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 Dedication

Confession: I lack dedication.

It’s amazing these books ever get done…

 


 Part I

Who is that Masked Woman?

 


 Chapter 1

- 31 December 2000 11:45
A.M.

* US Route 183 South of Austin,
TX

 


“So tell me, have you called in your ransom
demands yet?”

“What?”

“You really shouldn’t wait, sometimes it can
take the family days to organize their finances.” Eleanor smiles
just enough that Kim, using her peripheral vision from the driver’s
seat, can tell she’s joking.

“OK, I told you it’s a long drive to this
restaurant, but it’s worth it.”

Eleanor sighs and stares out the window of
Kim’s deeply weathered Mazda Miata. Even with the top up, like now,
the wind leaks in through the thin fabric and tattered plastic rear
window. The once flame-red paint on the hood and trunk is sun-faded
to a peeling pink. Because of the car’s short wheelbase and low
ground clearance, Eleanor experiences the road beneath the car in
excruciating detail as the tans and beiges of winter in Texas Hill
Country stream endlessly past. Eleanor turns back to Kim. “There
appears to be some difference between your definition of, ‘a long
drive’ and mine. We passed, ‘a long drive’ at least twenty minutes
ago, and now we’ve reached, 'the middle of nowhere.' Maybe this is
a body dump, not a kidnapping.”

“No, it is not a body dump or a kidnapping;
it’s a road trip and we’re almost there. Trust me, this place is
the real deal, authentic Texas Bar-B-Que, with two capital B’s and
a capital Q.”

It is New Year’s Eve Day, the last day of the
year 2000. Kim had suggested this outing right before Christmas and
Eleanor had agreed without considering what “a long drive for
lunch” might entail. “I want to show you something authentically
Texan,” Kim had said, and Eleanor, without plans for the day, had
nodded and smiled.

Kim stares straight ahead as she drives,
giving Eleanor the chance to study her. Kim Park is Asian American
with short black hair she tucks behind her ears. Her skin glows
where it shows: her pretty round face, of course, but also her bare
arms under a sleeveless T and sturdy legs under her knee-length
denim skirt. Though there is nothing risqué about Kim’s outfit,
Eleanor knows she would never display that much of herself in
public; she would be self-conscious to the point of distraction.
Kim is 23 and Eleanor is 24, but Eleanor feels much more mature
than Kim, with all the positive and negative traits associated with
the word. Eleanor tries to relax, but it is a lost cause; this trip
is so far outside of Austin and her comfort zone she just can’t
help being on edge. This leads her to point out, “Ruby’s BBQ has
darned good brisket, and it’s only a couple of miles from our
school.”

“That trash? That’s not real Bar-B-Que. They
have plates and everything.”

Eleanor sighs again. Apparently, today is a
multiple sigh day. “OK, you’re the native, so I will trust in your
local knowledge.”

“Thank you.”

“Though I’m used to having a plate.”

“You’re probably used to silverware, table
service and vegetables, too, but that ain’t Texan.” Kim smiles,
thinking back to the day three months ago she first met
Eleanor.

 


 Chapter 2

- 30 August 2000 8:45
A.M.

* Lady Bird Johnson Elementary
School, Austin, TX

 


But Kim doesn’t remember, really. She
remembers her first day at work, sure, her first day as a teacher
during a summer in-service day. She remembers being introduced to
every faculty member, so she assumes Eleanor Cooprider was one of
them, but all those faces sort of blurred together at the time. She
does remember more than one fellow teacher talking about Eleanor on
that first day, always in hushed, semi-reverent tones like
Cardinals speaking of one of their own who’s likely to be wearing
white after the next convention. To this Kim thought, "Next year
that’s how they’ll be talking about me!"

On her second day, when she was setting up
her classroom, Kim didn’t meet Eleanor, either, but how they didn’t
meet is an interesting story. Kim walked past Eleanor’s room on the
way to the room that proudly announces Ms. Park at the threshold.
They are two of the three Kindergarten teachers at Lady Bird
Johnson Elementary School. Their classrooms are right next to each
other, all three Kindergarten rooms being semicircular and
occupying a hallway cul-de-sac in the far western end of the
building. Looking through the doorway, Kim saw Eleanor
contemplating. Eleanor sat lightly on the edge of her desk, staring
first at one corner of her room then another, giving everything she
saw fair attention. Eleanor wore a three-quarter sleeve knit top
and a long flowing floral print skirt. After a few months Kim has
figured out this is Eleanor’s uniform; she wears a shirt and skirt
combination everywhere every day. Eleanor is a little taller than
Kim but her legs are disproportionately short, making her look
unfairly stocky. Partially because of this genetic misfortune,
Eleanor will always have to count her calories to avoid really
filling out – an issue that Kim has similar experience with, her
face looking like a full moon and all her limbs covered in so much
flab. So, their figures are much the same, but that is where their
similarities end. Kim’s complexion is dark in winter and extra dark
after her outdoorsy summer, and Eleanor is a white, white, white
woman. Though constellations of black freckles on her face and
hands indicate she has been acquainted with the sun at some point
in her life, it seems likely the relationship ended badly and now
she wouldn’t be able to pick our sun out of a stellar line up.
Where Kim’s hair is a lustrous black with black highlights,
lowlights, and everything in between, Eleanor’s hair is blond over
light brown, like the color of ripe straw. Kim suspects she dyes
it, but as Kim strongly believes in a woman’s right to choose, she
sees nothing wrong with that. Kim keeps her hair short and (she
thinks) sassy; Kim thinks Eleanor’s conservative,
two-inches-down-her-back hairstyle is a Confidante Style. You know,
like it was chosen by a film director for the actress playing the
best buddy of the lead, a frumpy, low-maintenance style to make an
attractive woman look plain, or even dumpy. Eleanor could never
look dumpy, though, because her Tiffany-blue eyes are clear and
dancing and they light up any room she is in. Eleanor has the gift
of looking like someone you want to know. Though Kim stood there
for a solid minute, Eleanor never noticed. Her eyes sparkled from
her own private thoughts and ideas of what her room would soon look
like. Kim, fearful of intruding, went on to her own room.

Kim tried to apply that same critical eye to
her domain but couldn’t immediately force beauty, symmetry and
vibrancy to pop into her head. The room looked so bare: a curved
wall of high windows and three flat walls, one with a large
chalkboard, one with a large corkboard and the last plain
cinderblock. The only word she saw was the EXIT sign over the door,
which her students probably won’t be able to read (at first; Kim
planned on changing that soon enough). She doesn’t remember any of
her school classrooms looking this drab; of course, she never saw
one before a teacher had had a chance to decorate. Classroom
Interior Design is something they don’t teach you about in the
University of Texas School of Education – or maybe they did and Kim
ditched that day, that’s certainly a possibility. She was never one
to let her classes get in the way of enjoying her college
experience.

Kim took a deep breath and tried to reframe
the issue. Since she couldn’t see a way to eat the whole elephant,
she decided to fillet that sucker. She turned to the corkboard
wall: what should she do with this wall? Maybe she could
personalize it, something for each student. She looked at her
student list (33, the same number of students as drivers in the
Indianapolis 500) and she visualized there being plenty of space to
place each kid’s name on some sort of cute and colorful object in
eleven rows of three, just like at Indy. Not on cars, though; too
masculine. How about on animals? Now, Kim’s drawing skills are not
quite ready for primetime, but she thought if she limited herself
to the outline of bunnies and duckies she would do all right. She
had multi-colored construction paper with her, but she was
tragically short of scissors and a way to attach the objects to the
wall. Fearing Eleanor was still lost in thought, she turned the
other way in the hall.

The third kindergarten teacher is 59 year old
Mrs. Carrie Johnson, whom Kim heard other teachers call Lady Bird
after checking to be sure Carrie wasn’t in earshot. Growing up,
when Kim had heard of Lady Bird Lake in Austin, she assumed it was
named after Larry Bird’s mother; it took her kindergarten teacher,
Ms. Kessinger, to clear up that misconception. So, she had always
smiled when she heard the name Lady Bird, but that didn’t last long
after she asked Mrs. Johnson if she could borrow her scissors.

“Why do you want to borrow my
scissors?”

“Well, I’m going to cut out some animal
shapes to decorate the walls of my classroom, and …”

“No, the question is what does that have to
do with my scissors?”

“Oh. I guess my classroom isn’t properly
furnished, because …”

“Classrooms do not come fortified with
scissors or thumbtacks or pots of gold. Each teacher must provide
what she needs.”

Kim took a deep breath. “I see. I wasn’t
aware of that, I’m new here you see and …”

“Ignorance of the rules is not a valid
excuse.”

“Of course, I’ll toddle off to Walmart
tonight to buy some scissors and a stapler, but …”

“Stapler! Staples are a consumable, never
reimbursed by the school district, and …”

 At that point Kim
tuned out Lady Bird in mid-pontification. When the older woman’s
lips finally stopped moving, Kim smiled thinly, left Mrs. Johnson
without a word, and returned to her own room to let her shock and
lack of awe wear off. She sat at her desk and saw, sitting quietly
before her, a pair of scissors and a red Swingline stapler. Baring
extrasensory perception or surveillance microphones, the only
person close enough to have overheard her conversation with Lady
Bird was Eleanor.

 



Chapter 3

- 31 December 2000 11:48
A.M.

* US Route 183 South of Austin,
TX

 


Kim and Eleanor are a few more miles down
Route 183 South now, but there are scant signs of civilization. The
Miata is currently the only car on the road in either direction.
Eleanor is sitting quietly, but can’t stop herself from gripping
the handle above her door with her right hand and the side of her
bucket seat with her left. Kim, both amused and concerned by
Eleanor’s discomfort, says, “I can’t quite tell which stage of
death you think you’re in, but I’m going to guess
denial-isolation.”

Eleanor shakes her head. “No,
bargaining.”

“Oh, bargaining is fun! Who are you workin’
your deal with?”

“I’m still searching for the right
deity.”

“Well good luck with that. I’m just glad it
isn’t anger.”

“No, not anger. But certainly not acceptance,
either.”

“Don’t worry, we’re almost there.”

“That’s the third time you’ve said that.”

“Have I?”

“It’s a phrase that loses some potency each
time you use it.”

As gentle reassurances aren’t easing
Eleanor’s mind at all, Kim decides to try distracting her instead.
She turns on the radio to a mariachi station.

After a minute or two, Eleanor asks, “What’s
this song about?”

“It’s about life and love and all that good
stuff.”

“No, I mean what are they saying?”

“Oh, I don’t know. My Spanish is a little
rusty.”

“Oh.”

“I just like the music.”

Eleanor listens for a little while. “It is
nice music …”

“But, you’re a word person, right?”

“A word person?”

“Based on my limited knowledge of you, I’ll
hop way out on that proverbial limb and guess you mostly listen to
music for the words, right?”

Eleanor fears this conversation may meander
more than the plains of Texas gliding past the windshield but
gamely replies, “I’m not really sure I understand the question.
When I listen to a song that has words, I listen to the words and
the music, at the same time.”

“Sure, but if you think about it, you
probably are more drawn to one than the other. Here, it’s easy to
figure out: quick, either quote some lyrics from ‘Stairway to
Heaven’ or hum the guitar solo.”

With a brief pause, Eleanor stammers,
“There’s a lady who’s sure all that glitters is gold …”

“Good. Now, how about anything from
The Sound of Music?”

Eleanor tunelessly recites, “I am sixteen
going on seventeen.”

“See? A tune person would hum,” and Kim belts
out an enthusiastic humming rendition of “How Do You Solve a
Problem like Maria?” between her pursed lips. “But, you didn’t hum
or sing, you recited lyrics. Ergo, you’re a word person.”

“Good to know. And you are?”

“I’m in it for the music. If the music sounds
good, I don’t mind if the words are in English, French or Swahili.
If it has a good beat and the kids can dance to it, I give it a
95!”

“Huh?”

“That was an American Bandstand
reference. Are you sure you were born in this country?”

“I’m quite sure, yes.”

“OK, just checking. We’re here.”

Eleanor looks out her side window and notices
they are indeed entering a small town. It appears to be two blocks
wide and maybe six blocks long with train tracks paralleling the
main street. There’s nothing in sight that looks much like a
restaurant, though; there are old brick buildings along a raised,
cracked sidewalk, their faded marquees calling out to trains which
now pass by infrequently and then their most animated passengers
are mere steps from being hamburgers, pork chops or nuggets. It is
a sleepy little town and these ladies have arrived precisely at nap
time; it is the sort of town that needs to be filmed in black and
white with tumbleweeds and dust devils to capture its essence.

“This is Luling, Texas, the home of the most
authentic lunch in the entire state,” Kim says while executing a
left-hand turn onto Main Street.

“I don’t see a restaurant.”

“That’s because it is hiding in plain sight.”
They pull into a parking space in front of one of the larger brick
buildings with the requisite faded sign proclaiming City Market. “This is the place.”

Eleanor rolls her eyes but, after that drive,
she doesn’t see any way to avoid going into this grocery store and
discovering what they do with barbeque. Her anticipation of
disappointment is somewhat offset by Kim’s obvious, mildly
infectious enthusiasm. Kim hops out of the car and stretches like a
sprinter before the first 100m of the morning. “Boy, the Miata
might need some new shocks or something, no?”

“I’m not really an expert in these matters,”
Eleanor says tactfully.

“Yeah, I’ll take Michael Jordan into the shop
and get her checked out. But, I should warn you, the trip home will
be somewhat less comfortable. When you have a full stomach, you
stop appreciating this car’s ability to provide a scientifically
accurate rendering of the highway you’re traveling on.”

Though there is a lot to respond to there,
all Eleanor says as she steps up onto the sidewalk is, “You call
your car Michael Jordan?”

“Sure; it is Chicago Bulls red, after all, or
at least it once was. Now that faded paint is a fitting tribute to
the fading memory of His Airness. But enough philosophy; come on,
let’s eat.” Kim practically dances her way to the front door with
Eleanor lagging a few steps behind.

Once inside, with the screen door slammed
behind them, Eleanor feels disoriented. There’s no market inside
the City Market, just a small, clean, slightly worse-for-wear
restaurant. She sees several booths with Formica tables and patched
red vinyl benches. The only other furniture is a cashier’s station
near the front door. There also is nothing that looks much like a
kitchen, though a wooden screen door encloses a small room without
windows in the back-right of the main room, so that could be a
kitchen. Kim leads the way in, zipping past the tired lady at the
cashier’s station. She tosses the leather jacket she brought from
the car but has yet to wear today into the corner of the first
booth she comes to. Eleanor follows and bends her knees to slide
into the opposite side of the booth. “No, don’t sit yet! Let’s go
meet the meat!”

Eleanor lets her bum hit the seat briefly,
then bounces back up and follows Kim to the wooden screen door of
the small room. Inside the air is hazy with fragrant hickory smoke.
Two big brick and cinderblock barbeque pits are stuffed with
radiant coals and capped with thick cross-hatches of iron. The pits
are cooking ribs (from both cows and pigs), sausages connected end
to end, and mounds of sizzling brisket. The pits are manned by a
large man with an immense belly only partially covered by a stained
Dallas Cowboys T-shirt and a thin, old man with a bobbing Adam’s
apple and wire spectacles. The prices of the various items (by the
slab, link, and pound, respectively) are written on a chalkboard
behind the first pit. The only adornment in this small room is a
poster from a 1973 insurance company calendar featuring a picture
of a 1953 Corvette.

Kim stares closely at the day’s offerings,
pacing slowly back and forth. Eleanor breathes deep and enjoys the
aromas of all this smoking and roasting protein; it does smell
good, she has to admit that. “Should I order for us?” Kim asks
without looking away from the pit in front of her.

“Sure. I like brisket the best.”

“Right, and who could blame you? That’s manna
on Earth right there. Gentleman, we’ll take a pound of brisket, a
slab of short ribs, and two sausage links for now – oh, and two
dill pickles,” she says to the thick and thin of it. Turning to
Eleanor she adds, “We can always come back for more. Let’s dig in,
make a day of it.”

Both pit men go to work on Kim’s order,
selecting the meat with tongs and placing each item on a sheet of
butcher paper torn off a roll hanging under the counter. The large
man fishes the pickles out of an urn-sized jar; each pickle is
about the size of a policeman’s flashlight. Eleanor and Kim bring
out their wallets, they each slap down a twenty dollar bill and
split the change they receive before balancing the various sheets
of butcher paper, elbowing the spring-loaded screen door out of the
way, and walking quickly with the grease-weighted papers to set
them down on their table before they collapse and scatter barbeque
all over the linoleum floor.

Kim sits, but, like Eleanor had before her,
lets the momentum of her bum-bounce propel her back to her feet.
“Oh, I forgot the fixin’s,” Kim chirps and goes to the cashier’s
desk by the front door. Eleanor sits down at their booth and
samples a little of the brisket with her fingers. It almost melts
on her tongue, salty at first and sweet and lingering after. Her
apprehensions are long gone: this is good barbeque. She expects Kim
to return with coleslaw, baked beans, or maybe cornbread; instead,
she brings a full loaf of Wonder Bread in its original packaging
and two aluminum cans of Dr. Pepper.

“I bet you thought I was kidding about no
plates, no silverware and no vegetables, right?”

“You were kidding about no vegetables.
We have pickles, and,” Eleanor pauses as she reads the back of her
Dr. Pepper can, “this has riboflavin and several other vitamins and
minerals.”

“You betcha – Texas organic health food,
right here.” Kim opens the twist-tie on the bread, saying, “White
bread soaks up the juices and makes a darned good sandwich – until
it disintegrates. So once you make a sandwich, you have to commit
to it and keep eating or you’ll end up wearing it. Consider
yourself warned – oh, I forgot the sauce! Do you like mild, hot or
solder your fillings together?”

“Mild should be fine,” Eleanor replies,
reaching into the bag and extracting two slices of bread. “My
fillings currently require no rework, thank you.”

Kim hops up again and quickly returns with
squeeze bottles of both mild and hot sauce. They silently prepare
their first brisket sandwiches and Eleanor takes a big, unlady-like
bite. The clammy bread sticks to the roof of her mouth and the mild
sauce is still spicy enough to clear her sinuses, but she doesn’t
care. The brisket is so succulent and flavorful she closes her eyes
and savors the moment. “Wow, that is so good!”

“Yeah it is,” Kim agrees while still chewing,
“But don’t talk. Your sandwich is already thinking about running
down your arms.” Eleanor sees the logic in this advice when she
tries to take her next bite of the squishy bread. The weight of the
brisket threatens to tumble through the bottom slice and when she
presses the whole mass together tighter the meat bulges through the
top. To avoid a culinary disaster she finishes the rest in two
large, messy, delicious bites.

When she looks up again, she sees Kim wiping
her hands and face roughly with a length of paper towel from a roll
adorning their booth. When the paper is not in the way, she sees
that Kim is smiling like a full slice of honeydew melon. “When
you’re right, you’re right,” Eleanor admits. “This is very good
barbeque.”

“I love this place!” Kim says. “It’s almost
worth moving to Luling so I could suck down some serious BBQ every
day of my life. Except then I’d weigh 500 pounds and be so bored
I’d have to separate my head from my shoulders – which isn’t so
tragic when you realize that act of self-aggression will just
prevent me from dying of an embolism at 29.”

“So, aside from those minor points, it’s a
great plan.”

“Exactly.”

“You’re a very forthright woman, aren’t
you?”

“Exceptionally; I speak in single
entendres. I am like this brisket on Wonder Bread: no
pretext, no fillers. And so, in honor of our surroundings, I would
like to propose we behave the same way: honest to a fault, if such
a thing is possible.”

“Honesty, like the Billy Joel song.”

“Exactly, my word-loving friend.”

“I may need a few more Dr. Pepper’s before we
reach that level of honesty. But I’ll give it my best shot.”

“Excellent! Then may I ask you a
question?”

“Of course.”

 Kim leans forward
on her elbows, stretching far across the table until her vaguely
smug smile is not far from Eleanor’s nose. She then whispers, “How
long have you known you have a superpower?”

 



Chapter 4

- 28 November 2000 3:15
P.M.

* Lady Bird Johnson Elementary
School, Austin, TX

 


Kim’s question is the end result of a series
of moments in which Kim got to know Eleanor. The first moment was a
meeting between the three kindergarten teachers in Eleanor’s room
to formulate a plan for the Kindergarten segment of the school’s
traditional Christmas pageant.

“How about A Charlie Brown Christmas?”
Kim suggested. “That would be so cute, with the skinny little tree
and a single red ball tipping it over.”

Mrs. Johnson guffawed. “Kim, I think your
lack of English training as a young woman is coming back to haunt
you again. The performance you are describing as ‘cute’ should more
accurately be called ‘impossible.’ You have a cast and crew of
Kindergarteners here. Their attention span is minuscule, their
recall is very limited – if we can get them to sing ‘Jingle Bells’
on key we’ll be lucky.”

This rubbed Kim all kinds of wrong ways.
She’d spent months hearing these sorts of derisive comments from
Lady Bird and she’d heard enough. She made it as far as, “Well …”
in her haughty retort before Eleanor interrupted her with her calm,
sweet voice: “Carrie, why don’t you let Kim and I try a few
rehearsals and see how it goes? We can always switch back to
‘Jingle Bells’ later, if necessary.”

Mrs. Johnson fumed silently; there was no
doubt precisely how little she thought of this suggestion. However,
Lady Bird knew from experience it was usually a losing proposition
to clash horns with Eleanor, so she just pursed her lips and said,
“You’re welcome to give it a try, just tell me what time I should
have my kids meet you for rehearsal.”

Both Eleanor and Kim mentally translated this
as: if you’re going to go against my wishes, you can do it all
yourself.

“Let’s start Wednesday after nap time, how
does that sound?” Eleanor chirped, happily unaffected by Mrs.
Johnson’s discouraging words.

Carrie smiled briefly and softly said, “Well
bless your hearts!” before walking back to her classroom. Kim
watched her go and then rose and closed the door.

“Eleanor, how can …”

“If you talk much above a whisper, she’ll
hear you,” Eleanor interrupted.

Kim lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper and
continued, “How can you put up with her and her sanctimonious
…”

“Spell it.”

“What?”

“I always tell my kids they shouldn’t use a
word unless they know what it means and how to spell it.”

“It: I-T,” Kim replied.

“And that’s what they learn to reply by the
end of the year. Please don’t speed up the process, there’s a lot
of good spelling that can happen between now and about April when
they get the joke.”

“Eleanor …”

Eleanor leaned closer to Kim and further
lowered her voice. “OK, yes, it’s annoying for someone to dump her
work on you, but trust me, it is better this way. We’ll have a
better show and more fun doing it. Just think of it as Carrie
graciously allowing us the freedom to do what we want.”

“That’s crap – I mean doo-doo,” Kim
replied.

“Perhaps, but it’s effective doo-doo because
it’s true.”

Kim set her jaw and briefly looked skyward.
“OK, I can see your point, but that doesn’t excuse her doo-doo. I
was born in Austin, I’ve been speaking English my whole life.”

“You’ll have to decide how you want to deal
with Carrie about that; let’s stay focused on the play. If you’ll
look into finding and adapting the script, I will start figuring
out how to keep 100 kids busy while putting on a play. I mean, we
can bring them all on stage at the end and sing ‘Jingle Bells
…’”

“Oh, that’ll annoy Lady Bird.”

“No, it’s just a nice song and Carrie was
right, it’s something the kids can handle. But until then, we’ll
need them to help run the stage, the sound, the lights …”

“And I thought I was ambitious! We are
talking about five- and six-year olds, right?”

“Just leave it to me.”

That night Kim ran into the first significant
problem in implementing the “finding and adapting the script” part
of the plan: there actually is no play called A Charlie Brown
Christmas. At least she was unable to find such a thing at
either the school or the neighborhood library. “Apparently, Bambi,
there’s just the TV special of that name,” Kim announced to her
bamboo plant (Bambi) as she shucked off her coat in her studio
apartment. It is by no means unusual for Kim to address her plants
when other conversation partners are unavailable. After all, Kim
likes to talk; moreover, she’s good at it, and being alone is not
reason enough to stop talking. Bambi, for her part, craves Kim’s
attention and rewards her by growing at twice its usual rate when
spoken to. Since its usual growth rate is only a millimeter every
third year Kim had yet to notice the correlation of Bambi’s growth
to her behavior, but Bambi remains hopeful she will, someday. Bambi
is a Dracaena
sanderiana (a.k.a. Lucky Bamboo) with her trunk shaped into
a spiral and she sports a handsome red ribbon – but is not a member
of the bamboo family.

“You know the special, right?” Kim
continued.

At that time Bambi did not, but didn’t
mention that to Kim.

“The one where the Peanuts gang is getting
ready to put on a Christmas play until Charlie Brown is put off by
the other kids’ commercialism and lack of respect for the true
meaning of Christmas. Christmas, by the way, Bam, is considered (by
tradition) the birthday of a character named Jesus, born in
Bethlehem on December 25th 00. That’s the big ought-oh,
the beginning of time. Or maybe it was negative one, it’s a little
confusing that way. And think about this, Bam, if it were year 00,
how did people know (on 1 Jan 00) that 358 days later something
significant would happen to cause them to abandon their previous,
confusingly decrementing timescale? Of course, I may be mixing up
cause and effect; I guess the year after Negative One pretty much
has to be the big double donut, doesn’t it? So, the fact nothing
significant had happened for the first 358 days of Year Zero meant
the pressure was really on to find something of note in the last
week, so a kid born in a stable while a supernova raged overhead
probably qualified. Thank you for helping me sort that out,
Bambi.”

Bambi, deliriously happy with all this
attention, was growing taller at an alarming (yet still
imperceptible) rate. However, she did not reply.

Kim, not one to give up without a fight,
thought about the problem besetting her as she ate dinner, if the
definition of dinner can be expanded to include a bag of ready-made
salad eaten with one’s fingers while pacing around a cluttered
apartment. In time, she found a rhythm of walking and chewing,
stepping on downbeats and chewing on backbeats, which didn’t
improve her thoughts about the issue – it eliminated them. That was
what she needed: to quiet her conscious mind and let her
subconscious get some work done. This was the solution her
subconscious devised, when given the chance: open the door to the
cabinet next to the bathroom.

“Of course!” Kim called to a rather confused
Bambi. “The cabinet!”

Bambi thought Kim had gone nuts, but it was
just a case of a lack of detail in Kim’s utterances. She put down
the salad and dug around in the bottom drawer of the cabinet until
she found the treasure she sought: a VHS tape of A Charlie Brown
Christmas her dad picked up at a gas station many years ago. At
the time, that annoyed her; she was 14 and so over the whole
cartoon thing. But only nine years later that gift was really
paying off. She watched the whole special twice through, dancing to
the Vince Guaraldi tunes while finishing off the dry salad. With
the story thus embedded in her mind she wrote her own script on her
laptop. Occasionally she rewound or fast-forwarded the tape to the
scene she was working on to make sure she nailed the dialogue – and
that she didn’t miss any jokes. She spent two hours capturing all
the talking and an additional hour adding stage directions after
googling the definitions of stage right and stage left.

“Bambi, please don’t rat me out to the estate
of the Late, Great Charles M. Schultz, OK?”

Bambi had not even considered the slightest
possibility of such an awful thing.

Kim arose early the next morning and, after a
spirited chat with Bambi about the weather, drove to work and used
a computer in the school administrator’s office to print her
masterpiece from her thumb drive. As Principal Carriveau arrived
Kim was collecting 30 pages from the printer.

“Is that personal business?” the principal
asked with a frown. He’s a middle-aged white guy with a haircut and
sense of style that stopped updating in 1977. His leathery face
underneath his blow-dried salt and pepper locks has frown lines
worn into his frown lines.

“Nope. This is the Christmas play for the
kindergarteners.”

He sniffed unhappily, staring at the sheaf of
paper in her hands. “That? It’s too long! There’s no way those kids
can be kept on track for, what is that, 25 pages?”

“Thirty – and I’m confident it will be a
smashing success! See you at the pageant!” Kim was speaking too
loudly for the circumstances, but kept a pleasant enough tone she
didn’t give the impression she was yelling. She did walk out of the
office as if the conversation were over, her head held
preposterously high.

She strode to Eleanor’s classroom, walked
straight to Eleanor’s desk and deposited her Pièce de
Résistance on Eleanor’s open grade book and attendance record.
“I have taken care of the script!” she proclaimed.

Eleanor read half the first page, her eyes
wide and her mouth more agape than not. She then composed herself
and looked up at Kim with a pleasant smile. “Great! Let’s go
through it together after class, OK?”

Despite her wholehearted tendency to all that
is goodness and light, Kim got the message and was rather put out
all day. She was not at all looking forward to her appointment with
Eleanor in the afternoon, expecting to find out how many different
synonyms for “sucks” her esteemed colleague could summon. The day
dragged on; the kids seemed a little louder than usual and
distressingly more creative in finding ways to act up, act out, and
act ridiculous. After the third eraser-up-the-nose incident, Kim
went ahead and laughed because it’s not her nature to cry about
such frivolities.

After the kids screamed outdoors through the
“Out” doors and the buses rumbled and puffed away, Kim reluctantly
circled out of her room and into Eleanor’s. Eleanor was sitting at
her desk reading Kim’s script. She had two piles of paper in front
of her, the read and the unread, and the unread was nearly
depleted. Eleanor chuckled lightly under her breath before she
noticed Kim. “I’d forgotten how funny Snoopy is. You did a great
job capturing the whole story in these pages. You should pass it on
to the fifth or sixth grade teachers for next year. However, for
our purposes, I think we need to shorten and simplify the script
for our kids.”

“That was just what Mr. Carriveau said.”

“I see. Do you agree?”

“I don’t know. I told Mr. Carriveau I
didn’t.”

Eleanor paused, her compassionate smile
resting on Kim as her eyes searched her face. “Kim, you can’t
always show up everyone simultaneously. Right now, you need to
decide if you’re going to show up Mrs. Johnson or Mr.
Carriveau.”

Kim grudgingly saw the logic of that. Trying
to get kindergarteners to remember all those lines would probably
result in the sort of disaster Lady Bird had predicted. So, to
avoid the unbearable smugness of that situation she’ll have to
grudgingly take Mr. Carriveau’s advice. “Let’s edit the
script.”

“Good. Pull up a chair and let’s get
started.”

They edited at Eleanor’s desk for an hour and
continued in a nearby Subway “restaurant” when it started to feel
like dinner time. Despite the unpleasant “Subway smell” in their
nostrils (it’s a real phenomenon, Google it sometime), they managed
to shorten speeches, exercise polysyllabic words, snip subplots and
expand the scenes with a lot of kids in them so all parents could
see their kindergartener on stage. They agreed Kim would be the
director and Eleanor would cast the characters and manage the
stage. It was a very good day – but it wasn’t the day Kim realized
Eleanor has special abilities.

That was the next day.

The next day, a chilly, cloudy Thursday,
Eleanor spent recess talking to each kindergartener, to make
informed casting decisions. Kim leaned back against the school,
using its brick wall as a windbreak as she watched Eleanor going
kid to kid and taking notes in a spiral-bound notebook. Kim felt a
smidgen miffed at that moment; as she had said to Bambi that
morning, “I’m the bleedin’ director, aren’t I, Bambi? I should have
a say in my cast. But, you know, I have to let Eleanor do
something; it probably doesn’t make much difference which
kindergartener speaks which parts, right?” So it was with measured
acceptance Kim watched Eleanor make her rounds, figuring she must
be asking casting director-like questions: have you ever acted
before? Are you method or classical? Who’s your agent?

But, when Eleanor came closer to the building
to talk to one of Mrs. Johnson’s students, Arathi, Kim heard the
sum total of their conversation:

Eleanor: “Good morning! What’s your
name?”

Arathi: “Arathi.”

Eleanor: “What a beautiful name! I’m pleased
to meet you.”

That was it. No questions about acting or
what kind of tree she’d like to be or anything. Eleanor jotted down
something in her notebook (Kim couldn’t see what) and moved on to
someone else.

Kim was intrigued. She started zigzagging
around the playground to intercept Eleanor regularly and the
“interviews” varied little: what’s your name, or who’s your
teacher, or what are you playing today? Eleanor didn’t seem to care
about the answers very much, either; maybe that one little
interaction is all she needed to judge the kid’s level of
extroverted-ness?

Only as the bell rang and everyone was
funneling towards the doors near the Kindergarten cul-de-sac did
Kim notice a common element to what Eleanor was doing: as she asked
her random questions, she always placed a hand on the child’s
shoulder. That struck Kim as a little reckless in this
lawsuit-crazy day and age, but otherwise harmless. As class
resumed, Kim assumed Eleanor was casting like an abstract
expressionist paints: with a process an untrained observer finds
indistinguishable from randomness. And, as she’d told Bambi, with
kindergarteners it probably doesn’t make the slightest difference
anyhow.
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“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“No, really, I haven't a clue.”

“You do, and what’s more I’m convinced you
want to tell me.”

“What, do you have a superpower, too?”

“So you do have a superpower!”

“No, I …”

“OK, don’t admit it. Alas, I have no
superpower, except perhaps for the power to recognize superpowers
in others. Like you. That is a power honed through years of reading
comic books about superheroes.”

“Do you keep them in little baggies,
precisely filed?”

“I should, but it’s a lot easier to just
stack ’em on a table after I read them.”

“That’s too bad. To me, the baggies and the
filing always seemed like the fun part of that hobby.”

“Anyhow, I don’t actually know you want to
tell me, I’m just employing a technique I call the Verbal Power of
Positive Thinking: I say what I want to be true and hope that makes
it so.”

“Does that work?”

Kim smiles devilishly. “You tell me.”
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Two weeks before the pageant they held their
first rehearsal. This meant Eleanor, Kim and almost a hundred 1800
day olds were packed into the school gym after nap time. This
should have been a recipe for chaos, and at first it was. Children
were burning off their excess energy by running and screaming and
generally being five-year olds – at least many were. Kim quickly
noticed that the loud, rambunctious kiddies were almost entirely
her students and those in Mrs. Johnson’s class. Eleanor’s kids were
broken into three groups and working away: sets, costumes and
actors. OK, the actors weren’t acting because Kim is the director
and she hadn’t directed anyone to do anything yet. But they were
sitting on the stage, dangling their legs and staring at her
expectantly.

“All right, children, settle down,” Eleanor
called out, her voice ringing from one end of the gym to the other.
“I’m so happy to see you all here to start work on our Christmas
play!” On cue the kids clapped and cheered. Eleanor had them eating
out of the palm of her hand already. “First, I want to let you know
that all of you will appear in the play!” Everyone cheered as if
the Beatles had just been introduced on The Ed Sullivan
Show. “And you’ll get to paint and cut and make clothes and
everything. We’re going to have a bunch of fun!” By this time, even
Kim was feeling carried away with enthusiasm. Eleanor was moving
around the room toward Kim as she rallied her charges and handed
Kim a piece of paper. “Ms. Park is going to call out some names; if
she calls your name, go over there to the stage and start
rehearsing; everyone else stay here with me for now and we’ll get
on the stage later.”

Kim called out the names of the ten kids
assigned the speaking parts (Charlie Brown, Linus, Lucy, Violet,
Sally, Schroeder, etc.) and the two nonspeaking, dancing parts
(Snoopy and Woodstock). The twelve chosen ones displayed a certain
measured elation and the remaining mob hung their heads in
disappointment. Eleanor jumped in to quell the distemper as quickly
as she could.

“Everyone else, you’re with me! We’ll make
the scenery for the play and the costumes and some posters and
anything else we can think of. Come on over here, please.”

The kids accepted their fate and followed
Eleanor to the back of the gym where she had pre-staged a large
collection of art supplies and sheets of butcher paper. Kim walked
to the stage with her principal actors and started a read-through
of the script. She was immediately impressed with how quickly each
child stopped just reading and started acting, their voices
adapting to their characters with only the slightest encouragement
from Kim. For example, little Dee Peebles was assigned the part of
Lucy, a decision Kim initially questioned. Dee is in Kim’s class
and had always said very little to the other kids and even less to
Kim. So, she delivered her first line like this: “Chair A Lee
Brown, you are a blockheads?”

“Good, Dee. But Lucy, she’s very loud and
tough. She would be a lot louder and angrier.”

“Why?”

“That’s just how she is. She yells at
everyone.”

Dee stared at her shoes, her legs dangling
off the stage and kicking the air gently. “That’s not very
nice.”

“No, it’s not. But don’t worry, everyone here
knows that it’s not Dee being mean, it’s Lucy.”

Dee considered this for a few more seconds,
then her face grew rigid, her nostrils flared and she belted out,
“Chair-a-Lee Brown you BLOCKHEAD!”

“Charlie Brown,” Kim corrected automatically
as her mind reeled at Dee’s transformation.

“CHARLIE BROWN! BLOCKHEAD!”

“Very good, Dee! I mean Lucy.”

Every one of Eleanor’s casting decisions
proved to be spot on. Some of the kids were much like their alter
egos so were basically just being themselves, but most could just
plain act. Zach Lee played a great Charlie Brown, perfectly hapless
and idealistic and desperate for attention, and he delivered his
lines as earnestly and innocently as his animated avatar.

But the real wonder was Craig Garrett as
Snoopy. This was a read-through only, and Snoopy doesn’t talk
(except for the occasional frenzied vocalizing with Woodstock), but
that didn’t stop him from shining like a brand new penny. As
everyone else read their dialogue, Craig reacted to them as Snoopy
would. When the script asked for Snoopy to sit on his dog house and
fight the Red Baron in his Sopwith Camel, Craig was right on. He
was dashing and heroic and bloodthirsty – and yet he still looked
like a dog. And that was with no costume, no floppy ears, and no
bulbous nose.

Kim was completely blown away.

They got to the last page of the script and
Kim cleared her throat. “OK, that’s enough. When doing a
read-through, you never read the last line, it’s unlucky.” The kids
shrugged at her; at least she didn’t try to warn them about not
saying the name of that Scottish Play in the theater, that would
have really whooshed over their heads. “Very good, everyone.
You deserve a few minutes to play. Go ahead and run around here in
the gym but be careful not to bother the other kids, OK? They’re
busy working. Then come back and we’ll start moving around on the
stage.”

Her actors instantly transformed back into
the kindergarteners they are. They sprinted off in every direction
and it was easy to imagine there were vapor trails hanging in the
air behind each of the little maniacs. Kim was prepared for this
Brownian motion and plotted a collision course to snag Craig as he
tried to reach escape velocity. “Craig, how were you able to become
Snoopy like that?”

He shrugged, but added a brief explanation.
“Ms. Cooprider showed me a picture of that funny-looking dog on the
computer.”

That didn’t really answer the question, of
course, but what did Kim expect? Can Dustin Hoffman adequately
explain how he became Tootsie or Rain Man? Can Peter Mayhew really
say how he came to be Chewbacca? “That’s great, Craig. Go play,
come back soon.”

Kim had been focused and, well, somewhat
mesmerized by her actors and so was oblivious to what else had been
happening in the gym. She imagined there would be more goofing off
than work going on, but she was dead wrong. Groups of three to
eight students were spread throughout the gym, each group huddled
together and working on something. Some groups were coloring or
cutting large sheets of paper to make the needed scenery, some were
cutting fabric or connecting the pieces together with safety pins.
One group was making black felt ears for Snoopy while another group
was making canary yellow felt feathers for Woodstock.

Kim walked to the group coloring a large
piece of paper destined to be Snoopy’s doghouse. In this group
there was a definite hierarchy at work: Arathi, from Mrs. Johnson’s
class, was in charge. She was drawing the outline of the
wooden boards of the house with a fine black marker. One of her
assistants was coloring the background above the roof sky blue; the
other two assistants hovered nearby, their markers still capped.
When she lifted her pen from the last plank of the house, she told
the hoverers, “OK, color it brown this way,” indicating the grain
of the wood should run along the boards, “not the other way.” The
assistants uncapped their markers and started creating wood grain
as the artist switched to a thick green marker to draw some
grass.

Kim felt like cheering. All she could think
was, “This show is going to kick Lady Bird’s ass!”
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“Quickly, I realized you always picked the
right kids to do the right things for everything in the play. Not
often, not most of the time: you were right every single
time. That’s impressive, of course, but mathematically
suspicious.”

“You are exaggerating I’m sure,” Eleanor
responds, picking up her can of Dr. Pepper and taking a sip. “Do
you think I can get a cup and some ice to go with this?”

“No, and don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not.”

“That’s true, but you were trying to. Don’t
try to change the subject.”

Eleanor sighs. “OK, I won’t try to change the
subject, but what do you want me to say?”

“I want the truth!”

“The truth is …” Eleanor lets her voice trail
off.

“I’m not Tom Cruise, I can handle the
truth.”

“What?”

“It’s a reference to the film A Few Good Men. Not that it matters. We agreed to be
open and honest, remember?”

Eleanor’s eyes fly open wide. “You mean you
set me up!”

“And rather well, if I do say so myself; you
didn’t suspect a thing! I … wait a minute! You’re changing the
subject again.”

“I was, yes.”

“Eleanor, you have many gifts but being
sneaky and underhanded is just not one of them. Play to your
strengths.” She looks across at Eleanor and feels a smidge of
winner’s remorse. Or to express it a different way, she’s confident
she has this game fish hooked, so what does it hurt to play out a
little more line? “You know what? Just take your time; I only want
to hear whatever you want to say.”

“I want to tell you the truth, and that is …”
Eleanor stops herself, suddenly realizing and accepting that she
has stopped resisting and really does want to tell Kim the truth,
not just an evasion that starts with a declaration of integrity.
That sort of reversal of effort and emotion can knock the wind out
of ya, and Eleanor has to take a deep breath or two before she
notices the world around her again. She sees Kim, sitting
tectonically still and looking intently at her. She has imagined
this moment many times, the anticipation of relief at finally being
able to talk about herself as a coordinated, complicated human
being, but that imagined moment hadn’t felt like this at all. In
her imagination, she had always known it was the exact right
moment, but in reality she isn’t sure this is a good idea at all.
And, she’d always imagined she would pick the person, the time, and
the place to confess and share. Instead, this acquaintance (OK,
more than that, they get along well and all, so this budding
friend) has ambushed her in Luling, Texas, over a loaf of Wonder
Bread. No, this is not what she had visualized at all, but then
again, Eleanor realizes she might never feel ready. Maybe this is
the way it has to happen.

She focuses on Kim again, sips from her Dr.
Pepper to wet her lips and throat, and calmly states, “Is my
success at casting the play all the evidence you have?”

“No.”

“I thought not. So tell me,” Eleanor says
with a smile, “what exactly gave me away?”
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The world premiere of Kim and Eleanor’s stage
adaptation of A Charlie Brown Christmas, the opening show of
the school's holiday pageant, began at 7:02 p.m. on the Monday of
the last full week before Christmas. At 7:01 p.m., when Mr.
Carriveau welcomed everyone, while every kindergartener was packed
like a sardine backstage and while the last dawdling audience
members made their way to open seats, there was precisely zero buzz
about the performance. Kim and Eleanor kept their positive
impressions to themselves, the kids thought all kiddie plays are
done this way, and Mrs. Johnson absolutely refused to watch
rehearsals, instead waiting for the whole world to share in
observing her brash young colleague’s humiliation. The parents and
faculty sitting in the uncomfortable folding chairs and reading the
program for today’s performances assumed they’ll be seeing a bunch
of kids warbling, “Jingle Bells,” one wearing beagle ears

That all changed at 7:02 p.m.

At 7:02 p.m., Eleanor raised the curtain and
Craig (a. k. a. Snoopy), replete with a black nose and ears and
fuzzy white pajamas, danced out on stage to the strains of the
Peanut’s theme by Vince Guaraldi and riveted the audience to their
seats. Craig danced just like Snoopy did in the original animation
(Kim had brought in her tape for all her actors to study). He
angled his black rubber-ball nose high up in the sky, fluttered on
quick, light toes, and floated around the stage smiling with
uncomplicated, childish joy. The boy playing Schroeder banged away
at a kindergarten-made toy piano unconvincingly, but with the
professionalism of Snoopy sharing the stage it appeared that he was
performing poorly on purpose, to be endearing and laudable. As the
song ended, Snoopy hopped up on his doghouse (a table with wheels
behind Arathi’s very Peanut-esque painting) and Charlie Brown and
Linus entered from stage left. At that moment, the gym was
completely silent; Kim looked out at the audience and saw them
holding their collective breath in anticipation.
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