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    How have all those exquisite adaptations of one part of the organisation to another part, and to the conditions of life, and of one distinct organic being to another being, been perfected?




    —CHARLES DARWIN, On the Origin of Species




    Los Alamos is in a restricted airspace reservation covered by an Executive order, dated May 23, 1950. This airspace cannot be penetrated except by authority of the AEC [Atomic Energy Commission]. Historically permission has been refused except for the chartered [AEC flights of official visitors and project personnel].




    —from the report of the Hearing before the Subcommittee on Communities of the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, Congress of the United States, Eighty-Sixth Congress, First Session on Community Problems at Los Alamos, December 7, 1959


  




  

    Prologue




    In early January of 2011, forty-five hundred red-winged blackbirds fell dead from the Arkansas skies. A few days later, five hundred more birds plummeted to earth, and their broken bodies covered an entire quarter-mile stretch of the highway near Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Some thought that one bird, confused by bad weather, led the others to their deaths; others blamed pesticides. I suspect there were also those who felt God had struck the birds from the sky in some sort of apocalyptic fever. Eventually, wildlife experts determined that the birds had died of blunt force trauma. Startled by the explosion of celebratory New Year’s fireworks, the birds—who had poor night vision—flew into power lines, telephone poles, houses, mailboxes, and tree branches. Our exuberance killed them.




    I’m watching the birds, still. Paying attention, observant—ever the ornithologist. Stories such as these keep me awake at night when I cannot escape the beating of my eighty-seven-year-old heart, the constancy of it, the weariness of it. I cannot say with scientific certainty how many times over these many decades it kept or deviated from its rhythm, how many times it catapulted with love or capitulated in grief. Maybe Alden could have calculated those numbers for me. Across the universes of so many academic blackboards he flung like stardust numbers and symbols, the language of mathematics and the elegant formulae of physics. He dissected unseen worlds, galaxies I could only begin to imagine. One of the scientists who created the first atomic bomb, Alden knew the weight of invisible neutrons, could predict the flight paths of escaping electrons. He could conceive of the existence of such phantasms and then release their formidable, destructive power.




    But Alden never knew how to measure the weight of a sigh. He could not predict the moment when the petal of a spent rose would release and descend. Alden could not tell me when a screech owl would cry out from a darkened pine bough outside my bedroom window and insinuate itself into my dreams.




    I first loved him because he taught me the flight of a bird, precisely how it happens, how it is possible. Lift. Wing structure and shape, the concepts of wing loading, drag, thrust. The perfectly allotted tasks of each differently shaped feather. The hollowness of bones to reduce weight, to overcome gravity. I was too young to realize that what I really yearned to know was why birds take flight—and why, sometimes, they refuse.




    This is not Oppenheimer’s story. It is not that of Edward Teller or Niels Bohr, Fermi or Feynman. This is not the story of the creation of the atomic bomb, or of Los Alamos, the birthplace of the bomb. It is not even Alden’s story. Someone else has told their stories—will tell their stories. This is my story, the story of a woman who accompanied the bomb’s birth and tried to fly in its aftermath.


  




  

    A Parliament of Owls




    1. A solitary, nocturnal bird of prey characterized by its small beak and wide face.




    2. A farsighted bird, the owl cannot clearly see anything within a few centimeters of its face.




    He was a giant of a man. You had to be, to win on the battlefield. Over six foot seven inches tall. A mountain of a Scotsman.” My father held the carving knife suspended in the air over a Sunday roast chicken. “Brown, curly hair, piercing eyes that could spot treachery and deceit one hundred yards away.” He freed a drumstick. “Meridian, pass me your plate.”




    I felt relieved. Sometimes Daddy purposefully denied me a piece of dark meat; he thought I should learn to make do with whatever was offered. Caught up in his Scottish lore, he must have forgotten for a moment about building my character.




    “Guns are a great equalizer. You don’t have to be physically strong to shoot someone, not like close-quarter combat,” he continued. “Wallace had to be a true warrior. Still, he carried a Psalter with him, knew the psalms of David by heart, even quoted them as the English tortured and killed him.”




    “Grahame, no. Stop now.” My mother forced his gaze to meet hers across the supper table.




    “Why would he carry salt?” Eight years old, I was wholly enamored of my father and his stories.




    “They’re facts, Jennie. Meridian shouldn’t be afraid of facts. That’s life.” My father turned to me. “A book of psalms, not salt.”




    “He took a book?”




    Fingering the salt shaker rather than passing it my direction, my mother interrupted him again. “No. No dirks. No broadaxes or longbows. We’re not going to list the ways in which William Wallace was tortured. Not at Sunday dinner.”




    A high school history teacher with thinning brown hair and a deep cleft chin, my father loved outlandish tales of wildly self-destructive Scottish courage and the brilliant defeat of the English by Wallace during the Scottish Wars of Independence. Grahame Alan Wallace could not prove it, but he was certain we were descended from Scotland’s greatest hero, a man whose unconventional tactics let the Scots win against all odds. Stirling Bridge. 1297. My father hammered those facts into me, a litany more powerful than any I ever heard in Sunday school.




    “God comes in handy in a war, that’s why he carried the book of psalms,” my mother pronounced, tugging at the cuff of her sleeve. She made all of our clothes then. It was 1932, and the Great Depression was heavy upon us. To my enduring shame, I had to wear a neighbor girl’s dresses made over by my mother to fit me. My soft, fine, dark blonde hair hung lank to my chin, just the tips curling inward, as if seeking protection beneath the angle of my jaw. Omnipresent dark shadows dwelt beneath my eyes, maybe because when I could get away with it I stayed up late into the night, reading.




    “God picks sides?” I asked.




    “What?”




    “Is one side in a war always right and the other wrong, is that why God picks sides?”




    “This is what your conversational topics are doing to us, Grahame.” My mother held out her plate for her serving of chicken.




    “Brave men win wars, Meridian. And God makes men brave.” My father lay to rest the carving knife, along with his favorite topic. “Now, your mother wants to discuss other matters. You choose.”




    “Oh, birds! I choose birds.” I maneuvered my peas to the side so that they wouldn’t contaminate any of the good food on my plate.




    “Such as the one you’re eating?” My father teased, waving a fork loaded with tender chicken in my direction. “Don’t you just love birds?” he said, sighing like a girl in love.




    “Daaaaddy,” I pleaded, and he laughed, closed his eyes in mock rapture as he chewed.




    I looked at my plate, my love of birds battling with my salivary glands.




    “Don’t torture your only child,” my mother said, accurately reading my consternation. “Go ahead and eat your chicken, honey.”




    “I’m not torturing her. She’s asking questions about the morality of war, right and wrong. She’s a smart girl, capable of resolving this dilemma for herself.” My father’s rigorous expectations permitted no softness—nothing he viewed as weakness. I owed all amelioration of his stringencies to my mother’s compassion, her sensitive barometer.




    “She’s a very smart girl,” Mother smiled at me. “Very,” she said, this time smiling at my father, who then winked at me.




    I bit into the drumstick, my hunger having won the battle.




    ONE CHRISTMAS, MY PARENTS put a precious, rare orange in my stocking, along with a wooden pencil box. The other kids in my Greensburg, Pennsylvania elementary classroom had long showed off their pencil boxes, with lids that slid perfectly open and closed, and I had so longed for one—in those days, in my family, an outright extravagance. The box was made of pecan wood—smooth beneath my awestruck fingertips, with the sharp scent of varnish. My mother then took me to purchase the rest of my gift: a pair of Educator shoes from Kinney Shoes on Main Street. An advertisement in the store’s front window featured a black and white drawing of two children with schoolbooks and lunch pails, and the caption: LETS THE CHILD’S FOOT GROW AS IT SHOULD. My father taught me how to polish and buff the deep chestnut leather, and then it became my job to polish his shoes as well on Saturday nights, before Sunday morning services.




    My parents knew better than to give me dolls—something that held no appeal for me, but that seemingly every single one of my friends shamelessly coveted. I felt no affinity for long-lashed glass eyes that stared blankly or miniature outfits with tiny buttons and bows, and I didn’t want to feed them or change diapers. Dimpled, stiff dolls couldn’t converse with me, not in the way I longed to talk. And my true love was nature, the outdoors. There, in the solemn patience of a doe or the swift flight of birds, I found the kind of companionship that made me wonder, that challenged me.




    When I was ten years old, my father gave me The Burgess Bird Book for Children. In the book’s precious color plates I discovered open-beaked Carol, the Meadow Lark, with a black bib over his yellow chest; Chippy the Chipping Sparrow, Sammy Jay, and Speckles the Starling. I would take the book down to the fields by the train tracks at the edge of our neighborhood, and there I would lie in the grass, smell the fecund earth, and cradle my head on an arm while reading. Trains would rumble past, clouds of tiny flies would aggravate me, and eventually Daddy would be sent to bring me back for chores and supper. I had to sweep both porches, front and back, and it was my job to dust Mother’s hand-painted china cups and saucers. While I worked, I would go over the various bird attributes in my head: beak lengths, feather coloration, foraging behaviors, and nesting composition—all in preparation for much-anticipated questioning by my father.




    That’s where my career as an ornithologist began—at the dinner table, beside the train tracks, in the late-night hours while my parents slept and I read lying in the empty bathtub. When I found a dead goldfinch on the walk home from school, my father applied the balm of Darwin to my broken heart. I had On the Origin of Species in hand by my eleventh birthday.




    SIX MONTHS LATER, I awoke to my mother’s frantic voice as she begged my father to awaken. He did not. He was dead of a massive heart attack at age forty-three.




    It was impossible that the exuberance that had been my father—his riotous laughter, his dogged perseverance of knowledge and truth—had simply dissipated. Where did all of that energy go? Vaporized, maybe—but into what, and where? What happened to the bounty of his being, his love for us, for me?




    I tried to remember every second of my last exchange with him—the good-night peck, the tingle of his whiskers against my cheek, his breath scented with onions. The times he’d let me climb onto his lap and circle his neck with my arms, before he began telling me I was too heavy, when I held my breath hoping to be less burdensome. I closed my small fists about the memory of his telling me how soft my hair was, that if he weren’t careful, he might fall into the waters of my blue eyes.




    It was the first time in my life my heart crumpled, caved in on itself. I developed stomach pains that kept me up at night, pains no doctor properly diagnosed as intense, internalized grief. My mother would let me crawl into what had been their bed, now her lonesome bed, and despite her own deep misery she would stroke the hair at my temples, a small gesture that eased the pain enough to let me sleep. Mother was my ballast. She held fast—to life, to me.




    In the wake of my father’s death, I found focus and meaning in schoolwork. I doubled and tripled my efforts to be the best. Math was perfection—for me, it flowed and held a hint of magical, unseen worlds and concepts. I kept my pencils sharp, gloried in writing out neat algebraic equations and discovering the hidden values of x, y, and z. My teachers conferred, and when I was twelve they gave me a few intense tutorials and then promoted me a year ahead in math classes. I felt odd, singled out, the object of conjecture and some envy among my classmates, but I could also see the pride in my mother’s face, imagine my father’s hearty approval.




    Primarily, though, I cared about science—deciduous versus evergreen, monozygotic versus dizygotic twins, and the colors of Mendel’s pea plants. When I finished high school, I knew the world would only get bigger for me, that I would be challenged to comprehend the exquisite perfection of adaptation; the myriad, vast ways in which living organisms achieve life and death.




    HOW MANY STRANGERS’ TOILETS did my mother scrub, how many floors, how many linens did she launder to supplement my meager scholarship to the University of Chicago? At age seventeen, I was a younger-than-average college freshman in the fall of 1941, buoyed by my mother’s faith in me, and I set about obtaining a biology degree with a focus on avian studies, and a plan to earn an advanced degree in ornithology.




    The whole enterprise was far bolder than I. I concealed fears: near-certainty of my dire lack of qualifications and absolute certainty of my inability to fit in. The first day of classes, I rushed between buildings, the heavy, costly textbooks in the book bag bouncing off of my hip. In a gloomy, bell-jar-lined classroom in the zoology building, I sat near the front and watched men—all men—file in to join me. A few of them met my eyes, smiled tentatively. I saw clean-shaven cheeks and starched shirts, hastily tied Windsor knots. Some nodded, but none sat next to me.




    Instead, they filled the back rows, as if to warn the professor that he’d have to work for their attention. I wondered if I should temper my eagerness, but I could not bear the thought of wasting a morsel of what was offered. I tugged at the collar of my plain, white blouse while two fraternity brothers sat behind me.




    “What do you think?”




    “Her?”




    “Who else? She has great eyes.”




    “Church mouse.”




    “Maybe still waters run deep.”




    “Not with that one.”




    I soon learned that my classmates preferred to entangle themselves with sophisticated sorority girls whose teeth were perfectly aligned and whose clothes had not recently hung on the racks of a second-hand store. Girls who were fun. I told myself I didn’t mind. They left me alone to prove my mother’s efforts were not in vain.




    On weekends I lived in the musty rooms of the Field Museum, letting my mind wander through the library’s collections of botanical and natural history illustrations, focusing on evolutionary biological contexts. Through the museum windows, I watched the fall leaves, puzzling over why it seemed that the last leaf on the tip of a limb was usually the first to change color. Did the tree pull back its sap from the limbs first, focusing its energy at the core? If a leaf’s change is due to a reduction in chlorophyll, to altered light duration, why would the leaf on the end of the limb turn first? And why didn’t the entire tree follow that pattern with leaves turning in order, from limb-tip to trunk? Why instead would the remaining leaves turn in a random fashion?




    To question, to ponder, to ask, and to learn. Education was my drug of choice—classrooms, books, lectures, pushing myself to understand. Forever trying to win my father’s approval, never quite grasping the fact that a dead man cannot applaud.




    Through those same windows, I watched the first snowfall begin as a light, dry powder and morph into those luscious, fat, lazy flakes that sashay downward and accumulate into weighty drifts. Once, I stood shivering in a neighbor’s yard, reluctant to frighten away a dark, rough-legged hawk that sat atop a wooden picket fence, huddled and motionless while snow blanketed him in disguise. His humped shoulders beneath the white shroud made me think of old men on park benches, waiting for someone or something to move them from their torpor. On my walks between Mrs. Hudson’s boarding house and the campus, the snow sifted in over the tops of my galoshes, melting into rivulets that pooled, lukewarm, beneath the soles of my feet. My legs, clad only in thin stockings beneath my skirts, were red and numb by the time I reached the school buildings. Radiators clinked and hissed, and windows fogged. The stars were bits of ice in cold, clear skies.




    At night, I closed my eyes in my narrow single bed and prayed a godless prayer of gratitude for every moment, every opportunity of each day.




    EVEN IN CLOISTERED ACADEMIA, we knew the war was coming. With Germany threatening to blur all recognized lines in Europe, it was clear the United States would be compelled to fight. In the evenings after dinner, I joined the other boarders to sit in Mrs. Hudson’s parlor drinking coffee, darning socks, and listening to the radio’s news programs. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7th, we were all in a state of shock. As much as we’d known that Great Britain was vulnerable, the idea that America—all the way across the Pacific—was exposed to attack . . . well, it was incomprehensible. We listened to a recitation of the numbers of dead, the horrendous loss of ships and planes. Four days later, Nazi Germany declared war on the U.S., and the U.S. replied with declarations of war against Germany and Italy.




    It was like a stealthy fire, one that glows quietly, secretively, for ages, and then whoosh!—is suddenly ablaze. When I looked at maps in the newspaper, talked with other students in the commons, heard the boasts of boys not yet war-torn, all I could think was conflagration.




    And yet, we attended classes, professors lectured. We still laughed. We still fell in love.




    He leaned on the lab countertop, fingered a glass beaker, and said, “There’s a dance on Saturday.”




    It was Jerome Bloom, my biology lab partner. Jerome. Jerry. Jer! Why did he think he needed to tell me about the school social calendar? It didn’t even enter my mind that he might be asking me out. I reached into the pocket of my lab coat for my mechanical pencil.




    “Are you going?” he asked.




    “Oh, I doubt it. Those things really aren’t for me.” I delicately sandwiched a drop of pond water between two glass slides and slid them beneath the microscope lens.




    “You don’t like to dance?”




    “I love to dance. I really do. It’s just that . . .” I looked through the eyepiece, began adjusting the focus.




    He waited until he could tell I wasn’t going to add anything more.




    “Meridian, you should get out more, meet more people. Have some fun.”




    “I suppose I should, Mother Dear.”




    “Just come with me. Let me take you.”




    “On a date?” I gave up trying to focus on the slide and looked up at him.




    “Is that too awful to contemplate?”




    It wasn’t awful. I just couldn’t believe he’d ask me. What I knew about Jerome was that he was making his way through the girls in the nursing department. I’d seen him walking the campus sidewalks, and I’d noticed his carefully pomaded hair, his houndstooth checked jacket and—the true Jer! on-the-make touch—his red and white polka-dotted tie. He was a bit on the short side, but with a speedy walk that reminded me of a frantic piston. His lips were plump and sensual, and he wore wireless eyeglasses so that nothing obscured the breadth of his brown eyes. He was way out of my league.




    “Don’t tell me you have to wash your hair. None of those fake excuses.” He touched my elbow. “If you don’t like it, I’ll walk you home. Safe and sound.”




    I’d heard he was a good dancer. He knew how to lead so that even the clumsiest of girls could follow.




    “Oh, all right. Yes. Yes, I’ll go to the dance with you on Saturday.” He let go of my elbow. “Now, if you don’t mind, let’s get back to the paramecium.” I bent over the microscope once more and hid my smile behind a curtain of hair.




    “You say the naughtiest things,” he said, his low baritone an intimate whisper. I felt the frisson of fear and adrenaline I’d read about in my purloined copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover. I was way out of my league. Way.




    KITTY, ONE OF MY FELLOW BOARDERS, conspired with Mrs. Hudson to tutor me a few evenings before my date.




    “What do you plan to talk about?” Kitty asked over the dinner table.




    I reached for the butter dish. “Talk about?”




    “Conversation,” Mrs. Hudson piped in.




    “I don’t know. Whatever comes up.”




    “No no no!” Kitty let out an exasperated sigh. “No wonder you have trouble getting dates.”




    “I’m not here to date.”




    “You can do both, dear,” Mrs. Hudson said. “Learn and find a husband.”




    The lamp behind Kitty turned her frizzy red hair into a thick halo of bright copper wire. She put down her silverware, leaving the gravy on her pork chop to congeal. “You can’t just talk about any old thing, Meri. Knowing you, you’ll end up lecturing him about the composition of eagles’ nests or the migration patterns of some obscure bird species.”




    “What’s wrong with that? He’s in my biology class.”




    “You have to flatter them,” Mrs. Hudson said, blowing a strand of hair from her forehead. “Pick a topic they know, something they like talking about.”




    “Which is biology,” I said with a degree of certainty I hoped would put an end to the conversation. “Why are you two ganging up against me?” I teased and took a bite of carrot.




    “Because . . . well . . .” Kitty looked to Mrs. Hudson.




    “You could use a little help when it comes to flirting.”




    I laughed.




    “We’re not joking.”




    “Mrs. H is right. You have to ask him about things he knows, let him know you’re interested. To hook him, I mean.”




    I closed my eyes briefly.




    “Ask him questions you know he can answer—let him think he’s smarter than you,” Mrs. Hudson said, and took a sip from her water glass.




    “Yeah, you scare them away with your brains.”




    “Oh, honestly.” I wiped my mouth and got ready to push back my chair and retrieve the coffee pot from the stove. “You two want for me to lie, to pretend I’m stupid so that some man will like me? Maybe Jerry likes me precisely because I am smart.”




    I saw them exchange another look. “Oh,” Mrs. Hudson said.




    “You are intimidating, Meri, whether you know it or not,” Kitty said. “You’re not exactly approachable. Just make sure you prop up Jerry’s ego a bit, that’s all we’re saying.”




    “Oh, he’s fine without my building some sort of scaffolding for him,” I said and finally ended things by taking my cup and saucer for a refill.




    “Just think about it,” Kitty begged.




    ON SATURDAY, I TRADED my sensible dark wool skirt and scratchy crew-necked sweater for an evening dress, the only one I owned—a brown, cocktail-length dress made of a shiny synthetic material. It was gathered at the waist with a pleated belt that tied into a bow on the side, and there were three fabric-covered buttons that I managed to convince myself elevated the dress to near elegance. I added black pumps, the string of pearls my mother had given me for high school graduation, and a muted red lipstick.




    I had a fresh face, a pretty face. I have always been small, my wrists fragile, like fireplace tinder, easy to snap. I have an open, heart-shaped face with high-arching eyebrows, insistent cheekbones, and Scottish skin that blushes and pales like an ever-changing weather map. Genetics have given me a tongue I can roll, unattached earlobes, and the recessive trait of clear, light-blue eyes.




    That night, my youth was all the makeup I needed, but looking in the mirror and brushing my dark blonde hair back from my face, I felt so plain, anticipating the stylish coifs of the popular girls. I didn’t own a lace collar that could be attached to different dresses to spice them up. I lacked the crystal-studded pins girls added to their coats or hats, and the clips that held my hair in place were only a facsimile of silver. My plumage was not the kind that would attract a mate, that would let me stand out from the rest of the flock.




    Jerome’s breath on my cheek sent shivers along my spine as he pinned a corsage of generous white mums onto my bodice. His fingers were careful, practiced, and I liked the way he tucked the pearlescent head of the pin beneath the greenery of the corsage. I smelled the sharp scent of whatever it was he used to try to dissuade his curls, and the collar of his shirt was starched a perfect, crisp white that made me want to tap it with my fingertips to see if it would sound like the taut head of a drum. Two tiny moles perched just above his collar, on the left side of his neck. Part of a constellation?




    The first thing I noticed was the heat of the room. I couldn’t imagine how we could dance for long or how my dress would hold up. Jerome’s suit coat had to be ridiculously hot. He got us each a glass of sweet red punch, pulled a flask from his breast pocket, and poured a splash of amber liquid into the cups. He smiled lopsidedly and shrugged his shoulders.




    We touched our glasses. “To victory!” I shouted, and felt the heat magnified as the alcohol spread its warmth across my chest. Shyly, I put the back of my hand to my mouth and smiled. It was my first-ever taste of alcohol, and in that moment I was, at last, part of the true college life. He took the glass from my hand and set it on a nearby table.




    “A Pennsylvania girl has got to know how to polka.” He steered me toward the dance floor.




    Oh God, I prayed silently to the God who had never shown his face to me in any kind way. Don’t make me do this.




    But I did do it. And Jerry was a dream of a dancer, as advertised. We stopped dancing only twice all night—to soak up more punch and later to permit me a trip to the ladies’ room for an assessment of the state of my declining composure. The face in the mirror grinned back at me, despite her awry and wilting hair. Nothing mattered but that I was alive, dancing, at college, with a desirable date. Sorority girls be damned!




    At Mrs. Hudson’s door, Jerry leaned in to kiss me. Reflexively, I turned my head to the side at the last moment and he kissed my ear. Later, as I lay awake with the music in my head, cigarette smoke permeating my hair and pillowcase, I wished I’d touched the tip of my tongue to each of those tiny moles, in succession.




    “FLIGHT REQUIRES DEFIANCE OF gravity and is really, when you think about it, a bold act.”




    The professor at the front of the lecture hall paused for dramatic effect, but as far as I could see, I was the only fully engrossed member of the audience. I wasn’t enrolled in the class but had instead taken a seat at another professor’s suggestion. I was enraptured not only because I felt I was looking at a wild man, someone whose long, tousled hair intimated that he had rushed in from a hike along some wind-blown cliff to lecture to a bunch of physics students—but more so because I knew he could explain mysteries to me, decipher Newton and the others and render them comprehensible on a practical level. My expectations were high, and Alden Whetstone met them.




    “We think about vertebrate flight as falling into four categories: parachuting, gliding, actual flight, and soaring. If a bird can soar, generally speaking it can also perform the three lower forms of flight.” Alden paced the stage. “Don’t confuse gliding and soaring. To soar, an animal must have evolved to possess specific physiological and morphological adaptations, and soaring birds must know how to use the energy of thermals to maintain altitude.”




    Oh, lord, he was speaking my language—a physicist employing Darwin. Professor Matthews had been right to send me here. The smell of wet wool brought about by January snow permeated the room.




    “We’ll see, over the course of this and the next several lectures, that the soaring form of flight has been achieved by only a few animals over the entire course of evolution. We’ll examine concepts of drag, thrust, vortices created by the flapping of wings, and the evolution of the flight stroke, without which there is no flight.”




    Baggy corduroy pants. A broad red, blue, and white tie of abstract design, loosely tied as if in begrudging compliance with a dress code. Frayed cuffs beneath his suit coat sleeves, and an audacious mustache that was bushier than most men’s entire heads of hair. He was the quintessential absent-minded professor, which thoroughly intrigued me. This was not Jer! on the make; the professor’s attire was not calculated to attract, to stand out. This was a wholly intellectual creature barely cognizant of the physical world and its requirements. I felt myself longing to soar along with him in the realm of pure ideas, of complete and total academic isolation. I bet he’s never worn a polka-dot tie, I thought with smug satisfaction.




    There was a loud knocking noise. It persisted. The class grew restless, and the noise was sufficiently distracting so that none of us was listening to the lecture. Alden continued longer than anyone might believe possible given the noisy competition, but finally he returned to earth.




    “What’s going on?” He faced his students. “No one knows?”




    Feet shuffled, but no one responded.




    “It’s coming from upstairs. What are they doing? Moving furniture or something?” Alden left the stage and went out into the hallway, apparently to confront the person or persons who were interrupting his flow of thought. Now, there was outright laughter among the students, all of whom were male. I looked about, trying to understand the joke.




    One of the boys caught my eye. “You don’t get it, do you?” he asked me.




    “What is there to get?”




    “This is the top floor. Whetstone is headed God knows where.”




    I was immediately embarrassed for the man who’d been speaking so eloquently. I, too, had believed that someone was dragging furniture across an attic floor overhead.




    The classroom door opened, and Alden was back. Although the volume subsided, the laughter remained.




    “So, no one wanted to tell me that there is no upper floor?” He stood facing us, his hands on his hips. “Top secret?”




    Nothing but nervous silence greeted him. I wondered how long he’d been teaching in this particular room.




    “Doesn’t matter,” he said, running a hand through his unruly hair. And then, without missing a beat, he returned to his lecture.




    I liked that he was unembarrassed. It bespoke a level of confidence and maturity that I longed to stand beside.




    It was known that Alden Whetstone had a reduced teaching load that year because he was working with other scientists on some hush-hush war project. How different Alden was from college boys, how I envied his ability to ignore social convention—or to be so entirely unaware of it so as to have no need to ignore it. Although he was twenty years my senior, he was still young, fired by the practical applications of his hard-earned knowledge and the associations he was forming through his war work with other world-class scientists.




    I approached him after that first lecture and accepted an invitation back to his office. After nearly an hour, we left his office to continue talking over coffee. We spoke about what we believed in, what was happening in the world, and what the world might become. It was as though we’d both been starving for that kind of easy conversation and comradeship. When I was with Alden—discussing, listening, leaning across tables and fully animated—life was painted in more vibrant colors; birdsong was more elaborate, rococo.




    If I’d played Mrs. Hudson’s recommended fawning, dumb girl’s role, Alden wouldn’t have paid me a moment’s notice. I never once thought about feigning stupidity in Alden’s presence. Rather, I felt called upon to stretch my mind, to show him I could run alongside him.




    Still, I kept dating Jerry. Alden was so high above me—he was such pure intensity and demanding, hard work—work I was not afraid of, but work nevertheless. Jerry was someone with whom I could let off steam, laugh, and maybe even be silly.




    IN THE SPRING OF 1942, newsreels that played prior to the start of films at theaters showed us the bravery of our fighting men and touted U.S. victories. It won’t be long now, we all thought as we sat in the dark, watching and hopeful, and Jerry squeezed my hand. Mother sent me clippings from the Greensburg paper and filled in details gleaned from her friends at church: Doc, Eddie, Mickey, Dean, Lester, Gabby, Rusty, and Tom Kilgore—Dot’s husband—all of them dead or wounded. Mother told me Lisa Jackson, a friend from Girl Scouts, had married Buck Pemberton, who had joined the navy and was about to ship out. I signed your name to the card, Mother said, and I embroidered a nice pair of pillowcases for them.




    Corregidor fell to the Japanese on May 6, 1942, just as we were finishing final exams. Jerry was horrified by the number of ships sunk by the Japanese, but even more so by the number of ships our navy scuttled or destroyed over the course of just two days, all to keep them out of the hands of the enemy. Corregidor floated just south of Bataan, and we knew that the U.S. had surrendered Bataan about a month earlier.




    I could understand numbers—so many dead or captured. I could look at maps, gauge distances, try to contemplate vast oceans or ships’ holds packed with sleepless, sweaty, frightened boys on their way to face death. I could talk with Jerry and other students about the war—the fiery, insane world at war—but I could not know. I could never know what it felt like to face mortality.




    ALDEN AND I DIDN’T really date—I think we fooled ourselves into thinking we were just spending time together. I didn’t tell him about Jerry, and while Alden once referred to an ex-wife, I didn’t know if he had a current romantic interest in his life. Nothing so mundane entered our orbit.




    I was in awe of Alden. I could only sense the very fringes of concepts that his intellect grasped with such easy, ready fingers. I worshipped his knowledge, his aloof independence and greater world experience. He was my teacher; he led me, and I followed gladly.




    We often walked together between or after classes, when Alden wasn’t committed to secret work in his laboratory. I remember an ozone-scented April afternoon when he pulled my hand from my raincoat pocket and held it in his hot, enveloping hands. Abruptly, suddenly aware of his own gesture, he paused in his description of atomic half-life, radioactive decay. We stood on the rain-darkened campus sidewalk, looked at each other, and I used my free hand to tuck a curl of his hair behind his ear. I felt so calm with Alden. Jerry always felt precarious, but Alden gave me sure footing. He’s solid, I thought as, wordlessly, we began walking once more.




    My thoughts surprised me. Unconscious, unbidden, I was falling in love.




    THAT SUMMER, I BOUGHT a red swimsuit with money from my job at Davidson’s Bakeries (honey and sponge cakes, butter cookies, birthday and wedding cakes, challah). Jerry and I packed a picnic basket with day-old pastries and headed to the lagoon in Jackson Park.




    Sun-drunk, I lay on the enormous, rectangular boulders beside the water and waited for the heat to rid my bones of every vestige of the brutal Chicago winter. Jerry towered above me, taking pictures.




    “Tell me again. The name of your high school swim club,” he said, clearly planning to tease me.




    “The Mermaids.”




    “Perfect.”




    “My mother has my annual at home. There’s a photo of the seven of us, arranged quite attractively on the diving board and ladder.”




    “With some never-married, male-looking girls’ swim coach, am I right?” He settled onto the rock next to me and lit one of his Old Golds.




    “Miss Berenstein.”




    “She never stood just a tad too long, watching you in the shower?”




    “Jerry, stop!” I sat up and shook out one of his cigarettes for myself. “I didn’t know about those sorts of things then. Not until you.”




    “Stick with me, baby. I’ll show you the world.” He paused. “Not like that old man you’re stringing along.”




    I shaded my eyes from the sun, tried to see Jerry’s face.




    “Professor Whetstone?”




    “Yeah. The old guy.”




    “He’s not old.”




    “Too old for you.”




    “He’s brilliant.”




    “Maybe,” Jerry began tickling me, “but does he make you laugh?” I squirmed beneath his fingers. A rough patch on the boulder scratched my thigh and drew blood. When Jerry noticed, he bent until his lips touched my skin, and beneath his soft touch I took a deep breath. He lifted his head, looked into my face, and grinned. “There’s more where that came from.” He let his palm hover over the spot where his lips had been. “Whenever you’re ready.”




    But I wasn’t ready. I felt that if I let Jerry pursue his lovemaking past the kissing we’d already done, I’d lose my hold on things, become another box checked “Done” on his to-do list of college girls. I didn’t really trust Jerry—at the same time as I feared losing him.




    IN CAFÉS OVER STRONG black coffee, Alden told me of his childhood, of the curiosity he’d had for the way objects moved.




    “It’s all energy, Meri. Energy! Energy is never created or destroyed. Never! Think about it!” Other patrons looked in our direction, but Alden didn’t care. If his enthusiasm disturbed them, then they should find other tables or leave. “We don’t necessarily know what the total amount of energy is in any given environment—say, a room, or the universe.” He used his index finger to draw an imaginary boundary on the tablecloth. “We can measure changes in energy, know when energy transfers have taken place. If energy comes from outside of a boundary, is transferred into that closed environment, we can measure that change. But what’s most exciting,” he took my hand over my plate of chicken-fried steak, “is the fact that there are so many different ways in which energy can manifest itself.”




    Alden’s energy held me entranced. I could not drift in and out of conversations with him; I had to listen, follow where he led. His demands, his challenges, were exactly what I’d always gravitated toward.




    He paused, and in silence we watched a mother at a nearby table as she spooned mashed peas into her baby’s mouth. The woman gently wiped the infant’s chin with his bib and cooed until the baby responded with a gummy smile.




    “My ex-wife miscarried. Twice,” Alden said, thoughtful, still focused on the mother and child. I said nothing—the last thing I wanted to hear about was a tragedy they’d shared. I was intent on avoiding comparisons, leery of failing in competition with the shadowy former Mrs. Whetstone—although for all I knew she was shallow, maybe a debutante of some kind, a woman who lacked curiosity. “What do you think?” Alden asked, now turning to face me.




    “About children?” I folded my hands on the tabletop. “Maybe later in my life,” I said. “Much, much later,” I said with emphasis. “There are too many things I want to accomplish first.”




    I didn’t reveal the full breadth of my ambivalence, my sometimes disconcerting lack of any biological yearning for children. As a girl, I never babysat; I hadn’t had to care for any younger siblings. My life hadn’t included diapers, burping, the joy of first words or miraculous first steps. I had so long ago taken children off of my plate, removed them from the realm of probability, if not possibility. I looked at Alden, wondered if he were asking me for more of an answer than I was willing to give. Was he considering my viability as a candidate for his next wife? Was I about to remove myself from the running?




    I felt a furrow form between my brows, struggled with the part of me that wanted to please him, to assure my place at his side by giving the right answer. But while I circled, caught in a spinning eddy of thought, Alden moved on. “The greatest discovery of this century. Of several centuries,” he said, now lowering his voice. “We’re on the verge of just that.” He closed his eyes, shook his head not in disbelief but as if he, too, were having difficulty grasping the enormity of what lay ahead. “Earth shattering,” he said, finally opening his eyes and looking deeply into my face. He smiled broadly and lit a cigarette. “Now, shall we talk about flight?”




    I felt a wave of relief. Alden wasn’t asking me for a definitive answer on motherhood. Perhaps he shared my ambivalence about children. Still, I was unsure.




    Jerry was just so much easier. But when had I ever chosen easy?




    RATIONING BEGAN IN EARNEST that summer—sugar, gasoline, even typewriters could only be purchased by using ration coupons. Every man, woman, and child was issued a coupon booklet, and along with the other boarders, I turned mine over to Mrs. Hudson.




    Omnipresent advertisements in the school paper (and magazines, posters in store windows, telephone pole notices, advertisements in theaters and buses and trains) pushed us to purchase war bonds and stamps. We should buy as many as we could afford, see how many luxuries we could do without. Boys should buy their girls war stamp corsages from the “sweet YWCA girls” who sold them every Thursday in the student commons. We probably “tossed away at least a buck a week on unnecessary things”; at that rate, the paper’s editor argued, we could buy a bond almost every semester. Upon graduation, we’d have accumulated eight bonds, with a maturity value of $200.00—an amount that we could apply to our “kids’ college educations.”




    I couldn’t afford to buy a war bond outright, so I began collecting the red, ten-cent war stamps that pictured the stalwart minuteman, rifle in hand. By the end of college, I had filled three booklets, worth three $25.00 war bonds. I sent them all to Mother.




    “I NEED TO TELL you something,” Jerry said.




    “All right.”




    “It’s not easy.”




    Seated next to him on a park bench with tired, dry November leaves beneath our feet, I waited.




    “I met with a recruiter, passed the exams. For the army.” He pressed my hand, refused to raise his eyes to meet mine.




    “Oh.” The sudden exhalation was involuntary.




    “I had to, Meri, with what’s been happening in the Pacific and all. I had to. I can’t keep hiding here.”




    I couldn’t catch my breath. Maybe this is what hyperventilation feels like, I thought. I cupped my hands about my nose and mouth, trying to breathe in the dark, warmed air.




    “I’ll write. I’ll be back. This isn’t the end of us.”




    “When do you go?”




    “I leave for boot camp in three days.”




    “Oh, Jesus.”




    “Meri, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”




    I wanted to tell him that words are cheap. I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want for him to die. I wanted to keep him in Chicago, safe. Nothing I wanted mattered, though.




    And he’d confirmed my decision for me. It would be Alden, not Jerry. Alden.




    ALDEN TOOK ME TO the Monte Cristo on St. Clair Street, where an eight-course dinner could be had for $1.25. I consumed a huge dish of sautéed mushrooms, making every effort to keep the butter from dribbling down my chin. Preoccupied, Alden cut his porterhouse into thin strips. At last, he took his napkin and folded it precisely before placing it next to his plate and patting the material smooth. He lit a cigarette, looked at me across the tablecloth, and I saw a distance in his eyes I’d not seen before. The waiter brought our coffees.




    “Meri,” he sighed out a lungful of smoke. “I want to ask you something, and I don’t want you to take offense.”




    “OK . . .”




    He moved the obligatory tabletop candle to the side and reached for my hands. “I got us a room.”




    I wanted to pull away but didn’t. In the span of that short dinner, Alden had accelerated our relationship far beyond the place of easy familiarity where it had lingered for months.




    “Meri?”




    “OK,” I said. “OK.”




    “You’re sure?”




    I took my hands back, discreetly wiping them on my napkin. His palms were sweaty, nervous.




    “I don’t have anything with me, though. No toothbrush, no toothpaste.”




    “The hotel has them. It’s a nice place, Meri. It’s not a dump. I wouldn’t do that to you.”




    “All right, then.” I reached for my purse. “Let’s skip the apple pie.”




    I DON’T BELIEVE WOMEN lose their virginity. It implies they can find it again. Nor do I believe people lose their lives—“Whoops! Now where did I put my life . . . beneath a cushion on the couch? Maybe I left it on the kitchen counter . . . Honey, have you seen my life? I know I had it a minute ago.” So, I did not lose my virginity in that hotel room. Boys I knew did not lose their lives in the war.




    Lying in bed with Alden, I longed to set myself free from constant analysis, but I could not. It was as if a part of me were suspended above the bed making observations. And so the physicality of the act, the sensations, were diminished—even more so than they naturally would have been because of my newness. Alden was respectful, careful of me. Perhaps too careful—there was definitely a part of me that wanted for him to be masterful and in charge, to help me transcend omnipresent thought.




    It hurt. Alden seemed to know or care little about lubrication or taking his time, about the delight of suspension. Granted, he was as anxious as I, and so while we both put forth great effort, we were nervously taut. Still, there is no escaping the closeness of skin against skin, and I felt my senses engage: touch and warmth, the smell of his sweat and, afterwards, the smell we created together, tangled beneath damp sheets. The taste of salt and scotch. Street noises rising from below, the occasional rasp of a bedspring as we shifted our weight. The light I’d left on over the bathroom sink as it slanted into the room, crossed the carpeting, and highlighted my purse on a chair. Alden’s pants neatly folded over the back of the chair.




    That single careful gesture—the controlled placement of his pants. It told me something I refused to acknowledge: Alden would always be too careful. There would be no transport for me, not with a man who was that precise in the face of impending passion. Passion walks the edge of control, teasing. It looks down at the rocks in a canyon and contemplates plunging, taking one fatal step to the right. It soars, having released the weight of consciousness of all but the moment.




    At half past midnight I woke him.




    “I have to get back. I can’t stay out all night.”




    He was groggy—the scotch, no doubt, combined with the relief of having accomplished what he’d set out to do. He fell back asleep, and I was sorely tempted to do the same.




    “Alden.”




    “All right.” He sat up on the edge of the bed and turned on a bedside lamp. The light was painful, harsh in its revelations. I reached over and touched the bones of his spine, ran my fingers lightly across his shoulders, pinched the nape of his neck.




    “Don’t start something we can’t finish.”




    I tattooed my fingers across his back, imagining that my fingertips were raindrops, gently pelting his skin.




    “Meridian, we need to get dressed.” And with that he was up, across the room, quickly thrusting his legs into those perfectly creased trousers. When he finished buttoning his trousers, he crossed the room, knelt on the carpet, kissed my knees. “You’re beautiful,” he said, and I could see that in his eyes, I was.




    I made my way to the bathroom and wet a washcloth to clean up the blood and semen I found adhered to the insides of my thighs. I wondered if the maids counted how many post-deflowering washcloths they tossed into the laundry each week.




    The next morning, I sent Jerry a letter full of campus gossip and cheerful news. I signed it “Fondly” and told him to keep himself safe, alive. Then, I sat back and wondered what Jerry would have done in that hotel room.


  




  

    A Watch of Nightingales




    1. A brown bird with a reddish tail, slightly smaller in size than a robin.




    2. Unlike most birds, the nightingale sings at night as well as during the day.




    Lionel Hampton’s drums and the singer’s world-wise, penetrating voice expanded in my chest as I sat beside Alden in the Regal Theater in late December, the mouth of my cigarette case spilling Chesterfields across the immaculate white tablecloth. She was Ruth Jones, recently reinvented as Dinah Washington, the queen of the blues, and she sang of her need for caviar at breakfast, champagne at night.




    I leaned into Alden’s shoulder, whispered: “Are you listening? Shall I make the same demands? Are you ready for that?” He pulled back to look at me, and in the nightclub’s gloom the miniature table lamp cast shadows like war paint beneath his eyes and across his cheekbones. How fitting, I thought—with Alden on his way to participate in some top-secret mission somewhere in the Southwest. Alden, impossibly, a University of Chicago physics professor about to become a warrior. He ran the back of his thumb along the curve of my jaw.




    “Are you saying yes, then, Meri? Is it yes?”




    I took another pull of my cigarette and felt my right leg instinctually keeping time with the music. Even at age nineteen I knew it was a moment I should take in with all of my senses.




    “That’s what I’m saying. Yes.” For emphasis, I crushed the last of my cigarette until it lay like an accordion in the ashtray.




    His lips were on my neck, a quick brush designed to preserve my Revlon Red lipstick. I touched his shoulder briefly, lightly.




    He was leaving his university position, his office and desk, his lab and me, to participate in some unspecified way in the war effort. Almost reflexively, I had said “yes” to his marriage proposal, thinking of it primarily as a way to keep him close.




    The band broke, and I watched Dinah Washington put her hand on the pianist’s shoulder while she reached for her glass with her other hand. He looked up at her, wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief, and I swear I could see the black beads on her dress shiver beneath his gaze.




    I wanted to feel that with Alden. I was waiting for it. I took a sip of my champagne cocktail and curled my hands, one within the other, on my lap. Alden cupped the bowl of his pipe in his hand, and the match flared. He had beautiful hands, the hands of an artist, and I liked to see how carefully, with what natural grace, he held even the most mundane object.




    The lights came up, and several of the patrons formed a conga line. Drunks too inebriated to stand used their silverware to beat out the necessary rhythm—boom boom boom boom boom, BOOM! Boom boom boom boom boom, BOOM! We were all suddenly united in our need to forget the war, instead insisting on life and possibility.




    One woman stood out, leading the conga line like some kind of deranged toucan, her nose just a bit too big and her black evening dress slashed with caustic stripes of green, yellow, and red. Boom boom boom boom boom, BOOM! She thrust out a hip, her mouth stretched into a giant O. I could see crescent sweat stains ruining her dress as she waved her arms with the drumbeats, and when the line snaked past our table, I smelled Evening in Paris cologne.




    The toucan woman caught my eye, waved for me to join her. I envied the fun she was having, but something about this evening, about Alden’s impending departure and the way he frowned at the conga line, stopped me. Wanting to avoid displeasing Alden, I mouthed “No, thanks,” and smiled as the woman moved on.




    When he kissed me good night, called me his beautiful fiancée, I cried into the buttons of his overcoat, already missing him.




    The next morning, shafts of sunlight beat into Union Station, and I watched golden dust motes dance in response to my breath.




    We stood in the train station, Alden and I. My cheap cloth coat, the lining of the right pocket torn, his minimalist bag at his feet. He looped a locket about my neck, promised me an engagement ring “down the line.” The book-shaped locket was empty—meant to be filled with our future.




    Alden’s hand on the small of my back was warm through the material of my insubstantial coat. He couldn’t tell me where he was going or what he was going to do—just that it would be in an isolated location in the Southwest, that he would contact me as soon as he was permitted to do so. We parted with me feeling tearful and angry, already regretful that I could not force myself to be more mature. I was sad at his leaving, at my being left out, at the delay this secret war assignment meant to our life together. Angry that he could find it in himself to leave me with such barely disguised excitement. Whatever he was going to do, it flipped all of his mental switches; he glowed secretly like the vacuum tubes settled in the dark interior of the radio beside my bed.




    When the whistle blew, Alden eagerly hopped up the stairs of the coach car, removed his hat, and then disappeared into the dimly lit interior.




    Before heading back to Mrs. Hudson’s, I bought myself a medicinal chocolate malt at Fred Harvey’s, watched the Harvey Girls comport themselves with perfection, and wondered if there were Harvey Girls where Alden was going. I purchased a picture postcard of the train station and addressed it to Jerry. I told him I was engaged to Alden, wished him a happy new year.




    I dropped it in a trash can on my way home.




    THE LONG-AWAITED WESTERN UNION telegram from Alden was brief: “PO Box 1663, Santa Fe, New Mexico. Alden.” I found the place on a map and wondered what on earth such a place with so few cities or centers of commerce and industry could possibly have to do with the war effort. And I was disappointed—Alden sent not a word of his love, despite the fact that we’d been engaged to be married for less than two weeks.




    PROFESSOR MATTHEWS WAYLAID ME in the hallway outside of his third-floor office in the zoology building. He’d taken me under his wing and was helping me map out the remainder of my undergraduate studies.




    “Come sit for a bit.” He fished in his pants pocket for his keys and unlocked his door, motioning for me to precede him. Overflowing ashtrays ruled every flat surface. He tossed a pile of library books onto a chair, and a cloud of dust rose from the cushions. The single overhead light fixture sputtered and then the light bulb popped, leaving us in a gray twilight.




    “Ridiculous,” he said, crossing to the windows. He struggled with the cords of the venetian blinds, raised them several inches, and emptied the nearest ashtray into his trash can, finally pushing it toward me. We lit up while he leaned against the edge of his desk.




    Professor Matthews was soft all over and gave every sign of being headed for unbridled corpulence one day—perhaps sooner rather than later. The heels of his shoes were worn at odd angles because of his heavy, awkward gait. I guessed he was in his early sixties, and that he’d likely been in the same office for a good thirty-five years or so—enough time to accumulate layer upon layer of solidified geologic time.




    “I want for you to find your focus.” He exhaled smoke. “You can graduate in under four years—maybe as little as three, by my calculations. But I’d like to see you use your time and abilities to begin an area of specialization. It will help when it comes time to apply to graduate school.”




    I looked at the glass display case that ran the length of one wall and included at least fifty specimens of stuffed birds, from cardinals to nuthatches. Over time, dust had made its way into the case, and now the poor creatures bore a patina of gray that dulled their feathers and filmed their glass eyes. It reminded me of what I’d read about the Victorians’ proclivity for killing and collecting every plant or animal species they encountered—Darwin included. I imagined pinprick openings appearing in the bellies of those preserved birds and then envisioned how the sawdust stuffing would sift downward like the sands of an hourglass until each of the dead bodies was nothing but a depleted small sack of tanned skin, a sad coat of former glory. It made me want to weep.




    “I’m suggesting that you think about disciplines such as acoustic networks, songbird communities, counter-singing. Mating systems, social and reproductive behaviors. Or, there’s navigation, migration patterns.” He tapped the ash from his cigarette. “You could also take another approach, focus on a specific species.”




    “I think that’s where I’m headed,” I said, sending a stream of smoke ceilingward.




    “What direction?”




    “Species. Focus on a species. Corvus.”




    “Excellent choice. But tell me why.”




    “Their intelligence. We’ve just begun to scratch the surface when it comes to understanding crow and raven behavior.”




    “Agreed. Is there a particular aspect of their behavior that interests you more than another?”




    “Their seeming use of tools, since that runs counter to all current assumptions about what separates humans from other animals.”




    “Perfect. Just the sort of analysis I’d expect from my best student.”




    “And, I like them because so many people dislike them. All of the myths, the negative associations—carrion birds, birds of war. I was reading recently about a Tibetan funeral ritual involving crows and ravens. The deceased’s body is cut into small pieces and laid on an altar, and then the birds carry the departed, albeit in pieces, to the next life.”




    He stubbed out his cigarette and stood, dismissing me. “Be a scientist, Miss Wallace, not an English major.”




    “But I beg to differ, respectfully. Rachel Carson talks about this. I don’t want to write solely for the scientific community.” Aged cigarette smoke filmed his windows, turning the late afternoon light a sickly chartreuse.




    “Listen to me: your thesis committee, the academics who hold your professional future in their hands, are not the Rachel Carsons of this world. They are old school, and you have to be ready to jump through all of the hoops they require of you.”




    I thanked him, gathered my coat, and shifted my books to one hip. When I entered the staircase, I thought about crows. Why they compelled me. The affinity I had for them and their mythology. I wanted to know everything about them—these dark birds that seemed to me to be so misunderstood, so underestimated.
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