



[image: Cover Image]







THE FAMILY TREE


Sheri S. Tepper


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Dora Henry and the Weed


Midmorning a Tuesday in July, Dora Henry went out the front door of Jared’s place to get the paper that the paperboy had, as usual, dropped just over the picket fence. On her way back up the immaculately swept walk she glanced at the front stoop and stopped dead in her tracks. She quit breathing. The world became hot and still as she teetered dizzily like a tightrope walker, thinking it would be nice to faint, but as she’d never done that, she didn’t really know how.


Instead, she squeezed her eyes shut and made herself breathe, one long slow breath while she counted ten: Grandma’s prescription for fear or anger or anything unsettling, one long breath with eyes shut, not looking at whatever it was that was bothering. Sometimes it worked. When her eyes opened, however, it was still there: a sprig of green thrusting up from the hairline crack between the brick of the stoop and the wall of the house.


It’s just a weed, she told herself, looking at her hands with disbelief as they twitched and grasped toward the encroaching green. She heard her own voice yammering at her, “It can’t stay there. It has no right to be there. Jared will be so angry. …”


Jared would be so angry.


She clasped her hands together and tightened them until the knuckles turned white, biting her tongue until it hurt, willing herself to stop all this foolishness. “Weed,” she said, invoking a label. It sounded right. Just a weed. Which, if Jared saw it, would bend him all out of shape, but that didn’t mean she had to have a breakdown. Even if Jared had a major hissy, my Lord, she didn’t need to go into some kind of hysterical spasm at the sight of a weed!


She cast a quick, almost furtive look around to see first if anyone had seen her having a cow on the sidewalk and then if any other strange growths might have sprouted during the night. Negative on both counts. The block was as vacant as a hatched egg, and Jared’s place was as usual: three meticulously trimmed rose bushes still marched up each side of the front walk; one geometrically sheared blue spruce still held down the corner opposite the driveway; six junipers bulged smoothly and uniformly across the front of the house, neatly carved into convex mounds; two flowering crab apple trees (fruitless) still stood at attention, each on a hanky of lawn that had been weeded and clipped and fertilized until it looked like a square of Astroturf.


She didn’t need to look at the rest of it; she knew it by heart. The fences on either side and across the front were as pristine as when freshly painted. The driveway to the garage was smooth, gray concrete, as unstained as when newly laid. Out behind the garage, the trash cans were doing close order drill, each one precisely helmeted. The arbor covering the patio was grown with tightly clipped Boston ivy, and the narrow strip between garage and patio was planted with a single row of absolutely uniform hostas, which, so Jared said, were the least troublesome of shade-tolerant ground covers.


The Tree that cast the shade belonged to the people next door south, or, since it was on the far property line, maybe the people beyond them. It was huge and old with limbs like buttresses. Each fall it turned flaming red and scattered the whole block with glittering confetti, an autumnal celebration that went on for weeks while Jared fumed and snarled. He couldn’t wait until the last leaves came down so he could vacuum them up, restoring his place to its usual purity. Once Jared had arranged things to his satisfaction, he did not tolerate alterations.


Dora hadn’t known that, not at first. Under the assumption—quite wrong, as it turned out—that Jared’s place was now “their” place, she had suggested some pansies by the back steps, a lavender plant, maybe, and some tulip bulbs under the hostas. Even some violets along the edges.


“They make a mess,” Jared told her. “Tulip foliage dies and turns an ugly yellow. Pansies aren’t hardy. The bloom stalks on lavender drop their buds. Violets seed themselves.” His tone of voice made it clear that seeding oneself was a perversion.


Still thinking she was allowed a voice in the matter, she had argued, “Hostas have bloom stalks.”


“Not for long,” he’d crowed. Which was true, of course. The minute one showed, he nipped it off. All Jared wanted to see was those nice, shiny, evenly spread green leaves. Every week, he used the carwasher gadget on them, floods of soapy water to get rid of the dust. Even the roses out front were allowed their rare blooms only for a day or two. First sign of blowsiness, first sign a petal might drop, off they came. Jared had always been neat, said his mother. No trouble bringing Jared up, not a bit.


Dora sometimes entertained brief visions of the baby Jared sitting in his crib, neatly organizing his Pampers, folding his blankets, plumping his little pillow. Or the schoolboy Jared, sharpening his pencils and laying his homework out with a ruler, even with the edge of his desk.


“I wasn’t at all like that,” Jared laughed, shaking his long, high-domed head in pretend modesty. Varnish-haired Jared, high-gloss Jared. “For heaven’s sake, Dora, what an idea!”


“I know.” She smiled her meaningless smile, one of several conciliatory expressions she had adopted during their two years together. “It’s just, your mother makes you sound like such a … perfect child.” She had been going to say, “unnatural,” but had caught herself in time.


“Oh, no,” he said comfortably. “I had my share of scrapes. I had friends down the street, the Dionne boys. We used to get into trouble regularly. I don’t think Momma ever knew. At least, I never told her.” And he laughed again, just one of the boys, patting Dora’s shoulder. He often patted Dora’s shoulder in an understanding way, though that was all he patted. Lately she caught herself flinching even from that casual touch.


“Jared did hang around those Dionne boys,” Jared’s momma sniffed, when queried. “Ragamuffins. No more civilized than young billy goats! And that slut of a girl. And that mother! No better than she should be. Well, I soon put an end to that!”


Jared’s momma, rigid with rectitude, whose very clothes seemed carved from some durable material, ran the boardinghouse two blocks down, on the corner facing the avenue. It was a huge, vaguely Queen Anne hulk that had started as a hotel in the twenties. When Dora had sold the farm after Grandma’s death, she had taken a room in the boardinghouse, meaning it to be only temporary, while she sorted things out. She’d met Jared, instead, and things never had gotten sorted out.


“Where are they now?” Dora asked Jared’s mother. “The Dionnes?”


“Who knows,” said Momma, mouth shutting like a trap. “Who cares.”


“Where did they live?” Dora asked Jared.


“The Dionnes? Oh, a couple of houses down from here. They weren’t here long.” He laughed. “We have a certain standard in this neighborhood, and Vorn Dionne wasn’t interested in living up to it.”


“Standard?” she asked, doubtfully.


“You know. Keep your car put away and the garage door shut, keep your lawn mowed, no weeds, no burning trash, garbage in containers with tops. Just good neighborly behavior. Old Vorn came from a more individualistic time.”


“It’s an odd name. He sounds like a character.”


“Probably a family name. But the real character was the mother. I’m afraid she and Momma got into it a time or two.”


“Mother? Not wife?”


Jared’s face went blank. “Wife? Vorn didn’t have a wife, at least not when I knew them. I suppose he had had a wife, at one time. He had four boys. No, I mean the girl’s mother.” His tone said, “This is my last word on this subject.”


Dora persisted. “Two doors down doesn’t look big enough for that size family.”


Jared turned away, busying himself. Complacent as a cockroach, Jared. Ubiquitous about the house, but hard to pin down. He said stiffly, “That house is new. The Dionne house was a big old thing. It burned down.”


“That’s why they moved?”


He spoke in the oh-so-patient tone he used when he lost all patience with her. “I think it burned around the time they moved. They moved because they didn’t like the neighborhood. They were only here long enough for everyone concerned to know they’d be better off somewhere else. And that’s enough about them, Dora!” And off he scuttled, avoiding any further discussion.


It hardly seemed the Dionnes had been around long enough for Jared to get into scrapes with them, but what did she know. Dora came to herself with a start, surprised to find herself still out in front of the house, still lollygagging, still staring at the weed. It looked very determined for such a feathery little thing, almost as though it knew it had a fight on its hands. She thought maybe she should pull it up herself, so Jared wouldn’t see it, but as she moved onto the stoop, she heard the phone ringing, and she forgot about the weed in favor of getting herself into the house before it stopped. Then, after all that hurry, it was a wrong number.


She forgot about the weed, but when Jared’s car pool dropped him off that evening, he came up the front walk and saw the weed the minute he wiped his feet on the mat. He had it out in an instant, before he even opened the door.


“Little devil had quite a root on it,” he snarled, displaying his triumph.


Dora took it from him, laying it across the palm of her hand. Poor pathetic thing. One feathery sprig of green, and then that long, pale shoot, much like the pallid shoots that bindweeds spring from. Pull them up by the quarter mile, and all you’d get is a long white link with a smooth end where it had broken cleanly from the real root, the way-down root, the root from hell. Then, when you turned your back, up it would come again, squirming and proliferating, covering itself with those innocent little blooms while it strangled everything but itself. She opened her mouth to tell Jared, but then decided not to. Root or not, the thing was out and he wouldn’t care in the least about Dora’s experience with bindweed.


Time was she’d spent hours and hours on her hands and knees, pulling out mallow and bull heads and bindweed from Grandma’s garden because Grandma wouldn’t use spray.


“You can’t kill bindweed this way, Grandma!” That’d been her plea from the time she was thirteen until she was almost grown.


“Not tryin’ to kill it,” the old woman said, grinning on one side, the way she did (like a fox, said Grandpa). “Just tryin’ to keep it in its place, teach it some manners.”


Dora doubted very much that the bindweed learned anything, including manners. Grandma should have seen Jared’s place. Jared’s place was so mannerly it almost begged your pardon. Jared’s place was cowed.


“How come you always say ‘Jared’s place,’” her friend Loulee asked her. “You never say ‘home.’ You always say ‘Jared’s place.’”


“Well, because it is,” Dora answered. “He had it before he ever met me, and he decides what goes in it, and I sort of … just live there.” As in another boardinghouse, sort of, except in this one she cooked and did laundry for her keep.


“How come you two don’t have kids?”


“I don’t know,” Dora had answered in a genial voice, lying through her teeth. “Not everybody has children, you know. With all this overpopulation, not having is probably better anyhow.”


“Oh, so it’s ethical with you.”


“No.” She laughed, showing how unimportant the subject was. “I just pretend it is when people get nosy. Children just never happened.”


Loulee didn’t take offense, unfortunately. “Dora, there are such things as doctors.”


“I know.” She frowned, then, distinctly uncomfortable, making herself say lightly, “I’ve got plenty of time, Loulee. Give it a rest.”


Loulee never knew when to quit. “Jared got plenty of time, too?”


Jared was somewhat older than Dora, and though his age might be a factor, the real reason they didn’t have children was that they had never had sex. Dora admitted to being an innocent in such matters, from an experiential point of view, but after eight brothers and sisters, she certainly knew where babies came from. On their wedding night, Jared had indicated that the front upstairs bedroom was to be hers, saying casually that he didn’t care for physical sorts of things, and at his age, those sorts of things weren’t necessary. Which was one way of putting it.


The real question in Dora’s mind had less to do with children than with why she had stayed married to Jared when it would have been perfectly simple at that point, or at any time since, to get an annulment. Was she, herself, interested in that sort of thing? Had she realized subconsciously that Jared wasn’t? Had she married him for that reason? She honestly couldn’t say. During the first thirty-three years of her life she couldn’t recall that she had ever had time to worry about it. There had been some men she’d thought were pleasant enough, but never any trumpets blowing. It might have been different if she’d been hungry for children, but being the eldest of nine almost guarantees a person won’t be hungry for children. Especially remembering a mama like Dora’s mama, who actively loved getting pregnant, who indolently loved being pregnant, who had no trouble producing them one right after the other, but wasn’t up to taking care of them once they were born.


From the time Dora was five she’d been changing didies and warming bottles and dandling little howlers so they’d stop howling. She could handle it without breaking a sweat, if and when, but it wasn’t something she was exactly pining for. She figured she’d already done her duty by the human race.


“Why did you marry Jared?” Loulee had asked. “Forgive me being real blunt, but you don’t seem to care that much for him.”


Why had she married Jared? “I grew up in a big family, and when my grandmother died and the last of the kids left home, I missed having people around. …”


That sounded logical enough. It might even be true. Or, she might have married him on the presumption that marriage would let her escape from herself. On the farm, she’d been too busy to worry about herself, but once the farm was gone, there was too much time alone, time to replay her life. The chances she’d missed, or muffed. The mistakes she’d made. The college she’d had a chance to go to if she’d been able to leave the kids dependent entirely on Grandma and Grandpa, which she felt wouldn’t have been right. The plum of a job she’d turned down because she’d have had to move away. So, instead, when Michael graduated high school back in 1984, when it was clear all the brothers and sisters were going to grow up and have lives of their own, she’d gone to the police academy, right here in town, where she could work but still live on the farm and help out.


None of which she said as she wound up her explanation to Loulee, not that she owed Loulee an explanation. “Besides, Jared is … well, he’s predictable. I feel like I always know what he’s going to do next.” God knows that was true.


“How exciting.” Loulee flared a nostril.


Dora forced another sprinkle of light laughter. “My job is excitement enough. It keeps me busy.”


“Well, of course it does,” said Loulee. “I just can’t imagine how you became a cop, though. You don’t seem the type. Not at all.”


“What type am I?”


“Oh, I don’t know. You look sort of studious to me. Librarian, maybe, you read so much. Or astronomer, because you’re a stargazer.” She giggled. “But not a cop!”


Dora knew well enough how she became a cop. Settling things among eight siblings gave you a very good foundation for working with people, and finding out who was really to blame was itself a course in investigating crime. Most importantly, being a cop meant having rules for everything. If you studied the book and did it by the book, you had nothing to blame yourself for. Once you knew the rules, you could relax and be yourself. You didn’t have to second-guess yourself.


“I like it,” she said.


“Well, of course, dear, or you wouldn’t do it,” said Loulee. “And you’ve got plenty of time to have a family, don’t you? You’re not even thirty-five yet.”


She was now. Since yesterday, a fact which everyone seemed to have overlooked, including Jared. Thirty-five years old, thirteen years on the job. Not that she’d ever made a big fuss over her birthday. At home, they’d had three birthday parties a year. One on the fourth of July for the three born in May, June and July; one on Halloween for the four September through December kids; and one on Valentine’s day for the January and March kids. Three sets of cakes and parties was all Dora and Grandma had been able to manage.


The first of the younger kids, which is what Dora always called the other eight, had been born when Dora was five. That was Michael, and he’d been a howler, and Mama hadn’t felt well enough to walk him or rock him or dandle him, and Daddy had to have his sleep, or, so he said, he couldn’t get anything done the next day (not that he got anything done anyhow), so Dora had done most of the baby tending. All the summer after he was born, and most of the year after that, with only time out for school.


“Take care of the baby, Dora. You’re his big sister. That’s why babies have big sisters.”


She remembered Daddy’s voice saying that in his slightly peevish voice. She recalled Little Dora feeling the weight of those words, more burdensome than the weight of Michael in her arms. He was a big baby, hard for her to hold. It was hard becoming big sister. She had to become an entirely different person.


Sometimes now, when the day had been long and she lay drowsily in her bed with everything quiet, she remembered Little Dora as she might remember a story she had heard. A little girl who had heard ecstatic music in her head. A little girl whose every experience was accompanied by complicated and fantastic sound: the thunder of deep drums, the bray of trumpets or the sonorous clamor of horns. In that child’s remembered life the sun rose to sensuous violins, noons were a stutter of brass, evenings waned in wandering oboe melodies, night faded into plush purple violas and bassoons. Every Little Dora day had been joyous with music.


Of course, music was appropriate in paradise. She hadn’t called it paradise at the time; she hadn’t called it anything, it was simply her world. When she walked out the front door of the house, she entered a forest of trees, was surrounded by flocks of birds, met all kinds of animals that she talked with, had conversations with. It was as vivid in her mind as if it had been yesterday.


Until Michael. From the moment Daddy called her “big sister,” the music stopped and other living things became sparse and occasional. The forest became one gaunt tree out back by the ash pit. The flock of birds became one fat crow perched on the fence pecking at something dead held in his talons. The beasts were only the neighbor’s cat, the grocery man’s dog.


She missed the music most, for it stopped so suddenly she thought she had gone deaf, wished she had gone deaf so she couldn’t hear Michael’s fretful howling and Mama’s petulant “Can’t you quiet that baby?” and Daddy’s “For heaven’s sake, feed that child, Dora, you know where the bottle is.” Michael didn’t tolerate the formula very well. None of them ever tolerated the formula very well. Mama said she had tried to nurse Dora, but she didn’t feel well enough, and besides, she didn’t like it, all that chewing at her, so she wouldn’t try with Michael.


There hadn’t been another baby until Dora was seven—that was Kathleen—but after that it was like Mama finally got the hang of it, and there’d been Margaret, and Mark and Luke and Millicent for Dora to be big sister to. Then when Mama got pregnant with Polly—Polly was number eight—Grandma arrived out of nowhere like a cyclone of gray hair and starched skirts. She spun around, looking here, looking there, then took thirteen-year-old Dora by the hand and said enough was enough, what was Mama trying to do? Set a new record?


And Mama just smiled that slow way she had and said she didn’t think using anything was nice. That Daddy wouldn’t like it if she used anything.


“Well, the two of you have been using something! You’ve been using Dora!” said Grandma. “Look at her! She looks like a dishrag! This child deserves a childhood.” And that was it, because Grandma took Dora with her when she went back to her own house in Denver, and it was like going to heaven, even with all the weeding.


Meantime, back at home in Omaha, everything went from pillar to post, and two years after Jimbo was born Mama died from something perfectly preventable, except they hadn’t bothered to prevent, and then Daddy fell apart, and Grandma asked him what the hell he expected, a medal?


That’s when the younger kids had come to Grandma’s house, too. Michael was eleven, and Jimbo was only two. And from then on it was Grandma and Grandpa and Dora and the kids, then after Grandpa died, Grandma and Dora and the kids, and finally just Dora and the three left at home. Daddy was never part of the equation.


“It hurts to say it about my own, but he always has been useless,” said Grandma. “Takes after my dad. Why my mother married that man, I’ll never know. Nothing in his head but maybe this, maybe that. Sit there for half an hour looking at his shoes, wondering which one to put on first! Both my brothers were just like him. I did my best to compensate, Dora, I swear to God. I picked a man with some gumption to him, but it seems I carried the strain, like a curse in the blood. Your daddy showed the tendency by the time he was two. Most kids, they’ll holler, they’ll reach for things, but not your daddy. Too much trouble. He always did what was least trouble. I thought he’d never learn to walk; he couldn’t decide to stand up. And school, Lord, he’d do just what he was told and not a bit more. If the teacher said pick a topic for a paper, he was a goner. The only thing I ever saw him hot and bothered over was your mama, and I guess it was less trouble for him to marry her than to say no to her mama, and God knows without her supporting you all these years, you’d all have starved.”


She frowned, shaking her head, pinching her lips together.


“You never had any other kids, Grandma?”


“Nope. Not after I saw how your daddy had inherited the diddle gene. Diddle here, diddle there, never get anything done. The world’s got enough fool diddlers. Doesn’t need any more.”


Grandma was right about Daddy. He was ineffectual. Dora would say we need shoes for Michael, he’s got holes all the way through the sole, we have to have lunch money, school says we have to get immunizations; and Daddy would say, sure, have to pick those up, have to get some change, have to plan a visit to the doctor. Then nothing happened. Nobody ever picked up, nobody ever got, nobody ever remembered the plan. They were always running out of diapers, running out of milk, forgetting to pay the gas bill. There were always notes coming home from school—this child doesn’t do his homework, this child needs polio vaccine, this child, this child …


Daddy and Mama just couldn’t get around to doing anything on purpose. The two of them were like leaves before the wind, just skittering along from bedtime to bedtime until they wore out or there was nowhere else to blow. The diddle gene finally killed Daddy when he went to bed with the gas heater on even though he knew it didn’t work right. Have to see to that, he’d said. Have to see to that, someday, sometime, when I get around to it.


Which was maybe reason enough right there for Dora to have married Jared. Jared never went anywhere or did anything without planning it right down to the molecular level. There was something almost inhumanly rigorous about Jared. With him, you always knew right where you stood.


Grandpa’d been gone about eight years: stroke. Grandma’d died four years ago: heart. Jimbo’d been only sixteen. Polly was seventeen, ready to start college on a full scholarship. Milly was eighteen, not starting anything, just moping around. Grandma left the house to the girls, and Dora had kept the household together for a year, until the last three had gone: Milly to a cult, Polly to college, Jimbo off God-knows-where.


The other kids were spread all over the map now, and except for Milly and maybe Jimbo, they’d escaped the worst of the family curse. Michael and Margaret had married, Kathleen had a job in advertising, Mark and Luke had joined the army. They were going to make a career of it and never get married. So they said.


Milly had inherited the diddle gene, and a cult was easier than thinking, and drugging was easier yet. She’d died of a drug overdose, though Dora had told the others it had been meningitis. Polly had graduated from college the past June with a degree in botany. She’d always been a little soldier, now she wanted to get a graduate degree.


And the baby, Jimbo … well, God knows what would become of Jimbo. Every now and then he lit on Dora’s doorstep, like a confused migratory bird, not sure whether he was coming or going. He never stayed long, though. Jared didn’t look kindly on people like Jimbo. Jared didn’t look kindly, period.


Maybe seven out of nine wasn’t that bad. In a family with the diddle gene, seven out of nine was damn near a miracle. Dora didn’t call it the diddle gene now, of course. She knew the curse for what it was. Chronic depression, something you could be born with, something you couldn’t do much about, something you passed from parent to child, begetting misery and suicides and endless dark days of hopelessness and despair. Dora had seen it, firsthand, and why would she want more babies to pass it on to? After all the years, she still missed the music.…


“Did you ever hear music in your head, Grandma?”


“Like a tune, child?”


“No. Like a huge orchestra, with all the instruments, and playing the most marvelous music. …” She had looked up to find tears in Grandma’s eyes. “Grandma?”


“Just remembering, child. Oh, yes. I remember the music. The horns of elfland, that’s what it was.”


“Elfland?”


“That’s what Tennyson called it. Oh, well, child. I’ve never heard it since I was … maybe ten. It’s a childhood thing, I think. Once we’re grown, all we can hear are what the poet described: the echoes, dying.”


Dora shook herself. Enough. Here she was, rolling around in the surf again, letting the undertow take hold of her. Currents of memory. Sadnesses that could turn you upside down, rubbing your face in the sands of what-if. Get up on your hind legs, as Grandma used to say, and put one foot in front of the other!


She had three days off, and she wanted to wash all the blinds and take the drapes to be cleaned. They were such heavy fabric, stiff as a board. Dora would have preferred light curtains that stirred in the wind, graceful fabric, like the skirts of dancers, but Jared preferred things that remained rigidly in place, always the same. If he hadn’t known the neighbors would laugh at him, he’d have bought plastic rose bushes and plastic hostas, unfading, unchanging, ungrowing.


She caught herself grinning ruefully. If he hadn’t known the neighbors would laugh, he’d have bought himself a plastic wife.


Wednesday morning she went out to get the paper, and when she came back to the door, there was the weed again. This time there was no shock. The sight of the unfolding green was almost expected. That smooth root had been the clue. Jared hadn’t even touched the way-down root; it was still there, still pushing up.


“That was fast,” she commented, leaning against the door. “You’ll duck down behind the stoop if you know what’s good for you. Jared’ll just pull you out again.” He’d have to do it himself. She wasn’t going to help him.


She was just letting herself through the front door when the phone rang, and it was her partner, Phil Dermont, asking her about some case notes.


“I’ve got them here, Phil. What’s the problem?”


He couldn’t read his notes. What was the name of the woman who’d seen that stabbing victim just before he was killed?


“That’s Manconi’s case. Did he come up with something new on that?”


“Nah,” he muttered. “I’m just cleaning up the reports.”


She and Phil had done some interviews for Manconi when his partner had been out sick, but the reports should have been done months ago! On a scale of one to ten, however, Phil’s clerical and note-taking skills were a minus six. Phil sometimes couldn’t decipher his notes five minutes after he took them!


She harrumphed and put the phone down while she went to dig out her notebooks from her desk. The notes were two books back. The victim had been a doctor, a researcher of some kind. He’d been working late at the medical center; he’d gone down to the parking lot to get his car; somebody had killed him, for no apparent reason. The witness’s name was Fentris, Gerry. She’d seen the victim leaving the building; her hearing was good, she’d heard the guy screaming and yelling at someone to get away and leave him alone. As Dora remembered, he wasn’t robbed; his car wasn’t stolen; his family was close; according to his colleagues, he had no enemies. He was just a clean-looking, small, kind of nerdy guy that somebody had killed, and they hadn’t a clue as to why.


She read the notes to Phil, waiting while he tapped them into the computer. Actually, the two of them made a pretty good team because she could do what he hated, like type and spell and put words together, and he didn’t mind doing stuff Dora hated, like changing tires if they had a flat or dealing with drunks.


Jared came in the back door that night, so he didn’t see the weed. Next morning, when Dora stepped out to get the mail before leaving for work, it had grown a foot. The coiled green had uncurled into lacy fronds of leaflets, multiple pairs of them along wiry stems. The top of each frond swayed in the light breeze as though it was nodding to her.


“Good morning,” she said, bowing a little. It was what Little Dora had done, talking to plants and trees and stray dogs. Even when they quit talking back, she’d kept up the habit. It embarrassed her when she got caught at it, so she’d mostly stopped whenever people were around. Phil was okay about it. He didn’t mind her talking to animals or pigeons or flower gardens. He just thought she was nuts, but then a lot of cops were, one way or another.


The mailbox held a card from Jimbo. He’d found a job in California, running a cultivator in fruit orchards, lots of other stuff needed doing, so it could be permanent. He was teaching himself to play guitar. Happy Birthday. Good Lord, he sounded almost grown up. Maybe there was hope, after all!


Kathleen had also remembered her birthday with a funny card covered with dolphins. An all-porpoise birthday card. And there was a letter from Polly, saying she’d be dropping in on Dora Friday for a birthday visit, a couple of days, maybe, on her way to visit friends in Seattle. Dora had always shared the July Fourth birthday cake with Polly and Jimbo, so of course the two of them had remembered her birthday. Dora wished Polly had given her some notice of the impending visit. Jared hated surprises.


Dora leaned against the door jamb, rereading Polly’s note while the weed went on flirting its tendrils in the wind. “My sister’s coming,” she told it. “She’s a botanist. She’ll understand you better than Jared will. If you want to be around to meet her, better duck. Jared won’t let this go on.”


As Jared didn’t. The minute he drove in that night, he saw the weed. He went on into the garage with a grim look on his face and came out a few minutes later with the sprayer. Dora, who had seen him from the kitchen, went to the living room window to watch him drenching the weed in weed killer. Then he stood there, mouth working, white in the face, his eyes bulged out like some actor in a Kabuki drama, as though waiting for it to cough or utter last words or something. Finally he stomped back into the garage and the door went down.


Dora went back to her salad making in the kitchen, shredding carrots and cabbage for slaw, not allowing herself to react to what she’d just seen. From Jared’s facial expression you’d think he’d been slaying a monster that had eaten his family.


Jared slammed into the kitchen, banging the door behind him. “That damn weed came back.” He scowled his way past her. She heard water running, doors jerked open and slammed closed. The banging and hammering diminished, slowly, and he had a less unpleasant expression on his face when he came back to the kitchen. They always ate in the kitchen unless they had “company,” that is, Jared’s mother. Jared didn’t like to mess up the dining room unless they had to.


“Supper ready?” he asked from the door. He always asked if supper was ready. Even when it was on the table, he asked, as though what was on the table might be leftovers from some other meal she had served to someone else.


“Just dishing up,” she said, setting the bowl of slaw on the table. “Did you have a good day?”


“As good as could be expected,” he said, plopping himself down in the chair and reaching for the bread and butter. It was what he always said. Never good. Never bad. Just as good as could be expected. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t ask him, but she always forgot and the question popped out. As though he’d programmed her.


Maybe he had. Here she was, getting the meat loaf out of the oven, dishing up the attendant mushy potatoes and carrots, taking the lid off the saucepan of overcooked green beans, foods she had never prepared before she married Jared. The too-sweet slaw was on the table with the required white bread and the real butter and the grape jelly. Jared looked it over, slowly, as though tallying each item, then helped himself and fell to. It was a typical Jared meal, all prepared in accordance with the rules for “feeding a working man,” that had been communicated to Dora by Jared’s mother. Meals were uniformly dull, uniformly high in calories and fat, and Jared didn’t gain an ounce.


Dora took a helping of slaw, a small slice of meat loaf, and some carrots.


“You need more food than that,” he said disapprovingly.


“I really don’t, Jared. I’ve gained five pounds the last couple of months.”


“Ummm. Not enough exercise.”


“Probably.” Though how she could get more exercise without disrupting Jared’s mealtime schedule was a problem.


“Tastes good,” said Jared, around a mouthful of meat loaf. “Mom’s recipe?”


“Of course,” said Dora. Personally, she thought the meat loaf tasted of bread crumbs and steak sauce, but not at all of meat. If she substituted soy-something or sawdust for the meat, the taste would be the same, a flavor she identified as vague tomato. But then, Jared liked vague tomato. He liked vegetables boiled into submission. He liked things deep fried or chicken fried or barbecued. He liked his eggs hard boiled or scrambled or fried crisp in bacon grease, with the yolks broken so they didn’t run at all. Salad dressing was okay, but not mayonnaise. She couldn’t imagine why he didn’t gain weight. All the exercise he got most of the year was walking from the car to his office.


Of course, mental activity could burn up the calories, and Jared probably did a lot of that at Pacific-Alaskan. Jared worked in the research and development department, thinking up more ways to use wood pulp, or designing machines to cut down and chew up trees more easily. Jared not only designed the machines, but he made the models. Jared probably made quite a good salary, too. Though Dora had never been told, or asked, about Jared’s financial position, she knew he could have lived a lot more luxuriously if he wanted to. A few times he’d mentioned a trip one of his colleagues was taking, or an event he’d like to see, but when she’d suggested he go ahead and do it, he’d always said no, he’d rather spend his money on tools he needed, on expensive equipment he couldn’t do without. He was always building weird machines in the basement, but what they were for, God only knew, because Jared never said.


She waited until his eating had slowed. “My sister Polly wrote me,” she said in a casual voice. “She’s dropping in tomorrow for a couple of days.”


He put his fork down and scowled. “Couple of days? Well, thank you for the notice!”


“I just got the letter this morning, Jared. If you don’t feel like company, I can put her up in a motel.”


“I don’t feel like company, but you won’t put her up in a motel. She’s family.” His mouth clamped into a thin, dissatisfied line, meaning she wasn’t his family, no member of whom would ever, ever arrive without at least six months’ notice. Come to think of it, Jared and Momma were all there were of Jared’s family, so how the hell would he know how families acted!


She had the sop ready to throw him when he growled. “I thought I’d take her out to dinner tomorrow, just us sisters, for girl talk.”


His brow cleared at this. “Fine. Okay. I’ll eat with Momma.” Jared hated girl talk. Come to that, Jared hated talk. And he would eat with Momma, just as he always did when Dora got home too late to fix supper. Dora had known he would.


“If you got the mail this morning, you probably saw that weed,” said Jared. If she had seen it, his tone implied, she should have done something about it.


She regarded her plate in silence for a moment. “I’m sorry, Jared. I was reading Polly’s letter, and I guess I didn’t notice.”


He fixed her with a suspicious glare. “You had to notice. The damn thing was three feet high!”


She opened her eyes very wide, giving him the willing but stupid look, another expression perfected since their marriage. “Was it really? My gracious. What do you suppose it was?”


He was successfully sidetracked by the look and the tone. He nodded. “It was some kind of vine. I sprayed it with weed killer. Enough to kill an elephant. That ought to follow it down underground and finish off the root.” He came close to smacking his lips at the idea.


“I’m sure it will.” Poor weed. Didn’t have a chance. Why hadn’t it picked somewhere other than Jared’s place?


“Maybe it’s a shoot from that damned tree,” he muttered. “The roots are coming up under the garage! They’re making huge cracks in the floor! I’m going to have to have it jackhammered out and relaid.”


She didn’t reply. Jared wouldn’t expect her to. After all, construction was men’s business, just as doing the supper dishes was women’s. He didn’t expect her to lay concrete; she shouldn’t expect him to wash dishes. While she washed and put away, Jared went down to the basement and moved stuff around in his equipment room. Dora never went down there. She’d looked in, once, when they’d first been married, but Jared made it clear he’d do the cleaning down there himself, he’d prefer she just leave it alone. So, hell, she left it alone. Walls hung with glittering sets of blades and sockets and benches stacked with complicated contraptions didn’t exactly make her salivate.


Dora was getting ready for work the following morning when she heard Jared yelling and ran to see what the matter was. He was standing on the stoop, his face pale and rigid with anger.


“Damn, stupid chemicals, damn directions were all wrong, they’ll pay for this. …”


The rosebushes down either side of the front walk had turned a seared, ashen hue, and most of the leaves had dropped. The little round evergreens on either side of the stoop were a sick yellow. Most of the leaves had fallen from the crab apple trees, too. The kill was so total that it looked as though someone had purposely sprayed everything with acid. Only the hankies of lawn remained untouched, green as ever, like plastic.


The weed was still there.


“Maybe the wind was blowing, Jared. The mist blew over onto the other plants …”


He snarled, his teeth showing. “Don’t be stupider than usual, Dora. There wasn’t any wind. Not a breath. I wouldn’t have sprayed it if there’d been any breeze at all.” He reached for the offending weed, grasping it firmly, only to yelp in pain and drop it. “Damn thing has thorns!”


He brushed past her, almost knocking her down on his way to the first aid kit in the bathroom.


Dora stood rigid, suddenly burning with anger. “Watch out,” Dora snarled to the weed. “He’ll take the ax to you next. And then he’ll probably start on me.”


The leaf tips stirred, turning toward her. She looked up, startled, seeing nothing else moving. There was no wind. Still the leaf tips turned, following her until she shut the door behind her and leaned against it, giggling helplessly. She was living in Weirdsville. The world was off its pivot, and old Jared was really shaken up, and here was Dora, doing nothing about any of it except giggle. It had been a long time since she had felt any emotion over Jared, and if she’d had to guess, she wouldn’t have guessed she could feel this half-hysterical disgust.


Jared stomped out of the bathroom, his hand bandaged, almost yelling at her, “Since you seem to be unable to do anything around here, I’ll take care of the damn thing this evening. You said you were going out with your sister. How late will you be?”


She actually opened her mouth to scream back at him, then clashed her mental gears and managed to keep her voice utterly neutral. “Not late. We’ll go to the Greek restaurant at the mall. We’ll probably walk over, it’s so close.”


He turned on his heel and left, not saying good-bye, leaving her to let the rage seep away into her customary calm. For a moment there, she had almost told Jared what she really thought. That wouldn’t do. She wasn’t quite sure why it wouldn’t do, but she was certain that telling Jared anything about how she felt was a very bad idea. It was a lesson you learned, being a cop. Telling people what you really think is often a very bad idea indeed. As Grandma used to say, sensible people pour oil on troubled waters, not nitroglycerine.


She and Polly did walk to the restaurant, leaving before Jared got home. They went out the front, where Dora explained the mostly dead landscaping and pointed out the weed, taller than ever. Polly looked at the weed with a good deal of interest and agreed that no matter what Jared had said, he had to have sprayed the trees and bushes to kill them like that.


The avenue was only a block and a half away, and the mall was only six long blocks west. It had cooled off quite a bit and they strolled, enjoying the evening, stopping to buy some stockings for Polly, a blouse for Dora. They spent twenty minutes looking at shoes before going on to the Athena, where they had egg lemon soup and stuffed grape leaves and moussaka loaded with cheese. They laughed a lot, and drank wine and cried a little over old memories.


“Milly killed herself, didn’t she?” Polly asked, as they were gathering up their purses and shopping bags.


Dora’s mouth dropped open. “I told you …”


“I know what you told us. But she did, didn’t she?”


Dora sat back down. “Yes. I don’t think she meant to, but she did. You knew she was on drugs?”


“We were only a year apart, Dory. When Grandma died, you were up to your neck being a cop all day and taking care of the house and us all night. Sure, I knew she was on drugs. I used to beg her to stop, but she said it made everything easier. It didn’t, really. It just made everything disappear.”


“You should have told me, Pol.”


“You had a lot on your plate. I figured you’d done enough, all those years, and then after Gran died, staying there to take care of Milly and Jimbo and me.”


Dora fretted. Polly should have told her. Maybe … if she’d known. Oh, if she’d known, what? Her mind squeezed tight, the way it sometimes did, shutting grief away. Shutting the pain out, refusing to let the emotions strangle her, making herself go on. Not unscathed, but capable.


“That’s what the good Lord gave us repression for,” Grandma had often said. “So we can put the grief and anger dogs in their kennels and go on with our lives. If we let the dogs run, they’ll follow the trail until they drag us straight to destruction.”


“Whenever I remember Milly, I think maybe some people are survivors and some aren’t,” Dora commented, holding herself very still. “Seeing the things I do every day, I think sometimes it’s better if we just let the nonsurvivors go. They don’t enjoy life. They suffer through it, being angry all the time, hating people, grieving over things, and everyone who loves them suffers right along. They’re like a fish out of water, flapping the whole time, from this disaster to that disaster, and we flap with them, feeling the air burning our gills, getting drier and drier with the pain. Better if we let them go.”


Polly frowned. “Oh, that’s hard, Dory.”


She nodded solemnly, spoke through her teeth. “I know it is, Pol. It’s just a feeling I get. I know it doesn’t sound nice, but if they were animals, suffering that way, we’d put them out of their misery.”


“You may be right. Milly was never happy. She was like Daddy, from what Grandma used to say.” Polly looked up and spoke, as though to no one in particular. “But you’re not that happy either, Dora. And I don’t think you will be if you stay married to Jared. Why did you marry him in the first place?”


My God. Everyone wanted to know why she married him. Including herself!


She half giggled, shaking her head. “Oh, Pol! You kids were all gone, and I’d sold the farm. And during the day, on the job, I was okay, but at night, when I tried to sleep …” How to describe that feeling, finding herself caught in an undertow of memory, thrashing around, trying to get something solid under her feet? “Jared asked me to marry him and share his house down the street. He said we were mature adults, we’d be able to design ourselves a comfortable life. And I thought, well, why not?”


“You didn’t love him!”


“No. I’ve … I’ve never loved a man, not like that.”


“You were afraid it might be your only chance, weren’t you?”


Dora flushed. “That’s probably true.”


“Okay. I can understand that. But why in hell have you stayed married to him?”


Well, why not be honest? “He’s never pleased about anything, Pol, but he is easy to keep contented. He lives by rules; all I have to do is remember them. And I’m comfortable.”


“But Dora, God, you deserve more than that! You must know there’s something missing! What’s the matter? Are you afraid if you admit it, you’ll have to do something about it?”


“Like go look for it? Aren’t half the women in the world looking for ‘it,’ whatever ‘it’ is? Good sex, real romance, love and lust and ecstacy, pink clouds in the skies and violins in the shrubbery. Trumpets, trumpets, madly blowing! Thumpety-thump on the bedsprings. Wasn’t living with Mama and Daddy enough of that!”


Polly laughed, and flushed, and they let the matter go as they crossed the parking lot. Sprouting up around the light posts were clusters of feathery green, and Dora stopped to point them out to Polly, saying they looked like Jared’s weed. They laughed about that, feeling a gossipy and sisterly camaraderie as they strolled along the avenue looking across toward the pale bulk of the boardinghouse.


“She’s a funny woman,” said Polly, nodding toward the house.


“Who? Jared’s mother? You’ve only seen her once, haven’t you?”


“Um. At your wedding reception. That was the strangest bunch of people!”


“Well,” Dora laughed, “they were my fellow boarders. Since we had the reception at the boardinghouse, it didn’t seem nice not to invite them.”


“What was that woman’s name? Michaelson?”


“The talker?”


“Talker! That’s like calling Everest a little hill. And the guy with the fish …”


“Mr. Singley. Mr. Singley talks to his fish. He has names for each of them. He calls them woozums.”


“And the fanny pincher. The one with the strange eyes.”


“Mr. Calclough. And Mr. Fries who does martial arts. When he shouts ‘Haieeee,’ the whole house shivers.”


“You somehow just didn’t fit in with that bunch, sis.”


“I was only going to be there temporarily.”


“I wasn’t too crazy about the questions Momma asked, either. Were you a reliable cook and housekeeper? That pissed me off a little, and I told her just how lucky Jared was to get you, and what a great sister you’d been. Here’s where we turn.”


Something clanged in Dora’s mind, like a coin in a pay phone. She chased the idea around, whatever it was, like chasing a memory of a dream when one first wakes up, only to lose it entirely.


They crossed the avenue and started down the empty street. Everyone was home from work, cars were put away, doors were closed, everyone was inside having supper. The street was like a vacant movie set as they moved down one block, then past the first two houses on the next block, then the house with the Tree, or the two with the Tree between them. Dora looked up at it as she always did, nodding to it. The Tree seemed to nod back, as it always did.


The next place was Jared’s. Dora saw two of her neighbors standing on the sidewalk with their mouths open, staring. She saw what they were staring at: a pile of laundry on the stoop. Then her mind sorted out what she was seeing, and she realized it wasn’t a pile of laundry, it was a body, Jared’s body, Jared lying on the stoop, a set of clippers fallen from his hand, one arm curled protectively around his head. Dora broke into a run.


He wasn’t breathing. “Call for an ambulance,” she cried, handing Polly the key that had been in her hand. “Quick!”


Polly went in, Dora rolled Jared off the stoop onto the grass, got him face up, started doing CPR, just the way they’d taught her, push push push push push, breath, breath; push push push push push, breath, breath. He was a funny color. He had little wounds all over his face and hands. Maybe other places, too, for his shirt and trousers looked as though he’d been through a barbed wire fence. Push push push push push. Breath. Breath. Push push push …


Polly ran out of the house. “They’re on their way.”


Dora just went on doing what she was doing. She heard the neighbors talking, then there were sirens coming, she heard the ambulance stop at the curb, shoes come running across the sidewalk, and she was suddenly thrust to one side of things, no longer responsible. She took a deep gasping breath, looking around for the neighbors. They were standing by the curb talking to a patrolman she knew, Ralph Gadden. He dismissed them, then came over to Dora to ask what the hell was going on. She told him what had happened.


“You had any killer bees around here?” one of the paramedics asked. “Hornets, wasps, anything like that?”


“No, I don’t think so. Why?”


“This guy looks like he’s stung all over, neck, chest, back, even his legs. The medics are running him to Memorial. You have any idea what caused this?” He gestured around himself at the dead trees and the dead roses and the dead junipers.


“No,” she said, truly baffled. “That is, I’m not sure. Jared used some weed killer yesterday …”


“Anybody hanging around?” Ralph asked. “Any strangers?”


“I didn’t see any. Maybe the people you talked to, those two by the fence …”


Ralph shook his head. “No. They saw him just before you did.”


She turned away helplessly, seeing the weed lacily arranged against the front of the house, now almost six feet tall. As she watched, all the leaflets turned in her direction. She shook her head, telling herself she was seeing things, then got into the ambulance with Jared. Polly would bring the car, she said. The two raggedy persons watched them go.


Jared was put into intensive care at the hospital. Ralph was replaced by another cop, one she didn’t know, and he had her tell the story at least five times while someone else queried Polly. Neither of them had anything worth telling, no matter how many times they told it. No, Jared hadn’t yet come home when she and Polly went to the mall. Yes, they could prove they’d been to the mall, they had their sales slips, their dinner check stub. They’d walked home. They’d been together all evening until they found Jared. Neither of them could possibly be suspected of anything.


“She tried to kill him,” said Jared’s mother, from out in the hall, early the following morning. “She was responsible … that woman he married.”


Dora, hearing this, felt anger again. She almost never got angry, and here lately it was getting to be a habit, overreacting to stuff.


The detective said, “Dora couldn’t have, Mrs. Gerber. She and her sister were elsewhere, and we’ve checked the story. The waitress at the restaurant remembers them. It all checks out. Besides, we don’t even know how he was hurt, yet.”


Jared’s mama made an exclamation of surprise. Dora didn’t hear her say anything else.


The next day, when the medical tests came back, they led only to further confusion. Jared’s heart had almost failed following the injection of an herbicidal compound. He had at least a hundred different puncture wounds on his arms, face and torso. Dora cried, “The weed by the front stoop! Jared sprayed it with weed killer. And when Jared grabbed it yesterday, he said it had thorns.”


The lab sent someone to look at the weed, but as Polly pointed out to Dora, it had no thorns. “Jared must have been stuck by something else, Dora. Maybe there were bees on the plant when he grabbed it. The plant isn’t thorny at all. It’s just … just … well, I don’t know what it is exactly. The leaves look like oak leaves, but they’re in a frond like some kind of acacia. And look at the little seed heads.”


“I didn’t know it had seeds,” said Dora. “It’s only been there a few days.”


“It must have bloomed some time ago,” remarked Polly. “See the little puff balls? Like tiny dandelion heads.”


There was a frothy bubble, no bigger than a pea, an assembly of mist or spiderweb or something equally tenuous. As they watched, the wind broke the tiny sphere to send its particles flying, silken shreds glinting with an almost metallic light as they spun and twisted, borne upward and outward on the soft breeze. Now that she was looking, Dora could see other seed heads all over the vine, and the next puff of wind surrounded them with glittering floss.


Dora sneezed. “Cut that out,” she exclaimed.


The weed just flirted its tendrils and went on shedding seeds into the wind.


“I’d be glad to stay with you,” said Polly, who had already extended her visit to be with Dora through all the fuss. “I don’t want you to be alone here.”


“I’m not going to be here for long,” she said, surprising herself. “You’ve sort of focused my mind, Polly, and I’m thankful for that. Now that you’ve done it, I’m going to get a divorce.”


Polly rubbed her head as though it hurt. “Well, I’m not going to talk you out of it. You deserve a lot more than this.”


Dora shook her head, torn between annoyance at herself and irritation at Polly’s taking it so calmly. “Everything dropped into place when you told me about Mrs. Gerber asking if I was a reliable cook and housekeeper. I’ve really known all along that’s what Jared wanted, just someone to cook and keep house, so he could move into his own place without sacrificing any of the comforts of home. I’ve known it, but I haven’t dealt with it. I’ve been acting as though I’d been hypnotized.” She giggled helplessly. “Maybe he put some kind of spell on me.”


“Be thankful it didn’t last. I don’t suppose there’s any possibility you’re pregnant? It could foul things up if you are.”


She would never have confessed it to anyone but Polly. “Giving Jared CPR the other night was as close as I’ve ever come to kissing him. There’s no possibility I’m pregnant. The very idea scares me. I don’t want to end up like Mother.”


Polly hugged her. “Well, for heaven’s sake, Dora, nobody has to have nine children, one right after the other. Mother did that because it was easier than thinking, that’s all. If Mama and Daddy had been able to think, they’d have known it was selfish and wrong and they wouldn’t have done it!”


“I know that. Intellectually I know it. Emotionally, though, what I remember is the mess and the confusion and nothing ever getting done. The clothes piled on the floor because no one put them away. The messy beds. The dirt in the corners, the cobwebs. The dirty plates all over the house. The smell of rotten food in the refrigerator. The cat poop in the back hall. The lawn that died because nobody watered it. The dead houseplants. I used to try, when I was there, but I couldn’t do it. I remember how Mama and Dad looked at each other, that steamy look. And then the noises from the bedroom. …” She laughed, embarrassed. “And then afterward, all that luxuriating, mindless lethargy.” She shook her head, amazed at herself.


“So, when you leave Jared, where are you going? An apartment, maybe?”


She thought about it. “I don’t want an apartment. I need more privacy than that. I think a house. I’ve worked since I was eighteen, and I’ve saved some every year. Then I’ve got my share of the money we got for the farm when we sold it. I’ve got almost enough for a house of my own.”


“You want me to stay and help you look?”


Dora came back to herself and considered the offer. “Polly, sweetie, I think you’ve hung around here long enough. I think you ought to go on and have your vacation; you’ve earned it. My friend Loulee’s dying for a chance to be useful. And Charlene Dermot, Phil’s wife, is a realtor. Between the two of them, they’ll find me a place.”


Polly said she’d leave the day after next, and while she was on the phone making reservations, Helen Gerber rang the doorbell. Dora asked her in, not too politely.


Jared’s mother flushed, then fixed her eyes on the carpet. “I know you were upset with me the other day. I didn’t mean you, you know. When I said it was that woman’s fault—”


“Well, who the hell else did you mean?” Dora wasn’t in a mood to be forgiving. “You said the woman he married—”


“He was married before. To that Dionne girl, the slut.”


Dora’s mouth fell open. “Married? Jared?”


“She wasn’t even old enough to get married, only fifteen, but he ran off with her. First I knew of it was when he called me and said he’d run off with her and gotten married. I had to tell her mother, and she cursed him up one side and down the other and me, too. She said Jared had interfered with the girl, that he’d have to pay for it someday. Then when I told her I was having the marriage annulled, she just laughed. She said what Jared had started you couldn’t annul.” She sniffed. “Well, I got it annulled anyhow.”


“And you think she’s responsible for poisoning Jared? We can sure find out, Momma Gerber. That’s a police job, and if you suspect her …”


Momma Gerber shook her head slowly, mouth pinched. “No. The words just popped out of my mouth before I thought. It was all a tempest in a teapot, even back then, what? Almost thirty years ago! A couple of days after he went off with her, Jared came back and told me the girl had run away from him. He didn’t seem too broken up. Her mother went off looking for her, and I haven’t seen either one of them since. It’s just when I saw Jared there, so pale … the words just popped out.”


“I’m not really following this,” Dora said. “Who exactly are we talking about?”


The older woman looked momentarily confused. “I’m talking about the mother of the girl Jared married.”


“Wasn’t she Mrs. Dionne?”


“She and her girl were some kind of cousins who came to town that summer to visit the Dionnes. And all the boys in the neighborhood, including Jared, started trailing after the girl like dogs after a bitch in heat! And the Dionne boys told Jared to stay away from her, and I guess that made Jared mad, so he took her off and married her. Anyhow, the whole thing, fire and all, was over in a few weeks. That’s water over the dam, long gone, but I wanted to apologize.”


Dora wasn’t ready to discuss the fact she was leaving Jared, so she contented herself with saying, “Thanks, Momma Gerber. I do appreciate your clarifying that.”


She had the day free. Jared was out of intensive care. She dithered for a while until Polly asked her why she was so antsy.


“I’m going to go tell Jared I’m leaving.”


“While he’s in the hospital?”


She’d been thinking about it. Somehow she didn’t like the idea of telling him later, after he was home, after they were alone in the house. “Yes,” she blurted. “While he’s there.”


Polly asked, “You want me to come with you?”


Dora almost said yes, then decided against it. It wasn’t Polly’s problem.


Jared was alone in the room, propped up, staring at the wall. His eyes swiveled toward her when she came in, then went back to the wall, as though he were watching the denouement of some compelling television drama. She pulled the straight chair away from the wall and sat on it, waiting. Eventually he would get tired of ignoring her. If he didn’t, she could always start making annoying sounds in her throat.


“Where’ve you been?” he asked at last, letting his eyes swivel in her direction once more.


“At your place, Jared. And at work.”


“You haven’t been here.”


“Your mother’s been here. And I’ve called, every day, to see how you’re doing.”


“I don’t like the food.”


“Hospital food is usually pretty bad,” she admitted. “Do you need anything from your place?”


He made a face without saying anything.


“I came today to tell you something,” she began. He showed no interest. “I’m getting a divorce.”


His eyes swiveled again. His head actually turned. “What do you mean, divorce? You can’t do that. I’ve given you no reason.”


“Well, Jared, people don’t need specific reasons these days. It’s enough if you just aren’t happy, and you know, I’m not.”


“Well, if you’re not happy, that’s your own fault,” he challenged her. “It’s got nothing to do with me.”


She blinked slowly, turtlelike, pulling her psychological shell around her ears. Oil, not nitro, she reminded herself. “Well, you’re probably right, Jared. My happiness has nothing to do with you. And that being the case, we ought not to be married. The fact is I want a home of my own, but your home is so much yours, I don’t feel like I belong there.”


No response.


“You don’t really have room for some other person in your life, Jared. All you need is a cook-housekeeper, and I’m sure your momma can hire one for you. So, I’m going to be moved out when you come home.”


He stared at her, or right through her, such a cold stare it set up an icy shiver inside. “But I’m used to you. You serve a purpose! I won’t allow it.”


Words left her. Who or what did the man think he was? More important, who did he think she was?


“I’m sorry you feel that way, but I really feel it’s best, for both of us.” Bland, meaningless, nothing words.


He didn’t say anything more, just turned back to his private vision on the blank wall, leaving her with a shiver in her gut that stayed with her all the way home. Polly took one look at her face and said she’d help her pack. They spent the evening and all the next day packing everything that belonged to Dora, searching out every little thing, going through every drawer, every shelf, even though almost everything she owned was in the bedroom she’d used. The way Dora felt, just gathering up her things wasn’t enough! She cleaned every room in the house from ceiling to carpet; she scrubbed the bathroom; she changed the sheets on the bed and put the used ones through the washer. She emptied the lint trap in the drier and took the garbage out, then she vacuumed everything three times and threw out the vacuum bag.


“What are we doing this for?” Polly asked. “You think he’ll conduct an inspection?”


Dora laughed, a little hysterically. “I don’t want anything of me left here, Pol. Does that sound crazy?”


“No hair? No toenail clippings?” Polly laughed. “You think he’s going to make a little doll and stick pins in it?”


Dora sobered up. “Let’s just not leave any evidence I was ever here. Right? No skin flakes. No glass with my lipstick or fingerprints. No … no nothing.”


“You do think he’ll put a hex on you!” Polly started to laugh, but stopped when she saw the look on Dora’s face. “What, Dory?”


Dora shrugged. “Let’s pretend it’s symbolic, like a way of erasing the past.”


Her expression said, don’t ask; Polly didn’t. They polished everything as they left each room, leaving the keys on the kitchen counter and going out by the kitchen door. As they were driving away, Dora remembered her secret key, the one she’d hidden in the trellis as a spare. Jared didn’t know about it. Jared wouldn’t approve. People who were properly organized didn’t need spare keys.


Never mind. Let it stay there.


They took a motel housekeeping unit where they could spend the night, and where Dora could stay until she found a place of her own. All that night she turned and half wakened and turned again, trying to get comfortable. Thoughts of Jared were like cracker crumbs in her bed, itchy and annoying. At last, along toward dawn, she fell asleep, only to be wakened a couple of hours later to take Polly to the airport.
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Opalears Tells a Tale


“The sultan wants you,” said the eunuch.


I looked around to see who the eunuch meant. In the pool across the courtyard a clutch of concubines was playing a desultory game of ball. Half a dozen wives reclined on their royal divans in the high, screened balconies along the wall. A slave gang was scrubbing the tiled floor under the drowsy eyes of a slave-mistress, but I, myself, was the only person near the eunuch.


“Me?” I faltered, hearing the word come out as a squeak.


“Opalears, daughter of Halfnose.” The eunuch didn’t actually yawn from boredom, but he very nearly did, keeping his lips barely closed, so the longer teeth at the corners of his mouth showed, very white and sharp.


“Now?” I said, squeaking again.


“Now.” He turned and slunk away, leaving me tottering behind him, not sure what to do next.


He looked over his shoulder. “Come on, girl. Don’t dither.”


“But, I’m not … not …” I gestured hopelessly at my untidy self, halfway between fixing snacks in the kitchens and sorting linens in the laundry.


“He doesn’t want you for that!” His furry eyebrows went up in astonishment as he grinned fiercely. “Why would he?”


Which was a good question. Here in the Palace of Delights lived seventeen young wives of Sultan Tummyfat, all of them beautiful and voluptuous and politically useful. Here were also over two hundred young concubines, mostly nice looking, mostly politically useful, mostly selected to gain the support of this faction or that. Elsewhere, in the Autumn Garden, Sultan Tummyfat housed an unknown number of retired wives and concubines, his own or his father’s or uncle’s, and between the Autumn Garden and Palace of Delights, he had hundreds of female slaves, each attractive enough of her type, none of them heretics or members of an opposition family, and not particularly distinguishable one from another. I myself was a slave called Opalears, and I was among the youngest and least distinguishable. I was surprised that the eunuch even knew who I was.


Which, it seemed, he wasn’t all that sure of himself.


“You’re the storyteller, right?” the eunuch asked, looking me up and down as though tallying points against a description. So high, so thin, such and such color hair.


“I tell stories,” I murmured. “But lots of us do.” And what else was there to do, shut up the way we all were?


“You’re the one they like, though. Sultana Eyebright. Sultana Ivory-arms. Sultana Winetongue. They say you tell good ones.” He slitted his eyes at me, then turned and went on.


“Very kind of them,” I murmured, trying to keep up with him. He was the one named Soaz. “Very kind.”


“Got stories from your father, I suppose,” he said, leaping four or five steps at a time up the long flight of marble stairs while I scrambled to keep up. “I remember old Halfnose. He was a good storyteller, and a good quartermaster. Better than the idiot we’ve got now.”


I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. I felt the tears start and couldn’t stop them.


“Oh, mustard and growr,” said the eunuch, turning with a horrid scowl that made me cry all the harder. “I shouldn’t have mentioned him, should I. Stop here. We can’t go up with you sniffling.”


I wiped my face on my sleeves, sniveling, “I was there,” which brought on another blubber.


“At the execution? Yes, I suppose you were. Typical. The regent could be a cruel old bastard. Some of us tried to tell him Halfnose wouldn’t steal anything, but he wouldn’t listen. After the execution, then he listened. He always used to calm down after an execution. That’s when he took you in, was it?”


I was wiping my face with my wadded up veil, trying to soak up the tears. “I don’t think he had much to do with it. I think it was Bluethumb.”


“Well, whoever. You’ve had a home, at least.” He wiped at my cheeks with the backs of his hands, gave me a close looking over and then continued the climb. “That’s something.”


I suppose it was something. A ten-year-old commoner orphan has small chance of survival out on the streets, except through degradation, so palace slavery had its good points. It wasn’t like being a mine slave or a field slave or a brickyard kiln slave or a sex slave in the brothels. I always had plenty to eat, good quality clothing to wear, even some amusements. And no one fooled with me. Add to that the fact the regent had died shortly after I came to the Palace of Delights, and my life wasn’t all bad. When they burned the horrible beastly creature, I was there, watching, relishing the smell, for when father died, I’d made an oath to avenge him, though I’d probably have been caught at it because I had no idea how to kill anyone. Since then, of course, I’d become well versed in killing. Half the harim occupied itself either putting curses on the other half, or warding off the curses that were put in return. The wives and concubines were secretive with one another, but they’d say anything in our hearing, as though slaves weren’t even people. I’d learned all about poisons, which many of the concubines preferred, and hired assassins, which only the sultanas had sufficient treasure to procure. Every female in the harim was constantly jockeying for position, if not for herself, then for her children or friends.


“Put your veil down,” said the eunuch, as we turned a corner and went through the tall, fretted door that marked the beginning of the salamlek, strictly male territory.


None of us harim dwellers veiled ourselves, usually, not unless Sultan Tummyfat brought kinsmen in, but we all wore the veil, nonetheless, usually folded back over the tops of our heads. Mine was all wrinkled from crying in it, and it took some doing to get it straightened out and pull the two embroidered ribbons apart, one straight across my nose with a fall of filmy stuff below, the other high across my forehead, its fringe falling across my eyes. When it was in position, it fell to my waist, hiding my arms to the wrists.


“What does the sultan want with me?” I asked as we came to a halt outside another door.


“Let him tell you,” he said. “Turn around.”


I turned, feeling him tug at the veil, smoothing it out behind, brushing the fringe forward, combing it with his armored fingers until it fell evenly, tapping me on the lower backbone so I stood up straight.


“Now,” he said. “You follow me with your head bowed. Watch my legs so you don’t bump into me. When I stop, you stop. If the sultan asks you a question, answer it clearly, briefly, keep your head slightly bowed. Understand?”


I was suddenly conscious that my mouth was dry. If the sultan asked me a question, I wasn’t sure I could answer him at all!


The eunuch opened the door, went through, then turned to close it again, which was confusing because I had to make a little circle in order to stay behind him. Someone laughed, and I felt my cheeks burning. I must have looked silly, like a baby guz following its mother. Soaz muttered under his breath as we crossed the huge room, carpet on carpet on carpet, like walking on mattresses. He prowled, I stumbled after. When he stopped, he put his hand on my shoulder to stop me mindlessly putting myself behind him again when he stepped to the side.


“I have brought the slave as the lord commanded.”


“What is its name.”


“Its palace name is Opalears, Lord.”


“Show me its face.”


Soaz lifted my veil, then put a calloused fingerpad under my chin and lifted my face. I closed my eyes.


“Open your silly eyes,” muttered Soaz. “He won’t eat you.”


I felt them pop open, like pea pods. There were two males seated on the divan, young and old. I had seen Lord Tummyfat before, when he came to the harim, a round person, smoothish in the face, without much hair. He had never looked at me before, however, and the look was disconcerting.


“You’re the storyteller?” he asked.


“I tell stories,” I gasped. “Sometimes.”


“You cook, also.”


“Yes, I do. …”


“How did we get her?” Lord Tummyfat asked the eunuch.


“Her father was Halfnose Nazir, who was falsely accused of theft by the regent and executed; her mother was a suicide; her brother fled; this one was left alone. Seems to have been enslaved as an act of mercy,” said Soaz.


“Ah.” Long pause. “I often think of Nazir. A good servant. She doesn’t look like much.”


“No, Sultan. She is very skinny. Like a stick.”


“How old is she?”


“How old are you, girl?” asked Soaz.


“Middle of my third age, sir.” The first being babyhood, then childhood, then adolescence, all of which were well understood. There was some controversy about when the fourth age, that of reason, started, and I didn’t worry myself about it. I hadn’t found life reasonable yet, and something told me I might never.


Soaz nodded heavily. “The family was originally from Estafan, Lord. There are many ponjic people there, and as the Lord knows, ponji are bony, like posts, as well as being slow growers who seldom reach full size until the end of their third age.”


“Then she’s still almost a child!”


“As Great Sultan says.”


“Look at me, child.”


I looked up, seeing his head cocked, his nostrils wide, his eyes actually interested, his mouth pursed, ready to make words. “My son has been ill,” said Sultan Tummyfat. “My son, Prince Keen Nose.”


I managed to make a tiny nod. The harim had talked of little else for days. Keen Nose was a favored son, Sultana Winetongue’s child. The harim thought he had been poisoned. Sultana Winetongue had rivals for the king’s affection, and her son was naturally the rival of every other woman’s son. Actually, there were a dozen sultanas’ sons competing for the king’s favor, not to speak of the constant ferment among the concubines, who bet on this one or that one, as though it were a race.


Sultan Tummyfat continued. “My son will journey to the Hospice of St. Weel, to be cured. Someone must go with him, to attend to him, to amuse him. Obviously, we cannot risk any of our own … palace people. He has heard of you from his mother. He has asked for you.”


“As … as the lord w-w-wills,” I stammered. Didn’t he know there were monsters out there, and strange trees that grabbed people in their viny hands and smothered them in leaves? Hadn’t he heard how people got turned into things at the Hospice of St. Weel?


“Why is she shaking?” the sultan asked, slightly annoyed.


Soaz murmured, “I suppose she’s frightened, Lord. The harim enjoys frightening the young ones with tales of afrits and jinni and the trees that walk, as well as the terrors of the strangers at the hospice.”


The sultan nodded, caressing his chin with the back of his wrist, as though stroking a beard. “It is well known that all females are as gullible as the guz.”


“Not all,” purred the eunuch.


The sultan quirked his lips and replied, “Your people excepted, of course, Soaz. You pheledian folk—though orthodox in belief—are notoriously cynical.” He smiled in my direction, saying loftily, “The strangers are not ogres, girl. They are merely a different sort of people, not even as strange as the onchiki or the armakfatidi, and you’ve worked with the armakfatidi. The trees are our dear friends, as the teachings of Korè make clear. Besides, there will be an armed escort and servants. You’ll get to see something of the countryside.”


Unable to speak, I bowed.


“This is my son,” the sultan said.


I turned to meet the eyes of the pale youth half reclining beside his father. He too was smooth faced, though he had two lines at the corners of his mouth, as though he gritted his teeth rather a lot. And he was thin. Perhaps he was in pain. He smiled, then laughed. It was the same laugh that had greeted my entry, a kind of malicious snorting. I felt myself turning red.


“Thank you, my Lord Father,” said the young one. “She will do very well.”


It was an indifferent voice. Neither kind nor unkind. Did he plan to laugh at me all the way to the hospice?


Tummyfat stroked his son’s head, keeping his eyes on me. “Soaz, have her outfitted properly. Prepare a conveyance, if necessary, or an umminha, if she can ride. Can you ride, girl?”


In the harim it was thought unfeminine, but it didn’t occur to me to lie. “Yes, Lord. There were umminhi on my grandfather’s farm. I had a filly of my own.” She had been a lovely caramel color, with a silvery mane. She had been very beautiful and very stupid and her name had been Honey. I wondered, as I did from time to time, what had happened to grandfather and the farm. I hadn’t seen him since the summer before father died.


The sultan nodded. “Well, then. Good. Take her back, Soaz. See that she’s ready by dawn tomorrow.”


We went back, me stumbling over my own feet, totally at a loss; Soaz making rumbling noises in his throat, preoccupied about something. He opened the courtyard door and shooed me through it, shutting it behind me to go off on business of his own.


One of the personal servants was waiting, a squarely built, dark-haired person everyone called Frowsea. “Sultana Winetongue wants you,” she said, without preamble, taking me by one wrist. “Come, quickly.”


She hauled me up a dim half flight of marble stairs and down the elaborately tiled corridor behind the royal balconies, stopping outside the curtained arch of the largest one. Though the curtains were heavy, a good smell leaked out, roasted veeble and onions and raisins and spice, making my mouth water. The curtain was lifted from inside, and I was dragged in.


“There, there you are,” said the sultana, fastening her black-rimmed, long-lashed eyes on me, a hungry look, as though she might like to eat me. Her limbs were beautifully round and plump, and she was dressed in a low-cut shazmi that showed her smoothly ample breasts. “Have you seen my son?”


“I saw Prince Keen Nose,” I said. “With his father.”


“How is he? Did he look well?”


I thought of lying and decided against it. Doubtless the sultana had spies among the servants outside, and if I lied, the sultana would learn of it.


“He looked very thin, Uplifted One. As from a wasting disease. He was in good spirits, however. He laughed, several times.”


“At you, no doubt,” said the servant. “Don’t they feed you, girl? What a draggletail.”


I hid my annoyance at this, for whatever one might say about me, it was unfair to say I dragged my behind!


“Her appearance is not why we picked her,” said the sultana. “Are you going with him?”


“So says his father, Great Sultana.”


“There, didn’t I tell you!” She pulled me farther into the balcony. Waist-high carved stone screens separated it from the courtyard beyond, with wooden sliding screens above to give privacy. The screens were closed and more of the sound-deadening draperies had been pulled shut inside them, making as private an enclosure as could be achieved in the harim. To one side an open arch gave upon a twisting staircase; one of only two ways to the sultana’s own rooms, above. The other was a corridor opening in the sultan’s quarters, to which he had the only key. This was common knowledge.


“When?” the sultana demanded softly. “When do you go?”


“Tomorrow morning.”


“So soon,” breathed the sultana, tears in her voice. “Well, then. It’s good we were prepared. Were we correct in thinking you can ride? Or will my son need a palanquin?”


“I think we are to ride. The Great Sultan asked if I knew how.”


“Then the boy can’t be too ill,” murmured the other woman. “Not if he’s riding.”


“Frowsea, that-bitch-Amberknees said he was like to die.”


“That-bitch-Knees doesn’t care what she says.” The servant rummaged in a basket and began removing clothing. “Here, girl, try these on. We’ve been making preparations. Riding trousers. Shirts. A mantle. A cloak.”


I took one look at the clothing and went rigid with shock. “Great Sultana, this is male clothing.”


“And so it is! Did you think you’d be shut in like a lady, behind curtains? You’d be no good to him so. On the back of a beast, you’ll draw no attention. You’re a common person, and common persons are not slaved to tradition as we royals are. Because it is written that our remote ancestors wore veils and hid themselves in harims, so must we, to honor tradition, but commoners may wear whatever their malefolk allow. When you came here, you weren’t wearing lady’s clothes, were you? You’re skinny as a fencepost, titless as any boy, so let you dress like a boy. The matter will go easier for it.”


She was right about how I’d been dressed when I came. It was true I’d had no flesh on me at all, and I’d been dressed in sandals, shirt and trousers that my half-brother had discarded long years before. I had no objection to wearing boy’s clothing, though considering the rules in effect in the harim, I wondered if she might not be risking beheading for it.


“I have already spoken to Tummyfat,” said the sultana, as though she knew what I was thinking. “He will allow it. And I’ve spoken to my son. A caravan traveling with females or with treasure is a temptation to the angels and would lure bandits from as far as Isfoin. An armed troop, without females or treasure, travels safer than a caravan, though if someone important is along, seizure for ransom may be attempted. An armed troop following the banner of a minor, and thus unprofitable, official travels safer yet, which is the way you will go. I don’t want my son leaving one danger merely to fall into another.”


I heard myself asking, “Was he really poisoned, Great Sultana?”


Frowsea grasped my shoulder, lifting, and for a moment my feet left the ground.


“Put her down, Frowsea!” said the sultana in a fervent whisper. “She didn’t mean to be impertinent; she’s merely curious.”


Reluctantly, Frowsea set me down.


The sultana said, “We don’t know that he was poisoned, girl. We are not priers and pokers, like those at the hospice, able to peer into our bodies to see what is awry. He may have been poisoned. He may have been cursed. He may simply be ill, there are illnesses enough that have no known cause. Whichever, among the Strangers at St. Weel, he may be healed, and the Great Sultan has permitted me this favor, to send him thence.”


“He loves his son,” said Frowsea.


“He loves his comforts,” said the sultana, pouting. “And those who know how to provide them. He has enough sons to afford wasting a good many. Such wastage is traditional. It is the custom of great kings to sow their seed widely, begetting sons by half dozens to assure much rivalry, much connivance, many plots, from which the clever, the ruthless and the strong emerge as victors to ascend the throne. Of such struggle comes tutelage in both diplomacy and power, creating a lineage to brag of!”


She sighed. “Unfortunately, Keen Nose is not ruthless, as the king well knows. He is an intelligent lad, rather old-fashioned, cleverer than all his rivals! Also, he is my son, and the king favors me by permitting this journey. Now, girl, do you understand your place in this?”


“No, Uplifted One. Except I am to tell the prince stories?”


“We cannot send one of us! Obviously! So, we send you. You are to amuse him. Because you are still a virgin girl, shut in here since childhood, you are probably healthy and thus no threat to him should he require intimate services from you. No male has given you a disease, the stinking air of the markets has not tainted your lungs. Because you were well reared as a child and have been always well treated here, you have still a sweet and unwounded character that does not bite without warning. My embroiderers tell me you have skill with the needle. You cook well, so the armakfatidi say.”


The armakfatidi were the kitchen people. I helped in the kitchen from time to time, and I had learned much. The armakfatidian people could taste things others could not and smell things others could not, and their dishes were recognized throughout all Tavor as the highest form of cuisine. Armakfatidian dishes, however, were not for commoners. Only the wealthy had sufficient treasure to hire armakfatidi and to afford the spices and flavorings they required, some of them from far, strange outlands. In Tavor, the armakfatidi mostly ran restaurants, grew specialty fruits and vegetables, or involved themselves in the perfume and spice trades.


“Well?” the sultana prompted, waiting for an answer.


“Yes, Great Sultana,” I said.


“Yes, what?”


“Yes, I cook fairly well, Uplifted One. Well enough to see your son does not go hungry or uncosseted.” Cosseting a scuinic prince went without saying. Scuini liked their food. “Yes, I can do ordinary stitchery, well enough to see his laces stay on and his headscarf stays hemmed and his stockings are darned. But I don’t know what you mean by intimate services. …”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, child. He may need you to scrub his back. Something of that sort. Surely you didn’t think I meant …” She snorted, not finishing the sentence, amused by the thought.


“No, Great Queen.” I turned red again. Of course the prince would not want sex with a … a draggletail, as Frowsea called me. Or one as untutored as I in the amorous arts.


“Do you know where the Strangers live?”


“I have heard they live afar. The Hospice of St. Weel is on the back side of beyond.”


The sultana’s mouth twisted in amusement. “Not quite. Say rather the near side of beyond, on the west coast of the Crawling Sea. Pay great attention to everything on the way. Use your eyes well, and your ears. When you return, we will want you to tell us all about it.”
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