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      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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      the most incredible stories are the best adapted to 
the genius of an enraged people …”
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      Edward Gibbon


      

      The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire




      

      PROLOGUE
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      SUMMER 1959

      


      

      THE AUNTS HAD CAUGHT CAROLYN, dragged her to the side of the boat, figuratively speaking, and were forcibly attempting to Crespinize her, while she, Carolyn,

         twisted on the hook in desperation.

      


      

      “I don’t think it’s proper,” she murmured politely, hiding panic, hoping the idea of propriety would make them pause. Fond

         hope. Hope betrayed.

      


      

      “Albert is perfectly reliable,” said Aunt Clotilde with a dreadful clatter of large, too-white teeth.


      

      As, oh, indeed he was. Perfectly reliable. Perfectly self-satisfied. Perfectly capable of taking any ordinary weekend and

         turning it into the Worst Experience of One’s Life. Carolyn, gritting her teeth, stared through the screens of the summer

         porch at the stretching blue of Long Island Sound and focused on the radio sounds in the background: “Mr. Sandman,” being

         sung by who? Whom. Mr. Sandman. Send me a dream. Not Albert.

      


      

      Aunt Atrena, who always spoke immediately after Aunt Clotilde, did so now in a tone that said, Pay Attention, Child. “Albert

         thought it would be a treat for you, before you start college. You know he would never do anything to embarrass you.”

      


      

      Aside from the embarrassment attendant upon being seen with him, that was probably true. And since she knew no one in Washington, D.C., chances are she could go down there for the weekend, take the tour through the FBI building (a signal

         honor, according to Albert, not allowed to Just Anyone), see the Smithsonian, go to the opening of whatever show it was at

         the National Gallery, and be returned home unscathed.

      


      

      “He will be so hurt if you don’t go,” said Aunt Livia, whose function it was to have the Last Word.


      

      “Yes, Carolyn. He would be hurt,” said Mama.


      

      Which clinched it. What Mama meant was, if Carolyn didn’t accept Albert’s invitation, Mama would be hurt. The aunts would

         eat her alive. Albert and the aunts, including Albert’s mama, Aunt Fan, had decided that Albert and Carolyn were to be a Crespin

         couple. Albert Crespin was Crespin through and through—a highly inbred member of the clan, Aunt Fan a kind of cousin to Albert’s

         daddy and all that— unlike Carolyn, who was a Crespin only on her father’s side, her father having inexplicably married outside

         his ilk, then unforgivably up and died before he could inculcate proper Crespin values into his only child. Though that wasn’t

         supposed to matter, for Albert was Crespin enough for the two of them.

      


      

      “Of course, Mama, Aunties, if you wish,” Carolyn said, smiling sweetly. It was what one said as a last resort. It solved problems.

         It quieted tempers. It got Carolyn off the hook, at last temporarily, though she had a sick pain in her stomach that did not

         feel transitory.

      


      

      Aunts Clotilde, Atrena, and Livia exchanged superior glances. There, the faces said. One has only to be Firm With The Child.

         Mama was looking into her lap, her lower lip quivering ever so slightly. She was frightened of the aunts; she was well and

         truly hooked and gaffed. Carolyn’s father had left an annuity for his widow, an annuity that could be stretched to cover clothing

         and salary for Mama’s maid and Carolyn’s education and a few small charities, but it wouldn’t stretch to such necessities

         as housing and heat and lights and taxes, so Mama and Carolyn either lived with the family or they didn’t live. Unless Mama

         got married again.

      


      

      Which, though Mama was quite young and lovely, she would never do. Clotilde, Atrena, and Livia believed that Mama’s remarriage

         would be Unfaithful to Dear Roger’s Memory. They’d won that one long ago.

      


      

      And now that the matter of Albert and Carolyn was settled, they gathered up their needlework and went off to settle someone else’s fate. Mama, with a grateful caress across Carolyn’s shoulder, went in the other direction, toward the bathroom.

         She often spent hours in the tub, breathing moist perfumed vapors, safe in the only sanctum the aunts would not invade.

      


      

      Carolyn was left alone on the summer porch, once shaded by huge old elms. She remembered summer-dusk games under the elms,

         herself leaning against a great tree, eyes hidden in her hands, slowly counting: twenty-nine … fifty-six … ninety-five … one

         hundred. Ready or not, here I come! Here I come seeking something that has no name, something hidden, something wonderful.

         Here I come, with no idea where it is but needing so … so much to find it. It was only her cousins, hiding out there, so why

         had she felt that she might find the other thing? Even now, when dusk came and she heard the voices of children playing, she

         remembered that feeling of mysterious anticipation. Marvel, just around the corner. Wonder, hidden in shadows, if she could

         only find it.

      


      

      Everything had changed since then. All the elms were gone now. Once-shaded houses stood full in the glare of the August sun,

         as she herself now stood, no longer protected by leafy childhood, alone in the baking heat and burning light of Crespin conformity.

      


      

      The Crespin men went into banking and law. Crespin women did not work outside the home except for certain charities, and they

         did not join many of those. If one joined groups, one might have to associate with persons one had not picked as acquaintances.

         One did, of course, practice one’s religion devoutly, and one did entertain one’s husband’s business associates, but that

         was a different matter, akin to diplomacy. To prepare for that, one studied languages, one learned about opera and art, one

         even boned up on whatever esoterica a distinguished visitor was said to be interested in. In this Crespins were rather like

         royalty. Noblesse oblige, as a matter of course, but no damned familiarity allowed.

      


      

      Crespin women, though not always pretty, were uniformly fashionable though not faddish, slender though not bony, aristocratic

         to a fault. They went to good Catholic prep schools, after which they might spend a year or so perfecting French or German

         on the Continent, under proper supervision, before attending college. At home they learned the Crespin vocabulary as they

         learned the catechism, and for the same reason. Salvation was dependent upon knowing What The Family Meant. There were patronizing words to remind inferiors of their proper place, there was inconsequential chitchat to

         keep strangers at a distance, there were courteous words for religious occasions and implacable phrases for inculcating Crespin-consciousness

         in the young.

      


      

      Carolyn did not fit. She made friends with the maids, she discussed anything at all with people she met on the train, she

         argued with Father O’Brien about the catechism, and had so far remained stocky, untidy, ungraceful, willful, un-Crespinized.

      


      

      “But, my dear child,” Aunt Clotilde had said on a former occasion, “Crespin women do not Work Outside the Home. They certainly

         do not go into the professions.”

      


      

      “Crespin women do not go into anything but becoming interfering, arrogant old tyrants, so far as I can see.”


      

      Carolyn’s mama, shocked: “Carolyn, apologize to your aunt at once!”


      

      “Mother, I am sorry, but it’s you and me I’m sorry for. You weren’t born a Crespin, and I’m evidently a throwback or something. I don’t

         want to be a Crespin woman! I want to be a lawyer.” Was it just that Father had been a lawyer? Or was it a longing for the

         real, the true, the eternal, rather than whatever the Crespins were?

      


      

      Though she was fifteen at the time of that outburst, she had been Sent To Her Room. It was typical of Crespin culture that

         single women even in their twenties might be Sent To Their Rooms, and wives at any age likewise, though with a quiet word

         whispered into an ear. “My dear, you’re overwrought. My dear, go lie down for a bit.” It did no good to rebel. The custom

         predated the Victorian age and had all the power of tradition. Women, when in public, were always groomed, poised, gracious,

         and socially adept, and Carolyn would conform or else. There were inevitabilities at work; in the end the aunts would have

         their way. They were the spinners of history, the passers on of tradition, those who trimmed and chopped away all spontaneity.

         Even the temporary freedom offered by college, the exposure to ordinary people, was part of the plan.

      


      

      As for Albert, he was an American hero in the post larval stage, a lawyer with the FBI. Albert was devout; he worked indefatigably

         with the Knights of Columbus. Albert had Served in Korea, albeit (strings had been pulled) in the office of the judge advocate.

         Until the time a few years back when Senator Joe McCarthy had gone down in flames, Albert had been one of the senator’s more ardent supporters. Even now Albert

         saw himself as standing between America and all those who would sully her purity.

      


      

      On the night of Carolyn’s graduation from St. Mary’s, Albert had taken her out to dinner and told her all about then-plans,

         his and hers: They would be engaged when she graduated from college and married six months later, to allow time for the various

         prenuptial festivities that the aunts would arrange. It was too soon for a ring, but he presented her with an eighteen-karat

         charm bracelet, announcing in a patronizing tone that he would add pretty charms over the next four years. Carolyn supposed

         it was a kind of option plan. One charm bought him a Carolyn foot, another paid for a leg, another gained him the left tit.

         By the time they were married, she’d be all paid for, the last charm claiming the necessary part for the wedding night.

      


      

      So, all right, she’d go to Washington and be shown where Albert worked. One thing the aunts were right about. She was safe

         with Albert. Albert had never provoked in her the tiniest throb of lust. His kisses were chaste, his embraces perfunctory,

         and she might as well be out with Father O’Brien. As a matter of fact, Father O’Brien, for all his years and his cassock,

         had more of a twinkle than Albert did.

      


      

      Washington was very much as Carolyn had supposed it would be. Hot. Full of tourists. Not in the FBI building, of course, which

         Albert escorted her through in the manner of a high priest showing the ritual objects. How do you do, Mr. So-and-So? How do

         you do, Mr. So-and-So Else? Laboratories. Offices. Why in God’s name would anyone look at this stuff? It was dull. Albert

         was dull.

      


      “Carolyn, may I present my colleagues, Mike Winter …”


      

      Yet another. She offered her gloved hand, made the polite smile at Mr. Winter, smooth and slim and rather weary looking for

         a person only a few years older than she, midtwenties, perhaps.

      


      

      “And Hal Shepherd.”


      

      She turned to Mr. Shepherd, looked up into warm brown eyes, felt her smile broaden in response to the one on his face, felt

         her mind melt like ice cream, glow like summertime at the beach, like picnics and the Fourth of July. Hal … Mr. Shepherd.

         Older than the other one by at least a decade. He was like a teddy bear, like a sea wind, like a glass of fresh lemonade.

         His hand was warm and firm in her own.

      


      

      “Carolyn. You bring light into otherwise dusky lives. I love your hat!”


      

      And Carolyn, who’d been more than a little self-conscious about the hat, crowed inside like a baby rooster. This was a feeling

         she’d never had before, a kind of airy euphoria, a bubble of smile stuck in her middle.

      


      

      “Mike and Hal and their wives will be joining us for dinner this evening,” said Albert.


      

      And the bubble grew shrunken and chill, whirled on itself, became a dust devil, a withdrawing wind. Wives. Well, of course

         wife. Of course he was married. He was in his thirties, like Albert. Of course, of course. Still, his smile stayed warm as

         they went down a wide corridor, as he put out an arm to save her being trampled by a group of purposeful, oblivious men who

         were headed in the opposite direction.

      


      

      “Did you see who that was?” Albert whispered to Hal, ignoring Carolyn, forgetting Carolyn. His voice was awed, almost worshiping.


      

      “Webster,” said Mike in a toneless voice.


      

      “L. S. Webster?” asked Hal, his eyes angry. “What’s he doing here?”


      

      “It has to be important,” breathed Albert reverently. He stared avidly after the group moving down the hallway. Carolyn, every

         perception sharpened, took in every detail: Hal’s face, Mike’s face, Albert’s face, following their eyes to the men moving

         away down the corridor. The man at the center of the group was only a shape, taller than the others, who, when he turned his

         head to speak, displayed a classically elegant profile set off by pale skin and black high-arched brows. A killingly handsome

         man.

      


      

      Albert whispered, “Lord, what an honor, just to see him….”


      

      “Why’s that, Albert?” asked Hal, one nostril lifted even as his eyes slid across Carolyn like a caress. “Why an honor?”


      

      “Well, because. He’s the founder of the American Alliance. The founder of the International Alliance. The richest man in the

         world!”

      


      

      “Quite possibly,” said Hal almost with distaste. He took Carolyn’s arm, squeezing it gently. “Weren’t you taking this young

         woman to lunch?”

      


      

      “What? Oh. Carolyn. Yes. Sorry.”

      


      

      Hal and Mike went away, both of them frowning, though Albert didn’t notice. Albert took Carolyn to lunch, and after too many

         moments of silence Carolyn reached for topics of conversation. “That man we saw, Webster? Who is he, exactly?”

      


      

      Albert placed his finger across his lips to indicate he had heard her, then chewed at purposeful length, swallowed, and patted

         his lips with his napkin. “He’s an international financier, Carolyn. An entrepreneur. In addition to the Alliances, he founded

         and supports the Institute of International Studies in London. He’s enormously respected.”

      


      

      “Because he’s so rich?”


      

      He gave her an admonishing look. “Well, I’m sure there are some who respect him for that reason. I, however, respect his opinion,

         because he’s right! He’s also very powerful. He knows everyone, has access to everyone. If you want to see the pope, or the

         president of France or the king of Saudi Arabia, he can get you an appointment.” A little laugh. “That is, if he wants to,

         of course.”

      


      

      Just to make conversation, Carolyn asked, “Does he have family?” It was a Crespin catechism question, always asked, about

         anyone.

      


      

      “I haven’t any idea,” said Albert, rather startled. “I don’t think he allows any public intrusion into his private life.”


      

      Including, it seemed, where he lived, what citizenship he claimed, where he’d been educated. Funny, Carolyn thought, that

         Albert could so obviously adore a man about whom he knew so little. Crespins were usually more discriminating than that, or

         pretended to be.

      


      

      “What do you think he was doing at the FBI?” she wondered.


      

      “He was with the director,” said Albert in the rather haughty voice Crespin men adopted in speaking to wives and daughters

         who had ventured too close to the boundary of Men’s Business. “Which, in and of itself, makes it improper for me to speculate.”

      


      

      “The director was in that group of men who walked by us?”


      

      He nodded dismissively, with a shadow of a smile, as though to say, “There, aren’t you a lucky girl to have seen him.” She

         felt an ambiguity, as if in a dream, where one should know where one is but does not. The director of the FBI had been in the group, but at the time, Albert had commented only on Webster. Mike and Hal, too. How very odd.

      


      

      That night Albert took them all to dinner in an expensive restaurant, where, so Carolyn thought, the menu had more flavor

         than the food. Mike’s wife, Tricia, was sleek and dark and outspoken; Hal’s wife, Barbara, was little and plump and quite

         witty. Carolyn tried to ignore the heat in her face every time she looked at Hal, and was able to admire the pictures Barbara

         passed around, two toddler boys, rotund little staggerers with Hal’s eyes and Hal’s curly, lovely-looking mouth.

      


      

      Then they all went to see the new Hitchcock film with Cary Grant—all that chasing about on Mount Rushmore—and Albert took

         her back to her hotel room, kissed her chastely on the forehead, and bid her good night. She showered and braided her hair

         and climbed into bed. The night was quiet, the bed comfortable, but something kept nagging at her. Eventually she fell asleep,

         only to waken repeatedly, her heart pounding at a sense of imminent peril. She knew all about these night terrors, though

         she hadn’t had them since she was a child, after her father had died. Then they had been provoked by loss and pain. What had

         provoked this one she couldn’t imagine. All she could remember of the dream was a voice saying ominous and terrible words.

         It wasn’t Albert’s voice. It wasn’t anyone she knew. Eventually, about dawn, she fell deeply asleep.

      


      

      “Did you have a nice time?” Mama asked when she got back home.


      

      She wanted to say, “I fell in love, Mama. With a married man who has two sons.” She wanted to say, “I had this awful dream,”

         or, “The funniest thing happened.” A peculiar sense of caution stopped her from doing so.

      


      

      “It was very nice,” she said instead. “We had a pleasant supper with the Winters and the Shepherds, who are colleagues of

         Albert’s.” She didn’t say “friends.” The Winters and Shepherds were obviously friends of one another, but even though they

         had chatted politely through dinner, she did not feel they were Albert’s friends, no matter what Albert believed. “We went

         to the movies, and of course I saw where Albert works.”

      


      

      “That must be impressive.” An aunt, smiling, approving.


      

      “Oh, yes, very impressive,” she responded, trying not to sound negative.


      

      “And next week it’s off to school!” Mama, very jolly sounding, trying to make the best of it.

      


      

      Carolyn couldn’t help but feel sorrier for Mama than for herself. Once Carolyn was gone, Mama would be there all alone among

         the Crespins.

      


      

      FALL 1959


      

      The campus sprawled rosy brick over a hundred acres and buzzed with a thousand new students making their way through room

         assignments and registration. Extracurricular activities were posted on the bulletin boards in front of Old Main. Drama-club

         meeting on Saturday morning. Orchestra tryouts for non-music majors, also on Saturday morning. Women’s-chorus tryouts, Tuesday

         and Wednesday evenings.

      


      

      Carolyn had an unencumbered hour on Tuesday, so she decided to sit in on the chorus tryouts. She sang some, and if the standard

         wasn’t too high, it might be fun to try out. She sat down next to a plainly dressed young woman with a strong, rather horsey

         face and offered her hand.

      


      

      “Carolyn Crespin, from New York.”


      

      ‘I’m Agnes McGann. I’m from Louisiana.”


      

      An improbably perfect blond on the other side of Agnes leaned forward. “Hi, I’m Bettiann Bromlet, from Fort Worth.”


      

      She smiled, rather shyly. Carolyn, looking at the careful grooming and wealth of tumbled curls, wondered what she had to be

         shy about.

      


      

      “Sopranos,” called a woman in gray from the front of the room. “Please pick up a copy of the audition music from the table

         to your left. Contraltos, the table to your right, please. The accompanist’s music is clipped to yours. This is for reading

         ability, ladies—we’ll do you alphabetically. Be sure your name is on a sign-up card.”

      


      

      “I’ll be near the front,” said Bettiann. “Just for once I wish they’d do it backward. It makes me nervous, being first.”


      

      “Bound to be a few Adamses or Abrahams before you,” Agnes McGann muttered.


      

      But there weren’t. Bettiann was called first. She handed the piano music to the person at the keyboard, went to the front

         of the dais, and sang competently. She read the music easily, and though her voice was small, it was true. Considering the

         shy smile, and the nervousness, Carolyn was surprised at the amount of personality she displayed, a bit too much pizzazz for Carolyn’s taste. If Bettiann Bromlet was the general

         standard, Carolyn herself might decide to try out.

      


      

      “Very nice,” said the woman in gray. “Lily Charnes?”


      

      “You’ve done that before,” said Carolyn when Bettiann returned to her seat.


      

      “Beauty contests,” Bettiann murmured, flushing hotly. “My mom was all the time entering me in these pageants. Last time around

         I won a scholarship.”

      


      

      “Congratulations,” said Carolyn.


      

      The blond shook her head. “It’s crazy that I won. I’m not that good-looking. It’s all pretending. …”


      

      Carolyn found this an interesting idea. She hadn’t thought before that one could pretend to beauty, though of course it made

         sense. Certainly Bettiann’s stage personality was not the same as that of the rather hesitant girl sitting beside her.

      


      

      It was a while before they got to McGann. Carolyn asked her if she was nervous, but Agnes said no, not particularly. She’d

         had a good voice teacher at St. Monica’s. They’d had a choir they were proud of and paid a good deal of attention to.

      


      

      “Catholic school?” Carolyn asked. “Me, too.”


      

      “Really? I’ve been in boarding schools since I was six. My family was killed when a truck hit their car, and the settlement

         was put in trust for my education and keep. I’ve spent my life in Catholic school. Too long, Mother Elias says. She’s the

         abbess at the Sisters of St. Clare near New Orleans, where I’m going to be a nun. I wanted to enter right away, but she wants

         me to get through college and take an M.B.A. first.”

      


      

      “An M.B.A.? For a nun?”


      

      “They want to start an oyster farm, to make money for the abbey school, but there’s no one in the order with business training—”


      

      “Agnes McGann?” called the woman in gray.


      

      Agnes had a voice better than Bettiann’s, with a good deal more range. She, too, sang competently, though almost without emotion.

         Carolyn identified the style as churchy: angelic voices conveying as little human emotion as possible.

      


      

      “Very nice,” said the woman in gray. By this time Carolyn had it figured out. “Very nice” meant you were in. “Thank you very

         much” meant you were out. Hmm, “thank you” meant “maybe.” When Agnes returned, the three of them went on sitting, curious

         about all the other putative singers.

      


      

      “Faye Whittier,” the woman called at last. The final one.


      

      Faye was colored—tall, graceful, with her hair cut very short. Agnes had never seen hair worn like that, just a cap of it,

         natural. She thought colored people straightened their hair. The maids at St. Monica’s had. The pianist tinkled through an

         introduction as Faye clasped her hands loosely in front of her, holding the music almost negligently. Either she knew this

         composition or she’d already memorized it.

      


      

      The voice came like velvet, smooth throughout its register, organlike on a low note, whispering on a high one, easy, fluid,

         capable of infinite shading and power.

      


      

      Carolyn decided she would skip trying out for chorus.


      

      “Oh, God,” whispered Bettiann. “If that’s what they want! I’ll never make it. I shouldn’t even have tried. …”


      

      Agnes shook her head, put her hand firmly atop Bettiann’s hand and said, “No. You and I are fine for the chorus, but that

         girl will get all the solos.”

      


      

      When Faye had finished, “Oh, my, yes,” said the woman in gray, conveying a fourth degree of judgment, one heretofore unexpressed.


      

      Agnes, who was on the aisle, had a little fight with herself as Faye came from the dais. On the one hand, she was colored,

         and Agnes had no experience with colored people except for the maids and cooks at school. On the other hand, she was colored,

         and there’d been the recent Supreme Court decision on equal education. One should err, if one did err, on the side of friendliness—especially

         a nun should, or a person intending to become one. Besides, Faye was elegant looking.

      


      

      Agnes offered her hand. “You have a beautiful voice,” she said. “I’m very envious.” Which was perfectly true, and she’d have

         to confess it, too.

      


      

      “Don’t be,” Faye said with a flashing grin. “So far all it’s done is get me in trouble.”


      

      Fifteen minutes later the four of them walked out together, down the sidewalk, turning at the same place toward the Same dormitory,

         found they were all living in Harrigan Hall (Harridan Hall, said Faye, laughing) and were even in the same wing.

      


      

      “Must be the new-girl wing,” said Agnes. “Who’s your roommate, Bettiann?”


      

      “I haven’t met her yet. Her name is Ophelia Weisman, and she’s from New York.”


      

      “And yours?” Agnes turned to Faye.


      

      “I thought they might put me with Jessamine Ortiz, because we already knew each other from school in San Francisco, but they didn’t.”

      


      

      They met Ophelia, Bettiann’s roommate, in the dorm lounge, a skinny gamine with dark tattered hair and enormous gray eyes

         behind huge glasses. Faye introduced them, first names only, to her friend Jessamine Ortiz, a slender Eurasian girl with a

         face so calm and shuttered it did not seem as lovely as it was. Jessamine was majoring in science and math, and so was Ophelia:

         Jessy had a landscaper father and a passion for biology; Ophy had a physician father and a passion for medicine. Both their

         fathers thought it was silly to waste college educations on girls.

      


      

      “Dr. Dad thinks I should go to nursing school,” Ophy announced, wrinkling her nose. “My mother was a nurse. She put Dad through

         med school, and then he divorced her and married a girl about my age. I do not like my father.”

      


      

      “Interesting,” said Faye. “I think that must be a white thing. With some black people, it’s the men who think they don’t need

         an education.” She turned to Jessamine. “All through high school we knew each other. You never said anything about your father’s

         not wanting you to come to college.”

      


      

      Jessamine flushed. “My father is a really nice man, but he has this sort of traditional picture of women’s place in the world.

         He says men are made to take care of women, that women are happier not knowing very much, because if they did, it might make

         them dissatisfied being wives and mothers.”

      


      

      Agnes silently agreed. Men should take care of women. They were stronger and larger and it was their proper role. And there

         was entirely too much fiddling about with women’s proper roles. Still, women doctors were needed. So much more … modest to

         be treated by a woman physician.

      


      

      Faye snorted, a sound that could have been outrage, or simple amusement.


      

      “So how’d you get here?”


      

      Jessy laughed, too, rather wryly. “My mother wasn’t educated, but she’s still dissatisfied being only wife and mother, so

         she started saving up for my education the day I was born. She had a father who felt the way my father does, and she always

         hated it. We never told my father. He thinks I won a scholarship.”

      


      

      “So who’s your roommate?” Faye asked.


      

      “She’s from New York. Her name is … let’s see, Crespin.”

      


      

      “I’m it,” said Carolyn, offering a hand.


      

      “And yours?” Faye asked Agnes.


      

      “I haven’t met her yet. I can’t pronounce her name. It’s spelled S-o-v-a-w-a-n-e-a a-T-e-s-u-a-w-a-n-e.”


      

      They puzzled over that for a moment, deciding it was probably Hawaiian. “Who’s rooming with you, Faye?” Jessamine asked.


      

      “They haven’t assigned anyone,” she replied, her eyes very watchful. “I been asking myself whether that’s because I’m black

         or because I’m majoring in art.”

      


      

      “I doubt it’s because you’re an artist,” Carolyn said matter-of-factly. “I suppose it could be because you’re black. Or it

         could be they just haven’t assigned anyone yet.”

      


      

      All of which made the subject of blackness all right to acknowledge,, along with advanced education for women, which joined

         other subjects of conversation when Agnes invited them all into her room. They were still there, chattering away, when someone

         came to the open door and stood shyly looking in as their heads came up, one by one.

      


      

      She was the most unusually beautiful creature they had ever seen, beautiful in a way they could neither dismiss nor envy,

         any more than they would dismiss or envy a glorious sunrise.

      


      

      “Is one of you Agnes?” the beauty asked in an enchanting voice, low and rich, with a slight, indefinable accent. “Agnes McGann?”


      

      Agnes raised her hand, gargled, could not get the words out.


      

      The new arrival smiled. “I’m your roommate. SOvawah-NAYah ah’TAYsoo-ahWAH nay,” she said. “Please, call me Sova.”


      

      Jessamine was invited to a fraternity party by a boy she’d met in biology class. He told her to bring her friends.


      

      “It’s a Halloween party, let’s all go,” Jessamine suggested to Aggie.


      

      “I don’t know,” said Agnes doubtfully. “We weren’t invited.”


      

      “They said bring friends. You’re my friends. Ophy talked Bettiann into coming.”


      

      “Doesn’t Bettiann like parties?”


      

      “She’s got this eating problem. She thinks she’s fat.”

      


      

      “Bettiann?” Agnes laughed.


      

      “Right, but don’t laugh. Ophy says it isn’t funny. It isn’t logical, either. It’s a psychological thingy that comes from trying

         to stay thin for all those contests her mother put her in. She feels guilty about eating. Sometimes she eats and then makes

         herself throw up. Or she starves herself. Anyhow, Ophy’s read up on it, and she’s made Bettiann into a project. Part of the

         therapy is to go places and act normal. Carolyn’s coming. And I’ve asked Faye. Come on, Aggie, Sophy.” They had tried calling

         her Sova, but it had inevitably become Sophy as all their names had transmogrified. The ABCs: Aggie-Betti-Cara. Plus Ophy-Sophy

         and Jessy-Faye.

      


      

      Oh, very well, Agnes grumbled to herself. She hated parties, she always ended up by herself in a corner. Still, the others

         were going, so come evening she went with them. It was the first time all seven of them had gone anywhere together, but there

         was such a mob at the party, they didn’t add appreciably to the crowd. There was beer. There was punch, which was made of

         brandy and several kinds of wine, had peaches in it, and didn’t taste as lethal as it was. By eleven most of the people present

         were either unconscious, very drunk, or well on their way.

      


      

      At which juncture two young men decided to escort Sophy home after the bash.


      

      “No, thank you,” she murmured soberly, though she’d had several cups of the lethal punch. “I will walk back with my friends.”


      

      But they wouldn’t take no for an answer. One thing led to another, and a fight broke out. Agnes, who was always abstemious,

         pulled Sophy away from the fray, went in search of the others, gathered them up—even Carolyn, who was inclined to stay and

         see what happened—and the seven of them departed while the two combatants were still rolling around amid spilled punch and

         broken crockery. They were well down the block before the police car pulled up in front of the frat house, and soon thereafter

         they were all in Agnes and Sophy’s room, drinking cocoa, eating popcorn, and laughing immoderately at nothing much.

      


      

      “You certainly made a hit,” said Faye to Sophy. “Cut quite a swath through the male population, you did.”


      

      “I don’t like it,” said Sophy. “It’s really very disturbing.” Her voice sounded more than merely disturbed; it quavered with outrage or shock. “I don’t understand men.”

      


      

      “Do any of us understand men?” Jessamine asked in a faraway, cold voice. “I never have.”


      

      Carolyn glanced curiously at Jessamine and said, “It’s not just men. Do any of us understand people? Including us? I don’t

         understand me!”

      


      

      That started them all off. Agnes, in a sober confessional mood, told them she had first decided to be a nun when Father Conley

         had told her she was fortunate to be plain and gawky because she would not therefore be an occasion of sin. Though calmly

         pale during the telling, she became flushed and agitated when the others told her she was not gawky, and this led to a discussion

         of female beauty, during which Bettiann told them about pretending to be beautiful, how it often worked just to pretend, and

         about judges who looked at little girls like so many pet puppies and tried to put their hands down her panties.

      


      

      Faye erupted in outrage, saying the judges must all be Humbert Humberts, like in Nabokov’s book Lolita, the one that had been banned, and Jessamine started to tell them something about herself but then broke off, very pale, and

         ran for the bathroom. Ophy told about her father’s not wanting to pay for her education even though he could afford it, and

         how er mom had to go to court to make him do it, and Carolyn picked up the true confessions, tipsily telling them about Albert.

         Somehow she got off onto Hal’s infectious grin and warm brown eyes. She couldn’t put him out of her mind, she said, which

         wouldn’t do, of course. Catholics did not get divorces or break up other people’s homes. Neither did Crespins. In any case,

         she, Carolyn, was already promised to Albert….

      


      

      “Who promised you?” Faye asked, jeering. “I don’t remember your saying you promised you.”


      

      Carolyn paused woozily, trying to remember who had promised her to Albert. “I don’t know,” she confessed with a pixilated

         giggle. “He’s just … he’s always been there. I don’t want Albert, but I guess I think I will want Albert, because everyone

         always tells me I’ll want Albert.”

      


      

      “You know what they’re doing to you, don’t you?” Faye asked, her voice slurred velvet, furry at the edges from the punch they’d

         all drunk. “They’re cutting and pasting you, Car-o-line. They’re taking everything that pleasures you and cutting it off. There’s a thing they do to girls in Africa, cutting off they little clits so they can’t ever get any pleasure

         there. It’s a mutilation. Maybe yours dohn hurt so much right now, but it’s the same thing. That’s what they’re doing to you.

         Mutilation.”

      


      

      The word was only a word, but it stayed with Carolyn like a mantra. She told herself later it was just that she was drunk,

         very un-Crespinly drunk, so drunk she hadn’t even been offended by Faye’s vulgar language, but it wasn’t only that. It was

         true. The aunts were trying to mutilate her, and so was Albert. It was a revelation. Damn the aunts. Damn Albert.

      


      

      The conversation went on to other things, and during all of it Sophy listened and listened, very much, Carolyn thought, like

         an anthropologist in a native encampment, her ears positively quivering.

      


      

      “Where were you brought up?” Carolyn asked her during a lull in the conversation.


      

      “Oh, here and there,” Sophy said, flushing a little. “Nowhere in particular.”


      

      “Country or city?”


      

      “Oh, country! Yes, very rural, my people. My upbringing was all very ordinary and dull, really. Farm life is very much the

         same from day to day. That’s why I’m so excited about being here, learning all your stories.”

      


      

      “Our stories?” Carolyn laughed. “We don’t even have stories.”


      

      “Oh, you do! You’ve been telling them tonight! I want to hear everything, all about you, all about women everywhere….”


      

      She gave a similar answer every time they asked about her. Sometimes she looked uncomfortable, sometimes she smiled, but she

         never said anything definite. Carolyn thought she was probably part European, part Native American, or even South American,

         basing that idea on the panpipes Sophy sometimes played—a very Andean instrument. Jessamine remarked that Sophy played the

         drum, too, which was Indian or maybe Asian. They asked Agnes, who, being Sophy’s roommate, should know, but Agnes only shrugged.

         “She won’t tell me. She meditates sometimes, usually early in the morning. She says she’s invoking a guardian spirit, but

         that’s all she’ll say.”

      


      

      In anyone else it would have been infuriating. In anyone else it would have led to suspicion, or ill feeling. In Sophy it

         was part of her charm. Her drumming and piping were mysterious, her meditative exercises unfathomable, but they were part

         of Sophy, whom they loved, even though they did not understand her. They particularly did not understand why Sophy was constantly

         so troubled over men.

      


      

      The defining incident happened in early November. Despite Faye’s marvelous voice, she wanted a career in art, not music, and

         even so early in her studies she visualized things as artworks. This defining incident was remembered as a painting—perhaps

         of the Dutch or Flemish school, dramatically sidelit: Interior with Figures. The interior was the room that she and Sophy shared, full of the golden light of an autumn afternoon, amber sun-fingers reaching

         toward dark corners and along dusky walls. The figures were themselves: Carolyn crouched on the window seat, the slanting

         light making a ruddy aureole of her hair, the dorm cat sprawled bonelessly across her lap. Faye herself, wild hair bushing

         upward, walnut skin, eyes glittering like a jungle creature, catching glimpses of herself in the mirror as she stalked back

         and forth. Ophy, heaped on a corner of the bed like a disjointed marionette, wide mouth pulled into a jester’s gape. And Agnes,

         sitting solemnly, straight-legged, against the door, staring at the trio before the mirror: Jessamine’s sleek olive-brown

         presence at one side, Bettiann’s tousled blondness at the other, and between them, staring into the mirror as into a crystal

         ball, Sophy.

      


      

      She was like a rising star, lovely as the morning. Where had she come by that lovesome body, that perfect face? Doe-eyed Sophy.

         Night-haired Sophy. Sweet-lipped Sophy. Close-mouthed Sophy.

      


      

      Sophy at that particular moment with swollen eyes, an angry mouth, and burning cheeks. “What do I say to discourage him?”

         she cried into the mirror at their reflected presences. “Think of something.”

      


      

      Ophy threw up her hands. “Sophy, he’s the best catch in the whole school! He’s good-looking. He’s rich! Have you seen that

         car of his? Besides, he didn’t try to rape you! All he asked you to do was go on a date with him!”

      


      

      Sophy’s head went down, her eyes spilling, while Agnes sprang to her roommate’s defense.


      

      “What he wants isn’t the point. Sophy doesn’t want to go on a date. That’s the point. She doesn’t want to be asked to go. That’s the point. She doesn’t want to be begged, harassed, chivied, or wooed. She wants to be let alone.”

      


      

      “Then she should have gone to a religious college,” opined Bettiann. “Or some girl’s school.”


      

      “My … my scholarship was to this place!” cried Sophy, tested past endurance. “I didn’t have a choice!”


      

      There was a metallic quality to her voice, rather like a hammer striking an anvil to make first a clang, then a lingering

         reverberation that faded slowly into silence, an inhuman hardness coupled with an all-too-human desperation, as though two

         people … two creatures spoke at once. Faye stopped pacing; Ophy stopped grinning; Carolyn’s stroking hand stilled. Even the

         lazy cat looked up, suddenly alert to a tension, a presence in the room that had not been there a moment ago. They all ceased

         breathing as they searched Sophy’s tear-streaked face staring at them from the mirror, surprised to see only her face when

         that Gorgon’s voice should have come from another, more terrible creature.

      


      

      In later years Carolyn occasionally wakened from a sound sleep or turned from a present task, thinking she had heard the clang

         of that voice, like the door of a distant vault being closed, shutting something in, or out, a ringing adamant, weighty as

         fate itself. Yet, so she told herself, the sound was not unnatural. It had force, like the roaring of cataracts or the spume

         of a geyser, and it was earthly, not alien. So she felt when they heard that voice for the first time, when Sophy cried woe

         into the mirror:

      


      

      “I don’t want men to ask me out. I don’t want them to think of me that way. I can feel their thoughts. It’s like being raped

         inside their heads, little pieces of me ripped off and taken into them, used up. I want them not to think of me, not to discuss

         me, not to make bets with each other, can they get me to go out with them, can they kiss me, can they take me to bed!”

      


      

      A silence came while the reverberations stilled. Then Bettiann said:


      

      “It’s only words and thoughts, Sophy. Words can’t hurt you.”


      

      “Words can’t hurt?” Sophy cried. “Why do you believe they can’t? Words have hurt all of us! It’s your mother’s words that

         make you throw up your dinner almost every night, Bettiann. Words made you believe you’re unattractive, Aggie! Words may make

         you marry a man you don’t love, Carolyn! Words are as powerful as weapons, as useful as tools. They can injure like a flung stone, cut like a knife, batter like a

         club. They can open heaven or they can ruin and destroy!”

      


      

      “Shh, now,” Carolyn cried in sudden inexplicable terror, afraid to let silence settle upon that outcry, afraid to let it go

         on to another word, phrase, sentence. That voice, that particular voice of Sophy’s, had to be stilled, quieted, put at rest,

         or it could destroy them. “You don’t need to fight with us, Sophy. We’re with you. Just explain what you mean.”

      


      

      Sophy wiped the tears angrily, using the back of her hand. “I … look at the lives of those who are greatly desired. I see

         pretty girls who burn hot, with sunny faces, their bodies like flame. They sing. They dance. They appear on the covers of

         magazines. I ask myself if it is merely coincidence that so many of them have such great troubles, so many the so young. It

         is as if they are eaten up alive, their souls nibbled away by all those who have fantasized about them, leered at them, used

         words and thoughts on them. In my people’s stories maidens lean against the dragon’s great scaled side under the shelter of

         a wing and learn secrets. In your stories maidens are chained to a stake for the dragon to burn or devour! The maiden may

         be mythical and the dragon invisible, but there is still truth in that. I don’t want your dragons devouring me.”

      


      

      Agnes, lost, ventured, “Like … when someone takes a picture of a primitive person? They’re stealing the soul?”


      

      “Like that, perhaps,” said Sophy, shaking her head in confusion. “If you cannot feel it as I do, then pretend for my sake

         that it’s real. Pretend it’s possible. I don’t want them using me that way.”

      


      

      Carolyn nodded. “Then you want to be invisible.”


      

      “Exactly,” Sophy whispered. “Oh, if I could be invisible.”


      

      Carolyn rose to her feet, hands on hips, jaw jutted. “Then we’ll help you become so.”


      

      It took the others a few moments to catch up with her.


      

      “She doesn’t have to be beautiful,” Carolyn said scornfully in the face of their doubt. “No law says she has to be beautiful.”


      

      And she gathered the five of them up into her hands like a deck of cards and dealt them out again: You go here, you go there,

         fetch this, fetch that, supervising Sophy’s makeover without a moment’s hesitation. Clothing first, baggy skirts and too-large

         tops, shapeless and of indeterminate colors, borrowed from Carolyn herself; a little liquid makeup on the lips and brows, fading them into the face; a little -more on the lashes,

         making her eyes look bald. Faye saw to that. Hair pulled straight back into a knot, Bettiann’s contribution. A touch of olive

         base, Jessamine’s, to take the bloom from those cheeks. Ophy provided the glasses, frames only at first.

      


      

      It was Agnes who suggested the book. “You need a heavy book,” she said. “You can carry it up against your chest and walk sort

         of bent over. You’ll look like a brain, armed with the shield and buckler of the female intelligentsia.”

      


      

      “I’ve got a thick book,” said Jessamine. “I found it in the bottom of the cupboard in my room, with about fifty years’ worth

         of dust on it. I’ll get it.”

      


      

      She returned moments later bearing Edward Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, volume one. An old leather-bound library book, checked out years before by a feckless student, never returned. Sophy rose,

         took it into her arms, stooped slightly over it, and shuffled across the room. They all burst into laughter, even Sophy, though

         hers was a sound of honest joy floating on the sea of derision. What the rest of them took as a joke Sophy accepted as a reprieve.

      


      

      In time her new self became familiar to them. With them, after a shower, her robe belted loosely around her, she was lovely

         as the dawn, but in public Sophy wore borrowed clothing, was camouflaged like a hermit crab, no longer the object of male

         fascination and desire.

      


      

      It was a shared secret, one that made them more than merely friends. They became a club: the Decline and Fall Club. They swore

         an oath to one another. Even after they left school, they would stay close to one another. They would meet every year, and

         each of them would find a place to stand where she could be woman as woman was meant to be, and thereafter she would never

         decline or fall from that place.

      




      

      1
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      SPRING: THE YEAR 2000


      

      IN THE BARN WHERE CAROLYN Crespin Shepherd knelt, the muted grays of hay and sheep blended indistinguishably in shadow. Outside, the field and woods

         glistened in a day’s-dessert of sunset, a sky like a split melon that oozed bright juice over every greening twig and unfolding

         leaf. Out there was a fete, a carnival, puddles from the departing thunderstorm throwing sun around like confetti, but here

         were more serious matters, a murmuring woolliness beneath the cob-webbed beams, the tidal smells of birthing.

      


      

      Light and shadow. Brilliance and dark. Chiaroscuro.


      

      The word popped out of nothing, a printed word, not an oral one, not one Carolyn could remember using. Still, there it was,

         stored away in her mental attic along with all the other pack-rat bits and pieces of mind-furniture: old affections, old fears,

         old games. Hide-and-seek in the summer dusk, shrubberies making monster-shadows amid polygons of lamplight from windows, clarity

         and mystery, reality and possibility, Ready or not, here I cornel Well, now that the word had been dragged out, use could be made of it.

      


      

      “Chiaroscuro,” she said to the watchful young ewe who stood pressed against the rough boards of the pen. “A good name for

         a black-and-white lamb, Mama. First lamb of the new century and first lamb for you. We’ll call her Chiaro, for short.”

      


      

      The ewe’s amber eyes remained fixed, the oblong pupils glaring. She raised one forefoot and stamped, thrusting her body as

         far from Carolyn as the pen would permit. Pressed between her mother and the timbers, the lamb protested weakly. The ewe only

         pressed the harder as it stamped again.

      


      

      Carolyn drew a deep breath, caught suddenly between laughter and tears. The ewe was threatening her, warning her away. Sixty

         pounds or so of fangless, hornless sheep, incapable of any real defense, and still she stamped, still she protected, still

         those yellow eyes glared a primordial defiance. Behind her the lamb complained once more, a fretful baa while the mother stamped:

         Live or die, this lamb is mine!

      


      

      It was so uncomplicated for sheep! “All right, Mama,” Carolyn murmured. “That’s all right. I’ll look at your baby tomorrow.”


      

      The lamb had been licked dry, it had nursed, it had crouched to pee as female sheep and goats did and as rams and bucks did

         not. So much sufficed to tell Carolyn that all parts were female and functioning. No need to take this one up to the nursery

         box in the kitchen; no need for bottle feeding. Except for the shawl of white around the bony little shoulders, it was inky

         black. Chiaroscuro. A fancy name for a wee ewe-sheep.

      


      

      Clutching at the top rail of the pen, Carolyn rose, pulling herself slowly upright, waiting for bones and muscles to accept

         the change of position. Not as easy to get up as it had once been, not as easy to get down. Things changed. Bodies changed.

         People changed. Thank God for sheep, who seemed always the same. Hal had taught her to love the timelessness of them, and

         lately she had lost the count of years in the slow movement of sheep grazing; in the incurious but watchful gaze of yellow

         eyes; in this annual ritual of birth, she and Hal making a fuss over the first lamb while the ewes stared and munched, muttering

         among themselves, “Lambs. Lambs. Me, too.” They’d all have babies by the end of April, mostly twins: lambs to skip and race

         the pasture boundaries, black and gray, brown and white, playing lamb games. One could discover centuries in lamb games, so

         Hal said. One could discover aeons in the foolhardy and joyous, in life abundant and wasteful, running for the sake of life

         itself, no matter what fanged demons lurked beyond the fences.

      


      

      There would be foolhardy life itself until there was no more grass, no more room for games. A year ago there had been scant room. This year there was none. All these lambs would have to go—to someone else, or to the slaughterer. There

         was no more pasture here.

      


      

      She left the pen laggingly, conscious of pain in her right arm where she’d bruised it over the weekend shifting hay. At their

         ages neither she nor Hal should be shifting hay! Hal kept urging her to hire someone to live on the place, but she couldn’t

         bring herself to do it. When Carlos’s family had got too big for the little house and moved away, the resultant tranquillity

         had been wonderful. She had heard birds she’d never heard before, seen little animals she hadn’t known lived there. Having

         anyone else around night and day seemed an intrusion on the quiet she treasured. Carlos came five days a week. That was enough.

      


      

      She shut the gate firmly, double-checking the latch, assuring the protection of wood and wire between the vulnerable ewes

         and the wild dogs that roamed the river bottom, onetime partners in the primordial covenant, betrayed and abandoned to their

         own history, now become creatures contemptuous of man and all his works.

      


      

      Hal had been brought up on a farm; he believed in the covenants. The wild covenant that destroys no habitat and hunts only

         to live, as the wolf or the puma hunts. The fanner covenant among mankind and those he houses and feeds. Out of millennial

         history, each owed to each, though the animals kept their accounts better than man did. Milk and meat and wool on the animal

         side, food and care and a life kinder than that of the wild on man’s side. In return for a place by the fire and the leavings

         of the table, stalking cats owed surveillance of the granary, and horn-throated hounds paid their way with keen ears and keener

         noses, assuring that no traveler, of whatever intent, should approach unheralded.

      


      

      As now, from up the hill, a sudden ruckus of dogs!


      

      She could distinguish Fancy’s yap, Fandango’s bay, Hector’s deep roar; an annunciation, fervid but without rancor; a canine

         alarm signifying someone they knew. Thank heaven it was friend or relation, for she was sick to death of the strangers who’d

         been haunting the doorstep lately: millenarians, trumpeters of Armageddon, Bible-thumpers by the pairs and half dozens, all

         determined to share their message.

      


      

      Presumably tonight’s visitor knew enough about the place either to wait for her or to come looking. She moved toward the barn

         door, stopping momentarily to fill her pocket with rolled grain. When she went out, a dark shape materialized against the fence across the lane. She fished in the grain pocket,

         held the rolled oats between the wires, felt them snuffled up by soft lips that went on nibbling after the oats were gone.

         Hermes. A wether. Orphaned at birth, hand reared, kept as a pet, both for his lovely fleece and for his peoplish habits.

      


      

      She leaned over the fence and scratched his head between the horns, murmuring in her secret voice, sheep sheep—sheep sheep,

         peering across the shadowy form at the crouched blots near the watering tank. The rams: one pitchy black; one not so pitchy,

         the dark-coppery moorit; one light, the white one; and two intermediate shades that daylight would reveal as gray and a dark-faced

         tan. Five. All.

      


      

      A voice from the top of the hill: “Mom? Are you down there?”


      

      “Coming,” she called, brushing her hands together and turning her back on the sheep. …


      

      … the sheep, which became amorphous, like a cloud, like a rising pillar of mist, fading, tenuous, expiring on the air with

         a whisper of sound, like an echo of a door closing in some far-off place. Carolyn, unseeing, stopped suddenly, rubbing her

         brow fretfully, as though at some elusive but shocking thought, then shook her head and trudged up the hill toward her daughter.

      


      

      Stace came toward her, huge glasses making an owl face in the last of the dusk, threw her arms around Carolyn, and squeezed.

         Carolyn carefully extricated herself, getting the sore arm out of reach.

      


      

      “Lord, Mother, you look like a witch. Or a Norn, or something.”


      

      “I just washed my hair,” Carolyn confessed, running a hand down the flowing gray tresses. “I didn’t want to braid it while

         it was wet.”

      


      

      “And you were drying it in the barn?”


      

      “There’s a lamb. …” Her voice trailed off as she turned, peering back down the hill. Something. One of those elusive ideas

         that disappears before one can grasp it. A minnow thought, glinting, then gone.

      


      

      “Now your hair smells like sheep,” Stace said firmly, bringing Carolyn’s attention back to the moment.


      

      “It doesn’t, really. It’s my jeans.” She looked ruefully at the sodden knees. “Let’s go in. I’ll change.”


      

      They went through the side door into the mudroom, where Carolyn shuffled off her sandals before leading the way past the kitchen

         and pantry into the small one-time maid’s room she’d been using for a bedroom since Hal had attempted to scale the woodpile

         and broken his leg in the process. During the lengthy, complicated healing process he had slept restlessly, getting up and

         down several times in the night, tiptoeing ponderously, tripping over his feet or the crutches because he didn’t want to waken

         her with the lights. She’d moved herself into the little room so he could get up and down all he liked without worrying about

         waking her. He had been sleeping better as a result, the healing was progressing, and she was looking forward to their reunion.

         The temporary room was merely utilitarian, though the bookshelves held a few of her favorite photographs: Stace as a baby,

         toddler, child, adolescent; Hal and his boys, her stepsons, at various times in their lives; her friends in the Decline and

         Fall Club, when they were young and when they weren’t so young.

      


      

      “Where’s Dad?” Stace asked, seating herself in the wicker rocker.


      

      Carolyn answered from the bathroom door. “Your uncle Tim picked him up and took him down to Albuquerque. He’ll spend a night

         with his brother and have X rays in the morning. He’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.”

      


      

      “How’s his leg doing?”


      

      “For a man of his age, as well as can be expected. Actually, he is better. He’s almost quit being grouchy.”


      

      “Dad? I didn’t know he was ever grouchy.”


      

      Carolyn went into the bathroom and shut the door. Hal’s grouchiness was unusual. Carolyn could remember his being so only

         twice in almost forty years. The first time had been her senior year in college, Christmas of sixty-two, when he’d called

         her, told her he had to tell her something important, and she’d agreed to meet him for supper.

      


      

      The first thing he told her was that his wife had died. She still squirmed with discomfort when she remembered how hard it

         had been not to seem pleased at that news. She’d bitten her tongue in the effort. “I’m sorry,” she’d said at last, evoking

         a sympathetic image of Hal’s wife, making herself mean it. She was sorry. She had liked Hal’s wife. Envied, but liked.

      


      

      It was he who had smiled, rather ruefully. “I loved her dearly, Carolyn. She wasn’t sick, she wasn’t weak, she had an aneurysm no one knew about, it burst and she died. Just like that. And I got angry and yelled, and grieved, and did all the

         things people do, and when I got over it and started thinking about female company again, I remembered you….”

      


      

      “How did you know where to find me?”


      

      “Well, I asked Albert.”


      

      And that was when he’d become definitely grouchy, when he’d taken her hand firmly in his own, leaned across the table, and

         told her what vicious, unforgivable thing Albert had done. Yes, Hal had been grouchy, but no more so than Carolyn.

      


      

      “Is he a total fool?” she had half screamed, making other diners look up and stare.


      

      “Yes,” Hal had said softly, making a shushing gesture. “And I’m so glad you decided not to marry Albert.”


      

      He could have been no gladder than she! She stripped off the dirty jeans and draped them across the laundry hamper, washed

         off the worst of the barn dirt, and wrapped herself in a soft, shabby old robe before returning to the bedroom to sit before

         the mirror. The robe was brown hopsacking, and her hair streamed across it in a gray mane, affirming Stace’s opinion. She

         did look like a witch.

      


      

      She reached for her comb. “What brought you out this way?”


      

      Stace answered with an untypical silence, a diffident glance at her own reflection, as though to see whether her face was

         clean. Stace had inherited Hal’s good looks and was always handsome so far as Carolyn was concerned, even when she was nose

         wriggling, lip twisting, eye slitting, as she was now. Stace flushed at Carolyn’s scrutiny and turned away, running her fingers

         through her short bright hair, making it stand untidily on end.

      


      

      “What?” Carolyn demanded, suddenly apprehensive.


      

      Stace shuddered, drew in a breath, was suddenly awash with tears.


      

      “Honey! Stace, love, what is it?”


      

      “I think maybe Luce … maybe he’s got somebody else, Mom.”


      

      “No! Not Luciano! I don’t believe it!”


      

      It wasn’t believable. If ever a man was set upon fidelity, it was Luciano Gabaldon—whether fidelity to his science, to his

         family, or to Stace. He was an honorable man, and if ever a man was in love with anyone, it was Luce with Stace. “I don’t

         believe it,” Carolyn repeated.

      


      

      “Mom, he’s gotten so funny! We used to … used to work up a storm every so often, and he hasn’t even made a move in weeks!

         Net weeks! And he won’t talk about it. I hint about it, he just changes the subject. Honest to God, some days I just want

         to give up.”

      


      

      Carolyn couldn’t stop her smile or the chuckle that came with it. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Stace, even though all the romance

         novels would like you to believe that men exist in a state of constant tumescence, you know that’s not true. Maybe he’s having

         a setback with his project at Los Alamos. Men are just as distractible as females are, and God knows we’re distractible.”

      


      

      Stace sniffled, mopping at her face with the back of one hand. “Luce talks about the new containment project constantly. He

         goes around whistling. It’s all he can think about! He’s predicting unlimited energy from fusion within ten years!”

      


      

      Carolyn remarked dryly, “That’s what they said about fission! I hope he’ll be satisfied with less, and in my humble opinion

         you’ve just answered your own question. He’s preoccupied. Think of him as an artist, obsessed by a vision. He won’t let up

         until he makes it real. Sex will just have to take a backseat! It does, sometimes. Don’t worry about it.”

      


      

      Stace’s eyes overflowed. “Do I want to be married to some lab rat who forgets I’m even around?”


      

      She fled to the bathroom, drowning her sniffles in running water and muttered imprecations.


      

      Frowning, Carolyn took up her comb, separated her hair into plaits, and began braiding, disturbed by this evidence of unusual

         irritation. Ordinarily Stace had Hal’s sunny disposition. And Luce wasn’t the kind of man to risk a relationship lightly.

         It had to be his work obsessing him. Lifework was like that; it did obsess. Hal’s work with the Bureau had, until he’d retired;

         then country life had taken its place. Carolyn’s love affair with the law had. Until suddenly it hadn’t anymore.

      


      

      Lips tight, she set the memory aside. After a time Stace returned, shiny-faced.


      

      “I didn’t come out here to talk about Luce and me,” she said angrily as she plumped herself into the chair once more. “I didn’t

         come to ask advice about my personal life. I don’t want advice about it. I don’t even want to think about it. What I really

         came for was to ask a favor.”

      


      

      “What do you need?”


      

      “Actually, it’s not for me.”

      


      

      “Who’s it for?”


      

      “Lolly Ashaler.”


      

      Carolyn frowned. The name was teasingly familiar. She’d heard it somewhere. Television. Morning news?


      

      “The baby,” Stace prodded. “In the Dumpster.”


      

      Oh, right. Now she remembered. “You mean the mother of the baby in the Dumpster.”


      

      “In a manner of speaking. You know my boss?”


      

      “Dr. Belmont.” The psychologist with whom Stace was serving her internship.


      

      “Right. She does expert-witness stuff, profiles of criminal types, omniscience in action, all that kind of thing for the district

         attorney’s office. …”

      


      

      Carolyn felt a momentary gulp of the spirit, an enormous hesitation, as though for one split instant the world had stopped.

         She made herself say the name: “For Jake Jagger?”

      


      

      “Right. El Taco Grande, himself. Rumor has it he’s going to get into politics, maybe run for governor.”


      

      Darkness. A red glow. Carolyn had shut her eyes not to see. Would shut her ears not to hear, if she could. What was that sign

         Mediterranean people made, to avert the evil eye? That’s what she needed. A way of recoiling, so as not to think about Jagger!

         Jagger, who had married Carolyn’s friend, Helen. Jagger, who would end up killing Helen, as he may well have killed her sister

         Greta.

      


      

      She took a deep, calming breath.


      

      Stace was looking across the room, not noticing. “Anyhow, Jagger’s office sent Dr. Belmont out to the prison to check out

         Lolly Ashaler, and she took me along as witness and to run the tape recorder.”

      


      

      Carolyn forced Jagger’s wolf-grin image out of her mind and tried to concentrate on Lolly Ashaler. “I see.”


      

      Rather surprisingly, she did remember seeing: about a month ago on the evening news. It had been Channel umph. The one that

         touted its ability to be on the scene, and always was, ready at airtime with some talking head blurting breathless irrelevancies

         before a usually unidentifiable locale, indisputably there, wherever “there” was. The beginning of the Lolly Ashaler story

         had differed from the usual. Less persona, more cinema verité: movement, sound, an adequacy of chill light. A March afternoon

         left over from winter. Cops with their collars up, breaths steaming. A paved area backed by graffiti-smeared walls, the camera moving past a stained mattress and the decomposed corpse of a recliner, then on to a Dumpster

         gaping like an ogre’s maw to spew a paper-wrapped bloody mess and the head of a dead newborn. The head was the only phony-looking

         thing in the picture: waxen and doll like.

      


      

      Uncharacteristically, the reporter had stayed out of it and let the pitiable speak for itself, but the TV station hadn’t stayed

         on the journalistic high ground. All the reporters had plunged at once into avid melodrama, baying on the trail, issuing updates

         with glittering eyes in hushed and horrified tones as the police searched for the mother. The Mother. Then the mother who

         had abandoned. Then the mother who had killed. The father wasn’t mentioned, an omission that Carolyn had noted at the time.

         All in all, a distasteful mess.

      


      

      Carolyn frowned as she started another braid. “As I recall, the girl’s so-called friends or neighbors ratted on her. Which

         put an end to the hoo-raw for the nonce. The circus sort of died down.”

      


      

      “Actually, it was back in the news last night.”


      

      “I must have missed it.”


      

      “You didn’t miss much. That noxious blond reporter, Bonnie something, the one with the eyes? She put a panel together, what

         she called a cross section of the local public.”

      


      

      Carolyn made a face. “Did they talk about sending a message?”


      

      “Oh, very definitely. They want to send a strong message.”


      

      “The media are into messages lately. Were they for public stoning? Or should she just wear a scarlet letter M?”


      

      “They were talking about that woman a few years back. The one who drowned her kids. Poor Lolly.”


      

      “What is it you want me to do for poor Lolly?”


      

      “Defend her,” said Stace, looking at her feet.


      

      Carolyn’s face went blank. She felt it sag and close, like an old door with a loose top hinge. “The court will appoint an

         attorney for her, Stace.”

      


      

      “Her court-appointed attorney came up to us outside the jail to talk to Belmont, very buddy-buddy and insider-like. He thinks

         they ought to tank her tomorrow and set her clock for the year 3000. For God’s sake, Mother, he was wearing an Army of God

         button.”

      


      

      Carolyn’s lips pursed, and she clenched her teeth. A part of the American Alliance, the Army of God was a national religio-political coalition, nominally Christian, which had brought

         under its wing most of the factions who considered themselves traditional. Certainly an Army of God stalwart would be the

         worst possible defender for Lolly Ashaler. In the eyes of the Army, the girl was damned for half a dozen reasons already]

      


      

      Carolyn muttered, “The girl, Lolly … she can ask for someone else.”


      

      Stace gestured angrily with her brush. “I know that. You know that. She’s just turned fifteen, for God’s sake. She’s so dumb

         she doesn’t know what’s happening, much less what her rights are.”

      


      

      “I’m retired, Stace. Three years now.” Since spending time with Hal had become more important than anything else. Or, as she

         occasionally accused herself, since daily confrontations with evil had become too much to bear. Which was it? Perhaps both.

      


      

      “You’re still a member of the bar. You’re still licensed to practice.”


      

      “You must have a reason for asking me.” She wound the finished braid into a coronet, tucking the ends between the coils.


      

      “I don’t want to prejudice you with my reasons. Just talk to her, all right? I told her … I told her you would.”


      

      Carolyn wanted to say no. Not. Not go up against cock-o’-the-walk Jagger, with his prancy feet and his rooster stance and

         his dead eyes. Jagger, who was married to her friend, Helen, and how was Helen managing to survive? Or was she? God help her.

         Carolyn ground her teeth audibly.

      


      

      “Mom?”


      

      “Stace, if Jagger is prosecuting, I’d be the worst person to defend her. I lost the Wilson case to Jagger. I blame myself

         for what happened to Greta Wilson.” She blamed herself for believing in decency, for being blind to how far some people were

         willing to go to win. She blamed herself for leading Greta Wilson like a lamb to the slaughter.

      


      

      “Her sister Helen didn’t blame you, Mom. Her folks didn’t blame you.”


      

      No, Helen hadn’t blamed her. But, then, Helen had been married to Jagger long enough to know what he was like. If only she

         had told her sister Greta, or if she’d told Carolyn!

      


      

      Reading the line of her mother’s tightened jaw, Stace fell silent, and Carolyn turned back to her mirror, retrieving a handful of tortoiseshell hairpins in trembling fingers and anchoring

         her hair, one pin for each slow, calculated breath.

      


      

      “Great-grandma’s hairpins,” said Stace, changing the subject, letting the matter cool. “When did you start using those?”


      

      Carolyn paused, one hairpin halfway in. When had she? “I guess it was when I looked in the mirror and saw my grandmother’s

         face.” The non-Crespin grandma. The fondly remembered grandma.

      


      

      “Well, still, Mom—tortoiseshell?” Her tone was a reproof.


      

      Carolyn shook her head. “The turtle responsible for these pins is a long time dead. My not using the pins won’t bring turtles

         back.”

      


      

      Stace replied doubtfully, “I suppose that’s true. Like ivory piano keys. It doesn’t bring back elephants to junk all pianos.”

         She stood up, thrusting her hands into the shallow pockets of her jacket, thereby dislodging several envelopes that spilled

         to the floor as she scrambled to recover them. “I forgot. I stopped at your mailbox for your mail.”

      


      

      Carolyn frowned, holding out her hand. “Mail? On Sunday?”


      

      “Mom, it’s Monday.”


      

      “Is it?” Of course it was, if Stace said so. Lord, she was getting senile. What was it Faye used to call it? Halfheimer’s

         Disease, or CRS—Can’t Remember Shit. She was forgetting all kinds of things. People’s names. Places she’d been.

      


      

      “There’s a letter from Louisiana, from Sister Agnes.”


      

      “Her RSVP, probably,” murmured Carolyn, sorting out the envelopes and ripping the smallest one open with her nail file. The

         brief note bore no pious superscription and the fewest possible words.

      


      

      Dear Carolyn, it seems ages since I’ve seen you all!. Tell Ophy I am bringing oysters for all of us, especially for her, and

            for you. Love, Aggie, Enclosed with the invitation was a printed leaflet extolling the virtues of the contaminant-free and succulent oysters, ranch

         grown at the Abbey of St. Clare. Carolyn was a pig when it came to oysters. Ophy loved them, but there hadn’t been any edible

         on the East Coast for several years and might not be ever again.

      


      

      Stace asked curiously, “So Aggie is coming this year? She missed last year, didn’t she?”


      

      “She did. The abbess, Reverend Mother Elias, had died at age ninety something, and until a new one was elected, none of the

         sisters could get permission to do anything or go anywhere.”

      


      

      Stace leaned across her mother’s shoulder to look at the framed photograph on the dressing table: the DFC, camping it up in

         costume, outside the kitchen door. “How long ago was this?”

      


      

      “Your dad took that picture when I hosted the 1994 meeting. Six years ago.”


      

      “Why are you all dressed up like that?”


      

      Carolyn laughed. “We’d just remodeled the kitchen, and Sophy insisted we should have a dedication. She said the kitchen was

         as close as people in our culture ever got to the sacred hearth, so we ought to dedicate it as holy ground.”

      


      

      Stace, still peering at the photo, said, “That explains the drums, rattles, and panpipes, I guess. Why feathers?”


      

      Carolyn cocked her head, remembering Sophy’s explanation. “Symbolic, I think. Birds build nests. Humans build homes.”


      

      “What did you do?”


      

      “Actually, it was rather fun. We did some chanting in what Sophy said was her native tongue. We did some drumming, Sophy burned

         incense and sprinkled the room with attar of this and essence of that, and we planted some herbs in a special container on

         the kitchen windowsill. Sophy brought the soil and the pot and the seeds, all blessed, she said. I never asked by whom.”

      


      

      “Is that the little herb garden? The pretty green trough with the wavy glaze?”


      

      “Rosemary, parsley, and thyme, in an emerald pot, yes. I don’t know why they’ve outlived every other houseplant I’ve ever

         had, but they have. Maybe they really were blessed. Anyhow, we ended the ceremony with a festive meal, and we all drank champagne.”

      


      

      “Why haven’t I ever met the rest of them?” Stace asked plaintively. “I only know Aunt Bettiann.”


      

      “Times we met here, I think you were always off at camp or school or something.”


      

      “So tell me about the others.”


      

      Carolyn ran her fingers across the costumed images, then set a fingertip on the oval-faced, olive-skinned image at the left,

         tassels of red flicker feathers dangling over her ears. “This is Jessamine Iolantha Ortiz-Oneil. Her mother is Japanese, her father is Hispanic, she’s a scientist married to a politician,

         a professional Irishman: all charm and no damn good. Patrick. They used to live in San Francisco. They moved to Utah in ninety-eight,

         when Bio-Tech went there; and she’s still up to her neck in genetic research.”

      


      

      “This is the sculptor?” Stace asked, pointing to a sleek, dark-skinned woman with cornrowed and beaded hair decked with a

         long upright wing feather. “The one you say could have been an opera singer.”

      


      

      “Yes, that’s Faye Whittier. She has a studio in the mountains outside Denver. She isn’t doing her hair like that now. Last

         time I saw her, a few weeks ago, she was back to the way I first knew her, with a very short natural cut. She can wear it

         like that, she has a gorgeous head.”

      


      

      “Is she married?”


      

      “Never. I guess you’d call Faye an evangelical lesbian. In my untutored opinion she’s a very great artist. She’s recently

         been commissioned to do a huge fountain for a new trade center in Europe, and she wants me to model for her. Don’t laugh.

         She has in mind some kind of heavy-bottomed earth-mother figure, no doubt.”

      


      

      “I wouldn’t laugh. I think you’re very sculptural.”


      

      “Not a quality I would ever have claimed for myself! I’m worried about Faye. She didn’t look well last time I saw her.”


      

      “And the skinny one beating the tom-tom? She looks like a lemur.”


      

      “She does, a little. It’s the huge eyes behind the big glasses. Ophelia Weisman Gheist, M.D. We always called her Ophy. She

         married Simon Gheist, the journalist. They wanted children but were never able to have any. It’s a pity, she’d be a great

         mom. She’s still in New York City, trying to save lives in that battle zone she calls a hospital.”

      


      

      “And this gorgeous one with the panpipes is Sophy.” The pictured face was serene beneath her finger, the dark hair smooth

         as silk. “Indian, wasn’t she?”

      


      

      Carolyn took the photograph into her hand, letting her eyes slide quickly across Sophy’s face, managing to say, “I think /Native

         American’ would be the correct term, though even that would be a guess.” She stroked the picture with a forefinger. “It’s

         so hard to believe she’s gone.”

      


      

      Stace stared at the pictured face. “She looks like an invention. No real person looks like that.”


      

      Carolyn snorted, amusement turning into agreement as she considered it. That great flow of silky dark hair, those huge, all-seeing

         dark eyes, that elegant bone structure, the utterly perfect skin with the roseate fires burning beneath it. She looked no

         older than thirty, but they’d all been in their fifties when this picture had been taken. Sophy might have been almost anything:

         a fairy-tale princess, a femme fatale, a demon succubus—she had the looks for it. Their friend, whatever she looked like.

      


      

      “She was beautiful, but what I remember most is her absolutely hypnotic speaking voice. She used to tell us stories. We’d

         sit there, enthralled, loving her voice, no matter what she said.”

      


      

      “What kind of stories?”


      

      “Some were … like folktales, from her people. There was one about girls going to the dragon for wisdom, how they went in groups

         and the dragon would always threaten to eat one as the price for enlightening the others because only when one is at risk

         is one truly awakened. And there were stories about women and the moon and the tides. And there was one about how sex got

         started. And then, later, when she began to travel, she’d bring stories to us about the women she’d met. Her stories weren’t

         mere accounts; she was a spellbinder. Like it or not, one felt involved. Often we didn’t like it because she dug up some really

         painful stuff. …”

      


      

      Stace grimaced. “Like what?”


      

      “She was interested in women’s lives, how they lived, all around the world. So one story was about mothers forcing their little

         girls to undergo genital mutilation in Africa, and one was about mothers in India who fed unhulled rice to their girl babies

         so they’d choke to death, because the parents couldn’t feed them.”

      


      

      “Real entertainment,” said Stace, sounding sick.


      

      Carolyn thought about that. “I don’t think entertainment is what she was after. I picked up the notion she came from a matriarchal

         culture—some Native American peoples are—that wanted to understand the rest of the world, and she was looking for the key

         or the code word or whatever. She was always asking us to explain things to her.”

      


      

      “How did you explain all that?”


      

      Carolyn frowned at her image in the mirror. “We couldn’t explain it, so Sophy found her own explanation. Sophy said the tradition

         of women as property is still deeply ingrained and that many women assume they’ll be used in some way without their consent. Since she roomed with Aggie, she’d picked up a lot

         of religious vocabulary, and she called it the Hail Mary Assumption.”

      


      

      Stace laughed shortly. ‘I’ll bet Aggie loved that. You told me about making her over, into a frump. She doesn’t look like

         a frump here.”

      


      

      “No,” Carolyn said. “When she was with us, she didn’t bother. We didn’t threaten her; she didn’t need to camouflage herself

         with us.”

      


      

      Stace continued the roll call. “And that’s Aggie. She’s the only one not wearing feathers.”


      

      “Aggie isn’t liberated, Stace. She likes to think she is, sometimes, but she pretty much adheres to the party line. She felt

         it inappropriate to take part in our ‘pagan’ ceremony. She and Hal merely provided what she called ‘respectful observation.’”

      


      

      Aggie’s strong-boned face stared at her, framed by the white of the short veil and collar, two. lines making a worry track

         between her eyebrows. Agnes had always had worries. Carolyn smoothed the wrinkles with a forefinger. “When you meet her, remember

         it’s Reverend Mother Agnes. She was elected abbess last year.”

      


      

      “And that’s you, and Aunt Bettiann.” “Aunt” was a courtesy title, one Bettiann had suggested when Stace was tiny. “Aunt Bettiann

         is gorgeous, too. I’m surprised she didn’t become an actress or something.”

      


      

      Carolyn shook her head at the thought. “Bettiann actually thought of being a singer, but Ophy convinced her it wasn’t a good

         idea. She told Bettiann she needed a career that didn’t make her conscious of her appearance every moment.”

      


      

      “Why? She’s lovely.”


      

      “I know, but we could never convince Bettiann of that. She was anorexic and bulimic. Ophy got quite exercised about it, because

         if anything, Bettiann was underweight. Ophy told her to find a job where her personal appearance was not an issue, where she

         didn’t even have to look in the mirror, one where her abilities could be appreciated. Bettiann followed orders. She became

         a buyer for Neiman Marcus before she ended up married to William; then she talked him into funding a sizable foundation for

         her to run. She manages it very capably and does a lot of good.”

      


      

      “Did the anorexia stop?”


      

      Carolyn frowned, unsure what to say. “I’m not really sure. She still gets a bit obsessive about food sometimes, but she’s

         not haggard, the way she sometimes was when we were in our twenties.”

      


      

      Stace was still staring at the photo. “All the time I was in school, even grad school, I only met one or two people I thought

         I’d want to be around practically forever. But here you are, all seven … six of you, and your club’s lasted how long? Close

         to forty years!” She curled deeply into the rocking chair, head against the pillowed back. “Was it like men, bonded by their

         war stories? Did you lead feminist protests? Did you march in freedom-of-choice rallies?”

      


      

      Carolyn was genuinely amused. “You’re too early by a decade, Stace! Racial discrimination was the issue in the sixties. Surprisingly—or

         maybe not, come to think of it—it was Faye who was focused on sexual discrimination. She tried to join the civil-rights movement,

         and she told us all she was allowed to do for black equality was make coffee, lick envelopes, and lick prick.”

      


      

      “Mom!”


      

      Carolyn threw up her hands. “I’m quoting Faye, who enjoys what she calls lively vulgarity. The rest of us accepted sexual

         discrimination as the status quo we’d grown up with, the role our mothers had filled. I’d never heard phrases like ‘sexual

         harassment’ or ‘date-rape,’ for instance. In my day women stayed out of dangerous areas—including workplaces—and away from

         dangerous men. The idea that we had a right to go where we wanted without being attacked would have seemed nonsense to us.

         The idea of equal pay for equal work was futuristic, as was the abortion issue.” She hid a shifty grin. “A single woman couldn’t

         even get birth control at Planned Parenthood unless she already had at least one out-of-wedlock child or had a letter from

         a minister saying she was to be married within a week of the appointment.”

      


      

      Stace gave her a weighing glance. “Really? How did you find that out?”


      

      “How do you think!”


      

      “I can’t believe it! You and Daddy?”


      

      “Don’t pretend you’re shocked.”


      

      “Didn’t you read books? Didn’t you see the injustice?”


      

      “Well, most of us probably read The Feminine Mystique, but that was later. Our consciences weren’t really raised.”

      


      

      “So if you all weren’t feminists, what held you together?”


      

      “Probably my cousin Albert.” She laughed shortly, this time without amusement.

      


      

      “You never told me about any cousin Albert!”


      

      “Albert Crespin. My intended. Or, I should say, he was what my family intended for me. He’s a lawyer with the FBI. During

         Christmas vacation, 1959, my first year in college, he came over to the house. I was sitting on the sunporch, putting some

         snapshots into an album, pictures of us, the DFC. Albert leaned over my shoulder to see what I was doing. He made a sort of

         disapproving noise; then he put his finger on Faye’s picture, on Jessamine’s and Sophy’s. Tap, tap, tap, very annoyed little

         taps. He cleared his throat—Albert was always clearing his throat—and said in his pontifical voice that I should be careful

         about the friends I made in college, that hooking up with the ‘lesser races’ was a mistake because that’s where subversion

         bred.”

      


      

      “Mom! You’re joking!”


      

      “Not even slightly. I should have ignored him. Instead I blew my stack, told him off, told him my friends were black and yellow

         and red, homo and hetero, pagan, agnostic, and Christian, and then I added, totally gratuitously, that we were already dedicated

         to the decline and fall of society, as it was, so I was a subversive already, thank you very much.”

      


      

      “He must have loved that.”


      

      “He was extremely annoyed. I wouldn’t apologize and I wouldn’t recant. My aunts even got the family priest into the act, which

         just intensified my fury with the world in general. That was the end of my betrothal to Albert. I even gave him his damned

         bracelet back.” She nodded slowly, remembering. “Things got pretty frosty at home. Mother eventually forgave me, but my aunts

         never did.”

      


      

      “So how did that unify the club?”


      

      “Albert had no sense of humor, so he did his duty as he saw it and started an FBI file on the DFC! Of course, J. Edgar himself

         was antiblack, antiminority, and antiwoman, so Albert was just being one of the boys.”

      


      

      “How did you find out about it?”


      

      “Your dad told me. After his first wife died, he asked Albert where I was, and Albert told him to stay away from me because

         I was a subversive! Hal tried to convince Albert he should destroy the file, but I’m pretty sure Albert wouldn’t have done

         that. Wounded pride, if nothing else.”

      


      

      “My mother, the traitor.”


      

      “Yeah. Ain’t I special!” She put the photograph back where it had been. “Feminist or not, it gave the seven of us something

         specific to be angry about, so we had to stick together, us against the world. We never really had an agenda except our fondness

         for each other. What we called holding our ground. Being together.”

      


      

      And they had been together until 1998. And they still were. All of them but Sophy, the sun toward which they had turned.


      

      Carolyn put her comb away in a drawer, dusted the top of the dresser with a fold of her robe, frozen for a moment by her own

         image in the mirror. Where had this stout old lady come from? There, for a moment, she’d been twenty again.

      


      

      “And you all resolved neither to Decline nor Fall,” Stace prompted the story toward its close. “Do you still do show-and-tell

         at your meetings?”

      


      

      “We still do, bragging on ourselves.”


      

      “Well, this year when you’re doing show-and-tell, show them all the news accounts and tell them you’re defending Lolly Ashaler.”


      

      Carolyn felt a chill, a premonitory horror that she resolutely denied. “You’re really serious about this. I don’t want to

         fail you, dear, but—”

      


      

      “You’re blaming yourself for something that wasn’t your fault,” Stace said firmly. “It wasn’t. Dad says so, too.”


      

      She heaved a deep breath, giving up. “I won’t promise to defend the girl, but I’ll do what I can. I’ll talk to her, I’ll even

         make sure she gets a proper defender, but I won’t take it on personally if it interferes with the meeting.”

      


      

      Stace nodded, opened her mouth to speak, but Carolyn beat her to it.


      

      “I mean it. I won’t do it if it interferes. Since Aggie missed the last meeting, I particularly want to see her.”


      

      She needed someone to turn to. Someone besides Hal to discuss this recent problem with. Hal was too close; it was like talking

         to herself. She needed someone else, someone level and sane who would look her in the eye and tell her she was imagining things.

         Someone, perhaps, with a pipeline to the Almighty. The fact that she would even think such a thing was the measure of Carolyn’s

         distress. She had shut off that particular pipeline to the Almighty a lifetime ago.

      


      

      Stace came over and gave her a hug, kissing her on the cheek, squeezing the sore arm again as she stared at her mother in the mirror, her own face pleading. “You’ll see what I mean when you see her. You were talking about mutilation.

         Life has chopped on her a good bit. Just talk to her, Mom. Please.”

      


      

      Then she was gone, out and away, with the dogs bugling her departure as they had her arrival, leaving Carolyn with the picture

         before her, staring into the faces of her friends. Between the DFC and Hal, she hadn’t been Crespinized. She hadn’t declined

         and fallen—not too badly. She’d had, was having, a good life.

      


      

      Despite her fear, maybe she owed something to someone who had declined and fallen through no fault of her own, if Stace’s

         judgment was correct.

      


      

      Hector whined urgently outside the kitchen door. Carolyn went to let him in, Fancy and Fandango at his heels. They followed

         her back to the bedroom, flopped themselves down onto and around the bedside rug while she went into the bathroom to pick

         up the clothing she’d left piled about. Jeans, shirt, underwear, and jacket into the wash. She’d put grain in the jacket pocket,

         which shouldn’t go into the wash. She put a tissue on the vanity counter and turned out the pocket atop it. One or two oat

         flakes, half-caught in the seam. But she’d had a pocketful.

      


      

      No. She’d fed Hermes.


      

      Everything went away, like the light in the TV set when the power failed, dwindling to a dot, everything narrowing into a

         cone of awareness that ended in a buzzing nothing. She came to herself, head pressed between her hands on the chill tile of

         the countertop. She couldn’t have fed Hermes because Hermes was dead. Gentle Hermes had been killed by dogs. Last month.

      


      

      It must have been one of the rams she’d fed.


      

      But the rams didn’t come to the fence. Besides, all five of them had been there, by the watering trough. So who or what had

         put its soft lips to her palm?

      


      

      She found herself crying, helplessly, stupidly. What a foolish thing to be making a fuss over! Silly! No harm done! She’d

         made a mistake, that’s all. When she talked with Aggie, that’s what Aggie would tell her, she’d simply made a mistake.

      


      

      Though it wasn’t a mistake. She knew it wasn’t a mistake. The soft lips had been there, on her palm. The presence had been

         there, as it often was. The unquiet, the undying friend. The distant sound of panpipes that wakened her, the shadow that stood beside her bed at night in preternatural silence; the strange silhouette seen against a predawn window; the listener

         who often walked beside her in the pasture. The sound, as of an opening door, and then the sense of the someone coming through.

         The voice she heard when she was half-asleep. Carolyn, listen] Carolyn …

      


      

      “Sophy,” she whispered into her cupped hands. “Sophy, what do you Want? Why are you doing this to me?”




      

      2


      [image: image]


      

      NORTHEAST OF SANTA FE, UP the near side of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, roads wind toward isolated dwellings set above the city, one here, one there,

         heavy adobe piled into sculptured buttresses and curving walls, rosy surfaces shadow-barred by beamed pergolas, sunny patios

         reaching under shaded portals and thence into the quiet cool of thick-walled, high-ceilinged rooms. Though the houses ape

         an ancient architecture that did without windows, here whole walls of glass flaunt an uninterrupted vista across the city,

         the canyons, the desert, south almost to Albuquerque. On that far horizon the Sandia Mountains stand behind their outliers

         in receding gradations of gray or blue or violet, paper cutouts against the lighter sky, vanishing into night when the lights

         of the city come on. Then the stars look down and the air is sweet with pinon smoke as centuries-old nut-bearing trees are

         burned for the momentary pleasure of those who, unlike the native peoples, never think of the food the trees produce.

      


      

      One such place was the home of Jacob Jagger, district attorney and, like so many others in Santa Fe, not a native. Now almost

         fifty, he had been in New Mexico for a dozen years, scarcely time enough to rub off big-city attitudes, even had he wanted

         them mellowed and buffed, which he did not. Tonight he stood at the sliding glass panel of his living room, staring southward, though careless of the view, waiting impassively but impatiently, as he had waited for a number of years.

      


      

      He heard a sound, the tiniest rustle, and turned to see his wife, Helen, standing in the doorway across the room from him,

         a pallid shadow in the dusk.

      


      

      “What?” he said in a dead, toneless voice that had no hint of either pleasure or impatience.


      

      “I wanted to be sure you have everything you want,” she murmured.


      

      “If I don’t, I’ll ask for it.”


      

      “I thought … maybe I’d just go on to bed.”


      

      “I think not. I might need something.” He stepped into the room and stared toward her. She was only a dim column in the doorway,

         a pallid, unlit candle. “What are you wearing, Helen?”

      


      

      “I’m presentable,” she said with a hint of rebellion.


      

      His voice hardened. “I didn’t ask whether you’re presentable, I asked what you’re wearing.”


      

      She touched the light switch beside her. In the sudden glow she materialized, neatly dressed in southwestern skirt, silk blouse,

         fancy vest. She was, had been, a pretty woman. She also was, had been, of an independent nature. Even now she was wearing

         boots, which he disliked. Boots were masculine. Boots were impudent. He preferred that women look like what they were.

      


      

      “Change the boots,” he said. “Put on heels. Don’t undress.”


      

      He did not watch to see if she obeyed. She had no real alternative. Putting her out of mind, he turned back to the porch and

         leaned outward, peering down at Hyde Park Road, which hugged the foot of the hill as it curved away to the west. An occasional

         car slipped along like a bead on a thread, only headlights betraying its presence. Nearer the town, Gonzales Road crossed

         Hyde Park, north and south. The car he was waiting for might come from that direction or from any direction, even from the

         north, down from the ski area. Though Jagger believed he had a close and secret relationship with Mr. Webster, his expected

         visitor, he had no idea where Mr. Webister lived or stayed or came from, any more than he was sure that his visitor would

         be Mr. Webster himself rather than some minion bearing Mr. Webster’s instructions. A voice on the phone had said simply, “Mr.

         Webster would like you to be available tonight at eight, at your home.” To which there was only one acceptable answer. No matter what plans he might have had, Jagger would have canceled them without a murmur.

         Anything for Mr. Webster’s convenience.

      


      

      Tonight it was evidently convenient for Mr. Webster to be late.


      

      Jake was more than willing to wait. Late or not, this meeting might prove the culmination of the dream Jake had held since

         he’d been a child huddled in his tiny cold closet of a room, the door locked from the outside, shut away from the music and

         laughter out there, shut away from more mysterious sounds as well. Ma was different when she got with one of her friends.

         She changed. When she was alone with Jake, she didn’t talk at all, but when she got with one of her friends, she never shut

         up. Jake often pressed his ear to the door, to hear what she was saying, but he could extract no sense from what she said,

         not from her words or the words of whatever man was with her.

      


      

      At night he was locked in, because Ma’s friends didn’t want to be bothered with little Jake—Jake the mistake, Jakey the Rat.


      

      Sometimes in the mornings one of Ma’s friends would be sitting at the kitchen table eating eggs and bacon and sometimes pancakes.

         The friend got orange juice or melon or bananas. Jake got cold cereal. Once he had thought he could get away with a banana.

      


      

      “Watch it, kid,” said the friend. “You’re messin’ up my paper.”


      

      “Yeah, Jake, watch it,” Ma laughed. “You be careful, now, Ratty.”


      

      He’d thought Jake the Rat was his name until he started to school and Ma told him his name would be Jake Jagger.


      

      “Was that my dad’s name?” he had asked her. “Jagger?”


      

      Her lips twisted. The smoke from her cigarette made a curtain before her narrowed eyes. “What makes you think you had a dad,

         Ratty? You had a hit-an’-run, a pay and poke it, that’s what you had.” She laughed her bubble laugh, as if she were all full

         of something sticky, with slow bubbles rising up. Jake saw a TV show about Yellowstone once, and the mud pools reminded him

         of Ma’s laughing: round, sticky bubbles slowly swelling and popping, each one a ha, a ha. “You better be careful, you better

         watch it.”

      


      

      Late at night, from behind his locked door, hearing the rhythmic rattle of her bedsprings, he would remind himself to watch it, to be careful to stay away from her friends, careful to stay away from her as much as he could. When he came home

         from being out on the street, when he opened the door just a crack, he could tell whether she was there or not by the smell.

         She had a wet, sticky smell that was more ominous than the musty, smoky funk of rooms she had merely occupied. It was a swampy

         smell. The bathroom smelled like her. The wastepaper basket in the bathroom sometimes smelled intimately of her, mysterious

         and hateful.

      


      

      Jake had made himself a window in his tiny closet, using an old beer opener to scrape the mortar from between the bricks,

         removing the bricks, two layers of them, to create an irregular notched opening looking out on the alley. Once he had his

         window, he cut a piece of cardboard to seal it up and hid it behind a poster he cleverly mounted with tape. After that it

         was easier to be locked in. Even when he was only seven or eight, he kept the tiny space spotless and smelling only of Lysol

         and lemon oil that he swiped from the building janitor. His sheets, which he took down to the laundry room every Saturday

         morning, reeked of bleach. He stole the money for the laundry machines. At night, shutting out the sounds from his mother’s

         room, he would he on his back, his hands at his sides, the sheets drawn into a precise line beneath his chin, the air from

         outdoors sweeping over him and comforting him with its chill. The smell from outside was of exhaust fumes and hamburgers and

         garbage cans, but to Jake it was an otherness smell, a clean smell.

      


      

      He could not always avoid her. When she was drunk, she became sly, hiding behind doors to catch him, grab him, set him on

         her lap. Then, the cigarette hanging from the corner of her lips, the smoke around her head like a cloud, she would ask him

         questions about his life, how was he doing at school, what did he think of her new friend. He learned to answer these questions

         as briefly as possible, to avoid the wrath that would inevitably come later if she went on drinking. She always started joking

         and ended up in a fury, and he learned to be far away when she reached the last stages.

      


      

      Another window to the outside opened on the first day of school, when an eager young teacher told the class they could find

         out anything in the world if they paid attention and learned to read, To Jake it came as a revelation, the missing piece of

         the puzzle of his life! Here was the secret of existence he had known must be somewhere! All the mysteries of his existence would come clear, all the things he wondered about, if he would only learn to read. He did learn, quickly, passionately,

         with the ardor many boys reserve for sports. He read the backs of cereal boxes and the small print on packages. He read abandoned

         newspapers at the bus stop. And then, in a book checked out from the school library, he read the story of Johnny Appleseed.

         When he came to the last word, he turned back the pages and read it again. Casting aside as irrelevant all that stuff about

         apples, Jake knew immediately what the story meant. It was not actually about apples or trees at all, but about him. This

         man, this rather man, went through the world dropping his seed wherever he went, making babies, raising a crop of sons. Like

         Jake. Or maybe including Jake.

      


      

      When the teacher had a moment, Jake went to her desk, politely begging her attention.


      

      “Yes, Jake?” She smiled encouragingly. Jake was a good student, an almost perfect student, but he treated her as though she

         were some kind of machine. Though he was never rude, he was never in the least friendly.

      


      

      “In the Johnny Appleseed story. Did he … I mean, he could have put the seeds just anywhere, couldn’t he?” Jake asked. “It

         didn’t matter where he planted them. Just wherever he was, right?”

      


      

      “That’s right, Jake. He planted them as he was traveling, wherever he was, and the strongest trees lived, of course, to produce

         fruit that produced other trees. We call that natural selection.” The teacher was young and eager.

      


      

      Jake nodded, one short, definite nod, and returned to his seat. The story explained everything. His mother was just there

         at the time, convenient. She wasn’t important. The father man, the mysterious wanderer, the stranger in disguise, had simply

         used her as a kind of flowerpot. The father man was the important one. Women, a lot of women, most women, maybe all women,

         were just conveniences.

      


      

      He went on applying his reading skill to the daily paper, and to the newsmagazines he stole on Saturdays from the corner newsstand,

         and the books he continued to check out from the school library, returning them scrupulously on time so he could check out

         others. He read about cowboys and Indians and great hunters and adventurers, all men, and when he came across a female character,

         his eyes skimmed across that section, denying to his mind that any such person could exist in any context save that of convenience.

         He also read compulsively the stories of the rich, the famous, the powerful. He made a list of their names, a double column in a blank-paged little

         book that he swiped from a gift shop and carried with him always, and he read the list aloud to himself sometimes, like a

         litany or invocation. When someone on the list died or lost favor or proved capable of notorious error, he did not merely

         cross out the name but copied the shortened list anew on the following page. This list contained the names of Jake’s candidates

         for his father.
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