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And Babylon shall become heaps, a dwellingplace for dragons, an astonishment, and a hissing, without an inhabitant.

Jeremiah 51:37
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PART ONE
SUPERPOSITION







CHAPTER ONE

Called to this distant land by the death of an unknown kinsman and the promise of a new life came Hsiu Keng and his wife, Lee Mei, thirty-seven and thirty-three, who owned together but one suitcase full of clothes and an old leather knapsack filled with treasures that had survived the furor of the revolution: untranslated documents attesting to their births and marriage, three and a half misshapen taels of gold, a jade pendant carved into the shape of a monkey, a red coral bracelet too small for either of their wrists, a little booklet of family photographs, a transistor radio, and a silk bag of chrysanthemum seeds. They took possession of one hundred and sixty acres of soil that sloped, south to north across folded ridges, down to an overgrown pasture.

Standing on the proud rise to the southeast, the whole of this abundance of useless land could be seen on a clear day, all the way to the distant northwestern corner. On this high vantage the new arrivals found their home, a huge and low-slung ranch house with six rooms of interchangeable purpose, each about the same size, even the kitchen. Neat little piles of fine yellow dust beveled the corners of each room and smoothed the squared edges of windowsills and crown molding and doorjambs. A thick layer of this same dust had accumulated on the floors as well and as they wandered through the place, their bare feet left clear and outlined footprints of sudden spotlessness on the wood floors.

On that first day the stale air inside was quiet and smelled of cloves. Most of the furniture had long ago been removed and auctioned off, except those which were too large or too worthless, and the two newcomers encountered these hulking remainders as they wandered through the empty house in the failing light. In what must have once been a bedroom, Lee Mei found an enormous four-post sandalwood bed with a platform of woven reeds supporting an undersized mattress. And in the kitchen, Hsui Keng found a rolling pantry with long shallow drawers, full of small and desiccated insects, that reminded him of the specimen drawers at the natural history museum of his half-remembered childhood. Scattered about the floor of a closet they found sheaves of old documents, old blueprints and contracts and records whose text they could not yet read, and, not knowing whether these documents had been left there on purpose, they collected these pages into boxes and returned them reverently to the closet where they had been before. As the chill of their first evening set in, they crouched by the ancient woodstove that dominated what was to become their living room and, with difficulty, managed to light a fire, though they soon realized that they had neglected to gather enough firewood to last the night. In the end, still fully dressed, they slept on the floor, curled like cats toward the cooling coals and their ash-shelled glow.

They spoke Chinese as their ancestors had for numberless winters before them and now they endeavored to speak English in halting cadence, this new language round and slippery on their tongues like bites of plum. From what little they retained from their schooling they knew to invert their names. And so he became Keng Hsiu and she Mei Lee, in order that they might more seamlessly begin their long and asymptotic assimilation into these old and unfamiliar hills. Indeed, going a step further than even his wife thought necessary, he sought to adopt for himself a new name entirely, one fit for this new country, and, searching through the inscrutable English of the cheap Bible given them on their arrival, he found for himself one whose look and shape he admired: thus was he remade as Saul Keng Hsiu. And yet his wife remained Mei Lee, refusing even to change her surname to Hsiu as new custom demanded, because, as she grew fond of saying, the Lee bloodline was always destined to end with her death—for was she not the only daughter of Lee Ts’eng, and he the only son of Lee Bai-shun—and she thought it disrespectful to hasten this lineal end by submitting to some foreign tradition to which she accorded no worth. When Saul half seriously pointed out to Mei that there were plenty of other Lees not only in China but probably everywhere on earth, she responded in a quick and precise voice that her concern was not with the absolute number of Lees in the world and that Saul was being purposefully obtuse, and then did not speak to Saul for the rest of the day and most of the following morning until, driven nearly to madness, he apologized to her. Though the silence was especially difficult in those early days, Mei judged it needful; it was important that Saul be reminded of her value by being made to experience her lack.

One morning not long after their arrival Mei wrapped the half-tael of gold in rags, bound the small and heavy package tightly with twine, and dispatched Saul into town to sell it. He did so in the afternoon, transmuting metal into dollars with the lockjaw stoicism of a man resigned to the gallows. They had always planned on selling the gold upon arrival—this was why they had brought it with them, after all—but Saul had balked the night before and paced around their scarcely furnished house, his eyes hungry, looking for anything else he could sell.

It’s only metal, Mei had said with infinite grace, and we can’t eat metal.

But Saul countered that it wasn’t only metal but gold—gold so pure they could dig their fingernails into its glossy mass, and moreover gold with sentimental value, because it had once formed part of the bridewealth that his father had paid to his mother’s family before they were married. Surely that counted for something. They passed the lump of gold back and forth across the table as they talked in hushed voices, all the lights in the house dark but for a candle burning between them, and their touch drove warmth into the gold until it reached body heat like some extracorporeal organ which husband and wife shared.

Once, in the receding past of their homeland, they had heard of people who talked of riches too openly, who counted their money in bright rooms with the windows left wide open, who weighed gold and called out figures and sums within earshot of greedier men, and who, during the revolution, were finally betrayed by those friends and neighbors who found they could not help but do something about such wealth so vulnerable for the taking. And so Mei and Saul became cautious to the point of paranoia, for only the paranoid could dream up such burdensome protocols for the tabulation of wealth: the drawing of blinds, the dimming of lights, the lowering of voices to barely above a whisper. Many years later, the children of their children too would sit at darkened tables and thumb through cash under their breath by faintest moonlight without ever knowing why.

When Saul returned from town that evening with one hundred and twelve dollars and a sick feeling of having been swindled, Mei kissed him gently on the cheek and together, by the light of a single candle, they counted the bills over and over again, reciting incantations of reduplicative magic which Saul did not take seriously but in which Mei wholeheartedly believed, having as a young girl seen a traveling magician take her beloved rabbit and produce for her its exact twin. In the morning Saul broke caution and counted the bills again in the warming pink glow of dawn and found to his delight that the money had grown by an additional hundred dollars. Whooping with joy, he woke his wife, exclaiming that the two bills must have been newcut and clung together as a single note through all their twilight countings. Mei peered at the duplicate note with a look of bored unsurprise; she knew it was her prayerful mumblings that had conjured up this windfall. Whether due to the pawnbroker’s carelessness or Mei’s improbable magic, the tale of the second hundred became a sacred family legend like so many of the stories from this time in their lives, a time when everything was perfused with the newness of their dislocation.

Winter being not far, their days became consumed by the clearing and tilling of their vast and unproductive land. Half of the money from Saul’s miraculous sale went immediately toward buying a season’s stock of flour and oil and salt, while the other half was reserved for whatever they decided to do with the land, though on this matter they soon found themselves at an impasse.

From their naive surveys of the land in those first few weeks they were able to reconstruct a rudimentary map of the property that was now their bounded world. Toward the east was a confusion of corrals and fences that had rotted into loam where they fell, and beyond this a jumble of wrought iron and shattered glass that must have once been a greenhouse. Mei drew the map while Saul drove their ancient truck down almost-erased dirt roads and together they uncovered a hidden logic in the placements of these old structures. On its interpretation, however, they differed. For Saul, the traces were those of a vast flower-growing operation which resembled the hyacinth plantations of his distant youth. Yet where he saw the remnants of flower beds and hybridizing sheds, Mei saw the preserved vectors of seasonal movements and pastures. Near the softening foundations of a once-large building was a sunbaked field of clay that bore an inscrutable texture of rises and divots, like the magnified surface of a peach pit, and these Mei read as cattle hoofprints. See, she said, gesturing to the pockmarked dirt, see? And Saul peered closely, lifting and lowering his wireframe glasses, as though he could arrive at some truer vision by toggling between these two modes of sight available to him, and after some time could only say that he could not see what Mei was talking about, and that maybe it was but a trick of the light. Later, when he looked at the map again, he saw that Mei had gone ahead and drawn in herds of cattle and calving barns anyway.

Together with their ignorance of the precise turn of events that had led to their inheritance of the property, their differing delusions about the originary purpose of the land hardened into conflicting intentions. Where Saul wanted flowers, one hundred and sixty acres of them in every color, rippling with the wind, there did Mei want animals of flesh and bone who could be shuttled from pasture to verdant pasture, whose movements could be controlled as pieces upon a chessboard, and whose procreations could be branded and counted and slaughtered as living wealth. It was important, they agreed, that their work upon the land should continue what had always already been done.

The bag of chrysanthemum seeds in their knapsack of ancestral treasures was Saul’s, given him by his mother, its contents shaken loose from the dozens of blossoms that once filled the central garden of the Hsiu ancestral home and which were scythed and torched on the night that men—boys, really—had battered down their gates, denounced them as collaborators, and beaten them by firelight. So much of that night and the nights following had twisted into a single matted tapestry of the same warp of misery: chrysanthemums, his mother, fires in their gardens, a sign around his neck. As he placed time between himself and the revolution he could feel those sufferings meshing and fusing into an incoherent story without cause or end, a singular narrative in which there was always a heavy wooden sign that announced his sins against the people and their proletarian struggle, and the thin-gauge galvanized steel wire from which it hung, cutting into his neck, a bright track of pain that encircled him and reduced his universe until there was nothing but the white-hot weight of the wire carving into his flesh as though through ice. And much later, as Saul carried his ancient frame from room to room in that withering house, his mind atrophying from want of use, this is what he would come to remember, which is to say only fragments and feelings, a bitterness hovering repugnant over dreams that by then would have the texture of the real.

But in those early days he still hoped for remarkable things, and so he announced to Mei his intention to plant those seeds and revive the floriculture of this land as he read it, and indeed to revive the kaleidoscope fields of his youth. He was the furthest thing from a pragmatist, seeing solid futures in the smoke of controlled burns, and so he could not help but place stock in a future he might bring about through the activity of faith alone. Mei was a different kind of creature, her features pinched out of drier clay. In accordance with principles of pasture and silage she imagined a different kind of future than did her bright-eyed husband.

During the deepening fall of their first year, she and Saul had arguments that rattled the windows and scattered the rats, for there was only enough money to commit to flowers or to ranching. The land was cryptic and bashful and refused to confirm either her or Saul’s reading of its true purpose. At last they compromised, deciding to pursue both options halfway despite their both agreeing that only cowards took pride in compromise. So Saul marked and tilled deep gouges in the earth, racing first frost. In his silk bag were many thousands of chrysanthemum seeds, enough to plant fields upon fields of flowers, and so taking only a quarter of his stock he sowed Chinese chrysanthemums over the furrows of an irrecoverable past. And even as the world spun to a lacerating winter he clung tightly to his faith in a future carpeted by the flowers of his ancestors and his forsaken homeland. Mei purchased four laying hens, a mean old rooster, two billy goats, and a spiteful old mule named Rascal. In addition to these creatures, she bought six head of cattle at far below market price from a man who had almost certainly stolen them. In the isolate stillness of an October snowfall that laid snowdrifts thirty and forty feet deep on the lee side of the windbreak aspens, Mei heated the Hsiu ranch sigil in a coke fire to screaming incandescence and one after another she branded the animals on their flanks, raising another layer of keloids atop the overlapping brands that the cattle already sported.

There, she said, the fog of her breath blending with the smoke of singed hairs and flesh. Now they’re ours.

The first winter Saul and Mei endured would be harsher than the next six combined. Its violence all but annihilated Saul’s chrysanthemums, sparing twenty of nearly two thousand. Though these remaining plants were severely frost-scarred, over the next two months, painstakingly, with heat lamps and fish emulsion, in the sunniest room of their house, Saul managed to nurse them back from the edge of death and then into an astonishing profusion of blossoms. From these survivors would spring a hardy lineage, impervious to frost and invulnerable to disease, whose hybridizations would someday beget chrysanthemums that might never die.

Though Mei’s animals fared better, being more robust than Saul’s glasslike seedlings, that unimaginably cold first winter extracted a tithe from even these hardy creatures. A calf born in the midst of a December blizzard lost part of its right ear to frost, and over the next few weeks Saul and Mei could only watch as a creeping infection hollowed the young animal out from the inside. Then, during an early March storm, the adolescent calf lay down quietly on its side and did not get up again. Its mother did not seem to care. And the next day the calf was gone, replaced only by a long scar in an otherwise perfect snowfield, its mass transmuted into howls and snarls and waste heat by a wolf that Saul would never manage to see in the flesh before he passed.

As the days lengthened into a heady spring Mei counted the weeks since her last and realized she was pregnant and in the midst of their second winter, much milder than the first, she bore a daughter who did not cry when she emerged but instead gazed with dark eyes up through the ceiling, tracking the torque of stars she had yet to see. And when Saul asked what the girl’s name would be, Mei smoothed the fine black hair on the child’s slick head and said that her name would be Mara.







CHAPTER TWO

When Mara was seven months old, Saul brought home a television he had found on the side of the road on his way back from town. Mei complained when Saul dragged it into the living room—they had no use for a black-and-white set some fifteen years old which had from its very first day already been obsolete, let alone one that had probably been thrown out because it had broken. But, to everyone’s disbelief, the television still worked, though poorly, since its antenna had snapped off nearly at the hilt. The first time they turned it on, Mara clapped her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. The television was utterly silent—corrosion had welded the volume knob to zero—and yet, as Saul observed to Mei, there must have been some portion of the sound that still existed and which escaped their hearing but not their daughter’s. Mei wondered aloud what it might sound like to Mara and briefly, mother and father together imagined what it might be like to hear this sound beyond perception.

The next day, Saul emptied an entire can of bolt-loosener onto the shaft of the volume dial, clamped a vise-grip onto the Bakelite, and gave it a thundering blow. With a shower of rust and polymer shards, the dial itself disintegrated. While Mei swept up the debris that night and asked what Saul had done, he answered by triumphantly pinching what remained of the volume dial with his fingernails and summoning the philharmonic into their living room. Most nights, the television had trouble picking up much of anything, but that night, a temperature inversion over the northern plains permitted the signal of the orchestra to pass. It was unabashed celebration. The shapes of one hundred suited men and women cradling smudges of brass and wood in odd contortions found momentary substance on that phosphor screen. As Saul turned the volume higher, a broad smile crept across his and Mei’s faces. There was the flash of a conductor’s baton and then suddenly there was music, a waltz, and Saul took Mei’s broom and leaned it against the wall and now, to the crackling lilt of a concerto, they waltzed through their spartan home, giddy with feeling not simply for the delight of the music but also for his mangled choreography, for her squinting through her hair as it flew into her face, and for the sound that rang through the room—squealing laughter, as Mara watched her parents whirling through the world. Later, Saul bent a small lollipop of wire and soldered it to the stub of the volume dial. Good as new, he said, demonstrating the repair to Mei.

Careful not to ask too much of their windfall, the family soon developed a precise ritual of television-watching that began with Mei gingerly turning it on and Saul moving the stub of the antenna by fractional twitches of the smallest muscles of his fingers until an image consolidated on the screen. When the television had been thus coaxed into momentary operation they would draw back, reverently, and watch whatever happened to be on. In those early years most of what they saw was incomprehensible to them and, in this absence of understanding, the myriad programs, serious and unserious, factual and fictive, all blended together into an omnibus entertainment, broadcast at all hours of day and night, featuring a cast of uncountable thousands. They had their favorites. Saul loved a show whose title card he could not read but whose rhythm he felt by intuition: hard-wearing men, thin as whipping-switches, prowling the desert with gleaming revolvers at their hips. Mei loved football, a game she found as satisfying as it was inscrutable. She liked that it was at once fast and slow, its economy of motion. She liked the rules she had inferred for herself—the careful gatherings and their slow transposition up and down the field, the score ticking up now and again. And most of all she liked how on that temperamental black-and-white screen, all the players became black blots beneath a white sky, tracing arcane patterns upon the gray grass.

The television came to be a great comfort for the family as they wandered through those early days of lack. Indeed for many years even their triumphs were only ever the recovered substance of their former lives, never new conquests. One day Saul found a dollar on the sidewalk and used it to bring home a single bar of chocolate, something neither he nor his wife had tasted in years, and he had placed it on the kitchen counter with such pride that a fussy Mara even stopped crying to see what was going on. Mei broke it into a thousand pieces and allowed the family to eat the chocolate, one fragment at a time, over the following week, so that its taste might last and be properly savored for as long as possible. And she fed some to her daughter, tucking shards into her lip to melt so Mara would not choke, because she felt a mother’s purpose was to show her child everything in creation that was sweet and good, and she did not know when they might have money enough for chocolate again.

When Mara was eighteen months old, a heat wave settled in over the valley so thick that in some places cattle died where they stood. The power and phone lines feeding the ranch sagged in the heat, their rubberized sheaths softening to gum. On the evening of the third day of the spell, when the power cable hovered six inches above the ground, it was investigated by a curious, electrically conductive, and deeply unlucky marmot. With a brief and almighty buzz, the creature was evaporated and in that same instant everything in the house stilled. When, one week later, their power was restored, Saul and Mei found that their television ritual no longer worked. No amount of antenna-fiddling could produce any shapes even half-recognizably human upon the screen. Finally, Saul took a ladder up to the roof and wrapped the rooster wind vane in half a spool of copper wire. He ran the rest of it off the shingles, alongside the gutters for a full six laps around the house, then through a gap under the side door that let in thin snowdrifts in the winters, down two hallways clinging to the crown molding, and finally through the listing doorframe separating the kitchen from the living room. There, the quarter-mile braid of copper ended in a fat lump of solder joining it in perpetuity to the television’s broken antenna. The fix took him the better part of a weekend working in the heat, but its effects were immediate and transformative: unaccountably, the television picture became full color afterward.

An unexpected consequence of the whole-house antenna was that certain corners in certain rooms became ambient shortwave radios. Mei could listen to the morning news coming muffled out of the kitchen pantry as she fixed breakfast. And Saul, to his great displeasure, discovered that his favored reading nook in the living room had been colonized by a Christian radio station whose tinny proselytizing drove him to seek some quiet with his flowers in the dark, north-facing spare room of the house where he had moved them after Mara’s arrival; the sunlit room where he had revived them had become the nursery. Most remarkably, when Mara was not quite two years old, Mei realized that her daughter’s unintelligible babbling was in fact rudimentary French, spoken by no one for miles in any direction. Only much later was it discovered that, by sheer coincidence, the random windings of Saul’s homemade antenna had approximated a parabolic receiver to such an extent that the nursery picked up errant Quebecois signals during especially cold nights, so that young Mara slept cocooned in the soft rustlings of a language whispered by the bedsprings beneath her and the folded tin animals of the mobile hanging above her. By then she was already beginning to form indelible memories of sight and sound. Even to her last breath she would remember the clinking of the tin lions against the tin tigers, the winding and unwinding of the wires, the huge walls echoing with words she could only partly understand. In her old age, Mara would find the mobile again, stashed away in a box behind dozens of identical boxes that filled an entire shed, and as she ran her fingers over the metal edges of the animals, she would be struck by how small they had become, and how delicate, and how very unlike real lions and tigers and bears they were.

On the morning of Mara’s second birthday, long before the sky began to lighten, Saul caught one of the four black cockerels that had hatched in the spring, whispered an apology over its small and frightened head, and cut its throat. The blade in his hands moved quickly and surely and the bird thrashed twice and was still. He had become much better at killing chickens since his first, disastrous attempt.

In truth they had never planned on eating their chickens—they only had five at first, anyway, and one of those was a vicious old rooster. Then three new chicks hatched in the spring after their first winter. Their sudden appearance proved two things: the first, that the old rooster might be good for something after all, and the second, that Mei’s reading of the land might have been truer, for by then Saul’s chrysanthemums were already lying shriveled and frost-bleached in the fields.

Mei was ravenous almost all the time back then, with Mara growing in her belly. When those new chicks shed their down and sprouted feathers and combs, revealing themselves as two hens and a cockerel, Mei began to speak longingly of chicken soup. So, naively, Saul offered to butcher and stew the old rooster to make room for the new one. But he was squeamish and inexperienced, and it had been a nightmare. The bird weighed nearly ten pounds and had spurs the length of a man’s thumb, and after Saul failed to properly wring its neck, it had wandered around for two days with its head draped at an angle, crowing thinly through its mangled voice box at odd hours of the night, pecking its limp head uselessly at the ground.

Finally, on the third day of the bird’s half-life, Mei took charge, refusing to delay her chicken dinner another evening. She went stomping barefoot down to the chicken coop with the kitchen cleaver in her fist, her maternity dress billowing behind her, swearing to high heaven that she’d finish what Saul started because she was starving, by god, and all the while she wore a grimace of such frightful intensity and privation that Saul almost laughed. She cornered the wretched thing in the coop, brought it to the butchering shed, tied it up by its feet, and lopped its head clean off. Saul half expected to see naught but bile pouring out of the bird, so mean and ornery had he been in life. As the last drops of blood ran out of its gravity-straightened neck, clearing the rooster’s choked throat, it made a deathly croak so loud and haunting that it sent all the other chickens squawking into their roost, where they packed together in frightened puffs of feathers and combs. They stayed shut up in there for an entire week, during which time the hens laid no eggs, the young rooster made no sound, and Saul resolved to do better by the poor creatures in the future so as to spare them from Mei’s cleaver.

When the chickens at last resumed normal living, Mei remarked off-handedly over dinner that the birds must have finished their mourning, and Saul remembered how strange and beautiful he found this thought, that such lowly birds might yet feel the peculiar mixture of grief and grace that seemed to perfuse his life, and which would come to define it.

And on that bracing winter morning of Mara’s second birthday, that feeling struck him once more. Mara’s birthday cockerel swung gently from its feet, steam rising from its opened gullet in the frigid air. Saul found himself unnerved by the whole tableau, the blade in his hand, the darkness of blood on the ground already clotting to ice, the late sunrise breaking over the distant hills. He lifted the chicken into the shallow sunlight and watched its blue-black feathers tremble as a gentle breeze passed over the land. His mind began to drift with the snow and the earth and the huge sound of the sky. The steam curling from the throat of the bird was a substance identical to the steam which his own breath pushed into the world. He sheathed the knife and tugged a sickle feather from the bird’s tail, ran his thumb down its vanes. It made a dusty and primitive sound that reminded him of scythes swinging through grain, the sound of his father carving a harvest from the millet fields. When he was a little boy and his sister, Ying, was still alive, the two of them would spend their afternoons playing in the antechamber, their ears pricked for their father’s heavy footfalls, their minds hovering just beyond the threshold as they awaited his return.

Once, when Saul was thirteen and Ying six, they had waited for their father for hours after he should have arrived. As the light angled to darkness Ying grew more and more anxious, twisting her hair into tortured braids as she waited, and it fell to Saul to comfort her, even though he was also frightened. What if he’s been killed, Ying said, her voice scarcely a whisper, what if he’s dead and he’s lying in the field and he’ll never come home. Saul saw it as she said it, pictured their father’s body sprawled over the chaff, cooling in the wind, and only after swallowing hard was he able to speak in a steady voice, convincingly calm, don’t be silly, little sister, he hasn’t died. What could kill Baba?

But when their mother returned in the late evening as usual, the smell of bamboo still clinging to her fingers from her work weaving mats, even she seemed worried that their father was not yet home. What if something’s happened to him, she asked her children, and once more Saul mustered a charlatan’s confidence and said he’ll be home soon, he will. He remembered how that lie sat bitter in his mouth, his fingernails pressing into his palms to steady his voice as he said it, and he remembered how they believed him, how it had soothed them to hear his fiction. In that moment, that eternal feeling: the grief of the lie, the grace of his mother and his sister in believing it.

Saul let the feather drift to his feet and kicked some snow over it. The pressure of the morning sun was beginning to ease the chill. He began to walk back toward the house, up the hill, the chicken’s feet now icy and stiff in his grip, still mulling over the feeling and the memories it elicited. On that night, their father had come home well past midnight, after the children had already been put to bed. Saul woke to the patter of Ying’s feet running to greet their father and then the jumbled noise of a small body being pushed aside and as his sister began to cry, Saul heard his father’s slurred muttering. A man can’t get a moment of peace anymore, a man can’t be left alone anymore, not even in his own house. There came the sound of his mother soothing Ying’s tears, followed by a whispered argument between his parents. And then the feeling again: that ache in the present, that mercy across time.

There must be something dwelling within and yet beyond ourselves; something which encloses us and makes profound the banalities of our living, which tills the soil in preparation for our arrival and which remains to garland our graves with flowers after we are gone. Because each day the world hastens to make itself anew, and each day the world yet remains. Like men drowning, we pull ourselves hand over hand out of the churn of oblivion, and our lives take shape in the wake.

The sun was ascending over the hills. His daughter was two years old. The birds had finished their mourning. How this world is cut through with grief and with grace.

He was still in this remarkable state of mind when he walked back into the house and found Mei, quite awake, sitting at the kitchen table opposite two men in suits and spectacles, a mess of papers spread out between them. Saul nearly dropped the rooster out of surprise. The men rose from their chairs and buttoned their jackets and extended their hands to Saul and he shook their hands. He asked his wife who these men were, and she replied that she did not know. They came only a few minutes ago, she said. They don’t speak any Chinese.

As if on cue, the men began to speak, introducing themselves in unintelligibly fast English to an uncomprehending Saul, who could only blink back at them in confusion. There was a long silence. Saul apologized as best he could in his limited English and then, pointing first at himself and then at his wife, told the men their names. The two men spoke among themselves, their voices clipped and businesslike, and then they gathered up their papers and made to leave. Mei opened the front door for them and all but shooed them out. When they had gone, she asked her husband what they had wanted and Saul said he didn’t know. His voice sounded faraway and unfamiliar to him, and because that feeling of immense and inviolable beauty still pressed upon his temples, he found he did not have more to say. They walked back into the kitchen. Mei glanced at the rooster in his hand and said, You forgot to pluck it. Saul followed her gaze and saw the mass of feathers gleaming purple and gray in the warming light and said, I’m sorry, I couldn’t bear to do it just now, and Mei cupped his face in her hands and said, I know, I know, I know. She took the rooster from her husband’s hand and replaced it with the red coral bracelet they had brought with them from the old country. Go on, she told him, wake the birthday girl, dress her in her nicest clothes, and tie this on her wrist.

The men were back in the afternoon. Mei had a full stockpot of chicken soup simmering on the range and Mara was running through the house when their knocking came. When Saul opened the front door to see who it was, their stoic faces hovered beyond the threshold, framed just so by the doorway. In the intervening hours, they had acquired a third man, a teenager really, dressed in mechanic’s coveralls with a rumpled baseball cap shading his eyes. He looked Chinese. Saul heard Mara’s thudding footsteps as she ran up behind him and he scooped her up into his arms and stood there with her giggling in the crook of his elbow. One of the men from the morning’s visit said something and their new comrade listened and then began to translate what had been said into Chinese. They were, they explained, representatives of the government, of the military in fact, and by an authority derived from an unbroken chain of subcontractors that ultimately led to the president, they were here in order to—and here the second man began speaking again and the translator interrupted himself, because by this point Mei had come to the door as well, taken Mara from Saul, and fixed each of the men with a suspicious glare—Oh yes, the young man said, where are our manners, a good afternoon to you, Mr. Hsiu, and to your wife as well, we were here earlier this morning but were unable to speak with you, so now here we are again, with an interpreter this time—the teenager tapped his chest—so that we may discuss some important matters. Could we come in?

No, said Mei, it’s our daughter’s birthday. Come back tomorrow.

The teenager translated for his colleagues, who seemed taken aback and gave a quick reply. The young man passed this message on. It’ll only be a few minutes, ma’am, he said. They just want to ask if they can look around your property.

Saul asked what for. More translation.

In the near future, the boy said, the government may need a small part of your land for national security purposes, but not all land is good land, and we do not yet know if your land is good land. His Chinese was archaic but fluent. In order to determine if it is, we first need your permission to access your land. He cast a glance behind Mei, saw the spartan furnishings of their home.

Come back tomorrow, Mei repeated, and something in her tone made Mara begin to whimper. Mei muttered something under her breath and began rocking Mara in her arms. Tell them to come back tomorrow, she said to the interpreter, and walked back into the house trying to soothe an increasingly agitated Mara.

One of the men tapped their translator on the shoulder and whispered into his ear. The boy nodded. It’s just a few signatures, sir, the teenager said to Saul in a low and conciliatory voice. You can sign the forms right now and that way we won’t have to come back tomorrow. A pen seemed to materialize in Saul’s hand and now he signed his name in English as he had practiced so many times, SAUL K. HSIU, the letters small and careful. The interpreter thanked him and passed the forms back to the two men from earlier. One of them pressed his palms together flat in front of him and made a large, awkward bow to Saul. Then the three men turned and left.

That evening, after Mara ate most of the long thin single noodle that Mei made for her birthday, she listened politely as her mother explained that the noodle was a wish for a long and healthy life, and that an abbreviated noodle risked an abbreviated life. So, you have to finish the whole thing, okay, Saul said, else your mother will have spent all day making it for nothing. Mara nodded good-naturedly but still refused to eat any more and after a few minutes of unsuccessful coaxing Saul gave up trying to feed her the rest of the longevity noodle. I think she ate enough of it, he said. She’ll live a long enough life.

Mei wiped Mara’s bib clean. Very well, she said. But remember there is no such thing as a long enough life. Every life ends too soon.

After the table had been cleared and the dishes scrubbed, they took Mara into the living room and set her on the floor. In the early winter darkness, Saul turned on the television and Mei turned down the lights and Mara sat watching the reflection of the screen playing over the glossy surface of her red coral bracelet. For hours after Saul had fastened it on her wrist she could not be persuaded to look at anything else. Now she was fascinated by the way the hue changed in the shifting light from the television. Look, Mei said, pointing at the screen. A dusty-backed lion padded through the veldt. The sounds of a distant wilderness came floating through the air. Mara did not glance up.

Look, Mei said again, and this time Mara did, and instantly she was transfixed. With a look of hard determination, she drew herself to her feet, broke into a run toward the image, tripped over her own toes, and went down into the television. With a knock that reverberated through the room little Mara’s head bounced cleanly off the screen and she fell backward onto the floor. Saul and Mei rushed to her side, checking her head for blood and then, finding none, for bumps. Momentarily a perfectly circular welt declared itself on Mara’s forehead. She did not cry because she was forming what would become her earliest memory: the soft pressure of the electrons on the other side of the phosphor screen, the magnetic pull of the lion’s figure on her cheeks, the coolness of the glass against her forehead. Most of all she remembered her conviction, childlike in its breadth and in its surety, that these were but tracings of other worlds.







CHAPTER THREE

It was only the following week that the surveyors came, unannounced, piled into three pickups cautiously puttering down the freshly snow-covered driveway. Upon noticing the approaching trucks through the window, expecting them to be another party of dour men in suits, Mei dutifully set a kettle of water to boil for tea for her unwelcome guests, for they were still guests, and even guests of the lowest echelon deserved tea. Soon the trucks reached the house and then, to Mei’s astonishment, drove past without so much as slowing down. Before the convoy made it another twenty yards, she was out the back door, plowing through the shin-deep snow, waving and shouting, and by the sheer magnitude of her will, she managed to bring the whole convoy to a dead stop. For a moment there was only the sound of three diesel engines idling, the wind combing over the land, Mei catching her breath. Then a thin man dressed in overalls got out of the lead truck and walked over to where Mei stood panting. It was the teenaged translator that had come last week. You’re late, Mei said, still out of breath from her mad dash, but come on in, I made tea. She gestured to the house, the back door still ajar. The translator seemed puzzled and so Mei continued, you’re looking for my husband to sign those papers, aren’t you, you needn’t have come back with so many others, and the man said, Oh, Mr. Hsiu already signed those, that’s why we drove right in just now, he already gave us permission last week. Is that so, Mei said, and the man nodded. And then he seemed to notice for the first time that Mei was standing before him in the snow with only thin slippers on her feet and now with a gentleness that surprised even himself, he said, Come, ma’am, let me help you back inside, it’s far too cold to be out here, and she shook her head and said, I don’t believe you, show me the papers.

By then Saul had come to the doorway, having tracked the source of the sudden icy draft blowing through the house, and saw his wife standing off in the road wearing nothing warmer than a wool vest, talking to a strange man, flanked by a motorcade of unfamiliar trucks. He shouted Mei’s name as loud as he could, but the sound disappeared into the wind. A feeling of masculine urgency expanded in his chest and throwing on his coat he all but fell out the back door as he rushed out, still tugging on his boots, and then broke into an anxious run toward where Mei was standing by. He found Mei with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at a man rifling through a briefcase full of papers. What’s going on here, he gasped, his lungs burning from the exertion, who’s this man, are you all right, and Mei whirled on her heels to face him, her face full of indignant fury.

This man says you signed those papers last week, she demanded, and I said you’d never do something like that without us talking about it first, but this man insists that you did, and in an instant Saul was transformed from heroic patriarch into schoolboy caught squirming in a lie. He began to stammer a halfhearted denial—more out of reflex than anything, and certainly not out of malice—and was interrupted almost immediately by the man, who held out a sheaf of grainy photocopies. That’s your name, isn’t it, he said, pointing to the signature at the bottom of the paper, and Saul could only confirm that it was. The young man glanced over his shoulder at the trucks idling behind him. Look, he said in a low voice to the both of them, the truth is he didn’t have much of a say in this matter, so please don’t be upset at your husband, ma’am, because what we’re doing here is for the sake of national security, and we would have gotten ourselves access to your property eventually anyway. And then, perhaps because he was stationed in these godforsaken northern wastelands, perhaps because these Chinese farmers reminded him of his own parents, long gone, he heard himself keep talking, that same gentleness from earlier now returning, as he asked whether Mr. and Mrs. Hsiu had any friends in the area, whether they were truly here on their own, and whether he could be of any help.

We have ourselves and our daughter, Saul said. What more could we need? He turned and headed back toward the house, and Mei made to follow. She was stopped by a light touch on her forearm. It was the translator.

My name is Abram, he said. Abram Song. There was something unexpectedly despairing in his words. He wrote a phone number on a small corner of the form that Saul had signed and, tearing it off, handed it to Mei. I mean it, ma’am, he said, if there’s anything I can do to help you and your family, give me a call. Mei closed her fingers around the slip of paper and nodded slightly. And now down the hill came Saul’s voice, calling Mei, and she turned and hollered that she was coming, and without looking back at Abram she began to walk back, her slippered feet excavating a new pair of broken lines through the snow.

The surveyors turned out to be a team of some fifteen young men in dungarees and hard hats who for the first day did nothing but consult arcane instruments of prism and dial and copy measurements into notebooks. They were quite obviously more accustomed to warmer climes, for they dressed in so many thick layers of wool and down and flannel that from the living room window they appeared as enormous golems who seemed as uncomfortable with their environs as they were with their being alive in the first place. Little Mara found their distant and inscrutable movements to be so engrossing that she spent much of her day standing on the sofa cushions, her eyes barely clearing the windowsill, watching the far-off figures as they went about their business. They worked until dusk on that first day, and when Mei saw them through their fogged windshields as they drove back toward the main road, their faces were reddened and scowling. They’re hard workers, she said to Saul that night, when Mara had been put to bed, and Saul agreed, for the surveyors had come at a time when merely to see the earth—let alone to measure and to subdivide it—required the removal of at least a dozen shovelfuls of snow.

Their work grew harder still when an overnight flurry blew in, knocking ten degrees off the mercury and another fourteen inches of snow out of the clouds. When the surveyors arrived the next day they cursed and swore so loudly—or perhaps their voices were reasonable, and it was only that the morning air, clear and cold, was especially transmissive to the hard phonemes of obscenity—that the family ate breakfast to the sound of faint profanities slipping beneath the doorways. By lunchtime, an additional truck had arrived with a huge, blackened smudge pot strapped down in its bed, obviously having been requested specifically by the work crew to ward off hypothermia.

At Mei’s urging, Saul went out to talk to the driver of the new arrival in his limited English but could only manage a few words about how cold it was, the danger of explosions, and a question about what kind of work they were doing, whose answer was spoken too quickly for him to understand. Nevertheless, Saul returned with a full report for Mei on the driver, equal parts factual and fabricated—which did not fool Mei for even an instant—and so, as though to compensate after the fact, he spent the rest of the day with the battery-powered radio playing muffled from his coat pocket as though he could learn English through osmotic pressure. In the field, the smudge pot’s smoke formed a logarithmic curve against the map of the sky. Near its iron bulk, the surveyors stood and warmed their palms before the shielded blaze. They stood there so long that they left long and white shadows of unmelted snow behind them as the scorching radiance of the pot cleared a fifty-foot radius of bare earth around them. In the center of that smoking crater, beside the smudge pot, they set up medieval implements, tripods and plummets and long lengths of rattling chain, all this in service of their ultimate end, which is to say the quantization of the anonymous earth into the reproducible matrices of latitude and longitude and elevation. Shortly after dusk, before they left, they topped off the pot’s fuel and closed the flue so that it sat smoldering all night, glowing red and evil beneath the new moon.

On the third day, the surveyors discovered that the fuel had run out anyway, and moreover that the thawed earth had frozen overnight into a perfectly smooth slab of frictionless ice. With great difficulty, slipping and tumbling, they at last managed to crab their way to the smudge pot and set it burning again. In the afternoon, they brought in two tracked machines, one that pulled dozens of long cylinders of rock out of the earth and another that lowered its belly to the dirt and made an ominous hum. This second machine sent temblors running all the way across the field, up the hill, and into Mei’s china cabinet, where the plates and bowls and saucers and teacups clinked a worrying polyrhythm as she made breakfast and the cutlery jostled in the drawers as she swept the floors.

Finally, having had enough of the ceaseless noise, she cleared the china from the shelves, packed them into a laundry basket, and shoved the basket under their comforter. This solved the problem of the clanking, but introduced in its stead a different problem, which was that the strange lump under the covers terrified Mara, who ran crying to her mother and refused to be soothed until Mei swept back the covers and showed her daughter the cached porcelains. The house seemed to resonate along with the vibrations of the machines in the distance and under the semi-dark and clouded winter sky, the surveyors took on an otherworldly aspect as they swarmed round their equipment, seeming like a gang of ghosts or a stable of machines themselves, whose silhouettes grew dark and indeterminate as dusk gathered itself about the world.

The fourth and final day of their endeavors saw the whole party of surveyors gathering at the exact center of the best summer pasture on the property and, with great seriousness, marking out the corners of a rectangle with stakes and flags. They finished with this before lunch and as they left in their pickups they waved: to little Mara in the living room with her chin resting on the windowsill, to Mei silently watching them from the kitchen window, to Saul with his jacket open and flapping in the wind, leaning against a porch post, the transistor radio still squawking in his pocket. And then, as quickly as they had come, they were gone. Later in the afternoon, Mei bundled Mara in three layers of wool clothes and, together with Saul, the family walked out to where the surveyors had been. While the smudge pot was burning, the surveyors’ activity had worked the damp soil into a sucking mud. With it gone, however, the dirt had quickly hardened, leaving a record of their activity in the form of frozen tire tracks, boreholes, and overlapping crescents of bootheels dug into the ground. Mara wandered around the clearing, ignoring her mother’s warnings about slipping, taking more than a few tumbles. Saul set out to pace the perimeter of the plot the surveyors had marked and returned a short while later.

Two hundred and sixty feet that way, he shouted to Mei as he pointed south toward the house. Mei was standing in the center of the field, her arms crossed, and she cupped a hand to her ear to hear him. He repeated himself, unwilling to move from his spot by the surveyor’s flag, and then turned and pointed west to the descending sun. Hundred and seventy that way, he said.

Is that a lot?

Saul’s fingers moved at his side, manipulating an imaginary abacus, and then he shook his head. About an acre.

What do you think they want it for? Mei asked.

Maybe to plant vegetables, Saul quipped. He resumed pacing the perimeter of the surveyor’s rectangle. At the far corner he found Mara, squatting in the snow and digging at something by her feet. She was on a small square of concrete, a stick in her hand, poking at a six-inch-wide hole in the center of the square that was about as deep as her arm. Its walls were lined with white plastic. In the center of this hole rose a metal column that terminated a few inches below the depth of the concrete, and atop this column sat a polished steel disc about the size of Mara’s palm, with some words etched into its surface: a surveyor’s mark. Saul squinted at the text with earnest effort but could not read it. If only he had thought to bring his reading glasses out—and the dictionary too—then he would have been able to glance down and speak these glyphs aloud. But he had neither, and so he tore a piece of paper from the notebook he kept in his pocket and took a rubbing of the medallion, resolving to translate the words later. C’mon, he said to Mara, let’s go home before it gets dark.

For all their equipment and maneuvering, the work of the surveyors was remarkably ephemeral. In two weeks, the snow and the wind had all but erased any trace of their activity. And when the snow at last began to recede in late spring the following year, the disturbed soil and grout-filled boreholes emerged as little surprises, more novelties than anything, and soon the surveyors and the government men were all but forgotten.

There were more pressing matters at hand—the chrysanthemums, survivors of their first ghastly winter, were now in need of a new home. In the perpetual half-light that crept in through the pair of north-facing windows, the plants had become pale and spindly and for months had refused to go to bloom. In the midst of winter, as the plants began to keel over under their own overextended forms, Saul began to move them into brighter and brighter areas of the house in increasing desperation. First, they appeared in the hallway, twenty-odd plants lined up against one wall like gaunt and slouching prisoners, drinking in the long light that came in through the living room windows, hugging the hallway floorboards in the mornings and evenings. In short order, the plants were growing again, putting out delicate new shoots and young leaves to welcome the sun. Their long thin stems brushed against the ankles of the adults and vanished into the grasping hands of Mara, who by then had mastered running and took special joy in sprinting alongside her father’s treasured chrysanthemums and pulling off fistfuls of leaves to jam in her mouth. When Saul at last noticed the rapidly defoliating plants and the bits of green stuck between Mara’s teeth, he moved the plants into the living room and set them on every flat surface above waist height, beyond his daughter’s ravenous reach. Basking in the rich afternoon sun that streamed into the living room, as the days stretched ever longer, the flowers recovered from Mara’s thefts and made new buds. When they were healthy enough to be parted off and propagated as new plants, Saul’s crop of twenty—already carpeting the top of the television, the windowsills, and the mantel—exploded into dozens of repurposed jars, cups, and boxes, a riot of color and foliage that soon began to crowd the floor as well, Mara’s grazing be damned. There was enough to go around.

Indeed it was, in Mei’s vocal opinion, far too much. By April they were eating dinner at a table festooned with flowers, their bowls of rice and soup nestled among the pots in an irregular honeycomb of potting soil and broadleaves. The sink began to fill, too, first with coffee-can propagates and then with plants entire. They watched television through a jungle of mums, practiced their English amidst a cacophony of variegated leaves and stems, danced tight steps through a labyrinth of reds and violets and starburst sepias. When, in the course of cooking dinner, Mei set fire to a chrysanth whose plum-sized blossoms had invaded the range, she had had enough. That night, when the stewed pork was served alongside the charred and doused remnants of the martyred mum, Mei declared that the plants were no longer welcome in her house. But Saul protested: as the fragile progeny of survivors of a winter far harsher than they would ever know, their genetic hardiness blunted by the abundance of sheltered living, these plants surely would not survive unprotected in the fields.

Mei relented, but only just. Get them out before the last alfalfa harvest, she said.

And so Saul began to busy himself with the reconstruction of the old fallen greenhouse, which until then had lain unremembered and unremarkable in the fields. The jumble of iron was but two hundred yards from where the surveyors had focused their efforts and in conjunction with their boreholes and strange linear markings the whole scene took on a mysterious and alien dimension, as though this arrangement of holes and lines and iron and glass constituted altogether a syllogism extracted from some vaster language—though if it indeed communicated anything across worlds, Saul was insensate to its logics. For six weeks he worked on clearing the debris, tilling and leveling the earth, until on a sweltering June day, a girder fell out of his sweat-slick hands and shattered the small bones of his foot. He braced his good foot against the beam and tugged on his bootstraps and pulled his ruined foot free. For a moment he stood there, one leg raised, staring at the end of a crushed mess of boot leather and rivets. He felt no pain, only an immense irritation at having the rhythm of his work interrupted. He checked the time, swore in a mix of Chinese and English, and set his injured foot down. This time, it hurt. He screamed and collapsed.

After the pain lessened enough for him to see and think again, he crawled over to his truck and pulled himself up to sit leaning against a tire. His foot had been replaced by a gob of hot tar that throbbed so intensely with his racing heartbeat that he half expected the laces of his boot to burst open. It took him five minutes to work up the resolve to stand up, shakily, on his good leg, and another five minutes to figure out how he was going to start the thing and drive it home, since he had parked it pointing up the hill. In the end he put the truck in reverse and drove home backward, his body twisting around itself, his foot inelegantly mashing into the pedals as he gritted his teeth and made his way home. When he at last pulled into the driveway and hobbled into the house, he sat down exhausted at the kitchen table, swung his injured foot up onto it to ease the pressure, and promptly fell asleep.

That was how Mei found him about two hours later, as she came in from her gardening. Little Mara had fallen asleep by the root vegetables while her mother weeded the plots and now Mara dozed serenely in Mei’s arms, memoryless and dreaming, on her way to waking up the following morning with the feeling that she had blinked out of existence by the parsnips and rematerialized in her crib. Saul’s figure cut a hulking silhouette in the fading sunlight and whatever concerned cry might have stirred in Mei’s throat must have been instantly suppressed, for—per another legend that would be passed down reverently through generations of Hsiu progeny—it was said that she barely slowed on her way to set Mara down, pausing but momentarily to hold a finger beneath Saul’s nostrils and, satisfied that her husband was not dead, going first to put her daughter to bed. When she returned a few minutes later, she strode to where her husband sat sleeping in the kitchen, swept his dirt-caked boot off the table, and nearly fell over when Saul awoke with a hoarse yell, groping blindly at the pain exploding from his foot.

He tied the ankle of his crushed foot to his beltloops and spent the first night whittling a primitive crutch out of an aspen limb he rescued from the woodpile and, thus girded and armed, worked the next three days limping, drawing strength from a bottomless font of indignation at his sudden maiming. On the fourth day, when Mei came at him with a pair of fabric shears to cut his foot free, he hissed at her, Don’t touch it, it’s still a perfectly good boot. And, on the fifth day, when she cut it off anyway, Mei discovered that his foot had swollen to the size of a winter melon and had developed such an odor of death that she was forced from the room and could only bear to return with a smear of camphor cream on her upper lip. Against his protestations she called for a doctor, and in the afternoon Malachi Owens arrived.

The doctor Owens was a dyspeptic traveling physician of about fifty whose congenital phobia of even the mention of blood had limited his to an entirely pharmaceutical practice. He prided himself on compounding his own medications for his patients and, to this end, was never seen without his heavy leather case in which he carried dozens of visually identical vials of potent white powders, a triple-beam balance that was accurate to the milligram, and a variety of medieval-looking apparatuses for the manufacture of pills and capsules. He was a fanatical autodidact and claimed to speak six languages, the old tongue among them. Having learned from old alchemical textbooks and outdated translation dictionaries, however, had equipped him with a vocabulary that was comprehensive if decidedly medieval.

He was the only doctor for a hundred miles in every direction—save for the ones at the air base hospital, whose civilian work was performed exclusively upon the imminently dying—and within this fiefdom his idiosyncratic philosophy of medicine came to be regarded as settled science: a drug for every ailment under the sun, and most under the moon, too. Many decades later, after the revived regional airport began accepting international passengers, a party of humorless Hungarians flew in on a chartered jet and carefully photocopied the doctor’s handwritten pharmacopeia, paying him an exorbitant sum for the privilege. Despite nearing one hundred years old by then, he would greet the Hungarians with the vim and vigor of an undergraduate, having invented in his seventies a drug which by all indications could restore and prolong youth indefinitely, settle indigestion, and cure male pattern baldness; its higher-order deficiencies were to remain unknown until Saul, too late, discovered them.

Those deficiencies were also unknown to the Hungarians, who excitedly transcribed and translated the entirety of the doctor’s materials before discovering, to their immense disappointment, that the doctor had apparently neglected to include this most remarkable compound in his otherwise comprehensive book of elixirs. The truth was that the doctor had, himself, destroyed the synthesis—fiercely protective of his gerontological treatment, he had committed the details of its creation to memory and had his notes destroyed, only to discover that his memory was not as watertight as he had believed. Losing the formula would have devastated him as a young man, being an anxious, fidgety man by nature, but the long and weary years of his life would blunt these attributes, and he spent his final decades smoking in his armchair, watching his past evaporating with a cultivated air of detachment.

But the cool tranquility of those twilight years would not come for a long time. And so when Mei opened the door for him that late April afternoon, she found the doctor squatting on the doormat with his case of sundry cures arrayed before him, rifling through its contents. Without standing up, the doctor quickly introduced himself before shaving a minute resinous curl from a paper-wrapped block and asking in a tremulous voice if Mei would please give this to his patient.

What is it? Mei asked.

Congelation of ponderosa sap and jasper, the doctor said. If you must know.

What does it do?

The doctor scoffed. It heals him.

There was a catch, of course, which the good doctor revealed in monologues so baroque and arcane that neither Saul nor Mei understood until the doctor was made to write down his orders—twice, the first attempt being so comically illegible that Mei, thinking she was being mocked, almost threw him out of the house. Later, well into the evening, after the doctor departed, having finally run out of things to say, Mei muttered that she should have simply thrown him out then and there, saving everyone many hours of nonsense.

They examined the doctor’s orders closely, compared first and second drafts to no avail. In the end, with great difficulty, paging through the translation dictionary, they deciphered that the doctor’s single-dose panacea would only be effective if Saul abstained entirely from work for at least the following week, if not the following month. In this context, work was anything which required effort on the patient’s part, including but not limited to—and here the doctor listed out a few examples, his hand growing more and more impatient and leaning over ever farther until the letters toppled over themselves—physical labor, hard thinking, the drawing-up of well-laid plans, the establishment and operation of small businesses, the resolution of interpersonal conflicts, the preparation and serving of meals, the soothing of babies, and about six more items, irrecoverable as written.

It would have seemed to Mei a suspiciously comprehensive ban on Saul’s contributing to anything had not Saul protested so vehemently against its strictures—it was far from the first injury he had sustained on the ranch, though certainly the most severe—and besides, he said, if he did nothing but recuperate, if he did nothing but lie here with his foot propped up on pillows and count the bluebottles whizzing by the window, then who would feed the chickens, collect their eggs, inspect the fences, patch the breaks, put up hay, and water the cattle, to say nothing of his precious chrysanthemums, whose blossoms by then were beginning to invade even their bedroom and which needed each to be pruned and propagated and replanted before the first heat spell of the season, all of which only increased the urgency of getting the greenhouses built. Don’t you see, Saul said, that I can’t rest even for one moment, neither on two feet nor one, for otherwise we stand to lose everything we have worked so hard to build?

Mei was quick to answer, since she had stopped listening midway through his interminable list of obligations and had already worked out a solution. We’ll call Abram, she said, and ask him for help.

Saul was bewildered. Who?







CHAPTER FOUR

The surveyors’ translator came by after lunch. You again, Saul muttered when he opened the door. Didn’t you get what you wanted already?

Yes, but I’m here because your wife called me, the translator said. Heard you folks might have some work for me. I’m Abram Song. We met last year. He pulled his glove off and offered his bare hand for Saul to shake. Good to see you again, he said, and happy to do whatever needs doing. Saul glared down at the strange hand reaching over the threshold of his castle keep and did not move, blocking the doorway with his one-legged bulk. Mei blew in from the kitchen with her sleeves rolled up to her elbows—Abram had arrived while she was washing dishes, otherwise she would have answered the door—and, upon seeing the translator’s outstretched hand still hovering in the middle space between the two men, she dried her own hand on her apron and gamely shook Abram’s.

They went into the kitchen, Saul bringing up the rear with his swing-step rhythm of crutch and boot. Mei began by welcoming Abram and thanking him for driving all the way out here, to which Abram replied that he was glad that she had called after all, and that the drive hadn’t been too bad, anyway, since he had driven much farther and for far less when he was on active duty.

You’re not active duty anymore? Saul asked. He had been sulking in a petulant silence, injured foot propped up on an adjacent chair, thinking of ways to hurry the young translator out of their house and refuse his help. He had settled on trying to convince Mei that Abram was more sorely needed in uniform and on base than in khakis in their kitchen. Crucially, however, this argument relied on Abram being required somewhere other than here, and so it was to his great dismay that the translator shook his head.

He had finished his enlistment just a few weeks ago, in fact, and had decided to stay in town because of his girlfriend, soon to be fiancée, who was halfway through her degree at the university. He reddened a little as he said this, suddenly and disarmingly boyish. His expression reminded Saul of his own courtship with Mei, though, as he recalled those heady years, he now found these memories oddly distant, being of a world and a moment so radically unlike this world and this moment in which he now lived: sitting at a kitchen table patterned by overlapping watermarks and scalds and a cluster of crescent pockmarks from a few months ago when Mara had thrown a tantrum and beat the handle of a soup spoon against the table relentlessly until Saul had picked her up and brought her outside, still flailing, and stuck her hands into a snowbank. Mara had stopped midway through a lungful of screaming and stared at her snow-covered hand. It was something he had seen his father do to calm his baby sister when he was a young boy who still lived in that lost and other world, and he remembered his relief at it having worked.

When Saul at last glanced up from the kitchen table, he found Mei and Abram discussing the question of whether, and how much, he ought to be paid. The translator’s hands were in constant motion, making gestures of polite refusal, and Mei was resolutely tallying up some numbers in the margins of an old newspaper with one hand as her other waved off Abram’s protests. You should never work for free, Mei was saying, with such automatic confidence that it seemed as though this rule had been painted on the insides of her eyelids, and now Saul interjected with the gruff impatience of a patriarch who feels himself on the verge of becoming ancillary—here was his last chance to avert the hiring of Abram—and said, Yes, my wife is right, you should never work for free, and since we cannot afford to pay you, we cannot have you here helping us, though, as I have already said to my wife, I’m not sure what you would be able to help with, seeing as we have our affairs well managed, but thank you, of course, for coming here to see us.

However, since Saul’s spectacular chrysanthemum failure in their first winter, Mei had become the family’s treasurer. Now, two years on, it was Mei and only Mei who knew anything substantial about their financial situation. Only Mei knew the precise locations and quantities of every dollar and ounce of gold in the house because she had been the one to hide them away—as they sat at the kitchen table drinking tea, for instance, she could feel the electromagnetic disturbance of the quarter-tael of gold buried elbow-deep in the sack of rice in the pantry, as well as the paper-crisp fold of twenty-dollar notes down the hall, stuffed into a rolled shirt in their bedroom dresser. Her childhood in the old country had impressed upon her the importance of gold, the permanence of its value, with the result that even now, and indeed until she was very old, she would always be unnerved by the flimsiness of cash, even going so far as to give her grandchildren red envelopes containing individual links of gold chains that she had disarticulated and weighed out herself. She administered the family budget in a clean and impossibly cramped hand, records-keeping at the rate of one notebook quarterly, which was also the interval at which she would strap Saul’s torso with bundles of cash and send him into town to exchange the money for gold. And so, before Saul was finished talking, Mei cut him off with a wave of her hand. Nonsense, she was saying, we have money. We are hiring you and we are glad to have your help. And my husband will get some much-needed rest, she concluded, and turned on Saul a look of such temerity that he knew he had lost.

For the first week of Abram’s tenure, while Saul lay on the couch with his foot propped up on pillows and counted bluebottles, it was Abram who fed the chickens, collected their eggs, inspected the fences, patched the breaks, put up hay, and watered the cattle. He did this so quickly and without complaint or bitterness that Saul found himself begrudgingly admiring the translator’s capacity for toil and conceding that the fellow’s help was sorely needed while his foot healed. For his part Abram would graciously accept each day’s pay—in minuscule beads of gold at first, and only later in cash, after Abram insisted that he would not mind—and even use the correct honorifics as he thanked Mei and Saul, though Mei quickly put a stop to this last habit of his and insisted that Abram call them by their names, because, she said, how much older than you are we anyway, fifteen, maybe twenty years, if that, and in any case, certainly not as old as your parents, and hearing you say ma’am this and sir that makes us feel old, far older than your parents, even, so please, Abram, call me Mei, and him Saul.

Well now, her husband said then, let’s not be too hasty, we are older than you after all, though not as old as you seem to think, and respect is not something to throw away so lightly, especially respect for one’s elders, so I’ll have to disagree with my dear wife and insist that you not, at least for now, call us by our names, as though we were your classmates, or your peers, or even your childhood gang of friends. But his conviction evaporated as he spoke and by the time he was finished, he was filled with uneasiness at hearing what could have been his father’s words spoken in his own voice and so, suddenly shaking his head, he said, Please, forgive me, these are old customs and hard to forget. Hell, he said, I used to be Keng, and now I’m Saul. He smiled, conciliatory. So, call me Saul. Just as my wife said.

By the end of Abram’s first month, when the doctor’s cure had returned Saul’s foot to less horrifying dimensions and the prohibition on work had been lifted, the men turned their attention to the greenhouse. Saul had stopped using his ad hoc sling after he had inadvertently wiped out an entire shelf of chrysanthemums while turning around in the living room, instead now walking only using his alder-limb crutch and wearing a look of grim determination. With Abram around, the work proceeded much faster. Inside of two weeks’ time, they had the greenhouse foundation poured and the beams raised. All that was left was to buy and install the glass—enormous panes of plate glass, hundred-and-fifty-pound transparencies that had to be coaxed into place by special technicians whose mere presence cost more than all the other materials Saul had purchased until that point. For the glass and its installation, Mei had allotted him the fold of fifty-dollar notes buried in the jar of tea leaves, representing the money from the heifer they had sold early in the spring, nearly seven hundred dollars, an inconceivable amount of money to hold in his hand all at once.

It would not last through the weekend.

That Saturday, a tremendous electrical storm brooded over the earth, and all through the house small luminous coronae could be found resting atop every sharp corner. Fearing the house would be struck by lightning, Saul unplugged the television and even went so far as to shear the soldered junction between the television and the whole-house antenna. Still the dead television glowed dully, its phosphor animated by the sheer density of power filling the living room. From the induced ambient radios throughout the house, they heard snatches of distant transmissions lost in deep and rolling static. In the afternoon, their power cut out and the house was plunged into darkness. That night they ate dinner by the light of the St. Elmo’s fires which burned on the tips of their chopsticks and their candlesticks and which seemed even to fill their mouths with peppercorn tingling when they spoke. Through the black night beyond the kitchen window, they saw a fury of distant lightning lancing the southern ranges and, at vast remove, the drumfire of thunder pushing through the curtains of rain which had at last reached them. Mara would not eat, having discovered she could summon and shape the blue fires by extending and wiggling her fingers, and so Mei had to coax her dinner down, bite by electric bite, as crashing rain fell so loudly on the house that it became impossible to distinguish the ghostly noise of the errant radio transmissions from the continuous tearing sounds of the storm.

As the night wore on and the storm grew more intense, the lightning drew nearer and nearer until flash and thunder occupied the same instant. Mara covered her ears with glowing palms and wailed in terror as the wall of lightning arrived directly overhead, unleashing a barrage of explosions that rattled the house with such force that the following morning Saul would find the leaves stripped from the chrysanthemums nearest the windows. The storm pounded on the doors and windows, sending pressure waves that popped their ears and drove them into the hallway, where, surrounded by one thousand chrysanthemums, Saul and Mei sat on the floor and comforted Mara and each other as innumerable bolts of lightning drove smoking craters into their porch, their driveway, their fields.

Around midnight Saul awoke with a jolt, in turn waking his wife and his daughter. The storm had at last moved past them and in the calm of its wake the lightning salvo was fast becoming only a terrible nightmare. Mei pressed Mara’s head to her chest and rocked her gently in the darkness. Saul groped for his alder cane in the massed gloom of the hallway, found it, and drew himself shakily to his feet. He peered down the hallway out the living room window at its far end and saw a brilliance of starlight diffused through a patchwork tulle of emptied clouds. Now came a dull flash, indirect, and after a long while the quiet answer of distant thunder tapped gently at his ears. The storm was receding. As he turned to look at his wife and daughter, a smooth motion caught his eye. It was the black gleam of the sky’s reflection moving in parallax across the lacquered floorboards, their ridged grain pulling the stars into an ikat confusion of light and shadow. It’s over, he breathed.

In the morning they emerged blinking into a dawn so clear that they would have doubted the reality of the storm were it not for the smell of char and brimstone lingering in the air and the fernlike lattices of lightning-trees shocked into the damp field. One of the aspens in the windbreak had sustained a direct strike and now lay scorched and smoking across the road, a breeze already stealing in through the gap. The house, too, had been struck. A smoldering trace of blackened wood and melted fixtures revealed the path that the bolt had taken from heaven to earth. It had landed first upon the highest point of the building—the copper-wrapped, cast-iron weathercock—where it instantaneously vaporized a half century of rust, leaving the old bird more svelte and gleaming. From there it had traveled downward, welding the pivot of the weathercock into a solid joint and rendering it a static monument to the howling northwesterly gale that had been blowing at the moment of the strike. Then the surge had entered the vast network of Saul’s whole-house antenna, running gleefully through thousands of feet of copper wire, scorching thin, delicate lines into the wood siding that would prove infuriatingly difficult to erase, whether with wire brush or grinding wheel or fresh coats of paint. From there it had jumped a three-foot gap to the drainpipe by Mara’s room, bursting open its corrugated aluminum length like a banana peel as all the water inside flashed into steam, before at last discharging into a vast river delta of electrical figures that extended forty feet beyond the house. Saul’s antenna had shunted the voltage away from the house and rescued from incineration the family and all their possessions—save for the windcock, whose metallic groaning at the winds had been getting irritating anyway and which, everyone agreed, actually looked better now, shining and prideful and fire-scoured, no longer beholden to the wind.

Not everything survived the storm so cleanly. Because the roads were snarled with fallen trees, Abram arrived two hours later than usual, and when he and Saul went to the old Ford, they realized that the truck had also been struck by lightning. Their first clues were the stuck doors, none of which would open, not even with the two of them tugging at the handles. Then Abram tried to pop the doors open with a shim, cleverly scavenged from the exploded drainpipe, but discovered that the latching mechanisms had simply liquefied in the intense heat of the strike. The tires had burst, caught fire, melted, and then were quenched by the torrential downpour, leaving the truck now rubber-cemented to the driveway. But the engine seemed unscathed, and the transmission more or less intact. It was worth fixing, Abram declared. He called for a tow truck which arrived in the afternoon, driven by a man with one eye closed by a jagged scar so fearsome that Mara burst into tears upon seeing him and sequestered herself in her room as her parents apologized in halting English for their daughter’s rudeness and the driver, with Abram translating his words, said that it was no mind, that he knew how frightening he looked, to children especially, and that, if they were curious, he had gotten it in a bar fight, though they were of course welcome to tell Mara that he had gotten it because he refused to listen to his parents.

That was how the seven hundred dollars disappeared, paying not for panes of perfect greenhouse glass but instead for the tow truck, the mechanic who brought the truck back to life, the junkyard from which its new parts came. When Abram drove up to the house in the repaired truck two weeks after the storm, Saul met him with a halfhearted grunt, thanked him, and told him that there was no more work for him. His foot was healed, he had his truck back, and there was no more money for glass.

I thought you’d say that, Abram said, smiling. Look at what I brought.

The storm, Saul learned, had spared not even the house of the Lord. A bolt had come down onto the church steeple in town, setting fire to all the wiring inside the walls and melting the solder wires of the stained-glass windows. Thousands of pieces of colored glass had gone raining out onto the floor, some disintegrating into dust while others miraculously survived. Here Abram described for Saul some of what remained: the foot of the Virgin, the basket of fishes from the Sermon on the Mount, various background elements from the Via Crucis, and the serene head of a lamb, held tenderly in the arms of the Savior, whose own vitreous likeness had shattered completely, martyred even in glass. On the morning after the storm, a Sunday, the pastor gave a sermon about the impermanence of this world which moved Abram but was in truth mostly recycled from an earlier one of his on Ecclesiastes. He then boldly announced to his congregants that the stained-glass windows would not only be repaired but restored, that they would be returned to their original and prelapsarian condition, not only before this storm but before other storms too, before forty years of western winters had chipped their edges and clouded their clarities.

There were some in the church who viewed the pastor’s proclamation as misguided and obscenely costly, and in the days following, these of the flock began to circulate blithe little rumors. Didn’t the pastor’s brother-in-law run a construction company? Didn’t he thus stand to gain from this extravagant project? Wasn’t there that health inspector who had come some years ago and declared the windows injurious to health and happiness on account of their lead solder? And didn’t that same inspector find lead in the holy water?

By Wednesday when the rumors reached the pastor they had become far more numerous and pernicious: the windows had been smashed by the pastor himself, seeking a quick insurance payout. The health inspector had been bribed never to return. The brother-in-law had offered the pastor a cut of his profits. By then it had already been nearly a week after the storm, and the plastic sheets they had tacked up over the empty window frames were, by dint of their continuous presence, beginning to seem ordinary, which the pastor knew was the prodrome of this house of the Lord falling into humiliation and disrepair. And so he devised a plan.

His sermon the following Sunday consisted of a pointed illumination about bearing false witness against thy neighbor and concluded with a brief statement on the financial infeasibility of repairing the stained-glass windows, particularly in light of the meager tithe the church had collected over the past few years. Instead, the stained glass would be replaced with new-built, double-paned windows, which promised to let in more light and less snow. As for the ruined stained-glass windows, they would be deconsecrated after the service and thrown out; a kindly congregant had generously offered to haul it away.

So it was that Abram knew to look for a truck bed full of formerly sacred glass in the parking lot of the mechanic’s shop, whose apprentice turned out to be the kindly congregant in question. Upon arriving home, the mechanic’s apprentice had been promptly castigated by his entire family, who were of the opinion that the glass was obviously cursed and would only visit death and misfortune upon their heads, and so he had been made to get back into his truck and drive it somewhere where the curse would not harm them. He had arrived at the shop only a half hour before Abram did so that when Abram had walked into the office to settle the repair costs and to ask after the miraculous glass, he had found a shopful of mechanics bent over with laughter as they took turns mocking the young apprentice for believing in something so foolish as a curse. Nonetheless he was anxious to be rid of it, and so when Abram offered to buy it off him, the apprentice all but leapt to his feet in agreement. Before they could begin haggling, the apprentice’s colleagues objected, saying that it wasn’t right to charge a dime for something that might be cursed.

But you said it wasn’t cursed! the apprentice blurted out, and quickly reddened as the laughter returned. In the end Abram made off with the repaired Ford for seven hundred dollars, as agreed, and, for a song, the load of stained glass along with it.

Over the following weeks, Saul and Abram worked from dawn to dusk, spools of tin solder held in their teeth, passing an acetylene torch back and forth. Saul’s foot was by then completely restored—for all his bluster, the strange doctor had done good work—and so they made progress at a healthy pace, forming the stained-glass fragments into rectangular panes of glory and confusion which they fixed to the iron structure of the greenhouse with rubber caulking. It was precise, painstaking work, this suturing of holy limbs with molten metal by firelight. The hand of St. John the Baptist, which at one time hovered over the low pipes of the organ, came to be joined with a stand of date palms that once stood sentinel at the gates of Bethlehem. The bowed and shattered heads of penitents were squared for the corners of the greenhouse frame by the addition of many small blue-green shards, which came from the window depicting Jonas being thrown overboard into a churning sea. With the addition of the fresh solder, the panes they created were surprisingly robust and heavy as sin and it took both men half an hour of careful coordination to place a single panel, with Abram manning the winch on the truck while Saul sat astride a ladder and made fine adjustments to the pulley ropes. The truck did not run quite like it did before it was struck by lightning, and indeed never would; its delicate arrangement of cams and shafts and gears made a low reaching sound as it strained against the weight of the secularized glass. By the rhythm of this infrasonic drumming Saul and Abram worked until the chrysanthemum greenhouse was finished in September.

Saul and Mei hosted Abram and his fiancée for dinner to celebrate. It was the night of the autumnal equinox, the days accelerating into winter brevity, the world filling with a kind of ordered dying, and as the Hsius greeted their guests at the door they felt the oncoming winter gnawing at their sleeves, reaching out their arms and all but pulling the young couple in, welcomes crosscutting introductions, Come, come, you must be Annabel, let’s get you out of this cold, we’ve heard so much about you, come in, come in.

Hi, I’m Mara, came a practiced voice from knee height, and Annabel bent down and said, Hi Mara, it’s so wonderful to meet you, I’m Annabel. Mara nodded businesslike and with surprising confidence she said, Hi Bell, and Annabel laughed and said, Close enough, you can call me that, not knowing, of course, that through this exchange it had been decided what every member of the Hsiu family would call her for the rest of her days.

Over dinner, they spoke mostly to Bell, so unknowingly starved were they of novelty and strangers and stories. Even little Mara watched her with fascination. Bell did not speak the old tongue, though she looked as though she might, and so for her sake their dinner conversation took place in a pidgin of English that included words such as stained glass but not reflection—which Bell said while telling a story about learning to swim as a little girl in the swimming hole just east of town and which Abram had to translate for Saul and Mei—and alternator but not precocious, nor talented, nor gifted, all of which Bell had used to describe her older sister while answering a question from Mei about whether she had any siblings and, shortly, to describe little Mara as well, whose unearthly fluency with language seemed almost to disturb Bell. She was a head shorter than Mei, slight-framed and fragile, and her features had a delicate sorrow to them, such that she seemed always on the verge of tears. And she was so endlessly taken with Mara—this little genius, she said—that she returned the next day, unbidden, bearing a knapsack stuffed with books for them to read aloud to their daughter.

In the weeks that followed, Saul busied himself with moving all of the chrysanthemums to the greenhouse, where the blossoms took on new and variegated shades under the stained-glass light. It was during this time that a man appeared at the Hsius’ door one morning; Saul nearly ran into him on his way out to the greenhouse, carrying a full tray of chrysanth starters. The stranger thrust a manila envelope into his already full hands and gave him a curt nod before setting off back toward his waiting car.

The envelope contained a carbon duplicate of the contract Saul had signed nearly two years ago and a check, made out to him, in the amount of three hundred and five dollars. The plot lay beyond the greenhouse, on the flat part of the pasture, about a hundred yards off from the county road. He walked to the living room window and gazed out at the acre of land that the surveyors had selected, indistinguishable from any other acre in the field. Mei wandered into the living room and made a sound of surprise. I thought you’d left for the greenhouse, she said. Wordlessly Saul handed her the check. What’s this? she asked.

They’re buying it, he said. The acre.

Out beyond the green tint of the living room window, the cattle browsed soundless and placid over the yellowing field, descending by degrees toward winter.







CHAPTER FIVE

Mei discovered her talent for augury one day at eight thirty in the morning, on a May day so clear and bright that Mara squinted for a long time at her sparkling bowl of cereal with her spoon held aloft, as though she were afraid to pierce the lightness assembled there. Mei cajoled her through breakfast, got her dressed, and passed her to Saul, who was on his way out to do his morning chores and agreed to take her along. Mara, for her part, needed no convincing. She wanted to see the worksite.

The contractors had arrived the very next day after the bureaucrat had given Saul the check for the property. They had worked tirelessly all through the winter, by sunlight and halogens, hollowing their acre of the Hsiu field into an enormous pit over a hundred feet deep that was, for Mara, a spellbinding cavern that plumbed all the way to China. She had picked up the idea in one of the children’s detective novels that Bell had brought her a few months ago and had seized upon the concept with the desperate urgency of childhood obsession. A few months ago, Mei found her trying to drag one of Saul’s old knapsacks out the back door and down the hill; Mara, it was revealed, was striking out for a trip to her parents’ homeland via the subterranean passage the men were digging for her in her own backyard. She had packed her bag with only the barest of necessities: her favorite toys, several books, and a carton of colored pencils. Mei picked her up, set her back in the house, and started to lock the back door at night. She and Saul had been entertaining themselves by pretending for Mara that the hole in the field might really lead to the old country. After Mara’s abortive voyage, they became careful to clarify what was real and what was imagined, to discriminate between the possible and the absurd.

Not long after the contractors had gotten started, Bell showed up at their doorstep with a pair of surprisingly high-quality binoculars. They were for Mara, she said. Mei resolutely refused the gift—it was far too nice, she said, and besides, to allow their four-year-old daughter to accept such extravagant presents would only inculcate in her an entitlement that might never be unlearned.

Saul, on the other hand, allowed Bell to insist. Let us not deprive our daughter out of fear we will spoil her, he said grandly, accepting the binoculars on Mara’s behalf and over his wife’s protests. In truth, it was Saul who most wanted the binoculars, Saul who was already planning what he would use them to observe: the loping forms of coyotes on the far hills, the family of barred owls nesting in the tallest pine of the windbreak, the craters of the moon.

Don’t worry about it, Bell said, it didn’t cost me anything. Abram says it was surplus. He comes home with things like this all the time. Despite Saul’s best efforts afterward, the binoculars remained, mostly, with their rightful owner; on more than one occasion, he found Mara asleep at the window, the binoculars gripped in her small hands.

These days, though Mara’s interest in the hole had waned somewhat, she still enjoyed going with her father out to the ridge overlooking the silo and sitting atop Saul’s shoulders to peer at the contractors from this high perch with the binoculars, which at this distance could resolve more and satisfying details. So it was that on the morning Mei discovered she could read the future from the contours of birds in flight, she was entirely alone at the instant of her revelation because Saul and Mara were down by the greenhouse, watching the workmen.

Mei’s revelation came, as all revelations do, during a stretch of numbing banality: she was washing the dishes, up to her elbows in water that might have scalded others of less ironclad will but which to her felt still not hot enough. Already the fog was burning off under the firm pressure of the new day’s sun. Something drew her eyes to the kitchen window and, glancing out, Mei saw a flock of sparrows whirling in a continuous spiral higher than any building she’d ever seen. The birds wheeled one after the other in an endless cycle and the cold morning light described their wing surfaces as they banked through their turns; they belonged to some great chain of being of which mankind was not a part. At that moment, Mei felt a subtle pulse rattle through the house, firmer than sound, more substantial than a breeze.

Abruptly the helix broke apart into a diffusion of birds. As the shaded murmuration disintegrated into a flurry of individuals, Mei felt the world stirring and sharpening, as though she were at last breaking the surface of perception. For a brief second, the future unraveled before her. A thought formed in her mind without origin or end, an eternal thought that preceded her and which evermore described the worlds to come. Mei finished washing the dishes, dried her hands, and sat down at the kitchen table in a state of complete tranquility.

When Saul and Mara returned, Mei met them at the door. First, she took her daughter down from her perch atop Saul’s shoulders; then, brightly, Mei denied her husband entry. There would be no more work done today, she said, or indeed for many days. At first, Saul had tried to push past her, only half listening to her words, and it was not until his wife physically blockaded the doorway that he finally heard what she was telling him to do: turn on his heels, get Rascal out of the stable, and round up all the cattle into the barn, quick as he could. When Saul began to protest, Mei hushed him with such intensity that he did not speak again until she was all the way finished talking. There were many more tasks to be done before the afternoon and she instructed him of each one: the water troughs had to be covered, the doors to the stables drawn shut, the jerry cans filled with gasoline and diesel. And there was more, too, of course, there was always more, but these were the things that Saul had to do, and while he did those, Mei explained, she would also be preparing, though for what Saul still did not know and did not dare ask.

All right, my love, Saul said, when Mei was through. Though his trust in her was absolute, he was still curious. He asked: Will you tell me why we have to do these things?

Oh, she said, surprised. In her haste to prepare she had failed to tell Saul what she had read in the revolving helix of sparrows. As an old woman, retelling the story of this first preternatural discovery of her augury, Mei would delight in embellishments, claiming at times that the birds formed into vast ideograms in the sky like feathered pixels upon a television screen, one after the other. Other times, she would insist that the sparrows had spoken aloud in birdsong, sharp and clear, in language that she found she could understand. In truth, it was impossible to describe. There were no holy signs to interpret, no numerological algebra that deciphered the meaning of the strange spiral for her. On that morning there was only a helix of sparrows, Mei washing dishes in the kitchen, and, springing into her mind, an already-formed history of things which had not yet come to pass.

In the afternoon the sky drew near and black and sliding down through the air there came a drifting grayness whose density swallowed up the distant hills. In the distance the construction site work lights grew more and more hazy. Saul stuffed towels under the doors. Mei dampened her fine linen tea towels and draped one over each face, though the cold and cloying weight quickly proved intolerable to Mara. Time grew shallow and wide, minutes and hours spreading out across the homogenized landscape. Mara and Mei sat on the couch by the living-room window, taking in the dimming world together. Mei peered through the binoculars at the men working in the pit, watching as they set down their tools and tilted their heads back to gaze at the color draining out of the sky.

I wonder if they’ll stop, Saul said. He had been sealing up the barn when the ash first started drifting in and only just made it back before the worst of the dust had arrived. Motes of ash perched on his eyelashes and clung in a delicate film to the hairs on his forearms. Mei was still looking through the binoculars.

Looks like they’re figuring that out too.

My turn, Mara said brightly.

Mei lowered the binoculars and turned to face Saul. My god, she said, you’re filthy. Mara, don’t touch your father until he’s clean.

It’s just dust, Saul said. Just then, a knock came at the door and he answered it.

They’re saying a volcano erupted, the man at the door said, way out west. The world outside was utterly silent, muffled by the falling ash; against this quiet the man seemed almost inconsiderately loud, though he had spoken at a normal volume. His words were muffled by the large respirator he was wearing. Particles of ash drifted to and fro in the minute eddies of the man’s breathing, collecting on the surface of the respirator cartridges. The fluorescence of his high-visibility work vest had been reduced to streaks of electric yellow peeking through a thick layer of sticking ash. The man gestured with a finger at the sky. All of this is coming down from that. It’s volcanic ash.

In the driveway, the man’s pickup idled noisily, indiscreetly.

My wife warned us, Saul said through his tea towel.

Did she now? The man clapped his hands together and shook ash from his sleeves. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out three cellophane-wrapped masks of the sort that Saul had seen used in hospitals. Listen, he said, I’m with those guys working down there and we thought we’d run these up for you. You shouldn’t be breathing this stuff. He held them toward Saul. There’s one in there for the kid, too, but I don’t know if it’ll fit. Sorry.

Saul took the masks and thanked him. Will you keep working?

The contractor chuckled, the sound transformed by his respirator into a few bursts of air. A cloud of ash went drifting down to the graying earth. Yeah, we’ll keep working.

What are you building? Saul asked.

Don’t think I can say, the man said, but you’ll see. We should be finished in a couple of days if this ash doesn’t slow us down too much. A thought seemed to occur to him. Did you say your wife knew this was coming?

Yes, Saul said. This morning, she knew.

How?

I don’t know.

Well, didn’t do you much good, did it. Looks like you still got caught in it. He looked at Saul. Sorry, he said after a brief silence. I guess that was a little rude.

That evening they kept the television on all throughout the yellowing twilight gloom. Mara watched the news anchors intently, her head cocked to one side, her face nearly swallowed up by her oversized mask. Then she turned to look at the strange world out the windows, a frown of concentration wrinkling her nose.

Mei asked what they were saying. The anchormen still spoke too quickly for her to understand. Saul opened his mouth to answer, since his English was somewhat better than his wife’s, but it was Mara who spoke first, translating quickly and easily, her gaze bisecting the space between her parents and the television, and even in the darkness of their living room, the smiles of joyful pride that came across Saul and Mei’s faces were dazzling.

The next morning, after they awoke to a drowned and gunmetal dawn, Saul and Mei brought magazines and mailers and shampoo bottles for Mara to read, astounded at her casual fluency. It was disconcerting to hear such elaborate sentences formed in the unpracticed voice of a four-year-old. Mei looked at her daughter in wonder and asked her when she had learned all of this, and Mara had made a happy burble and said I read the books that Bell gave me.

On your own? Mei said, incredulous.

Mara ignored her and continued. And I listened to the radio, she said, pronouncing the word in the transatlantic accent of the shortwave newscasters.

Now with a flourish she snatched up a magazine and yanked it open the way she had seen people on television reading. Out tumbled a small slip of paper. Saul reached over and picked it up; it was the rubbing he had taken of the surveyor’s mark nearly two years ago. He brought it closer to the lamp and peered at it through his reading glasses. When he had first taken the rubbing, he had been unable to make sense of the words, but his English was now improved enough to work out what was etched upon the mark: Babylon AFB, Project Methuselah. He murmured the syllables to himself, hoping that its meaning might be revealed through utterance. Abram had been stationed at Babylon, Saul remembered. Perhaps he would know what Project Methuselah entailed.

What’s that? Mara asked cheerily and swiped at the paper in Saul’s hands. Her father moved it out of her grasp and clicked his tongue.

We don’t grab at things, Saul scolded. Mara was still reaching for the paper, which Saul was now holding aloft well above their heads. He waggled an instructional index finger before Mara’s eyes. We don’t grab at things; we ask politely for them. Mara put her hand down, her eyes still locked on the paper overhead. Say okay Papa so I know you understand.

Okay Papa, she said. What’s that please?

What is that? Mei echoed, her own curiosity piqued.

It’s a copy of the metal mark I found in the field, Saul said. After the surveyors came. He lowered his hand and gave the paper to Mara. Can you read it for us?

Mara’s face grew serious and compact as she moved her finger along the letters. In slow and sure syllables, she sounded out the words: Babylon AFB, Project Methuselah. Then her finger moved back to retrace Methuselah and after speaking it aloud again she asked what it meant. Saul’s memory was dim and incomplete, but he spoke with fatherly surety and said it was the name of someone from the Bible who could speak to animals. Mara said I can speak to animals too and Mei shook her head and said your father is wrong, he couldn’t speak to animals, he was the oldest person ever to live. And Mara said, How old, and Mei said, I think one thousand years, and by this point Saul had gotten up to go fetch the tattered Bible because he could not stand being wrong.

When he returned, Mara was guessing her mother’s age—Seventy-three, she said, and then frowned, No, one hundred and twelve, one hundred and twelve. Mei was laughing: Your mother isn’t that old, why, I ought to punish you for saying your dear mother is already an old crone, and now pinning her daughter to the floor she tickled her and over Mara’s squeals, she said, Seventy-three, one hundred and twelve, you know I’m not even forty, it’s your father who’s an old man, but even he isn’t one hundred and twelve. Finally, Mei let Mara squirm away and catch her breath and as the excitement cooled, Saul snapped the Bible shut and triumphantly he said, Your mother was wrong, it wasn’t one thousand years, it was nine hundred sixty-nine, Methuselah died at nine hundred sixty-nine. Mei said it was close enough and Mara said that she didn’t care because she was going to live much, much longer than that and Mei said, You will, you will, you will.

The ash darkness lasted another three days, blanketing the world in pyroclastics whose enormous weight went around breaking tree limbs and bottoming out truck suspensions and even caving in the roof of the old rail depot in town, turning out its small population of squatters and indigents into the gray streets, where they trudged furrows into the dust-drifts and disappeared into other desaturated and forgotten buildings. The animals were growing restless in the barn, their eyes grit-reddened as they huddled together in the semidarkness. A side effect of securing the doors and windows was that the barn cats, too, were no longer free to roam, and so Saul learned to block the door with his body as he entered to keep them from darting out into the lethal and choking air.

On the fifth day of volcanic twilight—the last day, it turned out—the construction team waved in an eight-ton white truck that took a half hour to crawl all the way down the dirt road to the build site, rendered gray and sterile by the desolation of ashes. The men had switched to wearing rubberized suits and full-face respirators on the second day of the ashfall, so that they now resembled earthbound astronauts who had missed their flights to better worlds. By now, there was no longer any confusion about what the men were building; it was a missile silo, as Bell had mentioned offhandedly to Mei over the phone a few nights ago, not realizing that Mei did not know. Under other circumstances, the Hsius might have become afraid of it, or else suspicious of its lethal promise, but being trapped indoors for nearly a week had driven them half mad. So it was that when Saul suggested that they ought to pile into the truck and drive down to see the missile, Mei jumped at the idea. They put on long-sleeved shirts, tucking the hems into their waistbands, and they wrapped the binoculars in two layers of kitchen rags to protect its delicate lenses from the ashfall. Mara was put into a raincoat that went nearly to her feet and wore galoshes that went nearly to her knees. All three donned the masks that they had been given, though Mara’s mask, far too large, had to be secured at its edges with tape. At the door, they double-checked their impromptu protective suits, planned their route to the truck, and then left.

They emerged blinking into a world from which shape and color had been entirely rinsed away. Distance and scale were incomprehensible. It was impossible to tell where the sun was in the sky; under that uniform and feeble light all things cast no shadows, bore no witness to their own existence. The land had been first smoothed by untold tons of falling ash and then erased by the trick light. All motion was ballistic and appallingly preordained. The ash swirled about their faces, collected in the creases of their eyes, under their fingernails, and they left deep furrows in the ash as they moved across what had once been their driveway. The family truck was one of the few man-made shapes still identifiable amid that shifting grayness. It squatted under the weight of its bedful of ash with an animal vitality, as though preparing to pounce.

Mei got in, took Mara from Saul, and shut the door, sending a sheet of ash sliding to the ground. Saul swept out the bed as best he could with a length of lumber before getting in himself. The ash around his eyes had mixed with his sweat to form a primitive cement which he could feel drying on his cheeks. The engine turned over reluctantly, the tailpipe ejecting plumes of ash. Slowly they drove down roads which existed now in memory. The windward poplars and aspens had accumulated huge twelve-foot-high ash drifts, leaving long pneumatic shadows which appeared as evenly spaced gouges running across the buried farm road. Only by these intervals could they determine their position in space through dead reckoning. Saul turned on the wipers—dry, because washer fluid would clot this ash into an impenetrable mud—and through these intermittent swipes of clarity, they could make out the quantized approach of the trees, the continua of the world outside sliced into discrete clicks by the depthless gloom, the periodic arcs of the wiper blades. Mara ground the heel of her hand into her eyes with the overzealous and uncoordinated movements of a child in discomfort and, clicking her tongue in disapproval, her mother pulled her hand off her face and said, Don’t rub your eyes, you’ll go blind.

She won’t go blind, Saul said. You won’t go blind.

I have something in my eye, Mara said, matter-of-factly. Her eyes were reddening now, though it was impossible to tell how much of this she had caused herself. With scrabbling fingers she pulled down her lower eyelid, cast her gaze upward, and leaned in close to her mother. Look, she said. Is there something in my eye?

Mei looked but found nothing. In any case it was almost too dim in the cab to see; the swirling ash was opaque and yellow-tinted where it collected into momentary windblown ridges, cross-sectioned against their windows. Stop doing that, she said, tugging her daughter’s hand away from her face. Don’t do that with your eyes, you’ll go blind, really. Just sit quietly for a minute.

You won’t go blind, Saul said again.

It hurts, Mara said. She was blinking hard, and tears were beginning to collect at the corner of her eye.

Let me see. Mei turned on the map light, adding a slight orange cast to Mara’s upturned face. I don’t see anything, she said. Don’t worry, crying will flush it out. Stop rubbing your eyes and just let the tears wash it out. Your body can take care of itself if you let it, but you have to let it. You have to let it.

Several times Saul put a tire off the road and onto the shoulder and the pickup racked hard to one side. Each time, he swore up a storm and blamed the ash concealing the road. I’m trying my best, he would mutter, before adding that wasn’t it impressive that he had remained so consistently on the road at all, given these difficult circumstances, to which his wife would murmur some halfhearted agreement, and then, each time, he would finish by adjusting his seat ever closer to the steering wheel and cranking his seatback ever more vertical so that by the time they reached the end of the windbreak and the road was cresting the last ridge before the silo, Saul was driving with the steering column jammed into his ribs, hunched over the dashboard, the steering wheel so close to his chest that his hands appeared to be clutched deep in prayer. In truth, the excursion to see the missile go into the silo had, for Saul and Mei, become unpleasant almost immediately. Saul’s regret came when he first drove off the road in the ashen confusion, though by then it was pointless to turn back; Mei’s regret came much earlier, as she sat in the darkened cab with her ash-covered daughter beside her and listened to the muffled grunting of her husband outside as he swept out the truck bed with a clattering two-by-four. Only little Mara kept the faith. Because she had no concept of a nuclear missile and thus no expectation of what she might see there, her imagination had filled the silo tube with wonders beyond belief: melted chocolate, a thousand barrels of ice cream, a pool of gold coins.

At last they made it to the ridgeline, where Saul parked the truck. The world extended before them as a flat and uniform abyss. It was no great loss that the horizons were no longer visible, obliterated in the drifting ash, because the boundary between earth and heaven was no longer a border worth marking. Everywhere the same gray surfaces, lit equally from every direction by the light of a sun that had been ground into luminous dust and distributed homogeneously over the universe. Down the slope, there was a nearly imperceptible swelling of the ash—the greenhouse—and then, farther on, a perfectly cleared rectangle, lit by halogens, in which suited men and equipment moved soundless and strange, their paths unreadable, their purposes arcane.

The white truck they had seen earlier was reversing at a painstaking crawl through the ash darkness, its lights flashing orange and yellow warning. Saul turned the engine off and closed the vents. Let’s get out the binoculars, he said. Let’s get a good look down there. Mei unwrapped the rags protecting the binoculars. There was a flake of ash on one of the large lenses and unthinking she swathed her thumb in her shirtsleeve, fogged up the glass with her breath, and wiped it clean. As she raised it to her eyes, a crazed and circular pattern of scratches revealed itself on the blued antireflective coating of the lens she had cleaned. She muttered an oath; Saul glanced at her with suppressed concern.

I scratched the lens, Mei said. Sorry.

Saul reached over Mara between them and took the binoculars from his wife. He held them to the sourceless light filling the cabin of the truck as he peered at the scratches, raised them to his eyes and looked through them a little while, then lowered them and inspected the lenses in his lap. Don’t think you did anything, he said finally.

A small hand darted in and pawed at the binoculars. I want to see, Mara said. Saul gave the binoculars to her and now she slid forward until she was at the very edge of the bench seat, her feet resting on the transmission hump so that her knees were drawn up close to her chest. In this folded, arachnoid position, she could spread her knees wide enough to permit her to rest her elbows on the dashboard and thus to keep the heavy binoculars steady as she looked through them.

You’ll hurt your neck like that, her mother said, pulling Mara onto her lap. She was right; it was easier to prop up her elbows with the additional height. As her mother sat very still—this at her indignant request moments later—Mara watched as masked men appeared at the truck’s flanks, their grim eyes refracted in triplicate by the polycarbonate of their goggles so that they appeared to Mara as creatures who had but borrowed, imperfectly, the shapes of men. It was an impression furthered by the scratches in the lens, which now hazed the image in her left eye; with its softened auras superimposed over the hard clarities of the image in her right eye, the marooned astronauts looked like ghosts.

But they were uninteresting ghosts, Mara soon decided. Mostly they stood and watched as the white box of the truck began to tip, slowly and unstoppably, until it hovered clear and vertical over the depthless mouth of the silo. Very little seemed to be happening. Mara put down the binoculars on the dashboard and stretched her arms, which were cramping from how intently she had been observing the action. Saul reached over and took the binoculars to have a look.

I think it’s in that truck, he said, not taking his eyes from the lenses. The missile.

Mei scoffed good-humoredly. Don’t know what else could be in there, she said. Let me see. She took the binoculars from her husband and glassed the activity down the hill. Through the small gap between the bottom of the raised trailer and the rim of the silo itself, there appeared a flash of green, matte and pure. After a few moments, Mara tugged at her mother’s hand—We ask nicely, Mei chided—and it was again Mara’s turn to use the binoculars. But there was nothing more to see: a narrow, green-tipped thing was sinking ever lower into the darkness of the silo, and now she watched the masked men begin to gesture to one another. Shortly, the white trailer of the truck began to tip back to its usual position.

What did they put there? Mara asked.

A missile, her father answered.

What’s a missile?

It’s a kind of weapon, Saul said.

What’s a weapon?

He hesitated. Something that people use to hurt other people, he said.

Why would people want to hurt other people?

A longer silence now as Saul realized he was painting himself into a corner. To his relief Mei cut in. There are many reasons, she said, but none of them are good ones.

Before Mara could ask another impossible question Saul started the truck and put it into gear. Let’s go home, he said.

Over the weeks and months after the ash cleared, it became clear how much the family truly owed to Mei’s augury. Saul could think of no better time for Mei to have discovered her divinatory powers, and each day the family was only further vindicated. Mei heard from Bell stories of whole herds found dead in the fields, their bodies blanketed in a half ton of ash, their bellies distended with sludge. And Saul heard from Abram about men who had been caught out under the initial ashfall who were suddenly falling mysteriously ill, many now confined to sickbeds, sweating through their sheets, coughing up bloody slurries of dust and phlegm. Only the Hsiu property would survive more or less unscathed. As subsequent rains melted the ash into rich black soil, they emerged from the ashfall remarkably prosperous. In the years following, Mei’s cattle prospered, fat and fecund, while Saul’s chrysanthemums grew vigorous as weeds.

In the meantime, however, Abram tendered his resignation: he had reenlisted, he said, lured by a massive reenlistment bonus that would go a long way toward a house for him and the missus. We’ll miss you, Mei said warmly, and Abram said, You won’t get rid of me that easy, they’re keeping me in Babylon, at least for now, so Annabel and I can still come by for dinner now and again. If you’ll have us, he added quickly, and Mei said, Of course. They sat around the kitchen table and made aimless conversation until Saul remembered the surveyor’s mark and asked Abram what Project Methuselah meant.

Where’d you hear that? Abram asked, abruptly serious.

It was carved on a marker out in the field. The surveyors put it there.

Hearing this, Abram seemed to relax. All right, he said. You weren’t supposed to enter the site after the surveyors were through, but I can’t imagine anyone will give you a hard time for that. But don’t go talking about it to other people, you hear?

About Project Methuselah?

Abram’s finger shot to his lips and he made a clipped shush. I can’t tell you what it is. Hell, I don’t even know what it is. Really. He fidgeted in his seat and glanced out the windows. Then he checked his watch, exaggeratedly casual. He let out a theatrical sigh. I ought to get going now, he announced, rising from his seat, and as he did Saul rose with him.

Is it dangerous? Saul asked, his voice suddenly cold.

I can’t say. Abram was all but tripping over himself as he made his way from the light of the kitchen toward the unlit foyer. His host followed. From the darkness Saul’s stonelike hand clasped Abram’s shoulder and pulled him to a stop.

Come on, Abram, we’re friends. Just tell me. Is it dangerous?

I can’t, Saul. They didn’t tell me what it was, just that it was top secret.

I need to know if it’s dangerous, Saul said again. I need to know for Mara. Is it dangerous for us to be here? What did they tell you?

I don’t know if it’s dangerous, Abram said, lifting Saul’s hand from his shoulder. All I know is that they need me to translate some intercepts. From the Chinese. All these documents about some kind of nuclear device.

I know it’s nuclear, Saul scoffed. Don’t tell me things I already know.

Not the warhead, Abram said, and then corrected himself. I mean, the warhead is nuclear, yes. The device, the papers, I don’t know. We’re worried it’s got to do with the Reds—they only showed me one of the documents when they asked me to reenlist, off the books, just to make sure I could translate them—listen, Saul, I really can’t be telling you any of this. Now he looked around and lowered his voice so that Mei, still sitting in the kitchen, would not hear. He leaned in close: I can’t tell you everything I know, but I’ll give you this much. But you can’t tell anyone, you hear? He glanced at the door, through it, out to something buried in the earth. You aren’t the only one with a hole dug in their backyard. We put dozens of silos all over the county. Everybody got a nuclear missile, same as you. But you got something else down there too.

What is it?

Project Methuselah, Abram said simply. I don’t know much more than that. All I know is it’s more than a missile. He cleared his throat and spoke normally so that Mei could hear him. All right, Saul, I’ll be seeing you. Mei, he called, thanks for having me. He pulled on his shoes and his hat.

Of course, came Mei’s voice from around the corner.

Abram opened the door and stepped out into the evening chill. Be seeing you, old friend.

Saul’s voice was hoarse with despair. Abram, he said. What the hell did they bury in my field?
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PART TWO
DECOHERENCE







CHAPTER SIX

The house had its rhythms. Long ago the sheets of primitive polyethylene that once swaddled the cellar—intended to guard the house’s foundations from the slow rot that lacquers all creation—had deteriorated into brittle, oily flakes, and, where this disintegration was complete, patches of adjacent walls swelled into cakelike masses of gypsum and asbestos, which Mara found delicious and thus had to be prevented from eating. And on certain autumn mornings, as the world clambered out of its nighttime chill, the family would awaken to find a glaze of rime ice blurring their views from the windowpanes. One such morning, a cry of delighted surprise rang through the house: Mei, entering the kitchen, had found a small cloud hovering in the air above the table, sunlight lancing golden through its tenuous mass. In the winter, as the temperature dropped and the moisture crystallized out of the air into fine-needled snow, the house shifted subtly on its foundations, its wooden joists and uprights twisting fractions of an inch across their lengths and taking the doors to Mara’s room and to Saul’s office more and more out of true until, by February, they had to be slammed shut. Then, as winter retreated, the house would uncoil, creaking and popping in the night, bones finding ways of settling yet deeper into darkness. And so the seasons became sensuous and knowable, their pacing marked not only by equinox and solstice but also by this torque and untorque, this sticking of doors and breathing of walls, this passage of time.

One winter the temperature dropped below zero in November and did not come back up until February, forcing Saul to sink the greenhouse floor five feet down into the earth to insulate the flowers from the worst of the cold. Though these plants were indeed descended from those original twenty survivors, Saul feared they had lost their hardiness over the years as he bred them into stranger and stranger specimens. An attempt to create a peppermint-scented chrysanthemum instead left him with a plant whose flowers stank of stale cigarettes and which so bothered Mei that she eventually made him bury it in the yard. Mara’s childhood habit of chewing on chrysanth leaves had created, by brutal natural selection, a lineage of flinty and stunted flowers with barbed stems and astonishingly spicy foliage. To say nothing of the cultivar whose petals could be blown off like dandelion seeds, or the one whose blossoms were large enough for hummingbirds to nest in, or the one that could be ground into a powder that stimulated orderly thoughts as well as sexual appetites. Overwhelmed by their variety, baffled at their habits, Saul moved these odd cultivars out of the greenhouse, leaving them arrayed and vulnerable beneath the sky. Winter came and went. In the spring, he discovered that the condemned plants were apparently unkillable, rooting in the hardpan clay down in the arroyo and snaking flowers up through the chicken wire fencing the coop, unbothered by a season spent in darkness beneath the snow. In the greenhouse, the beautiful and the unwieldy flowers of Saul’s youth remained. He cherished these chrysanthemums, which had grown true to seed, and which had about them a faint scent of memory. He lavished attention on their blooms, even as his rejected lineages carried on, unguided and unprotected, cleaving into wilder and wilder strains, beyond the stained-glass walls of the greenhouse.

After Mara started school, Mei found herself with more free time than she had known in years. She proclaimed to Saul that she was going to relax, to take delight in spending time doing nothing. Within a week, bored half out of her wits, she asked Saul to build a small farmstand by the road for her to sell eggs and milk and cheese. Soon after, as the farmstand picked up modest success, Mei expanded into selling prepared food to their main customer base, which was half hardscrabble men and women on their way to town and half airmen who stopped for a bite to eat with briefcases full of classified documents glued to their palms—yes glued, as Mara insisted at the dinner table one night. She had learned it at school.

Is that what they’re teaching you in first grade? Mei teased.

Well, no. But Nancy Caller says so, and we’re best friends.

You can’t believe everything anyone tells you.

But we’re best friends, Mara repeated, as though this were an argument in itself.

Especially if you’re best friends, Mei said.

These were the days of abrupt and unfamiliar wealth, or what felt to them like wealth, which is to say they had meat at every supper, and Mara’s new shoes were only ever a half size too large. Then came the day that Mei summed the farmstand’s books and announced that they would start selling chocolate. Can you believe it, she whispered to Mara when Saul had returned from town with the first boxes of chocolate. Three identical cardboard cubes full of it, packed perfectly in stacks, the scent of sugar rich in the air: can you believe it. And Saul had shouted down from where he stood in the truck bed for them to help him unload it all before it melted, come on, come on, no one wants to buy melted chocolate. Mei took down the first box and tore it open right there and Mara shrank from her in fear because she had never seen her mother so careless. And then Mei dropped an entire bar of chocolate into Mara’s hands, her expression radiant, and said, That’s for you, Mara, that’s all for you.

Saul, still thinking himself a grower of flowers, at first permitted only his most beautiful and useless chrysanthemums to be sold—the brilliant scarlet variety with its delicately doubled petals, or the pearl-shimmering variety which glowed dully at twilight—and at such staggering prices that for three months they sold not a single one. He was finally persuaded to include the stranger varietals by Mei, who, tired of picking her way through an ever-larger patch of chrysanths on her way to the chicken coop, had threatened to scythe the whole plot if their numbers were not soon controlled.

When airmen and farmers and passing travelers alike emptied the shelves of these chrysanthemums, they could not believe their good fortune and dared not look this gift horse in the mouth. At last, a giggling couple—newlyweds, they said, lavishly—revealed to an implacable Mei the reason this particular strain of flowers were so sought after: they were, as Mei related to her husband later that night, and as they subsequently confirmed, powerful aphrodisiacs. After this discovery, Saul replanted the quickening cultivar wherever he could, which was to say most everywhere, for it grew like weeds. Still, they sold faster than they could be grown. Since then, under Mei’s unerring management, the little plywood lean-to had been rebuilt to code, expanded thrice, and transformed into the family breadwinner.

Six summers after the ashfall, Mara learned about hell. She was by then a dark-haired and headstrong little girl who claimed stridently that she could speak with animals and hold her breath for three minutes straight and eat a whole lemon without making a face. The breath-holding was true, and the lemon-eating was only partially true, and—though no one would ever really believe her—it was indeed true that Mara could speak to animals, although speak was perhaps too generous of a term, it being more of a general sort of ability that Mara had of being with animals and making them understand something or another. As a child, she had sat in the grass outside Rascal’s stall, making nonsense conversation, and in this way so ingratiated herself with the old and irritable mule that he would forever happily tolerate her inexpert riding until his last days, dutifully shuttling her about the ranch without so much as a snuffle.

It was appropriately hot the day that Mara heard about damnation; she took it as a small foretaste of those unending flames when the leatherette seats of the school bus scalded her legs on her way home. She came bounding into the kitchen nearly in tears and blurted out to her mother, Will you baptize me.

Mei looked at her a moment. Go ask your father, she said.

In fact Saul had been baptized once before, so long ago that he wondered if he would still be saved now, when he knew nothing of scripture, or of the covenant into which he had entered, or of the supreme intelligence under whose benevolent and forgettable auspices he had once been cleansed of worldly sin. Perhaps, like a tumor, his original sin had regrown in the intervening years, metastasizing and redoubling until he had become too heavy to be lifted to heaven. It had also been a suffocatingly warm summer day when he had been baptized and in his memory the air seemed twice as thick and rich as any air he had since breathed, perfumed by the drying flowers in the fields. His belly was so hollow then that he could almost tickle his spine through his navel. He was twenty, a head taller than any in his family, but in the tortured hunger of the second year of famine he had withered to a bare mind, supported by spindle shaft bones, expressing a fading will.

Still, he fared better than his young sister, who had grown so weak she could not even sit up from where she lay in her bed, her cheeks gaunt and her eyes dimming. They had called for a doctor three weeks ago and only that morning learned that one would be arriving to help Ying. That afternoon Saul returned from the communal canteen with four dumplings, each the size of his palm, and gave Ying his portion along with hers. She took only a few small bites before she waved them off weakly again, shaking her head in lieu of speaking. Saul took back what was left of his dumpling and a clot of sawdust fell out into his hand. He tore open another of the dumplings and found that it, too, was filled with sawdust. They are feeding us like animals, he whispered. They are feeding us like dogs. Even now, in this boundless land with its richness of earth, there were nights when he lay awake long enough for the eastern sky to grow pale again, all the while tormented by his memories of that day: the sweetness of the dough, the dryness of the sawdust in his mouth, and the abyssal bitterness of his shame as he ate both his and Ying’s rations without even a moment’s hesitation.

The sun had already set when the doctor at last laid eyes on Ying and so he examined the caverns of her starvation by faltering candlelight. Finally with a troubled expression he rose from her bedside and gathered the family before him. I’m sorry, he said, there’s nothing I can do for her. But if you’re all right with it, there is something I’d like to do to help her after she passes. He reached into his physician’s bag and produced a small glass bottle of water. You mustn’t tell anyone, he said, as he uncorked the bottle and poured a thimbleful into his cupped palm. Please, you mustn’t tell anyone at all. I can help her after she passes.

You’re one of the missionaries, Saul’s father said, aren’t you, and the doctor closed his fist around the water in his hand and said no, but I knew them very well, and they were good people. And I can save your daughter’s soul here and now if you will allow me. He looked around the room at the starving family, holy water leaking down his wrist, and said I can save all of your souls, I can.

Saul’s father grabbed the doctor’s damp and sanctified wrist and jerked him toward the door. Get out of my home, he hissed, can’t you see that we’ve suffered enough for a lifetime already? The doctor bowed and bowed and rubbed his wrist and hurried out the door with such haste that when a pair of gleaming forceps tumbled out of his bag he did not even bother retrieving it. Before he knew why he was doing it, Saul bent and picked up the forceps and said, I’ll give this back to him, and ran out after the doctor. All through the evening was the sound of insects and birds and field mice and a thousand other living creatures. Saul caught up with the doctor some ways up the road and returned the forceps. The doctor replaced it in his bag and did not thank Saul. Instead he said: Would you like to be saved?

From what? Saul asked.

The doctor puzzled over his question. The world, he said at last.

Then yes.

The doctor tipped out a dram of worldly water into his worldly hand and shook it over Saul’s bowed head and murmured something in English. Then he wet his thumb with what remained of the water and swiped it across Saul’s dusty forehead. There, he said. You are saved.

When Saul returned home, his father was sitting at the table with a cup of tea cooling in his hand. You are a good son, he said, the words like gravel in his mouth. His eyes were unfocused and faintly watery. Go now to your sister and your mother. They need you with them.

I returned the doctor’s forceps, Saul mumbled.

Useless imbecile, his father now sneered, come all this way to offer us nothing at all, less than nothing at all, a few drops of water. You shouldn’t have returned his forceps. You should have thrown them into the backyard furnace. And him after them.

His father’s hand had begun to shake, and the thin bones of his fingers pressed pale against the skin of his knuckles. The tea in his cup lapped out of the rim and spilled colorlessly on the table; it was only water. The old man took a few deep breaths, set his cup down, interlaced his fingers, and now stared down at his thumbnails, white and brittle from hunger. Slowly, painstakingly, he put on once more the mantle of the stoic father, and the rage dimmed from his eyes.

Go now to your sister, his father had said. She isn’t long for this world.

All these memories came upon Saul at once when Mara, following Mei’s instructions, found him cutting and preparing chrysanthemums in the greenhouse and asked him straightaway to baptize her so that she would not burn eternally upon her death. He was so caught off guard by the intensity of his daughter’s request that he nearly lopped off the tip of his thumb with his pruning shears.

Since when do you believe in all that stuff? he asked.

Nancy says it doesn’t matter if I believe in it. That’s what her parents told her.

Well, Saul said, now your parents are telling you something different. You won’t go to hell. What do Nancy’s parents do, anyway?

Run a church.

Do they now?

Mara crossed her thin arms in front of her chest. Can you baptize me just in case?

Saul laughed. Ah, what’s the harm. Come here. For Mara now Saul reproduced the remembered rite from that day on the road, the water sprinkled over her bowed head and wiped over her brow, the murmured English which he could not recall and which he therefore omitted entirely. But it seemed that time had lessened the potency of this salvation, for Mara opened her eyes and said, Is that it. Yes, Saul said, trying his best to channel the placid grace of the doctor of his youth, you are saved.

Mara frowned. I don’t feel anything.

I’m not sure you’re supposed to.

Maybe you didn’t do it right. Weren’t you supposed to say something?

In truth Mara hadn’t thought to ask Nancy what exactly constituted a successful baptism and how she would know that she had been rescued from the eternal fires of damnation. And so she remained skeptical of her salvation, even after Saul had sprinkled the water over her long black hair and dampened her forehead, because of how much the same she felt.

I don’t think it matters, Saul said.

Mara wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. It matters because otherwise it won’t count, she said. You have to do it right. I’ll ask Nancy tomorrow about how it should be done. I think she went all the way into the water. That’s when it counts.

Mei appeared at the stained-glass walls of the greenhouse, tapping on the disembodied hand of some anonymous saint, severed in a gesture of benediction, and said that dinner was ready. The evening was warm and still and the patter of the flies bumping into the window screens sounded like the footsteps of little spirits stealing lonesome past their walls. And Mara, she said, there’s no such thing as hell. You won’t burn forever in a lake of fire after you die just because you weren’t baptized.

But how do you know? Mara asked.

And Mei said that it was impossible that any god who was just and kind would condemn someone as good and sweet as her little girl to burn in unquenched agony for an eternity out of some technicality of water.

Well then, Mara said, what happens after you die?

Life goes on for everybody else, Saul said. Come on, let’s go eat.

Mara met Nancy at the creek the next afternoon. The waters were riding high with snowmelt, cold enough to make a grown man cry, and in its winding reflections the movements of the wind-pressed trees and the swaying marsh grass seemed more than real. Nancy had with her a pristine notebook, all but the first two pages still unused. On the first page she had written her name and then the words Top Secret and that was almost two weeks ago when she had received the notebook for her birthday and since then it had sat untouched because Nancy could think of nothing worthy to be immortalized in those beautiful pages. Now, however, there was something at last. On the second page Nancy had written the words her parents had given her, the words for baptizing souls and delivering them from torment without end, which had become in her mind the most important words she would ever say.

Mara crossed her arms over her chest and settled her nerves, curling and uncurling her toes, feeling the wet dirt of the riverbank beneath her feet. Nancy said, Okay, go in now, and Mara nodded and walked into the waters feeling as though she were passing over the threshold of the world entire. The stones were slippery under her feet and the gentle current pulled at her shins and she stifled a gasp as the chill cut clear through her thin clothes and settled into her bones. She turned to look at Nancy up on the riverbank and said in a tight voice, I’m ready do it now, and Nancy cupped her hands around her mouth and with a conviction so strong it would have brought a congregation to their feet she yelled: I baptize you in the name of the father the son and the holy ghost, you are saved, you are saved. Mara squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath and pinched her nose and dunked her head into the water. In an instant she was standing again and she smiled and tasted the mineral and faintly vegetal river water as it ran down her face and no longer was she shivering and no longer was she afraid. She clambered out of the water with her lips turning blue, leaving wet footprints in the earth as she passed. Scaling the riverbank, she chased down and hugged Nancy who was shrieking that she did not want to get wet. She was running through the fullness of the light and the air with her best friend in all the world. I’m saved, she hollered.

Covering the gentle hills in every direction were dandelions and wheatgrass and mustard flowers which made visible the wind passing over them, and down into this soft manger descended the sun, levering the world into another evening, another darkness. Among the widely scattered and feeble lights of a dozen homes dotting the countryside there shone a bank of sodium lights, illuminating a square of incongruously brilliant concrete. The lights seemed brighter than usual; perhaps a maintenance crew was working on the missile tonight. In any case the silo security lights were visible for miles. Mara would never lose her way home.

Rascal stood unperturbed and grazing where Mara had hobbled him and now climbing into the saddle she ran a hand down his coarse hair, dampening it with the river water which still drained from her head. In a small voice meant only for herself and the old mule, she whispered: I baptize you in the name of the father the son and the holy ghost. Rascal flicked his ears and seemed unchanged. Now you’re saved too, she said, and started them down the road back. Along the way she asked him what he thought hell was like for mules and he gave no response, and she said, That’s all right I wouldn’t want to think about it either. Out loud once more she said, I’m saved, and was surprised when her words came out in the shape of a question.







CHAPTER SEVEN

In the final cooling days of the following autumn, Mara did not come home at her usual time one evening. Saul went out to look for her. At first, he was unworried—perhaps she was talking to the animals as she liked to do and had forgotten the time—but after sunset his anxiety began to increase without bounds until he was driving with one hand resting upon the rifle lying across the passenger seat. In the end he found her in the chicken run, sitting in the dark, hugging a red hen tightly. Her face was streaked with tears. Saul pulled up beside the gate, slung his rifle over one shoulder, and got out, leaving the engine running. As he walked to the fence, the truck’s headlights rendered the scene before him as a hard-edged and luminous relief set against the darkening sky. Crossing in front of the yellowed beams, he cast a long and monstrous shadow that moved smoothly across the wall of the roost.

Saul opened the gate. Mara? You okay?

She gave no answer. Saul reflexively adjusted his grip on the canvas rifle sling. He stepped closer to Mara and with a sickening vertigo noticed long streaks of dark blood running down the front of her shirt. He dropped the gun and ran to his daughter’s side, his heart thumping in his ears. Are you hurt? How did you get hurt? His words were wild and breathless and his hands searched frantically for the source of the injury. He pulled the chicken out of Mara’s arms and the bird rolled out of her lap and slumped to the ground. The hen was missing an entire wing, torn off at the joint. Its eyes were clouded and dull. Saul stared dumbly at the dead bird for a moment before he understood the source of the blood. He exhaled a shaky sigh of relief.

Not your blood, right.

Mara wiped her eyes with her sleeve. No Papa. She kept her eyes trained on the middle distance, beyond the twisted wires of the chicken run fence.

Thank god, oh, thank god. He let his head hang limp and drew a few deep breaths to steady himself before looking back up at his daughter. You really scared me. Your mother’s worried sick.

I’m sorry, Mara said, I didn’t mean to scare you. Honest.

It’s all right, it’s all right. He picked up the mauled chicken and held it up to the beam of the headlights, inspecting it in the darkness. Small curled down feathers drifted in the wake of his hand. Saul put the dead chicken down behind him where Mara wouldn’t have to look at it and wiped his hands clean on his trousers. Tell me what happened, he said, making to gather up Mara in a hug. To his surprise she pushed him away, giving him only a cursory glance before she turned her head back to the layered night.

I was walking here to get the eggs, she said, when I heard the chickens screaming and screaming so I started running. And when I got to the gate, there was this big white dog and he had Suzy in his mouth. Right there.

She pointed at a smear of blood and feathers a few feet distant and Saul winced, remembering that Mara had named each of the hens. The girl had such a way of making heartache for herself.

Damn coyotes, Saul muttered.

I know what a coyote looks like. It was a big white dog. As big as Rascal.

Honest?

Honest.

Saul gave a half shrug. Dog or albino coyote was splitting hairs; what was clear was its astonishing size. The footprints it had left in the mud were larger than Saul’s splayed hand and at least three inches deep. Such a massive creature would be easy to spot as it moved across the darkening hills. Saul could probably pick him off with his rifle if he had patience enough to lie there in the buzzing twilight and wait.

And I tried to scare him off, but Suzy was screaming and flapping, Mara continued. And he kept shaking her and he wouldn’t back up an inch, not even when I was yelling and wailing on the buckets and coming at him.

The galvanized steel buckets for feed and water had been knocked over, their contents mixing into a muddy slurry, their walls dented from where they had been banged together. He’d have to clean that up in the morning.

And then I managed to grab Suzy’s feet, and I was yelling at the dog to let go of her and finally he did. And he ran out, same way he came, and then I sat down and hugged Suzy till she died and then till you came. Mara picked up the mangled hen and cradled it in her arms.

Saul had buried the chicken wire six inches deep to prevent coyotes from tunneling in, but it was now clear that this had not been deep enough. How did he come, anyway, he asked.

Mara stood up and pointed at a slope in the dirt at the foot of the fence. Through there.

He walked over to where she was pointing and cast the beam of his flashlight downward, where it disappeared into a semicircular gap some eighteen inches across. He swept the light out to the other side of the fence. A long trench extended out some six feet beyond, the black dirt hatched with innumerable scratches. Definitely a coyote, starving and desperate to boot. The damn thing must have spent half an hour or more digging his way in. Saul covered the hole with a nearby board and weighed it down with stones.

He’s still out there, Mara said quietly, and something in her tone made Saul shiver. He raised his flashlight to his temple and scanned the distant hillsides, watching for a retinal flash. Nothing.

I think he’s gone for now, Saul said. Come on, let’s get home. He pocketed his flashlight, pulled Mara close, and together they started back toward the truck. Hey, he said after they got into the truck, chin up. We’ll get another hen in town tomorrow. And we’ll have chicken for dinner.

No! Mara cried. We have to bury her.

Don’t be silly, kid. I’m not letting a perfectly fine bird go to waste. He reached to grab the chicken back and to his surprise Mara jerked it out of his grasp in a swirl of feathers. Mara, he said, his voice hardening. Don’t be silly. If we bury her here the coyote will just come back and dig her up.

Mara hugged the hen closer. Then we’ll have to bury her somewhere else.

Saul did not know what to say or do. The air was cooling and thickening into a dense fog, chokedamp settling down into the hollows and ruts. All right, Saul said, fine, we’ll bury her. He watched his daughter’s face for relief and found none. Mara squeezed her eyes tightly together and shook her head. She was beginning to cry.

She’s in hell now, isn’t she, Mara said quietly. She is, I know it.

There’s no such thing, Saul said. He put the truck in gear and down they went toward the windbreak, the silhouettes of the aspens bending in sequence as a stymied breeze rolled over their crowns. Saul felt a gnawing and inescapable unease, as though the ghost of the coyote were stalking just beyond the fences of his comprehension. He glanced up at the rearview mirror, looking at the dim glow of the silo’s floodlights in the distance, and was abruptly seized by an urge to drive away from it as fast as he could, to gun the engine until the truck rolled off the beveled edge of the earth.

When they arrived back at the house a short while later, Mei was standing outside with a flashlight waiting for them and she shrieked at the sight of their daughter covered in blood. After hearing, to her immense relief, that her daughter had not been the one mauled, Mei told Mara to change out of her bloody clothes and set them to soak overnight in a tub of brine so the stain would not set. Saul put the chicken in a paper bag and tucked it into the freezer.

In the morning, when they were finished with their chores, they retrieved the stiff and frozen chicken and drove out to the windbreak. While Mara dug a hole in the soft dirt between the windbreak and the access road, Saul tried fruitlessly to peel the paper bag from the dead hen and finally gave up. On her hands and knees with her face nearly touching the ground, Mara gently lowered the small icy package to the bottom of the hole. Saul and Mei filled in the grave and tamped down the disturbed soil until it was nearly level with the earth. Mara folded her hands in front of her and said that Suzy had been a good hen who had always been loved and who would be missed dearly. And when Mara was finished speaking, Saul turned to Mei to tell her something but before he could get a word out Mei said in a soft voice, Oh my love you’re crying.

I’m going to baptize them all, Mara said.

You’ll be late for school, Mei said.

Not now, she said, but I’m going to. Her voice was firm. I just need to ask Nancy if I’m supposed to say something different for animals.

Mara’s resolve did not waver when Nancy promised to ask her parents whether the souls of chickens and goats and rabbits and cattle could be saved as those of man, despite her hunch that they would say no, and neither did her spirits flag the following morning when Nancy repeated what her parents had said: that it was not only absurd to suggest that animals be baptized but that it was altogether blasphemous, a word which the girls had to look up in the unabridged dictionary and whose definition—impiously irreverent—required two further lookups before they could say they understood its meaning.

But why would that be blasphemous? Mara said.

Because animals don’t have souls? Nancy offered.

What’s a soul?

Well, Nancy said, I’ll have to ask my parents about that.

The afternoon air that day was rich and so perfectly suited to human creatures that, holding still in the sunlight, uninterrupted by so much as a mote of dust, Mara could not tell where her own body ended and that of the world began. It was a feeling of complete continuity, the destruction of that threshold which always had interceded between her undefined soul and the joyous breaking-out of the world. Beneath this harmony of living, she felt the grit of Nancy’s impossible claim grinding down into a fine and silken dust. She knew animals had souls. And so she resolved to begin with the chickens, since one of their number had already died without hope of salvation, and, upon returning home, she went immediately to their coop to begin her crusade.

As her parents watched with mild amusement and small concern, Mara dragged a galvanized trough into the center of the chicken coop and filled it with dark water. With an attitude of businesslike determination, she set about catching the chickens and baptizing them, one after the other, until she had finally caught the fourteenth and last hen in a wild tangle of feathers and clucking. She held the bird’s knobby feet together in her small fist as its wings cut loudly through the air and, squinting through the rising dust, she said just as Nancy had taught her: I baptize you, Missy, in the name of the father the son and the holy ghost, and then dunked the poor animal into the water before letting it go squawking and shrieking to join its damp comrades in the roost, where it sulked for three days with its feathers puffed up and its eyes narrowed in an indignant squint.

Only after a half hour of wheedling was Mei able to dissuade her daughter from continuing to baptize the larger animals, which would have been not only physically improbable for the little girl of almost ten but also poor husbandry, since the animals would have certainly caught cold overnight. And even though Nancy had said it did not count unless the sinner was cleansed head to toe, she had also said that animals were without souls, which was so obviously wrong as to put the rest of her theologies in doubt. In the end Mara staggered around the barn until well after sunset, dragging a pail of water around, and baptized the larger creatures as her father had baptized her: tossing handfuls of water over their heads, while they shrank away from her frightful zeal and huddled in the corners of their stalls. At last, in the evening, she returned to the house dusty and exhausted, her fingers reddened by the weight of the bucket-handle, and said that she had saved them all—even and especially Rascal, who brayed so loudly when the water struck his snout that Mara had dashed another few handfuls over his furious head, that she might expel every last ounce of his devilish burden. Her voice had been reduced to a hoarse whisper by all her baptismal shouting and in this thin and residual speech she rasped triumphant. I did it, I did it, she said, they’re saved.

The only creature left unsaved was the white coyote himself, who still roamed the hills in a state of mortal sin and whose pernicious chicken-eating impulses were being kept in check by a plywood panel. On the Friday after Mara’s baptizing of the animals, Saul drove down to the chicken run to set a trap for the coyote. He had planned on trapping it the very first night after its break-in but had fallen asleep on the recliner until morning. And the next day, after they had buried the mauled hen, he had gotten as far as placing the trap in the hole dug by the coyote before he found he could not go any further. He had been so moved by the whole thing and the endlessness of his daughter’s love for animals that, squatting on his heels in the soft and overturned earth of the chicken run, he could not tolerate the thought of trapping the coyote, whose desperate starvation had been so clear to see in the furrows its claws ripped into the earth and who, mindless beast, would not understand why it had been condemned to destruction. So Saul covered the hole back up with the plywood panel and went to work on his chrysanths in the greenhouse instead.

When Mara returned home from school that day and baptized the animals, Saul felt even worse. It seemed an extravagant cruelty to single out this hapless coyote and punish it absolutely for a transgression it could never comprehend, while other animals more deserving of annihilation—the goats, for instance—were protected not only in the now but in the hereafter. So the spring trap sat unbaited and unset at the bottom of the hole in the chicken run. Then, two days later, Mei went to collect the day’s eggs and found a mess of feathers and blood scattered about the run. A count of the frightened hens remaining in the coop revealed the loss of two more birds to the coyote. The plywood had been shoved aside and the trap tipped over, half buried. Only when Mei told Saul about the attack did she learn, to her irritation, that the trap had not failed but rather had never been set. Saul, reluctant to admit that he had decided to spare the coyote, explained instead that he was only trying to be mindful of their daughter, who would surely have become inconsolable at the thought of killing the coyote.

I won’t be the one to tell her that two more of her chickens are dead, Mei said, her voice firm. Then, more gently: We don’t have to say that you never set the trap, though.

Later Mei sent them to bury the newer dead along the windbreak beside where they had buried Suzy. With two paper bags holding what was left of the two dead chickens, totaling about a dozen bones and a few handfuls of feathers, they drove out to the lonely sentinel trees and dug two more graves. Mara, who had identified the dead birds as Lulu and Red, wiped her tears with the heel of her hand and set her jaw.

I wish he was dead, she said.

The coyote?

It was a dog. And I wish he was dead.

Don’t say that, Saul said. Don’t ever say that.

Why not?

Because it’s the worst thing in the world to be dead.

You said it’s no big deal. You said life goes on.

For everyone else. But for the person who dies, it’s the worst thing in the world.

Why?

Because life goes on for everyone else, and they don’t get to be there.

Suzy and Lulu and Red are dead. So, the big dog should be dead too. It’s only fair.

You don’t really mean that.

I do really mean it. Mara balled up her little hands into fists. Tears were welling up again in her eyes. She was trying to be brave. Her breathing grew ragged and then, sitting down heavily on the grass, she began to cry in earnest. I saved them, she was saying, I saved them and it isn’t fair.

How would it be fair for the coyote to die too? He was just hungry.

If he was just hungry, he could have found something else to eat, but he didn’t. He dug under the fence and he took our chickens. It’s fair because he started it.

How this was the same girl who only days before had shouted herself hoarse baptizing the goats and the chickens, Saul at first did not understand. Now, as he heard Mara wish earnestly for the coyote’s destruction, he knew that he had erred as only a parent could in believing that, raised in the Edenic isolation of this new land, his daughter had succeeded where all others had failed. Of course he had believed that his own daughter could prove that the human thing was innately good, and tended toward kindness, and had been made, from the outset, of finer stuff. And now, he feared he had been wrong.

Coyotes don’t know what a fence means to us, Saul began, and stopped. He knew that he needed to impart a lesson, to teach Mara to choose kindness and how such choices could be made, but as he started to speak, the words vanished from his mouth. After an uneasy silence he bent and filled in the graves of the dead hens. I’ll set the trap again, he said. If it tries to take another bird, we’ll catch it.

And kill him.

Stop saying that.

In the afternoon he set the trap. Mara came along; she had insisted, her righteous fury having been annealed in the intervening hours into a stoic vow of vengeance. With grim determination, this small and resolute executioner had inspected the lethal teeth of the snap trap before her father placed it into the hole the coyote had dug. Mara was holding the ground stake in her hands and, as he looked up from setting the trap, Saul was caught off guard by the sight of his daughter brandishing this long tapering spike. He had resolved to set the trap but not to secure it. Let Mara tie the trapped animal to the earth and let her come here close to the squealing thing and feel its wild terror, and then let her repeat her wish once more. She wished the coyote were dead: let her be the one to kill it. Thus would Saul allow Mara to indulge in her childish bloodthirst, and thus would she learn the seriousness of her desires, like a boy caught smoking a cigarette who is made, dizzy and hacking, to finish the whole pack.

Tap it in, he said, handing her the mallet. And suddenly there descended upon him that old feeling of shame, bitter as the day he sat by his starving sister and ate her rations, the shame of that old and unbecoming selfishness which urged him to protect only himself and his own conscience. He knew that to stake the trap was no more damning an act than to set it, bait it—and yet, just as he had faltered the first time, he could not bring himself to finish this task, and worse still had enlisted his daughter to bear the burden of killing. And she was glad to do it, because she did not know its weight.

Mara drove the stake into the dirt, the chains jumping and jangling with each hammer blow. When we catch it, Saul heard himself saying, we’ll come back here, and you’ll kill it.

I will, he heard his daughter reply.

Hours later, while Saul was driving back from the greenhouse, there came the desperate yowling of that stricken coyote. The sun had set long ago and in the cooling night the animal’s yelps rang with a strange and human ache. He glanced in the back seat at the rifle laying there and started driving toward the chicken run, the weapon suddenly heavy on his mind, and as he drew nearer there came a tremendous metallic crash and then the unmistakable sound of chains dragging over the earth. When he arrived, Saul parked the truck facing the hole in the chicken run. Behind the fence, at the very edge of the headlights’ reach, a white-furred creature loped off across the hills, one of its legs trailing, weighed down by the snap trap still attached at its ankle. Now and again in its random tumbling, some polished surface of the trap would pass through the precise angles necessary to reflect the full power of Saul’s headlights back at him, so that the snared coyote stealing up the hill was followed by a semaphore’s flashing.

He took his rifle from the back seat and checked the magazine. It was an action answering to nerves and not to necessity; he knew perfectly well that the gun was loaded. Slinging the weapon from one shoulder, he climbed out of his truck and left the engine running, the headlights still burning into the night. Saul found the hole in the fence empty both of coyote and trap, tufts of white fur still clinging to the burred edges of the chicken-wire fence. A jagged slash through the soft dirt revealed how the animal had escaped: the stake had simply been pulled up in its panic. No doubt it must have been as surprised as anyone when it suddenly tugged itself free. He set his rifle down and bent to examine where the trap had sat before.

A small quantity of blood pooled at the bottom of the trench as a sticking mud. The coyote would have been easy to tail even if it were not so extravagant in its whiteness; the heavy snap trap which now dragged behind it left deep, continuous furrows in the rain-softened earth, tilling and turning the soil in preparation for Saul’s arrival. The animal was still visible on the far hillside, moving a shade slower than walking pace, and so Saul moved without haste, picking up his rifle, returning to the truck and cutting the engine, the lights. For a while he walked by flashlight, sweeping its faint yellow beam across the coyote’s trail as he moved, but quickly he put it away and walked by moonlight alone.

The gouge of trap-turned earth traced the contour of the hills and then descended through a valley of shadows into which moonlight did not intrude. Saul reached for his flashlight but discovered that he could still see clearly in the darkness by a flat and desaturated light pervading the dim. It was the sodium glow of the silo lights, pushing into the nighttime fog gathering in these lower topographies and setting them alight, so that as Saul came down the slope of the hillside, he left the clearer evening dark and came to be bathed in this strange light without direction or shadow. The fog grew thicker with each step until Saul could scarcely see his own hand at arm’s length. He stopped at the nadir between the two hills and drew a bead up the slope at the coyote. Its irrepressible brightness was smeared into a whitish blot by the fog, so barely discernible from the engulfing murk that it was impossible to aim. Saul lowered the gun and continued onward. Close to the ground, the yellow fog swirled, thinner and sharper, and the smooth light it threw rendered invisible the delicate earthen intaglio of the coyote’s trail. At moments, Saul navigated by feel, tracking the wounded creature by the disturbances its passage had inflicted on the land.

Now the slope underfoot increased and Saul’s walking became slower and more difficult. The fog thinned as he climbed the hillside. The blurred shape of the coyote ahead of him grew legs, developed a gait once more. Not once did it turn its great and heavy head to look upon its pursuer, and not once did that pursuer turn to look even behind himself to regard the reservoir of sodium-saturated fog through which he had traveled. The coyote walked slowly, apace with the stars, its movements governed by those same sidereal laws which regulated the ceaseless sweep of the stars and the wanderings of the planets and the wickedness of men. Moving together, drawing ever closer by fractions of fractions, they rose up from the shadows and emerged once more into the shallow moonlight.

When the coyote at last crested the hill, its shining figure cut the silhouette of an ideal target against the glittering sky and Saul raised his rifle to his eye and slotted the animal neatly into his sights. He fired, he missed, and for a long while, the sound of the gunshot reverberated in his ears. But the coyote did not notice, or perhaps did not care. Still it lumbered along, the snap trap closed around its foot, chains jangling behind it. Saul cycled the bolt of his rifle and started back up after his quarry. He did not know how he had missed.

Shortly he came up to the ridge himself. The coyote was down the slope. He could see the greenhouse from here, its stained-glass panels catching both moonlight and silo lights and rearranging their aspects into a uniform and sparkling chaos. From this high vantage he realized the coyote was walking toward the silo facility itself. Saul drew a bead on the animal’s shape. He fired. There was only the dull sound of a firing pin tapping against brass. He cycled the bolt, chambering another round, fired again. And again, only the clicking of a dud. He swore under his breath and lowered the rifle, cycling the bolt once more. Nestled in the grass at his feet, two ejected rounds gleamed in the moonlight where they had fallen. For a third time, Saul drew a bead and fired. And for a third time, nothing at all happened. Now Saul swore in earnest, loudly, and, at the sound, the coyote’s ears swiveled. But still its head did not turn.

Soon, both beast and hunter were down the slope and onto the flatter grazing pasture between the greenhouse and the silo. Saul moved at a relaxed stride, not yet breaking into a jog, and slowly closed the distance between himself and the fleeing coyote. Together they walked into the overlapping pools of light thrown by the silo, casting multiplexed shadows that slid soundlessly over the young grass. Now the sky was washed clean of stars by the ever-stronger glare of the silo lights, and the disc of the moon shrank overhead until it was no more than an afterthought. As they moved closer to the silo and the warhead within, their shadows converged and sharpened, the silo lights cutting unimpeded from their high steel perches and throwing the boundaries of these two creatures down onto the hard-edged grass. Theirs was a pursuit in which time had ceased to matter, or rather in which the arrow of time had become transcribed onto space, where the passing of seconds and minutes could be discerned only by their motion across the plane of the pasture and by the inexorably shrinking distance between Saul and his quarry.

At one point, the coyote crashed to the ground and lay there a while, panting, and out of an inarticulable obligation Saul, too, sat down and waited, and when the animal climbed wearily to its feet again, so too did Saul rise and begin walking after it once more. He had not bothered to duck into his rifle sling and so now he carried his weapon at his side as though gripping the handle of a casket. In the glare of the silo lights all the world was a blot of darkness and as they came up near the security fence, Saul sensed that he was doing something utterly irreversible, that he had somehow chanced upon the impossible mechanisms that determined the beat of the world and, most of all, that he was not meant to be here.

He was only a little way behind the limping coyote now and at this distance he could see that its fur was not as ghastly white as had first appeared, matted as it was with streaks of dirt and blood. The trap had closed around its back leg, crushing the delicate bones of its ankle, and below the jaws of the trap its crippled paw was soaked in blood. Its gait was stumbling and slow. Saul raised his rifle and tried to put the wretched thing out of its misery, but again his gun would not fire. Perhaps the firing pin had been chipped, perhaps the rounds were all duds. It did not matter. He drew within a few paces of the chain dragging behind the coyote. They were almost upon the perimeter fence now. The air was filled with the sawing buzz of the sodium lights. At last, the coyote stopped walking, and so too did its pursuer behind it. The animal turned in a small circle and lay down, whimpering softly. As Saul approached, its tail began to sweep across the colorless grass.

It was a dog.

Saul cycled the bolt of his rifle and aimed squarely at its head. He pulled the trigger. Another dry click, another misfire. He had begun to laugh. The dog was wagging its tail in earnest now and, straining against the jangling iron still clamped to its leg, it crawled forward to greet Saul. He extended a hand to the dog, who sniffed it greedily. Saul let his rifle fall and sat down. A huge white dog, just as Mara had said. Saul reached for the trap, intending to release the animal, but when he touched the trap the dog thrashed in pain and pulled its leg away and suddenly it was free, the trap thumping back onto the dirt with the dog’s foot still closed in its jaws and the newly three-legged dog scrambling to its feet. It shook itself off, nearly falling over, and, regaining its balance, met Saul’s gaze. The dog was panting; it seemed to be smiling. It would never understand the impossible wretchedness of its rescuer.

Saul stood up, picked up his rifle and the snap trap.

Come on, then, he said. Let’s go home.







CHAPTER EIGHT

Mei had somehow escaped those years of hunger and want in the old country mostly unscathed, if a bit shorter than she could have been were rice more plentiful. But when she was sent down to the countryside, in her mid-twenties, she heard of such abject privation that even the contours of those stories were enough to haunt her dreams. In the communal women’s dormitory, they organized themselves by age and took to calling each other by their relative seniorities.

Mei, fourth eldest, became Old Four, right in the middle, with four girls younger than she and three older. One night, as they ate their rations of porridge, a dog wandered into the canteen. Little Eight—the youngest at only sixteen, a head shorter than all the rest of the girls, as thin-boned as a bird—screamed and leapt onto the table. Mei would always remember the look of her scuffed black leather shoes shuffling between bowls of porridge, the brass buckles glinting as Eight, in tears, turned to stay facing the dog. Momentarily a farmer came in after the dog, apologized to the girls, and led the mutt out by its collar. But Eight stayed on the tabletop for a little while longer, crouched into a ball, shaking with fear. She had, they later learned, a mortal terror of dogs, having as a child seen a pack of dogs digging up the shallow graves of the starved dead and tearing those hollowed bodies limb from limb. At this, Old Two, almost thirty, dour and unmarried and generally disliked by the rest of the girls, sneered that Eight must not have been as hungry as she had been. By the time her village had begun to bury their emaciated dead, Two said, they had already eaten all their dogs.

And so, when Saul drove up to the house in the middle of the night with that giant dog filling the bed of the truck, Mei had locked the doors against them and, whispering to Saul furiously through an open window so as not to wake Mara, swore that she would never allow a dog into her home, for they were low creatures, playing at civility when well fed but quickly reverting to their natural barbarity after a missed meal. Only fools would invite such danger into the place where they slept. Saul said that he couldn’t kill the dog because his gun wasn’t working and before Mei could hiss a reply, the back door flew open and Mara came storming out, fully dressed and gripping a hatchet. She had been woken hours before by the dog’s yelping and had waited in stony anger for the rifle crack announcing his destruction, and, not hearing it, came now ready to do it herself. Saul said, Wait and then, not understanding the murderous intent of the little girl barreling toward him, the great shaggy beast came down from the truck bed and went out to meet Mara, who stopped cold in her tracks. Mei screamed. Mara raised the hatchet unfalteringly. The dog bent low to the ground and gave a grunt whose tones were almost apologetic.

All things stopped.

The dog lay down to lick what was left of his mangled leg, his eyes flicking regularly to the fury written on Mara’s face.

The triumphant moment that Saul realized he had been awaiting was turning to ash in his mouth. There was no glory in this situation, no lesson to be learned about the vicissitudes of life and death and hunger and need. He had thought, hoped even, that when the critical moment came, Mara would realize that she had been foolish. That to wish for the death of another intelligent creature for mere vengeance was to lose herself to her anger, and that she would find herself unable to kill at all. And he had been a coward, too, the thought burning bitter in his mind, for when his own rifle had misfired and the dog had escaped death at his hands, he had simply let the matter drop, had not even thought to reach for a stone and to finish what he had started, all for the sake of avoiding a task he dreaded and which his abdication had now assigned to his daughter.

Mara swung the hatchet down. But the strength seemed now to run out of her, and the sweep of her hand was trembling and slow, and at the bottom of the arc the hatchet fell out of her suddenly limp hand and buried itself in the ground.

Fine, she said quietly. She was talking to the dog.

Fine what? Mei asked from the window.

Fine, Mara screamed. Her eyes were full of tears. Are you happy? she shrieked at her father. Are you happy? She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. I wish you were dead, she said now, pointing desperately at the dog, I still wish you were dead. She was so loud and furious that neither Saul nor Mei said a word as their daughter stomped back into the house, followed closely by that enormous dog whose giant shaggy head was about level with Mara’s. At the threshold, she turned and said, I hate you and slammed the door behind her. The dog nosed the door a few times and, failing to open it, resigned himself to whining.

When morning came, Saul opened the door into the dog’s injured leg, causing at once a piercing yelp of pain from the dog and an exclamation of surprise from Saul, who was hoping that the animal had run off overnight. He stood there for a moment with the door open and the cool spring morning air falling into the house and, as though he, too, lived in the house, the dog walked straight into the kitchen and lay down in a jumbled heap on the tile floor, where he stretched out his legs and promptly fell asleep. When Mei walked in only a few minutes later, she found the kitchen door wide open, the curtains on the windows flapping in the breeze, and her husband nervously negotiating with a dog so catatonically tranquil that she at first thought Saul had finally killed the creature and dragged its body into the kitchen as some kind of trophy display. But her discovery that the dog was in fact still living and moreover now asleep on the floor of her kitchen was infinitely more troubling.

I can’t move him, Saul said, leaning over the dog, keeping his voice low so as not to wake their daughter. Help me get him out of here.

I’m not touching it. Dogs are repulsive.

He’s too heavy. Come on, we have to get him out of here before Mara comes in and sees him.

Mei gave an exasperated sigh. She went over to the kitchen sink and pulled on her thick rubber cleaning gloves, neon green gauntlets that shielded her from germs all the way up to her elbows.

C’mon, Saul said, quickly.

If you want my help you’ll have to wait until I’m ready. Mei ducked into an apron and cinched it tight around her waist. I’m not touching it with my bare hands. Who knows where it’s been. What it’s eaten. She adjusted her fingers within her gloves and finally bent down so she was level with Saul, who was now crouching by the dog’s massive head. Husband and wife squatted on either side of the shaggy trespasser. In the warming light that came in through the open kitchen door, his white fur seemed almost to sparkle. Ice, perhaps; it had been a colder night than usual.

Saul made a clicking noise with his tongue. Let’s go, he said in a strainedly excited voice, let’s go. The dog’s ears swiveled to track the sound, but his eyes remained closed. Saul leaned forward and rapped the floor by the vast animal’s nose with his knuckles. Still nothing. Now he reached out and took hold of a forepaw, as large as his hand, and gave a hesitant tug. The dog’s eyes cracked open and his great head came swinging up and around, his mouth open and teeth leading with the lazy irritation of a huge beast at last deciding to reply to the accumulated insults of the insects pestering him. Frightened, Saul let go the dog’s paw—which promptly disappeared into the rest of his fur—and the dog eyed him warily with his teeth still halfheartedly bared despite what appeared to be an ancient exhaustion.

Now Mei tried giving the dog a push toward Saul with her gloved hands. His fur slid more easily on the tiled floors than anyone had anticipated and so with a look of surprise that seemed almost human—both at the push and at how suddenly close he was to the man whom a moment ago he had been threatening—the dog sprang to his feet and immediately toppled over, unused as he was to the recent loss of his hind foot. With more careful effort he clambered back to his feet and then shook himself off, sending a thousand little curls of white fur floating through the rays of morning sunshine. Saul backed up and Mei rose from her crouch, still bent over with her arms outstretched to prevent any unprotected part of her body from touching the grime of the dog, and now together the two of them began to herd the dog out the kitchen door. But the dog was clever, and also enormous, and so when he at last came to the threshold of the open door he stopped dead, his nose twitching as he sampled the breeze, and it took all of Saul’s strength to push him out the door and into the morning light.

The dog slept lying across the paving stones outside the kitchen door for a week, unbothered by wind or cold. When he slept, he lay so utterly still and breathed so deeply and slowly that it was difficult to tell at a glance whether he had in fact died there. Indeed, he only stirred when one of the family stepped over him: each morning he lurched onto his three remaining paws and loped after Mara as she went down to the stable to get Rascal, and from there continued on to the greenhouse, where he had taken to lying down on the stained glass and casting a dog-shaped shadow on the propagations. He rode in the bed of the truck when Saul came home for lunch and went with him all the way up to the door, following closely at his heels in an attempt to slink his way back into the house, only to be denied entry, each time, by a broom-brandishing Mei. Come sunset he padded an inelegant circle with triplet footfalls, bedded down, and waited for another day.

He would have done this every day for the rest of his inordinately long life had it not been for the soteriological intervention of Mara, who one afternoon the following week came home, afire with original dogma. Without even closing the door behind her as she entered, she proclaimed two things which had been illuminated for her through a combination of divine revelation and an expansive interpretation of the already-shaky doctrines of soulhood acquired from Nancy Caller. The first of her declarations affirmed the existence of animal souls. She had been convinced of their existence by a series of conversations with the crows about altruism, a term which Nancy had helpfully explained as being nice for no reason. The second of her declarations denied the capacity of animals to sin—and here she glanced meaningfully at the great shaggy dog still sleeping across the threshold of the doorway—for though they were souled, they could not be recognized as willful in the ugly and evil manner of people.

What does this mean, asked Mei, to the dog?

It means I forgive him.

Can you do that?

Yes, Mara said, and she was right. For the rest of their lives, girl and dog, she would not begrudge the beast his murders of her beloved hens, for hers was a cosmology in which each creature that lived and died bore a soul as immortal as any other. But neither would she name him. Instead for weeks the limping creature—for he was still learning how to walk without use of his amputated paw—waited outside without complaint, beat a lopsided trot behind Saul’s truck as he drove out to the greenhouse and back, and accompanied Mara on her short walk to the school bus, all without a name and thus without a continuous identity of any sort beyond that of being the dog.

In the end it was Mei who named him, not quite on purpose. She had started by referring to him as Go, dog in the old tongue: Go is here, don’t let Go come near me, wash your hands after you touch Go. In time, out of some onomastic guilt she would never admit, she began to feel the need to differentiate him from other, more complete examples of his number, and so the dog’s signifier became Santuigo, three-legged dog, and shortly thereafter simply Santui. In truth she had always loved animals—there was, after all, no question that little Mara of the baptized chickens and goats was her mother’s daughter—and dogs were no exception, though their loud breathing and drooling jowls did at first strike her as less dignified than the silent arrogance of cats. One day in the fall, when a howling windstorm pushed in from the northwest and began scouring the earth clean with freezing gales, Saul came in from the cold and Santui padded in behind him. As Saul pulled off his hat and unwound his scarf, Santui quietly went over by the woodstove and lay down before the glowing coals, feigning nonchalance even as his great tail, sweeping irrepressibly across the floor, belied his excitement at finally having come in.

Just this once, Mei said, because it’s too cold out. Already she knew it was a lie. Santui would never sleep outside again; indeed it was only a matter of days before Mei had come to rely on his presence at her ankles, snapping up scraps of this and that and licking the tiles clean of dollops of sauce and errant grains of rice, though she would insist for years afterward that he, like all other examples of his species, was unclean, and that his presence in the house was something to be tolerated but never sanctioned. They became fast friends.

So it was that two years later, when Mei collapsed in the hallway with a pain in her gut of such astonishing intensity that it left her blind and gasping, Santui was her savior. She was walking a basket of laundry to Mara’s room to put away for her when the gnawing discomfort that had been building in her stomach all morning suddenly flared into agony. The laundry fell from her hands, clean balled-up socks bouncing down the hallway, and she reached out a hand to break her fall and found herself clutching a fistful of Santui’s fur as both she and dog went down to the ground. She blinked through a pain that was bottomless and unending, and watched with reflexive irritation as Santui’s paws stepped all over Mara’s clean clothes. She would have to wash those again, just as soon as this pain ended and she could stand once more. Santui always dirty, Santui always causing trouble. Mei drew a deep breath to steady herself. A sparkling and jagged pain erupted from her left side and ran red-hot wires down to her feet. And turning her head to one side, without even being aware that she was doing so, Mei opened her mouth and vomited bile into a slumping stack of folded white shirts that had fallen near her head. Wash those again too, later. There was a ringing in her ears through which she could hear nothing at all. Her vision was narrowing to a minuscule disc at the center of the universe in which she saw the nub of Santui’s stump leg twitching with effort; the dog was barking with his entire body, the walls were painted with the booming of his cacophony, her head was splitting open. She woke up without realizing she had passed out, vomited again, writhed on the floor of the hallway. The dog was gone, and a cold draft was snaking through the house. She stared at her daughter’s white shirts, stained brown with sick. Washing wouldn’t be enough. She would buy her new shirts to apologize. Another rush of pain, her vision dimming again, and another lapse into anesthetizing unconsciousness.

Saul found her crumpled on the floor, surrounded by shirts and pants and socks, vomit channeled into smooth straight lines between the floorboards. He had been in the greenhouse when Santui suddenly appeared on the roof, barking continuously, his nails clicking on the stained-glass panels, and Saul had gone outside to shoo him off. When he came out of the greenhouse, however, Santui was already standing in the bed of the truck, barking and whining.

He became abruptly certain that something terrible was happening: the dog’s rude barks took on a mournful timbre, a dull wind came sliding across the pasture, and with dread in his heart, he leapt into his truck and turned the key. The engine cranked, sputtered, and quit. He turned the key again, twisting so hard his fingers blanched, as though he could through force alone will the engine to start—and, miraculously, it did, turning over after an arduous fifteen seconds, with a great gout of black smoke rising from the tailpipe as the engine finally began to run. He threw the truck into gear and tore up the road, Santui flattening himself out in the bed so he would not be bucked off. When he had at last reached the house, he ran right in. The door was swinging open in the wind, the deadbolt still engaged, a chunk of the doorframe missing; Santui had simply slammed it open.

He picked her up and carried her out to the still-running truck, where he set her in the passenger seat as gently as if she had been made of blown glass. They made it as far as the top of the driveway before the truck died for the last time with a metallic clunk that saw thick gray smoke suddenly billow forth from under the hood. Mei was curled in the seat, her face pale and slick with sweat, breathing quick and shallow. Mechanically Saul turned the key in the ignition again. Nothing happened. He found his wife’s hands clasped white-knuckled, sweat-dampened, and, holding her hands in his, he said, Hang on.

He took off at a full sprint back toward the house, feeling each footfall jarring his knees, his head, and even when his lungs felt close to bursting, he kept running. He went in through the back door and almost falling over himself in his hurry he arrived at the landline on the kitchen wall, ripping the handset off the wall and with his fingertips buzzing and his heart pounding in his throat and his saliva thick with exertion he punched in a phone number he was surprised he still remembered.

Hello?

It’s Saul.

A pause on the other end.

Saul, long time. How are you?

It’s Mei, he said. She needs to go to the hospital. My truck died.

Fifteen minutes. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.

In fact, Abram Song arrived in twelve minutes, driving his Air Force pickup so hard that the wind carried the smell of burning oil to Saul long before the sound of the keening engine could be heard. The sun was halfway set, the dusk coming apart into twilight, and through the darkening world they drove three abreast, Mei halfway in Saul’s lap, her eyes dull, as Abram beat a frantic path to Babylon, the base hospital the only one for two hundred miles in any direction. At the gate, Abram tersely explained their situation and were waved through by the sentry, a young man whose large hands and thin arms still bore the proportions of adolescence and who assumed that Saul and Mei were Abram’s parents.

Under the fluorescent lights of the emergency department, the urgency—the night drive, the redlining engine, Mei’s quiet whimpers of suffering—suddenly seemed needless, as a procession of nurses and assistants drew off figures of blood pressure and white blood cell count that might together represent the shape and dimensions of Mei’s agony and obviate the need for her to be there at all. Saul asked Abram to go home and look after Mara, who was no doubt rattled after returning with Rascal to an empty house, and Abram agreed. And then it was only Saul left in the waiting room after they wheeled Mei away to the operating theater. A clock on the wall attested, unbelievably, to the passage of time, while the view through a tinted window only about as wide as a hand corroborated, in dimmed and heavier colors, the passing darkness of the small hours, the arrival of blue dawn. All else was eternal. He realized he had fallen asleep only when he woke up, though there was no way of knowing how long he had been out. He went to the beige phone mounted crookedly on the beige wall and tried several times to call the house to check in on Abram and Mara and reached instead, in order, the pharmacy, the cardiology wing, the gift shop, valet parking, the cardiology wing again, and then the hospital cafeteria, at which point he gave up, unable to reach an outside line. He was exhausted.

When the prism of sky through the tinted slot window lightened to a thin white, a nurse appeared before him and asked him if he was Saul Hsiu and he said that he was. Your wife is out of surgery, she said. Follow me. They left the waiting room in close formation and took a route so endlessly circuitous that Saul—who was trying to keep track of the turns and lengths so that he could find his way back to the waiting room later, when he would try again to call the house—discovered, by his own dead reckoning, that they had described an enormous circular path through identical whitewashed hallways that should have terminated back in the place they had started but which instead found them standing before a bank of elevators. After a while one of the elevator doors opened and Saul stepped in but the nurse did not follow, instead leaning into the elevator. She’s on the fifth floor, the nurse said primly, pressing the button for him, and then ducked out as the doors closed on Saul alone.

The elevator moved so slowly that its motion had to be inferred from the scraping and grinding noises that started above the ceiling and slid down the walls. At length the doors opened and stepping out he found himself in a hallway which was an exact duplicate of the one he had just left. Someone called his name, a nurse perhaps, and fighting through a vast weariness, he turned and followed the voice down the hallway and into a darkened room. The voice said she’s still sleeping but you can sit right next to her and the doctor will be in shortly. When Saul turned to thank his guide, he saw only the clinical light of the hallway narrowing as the door to the room hissed to a gentle pneumatic close.

Mei lay in the hospital bed, dressed in a thin gown, with the sheets pulled up to her neck. Apart from being somewhat paler than usual—though it was hard to tell in the cold and slantwise light coming in through the window from the rest of the air base—Saul thought his wife looked disarmingly fine. He kissed her forehead and tucked a few errant strands of her hair behind her ears, then sat down in the chair beside her. After a little while spent looking at her, at the rise and fall of her breathing, at the synchronized phosphor dot on the screen tracking her breathing, he had a strange sense that he was being observed, or that his marital piety was in some way being tested, and so answering to this he leaned forward and took hold of Mei’s limp hand through the thin bedsheet and whispered I’m here. His words did nothing to ease the feeling of being watched and so he settled uneasily back into his chair and waited for something to happen.

He woke up with a doctor speaking to him in an English as slow as it was insulting, explaining that what they had thought was appendicitis was in fact something different, that she had lost an almost impossible quantity of blood, that she was lucky to be alive. Can you understand me? Do you speak English?

Yes, Saul said, rising from the chair and reaching out to shake the doctor’s hand. I’m Saul. Thanks for taking care of my wife.

The doctor seemed not to hear him. He regarded Saul’s proffered hand with a distant suspicion before finally taking it in a noncommittal handshake. Then he put on his reading glasses and squinted at a small square of paper taped to the back of his pager. Now he reached for the phone on the wall of the waiting room and dialed a number. Yes, he said momentarily, Chinese. A brief look of puzzlement crossed his face. Hang on, he said. He pressed the receiver against his white coat to muffle the sound of his question. What kind of Chinese do you speak? he asked Saul.

A squawking from the earpiece drew the doctor’s attention and he held up a thin finger, interrupting Saul’s answer as he listened to the voice on the other end. Oh, okay, he said, all right, one second. He peered at the keypad a moment, his nose wrinkling in concentration, and at last extended a finger and stabbed at a button. Static crackled through the speaker. There, the doctor said, you’re on speaker now. He returned the receiver to the wall.

Thank you, doctor, the woman on the phone said. Then, in Chinese: Good evening, sir, can you speak Mandarin?

Yes, and English too, he said.

What’s he saying? the doctor asked as though Saul had not just spoken in English. He was half turned toward the tinny voice issuing from eye level, his gaze staying on Saul’s face, and he drummed his fingers impatiently on the hem of his lab coat.

He says he can speak Mandarin.

Great, and you can interpret that?

Yes.

Saul was about to interrupt the doctor and the translator when his indignation abruptly gave way to a recognition so astonishing that for the moment, he could do nothing but listen to the woman on the phone and the shape of her words. The doctor spoke hurriedly, absentmindedly, and at one point the translator said, Ah, please wait, let me tell him what you’ve said already before you keep going, and the doctor said, Sure, and then the woman said in the unmistakable dialect of Saul’s hometown: Your wife was pregnant, but the baby did not develop in the uterus, through no fault of hers or yours, the doctor wanted me to make that clear to you, through no fault of either of you, the baby grew outside of the uterus, somewhere it could not have ever survived.

We didn’t even know she was pregnant, Saul said slowly. Then: Where are you from?

But the translator did not answer. In English she said, Please continue, and the doctor said, Right. Where was I.

Your wife was pregnant, he said, but the fetus was growing in the wrong place. It was not viable. It grew as though it were in the uterus, but it was not, and so it grew until it ruptured the tube it had implanted in and your wife began to bleed internally. You’re lucky you brought her in when you did. We had to give her eight units of blood. It’s a common complication, as things go, but life-threatening all the same. We successfully removed the fetus, the tube, and an ovary. She’s resting now. She’ll need some time to recover. And then ask him if he has any questions. He paused, and after a beat the translator began to relay his words, which Saul now heard for a second time, in the mother tongue, in an accent he had not heard since he had left the old country, Jesus, thirteen years ago now, had it really been so long. And Mei was in the hospital, and he there with her. And yet, in spite of himself, to his own incredulous shame, when the translator asked if he wanted the doctor to tell him anything, he heard himself answer not a word after his exsanguinated wife but instead that insipid question again, not for the doctor but for the woman on the phone whose syllables clung to one another like those of his mother’s, long ago: Where are you from?

The doctor said, Is he asking if she can have kids in the future? A lot of husbands wonder if this means no more kids.

One moment please, the speakerphone sputtered.

Tell him it’s still possible for his wife to conceive, but that there’s a greater risk of this recurring.

Where are you from? Saul asked again.

One moment, the interpreter said to the doctor. At last, she answered Saul’s question, though of course he already knew the answer, for her southwestern lilt was the same as his. It was the sound of the hyacinth fields. She said, Your wife can still bear children, but it will be quite dangerous for her. Saul said, I’m from there too, and the interpreter said, Your wife is resting, the doctor wants to know if you have any questions for him.

Saul said, I’m sorry. He was not sure what he was apologizing for.

No questions? the doctor asked.

He has no questions, the translator said.

Tell him they’ll page me if anything comes up.

She said to Saul the doctor will know if your wife’s condition worsens.

Saul nodded.

Thanks, the doctor said curtly and hung up the phone with a quick lift and drop of the handset on the wall. The speaker lapsed into silence.

I need to call someone, Saul said. The doctor checked his watch impatiently and reached for the phone, his other hand now going back to his waist for the card taped to his pager. I don’t need a translator, Saul said. I need to call someone.

One moment, sir, I’ll get the translator on the line again. He pulled his reading glasses out of his shirt pocket and jammed them on his face, muttering the numbers under his breath as he dialed again. Good evening, he said. Chinese. Then, after a moment: I don’t know, you’ll have to ask him. He put the interpreter on speakerphone and set the handset atop the keypad.

Thank you, doctor, came a man’s voice from the wall. Hello, sir, he said to Saul, do you speak Mandarin or Cantonese? His accent was rough and unpracticed, and Saul could hear no placehood in his speech; there was no trace of the old country in his syllables. If he even hailed from anywhere at all.

Mandarin.

Thank you, sir, the interpreter said. What question do you have for the doctor?

I just need to call someone, Saul said in English. I need to know how to use the phone.

The doctor nodded, uncomprehending. He glanced at the speaker. No one spoke for a little while. What’s he saying, the doctor said at last.

Oh, the interpreter said, his voice tinny and grinding, I assumed you heard. He said he needs to call someone. He wants to know how to use the phone.

That’s it?

Yes, doctor.

Dial nine, then whatever number he wants to call. No long distance. Tell him he can’t make calls to China.

The interpreter began to translate, but Saul interrupted him. Thanks, he said, I got it.

When this second translator had been dismissed the doctor said, She’ll wake up in a few hours, she’s had a long night, and I’m sure you’ve had a long night too, I’ll let you rest. He stopped abruptly and said, Sorry, I forgot. Your wife will sleep, he said, laying his head down upon folded hands, pantomiming pillows, and then he pointed at his watch. Three, maybe four hours, he said, holding up his fingers for the numbers. Now he gave Saul a thumbs-up which was almost obscene in its disjunction with the solemnity of the postoperative room and made to leave and yet did not. He seemed suddenly bolted to the ground by social mores he did not quite understand. Then, stiffly, he gave a little half bow and said, All right then, and at last he was released from where he had been frozen. Soon there was only Mei in the hospital bed, asleep in pharmaceutical repose, a small television mounted from the ceiling silently presenting the morning news.

Saul stared at his wife, took her hand in his. A strangely pointless thing to do, he thought, holding the hand of his unconscious wife who did not even stir and who could take no comfort, in her insensate slumber, from the presence of her husband at her side. Unsure of what else to do he tucked her hand back under the thin hospital sheets and went to the phone where he had heard his hometown and, though he was certain he had already tried the same thing in the waiting room, dialed nine as the doctor had said. There was a brief silence and then, miraculously, the pure sound of the sine wave of a new dial tone. He punched in the number for the landline and waited. The phone rang and rang. There was no answer. He suppressed the flicker of worry that twitched in his gut and said out loud to the walls and his pale and anesthetized wife, I’m going to get us something to eat. He was not hungry, and neither did he think Mei would wake up ravenous, but it was something to do, in any case, and it would relieve him of this unendurable waiting, this shadowed room. He redialed the house landline, just in case either Mara or Abram did pick up this time, but once more heard only the distorted trills of an unanswered call. It was early; the day was new and the world still warming. Perhaps they were out doing the morning chores. He hung up the phone and went out.







CHAPTER NINE

In fact, Abram and Mara were already at the hospital and had been for quite some time. When Mara came home, she had been greeted by the silent husk of the family pickup, both its doors wide open and smoke staining the edges of the hood, and she jumped off of Rascal and ran over to investigate. She had beaten Abram home by nearly an hour and a half—arriving only a few minutes after he and Saul had taken off for Babylon, as a matter of fact—and so for that duration she faced alone and without explanation the abandoned house in the coagulating darkness of that spring evening: the upturned basket of vomit-stained laundry in the hallway, the kitchen door swinging unlatched in the wind, Santui nervously pacing the yard. Because Abram and his truck were not there to complete the picture, Mara’s logical reconstruction of what had happened ended abruptly in the driveway, where she was forced to make an illogical leap. And though she would never admit it, not to a soul—not even to her children, years later, when they asked with their youthful rudeness why they had no aunts or uncles and why Mara had been raised all alone—it was there, standing in the driveway beside the empty truck with a fear rising in her gut that she had not felt since she was a little girl, that Mara concluded despite herself that her parents had been borne away by angels, along with all the other righteous of the world, and that, sinful twelve-year-old she was, she now numbered among that unsaved remainder, strewn all over the earth. Even as she reached this conclusion, she tried to reject it out of hand; it had been many years since Nancy had come to school all fire and brimstone, proselytizing in her small voice, and as her faith had waned so too had Mara’s—who only believed, at day’s end, for the camaraderie. But those numberless childhood afternoons spent wandering around in the woods with Nancy had left some residue of belief which preceded reason and which now convinced Mara that the rapture must have taken place while she was on her way home from school. She became so sure of her condition as the unsaved remainder that she did not even think of dialing Nancy, for she was certain that her best friend was among the raptured. She led Rascal into the house—it was not as though Santui would mind—though the old mule refused to step into the house until the dog had been banished to the living room, out of sight. Then she filled the sink with water so that he could drink from it. Finally, she took one of her father’s beers from the refrigerator, opened it, and sat down at the kitchen table. It was, she felt, what one ought to do after everyone else has gone. She took a sip of the beer and found it unpleasant.

Of course, it was not long before the unseriousness of the whole enterprise set in, and soon a clearheaded panic replaced her whimsical post-rapture tranquility. She shooed Rascal from the kitchen, glad that he had not done much worse than splashing water on the floor, and hobbled him outside to graze the bunchgrasses crowding the doorway. She was on her hands and knees scrubbing his dirty hoofprints off the tiles when she heard a motor sputtering down the driveway and the crunching of tires on gravel. It was an Air Force pickup; the driver must have taken a wrong turn, meaning to go to the silo. She went outside to wave him off. Unusually, the driver was alone—not missile maintenance, then, who always came in crews of two—and, infinitely more unusually, the driver knew her name. Mara, he called as he got out of the pickup, Mara, your father sent me here to make sure you were all right. My, you’re tall now.

Who are you? she asked. The man had a face which was familiar only peripherally, which recovered its strangeness when she looked at him straight on. Santui came out and bristled when he saw the figure standing in the driveway. A low growl emanated from his chest. The man startled before collecting himself.

Don’t come any closer, she shouted, or my dog will eat you.

And that’s your dog? the man asked.

Yeah, Mara said. But now Santui stopped growling, and his ears pricked forward in interest. His great tail lifted hesitantly and began to sweep slow arcs as he took a few short steps toward the man in the driveway.

It’s Abram, he said, Abram Song? I worked with your father when you were little, we put up the greenhouse. He stepped into the headlights to light his face for her, squinting through the glare at the darkened shape that had come out to meet him.

Suddenly Santui surged forward, rushing to meet the man in the driveway, his tail wagging so hard it nearly knocked him over as he bounded toward the visitor. Mara whistled for him to return but the dog paid her no mind, parking himself at Abram’s feet before rolling over onto his back. Abram bent down and pet Mara’s traitorous dog for a moment before standing back up.

Mara, your mother’s in the hospital. Your father’s there with her now. I drove them there, and I came back to check on you.

Prove it.

What?

I don’t remember you. Prove you’re telling the truth.

I can’t. His hands went searching in the air, as though he might conjure evidence from the night, and then he scoffed. Mara, he said, c’mon. Your mother’s sick and your father’s counting on me to make sure you’re all right. Look, even your dog remembers me. You said he was going to eat me.

Remembers you? Mara repeated. He’s never met you.

Right, Abram said. Well, he’s a good judge of character. Mara, come on. Let’s go.

If you can’t prove it, she said flatly, you can stay out there and make sure I’m all right from your truck. She turned and began walking back toward the house. Santui stayed with Abram for a moment longer and then followed in Mara’s footsteps.

During their brief conversation, the hobbled Rascal had made his way down the gentle slope to the vegetable garden, a half step at a time, and had come up right against the chicken wire fence that Mei had tacked up to keep deer away from her small and precious crop. But Rascal was cleverer than a deer, and so, sensing that Mara’s attention was elsewhere, the old mule began quietly stealing bites of chives through the chicken wire, cautiously glancing up the hill and watching for movement as he ate. And when Mara went out to meet Abram in the driveway, Rascal hurriedly pulled his head away from the fence, feigning deep interest in the tough grasses at his feet. The wind was low and continuous, and the sounds of their voices did not reach his long ears and so, regaining his courage, Rascal once more began to eat the vegetables through the garden fence.

Mara, please, Abram hollered from the driveway. I’m here to help.

Rascal lifted his great head, his ears swiveling round. Abram’s voice had at last reached him. His nostrils flaring, with hobbled gait, resignedly steadfast, he began to come up the hill. Mara said, Rascal it’s back to the barn with you, and, ignoring her, the old mule brayed furiously at Abram, who momentarily put up his hands in reflexive surrender before he remembered to jump back into the safety of the pickup, just as Rascal’s hobbled loping brought him at last to the object of his ire.

Oh? Mara said, surprised.

C’mon Mara, Abram shouted, rolling down his window an inch and shouting through the crack, even the mule remembers me. Rascal shoved his nose against the truck window and brayed, and he would have reared up and kicked at it were he not hobbled. Finally Abram started the engine and managed to spook Rascal enough to leave him alone. Then a sound came, high and clear and weightless. Mara was laughing.

He hates you, she said, her voice full of delight. Whatever did you do to him?

Nothing, Abram yelled back, he’s always hated me. I’ll give you the number for the hospital he said. Call it and we can get your father on the line. He’ll tell you I’m here to help.

Mara walked over and took a hold of the old mule’s lead, murmured knowingly to him, and listened for his answer. To Abram, the two almost seemed to be conversing. He remembers you, she said. I guess you weren’t lying. Abruptly the laughter vanished from her face; she had remembered what Abram had come here about.

So, my mother’s really in the hospital, she said.

Yes. Your father’s there too.

Let’s go see them.

Abram paused. Your father’s very busy there, he said. He wants me to make sure everything is all right with you and the house while your parents are in the hospital.

Mara reached down and undid Rascal’s hobble. I’m going to put Rascal back in the barn, she said, as though she had not heard. Then we’ll go to the hospital.

Maybe they’re on their way home by now, Abram offered in vain. Already he knew he had lost.

And so they drove back to Babylon. Abram pressed his badge against his windshield and the sentry absentmindedly waved them through the gates. They entered the hospital through a side door. Mara said, Let’s find someone and ask where my mother is, and Abram agreed. On a whim they opted for the hallway on their left, which took them through three sets of swinging doors before the smell of microwaved food met them at the cafeteria entrance.

Guess we should try another way, Abram said, uselessly, and so they turned and went back how they had come. But the hallways looked different, and now they only passed through two sets of swinging doors, and the door through which they had first entered was nowhere to be found. Mara said maybe it was a little bit farther and hesitantly Abram said that she must be right and so they kept walking, neither daring to acknowledge that they had already walked much farther than they had before. Assisted by neither nurse nor doctor—for the hallways seemed completely deserted—they arrived once more, immeasurably frustrated, at the now-bustling cafeteria. It was a few minutes after midnight and Mara’s rising outrage at their total disorientation was fast supplanting her worries about her mother’s health. She flagged down a passing doctor and demanded to know who she might speak to in order to find her mother, but the man seemed to shrink at her words and, mumbling apologies, he turned and quickly vanished. A few minutes later, or perhaps it was hours, coiled in wait by the soda fountain, Mara ambushed a nurse to ask her how they might find their way to the emergency department—for Abram had suggested the people there might know where Mei had been taken—but the nurse shook her head in a pantomime of regret and said I’m sorry, I can’t understand what you’re saying.

It would be another hour before Saul found the two of them, sitting in silent exhaustion across from each other at one of the long linoleum tables. He had stepped into an elevator on the thirteenth floor—Mei’s floor, which he had written on his arm so as not to forget—punched the button for the cafeteria, which he had learned was in the basement, and, inexplicably, was brought to the roof of the hospital before the elevator descended. The first sentence out of his mouth when he saw his daughter and Abram at last in the cafeteria was not an update on Mei’s condition nor a remark on their unexpected presence at the hospital nor even the barest of greetings but rather a terse observation that this place was not intended for them and that they had better leave as soon as they were able. Mara said, We’ve been looking all over for you, and Saul replied, repeating himself: This place is not intended for us. His eyes were red rimmed; he had not slept in thirty-six hours. Abram said, How is she and Saul said, We had better leave as soon as we are able.

When Mei at last awoke in the afternoon of that second day, she at first did not recognize any of the people in the room: not her husband asleep in the chair by her bedside, not her daughter halfheartedly watching the television overhead—and certainly not Abram, whose loud and crinkling arrival bearing an armful of vending-machine snacks had at last stirred her from her anesthetized nullity. Mei woke up completely alert but utterly disorientated. She knew from the concern written on their faces that she was a loved one of theirs, and that moreover she must have been in visibly bad shape, for they treated her with overcaution as though she were a small and injured bird.

First she established her own identity. She had guessed rather quickly that the oldest man in the room—a fellow of about fifty, by her reckoning—was her husband, and she had confirmed this suspicion quietly and secretly to herself by pressing her thumbnail into the wedding band on her finger, heavy and permanent. With this information she then proceeded to guess at her own age, helped along by the sight of her own hands, green veins showing through thinning skin, as her husband held her hand in his. He was constantly readjusting his grasp, rubbing his thumbs over her own, and this worried tic of his reminded her of her mother, many decades ago, who had once pressed her cool hand to Mei’s feverish head and said, Would that I could give you my health and be sick in your place. Looking up at the kindly and concerned face of her husband whose name she could not yet recall, she asked him who he was and, somewhat taken aback, he replied that he was her husband. To this she snapped that what she was asking was not the nature of their relationship—which, she was quick to point out, she had already figured out—but rather who he was, on his own, without reference to her. He said his name was Saul and Mei said she had never heard of such a strange name and smiling sheepishly he shook his head and apologized, for it had been a very long time indeed since he had gone by his original name—Which was what, Mei asked—Which was Hsiu Keng, he said. She repeated the syllables and found them familiar.

Still, she harbored suspicions: not of this graying gentleman in particular, but instead of the position of husband which he had so readily claimed. Her memory was returning to her in partial and darkened moments and as she turned the name of her husband over in her mind, feeling a weightless anxiety bubbling in her chest, she discovered she held a deep-rooted skepticism of husbands in general, and indeed of marriage altogether. When she was a little girl the liberators had come, working their way down from the northern plains, reclaiming village after village, and ahead of the advancing front of their liberation had come terrifying rumors of the precise manner of their liberating: haggard and exhausted men who had regressed to brutes, who were ravenous for both food and wives, who ate in four days an entire winter’s store of potatoes and who claimed as their wives the unmarried girls of the villages through which they passed. Warnings and alarm spread through her hometown. The liberators were three days away, drawing nearer all the while, and in those three days most every single woman was married. Spinsters accepted the proposals of men who had once repulsed them, indeed still repulsed them, but whose many and irredeemable faults they now grimly vowed to endure, for those creatures were in the end still men, and thus could still become husbands whose maleness might protect them from the rapacious army descending upon them. Girls, bawling, for they were but children, were expelled from their homes by parents who themselves wept as they sent their daughters to join as wives the lecherous and the vile. It was for their own protection, Mei’s mother would explain to her later, when she was old enough to understand. It was better to be wed to a horror they knew than to face unready the horror of the unknown.

The town beauty was married to a grimy imp of a man, the eldest son of a family of rock breakers who lived in the very quarry caves they carved out of the mountains; her new husband fast developed a fanatic adoration for the liberators whose triumphant campaigns had granted him a wife who otherwise would not even have deigned to look at him. She left her childhood home wailing, with a dowry comprising only those accoutrements of the arrestingly beautiful—trunks full of clothes and silks and perfumes and love letters whose senders had each been forgotten in turn—and, weeping, she left the village for the northern foothills, her new husband, her aborted life.

When the liberators at last came, they found a village full of recently married women who eyed them nervously and were quick to mention their husbands whenever spoken to. Indeed, as it soon became clear, the panicked marrying-off of the women had been entirely unnecessary; the arriving soldiers were gaunt and wretched things, rendered sexless by the totality of their exhaustion. Nor was their coming triumphant in the least, for they had secured a nothing town halfway between two greater nothings, a clot of farms and huts without strategic value, and so they took up no positions in the streets, sieged no strongholds, encountered not even a defensive line of riflemen whose destruction might win them glory. In fact the defending guards of the old regime had fled their posts almost a week prior, stripping off their uniforms and burning them before walking back to the countryside farms from which they had first come. They had become so dejected about the whole war that none of the townspeople blamed them for taking their rifles with them as they deserted, for it was clear to all that the conscripts were no longer interested in the grand project of nation-building, their privation having redirected their efforts to the less ambitious and more pressing work of converting things first to money and then to food. And if they believed that a rifle would help them in these efforts, the townspeople said, then so be it.

So the liberators searched door-to-door for the better part of a day, finding only a few sympathizers, and then took up the posts that the retreating army had abandoned. At midnight, they dragged those half dozen counterrevolutionaries and rightists from their homes and spent the rest of the night beating useless and contradictory intelligence out of them: the commander had fled, the commander had died, the commander was among their ranks. In the morning, they tried those battered men before a groggy assembly of villagers, found them guilty of innumerable crimes, and sentenced them to humiliation and then to death. So their hands and feet were bound and the liberators paraded them around the streets on the back of a flatbed truck, playing patriotic slogans all the while through megaphones. Then, shortly before dinnertime, when their prisoners had become too weak to moan with sufficiently instructive agony, the liberators drove the truck down to the water, lined up the condemned on the riverbank, and shot them.

Mei did not grasp the meaning and weight of the stories of the marriages and the liberators and the town beauty’s fathomless tragedy until she was a few years older, when a pair of small and sickly-looking boys with high brows and disconcertingly regal faces began appearing at their door and their neighbors’ doors asking for food. They were the rockbreaker’s children; their mother had borne for her new husband twins, sons, each of whom inherited his mother’s glasslike beauty and his father’s rheumatisms.

One morning when her children were four years old, the town beauty opened one of the trunks she had taken with her when she left her parents’ home. From it she took a silk gown the color of pale straw, the small red shoes she had worn on her wedding day, and a pouch filled with cosmetics she had sent for from the city as a teenager, lipsticks and powders bought one at a time with her savings. She dressed in the gown and applied a careful face of makeup. It was a bright and chilly winter day when she walked down the dirt road that led back to town, seemingly unbothered by the howling winds that pressed her silk gown against her skin. Someone walking on the bridge over the river heard a high and sweet voice apologizing and he leaned over the edge to see its source. Below him, a beautiful woman dressed in a shimmering silk gown stepped onto the frozen river and began walking toward its still-flowing center. He began to yell. The woman was wearing small red shoes whose bright colors helped him keep track of her tumbling body after she broke through the ice and slipped into the dark waters. A fisherman pulled out her body a little farther downstream.

After her death, the boys’ faces became unbearable to their father the rockbreaker, whose mind began to wander further and further afield, dragging him headlong into vivid delusions that made him paranoid and volatile. He began to lock his sons out of the house, believing them to be ghosts who had merely taken on the appearance of his children in order to kill him, and so more and more frequently the boys could be seen wandering through the village, hungry and cold, knocking on doors and asking the people inside for food. One night after closing the door on the boys’ blank and hollow eyes, Mei’s mother shook her head, her expression grim. In a voice full of an infinite pity, she said: That marriage has killed two generations.

It was stories like these which preceded and enveloped Mei as she grew older, so that by the time she finished her schooling, they had acquired the patina of real memories, as though they had been formed in earnest at three, alongside her other, truer memories, like that of the vacant stares of the family goats which had so terrified her, and that of the first time she had heard thunder and known, instantly, that it was something larger than any creature on earth. These were the seeds of her world which would grow into close-held beliefs of uncertain origin: her dim view of goat intelligence, her thrill at seeing those towering storm clouds above the plains of the new country. And now, lying in a hospital bed, separated by both distance and time from those terrified women and girls long ago unhappily wed to the many scoundrels of the earth, it was these stories which gave body to the suspicions that crept into her voice as she asked the man who was her husband whether he loved her, and she him.

Of course, he said, endlessly. He paused, frowning. Is this some sort of test?

Mei said she didn’t know. She turned her attention to the girl in the room, who stood with her hands clasped nervously, peeking out from behind the man’s shoulder. It was her daughter, she realized, not without a tinge of regret. For her memory was then still falling into place, and as she identified Mara as the daughter she did not yet recognize, she also retrieved a fragment of her past from the old country: the disappointment of her own father at the son she could not become, the imaginary brother in whose perpetual shadow she had grown up. She asked brusquely if her daughter had a brother and knew the answer before she had finished asking her question. Like the mooring line of a tugboat which snaps taut with a spray of saltwater and gets to working with a rising hum, her memory was at last drawn to life, stringing together the dark and distant winters of her youth in the north of the old country and the antiseptic solidity of her present circumstances.

We only have the one, her husband said.

I know, Mei said, matter-of-factly. I can’t remember her name just yet.

It’s Mara, her daughter said.

Mara, she repeated. She stared closely at the girl for a little while. Of course. She rubbed her eyes, one and then the other. I’m sorry I couldn’t remember, she said. I feel very tired.

Rest, Saul said. We’ll go home just as soon as you get better.

Mei had already fallen back asleep.

Thankfully, when she woke again that evening, she had recovered her mind as it had been. With her history and her personality at last restored, Mei then had an appropriate reaction to finding herself abruptly coming to in a darkened hospital room with no memory of how she had arrived: she sat bolt upright, her eyes wide as platters, the beeping of her heart monitor accelerating with her racing pulse, and yelled for someone to come get her out, for there were a great many things of enormous import to which she was crucial and for which her lying idle and lazy on this hospital bed simply would not do. Not even the searing pain in her belly slowed her, though it did cause her to momentarily stop speaking mid-sentence, and not even the crescent-shaped incision running from hip to hip, knotted shut with stitches, was sufficient to convince her that she was in the hospital for good reason.

In the end, it took the combined efforts of Saul, Mara, Abram, two nurses, a doctor, and a quite pointless interpreter on speakerphone to convince her that she ought to rest, at least for another hour or so. But she was anxious and indefatigable and above all else worried that she was being charged by the minute, if not by the second, for each breath she drew in of the hospital’s filtered air, for each blip of her recorded heartbeats, for every sedentary moment she spent under the thin sheets of the hospital bed, and so before twenty minutes had passed she was on her feet, hunched through her pain, pulling on her clothes with her husband’s assistance as she mentally tabulated the hidden stores of gold all throughout the house which she would draw upon to pay for what she would come to remember as the day her body had failed her. There was no stopping her this time, though she did accept the wheelchair they eventually had brought up for her—in truth it was a relief not to have to walk, though she had appearances to keep up—and Saul wheeled her out of the room, Mara trailing them both.

There were formal and masculine voices coming from the hallway; they belonged to Abram and a uniformed Air Force officer who abruptly stopped talking when they saw Mei and her cadre emerging from the room. The officer glanced at them with deep suspicion, then muttered something to Abram and left quickly, turning back to look at them after a few paces down the hall. Abram seemed not to notice. He squatted down by Mei’s wheelchair. How are you feeling? he asked.

Fine, Mei said. Who was that?

Colonel de Valle, Abram said, rising to his feet and straightening his pants. He’s—he’s in town on business.

Can’t say any more, can you.

Abram smiled. No ma’am.

Ma’am? Mei crowed.

Sorry, Abram said. Force of habit. The colonel was giving me a hard time about the truck I borrowed to drive you here.

Are you in trouble?

No, nothing like that. In fact—Abram laughed—you’re way ahead of me, I suppose, because I was going to tell you when we got out to the truck. It’s yours, you can keep it.

We can’t accept that, Mei began, and Abram shook his head.

You either take it or nobody does and it goes to waste. I’m just repeating what the colonel told me. Here, Saul, let me push the wheelchair, it’s no problem. You just walk—Mara, you too—long day for you folks, I’m sure.

Why is the Air Force giving us a truck? Mei asked.

If I told you, Abram said with mock seriousness, I’d have to kill you. A beat—and then a wide grin. Mei twisted around in her wheelchair as best she could and good-naturedly mimed smacking Abram across the face.

Don’t joke about that stuff, she said. It’s bad luck.

All right, I won’t. Listen, he said, don’t think too much about it. Your old truck died, you need a truck, we have a truck for you. If you ask me, I think the colonel feels a bit responsible for this whole fiasco. He’s very protective of his silo landowners, says they’re all real patriots, fighting the good fight, that sort of thing. But I don’t know the full story. No one ever tells me anything.

They stopped in front of the restrooms. Mara offered to take her mother in, leaving Saul and Abram with their hands in their pockets, waiting in the hallway.

Abram, Saul said stiffly. How have you been?

I’ve been good. And you?

Good as well.

Good.

A long and uncomfortable silence.

Listen, Abram—

I’m sorry I haven’t called in so long, Abram said, cutting him off. I feel terrible about it.

Our wives talk, Saul said, so we don’t have to.

Just take the truck, man, Abram said, keeping his voice low. There’s more going on here than you could ever imagine.

You said something like that a long time ago. Do you remember?

Of course I remember. I know you want answers about what we buried there.

Saul shook his head. Maybe I did once. Not anymore. I don’t care about what’s going on down there, not really. I just want to know that we’re safe. You told me we were safe. Were you lying?

No. You’re safe. All of you.

What about this then? Saul asked, an edge in his voice. He gestured tightly to the walls, the hospital, the emergency that had at last brought them together. Is this because of the silo?

There’s no way to know. You know that.

Is it? Say it isn’t.

You’re safe, Abram repeated. You’re all safe. I swear. He wore a pained expression and glanced back at the closed bathroom door, hoping to be rescued from the conversation, but Mei and Mara did not appear. Come on, Saul, he said. Can’t we be friends again?

In truth Saul was not a man prone to holding grudges; he forgave readily and endlessly, not out of some bottomless font of messianic goodness but instead out of a shameful cowardice. He had, he suspected, an appalling lack of courage to stand up for the things he claimed to value. Only by blind luck had he never been truly tested—for how else could he have managed in his now fifty years to convince everyone around him of his lie? It was his first and oldest lie: that he was good and kind and generous. That he was the sort of man who held ironclad moral convictions and allowed them to guide him. That he could not be made to yield, not even through beatings and denunciations and humiliations before his fellow countrymen. Indeed he had inhabited this lie for so long that only in his darkest moments would he stumble upon the truth of his character, and in those moments, he would be as surprised as anyone to discover that naked obsequiousness falling over itself at the root of his soul. And so now, standing in the hallway before an old friend—perhaps because Abram had been his first friend in this new land, and his only friend, still to that moment—Saul realized with surprise that he had long ago already forgiven Abram.

All right, he said at last.







CHAPTER TEN

As the thaw worked its way down into the topsoil and winter slackened its hold, Saul began to sleep less and less. He had no trouble falling asleep—as evidenced by the frequency with which Mei would find him catatonic in his favored recliner, his arms splayed at some physiologically unsustainable angle and his mouth agape, or else slumped over on the sofa, the strange light of the television rouging his face and thickening his brows like luminous makeup. But this was not restful sleep, and often Saul would wake to an exhaustion which seemed to have settled into the very marrow of his bones and calcified there, so that no night of sleep, however long, could hope to dislodge it. His eyes grew sunken and dark. He began to think of sleeping as a kind of nightly and interminable errand, like putting out the lights, or flossing, a chore which could not be shirked but which brought him no satisfaction in its doing.

At first, he figured this new fatigue to be a result of some residual anxiety after Mei’s emergency; he feared that he would find her collapsed once more in the hallway, this time beyond rescue, and perhaps, he thought, this new and constant worrying was making it impossible for him to get adequate rest. But as Mei’s health improved and her strength returned, Saul’s exhaustion only grew worse. By late April, he would sit down on his side of the bed at night and struggle to find even the energy to lay his head back and close his eyes. And just as soon as he did, he would find them sliding open again in the gray light of a burgeoning morning, the sawing static of cicadas filling the air, the hours of the night having simply disappeared out from under his pillow, and with an increasing despair he would rise and continue what was becoming for him a single, ceaseless day.

Mei had noticed Saul’s increasing tiredness long before it had even become apparent to the man himself. Her husband was not resting at night but rather suffering from dreams which caused his eyes to roll and tremble and his fingers to curl and uncurl at his sides. He was not lying down to rest but rather to be tormented by demons come from without. She had mentioned this to Saul on a morning when he had awoken particularly drained, but he had brushed it aside. He would remember nightmares, he said. He knew them intimately. And yet even as he said this, he knew that Mei was right, that she had diagnosed his malady precisely, and perhaps it was this sudden recognition of what was really happening that at last breached the firewall that his psyche had erected between his conscious mind and the horrors of his dreaming. For that night, as he lay down to sleep, the nightmares came to him unvarnished and he remembered them upon awakening.

The dreams were not, in themselves, anything new. Saul had been haunted by these nightmares since he was a young man. But their abrupt frequency was novel, and their unlocking proved even more disastrous for Saul’s already fragile health. He would wake up clammy with sweat, the rough sheets clinging to him like rice paper, gulping panic breaths to dispel those murky shades. And because Mei had become a much lighter sleeper since Mara’s birth, what would not have roused her in years past now left her wide awake and fuming, any sympathy for her husband’s suffering drowned out by a reflexive fury at having been robbed of her own sleep. Thus did Saul’s nightmares disturb not only himself but also his wife, and, on occasion, Mara as well, whom they would sometimes find in the morning with her head sandwiched between two pillows. And so, as a manner of adapting, consciously or otherwise, Mei learned to recognize the prodrome of Saul’s nightmares: clipped breathing, writhing of the feet and hands, incoherent mumbling. In these early stages, she found, he could be sometimes plucked from the abyss by a swift jab to the ribs. Yet on other nights he seemed to lie insensate to all physical stimuli, paralyzed by the horrors that swam beneath him in the ether.

So, Mei banished Saul to the living room couch until his nightmares resolved or, at the very least, ceased to trouble anyone but himself. There he slept restlessly, still dogged by his nightmares. However, because he now had no one beside him to testify to their reality, and because the trembling intensity of those dreams abated as he awoke, he allowed himself to believe that he did not dream, not anymore, because he was an industrious and tireless man who had willed himself not to suffer the idleness of imaginary worlds.

The nightmares first came to him in the fortnight before his wedding. At first, they were as all nightmares are: premonitions of cataclysmic futures without narrative or personage, mere terrors. But as the day of his wedding drew nearer, the nightmares grew into torments of such nauseating intensity that more than once Saul woke up retching, his skin crawling with gooseflesh, his heart thundering in his ears. His relatives were beginning to arrive for the ceremonies, filling first the rooms and then the couches and armchairs and floors of his family’s small house until it seemed he could not so much as get out of bed without treading on an uncle or a cousin and by then it was only two days until the wedding and Saul had not managed a full night’s undisturbed sleep in—by his count—ten thousand years. On the eve of his wedding day, he lay awake in bed, listening to the syncopated droning of all his relatives’ snoring, terrified of falling asleep. And when he at last did, his nightmares returned him to the concrete town square, the fiery trace of a thousand lashes carving into his back, the pain so bright and hot that it seemed a new kind of sensation entirely, and then he was awake again, tears cold on his face, and all through the blue dark there was again only the sounds of the sleeping others and their dreaming.

On the morning of his wedding, he looked so haggard that the photographer insisted that the groom powder the bags under his eyes before he would allow the happy couple to sit for their picture. Mei pulled a compact from her bag and obliged with two quick swipes of her thumb; then, admiring her work, she began to giggle. Saul was more tired than he had ever been and his head felt as though stuffed with cotton and still he found himself smiling as he listened to Mei’s laughter. What is it, he said, and Mei started to answer, but her words gave way to more giggling. Finally she composed herself and wiped tears from the corners of her eyes and caught her breath and still tittering she said, I’m sorry, my love, I’ve made you look like a panda. She held out the compact for Saul to see and when he did, he also began to laugh. Come on now, the photographer said, checking his watch, let’s get a little more serious. Mei said, Well you can’t very well expect him to have his picture taken looking like that, and the two of them broke into giggles again, much to the photographer’s irritation, and finally he said that he’d fix Saul’s look in the darkroom, he’d airbrush the both of them free of charge, eye bags and powder and all, and so at last they sat and he took the picture. Later Saul nearly fell asleep at the reception dinner and Mei had to pinch him on his thigh something terrible to keep him from slumping forward into the abalone soup.

The photograph that arrived in the mail the week after their wedding was so artlessly retouched that Mei would chuckle whenever she saw it in its self-serious gilt frame sitting on the dresser. Saul, who had hired the photographer, was less amused. Years later, as they packed their belongings and prepared for the new country, Saul tried to throw the portrait away. By then the sun-fading had washed out almost all the natural detail from the photograph, leaving only their silhouettes and a number of blotches that were once intended to beautify Saul’s exhausted face. Mei was sitting on the floor surrounded by shirts and pants and socks, meticulously folding each item into an impossibly small square before tucking it into their single suitcase. Her efforts were nothing short of miraculous: the suitcase was not even half full despite already having swallowed an entire wardrobe and a drawer of sweaters. Meanwhile Saul was wandering around their small apartment with a steel wastebasket, summarily sweeping things off tables and shelves to their clanging ends.

It’s a cartoon, Mei, he said, holding up the framed photograph for his wife to see. I’m throwing it out.

Mei looked up and flatly told Saul that if he threw out their wedding photograph, she would consider them divorced; she was of course entirely serious. So Saul grumbled some and then took the photograph out of the frame and added it to their folder of irreplaceable documents. It had been many years since the nightmares had come; indeed, until that spring, he had suffered those horrors not once since their wedding day. That night, cradled in each other’s arms, Saul had lain awake for as long as he could, long after Mei’s breathing had become slow and regular, terrified of the nightmares he knew awaited him. But they did not come that night, nor the following nights, nor the following years: Mei was a protective talisman. And so, when the nightmares at last found him again, Saul felt doubly betrayed, a feeling only intensified by Mei’s demand that he sleep on the couch.

With Saul so exiled, however, the house knew a rare and golden peace. It did not last long. Soon a spate of strange phenomena began to plague them. One morning Mei, making scallion pancakes, found that the flour jar had disappeared from the pantry; Saul found it dashed open on the footpath by the chicken coop, a week’s worth of flour mixing with the snow and congealing into a muddy dough. The old Bible appeared in the shower, opened to the book of Ecclesiastes and smelling strongly of lavender. Finally, one summer night, the television turned on at maximum volume, tuned to a news station from halfway around the world, and as the news anchor fired off machine-gun syllables in an unknown language, Mei came running into the living room wielding a kitchen knife and—mistaking him for an intruder—nearly skewered her husband, who was standing rock-steady in front of the television, his eyes open but unfocused, wearing an expression of faraway anguish. Suddenly all the bizarre occurrences made sense. Mei turned the television off, returned the knife to the kitchen, filled a cup with water, went back to where her husband stood in the living room, and emptied the cup down the front of his shirt. Saul awoke gasping and sputtering.

What the hell?

Tomorrow, Mei said, I’m calling the doctor.

Arriving late to the revelation in the den, Mara appeared in the doorway rubbing the grit from her eyes. In a sleep-roughened voice thick with exasperation she demanded that her parents let her sleep through even one night, and that wasn’t it her job as their kid to keep them awake, anyway.

Go back to sleep, Mei said, the both of you.

In the morning, the old doctor Owens was in their living room, kneeling by Saul and taking his blood pressure. The two men sat in a stony silence, watching the red-lacquered needle on the gauge dial sink haltingly through numbers whose interpretation was unknown to Saul but whose meaning seemed quite clear to the doctor, who clucked his tongue disapprovingly and began to scold his patient before he had even finished pulling his stethoscope from his ears. And Saul, whose parents had long ago drummed into him the importance of respecting one’s intellectual and professional superiors, politely held his tongue and listened to the doctor’s admonishments about sodium intake and stress management. And though Saul, of course, well knew what that endless respect had earned his parents when they had naively gone to talk some sense into the children marching down the streets with their armbands and their pilfered rifles and rusty bayonets, he would never quite shake this deeply ingrained habit of blind deference for those more learned than he, and so it was that for twenty minutes he dared not interrupt the doctor to tell him about his nightmares—by which time he had already been prescribed two medicines for his blood pressure, a tonic for his nerves, and a biweekly suppository that the doctor promised would moderate his tendency to brood and to ponder. Indeed, were it up to Saul, he would have never broken into the doctor’s endless litany of diagnoses and would have sat there forever, eternally accepting little vials of this and that, out of respect for the physician and his educational superiority.

Thankfully, Mei had no such qualms. Though she tried not to speak on her husband’s behalf, she did at last intervene when the doctor was preparing to prescribe Saul a booklet of thumbnail-sized tablets that would improve his vision in the dark, which Saul seemed resigned to accepting and taking alongside the dozen other medications he had already been given. Doctor, she said, he’s having nightmares, and was hoping to get a decent night’s sleep with your help.

Why, the doctor said warmly, you should have told me. I’ve got just the thing for that.

He went searching through his traveling pharmacy and at length extracted a thimble-sized capsule filled with small white dots which seemed to sparkle of their own light. These lozenges, he explained, hastened sleep, but due to minute failures of chemistry—for the doctor would not perfect his insomnia remedy until he was one hundred and twenty-six years old, by which time he would have long ceased to care for sleep—it was still far too potent, inducing a deep and restorative sleep which resembled death and from which the patient would not wake until his body had recovered completely all its deprived hours of rest. There was no telling how long Saul would sleep, the doctor said, though he was fairly certain it would not be longer than two weeks. But his nightmares posed the far greater issue, the doctor continued, for those pale lozenges would bring on not dreamless sleep but instead an irrepressible dreaming over which he would have no control, and which threatened, as dreams always do, to bend downward into the maw of nightmares. It was an issue that extended even beyond the near term, for nightmares, left untreated, would destroy his enthusiasm for rest and thus for life, for what is there to discriminate between noble man and the crudest of beasts but that blessed seventh day and its gift of obligatory rest, which elsewhere in the animal kingdom manifests as desultory sloth and by which sinful laziness the soulless might be picked out from the souled. Yes indeed, the doctor said, exulting in the fineness of his exegesis, to fear rest is to fear being human.

Never one to articulate problems without solutions, the doctor now produced a small glass bottle and an eyedropper, flourishing it in the banded afternoon light coming through the blinds. Luckily for Saul, the doctor said, he had invented a new compound, this compound, which protected absolutely against nightmares but which also impaired one’s capacity for distinguishing between dreaming and waking life. The distinction could still be made, of course, but it would now require deliberate thought and careful judgment during one’s waking hours, such as they could be identified.

Answering a question that no one had posed, the doctor went on to hypothesize that perhaps nightmares were necessary for the preservation of this subconscious instinct for the correct judgment of what was real and what was not, of what images were one’s own and what images belonged to man as a whole. Perhaps, he said, it was the horror of nightmares that was responsible in the first place for man’s ability to tell the substance of dreams from that of reality, for only by this differentiation could those otherworldly terrors be kept at arm’s length. Though it was not the doctor’s place to determine what mechanisms were responsible for the preservation of man’s soul, it was clear to him that nightmares had their origin not in divinity but rather diabolism. All this to say that his humble pharmaceutical intervention, the doctor said as he held aloft the small glass bottle, was in fact also a supermundane salve, since to reduce the abundance of nightmares was therefore to reduce the abundance of sin. He would have continued on this increasingly arcane tack for another hour were it not for Mei, who, by now tired of the doctor’s interminable philosophizing, plucked the bottle from his fingers and flatly promised to administer its contents to her husband as directed. Still, it was a half hour before the doctor could be convinced to pack up his medicine bag and leave, and another half hour after that before he actually did leave.

That night, after dinner, Saul stayed at the table and in a meticulous hand he wrote out a twenty-six-page catechism of protocols through which his life could be lived by others in his absence. He provided instructions for the care and feeding of his hybridized chrysanths, the repair of the fences surrounding the property, the cleaning and oiling of his rifle, the superstitions to which he hewed and which, it was revealed, governed not only how he chose which plants to hybridize but also the number of steps he took from one place to another and the arrangement of tools on his workbench and even, by some numerological scheme known only to him, which configurations of day and time were most auspicious for actions as varied as the trimming of beards and the hunting of vermin.

Alongside his instructional compendium, he included loving memoranda for his wife and his daughter, arranged in two decks, one for each, from which they were to draw and read one card each evening. In this way, they would be reminded of his love for them and, by extension, of his rightful place in the family, despite his prolonged disappearance. Indeed, he prepared cards for three weeks of sleep, one more than what the doctor had given as an upper limit, because he did not want them to run out. Then, out of a sudden and inexplicable melancholy, he went about the darkened house with a damp rag, cleaning the dust off all the photographs hanging on the walls. When he was finished, he went roving through the halls, looking for more things he could do.

It’s late, Mei called out from their bed as he walked past the doorway. Come to bed.

I will. I’ve got to finish up some things.

Mei sat up. There’s nothing to worry about, she said. We’ll take care of it all while you’re gone.

I know, Saul said. I just worry.

Take your medicine. We’ll see you when you’re better.

In his mouth the sleeping lozenge tasted of clay and rain. It melted away before he could even raise the glass of water to his lips. Immediately a deep calm came over him, and it was all he could do not to sit down and fall asleep. Fighting the oncoming darkness, he dribbled a dropperful of the doctor’s nightmare remedy onto his tongue. It was heartbreakingly sweet. He felt himself lying down and his eyes ratcheting shut. He told Mei he loved her and bid her good night, but with his thoughts now deflecting toward oblivion he did not know if he had managed to speak at all. Descending through a telescoping abyss he seemed to pass over some subtle threshold and beyond it found beckoning a dream without start or end.

For the first two mornings after Saul’s deathlike recuperation began, Mei carried on as usual. She would wake up next to her comatose husband and dutifully make the bed with Saul still in it, fluffing the pillows and carefully arranging them around his head so as not to suffocate him. In the evenings, she would wash her face and pluck her gray hairs and dress in her silk nightclothes and draw the loving note her husband had prepared for that day. Then she would climb into bed beside his sleeping form, which had not moved at all. On the third evening, returning to the bed, she discovered that one of the pillows had fallen during the day and smothered Saul’s face, and, panicking, she had rushed to him and cast the pillow aside and slapped him twice to see if he would stir. He did not. She held a quivering finger under his nostrils to see if he was still breathing. He was not. An anxious call to the doctor followed. The physician was surprised to hear of the care being taken to ensure Saul’s comfort and unoccluded airways.

He doesn’t need to breathe while he’s out, the doctor told Mei over the phone. Hell, he doesn’t need to do anything at all.

A moment’s pause. Though you’ll probably want to make sure he could breathe if he wanted to, just in case he wakes up.

The information was a relief to hear, but it perturbed Mei more than she expected. She was suddenly uncomfortable with laying down to sleep beside a creature that now seemed more like some waxen double of her living husband than her sleeping spouse. It was unnerving to gaze upon Saul’s chest and find it utterly still, and Mei realized that she had not noticed until now that he had ceased breathing as soon as he fell into his dayslong slumber. He was still warm to the touch, and his skin still pink with life. But these facts no longer soothed Mei, who had begun to feel that these qualities were only lifelike artifice: inanimate illusions, not testaments to living. And so, that night, after a garish four minutes lying beside this husband-shaped thing, Mei leapt out of bed, turned on the lights, and dragged the mannequin out of bed and into the closet, where she leaned it against the wall, its head nestled among the sleeves of her husband’s hanging jackets. Then she shut the closet door, turned out the lights, and went to bed alone.

Mara was woken the next morning by her mother’s shrieking; Mei had opened the closet to get dressed and had been reminded, all at once, of her repositioned husband. A moment later, Mara was at the door, her eyes wide with panic, shouting if everything was all right, and it was two minutes before both mother and daughter calmed down enough to laugh about the ordeal. Saul was sitting upright in the closet where Mei had left him the night before, dressed in his sleeping clothes, and from where his wife and daughter loomed above him, he seemed upsettingly small and fragile. Mei stepped over his legs, pulled on a shirt, checked her face in the mirror, and went to shut the closet again. Her daughter stopped the door with a foot.

Mama, you can’t just leave him there.

Your father won’t mind.

I mind, Mara said. I don’t like it.

Well, he can’t stay in bed all day.

He’s sick, Mara said. Like her mother, she had been drawing daily notes from the deck her father had prepared for her and, in his actual absence, had found herself becoming much more sympathetic to her father, whose purely epistolary presence through the past few days had transformed him into an infinitely kind if distant father whose benevolence was matched in magnitude only by that of her mother’s endless litanies of chores and admonitions. It did not matter to Mara that most of the tasks Mei pressed upon her were, in fact, assigned by Saul’s comprehensive lists, for her father was only the loving hand behind the small slips of paper reminding her that she was loved, while her mother was the screeching voice that commanded her to the greenhouse before sunrise. So it was that she turned to remonstrate with her mother, insisting that the slouching figure on the closet floor be returned to the bed, where he rightfully belonged. Now the sun broke over the eastern hills and threw shadows of the flies on the window screen over both of their faces and, blinking at this new day, they began to argue as though one might secure victory over the other through sheer commitment to fury, the object of their contention expanding until it encompassed all things: one’s insolence, the other’s disrespect, one’s tone, the other’s intention. Finally, exhausted, they let the fight lie. It was thus resolved that he should not be left alone in bed but instead dressed in his usual clothes and arrayed on his favored recliner in the living room, perhaps with a hat or an open magazine covering his face.

So Mara pulled her father out of the closet by his ankles, with Mei supporting his head as though he were an enormous infant, and after a time, they managed to lay him out on the floor, where they put him in his overalls and a fine starched shirt. Now Mei rolled him onto a bedsheet and, lifting him up by the bedsheet’s corners, they dragged him step by step out of the bedroom. Mara’s sympathy for her father quickly withered away in the face of her irritation at his unwieldy body, which seemed to be growing heavier by the second. Indeed, they had not even made it halfway down the hallway when Mara began to wish she had not said anything and simply left her father’s body where it was, slumped against the closet wall. She wanted nothing more than to let go of the bunched-up bedsheet corners in her hands and ask if they might give up on moving her father’s infernal weight, but to do so would be to admit that her mother was, in fact, right from the start, an admission which her teenaged certainty—of being smarter and kinder and in all respects better than her mother—would never tolerate.

They dragged him all the way to the foot of his recliner and unwrapped him from the bedsheet, then stopped to take a rest. Finally mother and daughter gathered their strength and heaved Saul’s body into his favorite seat. Morning sunlight streamed in blue and clean through the windows; outside the world was coming to life.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

They soon discovered that the doctor, in his incorrigible absentmindedness, had mistakenly given Saul an exceptionally strong titration of his already too strong sleeping lozenge, and as a result had consigned him to dream for more than five months. The error was revealed at a follow-up visit which Mei had demanded after her husband had been sleeping for three weeks. The doctor found Saul’s body lying in his recliner with a straw hat covering his face and his hands extending off the armrests and hanging limply in space, each fingernail gleaming in a different shade of polish—the result of Mara and Nancy trying to decide what color to paint their nails the week prior and finding in the living room a remarkably patient volunteer. Their decorative work proved useful not only for settling questions of how particular hues appeared under particular lighting but also for providing some reassurance of the body’s continued survival, for the lacquer’s slow crawl down those warm fingertips showed that, despite lacking a pulse and not having drawn breath for weeks, its nails were at least still growing.

You said two weeks, Mei said, crossing her arms angrily in front of her. The doctor apologized profusely and consulted his handwritten charts for a while, following rows and columns with the tip of a pencil. He pricked one of the body’s fingers and squeezed out a few drops of blood, spent ten minutes diluting it with kerosene, one dram at a time, and finally extracted a dropperful of straw-colored reagent, which he set alight on a little iron dish. Whatever messages those searching wisps of flame had to offer the doctor, he seemed to find them grim indeed and, redoubling his efforts with rising intensity, he went checking his notes and charts again.

At last, he put away his papers and explained the dosing error. His lengthy self-exoneration was interrupted by Mara, who demanded that he prove to both her and her mother that the slumped figure in the recliner was, in fact, still alive and would, moreover, survive until Saul awoke. The doctor obliged by turning his patient’s head to one side and inserting the stem of a small brass bell into his ear. After a few moments of silence, they heard amplified from the bell the unmistakable sound of a hyacinth harvest, cicadas buzzing in the fields, the trickle of the canals. See, the doctor said, he is dreaming of his youth. Now he returned Saul’s head to its former position and covered it again with the straw hat.

So Mei and Mara carried on, waiting for Saul to wake. His instructions had run out after three weeks, as well as his loving notes, and in their absence, there was only the monotony of maintaining the sleeping body in the recliner: trimming its nails, shaving its beard, cutting its hair. Every three weeks Mei would wedge its jaw open with a wooden pencil and drip another dose of the doctor’s nightmare preventive into its mouth. There might have been, in these tasks, some feeling of ministering to machinery, of replenishing motor oil or of adjusting the air-fuel mixture of a running engine until it settled down, something of a sense of industrial husbandry, but if such a feeling did exist, it was washed away by the stillness of the body in the recliner. Here was no running engine but rather an inert thing whose animate processes, if any, ran at imperceptible timescales, whose growing nails could only be discerned by their needing to be cut, whose body warmed and cooled with the sun and the air, whose face seemed less and less to resemble that of her husband. But toward the end of August, distracted by a mosquito whining in her ear, Mei’s hand slipped while she was shaving its beard and suddenly a bright line opened along its cheek. Mei gasped. Blood streamed down its face, soaking into the recliner’s cushions. She pressed a towel to the cut and dusted it with styptic powder, something which would have made her husband yelp had he been awake.

The sight of blood running down the inert body’s face restored for Mei its humanity, and so in the afternoon, she called that infernal doctor back to her house and stopping him at the door she demanded from him the dream-amplifying bell. The doctor agreed, thinking he would sell it to her, but no sooner had he produced it from his bag than it disappeared into Mei’s iron grasp and the door slammed shut in his face. He knocked again, half-heartedly, despite knowing already that he had lost the bell. In the living room, Mei put the bell to her husband’s ear and listened. From its small and polished vault came the sound of gulls, the incoming tide, wind moving through a forest canopy. At least the nightmare-preventing elixir seemed to be working.

Wake up soon, she whispered into her husband’s ear. It’s no fun out here without you.

And still he slept. He slept through the coming of the summer and its dying, through a plague of biting gnats so thick the animals resorted to slathering themselves in mud, through a week in late July when nightly thunderstorms alternated with searing daytime sun, through calving season, through a first frost that descended on the valley two weeks early and sent Mei scrambling to cover the vegetables in the garden, and, about a week before he at last awoke, through the strange bleaching of the chrysanthemums in the greenhouse.

Mara was the first to notice the change in the flowers. It had been her job to ensure the continued flourishing of those very blooms, and through the long summer days she had dutifully fertilized, pruned, and divided the innumerable stems according to the plan of hybridization that her father had drawn up so many months ago. When his instructions ran out after three weeks Mara had simply started again at the beginning, for this way she could say that she had only ever followed her father’s instructions and thus could remain blameless in any event. Her approach made sense when she expected her father to wake soon. But after another three weeks passed, with Saul still lying insensate in the recliner by the window while the days grew longer and longer, Mara decided once again to carry out his original instructions for a third time, though with less conviction. And when yet another three weeks came and went, and the instructions were once more completed, Mara could only decide to repeat them again—though she knew well that to repeat such obviously single-use instructions four times would be preposterous—because the alternative was to do something differently, and thus remove even the pretense of ignorance that dumb repetition could have offered as a defense.

By late August, Mara’s clockwork repetitions had produced dozens of new varietals of chrysanths, some of which grew so vigorously that during warm spells they had to be cut back twice daily to prevent them from overtopping their pots and strangling their neighbors. On the twelfth day of each twenty-one day cycle, as instructed, Mara selected the largest example of each cultivar and planted them in the adjoining field, where, as Saul had noted, they were to receive neither aid nor comfort, subsisting entirely under their own power until the nineteenth day, when Mara retrieved any surviving plants and returned them to the greenhouse. Seven times she repeated these instructions; partway through the eighth time, as though waking from a stupor, she looked down at her hands and discovered that the plants she handled were all white. She had been met with the usual clamor of color upon entering the greenhouse but as she brought the selected chrysanths out into the field she discovered that their colors had been borrowed from the stained glass overhead, and now, under the full light of day, each of the plants was unmasked as nearly completely white. Unsure of what to do, and hoping that she was only losing her mind, she planted these blanched chrysanths as she had planted all the others before.

In the end Saul slept for one hundred fifty-nine days, four hours, and seventeen minutes exactly. He woke up a little past two in the morning, rising smoothly from his recliner and breaking into a dead sprint straight into the wall. When, woken by the commotion, Mei and Mara came running into the living room, he greeted them with a casual grunt and apologized for making such a racket. He picked up his straw hat, put it on, and started for the hallway when Mei ran straight into his arms and kissed him. Saul was taken aback by this sudden display of affection and stared confusedly at his wife’s face, all the more perplexed when Mara threw her arms around both of them and hugged them tightly. Come with me, he said to the two of them, you’ve got to come with me.

He went to the blank stretch of hallway between the living room and the bedroom he and Mei shared and reached for a doorknob which did not exist. For a moment he stared at his hand, curling around nothing, and then he stared at the section of wall he had stopped before.

Ah, he said at last, I must have been sleeping. Then he sat down and began to weep. At first his dreams had been fleeting and flashbulb, pleasant though they were, but then they had coalesced into a single dream, indistinguishable from the real. For the past three months he had been living through the first few hours of this dream and now, abruptly returned to waking, so rudely reoriented in place and in history, the world became devastating.

Where in reality there was only drywall, Saul had dreamed of finding a door that led down to a basement they had never noticed. There he discovered an enormous and perfectly circular hole punched into the ground, a shaft sinking through the foundation and the bedrock and everything else beneath, and from its depths wafted the unmistakable scent of hyacinths blooming by the millions. When he first discovered the basement, Mara followed him down the stairs, beaming. I did it, she said as he leaned forward to peer into the hole. It goes all the way to China. He said, How do you know. And she said, Go and see.

With nothing to fear in all the world, he stepped into the hole and fell straight out of the basement toward the center of the earth. The walls of the pit blurred with ever greater speed and shrank away from him as the hole grew wider and wider until it was large enough to have swallowed their house. He was surrounded by a warm and diffuse light with no clear source. From time to time, he made out tool marks on the rock walls of the shaft and he marveled at the industriousness of his daughter who had managed to hollow out the earth itself—though of course, he noted with pride, he had always expected such great things from his only and beloved Mara. If there’s anyone who could have done it, he said aloud to the wind whipping past his face, it’s my daughter.

At length, the walls of the shaft began to narrow once more, and the fury of the wind rushing by grew quiet. He sensed that he was slowing down and discovered to his surprise that his sense of heaven and earth had become inverted, and that he was now barreling upward through a constricting tunnel. As he slowed further, the light in the tunnel grew brighter and bluer until it had the clarity of daylight. On the walls there now appeared signs scrawled on notepaper, the words written in Mara’s easy hand, which, in order, told him to Get Ready! and Look Up! and Grab On! as he slowed to about walking speed and found himself suddenly sharing the tunnel with a heavy hemp rope, knotted at regular intervals, along whose length he was now rising. He floated to a perfect halt, reached out, and took hold of the rope, and from its texture he knew it was cut from the spool he kept in the barn. As weight returned to him, the endlessness of the pit through which he had just fallen reasserted itself, and hurriedly he clambered up the remaining few yards of rope and pulled himself out of the hole.

He emerged blinking into a sunlit afternoon. The air was heavy and humid and smelled sweetly of flowers: he had stepped out into the middle of the field of hyacinths which bordered his childhood home. He found his way easily out of the field and walked up the dirt road leading back to his youth. A thin column of smoke slunk out of the tin-capped chimney of his childhood home. Mama was making dinner. His father would be home soon. Ying had just been on the road too, her small footprints sunk into the edges of the long puddles left by the previous night’s rain. He was overcome by a joy so intense he was nearly brought to his knees. Everyone was all right. He felt like shouting and so he did. For a moment he turned to look at the way he had come, then back at the beautiful old home up on the hill, and then it was all too much to bear, and he could not wait another second to see them all again. Breaking into an exultant gallop, he flew out of his recliner in the midnight darkness and ran right into the wall of the living room. And now he sank weeping to the floor of the hallway, before a door that never existed, and mourned an impossibility of time which would remain eternally unintelligible to his wife and his daughter. Mara had never seen her father cry and, unsure of what to do, announced awkwardly that she would go fill a bag with ice for the purplish bruise forming over Saul’s eye.

I’m sorry, he said at last.

What were you dreaming about? Mei asked.

Saul wiped his eyes on his sleeve. Home. I mean—not this one. I know I’m home now. He shook his head; the words were wrong. My old home. He began to apologize again but Mei pressed her finger to his lips, quieting him.

I know, she said, and she kissed her husband, back from the dead.

Mara returned with a bag of frozen peas—no ice in the tray, she apologized—and Saul said, I’m so proud of you. Mara said, What for, and Saul said, Everything. If you wanted to, he said, you could dig a hole to China. You can do anything.

Must have hit your head pretty hard, she said. It was insufficient; it was all she could think of to say. She was certain he would change his tune once he learned of the chrysanthemums that had gone white in the greenhouse, of her bullheaded repetition of his three-week instructions, and besides, she was unsettled by her father’s sudden sentimentality.

You can do anything, Saul repeated, his mind at a great distance.

I have to tell you, Mara blurted out. Something happened to your chrysanthemums. I’m so sorry.

Her words wrapped like heavy cables around the half-weight stuff of his evaporating dream and blinking he seemed to descend earthward. What happened? he asked.

They all turned white. I don’t know why. I did everything you said.

He stood and stumbled; the welt on his eyebrow throbbed nastily and he braced himself against his recliner as his vision narrowed to a gray dime. Mei reached out and took his shoulders to steady him and Saul felt himself shrugging off his wife’s hands, his head shaking despite the rolling vertigo. Easy now, she was saying, and in a voice that sounded unfamiliar to himself he said that he had to go to the greenhouse to see what Mara was talking about.

They’ll still be there in the morning, Mei said. I’m not letting you go outside at this hour in the state you’re in. It was a fair request, and besides, his headache was getting worse, and so he sighed and said, All right. The pain in his head was proof of his waking. That night, lying in bed beside his wife for the first time in months—though to him it had been but hours—he found himself pressing his fingers into the bruise on his head, feeling its dull ache resonating through his skull. He had woken up, it was true, but some measure of the dream-blurring medicine still circulated in his veins, and so when he passed over into sleeping and into dreaming, he did so unawares, not realizing how abruptly his pain had vanished or how strange it was that he had become able to see through the plastered ceiling, the slate tiles on the roof, the hazed clouds and their soft rains.

Gently, he shook his wife awake and traced for her the constellations overhead, marveling at them, at how the plat of the stars was the same here as it had been in the old country, at how they must not have gone so far after all. And then, unaccountably, his mind flashed back to those first bitter years in this land, when the silo was being built, and now he was soaring into the sky, a missile of his own, rising above the clouds and the rain into the clean air beneath the full moon, watching bolts of lightning illuminating the thunderheads below, and then a blackness beyond blackness, the stars patterning the sky, the endless silence, the way home. As he emerged into the hard vacuum of free space, the sun broke the lip of the world and glory washed over him. Now the stars stretched toward one another and joined hands, and, in this way, by and by, the outlines of the bedroom reinscribed themselves upon his dreaming. Soon he saw once more the ridged shadows of the combed plaster waves on the ceiling and the light outlining apertures of door and window. When the bedroom had rearticulated its extension in space, he came once more to possess a body, his body, and to feel the weight of that body upon the world. He sat up and massaged the bump on his brow. It was smaller than it had been last night, but still tender. Once he had dreamed and now he woke; his mind worked, slow knife, dividing the one from the other. It was morning. Outside the dawn was cold and hard as steel.

It was early afternoon by the time Mei finally agreed that her husband was fit to drive and make decisions concerning his future, and so only then did Saul at last make it out to the greenhouse to inspect the bleached plants. To his surprise, excepting the whitened plants, nothing was out of place; his daughter had followed his instructions to the letter, albeit seven more times than he intended. Saul picked out a large and otherwise healthy example of a cultivar he had perfected only last year and held it to the shifting light. Ordinarily a bulky-stemmed plant with dense scarlet blooms as big and as heavy as silver dollars, this chrysanth, like all its comrades in the greenhouse, had turned so white as to be translucent. Indeed, looking through its alabaster leaves, Saul could faintly discern the figures of the stained-glass mosaics from which it now borrowed paler, falser hues. He brought it over to his workbench and carefully dug up its roots. The bleaching had affected them, too. For a long time, Saul stood staring at the chrysanth lying on the wooden benchtop, its brilliant white roots half entangled in dark soil, its many blossoms shedding petals of such shimmering pallor that they looked like chips of marble. And yet the bleaching disease was apparently a purely aesthetic affliction, for the plant itself was robust and thriving. Saul could see new white buds emerging and new white leaves unfurling. The bleached chrysanth before him was in excellent shape; they all were.

Toward the southeastern corner of the greenhouse, the whiteness seemed less intense, and under close inspection by penlight the petals of those flowers still retained the faintest traces of color, their stems the palest shade of green. As Saul stood in the sunken greenhouse, his gaze level with the blades of grass on the pasture, a thought occurred to him. He went outside, trowel in hand, and overturned a clod by the northwestern corner of the greenhouse. Through the matrix of rich and dark soil ran grass roots, as white as his stricken chrysanths. A wriggling in the mass caught his eye and he picked up the lump of dirt to get a better look. It was half of an earthworm, bisected by the blade of his trowel, squirming at the cut, working its way back into the soil. It, too, was ghostly white. Saul dropped the sod, not bothering to replace it in the hole he had dug. He could hear blood roaring in his ears. Half dazed, he walked a few yards farther from the greenhouse and dug out another clod of earth. White roots again. The pasture extended before him wide and flat. The grass was lush, green, ready for grazing. He dropped his trowel and forgot he had done so. He kept walking northwest. The forms of the silo rose up from the earth, their profiles inscrutable, shaped by unknown purpose. With bare hands, he overturned another clump of grass, not bothering even to inspect it. He knew he would find the same white roots.

Now he came to the graded and graveled surface of the silo facility, the barbed-wire fence encircling it. At the threshold between pasture and gravel, he pulled up a woody stem from the dirt, checked its roots. The whiteness was underground, the whiteness emanated from the silo—of these facts he was now certain. He drew his pocketknife and made a small cut on his arm, felt the pain, saw the blood. He was not dreaming. The smoked-glass globes which housed the silo’s surveillance cameras were sheathed in a double light, sun and sodium both, and he was struck by the sense that his gaze was being returned, that he was being watched and evaluated in broadband, his intentions judged by radar, his thoughts read by microwave, his racing heart monitored by infrared. The blood was running down his arm, cooling in the wind. An animal instinct rose in his throat. He was not meant to be here. Shuddering, he turned away from the silo and ran tripping back toward the greenhouse. He could feel the pressure of the dirt lodged under his fingernails. The world grew less and less insistent and only once he was back in the safety of the greenhouse among the bleached chrysanths was he again able to draw a full breath. It was nighttime now—he had not noticed the sunset—and above him, the stars swept their familiar arcs. The heavens of his youth in the old country were here as well, indeed were everywhere, would be everywhere for all time, and yet here in this moment he was older than he ever could have imagined.
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PART THREE
COLLAPSE







CHAPTER TWELVE

In the early spring of the following year, two suited men of ambiguous governmental adjacency came to their doorstep. The man in charge was a shorter, older fellow with hair retreating into a gray horseshoe encircling his head and a perpetually dismayed look on his round face. He was assisted by a hulking brute of a boy, so young he was still beardless, who ducked to avoid hitting his head as he entered the Hsiu home and whose vastness made him an object of fascination for Mei, who pulled out two chairs for him, fearing that his undivided weight would be too much for just one. Endearingly polite, he thanked her as he lumbered to the kitchen table and took both proffered seats beside his supervisor. Mei poured the older man a cup of tea, set out the entire pot for the giant, called for Mara to join them in the kitchen, and then sat down next to her husband, who had been trying, unsuccessfully, to make small talk with their visitors. The older fellow took a pair of reading glasses from his breast pocket, put them on, and, squinting, began to read from a typewritten script he held nearly at arm’s length. He got out only about a sentence before Mei interrupted him: first, to encourage him to drink his tea and second, would he also wait a moment for their daughter to join them, for she was a native speaker of English and could more easily understand what they had to say. And have some tea, she said again, pushing the pot closer to the speaker’s enormous attaché, have some tea.

Shortly Mara came into the kitchen, looking vaguely annoyed—she had been on the phone with Nancy for the past hour and the conversation had at last been turning to interesting gossip. Now the visitors introduced themselves as bureaucrats of an agency no one had ever heard of and the older of the two launched once more into his script. He explained that recent geopolitical events and technological advancements had changed the security situation to which the Hsiu family—proud patriots to whom the nation gave her thanks—had so generously dedicated a portion of their land. As a result, the older man said, the government was now embarking on a modernization program to prepare the nation’s missile forces for the coming century. He set down his script and murmured something to his assistant, who nodded and produced a briefcase which looked comically small in his massive hands. From it, the older man pulled several documents for the family to sign.

These are disclosure agreements, he said as he laid the papers out on the table, affirming that we have informed you that we will be doing some additional construction work on the site which carries the following risks, to wit, the possible contamination of your water—he tapped a signature line on one sheet of paper—as well as potential impacts to your air quality—another tap on another paper. Saul frowned; he was already leaning halfway over the table, pen in hand, but upon hearing the man’s casually stated warnings, he hesitated. Don’t worry, sir, the young giant said, we have to say all these things, but they’re very unlikely to happen.

Mei asked what kind of construction could poison their water and their air and the older man turned his script over, found the appropriate response, and read out that an additional structure would be built on the site, that this structure would require significant excavation of the existing soil down below the water table, and that neither their driveway nor their farm roads would be used. They sat with their untouched tea cooling before them on the kitchen table, the documents arrayed for Saul and Mei to inspect, and now they explained that their presence here was really only a courtesy to say that there would be some goings-on down at the silo site. In any case, the younger man said, there was no cause for any change in routine on the Hsius’ parts and certainly no cause for alarm. The work would be confined to the one and a half acres the government had purchased—it was already their land, after all, the older one added—and was, ultimately, within the government’s purview to undertake and beyond the Hsius’ right to contest. The young giant collated the papers and tapped again on the lines where Saul should sign, and this time, Saul did.

Well then, the older man said, turning back to his script. The purpose of this meeting has been to inform you of the future work which may take place at the aforementioned silo site. He took off his reading glasses, folded his script into well-worn thirds, and tucked both away into his pockets. Thank you for the tea, the younger of the two said, despite not having had a sip. An awkward silence intervened as the men put their boots back on, taking care to lace them all the way to the top. And then they were gone, only a rush of cold air attesting to their visit.

Over the next few weeks, the bones of a building drew themselves together on the graded gravel of the missile facility, adjacent to the concrete silo cap. It was obvious that this new work was not as urgent as the original silo installation, for the men who were building the new structure did not work before sunrise or after sunset, and indeed could often be seen sitting in their idling trucks, their gloved hands resting on the sill of their open smoker’s windows as faint wisps of smoke and radio programs leaked from their vehicles. When a late-season blizzard pushed twelve-foot-high snowdrifts against the partly framed walls, no snowplow came to clear the access road, and neither was a smudge pot lit to drive away the icicles that descended delicate and luminous from the bare eaves. Not even three days of darkness and ash had slowed the silo builders of years past; now, when he worked in the greenhouse, watching the construction through the fogged glass of St. Peter’s amputated praying hands, Saul thought this new cohort of contractors too eager to lay down their tools and go home.

In the spring, as the world began to warm, the work picked up again. Now upon the gravel was inscribed the outlines of a low-slung ranch house, the edges and corners of its rooms and walls outlined in lumber. High-wattage halogens encircled this building carcass, their harsh and linear light piercing through those wooden bones so that at night, the half-finished building appeared like a hibernating thing soon to stir, full of indecipherable intent. When the framed walls were filled out the next week, the ultimate form of the building at last became apparent. Mara was the first to realize when she rode Rascal to the greenhouse on a Saturday afternoon and for a moment thought she had become terribly disoriented when she saw the half-built structure in the distance. She dismounted some fifty yards from the greenhouse and looked a little while at the shapes within the eight-foot security fence. Then, wordlessly, she dropped the old mule’s lead and walked the rest of the way to the greenhouse. She knocked on the door and motioned for her father to come out with such plain seriousness that he obliged immediately.

What is it? he asked.

Look, she said, pointing. They’re building our house.

It was obvious as soon as Mara said it. They stood looking at the duplicate of their home coalescing inside the fence, the steel-toed workers who stepped through empty walls and hung sheets of drywall, the small fleet of trucks and vans arrayed along the shoulder of the access road, the figures of the armed guards patrolling the perimeter. Saul was still holding a potted white chrysanthemum—he had been slicing it into propagations when Mara had come in—and now, as he looked upon this imitation of their home, holding aloft this testament to the strange forces which seemed to emanate from the fenced facility, he felt powerless and woefully unprepared.

Abruptly an old and patriarchal sense of duty rose in his chest. Setting off before quite knowing what he would do, Saul said, I’m going down there to ask what they’re doing. Mara ran after him and caught up after a few steps.

I don’t think that’s a good idea, she said. The guards are looking at us.

What are they going to do, shoot us? Saul asked.

Don’t say that. They might.

It’s my land. I have a right to know what’s going on.

That’s their land. Come on, she said. They won’t tell you anything anyway. But her father kept walking.

Twenty yards from the security fence, the guard looked up and bellowed at them to halt and they did. Do not approach, the guard shouted. Turn around and walk away.

Looks like you’re building my house, Saul yelled back. Thought I’d bring you a housewarming gift. He held the white chrysanth aloft in its pot.

Do not approach. Turn around and walk away.

I’ll set it down here then, he said. In his actions there was a boldness not quite his own. Come, he said to Mara, let’s go home. He turned and began to walk back toward the greenhouse.

But Mara did not move. The fine hairs on her arms were responding to a quirk in the air which she alone could sense, some electrical twist in the field lines of the land that lay before and beneath her, knotting and unknotting in the pit of the earth. In her head, she felt a soft static pressure, as though she stood before an enormous television.

Do not approach, the guard said again, not bothering to yell this time. His posture relaxed and he made a halfhearted jab with his rifle.

Can you feel that? Mara asked the guard.

A second guard came running up from the far corner of the silo fence, a hand on his unbuckled helmet to keep it from falling. Do not approach! he yelled, his voice thin from running.

Mara! Saul called. Come on!

The guards talked among themselves. Get out of here, they said. Mara rubbed her arms under her sleeves, feeling the static in her coat compressing like a spring.

All right, she said, and turned to follow her father.

At home, they told Mei what they had seen but were not believed until the three of them—and Santui, who leapt into the truck bed when he saw that everyone was leaving—stood at the crest of the hill overlooking the greenhouse and the silo. Mei had brought along the fine old binoculars that they had used years ago to watch the silo’s construction, and with it she now examined the faces of the workers, one by one, small and blurry though they were, because it was important to her to see the faces of the villains who were re-creating the circumstances of her life without her knowledge or consent. And when she saw that they were listless and gray, this, too, infuriated her, because her life was certainly not one whose reproduction should fall to such a dull gang of windup men. And, as her indignation blossomed, she had to be talked out of running down the slope and raising hell at the fence—for, unlike her husband and her daughter, Mei could not be relied upon to halt when instructed, not even at gunpoint.

That evening they called Abram; Bell answered. They’re building our house in the silo, Saul said, and Bell said she didn’t know what he meant.

We mean exactly that, Mei cut in, taking the phone from her husband. They’re building a copy of our house. Same layout, walls, doors, everything. Can you ask Abram to call us back? We need to know what’s going on.

I’ll ask him when he gets home, Bell said.

Mei checked her watch. I guess it can wait. He can call us back in the morning, we’re probably off to bed soon. Do you know what’s going on here? They came down here and said it was for national security. Why would anyone build a copy of our house?

I have no idea, I’m sorry.

He’s your husband, Bell. How can you have no idea?

As little as you know I’m sure I know even less.

All right, Saul said, taking back the phone. Have Abram call us when he can. Thank you.

Listen, Bell said abruptly, wait. Don’t hang up yet.

Yes?

Has he told you anything about what’s going on at Babylon? What he does at work?

No, nothing at all. Why? What’s he doing?

That’s the thing, Bell said, I don’t know. He comes home late, he’s listless, barely says anything over dinner, and afterward he goes upstairs and locks himself in his study. She sighed and the sound came through the handset as a crackling swell of static.

Something terrible is going on there, Bell said. I just know it.

Abram called the next morning from his office on base and was unhelpful, though Mara, who answered the phone, reported that he seemed to want to say more and explain further. His words, however, were unequivocal: I think you might be overestimating how similar the building is to your house. He had sounded so sincere it was obvious he was putting it on. Many buildings resemble one another, he had continued, especially in the early stages of construction.

We’re not stupid, Abram, Mara had said. It’s our house down there.

Tell your parents that it isn’t anything to stay up late worrying about.

It’s nothing to stay up late worrying about? What the hell does that mean?

It isn’t anything to stay up late worrying about, he repeated, speaking slowly. Tell your parents not to stay up too late.

Thus did Mara relay the details of the call to Mei, who came back to the house an hour later. She had gone to the greenhouse, under the pretense of seeing Saul, so that she could surveil the building rising from the gravel in the silo fence.

Around eleven that night, there came a knocking at the door, so loud and so sudden that Mei screamed; she had been sitting in an uneasy mood, having a nighttime cup of tea to settle her nerves. At the sound of his wife’s scream Saul leapt up out of his recliner still half asleep, hollering unintelligible syllables intended to calm and reassure, and in this partial stupor began to search for the shotgun. Mara ran into the kitchen, shouting at her mother to calm down. The enormous heap of white fur in the center of the living room sprouted three paws, a tail, and a head, and the suddenly awoken Santui joined in the chorus with a booming throaty bark that rattled the windowpanes. Everyone was yelling. Saul found the shotgun and at the same time finally became aware of the voice on the other side of the door which, the entire while, had been apologizing for scaring them. It was Abram.

Glad you don’t shoot first, he said in Chinese as Saul let him in, nodding to the shotgun still gripped in Saul’s hand. He walked in quickly and shut the door behind him. Listen, he said, sitting down at the kitchen table, doffing his cap and fidgeting with it in his hands. You got anything to drink here? Tea? Beer?

Both. Either.

Beer then. Thanks.

Saul got him one; Abram opened it, took a noisy gulp, and gave an exaggerated sigh of contentment. Santui stood beside him and insistently nosed Abram’s hand until he began to receive scratches.

What’s this about, Abram? Saul asked.

Can’t a man swing by and say hello anymore? Abram asked, his voice oddly loud. He stood up again, agitated. The dog followed eagerly behind him. You ought to draw those blinds, he said abruptly, walking from window to window and closing the louvers one after another. And let’s get something on the radio. He went over to the radio slung under the cabinets and turned it on, cranking the volume all the way up. A preacher was ministering to his scattered flock over the airwaves, blessing callers and promising to pray for their ailing mothers, their wayward daughters, their sons at war. Finally, Abram sat back down at the kitchen table, leaned in, and gestured for the others to do the same.

They have microphones that can hear you through a window, he said, and they have translators for every language under the sun. For the first time he seemed to notice his hosts’ surprise at his presence. Hang on, didn’t Mara tell you I was coming?

You didn’t say you were, Mara shot back.

I said tell your parents not to stay up late. Did you tell them that?

She didn’t, Saul said. And if she did, he added, wouldn’t we have gone to bed already?

It was a code, he hissed indignantly. I can’t speak freely when I’m on base.

Why not?

Because you never know who’s listening.

Call us from home, then.

Can’t speak freely there either. Someone might be listening.

Who, Bell? Mei scoffed.

Yes, Abram said, among others. He was entirely serious.

Anything you can tell us, Mei said, you should be able to tell your wife.

That’s right, Saul added.

Look, Abram said. I said don’t stay up late. That means you should expect something to happen late at night. He hooked a thumb toward his chest. Like your good friend showing up at your house for a friendly conversation.

What’s going on, Abram? Mei asked.

I don’t know yet. I’m trying to figure it out, same as you.

Someone called in to the preacher’s radio show about a cheating husband, but her words were lost in a burst of static. When it cleared, the preacher was telling the caller to be strong and to seek comfort in another long pulse of expunging noise, and then the station rolled off the air entirely and a warm static came pouring out of the radio’s small speakers. Abram fiddled with the dial, loudly talking about how much of the fence he thought needed fixing. At last, he lit upon a clear station; the voice of a woman streamed from the radio, vaguely alluring in the wryness of her words and her pert tones, posing a question to her guest about some faraway war. The guest cleared his throat and answered, talking of distant violence at unimaginable scale in a nasal and anodyne countertenor. Abram twisted the volume knob and found it would go no further. Again, his eyes checked the windows, the doors. He sat back down.

Now he explained that he had picked up the phone in his study when Saul had called earlier, not realizing that his wife had already picked up downstairs. Though it was true he had recently developed a habit of listening in on his wife’s phone calls—and, seeing Mei’s eyebrows climbing in indignant disbelief, he quickly added that he never listened in on Bell’s calls in their entirety but rather only for the first few seconds, only to hear who was calling, really out of an automatic curiosity more than anything—he had not meant to eavesdrop on Saul’s earlier call, indeed only picking up his handset out of reflex, pressing his palm tightly over the transmitter so as not to give away his presence. He was about to hang up as quietly as he had picked up when he heard what the Hsius were calling about, and so he listened to the entire call, from Saul and Mei’s question about the doubled house all the way to Bell’s worries about his work at Babylon.

Does she know you’re here? Mei asked.

No, Abram said. Then, abruptly: I have pieces of it—like it’s a jigsaw puzzle, I mean—I just have these pieces of it. Some edge pieces, I think, and maybe even a corner piece. But I don’t have the picture on the box. Your house is part of it. Methuselah’s part of it. I have things which look like they ought to link up with other things and I’ve been looking at everything I have and I just can’t figure it out. He chuckled to himself. Sorry, he said. I’ve had a lot of down time recently now that most of the translation work is done. So I’ve been doing puzzles. Got them on the brain, I guess.

What are you talking about? Saul asked.

Project Methuselah, Abram said. Want to know what it is?

Saul’s voice was barely above a whisper: Yes.

So Abram, not knowing where to begin, laid out for the Hsius everything. He began with what he had gleaned from the documents he had been tasked with translating, sheaves of classified intercepts of top-level Chinese military communications. Much of it was math, much of it leagues over his head, and all of it was about a single research program that had at last begun to bear fruit. By the time Saul and Mei had first arrived on these windswept barrens, he explained, the research had already been underway in China for some years. Then the volume of communiqués suddenly exploded; the Chinese, it seemed, had finally transitioned from theoretical work to empirical testing. And thus, stateside, across disparate agencies and services, analysts and spooks were gathered up, relocated to Babylon, and given a mandate from the newly minted Project Methuselah: validate, reverse engineer, and then deploy the device at the heart of the Chinese research program they had been studying. Its official name was the Qian Device, named after its inventor, but everyone at Babylon just called it the Chinese Device. A few potential test sites were identified, and then, after geological surveys, one was selected—the Hsius well knew which—and then a preliminary facility was constructed to support a standard nuclear missile and an early reverse engineered prototype of the Chinese Device.

Mara asked: And what does it do, then?

Abram answered: It protects its users absolutely from the possibility of death.

The radio show was ending, its speakers trading incantations of thanks. Then there was a timing beep to set watches by, and then a grotesquerie of shortwave advertising spots bought and played in fifteen-second increments for distribution to local markets. Abram raised a finger to indicate that they should all be silent and stopped talking. After a forty-five-second advertisement for drought-tolerant seed, a new voice came on the radio and announced the start of the station’s classical music program. The searching notes of a violin crackled out from the radio, joined shortly by the first broad harmonies of some unknown concerto. When the sound had once more become loud enough, Abram continued.

Imagine sitting at a table with a gun and a coin, he said. You flip the coin: it’ll be either heads or tails. If it’s heads, flip the coin again. If it’s tails, pick up the gun and shoot yourself in the head. Hell of a game.

He paused. I think I must have seen it referenced five or six times in those papers before I realized they weren’t talking about a thought experiment. They’d actually done it. That was when the Chinese effort really went into high gear; they had this building-sized proof of concept with a testing area about as big as a broom closet. And they turned the thing on and stuck a guy in there with a gun and a coin and he ran through those steps about a hundred times and got heads every time. You know what the odds of that are? Getting heads a hundred times in a row? I’ve seen the number, it’s stupid big. The Device was putting out a field that prevented him from dying. Each time he flipped the coin, it made sure to pick heads for him. The Chinese saw that and then it was off to the races.

Before he could say more, something nudged him at his hip and he glanced down; it was Santui, who looked almost to be smiling, panting and waiting for attention. The presence of the dog seemed to unlock something in Abram and a look of deep exhaustion came over his face. Here’s a good dog, he said.

Saul shrugged. He seems to like you.

He had better. I let him out.

What are you talking about?

I let him out, Abram said, petting Santui on the head. He was the first of the animal tests once we had the Device running consistently. They were going to take him out to the testbed—to your silo—and try to kill him a hundred times in a row. No coin flips, just a random number generator and a can of nerve gas. We were there a few nights in trailers, dressed up to look like maintenance. I was there in case the scientists wanted on-the-fly translations, but they all seemed to know what they were doing. Anyway, the night before the experiment, I just let him go. Don’t know why I did it, to be honest. Just felt that I ought to do something, you know? And it didn’t matter much anyway. They just did the experiment with another dog they had prepared.

Santui lay on the floor, utterly asleep. Abram seemed tormented by something without edge or body; he had been talking for nearly an hour.

I’m glad you told us all this, Mei said finally, and I think you ought to tell Bell too. Despite her best efforts, she could not keep a dismissive undertone from creeping into her words. She had stopped listening closely to Abram when it became clear to her that he was suffering from the same lunatic malady that had haunted the widower rockbreaker from the village of her youth, that had driven him to confuse his own blood for demons. Now she was anxious to have him gone.

I can’t tell Bell because the Device doesn’t change the coin flip, Abram blurted out, scrubbing his face with his hands in frustration. Every time that coin flips, one version of you gets heads, the other gets killed. The Device can’t change that. All it does is put you in the world where things went your way. His eyes were lit up with a faint madness behind which lurked only despair.

Mei pressed on: Go home and tell your wife.

Abram buried his head in his hands. How can I be sure that’s her?

What do you mean? Mei asked.

The Device, Abram said. I’ve been well within its field dozens of times. What if something’s already happened to me? What if the Device just went ahead and did what it was designed to do? Put me in another world where things went my way? Left my wife—my real wife, my original wife—a widow?

If that had happened, Mei said, then how did we end up here with you? Wouldn’t we also be strangers to you?

You don’t understand. You wouldn’t be able to tell.

And you wouldn’t either?

That’s what scares me, Abram said. No one would.

If no one can tell, Mei said gently, what does it matter?

Abram looked at her and then the others slowly, as though seeing them for the first time. He interlaced his fingers behind his head and stared helplessly at the table for a while. The music from the radio dissolved into a blast of static; electrical storms, perhaps, gathering over the distant plains. At last Abram looked up.

I should get going, he said, and, before anyone realized what had happened, he was gone.

On a warm and muggy Sunday morning a few weeks later, Mei sat languidly on the couch watching through the binoculars as workers put the last finishing touches on their doubled house. She was eating sunflower seeds to pass the time. There was a small notch worn into her incisors from a lifetime of cracking open sunflower seeds precisely there and nowhere else and, as the enamel had worn away, the tooth had begun to pain her. Admitting at last her age, she had for a time switched to pre-shelled sunflower seeds, which cost twice as much per pound and which had always seemed to her one of those indulgences of the dilettante class. Moreover, because having to crack each seed individually imposed an inherent limit to how quickly she could eat them, the bags of pre-shelled sunflower seeds also invited an excess of consumption which to her felt improper, and which in turn rendered pointless the true purpose of eating sunflower seeds: the metered wasting of afternoons, one shell at a time, which more and more resembled an atavism of her youth. And so, despite the worsening pain in her tooth, and despite even her occasional nightmares in which the ailing tooth cracked like a drying plank and split her head in two, Mei had returned to unshelled sunflower seeds. On that morning, having built up a little pile of splintered shells upon a paper towel on the windowsill, gazing half-interestedly at the silo in the distance, she knocked over her pile of shells and scattered them across the floor. Bending to sweep them up, she found that the shells had landed in an arrangement that approximated the silhouettes of birds in flight. An augural knowing seized her and, feeling as though she had suddenly slipped into a dream, she looked again at the copied house through the binoculars.

It was then that she realized to her great unease that the house within the security fence was not an exact twin of their own lived-in home but one that was more auspicious. She was no geomancer—had little understanding of their practice—but she retained from her life in the old country, like soot upon lamp glass, a delicate impression of what they did and why they did it. According to this residual knowledge, the family had come to use the kitchen doorway as the main entrance, for it faced south, and she knew that a southerly portal to a home rendered it more permeable to the gainful flow of good luck, and the house’s main door faced east. But the duplicated house had been rotated so that its front and side doors now faced south and west: it was a luckier house.

The next day, she circumambulated the silo at twenty yards—just distant enough not to alarm the sentries—with a large bowie knife held out flat in her hand, a sight sufficiently alarming to her husband that he drove out to intercept her mid-walk and ask, forcedly nonchalant, what she was doing. Annoyed, she had held up the knife for Saul to see: there was a compass embedded into its fiberglass handle which she was using to record the precise lines of earthly magnetism which surrounded the replicated house and channeled good fortune to its doors. But there was no aim or argument to Mei’s geomantic reverse engineering. She was merely following her intuition, unshakable, that the appearance of an unwelcome double was always a harbinger of great evil; money and gold were the only exceptions to this rule. Mei showed him the map she had been building from her compass study. A set of nearly parallel lines ran across the page, true to magnetic north. Near the house, however, they began to curve outward, shoved away by an insensible force that opened up a wound in an otherwise orderly magnetic field. South of the silo, the lines began to diverge; north of it, they reconverged. Were someone to walk across the land looking only at their compass, unaware of fence or slope or armed guards, they would be led down an apparently straight line that, in reality, curved as far as thirty yards to either side to avoid the silo facility entirely.

Saul asked Mei what it meant, but she did not know.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

An aurora formed directly over the silo in the late autumn of Mara’s last year of high school. It was visible for miles in every direction, faint but not erased in the brightness of high noon. At dusk its shimmering attracted swarms of moths and all manner of glossy jeweled beetles, scintillating clouds of misled and disoriented insects that pursued the aurora’s light high up into the air and there became a limitless feast for the waxwings who soon took to perching upon the silo’s radar poles and sodium lights. They were messy eaters, the birds, and their evening suppers left a glittering dew strewn across the silo gravel and the pasture around. The layer of scattered carapaces and torn moth-wings grew so thick that the guards patrolling the perimeter were sent out weekly as a three-man team to sweep the insect debris into a chitinous heap upon the gravel, which the next thunderstorm would dissolve into the earth. After three weeks of this, they seemed to decide that the job could be handled by a single and unlucky enlisted, who would squint through the autumn wind and chip dried guano off of the radar antennae while his comrades watched.

When the aurora had first appeared, its vast and shifting extent had seemed an ominous portent and Mei had forbidden Saul and Mara from venturing out to get a closer look. But when the birds came by the hundreds, darting through the gathering clouds of insects, Mei abruptly changed her mind and declared the aurora to be a marvelous boon, for she had perceived the shapes of things yet to come through the murmuration of the waxwings and found them good. On the third night, they went down all together in the truck—Mara jammed between her parents, Santui riding in the bed—and, shivering, they squinted up into the darkness and watched the shafts of green and purple light cutting earthward while a fine and iridescent dust drifted down around them.

At night, the aurora gave off a faint but distinctive crackling that was loud enough to keep Saul awake, whose exasperated tossing and turning then kept Mei awake alongside. As the days wore on into weeks, the light also seemed to be getting brighter. By late November, it was possible to sit in the living room at midnight with the curtains open and read a book by that unearthly green glow. It was also becoming difficult to ignore the aurora’s ensemble of side effects. Radios squawked even with the batteries removed, and the picture on the television was unpinned from its frame and unceremoniously stuffed into the corner closest to the silo.

Mei’s first images of the aurora were universally terrible, all dark and unfocused and speckled with static, with only the barest shreds of color visible in those filmic skies. The next batch of photographs were long exposures, made with the help of a tripod, but these, too, were grainy and blurred, as though a cheesecloth had been draped over the lens. By now the light could be seen twisting and snapping over the hills from the parking lot of the farmstand, which had grown considerably even in these past few years, and from the number of comments and questions Mei heard about the celestial disturbance, she became convinced of the need for a good photo—just one good one, she would say, framing the shot with her fingers and blinking the sweep of a shutter, just one good one and we’ll be famous. Whenever Saul asked what she meant by one good one, she would point to their old and fading wedding portrait up on the mantel with its cartoonish touchups and scowl: Whatever the opposite of this is.

Mei was in search of a photograph which showed things as they were, not as they were hoped to be. At last, one evening, after spending the better part of the day poring over the farmstand’s books, Mei announced that the farmstand would be making an investment in the aurora in the form of a decent camera, which she would import from overseas through a farmstand customer who had offered her assistance; her husband was a technologist, the customer had said, and could get just about anything. Convinced, Mei gave her an exorbitant sum—far greater than she would ever admit, a number which she would never write down anywhere, so as never to see it in its complete and appalling length—for a camera which would be modified by the technologist especially for her use.

It arrived three weeks later, swaddled in a dozen sheets of squeaking green foam in a box held together mostly by customs stickers, by which time the aurora was threatening mundanity. The thrill of the camera, however, reinvigorated Mei’s enthusiasm for that single good photograph, and she waited anxiously for another week while the technologist opened up its optics and tuned its sensitivities to stranger lights. Finally, when Mei received the modified camera, she closed the farmstand early and spent the rest of the day by the silo, preparing to take her photographs. In the afternoon brightness the aurora appeared as a sliding memory of color diffused over the clouds. When at last the sun retreated behind the windbreak poplars and the aurora began to glow in earnest, Mei mounted the camera to her tripod and began to take her photographs. For three nights, she stood out in the freezing pasture with her camera pointed upward at the serpentine lights, taking photograph after photograph, long exposures, minutes in length, during which intervals she would sit in the truck with the heaters cranked to full blast, pumping hot air into the sleeves of her parka as she shivered in wait, scarcely daring even to breathe.

On the fourth night, she ran out of film. Thus did these first days of experimentation end with Mara at the drugstore after school, waiting to develop the rolls of exposed film, an errand which took the better part of her Friday afternoon. Thankfully, Mei’s efforts bore fruit. She had, with her daughter’s grudging assistance, produced a decent stack of color prints of the aurora and the silo: a smear of electric greens and purples disappearing into the sky, underlined by the luminous and orange masses of the missile facility below. She selected a few she thought to be of exceptional artistic merit and sent an indignant Mara back into town the next day—one more time, the last time—to have larger prints made.

But when Mara returned with the folder of enlargements, Mei discovered to her dismay that her photos were unacceptably chaotic. The continuous motion of the insects and their predators left crazed screw trails winding all over the pictures. Moreover, upon enlargement, the uniform bluish-green tones of the pasture were revealed as a numberless multitude of translucent shapes, overlappingly gray upon the earth, whose forms were unquestionably human. She went to the phone and dialed the technologist’s wife, who put on the technologist, who said that the figures upon the photographs were odd but not unexpected. Mei asked if these might be photographs of ghosts and the technologist chuckled. Your camera is exquisitely sensitive to all things, he said confidently. There are no such things as ghosts. These are but thermodynamic traces, invisible to you and me, but plain as day to an advanced instrument.

Saul was less verbose when his wife showed him the images after dinner, when Mara had excused herself to call Nancy and left just the two of them at the table.

Ghosts, he said, without hesitation. He brought the photograph closer to his eyes, squinting. Then, anxiously, he donned his reading glasses and pored over the photographs on the kitchen table, ducking and dodging so his head would not block the light. It was dark outside and beginning to rain. With trepidation he looked up and past his wife at the greenish hues slipping in through the living room window; the aurora glowed from within the turbulent thunderheads, illuminating the rain which now began to pelt the windowpanes.

Mei followed her husband’s worried gaze out the window. She turned back to the photographs laid out on the table. Not ghosts, she said firmly, thermodynamic traces. Saul said he didn’t know what the hell a thermodynamic trace was, that he was quite certain Mei didn’t either, and that, in any case, he knew a ghost when he saw a picture of one. He was pale and nervous. After Ying was buried, he had stood before her grave with swollen eyes and a solemnity he had not known he possessed and watched his father sink on arthritic knees and thrice touch his forehead to the grass before hobbling to his feet. Then he had walked forward and done the same, came close enough to the ground that blades of grass tickled the tip of his nose, and, rising, he had felt hands upon his shoulders, spinning him around, a voice calling out instructions, and then the pop of a flashbulb firing. Even as he blinked away magnesium afterimages he was already lunging for the man who had posed him, knocking him to the ground as he berated him for intruding on this private moment of impossible grief. As his vision returned, he found his hands gripping the lapels of a frightened boy—a student reporter from the high school, accompanied by his underclassman assistant who now stood stammering out an apology for their intrusion. They were documenting the effect of the famine on their hometown, the teenagers explained, and thought it would be a good photograph.

The picture was printed in the school newspaper the following week, grainy and monochrome. Ying’s face hovered falteringly in the space between his and his father’s surprised faces, tear streaks glinting on their cheeks. She had seemed as confused to be photographed as they were. Saul had shown his father the photograph.

Speak no more of ghosts, his father had said and burned the newspaper in the stove.

Whether ghosts or mere traces, the figures under the aurora were invisible to mundane perception. Instead, their shadows had to be extracted from the thermal noise of the world by the superhuman gaze of the technologist’s camera, which collected their forms twenty-four exposures at a time and produced rolls of film whose development was beginning to eat into the family’s budget. The refrigerator became filled with paper bags heavy with film. Each Friday after school, as the days grew shorter and ever more bitterly cold, Mara would bring a cooler full of the film to the drugstore in town and wait for an hour in the toys and games aisle until her name was called over the store intercom, announcing that her prints were ready. Curiously, her irritation at losing her Friday afternoons to her mother’s photographic project had vanished. Indeed, in early December, when Mei at last ran out of film and had nothing to send along with her daughter to be developed that week, Mara seemed to Saul almost disappointed. You’ve got your Friday back, he said. Go spend time with your friends. To his surprise, Mara instead offered to swing by the drugstore anyway to pick up some more film for her mother, who was so very close to securing that one good picture which would help turn that eyesore of an aurora—for it had long ceased to be beautiful, and the insect debris and guano was becoming repulsive—into a tourist attraction for which she could collect admission fees. But her mother demurred; Mei had long ago already given up her original plan of monetizing the silo aurora, having shifted instead to taking a philosopher’s interest in the figures, whose ghostly faces she had learned to tell apart from one another in the manner of spinsters who learn to distinguish between a dozen black cats. No, Mei said, there was no need for Mara to get more film, at least for a little while.

That evening Mara returned with a bag full of more film anyway. In truth she was uninterested in her mother’s photographs. Each nighttime vista of the silo was, to her, identical; she had begun to suspect that she could simply keep reprinting the same one hundred and ninety-two photographs each week—Mei now shot one roll per night, and two on Sundays—without her mother noticing, though she was never bold enough to try. Besides, there was a simple reason for the care with which she braided her hair on Thursday evenings and picked out her outfits for the following day, for her restless anxieties on Friday mornings, and for her insistence on stopping by the drugstore with or without film to develop: the boy at the photo counter, a tall and lanky fellow, all elbows and knees, who spoke with a quiet intensity and with whom Mara had become utterly entranced.

She had fallen in love with his thin hands and the gentleness with which he tucked the prints into their orange and white paper sleeves, with the furtive glances he stole at the photographs as they came out of the cutter and fell into neat piles. He was an ordinary-looking boy who moved through the world with extraordinary care, as though all things were priceless and irreplaceable. The first few times she had dropped her mother’s film off with the boy, his name tag was covered by the lapels of his lab coat, and so it was not until the fourth delivery of aurora pictures that Mara learned his name was Luke. She had been too nervous to say anything more consequential than inane pleasantries, despite rehearsing charming one-liners to herself while she touched up her lipstick in the parking lot, and so it was Luke and not Mara who at last said, as she walked up to the counter, Let me guess, another eight rolls of the same field, and Mara had to fight the urge to turn around and never return. He noticed her fierce and sudden blush and said he was sorry, that he was just making a joke, and Mara shook her head and said that it was a funny joke and that she had just been caught off guard.

They went to school together, though he had only arrived in September. His full name was Luke de Valle and he was the only son of Colonel Morgan de Valle, a broad-shouldered iron slab of a man who had recently secured his promotion to full-bird colonel and who, after many years of flying back and forth between the base and some sun-drenched city on the western coast, had finally been relocated permanently to Babylon, bringing his son with him. The colonel’s disappointment in his pale and slim-framed heir was obvious and immeasurable. Luke had gotten a job at the photo counter, he would later tell Mara, mostly to minimize the time he spent at home, where he was made to do push-ups before dinner and to call his father sir. But on this evening, as he handed the heavy packets of prints to Mara an hour later, he said only that he recognized her from school, to which Mara feigned surprise—she had in fact, weeks before, over a half dozen frenzied evening calls with Nancy, pieced together every biographical detail he could now offer her at the photo counter.

They’re good pictures, he said. I’ve been wondering about those lights in the sky.

You and my mother both, Mara said. She’s the photographer.

That’s one of our silos in those pictures, isn’t it?

Yeah. We can see it from our house.

Is it strange? Having it right there?

Do you think it’s strange? Her tone was more accusatory than she expected, and the boy seemed to shrink. Sorry, she said. I meant that in a nice way. I really don’t know. They put it in when I was a little kid, so for me it’s always been there. So, I’m really asking, is all. If you think it’s strange. The tips of her ears were burning and without waiting for an answer she counted aloud the number of packets stacked on the counter and said pitifully, eight, good, because that’s how many rolls I came in with. It was impossible to look at him.

I don’t know, he said. I’ve never seen one up close. He opened the packet on the top of the pile and worked a photograph free to examine. In the foreground of the darkened vista, the gray shapes of ghosts met and greeted one another. Above them, a slash of color, blurred across time, and a helix of dots, twisting around the column of light, creatures tumbling over one another to come nearer to its glow. Luke peered at the figures crowding the silo fence. How’d your mother get this effect?

It’s not an effect, Mara said. It’s real.

Who are they?

No clue. They only show up in pictures. Never in real life.

Who are they?

I don’t know.

He leaned over the counter, sliding the photograph across the chipped laminate surface, a thin finger hovering above a ghostly intimation of a face looking out from the crowd of traces at the silo fence. Look at this one, Luke was saying, he’s looking right at us. Mara barely heard him, for as he had drawn nearer, she had become intensely aware of the precise arrangement of her body within space, to wit: the exact threshold where her body ended, eight inches of air interceded, and the body of Luke began. With immense effort, she glanced at the face he was indicating. The gray figures in the image were blurred and moving, their features stretched across the seconds into smears, terminating here and there in profiles which were reminiscent of human forms. But Luke was right. Amid the inconstant smudges stood a distinct figure who seemed to be turned toward the camera, staring back at them.

Spooky, Luke said. What do you think it is?

I don’t know. Ask your dad.

I will.

Really?

He looked at her, still holding the photo by its edges so as not to leave his fingerprints upon the gloss. Yeah, it’s nothing. I can show this to him and see what he says about it. I’m sure he knows something about those lights anyway.

Will we get in trouble?

For what, taking pictures? You’re allowed to take pictures. He set the photograph down on the counter and took out the remaining prints from their envelope. Here, he said, I’ll take a different one, since that one’s got that face on it. He pawed through the nearly identical images and selected one apparently at random. And I won’t tell him that your mother took them. I’ll just say someone came in with them. He smiled, his eyes lighting up with a sudden mischief. It’s the truth, anyway.

Then he carefully squared up the photographs and returned them to the sleeve with that dancer’s grace. It was not so much this economy of motion that Mara adored about Luke but rather how naturally it seemed to come to him. Even in her last days, as her past began to blend all together as ten thousand indistinct fragments of living, drifting across time, she would remember this moment: the thinness of his hands, his wry smile, how she ached to interlace her fingers with his.

On the phone that evening, lying flat across her bed with the handset leaning against her head, she felt her cheeks redden when Nancy crowed, you’re so in love with him oh my god you’re obsessed with him. There was no defending against Nancy’s second accusation, but Mara was not sure that her first was also true, for she was attempting, in those mercurial teenage years, to make herself a grave and brooding girl befitting her serious eyes and deadpan affectations. Falling in love with the wiry boy who weekly developed her mother’s identical photographs was not becoming of such brooding mystery.

I’m not in love with him, she said. On the other end of the line Nancy dissolved into giggles.

So you admit you’re obsessed with him?

I think he’s nice.

And that’s all?

And that’s all. He’s nice.

It seemed to her a ruinously expansive concept, love, because it somehow included not only her feelings toward her parents but also theirs toward her, and indeed theirs toward each other, as well as, impossibly, her feelings toward Rascal and even toward Santui, that white devil-dog, whose large and expressive eyes seemed to indicate the presence of a soul and therefore the possibility of contrition and even of redemption for the cold-blooded chicken murders that had first brought him into their lives. There must be, she reasoned, a way to subdivide the large and unwieldy thing of love into gradations of intensity—the highest of which could remain love as such—that, in its lower fractions, might capture things like the warming heat between a dark-haired girl with a sibilant surname and a military brat who punched the buttons of a pharmacy minilab. And the lowest residues of these grades of love would be this one, then, that Mara found herself repeating: I think he’s nice to me. And even after Nancy’s mother had come on the line and shooed them off so she could call her sister, those words kept assembling in her mind like magnets clicking together north to south, the feeling emerging out of nothing at all. He’s nice. I think he’s nice. I think he’s nice to me.

It was the least thing she could believe as love. So Nancy was right.

From the kitchen there came a triumphant shriek. It was Mei, calling for her husband and her daughter to come and see. She had just discovered the photograph Luke had picked out at the pharmacy photo counter. Look, she said after Mara and Saul had wandered into the kitchen, look at this. The white crescent of her fingernail was pushed hard against the gloss of the print, indicating the blurred face of the ghost. Saul murmured an oath and shuddered. Don’t be a baby, Mei chided. They’re only thermodynamic traces.

You don’t even know what that means, Saul hissed, suddenly furious, but his anger vanished just as quickly as it had come on, extinguished by vaster fear. Now his gaze flicked worriedly to the window, then back to the photograph. Outside, beyond the hills, the silo’s aurora projected its shifting green and purple glow upon the cloud-bellies. Saul drew the curtains, took off his glasses, and massaged the bridge of his nose. I don’t like you out there taking pictures of these things, he said. I think it’s bad luck.

I don’t need to go back out there. If I did I would. But I don’t need to anymore. I’ve got my one good one. She tented the photograph between her fingers, holding it by its edges. This picture will make us rich, she said, and in that moment, it was clear to Mara—though Saul did not see it—that Mei believed herself completely. Mara, she said, will you help your mother write a letter?

For what?

To tell the newspaper what’s happening.

And that’s what will make us rich? She could not keep the condescension out of her voice and regretted her snipe as soon as she heard the casual cruelty of her words.

I don’t need your help then. I can also write the letter, her mother said, haughty. Your mother knows English too, you know. I just thought you might enjoy writing the letter, but if you think it’s beneath you, then I don’t want you to do it.

Mara, Saul said, his voice stern, write the letter for your mother. And maybe then she’ll stop with this ghastly business.

So you don’t believe me either. Mei’s affectation of confident arrogance flaked away, and it was not indignation but quiet melancholy that rose to take its place. She set the photograph down, very carefully squaring its edges against the lines of the kitchen table woodgrain. There’s something going on out there, she said, her voice full of an alien grief. The birds told me so.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

She sent the photographs off in the mail on Monday to the local paper; a few weeks later a reporter appeared at their door, arriving so late and dressed so shabbily that when he knocked, Mei at first assumed he was some addled fiend come to cause trouble, and so she stood lurking in the evening darkness of the kitchen watching his slatted silhouette passing before the louvers as he circled the house. She had entirely forgotten about their appointment. Saul was out mending the fences and Mara was in town with Nancy—though Mei half suspected that her daughter was really seeing that boy Luke, whom she and Saul had yet to meet. Mei was alone in the house.

Thinking she had been conscripted into defending against the first and most critical moments of an imminent home invasion, Mei crept toward the kitchen counter, silently opened a drawer, and, as quietly as she could, closed her hand around the handle of the eight-inch cleaver she used mostly to mince pork for dumpling fillings and, once, many years ago, to cut the head off an old rooster. If she felt fear, it was only at infinite range; of course she knew that women in her situation ought to feel fear, and that the safety promised by the cleaver in her hand was tenuous at best, and yet she was unafraid as she sidled slow-step up to the door. Though her blood roared in her ears she knew herself well enough to realize, to her wonderment, that her heart was racing not from terror but excitement.

The shadow of the intruder slipped past the windows and came to the door. He must have heard about the gold secreted in the house, about the cash wrapped in three layers of plastic and tucked into the crawl space. He had come alone; it would be his last mistake. Would he pick the lock, open the door silently? Mei raised the cleaver above her head and visualized the arc of its descent, the severed hand of the thief as he reached in to steal all that she and her husband and her daughter had worked so hard to build. It would be the last doorknob the intruder ever turned. She could feel his presence on the other side of the door, could sense with her slippered feet the occlusions in the draft sliding in beneath the door, could even seem to see through the door, or so she began to believe, to gaze upon the murderous expression of the fool who would dare trespass here and rob them. Now came another round of knocking, deceptively hesitant. The thief was pretending to be unsure.

Anyone home? ventured a voice on the other side of the door. He sounded young, not much older than Luke; what a relief that her daughter had never fallen in with the wrong crowd, whose members evidently grew up to burglarize the homes of the hardworking and honest.

I am, Mei growled under her breath. Come in and lose your hand.

There was a rustling and then a series of electronic beeps. A pause, and then, so abruptly that she nearly jumped out of her skin, the landline rang. Mei stared at the trilling phone on the wall with betrayed fury. After eight rings—an eternity—the answering machine clicked on and the young voice at the door filled the kitchen in duplicate, his words coming muffled through the door and then booming from the phone speaker a fraction of a second later.

Ms. Lee, he said, this is Art Nelson from the Salttree Tribune. I’m at your door right now for our meeting, but you don’t seem to be home. I’ll wait in your driveway for you and hope you come back. Otherwise, we can always reschedule.

While the message was recording, Mei—realizing that she had been about to mistakenly amputate the hand of a reporter and not a ruthless home invader, suddenly embarrassed about how tightly she had been gripping the cleaver—retreated back to the counter as silently as she could and returned the knife to the drawer. Then, taking loud and obvious strides, she walked back to the door and opened it to find a short and round-faced young man, his cheeks and ears cold-reddened, reciting a phone number into what she at first thought was a radio and would only later learn was a mobile phone. Oh, the reporter said, collapsing the antenna back down with his palm, this is perfect timing. He tucked the phone into his bag and extended a hand. Nice to meet you, Ms. Lee. I’m Art Nelson from the Tribune.

You can call me Mei. Come on in. She gestured into the darkness of the kitchen. Would you like tea?

No thank you.

Are you sure? I’ll put on some tea in case you change your mind. Come in, come in. But leave your shoes outside.

He put a hand on the doorjamb and leaned in, his feet firmly planted beyond the threshold. Actually, he said, if it’s all right, I was hoping we could go straight to the silo and see the aurora up close.

Mei thought about this for a moment. Okay, she said. What kind of car did you drive here? Is it four-wheel drive?

I think so. It’s a pickup truck.

That’s good. Let me put on my shoes and my jacket and we can go.

They drove slowly through the closing darkness, wheels tracking along the ruts worn into the snow along the windbreak, heading toward the greenhouse. Halfway up the road they passed Saul, who was sitting in the truck with the map lights on, peering at the day’s woefully unaddressed to-do list. He got out with the rifle slung casually off a shoulder: a threat only for those who might be threatened. Slow down, Mei said to the reporter, slow down. As the reporter’s headlights caught her husband in their yellow beams Mei rolled down her window. Cold air flooded the cab. The reporter turned the heat to high and the engine answered, its note pitching up. Mei leaned out the window and called to her husband. It’s me, she said. The reporter from the Tribune is here. I’m taking him down to the greenhouse to see the lights.

Saul, hearing his wife’s voice, shrugged the rifle off his shoulder and tossed it back into the truck. Do you want the greenhouse key?

No, Mei called out. The reporter brought the truck to a halt next to Saul and rolled down his own window as well. Saul tugged his gloves off, stepped up onto the running board, and stuck his hand through the window. Nice to meet you, he said. I’m Saul. I thought you were coming on a different day—he shot a look at his wife—but I can get together some things for you to look at anyway, when you get back to the house. You’ll interview us, right?

Art Nelson, the reporter said, shaking his hand. Nice to meet you too. And yes, he said, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, I’d love to sit down with the both of you and ask a few questions.

Good, Saul said. Hell of a picture my wife took, isn’t it?

It really is, the reporter enthused.

He wants to see the lights up close, Mei said.

How close? Saul asked.

To be honest, the reporter said, as close as I can get.

There’s nothing to see, Saul said. The ghosts only show up on pictures, and you saw the picture already.

I’d just like to see for myself. Independent confirmation and all. You know.

Saul shook his head. Don’t go too close to the silo, he said in the old tongue. Please.

What’s he saying? the reporter asked, but did not receive an answer.

Saul checked his watch. I’ll go pick up Mara, he said, stepping down from the reporter’s window. See you at home.

Shortly the reporter and Mei arrived at the greenhouse. Warm days and brutal night chills had worked the week-old snow into a thin candy shell atop wet and heavy slush, though as nighttime approached in earnest, the earth was now refreezing into a cratered landscape of slippery and unforgiving ice. The pasture was flat out to the silo and the snow mostly unmarred but for a few coyote tracks. They got out of the truck and craned their necks to look at the slowly undulating column of otherworldly light.

My god, the reporter said over the aurora’s buzz. It’s a lot louder than I thought. From his bag he pulled a copy of the photograph Mei had sent in and held it up to compare. They should be there, he said.

You can’t see them with your eyes, Mei said. But they’re there.

How do you know?

The birds told me.

Winding around the central spit of the aurora, the flocks of waxwings wheeled revolutions within revolutions, their quick turns and abrupt dives cutting from the air syllables of an old and unremembered language. The reporter pocketed the print of Mei’s photograph and laced his boots up tighter. Can we walk over there? he asked.

You’re welcome to. The guards will tell you if you’re too close.

Are you saying they’ll shoot me?

They’ll tell you to back off. If you keep walking after that—well, then they might shoot you.

Will you come with me?

No, Mei said simply. It’s too cold. Give me your keys, I’ll wait for you in your truck. Take as much time as you need. She got back into the truck and shut the door. The tachometer needle shivered around a thousand revolutions per minute, ramping up and down, idling rough. The engine temperature had fallen a quarter of the way and looked still to be dropping. Gently Mei gave it some throttle and now it revved cheerily in neutral. Oil temperature bobbed up. A blot of exhaust, red-stained by the truck’s taillights, filled her rearview mirrors.

Once, when she was very young, she woke in the night and saw a long-haired woman standing at the foot of her bed, her face obscured by shadow. She sat down at the foot of Mei’s bed, her hips weightlessly sinking through the covers, and sighing, she drew her knees to her chest so that her small and folded feet were no longer touching the ground. Let me sit a while with you, child, she said. It’s so very nice to see you.

The next morning, as her mother stuffed her into her clothes, Mei mentioned her nighttime visitor. Oh, her mother said genially, your great-grandmother. I dreamed of her last night as well. She told me she would visit you. Mei’s mother straightened her sweater and then, suddenly quite serious, took her by her shoulders and said: We must never be afraid of ghosts.

But Saul was, and so his fear would be enough for the both of them.

Mei watched the figure of the reporter tramping through the snow, his silhouette growing shorter and shorter as he pushed into the ever-higher snowdrifts. When his gloved fingertips were scooping ruts into the snow at his sides with each step, she considered calling out for him to give it up and come back, for he was certain to catch cold out here, trudging through waist-deep snow with the wind howling at his back and the green and purple column of the aurora dragging up into the stratosphere. But when she rolled down the window, there came in that unendurable static crackle of the aurora, filling the air so thickly that Mei did not even open her mouth to call to the reporter as he descended into snowbound oblivion, instead only rolling the window back up. There could be no sound but the roar of the aurora.

A few steps later, the reporter stumbled and then, strangely, appeared to step up onto a hidden plateau beneath the snow, which now only came up to his shins. The man seemed as surprised as Mei. His movements were blurred and inelegant in the cold dark. He raised a boot, brought it down hard, and his figure bobbed slightly, as though he were standing on an old mattress. After a moment a dim yellow beam leapt out from his face; he held a penlight between his teeth as he bent to the snow and dug around in it with both hands. After a moment he reached down further and with some effort pulled a clump of something from beneath the snow. He held the knotted thing in his hand to the penlight in his teeth and was turning it over in his hands when he was suddenly lit up with a brilliant white light. A silo guard had switched on the high-powered weapon light mounted on his rifle and now could be seen shouting as he aimed down at the reporter, who stood frozen with his hands held quivering in the air. Still there was only the ceaseless noise of the aurora, twisting and rolling overhead like the vast and dissected spine of some long-extinct leviathan. The reporter nodded, took a half dozen steps backward and then the snowbank swallowed his leg up to the hip and he tipped over, his arms windmilling as he went. The guard’s rifle light lingered on the hole in the snow where the reporter had fallen and then tracked his snow-covered form as the man staggered to his feet, swiped snow from his face, and trudged back to where Mei sat waiting in the truck.

Welcome back, Mei said as the reporter climbed back in. Glad you didn’t get shot.

No kidding, the reporter said. Mei put the truck through a quick two-point turn and began taking them back to the house. The reporter flipped on the dome light and reached into his pocket, pulling out a fistful of crumpled white chrysanthemums. Look at this—there’s a ton of these flowers growing out there once you get close to the fence, he said, thick enough for me to stand on. Isn’t that strange? Flowers in the wintertime?

Mei looked at the blooms and recognized them as the same white flowers that had first sprung out of the greenhouse while Saul was sleeping off his nightmares. Those are chrysanthemums, she explained. I think my husband set down a pot full of them when he walked up to the silo a few months ago, while it was still under construction. They must have taken root and survived into the winter. They’re really hardy plants, she added. Not like chrysanthemums you’d find anywhere else.

Yes, the reporter said, I did some research after I got your letter. You sell them, right?

We do. Not just these but all sorts. My husband is a flower breeder. We have sweet varieties, spicy varieties. Medicinal ones, too, to clear up bruises and soothe muscle aches.

The reporter rubbed his hip where he had fallen. I’ll have to try some of that last kind. And what does this kind do, then?

Those? The truck jostled from side to side as they rolled over the rutted and iced dirt road, and in the juddering glances that Mei managed to take at the flowers, held under the warm incandescence of the map lights, the blossoms took on a rich and golden hue. Nothing, she said. They’re wild. Maybe cattle feed in the spring. Listen, she said. Do we have a story here?

Definitely, the reporter said. Nuclear missiles, a copied house, this wild aurora—this story’s got everything.

And the ghosts, Mei said.

At this the man hesitated. That’s the only thing I’m unsure about, he said. I don’t know if the ghosts are going to make it into the story.

They’re real, you know.

A conciliatory gesture of the hands. Of course, ma’am. It’s just that I was unable to confirm them myself, and I can’t really write about them unless they’re confirmed—

I told you, Mei interrupted, they’re there, you just can’t see them with your eyes.

Right, yes. But if you’ve never seen them in the flesh, and I can’t see them, and the only thing you’ve got that shows them is this special camera—and I’d love to take a look at that camera too, by the way, if there’s time—then unfortunately there isn’t much of a story to write. About the ghosts, I mean, he added. The rest of it, well, I think we have a real exposé on our hands.

An exposé?

Oh, sure. The government’s definitely doing something in there to be causing all this—all this funny business. My job is to find out what.

Saul was home when they arrived, the family Air Force pickup truck parked askance across the driveway. The reporter stiffened when he saw it. Let me talk to them, he said. I can tell them I’m media and they can take it up with my boss.

Mei laughed. That’s just my husband, she said. We just saw him up the road.

In that truck? the reporter asked, incredulous.

The very same.

I must not have really looked at it then, the reporter marveled. How’d you come to have one of those?

A family friend gave it to us. One of those long stories. Come on, she said, let’s go inside.

Saul was waiting for them at the kitchen table with a pile of documents sorted neatly into stacks. He introduced himself again—this time the reporter took down his name in his steno pad, spelling Hsiu out loud to be sure—and then began speaking quickly and insistently, intending to explain what the silo had been like when first built, what Abram had told them about Project Methuselah, and what thoughts had gone through his and his wife’s heads when they noticed that their house was being copied and rebuilt down the hill. But he only got a few sentences out before the reporter interrupted, sheepish, and said that in the interest of time he wanted to ask the two of them somewhat different questions, since the information that Saul had prepared was likely available elsewhere anyway.

Oh, said Saul. What do you want to know?

The reporter flipped to a dog-eared page in his steno pad and tore it loose, setting it on the table as he thumbed ahead to a clean page. As he did this, he explained that he was most interested in the sort of things that he could not learn otherwise, facts and stories pertaining not to the silo or the doubled house in the fence but instead concerning Saul and Mei themselves: their origins, their arrival to this land and the processes by which they came to possess it, their immigrant hardships. You know, the reporter said, the human angle.

The human angle, Saul repeated thoughtfully.

Yes. Things happen in the world all the time, but not everything’s a story—a good story, I mean.

But surely this sort of thing doesn’t happen often, Mei interjected, her hands moving in a vague and expansive gesture that encompassed the totality of the strangenesses visited upon her family. Is that not enough?

Yes, the reporter said, as though they were rehearsing some philosophical dialogue about good stories, you’re absolutely right that what you have going on out there on your property is unusual. I won’t deny that. I’ve seen it myself, for god’s sake. It’s strange, it’s bizarre. Something is certainly happening in that silo fence, and I intend to get to the bottom of it. But you must remember, he said, raising a slim finger with a professorial air, that I am in the business of stories, and strangeness by itself is still no story. Hence the need for the human angle—his hands swept graciously to indicate his hosts, the humans in question—your own stories.

It’s all here, Saul said, flipping through the stacked documents and extracting a stapled packet of note paper covered in a handwritten mixture of Chinese and English. I wrote it all down. He handed the packet to the reporter, who paged through it.

Thank you, he said. I’ll have to see if someone at the paper can translate this for me. He set the paper aside and peered again at his own page of questions. All right, so how long have the two of you been in this country? he asked.

But I don’t understand, Saul said quickly. You said you wanted the human angle—well, there it is. It’s how the whole thing has looked to us from the start. He paused, choosing his words carefully. Respectfully, sir, I don’t think you’ll find that sort of thing elsewhere.

Listen, the reporter said, softening his tone, I do very much appreciate this information. He tapped the packet Saul had given him. I’ll look it over, really, I will. Since I’m here right now though, with the two of you, I was hoping to ask you a few questions I prepared.

Of course, Mei said, silencing her husband with a look and a small movement of her hand. Go ahead.

How long have the two of you been in this country? the reporter asked again.

Mei’s fingers played across the abacus in her mind. Almost twenty years, she said. Nineteen.

The reporter wrote down the figure. And why did you come?

An opportunity, Mei answered.

Could you say more about that?

What more is there to say?

The reporter smiled, looking somewhat pained. He consulted his list of questions, crossed out a few lines of scrawled text. Do both or either of you maintain any connections to your homeland, and, he continued, if so, how have those connections impacted your activities here?

Saul caught Mei’s eye. What kind of question is that? he said in Chinese, keeping his tone bright.

What’s he saying? the reporter asked.

He’s asking—Mei paused momentarily—he’s asking if we should count our more distant relatives.

Any connection would be interesting, the reporter said.

Saul smiled, an almost imperceptible tightness in the corners of his eyes. He took a pen from his breast pocket and uncapped it. Mind if I see that thing I gave you? he said to the reporter, who obliged. We have complicated families, the two of us, Saul said. I’ll draw my family tree for you.

That would be wonderful, the reporter said, thank you.

Saul squinted theatrically at the paper for a moment, then appeared to notice his watch. Goodness, he exclaimed, it’s late. He looked meaningfully at Mei. Shouldn’t Mara be home by now? But their daughter was staying the night at the Callers’ house; both Saul and Mei knew this. I’m so sorry, Saul said to the reporter, you’d better go. We’ve got to make some calls. Leave those questions, he said, pointing at the sheet the man had torn out of his steno pad. We’ll look over them and have Mei mail you this—he held up the handwritten pages he had prepared—and our answers too.

The reporter stood, looking confused; Mei also seemed unsure of what her husband was doing. Saul put a hand on the man’s shoulder, thanking him for the visit and apologizing for cutting it short. The reporter managed to leave a business card on the kitchen counter before Saul ushered him out of the house and into his rented pickup truck, and only when his taillights had converged into a single red point in the distance did Saul come back inside.

Why’d you push him out? Mei demanded of her husband.

Are you certain he’s a reporter? Saul asked.

Yes, Mei insisted, I wrote to him myself. She sighed, huge and exasperated. I took the photographs, I wrote the letter, I sent it all to the Tribune. Do you know how much time and energy I’ve put into figuring out what they’re doing to us? Her voice was rising.

His questions didn’t make any sense! Saul said, struggling to keep his voice even. He went over to the window and parted the blinds with the tip of his finger, looking to see if the reporter had indeed left. There was no sign of his truck. Something was going on with him, he said, I could feel it.

You could feel it? Mei repeated, incredulous.

Yes, Saul thundered. Same as I can feel the evil coming from that house, I can feel it. He looked out the window again. There was nothing in the darkness.

Mei scoffed as viciously as she could. Believe in ghosts all you like, she said, but don’t ask me to fear them too. Before she could continue, however, Saul waved his arm with such abrupt violence that she fell silent.

He’s coming back, Saul hissed. A pair of headlights were making their way down the driveway, coming toward the house.

What? Mei said. The fight was not over; she had not yet made her point. Why would he be coming back? she asked.

I don’t know! Saul said. He picked up his packet of handwritten notes, rushed into the living room, and stuffed the papers into the smoldering woodstove. A bright yellow flame started up along the edges and the words became colorless upon ash, and at that same moment a moiré of shadows swept across the far walls of the room as the headlights of the arriving car cut through the blinds. Saul leapt to the window and peeked; a brown sedan sat idling in their driveway. It was Nancy Caller’s car. Then the passenger door opened and Mara got out.

It’s Mara, Saul said, surprised.

What? said Mei, just as taken aback.

They did not have to wait long to have their questions answered. Mara entered in such a foul mood that she acknowledged neither her parents, who were watching her with astonishment as she came in, nor even Santui, who had come up excitedly to greet her.

Mara? Mei called after her. Did something happen?

I don’t want to talk about it, came the answer from the hallway, punctuated by a slamming door.

Saul stood, paternal disapproval written on his face, already spooling up a disciplinary lecture. Mei caught his hand as he rose. I’ll talk to her, she said.

She can’t be slamming doors, Saul said.

I’ll tell her that. You’re too wound up.

He scrubbed his face with his hands. You had more to say earlier.

Mei stood. I have to go talk to our daughter, she said, because she can’t be slamming doors. We’ll finish this discussion later.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

So the young man Luke had broken her daughter’s heart, and thus he doomed himself to annihilation by Mei’s relentless and retributive fury. Earlier that day, as Mara and Luke wandered around town after their lunch date—without Nancy, just as Mei had guessed—there had come up behind them a square-shouldered sedan that darted out of its lane and swung up alongside them; the engine made a low and luxurious sound. Luke stopped dead, his face suddenly ashen, and with an expression of dread, he eyed the car, flinched at the dull sound of its door opening and shutting. The exhaust plumed out of the car’s tailpipes and swirled up all around them and through this smokescreen emerged a man who looked and moved like Luke and who had about him an unplaceable aura of familiarity; though Mara was certain that she had seen him once before, years ago, she could not remember when or where or under what circumstances, and now as she made to introduce herself she was momentarily struck dumb by the disgust written across the man’s face. So it’s true, the man growled, his gaze flickering across Mara’s face before settling on Luke’s trembling countenance. I didn’t believe it, but it’s true, isn’t it?

I don’t understand, sir, Luke said.

Don’t play dumb with me, boy. Is that your girlfriend? With a hand, the man indicated Mara without looking at her. And even though there was something impossibly cruel in the way he asked the question, its pitiless mockery, Mara could not but feel her heart lift at the mere suggestion. For weeks now, they had talked on the phone almost nightly and—though Mara revealed none of these details to her mother, who was under the impression that Mara was spending her time with Nancy—they had even kissed on three separate occasions, each of which Mara could and often did recall in exquisite detail.

No sir, Luke said.

Instantly, the world for Mara became unendurable.

Ah, the man said, his voice sounding as though he were underwater. So, it isn’t true what I’ve been hearing?

No sir, Luke said, from the same submarine depths.

You aren’t fraternizing with the enemy?

No sir.

The man eyed Mara. She’s crying, son. I think you might have given her the wrong idea.

I did, sir.

Good. He looked at Mara, who glared through tears at one and then the other. The man said, I think it’s best for everyone if you leave my son alone.

Perhaps she nodded, or perhaps she shrieked in emotional extremis. Either way, she turned and ran, not knowing what else to do, propelled by a primitive instinct to flee from pain, and after she had gone a few blocks she turned and saw that the car, and Luke, were both gone.

At this point in Mara’s retelling of the story to her mother, her ears burned and to her surprise and then to her satisfaction she found that the white heat of humiliation was transformed into righteous fury. But the feeling was fleeting, only false courage, and with a lurch she was there again as she had been, freezing and utterly alone by a pay phone, pawing numbly through her purse for quarters, weeping as she called Nancy for a ride home.

What a fool, Saul murmured as Mei retold their daughter’s story to him. They lay on their backs and looked at the ceiling; a sliver of yellow moonlight crept in over the blinds and made visible the minute imperfections of the plaster. He was only half listening—not out of disinterest but because he was falling asleep—and gradually, as he began to wend toward dreams, the diagrams of shadows spread out across the whitewashed ceiling took on the shapes of the drama his wife was retelling. He saw the heavy and formal car, the phone booth, the looming father and the shrinking son.

Poor girl, Mei was saying.

Upon the ceiling, the shadows formed the face of their daughter as she would look to Saul for the rest of his life, a two-year-old girl with a golf-ball-sized welt on her forehead, her thin hair driftingly answering to the electric pull of their old television, microfiche reflections of lions prowling over her huge and curious eyes. Now his wife prodded him with an elbow and asked if he had fallen asleep; he had, of course, but in his tiredness, he heard only the suggestion of accusation in her question, and so out of ancient habit he denied that he had fallen asleep, that he was even tired. The shadows lifted from the ceiling, descended through gels, and emerged in full color. He figured he was slipping down in earnest now. She’ll be all right, he mumbled, thinking that this had an appropriate feeling of finality about it that might permit the conversation to end and for sleep to begin, and moreover that it was a wonderfully wise thing to say, sage-like in its brevity, in the way it invested those ordinary words with farsighted imperturbability. And, thinking of sages, he remembered now a trip he had taken in his youth, long ago, how long he could not say, except that the hairs on his upper lip were still too sparse to shave and yet too dark to ignore, an awkward and rangy age, and as he recalled the memory he felt now the gunwales of the rocking rowboat against his shins as he looked up at the red cliff-sides, coming around a stately outcropping of sandstone and seeing the huge sage himself carved into the rock, his face serene as people milled around his toes and the vast tranquility of his fingers, and all the while the rowboat moved underneath him, his father pointing needlessly with his cigarette and saying, Look, Keng-keng, a nickname Saul had not heard in decades, look at this marvel which our own ancestors have made.

I know she’ll be all right, Mei whispered, irritated at her husband’s platitude. Her husband was snoring softly. She gave him an insistent nudge and repeated herself, receiving only a quiet grunt. Of course, he had fallen asleep before she had a chance to win her vindication. He had beaten her by retreating into unconsciousness. But she had been stewing upon the question of the legitimacy of the reporter since they had begun their argument, and so she found herself wanting to elbow her husband awake anyway to finish their discussion because she knew that come morning, her anger would have cooled, along with any satisfaction its articulation could have brought. For a moment, her hand hovered in space over her husband’s shoulder, waiting to jostle him awake so she could dress him down. And then she gave it up. Lying on the bed, shoulder to shoulder with the snoring paranoiac that was her husband, she stared up into a formless dark. Quietly, in the same voice she had used as a child while praying in desperation to uncertain gods, when she was not sure if any but herself could hear, she said her husband’s name and, hearing no response, closed her eyes and joined him in sleep.

Now, day by day, the temperature began to descend through neat five-degree jumps, as though cooled by clockwork, and in this way the world sank to well below freezing and then yet further, exploring unimaginable depths of wind and ice. The transistor radio squawked that two hundred-year weather systems had come together in an integrative thousand-year frost event which was now unfurling a sheet of exceptionally cold and wet air upon the unbounded horizons of the plains. Into this improbable confluence of cold upon cold now drained every joule of heat there was to be found, from the field chrysanths which froze so violently that they were burst open from within by ribbons of ice, to the woodchucks who died halfway out their burrows, up to their waists in the frozen soil, as they woke from their monthslong hibernation and crawled up into a lighted world of baffling and lethal cold. Then the snow came down in two-foot layers, night after night, simplifying the land into a featureless topo map whose edges and bends revealed not the geology beneath but rather the caprices of wind and water.

Saul filled the barn with propane heaters and for a while, their warmth was sufficient to beat back the unending chill. But as the temperature continued to drop, the heaters’ effectiveness began to wane until they at last ran out of propane and could get no more—no more, he shouted incredulous into the phone, what do you mean no more, and tinny came the answer that the roads were impassable with snow, and that propane deliveries were only being made to those customers who needed it more than anyone, which was to say Babylon. Saul turned the heaters to their lowest setting to conserve the sacred fuel and piled straw against the walls as insulation. All the while he was watched by the narrow and hateful eyes of the goats.

Out in the field, the cattle congealed into a single mass beneath the zinc roof of their loafing shed, their heavy-lidded eyes so crusted with frost that they were, to a creature, all but blind. As the forecasts called out the deeper freezes which still lay in store, Mara put on her warmest clothes and spent a whole day in the truck, circling the herd, beeping and hollering, trying to drive them out of the open-sided shed and into the warmer barn. But the wind blew continuous and fiery and she could not induce the great beasts to endure its blast, not even if it meant safer shelter. The nights were thinner and wilder, stretched as though to breaking by that tremendous cold. The stars took on the appearance of holes punched through the roof of the world, their light bleeding down onto the frozen hills. The aurora over the silo grew so bright that Mei slept wearing an eye mask while Saul read by its liquid green light as easily as at midday. All in the house slept in their full winter garb, their toes wiggling under two pairs of socks, their bodies hermetically sealed in layers of thermals and fleeces and sweaters. Outside, the wind sculpted ice and snow into the unrecognized profiles of long-dead emperors. Even the silo lights dimmed, darkened by the thousands of layers of rime ice that grew on their glass domes.

On the third day of the freeze, their pipes froze, and on the fifth day their doors froze shut and were only reopened using a crowbar, which, despite Saul’s best efforts, also succeeded in tearing out a portion of the doorframe. The only one who seemed to enjoy the impossible cold was Santui, whose enormous shaggy coat insulated him from all manner of winterly abuse and who for days refused to come inside but for meals. Indeed, on Sunday, drawing back the curtains to reveal the shapeless undulations of the snow-covered land, the dog appeared to have vanished. It was only when Mei banged his empty dish against the tiles did the snowdrift under the eaves blink open his eyes, unfurl his tail, and pad politely to the kitchen door to take his lunch.

Still the world continued to cool, snow falling out of the air feet at a time, until one evening when a ceaseless wind drove the temperature down to one hundred and fifteen degrees below zero. Shortly after twilight, there came a sound that was deep and immense and so forcefully loud that the plates in the china hutch rattled with their reverberation. The sky lightened through a false sunrise: it was the aurora, which had suddenly expanded to stretch from horizon to horizon. Santui at last came inside, his eyes wide with fear, the ice in his paws clicking on the kitchen tiles, and then jammed his huge bulk underneath Mara’s bed, where he hid, whining intermittently, until morning. For three hours, the aurora called forth columns of light with such purity of color that Saul was brought to tears. Pinks and blues and the deepest crimson streaks splashed against the shell of the sky and burst into buzzing particolor streaks. A pressure built against the evening, became unendurable. The swarms of insects and their avian hunters burst into recirculating streams that soared and dove through the abruptly still air, their buzzing and chirping forming a chorus whose resonances to Mei rang unmistakably of disaster. At last there came a flash like lightning in its brilliance which froze the world at the moment of its arrival. The hillsides lit up in their spotless whiteness, blanketed by snow and frost.

Then the aurora drained out of the sky, and the darkness that followed was deep, and heavy, and endless.

In the morning, the cold snap had at last passed, moving south to chill warmer waters and to harden gentler places. Now the temperature climbed with wild abandon until it hovered just below freezing; now the tally of the dead could be taken. Saul found the cattle still pressed into the farthest corner of the lean barn, their broad backs turned against the wind, their hooves frozen into the earth, their eyes clouded but still open. Of the forty-two head of Hsiu cattle, only seven survived, three steers and four cows who were extracted exhausted and terrified from the center of the insulating herd which had frozen to death around them. The bottomless cold had frozen the outermost cattle as hard as stone and their taut and hollow bellies rang like drums as they went tumbling down into the boneyard. In the roost, four of the six hens were cold and stiff to the touch. And, in the barn, all the goats survived—Saul was beginning to suspect they might never die, sustained by stubbornness—as did both of their dairy cows. But the cold proved too much for Rascal, the old mule whose bites had bruised everyone but Mara, who voiced his complaints with braying so loud it left ears ringing but never once complained when little Mara yanked his ears and painted his flanks and tugged at his tongue because, it was said, here was an animal who had never in his life loved any creature before Mara, and then, from the very moment of her arrival, had loved her and her alone.

In a stroke of cosmic cruelty, it was none other than Mara who found Rascal, though it was the result less of miserable coincidence than it was a final testament to the strength of their bond. She seemed to feel the leaden lump of what tragedy awaited her in the barn before she even pulled on her boots, for she was already weeping when she left the house. He was lying down, his legs tucked beneath him, his great head bent low to the ground and his long ears pinned back close to his head. On the wall by his nose a spray of frost had accumulated whose needlelike shards of ice now attested to his final exhalations. The hair around his eyes and nose had in recent years gone to a thin and delicate white and now they seemed almost the frigid sources of the hoarfrost glittering in the morning sun, masses of fine crystals whose vaguely equine shape recalled the heat and the humidity of the dying mule. Mara knelt in the straw bedding and hugged Rascal’s frozen head, the ice on his long eyelashes vanishing at the approach of her heat, and she wept openly and without care that her wails echoed off the barn walls and made the goats nervous. It was an anguish not only for her departed friend but also for the last vestiges of her youth.

For as a child she had spoken to every living thing under the endless sky: the yipping of the prairie dogs, the hunger cries of the quail hawks, the wailing of the coyotes. But as she grew older, she found the littler of the animals harder and harder to understand. She remembered sitting in the dirt without sense of place or time, younger than words, listening to the field mice arguing all around her. By the time she was learning to tie her shoes, the mice chittered without meaning or direction, and by the time she was memorizing her multiplication tables, she could not hear them at all. The world grew quieter for her by the day. After Santui broke into the chicken coop—before he was Santui, when he was still another of the starving coyotes who ranged the hills—the hens ceased to understand her, pecking at her hands when she reached for their eggs. The goats went not long after, though they had never said anything worthwhile anyway, and soon followed the sheep, the cows lowing in the field, the barn cats hissing caution. Rascal was the last remaining animal with whom Mara could speak; now his frozen bulk was forever silent.

Even Saul knew enough not to protest when his daughter announced that she would bury the old mule, though he did reject Mara’s tearful insistence that the grave be placed in the middle of the hayfield where she had, as a little girl, first been lifted into Rascal’s saddle. When Saul was a young man, he saw the single grave in which were interred the thirteen starved dead of that first famine winter, and then over the years that followed, he saw the plot of soil settle down below grade after rains, darkening with grass growing riot, until the shape of the trench could be easily picked out from twenty yards away. And when four more died the following spring, the men of his village resolved once again to bury them, murmuring that people ought to be buried as deep as they were tall. The gravediggers were the surviving menfolk of the village, Saul among them, who were as gaunt and hollow as the four dead they found themselves now having to bury. Taking up shovels and mattocks, they cut into the face of the low hill to the west of town until they carved a trench as wide and as deep as the bodies they buried there, one after the other, in a row of ambiguous shapes wrapped in white linen sheets. After another year of failed harvests, a visiting commissar wearing fine gold-rimmed glasses reiterated, forcefully, that all arable land was to be tilled and planted, including the plot up on the hill where they had buried the four. He did not mention the larger grave in the nearby meadows because, Saul heard, his nephew was one of the thirteen there buried. But the more recent grave with only four resting inside prevented now the cultivation of crops which might lift their people out of starvation, declared the commissar, and so they needed to be removed.

A work crew had come by the following week and dug up the grave so that the land could be terraced and farmed. The four dead were two elderly women, a baby from a nearby farm who had become sick for want of milk, and an orphan boy about the same age as Ying who—it was rumored, though none wanted to believe it—had eaten his parents before dying himself, weighing not more than a month-old piglet. The four exhumed bodies came up together in a jumble of bones. They were cremated together and then their ashes were intermixed and scattered back over the earth from which they had been extracted and through which they would now slowly percolate. Like gold and stones, Saul had learned, the dead sought the center of the world, sinking through ever-older strata until they joined the sedimentations of a much younger planet.

Rascal’s body would do no different, Saul knew, and a sump in the middle of the field would just be another headache. Neither would he return to the old mule’s grave in a year’s time and dig the bastard back up. Briefly he considered telling Mara these stories of the famine dead so that she might appreciate that to be buried was a great and human honor, but—remembering the graves of Santui’s murdered chickens—soon decided against it. In any case the mule, too, would have to go in the windbreak. The cold had caused an old aspen to burst open as the water in its trunk froze quickly and dramatically, blooming its great height into ribbons that reminded Saul of the paper lanterns he cut and folded in his youth. On the same afternoon that Mara found Rascal cold and rigid in the barn, Saul went out to the windbreak and felled the burst aspen’s twisted remains, cutting it into large logs which he would someday retrieve and split into firewood. For now, however, its mere removal would be sufficient; this was where Rascal would be buried, as deep as he was tall. In the bodiless light of approaching evening, he ground the stump away into sawdust and set about widening and deepening the hole with the backhoe on the skid steer as its little engine strained against the frozen earth. In the end, there remained a small circular clearing that he hoped, in the right light, might take on a baroque and reverential aspect.

In bed that night he mentioned to his wife the curious sadness he felt at Rascal’s passing. After all, he said, though he harbored no particular feelings of warmth toward the miserable old mule while he was still alive, he could not but feel a sting of sadness at his death. Certainly, he told her, Mara’s grief was to be expected—she was the only person on earth who got along with Rascal, anyway—but Saul had not thought he would feel anything but relief at Rascal’s passing. Did he miss standing beside this beast at twilight under the map of heaven with a slow cold settling into his bones, cursing that wretched and obstinate creature who refused to take a single step for reasons known only to himself and to his maker? Did he cherish the mule’s ceaseless braying, his furious eyes, his flat-cut and disconcertingly human teeth?

But Mei was only half listening; she sat on the edge of the bed, indignantly misty-eyed, her slippered feet hanging just above the worn floorboards. Saul asked her what was wrong and Mei only shook her head in disbelief. After a moment of silence, she wondered aloud at how nearly twenty years had slipped past her, almost unnoticed, for the old bastard of a mule had been with them nearly from the start of their time in this once-foreign land. She held aloft her hand and asked when she had gotten so old, and by what right.

Saul reached over and turned his wife by her shoulder, pulled her back into the bed where they lay beside one another, looking at the splash of lamplight upon their ceiling. He took her hand and held it above their faces, inspecting it with mock gravitas. Why, he said, you haven’t aged a day.

But I have, Mei said, and so have you.

And then it descended upon him all at once, all twenty years of life under these new configurations of stars, all twenty years of pulling chrysanthemums from a land upon which no ancestor of his had ever walked. It was as though Rascal’s belligerent stubbornness in refusing old age had managed to halt time itself and only now, with the old mule at last dead, were the years again allowed to pass. He was suddenly aware of just how long ago he and Mei had left the old country and now, looking at the lined face of his wife, he wondered about his own face and how little he must now resemble the boy of his youth with whom Mei first fell in love. In a past so estranged it seemed to belong to another, he once climbed lacebark elms and sat in their boughs, counting the furrows in the hyacinth fields. Now in the thawing wake of an unfathomable cold he lay holding the hand of his beloved in his own and upon his wiry knuckles he saw written the ruptures of age.

So was the great old mule buried the following day, with the Hsius in attendance and Nancy Caller there as well because—as Nancy had said—Rascal was as much a part of her childhood as Mara had been, since the two had always shown up at her house together. They gathered in a tight semicircle by the clearing where the fallen aspen had been, around a hole, some six feet deep, half full of woodchips: a grave for the folded and frozen body of Rascal, wrapped tightly in a canvas tarp, which now hung from ratchet straps from the raised forks of the skid loader. As Saul manned the hydraulics and lowered the old mule down into his grave, the others all stood watching. Soon the tension ran out of the straps and the skid steer sat back down onto its haunches; Rascal had found bottom. Saul got out and pulled up the straps, rolling them up and tossing them back into the cab. Then he came and stood by the others, his hands folded behind him.

I wrote something that I’d like to read, Mara said. She pulled a folded sheet of paper from her coat pocket and spread it out flat in her hands. Rascal, she began, and then stopped, and for a long while said nothing further. She took shallow and determined breaths, holding each in for a moment, waiting for her throat to open and permit the passage of words once more.

On the page were some dozen fragmentary notes, organized into a loose sequence with a mess of arrows and slashes of graphite. The previous evening, she had sat at her desk long after her parents had gone to sleep, with only Santui there to accompany her. As a child, eulogizing the chickens that Santui had killed, the words had come easy. But now, as she tried to put her grief about Rascal into language, she came up frustratingly and insurmountably short. A few scrawled fragments had seemed closer to the mark last night, but now, standing by the windbreak and feeling the mass of her old friend down in the ground, these new words, too, were only differently insufficient.

Rascal, she repeated, and this time the name of that frozen mule had the sound of finality. Thank you, she murmured and bowed her head.

Now Saul climbed back into the cab of the skid and started it up again, taking it down to the shed to swap the backhoe for the dozer blade to prepare for the final burial of the old mule. After a few minutes he returned and began to push the earth back into the grave. Though using the skid certainly removed something of the solemnity of the moment, it undoubtedly made things easier with a creature of Rascal’s size—and besides, he thought, he was no longer a young man. The windows of the skid kept fogging up with the heat of his breath, no matter how high he ran the defogger, and every minute or so he curled the end of his sleeve over his fist and with it swiped a patch of clarity across the glass. His ears were filled with the crackling thrum of the engine straining against the weight of the earth. Blindered by condensation, deafened by diesel, he was the last to notice the arrival of a dented and scraped white pickup that wheezed up the driveway, past the house, up the farm road, and finally parked alongside the family’s old Air Force truck.

Many years later, whenever she was asked to tell the story of how she and Luke had first fallen in love, Mara would not return to those early days spent speaking to the thin boy at the drugstore photo counter, heady as they were with bungled flirtations and the humiliation of limerence, for by then those moments would have become recognizable to her as mere infatuation. Instead, she would return to this moment: watching her father in the skid steer burying her old mule, feeling the pressure of an unprecedented cold at last lifting from the world, and seeing Luke step out of his truck dressed in mourner’s black with a bouquet of white chrysanthemums plucked from the patches that grew wild out on the pasture. She had not spoken to him in an eternity—nine weeks and two days, by her tally—because she had been avoiding him since the day his father intercepted them. When Mara first spotted his truck in the distance, she whirled upon Nancy with righteous fury and her friend stammered out that it was not her fault that he was here. The day after Rascal died, Mara went to school with her eyes swollen and her voice too hoarse from crying to speak; Luke cornered Nancy at lunchtime and demanded to know what was going on, and Nancy told him not only of the old mule’s death but also of the funeral that would be held with great earnestness that afternoon. There was much Mara would have said in response, but by the time Nancy—feckless, perfidious, disloyal Nancy—finished explaining this, the truck had arrived and Luke had emerged.

I’m sorry, he said as he approached. If he had planned to say any more, he never had the chance; the words were knocked clear out of him by Mara, who ran up and hugged him, forgetting instantly her hundred oaths never again to grace him with her favor. As an old woman, each time she told the story of this moment, she would at this point sit back in her armchair—and later in her hospice bed—and a smile would light in the corners of her eyes and the years would fall away from her face and she would say that she always recognized her loved ones by the relief she felt at their return.

The following week a letter arrived from the Tribune. From the weight of the envelope Mei guessed even before she slit it open what its contents would say, and she was right. The aurora had disappeared, the photographs were unverifiable, and the military had nothing to say on the matter: there was no story. Tersely the reporter apologized and then thanked the Hsius for being so generous with their time.

Mei folded the letter once more into thirds and nestled it back into its envelope. In the evening, she burned it and all of her photographs together in the woodstove.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Only a few days after Mei burned the letter, Luke was back, listing to one side from the weight of a stuffed duffel bag as heavy as he was, carrying nothing else; he had hitchhiked there. Mei answered the door. Mara’s still at Nancy’s, she said. Let me phone the Callers, you can tell her you’re here. But Luke sheepishly shook his head and said that there was no need for that, not yet, anyway, and was Saul around also, for he wished to speak with the both of them, without Mara there, about a kindness he was here to request. Saul was indeed around—he had fallen asleep on the recliner, as usual—and so momentarily the three of them sat at the kitchen table: Mei a bit confused, Saul still groggy, and Luke so nervous he had begun picking obsessively at his fingernails under the table.

The boy explained, haltingly, that he had been summarily ejected from his home by his father for the unforgiveable sin of disobedience of a direct order, for willfully and blatantly disregarding his father’s prohibition on his fraternizing with the enemy. And so he had become in mere hours a burden to all, with nowhere on earth he could go except perhaps the Hsius’ home, just until he could get back on his feet, seeing as he was dating their daughter—at this Saul arched an eyebrow and silently Luke kicked himself, thinking that he should have led with that fact, for he and Mara had only just agreed the week prior that they were again dating—and, he continued, stammering, he knew how sensitive and impossible a request this was for Saul and Mei, and for this reason was speaking to them now, just the three of them, because he hoped to secure their approval on his own merits, before Mara could come by and put her thumb on the scale.

He drew an unexpectedly urgent breath—god’s sake, he was really rambling—and carried on with what he had rehearsed and memorized on the way over from what was no longer his home. It was important to him, he said to his girlfriend’s parents, that he was welcomed by all, genuinely, and not simply tolerated as a favor, for was there anything more humiliating than being regarded as a kindness for another? He spoke for a full minute without pause, staring only at the whorls of the woodgrain of the kitchen table, while his hands worked stealthily and uncontrollably to tear from his fingertips every shred of skin he could find. Now he stood awkwardly, announced he would leave them to consider his request, and then became convinced he had gravely offended them by suggesting that he might share a bed with their daughter under their roof. Answering to this new worry he hurriedly patted the enormous duffel bag hanging from his shoulder and said that he had a tent and a sleeping bag with him—a lie, in fact, and even as he said it he began to think desperately of how he might secure either item before nightfall—and that all he needed to get on his own two feet was a plot of grass on which he could pitch his tent and sleep for a little while, as long as they let him in the house to use the bathroom and to shower. Finally, he backed himself out of the kitchen door, alternating between apologizing for his gall and thanking them for their kindness.

Outside he sat down on the stoop and waited, shaking. He checked his watch; he would wait ten minutes, he thought, and if by then they had still not come out to tell him their answer it surely meant he had offended them beyond belief. Ten minutes—then he would run back up to the road, hitchhike into town, pawn his watch for a bus ticket to some city he had never even heard of, change his name, and leave behind this lump of humiliation into which his life had somehow congealed.

He did not need to wait that long. After a few moments the door opened.

Come in, Saul said. You can stay with us. We have a spare room you can use.

As long as Mara’s all right with it, Mei added.

That’s right, Saul said. And you’ll have to help out at the farmstand.

Thank you, Luke said. Thank you so much.

To no one’s surprise but perhaps her own, Mara was indeed all right with it. She was endlessly more thoughtful than anyone had imagined; waiting to fall asleep in bed on the first night after Luke moved into the guest room down the hall, Mara laid out her life in graceful sweeping arcs upon the ceiling and searched those shapes for hesitation or dread, finding only the usual and forgivable fear, common to every soul, of discovering at the end of her days that her life had been constrained by rules to which she had never agreed. Because she had inherited her mother’s decisiveness, she judged that she had chosen correctly, and because she had also inherited her father’s faith in the goodness underlying all things, she knew that at that moment Luke lay awake, just as she did, contemplating his future with her, and that he was reaching the same conclusions as she had. And she was right.

One day in July, as the last traces of sunlight gave way to stars, Mara and Luke closed up the farmstand and talked in circles about nothing at all, luxuriating in each other’s company; he had been living with them since the New Year and had become a member of the family in his own right. That night, in the small hours, long after everyone had gone to bed, the phone rang and woke Saul, who lay in his recliner, drifting ceaselessly between the world and the subterranean depths of his dreams. The house was dark but for the glow of the television, mute figures moving through a soft haze. He closed his eyes again and let the call ring; the answering machine clicked on and recorded only the sound of the other end disconnecting. Momentarily the phone began to ring again, and with irritation Saul opened his eyes. After a while the answering machine came on again, and, just as quickly as before, the caller hung up. When the phone began to ring for a third time, Mei’s groggy voice came down the hall from the bedroom asking who could possibly be calling at this hour, and would Saul please answer it, or at least take the phone off the hook, and with an exasperated sigh and without urgency Saul said he would and began to gather himself to go over and answer it. By chance at this moment, he glanced out the window and saw to his surprise that there were lights moving around inside the greenhouse, flashing crimson and green and aquamarine as they swept back and forth across the stained-glass panels: intruders.

A rush of adrenaline washed over him and he sprang out of his seat, moving deftly through the dim living room, hopping on one leg and then the other as he pulled on his boots and ran out the door, the dog following close behind. The phone was still ringing. He ran to the truck and threw it into gear as Santui leapt into the bed and then they were flying up the road, the cabin invaded by the sound of the dog’s nails dragging along the truck bed as he flattened himself out to keep from sliding around. In the darkened house Saul left behind, his wife walked into the living room and found only a ringing phone and the cooling impression of her husband upon the recliner. The answering machine clicked on and this time a familiar voice came on.

Mei? Saul? Bell said. Are you there? Please pick up.

Mei did. What is it? she asked, still annoyed at being woken.

Is Abram with you?

What? Mei said. No, he’s not.

Then he’s gone, Bell said desperately.

The sleep cleared from Mei’s eyes. What do you mean, gone?

He was in bed an hour ago, Bell said. I woke up to drink some water and he wasn’t there.

He’s gone?

He’s gone.

Saul was pushing eighty, ninety miles an hour down the farm road, slowing at the top of the near hill for just long enough to make out the almost invisible silhouette of a dark-painted car parked alongside the greenhouse, its form revealed in flashes by errant reflections of those flashlight beams. His rearview mirror was filled by the unperturbed and smiling face of the three-legged dog. Behind Santui rose an enormous rooster tail of dust, lit evilly from within by the red glare of his taillights. If, on certain clear and cold nights working late in the greenhouse, Saul could hear Mara’s phone conversations with Nancy, the sound borne over on the slope-hugging breeze, then, on a night as still and quiet as this one, those interlopers no doubt knew he was coming, could hear the crunching of the gravel beneath his tires, the jingle of Santui’s tags on his collar, could see his truck racing toward them.

With a lurch, he crested the top of the ridge and started down the far side. The greenhouse sank out of sight behind the next hill. What had looked like multiple lights now had merged into a single roving point source, wielded by a single intelligence. Only one intruder, then. He reached for his rifle in the passenger seat and was surprised by how hard he was gripping the steering wheel, and then by the emptiness his hand encountered. He looked over at the passenger seat; he had forgotten to take the rifle. Without lifting his foot from the accelerator, cursing his own idiocy, he rooted around in the passenger footwell for something he could use as a weapon but found nothing. The engine whined at an altogether unfamiliar pitch and the needle of the speedometer pressed into the triple digits and yet whenever he glanced out the window it seemed that they were scarcely moving at all, that the enormous effort of the engine’s roar was but barely enough to keep them in the same place while everything else slipped into the rearview mirror.

Now he broke off the farm road and hooked a right onto the tar-veined asphalt of the county road, figuring to make up the extra distance through sheer speed. In the back, Santui put his head down and lay there panting, anxious.

The glow of the silo complex was visible long before its components broke the horizon. The identically darkened forms of the world slid past and through one another. In the distance, the cryptic shapes of the silo facilities arranged and rearranged themselves.

At last, he reached the access road to the silo, and turning onto it he nearly crashed headlong into an Air Force pickup truck parked across the gravel. He slammed on the brakes—there came a heavy thump behind him as Santui slid against the rear window of the cab—and, before the truck came to a halt, he had cranked up the parking brake and leapt out. Ahead of where he had stopped, the access road ended at a large sliding vehicle gate that remained padlocked shut. Just inside the fence there was a sentry booth; beyond it, upon a perfectly level plot of gravel, there sat an exact replica of his home, a thick plow-shaped slab of concrete resting on rails, and little else besides. Saul ran to the fence. He was closer than he had ever come to the silo since he had sold the land all those years ago. The sodium lights buzzed ferociously overhead. Suddenly it occurred to him that he might be moments from being shot to pieces, and flinching he turned away and closed his eyes.

Perfect timing, he heard a voice call out.

It was Abram. The man broke into a wide grin and came running over to the fence. Come here, he said, come here, come in. I just got in here. I was in the greenhouse, I hope you don’t mind. Lovely flowers you’ve got there. Quickly, quickly, we don’t have much time. Just yourself, please, no need for your truck. Leave it running—you’ll want to leave it running.

Abram? Saul said, still reeling.

Abram pulled open the personnel door beside the vehicle gate and, seeing Saul’s hesitation, gestured more insistently. You won’t get in trouble. Come in, come in, come in—he took a fistful of Saul’s shirtsleeve and yanked, sending Saul stumbling into the facility. Sorry I pulled you! Did I hurt you? I forget we’re not so young anymore, you and I, you especially. He was grinning in earnest. Hell, I’m glad you’re here, Saul. I wasn’t sure if you’d come.

As the chain-link door swung shut, a blur of white fur streaked down from the truck bed and into the facility; it was Santui, blithely wagging his tail as he circled the two men, happy simply to be included. And you brought the dog! Abram said, delightedly. He bent and gave Santui a few hearty thumps. Welcome back, buddy!

Where are the guards? Saul asked, still standing by the entrance. The sentry booth’s tinted windows gave no indication of an occupant. Abram followed Saul’s gaze and waved a hand dismissively in the direction of the booth.

There’s no one in there, he said. And the other guys won’t bother us, I promise. Come on, we have a lot of ground to cover.

Saul stepped back away from him. Abram, he said carefully, I think I’d better go.

Is it the guards? I’m telling you, they’ll leave us alone. Would you like to see them? They’re sitting behind the house.

I should go.

Abram heaved an exasperated sigh. He darted out an arm and grabbed Saul’s wrist. You’ve got to see it to believe it, don’t you, he said. Come on. They walked around the duplicated house, which was endlessly more unnerving now that Saul was so close to it, and soon came to the far corner, where, as promised, they found three soldiers sitting placidly against the wall, their eyes closed. Only much later would the medical examiner determine that they had been suffocated—likely, he had said, with something as simple as a plastic bag—but when Saul saw them that night they looked, at first, like three old friends, jammed shoulder to shoulder, leaning against one another as old friends do. He peered at them more closely in the monochromatic sodium light, realized why they were so still, and then turned to run. But as he began to move, Abram’s hand closed even more tightly around his wrist and held him, utterly trapped. See? he said brightly. They’re fine with you here.

Abram, Saul said, his voice shaky, they’re dead.

Only in this world. But don’t worry, I asked them beforehand if I could show you around and they said they were fine with it.

Beforehand, Saul repeated numbly. A rising nausea forced him to double over and he began to retch.

Saul, old friend. Hey. Abram snapped his fingers in front of Saul’s face. Stay with me here. You can vomit if you need to, get it all out. But I need you to stay with me.

When Saul had stopped heaving, Abram theatrically let go of his wrist, though he kept his hand close by in case Saul darted off. But he was still in shock from seeing the three dead soldiers, and so Abram patted him lightly on the back and said, Come on, let’s get away from these guys. I don’t like looking at them either.

They returned to the gravel lot in front of the duplicated house, where Abram reached into his pocket and produced a small metallic disc about the size of a dime. Here, he said. Take this and put it in your pocket.

What is it? Saul asked. He felt as though he were underwater, dreaming. Perhaps he was dreaming.

You’ll see. Take it and put it in your pocket. The guards are fine with you being here, but the folks at Babylon sure won’t be when they get here.

Saul sinking deeper into the abyss, Saul waiting until the nightmare burned itself out, Saul asking if Abram meant that others would be coming.

Not for a while. The guards have to check in with central every hour, and they’re going to miss their next call. Abram checked his watch. That gives us a half hour, give or take, and we have a lot to cover, so take this—he thrust the metal disc closer to Saul—and put it in your pocket.

Saul at the bottom of the sea, Saul about to wake up. Abram, he said, I’m going to go now.

A gun appeared in Abram’s hand and snapped to point at Saul as though connected by a wire. Abruptly Saul was dragged from the numbing waters and spat out onto dry land. This was no nightmare. He raised his hands in surrender. Jesus, Abram, he said, his voice once again clear, what the hell are you doing?

There you are, Abram said. Lost you for a second. He held out the metal disc with his other hand. Take it and put it in your pocket.

Saul did. The disc was surprisingly heavy and covered with a maze of intricately engraved patterns that seemed a mixture of circuitry and paleolithic ideograms. It gleamed a rich yellow in his palm: gold.

Pocket, Abram was saying, put it in your pocket. Jesus, Saul, it’s a simple request—there you go. Good work. He decocked the revolver and let it hang at his side, dangling from an index finger. He glanced around. Funny how this stuff works out, you know. You see it in the documents and you think you understand and then you live it and you realize you had it totally backward the whole time. A sudden and faraway look came over his face and his voice took on a transparently forced brightness. Look at us, Saul. I mean, really, look at us. Can you believe it’s been almost twenty years?

Saul did not answer. Abram nudged him hard with an elbow. Saul, he repeated. Twenty years. Can you believe it?

No, Saul mumbled. His ribs ached where Abram had elbowed him: real pain, surely. Still he reminded himself that in dreams sometimes he could hurt. He dug a thumbnail into the gold disc in his pocket and then felt for the dent. It was gold, all right, whether dreamed or real. It was warming to match his body heat.

Remember when you broke your foot? Abram said. Remember you had that old shirt tied around it so you could hang it off your belt and stagger around with that walking stick? God, remember how terrible it smelled? I thought you were going to lose it, for sure. I was splicing barbed wire way out in the sticks because you were supposed to rest and there you were, sitting in the truck bed with your bum foot, making sure I didn’t steal anything, and you know what I still remember? He laughed. The smell of it. Every few minutes the wind would blow the wrong way and I’d get a whiff of it. And Mei was still paying me in gold, too, so I had no idea how much I was getting paid and I was too afraid to ask. Every time the wind carried over the stench of your foot, hell, I wondered if all of this trouble was worth it.

There was something stilted and rehearsed in his tone that made Saul look back at him. Abram was staring at him with an urgent and pitiable desperation, the gun in his hand forgotten. Isn’t that a funny story? he said. He wore a hesitant grin, waiting for Saul to return his smile. I thought that was a funny story, he repeated, more quietly now. Don’t you think so too?

Did you kill those guards? Saul asked.

No, Abram said.

But they’re dead.

In this world.

Why do you keep saying that?

Because it’s true, Abram said. Because they gave me one of these things—he pulled a gold chain up from inside his shirt, from which was hanging another of the gold discs that he had given Saul—and now I know it’s true. I didn’t kill those guards because they’re not dead, they’re just not in this world anymore. Now he rubbed his temples and screwed up his face, choosing his words with great effort. You have to listen to the words I’m saying to you. It’s very important that you do because I need you to understand my reasoning. I’ve always tried to be honest with you and Mei. And Mara too. I’ve never meant to hurt you.

Have you?

Please, he said, anguished. You have to understand. He checked his watch. All right, he said, once more feignedly chipper, I want to take you around the inside of the house now. I’m sure you’ve been dying to know. Come on, Saul. Let’s go.

Abram shoved the revolver into his waistband and put a firm hand on Saul’s shoulder, pushing him forward. Santui, who had lain down on the gravel, lifted his head and watched the two men go, having become certain that he would not be abandoned. Into the house, Abram said, let’s go. They went up to the kitchen door; it was locked. You’re kidding, he said. He turned the knob and threw his shoulder against the metal door. Oh, you’re kidding, he said again, and once more he checked his watch. Clever bastards, he muttered. They locked the keys inside. He drew his revolver and pointed it at the doorknob, and then, seeming to think better of it, put the gun away again. Saul watched him dumbly. He was waiting—hoping, in spite of his now growing certainty that he was not dreaming—to wake up.

Anyway, it’s your house, Abram said. They built the whole thing—they were trying to figure out something, I don’t know—maybe they were just going by process of elimination. This part I still haven’t figured out yet. He sighed, exasperated, checked his watch again. Only perhaps a minute had gone by since they had first gone up to the door. Look in the windows, he said, pointing hurriedly at the bay windows. Go look in the windows, you’ll see it’s all the same.

Saul did as he was told; he leaned in close and cupped his hand against the glass so that he could look into the darkened room. Through a gauzy sheer curtain, he thought he could see the dim outlines of a recliner, a woodstove, the same furnishings of his own home up the hill. Abram leaned in beside him and clicked on a penlight; the light turned the window into a mirror and suddenly Saul found himself staring at his own reflection. It’s the same thing in there, Abram said. You get the idea. Come on, there’s a lot more to cover.

They hurried away from the redoubled house and started toward the far end of the fence.

Remember the aurora? Abram asked as they walked. Of course you do. Remember the bugs? Look at the chrysanthemums around here, Abram said, pointing with the penlight. See how they grow more thickly the closer they get to the fence? He swept the light across the pasture, revealing nothing, the dim incandescence of his beam overpowered by the continuous yellow blast of the silo lights. His hand was shaking as he moved the flashlight and now he steadied it with his other hand. If you go out tomorrow and measure how much better the chrysanthemums have grown—if you go and measure at regular intervals the density of the growth—here and here and here and here, you’ll find a perfect Gaussian distribution about a point of aim, he said, indicating with his invisible beam places where Saul ought to stop and sample the chrysanths. And if you plotted those points on a map, you’d find that central point of aim right there, on the silo door.

Let’s go do that then. C’mon, let’s go.

Abram laughed, a tinge of the unreal in his voice. All right, you’re nervous about the gun, I know. Clumsily he drew the revolver and spun it on his finger, once, twice, three times. He seemed thrilled by Saul’s rising panic.

For god’s sake, be careful—just put it down, Abram. Please.

Abram took a deep breath and held it in his lungs for a moment, his eyes closed, his face the picture of serenity. Then slowly he exhaled. All right, he said, tucking the gun back into his waistband, I’ll put it away for now. But it’ll be important later. Sit down, sit down. Right there by the silo door. He gestured to the plow-shaped concrete mass, its sculptured angles. You can sit there—sit!—good, and no need to be so nervous. Lean back against it, hell, kick it as hard as you can. Few years ago, we had some peaceniks come out and wail on it with a sledgehammer for an hour and a half. Did you see that? It would have been, oh, three or four years ago. But look—not a dent or a scratch. Lean back against it.

Saul sat and leaned on the silo door. The metal cladding had cooled with the night air, but the exposed concrete was still warm from a full day in the sun. Abram, he said carefully, I think this is a dream.

No, Abram said, suddenly wistful. It’s not. And you know that. But I won’t mind if you pretend it is.

Okay.

Santui padded over and lay down beside their feet.

I’m glad you came here, Abram said. If I’m honest, I was a little scared I wouldn’t follow through with this. I tried to put all of it down in a note for this Bell but I couldn’t figure out where to start.

All of what down, Abram?

All of this. He gestured broadly with a hand at the stars, the gravel, the dead men slumped behind the house. This world, I don’t think it’s mine. I don’t think I’m from here. I don’t think that’s my Bell. I can’t tell for sure. No one can. All I know is that every time we make a choice, our world spins off an exact duplicate in which we made the other choice. Billions of times a second, infinite other worlds. There’s infinite other Abrams, infinite other Sauls.

He paused. Infinite other Bells, too, he said at last. And in infinitely many of those worlds, those Bells never meet Mara, and for their whole lives they go by Annabel instead.

But Bell did meet Mara, Saul said.

This one did. And infinitely many others. Each one of them exactly the same but for an imperceptibly different choice made at some point in the past. I didn’t understand it at first, but now I do. We are a record of our own decisions. No more, no less. If we made different decisions, we’d be different people in other worlds. And that’s the thing about the Chinese Device, that’s the great evil of it. You make your choices, you make your world, and then along comes this infernal machine that puts you into other people’s worlds where your choices never mattered. That’s what it means to kill somebody, Saul. It means you rip them out of the world they made, with their own choices, and you staple them to a world they had no part in making. That’s dying for real.

He checked his watch, noted the time. An urgency crept into his actions. We’re right on schedule, he said. Thanks for coming here, I really mean that. I wasn’t sure if you would. It’s been a lot less lonely than I feared. Now Abram glanced down between his knees at Santui’s prostrate form. I’m about to do a few things that might startle you, he said.

Are you talking to the dog?

I’m talking to both of you. He drew the revolver from his waistband, aimed it at Santui’s head, and fired. Saul flinched and nearly fell off the silo door. He did not know if he had cried out; a fading scratch in his throat suggested that he had. The dog had leapt to his feet and was now about a dozen yards away, low and nervous, ears pinned back and growling even as his eyes still blinked away sleep. Before Saul could say anything, Abram raised the gun again and squeezed the trigger five, six, seven times, the cylinder turning through a full rotation and each round ringing dead. Look, Abram was saying, look—nothing’s happening. He pulled the trigger several more times; none of the rounds fired. I told you, Abram said, chuckling. He was our test dog. I don’t know if he can die so long as he’s within the Chinese Device’s field.

Saul’s heart was still racing. He was at a loss for words.

It wouldn’t have mattered if I did kill him just now, Abram said. That’s what I’m trying to get you to understand. I let this dog go and not the other one. In another world, I let the other one go and this one went into the test chamber. In another, I saved them both; in another, I killed them myself. We’ll never know because the Chinese Device won’t ever let us know. It won’t ever let us go home. Because that’s not my Bell waiting for me at home. That’s not my home.

Abram rose to his feet. The Device is keeping me away from my home. I aim to find my way back. Now, he said, if you still want to believe you’re dreaming, this next part might be a bit more difficult.

What do you mean? Saul asked.

This, Abram said, and in a smooth motion he drew the revolver, pressed its muzzle to his temple, and pulled the trigger. Saul heard himself scream as he closed his eyes and shrank away. He heard laughing. Slowly he opened his eyes and dared to look back at his friend. It’s all right, Abram was saying, his face bright and suddenly unworried. Look at me—look, I want you to watch closely. In a flash, faster than Saul could turn away again, Abram had the gun pressed to his head and pulled the trigger once more. Another dry click. It’s all right, he kept saying, and he pulled the trigger again and again and again to no effect. It’ll never work. It never works in this world.

Abram smiled; for a brief moment, he was there again, the same man Saul had known all these years who helped to solder the greenhouse, who had to climb onto the hood of his truck to avoid Rascal’s bites, who drove Mei to the hospital when she collapsed in the hallway. And then the light in his eyes dimmed, and his gaze became hollow again, and recognition faded away. Here was only a man driven mad by something he only partly understood and was even less equipped to explain.

He said: Every time I put this gun to my head and pull the trigger, I’m dying in some worlds, I really am. But I’m not dead.

He said that he had read thousands of pages of stolen scientific research explaining that our world was not in any way unique, and that indeed there were worlds without end, and though these were not his conclusions he did not doubt them, for what was he but an interpreter. No, he said, these were the words of men a thousandfold smarter, summarizing their own arcane discoveries for each other. These were men who had proven to philosophical satisfaction the existence of other worlds, other lives, other deaths. It was his job, he said, only to believe.

He said: And the thing is that nobody ever dies, not from their own perspective anyway.

He said that he had dreamt often of the first man who had stepped into the proto-chamber of the first functional Chinese Device with nothing more than a gun and a coin. Sometimes, he said, he dreamt that he was a researcher monitoring the experiment, feeling simple disbelief turning into astonishment turning into certainty that he was witnessing a miracle, and when he had these dreams, he would wake with the thrill of triumph still hot on his brain. And he said that other times, he would dream that he was the test subject in the chamber, the gun heavy in his hand, flipping that coin again and again, knowing that with each consecutive escape, the odds of his own survival were diminishing to functional impossibility, and that after the last coin flip came up heads again he felt only a huge and unendurable sadness because he knew that he had broken something in the heart of the world which could never be repaired. And he said that still other times he would dream of being the test subject in the chamber, of flipping the coin and seeing it come up tails, and then of the world coming apart into shreds. He said that through these dreams he had learned that there was nothing special about this world or any world among all the innumerable others, that the very idea of exceptional difference was little more than a trick of ego.

He said: Because we’ll never experience any world where that coin comes up tails. How could we? We’d be dead.

This is crazy, Abram, Saul said. This is really crazy.

It’s not crazy. It’s real. Abram handed the gun to Saul. Take a good look. Here—he took the gun back and tipped the cartridges out of the cylinder into his palm—really take a look, they’re not blanks or anything. They’re real.

They’re real, Saul repeated. He felt very far away.

Abram reloaded his revolver and said listen carefully because this next part is the most important part and I want to get it right.

Saul said okay.

It’s not the field that makes us immortal, understand? All mankind is eternal. Our lot is to be eternal. And with the Chinese Device we figured out how to be eternal with one another. What the Device does is weave our fates together.

Abram wrapped a hand around his necklace and pulled it off. Here, he said, here’s mine. Take it. I’m through with it—go on, take it. Keep it somewhere safe.

Saul did.

Abram stood up. The field of possibilities unfurled before them without start and without end. He was crying now but his voice stayed steady and clear.

He said: There’s a world where no one has ever died. We’re the unlucky ones.

He said: Doesn’t that make you feel so awfully lonely?

He said: Everybody lives forever.

Santui appeared beside Saul, barking frantically.

There was a quick movement of Abram’s hand, followed by a sound that Saul felt more than heard. The gun clattered to the concrete a few yards away, thrown by its own recoil. Abram’s hands jerked close to his chest, neurological ghost, and then he slumped forward and tipped over. Under the banks of sodium lights the monochrome blood leaking from his shattered head looked like some terrible dream.
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PART FOUR
INTERFERENCE







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The site began decommissioning not long after the incident: the silo pried open, the missile extracted, and the hole filled with gravel, the house stripped of all equipment and furniture and left as an eerie shadow of the duplicate it had always been. It seemed to the Hsius that Bell disappeared within the infinity of her grief. Mei visited her daily for two weeks, bringing each time containers of food for her to eat, braised pork and rice and dumplings and steamed fish and three-cup chicken. It was no use. Bell’s appetite dwindled as her eyes stared out into the blackness beyond the world, as though she could see only the reddened and receding light of the eldest stars. All the activities of her living regressed mercilessly toward zero until she refused to eat at all, accepting only occasional cups of chrysanthemum tea sweetened with a bit of honey, and then only the tea without honey, and then only water. On the last day that Mei visited, she found her friend sitting silent and emaciated in the passenger seat of a rented moving van into which a man and a woman in their sixties were loading box after box.

You must be Mei, the man said when he saw her. I’m Annabel’s father—that’s her mother—I’m glad you came by. I wanted to thank you for taking care of our daughter these past two weeks.

It was strange to remember Bell’s full name and stranger still to hear it said aloud; it did not seem that they spoke about the same person. Is Bell leaving? Mei asked.

The man raised an eyebrow at the nickname. Annabel—this he said pointedly—is coming home to stay with us for a while. There’s not much reason for her to stay here, the man continued, now that—and here he hesitated—well, you know.

Not much reason for anyone to stay here, the woman said, before seeming to remember Mei could hear. I mean people who aren’t from here, she added quickly. Won’t be any work for them soon.

Why not? Mei asked.

They’re closing down Babylon, the man said. I’m sorry, I thought you had already heard.

It was true, of course; only a few days later, two dour men in ill-fitting suits came by the Hsiu house, informed them of the impending base closure, and offered to sell the land back to the Hsius for fifteen hundred dollars. For that price, Saul said, keep it. You bought it for three hundred and five and that’s how much I’ll buy it back for.

Even after it was explained to him that this was not a real increase in price but merely a result of the passage of time—that, just as mountains wore down into sand, just as men grew old, wrinkled, frail, just as their children too would grow old and wrinkled and frail, just as surely as trees lived longer than men lived longer than dogs, so too did money grow worthless, little by little, without recourse or relief, just as men had no recourse against the stiffening of their joints and the unwinding of their minds—even after all this Saul could not be disabused of the conviction that he was being somehow tricked. In terms of purchasing power, one of the men tried to explain, the price for the Hsius to purchase the silo back from the government was essentially equal to the price that the government had long ago paid for it. At this, in a rage, Saul demanded the men leave his house; never in his life had he been so insulted. As the men sat debriefing in their government-plated sedan, idling in the driveway, Mei appeared at their window with an envelope of fifteen hundred-dollar bills, all of them older even than the government agents who now accepted them.

Thank you, they said.

Now, Mei said pleasantly, you can get out.

In the weeks and months that followed, there came a hollowing of life that occurred without noise or grandeur. Houses went dark, stores turned out the lights on their signs. It was as though people were only just now discovering that the bottom had long ago fallen out of the world. So did all of creation grow small and cold and—frightened by this smallness and this coldness—so did people turn their faces downward, seeking as one the great pit at the center of the earth, disappearing one after another into blank elsewheres. Bell would be but the first to go; soon more would. And, even immersed in that extravagant solitude which was as old as their own tenure in this once-new country, Saul and Mei felt the new loneliness that came carried by the wind.

At last, even the Callers left, their congregation dwindled down to only three semi-faithful who mostly slept through sermons and who seemed not to mind terribly when they learned that their pastor was releasing them to join other flocks. They were going to Texas, Nancy said, and in the weeks before they moved, she made a big show of how thrilling it would be for her down there. On her last night in Salttree, she and Mara drank beers and sat on the hill overlooking the creek where Nancy had baptized Mara when they were children and Nancy said, You know maybe you ought to leave here too, there’s a whole world out there. And Mara said, Well, there’s a whole world here already. Later Mara presented Nancy with a cowboy hat as a farewell present and said that the boys down there wouldn’t know what to do with her and that she’d have to teach them herself.

They promised to write each other and they did, for a while, until they stopped for no reason other than the passage of time. Or perhaps Mara did not notice because, despite everything, she was in love. In the slack tide of their ever after, she and Luke wasted afternoons and whole days and even entire weeks for the decadence of doing nothing at all, because time had become at last theirs to waste, and because, they reasoned, the world could be trusted to find them in the end and shoulder them with burdens. They were wed before a county clerk in the winter and, young and joyous, they moved into a trailer not far from Saul and Mei’s house, moving back in during the winters to save on heating. In this way they passed some time.

One day, toward the end of the decommissioning process, Luke came home with a fury burning in his eyes; he had been standing by the greenhouse and watching the workers come and go when one of the uniformed officers seemed to notice him. It was his father, the colonel. They had not seen each another since Luke had been thrown out, and certainly not since he and Mara had resumed dating; the old man had been disgusted at the thought of his own son fraternizing, as he had so often said, with the enemy. In the intervening half decade, Luke had become taller than his father, or perhaps the elder de Valle had begun to shrink, as all patriarchs do when their sons grow old, into another of those small and punctilious geriatrics whose memories come to limit the future. As Luke saw his father approaching, an old fear seized him which, in childhood, had produced something resembling filial piety but which was more accurately mere aversion to being beaten.

They spoke briefly and parted ways. In the evening Luke ranted to Mara over dinner, not at the content of his conversation with his father, which had been unfailingly civil and almost businesslike, but at discovering, as a grown man, the extent to which his father still had power over him. When his father had asked—upon learning of his marriage to Mara—if his young bride or his in-laws up the hill might not secretly still be loyal to the government of their old country, continuing the lunatic Abram Song’s attack upon this great nation, Luke managed only a halfhearted denial before inelegantly changing the subject. He was humiliated by his cowardice before the waning figure of his father; he was ashamed of not rising with righteous indignation and striking the old man across the face as he now felt so capable of doing. But the magnitude of his shame also prevented him from telling Mara its cause, and so he found himself folded into an impotent silence, seething at their small dining table, unable to articulate either the particulars or the universals of his relationship with his father that had left him so ineffectually furious. All he could manage to report was that his father, the colonel, had been reassigned to a different air base, far away, and that he would not be again disturbing them.

For a while after its decommissioning, the house sat unused and unsecured, gathering dust and housing families of raccoons and a whole metropolis of mice in the walls. Even as Mara and Luke’s lives grew larger than could fit in the single-wide, they did not dare even consider moving to the doubled and haunted house. Occasionally, lights could be seen moving about in the house—the flashlights of terrified teenagers, challenged to spend a night there, who would come morning scrawl their names on the wall of Mara’s duplicated childhood bedroom as proof of their courage. The coming arrival of her and Luke’s son, however, forced the issue. With a child on the way, it became obvious that this growing family should not remain confined to six hundred square feet of multipurpose space when a full house sat empty and decaying just minutes down the road. And so, as Mara’s ankles swelled, and the world climbed out of winter, Luke and Saul set about restoring the silo house to its former redoubled glory.

Saul had not returned to the silo since Abram’s death, and indeed nothing short of the fatherly obligation to provide for his coming grandchildren could have induced him to return. As he came to the vehicle gate—now tied open after the decommissioning—he was seized by a sudden panic that nearly turned him on his heels. With difficulty he crossed the threshold into the fence and then met an even greater terror as he recalled the ghoulish and tranquil faces of the three dead men he had seen leaning against the side of the house.

Once, in his youth, he had become lost on a path around a sacred mountain, and as night came over him he felt the same fear that now tormented him at the old silo site. On that mountain path there was a sound following him, a rhythmic scraping and clapping, and as it drew nearer he hid in the bushes, gripping a sharpened stick, ready to drive it into the heart of a wolf, or a ghost. Instead it was a man that came down the path. He was shabbily dressed and gaunt. Thick bundles of rags padded his knees and to each hand was tied a small wooden board. As Saul watched, the man dropped to his knees, prostrated himself upon the dirt, stood up, took a step, and then dove again to the ground, chanting all the while. Later Saul would learn that he had seen a holy man, or a man on the path to holiness, whose arduous circumambulation of the sacred mountain might cleanse him of his wrongdoings.

It was worth a shot. Saul set his jaw and began to walk around the house, clockwise, lap after lap, and each time he passed by where he had seen the three murdered men the tightness in his chest unwound a bit further. Luke asked him what he was doing and Saul replied that he did not know, only that it was helping, and after a moment’s thought his son-in-law joined him in his circumambulations.

It was easier to be in the house than Saul had feared; he had not been inside on the night that Abram killed himself, and moreover the doubled house was in a state of pitiful disrepair that made it easier to pretend it was someplace else entirely. All its woes were interlinked and intractable; nothing could be fixed without first fixing everything else, and moreover everything was getting worse all the time. The windows were broken, whether by hail or by delinquents it was impossible to tell. The paint was peeling from the walls; the gutted rooms were filthy. The hallway was covered in illegibly vile graffiti, and a heap of crushed beer cans and broken bottles filled the bathtub.

Just as in the original house up the hill, the six rooms of the counterfeit were each identical to one another. In this deteriorated replica, Saul found that the rooms he thought he would recognize—this was the living room, this was their bedroom—were interchangeable to the last, and in this confusion he realized with a displaced melancholy that he was not familiar with this duplicated house at all but merely with his own particular home. The decommissioners had severed umbilicals of gas and power and phone lines as they left, and when Luke called the utility cooperative to restore services, he was told that this would not be possible until the spring.

They split up when they first entered, Saul going left and Luke going right, and when they met up again on the far side, they agreed quickly to stick together, for there was something disorientating about this place, so familiar and yet so strange. Under the combined and still faint light of their headlamps, Saul examined the imprints of heavy things in the floorboards and the fade-shadows of furniture upon the walls and was struck by the unshakable feeling that when he had walked through the darkened and slanted doorway of this infernal duplicate, he had also crossed somehow into a dream.

In the room whose corresponding twin up the hill served as the Hsiu dining room, Luke and Saul found a huge circular slab of cement inset into the floor. The walls were a patchwork of inverted shadows, unexpectedly clean and bright areas upon the wall against which a number of rarely moved machines had once sat. Punched into the walls themselves were constellations of holes, some as small as a pencil, others that Luke could almost fit two fingers into. Many of these holes were empty. A few had empty steel conduits coming out of them, and out of a few others protruded short lengths of lead pipe, capped and soldered shut, utterly immovable. With a hand braced against Luke’s shoulder for support, Saul even managed to stand on one of these protruding pipes that came within stepping height; the pipe did not so much as bend. Severed electrical wiring dangled from the ceiling.

The circular patch of cement on the floor must have been poured by the decommissioners; over what, Saul could only guess. Perhaps, he thought, this was where they loaded the warheads into the missile before launch. Or perhaps below them lay the Chinese Device, whatever it was. He pushed the thought from his mind.

A ring of rust-sheathed holes had been sunk into the subfloor adjacent to the cement circle, which was cold, polished perfectly smooth, and about a quarter inch proud of the floor. It made a solid and unambiguous sound when Saul gave it an accusatory rap with his knuckles, and it did not complain when Luke in turn gave it a few blows using a length of rebar.

From the gutted and redacted traces they encountered, it was clear to both men that the space had housed something of great importance, though they could not agree on its precise nature, let alone its function. Neither man was mechanically inclined beyond the rudimentary basics it was customary for men of their age and station to know—the changing of tires, the operation of power tools, even the welding of ordinary metals—and now, in their unknowledge, they stood around and made random guesses according to details whose meanings they fabricated, and each was rescued from the humiliation of his ignorance by the equal and reciprocal ignorance of his interlocutor. So it was that when Luke suggested that the circle of cement had been a hard-wearing foundation for some high-tech machine, Saul did not know to point to its smooth and unmarred surface, which had no boltholes with which such a valuable machine could have been fixed. And so it was that when Saul hazarded a guess that the cement circle was itself unimportant, serving as perhaps only a utilitarian floor surface for the ever-vigilant operators of the many and mysterious machines whose silhouettes yet remained on the walls, Luke was also convinced, unable to recognize the holes in the walls as the channels through which power, water, air, and communications could be regulated and prepared for delivery elsewhere.

But they knew none of this; they were wandering through a house which was an imperfect copy of a house with which they were intimately familiar, casting dim rounds of light where they looked, and through the artificial darkness only shadows swam up to meet them. Shards of glass from the hail-broken windows crunched beneath their boots.

How are we ever going to fix all this? Luke wondered aloud.

We’ll get someone to come help, Saul said. Abram used to do this sort of stuff when we were just starting out here. Before—

He stopped; both fell silent for a while. Saul had spared his family the worst details of the night, but the newspapers had covered the rest. Luke knew well enough.

You don’t have to live here, Saul said at last. We can figure something else out.

It’s a house, Luke said, as though that were enough.

Everything that’s happened here—Saul gestured, stiffly casual, feeling a shiver as the arc of his hand swept over the corner of the house where he had found the men Abram had killed—it’s bad luck.

Do you believe in ghosts? Luke asked suddenly, turning to look at his father-in-law, dazzling the old man with his headlight.

Saul raised a hand and pushed Luke’s headlight away, redirecting his gaze in the process. I have always known ghosts.

Well, said Luke after a moment, forcing a light chuckle into his words, I haven’t had the pleasure yet.

Leaving the gloom of the house, they found in the high gables of the roof over the porch an enormous and abandoned multiunit mud nest that must have been built by a thriving society of barn swallows, dozens of them, who had left aside their short and brutish lives amid the incivility of the world and come here instead, seeking the protection of the gables and the silo fence. The nests were packed together so densely that they seemed a single porous and labyrinthine mass in which their young grew fat and healthy and safe. There was something unsettling and grotesque about the aspect of the conglomerated nests, something insectile and repulsive in their bumpy walls, in the gaping of their dark mouths all pressed one against the other.

Saul got a broom and made to knock it down and Luke stopped him before he did. Will they be upset? he asked. The birds, I mean. Will they have a place to live?

They’ll build a new nest when they see this one is gone, Saul said. They always build new nests.

In the same places?

They know where home is, Saul said. They always come back. Carefully he swung the broom handle in a slow arc through the air, rehearsing his first blow, and then, resetting, swung again, hard. The nests shattered and came raining onto the porch steps below in a shower of dust and chunks of mud. Feathers and bits of grass floated through the air, so light that they sawed side to side as they fell, like autumn leaves. Luke bent, picked up a fragment that had fallen largely intact, and found an egg inside.

Look, he said. Saul did.

At what? Saul said, peering into the nest.

There’s an egg inside.

There isn’t, Saul said, and so Luke looked again, and this time Saul was right.

The money for the repairs came in the form of gold; it would be Saul and Mei’s wedding present to the happy couple. Nestled among the tubes and wires underneath the Hsius’ refrigerator were six and a half ounces of it, the half ounce being four small gold coins tied in a neat little packet with the gold-foil wrapper of a chocolate bar. This paid for replacing the hail-broken windows with new ones, as well as the repair of the leaking roof with composite shingles that the salesman promised would last a hundred years. Come springtime, after the utility cooperative reconnected the house’s breaker panel to the electrical grid, the oddly heavy plaster statuette of a cat was taken down from the bookshelf in the Hsiu living room and smashed upon the floor, whereupon a somewhat smaller, entirely gold version of the statuette was extracted from its shattered plaster shell. Because Mei had forbidden both Saul and Luke from—in their words—fiddling with the wiring until something lit up, the gold cat went to hire an electrician who in short order restored power to the rest of the house and observed, when he had finished, that the house seemed to have been designed to accept and manage astonishing quantities of energy. The gold cat also covered the cost of the plumber, who identified the large metal box in the mechanicals closet as an industrial-grade, four-stage water filtration system and suggested that they simply remove it and sell it to him, for he would buy it, and they would surely never need it; the windfall from taking the plumber up on his proposition allowed the liquidity of the gold cat to stretch its paws and include, easily, the cost of the removal—and, presumably, the incineration to ash—of the hideous wall-to-wall carpet tacked into almost every room.

When Mei saw what manner of subfloor lay underneath, she went right back to her house, moved the spare firebricks that had been stacked beneath the woodstove for as long as anyone could remember, and extracted a small and heavy cloth pouch that contained yet another ounce of gold. At that moment Saul also entered, back from mending fences, and found his wife in the living room, all the blinds drawn. He said something about seeing the sun—that it was good for plants and people alike, perhaps—and as he pulled the blinds open his wife shrieked from where she was kneeling on the ground before the woodstove, one arm elbow-deep underneath. Close them, she hissed, don’t let people see, and so Saul did. And when Mei produced the gleaming lump of gold clutched in her dusty hand, he made a noise of real surprise and said just how much gold do we have in this house and she said I don’t know, but I know it’s enough.

Both of her statements were true. Because Mei had managed the accounts of the farmstand and the household budget, setting strict limits on frivolous spending, and because she would go into town every month to exchange flammable and vulnerable dollars for their equivalent in pure gold, she had over the years accumulated more of the stuff than she knew what to do with. Fearing thieves and scoundrels, she had for a long time kept track of the gold in the house using only her memory, for she feared that any written record of the gold in the house and its locations would become a checklist by which her burglars could accomplish the total ruination of everything she had worked so hard to achieve. But in recent years—inevitably, perhaps—she had become more forgetful. At first, she was unaware that this was happening, because she forgot not only the thing itself but also the fact of her having forgotten, leaving her none the wiser. She only realized the extent of her forgetting when one evening Saul found a half-ounce gold coin in his rice; Mei had unwittingly scooped it out of the fifty-kilogram polypropylene bag of rice in which she had long ago hidden and forgotten it.

Thus did she begin keeping a single list of all the gold in the house and their locations in two columns of unadorned numbers: the first representing the weight, in grams, of each store of wealth, and the second representing the locations of those lumps of gold. These locations were recorded as a pair of coordinates—not latitude and longitude, for, she reasoned, those were too simple and easily decoded by a sufficiently motivated thief—but instead a complex grid system of her own devising which she superimposed on detailed plans of the house.

The plans were, in their earliest form, not her own: they were the original drawings according to which the house had first been constructed. She had found them in a box full of ancient documents at the bottom of a stack of other such boxes they had put together when they first arrived, their corrugated walls so bent and bowed by the decades that they now interlocked with one another like blocks in a dry-stone wall. She and Saul had packed the boxes when they first moved in, filling them with the papers they had found scattered about their new home, as well as those things they had brought with them from the old country which they had in the end not used or even wanted but which had been made rare and precious by the enormous distance they had traveled.

The house plans were folded imperfectly into fourths, and as she unfolded them, the prints began to split along the creases of its folds so that it cut itself into quarto before her very eyes, the yellow paper flaking away into brittle fragments that reminded her of beetle wing covers. A faint smell of ammonia wafted from the page. Carefully she assembled the pieces on the kitchen table. Rendered in sharp lines, albeit faded, the house depicted on the plans suffered none of the inexactitudes of reality, nor the corrosive effect of time which had even begun to work on the plans themselves. Near the corner of the house were drawn the silhouettes of two figures, a man and a woman, whose exactly average heights and builds were meant to provide a sense of scale. Mei imagined herself as that outlined woman, Saul her outlined husband, standing beside the house—their house—and, seized by a desire to rescue these plans from disintegration, she set about copying the plans onto a clean sheet of paper, working carefully first with pencil and then in ink. It was by using these initial copies of the architectural plans that Mei first invented her system for notating where she had hidden gold, and with this invention she allowed herself at last not to worry about forgetting where and how much of the treasures of the family were kept. So it was that when Saul had asked her precisely how much gold was in the house, Mei had been quite serious about her ignorance: she needed to check.

That night, working silently by the light of a single candle, looking over her ledger of gold, her fingers manipulating an imaginary abacus, Mei discovered that there was enough gold buried and stashed throughout the house to pay for another set of renovations—not of her daughter and her son-in-law’s new house on the old silo plot, but rather of its progenitor. Her mind filled with ideas; she began to plan. It would be a lot of money, but there was no reason to rush. They could do things right. So Mei set to work on a new plan for the house, traced from her own duplicate of the original, rotted plans. It would be, she mused, a thoughtful sort of place, a portion of the world that would be made expressly for her and which would in turn reflect outward the habits of her living and her striving. For many years now she had not dared to consider what success might look like in this new country; now, as she started to draw her new and perfect home, she decided at last that it must look something like this.

In the closing of that autumn, as the days began to contract in earnest and ladybeetles pushed desperately into the warmth of their single-wide, Mara and Luke moved into that house at once new and already known. Wanting to do something ceremonial, Luke stopped the car just short of the gate and got out. As Mara sat perplexed, Luke ran to the gate, undid the rope that held it open, and, straining against years of rust and neglect, he began to push the gate closed. The rattling of the chain-link fence ringing out across the prairie proclaimed the return of a son, prodigal and metallic. Mara’s parents were sitting in the old family pickup, parked inside the fence by the renovated house. As Luke shut the gate, they came out of the truck holding their coats closed against the wind and shouted to ask what he was doing that for and he answered that he and Mara were going to open it themselves, once and for all. He shut the gate, left through the personnel door, and walked back out to the sedan, where Mara sat with their son growing in her belly. He opened his car door and leaned in to speak to his wife. The wind was howling through the hinges, working up into a booming resonance. I thought we could open the gate together, Luke said over the drone of the wind. Like a ritual.

What do you mean?

Like we’re opening a new chapter of our lives together. Or something. I had the idea while we were driving over, and I thought it would be a nice thing to do.

Had anyone else in the world stopped driving in order to create, out of thin air and with great effort, an obstacle which he then asked his pregnant wife to help him clear, he would have been simply annihilated where he stood, reduced to a smoking lump of charcoal by the fury of Mara’s glare—she had inherited from her mother a radical unwillingness to suffer fools—but it was sincere and beloved Luke de Valle who had come up with this insipid and meaningless ritual, and for this reason Mara found it neither insipid nor meaningless, and so she agreed. Her husband ducked out of the car, ran around to open Mara’s door for her, and helped her out of the car with so earnest an excitement that she could not help but laugh, even as she waddled to the gate. Together, they pushed open the very same gate he had just shut.

They got the house keys from her parents, thanked them profusely, and then went inside. The place smelled of fresh paint and sawdust and looked exactly like the house up the hill. They walked through, marveling at it. New flooring had been installed throughout, glossy planks of maple that everywhere covered up the sins of the past. In the room that would come to be the nursery, Mara rested interlaced fingers upon her belly and quietly looked out the window at the grayness of the sky and the lattice of the security fence. The floor here was ever so slightly colder under her bare feet than it was elsewhere in the house. It was cooled by the cement circle that now lay hidden beneath the floorboards.

Outside, Saul stood on the running board, his body keeping the wind from slamming the open truck door shut. He sensed as though he were being hurried along by some cosmic force beyond his understanding, and for this reason he felt obliged to linger. He was thinking of Abram and the murdered soldiers. Mei complained that she was getting cold and at last he stepped into the truck and closed the door. She seemed to sense what was on his mind. Ghosts are nothing to fear, she said. She sounded only half sure.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Luke de Valle Jr. was born in the early spring. Immediately known as Junior, he would never in his life go by Luke—not even after his father died, for by then he had come to regard his very name as an indelible testament to his having been preceded upon this earth by another, more original Luke de Valle. When he was born the rains stopped coming and for many years did not return. Mei should have known sooner the drought was coming—the signs were all there for her to read—but for months before the arrival of both Junior and the drought, she could only stare in grinding confusion at the five-spoked wheel of vultures that turned counterclockwise in the northeastern sky shortly after sunrise, the blueing and brightening air warming beneath their long-fingered wings as they took turns climbing the day’s new thermals. Over the years she had learned to approach and study these omens obliquely, as though looking at dim stars in peripheral view, because attempting to observe these signals directly would surely obliterate them, so faint they were as to be scarcely indistinguishable from noise.

At first, this practice was infuriating. Until that first flash of prophecy, the world for Mei consisted of things like numbers and crop yields and cash flows which could be manipulated using the surety of her imagined abacus and, by extension, by logic itself. Of course, she had a few unaccountable and indefensible beliefs—that cats could steal the souls of sleeping babes, that the eating of foods resembling body parts fortified those parts in question, that certain objects on earth could be induced to double with the right words—but these were aberrations insulated from the rational portions of her mind which otherwise directed her activities. After her spectacular foretelling of the ashfall, years ago, Mei had studied the birds for weeks. She recorded the number and movement of the birds. She glassed their lightweight bodies as they slipped through the air, consulting her field guide to the birds of the great plains to identify each one. She took note of unreasonably cold nights in the summer and unseasonably warm days in the winter. At last feeling confident in her abilities, she took detailed observations for a week and then calculated a number of prophecies.

None ever came to pass.

So, she had learned to her chagrin to become receptive to the fragile and fallible mechanisms of intuition. Since then, she had found more success. At least augury seemed to be a skill like any other; this brought Mei’s wounded rationality some comfort. Through practice, she became good enough to read the weather a month out by simply glancing at the vultures circling over the carrion in the boneyard.

But the drought that stole upon the world and grew old alongside Junior took her by surprise. It was not that she did not understand what the wheel of vultures portended—her first sight of the birds had set a crawling heat marching over her scalp, which she recognized as an intuition of a coming dryness—but that she had come to doubt her own conclusions because they foretold a drought of impossible intensity. Not until late April did she realize she had been right all along and then warn her family of the great drought that lay in store, but by then it was already five days after what would come to be remembered as the last good rain for three years, and two weeks after Junior was born. Thus into the dry years they went, as unprepared as the rest, their crops shriveled as kindling in the fields. Only by the grace of the chrysanthemums were they once more saved from ruination.

No one expected such chrysanth salvation. In the first year of the drought, the flowers looked to the sky in blank expectation, as though the clouds might suddenly recognize their error and send along the rains in apology. In the fields the corn died on the stalk, already perforated and torn by the late-spring hailstorms that had passed through earlier, and their leaves in their dryness became flinty and sharp. In the autumn they harvested what they could from their desiccated land and sold it at prices higher than any in living memory. Saul came home triumphant—six dollars and twenty-three cents to the bushel for corn, he crowed—and was silenced by a withering glance from Mei, who had for months watched the money for her hoped-for renovation evaporate and who alone knew, to the dime, how much this first year of drought had taken from them.

Winter was late in coming. As late as the second week of November, Mara needed only a thin sweater to keep her warm as she walked the perimeter of the fenced silo facility, pushing Junior’s stroller. And then the cold descended abrupt as highway robbery, the temperature dropping so precipitously that the thin, conciliatory rain that started up in the evening on Thursday transformed into a glacial storm that encased even the thinnest of tree branches in half an inch of solid ice. All through the next day, they heard intermittently the sound of trees collapsing in the windbreak, dragged down by hundreds of pounds of ice.

But the problem of rain and its caprices was a matter for the adults. In these baking years, the young Junior was forming his first and lasting impression of what sort of place this world was: dry and lacking. On his first birthday he stared enraptured at the shuddering flame of the single candle on the small cake that was placed before him and blew it out quite by accident, and in the sudden darkness that prevailed after the extinction of the candle he began to cry and could not be consoled until his father struck another match and lit the candle for a second time. The wax shrank from the flame, which grew tall and grotesque along the rapidly lengthening wick. It had never been meant to burn so long or so brightly. Junior leaned in closer and closer until the tips of his fine dark hair sizzled shorter and his mother pulled him back into his high chair. For the rest of his life, he would be fascinated by the movement of fire.

Spring returned and quickly burned away in the heat of a second summer without rain. Mei had by then become attuned to the wheel of vultures which had returned to the northeastern sky, and grimly she informed Saul and Luke that they would leave their fields fallow this year, for the rains would not return for at least another two years—two years, Luke repeated, incredulously—and that this was the best, and only, means she could find of stemming the bleeding. In the months that followed, weeds sprang up in the empty fields and were quickly scorched to cinders by the relentless heat. In the summer, dry winds arrived to scrape the dust from the land and push it, in gritty waves, toward the distant ranges in the southwest.

The boy learned to crawl and quickly became so skilled at it that for a long time he refused to learn to walk, let alone to run, because these forms of locomotion were boring and slow compared to the primate efficiency he could achieve on all fours. Visiting his grandparents’ house up the hills, he liked to provoke foot races with the gentle and patient Santui, whose three paws could carry him many times faster than the toddler could scramble on hands and feet, and who, knowing this, trotted slow and indulgent alongside his babbling charge, taking care to win only by small increments so that the boy was made to scamper faster and faster until one day, tired of losing, he lifted his hands from the floor and began running in earnest, to his parents’ glee. Everybody learns to walk before they run, his father took to saying, except Junior.

With the fields left fallow and the relentless heat broiling the world into dead ash, there was little anyone could do to occupy their time. And so, despite knowing that the money for her renovations was now gone, Mei continued to work on plans for a renovated house. Now, however, freed of the constraint of feasibility, her work began to intermingle with the other maps she had made long ago: of the intimations of buildings and order she had read from the land when she and Saul had first arrived decades prior, of the geomagnetic hole that opened up around the silo facility after they had built the twinned house, of the rooms and the additions she had so lovingly designed to accommodate the full development of each of her grandson’s childish and mercurial interests. When, for instance, Junior was racing Santui, learning to run, Mei sketched out on her map a large hallway that circumnavigated the house which could be used as a track, nine laps to the mile; her grandson would grow up to be the fastest man in the world. Soon her map exceeded the bounds of the yellow legal pad that she had started on, and then the bounds of all the sheets of paper she could find in the house.

Finally, she cleared Mara’s old room of all its contents—it had for years sat empty, shrine-like, representing Mei’s maternal and impossible hope that her daughter might suddenly start aging in reverse and move back home—and began to copy her map from the pages onto the wall, working in black paint using fine-tufted calligraphy brushes. She chose a scale that condensed the entirety of the house into a rectangle about the size of their television set. As she added more rooms and hallways and floors, however, the scale became unwieldy; adding a large glass sunroom to the northern face of the house, she found she required a stepstool to paint in its thirty-foot skylights, its terraced slate floors descending the natural slope of the hill, its enclosed lap pool. When Saul saw the addition painted on the wall, he wondered aloud if they would ever have enough money to build something so extravagant. To his surprise, his wife answered that they already had. They left the map room and stopped partway down the north hallway, in front of nothing in particular. Mei looked at the blankness of the hallway, frowning, deep in thought. Ah, she said at last, laughing. I must have forgotten to draw in the door.

As long as you’re drawing in doors, Saul joked, you should put in the one I dreamed about when I couldn’t sleep. The one that goes all the way to our hometowns.

Why? she asked, abruptly serious. Do you want to go back?

Not forever, he said. Just to visit, maybe. Feeling quite stupid, he added halfheartedly that he was only kidding.

About wanting to visit?

About putting in the doors, he said. Oh, he said at last, never mind.

Returning to the map room in the afternoon, delicately, she painted in the door to the sunroom and a wide tall window beside it. Saul was in the living room; he had fallen asleep on his recliner while reading. The great white dog Santui lay asleep on the floor beside him. Quietly she walked through the halls until she came to where she had taken her husband earlier. Now a door awaited her there. In her mind she was perhaps dimly aware that the sunroom did not really exist and that the door she had painted had no business being so unavoidably real and wooden and brass-handled and heavy and hinged, that the window beside it did not really exist, could not let in the light of the real sun. But if she had these thoughts, they did not give her pause. She turned the handle and went in.

Saul awoke in the evening, disoriented by the sudden darkness that enveloped him in the living room. He folded down the corner of the page of the book he had been reading and set it aside. It was late; his wife had already gone to bed. He brushed his teeth, put on his nightclothes, turned out the light, and gently climbed into bed beside a sleeping Mei. Her hair was damp and smelled faintly of chlorine.

On Junior’s second birthday, his grandparents made him a bowl of longevity noodles as large as his head. The boy cried for a candle until one and then a second was found—it was his birthday, after all—though, faced with a blubbering infant and a bowl of noodle soup, his father made the curious decision to simply hold the two candles in his hand, lighting them together. Go on, he said, blow it out. Each flame pulled upon the other until they merged into a single tall flame that drew from both wicks. Wax began to run down the spiral fluting of the pinstripe candles, collecting upon Luke’s fingernails. Come on, he said, impatient. Blow it out. But his son only stared. Soon the flame worked its way down to within an inch of Luke’s fingers and he cupped his other hand underneath to keep the wax from dripping onto the table.

Blow it out, Mara said. Blow it out. And the flames sank lower still and began to curl the hairs on Luke’s fingers and at last he gave a quick puff and put out the candles himself. Junior clapped his hands and made a whistling noise; it was something like joy. The combination of his mother’s dark hair and serious features with his father’s delicate frame and quiet demeanor had produced a sharp-elbowed toddler who was unnervingly quick and who spoke so little that Mara worried her son might be mute. In truth the boy had inherited his mother’s precocity with language; it soon became clear that Junior’s reticence was not for want of skill but instead for want of interlocutors. He began to speak often and freely, albeit incomprehensibly, in a homegrown patois of his grandparents’ Chinese and his parents’ English, inflected according to a syncretic grammar he adapted from the yellow songbirds that perched in the aspens, with the result that he had acquired a language which was internally consistent and yet utterly unintelligible to any but himself. Before long he had managed to invent a language all his own in which words themselves were also qualities, so that the morpheme of a diving bird not only referred to the sparrow hawks that hunted the fields of his imagination but also to their lightness and to their agility. And, unbeknownst to all, he had created on his own a word for rain which was more correct than its cognates in all other languages. It sounded to the untrained ear like the ringing of a hollow vessel and, with enough volume and repetition, could induce wisps of clouds to coalesce into thunderheads. But no one ever asked, and so Junior never spoke the word aloud, and so it remained, with the rest of his autogenous lexicon, eternally in suspension.

No rains came the following year either, though by then some cultivars of chrysanthemums had adapted in earnest and had begun to spread. The white-blossomed varietal that had taken root beyond the silo fence, after withering almost to dust for two years, suddenly began putting out hardy runners that sent up new stems every six inches, growing vigorously and apparently without water. Within three weeks of the last frost, these drought-adapted chrysanthemums extended halfway to the greenhouse. Saul, attempting to remove one, eventually dug up an outrageously strong taproot as long as his forearm that glistened with water at its tip. The thick tangle of chrysanthemums carpeting the very pasture on which he stood in fact represented instantiations of a single organism whose roots, as far as he could tell, drew water from an aquifer inaccessibly near the center of the earth.

On his third birthday, Junior blew out the candles on his cake. Turning to his parents, beaming in celebration, he made the sound of a gale combing over sheaves of wheat. At this, abruptly, his mother began to weep with great shuddering breaths; she seemed as surprised as anyone to have been brought so quickly to tears.

Can’t you say something we can understand? she sobbed.

I’m sorry, Junior said in English. He would never again speak in his own tongue except on some two dozen nights many decades later, when he was himself very old and the world had become unrecognizable to him; he would write poetry in his invented language on his pillowcases and crank open his window in the assisted-living facility to read his verses aloud to what birds yet remained. In those final days, his words would become spectacular; the nurses and doctors who happened to hear as they passed by his room would stumble home in a daze of glory, seized by a huge and unendurable nostalgia. They would not understand—indeed could not—that Junior’s idiolect had come to approximate a long-dead and semiotically purer language in which the contours of human life could be captured with merciless exactitude, and to hear it shaped into meter was to learn to interpret the sound of the wind through the trees.

It was also around his third year that Junior began to develop a fascination with sharp objects, or more precisely with sharpness itself. He would spend hours squatting in the driveway with a stick, sharpening the end of it into a point, and then breaking it off and starting again, until he had, in this way, converted its entire length to a little pile of sharpened nubs. Poor nervous Luke—who, until Junior was well into grade school, feared that his son might spontaneously combust, and then afterwards that he might not only spontaneously combust but also hide his immolation from him—was driven nearly mad by the discovery that the pointed choking hazards which daily appeared encircling his son were, in fact, the products of the boy’s own fixation. Luke’s efforts to keep his son safe were thwarted by the white chrysanthemums, which emerged after the next winter with smaller, denser blossoms and heart-shaped siliceous leaves that could be dried in the sun until, Junior discovered, they were hard enough to scratch his initials into fence posts, tree trunks, and painted signs. This new generation of plants was even hardier than the last, and as they grew roughshod over the fallow fields, they were grazed almost down to the soil by the cattle, who had become gaunt and weary of soybean hulls and hemp pellets and had no problem defoliating the chrysanthemums that now blanketed the hills. Neither did the chrysanthemums suffer from being grazed; for each plant that was stripped bare, three new shoots sprang up from its runners the next day.

Shortly after he turned four, Junior was joined in this world by his little brother, Caleb. The younger de Valle was born in the dead of winter, on a night colder than all others which were to come after. The gasket between the double-paned windows in the hospital room had failed and as Caleb slept off the exhaustion of first life, patterns of frost upon the glass became visible in the morning light. Junior rose from where he had been napping on the other unused bed in the room. He went over to the window, pressed a small finger to the glass, and watched as the ice shrank from around his fingertip, changing from white translucency into crystalline transparency and at last into ordinary and unremarkable beads of water. He found this transition so captivating that he did it again and again, punching small holes of clarity into the frost-glazed window. Look, he said to his mother, pressing his finger again to the window. Mama look. But his mother only raised a finger to her lips as he spoke, hushing him.

He’s sleeping, she said.

You can show your brother when he’s a little older, his father said, flashing his mother a wry and knowing smile. But the windows at home never froze over like this; they would have to go outside and play with the frosty windows on the truck instead. Glancing at the sleeping face of his baby brother, strange and crumpled, a surge of feeling washed over Junior which only later would he recognize as impatience at the slowness of time.







CHAPTER NINETEEN

Around the time Junior was twelve and Caleb eight, the boys developed an elaborate game that consisted mostly of going down to the greenhouse and pretending to fight wars there. Even without their narrative scaffolding, it was an adventure to go down there. Junior led with the machete, cleaving gleefully through the chrysanthemums, while Caleb brought up the rear with the air gun, stopping every now and again to scan the horizon like he had seen in the movies, squinting and serious, defending their two-man scouting party. The quarter-mile walk could easily take as long as a half hour if Junior tired with the brush-clearing or if Caleb wanted to take potshots at birds. He was no crack shot—he had never hit anything smaller than a street sign, nor did he want to, for street signs made a satisfying noise when he hit them—and, in truth, Caleb was terrified of anything larger than a church mouse. But he found the shape and weight of the rifle supremely reassuring and he enjoyed using its scope to inspect things in the distance. Last summer, the boys had figured out who had better eyesight by each taking turns looking through the riflescope at the other, who would run down the dirt road and hold up some number of fingers as a test of the looker’s acuity. Caleb won because he could tell that Junior was holding up three fingers at forty yards, at which distance Junior could hardly even find Caleb in the hay field. Though frustrated by the loss, Junior conceded defeat and from that day on allowed his younger brother to carry the air gun—a leaderly graciousness, Caleb thought, that affirmed his older brother’s suitability to command their war missions. Plus, his brother knew how to tie a square knot without having to look at it afterward and retie it, plus he was older, plus he was the tactician behind their weekend missions, and plus he was the one who Papa said could use the machete because only he could be trusted not to cut off his toes.

The chrysanthemums here were descended from the original strain of drought-tolerant plants that had established themselves years ago when the rains had first ceased, when their absence was still something new and alarming. The rains were returning, now and again, and occasionally there even came torrential downpours that lasted three, four days, but the drought had settled so deeply into the soil that even a month of continuous storms would not have been enough to recoup what the years had evaporated. The white-blossomed field-crop chrysanthemums formed a thick and springy mat over the hills, having long ago left behind the need for shelter, for water, and—as Junior declared after peering at a petal with a magnifying glass for the better part of an afternoon while Caleb wrote down his brother’s scientific observations—perhaps for anything at all.

The wild chrysanths had a knotted and dense habit, coming up to a grown man’s knee and a boy’s hip. Left to govern themselves, these feral plants could choke out an aspen in two seasons and grew fast enough, per Junior’s calculations, to root a heifer to the earth if she stood still for more than six hours. Their parents and grandparents had long ago given up trying to find a use for these rampant chrysanthemums, which the cattle avoided unless truly starved and which had no properties of interest whatsoever. Even the flowers were pointless; they grew in helices of small immature gold and white buds about the size of marbles that took four months to bloom and whose bizarre threadlike flowers detached wholly from the stem after a mere six hours. For years now, every plant had flowered at the same moment—one hour after sunrise on the morning of the last full moon of September, which meant, as the boys’ grandmother had noted with immense satisfaction, that these plants were attuned to the lunar calendar, and could be used to mark the arrival of the Mid-Autumn Festival. More recently, however, the blooms had begun to open closer to sunset—the sort of gradual change which, once noticed, seemed ominous, though what precise terror it prophesied was a matter of active debate. Sunrise or sunset, the chrysanths still heralded the harvest moon. And, in any case, their stems yielded easily to the edge of Junior’s machete as he swept the blade through the foliage before him.

It was Grandpa Saul who had first let the plant out of the greenhouse; Grandma Mei told them so. For a little while, its unstoppable vitality and prolific spread had been welcome, for the cattle could graze upon its endless abundance, but now, after so many years of drought, the flowers had become uncontrollable. No other plant could compete; no other plant was even given the chance to compete, for the chrysanthemums grew so dense and quick that the seedlings of all other plants were shaded over and destroyed in the darkness. When the boys asked their grandfather, the old man was insistent that the current plague of chrysanths had not been his fault. According to his hybridization charts, the true ancestor of the chrysanthemums which now snarled the boys’ path was another plant entirely, which had simply spat its own seeds through a cracked window and taken off running after making its grand escape.

Regardless of their true origin, the chrysanthemums grew like weeds on every broken boulder and even the silted crags of loess that ran down into the boneyard, only shrinking from the gravel that surrounded their house, coming up to the old silo fence and stopping a few yards away. Whatever herbicidal cocktail had been used while the silo was operational was persistent and lethal enough to keep all manner of plant life at bay even now, almost some sixteen years after the soldiers left.

But this was all ancient history for the boys, and therefore uninteresting compared to their own homegrown annals which Junior had invented and Caleb, with the limitless credulity of childhood, had learned as fact. Even Junior had not been aware of his fabulations, for he had simply and to the best of his ability reconstructed the irrecoverable history of their bounded world by combining all of the stories he had heard adults recounting, fragmented though they were both in their telling and in Junior’s imperfect recollection.

This was how they—Junior mostly, though Caleb did feel that he had managed to provide some useful insights here and there—had pieced together the details about the ghosts that haunted the fenced gravel lot around their home and who roamed, they deduced, as far as the greenhouse. A few months ago, the boys had been made to help their grandmother sort through boxes full of photographs of people they had never met in places they had never been. Halfway through the third box, the photographs became almost all identical: long exposures, taken at night, showing the outline of the hills, the security fence, the boys’ house, a smear of green and purple light above it all, and a crowd of blurred figures milling around the fence. Caleb picked up one of the pictures and, frowning in concentration, said that’s where we live. Junior was digging through the box and impatiently he said the photographs were all the same and when the boys’ grandmother saw the pictures her expression became anxious and hurriedly, she took the photograph from Caleb’s hand and put it back in the box and closed the lid.

What are those pictures for? Junior had asked.

Go ask your father, their grandmother had said.

As they walked back to their house that afternoon the brothers strategized. Caleb’s suggestion to do as their grandmother said was vetoed by Junior, who pointed out that their father could not be relied upon to answer their questions honestly because the subject was clearly one about which children were not meant to know. Thus, they resolved not to ask their father about the strange nighttime photographs at all. Instead—in what he did not realize was a coordinated assault designed to draw him into revealing glimpses of the truth, whatever it was—they peppered him with questions about the people who lived in the house before they did. Then they took his answers to their school librarian, whom they subjected to the same tactical barrage of questions and who directed them to large and old books which they pored over after class each day. In this roundabout and fallible way, they learned about nuclear missiles, the problem of evil, the logic of deterrence, the nature of the northern lights, the origin of children—which Junior said he already knew—and the care and keeping of ghosts.

So began the weeks of projects and experiments, conducted in secret on the weekends and, in the summer, on every day it did not rain, which was to say most every day. Down by the boneyard, cradled in the chrysanthemums, gazing down at that bleached and skeletonized jumble, they tested a homemade spirit board at sunset, scaring themselves out of their wits in the process and sprinting home in terror after the heap of bones suddenly settled with a great clatter. Last week they came down to the greenhouse with a shoebox they had made into a pinhole camera and peered at everything they could see, finding nothing out of the ordinary. The following day they came again, this time at sunset, hacking the chrysanthemums off the doorjambs and nervously stepping in. Then, each swearing to the other that they were not frightened, the boys got out another hand-drawn spirit board—the first one had been lost in the confusion by the boneyard—and nervously they asked if the ghosts there were friendly. No response came, ethereal or otherwise, and so after a few tense minutes of silence the boys relaxed, packed up their things, and made to leave, at which time they discovered that they could not open the door.

The sun had slunk beneath the hills and the darkness was growing thicker every second and a blind animal panic set in. Desperately pushing against the door, they at last managed to break the winding chrysanth tendrils that, unbeknownst to them, had regrown and tied the door shut while they were inside. Junior stumbled out first, taking six huge strides before he realized he was no longer in the greenhouse. Caleb followed behind him but snagged his foot on something and fell and he yelled for his brother to save him and in an instant Junior was there beside him, helping him to his feet, and then they were both off again, grateful simply to be alive, and Caleb even more grateful to have Junior for an older brother. Defeated and humiliated, the boys resolved to return soon, better armed and braver, to win back from the ghosts their honor and their hurriedly abandoned camping tools.

Today was that day. Caleb raised the air rifle to his shoulder and checked the ridgeline from which they were now descending. A good thirty yards behind him followed the giant shape of Santui, whose white fur was beginning to stain green as he came with dactylic gait down the cleared trail Junior had slashed through minutes before. The scope was the best way to look at things in the distance—even better than their grandparents’ old binoculars—but, for all its lustrous clarity, the riflescope was also an uneasy thing to use because its crosshairs came to rest on whatever thing Caleb was inspecting.

In fact, that was how the boys’ eyesight-testing game had ended: their father had come out onto the porch to sit for a while and almost jumped out of his skin when he saw one son aiming a gun at the other. You could have killed your brother, his father had said to Caleb. What would you have done if you had killed him? The thought sent the boy into an inconsolable terror that left his eyes so swollen from crying that, when their mother returned that afternoon, she thought he had eaten something poisonous. After that, Caleb was careful to examine only the empty spaces abutting the things he really wanted to see, steadfastly keeping the reticle aimed at the invulnerable and the immortal: the blue sky above Junior’s shock of dark hair, the branches behind the horned owl that visited the aspens in the winter, and, now, the chrysanth thickets framing Santui’s huge shaggy head. Caleb had become an expert in the inspection of things at the periphery of the scope’s field, where, albeit warped by the aberrancy of the riflescope glass, precious things could be kept safe from the ballistic implication of his crosshairs.

The dog flushed some grouse out of the underbrush and snapped lazily after their tails as they cranked burbling into the air. C’mon, Caleb called, his high voice flung away by the wind. Santui, come here. The dog came loping through the slashed chrysanthemums and nosed the boy’s hand as a greeting. In his old age, Santui’s large eyes were still their vibrant honeyed brown, even as his jowls loosened and his fur grew ever more wiry. But he did not seem to be flagging; he could pad alongside the tractor for a whole day of haying without complaint, tapping an inexhaustible vigor that might have been mistaken for adolescent energy in his youth but now seemed undeniably strange in such an elderly animal. We’re almost there, Caleb said to the dog. See if you can catch a bird for us.

When they were twenty yards from the greenhouse, Junior raised a fist, indicating that they should stop and scout the area before proceeding. They broke off the path, found a small patch of relatively level dirt a bit up the hill, and got down onto their bellies, shoulder to shoulder, gazing out at the gleaming planes of stained glass down the road. Santui, too, flattened himself out beside Caleb. The brothers took turns looking through the riflescope and reporting on what they saw, which was to say nothing, while Junior delivered in his commander’s voice a nonsensical but convincing mix of radio chatter and vaguely military-sounding phrases.

As Junior made his squad captain’s report on the status of the ghost hunt—mostly to himself, though Caleb of course always listened—Santui abruptly rose to his feet and a low rumbling growl started up in his chest. Caleb rolled onto his side and looked up at Santui, who stood with ears pricked and yellowed teeth bared. Junior, who had the rifle, quickly raised the scope to his eye and peered out at the greenhouse. He could see nothing out of the ordinary. Santui’s growl opened into a short, fearsome bark, and smoothly he took a position between the boys and the greenhouse.

You’re blocking my view, Junior complained. He rose into a kneel and sighted down the riflescope again. Santui barked again, a single short blast of venom that gave the boy pause. The dog’s hackles were raised all up and down his back. Here, Junior said, passing the air gun to Caleb, you take a look.

A laugh came floating over from the greenhouse before he could look, and then the voice spoke. Are you going to shoot me, young man? Caleb found the speaker, a white-haired old man who came out from behind the greenhouse and began walking toward them through the chrysanthemums with a military stiffness. My, the old man said, you boys look just like your father.

At his approach, Santui assumed a low and dangerous stance, constantly adjusting his solitary hind leg as he eyed the stranger, growling continuously. The man put up his hands and stopped walking. Good dog, he said offhandedly, old dog. He grinned. Where’d you get it?

Junior stood up and Caleb was glad for it; his brother always knew what to do. Who are you? he asked. Without looking away from the old man he motioned for the air gun. Caleb rose to his feet and passed the gun to his brother. Santui’s ears tracked the boys’ movements and without turning his huge shaggy head the dog repositioned himself to better defend them from the old man down by the greenhouse.

You best not let that dog bite me, the old man said.

He won’t, Junior said. Then, to the dog: Easy now. Stay.

Thanks, the stranger said, lowering his hands. He smiled broadly, expectantly. Don’t you remember me? He pointed to himself, waited a moment. It’s Grandpa, he said at last.

Whose grandpa?

A laugh. Yours, he said. Your dad’s my son. I’m Grandpa Morgan.

Caleb had never seen this man before; two of their grandparents were just over the hills in the house that looked like their own, and, of the other two, one was dead and the other lived in a faraway city and had never once come to visit because, as their father had explained long ago, he was unkind, and could not even learn to be kind, and so was not welcome in their home. So Caleb leaned over and whispered to his brother, I think he’s lying. Then a thought occurred to him which terrified him. Steeling himself—he was not as strong or as clever as his brother, but he took pride in being just as brave—he said, Junior, I think he’s a ghost. His heart was racing and nervously he eyed the shape of the man standing knee-deep in the chrysanthemums, his hands raised, and he wanted to take the air gun back from his brother and shoot the ghost, listen for the clink of the pellet passing through his immaterial body and striking the greenhouse glass behind him. He’s a ghost, he said again, louder this time, his voice tightening; he did not care if the ghost could hear.

But to his surprise Junior slung the rifle over his shoulder and relaxed. Naw, he said to Caleb, it’s all right. He’s telling the truth.

Your father home? the old man said.

Junior nodded. Yeah, he said, think so.

I’ll go down and speak to him, then. He began to walk up the chrysanth-choked path. When your father was your age, he said as he went, he knew to call his grandpa sir. He stopped and glanced up at the brothers and their faithful dog. It’s about respect, he said firmly. But it’s no matter. It’s never too late to learn respect.

They trailed him back to the house, their mission postponed; when they arrived, they heard muffled shouting. Santui growled and ran ahead, pawed at the door. Caleb was still unconvinced that the old man was not secretly the ghost of the greenhouse and only changed his mind, and even then only partially, after Junior explained that many years ago he had answered a ringing telephone and heard the old man’s voice on the other end grumbling that he dialed the wrong number. Junior had called for their father, who came on the line and told him to hang up. As he did so he heard the old man ask with audible amazement if the boy he had been speaking to was his grandson. It was the same voice, Junior said to Caleb, I’m sure of it. I didn’t know it at first, but after he said who he was, I remembered.

The sun was pulling close to the western hills; the wind had quieted down and now only gentle breezes swam over the world, rustling the chrysanthemum leaves and pushing Caleb’s hair into his eyes. Santui lay on the sisal doormat, his ears turned backward to listen to the argument going on through the closed door, alert but realistic about his odds of getting into the house without human assistance.

Let’s go in, Junior said, taking a step toward the house. I want to hear what they’re talking about.

Caleb stayed rooted to the earth. If he’s a ghost, he said, will you protect me?

His brother turned around and gave him a hug. Of course, Junior said. He patted the air rifle hanging from his shoulder. I’ll shoot him.

That won’t work on ghosts, Caleb protested.

This was true; Junior considered this complication a little while. Finally he said: Papa will protect us both. Come on, let’s go. Are you ready?

He sounded to Caleb confident and unafraid, and so Caleb steeled himself and nodded. He was being very brave.

They found their parents and the strange old man in the living room. Only the reading light was on; they must have turned it on when they first sat down and, as their conversation grew strained, none had moved to turn on any others. Even in the semidarkness, their father was visibly furious. He leaned back all the way into the couch, arms crossed over his chest; beside him sat their mother, her expression stern, one hand resting on their father’s knee. Opposite the two of them sat the old man they had met at the greenhouse, sitting on the edge of the armchair with his elbows resting on his knees; he, too, looked recently outraged. The boys’ arrival had forced whatever argument was in progress into a subtler register, and now all sat in an uncomfortable silence.

Boys, their father said at last, this is Grandpa Morgan.

Come here, the old man said, sliding down from his chair into a kneel and opening his arms wide. It’s so good to see you again.

You don’t have to hug him. Their mother’s voice was flat. Junior stayed put, but Caleb ventured toward the old man and accepted a hug. It was an act that required otherworldly resolve; despite his brother’s reassurances and the protective aura of his parents, he still half expected to simply pass through the old man’s arms and reveal him as an immaterial apparition, and indeed he flinched when he was touched. When Caleb was released, he darted back to his brother’s side and from this safe distance he said, So you really are our grandpa.

Yes, he said. Isn’t it obvious? He was talking to his son. Look at their noses, look at how they’re standing. They’ve got the de Valle look. It’s written on their faces. Well, mostly. He glanced at Caleb. Open your eyes wider, young man.

Don’t talk to my kid that way, their father snapped.

What? I can’t tell him to open his eyes wider?

That’s not what you’re saying.

Come on, the old man said dismissively, I know you married one, but even you should be able to admit—

Their father rose abruptly from the couch, eyes flashing with rage. At this the old man stood too and now the men stared each other down. Finish that sentence, Luke growled.

What were you going to do, son, hit me? the old man said softly. You’d raise a hand to your father? Sit down, boy. A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. I can see why these boys don’t know a thing about respect.

A look came across Luke’s face which Caleb had never seen before, and which frightened him because he could not understand it. He saw his father’s hands curling loosely into fists before slowly, shakily, relaxing at his side. And still that terrible look upon his face, full of a merciless contempt, not only for the ghostly old man but also for himself.

You plan on staying long? Luke said, tense.

Few nights at least.

I’ll put you in the old trailer then.

Junior, Caleb, their mother said sharply, Come on. She rose from her seat and placed a hand on each of the boys, guiding them away from the tense dimness of the living room and back to the cold light of the kitchen. Let’s go sit outside for a little while. She opened the kitchen door and the three of them went back out into a cooling evening. Overhead, the brightest of the stars were opening for the coming chorus of constellations. They sat down on the porch steps.

Caleb could see the Big Dipper, the two stars at the end of its ladle, the line that pointed out to constant Polaris. More than once, his brother had told him that the Dipper was not really a constellation proper and that it was part of a larger and more official constellation which took the shape of a great bear, though Caleb found that, try as he might, he could not will himself to see anything beyond the handle and bowl of god’s soup spoon. Now he focused on these stars and searched for others which might complete the bear, despite forgetting which end of the dipper was the bear’s head and which his tail. He could still see their father’s ghastly expression lingering dimly in the periphery of the stars he chose, one at a time; he feared that someday their beloved father might gaze upon him with the same disgust. As the sky darkened through twilight more stars swam into existence with each passing moment, and as each one appeared, Caleb carefully considered whether it ought to be included in the constellation of the bear that he was assembling in his head. In this way he kept from crying.







CHAPTER TWENTY

Shortly Luke and the old colonel found themselves in the old single-wide, sitting opposite one another at the fold-down table by the kitchenette with nothing to occupy their hands but their own seething vitriol. At last Luke spoke.

What the hell are you doing here? It was as much an accusation as it was a question.

That fellow that killed himself and those three airmen on duty, Morgan said. What was his name?

Abram Song. Answer the question.

Patience, boy, I’m answering your question. Yes, Abram Song. You know how much investigating we did after he killed those guys? We went to everybody who knew him, and then we went to everybody who knew those people too. Anybody even looked at him twice, we sat them down and had a conversation with them. Scared the daylights out of his widow, too, once we found out her parents weren’t from here—just like your in-laws, I suppose—but she just clammed up and didn’t say a word. She was in shock, I think. We went to the ends of the earth looking for an explanation and came back empty-handed. Hell, we even tried to back-channel with the Chinese, ask them on the sly if they knew why one of their guys was here dressed up in our uniform killing our guys.

He wasn’t one of their guys, asshole.

The colonel shrugged. That’s what they said too; he wasn’t working for them. And don’t give me that attitude. It was a fair guess. He had relatives there; he was in touch with them. We thought maybe one of them asked him to do it. Because it’s a rare person on this earth that’ll turn on their own flesh and blood. Like my own son, I guess.

Luke bristled. I’m thinking you should leave, old man.

Not so fast, hotshot. See, I have a hunch that Mara’s old man was there that night, talking with Abram before the guy shot himself. There should have been three cassette tapes’ worth of audio feeds covering those hours. Those mics can pick up a gopher sneezing from thirty yards away. If Saul was there with Abram, we would have heard them talking on those tapes, clear as day. He coughed a little, cleared his throat. You got any water?

Yeah.

A long pause; neither man moved.

All right, the colonel said at last. I’ll get myself a glass. He stood and went over to the small sink, rinsed out a dusty glass, filled it and took a sip. Anyway, he continued, a funny thing happened. When we went to pull the audio tapes, they were gone. We looked and looked and never could find them. It didn’t make any sense to us. Did those tapes grow legs and walk off? Only the wing commander had access to those tapes, and the wing commander was at home that night with his ungrateful son—he shot Luke a glance—you remember. But nobody could locate even a shadow of those tapes. Anyway, finally we looked at the whole thing and figured it was worse having the story out there night after night on the news and the Air Force going in circles chasing our own tail without a clue. So we wrote up a press release calling the guy a peacenik psycho and that was that.

The funny thing is, the colonel continued, those tapes are right here.

Three small cassette tapes appeared in the old man’s hands. Just found them the other day. And I thought, boy, I know several people who would be very interested to get their hands on these.

Luke’s heart leapt into his throat. As calmly and as plainly as he could, he asked if his father was blackmailing him.

No, his father said quickly, nothing like that. You know, even if everything I say seems to offend you, I know I’m a good man. And I even think Mara’s father is a good man, too, despite everything. He grimaced theatrically. But I can’t speak for the investigations team. They’re frustrated by this case, you understand. They’ve been frustrated by this case for a real long time. They feel they’ve looked everywhere and couldn’t find anything, and they don’t like to be jerked around. I worry they might get overzealous if and when these tapes turn up. He looked around. They’ll come here, of course. Ask him a couple of questions, see what he says. They won’t like that there’s someone like that walking around out there, knowing what he knows. Especially if some of what he knows is stuff nobody’s supposed to know. Me, I’m sure he didn’t do anything wrong. And I’m sure they’ll agree with me, too. Eventually, at least. But until they come around, well—he whistled—they can really put a man through the wringer, drag his name in the mud, make him bankrupt himself with legal bills. For years, sometimes.

His son was silent.

No one has to know, the colonel said. No one does know now, and no one has to know later. I’ll tell you what I want to do—I want to toss those tapes into a fire. They’re too much trouble, I think. I ought to just burn them up until they’re melty and black. I’d love to do it.

Then do it.

I will. But I can’t until I get what I came for.

Right.

Because I’m dying, kid. He lifted his shirt; a huge scar in the shape of a caret ran red and swollen from hip to sternum to opposite hip. Pancreatic cancer, he said. Last month they cut me open and took out things I didn’t even know I had. Didn’t work. So I’m dying. He let his shirt fall back down, rubbed his beard. He seemed suddenly older, weaker.

Why’d you come here? Luke asked, his voice tight. To ask for my forgiveness?

The colonel laughed. Don’t kid yourself, and I won’t either. I’m here because there’s something sixty feet under your house that I need, and I need your help to get it. Think of it as a last favor for your old man.

Good luck, Luke said. They filled all the silos and control centers with concrete.

Not all of them. Not this one. The concrete here only goes down to the first entry level.

Why would they do that?

They didn’t, I did. I figured I’d want to get back in there someday, so I called and changed the work order after it went out.

What’s down there?

A wide and fearsome grin spread across the old man’s face, and he sprang to his feet, his head nearly colliding with the trailer’s low ceiling. Boy, I thought you’d never ask. He glanced out at the gathering dusk, then at the clock on the wall. It isn’t too late—have they gone to bed?—give your in-laws a call—have old Saul Hsiu head on over to your house. Mei can come too. Family meeting.

It was early evening when Luke and the colonel pulled into the gravel lot in front of the de Valle house. Mara was waiting for them at the door, a worried expression on her face. Inside Saul was waiting for them at the kitchen table; seeing them enter, he rose.

Colonel, Saul said good-naturedly, I hope you’re not too uncomfortable in that trailer.

You don’t need to be nice to him, Mara said in Chinese. He won’t be nice to you.

Saul gave her a disapproving look. Sit, sit, he said to Luke and the colonel. What’s this about? Mara, offer your guests some tea—Colonel, do you want tea? Mei was already in bed when you called. I’m sure she’ll come if this is important.

It is important, the old man said, but she doesn’t need to come. He sat down. And no tea for me. I prefer coffee.

Saul nudged his daughter, starting to rise from his seat. Mara, coffee—

Don’t give him anything, Luke said firmly. Saul, please, sit down. Morgan isn’t getting anything from us, coffee or otherwise. He gestured to the white-haired old man sitting beside him. My father is blackmailing us. He says he has tapes of you talking to Abram on the night he killed those people, Saul, and he’s going to give them to the police if we don’t give him what he wants.

That’s impossible, Saul began, I hadn’t spoken to Abram for months. But Mara cut him off.

Morgan, is this true? she asked.

Well, the old man said, it’s not how I would say it, but that is the gist of it, yes.

Bastard, Saul muttered, before switching into open hostility. Fine then. How will we know the tapes are gone? How will we know you haven’t made copies?

I’m a man of my word, the colonel said grandly. If you like—he pulled one from his pocket—we can even listen to these tapes together.

Saul muttered an oath.

So what do you want? Mara asked brusquely.

The colonel returned the tape into his pocket and from another he produced a small golden disc about the size of a quarter. He tossed it clattering onto the table before him, pointed at it in a practiced show. That’s a quarter million dollars right there, he said. Go on, pick it up, play around with it.

Saul eyed the gold token. He did not need to touch it to know that it was identical to the two discs he had sewn into the underside of their mattress in the days after the incident, the ones Abram had given him before putting the revolver to his temple and departing this world for another and identical world.

The colonel noticed his discomfort. Saul, would you mind telling the class what it’s for?

I don’t know, Saul said. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.

Come on now, the colonel said, we’re all family here, aren’t we. No need to play dumb. I know Abram gave you two of them before he killed himself and I know that he explained what they were to you.

Why don’t you explain it then? Saul said coldly.

The colonel laughed. Fine, he said. He picked up the gold disc and held it to the light. This is one half of the most effective missile defense system ever built, he said. The other half is underneath us.

The Chinese Device, Mara said.

Morgan stared at his daughter-in-law for a moment. Of course, he said after a moment. Your father must have told you.

Saul told all of us, Mara said. Like you said. We’re all family here.

The colonel glanced at his son. She’s clever, I’ll give you that. Now he heaved an exasperated sigh, set down the gold disc, interlaced his fingers, leaned forward onto the table. All right, since none of you want to make this even the slightest bit pleasant, I’ll make it quick. Your friend Abram got most of it right: everybody lives forever, but only from their own perspective. In an infinite number of worlds, their friends and family see them die; in another infinite number of worlds, their friends and family see them escape death by some miraculous coincidence. The big machine downstairs emits a field that prevents the divergence of worlds for anyone carrying one of those little coins—we call them buzzers—so that if you’ve got one and I’ve got one, neither of us will ever experience the other’s death. The Chinese Device makes sure we end up in the same world.

He returned the gold buzzer to his pocket. You can see how this makes for a good defense system. Every missile man gets a buzzer. Even if World War III kicks off, those guys down there won’t die. In some worlds, sure, maybe even in this one. But not every world. And in the worlds where they don’t die, well, they knock the dust off their coveralls and fire their missiles right back. The Chinese Device gives us a mathematically certain second-strike capability. They invented it, we perfected it. Then we got together and compared notes with them. You remember the aurora, don’t you? Wild colors in the sky for months and months?

He laughed. I mean, of course you do, Saul, your wife took pictures of it for months. That’s when we showed them ours and they showed us theirs. We spun the device up to emergency war power, hooked up our missiles to a random number generator and told them to launch if they saw any number greater than zero. Then we tried to bomb their device to kingdom come. They did the same. We did it for months. And we made some pretty lights—an unintended side effect. Turns out, when it’s at full throttle, the device makes certain particles decay differently. That’s what the eggheads told me, anyway. It wasn’t my department. Of course nothing happened; our random number generator spat out four hundred billion zeros in a row, and theirs did too. So we called them and agreed we had an unwinnable deadlock. World peace, now that was my department.

So you shut it down? Luke asked. Why?

The colonel shrugged. That’s above my pay grade. He patted the pocket that held the buzzer. There’s only a few of these things left in the world. Most were destroyed after the machines were spun down. I’ve got one. Saul, I know you have two. That makes three.

That’s it, then? Saul asked. I give you two buzzers and you get off my property?

A chuckle. Sorry to tell you it won’t be that easy. I actually need five. Lucky for you, in the control center under this house, there’s a locked briefcase with a dozen of these things. I get those back and I’ll be on my way. And then—he looked at Saul—I’ll burn the tapes. He patted his coat pocket. Until then, I’ll keep them safe with me.

I don’t understand, Mara said. You said the machines were shut down. What good are the buzzers without the machines?

Good question, the old colonel said, a thrilled smile creeping across his face. They’re still good because the machines weren’t actually shut down. Sure, they pulled the plug. But the field is still there. The machine is still working. It’s not anything like any machine we’ve ever seen before. The old man’s voice was becoming tinged with a genuine awe.

Our analysts started calling it a symbolic machine. Its parts don’t have to do anything. They just need to stand in for the right thing. Imagine if you blew a tire on the freeway and instead of having to jack up the car and put on the spare you could just glue a picture of a tire onto the lugs and keep driving. It changes your whole way of thinking, the symbolic machine. It works because of the way its components are arranged, not because of the function of those components. We guessed it worked as much, earlier—that’s why we built this place, after all—but no one could have realized how right we would turn out to be. And no one has since then, either. Well, Abram did, I think. He figured out some of it. But the Chinese Device doesn’t put out a field at all—it doesn’t operate locally, just coordinating between parts of worlds. It coordinates between worlds themselves. That means it works everywhere at once, all throughout the universe. We got things started in your backyard, got it working, and just kept it running. No point in moving it.

The colonel was grinning in earnest now. It’s still on down there, still coordinating between buzzers. You can replace any part of it for any other part, so long as you can preserve the relation of that part to the whole. Do you see? It’s a system—the whole thing works together—it can’t be destroyed—it’s got infinite range—

At this the colonel rose to stand, leaning over the table, gesticulating excitedly; suddenly he winced, and a hand leapt to his belly. He sat back down, breathing heavily. A thin layer of sweat gleamed on his brow. This—he said, pointing loosely at his abdomen—this bought me a little time, but my doctor says I’ve had it. And he’s not wrong. I know it too. His breathing slowed and became more regular. There’s an escape tunnel out by the southwestern corner of the fence. The hatch is buried five feet down. I can’t get to it, not in my state. You help me dig it up. I’ll give you the map of the place. You go down the escape tunnel, into the launch control center. Grab the briefcase and bring it back up. I know I won’t die, but I don’t want my family to see me die. I’m going to give the buzzers to them. Get everyone on the same bus.

Not interested, Luke said flatly. Why the hell would we want to be on that bus with you?

Morgan began to laugh and laugh. The sound was thin and rattled against the windows. At last he caught his breath. My god, he said, I’m not interested in that either. My actual family, he said. He was still chuckling a little to himself. I should have clarified. He pointed to his wedding band. Wife and three kids. Oldest is starting high school next year. They don’t deserve to see me go. He regarded Luke with a cruel and bemused look of condescension. Don’t look so surprised, kid, he said. You told me I wasn’t your father anymore. I figured you meant it.

Yeah, Luke snarled, I did. Get out of my house.

Easy, kid, the colonel began to say, and then in a flash, all his fearsome confidence burned away as thin bravado, for at that moment his son reached across the table and landed a stiff right hand directly across his nose. Blood began pouring down the old man’s lip; his hand touched his face and came away bloody and for a moment, with a look of innocent surprise, the colonel stared at his reddened fingers as though he were learning for the first time that he, too, numbered among mortals. Then his eyes burned with fury at his being betrayed—not only by his son striking him, but indeed by his maker, who had formed him out of the muck and forgotten to make him invulnerable. Before he could say a word, Luke lunged at him over the table, the rivets of his jeans dragging deep and permanent scratches across the wood. The colonel’s chair tipped over backward and both de Valles landed heavily on the ground. Luke’s head smacked against the tile and his vision flashed white and ringing and then he was up on his knees, his hands closing again around his father’s shirt collar.

A pair of thin screams were rising in the hallway. Junior and Caleb had been eavesdropping from the darkness and now could not help but cry out in fright at their father’s fury. Mara stood and ran to cover her sons’ eyes. Saul had gotten to his feet too and was yelling for Luke to calm down. The colonel was whimpering. He had been dragged out of the upended chair and now he curled into a fetal position, trying to cover his head with his hands and forearms as Luke worked to push aside his guard and land more punches. You come into my house, scare my kids, threaten my family. He was punctuating his words with blows, heedless of whether he was landing them on the old man’s face or on his raised arms. Someone was screaming for him to stop it, stop it, stop it. Then a pair of impossibly strong hands descended upon Luke’s shoulders and raised him up and back with such power that he stumbled over his own feet. When he realized what had happened, he was already sitting down again, his back against the opposite wall; Saul had pulled him off the colonel, whom he was now helping sit up.

Luke staggered to his feet and discovered that his head was killing him. Dizzy, he sat back down on the closest chair. The boys were gone. From the hallway Mara regarded him with a mixture of shock and horror. The colonel had contracted into a hunched and pitiable thing, slumped against the wall. He breathed raggedly, his teeth outlined in blood, staring at his son. Finally, he began to make a thin wheezing sound. He was laughing. And then, improbably, so was his son. They were laughing so hard they gasped like fish in between guffaws, opening and closing their mouths to gulp down another lungful of air so they could laugh some more. Luke’s head was close to bursting and a horrible echoing throb thundered through his skull each time he laughed and still he cackled with glee. His father was in tears and holding both hands to his stomach. Nobody knew what was so funny.

After a long while, they finally got a hold of themselves and the laughter petered out. They were still grinning at one another. Luke stood up and went to the freezer and got out a bag of corn for his bruised head. Then he walked over to where his father sat against the kitchen wall. With one hand he pressed the bag of corn to his temple, and with the other he rifled through the colonel’s coat pockets, until he found the three cassette tapes from earlier. Weakly, his father grabbed his wrist to stop him but Luke shook him loose and stood up. Saul eyed him with curiosity; Mara, too, watched with her arms crossed over her chest. No one said a word. Luke walked over to the clock cassette player screwed under the kitchen cabinets, shoved in the first tape, and hit play. Momentarily the sound of a summer night long ago came through the speakers. In the background, faintly, they heard the metallic creaking of a fence gate swinging open and then Saul and Abram’s voices. Luke ejected the tape and put in the second one, played it until Saul and Abram’s voices could be heard, ejected that one too, put in the third tape, played it, heard Abram’s voice in the distance growing agitated. Luke held down the fast-forward button; he was breathing heavily and the bag of corn was becoming tiresome to hold up. A few moments later he came to the end of the tape, heard only the sound of insects sawing away on a night like any other. Satisfied, he ejected this third and last tape. Now he picked up the stack of tapes and walked them over to where Mara stood in the hallway.

Here, he said. Burn ’em.

Mara took the tapes and went into the living room. They heard the sound of the woodstove door opening and shutting, and then Mara returned. Silently Luke walked back to the kitchen table and sat down, propping his head up with his hand, still holding the bag of frozen corn. They were all watching him.

Sorry you had to see that, he said to Mara and Saul. Are the kids all right?

I put them in their room. His wife was thin-lipped and curt. They were scared, Luke.

I’ll go apologize to them myself in a minute. His head was going numb from the cold, not to mention his hand. He set down the bag of corn and looked down at his father, slumped against the wall. Time for you to leave, old man.

Luke, the colonel groaned, I’m sorry. The tapes. I was always going to destroy them, you know. Do you believe me? I only had them because I was afraid you wouldn’t help me without them. Now I see I was mistaken. You’re a good kid. You’ll help your father.

You’re out of your mind.

Because I know it’s too late for me to do right by you, the colonel continued, as though his son had not spoken. So I at least want to do right by my other kids. He hooked a thumb weakly over his shoulder, indicating the hallway where Junior and Caleb had been standing. You got good kids, he said. You’d want this too, you know, if you were in my position. You’d do it for them. Just help me dig up the tunnel, help me get the buzzers. Come on, son. We’re blood, no matter what you say—you’re my son—don’t you have a soul—

The old man began to cry. Spots of blood dotted his white shirt; the stitches had held, but only imperfectly. He reached up a trembling hand and pulled on his son’s elbow, desperately trying to draw the younger man’s gaze. Luke, the colonel said, please. Please. At last, he let go of Luke’s elbow and lowered his hand. Covering his face, he wept.

Luke seemed not to hear his father’s gibbering; he was recalling a feeling from his youth, when he ran through the halls of his childhood homes, his tears cold upon his face, fleeing this same wretched man. He studied the whorls of thinning gray hair upon the colonel’s head. His hand hurt from hitting his father and his head was killing him. He should have known that there would be no catharsis, no moment of exultant vindication. Already he knew this; he was merely now learning to believe it.

Please, the colonel was saying. I don’t have any other options.

Because you’re dying, Luke said.

Only in some worlds, he said, grimacing. But never the ones I’ll find myself in. You have to understand. I’m not afraid of dying.

What are you afraid of, then? Mara’s voice was clear and even.

Slowly, the colonel got to his feet and, with great difficulty, he walked to a chair at the kitchen table and sat down. Death isn’t something that happens to you, he said, it’s what happens to everyone else. It took me a long time before I really understood it myself. He sighed. I don’t want my death to happen to my family. Surely you understand.

And those little gold discs, they’ll do the trick? It was Saul’s turn to ask questions.

Yes, the colonel said. They’ll do the trick.

Get up, Luke said. And get out of my house.

Later that night, in a voice so low it hovered scarcely above breathing, Mara asked her husband what he was thinking. Luke’s hand found hers under the covers, held it tightly. He did not tell her he was thinking of the weight of his father tugging on his elbow. Instead, answering in a whisper, he said: He’s dying. Let him die.

Mara squeezed Luke’s hand. It’s the worst thing in the world to die, she murmured.

In the morning, with his wife’s words still clinging to him like gossamer, his commitment wavered. He went up to the old single-wide trailer and knocked on the door; his father was already awake.

I’m leaving, the colonel said, bruises mottling his face. You don’t need to throw me out.

Come on, Luke said, pushing a shovel into the old man’s hands. Show me where you want to dig.

For a moment the colonel was taken aback. Then a smile came over his face. I knew I raised you right, he said. Thank you.

Thank Mara, Luke said. Come on.

According to the colonel’s plans, the control center and the Chinese Device room lay sixty feet below the concrete circle, in the boys’ room, which, they learned, was in fact a reinforced concrete cap covering the main elevator shaft into the facility. Similar caps at other decommissioned facilities covered thousands of cubic yards of gravel, dumped into the underground complex to render them utterly useless. But, on the colonel’s secret orders, the facility beneath their feet had not been filled with gravel—the control center remained hermetically sealed and untouched—and thus could be accessed using an escape tunnel, which started sixty feet below the de Valle’s refrigerator and ran south-southwest for two hundred feet before terminating in a hatch buried five feet deep, somewhere near the far corner of the security fence. In the morning, the colonel walked distances with a measuring wheel spinning through the yards before finally calling out that he had triangulated the spot.

Luke and the colonel dug all through the morning, making painstaking progress, most of it thanks to the younger de Valle. The colonel had planned to sit out the digging, to direct the activity from his high perch of paternal authority, but he lost this privilege after the events of the previous night. And so, when his son barked at him to start digging, he did so, slowly, even though each time he heaved the dirt out of the hole he was rewarded with a twisting ache in his stomach. After only a few spadefuls the pain became unbearable and so he squatted down to rest upon his heels, supporting himself with his shovel. He glanced up and saw Luke gazing at him with disgust and pity and at that instant the colonel knew that he at last appeared simply as he was: an old man, clothed in the vestiges of former authority, with an evil growing and spreading within his scarred belly.

Keep digging, Luke said, and so the colonel did.

In the full light of day, without the ambiguities of darkness to give body to the past, the tension between the men became a sparse drama whose actors said little and which stretched through the hours without intermission. Their shovelings fell into rhythm with one another, first two and then three of Luke’s for each of the colonel’s. The wind picked up as the day grew hot and vast. Shortly before ten o’clock, as Luke drove the blade of his shovel into the dirt with his boot, he saw a speckling appear all over the earth. It was raining. He felt cool raindrops striking his back, the nape of his neck, and he looked up into an endlessly clear blue sky, cloudless from horizon to horizon.

The devil’s beating his wife, his father said.

In three hours of work they had only managed to get down about two and a half feet. Standing in the shallow pit they had made, their eyes were lowered to the height of children; from here, the house was larger than they could believe, the fence impossibly tall, the interlocking chaos of gravel closer than they could understand. The world was unendurably huge. Little puffs of dust rose from the earth in answer to each raindrop and, in the unchallenged sunlight, these spurts of dust cast thin and swirling shadows which rolled, by and by, into the wind. Wordlessly, the men returned to their digging, building up a circular levee around the rim of the pit one shovelful at a time. The rain thickened the loose soil into a caked and heavy clay and small puddles formed in red-brown crescents in the indentations of their bootheels upon the dirt at the bottom of the hole. Still, they bent their heads low and worked to deepen the pit: three, four, four and a half feet.

They passed five feet in the afternoon, the rain still streaming down from that sunlit sky. Their soaked shirts clung to their backs and the pit they were digging had filled up to their ankles with muddy rainwater. In spite of his pain the colonel began to dig faster, more desperately. Above them, the world narrowed to a circular portrait of sky, constrained by the high mounds of excavated dirt they had piled up at ground level. What started as a wide shaft had become a relentlessly narrowing cone that now saw father and son standing almost atop one another as they dug, their sweat mixing with the unending rain, and as their digging reached a fevered pace the colonel began to shout, at first in anticipation and then, more and more, in frustration. They had not yet found the escape hatch. Wildly the old colonel raised his shovel high before him with both hands and began blindly stabbing its blade down into the soft mud, hoping to hit metal. Luke tossed his shovel out of the hole, braced his arms and legs against the sides of the pit, and grunting he heaved himself up and out. Down at the bottom of the shaft, his father still drove his shovel down again and again. The mud was splashing up and caking his face with a slurry of reddish clay. He was making a high, choked keening. All the while rain fell out of a sparkling and cloudless day.

There’s nothing there, is there, Luke said at last, after his father had exhausted himself. He looked down at the old man sitting at the bottom of the hole, leaning against the wall with his head in his hands and a shovel beside him. Water came up to the colonel’s ribs; he seemed almost to be taking a bath. His thin gray hair was plastered to his scalp and he breathed slowly and deeply.

I don’t understand, the colonel said numbly.

Luke said: When I was a boy I feared you.

I don’t understand. It should be here.

I don’t fear you anymore.

The colonel tipped his head back and cast a despairing look at his son looming above him. Still the rain fell out of that clear sky. It’s not here.

Many worlds, you said.

Infinitely many.

There’s a world out there where you found what you were looking for.

Yes.

But not this one.

No.

Unlucky.

Yes.

Luke wiped the rainwater from his face, pushed his hair out of his eyes. Time for you to go, old man.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The good doctor Malachi Owens, now eighty-two years old, looked to have been aging in reverse these past few years: the edema in his arm had drained, his hair had returned thick and dark, and the contractures in his shoulders were relaxing, allowing him incrementally to regain his old height. When Saul politely complimented him on his sudden youth, the doctor explained how, on a warm summer evening six years ago, when he more resembled someone in their seventh decade, he had finished a house call, gotten into his car, and driven six minutes down the road before a supercell unfurled its darknesses directly above him and put down a funnel three quarters of a mile wide. The tornado palmed the doctor’s car, swept it across the highway and into a cornfield, rolled it two hundred yards, sat it upright, and then slung a telephone pole through its back windows. The whole ordeal only took about forty seconds; the tornado went on to scatter the contents of a lumberyard like matchsticks and reduce most of a housing development to rubble. In the ringing quiet that followed, these were the sounds the doctor heard: his own thundering heart, the moaning of a pressure gradient moving across the shattered windows of the back seat, and the pops and cracks of the telephone pole as the wood negotiated its new and unfamiliar orientation in space.

Underneath it all was the drone of the departing vortex, and underneath even that drone was a single low and unmistakable note whose resonances frightened the old physician because he recognized it as the sound of death. Because his door was jammed shut by the deformations visited on the chassis by the telephone pole, and because he was too weak to kick out the windshield and leave that way, he could only sit and wait the thirty-six minutes it took for the firemen to arrive. When they cut him out of that crumpled car, he emerged under his own power with a look of such intense focus that they at first believed him to be severely concussed. He waved away the medics and asked to be taken at once to his laboratory. By sunrise the next day, he had distilled a few drops of a fantastically bitter substance, coal-black and sulfurous, which he dissolved in ether and dropped under his tongue; by the following month it was clear that the medicine was working as designed. Second by recovered second, the doctor said, his body was finding its way back to youth.

Well, Saul said, good for you; so the doctor was as garrulous in his young-again old age as he had always been. Come in, come in. They sat down at the kitchen table. The doctor lifted his pharmacy bag into his lap and began thumbing through its myriad pockets and pouches.

Where is the patient? the doctor asked.

In her map room, Saul said. Follow me.

He had first suspected something might be wrong months ago, in the summer, when the old colonel had turned up looking for the buzzers and found nothing but red dirt and a relentless sun shower that lasted until his departure that evening. Mei by then was in the habit of waking up with the sun and spending her days in her map room, designing according to her whims a world which was better suited to her and Saul’s living, stepping out only to take meals and occasionally to update the farmstand’s ledgers; these days, with Mara and Luke at the helm, the business more or less ran itself, though Mei reserved in perpetuity the task of calculating its profits and losses so that her few but significant accounting sins would not be discovered.

On the evening that the colonel had summoned the family to Mara’s house and gotten into a fistfight with Luke, Mei was as her husband reported: already in bed, though she had not yet gone to sleep. Earlier, in the afternoon, after twenty years spent stocking chocolate which never sold and, moreover, which disappeared square by square into her morning coffees, she had finally tabulated the total losses these bars of chocolate had incurred. Mei arrived at the final figure after a full two and a half hours of calculations—her eyesight was not what it used to be, especially in the secure darkness that the totaling of money required.

More than once, as her fingers finished swiping across the beads of her imagined abacus, she glanced at her hand hovering in midair and been at a loss to read off the final number, having lost track partway of where her hand was, which beads she had thumbed, what row of figures she was working through on the ledgers. When she finally did arrive at an answer, the figure was so enormous that she was obliged to go back through and recalculate the whole thing from the start, in case she had made an error somewhere. To her relief, she found that she had lost track of a decimal along the way, and while the corrected number was still quite large, it was no longer the nauseating loss it had first appeared. Still, the number was shameful to her, and so when she finished her calculations, she shut the ledgers, stood up from the kitchen table, and burned the sheet of paper on which she had done her sums. Then she retired to bed. Minutes later the phone rang, Saul answered it, and momentarily he peeked into the darkened bedroom.

Luke’s father is here, he said. They want us to go down and meet him.

It’s late, Mei said. How long is he here for?

I don’t know, Saul said. I think at least one of us should go. It seems urgent.

Will you?

Of course. You’re going to bed?

Yes.

When Saul drove back to the house, he was surprised to find his wife not fast asleep in bed but instead sitting on her painter’s stool on the grass, about a dozen paces from the window of her map room. She had her thumb hooked around a palette and was daubing paint on thin air. Saul, alarmed, pulled the truck up so that his wife was lit up in his headlights and worriedly went to ask her what she was doing. Calling her name as he approached, he saw Mei’s head turn to look out at the eastern horizon. She set her palette and paintbrush down and stood up, walked another twenty yards into the grass, and mimed opening a window between them. Saul watched, perplexed.

Mei, he shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth. What are you doing?

She pulled up an invisible screen and leaned out the unseen window. Painting, she said. She turned and began walking back to the house, toward the wall.

Saul broke into a light jog and just about caught up with his wife. Hey, he began to say, but stopped as he watched Mei walk straight through the exterior siding, her head passing through the double-paned glass of the window, through the blinds inside, into the house. He blinked, reached out, tested the solidity of his house, felt the cool vinyl planks pushing resolutely and impenetrably against his fingers. Lights were coming on in the house in sequence; his wife was turning them on as she went, walking from her map room to the kitchen. When he looked back at where he had first seen her, sitting on the stool, to his astonishment there was nothing there. Stool and palette and paintbrush had vanished. Not even divots could be seen in the grass where the stool legs had been. He heard her voice calling his name, wondering where he was.

Saul got back into the truck, parked it properly in the driveway, and went in through the kitchen door. Mei was there already, putting the kettle on for tea. She began speaking as Saul came in. Couldn’t sleep, she said, so I went to do some painting. What did the colonel want?

I just saw you out there, Saul said, and then I saw you walk through the wall to get in here.

The wall? she repeated.

Yes, Saul said.

Must have been a ghost, Mei teased, and then, seeing Saul’s expression, quickly apologized. She came over and took Saul’s face in her hands, fussed over how tired and old he was. Tea’s ready in a few minutes, she said. Sit, sit. What did the colonel say?

He wants to dig up the escape tunnel, Saul said, distractedly, summarizing poorly. He’s got cancer—he wants to get a briefcase full of buzzers and have his family live forever with him. He got into a fight with Luke. Saul pulled a folded copy of the colonel’s maps from his coat pocket and laid it flat on the table. See?

The kettle began to whine; Mei snapped off the heat and filled the teapot. Escape tunnel? Buzzers? She turned to look at her husband, still holding the kettle. Luke?

Yeah, Luke. Saul frowned. What are you asking?

Ah, Mei said quickly, Luke, that’s right. Mara’s husband. Well, I’m still confused about the other things.

Saul did his best to explain—he had already forgotten the exact terms the colonel had used, not to mention a blow-by-blow account of the fistfight, which was of great interest to Mei—and by the time he had relayed all the details to his wife, the tea had grown cold. She was poring over the colonel’s map, her index finger absentmindedly scratching out small and precise shapes on the wooden tabletop. In the warm light of their kitchen, Saul grew less and less sure that he had really seen Mei walking through walls, and besides, her invocation of ghosts had rattled him and made him hesitant to take seriously the reports of his own eyes.

If that had been all, Saul might have called the doctor for himself. After all, he had a difficult history with dreams, and perhaps the good doctor had by now invented a tonic that could restore his capacity to distinguish between the imagined and the real.

But it was not all. Two months later, when he almost succeeded in forgetting the sight of his wife passing through the wall of the house, a breeze came through the house and slammed a door shut. The forecast had a big rainstorm rolling through overnight anyway and so, hearing the door slamming, he got up from where he knelt by the woodstove sweeping out the ashes and went to go close the window of whatever room had just had its door closed. To his consternation, he found no such room. The doors of all the rooms in the house were wide open and not a single window was so much as cracked. As he walked through the far hallway, he felt a slight cold breeze brushing his toes and, stopping, he searched for the draft’s source but found nothing. Perhaps a pressure differential elsewhere was drawing in the cold evening air; perhaps he had not closed the damper on the woodstove all the way. Gruffly he began walking back toward the living room when he heard the muffled sound of a window being shut and then a door opening behind him. He turned, saw Mei stepping out of the hallway wall, and made a yelp unlike any sound he had ever made before in his life.

And so he telephoned for the doctor.

Now Saul and the good doctor came up to the door of Mei’s map room. The doctor knocked on the door; Mei answered. Behind her, the map room appeared exactly the same size as all the other rooms of the house. The floor was uncluttered; apart from a rolling cabinet of paints and brushes parked askance near the wall and a well-worn, paint-splotched wooden stool. The walls to either side were covered with a fantastically detailed isometric map of a huge complex of buildings. At the very center of the compound stood a heavily modified version of the house in which they stood.

The room more closely resembled a worksite than an artist’s atelier. The largest pieces of furniture in the room were four high-wattage halogen lamps of the kind used by construction workers, whose brilliant white light had the texture and clarity of the midmorning sun. Heavy-gauge extension cords snaked across the floor, feeding power to the lamps. Each lamp was adjusted to a different height and angle, perched atop uranium-yellow light stands, and each lamp put out an extraordinary quantity of heat as well—the map room was some ten degrees warmer than the rest of the house, and it was not long after they stepped into the room before Saul took off his sweater.

Mei regarded her two visitors a while, looking puzzled.

The doctor’s here, Saul said finally.

Ah, Mei said, her face lighting up in recognition. Yes, of course, hello.

The examination proceeded smoothly and quickly. At the doctor’s request, Mei walked to the end of the map room and then beyond it, disappearing through the wall, and after a few moments she returned, holding a different palette featuring shades of gray and brown. She kept this one a bit farther down the wall, she explained, because these colors appeared more often in the subjects she outlined there: lions, bears, tilled and fallow soil. The doctor asked a few more questions and brightly Mei answered each one. She did find it odd, now that the doctor mentioned it, that Saul could not follow her into the new additions she had made to the house, though, she added, in truth, it was simply not a matter she had given much thought to until now. And she supposed, mulling over another question, she did know, in some primitive and intuitive way, that the rooms she wandered through were not quite coincident with the rooms of the house, because after all, she said, looking at the long gallery wall of her map room, she could, with some effort, occasionally see the ghostly surfaces of those walls through which she passed but none could follow.

Now did she know her own name—Of course, she laughed, Lee Mei—and did she know her husband’s name—Yes, Hsiu Keng—and her daughter, and her daughter’s husband too. Yes, she said, Mara and Lucas, and hearing herself she shook her head, Luke. More questions followed. Mei answered each dutifully: it was a Saturday morning, they were in her home, in the map room, it was winter—no, fall—well, she said, surely, it’s a matter of personal opinion, it’s cold, in any case, for December.

October, Saul said.

October? She sat on her painter’s stool, the rejuvenated doctor kneeling beside her, checking her reflexes, while Saul stood by a halogen lamp, a worried expression on his face.

At last, the doctor withdrew and stood. Regarding your passage between worlds, he said, I have no solution. Regarding your deteriorating memory and advancing dementia, he said, I am pleased to be able to provide a quantity of the same tincture which has restored my own youth.

My advancing dementia? Mei asked.

Oh, the doctor said. My apologies, I assumed you were aware. Yes, he said, your memory is worsening, day by day. It is right that the path should grow dim and the woods uncertain as one draws nearer to the end—for then, by and by, one loses their way until, in their final hour, having long ago left everything behind, one is surprised to have come at last to the end. This, I believe, is the mercy of old age: to greet death not with fear, but with surprise. I have lived it, I have seen it, and now, he said, I have cured myself of it. The end of my road may yet draw near, but I will not be surprised by its coming. Nor, now, will you. He took from his bag a small ampoule of resinous tar, set it on the table, and smiled at Saul, whose face had become streaked with tears. No reason to cry, Mr. Hsiu, he said, your wife will be all right.

Many years later, remembering these days, Saul would recall with uncooled shame how quickly he had let himself be soothed. At first he had good reason to be relieved: the doctor’s gerontological treatment restored Mei’s glossy black hair, unwound her stiffening muscles, greased her creaking joints. True, it was also fantastically expensive—but the doctor explained that its cost was, more than anything, a reflection of the exotic components required in its synthesis, as well as his decades of pharmacological expertise which underlaid every vitreous flake of the hideously bitter drug. Saul knew Mei would never have agreed to the regimen if she had been aware of its cost, and only by the grace of her slackened grasp on her own orientation within time and space was he able to deduce the locations of the hidden stores of gold throughout the house. Some he found through careful deception, obliquely referencing gold whose existence he surmised but could not confirm and then noting where Mei looked afterward. In this way he found the gold in the false bottom of the water heater and the gold suspended by a thread in the drainpipe. Others he found through a form of dowsing he invented himself: holding a lump of gold in one hand, slouching to approximate his wife’s height, he walked around the house and discovered caches of gold by intuition. He was continually amazed by Mei’s shrewd ingenuity in finding secret hollows, gaps, and compartments in what he had long thought was a solidly built home. Finally he convinced the doctor to accept payment in metal and not banknotes, and, in this way, ounce after ounce of gold began to disappear, wrapped in bits of cloth or tucked into breast pockets, finding their way to the doctor’s own coffers.

In those days Saul was proud of how readily he parted with the gold. It was, he thought, a sign that he had at last become the sort of man he had always hoped, perhaps pretended, to be: generous, lavishly kind, so transcendentally enlightened that he did not hesitate to exchange the material for the sublime, gold for time. He was so pleased with himself and his clandestine arrangement of payment that for many months, almost the entirety of the following year, he failed to notice that—even as it returned fullness to his wife’s lips and drew taut the lines of her face—the medicine did not recover her mind. When she left the stove on until the teakettle’s whistle dried up and its steel bottom glowed a dull red, he told himself the restoration would be gradual. When he found her one evening in her nightclothes wandering barefoot through the snow, her toes turning waxen, he reminded himself that only fools took medicines expecting continuous improvement. And when she woke some mornings, alert, with the fullness of her memory and her personality available to her—if only for a few hours—he permitted himself unguarded optimism that the medicine would work after all and that his wife of thirty-odd years would at last return to him.

But those mornings grew rarer. More often she seemed to be retreating into her own mind, and in turn into her own painted world. The first time Mei disappeared, she was gone eighteen hours. Saul had all but cut open the walls trying to find her, at last going down to his daughter’s house to ask for her help; it was only then that Mara became aware of the extent of her mother’s deterioration, and of her father’s sometimes willful denial thereof. Mei returned in the evening, descending a flight of impossible stairs down from the observatory she had added above the ballroom, and found her husband and her daughter asleep in the living room, struck down by exhaustion even as they had waited desperately for her to come home. Mara had hugged her mother so tightly she left bruises.

The second time Mei vanished, she did not return for three days, finally emerging gaunt and pale partway down the windbreak where she was picked up by Saul, who had become nearly delirious with worry. This time, Mei had no explanation for where she had gone. She had remembered a gift she had made for her husband and went to go retrieve it. Three doorways later, two of them utterly inaccessible to her fellow man, she had forgotten what she had meant to get and, worse, how she had gotten there. It did not help that the revisions and edits to her map that she made now in her worsening senility were increasingly impossible, not least because she was becoming less and less able to read those maps in the first place. It had been only by sheer luck that she managed to find her way back.

After Mei was reoriented and put to bed under the watchful eye of Luke—under orders to prevent his mother-in-law from passing through any otherworldly doorways, physically restraining her if necessary—Mara sat her father down in the kitchen and told him quite plainly that the doctor’s restorative was not working, regardless of how young and vibrant her mother now appeared. She was right, of course. It had been nearly a year since Mei had started taking the elixir, and in that time her disease had progressed unabated.

The doctor provided no insight; this was an experimental medicine, he reminded Saul over the phone, and indeed even he remained ignorant of its precise mechanisms of action. His cool indifference infuriated Saul, whose words became louder and more continuous until he was holding the telephone in front of his face, screaming into the receiver: all of that gold, pounds of it, you quack, you charlatan. Only when he drew breath halfway through listing the order and manner in which he would remove the doctor’s limbs did he realize that the call had long ago ended. In truth it was not only the doctor’s attitude that had at last awoken his rage but also the discovery that his pride in taking such good care of his ailing wife had, in an instant, become humiliation. He had failed her, and he had probably bankrupted the family to do it; he was ashamed.

When, one winter morning, his wife no longer recognized their daughter, Saul lifted their mattress and cut open the lining on its underside. Setting the weight of the mattress on a shoulder he stuck his arm into the envelope of the mattress and after a little while he pulled out a small fabric pouch, heavy with the gold discs Abram had given him long ago, unsure if the fellow that had pocketed these little discs at gunpoint was the same person who now warmed them in his palm. Perhaps that was the world in which he belonged—perhaps in that world he had run from the silo minutes too late and been gunned down by the rapid-response security team as they arrived—and perhaps this was why he had felt for a long while now somehow out of joint with the world, for this one was not really his own. Even as he wondered, the thoughts slipped away from him, twisting into unintelligible paradoxes, and, steeling himself, he set the mattress back down and took the discs into his workshop. One he slipped into his pocket. The other had once hung from a chain around Abram’s neck; the chain, being gold, had long ago been given to the doctor to pay for Mei’s useless medicine. Now Saul threaded a leather cord through the pendant loop of the disc and tied its ends together with the same sliding knots he had once used to close a coral bracelet around their daughter’s small wrist. That one, too, had been intended to sustain and protect.

In the evening he made Mei a cup of chrysanthemum tea from the white flowers that grew wild by the old silo fence, taking care to let it cool so that she would not burn her lips when she drank it. Carefully, with trembling fingers, he fastened the necklace for his wife so that the gold disc hung in the hollow of her narrow and rejuvenated throat. He tried to tell her how much he adored her and could not.

Words fall short, she said suddenly. I know.

He wept.

On some winter nights—before the grandchildren, before Abram’s murders and his own death, before her friend Bell had disappeared from herself, before the chrysanthemums had terraformed the hills—on those nights, chill and windless, Mei liked to sit by the bay window in the living room with the lights off and use the binoculars to look at the stars, bracing her elbows on the cold windowsill. Once she aimed her amplified gaze at the disc of the waning moon, steadying her view on the terminator line, the onrushing lunar twilight, and was momentarily so overcome by vertigo that she nearly tumbled off her chair and onto the floor, as though she had been made to answer, if only for an instant, to that otherworldly gravity.

In the early years of her and Saul’s correspondence courtship, the news had come that the Americans would soon land on the moon, and that the event would be broadcast live on television. Of the two working televisions in Mei’s village, one was kept in the briefing room at the revolutionary guards’ compound for screening official communiqués. The other shared a shelf with a partially disassembled dynamo and a porcelain bowl full of loose resistors and capacitors at the tinkerer’s shop. The guards’ television worked but was as inaccessible as the lunar surface whose image would play across its screen, so, as word spread of the coming broadcast, an informal posse began to form, guided by people who said they recalled seeing at the tinkerer’s this second and darkened television.

When they at last arrived at the tinkerer’s, they were almost three dozen strong, consisting mostly of couples or three- or four-person groups of friends, students mostly, who knew each other but not anyone else. They pulled open the door of the tinkerer’s shop and filled the small space to capacity. Someone kept the door open with their boot so those still outside could hear what was going on. The leaders of the ragtag group announced that they were confiscating the tinkerer’s television and making it the people’s television and then were told—to their and everyone’s depthless dismay—that this television was in fact broken, and that moreover it was broken beyond all hope of repair. The transformers and diodes and transistors in the ceramic dish beside the television on the shelf were, in fact, its salvaged parts.

When the small mob learned of this, they nearly tore the tinkerer apart for destroying their only chance of seeing this remote miracle. The poor man was saved only by his quick thinking and booming baritone, which he deployed to great effect after climbing up onto his counter and frantically beginning to shout that he could not just then reassemble the television, as the mob demanded, for its components had already been repurposed and redistributed: the resistors were used to repair Guo’s radio and the tinny speakers used to fix the feeble horn of Old Huang’s temperamental motorcycle and even—for there was no use pretending like it didn’t exist, we’re all grown men and women here, the tinkerer shouted over the mob as they clamored for his head—yes, even the smuggled slot machine, which he had repaired with a handful of the television’s capacitors and which would not now be granting its boons to its lucky few if the tinkerer had not been so resourceful with this single television. Professor Yi, the tinkerer called to the wizened old man standing closest to his feet, Professor Yi, did you not win three hundred yuan last week? Would you have that money were it not for the parts from this television? Please, the tinkerer said to the crowd pressed into his small shop, go home, there’s nothing for you here.

At last, the energy in the shop crested and fell as the news of the second television’s irrecoverable destruction propagated backward through the gathered townsfolk until even the people arrayed outside in the summer morning had heard. Now came a slackened calm. The Americans will be walking on the moon, someone said quietly. We just wanted to see it. That’s all.

The tinkerer nodded with a desperate empathy. I want to see it too, he said, but you must understand—and now he was gesturing to the disarticulated television, a look of strange wonder clouding his eyes—you must understand, I thought such a thing would never again be necessary for ordinary life.

So it was that on the morning of the landing, while the revolutionary guard watched mankind’s lunar apotheosis, the townsfolk—Mei among them—stood massed like ants around what honeyed static floated crackling over the barrack walls. Only about every fourth word that the breathless television announcer narrated survived intact its journey from the revolutionary guards’ meeting room, out the open window, and over the seven-foot brick wall. Given only these scraps, the people who gathered outside closed their eyes and imagined what that cloistered television might be showing.

Shortly the broadcast commentator’s voice swelled with excitement as he described a white-suited American falling slower than he or anyone could believe and then settling to the surface of another world. At that moment, the boys of the revolutionary guard erupted into whooping and cheering; Now he’s done it, now he’s done it, they were yelling, and their voices sounded like those of schoolchildren. Mei was standing next to an elderly woman whom she recognized as the old astrologer who had many years ago helped her parents to name her and at the news the astrologer murmured, I can’t believe it. Mei looked up at a blank and blue morning sky in which the moon was nowhere to be found and said, But I can feel it, can’t you.

And in the evening, as the light thinned in a cooling breeze, Mei had watched the semicircle of a waxing moon appear ghostly above the western horizon, bent and shimmering as the day’s heat climbed up into the night. By twilight, it settled into safe solidity; near midnight, the moon came to rest upon the treetops, yellow and huge. With surprise, Mei realized she had expected the boughs to bend and break under the moon’s weight, swelled as it was by the weight of the people who now walked upon its mottled surface. Many years later, she found out what the American had said when his feet had come to rest upon the soil of a new world and found them unimpressive, though by no fault of his own. His words were insufficient, Mei thought, because it was the nature of words to be revealed as inadequate before the majesty of living.

How fitting that now, decades later, upon this land far from where generations of her predecessors had lived and striven and died, she had come to rely on images. So did her map of the house grow spectacularly large; many times she created new additions and extensions to her map room so that she had enough space to continue her plans. Though her body was growing unaccountably younger and the arthritis in her fingers had vanished, she found she had not recovered her ability to paint the fine details of the rooms she added, and when she went into those rooms to see how she had done, they appeared to her as undifferentiated and vague as she had drawn them. In another time, this lack of precision might have exasperated her; now, however, she only found it endearing how the ambiguity of her map had come to coincide with the ambiguity of the world through which she wandered. She had become so skilled at her own peculiar, impressionistic style of cartography that the map upon the wall in the cavernous room that had once been her daughter’s soon became unintelligibly abstracted for any but her. A smear of paint here and there, darkness painted into the back of the linen closet—and then she would there find a door, just as she had planned, and through it the glory of a world which did not punish her for her forgetfulness but which she might continually redesign, reiterate, and recalibrate, until she was once again herself.

Sometimes Mei thought that she had been dreaming for many years. In truth it did not matter. The texture of things was the same to her either way, and she knew she would see the differences when she woke up. At times she felt not only that her life was somehow moving on without her, but also that this was no great tragedy, for she had so enjoyed what she had been given, and she had loved so dearly the people who had walked beside her in that world. Now all things were unfamiliar to her, and often she did not know where she was. Always, however, she knew she moved through a world of her own design, and this brought her comfort.

She loved the necklace her husband had given her because it was always a little warmer than she, as though it were attuned to the light of other suns. One day she would remember everything again; then she would find her way home.
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PART FIVE
ENTANGLEMENT







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Saul started a fire in the old woodstove with fatwood and cedar, steadily arranging billets of wood within folds of yellow-orange flame as he squatted on arthritic ankles and periodically wiped the sweat from his face. The gold disc he now wore as a pendant gathered heat from the fire and rested hot against his collarbone when he stood to drag the crates of collected chrysanthemums closer to the fire. It had been years since Mei vanished.

By the time he first surmised that the white chrysanthemums growing thigh-high by the old silo fence could be valuable, he had been brewing their dried blossoms into an almost flavorless tea for many years. They derived from that original breed of sweet and fragrant tea-chrysanthemums that had once grown in the courtyard of Saul’s childhood home, and though many decades under the blank immensity of the prairie sky had induced them to trade aroma for brute metabolic efficiency, this evolutionary exchange was neither perfect nor complete; Saul’s practiced palate, exquisitely sensitized by lack, was yet able to detect the ghostly residues of the chrysanth tea he had loved to drink in his youth, those parts per billion of his childhood. He had developed the habit of pitching what remained in his mug into the woodstove before he went off to bed. Then, one chilly winter morning, opening the door of the stove, the sunlight entering the living room revealed that the ashes glittered with flecks of gold.

And so the first batches of chrysanthemums he had burned were tea-blooms, dry and paperlike. Jar after jar of them went into the woodstove, jar after jar readily burning to ash which he swept into buckets and mixed with well water. He was figuring it out as he went: first gently rinsing the ashes clean by swirling ladlefuls of the mixture in large pans, excess water streaming darkly down the garden path, snaking between the paving stones. And then spreading the black sludge that remained into the wok, drying it over low heat and leaving chunks of glittering carbon that could be ground back into dust with mortar and pestle and subjected once more to the whole process of washing, rinsing, drying, grinding. He must have burned a hundred pounds of dried chrysanthemums that first time, must have spent another hundred hours cleaning and reducing their ash.

But at the end, he had produced a single heavy droplet of gold, no larger than an air gun pellet. He put it in his mouth—he would never quite understand what had inspired such sudden surety in his improvised alchemical protocol—and set the lump between his molars and bit down, for it was then still the only way he knew to test the reality of gold. And luckily for him it had been the metal that yielded and not his old and embrittled teeth. How imprecise and bullheaded his early process had been. How much he had lost to his own ignorance.

Not so anymore. The fire before him burned orange-white, gulping huge quantities of air as it converted the cedar to heat and light. Saul wiped his forehead and pulled the apple crate full of chrysanthemums closer to the stove. No longer did he waste time drying the blossoms but for a few handfuls he set aside each week for brewing tea. He had learned from experience that chrysanthemums would burn as fiercely as pine cones, so long as the fire was hot enough to drive off their moisture and surface the volatile oils in the petals. Now he sat back onto his heels and began tossing in flowers, one at a time. They were cold and heavy and bone-white in his hand, and each one he pitched into the flames was a relief. When he was finished with the first crate of flowers, he started on a second, and then a third and a fourth. There was always room for four crates of flowers and, if he was lucky, often a fifth. It did not matter that some of the blooms were as big as his entire hand; even these behemoths shriveled so swiftly in the withering heat of the woodstove that in a minute they shrank to glow-wrinkled coals, shedding ashen petals like snakeskin. The cedar planks, long reduced to ash, gave way to a bed of continually disintegrating white chrysanthemums.

He rocked the last crate of chrysanthemums onto its side, consolidating the remaining blossoms into handfuls which he tossed into the flames. It was a slow process that gave him plenty of time to think. In the beginning, he had come up with all manner of impractical and fanciful ideas for multiplying the efficiency of his labor, for speeding the incineration of the harvested blooms to ash, for increasing the quantity of gold he could wring from his depleted land. He had run the forage harvester through the chrysanthemums, hoping to mechanize his harvest. But the chrysanthemums had developed a penchant for finding stones in the earth and wrapping their roots around them, a trait they had evolved to survive derechos that could peel topsoil back like the lid of a can of sardines. Saul discovered this adaptation when, within a minute of starting down the row, the harvester pulled up a sheet of interconnected chrysanthemum shoots, rocks and all, dutifully ingested everything, and then began shaking so violently that, as Saul groped for the shutoff switch, he clamped a hand over his eyes, fearing they would otherwise be shaken loose from their sockets. On another night, he had moved the woodstove to the yard, pointed the leaf blower into it, and burned the day’s harvest in an improvised blast furnace which burned clean, quick, and above all messy; to this day the yard still glittered with minute flakes of gold that had been blown out of the stove.

After a dozen such failures of his ostensibly brilliant ideas, bereft of mechanical assistance and denied the efficiencies of modernity, he reaped the chrysanthemums in the field with an ordinary grass scythe, burned them two or three buckets at a time, and panned through the ashes while kneeling beside the bathtub. In so doing, Saul had come to believe that what he did was not extraction but rather exchange: trading backaches and singed fingers to the chrysanthemum fields and receiving in return ounces of gold. He was wealthy in the suffering he could afford to spend, and in exchange he had collected so much gold it had ceased to mean anything to him at all.

The fire in the woodstove was at last dimming. Gray petals rose delicately from the ash and disintegrated at the pressure of a breath. Unhurriedly, Saul began transferring the accumulated ash from the stove into a galvanized steel bucket. The heat on his face was tremendous. When he was finished, he stood up in the new darkness of the living room, sweat darkening his shirt, not caring to turn on a light. There was moonlight enough coming in through the windows. He carried the bucket of chrysanthemum ash down the hallway into the bathroom and Santui followed close behind, his nails clicking on the floorboards as the three-legged dog accompanied his slowing master on his indecipherable errands.

The morning after Mei disappeared for the last time through the wall of this hallway, Saul tried his best to find her here. Not that he could even remember exactly what he had done, though the poorly blended drywall patch in the hallway testified to his actions in his stead. Mara found him in the afternoon when she came by, unaware that her mother had for the last time vanished into a room of her mind’s creation and left her family no recourse to follow her. Saul was slumped against the wall, weeping through gypsum-dusted hands, surrounded by a mess of power tools and rubble. On the opposite wall, where Mei’s impossible door should have been, there was only a jagged hole cut clear through the wall to the exterior of the house. Of course, Saul had equipped Mei with the gold buzzer and made peace with her departure. But when he awoke alone, this stoic determination dissolved instantaneously into panicked regret. In his ensuing desperation, he tore out most of the wall through which his wife had disappeared in the night.

At first, Mara tried to console her father, even as she was herself wracked with dread, for, awful though Mei’s disappearance was, surely she would return as she had in the past. But something was different: somehow both Saul and Mara knew that Mei was gone for good. Luke came by, hung a few sheets of drywall to keep the wildlife out; later some contractors came and undid the damage Saul had done. And then, for a year, Saul avoided the hallway entirely, walking the long way around to get to their bedroom, his bedroom. Only in these last few weeks had he finally been able to come down this way again. Now, as though to prove that he was a man of courage and resolve, he did it daily with a bucket of ash in one hand and the old three-legged dog following behind him. Though he had still not worked up the courage to open the map room, he had become certain that he would someday. For now, he was proud of his bravery, even if there was no one to see.

In the bathroom, working by oblique moonlight, he opened the cold tap and waited as the tub filled with water. A gray line of ash indicated how high the tub should be filled, the high-water mark of yesterday’s panning, of yesterday’s yesterday too. Santui lay down on the cool tile and went to sleep. Saul filled a shallow plastic pan with a scoop of the chrysanthemum ash and, with practiced small movements of his wrists and fingers, he sent little salvos of ripples toward the ash, lifting off its lighter fractions into a chalky slurry. Then, with a quick curl of his hand, he induced a current that carried the slurry out over the lip of the pan and left behind a heavier, sooty sludge. Again he lowered the lip of the pan into the water, again he rinsed out a portion of the ash, and again the residue shrank. These days, the skin of his hands was perpetually cracked and dry; the ashes and the water combined to yield a weak lye solution that nightly stung his hands. After a few more cycles of this process, he was left with a heavy black spoonful of glittering sludge.

He had never been good with numbers and so, in the lonesome weeks after Mei disappeared for the last time, he spent hours each night puzzling over the many dozens of ledgers his wife had left behind, totaling amounts with pencil and paper. He wanted to know precisely how much he had squandered on the doctor’s rejuvenating elixir that had brightened her complexion even while her once-whirling mind spun down into a dark star. When he at last had the figure, he wrote it down on the inside of the tub with a grease pencil. It was a way of structuring his efforts, or of punishing his many and irrevocable failings. Mara was alarmed by what she took to be her father’s precipitous decompensation; the numbers scrawled on the porcelain did not soothe her fears. Nor were her fears allayed when Saul opened the drawers of the vanity and lifted out loose handfuls of heavy dust that streamed down shimmering through his fingers. This is all yours, he said, pulling out drawer after drawer, some of it filled with little pellets of gold, others heavy with glittering black dust which he said needed only to be dissolved in aqua regia and precipitated out with sulfite to draw out pure gold. This is all yours, he said, again and again.

Now he scraped the sludge from the bottom of the pan and spread it out flat on a baking sheet, which he set under the heat lamp by the shower. In the morning, he would tip the dust into another drawer and go out again for more chrysanthemums.

On one night after Mei vanished—no longer could he track the passage of time, and indeed he felt betrayed when, one morning, he found that the world had gone to green again, that time carried on even without his consent—Saul lay his head down on the kitchen table, thinking that he would only rest his eyes for a minute, and soon was woken by birdsong and the full light of day. In those first moments, blinking into the sun flooding the kitchen, he forgot that she was gone, and in forgetting felt a relief so overpowering he nearly tumbled from his chair—and then he remembered, and things resumed as they had been, hollow and distant. But in those four or five seconds while he stood in the kitchen believing Mei to be just down the hallway, working on her maps as she always had, he learned that he was at last ready to go into the map room.

For now he beckoned Santui to follow him, leaving the heat lamp on to finish drying the dust. Tonight would not be the night; but tomorrow, protected by the absolute surety of sunlight, he thought, he could open that wretched door. It was not that he was frightened of what he would find. Saul knew that he had not yet returned to Mei’s map room because of a secret, childlike hope that she was still there, that the silence that emanated from the room was one of intense focus, that the great map of the world his wife was painting upon the walls was nearing its completion, that she would soon be finished forever with it and would come back home. To open the door would be to extinguish this last and improbable hope.

As he had done each evening for many years, he stopped by the kitchen and filled two thermoses in the darkness to take with him to the bedroom, one for himself and one for her. Santui lay down as his master spun on the thermos lids and, moments later, when Saul started toward the bedroom with a thermos in each hand, the old dog heaved an enormous sigh and clambered to his feet again to follow Saul down the hallway.

The bedroom he kept unchanged, save for the framed wedding portrait, which he had moved to sit upon Mei’s old nightstand. For the first few weeks after she disappeared, he had taken the portrait down from the mantel and set it up on a high perch near the kitchen table so he could see it from his usual seat as he took his meals. In truth, the particulars of what he ought to do and what traditions he should follow eluded him; he had only ever been to a few funerals as a child, mostly during the famine years, and those were rushed and haggard affairs whose rituals were made small by the magnitude of their deprivation. When Ying died, his parents could only find a single minuscule scalloped-edged photograph taken when she was still an infant, and he remembered most of all their mute grief as they sat beside one another passing this final postage-stamp memory of their daughter back and forth, taking turns looking at her small face. Later they pasted it carefully to a sheet of stiff white paper, cleared a shelf in the kitchen of bowls, and tacked up the cameo of Ying there, surrounding the little photograph with apples and peaches and incense which, his father had explained in a listless and starved voice, could not be allowed to go out for a week, or a month, or was it a hundred days after her death. The dead were confused, his father said, and unsure of where to go; the incense helped them to find home, and to make their peace with leaving. In the end they kept the incense burning for only four days, with Saul waking up in the middle of the night to replace the sticks of incense before they went out. He had come to view the minding of the incense as his last and most important brotherly duty. On the fifth day, they gave their remaining sticks of incense to a neighbor who had woken that morning a widow, her husband having died beside her in the night.

In the new country, Saul did not know where to find sticks of incense that could guide ghosts, or where even to ask for it, and besides, he wanted Mei to come home as herself, not some dull shade. For a time he was tormented by the thought that he had doomed her to an eternity of wandering, moored to life by the buzzer around her neck, denied even the homecoming of ghosts. In the end, instead of incense, he lit ordinary candles, a dozen of them to light her way. No neighbor’s husband starved to death, and no one took his candles. When Mara asked about the small shrine he made for Mei, he said he had done it the way his own parents had, when he was a child. He did not say he had substituted candles for incense, or chrysanthemums for apples. For three weeks he kept candles burning by their wedding portrait in the kitchen, and then he ran out of candles; then he took down the little shrine and brought the portrait with him to the bedroom, where it had remained since.

Now he set down the thermoses on the nightstands—first hers, then his—and turned out the lights, making his way to his side of the bed in the dark, as he had always done. In the morning, he would collect the thermoses, one empty and the other untouched, and bring them to the kitchen to wash and set out to dry. In this way Mei lived on in the hollows of her widower’s habits.

Sometimes we still surprise ourselves; this is what separates the living from the dead. Though he had planned to go into the map room in the morning, Saul suddenly could not wait. He sat up, opening his eyes, and found that the darkness he had shut them against had feathered into a soft and immaterial thing which he knew could not harm him. Emboldened, he swung his feet over the side of the bed, found his balance, and walked down the hallway. Santui’s tags jingled on his collar as the dog followed him. Both creatures were answering to an obligation neither could hope to understand. Soon he stood in front of Mei’s map room, the door reflecting the sound of his own breathing. For a long time, he had felt as though he trailed behind his own body, a half-step syncopation which he could not seem to correct. He reached out and turned the doorknob. The door opened as easily as any other.

She was not there, of course. Halfheartedly, mostly by rote, his hand drifted to slide along the wall, searching for the light switch, and when this motion stirred in the corners of his vision, he looked at a hand which was connected to an arm, and that arm to a torso, and that torso to a head, all of which was incomprehensibly his own. The hand’s fingers were curled in a gesture which struck him as being one of benediction. He was, he thought, blessing himself.

There he stood, understanding not a single thing about the world.

The light switch was out of reach, but there was no need for it. The room seemed to glow with a light of its own, all of its furnishings and objects exactly as they had always been, and now as he walked their shapes swam forward to greet him like colorless and curious creatures. In the inconstancy of his dark-adapted vision, the cords of the worksite halogens coiled at his feet looked so much like serpents that he bent to inspect the first one, at last daring to touch it, before he could believe they were only power cables. His fingertips came away coated in a dust so soft and frictionless that it had the texture of a thin machine oil.

Upon the wall stretched the last triumph of his vanished wife’s work, dozens of thin washes of paint layered into a blurred mural. There was no longer any trace of shape or scale. Once, there had been a map of their world here; once, Saul could have made out the rolling hills which drifted like sighs down to the greenhouse, the pasture, the old silo fence. Now there was only this huge and continuous plot of colors, reduced to minute gradients of light and dark in what low moonlight came through the windows.

With his eyes closed, Saul walked alongside the mural, touching it every few steps. His tented fingertips left clean spots in the dust, five at a time. When he reached the end of the wall he stood with his head pressed into the corner, the gypsum panels cooling his temples. The room was exactly as big as it had always been—but, just for a moment, perhaps, his footsteps reverberated in a much larger space. He looked desperately at the wall before him, trying to will the acoustics of the room to open again, for the wall to dissolve as he was now certain it had, however briefly, but nothing happened.

In the morning he woke easily a little before sunrise, as he always did. He made the bed and collected the thermoses from his and his wife’s nightstands. He had neglected to close the door to the map room when he left it in the night; now, as he passed, the colors on the wall were more lush, more certain. As a child he had once visited the sickbed of an ancient relative who shook continuously as though wired to batteries and who spoke a dialect he could not understand. The old man could not meet his gaze, though he tried to, desperately, and after a few minutes’ visit, Saul’s father had ushered him out of the small room.

Saul wedged a thermos under his arm, freeing a hand. At last, he had come to understand what made that old man tremble as he did. Without allowing his eyes to search the lifting gloom of the map room, he reached in and closed the door.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

In the autumn of the following year, dry and hot as ever, while Mara sat at the farmstand counter and totaled their sales for the week, a strange movement down by the silo fence caught her eye. Luke was closing up, pushing a broom in a grid across the linoleum tiles. The dust was particularly bad this year, blown off thousands of desiccated fields and swept up into mile-wide bands of rolling clouds that reduced all the world to a single clouded shade of pink-gray. Now that same dust interceded between the farmstand and the thing moving in the distance. Look, she said to her husband, pointing at the blot of their house out across the hills. What is that?

Luke squinted after it. Can’t tell, he said. Maybe the kids just got home?

Let’s go see, Mara said. It would be easier to do her bookkeeping in the house, and the endless arithmetic was putting her to sleep anyway.

I’m almost done here, Luke said. Just pass by, check it out, and come on back here to pick me up. I’ll be ready by the time you get back. He leaned the broom against the wall and planted a quick kiss on her head.

Shortly Mara pulled up to their driveway, peering out her windows and finding nothing. The cloud of dust trailing behind the truck caught up with her and for a little while she could see nothing but eddies of pink dust swirling past the windshield, flecks of mica glittering in the low sunlight of late afternoon. When she was a child, her father had come in from town one day with a slab of marble loaf cake—how carefully he had recited that name, as though it were an incantation of delight whose mispronunciation would spoil the cake itself—and she had savored it, slicing off thin sheets with a steak knife, struck by how the patterns and anti-patterns of marbling slid past and through one another as she whittled the cake down to nothingness. Now she recognized those same shifting cross-sectional patterns playing out against the windshield, and briefly she tasted crumbs of cake upon her tongue.

Up the gentle slope of the pasture she saw the gleaming remnants of the greenhouse roof. It had fallen in some years ago, collapsed by a three-day blizzard, though they had not noticed its destruction until months later when the snow at last melted away. Afterward, she insisted that she would fix it: collect all the fallen bits of glass and piece the whole thing together again. But then the summer was suddenly ending, each day shorter than the last, and the greenhouse was all but swallowed by the chrysanths spilling from the neighboring field. And so it lay for another winter, and then another, and perhaps another or two more, until finally it disappeared both as object and obligation. Now and again, the knotting tendrils of the creeping chrysanthemums would curl around shards of desanctified glass and carry them up to the sun like so many sparkling offerings; these days, but for those glimmers, the greenhouse had dissolved into the overgrowth.

Even the boys no longer ventured out into those arcane weeds as they had when they were young. They stopped not long after the colonel came and dug his useless hole; Junior said he was too old to play ghost hunters, and Caleb, ever adoring, insisted the same about himself, despite being four years younger. Now Junior was talking of leaving the farm—to where and for what, he refused to say, though Mara was quite certain he did not know either—and, as though their minds were connected by taut wires, now Caleb, too, was beginning to dream indistinctly of striking out into the world. The thought that both sons might simultaneously leave the nest struck dread into their father, who had long worried that his younger son followed too closely at his brother’s heels. A few weeks ago, Luke had called the boys into the kitchen to tell them that he forbade them from leaving the farm, for they were still teenagers, and to leave would be nothing more than running away from home, which, he added, was the most childish desire of all. His lecture had dispersed Caleb’s inchoate wanderlust but only intensified Junior’s.

Perhaps, Mara thought as she sat in her truck, they would set the boys on fixing the old greenhouse; perhaps then Junior could be induced to stay, whether by labor, nostalgia, or some mixture of the two. And Caleb would be delighted to help—no telling how long his limitless love for his brother would last, anyway, and better to put it to work before his feelings changed and Junior developed a stronger case for leaving. Yes, it was a good plan. She would ask Luke his thoughts when she picked him up later.

At last the dust settled. Mara opened her door and stepped out into a parched stillness; the wind had stopped and the world was quiet. The silo fence was still in place as it always had been, unaffected by the gritted wind and the two decades that had passed since its decommissioning, though the southeastern corner post had recently acquired a dramatic bend that bowed out the chain-link fence on either side. Seized by a sudden energy, her father spent a day and a half in the tractor trying to pull up the fence post before discovering that the posts were buried at least as deep as they were tall. He gave up, having succeeded only in bending that one post out of shape. And so the fence remained, eight feet high and topped with barbed wire, not only because they could not dig it up, but also because they had forgotten how the land had looked without it.

The chrysanths stole up to the perimeter, having only in the past few years evolved immunity to the herbicidal cocktail which perfused the gravel. Their flowering had long ago desynchronized from the lunar calendar and now their hybridized and ceaseless growth saw them running up the fence in a wall of joyous white flowers that blossomed anew every week and did so through late October, when Luke would rent a cherry picker and cut them back.

The crunching gravel underfoot was muffled by the coiling rhizomes of the chrysanths which integrated the broken earth. The ground had long ago become an impregnable mass of stems and stone into which gophers could not burrow, and whose ratcheting stems tied off even the mouths of rattlesnake dens. At first, the flowers needed to be regularly scythed away to keep the pathway to their front door clear, but now they grew so low and firm where they had once been cut back that they could simply be left alone; the chrysanthemums learned the forms of life in which they would be tolerated. In the warm light of afternoon, gazing upon the enclosure in which they had made their home, she felt as though she were seeing for the first time how the edges of her world had come to be sewn together. Momentarily she forgot why she had come.

In the far corner, behind concrete pylons that had once supported towering banks of sodium lights, a movement reminded her. There stood an enormous white buck, browsing idly on the pale leaf shoots of the fence-climbing chrysanths. Strips of bloody velvet hung from its antlers, and suddenly it shook its great head in irritation, grinding its antlers against the fence to expose them more completely. Mara stopped and stood very still while the buck pulled leaves off the plants, grimly focused on its task. Carefully she took a step nearer, squinting to count the points on its antlers: three. It was only a yearling. Its pale fur was clean; only the ragged scarlet of its half-shed velvet intruded on its arresting whiteness.

The deer noticed Mara and instantly panicked. It turned and broke into a dead sprint away from her, heading straight for the other end of the fence, toward where her father-in-law had long ago dug a hole and found nothing. With an enormous crash, the animal ran headfirst into the fence. It stood there, momentarily stunned, as a shower of blossoms drifted down around it.

Hey now, Mara said, aiming to soothe. But at the sound of her voice the deer startled again and ran back the way it had come. Not far from the corner, mid-stride, its legs folded gracelessly underneath as its hooves became tangled in the winding chrysanths that covered the ground and it tumbled into the petalled thickets. There remained only the rustling sounds of struggle and glimpses of the lethally sharp points of its antlers flashing through the air as it flung its head from side to side, thrashing against the stems.

Mara took a few steps closer and the creature stiffened, eyes wide and nostrils flaring with panic breaths. A moment or several moments interceded. Then, in a convulsion of animal terror and with a great sound of tearing foliage, it worked itself free and sprang to its feet. A weight, gleaming wetly, swung from its head: it was part of the buck’s jaw, partially torn away in its collision with the fence. Blood ran down from the corners of its ruined mouth, matting the white fur of its throat. Its eyes flashed with otherworldly fear.

I’m not going to hurt you, she said. For a moment the buck seemed to understand. She took another step toward it and then had to duck as the wounded creature exploded into motion, untangling itself from the flowers and leaping away from Mara again. It took a dozen paces and met the fence again with another resounding clatter. The buck stood with its head drawn up high and stared dazedly through the gaps in the chain-link fence and the climbing chrysanthemums. Mara backed away and then, telegraphing peaceful intentions, she began to walk toward her house, trying to flush the animal toward the open gates. It was no use: at the first twitch of Mara’s body, it turned and ran along its now well-tread path, crashing into the other fence.

Now blood streamed freely from its mouth, its bottom lip peeling cleanly from the gleaming bone of its mandible and the roots of its teeth. As it ran, its devastated jaw swung according to the motion of its stride. An anguish took root in Mara’s stomach. Surely the buck would not have run so desperately into the fence had she not frightened it with her arrival. Nor would it have careened back and forth between the two poles of its agony, fence post to fence post and back, again and again, all of its animal reason obliterated by the immensity of its terror. The long, curving sweep of its jawbone became a silhouette, a shape cut out of the lengthening light. Sunset redness mixed with the blood spattered over its white fur until the creature seemed a thing of condensed color. It was a machine for dividing the length of the silo fence into quadrupedal strides. It was flesh made into physics, mass oscillating on a spring. It was one knot of biology quickened by the presence of another.

Mara, pleading: I’ll go this way and you go that way. In response, the buck tucked its ruined chin, blood spraying over its pristine white legs, and ran straight into the fence again. Mara took a few more steps, hoping to force the animal away from its doomed circuit between the fence posts. Seeing its tormentor moving to cut off its means of escape, the buck whirled round and made a frantic return, passing so close to Mara that she could hear the wind bending through its antlers before it thundered once more into the fence. Now she adjusted her tack to approach the buck obliquely, not daring even to meet its gaze for fear she would set it off again, all the while speaking soothingly in such a low and continuous murmur that her words blended into a soft hum whose melody recalled the lullabies of her youth. The gate is behind me, she said, it’s open, just go. The buck swiveled its head to watch her. It was breathing heavily and its dissected jaw dripped blood down into the bone-white flowers at its feet.

All things are alive, all things are imbued with purpose. Around Mara and the buck, numberless honeybees screwed winding loops through the air, moving from flower to flower, their burdens of pollen now inaugurating another generation of hybrids, another youth of spring. Mara saw the world precipitating out of the chaos of the afternoon sun, felt the buzz of multitudinous creatures beating paths toward desire, away from pain.

The buck’s eyes drifted shut for a moment and it faltered before catching itself. Then the earth between Mara and the animal burst into sound and motion: four mottled grouse flushed from cover, climbing skyward in a widening spiral. Mara flinched—the buck flinched—and then it was off again, running more slowly now, its pale shape slipping along the fence. There was a tremendous rattling crash which seemed to Mara the sound of something old and deep in the world coming apart, and afterward only a polyrhythmic rustling in the foliage. The animal had tried a new tactic to escape, aiming to pass through the gap between the bent fence post and the bulging chain-link fence itself, and it had failed.

Thick mats of climbing chrysanths on post and fence alike softened the solidity of both. Mara walked toward where the animal had gone down with a dread billowing huge and diaphanous in her chest. She already could surmise what had happened; there would be no need of forensics. From low down within the carpet of white flowers and leaves there came a feeble kicking of limbs. Mara’s shadow intersected with those of the birds perched along the barbed wire. They had the hooked beaks and limitless patience of carrion-eaters. As she drew within a few yards of the buck, its bloodied head lifted suddenly into view, garish with mandible and blood and teeth and that impossibly white fur. Its antlers had been caught up in the chain-link loops and the chrysanthemums, and about this fulcrum of branching bones, the rest of the animal’s weight had torqued. Its momentum was ruthlessly distributed over the delicate structures of the animal’s neck, wrenching its head sharply backward, splaying its legs uselessly across the lush earth. Even in extremis, its eyes stayed wide and clear, watching Mara as she at last came to its side. Its breathing became clipped and irregular.

For a moment she could only stand and watch the buck’s suffering, transfixed by a guilt as bottomless as it was hopeless. Then a thin and horrible sound sliced through the evening: the remaining air enclosed in the buck’s lungs was escaping through the torturous constrictions of its mangled voice box.

Later, recounting the story to Luke and the boys at the dinner table, she would say that she ran because of how urgently the stricken creature needed the mercy which she alone could deliver. She would say that her obligation to the buck was the reason why she had come into the house without even closing the door behind her, so quickly did she know she would return. She would say that she had not hesitated to take the carbine from the lockbox under their bedroom dresser and run back to the dying animal, thumbing a round into the chamber as she went. And she would say all of this in a voice that did not waver or slow, that swept smoothly through the story of the trapped buck with the kind of disinterested affect befitting her mother’s daughter. Her children had a tough mother, she would say to conclude, because this world was not the sort of place which tolerated softness, not from boys and certainly not from the men her sons were fast growing up to be.

But none of it was true. Long ago she had outgrown her talent of animal speech, and since her last conversations with the old mule Rascal, she had not heard another creature speak who was not themselves human. But on that afternoon her gift returned, if only for a moment. For when that ghoulish noise hissed from the dying buck’s throat, only a single thought passed through Mara’s mind. It was a flash, after so many years of animal quietude, of that old aptitude she had known in her youth that saw her once warning the rats in the barn about the cats and hearing the complaints of the prairie dogs. The buck’s words were nothing less than the purest articulation of the immensity of the pain of death. She heard herself promise to help the creature and then she ran, nearly losing her balance among the chrysanthemums, sprinting into the house, into the bedroom, dragging the gun safe out from under the dresser so carelessly she left deep gouges in the floorboards. Only then did she discover from the drops of water that appeared on its lid that she was weeping.

Soon she returned to the buck, rifle in hand, ever surer that she must have fallen asleep at some point without realizing it and now walked through a dream. The animal’s eyes were clear and precise and as they saw the shape of the weapon in Mara’s hands, a sound of great refusal rose from the vault of its chest.

I can help you, Mara said uselessly. The wind set up a steady and warm breeze from the southeast whose turbulences could be perceived in the undulations of the grasslands over which it passed. Please, she said. Let me help you.

Again, the buck made that same noise, and again Mara understood its refusal to die. She set the gun down and wiped the tears from her eyes. Okay, she said. The sun was slipping low to the rolling hills and the shadows of the chrysanthemum-vined fence walls grew long and overcame them. Still the buck strained and suffered, the light cutting in stippled and patchwork through the veil of climbing chrysanths, the bloodstained fur glowing gold.

One final time Mara offered the animal mercy and in reply the buck bellowed a clarion denial whose meaning she could have grasped at any moment in her life.

It said its pain was unendurable. It said it did not want to die.

When at last its eyes had clouded over, Mara picked up her rifle and shot the buck between the eyes anyway. It was something she did for her own sake.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Three times now Junior had come to the shoulder of the county road and been unable to leave. Standing here the first time, waiting for a passing car to give him a ride, he realized he had forgotten to bring many and crucial things, none of which he remembered exactly, but all of which he knew could not be left behind, and so he turned and went home. The second time, he was better prepared—he had one of his father’s old military duffel bags slung over a shoulder, heavy enough to bruise—but no cars came for almost two hours. Finally there puttered by a blue-and-white hog truck whose load of doomed swine regarded him with such porcine pity that he found himself driven back toward his home, where he arrived before anyone even realized he had tried to leave.

The third time he tried to leave the family property, he was well packed. Only ten minutes later a car came along whose driver agreed to take him as far west as the old air base. Before they had made it two miles down the road, however, Junior changed his mind and asked to be dropped back where he had been picked up, for he was a little hungry, and he had decided he ought to leave on a full stomach, to at least save himself the cost of a good meal out there in the world. As he walked back down the driveway with the strap of the sixty-pound duffel bag cutting into his shoulder, he began to cry, furious that he was doing so, because he had at last realized that he was frightened to leave.

At last, some weeks ago, having worked up the resolve, he had chosen a new date for his departure and had been quietly preparing for it for some time now. In fact, he was supposed to have left last week. That he was still here was not the result of another failure of inner strength but instead a remarkable discovery. On the Wednesday prior, adopting a convincingly spontaneous and nostalgic tone, he suggested to Caleb that they should head down to the greenhouse, for old times’ sake. Caleb of course agreed. The plan was to engineer a secret farewell—to spend a pleasant and memorable afternoon together that might offer his little brother some closure after he finally left, as he always said he would. Junior considered setting up similar secret goodbyes with his parents but did not, out of fear he would reveal his imminent departure and be prevented from leaving; this, he resolved, would be his final act of cowardice.

That was the original idea, anyway. But as the brothers sat reminiscing in what remained of the greenhouse, they found a hard object buried in the dirt that was revealed, after some rudimentary digging, to be an enormous steel lid hinged at one end with nowhere to grip. Quite by accident, they had found the exit hatch for the escape tunnel that their grandfather had come searching for when they were children. And, just as quickly as he realized what it was, Junior remembered what was inside. Abruptly he was eleven years old again, standing on tiptoe in the darkness of the hallway with his brother, crying out involuntarily as his father leapt across the kitchen table and began to beat the colonel, their grandfather. His fears swelled and then dissolved under the iron surety of the promise on the other side of the steel hatch. At that moment Junior understood that he was frightened not of leaving but of dying.

So, just like when they were children, the boys planned an expedition to go down and retrieve the buzzers that the colonel had never found. It was Junior’s idea—and, to his astonishment, Caleb hesitated at first, unmoved by the promise of eternal life. The younger de Valle only agreed when Junior, thinking quickly, had slyly repackaged the expedition as a way to protect the whole family from dying, to ensure that they would never be separated. It was not quite a lie, Junior thought. Besides, it might bring his family some additional solace after he left; in this way they could at least be spared from worrying about his safety.

Now he stood at the lip of the driveway, his hands in his pockets, gazing down the road as the shimmering haze worked its distances into confusion. This was just a practice run; soon he would return here, his duffel bag in tow, equipped with one of those gold periapts against death, and then he would at last be ready to leave.

Because the county road was also the best way to get to the greenhouse—the old trails had been mostly erased by the chrysanthemums—this was where the boys would begin their expedition. Shortly a bobbing figure appeared on the road; it was Caleb on his bicycle. He stopped before Junior and swung his backpack down from one shoulder. Grandpa gave me batteries, he said, and pulled open the backpack. Junior picked out eight of the correct kind and slotted them into the two headlamps in his own backpack, giving one to Caleb. Then he scanned the contents of his own backpack: a bottle of water, two spools of fishing line, a crowbar, and a photocopy of the facility map that Grandpa Morgan, the old colonel, had brought when he had come all those years ago, made in secret in his father’s office.

Do you remember how many buzzers were down there? Caleb asked.

Not the exact number. But it’s a lot.

Enough for all of us?

How many do we need? Junior counted on his fingers: You, me. Mom and Dad. Plus Grandpa—that makes five. And I remember there’s definitely more than five down there, a lot more.

Not five, Caleb said. Six.

Who’d I forget?

Santui.

Junior laughed. All right, he said, six it is. There’s enough, anyway. Come on, let’s get going before it gets dark.

Reaching the collapsed greenhouse, they put on thick leather gloves and carefully moved aside the rubble blocking the hatch. Junior tried in vain to crank it open with the crowbar, eventually even jumping a on it while leaning on Caleb for support but in the end only managing to bend the crowbar.

It’s meant to open from the inside, Junior said, painfully aware of how useless this was to point out. Of course it could only be opened from the inside; moreover, in the decades since its construction, a rim of rust had swelled the inner lip of the hatch and sealed it even more tightly. For a moment they thought their efforts might have been in vain. Then Caleb bent down low and peered at the corroded edge, before stabbing the crowbar down into the rust-stained soil beside the hatch. With a noise like torrential rain, a patch of dirt as big as a dinner plate disappeared into a cavity below. The corrosion had eaten away the tunnel walls; they would not need to penetrate the hatch. Junior hooted in glee and clapped his brother on the shoulder. Good thinking, he cried.

After some ten minutes of using the crowbar to chip away at the rusted portions of the buried tunnel, they had widened the hole enough for them to lower themselves in, gingerly so as not to catch their clothes or their backpacks against the jagged edges where rainwater had eaten the steel away. The tunnel was a corrugated steel pipe about three feet in diameter. They went down crawling on their backs, bracing against the walls of the pipe with their hands and their feet; no one was meant to come down this way. Fine-grained sand had collected in each of the corrugations, little scallops of pale yellow that shone in the light of their headlamps and, shaken loose with the disturbance of the boys’ passing, flowed down in dry rivulets alongside them.

Behind them, the shaft of sunlight that marked where they had entered the escape tunnel was still visible, solitary star, though its enfeebled light could do no more than declare the bare fact of its existence. In the stale blackness of the tunnel, the boys crept steadily downward until they found a second enormous steel hatch, this one already hanging halfway open from chains. More sand sloped down from its lower lip, rising almost to the height of the tunnel itself. They stepped onto the open hatch—it swayed gently from side to side, but held—and then down onto the sand, their boots sinking in almost up to their ankles as they descended an artificial dune that had lain in place for nearly twenty years. Junior went first, as was his duty as elder brother, and Caleb tracked him from above with his headlamp. At last Junior reached the bottom of the slope and looked upward; the beam of his headlamp illuminated the faces and edges of a monolithic box hanging in the center of what seemed to be a vault. Come on down, he said, and Caleb did.

They found themselves in a large pill-shaped concrete room, the walls curving up and away from them on all sides. Near where they stood, a column of metal bars formed a rudimentary stepladder to climb to the capsule’s center, where an enormous rectangular shipping container sat perched on what looked like oversized duplicates of the shock absorbers on Junior’s old mountain bike. Junior consulted the old photocopy of the colonel’s map, the power of his headlamp turning the page into vellum and projecting its figures roughly against the curving concrete walls. He pointed at the huge steel box above their heads. That must be the Acoustical Enclosure, he announced, reading from the map.

What does that mean? asked Caleb.

Beats me. Junior puzzled over the photocopied maps for a moment more. Looks like this whole thing is the launch control center. The briefcase with the buzzers must be here somewhere. He tightened the straps on his backpack and tentatively weighted one of the rungs on the wall with a single foot, then with both feet. It held. Let’s get up there, he said.

The rungs traced a widening spiral up the wall, bringing them level with a narrow gangway which rocked as they clambered onto it. To one side was a tight, cramped tunnel leading out of the concrete capsule; the other end of the gangway led directly into the shipping container Junior had identified as the Acoustical Enclosure. The darkness in that concrete tomb was pure and complete and eternal and, had Junior given it even a moment’s thought, he would have been terrified by the speed and surety with which that oblivion reclaimed what they illuminated as soon as they looked away. After all, he had always been afraid of the dark. But he could feel the waiting terror of that depthless void, and he could feel how fragile his composure was in the face of this most primitive fear, and so through great effort he kept his thoughts from turning inward toward the dark.

Junior cast the beam of his headlamp toward the entrance to the Acoustical Enclosure and lit up row after row of metal boxes, stood up in racks, the light returning to him after reflecting off innumerable small screens and polished metal dials and knobs and handles. The container had been converted into a single narrow hallway, threaded between banks of machines. He waited there at the doorway for just a moment, feeling a low panic rising in his chest, and then he heard his brother ask in a voice shaky with its own incipient fears whether Junior had seen something that gave him pause. Hearing Caleb’s fear gave Junior the strength to swallow his own.

No, he said. Nothing to be afraid of. I was just looking around. Come on, maybe they’re here. He stepped over the threshold and went in, and Caleb followed.

On closer inspection, Junior realized that the machines were gutted. The boys now encountered only the machines’ empty casings, which were still bolted into the racks like molted exoskeletons. A red lockbox at eye level caught their attention and nervously they opened it and peered inside, only to find it empty. Pushing aside a curtain, they discovered a narrow cot, its foam mattress brittle and curling off the slats like a dead insect. Beneath the mattress were two large metal crates with stenciled serial numbers on their faces. Junior took off his backpack and got out the crowbar again and, after some effort, pried one of the crates open. Inside were bloated packages of expired survival rations, an aluminized blanket, two packs of cigarettes, and a heavy device with a large metal carry handle and a dial gauge which they identified, after poring over the faded instructions glued to the inside of the crate lid, as a Geiger counter. The second crate contained only jerry cans: diesel in some, drinking water in the others. They shoved the crates back and continued looking around. Behind another curtain they found a toilet, and along the far wall they found a pile of fallen ceiling tiles on the floor. They looked up to see what had knocked the tiles down and discovered that the Acoustical Enclosure had been pried open by bone-white roots which Junior recognized as belonging to the chrysanthemums that ran rampant aboveground. He pointed them out to Caleb.

No way, his brother marveled. We must be at least sixty feet down. He climbed up onto the computer racks and leaned in, his headlamp driving so much light into the white tendrils that they seemed almost to glow. Caleb flicked open his pocketknife and picked at one of the roots with the point of its blade.

They really are roots, aren’t they? Junior asked.

Yeah, Caleb said. Check it out. He cut a root free and passed it to down to his brother.

Amazing, Junior breathed. Where do you think it goes?

Up, obviously, said Caleb. He gathered a handful of the tendrils in a hand and pulled it taut, making room to shine his headlamp through the hole they had made and into the Acoustical Enclosure. Looks like they broke straight through the ceiling. He put his knife away and clambered down.

Junior checked his watch. We’ve been down here for twenty minutes already, he said. Let’s get back to looking for the briefcase.

Soon they had exhausted every nook and cranny of the Enclosure; it was simply a small space. Apart from the crates full of survival gear under the bed, there was little else. On their way out, they found, hanging above the doorway, two gas masks that at first glance frightened Caleb half to death because he mistook them for human heads. Feeling uneasy, they at last crossed the gangway out of the Acoustical Enclosure to the doorway cut into the concrete capsule itself. The exit led to a short passageway which required them to walk, half crouching, until they could go no farther, their way blocked by a metal panel with some boxes welded to it alongside a large lever. Junior consulted the colonel’s map again and announced that they were now before the Blast Door, which had to be hydraulically unlocked by pumping the lever. Fortunately the lever was still operational and after a minute or two of cramped labor, listening to the slow sliding sound of metal against metal as the blast door’s pins retracted from the doorframe, they felt the air pressure change in the capsule as there came the sound of a long-sealed gasket being broken open. Junior gave the door a hard shove and succeeded only in toppling himself backward. Then Caleb tried, pushing more slowly, and after a few moments, almost imperceptibly, the door swung open.

Junior crawled to the edge of the tunnel and shone his headlamp down. There was a short ledge perhaps eight inches high and, beyond it, a cement-floored antechamber whose walls lurked dimly in the far reaches of his headlamp’s cone. He stepped down into the larger room and helped Caleb down after him. Finally standing again, they shone their headlamps down one way and then the other; the antechamber was in fact a long hallway. A bit farther down they could see the grated metal walls of what looked to be an elevator shaft—they were under their home, they realized—and some faded stenciling on the wall that reminded them, as it had those that had come before, that they had entered one of those strange and formalized spaces on earth through which man could not pass alone: TWO MAN POLICY MANDATORY, the red letters proclaimed.

This place is bigger than I thought, Caleb said.

Junior held the colonel’s map up to the face of the enormous blast door they had just opened, spun it until he had aligned the map’s orientation with their own, and then pointed out a junction. We’re here, he said. Control center, Acoustical Enclosure—we just came from there. He ran his fingertip between two thin lines. Hallway here. And down that way—he gestured with a nod of his head and then read the label off the map—that goes to the Special Project Chamber. Page two. He seemed surprised by his own words.

What’s on page two? Caleb asked.

Don’t know, Junior said.

Did you bring page two?

There wasn’t any page two, Junior snapped. In truth he wasn’t certain. He thought he had found only a single sheet of paper in the folder containing the colonel’s plans. But had he forgotten to photocopy a second page? It doesn’t matter, he said at last, turning his attention back to the map in his hands. Everything else is here anyway. We can find out what’s in the Special Project Chamber ourselves, map or no map.

On what was now obviously the first page of a two-page map, the words Special Project Chamber hung in the blank space beyond the map’s diagrammed rooms, hovering at the point of an arrow, enclosed within a rectangle drawn in dashed lines. Every other thing on the map was labeled and dimensioned but the Special Project Chamber, which floated in an undisclosed nullity. Junior shrugged, folded the map back up again, and put it away. Maybe it was top-secret stuff, he offered. I bet the briefcase is in there.

The younger de Valle brother’s eyes flicked nervously back to the capsule behind them, though because he did not turn his head, the light did not accompany his gaze, and so he stared off only into a featureless darkness. What if we get lost? Caleb asked.

Don’t worry, Junior said, I thought of that. He pawed through his backpack for a moment before pulling out the thick spool of fluorescent fishing line and a carabiner. I was going to set this up when we first got in here, but I forgot. It’s good you’ve reminded me. Here. He handed Caleb the end of the line. Tie that to the lever on the door—double knot it so it won’t come loose, get it real tight. Caleb obliged. Then Junior clipped the spool to his backpack and took a few experimental steps forward. The spool jumped and spun; the line held. There, Junior said. When we find the briefcase, we can just follow this back.

Caleb was unsatisfied. But what if I get lost and can’t find you?

Here, Junior said, unclipping the spool from his backpack and giving it to his brother. Now you’ll have the line home, and I’ll just stay close to you.

And what if you get lost?

I won’t.

Promise?

Junior turned to look at his brother, dazzling him with his headlamp. Caleb squinted and covered his eyes with a hand. Junior was caught off guard by the innocence of his brother’s question; it seemed to him to harken from much earlier in their lives, when they were still so young that only by combining their wits and strength could they hope to prove adequate to the challenges of the world. And then the feeling passed, and he felt a little ashamed at how quickly he had met his brother’s sincerity with his own cynicism, and so, after apologizing for blinding his brother, he promised he would not get lost.

They started down the hallway, the fishing line trailing from Caleb’s backpack. From time to time, Junior turned to glance at it, each time finding that what in the sunlight had glowed fluorescent green now only appeared as a pale and sickly shadow; still, he took comfort in knowing that the line swaying in the gloom was attached at its other end to the real world. It was good that Caleb had the line; he was not as quick with reading a map and besides, he was more easily frightened. But without the gentle tug of the spool on his backpack, Junior felt exposed, or perhaps unmoored, and for this reason he would stop every few minutes and touch the spool hanging from Caleb’s backpack, checking that it was still paying out that single continuous line which would later guide them home.

After some fifty yards of featureless and continuous hallway, they found an open door on their left. A thick bundle of cables as big around as Junior’s head emerged from over the lintel and ran down the hallway in catenary lengths, heading to the Special Project Chamber. Junior’s heart was racing—it had been beating hard since they came down the tunnel and now, as they walked, it felt like his heart would pound out of his chest—and, taking deep breaths to settle his nerves, he let his headlamp come to light the open door. Was he afraid? And what was it that had frightened him so? Perhaps it was the suggestion that someone had passed through that doorway and would soon return—perhaps he would not have been as frightened by a closed door—though now, considering this alternative, he knew that a closed door simply would have inaugurated a different, equally dreadful set of fears. He wondered if Caleb could sense his terror; he wondered if he was growing ever smaller in his younger brother’s eyes. Still, he managed to walk toward the open door without slowing and examine what lay beyond.

The open door led onto a narrow gangway that hung delicately in the black purity of empty space. This was, they realized, the silo tube of the missile that had first been emplaced on their grandparents’ land all those years ago. Now it enclosed an ironclad column of darkness that extended above and below them farther than their weak headlamps could reach.

How deep do you think it is? Junior asked.

What difference does it make? snapped Caleb. Then, a second later: Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. I don’t know.

Junior’s irritation was mollified by his brother’s apology. It’s all right, he said, we’re a little on edge.

No kidding. This place gives me the creeps.

I’ve got some matches, Junior said suddenly, swinging his backpack in front of him. We can throw one in and see how far down it goes. He pulled out a matchbook, tore off a match, struck it. The flame bloomed unexpectedly bright and sent out yellow reaching tendrils curling and uncurling as the flame searched for more to burn and found nothing. Delicately, the flame began to separate from the glowing cinder of the match-head, hovering higher and higher as it sputtered. At last, almost reluctantly, the flame sank back onto the match-head and started weakly onto the cardboard splint. Junior waited until most of the match was burning, until his fingers were almost singed, and then with a gentle lob he pitched it into the shaft of the disused silo. At the last moment, he remembered to turn off his headlamp to avoid washing out the light of the match and as he did so he saw its orange glimmer winking out. He switched his headlamp back on and stepped back into the safety of the hallway.

You were right, Junior said. Makes no difference.

Got the time? Caleb asked suddenly.

Junior glanced at his watch. Shit, he said. It’s been almost an hour. He started back down the hallway. Come on, he said. Let’s be quick. Caleb came up behind and Junior let him catch up so they could walk alongside one another. He glanced at the spool of fishing line hanging from Caleb’s backpack. It was still bobbing and bouncing and feeding out thirty-pound test line. There still looked to be a bit more than half of the full three hundred yards left on the spool. And he had another in his backpack, ready to be spliced in when the first line ran out. He was amazed at the thought of having already walked a hundred yards down this infernal hallway. He thought he heard distant clanging from the direction they had come and three times he turned abruptly to see if the monster of his imagination had materialized behind them, but each time he succeeded only in dazzling Caleb with his headlamp. The third time he was all but certain he had heard a voice calling his name and with his heart in his throat, he whirled around and found only his brother again, squinting into the light. Before Junior could explain what he had heard, his brother reached up, furious, and tore Junior’s headlamp from his crown.

If you shine this in my eyes one more time, Caleb snarled, I’m going to break it. I swear to god I’m going to break it if you do that again.

Junior swiped at the lamp, but Caleb moved it out of reach.

Give it to me, Junior said.

Don’t shine it in my eyes again.

Give it to me.

In the simmering silence that followed, the two nearly came to blows. And then at last Junior said, I won’t do it again, and Caleb said thank you and handed the headlamp back and the moment had passed, and they were walking again as they had been.

At last, they came to a set of double doors painted fire-engine red and labeled SPECIAL PROJECT CHAMBER. A corroded steel sign instructed the boys to swipe their keycards for access, which was thankfully unnecessary. The doors pushed open easily; the rot of time had long ago converted the fail-secure electromagnetic locks into crumbling oxide. Now the hallway narrowed and began to turn slowly to the right. The brothers walked on, passed through another set of double doors equipped with another now-useless set of access controls. Then, abruptly, they found themselves before a passageway even smaller than the one they had first crept through to exit the concrete capsule of the control center. This passageway was so low they were forced to drop to all fours, shoving their backpacks ahead of them every few feet as they crawled. After five yards, the brothers emerged, slick with sweat and panting. Junior got out a large plastic bottle of water and gulped a quarter of it before he had to break away and catch his breath. Then Caleb drank too, gasping between gulps, and the bottle fogged up with the heat of his breath.

They looked around; they were in a small room with a bay of lockers on one wall and a door on the other. Still breathing hard, Caleb went to the door without hesitation and flung it open. On the other side was a hallway that looked identical to the one they had been walking through earlier. Perhaps it was the same one, perhaps they had simply walked past it without seeing it. Caleb said he thought they might have just crawled through a vent. Junior looked at the opening they had emerged from and said he didn’t think so. The spool still hung from Caleb’s backpack. Its pale green line dove reassuringly back into the cramped passageway through which they had come.

Shut the door, Junior said. At this his younger brother asked why and Junior said, For god’s sake just shut it and so Caleb did. In the air, caught in their intersecting beams of light, a million motes of dust whirled and permutated through a billion configurations, each of which was just now appearing for the first time in the history of the universe and would never again recur. On the wall between the passageway they had emerged from and the door Caleb had opened was another doorway, from which hung translucent vinyl freezer curtains. Stenciled in white above the doorway read the words SPECIAL PROJECT CHAMBER ACCESS. Junior pointed. He was finally catching his breath.

Through there, he said, and then: Wait. Not yet. He walked over to Caleb and checked the fishing line. There were only about a dozen winds left on the spool. He set down his backpack, got out the second spool of line, and began splicing them together. His headlamp was too bright, and he turned it dimmer and dimmer until the white light became a stroboscopic stutter that rendered the continuous motions of hands and fishing line into disjointed flashbulb frames. His hands were shining with perspiration, and he could not seem to get a good hold on the fishing line, and again and again, thinking he had tied the knot already, he pulled the two lines tight and watched them simply come apart in his hands. Finally, he gave up on seeing altogether and closed his eyes, tying five square knots by feel, and opening his eyes he was relieved to see that he had succeeded. He replaced the empty spool on Caleb’s backpack with the new one. Let’s go, he said.

Beyond the heavy plastic curtains was a small room, only about the size of a closet, with ventilation grates built into the walls, ceiling, and even the floor; they parted yet another set of freezer curtains and finally stood before a short passageway whose claustrophobic dimensions were now as familiar as an old friend. They shed their backpacks, tossed them clear through to the other side, got on their hands and knees, crawled in, and emerged panting and drenched in sweat onto a gangway like the one they had crossed in the Acoustical Enclosure. They shouldered their backpacks again, walked across the perforated metal gangway, and abruptly entered an enormous chamber of immense silence in which the sound of their breathing suddenly disappeared without echo or trace into the vastness of the space.

Unsettled by the hugeness they had stumbled upon, they at first walked the perimeter of the room, keeping the wall on their left, only giving up their circumnavigation when they had walked for a full minute without encountering another wall. They turned around and began walking back, and as they did so, the changing pressure on their feet revealed to them that the floors of the vault were not level but sloped, ever so slightly, down and away from the vertical of the wall. As they continued retracing their steps, they realized that the reason they had not found another wall was simple: the room was round. The sloping floor therefore led down to some lower central point. By and by, they returned to the small exit of the passageway they had come through.

Now they began to walk toward the emptiness at the center of the room. The chamber was large enough to swallow the entire lengths of their headlamp beams, and when they tilted their heads upward, they saw only a circular halo, illuminating nothing but motes of air. As they walked, the walls disappeared into the darkness behind them. Junior walked quickly and steadily, his headlamp pointed downward, the light revealing just enough concrete floor to support his next half dozen steps and nothing else beside. He was frightened, of course, but he knew that his brother was frightened as well, and for this reason he kept his jaw set and his pace even, and but for his too-frequent checking of the lifeline unwinding from his brother’s backpack, he was the very image of courage. His head was hurting him something awful and he was exhausted merely from walking. From behind him he could hear Caleb panting as well.

At last, their headlamps touched upon something in the distance, hard-edged and rectangular. As they drew nearer, it seemed to shrink, and then again to expand; it was impossible to judge the thing’s size in this featureless darkness without marker or scale. In the end, they reached it quite by surprise—Junior looked up, saw the object, looked down and walked a few strides more, and then, looking up again, almost smacked into it. Caleb, following closely, had not even bothered to look up, and so ran into a suddenly stationary Junior. Their headlamps splashed colorlessly upon the thing’s smooth metallic surface as they glanced up and down. It was a small steel shed with a single door, its roof pierced by a thick and gnarled weave of white chrysanthemum roots that extended above them as far as their headlamps could shine.

The door was unlocked; Junior pulled it open and looked inside. A ladder descended into a shaft whose drop was protected by a short length of chain. The chrysanthemum roots that had forced their way into the shed had not stopped there, sinking their salt-white braids down into the darkness. The beam of Caleb’s headlamp alit upon the roots, the shaft, the ladder.

It’s down there, Caleb said roughly from over Junior’s shoulder. I know it.

How could you know that? Junior said. He was unaccountably furious with his brother: his eager confidence in his own ignorance, his inability to properly judge the dangerous from the worthwhile, his tendency to mistake idiocy for courage. None of this is on the map, Junior said, and suddenly the map was in his hand, the paper crackling as he waved it around.

It’s on page two, isn’t it? Caleb rejoindered, unbearably smug. But it doesn’t matter? We should find out ourselves what they were keeping in the Special Project Chamber?

Shut up, Junior said, massaging his temples. The pressure in his head was immense. Shut up.

I’m just repeating what you said, Caleb said. So, what, you’d have us just go home then? After we’ve come all this way?

No—I never said that—Junior could feel the resonations of every word he said buzzing in his molars, twisting in his head, and covering his headlamp with his hand; he looked at his brother in the diffuse light that came through, reddened by the blood in his palm, and realized he had forgotten what he wanted to say.

It’s down there, Caleb said at last. I know it, it’s down there. Let’s go. He reached across Junior and unclipped the short chain blocking the ladder. The roots go all the way down there, he said. They’re looking for something. He frowned suddenly. A thought seemed to cross his mind. What time is it?

Junior looked at his watch; it was incomprehensible. He looked away and then back again. Slowly the indices shuffled to their places. The hands formed a narrow angle which reminded him of the long beak of a crane. He stared at the second hand as it swept through a revolution. How strange that this collection of arbitrary movements on his wrist bore any relation to those unassailable mechanisms which made old men, strong trees, cold stars.

Fingers, Caleb’s, snapped in the air between his face and his watch. His brother was saying his name. What’s the time, Caleb asked again. Junior looked puzzledly at his watch a while longer. It’s broken, he said at last. Caleb reached out and turned his hand over and read off the time they had entered the tunnel written on Junior’s palm, smudged but still legible. He peered at the watch on Junior’s limp wrist.

It’s been three and a half hours? Caleb said incredulously.

That can’t be right, Junior mumbled.

That’s what it says on your hand.

I think my watch is broken.

Caleb ignored him and looked down the shaft, his headlamp sliding down its mottled and corroded walls. How far down do you think it goes? he asked.

All the way to China, Junior muttered. His brother seemed not to hear.

I think I can see the bottom, Caleb said. Drop another match.

Junior nodded and got out his matchbook but try as he might, he could not get a match to stay lit for longer than a moment. He tried another few matches but none burned for very long before fizzling out. Perhaps they had become damp in the subterranean humidity. Damn matches, he muttered and flung the whole book down the shaft. Caleb followed it with his headlamp.

It’s not that far down, he said. Then, excitedly: I see it! He was leaning over the railing and gesturing. Junior leaned over and looked where he was pointing. At the bottom of the shaft, just within reach of their headlamps, a briefcase lay suspended from a network of roots that had grown around and into it. Looking closely, Junior was certain that he could see the gold flash of the buzzers within. Now he was seized by an urgency that defied all explanation. He swung himself around and onto the ladder; Caleb clambered down after him. The air was thick and warm and, impossibly, smelled of flowers.

Soon they approached the bottom of the shaft. Junior was overheating—he was sweating through his shirt and could feel it clinging to him like some clammy and suffocating sea creature and his hands were so slippery that he had to wrap his entire arm around the last few rungs of the ladder so as not to lose his grip. When he reached the bottom, he took two steps toward the briefcase before needing to sit down. Caleb seemed to be in a similar state, his whole face shining with sweat, gasping as he came off the ladder, and sat down heavily on the floor beside his brother. Junior’s backpack had become heavier and heavier. It seemed to be filled with stones. His water bottle was heavy, that was it, water was the heaviest thing anyone brought anywhere, and silent in his triumphant realization he madly pawed through his bag until he found the bottle of water and hefted it out. He drank greedily until he felt hands upon his own and as he opened his eyes—he had not noticed when he closed them—he saw Caleb working the bottle out of his grip and then drinking what was left. Panting, both boys stared at the briefcase only a few yards away, tangled in the roots. Junior resolved to go get it as soon as he caught his breath.

The darkness in the shaft was somehow more absolute here than anywhere else. Their headlamps cast only narrow beams and as they leaned against one another, catching their breath, they cast their gazes around languidly, dispassionately observing what shapes swam into view; they were too exhausted for astonishment. The shaft had led them down into the center of a vast, low-ceilinged room that seemed to extend infinitely in every direction. The white roots that had ensnarled the briefcase of buzzers continued into the room, their delicate lacework bursting down and through the crumbling polystyrene ceiling tiles to end in flowers, thousands upon thousands of them, millions of white flowers, some as big as softballs, others as small as marbles, all of those flowers hanging down from those roots like a confusion of chandeliers. With difficulty Junior reached up to a nearby flower and tried to pinch it off as a souvenir, a gift for his grandfather to show him how far his chrysanthemums had come, but the stems were denser than he expected and the strength was fast draining from him and he let his hand drop.

A rootless bed of fallen petals of a hundred shapes carpeted the concrete floor, each as fresh and undecaying as they had been on the stem. Caleb was breathing hard and fast and every now and again he leaned imperceptibly to one side to spit. Quite slowly now, Junior rose to his feet, pulling on the rungs of the ladder to help himself up, and without his brother to lean upon, Caleb slumped over to one side and continued his labored breathing. Junior staggered over to the briefcase. He wrapped a hand around its handle and pulled. As the case swung open, his hand slipped from its handle and he stumbled back a few steps and sat down again without complaint.

It’s really lodged in there, he said, panting between his words. He was grinning broadly. He did not know why.

Let me try, came Caleb’s muffled voice; his face had become buried in the petals covering the floor. But he did not move. Junior twisted around until he faced his brother again, the light of his headlamp glinting from the sweat that ran down Caleb’s brow, and groaning with effort Caleb now turned his head to illuminate Junior’s face too. The brothers faced one another, each headlamp upon the other’s face. Neither seemed to mind.

Can you see the buzzers? Junior asked. Are they in there?

No, Caleb said. He was also grinning now. In fact, he was beginning to laugh. I think it’s empty. He made a series of noises partway between giggling and panting. That’s funny, isn’t it. They’re not in the briefcase.

His brother was right; it was amazingly funny. Junior started to laugh along with him but quickly ran out of breath, and so in between gasps he only managed a few chuckles. I don’t know why we came down here, he was saying, was surprised to be saying.

You didn’t let me finish, Caleb was saying. Junior listened from the bottom of the sea. The tip of Caleb’s finger twitched, sweeping a minute arc. They fell out, he said. All over the floor. Look.

Junior could not look. His vision had narrowed to his brother’s face, shining within the small round platter of light cast by his headlamp. His limbs were strange and alien things and he felt his hand crawling around of its own accord on the hard concrete floor, dexterous as a spider, fetching for him the small golden discs he could no longer see. After a time, he woke up and saw only blackness. His headlamp had gone out. In his hand he felt the reassuring weight of the buzzers he had somehow gathered. In the dark he called out to his brother and heard no reply. It did not matter. They had done it. They would live forever.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Junior left in late October several years later; it was an unseasonably warm day, the sun brighter than it had ever been, the air so hot Mara could feel the back of her throat drying with every jagged breath she drew as she stomped barefoot through the brittle tinder of the dormant chrysanthemums, her hands involuntarily curling into anguished claws, shouting through sobs at a son who, to her disbelief, would not even turn around to look his mother in the eye as he marched resolutely up the driveway to the cab awaiting him.

Hoarse from crying and screaming, Mara’s voice had at last become an unintelligible howl bearing only the cadence of speech. Not that it mattered; she did not know whether she was pleading with him to stay or cursing him for leaving. The gravel and dried chrysanth stems underfoot were sharp, hobbling her, but still she was gaining on him, drawing closer with each searing step, and when she at last reached him, she grabbed the crook of his arm and pulled him back with all her might. He spun on a heel and slipped out of her grasp, his eyes never leaving the distant attractor of his inevitable exit, but Mara had caught a glimpse of his face, streaked also with tears, and with renewed vigor she lunged a few steps more and took hold of her son again, this time so firmly that he was at last drawn to a stop. Her hand squeezed Junior’s arm so tightly he cried out a little and with her other hand she alternated between beating him on the head and pointing desperately back through the silo fence gates, back to the home he was abandoning.

But he said nothing, even as tears rolled down his cheeks, and at last, with strength he had until then been holding in reserve out of some last trace of filial piety, he pried his mother’s thin fingers from his arm and kept walking. Now Mara did not follow him any farther; she fell to the gravel weeping and held before her the hand that her son had cast aside, seeming to curse her own limbs for their failure. In the distance, ever farther, the receding figure of her son opened the door of his waiting cab, threw in his two bags, and got in. Then her vision grew crazed with streaks of light and their halos, a new flood of tears, and staring at the undifferentiated pink-brown gravel, she heard the sound of a car door slamming shut and an engine striving toward elsewhere.

She would have stayed there on the gravel in mournful shock until sunset, but she knew she could not, and indeed she knew even in the blackest depths of her fury that there was no real purpose to what she was doing. As a young woman, she had sometimes cried so hard she rendered herself blind, or she had found herself repeatedly slamming a kitchen drawer closed until the skin of her palm went numb. It was not that she could no longer feel these extremes of emotion—if anything, she thought, the past few years had proven to her that there were indeed yet stronger intensities of feeling which she had until then not experienced—but merely that she now knew her old habits of expressing these tempestuous emotions were mostly efforts at communication and not catharsis, performances that demonstrated for others the validity and magnitude of her grief, her rage, her joy. Besides, after her mother vanished, there was no one left for whom she could perform.

So after a few minutes spent catching her breath and clearing her throat, she rose slowly to her feet and dusted off her legs, the bottoms of her feet. Just a moment ago while she went running to stop her son from leaving, she imagined, with relish, that her feet had been cut to ribbons upon the gravel, the sight of which might at last compel Junior to stay. But now as she scrubbed off the smaller pieces of gravel still embedded in her foot, she found no blood. It was better, of course, that she had not sustained any serious injuries chasing after her son. There were some who still relied upon her.

When she got back to the kitchen, she washed her hands and drank two glasses of water, one after the other. Her throat hurt; it would be at least a few days before she could speak without rasping. On her way to Caleb’s bedroom, she stopped in the bathroom and inspected her face: swollen from crying, reddened, possibly a little sunburnt. She had always thought this particular mirror crueler than others because it had a subtle convex bow to it that magnified her nose and widened her cheeks. The cold fluorescent lighting overhead offered a relentlessly harsh light that made even ordinary skin appear mottled and diseased. Once, her husband would have replaced the tube with a warmer light—once, her husband would have even replaced the fixture altogether. For him small discomforts had barbs that clung to him perpetually until they were resolved. But for Mara, the problems of the light and the mirror disappeared when she left the bathroom; under her despotic rule, all things in the house tended to remain as they were, regardless of whether they were pleasant.

Pushing Caleb’s door open, she saw to her relief that her shrieking after his brother had not woken him. He lay just as she had left him, his hands propped up on small pillows at his sides, the petroleum jelly still glinting where she had applied it on his cracked lips. Oxygen hissed from his nose; Mara adjusted the cannula until the hissing stopped. Caleb’s eyes drifted open, blind and unfocused. The doctors at the hospital had advised her not to be optimistic that Caleb’s sight might ever return, but they did confirm that he could still hear, if not understand, the words she spoke.

Your brother just left, Mara said, and her voice came out paper-thin and scratchy. Sorry, she said. I’m a little hoarse. Caleb’s eyelids drifted closed again. The index finger of his left hand curled, scratching the pillowcase, and then relaxed again. In the beginning, she was convinced that these gestures were Caleb’s attempts at communicating and religiously she noted the type, frequency, and amplitude of his various little motions, even tasking Junior—once he had recovered, of course—to watch and record so that not a single unit of meaning might be lost. Now she could at last chuckle to herself about how insane her hopes had been in those first few days and weeks, how unmoved by reason she had been, analyzing huge charts of Caleb’s tiny gestures to derive an apophenic language in which a deflection of his left foot meant that he was hungry, or a tremor in his right hand meant that he needed to be cleaned.

In the end they were just twitches.

When the rescuers finally emerged from the godforsaken hatch in the greenhouse floor carrying the limp forms of her husband and her sons, she lost her mind. It was pure and unremitting agony; she was transformed wholly into her suffering, could not even remember her name. In the span of six hours, she went from being offhandedly curious about where Luke and Junior and Caleb had gone to watching firefighters pounding on their chests as they lay all in a row upon the chrysanthemums that surrounded the greenhouse. Junior was the first to wake up, though only partially, groaning and writhing reflexively under the glare of the rescue team’s white halogen lamps. Caleb was roused second, a few minutes later, though his return was more tenuous, and he was hurriedly strapped to a stretcher, loaded into the ambulance, and sent to the old Babylon hospital, now Mercy East.

And Luke never woke up. His cyanotic fingernails bounced among the white-petaled flowers each time the paramedics slammed on his chest and the corners of his blue lips were upturned ever so slightly in a subtle smile, as though he had in his final moments learned a small and immodest secret. Mara remembered this smile, the Doppler-shifted sirens of the ambulances racing away. Of the next two days she remembered nothing. Later the rescuers would tell her how they had been found: Junior sprawled out on the floor beside a ladder descending into a shaft, Caleb limply entangled in the topmost rungs of the ladder, and, at the very bottom of the shaft—in an environment so instantly hostile to life that the rescuers who went down had to don masks and breathe from cylinders of compressed air—Luke de Valle Sr., on his back, staring up with clouded eyes and that inscrutable smile upon his face.

Junior recovered quickly, miraculously free of lasting ill effects. He clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his cries when he saw his brother lying in the hospital bed beside him, a nexus of tubing and wires, and later he screamed, in earnest, when Mara told him that his father had died trying to rescue them. When Junior was discharged, the first thing he did was put on his clothes and check his pockets. Then, with trembling hands, he pulled a single gold disc from a pocket. Before he could speak, Mara slapped it out of his hands. It went flying, jingling over the linoleum floor, and when Junior bent to collect it Mara stomped a boot over it and standing over him she began to weep.

A thin whistling distracted Mara from these terrible memories; Caleb’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. She reached out a finger and blocked the hole in his throat where machines had for three weeks breathed on his behalf and now the room filled with a strange and mechanical sound that resembled a shadow of language. Okay, Mara said, and went to the kitchen to puree some food for her son, the one that had stayed because he could not leave. She caught herself wondering if Caleb, too, would have left like his brother, and then she caught herself resenting the very possibility. She took a deep breath as the blender strained and whirred. She strove for something resembling tranquility.

Of course, at times Caleb really did seem to be improving. He was making noises, after all—he hadn’t at first—and he did so with increasing frequency. In fact, Mara had heard those sounds before, though only at one time in her life, many years ago. Still, she recognized them immediately: Caleb was uttering the phonemes of his older brother’s first, invented language. To her surprise, she understood some of those syllables, distorted and bodiless though they were, and so she knew when Caleb felt hunger, or pain—or, once, upon hearing the waxwings’ song through his open window, joy.

After a few spoonfuls of food, Caleb turned away and pressed his lips together so tightly they became thin white lines. Mara wiped his mouth clean and put what was left in the refrigerator. When she returned, Caleb had fallen asleep again. It was still early in the afternoon. Junior’s leaving had exhausted her, but she knew better than to waste sunlight. And so, noting the time, she pulled on a pair of boots and left to go see her father.

Saul had wanted desperately to help her with the farm, with Caleb—still did—but he had become so old and frail that both father and daughter knew any assistance he might provide came with an equally large risk that he would injure himself and place even more demands on Mara’s already-stretched abilities. In the end, nothing was more helpful than Saul’s bins full of gold dust, washed from the ashes of the incinerated white chrysanthemums that now blanketed their land completely from one end to the other; with this endless, meaningless wealth, they bought time for Caleb and a grand mausoleum for Luke in the town cemetery, large enough to entomb his wife and his sons, too, whenever one or both of them at last might join him. Saul said he didn’t want to be buried like that, not without Mei, so Mara had built in enough room for both her parents, in case Mei came back, or Saul changed his mind.

There was no longer any telling how old Saul was anymore, or how distant he yet remained from his last days in this world, because at some point in the intervening years he had become properly ancient. He was not simply old, a state he achieved when he realized that his knack for falling asleep anywhere and in any position was not a talent at all but simply a consequence of years of exhaustion. Nor was he elderly, which to him signified those frail bodies progressively and irreversibly decompensating, ever more maladapted to a world which had left them behind. The old and the elderly remember being young: in their dreams they are running and they are jumping. But to be ancient like Saul was to remember youth without missing it—to accrue years like a whale collects barnacles, unaware, too vast to care.

Saul lay back in his recliner and interlaced his fingers over his protruding belly. He had begun to lose weight, quietly and invisibly, in a disappearing act so slow he did not notice until his pants became too large and his hands became lost in his shirtsleeves. In these endless and eternal years, he was whittled down to a homunculus, hands and feet and tottering skull connected by bones drawn thinner and thinner like pulled taffy. And yet his belly remained, round and drum-tight, stubbornly full of nothing. Saul knew that his intractable paunch had once bothered him but he could not for the life of him remember why. He was transforming, in his ancientness, into a potbellied imp. So be it. He put down a hand into the mass of fur lying on the floor beside his recliner and gave it a few scratches. At least the dog had not changed.

He woke a few hours later, surprised that he had fallen asleep. Mara’s voice floated in from the kitchen, hoarse and indistinct. Abruptly, that feeling came to him again which had years ago struck him as he pursued Santui across those southern slopes with a rifle in his hands: he was not meant to be here. It was in truth an old feeling for him, perhaps even the oldest of his feelings. He had first known its placeless thrill when he was very young, waking up in the middle of the night and not knowing why; the evening air was warm and heavy. Beside him, he could hear the soft breathing of his baby sister in her crib, and faintly down the hallway he could hear the sound of his parents talking quietly to one another, their voices attenuated by the walls to overlapping resonances and tones which retained only their music and nothing else besides. Saul had listened to their voices for as long as he could, even as he found himself drawn back into sleep, because he knew that he was not meant to be awake and listening, and this had been enough to make the world special for him. It was enough even now.

He heard the opening and closing of cabinet doors, the sound of Mara’s footfalls as she moved around the tiled kitchen. She was getting his medicine; the pills rattled in their bottles as she came into the living room. On the coffee table, she set out each little vial and ampoule he was to take that evening, as she did for him every evening. In his old age, he had become fearful of the whitewashed walls of the hospital at Babylon. His fear persisted even when Mara told him that the building had been sold and renovated and renamed, insipidly, Mercy East. It was, in a more sinister way, another of those places he was not meant to be. Of course he had been there before—he remembered well its labyrinthine corridors and its infernal systems—and so now, in his ancient years, he refused to return, even after he fell in the shower a few years ago and felt something snap in his hip. Finding that he could not stand, he reached up from where he lay and turned the shower off, and then waited a little while for the water to drain from his body. Using only the strength of his arms, dragging his useless and oddly twisted leg behind him, he heaved himself out of the tub and landed wetly upon the tile floor. Santui came by and licked his face, whining anxiously but unable to help. As he crawled, naked and freezing, hand over hand out of the bathroom, down the hallway, and into the kitchen, he left behind a trail of water that preserved the exact contortions through which his body had passed on his slow and painstaking journey. The pain in his hip was continuous; he was as vulnerable and ill-suited to the life he now found himself living as those Paleozoic creatures who first hauled themselves gasping onto dry land. At last, propping himself up heavily upon Santui’s back, he managed to hook a finger through the coils of the telephone cord and pull the receiver down, sending it clattering onto the floor. He called the good doctor Malachi Owens.

Now he waited as his daughter assembled for him the small pile of capsules and elixirs and tinctures the doctor had prescribed him over the years since he broke his hip—which, incidentally, healed itself, only a little imperfectly, after the doctor gave him a four-month course of something that looked identical to chocolate but which burned on the tongue like grain alcohol. These days the doctor looked to be in his fifties, having restored his physical youth all the way back to his early thirties before one day reducing to ash the only extant copy of his formula for the gerontological cure, thinking he had memorized it; he had not. Since then, he had aged as predictably as any man, unable to produce more of the evil stuff. Indeed, upon walking in to Saul’s kitchen and seeing Saul’s withered old form naked and suffering on the floor, in what was their first meeting since Mei had disappeared many years ago, the doctor’s first words were to apologize that he could not offer Saul his youth again. Saul’s anger toward the doctor had not abated—he referred to him as a quack whenever he could—but now he tempered and hid his disgust for the man because his medicines could keep him from visiting the hospital, which for him had become identical with death itself.

Mara set down a glass of water. Saul took his medicines.

Junior left today, she said, keeping her voice to a whisper.

I’m sorry, Saul said. Are you sick?

No, she said. I wore out my voice calling after him.

Where is he going?

He wouldn’t say.

Did he say anything?

Mara gave a grim smile and shook her head. Nothing.

He’ll come back.

I know.

He’s still a kid.

Not really, I don’t think.

Saul chuckled. You’re still a kid too.

Mara stood and got herself another glass of water, drank it without moving from the sink. It’s going to be a few days before I get my voice back, she said, sitting back down across from her father.

He was always going to leave, Saul said.

I know.

I mean: you didn’t need to waste your energy yelling and chasing after him.

I didn’t yell to keep him from leaving, Mara said, her voice dropping out into the thin sound of air passing over her lips. She cleared her throat; it did not help. A few sips of water, some small and uncertain coughs. Her voice returned. I did it so he would come back.

Saul nodded and said nothing. He understood. Anyone could see how that boy felt—awful, awful. For years now he had seen his kid brother lying there with those tubes coming out of him and each time he would be reminded that it was his fault. And of course his father too. The morning of Luke’s funeral, Junior was nowhere to be found. His bed was made and his closet was empty. Saul found him sitting in the dirt on the shoulder of the road, with his knees drawn to his chest, squinting into the heat, one arm hanging loosely above the asphalt, ready to hitch a ride. No one had stopped. His eyes were red and when he saw his grandfather coming up the driveway dressed in mourners’ blacks, he shouted for him to leave him alone, and then, when Saul did not stop walking, Junior switched to his broken second-generation Chinese, or at least what remained of it from his early childhood days spent under his grandparents’ care. His vocabulary was limited and his syntax was elementary and so, turning his head without looking at the old man coming to retrieve him, he yelled: Do not want you come to stop me.

I heard you the first time, Saul replied in English, and when he took his grandson’s forearm and pulled him up to stand, the boy did not offer any resistance. His eyes were hollow and searching. Saul brought him inside and made him tea. He felt he should say something that might soothe the boy’s grief and fortify his spirit. But as he reached for the words they scattered before his grasp like minnows, and so, instead, he said only that Junior should change into his funeral suit and, after a moment more, that he hoped the boy would tell them before he left so that everyone would have a chance to say goodbye.

That’s the point, Junior mumbled. I don’t want to say goodbye.

Well, Saul said, don’t leave then.

But I have to.

And then, as now, Saul understood.

Sometimes, Mara said to Saul, I wonder why you and Mama came here. Her voice was low and Saul did not know if it was feeling or pain that had quieted her.

We inherited the property, Saul said. He knew he was answering a different question.

When I was younger, sometimes I imagined that we would do the same someday. Me and Luke and the kids. She coughed a little, took another sip of water. I imagined we’d go somewhere new and start over.

Why?

That’s the thing, Mara said. I didn’t know why we would do it because I didn’t know why you and Mama did. She shrugged. I never did figure it out.

But you think Junior did.

Yeah.

A long silence. He’ll come back, Saul said again.

You didn’t.

It’s different.

Why?

I don’t know. Just is.

Maybe because no one called after you, Mara rasped. No one chased you out to the road and begged you to stay.

It was Saul’s turn to smile just as mirthlessly as his daughter. Wouldn’t have changed anything.

In some other world it did.

Saul’s smile became genuine. I never could tell if you believed in any of that stuff.

Mara rubbed her Adam’s apple absentmindedly, trying to clear the gravel in her larynx. I wasn’t sure myself, she said. And then Junior packed up to leave and I knew he was—she swallowed, grimacing—serious. She looked suddenly ashamed. She pointed to the smooth, blank skin at the hollow of her throat, a mirror gesture indicating the gold disc that hung around Saul’s neck. I sewed one of those into his jacket, she said.

Many years ago, this revelation might have surprised Saul; in his becoming ancient, however, the world now continually surprised him. He moved through a litany of novelty each waking moment, and sometimes in dreams too. How many did he bring back? he asked.

Just the one, she said. He thinks I destroyed it.

He’ll find it, you know, Saul said. When he does, he’ll come home. Their conversation was sharpening to a single point. Saul could see it; Mara seemed not to realize. Come here, he said, hooking a finger through the gold chain and running his hand up to the nape of his neck, searching for the clasp. Help me take this off.

Why?

I want you to have it.

Mara did not move. I don’t want it, she said.

He found the clasp and reached up with his other hand, raking his yellowed and brittle thumbnail over the clasp. A few times he caught the lever and felt the tension of its minute spring in his fingertips, and each time it slipped away, and the chain remained closed. Help me take this off, he repeated.

I don’t want it, his daughter said again, louder, and her words caught as she spoke and she began coughing. Muted she shook her head and waved her father off.

Saul gave up on opening the clasp. He wrapped a fist around the gold disc that hung from the chain and with a hard yank he broke the whole thing free. In a gesture that once might have resembled triumph he held his closed fist trembling before him in the air, the ends of the broken chain snapping through the air as standing waves glittered along their lengths. Wordlessly he leaned forward out of his recliner and dropped the gold pendant onto the coffee table, where it rang high and clear for a long time.

You sewed one into his jacket, Saul said. So take mine. That way you can stay with him.

Mara looked at the gold pebble gleaming on the table as though it might leap at her.

Hell, Saul was saying, pushing the buzzer closer to his daughter. If you don’t want it, give it to Caleb then. Let him live forever with his brother.

It isn’t the same, Mara blurted out, at last having recovered her voice.

What?

It’s not living forever. Mara ground the heels of her hands into her eyes; suddenly she was crying. Mama, Luke, Abram, she said. Rascal.

In other worlds—

But not in this one, Mara said, her voice rough but fierce. I’m in this one and they’re not. I don’t care if they’re still here in other worlds. They’re still gone in this one. She pushed the buzzer back toward her father. It’s not living forever.

What is it then? Saul said.

I don’t know. She searched for other words and found none. I don’t know what it is.

Neither spoke for a long time. The evening drew close and deep and when Santui heaved a great sigh Mara took it as a cue to check her watch.

I’d better go back and see about Caleb, she said, and Saul murmured something like agreement. As she gathered up her things and carefully wiped her eyes with the corner of her sleeve, Saul said that he was sorry and Mara said that he had done nothing wrong. Before she left, she picked up the gold disc that he had set out on the coffee table and balled up the chain around it and dropped it into her father’s shirt pocket. There was the sound of the door opening and closing. An engine turned over outside and the living room was bathed in the red glow of taillights before slowly returning to the blue-dark of a languid summer twilight as Mara drove away.

Later Saul dreamed; he would not ordinarily recognize a dream as such, but, as it was, this was a recurring dream, and as he settled into its mists he felt as though he were seeing an old friend. He was standing in the pasture, watching as Mei walked over the grass with a paintbrush in hand and disappeared through the wall of his home. Now there came across the sky an intense point of magnesium-blue light describing a perfect line from east to west. The light was bright and pure, and beneath its glare all things cast clear and hard-edged shadows. As the point of light passed overhead the thousand overlapping shadows of the yellow chrysanthemums upon the ground swiveled through a semicircle like a thousand minute sundials recording an accelerated day. He watched the light tearing through the firmament. Trailing behind this first dot followed a host of others of equal splendor and he marveled at how easily their glow pierced the clouds and lit them up from within. There was a sound as wide and deep as the endless salt sea, and the world was once again filled with daylight.

He had fallen asleep in his recliner, as usual. Saul had become accustomed to this bifurcated night. He rose and started toward the bed, pushing his walker ahead of him. At his request, Mara had stuck tennis balls over the feet of the walker to keep them from marring the floorboards. At first Santui took great interest in these captive tennis balls and followed Saul expectantly wherever he and his walker went, but over time, as they began to wear through, the old dog’s enthusiasm waned. Now as Saul pushed the walker forward a half stride at a time, the eroded tennis balls skidded over the floorboards, making a high and comical sound, and he found himself chuckling.

In the kitchen he filled two thermoses with the water left in the kettle—only lukewarm, but it would have to do—and set them down in the basket of his walker. Santui no longer accompanied him every step of the way. The dog had long ago learned Saul’s routines and, so assured that Saul would not abandon him, now conserved his energy by walking sedately between practiced vantage points: the threshold of the kitchen, the threadbare rug beside the recliner, the corner of the hallway. Now he lay patiently waiting for the old man to join him in the hall, and shortly Saul did.

The walls stretched out before him into darkness. If Mara were here, she would tell him to turn on the light, and he would of course refuse. And then Mara, assuming his opposition arose from some vestigial frugality, would turn them on anyway, reassuring him that it cost fractions of a cent to keep the lights on, and that he would incur more and higher costs were he to fall in the darkness and injure himself. Of course, his daughter was right, brilliant and kind as ever; his eyesight had only gotten worse as he descended into his ancientness, and he long ago gave up driving at night, and more recently stopped driving altogether.

He had come to prefer the darkness because in its indefinite obscurities, he sometimes saw things which he knew were not there but whose presence he welcomed. In the undifferentiated gloom of the linen closet last month, he saw the face of his mother hovering beyond the pillowcases. Several times, lounging on his recliner in the layered darkness of the living room, waking from naps, he saw his baby sister, Ying, happily burbling on the floor beside him, though she would disappear if he looked at her directly. And, for the last three months, it was here—in the hallway, moving away from the already dim and faltering glow of the coals in the woodstove and toward the bedroom, passing through this vale of midnight as though descending into a bottomless sea—that he saw, nightly and without fail, a deeper penumbra walking beside him in the dark which bore the unmistakable aspect of his beloved Mei. Tonight, as before, he watched her graceful trace slip alongside him, heading as he was to the bed they had shared for nearly a half century, though of course he found no one there but Santui, stretched out lengthwise across the bed, as he had done every night since Mei disappeared.

It took some prodding to get Santui to move, but at last the old dog did, and Saul lay down to sleep. The night air was cool and damp and rich with the scent of auriferous chrysanthemums. Saul reached out a hand, found Santui’s hind paw, held it for a little while. At length he became aware of a dim light coming from down the hallway and he thought he had neglected to turn out the light in the living room. He lowered his feet to the floor, braced himself against his walker, and now slowly began to walk toward the hall. As he neared the threshold, he discovered that the light came not from the living room but from the margins of a new and impossible door that had appeared about halfway down the length of the hallway. A gentle evening breeze came rolling through an open picture window which had also appeared, new and impossible, beside the strange door. Saul pushed his walker down the hall. A jingle of tags; Santui came down from the bed and padded alongside his old master.

The legs of Saul’s walker squeaked on the floorboards. The tennis balls were almost worn through.

Stopping by the impossible window beside the impossible door Saul looked up and saw the great map of the sky stretched across the world, and he was humbled by its luminance. Another few steps and he was at the door.

Santui stretched, yawned, and lay down in the hallway. The dog watched him with an endless majesty.

Saul opened the door. Sunlight streamed in.

On a night much like this one, a very long time ago, in a past that had become for him as unrecognizable as the present and as uninterpretable as the future, he had shaken his wife awake to tell her that the plat of the stars was the same here as it had been in the old country. Perhaps, he had said, they had not gone so far after all.
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