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MRS. LINCOLN’S CHINA

So I stayed in the crowd across the street from the east gates to the White House. My son Cyril, he’d said to me, “Mama, I know how bad you want a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s to drink your coffee from, but stay back from those gates. If you’re pressed up next to them, you’re liable to get crushed before they give way. You don’t have to be the first one in the White House to get a cup. You just come along when you can.”

I figured there was some truth to his words. Three years before, my daughter Lydia Ann, who was just sixteen years old at the time, went early to some rock concert because the seating was open and she wanted to sit up close. She liked the drummer, and if you sit up close and take binoculars you can see everything there is to see about a man sitting onstage in front of you, down to the kind of socks he’s wearing, but a crowd formed up behind her and started shoving forward and my Lydia Ann thought she was going to suffocate in the press of people before security opened the gates, and even then six people got trampled to death when everybody rushed forward, so I looked at the crowd outside the White House gates and thought to myself, Georgia May, you want a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s because you love her husband and a cup of theirs would make you remember all the good he did, but there’s no sense in risking your life, even for a cup President Lincoln might have drank coffee out of, so I took my Cyril’s advice and hung back.

Besides, I figured I had the advantage over most folks in that crowd: Most of them had come just to take whatever they could get because they’d gone without for so long, and to maybe in the process scare the folks in power into running this country like it was meant to be a place where people could live a decent life. But me, I was going in with a plan. I knew just what I wanted to take from the White House. I’d toured the White House two years before and seen the China Room, and I’d looked and looked at Mrs. Lincoln’s china and thought how she and the president I loved had eaten off those dishes, and when I started to see how things were going to go in this city and what was likely to take place with or without my blessing, I made up my mind to be in the crowd that would sweep into the White House and pick it clean, but I’d go there looking for one thing: a cup from Mrs. Lincoln’s china — oh that, and maybe the saucer to go with it and a plate or two if I could get them, which explains the two sacks I’d brought along to carry the dishes in and the old dish towels I’d brought to wrap them in to keep them from chipping, but I would have truly settled for just one coffee cup.

It was a hot late-August day, and about noon the crowd quieted down. It was hard to keep up the yelling and screaming when you were so hot you could hardly stand it and sweat was making wet tracks down the front and back of your blouse and all you could think of was how you wanted a cold drink of some kind, maybe a Coke with lots of ice.

Some people tried to keep up the screaming and meant to rouse the rest of us to it, but it wasn’t working. Only a few people yelled along with them, and I certainly didn’t, not then. I started to wonder if we’d get in the White House at all or if we’d give up in that heat and go home, then try again in the evening or later at night, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to rush the White House at night, because I didn’t want to rush it in the dark. Storming a place like the White House seemed scary enough without adding darkness on top of it, when suddenly the marines guarding the gates just walked away and disappeared inside the East Wing. Everybody in the crowd was trying to see what was happening, standing on tiptoes and looking, and suddenly it made sense to me: they were giving up. They were opening the place up to us without bloodshed. We were going to get in the White House after all, and in the broad daylight. The president and everybody inside were probably gone already, out tunnels in the basement, whisked off to Camp David or who cares where.

The gates were locked, so people started climbing over the gates and the fence and walking a little warily up to the White House, almost like they were going to buy tickets and take a tour. Two nice young girls gave me a hand up to the top of the fence, and we all three jumped down together onto the grass on the other side and made our way up the lawn toward the doors of the East Wing lobby. The doors were swung wide when I got to them and shoved my way inside, but some folks were already trying to shove their way outside, their arms full of figurines and paintings and the like, no dishes yet. I saw a lot of people just standing around looking at the rooms and the things in them and at each other, amazed that we were inside like this and that nobody was trying to stop us.

For a minute, it seemed as if the spirit of the place settled over us: here we were in the mansion where the great and powerful presidents of this land had lived, some of them good people, and it didn’t seem right, somehow, to just tear into the place and start taking things or breaking them right away. But somebody outside threw a rock and busted out one of the front windows, and somebody inside started yanking down the drapes, and I knew the craziness was starting. I made a beeline for the China Room.

And who should I find standing in the doorway but my own son Cyril.

“What kept you, Mama?” he asked.

I was about to explain the fence I’d climbed, which I didn’t find as easy a thing to do as I used to, when he grinned at me and held up a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s white china with a gold edge around the top and a purple border below and the eagle that represented this country. The cup looked so regal, yet fragile, in Cyril’s hand, while the breaking and the shouting grew and grew all around us. Cyril put the cup in my hands. It felt cool and clean. It wasn’t dusty at all. Someone had taken good care of this cup.

“I want a saucer, too,” I said, while I wrapped the cup in a dish towel and put it in my sack. “Wasn’t there one with it?”

Cyril stepped back so I could walk past him into the room, which was empty of people. Cyril’s friends, Randy Lewis and Vincent Henry, were standing in the other doorway, and they grinned at me — they were holding back all the people to give me first chance at what I wanted.

“We can’t hold back these people long, Mama,” Cyril said. “You’ve got to hurry.”

So hurry I did. I went straight to the Lincoln china on display in its china cabinet. I knew right where it was. All the china was displayed in order of the presidents, starting at the right of the fireplace with pieces from the Washingtons’ personal china and stretching around the room to a place setting from the present president’s set. In the spot for the Lincolns’ china was a display of just eleven pieces from Mrs. Lincoln’s first set, including the saucer that went with my cup. Most of the 175 pieces of Lincoln china left were kept up in the president’s private quarters or down in a basement storage area which I wouldn’t have time to find. I opened the cabinet door, took out the saucer, wrapped it quick, and put it in my sack.

That’s when the lights went out. It being the middle of the day, plenty of light still came in from the windows, but the riot was clearly getting worse. I started wrapping and packing as quick as I could: a dinner plate, an ice cream plate, a teacup and saucer. I’d pretty well finished wrapping the Lincoln display — water mug, three fruit baskets, custard cup and everything — when the shooting started, away off by the East Wing lobby. Cyril ran up and took my arm. “You’ve got to go, Mama,” he said.

People had rushed into the China Room once Cyril left the doorway, and they started smashing the dishes in the cabinets and tearing at the paintings on the walls and breaking out the windows. I grabbed up a few more dishes and shoved them in my sack. I decided to chance the chipping, since I didn’t have time to wrap them. It wasn’t safe to stay here any longer. Cyril took my other sack and ran around the room shoving dishes into it, I didn’t know then from what services, and he came back and pulled me toward the door. I kicked the cabinet door shut behind me on the off chance of saving what we left behind.

The crowd was going wild, breaking and tearing at anything they could. “Stop it!” I wanted to shout. “These are good dishes — take them home and use them.” But nobody would have listened — nobody could have heard me in that noise. Some fat man tried to kick my sack of china, but I swung it out of the way, and Cyril punched the man’s face.

“Come on, Mama!” Cyril shouted.

“I’m coming!” I shouted back.

But I couldn’t help it. On the way out of the China Room I picked up an unbroken bowl thrown down on the rug and two wine goblets from I didn’t know which services and stuffed them in my sack. Cyril helped me out of the White House through a back door and across the lawn to the fence, which surprised me. I thought he’d spend all his time in the White House having the fun he’d come to have with his friends. But he helped me over the fence, then handed me my sack of Lincoln china and his sack of odds and ends. I ran off down the street toward my apartment, and he ran off back toward the White House. I didn’t see Cyril again for three days.

I lugged my china home and got it up the dark stairs to my door. The lights were out in the stairwell. I still managed to get my key out of my pocket in the front of my skirt and open the door by feel without having to set down the china and chance chipping it anymore. I carried the sacks into the bedroom and carefully set them down on the bed. Then I opened the drapes to let in the sunlight and looked out the window.

There were fires everywhere in the city, and smoke rising up from one point of the horizon to the other, not to mention the shooting and the deeper sound of what must have been cannons over by Annapolis. Seeing and hearing all that made me sick at heart. I started to wonder, what if they come to burn the building I live in? I thought maybe I shouldn’t unpack the china in my sacks. If I had to run, I could pick up those sacks and run with them.

So I spent the evening getting ready to run. I locked the doors to keep people out till I was ready to go. Then I tried to call Lydia Ann, but the phones were dead. So I wrapped the Lincoln china I hadn’t had time to wrap, this time in my good dishtowels, and when I ran out of those in my good pillowcases, which I’d want to take if I had to abandon everything else. I didn’t bother with Cyril’s sack of odds-and-ends china because I didn’t even know what was in there and I wasn’t sure I had time. Once I’d squared away the Lincoln china and packed up some food and an extra change of clothes and took out the money I’d hid behind the fridge and stuffed it into the box of Shredded Wheat cereal I planned to take, I sat by the window in the bedroom and watched and listened to the riot and worried about Lydia Ann and Cyril.

When night came, the city was lit up by fire. The shooting never stopped till three in the morning, when it stopped all of a sudden for about twenty minutes, all over the city. I stood by the window then, looking out and wondering if the craziness was over so soon, but of course it wasn’t. It started up again. I sat by my bedroom window all the rest of that night and into the morning, watching.

By noon, since I hadn’t had to run yet, I figured I might not have to. So I pulled all the drapes and dragged chairs in front of the door to block it and took a nap on the couch. I didn’t want to move the china unless I had to, considering the pieces I hadn’t wrapped in the second sack and the chipping I’d cause, so I left it all on the bed.

When I woke up, it was dark. I tried the lights, but the power was still off. I felt my way into the black kitchen and pulled matches out of a drawer and lit a candle. I tried the phone to call Lydia Ann again and Cyril, but the phone was still dead. I tried to cook some supper, but the water was off, so I just made sandwiches out of the cheese and tomatoes in the fridge before they spoiled and drank some of the water I had left in a pitcher. Then I carried my candle into the bedroom so I could take a look at the china in Cyril’s sack of odds and ends and wrap it.

I reached in and pulled out a plate with a blue border and gold stems of wheat painted in that border. The American eagle was pictured in the white middle of the plate. I didn’t know which president and his wife had had such a plate. I reached in and pulled out a dessert plate that had a pretty white flower in the middle. The back of the plate said “Syringa,” and below that “Idaho.” I figured the syringa must have been Idaho’s state flower, but I didn’t know which president’s wife had ordered this plate either. I pulled out the two crystal wine goblets that were the last things I’d taken. They were simple in design, but lovely.

I took the candle and went after the Margaret Brown Klapthor book Official White House China: 1789 to the Present which I’d bought after the White House tour I’d taken two years before and carried the book into the bedroom. I put the candle on the nightstand and knelt by the bed and started leafing through the book looking for pictures of china that matched the china and goblets I had on my bed.

The plate with gold wheat and the blue border turned out to be President Harrison’s. Mrs. Caroline Harrison had painted the wheat herself, the guidebook said, back in the days when women did that sort of thing. I picked up the plate and looked at it again. The wheat was beautifully painted, and I realized that Caroline Harrison had been a real artist. Her work looked professionally done to me.

The plate with the flower in the middle was the Johnsons’. The guidebook said Lady Bird had ordered a service of china that pictured wildflowers, not the state flowers, of all fifty states and D.C. People used to go on tours hoping to see the wildflower from their state on display in a place setting from Lady Bird’s china. I pulled two more plates from that service out of Cyril’s sack. They pictured the California poppy and the Oregon grape, which meant I’d ended up with plates of the western states. I wished Cyril had picked out the plate with D.C.’s flower on it. I didn’t even know D.C. had an official flower, let alone a wildflower. Maybe they’d used the dandelion or some other weed that grew up between cracks in sidewalks.

I started looking to see if I could match a picture to the wine goblets, when there was a burst of gunfire just up the street from my building. I blew out the candle and didn’t move in the sudden darkness. I heard shouting and more firing, then running in the alleyway below my window. I was glad I’d pulled the drapes so no one could have seen my light before it was gone altogether. I knelt there next to my bed and smelled the smoke from the candle and listened to the shouting and the shots and thought of my Cyril and Lydia Ann, wondering what was happening to them. When things had quieted down outside, I reached out and touched the smooth china of one of the Johnsons’ dessert plates: the people who’d ordered these plates were the people who’d dreamed of a great society. It hadn’t lasted long. It hadn’t even been many years before the ugly billboards Mrs. Johnson had had torn down all over the country were put back up and you couldn’t walk down a street or take a bus ride anywhere without having gaudy billboards scream at you to buy this or that bit of nonsense. It was all tacky and cheap. Tacky and cheap was what too many people tried to make all of our lives and the world around us. But Mrs. Johnson had tried to fight that trend, and she and her husband had dreamed dreams, and worked as if they could make a difference in the world, and ordered china with delicate wildflowers on them. It had been a time when grace and beauty stood a chance.

Over the next two days, I cataloged the china I’d taken: of the Lincoln china, 1 dinner plate, 1 custard cup, 1 fish platter, 1 regular platter, 1 water jug, 1 ice cream plate, 3 fruit baskets, a teacup and saucer, and a coffee cup and saucer; of the Johnson china, 1 plate, 3 dessert plates; of the Harrison china, 1 plate, one coffee cup and saucer; and in addition, 2 Kennedy wine goblets and 1 Hayes soup bowl with a crab painted on it. I wrapped everything in my best pillowcases and dishtowels and kept them in sacks at the foot of my bed, ready for me to pick up and run with if I had to. I also wrapped two green Depression-glass plates of my mother’s and put them in the sacks. I’d want them, too, if I had to leave everything else.

Three days after we’d stormed the White House, Cyril came knocking on my door. I recognized his voice, of course, so I dared drag away the chairs and unlock the door, and there stood Cyril with sacks of food in his arms.

“I thought you might be needing a few things, Mama,” he said.

I hugged him and cried a little, and asked him if he’d seen or heard from Lydia Ann, which he hadn’t. I’d already decided I had to go and find her and help her if she needed it, but I decided to tell Cyril about that decision a little later. I asked him to tell me where he’d gotten the food, but he wouldn’t say much about that. I made him stay while I cooked supper for us both. The gas was still on, and I’d dipped out all the clean water from the toilet reservoir, so I had water to boil with and drink. Cyril had brought me potatoes and a canned ham and all kinds of other canned things, soups and green peas, and even a jar of instant Taster’s Choice coffee. I put the ham in the oven to heat through and set the potatoes to boil and decided to set the table with the Lincoln china.

I brought out my nicest white tablecloth and spread it over the table. The tablecloth had been my mama’s, and it was way too big for any table I’d ever had, but I thought it was the tablecloth I should use with the Lincoln china. It hung down low, nearly to the floor, but it looked fine even so. I set the lit candle in the middle of the table. Then I unwrapped the Lincoln dinner plate for me and the fish platter for Cyril and set them out. They looked so pretty on my table, the dark purple of the border set off by my white tablecloth. The candlelight glistened off the china. I could imagine the president and Mrs. Lincoln hosting a state dinner, maybe for the ambassador from Japan who would have come dressed in a kimono for men or whatever it was men wore in Japan back then, and all of them eating in just the kind of light Cyril and I were going to eat in. I unwrapped and polished the coffee cup and the teacup and their saucers and set them out for the coffee. My shoddy old flatware looked sad beside all the presidential finery, but it would have to do.

Cyril stacked the furniture back in front of the door, then just sat at the table while I cooked, he was so tired. He told me he’d gone to talk to Randy Lewis, who had a shortwave radio and batteries to run it on, and that Randy had heard there was fighting and rioting all over the country. None of the networks were on, so we couldn’t have gotten any news even if we’d had power to run a TV or radio.

The potatoes finished cooking, and I whipped them by hand with butter that hadn’t quite spoiled yet and canned Sego milk, which works in potatoes when you don’t have anything else. The whipping took a while, but Cyril and I both like our potatoes whipped, so I stuck with the whipping till it was done. I opened the canned peas and boiled them, then set water to boil for the coffee. When the ham was heated, I sliced it and made a gravy and we sat down to eat.

The food looked so good, and it smelled so good, and in the candlelight it seemed the shooting and the screams were far-off, somehow, though of course they really weren’t. It struck me as a rare blessing that a mother and her son could sit down to a decent supper in times like these, and I was grateful to Cyril for his thoughtfulness to me.

I dished myself some potatoes and handed Cyril the bowl. “I’m going to walk over to Lydia Ann’s apartment tomorrow when it’s light and try to find her,” I said.

Cyril looked up at me and took the potatoes.

“I’ll go look for her after supper,” he said. “Don’t you go out yet, not even in the day. It will be safer for me to go in the dark.”

I covered my potatoes with gravy and handed Cyril the gravy bowl. “If you go tonight to look for your sister, I’m going with you. I can’t stand this not knowing about Lydia Ann.”

He took the gravy and shook his head.

“Don’t tell me no,” I said, serving myself a slice of ham. “I’m her mama, and I have to know if she’s all right. If you say the darkness is safer, I’ll go tonight in the dark, and I’ll go alone if I have to.”

He took the ham and didn’t say anything. I’d told him about my decision to search for Lydia Ann in the same tone of voice I always used with my children to tell them the discussion was over and that trying to convince me to change my mind was a waste of time. He still recognized that tone of mine. We dished up some green peas and started eating.

“Is the water ready for the coffee?” Cyril asked.

I’d left it boiling on the stove. Cyril got up to get it and the jar of coffee, but the shoelace hooks in his boots caught the tablecloth and Cyril stumbled and jerked the tablecloth forward and the candle fell over and went out and I heard Cyril hit the floor and dishes shattering around him.

I couldn’t move. I just sat there in the dark till I heard Cyril start getting up. I went for the matches then and another candle and bumped into Cyril and told him to stand still and asked if he was hurt and got a match and struck it and lit the candle and held it up. Cyril and I looked at each other, then at the table.

“Oh, Cyril,” I said, but he didn’t say anything, not “I’m sorry” or even “Well, look at that.” He seemed too stunned to say anything to me then. The fish platter was on the floor and busted, together with the teacup and saucer and my old bowl I’d put the peas in — all busted. But the ham and the potatoes and my plate of food and the coffee cup and saucer were still on the table. He hadn’t pulled off the whole tablecloth. I got the broom and dustpan and started sweeping up the pieces, and the sound of that china tinkling into my dustpan sounded like a judgment on us all and I started to cry, and Cyril said he’d finish sweeping so I handed him the broom, but I got out rags and tried to wipe up the mess off the floor, which wasn’t easy considering how little water I had, and all the while I was crying. Everything was just too much for me then. When the mess was cleaned up and the tablecloth straightened, I sat back in my chair and just looked at my food sitting on a Lincoln plate while Cyril dished himself some more food onto a regular melmac plate out of my cupboard.

“What have we done, Cyril?” I said.

“The dishes would have all been broken anyway, if we’d left them sitting in the White House, Mama.”

But that was not the point.

“Eat, Mama, if you want to feel up to going for a walk with me to Lydia Ann’s,” he said.

“Don’t patronize me,” I said.

I stopped my crying and stood up and got myself a melmac plate out of the cupboard and scraped my food onto it off of the Lincoln plate. Then I ever so carefully washed the Lincoln plate and didn’t begrudge it the water. I wrapped it up in a fine dish-towel and put it and the unbroken cup and saucer back with the other dishes in their sacks. Then I hid the sacks in the broom closet, where thieves wouldn’t spend much time looking, I thought, if they came in here.

The china I’d taken was a duty I had assumed. I realized that now. It represented a heritage not mine alone. The day would come when other people besides me would want to take a look at Mrs. Lincoln’s china, and Mrs. Johnson’s and Mrs. Harrison’s. They’d want to look and remember the dreams we’d once had in this country and the kind of lives folks had once led. Till that time, I had a duty to safeguard what had become my charge. Wouldn’t the people in power someday be surprised when I walked up and handed them the china and said, “Look here at what I’ve saved for all of us.”

And I got other ideas. I sat back down to eat my cold food and told Cyril what I was thinking. “The minute it starts to look safe,” I said, “I want to walk back to the White House and take a look around. I’ll bet there’s a cup or two that didn’t get busted and maybe a saucer thrown on the rug that didn’t break or get trampled. There will be things here and there that I can pick up and bring back to save and take care of. Maybe I’m being called to do this, Cyril, or maybe I’m calling myself. It’s folks like me, I guess, who will have to make ourselves responsible for saving some of our heritage through this time.”

He looked at me for a while, then finally started eating again. “I’ll go with you to the White House,” he said. “I don’t want you going up there alone.”

“I’d be glad for your help,” I said, and I thought how saving things like a president’s china would give us a purpose to get us through the troubled days ahead.

While I cleared off the table, Cyril told me how Randy Lewis had heard on his shortwave that they were talking about setting up a temporary capital in either Denver or St. Paul. “I imagine they’ll fight now over which one of those cities gets to be capital for a while,” I said.

Meanwhile, we had the living to take care of, and a job to do after that. Little by little, we’d put the world back right.

I sent Cyril to pull the furniture away from the door again, while I dressed in my black dress so I’d look inconspicuous out on the streets. Then I set matches and a candle by the door for when I got back, blew out the candle, and locked the door behind me. Mrs. Lincoln’s china was safe, for now, in my broom closet. I set out with Cyril to find my Lydia Ann.
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THE SHINING DREAM ROAD OUT

So I buckled myself into the Driving Simulation Unit and started connecting my head to Happy Pizza’s central computer, which would connect up to Salt Lake County’s virtual-reality road map of the valley, all the while looking around at the dump of a room I was in with its peeling paint on the walls and ceiling and the used pizza boxes thrown on the floor and the heat and the smell of garlic and onion in the air, but that box of a “car” I was getting into, that was beautiful to me, because I knew what it would soon turn into, and I was getting that hit-in-the-gut feeling of excitement I get just before I head out to drive and I wanted to laugh because I wasn’t really going to leave the back room of Happy Pizza at all except through virtual reality in my mind, when the voice of Fat Joe, the owner of this particular franchise, came over the intercom:

“Ten-minute run coming up, Clayton. If you beat your last time of 8:23 you got your raise.”

Yeah, I thought, all of fifteen cents more an hour. “So start the show,” I said.

And a virtual-reality vision of southbound Interstate 15 settled over my mind: the section just past the 600 South on-ramp and the Salt Lake City skyscrapers east and the derelict houses west and a sunset shining red on rainclouds above and rain already spattering down on the windshield and I thought, great, I’m trying to get just fifteen cents more an hour out of a stupid pizza delivery job and they make it rain.

I turned on the wipers and thought how the box I was sitting in looked to me like a car now, a nice little Japanese fast car that motored along just fine, and I punched it up to eighty, even with the wet road: my tires had good traction and the road was rough enough in real-land to keep you from hydroplaning, though the city would never factor that into its VR road simulations no matter how many times I talked to them about it when they did their user surveys — it’s like, did they really believe the state would ever get that road fixed? But they must have, because in every simulation I was ever in, I-15 was smooth, and we’d drive along on top of it like we were driving on a dream road, and you’d start to understand why Fat Joe wouldn’t spring for new shocks in our real cars, not if all he ever drove was this simulation and he thought the roads out there in real-land were this nice.

I punched up the coordinates of my run, and they glowed red digital out of the dash in the dim car, dim thanks to the rain, and I turned on my lights and thought how easy can Fat Joe make this: I-15 south to the 53rd South exit, then west on 53 to the Reston Hotel, room 115? Easy run was right — it was too easy. I saw what was coming: there’d be cops along the way and stingy Fat Joe had known it, must have punched into the city files to see how many cops were on duty, maybe drove along a little on the road himself just to check it out, just to see if he could save fifteen cents an hour but happy that I’d learn more about the real-land roads and where the cops had their speed traps so I’d know exactly where to speed up and where to slow down when I was delivering pizza, and that hit-in-the-gut feeling of mine got tighter because I couldn’t make 53 South doing eighty with cops on the road, so I braked my car down to seventy just to be safe, so I wouldn’t get caught right away, and waited to pass the first speed trap coming up: 21st South, behind or in front of the railing along the merge lane — and sure enough, there he was, a cop just waiting for me to go by at eighty plus, but I was only doing seventy and nobody’d pull you over for that unless it was the end of the month and some cop hadn’t met his quota yet.

Fat Joe must have been pissed: he’d thought a cop would get me right away, but now he’d have to sit in his VR getup, which he hated unless he was watching porn, and wait to see if one of the cops assigned to the net for a day could catch me on VR I-15, which I knew better than the back of my hand: once past the 21st South on-off ramps and speed trap I merged into the far right lane and shoved my car back up to eighty — roadblock ahead, some old grandpa trying to pass the city sight requirements and motoring along just under fifty in a blue “Senior Driver” practice car — merge into the middle lane, still at eighty, maybe plus — roadblock ahead, some trucker trying to get back a license after one too many speeding tickets — merge right again, back and forth, weaving in and out, always in the right two lanes, never in the far left, the fast lane, the lane cops looked in for speeders: if you weaved in and out in the slow lanes the cops would know somebody was going fast, but they wouldn’t know who, the dots of the cars on their radar would all blend together if I merged in close, and sure they’d think it was probably the pizza delivery boy who’d been going a little fast when we passed them, not the old geezer trying to keep his car on the road and do minimum speed at the same time, but they wouldn’t know it for sure, which meant they wouldn’t come out — they’d wait for some sure prey — and you can bet I’d be a good little pizza delivery boy around all their traps.

And make my ten-minute delivery in under 8:23.

So I drove along, making good time, thinking there was a lot of traffic on VR I-15 — was every trucker and school-bus driver and delivery boy out trying to pass some driving test or get a raise? — when this pretty lady in a green station wagon with peeling fake-wood side panels speeds by doing ninety who knows what — and there were these three little blond-haired kids waving at me out of the back window.

Weird, I thought. And thank goodness it was just VR — it was one thing for me to drive like a maniac in VR or real-land, it was another for a mother with her kids. I hoped she’d use VR to work out whatever was eating at her and keep it down out there on real I-15.The kids kept waving, so I waved back and changed lanes into theirs and sped up to keep them company from behind — no speed trap till around the 33rd on-ramp anyway, our only danger would be roving cops — and we hit ninety-three miles an hour.

I started thinking, who is the lady driving the station wagon in light rain at ninety-three mph and when would the wagon’s engine blow, because it could, even in VR, just to teach you a lesson. Only somebody with nothing to lose or hot food to deliver would pull stunts like this, and when you looked at it that way her speed kind of made sense: I’d heard of people coming out to check the simulation to see how well it worked, and those types would certainly have nothing to lose. So I thought maybe the lady in the station wagon is the mayor checking up on her VR cops and taking her kids for a joyride and seeing what her car should be able to do in theory, all at the same time — I imagined that’s what somebody like her with a decent income and a crappy car so you wouldn’t look high-and-mighty to the voters would do on an afternoon: hold the appointments, I’ve got important work coming through on the net; then connect up, swing by the house in VR to pick up your VR kids who’d plug in when you told them to, and off you’d go — and fuck the city budget crisis.

We started coming up on 33, and she braked, and I braked, and I thought this is a smart lady, she knows where the traps are, which of course a mayor would, and I merged over into the right lane and pulled up alongside her and looked over, but she didn’t look at me: she just watched the road and held the wheel so tight her knuckles were white. She wasn’t the mayor. Whoever she was, I thought she must have some kind of bad trouble in her life.

I merged back behind a couple of Idaho Meat Packers’ trucks because I’d been part of a fast blip with that wagon for too long and I didn’t want to be near her when we passed 33, and sure enough, another cop was waiting there looking confused about which of us had done what and I was happy to complicate his life. He pulled out three cars behind me, and I didn’t touch my brakes, just eased up on the gas a little, then a little more, not wanting to look the least bit guilty and thinking did he somehow figure out about me, and wondering how he could have done that, and hardly daring to breathe because we passed 45 and 53 was the next exit and I’d used up nearly 5:30 of my run and if I got a ticket I wouldn’t get my raise for sure.

So I played the good little pizza delivery boy, and I watched 53 come up ahead of us and the green station wagon take the exit and drive down the hill and I followed her off and the cop stayed out on I-15.

But the wagon sped up down below me, and I thought what’s the lady doing? Before the intersection, she suddenly slammed brakes, which locked at that speed, and she slid to a stop blocking the exit, in front of a red light. Real good, lady, I thought, like, did she forget this wasn’t the highway anymore, then suddenly remember? Well, she’d stopped before the red light, but any cop driving by would think the position of her car a little strange and maybe worth investigating. I hoped one wouldn’t happen by and stop to check her out because I’d lose time trying to get around them.

I braked to a stop behind her and waited for the light to change — she could just pull out and go when it changed — but she didn’t pull out, and her head started banging around like she was being hit, though nothing I could see was hitting her in that car, and I honked to maybe bring her out of it, but she didn’t even look at me.

What is she on? I wondered, and I watched her head jerk around for a minute. Then I saw that the kids were popping out of VR — they’d look at their mom, then just be gone, just not there, like they were maybe pulling out the connection and running in real-land to help her or something, and I thought: I have no choice. I have to screw this test and my raise. And I put the car in park, and unbuckled and got out and ran up to the lady’s door and opened it.

That’s when she looked at me for the first time, and her eyes were wide like she was scared, not of me but of something. And I said, “Lady, what can I do to help you? Can I call someone? What’s going on?” And she said —

“My husband’s beating me.”

Then she was gone, like the kids, as if somebody’d pulled the connection out of her head. The car disappeared next, and I was left standing in the middle of the off-ramp with four other cars honking behind me.

I stood there for a second or two, thinking how I’d blown the test and there was no point in going on and what Fat Joe would say, then I ran for my car and took it across 53 and up the VR I-15 on-ramp and back out onto the VR interstate looking for the green station wagon. I knew it was stupid to look for that wagon if the lady driving it was getting beaten up somewhere in real-land and I didn’t know where and I couldn’t even remember her license plate to stop and call the stupid police, I’d just been watching the kids in the back of a wagon doing ninety-three mph, I hadn’t been memorizing license-plate numbers, and I didn’t know what to do, and I wanted to do something, something, something. Before long, but before the ten minutes of my test were up, I was past Draper and the prison and going up the Point of the Mountain doing 102 and when I hit the top, the VR blanked out and a screen came up that said, “You are not a driver authorized to enter the Utah County Driver Simulation Net,” which meant I didn’t have the right kind of access to make the Salt Lake County net network me over to the Utah County net, and then the screen went all black in my mind: But before the words had come up I’d gotten one quick glimpse of the Utah County net, and it was all color, not city: I saw the sun glinting off Utah Lake and the green spring wheatfields and orchards around Alpine and a tall mountain south with snow still on the top and I-15 heading south to that mountain, the road looking like it had been polished and looking like it ached for me to drive on it.

“So you blew that one, Clayton-boy. You blew that one — and you’re supposed to be my best driver?”

I was unhooking my head and one of the wires had stuck in the back, so I kept working at it and looked at Fat Joe who seemed just a little too happy about my fifteen-cent-an-hour loss and said, “Yeah, so I want some practice time in VR.”

And it wasn’t just VR fun I was after, though Fat Joe wouldn’t know that: I wanted to get back out on VR I-15 and look for that station wagon and write down the license-plate number if I saw it again.

“You can practice when you don’t have runs to make in real-land, Clayton-boy.We’ve got one waiting for you now.”

The wire came loose, and I hurried out of the car and into the kitchen: It was two pepperoni and mushroom pizzas on a Midvale run waiting for me, and the kitchen staff had already boxed up the pizzas, so I took them and ran, sat them in the backseat of my little Japanese fast car and buckled them down and slammed doors and buckled myself in and rolled down the windows while I pulled out onto 600 South heading west to the I-15 on-ramp: I never used the air conditioner because the drain on engine power would slow me down, and I was out there in real-land, which is weirder than VR: in VR you have people driving along trying to pass tests, most driving like they always meant to be good little boys and girls of the road and only a few like me driving like maniacs because we had different kinds of tests to pass — and it was only those people out there.

But not in real-land.

In real-land everybody had already passed their tests so they could all go nuts and all two million of them in Salt Lake Valley are out driving around all the time, usually heading for I-15, and you never know what to expect except lots of craziness and unpredictability and I loved it, I loved playing the game that went on in that traffic: Drive a fast car fast and you’ll find one or two or three others doing the same thing, and an interstate highway can become your own little VR game in real-land: slow cars doing sixty or seventy to block the road ahead when you can’t change lanes left or right and the other fast cars speed past and the drivers laugh at you, but you get your turn to laugh down the road when their lane is blocked and you can speed past, and you drive, weaving in and out, and nothing feels like it, nothing, with the wind whipping your hair and the hot summer air off the desert blowing over your skin and no music off the radio at all because you don’t need it, not then, not during the game.

And I merged out onto I-15 and shoved my Japanese fast car up to eighty plus, close to ninety, because I wanted to play then, real bad, and the Happy Pizza clown head stuck on the hood of my car flapped around like you wouldn’t believe, but nobody was out playing the game, just me, I was the only driver weaving in and out, getting blocked and slowing down and speeding up again and weaving in and out, and I couldn’t help it: I kept looking around for the green station wagon with the peeling fake-wood side panels because a car like that existed somewhere in the valley and was probably registered to the lady or her husband and the lady was probably a hacker because how else could she get out onto VR I-15? A woman with a car like that didn’t have the money to buy her way on to the net.

I wished I’d looked even once at the license plate on that car.

It was more of the predictable same-old family routine when I got home that night after work. My mother would ask “How was your day, Clayton?” just like she did every day, and I’d say “Fine, just a lot of driving,” and I’d never be able to tell her or Dad just how I drove and the kind of fun it was and what I’d felt, and my father would look up from his paper and not say a word because he was pissed that I’d taken a pizza delivery job, not something at his bank to keep me busy through the summer till I hit the one year of college I’d get before my two-year mission preaching religion. I looked at them and wanted to try to tell them I had taken a VR driving test to maybe get a raise in the slow afternoon hours after the lunchtime rush and that I’d seen this woman getting beaten by her husband and that I didn’t know how to find her to help her. But I didn’t know how to tell such a story to my parents; there’d be too much to explain, so I didn’t say a word about it.

“Supper’s at seven,” Mother said, and I just stood by the fridge getting a drink, and I looked at us and thought we all seemed like little robots going about doing what we were programmed to do, no matter what happened in our lives: Mother programmed to make supper, Dad programmed to read the paper and disapprove of me, me programmed to go up to my room and do who knows what till supper, my two little sisters programmed to wear expensive clothes and be little brats, and I thought, God, I’m going to break this programming, I hate it, so I said to Mom, “Let me help. I’ll set the table and get the water — did you want us to drink water tonight?”

And she looked at me surprised and said water would be fine, and Dad looked at me and I knew what he was thinking: that’s a woman’s work you’re doing, Clayton, you’re a fucking man doing women’s work, isn’t that a great kind of son to have? He would hardly move his arms and the paper when I tried to spread the tablecloth on the table or put his plate down in front of him, but he didn’t try to stop me either because I was after all just a son who might just as well do work to serve him and we all ate supper and didn’t talk much; Dad had the TV on, and I stayed behind to help Mom clean up and she said, “Well, isn’t this a surprise?” But I just wanted to be close to her, and I kept thinking about the lady I’d seen in the green station wagon and what had probably happened to her.

We finished rinsing the dishes and putting them into the dishwasher and I went up to my room and stood in front of the mirror in my bathroom and played one of the other games I played with myself: Clayton, the little Robot Boy. I twisted an imaginary knob on the upper-right-hand corner of the mirror to turn me on and left more fingerprints there and wondered what Mom or one of the housecleaners thought about that little circle of fingerprints that was always on that spot of my mirror waiting to be wiped off, and I said, “Hi. I’m Clayton. I’m programmed to comb my hair just like this, with every hair in place, and I’m programmed to eat at certain times and take showers at certain times and I always did all of my homework well when I was in high school so I could get good grades and get accepted into a Utah college that doesn’t really care about grades, it just wants to know if you’ll go to church every Sunday you’re enrolled with them so you can sit and hear people talk about being a Christian, never asking ‘What would a Christian’s life actually be like?’ while outside the air-conditioned church building decent women are getting beaten up by their own husbands and you even see it on VR I-15.”

I’d seen it.

I sat down on the edge of the tub and looked at myself in the mirror. I hated Clayton the little robot church boy whose life was all programmed for him: college, mission, marriage, kids, college, career as a lawyer or banker, and numbers and money and deadlines all my life and maybe I could even die on schedule: write it in my day-planner sixty years down the road — Wednesday, June 16, 3 P.M.: Die. Contact funeral home beforehand. Prepare final will that morning.

I stood up and twisted the imaginary knob and changed the program: I became Clayton, the pizza delivery boy, and I remembered me the first day I’d played the game out on the highway on a pizza run, the day I’d caught on to what had always been going on around me but which I’d missed because I’d always driven so slow and predictably and couldn’t see it through my slow-driving programming, but when I started driving fast I’d found a whole subculture of people who drove just that way, people who made driving to the grocery store an adventure, and driving south to Midvale an event, and if you got a ticket it was just the price of admission to the game which you wouldn’t stop playing because it made you feel so alive.

That first day I’d hooked up with a blond-haired girl in a red Ferrari and a thirty-something guy in a Japanese fast car like mine and the three of us would weave in and out of the traffic and laugh at each other when one of us had to slow down and race to catch up to the others. Down by Draper, we all took the same exit and stopped at a Sinclair gas station and all of us laughed about the fun we’d had, and they pumped gas into their tanks, but I didn’t need to, I’d just come in to talk to them, and I said, “I’m Clayton,” after we’d talked for a while, and I held out my hand to the guy, and he and the girl looked at me like I was some kind of alien and wouldn’t tell me their names — and they didn’t care about mine. It didn’t matter to them. All that mattered was that I’d had a fast car and that I was smart enough to learn how to drive it fast and that when I was out on the road I would play the game with them. So those were the rules and I learned them and I never again tried to follow anybody off the road to try to talk. It wasn’t the point.

And I turned the knob and changed the program and I was Clayton, the Peace Corps volunteer of the future, though the future was fast coming up to meet me: I’d sent in my papers and was waiting to hear back and I hadn’t told my parents and I didn’t know how to. They wanted me to do one set of things with my life, and I wanted to join the Peace Corps then maybe do some of the things they wanted. So I just skipped that entire inevitable conversation and imagined I looked like Indiana Jones with a shovel, not a gun, black stubble on my face and me wearing a fedora, and I was saying, “Yes, sir. I’d be glad to go to Ethiopia and show them how to dig ditches and teach them to have fewer kids,” and maybe I’d actually help the people there, and I imagined I was setting off with my Bible and Book of Mormon and the shovel — but I was mixing up my programs, the mission program and the Peace Corps program, and I sat back down on the edge of the tub and thought how all my programs were mixed up because I didn’t have a central program to guide them: I’d just been programmed to do this or that so much I didn’t know what Clayton really wanted or how to cut through the programs to ask the questions to even find out what Clayton would want to do with his life if he were ever asked, if he ever asked himself. I was so programmed to want what I was supposed to want I couldn’t even ask myself questions I needed answers to because the old programs would all keep running in my head and block the answers and I wondered if any of us could ever break out of the programs that ran us?

And I looked at myself in the mirror and thought, I’m going to go tell Mom what happened today. It’s not part of any of our programs. Seeing what I saw upset mine and it will upset hers and maybe we’ll be able to talk to each other about more than the stuff we’ve been taught to think about and talk about.

So I went down and found Mom in the kitchen reading the paper; it was her turn to read it now. “Mom,” I said. “We’ve got to talk.”

And I told her what had happened, and she sat still for a minute, not looking at me, then she said, “Don’t call the police if you see that lady out there again. Her husband would be a sweet angel while the police were there, but once they left he’d beat her for sure and maybe the kids. Just get her license-plate number and talk to her and see if we can help. Maybe we can send her somewhere — to her parents? Now tell me what that car looked like again and what the woman looked like.” And I did and she hugged me after a while, and I thought this was a good program we were downloading into our systems. A different kind of program, because I’d made some decisions and taken some chances. When I went to sleep that night I didn’t feel so much like Clayton the Robot Boy in the mirror, and I liked not feeling like Clayton the Robot Boy.

Fat Joe let me do some VR practice the very next afternoon, and he merged me out onto VR I-15 and let me loose, and who should I see driving along in her cute little red Mustang convertible but my mother, with the top down but her windows still up so she wouldn’t get blown too much and her black Gucci sunglasses on and a scarf tied down around her hair. She waved and cut in front of me and took the 21st South exit and I followed her into the parking lot of some abandoned warehouse by the off-ramp. She stopped and I swung around and parked next to her with my driver’s-side window facing hers so we wouldn’t have to get out of our cars, just roll down the windows. Mom reached over to turn down her music: she was listening to a CD of some old-fashioned group, Def Leppard or Scorpions, and I didn’t even care then because I was so surprised to see Mom.

“I’ve been looking for your green station wagon for two hours,” she said. “No sign of it.”

I thought, wow, Mom — we’re calling out the cavalry for this one, you and me, and I said, “How have you been looking?” and she said, “Driving up and down the interstate — Bountiful to Draper, and back again.”

“I think she’ll come,” I said. “I think this is a release for her — maybe a kind of escape. Maybe she’s even planning to escape and she knows she’ll have to do it in her old station wagon, so she’s practicing in VR, learning where the speed traps are, seeing what her theoretical car can do.”

Mom agreed. We went back out onto VR I-15. I went ahead fast, looking, while Mom came along behind at a slower pace, just in case the lady merged onto the interstate behind me.

I drove down to the Point of the Mountain just past Draper, right up to the Utah County net, then turned around and drove north to Bountiful, then headed back south again — when there it was, the green station wagon, merging onto VR I-15 from 21st South and going fast. She passed me, and I sped up to keep up with her, and the kids waved at me again, waving hard and laughing like they recognized me, which they probably did thanks to the Happy Pizza clown face stuck on the hood of the car, and I merged into the right lane so I could get up alongside her, but a Brink’s armored car roadblocked me doing sixty-five, and I had to change lanes again, weaving in and out till I could get up alongside her. I honked and waved and motioned for the lady to pull over and she looked at me but then wouldn’t look back, just sped up.

Great, lady, I thought, I’m only trying to help you, and I followed her along till 45, and she took that exit and went down the hill, and I followed, thinking maybe we’d stop at the red light and talk, but suddenly she gunned the car again and sped through the red light, across 45, up the on-ramp, and back out onto VR I-15. I just stopped at the red light. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk to me.

Mom pulled up alongside me and lowered the electric window on her passenger side. “She won’t talk to you because you’re a man,” she said. “Let me go ahead and try. Don’t follow us for a while.” Then Mom sped through the red light and out onto VR I-15, and I just pulled off to the side of the road.

A cop car stopped behind me five minutes later, and the cop got out and asked me what I was doing.

“I’m just thinking,” I said.

“Well, it’s costing your company money for you to come think in here,” he said, and I told him to write my company a letter about it, which pissed him off, but since thinking wasn’t illegal yet, all he could do was tell me to get my car off the side of the road and into a parking lot somewhere, so I took it out onto VR I-15 instead. I motored along pretty slow — doing the speed limit, actually, because I didn’t want to come up on Mom and the lady too soon, but I never did see them. I was down past Draper and heading up the Point of the Mountain when Fat Joe broke into the VR and told me I had a run to make. Before he could pull me out, I raced my car up into the Utah County net boundary and caught a glimpse, again, of the country that lay beyond in VR and looking better than I ever remembered it in real-land: all green in the valley and white snow on the blue mountains and I-15 shining below me, and no sign of the big cities down there, Provo and Orem. I wondered why I couldn’t see the cities.

When I got back from Fat Joe’s run, which took me all the way out to Sandy, he had another waiting for me in downtown SLC, some banquet of ten pizzas, but my mother was sitting in the front diner by a window, eating a pizza of her own. “What happened out there?” I asked her, and Fat Joe told me to get out on my run, I could bother the customers on my own time, and Mom said, “Send one of the other boys. This one’s making a run for me in about ten minutes,” and Fat Joe looked at her as if to say “When did you buy this place so you could order my help around?” But he sent somebody else out on the run and didn’t say anything. Mom was, after all, a paying customer, and you don’t argue with those types when you’re in the pizza business.

I pulled up a chair at Mom’s table, and she said, “This lady is in bad trouble: her husband beats her two or three times a week and has put her in the hospital twice. She left him once before but went back to him, so I don’t know what to think. You know how people in her situation are: they can’t let go of the person killing them, and they leave them and then go back to them, and who knows what she’ll actually do in the end, but I told her,‘Honey, you’d better get ahold of yourself and break this marriage apart before your husband kills you, so you can raise these three babies. If you don’t want to think of yourself, think of them.’ And she thought about it in those terms and told me she’d leave her husband again. She has a sister who just moved to Baker, Nevada, who will take her in, and the husband doesn’t know the sister’s gone to Baker, so the lady should be safe with her. I told her we’d drive her out there. The Nevada courts can get her a divorce by the weekend. So this is the plan: she’s going to call in a pizza order anytime now. You’ll take it to her in my car, which is faster than yours. When you get there, she and the kids will come out to pay for it, get in the car instead, and you’ll drive her on to Provo. Your Dad and I will meet you at the courthouse, where she’ll arrange for a restraining order on her husband. Then we’ll all go on to Baker.”

“Dad?” was all I could say.

“I told him this morning what we were doing,” she said, “and he’s been checking into the legalities of helping this woman, which is all legal, and taking your sisters to your Aunt Cheryl’s and getting us a reservation at a campground in Great Basin National Park. He’s home packing his van now. He and I agree this will be a great chance for the three of us to talk. Here are the keys to my car,” and she handed me her car keys.

I gave Mom my car keys and realized I maybe had some rethinking to do about my dad. Maybe I’d been running the wrong programs about him and let a few I/O errors affect my brain and keep me from seeing things right. I guess I’d find out. Fat Joe walked over, and I looked up at him. “So what’s going on?” he asked.

“This boy’s your best driver,” Mom said. “I need his services.” And she pulled out a hundred-dollar bill from her purse and handed it to Fat Joe. “That should cover any inconvenience you’ll incur from his absence this weekend.”

Well, Fat Joe was all smiles then, and I knew my job was secure if I took off the next week, not just the weekend. The funny thing was, Fat Joe probably didn’t even know that this was my own mother doing all this, and I sure didn’t tell him. He came out to help me put a Happy Pizza clown face on the hood of Mom’s Mustang, and it looked so stupid there, but then, it looked stupid on any car.

When we walked back in, Mom was pacing up and down, looking at her watch, and then the phone rang. We all just looked at it till it rang again, then we all dived for it, but Mom got it and it was the lady. “Yes, I’ve got your address right here in my purse,” and she read it back to her. “Ten minutes,” Mom said, and she hung up and handed me a paper with the address on it. “Go, Clayton,” she said, and I started for the door, but Fat Joe said, “Don’t you need a pizza?” and Mom said, “For heaven’s sake, yes, but who cares what it is or if it’s even cooked,” so the kitchen help rushed a frozen Italian sausage and pineapple out in a box, and I ran for the car.

The address read Layton Avenue, which meant out to I-15, down to 21st South, east to West Temple, then north five blocks to Layton. I got there in seven minutes. The three kids were out sitting on the lawn, and the oldest, a girl maybe five years old, took the hands of the others and started walking them toward the car. I left the door open for them and left the car running, hoping the kids had sense enough not to touch anything, and I walked the frozen pizza up the steps to the door and rang the doorbell. The lady answered it, and I couldn’t even talk for a minute when I saw her in real-land. Her eyes were both black, and her wrists were bandaged and there were bruises along her neck above her shirt collar, and her hair was a wreck. She looked at me with tears in her eyes, and I thought, Lady, don’t back out now, your kids just climbed into my car. She handed me a ten, and I gave her the pizza and said I’d have to go get change from the car, could she come out for it? She nodded and set the pizza on the TV. Some man I could barely see on the couch growled, “This doesn’t even smell like a pizza. Where did you order it from?” But the lady just walked out of the house and followed me down the steps. She stopped and pulled a suitcase out of the bushes by the front door and hurried to put it on the floor in the backseat. The kids were in the back. We climbed in, and I started backing out and I looked at the lady again and thought how I’d known that people look better in VR because you can touch yourself up after you’re in, so I should have known a woman would take away black eyes and bruises. I should have looked ahead and been prepared for seeing her in real-land, but I hadn’t and it was hard to look at her now. That’s when the husband ran out of the house. He must have looked in the pizza box and seen that the pizza was frozen, then looked out the window to see that his family was making an escape. I could easily outdistance him in a Mustang, and he turned and ran back to the house.

“He’ll follow,” the lady said. “Can you drive this thing?”

I didn’t even answer her. I just took us out onto I-15 and started the game. It was all the answer she needed. She turned around and buckled the kids in, then buckled herself in.

We weren’t going to have an easy time of blending into the traffic in Mom’s red Mustang with a Happy Pizza clown face flapping on the hood, and I just hoped her husband was way behind us somewhere, which was too much to hope for. The lady was watching behind. “Here he comes,” she said. “White Bronco, center lane. He’ll want to kill you, because he’ll think I’ve been stepping out with you.”

I thought about that for a minute. “What about you and the kids?” I asked the lady, finally. “What will he do to all of you?”

“He’ll just want to hurt me. The kids don’t matter to him yet.”

So play the game, I thought. Play it better than you ever have. He was right behind us and gaining, doing ninety plus. I sped up to over ninety and thought that this is what I would do: come up fast on the speed trap at 33rd South, get in the inside lane, then slow down fast, send the Bronco speeding past, the sure prey of any cop waiting there. We came up fast onto 33rd South, I took the inside lane and braked. The Bronco sped past in the middle lane.

But there was no cop.

“Now he’s in front of us,” was all the lady said.

He slowed right down in the middle lane, so I got in the fast lane and punched it. When we were alongside each other, doing eighty plus, he tried to shout something out his window. The lady wouldn’t look at him. The five-year-old girl climbed out of her buckle and over the seat into her mother’s arms. She looked at her dad, but didn’t wave. The other two kids started crying because they wanted to come up into the front seat, too, but the lady just ignored them. I punched it again to get past her husband, and he swerved in behind us — I didn’t know if he’d meant to hit the back of the car or what, but he was right on our tail, and speeding up behind us to maybe ram us. I shoved the Mustang up to ninety plus, and he was still gaining.

I merged right, and he followed us. We passed a Smith’s grocery store semi in the middle lane and just ahead a white Lincoln was going to roadblock us doing seventy. I got an idea and slowed down while the semi closed up the space between us. The lady’s husband slowed down, too, though he stayed right on our tail. He didn’t ram us after all. I waited till there was room for just us to merge into the middle lane between the semi and the Lincoln and did it. The semi let out a blat of horn and I sped ahead. The Bronco was sandwiched back behind the Lincoln and the semi.

We’d passed the 45th South exit and were coming up on 53rd South and one mile later the I-215 turnoff. The white Bronco reappeared behind us. He’d slowed down, gotten around the semi, and was speeding up toward us again. “I know where I can get some cops,” I said.

At least I hoped I did. They were always there when you didn’t want them: just off the I-15 merge lanes onto I-215 heading west toward Redwood Road. I’d gotten my first ticket there after starting work for Fat Joe and Happy Pizza. Be there today, cops, I thought. Just be there. I didn’t care if they pulled us all over and helped us sort out the mess. The husband couldn’t make his wife stay with him, and he couldn’t kill me if there were cops around.

So I got in the inside lane, passed 53rd South, and headed for the I-215 exit. The Bronco followed. I dropped down onto I-215, doing eighty plus, and braked. The Bronco changed lanes and sped past to get ahead of us, and a cop pulled out after him, lights flashing and then the siren started up.

We stayed well behind the chase, and eventually the Bronco pulled over. We drove past them, turned around at Redwood Road, and headed back east for I-15. The police still had the Bronco and the lady’s husband pulled over when we went past.

“He’s probably telling them that you kidnapped us,” the lady said.

“You can straighten things out at the courthouse in Provo,” I said.

We got onto I-15 and headed south past 72nd South. I realized I was breathing hard and tried to slow it down. I also slowed down the car. After all, I had a mother and her three kids in the car with me and no reason to race anymore. I dropped us down to seventy and kept it there. The lady turned around and unstrapped her crying kids and took them all into the front seat with her and held them, quieted them down. “Thank you,” the lady said to me, almost in a whisper, looking straight ahead.

“My name is Clayton,” I said, suddenly thinking it was important for her to know that.

She looked at me, then, but didn’t smile. “I’m Elizabeth. The oldest one here is Jane. This is Amy; and my youngest is Clayton, like you.”

There wasn’t much else for us to say. Not then. We drove past Draper and the prison, then started up the Point of the Mountain. When we drove over the top, we could see Utah Valley. There were the green wheatfields and the orchards around Alpine, the snow on the blue mountains. I-15 stretched out below us and ahead, to the south. It all looked nearly as good as it looked in VR, though I could see the cities from the Point if I looked hard, so I stopped looking and we dropped down into the valley and I couldn’t see them anymore. We’d be in Provo in thirty minutes anyway, and then my parents would come.

I thought about that and decided to tell them about the Peace Corps later that night around the campfire when it was just the three of us, after we’d dropped Elizabeth off at her sister’s, the three of us without TV so we could talk, away from the things that reminded us of all the programs in our lives, out under stars in the cold mountain air and the only sounds the sounds of our crackling fire and the wind in the trees and our voices. Our lives would all seem short and valuable out there, and our dreams worth dreaming. I got that hit-in-the-gut feeling of excitement again, and it was strong because it came from being excited about talking to my parents and from being able to drive my mother’s red Mustang down the road I’d wanted to take in the net, where the road out looked so achingly beautiful.
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LOCK DOWN

As soon as the last member of Night Team A hauls his tired ass up the ladder, you lead your team down it, into the time bubble. The bubble smells like sweat, and Megan hits on the fan first thing, like always, though you all know it won’t chase out the smell: you don’t give the fan time to make the bubble smell decent.

You don’t have the time to give it.

“Secure hatch,” you call back to Megan, your operations expert, and you know she’s already started, you can hear the bolts slamming into place. You don’t even bother to order Paulo to replace the battery and check the cabling in the time stabilizer because you’ve heard him snap open the case and tear into it, and while you check that the time stabilizer is synchronized with Mission Control/Greenwich/Tokyo you think: this is a good team. These people know their jobs, and you know yours, and you can do your jobs. The three of you are Deep Night Team B, and you want to be promoted to Deep Night Team A before the break in time is locked down, which means you’ve got to break some records — which means you’ll work to maybe lock down a whole day on this shift.

“Hatch sealed,” Megan calls out.

You flip switches that start the pressurization, and the constant hiss you hear behind all your work starts up again.

“Batteries replaced, full charge, ready to go,” Paulo calls out. You’ll work till the batteries are within 4 or 5 percent of 10. You won’t come back sooner no matter how much actual time you’ve worked. “Cables check out 100 percent.”

“Hatch double check, Paulo,” you tell him. “Megan, battery and cable double check.”
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