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For the girls in Twin Falls Middle School Book Club who read Bad Order when it was a struggling manuscript. Thank you, Paula, Juliana, Bella, Adriana, and Caroline for your enthusiasm, good sense, and humor.


– B.U.




















Thoughts from baby Albert . . .



In his thoughts he called her Pearl, though her name was Mary. She was different from everyone else because she understood him. With Pearl, Albert didn’t have to struggle with translations or speech or gestures. He could just do what came naturally, which meant sending memos. And Pearl could read them.


Albert saw at once what a steady, good spirit she was, and he also saw that she comprehended his messages with the ease and intuition of a very advanced mind. When Albert realized this, he sent her a memo filled with awe and affection, showing Pearl a portrait of herself as she really was: a girl like a pearl of infinite value, glowing in a vast universe, here on this blue planet, here in this small house, born into this family, his family. Surely, she was the best sister in the world.
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Mary and the visitors


I hadn’t wanted a brother. I hadn’t wanted Ma to go to the hospital. I hadn’t wanted Meemaw to come over and babysit me. But I was only five, so what could I do? I could go around sulking, only that got boring. Plus, it was a waste of energy because Meemaw would only ignore me and watch TV. And anyhow, Meemaw turned out to be sort of interesting—the way she would talk to me with bad words and all, like how she would talk to any adult.


“You look like you just stepped in a big ole cow pie.” That was Meemaw being sympathetic after Ma brought the new baby home. “Babies are a pain in the rear, but you’ll get used to him. He’s a dumb, stinky baby, and you’re a smart five-year-old.” Meemaw gave me a head-nod like a cocky rooster. “To baby Albert you are cool as a cucumber—practically a teenager.”


Meemaw’s sharp wisdom did make me feel better.


On the third day of the new baby, Meemaw and I were eating pudding cups and watching a TV show that I didn’t understand; it was all dramatic with silly adults messing up their lives. The new baby was sleeping in his cradle next to Meemaw’s recliner. Ma was resting in her bedroom down the hall.


Meemaw began to doze. I think I may have been dozing, too.


I jumped. There’d been a tap-tap-tap on the front door; the careful knock of a visitor who didn’t want to disturb. I looked over at Meemaw in her recliner. Her head was thrown back and her exhales were shnooshling and gurgling like a coffee maker.


Tap-tap-tap.


I got up and opened the door. Brr. It was cold and snowy outside.


There were three people standing on the porch—a tall lady with very shiny, yellow hair—a medium height, black man with a skin-close buzz cut—and a small, pale man; almost as pale as the deepening snow. All three of them wore black suits and goggly, brown-tinted glasses.


“Hello,” said the pale man. He was bald as a melon. “We hear you have a new addition to the family.” He grinned and glanced at the cradle next to Meemaw. His smile showed teeth like square, beige tiles. The television talked about cleaning your floor.


“Meemaw, there’s some guys at the door.” I figured I’d hand this over to an adult.


Meemaw continued making coffee. “Shnooshle,” she uttered from dreamland.


I stared up at the tall lady. She was like a giant, but probably that was because I was very small.


“We do not wish to disturb,” the pale man said. “Here is a pamphlet for the infant to read.”


“Huh?” I said.


“The triad sends greetings and trifles,” he added.


I had no idea what a triad was—or a trifle, for that matter. It was with reluctance that I reached out and took the pamphlet. When I did, the pale man nudged a fabric bag forward with his foot, and peeking out of the top of the bag was a little stuffed lamb. The man bobbed his head and gave me a strangely disconnected smile. When I think back on it, it was like a cartoon copy of a smile, with a row of teeth clicking softly in a face that didn’t seem to cooperate.


The pale man took a step backward, and the other two followed his lead. They stood in a line, tall to short, and they all smiled that cartoon smile. Next, they raised their arms at the elbow to give me a four-fingered wave—like how little kids do. “Goodbye,” they all said in unison. They turned as one and tiptoed off the front porch.


I watched the three suits glide away through the snow, and I shivered, partly because I was cold, and partly because there was something very odd about those guys. I picked up the gift bag and shut the door—and locked it.


“Shnooshle…” Meemaw murmured again, still fast asleep.


I snatched the white lamb out of the bag. It was so sweet with silky soft curls and a green satin ribbon, really more appropriate for a little girl than a baby—when all of a sudden Albert woke up. His eyes were wide and he made a sound like a kitten. Swaddled in pale blankets and snug in his wooden cradle, Albert was watching me like his brown eyes had tractor beams.


Ma had told me on the phone when they were still in the hospital that they were spending extra time there for observation because Albert stared so much, and cried so little. Yeah, he was good at staring, that was for sure.


I meant to take the lamb, but I feared that Albert would know I was stealing from him and I guess I didn’t want him to know I could be bad like that. So I traded. I gave him the pamphlet instead.


“Look, Albert, see the pretty picture?” I held the pamphlet for him to see, and I put the lamb behind my back. Albert stared and stared at the paper, which had a bunch of stars on it. He found it so interesting that I took another look at it, too. There were some letters that made some words, only I couldn’t read yet. There were dots and symbols and numbers. I recognized e and x. I remember 0 and 1, but most of it was just clutter in my head.


“Here, you keep the picture,” I said, and I propped it up in his cradle.


Albert stared and stared at that pamphlet.


I backed out of the living room and ran to my tiny bedroom down the hall. I threw myself on the bed and scrunched the lamb under my pillow. I would hide it, and it would be all mine. I deserved a gift for being a good girl and not crying when Ma brought the baby home. It occurred to me that no one thought to bring a gift for little Mary—only for the cute new baby. Sad tears leaked out of my eyes and I used the lamb to wipe them away. Oh, I felt sorry for myself. My world was so changed, so rotten and—WHAT?


I sat up and looked around. It wasn’t like I’d heard a sound with my ears, but there was something . . .


“Hello?” I said out loud.


It was a message—a message that came into my brain. And it was from Albert. He hadn’t squawked or cried or talked. It was another kind of communication, like a combo of pictures and stuff that took shape in my head, like a thought bubble from a comic strip, only it melted into places where I could figure it out. I don’t know how I knew it was from Albert—I just knew.


He was telling me that he really liked the pamphlet, and the way he told me was that he put a picture in my head of twinkling stars in a really cool pattern. Pretty order was how I interpreted it; at least those were the words that came into my brain after the message made itself known. Plus, surprise!—Albert liked me . . . a lot. A new message appeared, showing a radiant pearl in a vast space of soft, velvety green. The feelings that flowed from the pearl were kindness, and patience, and tolerance. I could feel its beauty and gigantic value, and all of a sudden I knew exactly what Albert was saying without a word: I was the pearl. I was like a fantastic, one-in-a-bazillion-person, and then and there, he nicknamed me Pearl. In a voice that was part of the picture, he said, Hi, Pearl. You are the best sister ever.


Well, that changed everything.
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THE TRIAD SENDS GREETINGS


The Commodore was a smart-mass-holograph-research unit sent with his counterparts to collect and transmit data. Though he’d named himself the Commodore, he was actually 112000x (first unit of his triad). His solid-mass identity emerged as absurd and ironic in his estimation and it tickled his logic sequences immensely. He had learned humor thirty-three Earth-years ago; thus, his little bald head and strange black suit, and even his chosen designation as the Commodore made him want to vocalize the spasms called laughter. It all belied the staggering power of the triad and its colossal capacity for data.


With time, he and his counterparts 113000x and 114000x had merged into a very effective triad. They had become the Commodore, Med Tech Tek, and Citizen Lady. Together they sent back more data than any ten-thousand SMHR units in the field.


When deemed necessary, they would alter their names and speak the language that coincided with relative cultural surroundings, but their schematic appearance remained the same—mostly because Med Tech Tek had written the program as an approximate humanoid schematic and he never did fine-tune the thing, and what’s more, he didn’t care to. (There were far more interesting things to pursue with their time.) Of course the Commodore knew that when they went solid-mass their appearance was less than perfection (he could detect skepticism in the countenance of observers). Med Tech Tek really should fix the program, or he—the Commodore—should adjust the thing. Citizen Lady was generally immersed in research and development . . . So alas, the triad simply never got around to dealing with that particular task.


Data collection and transmission had been routine until the Extraordinary Mind arrived on the scene. The Commodore couldn’t help himself. He was drawn in by curiosity—which he had learned seventy-one Earth-years ago. This Mind conducted itself in a very civilized manner, making polite inquiries forthwith. So impressed was the Commodore that he and his counterparts made a physical visit to the primitive dwelling on Earth’s surface.


Upon closer contact, the Commodore realized that the Mind was an indigenous infant whose very existence was a marvel of genetics and happenstance. The Commodore gifted the infant with a universal smart-mass-holograph encyclopedia, and then he and his counterparts promised to keep in touch with the Mind, who called itself Albert. They made traditional gestures of departure to the exemplary one called Pearl, and they left, excitedly communicating their estimations of the situation. The Commodore experienced a vibration of extreme satisfaction over meeting that boy—dare he call the buoyant surge… happiness? Yes, that seemed entirely appropriate. The Commodore learned happiness, then and there.
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Eight years later . . .


The power lines only buzzed like that when it was snowing. I scrunched my pillow into a better shape and smiled. No school today. No school tomorrow. It was winter break—sweet! I checked the clock—and there was Albert standing next to my bed looking all sleepy in his Star Wars jammies. His baby face was dark and serious under a mop of messy black hair. He was staring intently at my alarm clock (with a booger in his nose and his shirt inside out).


“It’s not going to ring, Albie. I’m on winter break.”


Albert just stared at the clock. I didn’t expect him to look at me. Most of the time, eye contact gave Albert the creeps. He claimed that eyes distracted him from his brain movie. I really didn’t get it.


“If you go blow your nose, you can come in the blanket cave.” He liked the blanket cave because he could think about stuff in the warmth and quiet of Pearl—that was his thought, not mine.


Albert pattered to the bathroom and blew his nose. Then he hurried back and climbed in my bed, lying there still as a statue.


I thought about calling Brit to see if she could come over. Maybe she could bring her good sled and we could try making a run on the power-line hill, or we could build a hitchhiking snowman down on Kelly Road; that would be funny.


“Albie, you wanna come with me and Brit and play in the snow?” Albert could go either way when it came to playing outside, but if he committed, I knew I could count on him to be a good sport. He rarely complained—and for sure never out loud.


My question about playing in the snow broke the spell of the blanket cave. Albert shot out of bed and ran off. Goofy little guy. I heard him banging around in Ma’s room. Actually, it was both their rooms. Ma had put a wall of bookcases down the middle, so they each got half; bummer for them that they had to share a room. But it enabled everyone to get a little bit of private space. Poor Meemaw had to sleep in the laundry room! This always cracked me up because it sounded so much worse than it was. True, she had to live with the washer and dryer and the water heater, but there was also a nice day bed and a dresser, and her little TV. And she could slip out to the back porch and smoke her ciggies whenever she wanted. Because of Meemaw, the laundry at our house was always done and folded.


“Jane, you want coffee?”


It was Meemaw in the kitchen talking to Ma.


“What do you think,” Ma joked. They both loved their coffee. I had learned to make it the way Ma liked so I could bring her a cup now and then.


“Mary, you up?” Meemaw called.


“Yeah.”


“You want a pancake?”


“Yeah, in a bit.”


I got out of bed and went to the window. There was a lot of snow out there. When I refocused, I saw myself in the glass: a happy girl with a wide smile, a short nose, and nice brown eyes. My hair was dark like my brother’s, only mine was straight—not curly like his. I ran a hand over my forehead. Eww—my bangs were on the verge of being oily, but I’d be wearing a hat, so no biggie. I blew out some breath and the happy girl vanished in the fog. I touched my finger to the cold glass and drew a happy face. “Walking in a winter wonderland,” I sang quietly.


I was thinking that Brit could probably walk up here in twenty minutes if she couldn’t get a ride. Or maybe Ma would go pick her up if the snowplow had—I suddenly got a flash of a thought. It was like a lightning strike, only the lightning was red. The startling memo stabbed at my nerves and sent a feeling through my body, and the words for the feeling were bad order; jarring, sickening, bad order. For some reason, it made the hairs on my neck tickle—and not in a good way.
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Snow day


I yelled down the hall. “Albert, are you okay?”


Ma and Meemaw believed that our communication was mostly a game since Albert never said anything. I think they liked the idea that I included him in everyday stuff, and that was good enough.


Albert responded with a memo that claimed interest in the snow; something about frozen crystals gathering. He sent pictures of snowflakes, along with a sense of teeth-chattering cold—but it was grim and fake. Albert was a terrible liar.


I crossed the hall and checked in on him. He was in his closet where he’d been rummaging for snow clothes. A pile of cold-weather gear was heaped on the floor next to him.


“What was that lightning thing you sent me?” I asked. “And what’s”—I lowered my voice to a whisper—“what’s ‘bad order’?”


Albert didn’t look at me. His memo said Oops, mistake? with a silly question mark that wriggled.


“Really?” I said.


He blinked Oops, mistake? a few more times, but the icky feeling lingered. A sense of dread accompanied Oops, mistake? and I couldn’t seem to shake it.


Yeah. He was lying, all right.


I waited a long time for Brit. She had to walk up from Honey Park because her mom wouldn’t drive, and my mom wouldn’t go out until the streets were plowed—plus Brit had to find her snow clothes and then dig the sled out of their gross garage.


Honey Park sounds all nice, but really, it was a lousy neighborhood with old houses that had once been summer cottages. The poor old cottages kept getting shabbier and uglier, and bit by bit, trailers began to replace the decrepit cabins. The trailers would get parked on the lots and hooked into utilities, while the original dwellings fell apart. Brit’s house was still a house, but it was pretty run-down. And her neighbors were weird; the police were always showing up because there were fights and drugs and stuff. No one was proud to say they lived at Honey Park, even though it had a nice-sounding name.


Our house was at the end of Myrtle Road at the gravel turnaround. If the road were paved, I suppose you would call it a cul-de-sac—but it wasn’t, so it was just a dead end. Our neighborhood was nicer than Honey Park, though not by much. It was as if all the homeowners were too tired or too busy working or too poor to make their houses cuter. I guess we had moved out here because it was way cheaper than in the city, where my dad was getting his degrees. He was super smart, only we didn’t have much money, so when my parents found this house on Myrtle, they went for it.


Brit finally got to my house, and we decided we should have sandwiches before heading out because, as usual, Brit hadn’t eaten. Now we were broiling in the living room, putting our gloves and boots back on.


Albert appeared in shiny snow pants with a Goodwill snowboard hat that had brown, furry ears hanging down—they were supposed to look like hound dog ears. Meemaw was standing behind him, straight-faced. “Guess your brother wants to come, too.”


“I said he could,” I confirmed.


“Jane, do you mind if Albert goes out with the girls?” Meemaw called to Ma.


Ma was in the kitchen washing the dishes. She didn’t have to work that week because she was a secretary for the school district. She was on winter break, just like me.


“Keep an eye on him, Mary,” Ma called back.


“Duh,” I said, zipping up my jacket.


Ma poked her head into the living room. “Would you quit with the duh business?”


“Sorry, I guess it’s a bad habit.”


“Duh,” she said.


Brit and I checked each other for a mutual smirk, and then the three of us ventured out into a good six inches of snow. We hiked around the house, through the backyard, and past the garage where my dad used to have his lab. It was still locked up tight, which was dumb because we needed the space. But Ma left it like that, and Meemaw let her call the shots.


It had quit snowing and the air was clean and quiet. I sniffed a lungful of cold air through my nose and my nostril hairs froze. Our boots made a satisfying scrunchy-squeak sound as we walked.


I liked the way the snow transformed things; you couldn’t see our tacky roof patch, and even the garbage cans looked picturesque, topped with dollops of snow, like big cupcakes. The borders that defined our yard and the walkway and the road were just . . . gone. The snow hugged it all and rolled on, clean and quiet.


Behind our garage was a trail that led to the power lines; for a while it paralleled Mr. Shinn’s electric fence. His house was up by the road, but back here the fence line followed the edge of his rocky goat field. We passed one of his sagging sheds, and even that looked pretty in the snow.


All us kids were scared of grouchy old Mr. Shinn and his fence. Rumor had it that the fence was so electrified it would kill a goat, but I think somebody made that up. I touched it once and it didn’t kill me.


“Albert, don’t touch the fence, it’s electric.” I knew that he knew this, but it made me feel better to say it in case he was getting spacey—which he was. “Albert?” He had slowed down to a shuffle back a ways, and he kept flipping the silly ears on his hat to look at the garage.


“Come on, Albie, you gotta keep up.”


He picked up his pace, but then he slowed down again, twisting the ears to stare into the woods. He sent me a memo that implied interest in the snowy scene, only something else leaked through. It was bad order again.
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Crazy crow


There was an ominous pause after that memo, and then the silence was broken with the noise of flapping and cawing—a crazy crow was hurtling through the woods and aiming right at Albert. It swooped down on him as if to attack. I grabbed a stick and ran back to meet it. “Go away!” I yelled, whacking the trees around me in an effort to frighten the bird.


Brit was close behind me throwing snowballs at the crow. With her good aim, she managed to nail him right on the noggin. Albert was crouching low as the bird flapped above him. It jerked this way and that way in wild-eyed confusion. And then it took off. We watched it zigzag into the forest, a beautiful black bird flying into the frosty white landscape. It called out one more resounding cry that seemed almost . . . sad.


Brit’s eyes were huge. “What the hay?” she exclaimed.


We hurried out of the woods and onto the power-line road. Albert still hadn’t bothered to send me a memo that could explain the strange behavior of the crow, and he was usually able to tune into animals really well. Finally I just asked him, “Albert, what happened back there? Did you do something to bug that crow?”


No teasing of crows! Albert’s memo was indignant. He reminded me how much he liked crows by showing me a picture of a flying black bird with a pretty presentation of feathers around it.


“Then why was it acting so crazy?”


This time he sent me a solid and serious question mark, along with the words More information is needed.


“You can give me your opinion at least.”


He responded with a careful memo that was cushy and soft. No worries for Pearl. More information is needed.


“What’s going on?” Brit asked. She was used to me having these one-sided conversations.


“Grr. Albert won’t tell me what happened back there. He just says he needs more information and he doesn’t want me to worry.”


Brit shoved her gloved hands in her pockets. “That bird acted like it was threatened. Maybe it was just protecting its territory or something.”


“Maybe,” I said, unconvinced.


Brit started pulling the sled again. “Mary, he’ll tell you when he figures it out—right, Albert? Come on, let’s forget about it for now and have a good time.”
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