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      The Walled Garden

      When I was five years old I saw the future. My future. After that, I was unable just to wait and let it happen. I had to go looking for it.

      My sister Jean is three years older than me. As children we shared a room and had the same bedtime. I can remember her complaints about being treated like a baby—like me—and put to bed while it was still light. A docile child myself, I would sleep whenever I was told, but Jean, grumbling and protesting, kept me awake as long as she could, for company. She talked to me, and she told me stories. She loved making up stories; she loved things that had not happened. She pulled me along to explore the land of What-if: what if we moved to a different house, or what if we came home from school one day and there was no one here? What if all the grown-ups disappeared? What if people came from another planet and took us away in their flying saucer? When I was very young, it’s true, she confused me with her questions and her stories, so that sometimes I lost track of what was real and what only imagined. She made me want a life that didn’t exist; she made me cry for the loss of things I’d never known.

      One summer night when I was five and Jean was eight, as I remember, she was particularly restless. Outside, it was still as light as day, a fact the thin curtains drawn across the windows couldn’t disguise. I lay there in my little bed, twin to hers, patiently waiting for Jean to begin one of her stories, when all at once my sister sat bolt upright.

      “It’s not fair,” she said. “It’s not time for bed; it’s not. Everybody else is still out. I’ll bet you the Kellermans are still playing Fox-and-Hounds. Let’s go out.”

      “We’re in our pajamas,” I said.

      “So? In China people wear their pajamas all the time; that’s the only kind of clothes they have. Anyway, you’ve been out in your pajamas before.”

      “They won’t let us.”

      “They won’t know,” she said. “We’re going to escape.” She suddenly leaped up and onto my bed. I squealed, pulling in my legs to protect my stomach, but Jean had no intention of tickling me. She’d only come onto my bed to open the window. I watched, thrilled and baffled. Warm air and the scent of freshly cut grass slipped into the room.
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