All he does is watch the news. All day. Then he wants to talk about it all night.” There were so many things to be afraid of: Gas prices had spiked. Cloned meat had been deemed safe to eat by the FDA. In Zimbabwe, thousands were dying of cholera. How, in this day and age, could people still die of cholera? Eliza understood his fears, but listening to the news, all those men ranting, for hours every day, had diminished her father, as anger does, and frankly she had grown afraid of him.

Eliza noticed Giles huddled in the corner, something in his lap.

“What do you have there?” she asked.

He huddled smaller, not wanting to show her, but she saw the plastic egg, those ancient teeth. She hadn’t thought of them in years, stored in her sock drawer, if she remembered correctly? How had he gotten hold of them? She whisked the egg away from Giles, stuffed it into her underwear, and picked the boy up, walking him around the covered porch as he wailed for that egg, that dead explorer’s teeth.

“You think you might have one of your own someday?” Jo-Jo asked. She couldn’t help herself; she was raised by their mother too.

“Why would I do that?” Eliza said as Giles strained against her, trying to wriggle free, to find his lost treasure. She held him tightly, whispered in his ear, “Someday I’ll teach you to fly-fish and set traps, to shoot and skin, to separate meat from bone.”



That day came fifteen years later. Giles was sixteen and Jo-Jo had dropped him off at the beginning of the summer. He’d sulked his way into the guest room, slammed the door. Jo-Jo and Steven had split up years back, and now she was stick-skinny and wearing black and dating a whole series of men through one of those apps. She tried to show Eliza on her phone, but Eliza didn’t want to see. They drank iced tea at the kitchen table, and Jo-Jo said, “Giles has no friends. He spends all his time playing video games. He doesn’t even talk to me anymore. It’s like I live with a ghost.”

Eliza wasn’t the same person who’d made that promise those years ago. She was forty-eight and had early arthritis in her knees and shoulders; she had a wicked case of plantar fasciitis too, her hair more gray now than brown. During winter, she gained weight around her midsection. On his weekend visits, Connor tried to get her to do Pilates with him, but she could only exercise outdoors. Sometimes she’d go ice fishing on Drummond Island, though she didn’t enjoy it the way she once had. Her life, it was growing smaller. She could feel it closing in around her.

Long ago, she’d told herself she didn’t care about the world out there. She was happy to live here. But she was feeling the itch to be elsewhere, and she didn’t want to tow a teenager along with her.

Giles shut himself inside the guest room and didn’t come out unless called for a meal. He wore his hair shaggy so you couldn’t see his eyes, his reedy physique hidden under a massive hooded sweatshirt despite the summer humidity, that video game device always with him.

Jack teased him about it. “If you love that thing so much, why don’t you marry it?”

Giles didn’t find it funny. He didn’t seem to have a sense of humor, or a personality, though Eliza knew better: it was in there. She just had to wake him up.

Over turkey legs and potato mash, Eliza told Giles, “I’ll wake you at four. We’re going on an overnighter.”

“An overnighter where?”

She could’ve taken him anywhere, but she wound her way down to Au Sable. She hadn’t been back in how many years? Twenty-one, she calculated, checking her math. Could it be? Twenty-one years since she stole those teeth. Hadn’t even quit her job. Never collected her last check, the things she left behind. Would Joyce be angry? Eliza decided she didn’t care. Social crimes committed two decades ago ought to be forgotten.

The place hadn’t changed much in all that time, though it showed its age, the bar’s once red paint now a faded peeling orange. Inside she could see the pool table where that old guy with the explorer’s teeth had beaten her, the last time she played. She hadn’t consciously given the game up, but the desire to play, to win, had left her somehow. Where’d it go? she wondered, as she stepped down from her truck.

“Fishing?” Giles said when she pulled the poles from the back of the truck. “Mom said you were gonna take me hunting.”

“Later. I’m going to teach you how to fly-fish.”

She expected him to be terrible, but he got it right away, and she was reminded of that guy she stole the teeth from, though she could no longer remember his name, and she told the story to Giles, the pieces that came to her anyway.

He cracked a smile when she got to the part about stealing, so she embellished. She told Giles, “They’ve gotta be worth thousands, maybe millions.”

Giles listened, unblinking, and Eliza could feel his mind churning.

“I tell you what,” she said, “do everything Jack and I ask this summer, and those teeth will be your inheritance.”

She thought surely he could see through this, but he nodded vigorously. She stuck out her hand to shake, and together they said: “Deal.”

While Giles was playing his video games in the cabin they’d rented for the night, Eliza worked up the nerve to visit Joyce’s trailer. It wasn’t in its usual spot, so she popped into the lodge and asked the teenage girl behind the desk, “Where’s Joyce?”

“Joyce?” the girl said.

“The owner.”

“Oh.” The girl had those clear braces and spoke with a light lisp, hair pulled back into two French braids like the kind Eliza’s mother would weave into her hair for church service, her hands rough and pulling. “The previous owner passed away a few years ago. My folks bought the place from her son.”

Eliza didn’t know what to say. She wouldn’t call Joyce a friend, but they’d had some nights together laughing at the guests over a six-pack.

Eliza used this bad news as an excuse to visit the bar and take ownership of that pool table. A group of tech workers up from Plymouth were playing, and she challenged them and beat them all, getting terribly drunk in the process.

In the morning Giles was gone. She panicked and ran out of the cabin, around the RV park, asking anyone she passed if they’d seen him. She remembered what Jo-Jo said about Giles, like living with a ghost, her stomach contracting she was so afraid of her sister should something happen to him. The cave, the way her sister scared Eliza, that particular fear carried her as she ran toward the river.

Giles was in the water, fly line zipping overhead. Eliza wanted to yell at him. This was definitely what her mother would call a learning opportunity, but Giles looked so content in the water that she let him be. She figured it was a gift in and of itself for a teenager, to be left alone.



When Jo-Jo came to pick him up at the end of the summer, he was busy teaching his own tutorial. Trish came around with her kids now, a pair of sandy-haired eleven-year-olds with cell phones and bad attitudes. She shouted from the net-weaving station at them to put their phones away and focus on Giles. He was teaching them how to skin a squirrel, one of the first lessons Eliza had given him after Au Sable.

Jo-Jo’s eyes immediately welled up. “Giles?”

He was all smiles as he skinned the squirrels and narrated, enjoying his mother’s approval for a change.

Thank you, Jo-Jo mouthed at her sister, and Eliza felt it, the shine of her sister’s approval—had she ever felt it before? Not like this.

Jack brought them a pitcher of vodka tonics and salted tomatoes and together they sat on the screened porch. The late-summer ritual brought up thoughts of that baby. It would be in its early twenties by now, wherever it was, an adult, hopefully not in need of saving.

Giles came onto the porch shirtless and not at all self-conscious. He said he had something to show them all. “I’ve been building it all summer.”

Inside his handheld device was a whole world. He said he’d started designing it as a class project. “It was either this or a paper.” He’d kept at it over the summer. “Now it’s a self-sustaining system, capable of housing up to twenty thousand people, if they behave themselves.”

“What’re you gonna do with that?” Eliza asked, disappointed that he was still so occupied by his device. She was certain all the answers were out there; he should know that by now.

“He’s gonna change the world,” Jo-Jo said, going all misty-eyed again. She’d had too many vodka tonics, and there would be no driving home tonight.

Before they left the next morning, Giles wormed his way around to asking Eliza for those teeth. “You told me I could have them. You know, if I did everything you said.”

He was right, of course, but somehow she wasn’t ready to give them up, at least not to Giles. Those stories she’d told about their value had gotten her believing they might actually be treasure, and maybe someday she’d look into that. “How ’bout I hold on to them for you until you’ve settled into a life.” She heard herself say this, settle into a life, as if she’d ever done such a thing.



Months later Eliza got a message from Jo-Jo, who said Giles was transformed! It had to be hyperbole. How could a person be transformed? But when Jo-Jo sent a photo of Giles, Eliza didn’t recognize him, the bloat of confidence being a wonderful disguise.

My God, she wrote back, how could it be?

A shift in diet, in focus. He was a new person and no doubt the same. Eliza considered all the obstacles that might disrupt his flow. Then she remembered that he was like her, hard, but soft on the inside. How she’d seen him melt. How she herself had melted, at times. Those times felt too far in the past. She started to make eye contact with strangers. And if they bit, well, she had stories, a whole string of them, starting with the baby lost on the river, the explorer’s teeth that could be treasure or nothing at all. She would pass them on, the teeth, the stories, to Giles, if only he would listen.




COPULATION

The grad students who work the park’s captive-breeding program are organic-only and gluten-intolerant and free-range and cage-free. They are pescatarian or flexitarian or macrobiotic or raw vegan. The ones who eat flesh prefer that it not taste like pain, so the park has partnered with several local farms that practice cruelty-free slaughter and use all parts of the animal. Zero waste. The grad students are really into that.

I serve them breakfast, I serve them at their after-hours gatherings, I serve them at their luncheons—the things I hear.

Mostly they talk about Fran. How she dumped Laird when he got into a fight at the tavern with somebody’s dad, moving right on to Tory with the strawberry hair, then Handler who smells of Axe body spray—I sneeze when I’m around him. In this place where food is carefully sourced and animals carefully tended, the toxic body spray doesn’t make sense, but something I’ve come to understand about the grad students: they don’t have to make sense.

Fran, they say, isn’t that beautiful, her sexual intrigues not that exciting, it must be hard living so freely in such a remote place, sexually speaking, I mean.

We all know what you mean, I want to say as I dress their frittatas with fresh mountain dill or top off their flash-roasted coffees. I can feel it: the names they want to call Fran buried underneath their words, though I would never come to her defense. They’re grad students with major responsibilities and only speak to me to request shaved cinnamon on their oatmeal or raw vegetables this time, not those dead things.

They’ve been tasked with bringing back the pygmy rabbit from near extinction. Occasionally I see the bunnies roaming free in the park. So cute, tiny and ball-shaped with their long ears. They burrow underground. I imagine them below us, digging miles of turns and tunnels, the ground unstable beneath me.

I’d like to be a grad student someday, to save the pygmy rabbit, but I haven’t applied to colleges, paralyzed in the process of writing my personal statement. I’ve hidden the applications in the desk drawer, under the Costco-size stack of blank printer paper, where Mom won’t find them until I’m ready. I’ve even gone so far as to print a stack of rejection letters from schools I never applied to, easily acquired on the Internet, and delivered them all sad-faced to Mom. The fact is I’d rather look like a reject than follow through with her life plan for me.

She doesn’t know this, but at the end of the summer, I will not be enrolling at the local community college. I’ll steal away on a freight train, then another, zigzagging my way across the country, back again. I want to do this for a year. I’ve put it into my iCal, so it’s pretty much a done deal. And when it’s time, I’ll write my personal statement and email it to Mom, pointing her in the direction of the drawer with the blank printer paper. Submit these apps in the fall, the note will say, xoxo.

I will eat canned herring and write in my journal and pick at my teeth, and no one will bother me. No one will know where I am, not even my mother, not even me.

“Except security or perhaps hobos or, you know, a rapist,” Marit, my Norwegian roommate, says when I tell her my plans at the end of the summer. She is very tall and enjoys skinny-dipping in the waterfall pools at night.

“Don’t call them hobos,” I tell Marit. “Call them unhoused.”

“Unhoused, homeless, what’s the difference?” Marit hates it when I correct her English, which in truth is better than my own.

“Or people living in homelessness. Maybe passengers who can’t pay? Less stigmatizing.”

Marit, as if ignoring me, says, “Why don’t you go to Europe? They have the most wonderful trains. You can take them as a passenger, without fear of arrest or hobos or rape.”

I haven’t saved enough for Europe, and anyway, what I want is to be alone. I have few beliefs, but one thing I know to be true is that solitude is a thing many smart people have sought. I’ve read Walden, and freight trains always look so lonely. I like the way they sound.

Located in a glacial valley of the Sierra Nevada foothills, the park was privatized recently, its corporate sponsors offering Wi-Fi and drone-delivered packages and food trucks serving Cubanos or pizza dogs or kale smoothies. They subsidize the pygmy rabbit program, which Mom says is excellent PR, concealing their darker undertakings, the private prison on the other side of the lake or the logging ventures that flank the park on all sides.

The public had fought the prison’s renovation and reopening, the university with its satellite campus, the high schools that funnel their seniors into the server program, the alumni like my mother, who felt safe here as teens. Who hoped to send their children, who needed them to feel safe too. Letters were written, protests staged, but elsewhere new threats loomed, for example, those mounds of human bones left in San Francisco, San Luis Obispo, Los Angeles, Orange County, like tiny mountains built of our dead. No one knows where they’ve come from, who’s responsible. Everyone got distracted, and in the end, the prison opened, and the servers were sent all the same. Nostalgia is a powerful force, especially when generations collide.

The servers live in dorms that give way to an ever-shrinking forest of cedar and pine coated in snow all winter, though it is summer and sweltering hot when we serve. We have various responsibilities. Some of us serve the grad students, some of us serve the park’s visitors, some of us serve in the gift shop, the lodge’s tavern, the park’s lending library, as trail guides or instructors, giving riding lessons or teaching the campers archery or embroidery, depending on our skills.

We are all eighteen or nineteen years old. We have graduated from high school and are here to have the time of our lives. During the day we serve, but at night I watch the servers pair off and disappear into those trees, and I know what they are doing. The porn I sneak under the covers lags awkwardly due to poor connection and gives me unsettling dreams. Sometimes I wake to the sound of my own moan, Marit sitting up watching me.



Tonight the air is dense and humid. Everyone is outside. I am outside. Above the little clusters of servers, a delivery drone silently passes. Some of the servers are drunk, some are insanely high, some are straight edge and disapproving and wear all black, some of them stare when I pass, some of them laugh—I think they’re laughing at me.

I bolt off-path, following the bobbing halo of light from my headlamp until I’m sweaty and the trees are too close for sprinting. Mom says I’m not to be in the woods alone, but who would possibly go with me?

There’s an opening in the trees, a field of wild flowers. The sky is surprisingly bright, probably the private prison on the far side of the lake, with its floodlights and perimeter fence topped in a twist of barbed wire, its guard towers and guns and male prisoners, hundreds of them.

On the edge of the field I see movement, feel the gut check of fear. I could die in this forest, it occurs to me. I could die right here.

But no, it’s Fran lying on a blanket, Fran sitting up, seeing me. She’s wearing a bulky sweatshirt, the hood swallowing her long curls. Behind her, I see the glow of red eyes.

“Don’t scream,” Fran says as a bunny, one of the pygmies, darts off into the trees. “That’s Rodin.”

“Rodin?”

“One of my rabbits.”

“Oh. Maybe he followed you? Maybe he loves you.” I mean it as a joke, but I can hear myself as if from a great perch and, oh God, I sound like I mean it.

“Try not to get attached,” Fran says, “they probably won’t make it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The park’s corporate sponsors are threatening to pull out. You haven’t seen the news?”

“Oh right, the news.” I don’t tell Fran this, but I haven’t seen the news in ages, actively avoiding it due to those bone mounds. For a time, the news cycle wouldn’t let go of them, the mounds popping up all over the West, one after another, Mom parroting the latest theory at me over dinner: It’s gotta be a new drug making people into monsters. Remember bath salts? I had no idea what she was talking about.

At first people were terrified, yelling at their politicians, pleading on social media for support. They shut themselves inside. They bought weapons. They stress-ate and live-streamed their panic: We have amongst us a monster. Or many monsters? Hard to say.

But, as in the case of any long-term threat, one becomes desensitized. One loses interest. They’re not here, are they, those bone mounds? Also, numbers suggest the bone mounds are on the decline, and it’s much easier to ignore a threat that’s on the decline.

Not so long ago, I saw photos of one in Hollywood, tourists snapping pics with it, never mind all those victims, and I made the choice to put my focus elsewhere, though I don’t tell Fran this. Mom says this is why I don’t have friends. She says I’ve been lying my whole life, she says people can tell, she says, “Gretchen, you’re really bad at it.”

She never believes me when I say that I don’t mean to. That sometimes I don’t even know I’m doing it until after. Or not at all. Maybe I’m doing it now?

“So, what’s it like,” Fran asks, “being a server?”

I tell her I live on the girls’ floor of the dormitories. We have two bathrooms, one at either end of the hall. The boys linger. They light rolls of toilet paper on fire and send them down the trash shoot, creating a trash fire, which triggers the fire alarm, which triggers an evacuation. Outside they giggle into fists and shoulders, gawking at us in our pajamas, looking for the shapes of our boobs and butts, knowing we’ve removed our undergarments. But not me. I wear a tracksuit to bed, so huge I’m a ghost under there.

It hits me—that speed bump feeling I get when I realize I’ve been talking for too long, and I’m embarrassed, want to ask her a question, but what? I could pretend I haven’t read her bio on the department’s website, that I don’t know where she’s from, that island run by the terrible dictator in the red Speedo. Once I visited her home country’s official website, but a warning came up, the site unsecure, and I was too afraid to venture further.

Fran tenses. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Then I hear it too, laughter, the snap of twigs underfoot.

“Shit,” she hisses, “hide.” She scrambles to her feet and whips up the blanket and takes me by the hand, pulling me into the trees, where we crouch close. She smells like sour laundry and strawberry gum and her fingers are curled around my arm as I try to sneak off. She whispers in my ear, “They’ll hear.”

Laird. He’s with Tory. This is incredibly awkward. They’re kissing, they’re laying out a blanket, they’re taking off their clothes. Tory’s boobs are much bigger than I’d anticipated. She sits atop Laird, who has a hold of her by the waist, using his hands to move her up and down. I don’t mean to, but I tingle. I tingle all over. My whole body is vibrating, my temples beating blood, and I’m terrified Fran will feel it.

Over so quickly! This is a surprise. Tory falling onto the blanket next to Laird, the pulling on of clothes. Fran makes a snorting sound like it’s funny as they roll up the blanket and head back to grad housing.

“This was our spot,” Fran says when they’re gone.

“Whose?”

“Mine and Laird’s. Mine and Tory’s. I showed them both.”

“Do you think they talk about you?”

Fran stuffs the blanket into her backpack. “I have to get back. My shift is first thing in the morning.”

I walk with her. “Do you like it? Your job?”

She tilts her head, considering. “Sure, but it’s hard work keeping rabbits healthy in captivity. Keeping them happy. Health and happiness being so intertwined.”

“Why are they endangered?”

“Habitat eradication mostly. They’ve been isolated into smaller populations, developing into unique subspecies. Kinda like each group lives on its own island. We’re interbreeding to make them more resilient and releasing them back into the wild.”

“What’s your job exactly?”

“I take care of the rabbits.”

“You mean you feed them?”

“Yes,” she says defensively, “and I monitor their behavior. Look for signs of ill health. I help out with the breeding too.”

“Like copulation?”

She looks at me sideways. “You’re weird.”

I nod in agreement, but inside I’m fleeing, stealing off on a train with my knapsack. If only it were time. If only I had the allotted amount.

“I like it,” she says.

I press my lips thin to keep my smile from showing as we break free of the forest, into the clusters of servers, and Fran heads off in the direction of grad housing.

I want to stop her, or at least walk with her a little longer, but I don’t. I never would. My mother’s always telling me to live a little, let loose, shake your ass why don’t you? She’s one of those midforties gals who’s maintained her figure, whose face is well-preserved via regular application of sunscreen and lotion. In effect, she looks better than me. Or better put: I’ll never look as good as her.

One night Aunt Linda the Hollywood agent and her annoying husband Evan were visiting from LA. Linda was wearing one of her “unique looks,” a purple sweaterdress and leggings that were like two feet too long, bunched at her ankles, giving way to chunky boots. Evan dipped a tortilla chip in guacamole and fed it to Linda, who accepted it like a baby. She drank two glasses of wine and wound her way back around to the time she danced with Brad Pitt—how many times must I hear that story? Mom listened dutifully as she chopped butter lettuce for a salad and fed every third piece to our dog Shelby. Then, out of nowhere, she said to me, “Law. I think you’d do well in law.”

It’s not true. I’d make a terrible lawyer, but she kept saying it, to our neighbors, my teachers, her Pilates students: She’d make a good lawyer, don’t you think?

They’d study me, squinting as if to better see my future, nodding hesitantly, smiling awkwardly, turning their attention to Shelby, a chocolate Lab of excellent breeding who needs no purpose other than to please us, who is our mother’s favorite. It’s a new low, being jealous of a dog. But the truth is, I hate her. I hate Shelby.

That’s why I’m taking the trains. I intend to work on myself, to shed every last insecurity. When I reemerge, like what’s-his-name, Lazarus from his tomb, I will be new. I will be bold.



The dorms are surprisingly quiet considering it’s eleven on a Thursday. Every night is a weekend at the servers’ dorms. A party pops up in one of the rooms and spills out into the hall, spreading like disease. Once Marit tried to join, to open our room to a party, but I told her I was unwell, that it was definitely contagious, and surely she didn’t want to spread it. She grunted in response, slamming the door as she went across the hall, buffering the thumping music.

When I open the door to my room, Marit is naked and on her stomach, her boyfriend Giles behind her, the slapping sound they’re making so loud they don’t notice me frozen there. Giles is grunting, his head rolling side to side, when he spots me. “Shit,” he says, freezing.

“Use the scrunchie!” I shout and escape to the hall, slam the door. It’s our code, a scrunchie on the door, though Marit never remembers. I’ve applied for a single, said it was for religious reasons.

“I need personal space for prayer,” I pleaded to my RA, who goes by Smith and also happens to be my manager at the cafeteria, who wears sunglasses indoors like this is The Matrix.

“Go into the woods,” Smith said. “That’s where all the good Christian girls go to pray.” His smile suggested double meaning and I left his office feeling angry and gross.

I plop down in the hall, resting my head on the cement wall coated in so many layers of white paint I can barely hear Marit and Giles as they finish. Once Marit asked me if I was a virgin, and I told her of course. Total lie. Maybe I didn’t want to talk about it, that time when I was fifteen and ran away for six weeks. When I came home, Mom bought me a secondhand computer for homework, loaded with the history of a stranger’s porn I retraced in place of joining the calculus club or writing my personal statements for college applications that I never sent or practicing my piccolo solo in Wind in the Pines (which I totally bombed, Mom clawing at her neck as if to escape her very skin).

I remember Mom’s disappointment, the train I’ll take to escape it, the punk house I lived in as vacation from her.

When Giles pushes the door open, he’s wearing a crisp Belle and Sebastian T-shirt, delivered last week via drone. “What’s your name again?” he asks like an afterthought. How many times has he asked me that?

I tell him and he repeats it, smiles like it’s funny, nods like it’s meaningful. Marit describes him as soulful, but I see it as slow register. Big and dumb and handsome, and Marit is in love with him.

For some reason, he lingers. “Marit says you’re from LA.”

I have a good laugh at that. “Hemet. Definitely not LA. Two hours east, in fact.”

“Two hours from LA? That sounds pretty cool.”

“Hemet’s in the desert. Not cool at all. Pretty hot actually.”

“That’s funny,” Giles says, though he doesn’t laugh. According to Marit I only tell Dad jokes, which is the funniest joke of all considering my dad lives near the border and I only see him a few times a year.

“I used to have a really hard time making friends. No way would I have gotten a girl like Marit last summer.”

“I’m sorry?” I say, because what can I say? I don’t know why he’s telling me this; I don’t know why he’s talking to me at all. He’s Giles, totally ripped and forever surrounded by friends.

“Then I went to stay with my aunt Eliza on the UP. She taught me to shoot and set traps, to skin an animal.”

“The UP?”

“Upper Peninsula, Michigan. My dad splurged for me to come all the way out here, just to keep me away from Aunt Eliza and the UP. What about you?”

Since he asked, I tell Giles a true story, holding back key details, which is not lying, not exactly, parentheses being my favorite punctuation mark, enclosing the secrets I’ll never share: “I ran away once, lived for six whole weeks at a punk house, long enough that my mom thought I was dead. I was mad at her; she’d grounded me for some dubious reason” (an F on a math test that I hadn’t studied for, onto which I wrote: WHAT IS THE POINT I WILL NEVER USE THIS IN LIFE; after that, I had to write an essay about the point of math).

I tell Giles I’d read an online article about a loose network of punk kids who live in abandoned homes and volunteer for Food Not Bombs, so I followed them on social media and showed up at one of their food lines. (It took everything I had to approach them—so cool with all those band patches, all that dental floss holding their ancient pants together, T-shirts home-printed with quasi-political slogans like: Whoever you vote for, government wins! All that unwashed hair.)

The welcome was not warm. I was not one of them instantly. But when I told them I’d run away from home, they made room for me on the line. They told me they had a house; everyone could stay. (It was there that I first tried acid. It was there that I lost my virginity to a boy named Brains who was what Mom would call “a melancholic,” very hard to say no to, even if I wasn’t exactly into him, before I took up with Sonia, who bailed to San Francisco and didn’t even bother to break up with me.)

There are gaps in the story, gaping parentheticals, but Giles gets my drift.

“Wow,” he says, “I had you pegged so wrong.”

This is exactly what I want: for him to see me, but not all of me. It’s a version of the truth. A version of myself.

“I wanna take you hunting,” Giles says. “I could show you, if you want.”

“To shoot an animal?”

“Yeah. Unless you’re like a vegan or whatever?”

“I am not,” I assure him.

“Cool. Saturday? I like to go early. Meet at the south exit at five a.m.?”

“Five?”

“I mean, we could go earlier. That’d be better if you’re—”

“Five it is,” I say, and he trots off down the hall.



The next day I see Fran in the cafeteria, and she ignores me per usual. I don’t mean to have hurt feelings, but they hurt, my feelings, they hurt all over. I ladle a lump of oatmeal into her bowl, am stingy with the shaved cinnamon, daring her name. “Here you go, Fran.”

“Thanks,” she says and is gone.

It’s the same at lunch. At dinner. I’m lonelier, if that’s possible, stretched out on my bed, my favorite all-girl punk band, Disaster Kids, wailing from my phone’s wonky speaker. I heard on social that the singer disappeared like five years ago. I figure I owe her at least this, to listen to her anger, even if I’m not enjoying it.

“What’s the matter with you?” Marit asks as she preps for her nightly naked swim.

“Nothing,” I say, “I’m fine.” I don’t admit that I miss Mom, slippery with coconut oil, how I can never hug her without coming out shimmery. I wipe my cheeks, show Marit how fine I am with a smile.

She shakes her head and leaves, and I can’t listen to that angry music anymore, stabbing it off and leaving too.

Speed-walking out of the dorms, I pass a couple giggling from the low-slung hammock near the building’s entrance, a bare calf draped over the side, a beautifully arched foot, and I sprint for the trees, running through the thin outer-forest until I’m in the thick inner-forest and out of breath.

My back against a bony pine, I sit on the twigs and needles, my knees balanced against its neighbors. I breathe in the tree smell, the silence, sitting there long enough that the creatures start up with their calls and sounds. Bats circle above the trees and I wonder if it would be so bad to sleep out here with them. That’s how much I hate the dorms.

My mother did this program when she was a girl, Aunt Linda too. They served, back before the park’s privatization. I’ve seen the photos, their young smiling faces, arms around the shoulders of other perfect girls. I try to imagine meeting Mom here. Would we be friends? She was popular, she had power. It helped that her job was teaching archery to kids. She could hit a bull’s-eye from fifty yards. This must’ve gotten her some recognition, whereas my skill, serving quietly without interrupting a party’s conversation, without causing a stir, is rarely met with anything like approval. It’s a skill, not to be seen.

The bats are gone, the forest quiet, and I hear it—the crunch of footsteps.

Then I see her. I see Fran. An observation: like me, she prefers the forest to the busy park village. I don’t call out to her, watching as she carries her wedge heels, walking barefoot and tentative over fallen pine needles, the dress she’s wearing barely enough to be considered clothing. I’ve never seen her dressed like this.

When she’s gone, I head in the direction she came from, find myself in her field, only it’s not empty. A bunny! One of the pygmies, another, a whole gang of them. They freeze and I freeze; then I shout, “Hey!” Like they’re human. They bolt, springing into the trees, disappearing into their burrows below. The ground feels as if it’s rolling underneath me. An earthquake? I hold my heart, beating so fast.

The bunnies gone, I walk the field, looking for the depressed spot where Fran had been, wanting to lie in her imprint. The toe of my sneaker gets caught on something, and I stumble to my knees, feeling in the twigs until I’ve found it, a boot, hiking style, brown and green and well worn in. It’s giant and smells foul, but I carry it back to the dorms with me, slide it under my bed, and set my alarm for 4:45 a.m. I’ve never woken so early and am not looking forward to it, hunting with Giles. But also, I’m going hunting with Giles!



He’s late. It’s 5:07 and the sun hasn’t risen and for some reason I’m totally starving. I didn’t even brush my teeth to avoid being late, but now it’s 5:08 and no Giles.

At 5:15 he runs through the dorms’ double doors, blustering, “Sorry, sorry,” throwing an arm over my shoulders. “I can’t wait to see you hunt,” he says into my hair, and I’m grinning openly in the predawn dark.

He drives us deep into the forest in a borrowed truck, a sign telling us we’re leaving the park, another sign telling us we’ve entered a recreation area, Giles veering off from the paved road onto dirt. I look for markers, something to guide me home in case of disaster, but it’s just trees and trees until we pull over. I don’t recognize this place, don’t really know Giles. He lifts two rifles out of the truck bed, hands one to me.

I tell him, “I don’t want to kill anything, per se. This is more of an exercise.”

At the punk house, we had a TV for a while, before someone took off with it, and an old gaming system. While the others were tripping, I’d stay up all night playing the latest Call of Duty. I’d rise to so many challenges, kill so many bad guys, leaving behind me a trail of blood. I told myself it was fine, I was unaffected, I’m not one of those people who can’t tell the difference between reality and a game. But Giles is freaking me out, so serious. He leans down and digs in a patch of moss, coming up with a hunk of mud, painting my face with it, his own. “You have to commit. You’re going to kill an animal.”

For the first time I’m scared of him, of what he’s asking me to do. “Does Marit know you love hunting so much?”

“She won’t come with me, but she approves as long as I eat what I kill.”

“Do you?”

“Of course. And you will too. You’re gonna kill an animal. Then we’re gonna skin it and eat it.”

I consider lying, telling him I’m a vegetarian, but the opportunity to do that has passed. I have to be careful with my lies, doling them out responsibly, lies being these alternative lives I have to live in perpetuity and completely exhausting. I follow Giles as he hikes off into the trees, enjoying the silence.

In the punk house, we never kept a gun. Sheets and sheets of acid? Sure. Bodies shifted in and out of the house; sometimes I didn’t know my roommates’ names. I didn’t have much, but even that was stolen over time. I didn’t complain or point an accusatory finger. It was the way of things. If someone needed something of mine, why would I keep it from them?

Giles doesn’t know this about me. How little I need. I don’t even need to hunt. I can forage abandoned lots and scavenge dumpsters for treasure. The punk kids taught me this—how to survive—and I liked feeding my roommates, cleaning up after them, checking on them when they were having an especially bad trip. I felt useful. I only went home because of the staph infection. One morning I woke, my stomach on fire, and when I lifted my shirt, I thought I was dying. Boils—a patch of angry red boils. I nearly fainted at the sight, borrowing my roommate’s burner phone, calling up Mom’s number, a reflex dial, sobbing at the sound of her voice. Sobbing because I knew I’d have to leave. The one place I’d belonged, or maybe not that, but I’d come close. I don’t like to wonder, but I do: If I’d stayed, would I have become one of them?

The sun is on the rise by the time we’ve reached the spot. “Here,” Giles says, dropping his pack and checking his rifle. After he’s shown me how to shoot, he crouches down in a cluster of incense cedars and gestures for me to join him.

I situate myself next to him, uncomfortable on my knees in the brush. “What kind of animals are we looking for?”

“Around here we might see mule deer or—”

“I’m not killing a deer. What else?”

“We could always shoot one of those rabbits.” He laughs at my horror. “Kidding! Marit would kill me.”

We sit a long time. I make him promise not to shoot a rabbit or a deer or a bear. He puts his rifle down and rolls a joint from the supplies he’s brought in his pack.

The punk kids used to love to get me high. Gretchen, they’d beg, hit the bong, pleeeease. I could never say no, hitting the bong until I was reciting Thoreau at the wall:

I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there.

I decline Giles’s offer of the joint, balancing the rifle in my lap as I sit cross-legged in the prickly brush. The sun rolls up on us orange and beautiful and Giles is extremely high and I’m staring at the smoke as it rises in the trees, feeling something like contentment for the first time in ages, when I glance over at Giles and see that he’s crying.

“What’s the matter?”

Giles admits that he’s so in love with Marit it makes him sick. “Seriously. I threw up behind the truck when you weren’t looking.”

I know why Giles is sick: the summer—it has to end. Marit is not a long-distance kind of girlfriend. She’s taking a gap year, some haphazard European tour. When she says to me that I should go to Europe, take their fancy trains, she doesn’t mean with her. I could lie to Giles, tell him Marit loves him and will always love him, but that’s definitely not the kind of lie I want to live with.

“This summer’s been so amazing. A perfect summer. I don’t think it’ll ever get better than this.” He wipes snot on this fatigues. “I’m sorry. This is embarrassing. It’s just, I feel like I can talk to you. I mean, you know Marit. You understand.”

The things he’s saying—you know Marit, you understand—they’re so untrue. Pathetic, really. It won’t get better than this? I’m desperate to change the subject, to escape. “You mentioned visiting your aunt in the UP, but where are you from?” I can’t picture it, Giles in his natural habitat.

“Dearborn, Michigan, birthplace of Henry Ford and the American dream.” He laughs, wiping snot on his pristine Belle and Sebastian T-shirt. “Urban planning. That’s what I want to study. I wrote my personal statement about Dearborn as a prototype for Fordism and the American suburb for my essay. And I got in! To San José State. Where are you going?”

I consider telling him about the trains, but I feel foolish in the face of his aspirations, and I’d hoped Giles of all people wouldn’t make me feel foolish.

“Keeping my options open,” I tell him, which is code for I have no idea.



After a few hours of not shooting, we trudge back to the truck and I’m apologizing to Giles.

“Three easy kills we missed.” He means those tall majestic mule deer I refused to shoot. So beautiful I thought my heart might explode.

Perhaps the reason I’ve settled on the trains, maybe why I escaped to the punk house, is that other than solitude, I don’t know what I want. I keep thinking it’ll come to me, my life plan; everyone always says so. But what if I’m just this uninterested/uninteresting person? It’s my worst fear: that after I take the trains I’ll come back the same, empty of ideas. Why can’t I be like the other servers who seem to know exactly what it is they’re going to study, how they’ll spend their future days, their future lives? Lawyer, why not? I told Mom I’d apply prelaw, but when it came to writing those personal statements, I couldn’t think of a thing I’d done of any interest except the weeks I’d lived at the punk house, and I wasn’t going to write about that. I buried my applications and drew up my own plan. This time I’d watch out for myself, I’d maintain boundaries, I’d be smart with my lies.

I sense motion in the trees. Startled, I lift the rifle, shoot blindly as if this is a video game and not real.

We hear it fall, Giles and I. He gives me a stunned look. “What’d you shoot?”

I’m cold and hot at the same time as I place the rifle gently on the ground, back away. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” He’s stalking over to my kill. “You can’t just shoot like that! What if it were a hiker or a hunter?”

“Oh my God.” A murderer, I’m a murderer!

“Stop with the screaming,” Giles calls to me through the trees, as he stands over it, my kill.

“What?” I can’t look, my future over, the train departing without me.



We return to the dorms, Giles triumphant, me speckle-faced from the crying, a great mule deer in the truck bed. Giles balances a compostable cup of espresso in his lap, purchased (while I sobbed) from the coffee truck that pulls up at the nearby campsite every morning. Many servers are milling about outside the dorms, and they see us, Giles and me, together. They’re whispering and watching, Giles completely impervious while I fry under all that attention.

“I have a shift,” I tell Giles, as I jog off toward the cafeteria.

“We gotta break down this animal!”

“After,” I say, though we both know I’ll never break down that animal.

The cafeteria is electric with something, I’m not sure what, at the breakfast hour. Grad students are whispering at their tables, servers loitering as if trying to hear. Everyone is watching Fran, who sits alone. My kill—I can’t stop seeing it. I want to tell Fran I never meant to shoot that animal, and I’m marching over to her table with the coffeepot, topping her off, not exactly my responsibility, the grad students watching me, the servers, as I ask her, “What’re you reading?”

She shows me the cover: Noninvasive Techniques in Wildlife Endocrinology.

“Riveting.”

“Did I ask for your opinion?” She slams the book shut, shoves it into her backpack, and doesn’t bother to empty her tray, which is protocol. We are servers, not bussers, but I bus her table, rage turning my vision blurry, the whole room shifting, all those eyes watching Fran as she bursts out of the cafeteria.

I catch snippets of the grad students’ gossip:

“Missed his shift.”

“Tory’s really worried.”

“Maybe he’s backpacking? Dude loves backpacking.”

And I know they’re talking about Laird.

When he hasn’t returned by dinner, the gossip grows louder. Tory is there this time, whispering at her table, staring openly at Fran. I can tell the things she’s saying are cruel. But now I’m starting to wonder if maybe Fran deserves it.

After my dinner shift, I retrieve the boot from under my bed. It couldn’t be a coincidence, finding the boot on the night Laird went missing. It’s a big boot; Laird’s a big guy. I want to tell someone, so I drop by my RA’s office.

Smith’s the kind of person who tries really hard to be nice. You can see it in his tightly clenched face, the effort, fighting his natural inclination to be awful. Once a server like the rest of us, he’s thirty-one years old and still here. Occasionally a girl makes the mistake of sleeping with him, and that probably keeps him around for one more season.

“Oh, hey,” he says when he notices me standing in his doorway. I can tell he’s searching his memory for my name.

I drop the boot onto his desk. “Found it in the woods last night. And now Laird’s disappeared? Looks about his size, don’t you think?” This last part’s a lie. I’ve never noticed Laird’s feet and have no idea whether the boot is his size.

“Yuck.” Smith waves his hands in front of his face. “Why’d you bring an old dirty shoe in here?”

“Like I said. I found it in the woods. The same night Laird disappeared. That can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

“Disappeared? He’s probably backpacking. Dude loves backpacking.”

“Yeah,” I say, as if I know anything about Laird. I mean, I’ve seen him naked, and that is a kind of knowing. “But look. It’s about his size, am I right?” I hold the boot out for Smith to see, and he retreats, pushing himself away from his desk.

“Even if it were, uh, evidence, you’ve tainted it, touched it, moved it from the crime scene. Haven’t you seen CSI? This is all wrong. You might as well throw it away.”

I stare at the boot, heavy in my hand. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“Throw it away,” he commands, and I do, into his trash can. “Good, now get back to work.”

“I’m off shift,” I tell him and head over to my dorm room. Marit has left a scrunchie on the door—she remembered for once—so I go to the woods, through the thin outer-forest into the thick inner-forest, weaving between the trees, scanning the ground for more evidence.

At some point, I had a father. But now he’s the shadow impressions left on the wall, the white spaces where framed photographs once hung. He lives in some dumpy border-town apartment, as if any place could be worse than Hemet.

Five years ago I was thirteen, and we were a family. Now I’m here alone, months from my nineteenth birthday, so close to disappearing entirely.



Laird isn’t back the next day, and the cafeteria talk has shifted. Handler who smells of Axe body spray is gone too.

“As of last night,” the grad students are whispering.

“Dude probably went home with a local.”

“Or that server, the swim instructor?”

“Oh yeah. Her. Definitely her.”

Theories abound. Geena whispers about the thing she saw in the forest: “A wolf, I think. It was huge!” She’s definitely making it up—I know a liar, being one.

“Maybe one of the prisoners escaped?”

“A serial killer targeting researchers!”

“That monster, the one collecting its dead into bone mounds, could it be here?”

Whispering, eyes on Fran at her table. Tory stalks over to her, demanding, “Where is he?”

Fran’s face is a mask, like she’s been expecting this. “How would I know?”

“You don’t even like him. Just tell me where he is.”

“Really. I haven’t seen him.”

“Liar!”

I’ve been waiting for this, for their affairs to surface and bubble over, for someone to get jealous, a fight. Somehow I knew Fran would be at the center of it, the way she’s been at the center of the grad students’ stories. Why do they single her out? Maybe for the same reasons I’m drawn to her, the way she seems not to care, though that could be another lie I tell myself.

Fran shrinks away from Tory, abandoning her tray, her breakfast, for the doors.



On my break, I find Fran sitting on a boulder, smoking a cigarette.

It takes me ten minutes to work up the nerve to deliver her the breakfast burrito I smuggled off the line. Why am I doing this? She was rude to me, clearly doesn’t like me, but I’m doing it, I’m climbing up next to her on the boulder, slipping her the burrito wrapped in foil and warm.

She doesn’t even say thanks, waving her pack of cigarettes in my face. “Want one? I hate smoking alone.”

“I don’t smoke. But I’ll sit with you.”

“If you want,” she says, and I think maybe she doesn’t want me to but I do anyway.

Some of the servers are bouldering behind the dorms, and we watch as they heckle one another and wrestle at the top, dangerously close to the edge.

“Idiots,” Fran says.

“Mom would say it’s a performance. Mostly for our benefit. You know, like a mating ritual?”

“Hmm,” Fran says. “I don’t disagree.”

I breathe it in, her secondhand smoke, thinking about what it means to evolve. I’d like to be better, to be my best self. Mom says that there’s the self that you are, then there’s the self that you project. She says that evolution is all about bringing those two selves together. She says that our dog Shelby is the most perfect being she’s ever met, completely singular and wholly present. The adjectives are many, they’re too much, Shelby being Mom’s everything.

Fran and I watch as the boys scrabble to the top of a great boulder. I can feel it, their performance. I blush, knowing they’re responding to our presence. To Fran’s presence, I remind myself.

“I need to get back to writing,” Fran says, though she doesn’t move from her spot next to me. “I promised myself I’d finish my dissertation this summer. I took this post because I thought it’d be quiet, you know?”

One of the wrestling boys does indeed fall from the boulder, emitting a high-pitched yelp. I scramble to my feet, stretching to see if he’s injured, or worse, Fran puffing on her cigarette. Why do I care so much for the well-being of strangers? No one ever seems to notice me.

His friend calls down from the boulder, “Dude, you okay?”

“I’m okay!” shouts the one who fell. The boys are beside themselves, they’re laughing so hard, the burrito in Fran’s lap getting cold. For some reason, this makes me think of Laird, his boot in Smith’s trash can, and I say it, “Weird about Laird.”

Fran shakes her head, stubs out her cigarette. “Yeah, real weird.”

“I don’t think you had anything to do with it,” I clarify.

“I’m so relieved.” She slides down the face of the rock.

I don’t want her to go—what can I say to keep her? “I saw you,” I blurt out, “the night he disappeared. In the forest.”

She stops. “What’s your name again? Wretch?”

“Gretchen. My name is Gretchen.”

“Oh. I think they call you Wretch. Did you know that?”

As she’s walking away, a delivery drone flies so close to me I can hear its soft whir. I watch it sink lower, into the trees, until it’s gone.



In the dorms that night, there’s a loud thumping party on the boys’ floor above me. I work up the nerve to take the stairs, down the hall, where servers flirt and fondle. I find Marit in Giles’s room, teetering on the edge of a mini fridge, sucking on a wine cooler.

“Do they call me Wretch?”

“No,” she says too quickly, trying to laugh it off. The party has some type of problematic tropical theme, Marit in a bikini and grass skirt, a couple wearing fake leis making out on the twin bed behind her.

“They do, don’t they?”

She rests a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t call you that.”

“Why? What did I do?”

“You’re fine. Don’t worry about it. At least they’re talking about you.”

“I don’t want them to talk about me!”

“Sure you do.” Marit’s eyes travel the room in a show of obvious boredom.

“But I want them to say nice things!”

“If they’re talking about you, they aren’t saying anything good.”

That’s not what I mean, and I think she knows it. I think she’s laughing into her wine cooler. I think she thinks I’m a joke. I’m tunneling down the hallway, the stairs, slamming myself into our room.

The porn I pull up is less than compelling, a couple of dog walkers who soon abandon their charges for one another on the hood of a car. Part of a series, I’ve seen these two go at it at the beach, in the bathroom at a nightclub, over pizza, on top of tall towers of folded laundry. It’s like watching a sitcom, only there’s no laugh track.

When neither Laird nor Handler returns the next morning, the grad students are incensed. They’re drinking too much coffee, not eating. They’ve called campus security like a billion times, been told a report has been generated and housing staff will follow the Missing Person Protocol, whatever that means. “Twenty-four hours,” the grad students complain, “another twenty-four hours until they’ll even start looking.”

“They’ll be dead by then. Haven’t you seen CSI?”

Fran comes into the cafeteria, and the grad students hush. They stare. Some of them stand.

Fran doesn’t notice as they come up behind her at my food station. Or maybe she does and pretends otherwise. I’m excited by their presence, feel their fury like it’s my own. Lifting a gloved hand, I point at Fran, my voice much louder than I’d anticipated: “I saw her. In the forest. The night Laird disappeared.”

The room is silent. Everyone is looking at me, my heart racing. Am I dying? I remember to breathe.

“I found a boot,” I continue, “I found Laird’s boot.”

There’s a collective gasp. I think of Salem, the witches, well, I think of Winona Ryder in the film adaptation, pointing a finger.

They’ve gathered around Fran. There’s shouting, they take hold of her by the arms, dragging her out of the cafeteria. Only then does she look back, look at me. I expect her to be angry, but her eyes—they’re scared.



The grad students have locked Fran in with the pygmy rabbits. I sneak a peek inside, those adorable bunnies all trapped in their cages, the lab a clinical white that reminds me of doctor visits, the paper gowns and embarrassment, my mother and Dr. Neal having a conversation about “my development” like I’m not there.

I scan the wall of bunnies in their cages, my eyes landing on a tiny creature the color of bubble gum at the far end. It looks naked without a coat. When it hops over to its water drip, I realize it’s a bunny like the others, but decidedly not like the others. There are more; I see them now, a whole cluster of cages in the back corner of the lab, pink-skinned bunnies missing coats, hopping about with the excitement of visitors, and I lift my phone to take a photo, the bunnies’ eyes going red in the flash. It’s then that I notice the growths there below the pink skin. Experimentation? Fran takes care of the bunnies, and she never mentioned that. Lies!

Fran pounds on the glass, and I back away as she shouts, “Let me out!” Over and over she shouts while the grad students gather around me. Where are the professors? The RAs? No one is coming to help her.

They’ve asked me along for questioning, and I’m shaking, at the center for once, over a dozen grad students pressed close, wanting to know about that night, what I saw, Fran coming from the woods barefoot in a skimpy dress, the boot I found in the field where she went with Laird. With Tory.

“Green and brown?” one of the grad students asks. I nod, and his face falls into a babyish pout. “That was my boot. You threw it away?”

I’ve done something wrong, and I’m afraid, reaching. “That may be true, but she was with them both, wasn’t she? Sexually speaking, I mean.”

No one is listening to me anymore. They’re huddled, trying to decide what to do, who to call. I’m on the outside again, gone before they notice, and I don’t even feel bad for leaving Fran there.

In the trees, I can admit it: I now understand what Mom means when she says lies dismantle relationships. It’s like I don’t know Fran at all. And it’s funny to realize what that means: no one knows me. All they know are the stories I spin, these alternate versions of myself—I’m so alone.



In the night I can’t stop picturing those skin bunnies. No one said anything about experimentation. I sleep with a trash can near my bed, the impulse to retch right there, until the tapping. Tapping on the glass. When I look out, I see Giles and slide the window open and I’m so relieved.

“Come out,” he says, “bring a flashlight.”

“What’s he doing here?” Marit groans. “We broke up this afternoon.”

“I thought you’d wait until the end of the year.”

“I was bored.”

I’ve spent so much time worrying whether Marit likes me that it never occurred to me that I might not like her. I slip on shoes and meet Giles outside, a trio of drunk servers trotting past us in a cloud of laughter.

He falls all around me in a suffocating hug I can’t escape. I wonder, have I ever had the confidence to hug another person like this? “I can’t talk about it,” he says. “Wanna go to the lake?”

At the shore are the park’s rowboats, and Giles tells me, “We’re taking one out.”

“To where?”

“To the center.”

When I reach inside one of the boats for a life preserver, my hand brushes against something warm and soft and alive. A pygmy, racing off into the trees, down one of its burrows running below us like veins.

“Geez,” Giles says, “you and the screaming.” Then he points toward the floodlights of the men’s prison, spilling across the lake. “You wanna wake those guys up?”

We untie the rowboat and push it out, hop in, and oar in silence. Rowing out to the middle, we’re close enough to see the prison’s perimeter fence, and I imagine murderers and rapists and kidnappers all slumbering behind those brick walls, all dreaming of escape.

I tell him what I’ve done, what I’ve seen, Fran, the grad students, the skin bunnies, all of it. I’ve never made such a confession, with no gaping parentheticals, the whole of it, and I’m holding my breath, waiting for Giles to paddle us back to shore, to tell me to fuck off, but he says his heart is broken. He doesn’t have the bandwidth to take in what I’m saying. “But I’m empathetic,” he says.

Trembling in the over-water cold, I pretend Giles is not there, the prison too. I pretend the lake is a border uncrossable, the bunnies all fine. It’s quiet save for the sound of water lapping against the boat. I watch the prison for signs of life, but even the guard towers seem unoccupied.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever get over this,” Giles says.

“Of course you will,” I say, like I know, like I’m Mom. He bobs along with the boat; he gazes at that prison. Look, I want to say, it’s so beautiful, but Giles won’t see it. I know what it’s like to be beside yourself and don’t hold it against him.



The cafeteria is totally dead during the usual breakfast rush. I want to ask the grad students what happened to Fran, but no one is making eye contact. I shave cinnamon until there are no more grad students to feed and Smith asks me if I’d be a doll and take the trash out. I’d like to remind him that dolls don’t take the trash out; they don’t do shit. But I say nothing and smolder internally, pushing my way out back, where Fran is hiding behind the dumpster, smoking. I nearly scream, but manage to hold it in. “How’d you escape?”

She snorts. “Laird came back. They let me out.”

“Where was he?”

“Backpacking. Dude loves backpacking.”

“And Handler?”

“Went home with the swim instructor.”

I want to apologize; I try to find the words. Instead I hear myself saying, “You weren’t very nice to me.” For once, it doesn’t feel like a lie, and I’m so scared I tuck my trembling hands between my legs so Fran can’t see. “I wanted—”

“Oh, I know what you wanted.”

What does she mean? Even I don’t know what I want. Mom’s always up my butt about that, just make a plan! If only it were so easy.

“I’m going home,” she says.

“To that dictator’s island?” It’s remarkable really—that she’d prefer to be there, where that dictator in his red Speedo does terrible things, rather than stay here with the grad students, with me. “Why?” I ask, when really I mean, Why are you telling me of all people?

She cocks her head at me, a practiced look meant to intimidate—I’ve seen her give it dozens of times, which detracts from its effect. “You were there. You saw those beasts. Could’ve killed me,” she says. “Besides, I have a job lined up.”

“Doing what?”

“I got this email from someone I knew as a kid. She’s an island biogeographer and she’s finally been granted access to study the island we came from—decades she’s been trying—and she wants me to go with her.”

“To do what?”

“Officially, to look at how a shrinking habitat has influenced the island’s ecology as climate change progresses. Unofficially, it’s an excuse to go home. To see if the stories we’ve been telling ourselves about the island are true.”

It comes out of me: “I saw them, those bunnies with growths. Those skin bunnies. Are you doing tests on them?”

“Those assholes could’ve killed me, but you’re worried about bunnies?”

“I like bunnies,” I say. Do I really say this? Sometimes I speak as if possessed. “I was worried about you too, until I saw what you’d done.”

She exhales smoke in my direction. “We’re not supposed to talk about it, but who cares, right? Thing is, even when we interbreed from different subpopulations, many of the bunnies get these cancerous growths. They lose their fur or come out of the womb that way. It might be too late to save them.”

The night we met, she said the same thing, and I hadn’t wanted to believe her then, just as I don’t now.

She stubs out her cigarette, done with me. “Any chance you can sneak me out a breakfast burrito?”

Smith catches me plucking a burrito from the pile set for the line. “Those are for the grad students,” he says, and I don’t know what I’m doing, pressing my body against his, and not in a sexy way. It’s something I learned from the punk kids, intimidation via bodily proximity, and I’m trying things out, different movements in the world, this maybe not being one I’d like to repeat, though I’m glad I tried. You can’t find yourself without trying. God, I sound like Mom.

“Fine,” Smith says, backing away, definitely afraid of me. “Take it.”

I bring the burrito wrapped in foil to Fran.

“Thanks,” she says, cupping it to her chest. “You know, there’s nothing wrong with leaving. Doesn’t make you a quitter or whatever.”

The words come out before I can think them: “I’m staying till the end.”

Back in my dorm room, Giles is in bed with Marit, napping and naked. He looks so happy. Marit wakes and sees me staring, and she whispers, “It’s the last time,” but I don’t care, pulling back my covers to find a pile of bones. I’m too afraid to scream, biting into my own palm—a bone mound here, in my bed!

It takes a moment to realize that what’s in my bed is not bones, but antlers. I pull the covers back farther to reveal the deer’s head, eyes open, my first and last kill. I’ll never unsee those eyes, seeing me back until the life left them, knowing I did that.

“Got you,” Giles says sleepily from Marit’s bed.



After Fran leaves, the park feels smaller. I start counting the days, checking my bank account online to see if I’m near the allotted amount. The grad students say hello to me in the cafeteria. They call me by name.

A few weeks go by before Smith asks me into his office. “Your mom called while you were on shift. Says you haven’t been answering your phone? I told her the connection here is shit.” He’s lied for me, covered for me—I don’t know why, don’t know how to react. I try a casual laugh. Cool. I tell myself: Be cool.

Smith hops out of his chair. “She wants you to call her back ASAP.” He offers me his office phone and tells me to shut the door when I’m done, giving me privacy.

She answers on the first ring, happy to hear from me, with news, the best news! She’s met someone in my absence. She is profoundly happy. She cannot wait for me to meet him!

“He’s an ergonomics specialist,” she says, “and he got us a new standing desk, isn’t that nice? But when he was clearing out the old one, he found your college apps in the printer paper drawer. What’s this about not applying?”

I’m caught off guard and have no choice but the truth, so I tell her about the trains, and she laughs. She laughs loudly and for a long time, and I hold the phone away from my ear until she’s done.

“I know you wouldn’t do that to your mother, not again,” she says in her serious voice. Then she tells me she’ll fetch me on the last day, drive me directly to the local two-year college to enroll. I hang up, and it’s strange—I feel relieved, the train departing, me watching it go.



On our last night, they do it again, the boys. They light the trash on fire, and I’m furious, marching over to their cluster. “You fuckers, you little shits.”

“Ooh,” they say, like it’s sexy what I’m doing? I don’t get it and am only angrier and I can tell I’m going to hit someone so I stalk off into the trees, the forest that stretches for miles, or maybe less now, what with the logging and the fires.

As my mother drove me into the park on the first day of summer, I’d been terrified by the wall of trees that lined the road, so densely clustered, no way to run if I was met with a threat. Now I know this forest, feel at home here. And when Smith asked me if I’d come back next summer as an RA, I didn’t hesitate, having gotten used to pleasing people.

“You got it,” I told him like I was the sort of person who said you got it. Not a lie, but a test—is that phrase me? It is not—I knew it as the words escaped me—and I was embarrassed, but I held that inside, which is not lying. Not everything has to be outside.

“Excellent,” he said, offering me a high five.

It was exhilarating, though I didn’t show my pleasure, not once. I don’t even show it now, in the hidden meadow no one visits anymore now that Fran’s gone home to her island, no one except me.



Summer’s over, and I’m out front with my belongings when Mom rolls up in her black SUV, Aunt Linda in the passenger seat, wearing one of her “unique looks,” a silver swishy tracksuit with a tall turtleneck that eats up her features—all that remains are her eyes. In her hair she’s fastened what looks like a child’s barrette, plastic, pale blue. I will never understand Aunt Linda’s fashion. Mercifully she’s left her husband behind. Have I ever seen Linda without Evan?

She pulls me into a hug, and I’m surprised—Aunt Linda is no hugger. Her hair smells like jasmine and she has a good hold on me, whispering in my ear, “Don’t you ever disappear on us again.”

I’m too embarrassed to meet her eyes, Shelby pawing at the SUV’s back window, so happy to see me. Oddly, I’m happy to see her too. A dog? Was I really competing with a dog? I open the door and she bounds into my arms.

As Mom preps to reverse—Aunt Linda in the passenger seat, Shelby squirming in the back next to me—she asks, “You have a good time?” A throwaway question.

“The best,” I tell her, a throwaway response. But is it a lie? My mom is expert at catching me in a lie, her eyes locked on mine in the rearview, seeing past my words. I tell her with my eyes that I mean it. And she tells me with hers: good.




PHEROMONES

The walk to the trash seemed longer in the dark, the terrain strange and unfamiliar. A mosquito attacked Dee’s cheek and she slapped it dead, wiping its body from her face with the seam of her shirt. She could smell fire. It was spring, a little early for fire season, but what did that mean anymore? On the other side of the American River another forest was burning, the southern end of a Sacramento subdivision too. If she climbed to the peak of her property she knew she’d see a distant freeway chain of red brake lights, families with plenty of practice evacuating in SUVs.

Dee heaved the bag into her trash box, one of many lining the twisty mountain road, with an animal-proof latch to keep out bears. Just last week a black bear had dragged a bag of garbage to the side of her house from Lord knows where, sifting through it casually, taking its time, not even looking up at Dee’s lit window. She no longer had a husband to shake and send outside and wasn’t about to scare it away herself. In these small ways she missed Tully.

It wasn’t so far to the cottage near the seasonal creek, dry this time of year, and Dee could hear the boys if they called from the house. She had a headlamp for guidance and was trying this new free-range parenting technique, so she drifted through the trees to visit her tenant.

Kandi was an intuitive life coach and spiritual healer and spent her weekends hopping festies, she called them. She preferred reggae but would see any kind of music as long as it was outside and she could wander the crowd, introduce herself to the staff, offer her services in exchange for kale smoothies or a lettuce wrap or molly. She had the whole bartering thing down and had tried to work her way out of rent, but that was the whole point of the arrangement.

“The cottage” was a euphemism, a quaint way to dress up the place, with its patched roof and leaning porch and milky mildew smell. Kandi was burning incense, which seemed like an unnecessary hazard. The door opened and she stuck her head out, hair so long it glanced the doorknob. “Is that you in the shadows, Dee?”

Dee stepped out of the trees. “Albert’s in bed, Lionel’s playing video games. What’re you doing?”

“Giving myself a reading. Wanna come in?”

Kandi always welcomed visitors, of which she had many. Lovers and clients and her kids—hippies and goths and punks and DJs in their late teens and early twenties who grew up on the commune where she’d been their teacher. Dee had never worked up the courage to ask Kandi—who was open about her age, forty-four—why she hadn’t had any children of her own. She assumed it was because Kandi couldn’t, the way she collected kids.

“You alone?” Dee asked. She wasn’t crazy about those kids, the way their eyes dropped when she spoke to them, their smell, like weed and something earthy, clay? She kept her own boys buffered with activities and classes at the co-op and an excellent entertainment system.

“All by myself,” Kandi sang like a hoarse Celine Dion. She was smoking a spliff and her tarot cards were laid out on the rug.

“What do they say?”

“I should have a sex encounter soon and maybe get good tips next week.” Kandi was a barista at a freeway exit Peet’s and she loved her work. She wore backless shirts and flirted with the over-sixties for tips. You have such a vital soul, she swore they always said, but how could they all say that?

“You want a reading?” she asked, collecting her cards.

“I’m good.”

“You’re not that good.” Kandi came up behind Dee, pulsing her hands.

“Are you healing me?”

Kandi leaned in, close to Dee’s ear, and whispered, “I just farted,” cackling as Dee scrambled out of the stink cloud, onto the couch.

Kandi flopped onto the couch too and handed the spliff to Dee, who took a tentative pull, feeling the unfiltered burn in her lungs, wondering at the state of Kandi’s. When was your last physical? Dee wanted to ask, but Kandi probably didn’t believe in physicals, just as she didn’t believe in regular bathing or routine laundry. She’d worn the same string-strapped sundress for three days and her animal smell was potent at this point. My pheromones, she’d say proudly.

Kandi pushed herself off the couch. “I’m giving you a reading.”

Unable to say no, Dee sat cross-legged across from Kandi on the filthy rug and picked her cards. Kandi began:


YOUR BASIC SITUATION: THREE OF SWORDS

Interpretation:

Oh dear. Sorrow. You are in a murky situation, aren’t you? And it demands no less than clear decisions if you ever wanna get out. You’ve told me the story about Tully, but have I told you about my time in Michigan? I was living in some park ranger’s RV, deep in the Huron Forest, when he came home with a baby. Claimed she’d been found in the Au Sable River.

Key Themes:

Worries/Creeping Foundations/A Warning



The wind had turned and the incense smoke was in Dee’s eyes, up her nose. Kandi was collecting the ten cards Dee had pulled, the reading over. Dee felt strange and got to her feet.

“I should go,” she said, “the boys.”

Hustling back through the trees, her headlamp’s beam frantic in the branches, Dee was annoyed, unsettled. Was that how a reading worked? Kandi had talked more about herself than Dee. The only insight that had stuck was Kandi’s claim that Dee too would have a sex encounter. Or perhaps an animal encounter? Kandi pressed a canister of bear spray into Dee’s hand, just in case, her fear catching like contagion.

Dee turned her headlamp off and walked in the darkness, forcing herself to let it go—the fear—and enjoy the view, the night sky zinging with stars.

She liked the idea, an affair, something for herself, but how would that work with the boys? She got caught up in the details, thinking about the babysitter she didn’t have, the lover she couldn’t bring into her home, the uneasy experience of getting naked in front of a stranger, and poof—the sexiness was sucked right out of her fantasy.

She shouldn’t listen to Kandi anyway, especially after all she’d confessed.


INFLUENCES ON YOUR SITUATION: LUST

Interpretation:

In other decks, this card is called Strength, or even Justice. But Lust means more than strength; it’s also the pleasure you get from that strength, the passion and surrender. But to get to the light, you have to pass through the darkness. The legal battle comes to mind. I mean, if you go through with the divorce. I’m divorced, did I tell you that? I did the marriage thing; I loved and loved until I didn’t, and then I was in the Huron Forest and of course I made the ranger call the police, just to check, but no one reported a baby missing, no one claimed her. She was abandoned, found alone on the river in one of those floaties, and I wanted to protect her from that truth. Plus? The fear was there: so much free love and not a single pregnancy. Something I wasn’t in touch with until I held her, sunburn-hot in my arms. Clover, I called her, for the nitrogen fixer, returning nutrients to the soil.

Key Themes:

The Lies We Tell Our Children and/or Ourselves/A Mother’s Blindness/Overcoming Old Fears



The house came up ahead of Dee. It was a large two-story that smelled faintly of decomposing leaves. The previous owner had let a eucalyptus grow too close to the house, its sheddings burying the roof. Dee knew she needed to get up there and clean out the gutters, but she didn’t exactly trust her twelve-year-old to hold the ladder.

Lionel was becoming a teenager, a little early by Dee’s watch, but his dad’s thirty-six-month sentence in Lompoc Low-Security had sped up the maturing process. His body was clammy and he’d begun to smell like a man, locking himself in his room, sleeping in well past ten. He complained about being homeschooled, but Dee could tell that was just for show—she saw the look of proud satisfaction he wore when he successfully saddled a horse in 4-H or wove his own blanket in fiber arts or cooked a frittata with vegetables from the community garden. At some point, Lionel had stopped asking about his father entirely. This should’ve been concerning, Dee knew, but she didn’t bring it up—she never pushed. Albert, her eight-year-old, raged openly, telling her he hated her, she was the worst mom ever, he wanted to go live with Dad.

“You’d rather live in a prison than here with me?” It was bedtime, and she’d been turning letters on his back with the soft tip of her index finger.

“H,” he mumbled, too tired for her questions.

“P,” she corrected and started on a new letter.

As she neared the house, Dee could hear the boys fighting, the sound of their yells and pain as they pummeled one another.

“Jesus,” she muttered and hiked up the porch stairs, leaving the bear spray on the wood molding near the front door where Albert couldn’t reach it.


YOUR CONSCIOUS THOUGHTS ON THE SITUATION: THREE OF WANDS

Interpretation:

My thing with the park ranger didn’t last long, and I wasn’t about to make any major compromises, so I brought Clover home to the commune. It was the perfect place to raise a baby, so many hands willing to take her if I needed a forest walk or a weekend festie. I felt tethered in all the right ways. You need that too! A new beginning. You work too hard, take so much on yourself, and it’s love, yes, but love doesn’t have to be so draining. I could help you if you let me.

Key Themes:

Delegation/Blessed Be the Babysitters/Fresh Starts



When Dee found the boys, there was blood coming from Albert’s nose and the meaty part of Lionel’s forearm where he’d been bitten.

“You’re supposed to be in bed,” she said, separating them. It wasn’t the first time, though it’d been a few weeks since the last tussle. Hopeful, ever hopeful, she’d thought this kind of violence was behind them. But she had to restrain a raging Albert on the floor while Lionel sat calmly on the couch, turning a strand of his hair. It had grown nearly to his shoulders since the move, and he wasn’t interested in haircuts.

“Not anymore,” he’d said when she suggested a trim, and she hadn’t liked his tone.

After Albert’s sweaty hot body went limp, his heart rate calming, she told them both to go to bed. She knew she should say more, dole out consequences, but she was tired, and it was her fault, really, for leaving them.


YOUR UNCONSCIOUS THOUGHTS ON THE SITUATION: ACE OF WANDS

Interpretation:

What did you want to be when you were a kid? When Clover was ten, she wanted to be a folk singer, so she made herself into one. Imagine that, a ten-year-old busking downtown Sac with her guitar, strangers dropping change into her guitar case. A voice like sunshine.

But Clover changed, as teens do. She didn’t like commune living anymore. Begging for fast food and the Internet, and when I took a firm stance, she withdrew.

She only had one friend, a fragile boy named Fisher who ate paper, even at fourteen. They’d go to the creek to flip rocks and fondle each other. She told me things then, and I made her oatmeal in the morning, never judging, never once saying: Darling dear, you could do so much better! Even if it was true. When Fisher’s parents split up, his dad took him back east, Boston or New York or Cincinnati, but not before Fisher told Clover what he’d heard in the fields, how she wasn’t mine, how I stole her.

Key Themes:

Opportunity/Loose Change/Anti-Aging Rituals



She wouldn’t do it again, Dee resolved—she hadn’t liked her reading anyway. What had she wanted to be when she grew up? A fucking astronaut like rerun Punky Brewster, whose dreams were crushed by the Challenger explosion, Dee’s too, who understood that while the incident was a piece of history and progress had been made, etc., she would never be the kind of person to put herself in danger intentionally. She’d left San Francisco precisely for this reason, to protect her kids from the public shaming, their father the criminal, but there were other concerns. The tent cities and inert bodies on the sidewalk, no one stopping, even as the cost of living went up up up. The mounds of human bones that popped up in the southern part of the city just as Dee was planning her escape, some monster collecting the dead, the unwanted—you couldn’t make this stuff up, as if the city were saying, Go! We don’t need you. Yet even here, the dangers were all around them: the fires that seemed to be everywhere and all the time, the drought only worsening, the winds—so strong they threatened to push their minivan right off the road. Life shouldn’t be this hard, Dee caught herself moaning internally.

When Lionel was in preschool, she’d shared her interest in space travel with him. He’d gone through a whole Buzz Lightyear phase, fighting other boys so he could wear the costume in the preschool’s “theater area” every day. She’d been called in for a conference, and her solution was simple: I’ll buy him his own. There was a lesson there, of course, about patience and sharing, but Dee could see Lionel wasn’t ready for that. She didn’t regret her choice until the international space station explosion. By then, Lionel had moved on from Buzz to Yuri, the Russian cosmonaut who died in that explosion. Lionel sobbed all afternoon for Yuri, Dee rubbing his back, also sobbing as she remembered her mother coming upon her after she’d watched that Punky Brewster episode about the Challenger explosion. Dee had been laid out on her bed, crying quietly, hoping her pain would go unnoticed. Her mother frowned from the doorway, telling her space travel was dangerous, everyone who went knew the risks, as if such a thing could make it any less tragic.

Massaging lotion into the wrinkles at her eyes, Dee listened to the message on the machine, the collect call she’d missed from Lompoc Low-Security. She’d been avoiding her husband’s calls for weeks.

Not long after Tully went down coast to Lompoc, Dee had needed distance from San Francisco, taken ninety miles. When she explained to the boys that they were moving to the forest, Albert had sobbed, “How will we learn?”

“I will be your teacher,” she told him. Then he cried harder.

Now she had her own hill thirty-five miles outside Sacramento and a house she was certain would burn in some fire or bury her alive with its creeping repairs: the pipes, then the foundation, followed by the septic. She’d taken to prayer, kneeling at the edge of her bed like the child she once was in the Inner Richmond neighborhood of San Francisco, her mother watching from the doorframe, telling her, “Just a little longer, Dee.”

She’d grown up in a fog belt; the chronic gray affects a person, she was sure of it. Her own kids would have so much sunlight. (And heat. She hadn’t factored in the heat.) They would never kneel on uncomfortable flooring.

The boys quiet in their own rooms, Dee visited their hamster, Charlene, in her plastic cage on the laundry room counter. Being nocturnal, Charlene was busy running on her wheel. The gray tumor on her back had grown bigger, but she didn’t seem bothered by it.

When Dee turned on the light, Charlene froze in fear. Dee gave her a little platter of broccoli, left over from dinner, and begged her to stay alive. Over the years they’d had so many hamsters, experienced so much death. Charlene had been with them nearly five years; it was a miracle really, hamsters rarely live past three, let alone with a growth of that size, and Dee wasn’t sure she could handle it if they lost the creature now.

She heard something outside and went to the kitchen window. The bear was back, eating trash alongside the house. Where had the trash bag come from? Certainly not her own box, which she had secured. For some reason this enraged her, and she grabbed the bear spray from the ledge, strapped on her headlamp, and went out the front door.

She curled around the house, bear spray readied. A smell hung in the air, nauseatingly sweet. Dee followed it to a torn-open trash bag, a surprisingly massive sprawl of refuse, no bear in sight.

The sky was charged with stars, something moving in the bushes.

“Hello?” Dee called, shining her headlamp into the trees. She hustled inside, opting to clean up the mess in the morning, returning the bear spray to the ledge.


WHAT IS ENDING: FIVE OF CUPS

Interpretation:

I didn’t know Clover kept secrets. Secretly applied. She told me after it was done, she had a date, a destination, that marine base north of San Diego, Camp Pendleton. I’ve never wanted to be a person in pain, so I didn’t write. I tended to the commune’s kids, but in secret I held tightly to my pain—what would I be without it? What would you be without yours?

Key Themes:

Rejection/Real Talk: You Fucked Up/Neglect



Dee lay in bed, feeling guilty. She knew she should let the boys speak to Tully, but every time that happened, Albert would bite somebody and Lionel would go all sullen, hiding in his room. Somehow she sensed that they blamed her for what had happened, as if she were an omnipotent all-knowing being—how could you not know?

Sure, she’d wondered why it was they could afford the swim club and private school and separate bedrooms for their sons while their friends complained about tuition costs and long work hours and dreamt of moving back to Colorado or Florida or Illinois because how could they manage it, living in San Francisco? They actually asked her that, “How do you do it?”

“Tully,” she’d say, “he handles that side of things.”

Most of them didn’t know her husband, not really. They’d met him at the school auction, and he had his charm, nodding madly into the made-up faces of overworked moms who were starving for his smiles, his offers of another drink, how he took their elbows to scoot them out of the way of drunk parent volunteers wielding silver trays of canapés in too-tall heels they’d had to dig out of the backs of their closets. It was so easy for him. Dee had been a young mother by San Francisco standards, having Lionel at twenty-seven. In many cases, there was a decade-plus gap between her and the other mothers, and she felt it always, that gap, as if they judged her for not building a career of her own before she had children. It wasn’t like Dee had never worked. She’d had a string of restaurant jobs. She’d earned a degree in business management, a practical choice that placated her parents, that gave her no real sense of direction, that meant nothing without experience. Tully was there to hold her up. How had she become a woman who needed holding up?

Of course, the mothers had all been dutifully shocked by the news of Tully’s crimes—tax evasion, how it all made sense. They offered Dee apologetic smiles and asked her how she was holding up and is there anything we can do? But their eyes—she’d seen it, the pleasure. The tables had turned, their lives shining in new light. She’d told them she was fine, everything would be fine, her fake smile broken only by a lip twitch of rage, something they surely saw and savored. When she pulled the boys out of school, the mothers evacuated her life seamlessly, and she marveled at the emptiness they left behind, how she’d let them stand in for real people.


WHAT IS BEGINNING: THE HANGED MAN

Interpretation:

After Clover left for Pendleton, I drifted off commune, sorta like how you fled San Francisco. The rumors were untrue. I hadn’t stolen her, but I couldn’t shake the way they talked about me behind my back. My own community.

It was my choice, leaving, but I couldn’t help feeling cast out, like Eve from the garden, only without that asshole Adam. I drifted all the way up to Washington. I was in a forest that went on for miles, sleeping out of my tent, moving every few days to keep the rangers from noticing. I didn’t take a phone, but occasionally I’d heal a stranger in exchange for a few minutes of Internet and check my messages. Nothing from her. You could call it freedom. Tugging at me, drifting off.

I see it for you too, something all your own. A sex encounter, or maybe an animal encounter? But not with Tully. I can’t feel him at all.

Key Themes:

Surrender/Escaping Eden/Free Floating



As Dee pulled up the drive from the co-op where the boys went to school two afternoons a week, she saw the cars, six of them along the road. Kandi was having a party, and without so much as a heads-up. Dee took a few deep breaths to keep the anger down, Albert casting his door open and running off toward the cottage.

“Stop,” Dee called, certain he’d see something he shouldn’t, but he’d already disappeared into the trees. She took Lionel’s hand, not sure if he’d let her, but he let her, and she felt that hard-heart feeling of motherly love as they headed after Albert, finding him not far from the house, talking to a handsome boy and a girl with a piercing in her upper lip like a beauty mark, a raised bed of scars along her forearm.

“Are you Kandi’s kids?” Dee asked.

“That sounds like a charity, Kandi’s Kids?” The girl paused, eyes focused elsewhere. She blinked back to the moment and said, “Oh my God, we should open a charity!” Then she ran off.

“My sister,” the boy said.

Closer, Dee could see that he was more beautiful than handsome, too beautiful, his lineless skin, his serious brow—she liked a serious brow. She wanted to ask him if the girl was his sister by blood or metaphorically speaking, but she supposed it didn’t matter to him, so it shouldn’t matter to her.

The boy smiled at her, his teeth tiny and gapped, a flaw. For some reason this made him even more appealing.

“You’re Dee, right?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “Kandi told me you live out here alone with your sons, homeschool them and everything. I think that’s pretty bold.”

Lionel honked out a faux laugh. Only then did she notice they were no longer holding hands.

“We have to go,” Dee said, “dinner.”

“Kandi said to come by tonight,” the boy called after them. “You definitely should.”

Heading back to the house, Dee was alert to the feeling, buoyancy, as if she were floating. You definitely should. Foolishness, she told herself.

“Race you there,” she said to Albert and Lionel, and sprinted off ahead of them.


YOURSELF: THE EMPEROR

Interpretation:

When Clover learned she’d be sent overseas, she emailed me saying so. I didn’t get the message until she was already gone, but I drove to Sacramento, got a job at Peet’s, and started checking my messages daily. I made bagel sandwiches and drew hearts in oat milk foam and I would never miss her again. I’m certain that this whole military thing has something to do with her lack of good male role models. We had okay men on the commune, but no one quite special enough to step in where I was useless. I don’t mean to be a jerk, but you seem to be in a similar situation.

Key Themes:

Backless Shirts/Power (or Lack Thereof)/Father Figures (or Lack Thereof)



Lionel mixed a salad of vegetables he’d brought home from the co-op’s garden while Dee grilled portobellos out back. She could hear them—Kandi’s kids laughing and wandering the trees that stretched between the house and cottage. She wondered if they were hungry, considered offering them dinner, only she didn’t want to set a precedent. Feeding Kandi’s makeshift family on the regular would get expensive.

“This salad,” she said to Lionel, “it’s perfection.”

He beamed proudly. “Maeve says it’s our biggest harvest ever.”

Maeve was his teacher at the co-op, a burly woman in her early sixties whose primary goal was to reposition young boys into a matriarchal order, something Dee had found funny, but now? She was becoming a believer, her son the gardener, the chef, the weaver of blankets. Dee looked elsewhere when Maeve flaunted her lefty beliefs: No one can truly own the land, the soil, the air.

Tell that to the bank that collects the mortgage every month, she’d think, but never dare say. Maeve knew about Tully, his crimes, knew that he was the problem, yet she opened her school to his children—that was socialism, Dee supposed, rethinking everything.

The phone rang and Dee took the call in the kitchen, a man’s voice: “Hello, Dee?”

She recognized that voice, her husband’s lawyer, Frank What’s-His-Name. Frank explained that while Tully was doing the work on the inside to improve himself, to come out a better man, he was also trying to improve his life on the outside, his family’s life.

“What does that mean?” Dee could feel the boys watching her.

“He’s employed a service, you could call it a polishing service, for the image. Other clients have used it to great success.”

“A polishing service?”

“A polishing specialist would like to work directly with you to—”

“Absolutely not.” Dee slammed the phone into its cradle.

“Who was that?” Lionel asked.

Dee pressed on a fake smile. “Telemarketer.”

It was a nice family dinner. The boys didn’t fight. Lionel read a poem he’d written called “Human Nature” that was terrible, but Dee was nearly in tears, she loved him so. Albert told her about a boy named Dex who he played Dollar Dogs with all day.

“What’s Dollar Dogs?” she asked. Then she pretended to listen to his detailed description while fantasizing about the boy she’d met earlier, what it would’ve been like to bump into him in her youth, before marriage, kids, everything.

After the boys finished the dinner dishes, Lionel took Dee by the elbow and led her to the front door.

“Go,” he said, “I can keep an eye on Albert.” As if he were her friend! Her heart swelled—maybe it was the free-range parenting—and she went, through the trees, to Kandi’s.


THE OUTSIDE WORLD: THE HERMIT

Interpretation:

I can’t escape the commune entirely, what with my kids following me. All my life I’ve laid hands and fostered minds. I’ve given others my energy, my love, but these days I can’t seem to separate that out from my pain, the hole where Clover should be. I try to fill it with other things, the way you fill time up with your boys. But you know, that’s not how love works.

Key Themes:

Withdrawal/Low-Security Imprisonment/Go to the Light!



Dee went, hustling her way down to Kandi’s cottage, headlamp illuminated as she saw the front door open, incense smoke folding out onto the stoop, curling up around the trees.

“You came!” Kandi said, enveloping Dee in her pheromones.

“Just for a bit. Lionel told me he’d keep an eye on Albert.” She was still wearing her headlamp like a total dork and turned it off, pulling it down around her neck.

“It’s really working, what you’re doing. I’m so proud of you.” Kandi handed Dee a glass of wine and an Altoid.

Dee stared at the Altoid in her palm, wondering if it was a hippie tradition, like a digestif or something. “Is this for after?”

“It’s been dosed with acid, silly, in case you decide to stay longer.”

Dee looked at it, considered. She hadn’t done acid since college, but the boys. Then it occurred to her that the acid could be bleeding into her palm—she was a little sweaty.

“I don’t want it.” She thrust it in Kandi’s direction.

“Keep it for another time then.” Kandi was off, sliding into a conversation in the kitchen, leaning her chin onto the shoulder of one of her kids.

Dee tossed the Altoid onto the coffee table and turned circles, looking for the beautiful boy. There were maybe twelve people crowded into the cottage, a trio huddled on the couch, a cluster on the floor near the wood-burning stove, where someone had left a lit sage smudge, during fire season no less. Dee sat down right there on the filthy rug and drank her wine, listening to the cross-chatter—the goth on the couch going on about her mother’s terrible new boyfriend who picked his teeth with a hunting knife, the scrawny punk whose feet Dee could smell from her spot on the rug talking about some amazing venue down in Corona called The Barn where he fell in love in the rafters. Dee felt hands on her shoulders, turned her head, Kandi smiling down at her. Someone had applied glitter below her eyes and she looked positively fairylike. She pressed her thumbs below Dee’s shoulder blades, kneaded her neck, and Dee groaned with pleasure. “Are you healing me?”

“Do you want me to?”

“I don’t know.” Dee didn’t want to be rude. She held tightly to her pain, not by choice but because without it she had only her boys, and she’d realized long ago that wasn’t enough.

Kandi patted Dee’s back and wandered over to the group by the wood-burning stove as Dee sagged a little lower, both relieved and missing the contact. She needed it—to be touched, held—and she was scared by her need, and as if he sensed it, the beautiful boy appeared out of nowhere, kneeling at her side.

“Hi,” he said.

She figured a healthy percentage of his appeal was his youth, no older than twenty-two, but he would have the pleasure of aging beautifully too, and she nearly gasped, imagining how handsome he’d be at forty.

“Want to take a walk?” he asked.

“What about your sister?”

“She’s having sex in Kandi’s bedroom.”

“Ew,” she said, his face sagging into a disappointed frown.

“They don’t have a place of their own.”

“You don’t have a home?”

“Sure I do.” He took her by the hand, pulling her up off the rug.

“I can only stay a little while. My boys.”

Outside, Dee flipped on her headlamp and saw it, a bag of trash leaning against the back tire of Kandi’s aging Celica.

“What’s that?” Dee pointed at the trash like a total mom.

“Kandi said she’d drive it over in the morning.”

“The bears’ll get into it. She could at least put it in her trunk.”

“Come on,” the boy said. “You can talk about it with her another time.” Despite the fury that was running up Dee’s neck, pulsing in her temples, she let it go, let the boy pull her into the trees.


YOUR HOPES AND FEARS: PRINCE OF WANDS

Interpretation:

I was prepared the next time Clover messaged. I had a phone and it was even charged. She said she was coming home for the weekend. I wrote back immediately: Where are you staying? I didn’t want to presume. With you, duh, she responded, and I hugged the phone, such a dream.

We ate barbecue and sang karaoke and never once talked about why it was she was limping. She didn’t bring it up, and I wasn’t going to push her. We sang “Crystal Blue Persuasion” in harmony. I couldn’t even get close to the high notes, but she carried me, as dreams do.

Have you thought about it at all, what you’d like to happen next? Because you really should.

Key Themes:

Dreaming/House Guests/Date Night



Dee and the boy walked until they found the dry bed of the creek, then they walked along that for a while. Prior to buying the home, Dee had paged through online photos that showed a creek flowing with water. There was even a video, the water a gentle roar that blocked out the freeway sounds.

Now the creek bed was flat and full of leaves and Dee couldn’t think of a thing to say. She didn’t know the boy’s name, so she started with that.

“Dwayne,” he told her.

Dwayne? It wasn’t what she’d expected, though she wasn’t sure what that would’ve been either.

“It’s my dad’s name.”

“It’s a nice name,” she lied.

“What about you? Kandi said your husband’s in prison.”

She felt it surge over her, the embarrassment, the fury—did Kandi have no discretion? Then she remembered where she was, who she was with. They were all so open, Kandi’s kids, couldn’t conceive of privacy. Walking this path with a child, she felt silly. She could be his mother, and she imagined it, being Dwayne’s mother, her child this beautiful boy. She thought of her own sons in comparison, how much she loved their faces, and she imagined Dwayne’s mother coming upon them and laughed.

“What’s funny?” Dwayne asked.

“I’m thirty-nine. I’ve been a mom for twelve years.”

“That’s a long time.”

“Half your life, I’d bet.”

He slipped his hand into hers. It felt not unlike holding hands with one of her sons, and she wondered if she’d ever hold hands again in a romantic way.

“So, you’re one of Kandi’s kids?”

He squeezed her hand playfully. “You said that before.”

“Did you grow up on the commune?”

“Nope. In Sacramento, with my folks.”

“How do you know Kandi?” Dee asked.

“My sister works with her at Peet’s.”

“You said your sister doesn’t have a place to go.”

He grinned and she tried not to look at him directly, to shine the light of her headlamp in his eyes.

“My parents don’t let her have sex in the house.”

“How old are you?” She was beginning to wonder if he was younger than she’d assumed, a teenager, if this whole situation wasn’t illegal.

He laughed, which was not an answer.

“Seriously, what year were you born?”

He told her, and she did the math in her head. Thirty? He couldn’t possibly be thirty. She stopped him right there, looked into his beautiful lineless face.

“You are not thirty. Stop fucking with me.”

He let go of her hand and ran his own through his hair, which was thick and glowing gold in the light of her headlamp, and she worried now about that acid she’d palmed, if it hadn’t made its way into her bloodstream.

“I am,” he said. “I’m thirty years old, my name is Dwayne, and I live with my parents and sister in Sacramento.” He extended a hand as if to shake.

She took it like an idiot. Shaking his hand, then letting go. “Why do you live with your parents?”

“Went to Sac State. Never had a reason to move out.”

“Seems odd.”

He shrugged. “I have my own room, and my parents are cool—”

“Except they don’t let you have sex there.”

“Well, not my sister.”

“Right.” She started toward the house. She needed to see it, to listen for her boys. They seemed far away, the moon hiding behind trees, her headlamp a frenetic light source.

“Will you let your sons when they’re of age?”

“They won’t live with me,” Dee said without thinking. She had already thought about it so much, life without her boys, on the other end of parenting. The whole point was to produce independent adults who could thrive, yes? She’d never imagined them staying forever. Quivering—she was quivering with the thought. “They’ll go to college, have lives of their own.”

“I went to college,” Dwayne said, pacing her. “I have my own life.”

They came up along the side of the house, and Dee listened. Silence. Not even the soft murmurs of the TV. The lights were on in Lionel’s room. Maybe he was reading? She felt warm being close to her boys, Dwayne’s hands finding her hips.

He turned her around and pressed her against the house. She could feel him, the whole shape of his body, and that made her picture it, something Grecian, definitely pornographic, and she kissed him. They kissed for a long time, trying unsuccessfully to find a rhythm, before she heard something in the brush and opened her eyes to see the crazed light of her headlamp playing on the bushes, Lionel watching from the upstairs window. Dee pushed Dwayne off her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She could see now that Lionel wasn’t staring down at them, but off into the darkness. A rustling, not far from them. Dee turned, casting her light across the bushes, the bear with its bag of trash. It wasn’t far, maybe fifteen feet. Dwayne was heavy-breathing next to her as Lionel came sprinting around the side of the house.

“Mom?” he called.

“Go back inside,” she hissed.

The bear dropped the bag and stood tall, emitting a low throat growl. In Lionel’s outstretched hand was the bear spray.

“Don’t,” she said, but he didn’t listen, lunging forward and aiming for the bear. Dee intercepted him, collapsing her body around his. The spray had a long cast and a wide radius, and he got her in the face, the burn immediate and blinding. Gravity pulled her earthward, onto her knees, her face on fire.

The sound she heard next couldn’t be human. Those howls—they came from guts, the earth. “What the hell is that?”

Lionel in her ear: “That’s your friend.”

The tone again! She didn’t like it, as she didn’t like most loaded things.


RESULT: TEN OF WANDS

Interpretation:

When Clover left at the end of the weekend, I wanted to go back to wandering. Instead I came here, I came to you. She calls me some Sundays. Last week she told me she was formulating a new plan. She said the words: Involuntary Administrative Separation. Words strung together in such a way that they’d become meaningless. “What’s that now?” I asked her. “I’ve been discharged,” she said, “and I’m okay with it.”

Do I believe her? Not really. But I’m there for her calls, and you’re there for your boys too. This card is an invitation to follow your own impulses. They might even like it, your boys, if you let yourself build your own life.

Key Themes:

Homecoming/Heavy Shoulders/Something in Your Eye?



Dee had a minor panic attack about medical insurance at the hospital’s intake until she remembered she was married, the policy that was in effect through the end of the year. What would they do then? She hadn’t even looked into it.

“Children shouldn’t handle bear spray,” the tired ER doctor who treated Dee said, and she was dutifully chagrined, shrinking into her hospital bed, the kids back at the house with Kandi, who—it was clear now—had to go. The bear, the beautiful boy, the burning incense. Too much risk. Dee would find another tenant or another way. Maeve had asked her to teach a messy art class on Thursdays; maybe she could do that to start. Tully wouldn’t be in prison forever, and when he got out… The words hung there and she didn’t know what to do with them. Like most men of his age, Tully took up too much space; he needed so many resources just to live. Maeve was not a fan of exotic species ever-expanding their range. She said you had to root them out. It was no science, tug close to the roots, pull up the plant’s dirt hairs. Sometimes Dee had to remember that Maeve was talking to the children, not her. Maeve liked to say that most adults are too fossilized in their routines to really change. You, we’re counting on you, she’d tell the kids, and they’d shift side to side, uncomfortable, being kids.

In the morning Dee took an awkward Lyft home, the middle-aged driver who was a chronic tailgater not once inquiring as to what had happened to her face. She could smell that fire and asked him to close his window, and he did, blasting the AC until she was shivering, an attack of sorts. Was she projecting? She asked him to turn the AC down, and he did that too, and they went back to ignoring one another.

Her phone rang and Dee answered it, no longer concerned with being rude.

“Hi there,” the woman said. “My name’s Maura, and I’m the polisher attached to your husband’s case. I was wondering if I could ask you for something?”

“What’s that now?”

Maura laughed loudly for no reason Dee could understand. “Photographs. I’m taking over Tully’s social media accounts and I could use a regular feed of photos of the family variety. You’d be surprised how far this kind of campaign can go in rehabilitating a person’s—”

Dee hung up on Maura. The driver had turned the AC back up, and their eyes met in the rearview, a register of mutual hatred, before they blinked off in different directions.

As the car pulled up in front of the house, Albert ran down the steps, Kandi trailing him. Dee didn’t bother to say good-bye to the driver, who didn’t bother to say good-bye to her, their interaction being less than five stars. Seeing Dee’s swollen eyes and face angry with red blotches, Albert curled into Kandi’s dress.

Dee’s heart folded in on itself. Embarrassment, shame—she burned with it all until Kandi flashed her the warmest smile, prying Albert loose of her dress. She wrapped her arms around Dee’s shoulders, and Dee sank into the hug, skin to skin, soaked in Kandi’s smell, her pheromones, practically asleep on her feet. Healed—was Kandi healing her?

“Thanks for watching them,” Dee said into Kandi’s hair. “Is Dwayne all right?”

“He’s all hoarse from the shouting, but he’ll be okay.”

Dee couldn’t unhear those howls—how could that sound have come from him? She didn’t want to admit they were animals. Her mother’s faith, though intermittently applied, had left a residue.

Kandi patted Dee’s back, let her loose. “You need to rest. I can watch the boys.”

“Where’s your brother?” Dee asked Albert, who pointed upstairs.

She hiked up the stairs and knocked on Lionel’s door—no answer—so she called his name, “Lionel?” Panicking, she pushed the door open, saw him asleep in his bed.

“You’re here.” She kissed his matted hair, and he smiled up at her sleepily and mouthed, Just a little longer, Mom.

The words triggered memory, of her mother, responsibility, Charlene! Dee had forgotten the hamster entirely, for how long? Frantic, she took the stairs, curled through the kitchen to the laundry room, Charlene motionless, Dee’s face at the plastic, memories of lost hamsters and dead hamsters running circles in her head.

“No,” she said, removing the cage’s lid, reaching a hand inside. She touched Charlene’s back, her finger finding that tumor—had it grown? Charlene sprang awake, darting up her tube, huddling into her bed of soft filling. Dee put the cage’s lid back in place and rested her cheek on its cold plastic.

In San Francisco, she’d had a woman who would watch her hamsters while the family vacationed. The woman wore sweater over sweater; she built her life around animals and seemed so very herself, never bothering to partner. Dee had always envied the woman for her independence, but also, she couldn’t remember her name.

Dee loved the times when she’d drop the hamster off at the woman’s house, and she didn’t have to worry about Charlene. She could swim in a hotel pool and forget the rodent entirely, forget about its growth, maybe cancerous, and how would she explain its death to Albert?

The phone rang, startling Dee—had she been asleep on her feet? She was angry at the interruption, stomping into the kitchen, ready to tell that Maura what Tully had done, leaving her alone to raise their boys like this, the danger—there would be no family photographs, no polishing or whatever. But Kandi was there first. She picked up the phone, pressed it to her ear, Dee at her shoulder listening, the familiar male voice: “This call is being recorded. You have a collect call from an inmate at—”

The women shared a look, quick but enough, the kind of quick-but-enough look women have shared for centuries, and Kandi slammed the phone down into its cradle.




US, BEING THE ORG, BEING US

It’s My Boyfriend’s night to feed us and he can’t go to the market due to The Smell, so we’re eating through the disaster stash he keeps in his creepy basement: clam chowder tonight. I can smell My Boyfriend over the chowder, impressive really, the power, the way The Smell commands attention even in the presence of fake shellfish.

On my nights to feed us I do takeout because I hate going to the market, just one of the many things My Boyfriend finds unsettling about me. That’s actually the word he uses to describe me, unsettling, even to our friends who we used to see but rarely see now because of The Smell. She won’t eat a casserole. Unsettling. She likes running, but not walking. Unsettling.

What can I say? I like a swift pace or no pace at all. We’re all different.

A few months ago My Boyfriend developed a smell like decay, and we couldn’t identify its source, as if it came from everywhere—his breath, his feet, his hair, his very pores—and he refused to do anything about it, so I refused to come within two yards of him, sleeping in the guest room alone. These days the closest we come to one another is sitting across the kitchen table at mealtime. It’s a wide round table; sometimes while we sit together I can avoid it—The Smell. But today the draft is unkind, The Smell everywhere and giving me a headache.

To distract myself, I ask him, “So, how’s it going with the dog killer?” We’ve worked together for years, polishers, same team, only I’m his supervisor, so when I ask him how’s it going with the dog killer, I’ll admit I’m creating a complex power dynamic.

My Boyfriend sips his chowder daintily. He tries to make up for The Smell with small motions—I can see that it’s withering him. “He seems open to change.”

“Good.” The chowder is unevenly heated, one bite claylike goo, the next hot lava. From the box, I pour oyster crackers into my palm and shovel them into my mouth, the salt doing something to protect me.

“I feel bad,” he says, “polishing a dog killer. Our clients are the worst.”

“Everyone deserves a chance to beat the system.”

“But we are the system.”

It’s true that as polishers we’re helping our clients game our own system, but it’s a lucrative arm of The Org—polishing—and we are helping people. I remind My Boyfriend of this.

“I guess.” He sips his chowder, The Smell between us like some smug dinner guest.

Before me, My Boyfriend went years without dating. When he was eighteen, he’d fallen hard for a Norwegian girl named Marit he met at some summer program in the trees. She let him fuck her under a waterfall and he thought for sure he was in love until summer ended and she dumped him, jetting off to Berlin, where she overdosed in the bathroom at Berghain, fentanyl in her coke. He likes to say he warned her coke was dead, that if she’d listened, she would be here, alive (with him). I added that last part, but it’s implied, his more powerful love for a dead girl. I should be stung by this, and I might be if I thought things could’ve worked out differently between them. Even without meeting her, I can tell she would’ve rated at least an eight, maybe even a nine—hot, intelligent, multilingual—and she was destined to leave him.

“Do you want to watch Dateline?” My Boyfriend asks. “They’re doing a special on those mounds of human bones.”

A landmark of my childhood, those bone mounds that first appeared in San Francisco when I was a kid, that terrified a generation of parents and made it so a generation of kids could never play outdoors without adult supervision. Over time, the sightings moved down the coast, along with all that speculation about the serial killer assumed responsible, the monster man they never caught who reduced the dead to bones, who piled them high for others to find, spreading fear, though it’s been years since the last sighting. Would I like to watch a Dateline special on it?

“I’d rather not,” I tell My Boyfriend, whose posture reads sadness, his ancient Belle and Sebastian T-shirt a cry for help.



I’m in the guest room that has become my room since The Smell, seated at my desk, practicing good posture per The Org’s manual and waiting for my new client, who’s late for first contact—not a good sign.

We both work out of the home, My Boyfriend and I, but this is his house—I moved in, absorbed into his space, and have had minimal effect on its décor, as if to do so were some declaration of commitment I’m not ready to make. My Boyfriend hasn’t done much decorating either, inheriting this awful wallpaper from the old people who owned the home before him and maybe died here. My Boyfriend says no way, but I don’t know. There’s a dark feeling to the place, not a haunting, but a clawing sadness that I hope is the house and not me. I stare into the wallpaper’s purple flowers, those pistils shining gold, a clashing color combination that makes me want to kick the wall, but My Boyfriend is on the other side in the master bedroom, likely meeting with the dog killer. I got lucky with my new client—a real estate agent who needs to revamp her image after an affair, a four striving for a seven, like so many others. As polishers we often deal with much worse.

My new client appears on the screen, wispy hairs flying free of her top tail, cheeks enflamed as if she’s been running. Somewhere in her house a child wails.


CLIENT: Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry!



I’m relieved to hear how easily she apologizes. I’ve read her file, and in this kind of scenario, a public apology—by the woman—is a requirement for a rating bump.

I explain to her the difference between a four and a seven.


ME: It’s the difference between month-to-month and a mortgage, it’s boxed hair dye versus the salon treatment, a squeaky ceiling fan versus central air.

CLIENT: Fascinating.



Her eyes flit away, and I can see she is very much not fascinated. This is because she’s only been a four for a couple weeks. She hasn’t yet felt the effects of her downgrade—the friends who will drift away, the houses she won’t be able to sell, the schools now outside her kids’ reach. I’ve seen it happen, so I know to be afraid for her.

The wail grows closer, louder, until the child is buried in my client’s arms. She hums quietly, rocking until the child is subdued, and I can see the truth of the situation: she deserves a ten, clearly.

I like to tell my team that I always shoot for a ten, with every client, even if we all know that’s just Org-speak. Tens have a sort of natural luster, the bone structure and family money, a fragrance like sunshine. Normally I don’t make promises to clients, but in this case I find myself saying it:


ME: I’m going to get you a ten.

CLIENT: That’s so nice, but I only have the money for a seven.



The Org’s algorithm rates our clients based on their positives and negatives, and we polishers consider these scores relative to client goals. Take my new client: she’s a good mom (positive), if not a little too career-driven (negative)—this being the algorithm’s determination, not my own—and she maybe had an affair with little Xavier’s dad (negative) and/or a public dustup with little Xavier’s mom (negative), and now every family in her territory is refusing to work with her, the home-wrecker, certainly not a home seller, a life builder, not for us (negative, negative, negative)—poor little Xavier! Say you’re faced with this woman who wants to be a seven (goal), who wants to sell medium-size houses to medium-size assholes (goal), who should be a seven—kindhearted and physically attractive and presently married. For her, life should be a dream.


CLIENT (covering child’s ears): I had the affair, but I’m not guilty.



This is the thing people are slow to understand about the system: The algorithm that determines if they’ll make a good romantic match? Us. If they’ll qualify for a loan? Also us. If they’ll be a repeat offender, a responsible employee, a decent parent—us, us, us. Which is to say, there is no system other than our system. Us, being The Org, being us.

I may be unsettling, but I’m excellent at my job. Every night before bed I review a case from the archives, such as this eager eighty-four-year-old who’s occupied far too many of my nights, my mind churning circular thoughts.


Name: Glen Davidson

Location: San Diego, California

Age: 84 years old

Goal: He needs a 7 to get into Sheridan Springs, a retirement community that leans into late-years romance with samba lessons and a speed dating night, cooking classes for two, etc.

Strengths: A former marine, he’s served, which should gain him respect, but apparently doesn’t (which I suppose is a weakness). He seems emotionally stable, though needy (another hidden weakness). Physically well enough to live alone, but lonely (yet another). And horny (cringe). He’s not creepy, but it’s obvious he’s trying to get into the home to meet a woman, or many women.

Weaknesses: The facility won’t admit this, but I think they have a problem with vets. Let’s face it, they’ve probably dealt with all sorts who never got proper treatment. And Glen’s loneliness, it’s off-putting. Though he’s a homeowner with OK retirement funds, he’s been rated a 6. Could be his age. Could be something he’s managed to hide, except from the algorithm. He won’t talk about the series of young female tenants who rented his in-law apartment other than to say they were wonderful girls.

Results: He was willing to part with a $5,000 “deposit,” which went directly into the community director’s pockets. Now he can samba and speed date to his heart’s content as a resident of Sheridan Springs.



Is this success? I hope Glen’s not lonely, that the samba classes give him what he needs—as polishers, this is about as close to success as we can hope for—but I have my doubts.



It’s early morning, and the heat’s not yet set in, the sky hazy from some fresh fire, so I jog the circular streets of our neighborhood on the southern edge of San Jose, The Smell chasing me—amazing how it lingers, perhaps set into my clothes, my hair, sunk into my skin. When I pass other people I pick up the pace in their presence, wanting to impress, though mostly they ignore me. No one ever smiles or waves. Perhaps I don’t appear friendly, but I am in no way unsettling. I’m just another human trying—is that not enough?

I see a cluster of people across the street, staring into a neighbor’s bottlebrush tree, and slow. “What is it?” I call.

“Ssh,” the mother pushing the stroller says. But it’s too late. The baby in the stroller blinks awake, taking in this place which is clearly not the right place, given the wail the baby emits.

The sound startles a bird out of the bottlebrush, the neighborhood’s northern mockingbird, referred to as Daisy—I have no idea why. The neighbors who have gathered take videos of Daisy as she disappears over a roof. Once mockingbirds were common in these areas. Now all we have is Daisy. She’s pretty annoying actually, with her car alarm call, but we all do our best to keep our fruit-bearing trees and vines alive. Daisy likes fruit when she can’t get insects.

As the baby wails and wails, the mother turns on me, glaring hatefully. Have I ever glared so hatefully?

I run farther than normal, let my mind wander, the houses so very the same in their shades of pale orange and pink. Occasionally I come across a jaunty personalized mailbox, a whale’s gaping mouth or a mama bear lifting her skirt, all new to me, and I’m flooded with fear—it shouldn’t be this hard to navigate one’s own neighborhood. I have to use my phone to map myself back to My Boyfriend’s, which is embarrassing.

I see the chair swing where My Boyfriend and I used to swing and swing and tell made-up stories about our neighbors, and I feel such relief to be home, reliving those stories. The owner of the Westie who’s always on his phone definitely has a porn problem. The woman in the Lexus is forever speeding because of irritable bowel syndrome obviously. We would laugh and laugh at our neighbors’ expense, but no one sits in that chair swing anymore; no one tells stories. Who knows? Maybe some happy couple is watching us and laughing. I scan the neighbors’ houses, but all I see are closed curtains.

The house is too quiet, My Boyfriend not in the kitchen or his room. The door at the end of the hall is half-open, the door that leads to the creepy basement. I hate it down there—the dampness, the ancient spiderwebs, a feeling like I’m being watched. My Boyfriend yelps from below.

“What’s wrong?” I shout into the darkness.

“Mice,” he calls up at me. “Can you give me a hand with these traps?”

Using my phone as flashlight, I inspect the plank shelves, the dusty shoeboxes and jars crammed with junk.

“What is all this stuff?” I pluck a coffee can from the shelves, examine its contents, a bunch of rusty nails and smelly old pennies.

“A lot of it was here when I moved in.”

“The old couple?” I don’t like to talk about them, the ghosts I’m certain live here, because, you know, who believes in such things? But there’s definitely a presence, and it’s not My Boyfriend or The Smell.

“Yeah,” he says.

The shadows feel like strangers watching, or mice, which is not a comfort.

“What about this?” I pluck a clear plastic egg from the shelf. It makes a pleasurable clack-clack when I shake it.

“Teeth,” My Boyfriend says. “Don’t open that.”

“Like human?”

My Boyfriend nods. “Aunt Eliza stole them from some business guy. She wanted to take them with her to the nursing home, but the bacteria—the home didn’t want the risk. And anyway, she promised them to me years ago.”

His aunt Eliza was a bit of a survivalist until the stroke, so I’m not surprised to hear she kept human teeth.

“Yes, but who did they belong to originally?”

“Goldenrod,” he says.

“Like from James Bond?”

“That was Goldfinger. Goldenrod was some seventeenth-century Norwegian explorer.”

“An explorer,” I say, a word I haven’t used in years. I like the sound of it, say it again.

“Are you gonna help?” My Boyfriend asks, but I’m taking the stairs.

In the guest room I flop onto the bed, holding the egg up to the light. Mine. I don’t mean to be possessive. I had a therapist for a while. She was so ineffectual I don’t remember her name—just her woodsy perfume, one of the last scents I can call up before The Smell. Therapist would say my mom’s disappearance, death, whatever-happened-to-her, is why I hold on to people, why I get fixated. But what is love if not focus? I was five and barely remember her, my mother—a musician in the LA punk scene, the leader of some all-girl group called Disaster Kids with her own following, until the band broke up and my folks moved to San Francisco. From my dad’s stories, I know she had a temper; she held tight to so much anger. Sometimes I can feel her near me, smell her even—how can I smell her? One day my mom was there to walk me to school, to pick me up, and the next? I don’t remember it, the waiting, the not knowing. My dad says it was hours before he landed at SFO—he’d been in New York for an art show, which was not uncommon. He’d raced over to the school, but I refused to leave with him, and he tried everything, coaxing, bribing, threatening, before finally he’d had to carry me out over his shoulder. Agatha the Great—that’s what everyone called me back then, as if I were some kind of dictator.

Therapist would say that’s why I can’t break up with My Boyfriend—I’m too afraid to face being alone. But what does she expect? My mom was my home, and then she was gone. Besides, in my experience, so few people stay that it’s my pleasure, always, to be the last person to leave the party.

Before bed, I place the egg on my nightstand. I remember the TV writer I polished, Joel was his name, living in Phoenix, trying to get his rating up so his ex would take him back. Loneliness, it’s at the center of so many of our clients’ problems. What feels like coincidence is just pattern. If you look at enough cases, you see them—the patterns. People bleeding together, losing definition.

I know Joel sold a script for a feature film about some feral kids surviving in the desert and the nerdy coward who helps them, that his rating skyrocketed from a dismal four to a nine, just like that. I’ve never seen such ascension and I’m proud, even if I know that—in this case—the client did all the work. The question remains: Did he get his ex back? There are no follow-ups in polishing. I mean, our clients can hire us again if they choose, but when the contract ends, we don’t stay in touch.



I lead my team’s 9:30 a.m. meeting from the kitchen table, My Boyfriend in his bedroom. I haven’t been in that room for weeks. His face is wide and shiny, flattened to 2D, behind him an unmade bed, covers in a ball as if he’s been twisting and twisting in his sleep. Next to my computer sit the teeth in their egg—a gross shade of brown like no beads I’d wear.

I ask the team to share their successes.


ENSEL: Sharon’s campaign is going great now that we got her son in rehab again.

MAURA: That schoolteacher who was on leave? The family’s willing to settle. He’ll be back in the classroom by fall.

MAI: I encouraged a city inspector to raise the fro-yo shop’s grade to a C. Not bad, considering what they found in that kitchen.



Given the atrocities they found in that fro-yo shop, I’m impressed by Mai’s work. She’s definitely the smartest member of my team, which is pretty pitiful considering one of my team members is My Boyfriend.


ME: So, let’s hear about our failures.

A long uncomfortable silence.

MAI: I can’t get those beauty pageant judges to budge on little Alexa. They say she’s untalented. They keep going on about history and tradition and an image to uphold.

ENSEL: The Los Gatos dentist has been crowning healthy molars for years to pay off her plastic surgery debts. No way can I get every single one of those Yelp posts taken down.

MAURA: Guys. It’s happened. I’ve been picked!



She laughs maniacally, a nervous habit. The oldest member of my team, she could retire. Why doesn’t she retire?


MAURA: I’m polishing Jamie Lick!



Every year the algorithm’s original designer and our company’s CEO, Jamie Lick, chooses a different polisher to take his case. He believes in the process, he says in his speeches and interviews, he always wants to be better. Everyone knows he’s a ten, though as age chips away at his vitality—he is fifty-seven—there’s always the chance that the algorithm will downgrade him. I wouldn’t want to deliver that news to Jamie Lick, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling wildly jealous.


ME: Congratulations. Let me know if you want any support with that.



Maura is still laughing. When will she stop?

My Boyfriend doesn’t contribute, so I ask him in front of everyone:


ME: Giles, any successes and/or failures to share?



He goes speckled—he hates spotlights and I know this. I could be kinder, softer. But also, five people? His own team? I find myself growing weary of his need for protection. He’ll always be a seven—doesn’t matter that he’s a homeowner, employed, cohabiting—if he keeps on like this.


ME: Well?

MY BOYFRIEND: The dog killer was going really well, he had two interviews and everything, but he wouldn’t shave his beard.



Silence. A lengthy silence. A silence I want to kill me.


ME: Perhaps next time you’ll find a way to convince the client to adhere to our dress code, beards being creepy.

MY BOYFRIEND: Thank you for the feedback.



His tone reads angry and I look closely at his face. He appears older, his skin gray, though perhaps it’s the poor video quality. I have a thought: No one will ever want him after me, and this makes me sad.

The meeting room is a charged chamber; any one of us could sneeze and blow it up.


ME: That’s all for today. Thanks, everyone.



My Boyfriend is the first to blip away. I shake the teeth in their egg, nice sound. Then I look up Goldenrod on my computer. Though I’ve never heard of him, he’s famous enough to have a painting hanging in Oslo’s Fram Museum, a milky portrait, viewable online, his lively pinkish skin, the depth of his devilish eyes, that hair, gold, to his shoulders—a natural ten. I gather facts and conjectures like a good polisher:


	Goldenrod was a seventeenth-century explorer, one of many who tried—and failed—to discover the Northwest Passage.

	Some say Goldenrod was a Norwegian criminal.

	Others swear he was a con man, maybe not even Norwegian by birth.

	Many say he was a bit of a lothario, a woman in every port, hence the name (a question for later: Did he give himself that name?).

	His teeth were removed right before or after his death. (Something to do with an angry crew frozen in ice??? [This is maybe not fact. This is maybe legend?])



It feels like a perfectly safe and useless way to spend my free time, researching Goldenrod, not like I’m on a dating app, not like I’m cheating. If My Boyfriend’s Norwegian ex were alive, he’d be all over that. Is that why he keeps the teeth? Is it some sick connection to his dead ex? We all have ghosts, skeletons—pick your poison—but pining over dead exes is going too far.

My Boyfriend comes into the kitchen, and starts shining countertops with a wet rag.

“It’s your night, you know,” he says, “dinner.”

I pull up the app on my phone and order all our favorites from the local Indian place. “Done.”

“You could be an eight if you saved more.” It’s almost a whisper, his disparagement.

“What was that?” I ask even though I’ve heard him perfectly.

He goes back into his room, shuts the door. I hear a sound like soft crying and feel both angry and guilty, but not enough to knock, to go into the room that is his alone now.

Once My Boyfriend was quite the hunter. He’d wake before dawn and head into the hills and come back with dead things he’d skin and break down in our backyard. I found it disgusting and told him so, and he gave it up. For me, I remind myself.

He dropped out of his grad program in urban planning for me too, or so he says. I may have hinted here and there that urban planning is a social service; he’d never make enough money to earn a rating higher than a six with that kind of salary. Also, as it turns out, his grades were terrible. He didn’t mention that when he told me he’d dropped out, when he took my offer of a job at The Org. Starting salary was higher than any building inspector’s, I’d bragged to him as he signed the paperwork. “That’s awesome,” he said, but I could tell that he didn’t find it all that awesome. And I never stopped to think about whether this was the right plan for him. Only that it felt right to me.



I eat dinner solo and hop into the guest room bed that has become my own, covered to my waist in quilts hand-sewn by Aunt Eliza. They’re massive, the quilts, dragging the floor, as if she doesn’t know how to stop herself. They keep me busy, she writes in her scratchy penmanship, barely legible. For her fabric squares she uses the left-behind clothes of the facility’s dead and the scraps My Boyfriend’s mom, Jo-Jo, brings in on her weekly visits. I appreciate her dedication, the way she shows up—I hear mothers are good for that, sisters too.

My phone buzzes noisily on my desk. It’s past eleven, which means it could only be my dad, who moved to Barcelona a decade ago, with his much younger girlfriend. I cough to clear my throat.


ME: Dad?

DAD: Hi there, Agatha the Great.



I hate it when he calls me that, and also it feels like home. Apparently my mom came up with the nickname before she disappeared, and it stuck. I’ve never liked it—being reminded that as a child I was a bit of a tyrant. Isn’t that true of all kids?

The words that come out of my dad’s mouth are the same each time. A show this weekend in the city—the city being San Francisco, Dad being a snob. Perhaps lunch… can you drive in? He knows how I loathe driving to the city where I grew up—the traffic, the parking that’s impossible to find or easy and costs a week’s salary. He knows that I’ll come all the same. He’ll ask me over elaborate salads, Are you happy? And I’ll want to laugh. My dad the artist developed his career long before the algorithm. In that way, he’s been grandfathered into the system, the lucky fucker. What’s so frustrating is he acts like he has to struggle like the rest of us; he gets resentful when I tell him how much harder it is now to move up. He cites his girlfriend, who’s an artist like him, not that much older than me, who’s managed to make a beautiful life for herself, overlooking how his career has helped hers, and vice versa. Actual words he’s said: A man past his prime has to fight to stay relevant. What he doesn’t understand is how hard it is for the rest of us just to get there, never mind stay. Some things he can’t see, he never will, and I’ve come to accept that. Therapist would say it’s weird how I can have such healthy boundaries with my dad but no one else. Goldenrod’s teeth resting on my pillow, I note the irony.

Perhaps that’s why this time around I decide to be difficult.


ME: You’ve never been to our place. How about you come here for a change?



I’m clenched, clenching the phone.


DAD: I’d love to.



He very much sounds like he would not love to.

That night I dream about him. Not my dad, blech, but Goldenrod, steering his ship into the wind that is doing nice things to his hair. I don’t know what I am, a sort of weak hovering presence. I’d love a body, but this dream is a disappointment, like most things.



I take an early morning run, My Boyfriend silent in his room, probably sleeping—he sleeps more and more. I tell myself I’ll make it back this time without my phone. I pay attention. I stay present. Isn’t that a thing? I’m here; where is everyone else? No neighbors, no birds tracing the sky, no cars on the road save a delivery truck. I follow it, sprinting as it gets ahead of me on a hill, out of my sights, until I’m sucking air and have to stop. Bent forward, I hear her, Daisy, that car alarm call, and I jog in its direction, but it turns out to be an actual car alarm, not Daisy. A neighbor I don’t know emerges from her house in her robe and slippers, with wacky bedhead, and extends a key fob, shutting off the car alarm with a blip. She sees me, and I give her a wave, and she frowns at me before going to her car and checking its contents.

I turn and turn, knowing I’ve done it again—I’m lost, the houses like My Boyfriend’s house but not his.

In the guest room, pumped on endorphins and fear, I call up my client, encourage her to renew her marital vows publicly, even if her husband hates her, and she hates her husband—I mean, unless you’re getting a divorce, this is the quickest Org-approved way to save this kind of situation. She is midworkout, miffed at the interruption.


CLIENT: I was just reaching my peak heart rate!



Not perfect, but who among us is? Even a ten can experience bad moods, I’m sure. We all have to reach our peak heart rates.


CLIENT: A seven, that’s all I paid for, and there will be no renewing of vows.



Breakfast is oatmeal, My Boyfriend pouting. I could apologize; that’s probably how a ten would handle this situation, but I’m just another seven, gainfully employed, a runner, not ugly according to the algorithm, but no model either, with a modest but growing 401(k). Being a polisher, I know how the system works. I’d be an eight easy if I married My Boyfriend. But My Boyfriend will never be more than a seven, even though he’s a homeowner, even if he marries me. He’s just a seven by nature, and the algorithm knows it.

“You said your aunt stole those teeth?”

He slips a teensy bite of oatmeal into his mouth, chews. “That’s right. From some business guy who beat her at pool. Aunt Eliza never loses at pool.”

I’ve never met Aunt Eliza, and honestly I’m a little afraid of her. According to My Boyfriend she was fearless, so good at everything. Thinking out loud, I say, “If Goldenrod’s crew perished, his ship sank, where’d the teeth come from in the first place?”

“Why are you so interested in those teeth?”

“Are you jealous?” I joke, but he doesn’t smile, sad in his ratty Belle and Sebastian T-shirt. Goldenrod’s story, trapped in ice, the angry crew—it brings me comfort. Even a ten could perish under the worst of circumstances, and aren’t these the worst? My Boyfriend’s right to cry in private. I have a sweeping gutting feeling—we’re so alone! I want to reach across the table, place my hand over his, but The Smell is there between us.

As if he knows what I’m thinking, or maybe it’s always on his mind, he says, “What’s going to happen to my rating when the algorithm finds out about…”

He can’t say it, The Smell, but I know what he means. Then I remember that Dad is coming for a visit.

“A doctor,” I say, “I’m making you an appointment now.” I’m done with this waiting; I push away from the table, feeling very action-oriented. The Org likes people who take initiative, even if their motivation is selfish. Also? I hate how I can’t do a single thing, like book My Boyfriend a doctor’s appointment online, without thinking about my rating.

I call to My Boyfriend, “This afternoon,” and he calls back, “Okay.”



Outside I see no neighbors, no children playing, no speed-walkers. Only houses, so very the same in their master layout. We are all navigating the same floor plans, all designed into the same lives. Love should bring us comfort, when everything else is uncertain, but it’s an invitation to panic—do I love the right person, is my love enough? I’m certain no one sleeps, not a soul on this block, but Therapist is fond of telling me I project—I can’t see past myself. On impulse, I call my client and am surprised when she answers, unsure of what to say. I sit down on the chair swing, its rusty chains whining.


ME: How’s everything going? You doing okay?



She is silence on the line, a loud sniffle, perhaps crying? Crying makes me nervous, hence the babbling:


ME: So rekindling your marriage is a nonstarter. So what?



I explain my plan:


ME: We go for a public apologetic meeting with little Xavier’s mom, Amanda, who’s not the fighting type—that dustup had more to do with Amanda’s gal pals feeding her Bellinis until she had no filter. Amanda is normally a pretty buttoned-up Christian kinda gal. Which is why the apology will go well. You only have to show up, say you’re sorry, and Amanda will have no choice but to accept, this being a public place, love the sinner, not the sin, etc.

CLIENT: It’s not that. It’s just… no one’s asked me if I’m okay in… like ever.

ME: Oh.

CLIENT: Thanks. For being human.



She sniffles again loudly. I could tell her it’s part of the job, being polite, but most clients are so rude and entitled that I decide to enjoy her gratitude.


CLIENT: You’re so sweet. But I think I made this clear: I’m not sorry and I won’t pretend.



Then she signs off.



In the guest room I lie on Aunt Eliza’s quilt, Goldenrod’s teeth resting on the pillow next to me in their egg. I catch myself wondering if the world was as hard on my mom as it is on my client. Maybe she ran away for a reason, escaped—it’s a nice thought until I remember that what she escaped from was me. My dad and I never talk about the timing, her disappearance not long before the first bone mound sighting. I’ve never said it out loud, no one has, but I’m fairly certain she was one of the monster’s first victims.

I tell myself I need a vacation. I may not like markets or people, but I like places other than here; I like exploration. Explorer! The word comes back to me. I turn on my side, stare at the egg. Life should be a dream. Even for me, I catch myself thinking.

Hilarious. I have a good laugh at that and go to my computer, reading another case—they have a way of plummeting me back into reality.


Name: Lindy Long

Location: Eden Prairie, Minnesota

Age: 45 years old

Goal: Lindy is seeking a full-time teaching job at a private high school. She wants to buy a condo. She hopes that owning a condo will make her feel like less of a failure, though her mother assures Lindy that in her eyes, she’s perfect. (Perhaps a weakness, the enabling mother?)

Strengths: Great name. Sounds like a movie star. She gets excellent student reviews at the city college where she’s an adjunct, though they sound a bit like sympathy reviews. Example: Professor Long absolutely needs to take a computer class. She just stands up there and talks at us, which is boring, but she’s also always available during office hours and gave me an extension on my essay even though she totally knew my grandmother wasn’t dead. Four stars!

Weaknesses: Extremely unfocused. Still lives at home with her mom, though she has two master’s degrees and $200,000 in debt. An adjunct making below minimum wage. How could she possibly escape that kind of debt, let alone buy a condo?

Results: Lindy didn’t get the job, but she is in therapy now. She’s in yoga teacher training too, and though she’s made many wrong turns in her life and does need to focus, the yoga is very stabilizing. There’s an audience for that, unlike education, which is mostly a prison.



The wallpaper, those purple flowers, I see penises in the golden pistils—how could I have missed the penises? They’re everywhere now, the wallpaper a remnant of the old couple who lived and died here before us. Us—I’d almost forgotten My Boyfriend on the other side of that wall.

I ask Goldenrod’s teeth, “What should I do?”

Finally I crack the egg. The smell, my God—



I wake sweaty and scared, head throbbing like I’ve drunk two bottles of wine, Daisy somewhere nearby, affecting her car alarm call. The teeth, resting in their egg, look more like wood than once human. So tiny—do they shrink over time like most everything?

In the kitchen, My Boyfriend grinds coffee. I press my hands to my ears until he’s done.

“My dad’s coming tomorrow,” I say.

“Oh? What will we feed him?”

“I’m going to cook,” I tell him, and he looks surprised, and I say, “Don’t look surprised!”

Even at the market The Smell trails me, as if it’s in my hair, my clothes. When I get home My Boyfriend’s taking more mousetraps down to the basement. I ask him about the doctor’s appointment.

“Test results are pending.”

But I’m not buying it. “You didn’t go.”

“I didn’t go,” he repeats. “I was too embarrassed.”

“I can’t live like this. What will Dad think?”

“I can stay in my room,” My Boyfriend offers.

“You better,” I say as I stomp out of the house for the rest of the groceries. I don’t know why I’m being so mean. I can tell he’s fragile, but somehow in the presence of breakable things I become reckless. I wish it weren’t true, but I’m worried about him, about what the algorithm will make of this. No one—not even Jamie Lick—understands how it comes to its decisions. Inputs-outputs, but the in-between? A dark affair.



I take a dozen laps around our block despite my terrible headache, too afraid to journey farther and get lost. My pace is heightened though I meet no one in my circles, the sky a pink hemorrhage above me, Goldenrod’s teeth tucked into my sports bra. It’s a pleasant distraction, using my meager Internet research to build him up. I piece it together into a story I know can’t be true but feels true all the same: a stowaway headed west, just a boy, before he realized his beauty had value, finding his way into people’s hearts, until one day he was captain, trusted by his crew and investors to discover the Northwest Passage. No one save Amundsen the Successful could have understood how much timing mattered, new passages being difficult, generally speaking. Goldenrod’s ship was caught in ice, his crew taking their confusion out on their beautiful captain. How scared they must’ve been to do something so terrible, taking his teeth. I’m sorry for them all and feel royally hungover, though I haven’t drunk a thing—Aunt Eliza’s home had been right to reject the teeth. It shouldn’t be so painful, connecting, loving, not like this. The stories I tell feel true even to me, their inventor. But what is love if not invention?

I’ve felt it before with My Boyfriend—I know love. I slow to a walk and press my hand to my heart, to Goldenrod’s teeth in my sports bra, agitating my skin.



I’m in a mood when my team’s meeting opens, telling them to keep it short.


ME: Successes?

ENSEL: Sharon’s son tried to kill himself, but good news: he failed again.



I bury my face in my hands.


MAURA: I had my first meeting with Jamie. He was at home, hanging out in his yard, so I could see his infinity pool and the field of wheatgrass beyond. It was so beautiful.

ME: Failures?

MAURA: He introduced me to his dog Thelma. Such a cutie.

ME: That’s not a failure, Maura. Keep up.

MAURA: Sorry.



She laughs long and loudly.


MAURA: I don’t mean to be a hog, but he’s just so amazing, so kind. He asked me questions. He wanted to know why I’m still at it, polishing.

ME: What did you tell him?

MAURA: I told him how much I love helping people.



I level my eyes at her through the screen because on this team, there’s no room for dishonesty.


MAURA: I also told him about my shopping problem.

ME: Any other failures?

MY BOYFRIEND: I’m experiencing guilt.



I lift my face, meet him in 2D.


ME: Guilt about what?

MY BOYFRIEND: About what we do, making bad people pass for good people.



Ensel is heavy-breathing.

Maura is smiling because she’s the kind of person who smiles in the face of discomfort, laughs in the face of terror, truly—I’ve seen it.

I examine My Boyfriend, really look at him, older, flatter, but still him. Sitting back in my seat, I contemplate love and its decomposition rate. Then I remember that I’m here, with him, in the same house.


ME: That’s all for today.



I’m the first to sign off, My Boyfriend meeting me in the kitchen. He’s been wearing the same Belle and Sebastian T-shirt all week, only it looks sadder.

“You can’t say things like that, not in team meetings.”

“I know.” He’s nervously pacing, The Smell overpowering. “I don’t know why I said it.”

“Is it true?”

He fixes me with his eyes. “I hate polishing. I’m scared all the time.”

“Scared of what?”

“Are you kidding? Coastlines are disappearing. We can’t vacation due to the fires. We drink recycled toilet water because of the drought. I keep thinking we should move, but to where?”

I could tell My Boyfriend that I’m more afraid of the algorithm than I am of fires, but he stalks back into his room, and I stalk back into the guest room, doors slamming, those penis flowers watching me. The teeth are giving me a heated rash, so I take them out of my sports bra and return them to their egg. Something I learned in my research: warming seawater temperatures freed Goldenrod’s ship from the ice and brought it to the surface. The hunter who spotted the ship’s mast coming out of the water was frightened, naturally—a sunken ship is a curse. I don’t know why this makes me so sad, but I carry it into my meeting with my client.


CLIENT: What’s wrong? You sound… off.

ME: Oh. Um?

CLIENT: It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.

ME: My dad is coming for lunch. I’m a little nervous.



Sharing personal details with clients is frowned upon by The Org, and I regret it immediately.


CLIENT: Dads.



She shakes her head, and I know she’s thinking about her husband who’s moving out. I don’t need the algorithm to tell me this. Behind my client is a tower of cardboard boxes.


ME: Are you sad?



My client smiles broadly, a perfect Invisalign smile.


CLIENT: Always.



I love her for this honest answer and tell her what I’ve done: I paid a freelance journalist enough for a nice dinner + one wine so he’d write a glowing profile of my client for a popular local blog, a “smart businesswoman/great mom” type of piece. Everyone loves a story about a smart businesswoman who also happens to be a mother, as if to say, See? It is possible.


ME: You should hear from him soon.



I’ve sat in the face of many teary-eyed clients, but never has it made me feel so—what is it I feel?


CLIENT: You really are the best, you know?



When we sign off, I fall onto my bed. Happy is the word—I’m happy. Then I remember that my dad is coming and pull myself up, begin the cleaning, the cooking. I knock on My Boyfriend’s door to ask him if he’ll help, but he doesn’t answer. Pushing the door open, I see his unmade bed, his twisted sheets, his unmanned computer. I text him:


ME: Where are you?





By the time Dad arrives I’m exhausted, and My Boyfriend is missing. I’ve cleaned the house except his room, made a salad and a quiche, set out wine and sparkling water. Lit some incense, some candles, though The Smell lingers. I’ve put out cheese and crackers, olives, a jar of fig spread. I feel guilty and gross for the elaborate spread, all the plastic packaging that’ll no doubt end up in the ocean. Half my paycheck is laid out on the table, My Boyfriend ignoring my texts. He’s never met Dad, who arrives in a convertible.

“I thought it’d be fun,” Dad says at the door, running a hand through what’s left of his hair. Because we see one another infrequently, the age shows with each visit in startling new ways, and this time it’s happened—he’s become a senior, hunched over his enormous belly.

He gives me a long hug, too long—he is fond of too-long hugs—and a kiss on the lips. My dad has always believed that lots of affection could make up for lack of attention. I shouldn’t hold it against him, my missing mother, my lonely childhood, raised by a series of au pairs, the best of whom he always fucked like a goddamn cliché. Joke’s on him. Even though he’s been around my whole life, I feel closer to my mom. How can that be?

“My goodness,” Dad says when he sees the spread of food. “You didn’t need to go to such trouble.”

“Sorry about The Smell.” In the presence of someone other than My Boyfriend, I can’t ignore it—it becomes heightened, like a heat lamp beating down on us.

“Smell?” Dad deposits himself in a chair, works at the wine. “Where’s this boyfriend I’ve heard so much about?”

He says this like it’s true, like I talk about My Boyfriend all the time, which I don’t.

“I’m not sure.” I sit down across from my father the old man. It’s remarkable, like I’m having lunch with Rip Van Winkle.

He pours us each a glass and offers a toast: “To your mother. I always feel close to her when I’m here.”

“That’s nice. I wish I remembered her better.”

He pats my hand. “I remember for the both of us.”

For some reason I find this infantilizing, like I don’t grieve my own mother. But Dad doesn’t notice, cutting off a hunk of cheese and balancing it on a cracker before jamming it into his mouth, and the anger—it dissipates quickly.

“You really don’t smell it? Like the presence of death?”

“It smells fine, like a home.” He takes a sip of wine, puckers. “You know, when you were little you always had to control the lighting, the volume of the music, the spice in our food.”

“What does that mean?”

“There’s no smell. Everything is perfect.”

After he’s close to finishing a bottle of wine, he finally winds around to why he’s really here. “I’ve heard from your grandparents.”

“What?” It wasn’t until third grade that I asked my dad why I had no grandparents unlike so many of my friends. He explained that his own parents were long gone, and my mother’s parents lived in Orange County and were not nice people.

But now he says to me, “They want to meet you.”

I don’t have much to say to this. They’ve had more than thirty years to get to know me. “Why now?”

He shrugs. Shovels another cheese and cracker into his mouth. Chews a long time. “You don’t have to call them or anything. But I’d feel bad not passing the message on to you.” He slides a slip of paper across the table, on it a number with an area code I recognize as Orange County.

“Why would you feel bad?”

He tosses back the rest of his wine, pours another. “You could’ve used more family around you, even if they’re not that great.”

Before he leaves, Dad brightens. “I almost forgot!” I follow him out to the convertible. “I found it when I was cleaning out the storage unit. Do you remember?”

I know her immediately, taking her into my arms. “Bun-Bun!”

She’d been my favorite stuffie. When you squeezed her, she’d let out a boisterous laugh. I give her a good squeeze, but the laugh doesn’t come—no doubt the battery died years ago. Breathing in her musty head, I let out a trio of sneezes.



The headache’s back, probably just the wine, three glasses with my dad, who had to get back to the city, his show. I’m buzzed and at my computer, expending Org funds to pay a dozen sevens in the community to share my client’s blog profile and say nice things about her on social media. The Org has endless funds, the algorithm forever churning.

Transactions complete, I think about what Dad said to me: You could’ve used more family around you. I pick up my phone and begin to text: Why did I need more family around me? Is there something wrong with me? Of course I delete. I do something I’ve never done before. I pull up my own file, from when I was first hired.


Name: Agatha Lois

Location: San Jose, California

Age: 24 years old

Goal: Other than continuing to excel at work, her goals are unknown.

Strengths: Efficient worker. Runner. Cohabits with partner (albeit unmarried).

Weaknesses: Socially isolated. Often unkind. Extremely unopen. Has hang-ups about her mom disappearing when she was a kid, but who can blame her?

Results: She is, as of yet, unpolished.



None of this surprises me, but to see myself reduced—I’m filled with a vengeful desire to murder the team-adjacent polisher who filled out this form. Who the fuck do they think they are? Talking about my mom as if they could begin to understand what it’s like not to know what happened to her, to feel her all the time, all around me, even when I know she isn’t there. No one should have such lingering powers, especially a ghost. I can’t even remember the polisher’s name, back when I was onboarding, was that really a decade ago? Fresh out of college and so full of hope. So certain I’d never need polishing.

As employees, we’re given the opportunity to be polished, but it isn’t required. I could set more specific goals for myself, paint my future with a bit more definition, yet I resist. Why do I resist?

Most people don’t know that to calibrate the original algorithm, Jamie Lick fed it decades’ worth of old data. Which is why I can’t help feeling like it’s my dad and his Gen X buddies passing judgment. The algorithm is constantly updated, but it can never keep up with people.

I check my phone, nothing from My Boyfriend, who’s really punishing me. I could worry but I’m too tired, nestling under Aunt Eliza’s quilts, Goldenrod’s teeth in their place on the pillow beside me.



Sounds from the basement rile me out of my bed. “Hello?” I call. Then I remember the mice and curl back up under Aunt Eliza’s quilts. Seeing my dad is exhausting always, but in my own home? I understand now why it’s never been this way, how he was doing me a favor, lunch in the city. I picture my client in her home waking to find that glowing blog profile, all those nice posts on social, and I’m warm and drifting until I hear it again, shuffling below me, coming from the basement. Bun-Bun pressed to my chest, I seize up my phone and turn on its flashlight, venturing down those stairs. The mice watch me, that old couple I’m certain died here—how else could My Boyfriend afford this house on his own? This neighborhood is so out of the range of a typical seven’s reach.

“Who’s there?” I call.

In the light of my phone, I see a figure on the ground, an arm cast across a face, and I think of the bone mounds from my childhood, the monster responsible, the monster who may have taken my mom, and I scream, my head throbbing with my own sound.

“It’s just me,” says My Boyfriend.

“What’re you doing?” My phone reveals a sleeping bag, a stack of ancient yellowing comics.

“I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

“So you hid in the basement?”

“Yes,” he says.

I don’t know how to tell him this, if I should, but I blurt it out: “Dad can’t smell it.”

“What?”

“He can’t smell you.”



I take a long run, listening to my mom’s old punk band, Disaster Kids, her screeching teenage voice, all the way to the place where the neighborhood gives way to hills and hills of yellow grass, a distant cluster of cows. Sucking air, I stop and watch the cows, who watch me back. Out here, I’m the intruder. I worry about these yellow fields, fire, the cows—who will evacuate the cows?

Jogging back, I’m disappointed that I know my way. For once I want to get lost. Typical, I think as I trace my way back to My Boyfriend’s, my mom’s guitar wailing in my ears, her words utterly unintelligible.

A hand on my shoulder. I wrench myself free, wheeling around. I wish it were a fighting stance I affect, but it’s definitely a scared stance, my neighbor with the Westie holding his hands up defensively, talking at me though I can’t hear him. I remove my earbuds and he’s midsentence: “—in my tree, can you believe it?”

“Sorry, what’s this now?”

“I said Daisy’s built a nest in my tree and I saw it with my binoculars, an egg!” He’s beside himself, this neighbor I don’t know, whose life I’ve built up into a joke. I’m so happy for him, and sorry. For some reason, we hug.

After Dad’s visit, My Boyfriend took an extended personal leave, having accrued an exorbitant number of vacation days, so I’m not surprised he skips our team meeting. This time, I don’t ask them for their successes and failures. I ask them why they became polishers.

Maura lets out one of her maniacal laughs.


ENSEL: To pay for my MFA.

ME: That was seven years ago.

ENSEL: I know.

MAI: I wanted to be a lawyer, but I couldn’t pass the bar.



This is not a thing mentioned on her résumé.


ME: Is that true?

MAI: No, but the real story sucks.

ME: Please tell me.



She tells me about the dual degrees she earned in computer engineering and mathematics, the work she did on our algorithm before she voiced concerns that it was perhaps too all-powerful, and maybe not always right.


ME: Not always right?

MAI: I’m four years from having enough stock vested to buy a farm in Oregon. Don’t ask me to elaborate. I’m already on the worst team in The Org.

ME: The worst team?

MAI: Oh, definitely.

MAURA: Jamie didn’t like my report. He made me start all over.

ME: What did the algorithm say?

MAURA: Clearly he’s a ten, but that’s not good enough. He says I have no storytelling voice. He says my report lacks creativity and it’s going into his personal archives and he can’t have that.

ME: Do you want me to take a stab at it?



I try to stay calm while I say this, to hide the fact that I’m dying to write Jamie Lick’s report. But Maura sobs into her hands.


MAURA: He’s hired a ghostwriter!

ME: A ghostwriter?

MAURA: Some famous novelist. I’m so ashamed!



The sobbing sounds she makes—I want to comfort her. I say many comforting things through the screen, so embarrassing and personal. I tell Maura about my absent father, my missing mother. I tell her Jamie Lick is an asshole. Maura laughs when I say this, not a nervous laugh, but a relieved one. I’ve gotten good at categorizing Maura’s laughs.

I’ve done my job and my team signs off happy, everyone except My Boyfriend, who’s run off into the hills with nothing but his truck and a hunting rifle. Before he left he told me that once he’d been a more defined person, with hills, even mountain peaks, and now he’s just a never-ending prairie. I told him it wasn’t true, which was a lie. I could see his prairie nature, the never-ending emptiness that he’s become. Like our clients with their manicured lawns and perfected smiles and engineered lives. So boring!

It’s maybe for this reason I didn’t flinch when I found the bone mound at the end of my driveway. I’d been on the phone with my grandma. She has a special set of hearing aids that connect directly to her phone. I’ve never had a better connection. She was telling me that when my mom was a girl she sang in the church choir.

“Really?” I asked. That didn’t sound at all like my mom.

“It was before she joined that band.” That band. The way she said the words, like a curse. “A voice like an angel.”

Her own voice cracked then, and I didn’t want her to cry. I was almost relieved to see the bone mound. When I told her about it, she was extremely concerned. “Did you watch that Dateline special? What if the monster’s back?”

Of course I hadn’t. That would’ve meant sharing the couch with My Boyfriend, and I was no longer doing that.

I told her not to worry. “I’m moving out today.”

“Would you consider moving home?” By home, she meant Orange County. She went on and on about all her friends, her community, naming off people she was certain would love me, and I pictured an inescapable net of them holding me up, or maybe letting me fall. It could go either way. I reminded her that Orange County wasn’t my home, but my mother’s, who was gone now, even though she felt close. Even if I felt her all around me. Will she ever not be here?

If I were polished, she’d be the first thing to go—I’m certain of this. She’s with me as I pack up my things, but where is My Boyfriend? I don’t blame him for avoiding me. A round of antibiotics is working away at my sinus infection, The Smell nearly gone. It’s not you, it’s me has never felt more apt. In this case, I’m the problem, The Smell not coming from My Boyfriend at all, but my own nose. I take what I can carry, everything I own, out the front door.

“Oh,” I say when I find My Boyfriend on the chair swing no one uses anymore. He doesn’t know this, but I buried those bones in the backyard. I didn’t want him to be afraid. Also, for some reason, I could tell they’d been left there for me. A message, but what does it mean?

He asks me to sit with him, and I do, and he kicks us going, swinging forward, back. “Where are you staying?”

“On Mai’s couch for now. I have a real estate agent who’s looking for the right spot for me.”

“Your client?”

“My friend,” I say, tingling with the word. She achieved a seven earlier this morning. While not beloved, she’s getting ample likes and follows and shares after that profile. I may be on the worst team in The Org, but I’m the best of the worst.

I’ve met my contractual obligation, yet we continue to talk, my client and I. We have a lunch date today, matter of fact. That’s why I use the word friend, and I don’t even think it’s a stretch.

“You’ll probably never forgive me,” I say, “for, you know, the whole smell thing.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But you can be angry. If you want.”

“I don’t want,” he says. His resignation letter was waiting for me when I woke this morning.


Our work as polishers? I’m overwhelmed by its purposelessness, a service that is only temporary—life being an ever-complicated affair that’s never not going to be fucked up.



“Is that true?” I’d asked Goldenrod’s teeth. I was sad, yes, but excited too, for My Boyfriend, for what would come. He’s softer than me, warmer, better; the algorithm may not think so, but I do. I’ve always thought of people as these echoes, interesting not so much on their own but collectively, when the patterns emerge. Now I’m not sure. I get stuck on the details. For example, my latest client, Sven, who needs an eight if he’s ever going to get the funding for his magical mood foam called Skum. “Mood foam?” I’d asked him. He’d told me all about it, the years he spent in the lab, developing the foam, testing it, the many attempts he’s made to get it to the market, a whole life devoted to that foam. Why doesn’t he give up? We’re negotiating the name, but that sort of thing takes time.

My Boyfriend and I swing a long time in silence, watching as our neighbor with the porn problem walks his Westie, waving to us even as he carries on a conversation in his earbuds. Then I remember that the porn problem was an inside joke between My Boyfriend and me, not real.

I dig my hand into my sports bra, retrieving Goldenrod’s teeth. “Yours,” I say as I place them in My Boyfriend’s palm.

He stares at the pile of teeth. I can see that he’s counting them in his head. “There’s one missing.”

“Is there?”

“That was their value,” he says, “a complete set.”

“Sorry,” I tell him as he closes his hand around the teeth, a type of good-bye, love being a thing that can’t stay the same, that can’t stay.

I rest my head on My Boyfriend’s shoulder, savoring The Smell. It should be gone any day now, along with my sinus infection, Goldenrod’s lost tooth tucked into my sock for safekeeping. After a bit of a legal battle, Goldenrod’s ship was raised with balloons and floated across the sea to Norway, which may or may not be his home. In the captain’s quarters, a special compartment was discovered, though by the time the ship was raised and excavated, the compartment was empty, its contents lost to the ocean.
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